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Chapter 1: 
The Accident

			It was late and Kelvin was exhausted. He leaned his head against the window, closed his eyes, and summoned his body to relax and sway with the rhythm of the dimly lit inter-city bus. Every once in a while, soft mumbles would break the silence, but most of the passengers were sleeping. The driver was humming to the tune playing on the radio. 

			Kelvin’s entire being was overcome by fatigue and, from time to time, he’d doze off, his chin dropping to his chest, and then he would suddenly awaken and gaze at the passing landscape. Almost shapeless masses, distinguished only by their size and oddly lumped shapes, passed by quickly and others would appear in their place. His eyes shifted away from the window and stared blankly into space. He was thinking of his destination. Occasionally he noticed lone electrical poles. From a distance, the shimmering lights of the city gave the illusion of pearls on a royal crown. He had long become accustomed to this route, always in the same direction. Absentmindedly, he glanced at his wristwatch with the illuminated dials. It was after eleven. He again stifled a yawn eager to be unleashed. The bus continued to drive along the road, sometimes slowing to round a corner. It seemed as though everything would go smoothly.

			With all so calm, no one was prepared for the imminent disaster. At the next bend, the shadow of a figure stood in the darkened bus. Speed was the decisive factor. The stranger leaned over the driver, striking him until he lost consciousness and fell to the side. The perpetrator held the wheel and pressed the button to open the door and jumped out, rolling down the empty road. The bus, now driverless, went speeding out of control. People started to wake up but, before anyone was able to react or press on the brakes, the vehicle swerved and hit the safety rail, hovering slightly as it flew into the void and then tumbled down the rocky mountain, far into the valley below. After spewing some of its components, shards of metal and glass, it finally came to a halt as the rear of the bus burst into flames.

			After the horrible racket, deathly silence prevailed. The road was eerily empty and it seemed no one had witnessed the calamity. A checkpoint was set up miles before the scene of the accident; impatient drivers sat in the cars with their engine idling, waiting for the path to clear. 

			“Light renovations,” they were told. A man in dark overalls stood and explained again and again to the agitated drivers: “Just a few minutes and you’ll be on your way. Please don’t worry.” Meanwhile, two other men were working on the rail that was shattered by the bus. They attempted to fix it in a way that wouldn’t attract unwanted attention. At the bottom, two others were doing their best to extinguish the fire before it would draw a crowd. When they finished, they turned towards the checkpoint, while the others distanced themselves, walking towards a track that led to the backend of the road.

			“Our work here is done, Charlie,” said one of them.

			“Good, in that case, help me remove the barrier.”

			Within a few minutes, traffic resumed without anyone knowing what had transpired, or even what the staged mishap was all about. But way down the cliff passengers were lying dead or wounded, cast all over the ground as if they were part of the landscape. Kelvin was certain he was dead. His eyes flickered until he was able to open them. It was pitch dark; he had a headache, and his entire body was in pain. He felt as if he had been run over by a giant steamroller squeezing every last drop of life out of him. He struggled to move an arm, a leg, but any motion proved too painful. He slowly came to, recalling the bus spinning out of control. After several more attempts, he managed to sit up, and cold chills ran down his spine. His eyes were trying to pierce the darkness. He looked around wondering about the rest of the passengers. Were there any other survivors? He patted his hand over his body to check that all of his limbs were intact.

			Suddenly he heard a moaning sound to his right. Kelvin froze in place in order to locate the source of the sound. Another moan. He got up on his feet, slightly wobbling. Miraculously, he wasn’t severely injured, just several scratches and a bruise on his head. He reached out, feeling his way around in the dark, occasionally tripping over debris of the bus. Ouch! His foot stumbled upon a human body. He quickly checked for any signs of life, placing a trembling finger on the weak pulse. The person was alive but still unconscious. Another muffled moan sounded again, this time closer.

			He advanced carefully. The bright light of a pocket flashlight blinded him and he lifted his hand to his eyes to protect them. It was one of the injured people lying on the ground with a small pouch strapped to his waist, from which he probably took out the flashlight. His leg was broken and he couldn’t get up. When he heard movement, he became hopeful that help was coming.

			“Terrible business,” the man turned to him.

			“Very much so,” Kelvin replied as he dropped next to him.

			“What do you think happened?” the man asked.

			“I don’t exactly know, I was dozing off and didn’t see anything amiss. When I came to, I found myself being thrown about, there were screams and then it was over quite quickly. I must have landed on a soft surface, which broke my fall, but I lost consciousness after I hit my head on a sharp rock. I came to a few minutes ago. I don’t think I was badly hurt.”

			“We need to call for help,” the man continued. “Where are the emergency responders? How could no one have heard or seen the accident? Even if the road was empty at the time, someone must have passed and noticed the shattered railing, the fire. Quite the thing, really. By the way, my name is Martin. Martin Smith,” he said, extending his hand.

			“Nice to meet you, despite the circumstances. I’m Kelvin Henderson.”

			“You were fortunate not to be seriously injured,” Martin said to him.

			“Ah, but I can see that you weren’t so lucky.”

			“Yes, damn luck. My leg is killing me.”

			Humming noises could be heard as many others started to slowly come around and, when they heard the mumbles of a conversation, they cheered as if they had been roaming alone in the desert for years.

			After an in-depth check, Kelvin discovered fourteen dead bodies. All the rest miraculously sustained injuries ranging from mild to more severe, but the main thing was that they were alive. Where were the ambulances? 

			“Help!” an elderly woman called out, “I can’t move.”

			Kelvin rushed to her. The lower half of her body was buried under a large piece of the shattered bus.

			He searched around for something that would help him lift the vehicle to pull her out. As he was contemplating what to do, a young man approached him. He was a little odd and, without saying a word, he grabbed the end of a wooden log.

			“When I lift some of the load, quickly pull her out,” the man said to him. He inserted the wooden log under the part that trapped her legs and hoisted it up with all his might. Kelvin hurried to pull her out gingerly so as not to worsen her condition. “Okay, got her,” he said as he pulled her away, “thank you very much.” However, the man only shrugged with a mocking expression on his face.

			“Seriously, you must be very strong to have lifted all that weight off of her,” Kelvin said with excitement. “Now we have to try and climb back up,” he pondered out loud. However, the situation seemed hopeless, as that would require ropes or some other apparatus. What would become of the wounded who weren’t able to walk?

			“Listen, old man,” Martin addressed him, “if salvation doesn’t come from the top of the cliff, try down here; go and search for a house, a motel or something like that and, when you find something, call 911.

			“Great idea, Smith,” Kelvin said. “I’ll take some people with me, I really don’t want to be out there on my own.”

			After a few minutes, he left with two other people: the same young man who helped him and a heavy-set older woman, and they headed away from area of the accident, leaving the wounded behind.

			The young man, Phillip Morson, as he introduced himself, was a gloomy guy. His clothes were a mess and appearance was sloppy, but one couldn’t tell if he looked that way before the accident; his curls fell carelessly down to his shoulders which somehow, surprisingly, befitted him. Every feature of his face expressed a constant sense of ridicule, up to his bright blue eyes which glowed with a surprising wisdom and cleverness. In comparison, Mirabel Cartwright was a cheerful and chatty character, rambling on incessantly as the two others walked beside her in silence. 

			After about forty-five minutes of exhaustive searching, they saw a speck of light in the darkness; as they advanced, the speck became clearer until they finally saw it was a small motel with a dimly lit courtyard. It was surrounded by wild trees and shrubbery, giving the place an eerie and mysterious aura. A narrow path led to a simple gate. “Dead-End Motel,” Kelvin read the wooden, rectangular sign aloud. “Indeed a strange name,” he added.

			Gloomy Phillip thought the place looked depressing and the name was stupid, but Mirabel was glad they could finally rest. 

			They knocked on the door. After a few moments, it was answered by an odd-looking man: thin, very tall, a shaved head and long black beard with no moustache.

			“Yes, what can I do for you?” he asked with a deep, spine-chilling resonance.

			Kelvin told him about the accident and asked if he could use the phone.

			“I’m very sorry, sir,” the man said to him, “but it’s out of order.”

			“So perhaps you and your staff, if you have any, can come and help?” Phillip grunted.

			“Wait here,” he said and vanished into the motel.

			“He was creepy, I don’t like this place at all,” said Phillip with wary, sparkling blue eyes.

			Kelvin sighed; the last thing he wanted to deal with right now was conflict. They were there on a mission.

			After a few moments of nerve-wracking waiting, the door opened again. This time, beside the thin man, appeared three odd-looking creatures who looked like they had jumped right out of a creepy fairy tale.

			Mirabel stared at them. The first, a gigantic man, had a black patch that covered his right eye. On the other half of his face was a deep and ugly scar that twisted his face and gave him the look of a vicious and bloodthirsty predator. The second one looked like a rag doll that, if you shook it hard enough, would fall into pieces. The last character was no less strange than his friends, a little person who hopped heavily from one foot to the other, as round as a barrel of wine.

			The foursome followed them to the scene of the accident. 

			“Thank God,” Martin said, “I was beginning to think you were kidnapped by a UFO.” The men from the motel had powerful flashlights and, when Martin saw their faces, he quickly whispered in his new friend’s ear, “Listen, I swear these men look like extraterrestrials. I’ve never seen such ridiculous. yet terrifying, figures. Well, what can you do, we have to thank them for coming to rescue us.”

			The decision was made to move all of the survivors to the motel. Anyone who could lend a hand did so willingly, supporting those who were unable walk on their own. They built a makeshift gurney that required two people to carry each wounded person, so had to make the trip several times. After several excursions, the most severely wounded were immediately placed into rooms.

			The motel was quite large, two stories high. The bedrooms, bathrooms, and toilets were on the top floor; the ground floor held a dining hall and a lounge with a burning fireplace, couches, armchairs, and round tables with newspapers and magazines. Beyond were the employees’ rooms, the kitchen, and bathrooms. Stairs led from the kitchen down to a large basement filled with supplies.

			Out of the thirty passengers, fourteen were killed, six were critically injured, four were slightly injured, and the rest escaped with superficial wounds.

			The motel employees treated the wounded and provided them with food and drink to ease their suffering until the doctor arrived. 

			They were told that the place was desolate and there were no other homes around. They were very fortunate to have found it. One of the motel’s employees, the huge guy with the eye patch, went to call for the doctor who lived several miles from the motel, where he ran a small clinic on his own, occasionally assisted by volunteers.

			Kelvin, Phillip, Mirabel, her friend Mildred, and a young, golden-haired woman called Lucinda, who had a sweet doll face with big blue eyes that expressed a touch of innocence, sat around one of the tables. Mirabel instantly accepted the role of looking after Lucy. Now they were able to relax a little and calmly talk about what had happened. “This is just terrible,” said Mirabel, “what’s happened today was criminal.”

			“You’re right,” Kelvin agreed, purely out of courtesy; in his heart he wondered what the hell she was talking about. Lucy gazed at her with adoring, child-like eyes, and Mirabel continued talking. Phillip ignored her altogether, flipping through some book, sipping wine, twisting his mouth in ridicule and indifference.

			Kelvin occasionally nodded his head, trying to stifle a yawn that threatened to escape. Finally Phillip had enough listening to the jumble of Mirabel’s words and closed his book angrily, got up and, without even looking at those seated at the table, turned to the wooden staircase that led to the bedrooms. The chubby lady was appalled by his lack of manners. “Have you ever seen such behavior? Utterly rude! The young people today are totally discourteous to their elders, without the slightest consideration of others’ feelings. This young man, in my opinion, is terribly rude. I am sure that you, dear Lucy, would never behave in such a disgraceful way.”

			“Oh, Mrs. Cartwright,” Lucy was embarrassed, “don’t pay any attention to Mr. Morson, I’m sure he didn’t mean to insult you.”

			“My dear child,” Mirabel turned to her, visibly upset, “how naïve you are. Though it’s very nice of you to defend the young delinquent, you must know that not all people are good and pure. Listen to me, stay away from people like him and you will save yourself a great deal of trouble.”

			Lucy continued to try and calm the upset woman, while Martin smirked and enjoyed the situation. At the same time, he was disturbed by the notion that he had seen Phillip before.

			“What do you think?” she turned to Kelvin, “I mean, about Phillip.”

			“Well, I can’t say for sure, since I know so little about any of you. However, I like young Morson, precisely because of his unusual behavior.”

			

			After a while, he too became fed up with Mirabel’s chatter, and felt that if he didn’t let his body rest, he would probably collapse. He turned to the others with an apology and announced that he was tired and wished to rest his eyes. He bid them good night and went up to his room, leaving the woman to ramble to her listeners about his good manners.

			When he was alone, he could finally rest his aching limbs. The bed was nice and soft. He released a sigh and tried to relax. He had trouble falling sleep, so he picked up a book, but his mind couldn’t focus and troubling thoughts raced through his mind. 

			In the meantime, downstairs, the doctor arrived, accompanied by the huge man and several of his helpers. He examined everyone with impressive professionalism, announcing, “There are six people severely wounded here. We must transfer them to the hospital tonight and inform their families. It’s fortunate that I have two ambulances. The rest will have to remain here until the police arrive. As usual, they will probably want to ask you endless and exhaustive questions.”

			He turned to his helpers, “Okay, transfer them carefully into the ambulances.” After they left, the motel became silent. Fatigue was evident in everyone.

			On the top floor, Kelvin still hadn’t fallen asleep. He was thinking about the people he met — what is Martin’s nature? he asked himself. He seemed quite confident, familiar to him from somewhere, yet he couldn’t remember from where. Likable, pleasant, jokes a lot, always smiling, the complete opposite of Phillip. Indeed, the youngster was the embodiment of indifference. His entire body screamed it, but was he truly like that? He had a feeling that deep inside was a warm, generous and sensitive heart. If this is how he behaves, Morson must have been through a great deal despite his young age, and it’s quite a pity that he was so bitter and pessimistic. He must be about twenty-six or seven, no more. Despite his bitterness, Kelvin felt affection and sympathy towards him.

			His thoughts moved on to Lucy — a complete contrast to Morson. A young woman of about sixteen, cute and childish, who obviously came from a wealthy family. He recalled her small face, adorned with long and golden curls, her blue eyes that seemed to want to swallow everything, and her wonderful, sweet smile. What gave her the patience to listen to Mirabel’s incessant chatter? And Mildred, her friend who looked like a dumb puppet who agreed with everything she said, despite her ability to spout the rare pearl of wisdom. His thoughts started to turn foggy, waves of sleepiness overcame him, and he finally fell asleep.

			Martin was attempting to figure out this strange motel he stumbled upon. “Dead-End” — an odd name. Indeed, its occupants seemed strange as well. The name definitely fit the place, yet the characters he encountered were so unusual that, had he not seen them with his own eyes and only heard a description of them, he would have still burst into a big laugh of disbelief. With these thoughts running through his mind, he sank into a deep sleep.   



		



			Chapter 2: 
In the Storm

			The next morning when Kelvin went down to the dining hall, it was full of people eating breakfast. The doctor had just finished his examinations.

			“They say that you’re one of the people who helped save the passengers’ lives. My name is Dr. James Fenton,” he introduced himself.

			“Nice to meet you.” They shook hands as old friends.

			“When I arrived last night, you were already sleeping, ha?” he asked with a smile.

			“Yes, I was completely knackered. I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t give me all the credit for saving the passengers; everyone took part; it was a joint operation. Tell me, how did you get here? The manager told me that the phone here is out of order and that there’s nothing in this area aside from the motel.”

			“Well, I live several miles from here, and I own a car and two ambulances. I was called here thanks to our friend, the giant cook. He has a truly amazing walking ability,” Fenton smirked, “I called the phone technician this morning, but all the lines were busy. You are probably familiar with this dodgy business. We evacuated the severely wounded and I reported the accident to the police. You can stay here as long as you want. There’s a minibus leaving once a day from the urban road, to pick up people held back in the motel. You need to wait for it at the end of the road at around six in the evening, but the police will probably be here before then.

			“Thank you, we’ll surely do that if they are late to arrive,” he thanked him.

			“How are you this morning?” the doctor asked Mirabel.

			“Much better,” she replied, “although last night I had a really bad headache.”

			No wonder, Kelvin pondered to himself, with all her chattering.

			“I’ll prescribe some sedatives for you.”

			While the doctor was forced to listen to her aches and pains, Kelvin turned to the table where Martin was seated, having a meal. He greeted him happily, with his leg well-bandaged and crutches placed on the chair next to him.

			“Dr. James is a true angel. He allowed me to come down here for a short while if I behave myself,” he chuckled.

			“How are you feeling?” he asked him.

			“Oh, great, I’m in a wonderful mood. By the way, did you notice the unusual posse?”

			Henderson looked around and finally focused on Lucinda, who looked refreshed. Mildred sat opposite her and, next to them, with his usual grave expression, sat Morson. He seemed agreeable to the company of those two, something which seemed quite astonishing.

			“It would appear that the three of them are getting along quite well,” Martin winked, “on the other hand, the weather does not bode well at all. They announced on the news that there was a storm coming. By the look of the clouds, we’re in for some rough weather.”

			“What about the bodies we left behind?”

			“Oh, the matter is being taken care of. Dr. Fenton said that he transferred the dead to the hospital until their relatives can come to identify them. In the meantime, we can enjoy our time here until the police arrive. A real tedious business; let’s hope they finish quickly so we can catch the six o’clock ride. If not, we will have to wait here until tomorrow.”

			Martin told Kelvin about the staff’s weird names. “The giant in the group, the cook, was called Bitter Corbin. The munchkin, who served as a chamber attendant, was called Tiny Miller. The frail bloke, Pepet Joe, was the janitor, and the person who opened the door for us was Tim Silence, manager of the establishment.”

			“They’re probably nicknames,” he told Martin, wondering how his friend was able to find all this out so quickly.

			Dr. James joined the two after he completed his rounds to make sure that everyone was more or less taken care of. “I heard there’s a storm coming,” he said, “let us hope you won’t get caught in it.”

			“The weather seems wonderful,” Kelvin reassured him, “everything will be alright.”

			Mirabel sat next to her friend, Mildred Mason, a remarkably alert, adorable old woman with white hair. However, occasionally her expression would become submissive. The two were incredibly compatible, one a chatterbox and the other an avid listener.

			In the early afternoon hours, the weather began to change, just as the doctor predicted. The skies turned silvery-grey; the quiet before the storm.

			The group that remained in the motel consisted of fourteen people, apart from the doctor who occasionally came by. Whitney Alden, a young and shrewd solicitor; Charlotte Hemingway, a simple and small-statured clerk; Elinor Shein, old and grey and the owner of a thrift shop; and Jack Reiss, a man of about thirty-five who was a professional tennis player.

			Rain started to fall in a light drizzle, slowly getting stronger as the hours passed.

			“How about a game of Bridge?” Dr. Fenton suggested.

			Kelvin and Lucy were chuffed about the idea, but Mirabel preferred to sit by the fire with her knitting in her lap, her mouth spewing a constant flow of words straight into Mildred’s ears. Phillip claimed it was a silly and boring game and adamantly refused to join in. The doctor completed the group while Elinor, Jack, Charlotte and Whitney started a second foursome. Cheerful, loud chatter cut through the air, and the place was filled with a homey warmth.

			Morson retired to a secluded corner overtaken by dark shadows, grasping his heavy book and occasionally surreptitiously peeking at people.

			“It’s really pouring down heavily right now,” Martin started saying as he dealt the cards with surprising agility. “Listen to how loud the rain is, I am definitely thankful that I’m not outside right now.”

			Kelvin chuckled. “Tell us a little about your work, it seems interesting.”

			“Why would you think so?” He turned to him, curious.

			“No reason, you just seem to enjoy your life.”

			“Right on the nose,” Smith cheered. “I’m a game-show host on one of the channels on the telly.”

			Henderson looked at him in surprise. “Now I remember where I know you from! Unfortunately, I don’t have much time to watch the telly,” he apologized.

			“Bollocks,” Martin exclaimed, “I don’t blame you.”

			“I serve as a deputy director in a large food marketing company and, as such, I have to be meticulous about every detail,” Kelvin continued.

			“It’s your turn to deal the cards,” said James.

			This is how they pleasantly spent the hours, talking about this and that, getting to know one another and playing cards. Outside the rain became stronger, as if it sought to cover the earth and drown it. Lightning pierced the dark skies, followed by thunder, which echoed like a cannon being fired. The shrieking wind blew through the treetops as if seeking to uproot them, blowing anything in its path that was not rooted firmly in the ground; a real night of horror. Indeed they did say it would be a harsh winter.

			“This storm confirms the forecasters’ prediction we may be stuck here for several days,” said the doctor. “I wonder if the motel stores sufficient food and heating supplies. Please tell me,” he turned to Tim, who showed up with dinner, accompanied by his helpers, “do you have enough supplies?”

			“Yes sir, obviously. We are prepared for cold nights and even for a whole month without the need to resupply. In the large basement you will find everything, from candles and flashlights in case of an electrical fault, to canned goods, bottles of excellent wine, beef jerky, and plenty of water —everything you can think of.”

			“Sounds good,” Kelvin muttered, “does this mean we have nothing to worry about?”

			“Absolutely, sir, we’re fifteen people. Even if we are stuck here for a whole month, the supplies will be more than enough.”

			“Tim, you have reassured me. Now let’s see what’s for dinner. My stomach is rumbling.”

			“Of course sir,” Silence smiled.

			“Hmm, great,” Martin hummed as he saw the delicacies being served. “Please tell your cook, Corbin, that he’s a wizard in the kitchen. He has hands of gold.”

			When everyone finished eating, they got ready for the night’s sleep. There was no way they could have travelled this evening; perhaps tomorrow, the weather will improve. They bid each other good night. The doctor remained in the motel. 

			“There’s no point in going out in this weather,” he claimed, and rightfully so. In his room, he found it difficult to fall asleep. The rain pounding on the window scared him and occasionally he tossed and turned, attempting to change his position, but he didn’t sleep soundly.

			He suddenly heard a noise that differed from the noise of the storm, as if someone was walking stealthily next to his door, barefoot on the slightly squeaking wooden floor. He got out of his bed, driven by his curiosity to find out who was awake at this late hour — it was almost two thirty in the morning. He put on his robe and quietly opened the door. Before he even took a step, two things happened almost simultaneously — the moon peeked through the clouds for a brief moment, and its dim light came through the small window in the hall. A shadow of a figure was captured briefly by the light, and then it turned dark again.

			The next morning, Kelvin went downstairs to the dining room, dressed, ready, and waiting for a hot meal. He was very surprised to see flustered people all talking at the same time.

			“What’s happening here?” He turned to Martin.

			“Murder, that’s what happened!”

			He was so overwhelmed, refusing to take in what he was just told, and he burst into laughter. “You’re pulling my chain, right?”

			“No, I’m dead serious. This morning, Mirabel knocked on Elinor Shein’s door since she wanted to show her a knitting sample. When she didn’t respond, she thought she was probably still sleeping. She returned about half an hour later; she tried the handle and it was unlocked. She went in and found Elinor in her bed. When Miss Cartwright approached her to ask if she wasn’t feeling well, she was horrified to see that she was stabbed through her heart with a knitting needle.”

			“I didn’t hear any screams,” Kelvin stopped him, but Martin looked at him with reproach, “Mirabel is not so stupid to the point of completely losing it; she immediately called for me and Fenton, who fortunately stayed at the motel.”

			“She was dead as a doornail,” said James. “Her body was already cold. She was probably murdered in the early hours of the morning.” In his voice, there was a hidden and strange overtone, but it seemed that no one noticed it, perhaps with the exception of one person.

			“And another interesting fact,” the doctor added, “when I first treated her, I learned that she was regularly taking pills for her heart. I looked through her belongings, but the pills had vanished; in their place, I found very similar-looking sleeping tablets. The killer’s job was, therefore, easy. All he or she had to do,” he quickly added, “was to enter the room after Elinor fell asleep, stab the knitting needle straight into her heart, and then sneak out of there and return to his or her room. What interests me,” he concluded, “is how the killer knew she was taking these specific pills and replaced them with other similar-looking ones, and why a knitting needle, of all things?” He left out the one other small detail about last night for some reason.

			“Incredible,” Mirabel blurted out. “Believe me, it’s a horrifying experience to enter a room only to find that the woman was murdered, and by a knitting needle that belongs to me, of all things. I searched everywhere for it yesterday, and couldn’t understand where it had disappeared to. I generally always remember where I put my things. This is outrageous.”

			Kelvin looked at her pondering.

			“What time were you searching for it, Miss Cartwright?”

			“I don’t recall precisely,” she said, “around the time you played the third round, I decided I urgently needed my thick knitting needles, but my search came up empty.”

			“Quarter past six,” Phillip suddenly mumbled. Everyone turned to him, surprised. His face was sealed and expressionless, as he looked straight at Henderson. “Meaning, someone swiped the knitting needle at just before six-fifteen, with the clear intention of using it as a murder weapon,” he said with a slight smirk, “but the problem is that we were all downstairs at the time, which means that the knitting needle decided to vanish into thin air on its own.” An ironic smile peeked through the corners of his mouth.

			“He’s starting to get on my nerves,” the doctor whispered in Martin’s ear, “he has a pretty distorted sense of humor; this is not a time to joke around.”

			“Oh, don’t pay any attention to him,” said Martin in a light mood, he’s just an arse. In fact, he’s a pretty strange bloke. I tried to get him to tell me a little about himself, but the man kept his mouth shut. He’s rude and, in my opinion, these traits are indeed seem to be indicative of someone uncivilized and cheeky.”

			Kelvin stepped in, siding with the youngster, “He doesn’t have to walk on the straight and narrow like everyone else. There’s no law that prohibits him from being unusual. Why does he attract everyone’s attention? Only because he is mysterious, rude, and he does whatever the hell he feels like; the fact that he drinks plenty of wine and doesn’t stick his nose in everyone else’s business proves evilness and cruelty?”

			Kelvin had a strange feeling about Morson. The bloke was actually alright. Once he got used to him, he liked him. The young man, for his part, did not seem to mind his company or that of Miss Lucinda. Despite coming from a wealthy family, he didn’t see any signs of indulgence and selfishness which usually accompany people like that.

			“Well, Mr. Henderson,” Phillip turned to him with a look of utter enjoyment, “it looks to me like we’re going to have fun.”

			“What do you mean by that, my boy?”

			“The mysterious murder we’ve stumbled onto. Surely it didn’t escape either of you that we’re in a motel and there’s a storm outside; no one can go in or out…” He stopped talking for a moment, smiling in contempt, shrugging his shoulders. “Even worse than that, a killer in our midst is wearing a veil of innocence, relishing the commotion and mocking us all for our stupidity. Who would suspect him? He’s safe; perhaps he’ll kill again; who knows?”

			“Mr. Morson,” Mirabel called out sharply and in deep shock, “keep your opinions to yourself and stop scaring people, please.”

			“Why would I do that?” he asked sarcastically. “Each of us has the right to share his opinion on the subject; and who will stop me from speaking up? It’s an established fact and it would be bonkers to ignore what’s happened here.”

			Mirabel was shocked and amazed by Phillip’s gumption and tone of voice which, in her opinion, was rude and completely disrespectful. She wanted to say something but, when her lips moved without uttering a sound, Mildred turned to her, calming her shattered nerves. “Come, my dear, a hot cup of tea will do you a world of good.”

			“Seriously, my lad,” Martin turned to him, “you must show a little sensitivity to the ladies; you can’t talk to them in this manner; I insist you stop immediately!”

			“I think he’s right,” said Kelvin, surprising everyone around, “we’re ignoring something important. The murder has us baffled, but we must regain our senses. The killer is among us, however unreal it may seem, and we must take that as a fact.”

			The room fell silent. “So what do you suggest we do?” Jack grumbled. “Indeed, you can’t escape. Blimey, this killer has a screw loose in his head. Why even kill that worn-out sack of bones, Elinor? Perhaps if we jab a screwdriver in him he will get it together?” He burst into a bitter laugh.

			Whitney looked at him in anger. “You and your jokes, keep them to yourself. We need to call the police.”

			“But the phone here is out of order,” Charlotte cried out, on the verge of tears.

			“The doctor has a phone at his house,” Whitney continued, ignoring Charlotte. “He has a car outside, he should go and make the call. Although a storm is raging outside, I believe that it has calmed down a little.”

			“Absolutely right,” Fenton agreed with her. “We have to do something, we can’t stay here with a killer.” His voice was somewhat tense. 

			“The killer must be punished,” Jack smiled upon recalling a complete lecture given by the doctor last night about the appropriate punishments for all types of murderers and criminals. One of the most original punishments he could think of was putting the criminal in an enclosed space and then tossing a grenade in, burning him alive. How ironic that a murder did, in fact, take place – but where was the punishment? His pondering was interrupted by the sound of the door slamming after the doctor stepped into his car. People started slowly dispersing, seeking to keep themselves busy until help arrived but, before they managed to sit down, a deafening, mighty explosion rang out as the doctor’s car blew up and pieces of metal flew all over. The doctor died instantaneously, before he even knew what hit him. Everyone was shocked and an awful silence filled the space; so overwhelmed, no one dared to utter a word.

			A tremor pierced through Jack’s body and he felt he must talk to someone. Not now, he said to himself, in the evening, when everyone turns in, he will speak with a certain person and tell him what is bothering him so much. Right now, he was scared; the killer was among them. Am I really in danger? he thought. Yes, clearly! Who can I trust? Who can I tell what I saw? I could have prevented a death, but how could I know for certain that this was the cause? If I’m not careful, I’ll be next.

			  



		



			Chapter 3: 
The Shadow of Death

			The ambiance turned thick and heavy. Fear encompassed everyone in the motel. Knowing that the doctor was dead and that they had no connection with the outside world, having to spend their time with a killer, shocked them to the core. Could it be that the car was maliciously sabotaged?

			“We must do something,” Charlotte cried out, trembling.

			Kelvin sat next to the fireplace, observing the people scattered around the large room, attempting to take in what just happened before their very eyes: the kind doctor was killed in the car blast. The weather was getting worse by the minute, and already snowflakes began to fall from the sky, as if in slow motion, covering the ground in bright white. The window panes fogged up and someone would occasionally wipe them down in order to peek outside.

			The motel employees continued on with their daily routine, seemingly unscathed by fear or disasters. Their behavior seemed unreal to everyone. Phillip Morson was also indifferent to what was going on, ignoring the others, sitting at a square table and reading a heavy book in one hand and holding a thin-stemmed wine glass filled with wine in the other — which he emptied in one gulp and re-filled from the half-empty bottle on the table. Next to it was another bottle, empty. It looked as though he was accustomed to drinking, as he showed no sign of it having any effect on him.

			“He is not human,” Martin determined with a sense of disgust.

			“On the contrary,” Kelvin responded, “he has a tremendous ability to stay sober.”

			“Look at it as you wish; I still believe that drinking such large quantities of wine is utter madness.”

			“What should we do with Elinor’s body?” Mildred inquired in a calm tone of voice.

			“We mustn’t touch her. Before he died, the doctor told us to leave her until he had time to remove her. But, for now, we’ll lock the door and turn off the heat so the frozen air maintains the body’s condition and prevents rapid decomposition and odor… for now anyway,” Whitney replied.

			Lucinda twisted her nose in disgust, a shudder running through her slender body. “Oh, how awful,” she sobbed, “I’ve never seen a dead person. The sight is so terrible, how could someone do such a thing?”

			“In my opinion, it’s all part of the circle of life,” she heard a voice coming from the dark corner where Philip Morson was sitting. 

			She approached and sat across from him. “How can you just sit there and tell me to accept this murder? My mind refuses…”

			“Look, you can’t bring them back to life,” he interrupted her impatiently. “There’s nothing you can do that will help, there’s no point in crying over it.”

			“You have a very interesting outlook on life, Mr. Morson.”

			“Perhaps,” he replied in a somewhat pensive tone. “I’m no stranger to the sight of death,” he explained and, once again, withdrew into his angry shell. When she asked him what he did for a living, he blurted out in anger, “It’s none of your business.”

			“I’m sorry if I offended you,” she felt insulted and left him to own devices, joining the company of the others.

			“He won’t let me be kind to him, it’s impossible to talk to him without him being rude and insulting. Sometimes it seems that he softens a little but, suddenly, when he hears a word out of place, he withdraws again and shuts down like a clam.”

			“Look everyone, we’re forced to stay here, who knows for how long. We must get used to this fact and try to make our stay pleasant for as long as we’re here. And we shouldn’t forget there’s a killer in our midst. My advice is, be careful and watch out for yourselves,” Jack Reiss concluded, “and once this damn storm has passed, we will get the hell out of here.”

			“I hope not,” said Phillip without lifting his head from the book. “You have a juicy adventure right here, the kind you’ve never experienced; take advantage of it.”

			“He’s crossed the line,” Charlotte was cheesed off. “What’s wrong with him anyway?”

			“Calm down, my dear,” Mirabel started to say. “Why should you get upset? We must preserve our energy. How terrible would it be if we were at each other’s throats? Life will become most unpleasant; we mustn’t let it happen.”

			Again everyone remained silent as the storm raged outside.

			“Everything will turn out fine,” Charlotte mumbled, “You’ll see, this situation can’t last forever. The police know we’re waiting for them, you’ll see, we’ll manage.” No one answered her.

			***

			“Damn it, the storm outside is spoiling my mood,” Inspector Peter McMish grunted under his ginger mustache. McMish was a well-built man with a serious and angry demeanor. His huge hands grabbed the back of the chair he was leaning on while he looked outside at what was going on.

			“Harry,” he said, “what about the accident report?”

			

			“Well, sir,” his deputy rushed to answer, as if he was afraid of McMish’s wrath, “as you probably know, fourteen bodies were delivered yesterday in Dr. James Fenton’s ambulances. They were placed in the hospital’s morgue until their relatives arrive to identify them. Six other people who were critically injured also arrived at the hospital and received immediate treatment. Some of them required surgery and are fighting for their lives. The rest of the passengers are waiting for us at the ‘Dead-End’ motel until we can finish investigating the scene of the accident — a formal and routine matter. We received a list of the names of the passengers who are staying there, along with the names of the staff and the doctor. The area is desolate. Aside from the motel, there are no buildings in the area except for James Fenton’s house, which is several kilometers from there. Near the motel is a road where a bus is scheduled to stop once a day at around six in the evening, and can pick up the motel guests and take them to the main road. Due to the conditions right now, there’s no communication with them. The phone there isn’t working. We tried calling the doctor but couldn’t get through to him. He’s probably stuck there with them since no one can get in or out. Even we can’t get there; the road is simply impassable for cars. We’ll have to wait until the storm is over.”

			“Let’s hope it will be soon,” the inspector grunted in anger. “I don’t have all the time in the world to dilly-dally with a minor case. I’m sure it’s one of those driver-fell-asleep-at-the-wheel type things, dragging all the passengers with him into the abyss. This is really disgraceful; today’s drivers are careless, wretched, barbarians.”

			“Yes, sir,” Harry quickly agreed so his boss wouldn’t get even angrier. That’s all he needed.

			“As soon as this blimey weather passes, we’ll go. For now, there’s nothing we can do.”

			

			***

			The survivors of the crash tried to forget what was going on, occupying themselves with various tasks and hoping for the snow and rain to pass so they could escape the horrible mess they were in. Indeed, after the strange murders, the name of the motel seemed quite intimidating. “Since we’re going to be here for the unforeseeable future, I suggest we each say a little more about ourselves, so we aren’t complete strangers,” said Jack, trying to calm them down.

			“Why should we?” asked Phillip. “In my opinion, getting to know one another, finding out more, is superfluous. It’s better to remain anonymous, that way it’s much more fascinating.”

			“You don’t have to participate, Mr. Morson,” Jack was furious. “No one is forcing anyone.” Phillip only shrugged, wearing an innocent expression, but a tiny smile flickered in the corners of his mouth. His eyes gleamed in a strange glow, tracking Jack’s agitated behavior.

			“Ok, go ahead, I’ll be chuffed to listen. I’m dying to know what stories and lies you’ll tell. Indeed, you don’t expect me to believe a single word you say, because why would anyone tell the truth about himself? A well-constructed lie would be more riveting and wouldn’t obligate you at all. In any case, we’ll soon part ways, each of us will return to our private lives, and we’ll completely forget about each other.” When he finished talking, he burst out in mocking and sarcastic laughter.

			“Ignore him,” Whitney said, looking at him with level-headed contempt, “his words don’t concern us.”

			“Well done, Miss Whitney Alden, a shrewd and sharp solicitor, capable of self-defense and of dishing out biting remarks,” he responded, lifting the glass of wine, emptying it and wiping his mouth with his sleeve.

			“Please, people, stop bickering,” Lucinda pleaded. “You have raised a brilliant idea, Mr. Reiss, let’s do what you say,” her words dissipated the tension. Jack smiled at her kindly and rushed to sit next to her. Phillip kept silent, gazing at them, perplexed. The main thing was that the fighting had stopped.

			“Well, since I brought up the idea, I best start with me. My name is Jack Reiss, I’m thirty-six, and I’m a professional tennis player, a former two-time champion. My life was a long string of turbulent matches with the best of the best. Last year, I injured my arm, pulling a muscle. I’m sidelined until I fully recover. My spare time is dedicated to several hobbies: swimming long distances in the sea, reading suspense thrillers, entertainment, and the theory of mysticism. I’m not married, and I have two brothers and one sister. My sister is a university graduate with a BA in medicine. My two brothers engage in various sports — soccer and horseback riding. They are several years younger than me, and my sister is the eldest. My father was a former swimming champion. He keeps all his trophies in a small room in our house and, in his albums, he keeps photos and articles written about him. My mother is a bookkeeper and holds a senior position. This is more or less what I can tell you in short. On the day of the accident, I had said goodbye to my family and was driving to the new home I’d recently purchased when my car broke down, and I had to take the bus,” he concluded.

			“Look, we’re all in the same situation,” Martin Smith smirked. “We need to take everything easy. And now, I think I’ll tell you about myself: My name is Martin Paul Smith; I have nine brothers and sisters and I am the eldest. Next January, I’ll be turning forty-two. I started my career as a postman, slowly making my way to what I’m doing today — a game show host on the telly. Good salary, nice job and good ratings in a survey conducted not long ago. I am divorced with three kids. Most of my siblings are happily married, well off, and work in various jobs. We maintain a close relationship and see our parents several times a year. My destination: the nearest city for a two-week vacation but, as you all can see, I ended up here instead.”

			

			“Don’t fret,” Kelvin cheered him up, “we will still manage to have a good time.”

			“Whose turn is it now?” Jack asked. “Miss Lucinda, will you be so kind and grace us with your story?”

			“Thank you, Mr. Reiss. My life is essentially ordinary. I will soon turn sixteen, I haven’t finished school yet. My father hired excellent tutors to educate me and, due to being an only child, they missed me too much and I was brought back home from the exclusive boarding school I was attending. I started learning different crafts, such as embroidery, cooking, the art of painting and other things that my good parents hoped I’ll learn. I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but these are completely useless things, in my opinion. I mean, it’s good to know these things, but there are more serious professions in the world. My parents refused to let me work at something that would be considered beneath us. In the meantime, I volunteer with underprivileged people in hospitals and lonely elderly people, to the displeasure of my mother and father. I do not wish, ladies and gentlemen, you think them unkind. They simply want to protect me, their only daughter. You’re probably wondering what I was doing on the bus when I have a posh car with a driver at my disposal. It’s just that occasionally I give him some time off to go so I could and have a little fun, to spend time with other people, to be more like them, even if not entirely.”

			“My dear child, your actions are priceless,” Mirabel wiped a tear from her eyes. “I wish there were many more people like you; our world would been different, sweeter. Continue your blessed work and may the Lord keep you safe from any harm.”

			“Thank you, Miss Cartwright, you’re so kind and generous. I’m afraid you’re exaggerating a little, giving me so many compliments.”

			“Let’s raise a toast to the sweet Lucinda Durnham, who does good in the world,” Phillip suddenly exclaimed. It would appear that the alcohol fumes finally caught up with him.

			

			Lucy smiled at him without taking umbrage.

			“Go head Kelvin, you old bloke, I insist it’ll be your turn now,” Martin urged him.

			“Well,” he hesitated, “in fact, I don’t have much to tell about myself, my life is just boring and simple and probably won’t interest you.”

			“Bollocks, let us be the judge of whether your life is boring or not,” Martin joked. “Open your mouth and start talking, we’re all ears.”

			He smiled. “Okay, I give up, you convinced me. Well, I was born up north to a father who was an obstetrician and a mother who was a hairdresser. Apart from me, they had three daughters and one son. Two of my sisters are identical twins. We all left home, some of us are married and some not. At the moment, I don’t have too many hobbies besides reading philosophy books in my spare time. I got married last year, and last week my wife traveled to Europe. My wife is an economist and travels a lot. I work as a manager in the food company my father-in-law owns. My life hasn’t been rattled by any unusual events, running smoothly until the bus ride home from the plant outside the city. When my wife is abroad, I feel lonely and prefer to take public transportation to be in the company of others.” He paused for a short while, “Well, the rest you know.” The others nodded in agreement.

			“We’ve heard some beautiful and interesting stories,” Jack concluded, “how about a break? It’s late and you all must be quite tired. We didn’t even notice the time, who would have thought? Tomorrow we’ll continue. Good night ladies and gentlemen.”

			They all bid each other good night and rushed to their rooms in search of some safety. Externally, they tried to behave like civilized human beings but, deep inside, they were ready to devour one another if they ever discovered a hint of impure intent.

			When they all went up, Jack remained there alone, looking around to make sure he was indeed by himself. The fear had consumed him; he must do something to calm down. He would wait. An inner voice whispered to him that something good was about to happen. In the meantime, he sat at one of the tables and started writing a letter to distract himself and sooth his soul. The letter was addressed to his best friend, to whom he told all that had ever happened to him, including the riveting events at the motel and that thing that weighed heavily on his conscious. All the lights were turned off except for one, provided to him by Pepet Joe and Tim Silence. When they asked Jack why he was staying behind, he immediately dismissed them by saying he urgently needed to write. Admittedly, a very lame excuse, because what’s the point in writing a letter that can’t be delivered in a storm anyway? But it appeared that Tim had bought his explanation, giving him a vague smile and bidding him good night.

			Jack was about to finish and didn’t notice the person sneaking up behind him, as he was immersed in the sheet of paper in front of him. The soft soles of the man’s shoes muffled any sound. A gloved hand rose and swiftly came down on Reiss’s neck, thrusting a small, sharp screwdriver into his carotid artery. Jack died instantly without the chance to put up a fight. The blow was delivered with precision and considerable force.

			The shadowy figure was about to disappear, but then saw the written page. He grabbed it and read it carefully, his malicious eyes flickering quickly, narrowing with evilness. So then, he thought, he revealed my identity to his friend. Ha, fool. The letter will never reach its destination. I will personally make sure of that.

			His fingers crumpled the page in rage, but suddenly stopped. No, I will not throw the letter away. I will make good use of it.’ The incriminating part at the end of the letter was torn off and shoved deeply into his pocket. After that, the figure vanished into thin air.

			 



		



			Chapter 4: 
The Rule of Fear

			“I don’t give a rat’s arse about anything!” Charlotte yelled hysterically, setting aside the level-headedness she expressed until then. “I’m leaving, right now. God! He’s a lunatic, he needs to be put down immediately, given the electric chair at least!

			They were all standing downstairs after the body was discovered. It was Pepet Joe who noticed that something wasn’t right with the gentleman sitting at the table.

			“But dear, stop acting like a child,” Martin exclaimed, “you can’t go outside, you’ll freeze to death. How will you get home? Can’t you see what you’re saying is insane? And what made you think of an outrageous idea like the electric chair?”

			“So, what then? It’s better to stay here and wait to be murdered, one at a time, by a dangerous, mental psychopath who uses strange methods to kill us all? No, no way, I can’t take it anymore, I’ll go crazy.” She didn’t reply his last question.

			“Calm down, my dear,” Mildred turned to her, putting a motherly hand on her shoulder, “indeed we’re all in the same predicament. You’re not the only one who’s scared – we are all at peril. Be reasonable and stop thinking only of yourself. We will all have to be more careful. We should join forces. We mustn’t panic, we will all keep an eye on each other since, at the moment, unfortunately, we have reached a point of great discord and, when I say this, I mean we cannot trust anyone. This is truly awful.”

			“Such a pity,” said Phillip with an expression of fake disappointment, “I was hoping to hear more of your fascinating stories. Now, if you continue doing this, it would be quite ironic, don’t you think?” He smiled.

			“You know, your behavior is appalling, and we have had enough of it. I’m starting to think you’re the killer,” Whitney blurted at him. 

			Phillip was not impressed one bit by the blame cast upon him; on the contrary, his face lit up with a big smile. “The honor is mine, Miss Alden,” he bowed like an old-school gentleman, “I wonder though, how did such a brilliant thought cross your mind? Your brain cells must be polished and glowing from the extent of use, by virtue of you being such a brilliant solicitor. Hence, I would like to know who’s blaming me – is it you, Miss Alden, as a woman, or as Miss Whitney, the tough solicitor who knows no compromise?”

			She frowned in anger and was rendered speechless for a short while. It looked as if she was about to burst out into screams of anger for his audacity and rudeness, but instead she said coldly, “you’re attempting to be evasive; it’s clear you’ve been caught and you are merely uttering your dying words. By God, I will not let you get away with this. I will personally make sure you’re incarcerated. Once we get out of here, we’ll all keep an eye on you to make sure don’t make one single unguarded step – your days of fun and games have ended.”

			He raised his brow; a flicker of a smile was on his face and nothing more. Without saying a word, he just turned his back to her, as if saying, this is what I think about your statement.

			She didn’t give up, “listen to me, can’t you see who the killer is? It’s clear as daylight, his behavior is all we need to see it. We must keep an eye on him to make sure he won’t continue to commit murder until the time when we can give him up to the police — they will know what to do with him. You must assist me, of course,” she added.

			“Bollocks!” A single, small word caused everyone except for Phillip to turn their heads to the person who said it. It was Lucinda, who usually agreed with Whitney.

			“You’re wrong,” Lucy claimed warmly, “you’re so wrong, what makes you say that he’s guilty? How do you know? Have you seen him commit murder? Did he confess to you?” She didn’t wait for an answer, but continued to advocate with a youthful passion, “The fact that Mr. Morson is different from us is not reason enough to accuse him of something as serious as murder. How would you feel in his place, with people pointing a finger at you? Perhaps you’re the killer? Who can guarantee that you’re not? It’s really a golden opportunity to blame him for your actions. Who will people believe? Him or you — a successful solicitor who uses legalese and imposes her authority on the simple folk? We’re all innocent until proven guilty. Therefore, I will ask you to refrain from expressing such toxic words in public. We’re not in court and you’re not the prosecutor. You’re just like the rest of us simple people.

			“Oh, miss, that was wonderful,” a high-pitched, shrieking voice was heard. All eyes turned to the somewhat frail figure of the excited Pepet Joe. The motel staff stood next to him, listening to the heartfelt speech of young Lucinda. “If I was ever accused in court,” he continued in his high-pitched voice, “and Miss Lucinda was my solicitor, I would most probably be acquitted.”

			Lucinda drew a deep breath, smiling a somewhat sad smile. “I’m sorry for lashing out,” she blushed, “I am unaccustomed to speaking at such length, but I couldn’t keep my mouth shut hearing Whitney’s horrible words. My mind simply refuses to validate her accusation.”

			The impact of her words was evident, and everyone wholeheartedly agreed with her. Even Whitney felt deep remorse, whispering words of apology to Phillip Morson, who stood there like an ice sculpture, as if he hadn’t been accused just a few moments before. “You took a great risk lassie, standing up for me,” he turned to her, “people might think you’re an accomplice to the crime.”

			“Well Mr. Morson, I would gladly take the risk, as long as I knew in my heart that I’m right and that they are wrong.” 

			The blue color in his eyes grew darker and his face turned serious, “And what if I am the killer? Why are you protecting me? I am so used to harsh opinions about me, I’ve become indifferent to them.”

			Lucinda smiled, “You’re not the killer, so don’t try to take the role of someone else; you cannot fool me with your alienating behavior. Deep inside you’re probably a good person, only you don’t want people to know that, and that’s why you are wearing a mask of ridicule and sarcasm. Don’t fret, your secret’s safe with me. As for your habit of being opinionated, I am sure you’re right. An experienced man such as yourself is certainly accustomed to all forms of evil. Your profession surely taught you to be this way.”

			Phillip looked at her. His smile widened more and more as he listened to her. “My dear miss,” he called out as if surprised, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Kind? Sarcastic? Your imagination is playing tricks on you. Look here, a mere child and already so determined.”

			“You can say what you want, but I know the truth, and you won’t convince me otherwise,” she turned away from him.

			His gaze followed her with a smile of ridicule still on his face, along with a pinch of enjoyment, as if he was talking to a mindless little child.

			“Okay, now what?” The mundane question came from Kelvin’s direction, as if they were all just having a lovely time at a five-star resort hotel.

			

			Martin looked at him, not understanding, “What do you mean, old man?”

			“What shall we do with the body? You don’t suggest we lock him in his room too, this is becoming ridiculous.”

			“Do you have a better suggestion?”

			“Yes, we must take both bodies and put them in the basement. Surely there are some nooks and crannies there that are not being used?” This question was directed at Tim.

			“Well sir,” he opened hesitantly, “Indeed there’s a little room there that was used for vegetable storage and now it’s empty, but –”

			“Good,” he interrupted him, “if so, we will take them downstairs and we will all be much more at ease.”

			Kelvin and Corbin lifted the bodies, and Tim walked ahead with a powerful flashlight. This unpleasant task ended quickly and the door of the niche was bolted shut.

			“It’s really freezing down here,” Kelvin said, “you can use it as an extra fridge.”

			“In the past it was indeed used as a pantry, however we’ve progressed a little since then, Mr. Henderson.”

			“Yes, obviously,” he agreed with him as they went up the stairs.

			“How about telling us a little about yourselves?” Martin turned to the motel staff. “I can think of so many questions, for instance, how did you arrive at such a desolate place and decided to establish a motel? How do you know each other? And, of course, it’s impossible to not to notice your indifference to the horrible and mysterious events that have taken place here. Can you reassure me a little?”

			It was uncomfortably quiet for a few moments. Bitter Corbin seemed to be contemplating force here, he looked at Tim as if asking permission.

			“Of course, Smith, we will be happy to tell you anything you want to know. You must excuse my assistant, Corbin, his power stems from his size, that’s why he thought that perhaps you intended to accuse us of something. I am sure that Mr. Smith meant no harm,” Silence turned to Corbin with a pleasant smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

			As they sat down, Tim opened, “Well, I’ll start from the beginning. My friends and I were born on a distant, peaceful island. We ran a nice motel there too, but business was not so good. We decided to move on, trying our luck in all sorts of places, until we arrived here. We love the solitary we were accustomed to on our island. You’ll be surprised, people stumble upon this place to rest and regenerate before they continue on their journey. We lack for nothing, as I said a few days ago. We are comfortable with the way we live our lives. Now, about the indifference you implied, my friends and I are not easily rattled, not even by brutal forms of murder. Life goes on, there’s no point in panicking, and we need to maintain our composure in order to care efficiently for the guests’ comfort. We keep our worries to ourselves and we hide them out of habit. Did I satisfy your curiosity?”

			“Thank you, you have indeed answered tastefully, but allow me keep my doubts to myself.”

			Tim gave him a murderous look but allegedly remained calm, sending him a frozen smile.

			“Now, if you will kindly excuse us, we have a great deal of work to do.” After they left the room, the silence remained hanging in the air, cumbersome and unnatural; an atmosphere of fear and terror; a handful of people who are attempting to grab onto a feeble lifeline to suppress their thoughts about a murderer in their midst, free to kill, free to harm them, while there was nothing they could do to protect themselves.

			 



		



			Chapter 5: 
The True Face of the Masked Man

			“Did you realize we’ve been stuck here for three days already?” Martin asked his friend Kelvin.

			“Is that so? Time has no relevance at this point.”

			“Aren’t you afraid of the unknown?” Smith was baffled, not understanding.

			“Look, every person, even the bravest among us, is afraid of the unknown; we wouldn’t be human if we weren’t. Each person expresses fear differently; there are those who conceal these feelings, knowing how to feign calm; others jump at every suspicious sound. I am one of those who try to listen to reason, so that fear, terror and illogical assumptions don’t take over because, when they do, a person is not in control anymore, he gives in to instinct and is motivated by the emotions that control him. This person turns paranoid, a slave to his thoughts, which is very bad, mate, it has no end. Instead of a normal human being, you get human scum of the worse kind.”

			“Your point of view is quite riveting,” Martin said, “at times I think you yourself are becoming a robot, preventing your feelings from being expressed in public. I admire this wondrous quality of yours, but let’s not overreact with our responses.”

			

			Kelvin smiled, “You still haven’t gotten to know me enough, mate. In as much as man is a social creature, never trust him completely because, who knows what lurks inside, what urges he restrains. I myself, find the company of people quite pleasant, but I prefer to tell my secrets to a trusty animal that will never betray me, because he can’t tell them to other, dishonorable people.”

			“Oh, how different we are, Henderson, truly heaven and earth. The more people, noise, mayhem there is, you will always find me in the middle of it, getting involved. Philosophers bore me to tears; I am used to a hectic social life. I keep loneliness at bay,” he said laughing a little. “Just look at how different people are from one another, which makes them more interesting. Imagine a world where everyone has the same identity and behavior. I would prefer death to such a dreary life.”

			“I get you, mate, at least we can agree on that,” he added, “these homicides happened so quickly, I haven’t had a chance to take it all in yet. I’m only sorry for that James Fenton, he was a kind doctor. Although I only met him briefly, I found him to be intelligent and pleasant. Why do you think he was murdered? Was it deliberate?”

			“Of course,” Phillip, who was listening to them the entire time, interrupted the conversation. “His car blew up, it was surely intentional. Who if not him would enter his car? The question is mute.”

			“Sorry, very sorry,” Martin turned to him in anger, “we, the simple folk, the poor, the oppressed, we do not level up to your higher, mighty and sublime intellect. Things look different to us. We do not share your clear gift of insight, please forgive us,” he said in a sarcastic tone.

			Phillip didn’t even smile at him. His face wore a dangerous, weird expression. Before he even managed to open his mouth, Mirabel, Mildred, Lucy and the rest joined them.

			

			“It’s really boring here,” Whitney yawned, “there’s nothing to do but read, write, play Bridge, listen to the radio and be murdered one by one; truly exciting. We should put a bullet in this maniac’s head; perhaps that will calm him down.”

			“Well, come now,” Mildred scolded her, “If you just give it some thought, I am sure you’ll find something to occupy your time. There’s no shortage of things to keep us busy, thank the Lord, so stop talking rubbish.”

			“How can you expect us to think about something other than the three murders? If there was only someone smart enough among us who would take it upon himself to find the killer, I would be much more reassured. The problem is that it’s difficult to trust anyone, I mean, who can promise me that the person who volunteers to do it is not the killer himself?”

			“I wanted to say something,” Charlotte suddenly announced in a hesitant and trembling voice, “you’ll probably laugh at me when I say that the only person who is, without a doubt, not the killer, despite his repulsive behavior — you can probably guess, as I can see the expression of mistrust on your faces — yes, I mean Mr. Morson. I don’t know why, blimey, I really don’t, and sometime he really drives me bonkers, yet my heart still trusts his integrity and decency. You’ll probably say that I’m a total nitwit, but of this I am sure.”

			“It’s funny you say that,” Mirabel chimed in, “I liked Phillip from the moment I saw him. I never suspected him of being the murderer, not even for a moment. My friend Mildred will surely back me up here, and so will Mr. Kelvin. I heard him say it to Mr. Smith with my own ears. There’s no need to even ask Lucy, her opinion is clear as daylight. I don’t know about the others. You probably can’t stand him because of his behavior, but here, in fact, lies the dispute – as it’s because of this that we like him. I will speak for my friends: Mr. Morson should attempt to find out who is the killer. I am certain he will succeed, even though he isn’t qualified to be a detective and do police work.”

			

			Everyone looked at Phillip who, for the first time, had a humane and very level-headed expression. This new angle completely surprised them. However, a slight concern crept up, that perhaps they were wrong and Phillip was pretending this whole time. The expression of ridicule was gone; the indifference vanished and, in their place, came cleverness and alertness, as if his mask was removed. The change was palpable.

			“Blimey!” Martin suddenly yelled, “may lightning strike me dead if I’m wrong, the guy’s a genius, the way he fooled us all. Well done to him, he should get the best actor award. Yes, of course he’s the smart one and we’re the fools. I take my hat off to him. The way he wore the mask of indifference and not caring, played a drunk with no feelings and, all this time, stood watch. Gracefully, he listened and absorbed. My, my, knowing that I’ve seen him before kept bugging me, but I couldn’t figure out where I knew him from.”

			No one understood what was going on. Their gazes moved from frantic Martin, who seemed as if he had just made an astonishing discovery, to Phillip, who frowned and looked slightly worried. Suddenly the ridiculing smile reappeared.

			“Okay, Mr. Smith, you caught me red handed, what are you going to do about it?”

			“Wait a minute,” Kelvin interrupted them. “Before you continue with your odd conversation, will you please kindly explain to us common folk what the hell are you talking about? And what, Martin, are you implying exactly? Do you really think that Phillip is the killer? If you do, you’re wrong. What is all this chatter about masks and actors, my friend? What is he going on about?

			Phillip smiled and kept silent, and Martin sat there stunned by the revelation which suddenly came to him.

			“You haven’t figured it out yet?” he blurted. “Are you completely blind? There’s no need to worry, the killing has stopped, the days of the maniacal killer’s reign of fear are over. The shadow of death will no longer hover over us. This whole time, I sensed that there was something strange about him. I knew I saw him a long time ago in connection with some mysterious case, only I didn’t recognize him with his new appearance. In my heart, I was troubled by the feeling that I knew him, but from where? Tonight, for the first time, when Mirabel talked about her complete confidence in him, although she couldn’t explain why she trusted him so completely, I looked at him not like you do — his face suddenly completely alert, no more ridicule, indifference, drunkenness and stupidity — on the contrary, the mask came off and underneath I say the real Phillip Morson and instantly remembered who he is. It all came to me at once, in a huge wave of enlightenment. Yes, ladies and gents, this is the true face of our mask wearer, this is how we know it’s him. We’re saved people, we’re saved.”

			“Your words are more vague than clear. Please tell us what you mean,” Lucy begged him, “you’re not implying that Phillip, I mean Mr. Morson, is the murderer, are you?” She barely uttered this awful word.

			“Killer? Murderer?” Martin said in a high-pitched voice and, for one moment, he looked at her with a daft expression and, in the next, he burst into such a loud laughter that he could barely calm down. “My dear child, you really don’t know who this person is, standing right in front of you, do you?” Lucinda kept silent, lowering her eyes. Was it because of what she knew about Phillip, who she took a shine to as if he was the older brother she never had?

			“You are silent like the rest of you people, because you have no clue as to his identity. You’re also not saying anything, Mr. Morson,” Martin turned to him, “or should I call you — Sidney Cartel?”

			“What would you like me to say?” Phillip said in a steady voice which surprised everyone, “you are one hundred percent right, you deserve a standing ovation. I have no more need to conceal myself, because you have all probably heard about me. Only you’re not making the connection between the two. I take no offense at all, as I’m not one to chase after respect and authority, on the contrary –”

			“Wait a minute,” Whitney Alden abruptly interrupted his speech, “You don’t mean you’re that same, famous Sidney Cartel? Almost every judge has heard about you, your name is spoken with reverence and respect. How did you manage to fool us? Your character here is so different. Lord, you really are as great as they say, hiding here amongst us in plain sight, without any of us suspecting your true identity, not even for one minute.”

			Lucinda looked up with glee and adoration, “Oh, I’ve always loved reading suspense thrillers with witty detectives, wishing I could meet someone like you. I wish you were my brother, oh how my girlfriends would envy me.” Her eyes turned dreamy. “And maybe I can say we’re related, if I may?”

			Sidney smiled, “I don’t see why not, little lady, do as you wish. I am merely a simple detective who, for some reason, is labeled a genius just because I solved a few cases. The police were most helpful, and I wouldn’t want to receive praise and accolades that I don’t deserve. If it will make you happy, then gladly,” he concluded.

			“You’re too humble,” Whitney scolded him, “you should be proud of your great talent, acknowledge it, accept the adoration of the crowd and stop your daft habits such as shying away from publicity. They don’t serve you.”

			“Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong, Miss Alden. I beg to differ and hopefully you’ll forgive me. I cannot agree with everything you said; the pretense of respect and glory does not become me and I prefer to remain far from the spotlight. Unfortunately for me, news reporters love publishing various and strange things about me, to pounce on every little revelation and turn it into a huge deal. As for me, I am satisfied with investigating the crimes and bringing the criminals to justice — these are the tasks I am assigned to and of my own free will. No one ordered me to go and catch so-and-so, to investigate one case or another. I am not dependent on anyone, which makes all the difference.”

			The people in the room now looked at him as if they had discovered a new and wondrous personality. A detective, and a very famous one to boot. Indeed, who hasn’t heard about Sidney Cartel? But to think that he was someone else was way beyond their reach. He symbolized salvation, as if his mere presence there would do away with the murderer. Sidney understood, but kept silent — why should he be the one to shatter their dreams? He must help find out who among them is the imposter, who wears an expression of surprise and joy just to appear as one of them, but his mind was instead contemplating malicious schemes about how to get rid of him as quickly as possible since, as right now, he posed a threat to him.

			 



		



			Chapter 6: 
The Person Behind the Imposter

			After they calmed down a bit, they sat down for lunch with a bigger appetite than usual and much more excitement. Their spirits returned, it was an end to the depressing fear. Happy and flowing chatter was heard, everyone became more friendly and relaxed. It’s really interesting how calm people get when they are released from their burden, allowing someone else carry it for them. Of course, they were certain that this person was the best man for the job. Naturally, Sydney didn’t want to burst their bubble. Besides, if he told them truth, they would all panic again and it would break the relaxed atmosphere that was now making his job easier. However, he wasn’t sure the killer would be scared off. Perhaps he would hold off on any action due to the surprise but, after the initial shock, his devious mind will once again resume making plans. This time he will be ready for battle. In his line of work, he noticed more than once that murderers love challenges; it spices up their lives and makes their job more exciting. The killer was prepared to take risks which he believed made his life worth living.

			“Excuse me,” his thoughts were abruptly interrupted by Tim Silence.

			“Yes, how can I help you?”

			“Well,” he said, “last night I was the last person to see Master Jack alive. I am telling you this, because I know that, in cases like these, it’s customary to question the last person to see the victim. I have nothing to hide so, like I said, Jack was the last one down here, he was writing a letter.”

			This comment caused him to sit up. “I didn’t see any letter,” he commended.

			“Yes, he was writing, I saw him. I asked him why he wasn’t turning in for the night. He claimed he has been wanting to write this letter for a quite a while and felt that the task was now urgent. He told me that, of course, the bed was beaconing him, but right now he needed to finish writing, even though there’s no way of sending it anyway. I thought this was ridiculous and it surprised me how daft Master Jack sounded, but I let him be. Before I left, I gave him a table lamp as I turned off the rest of the lights so it wouldn’t disturb anyone sleeping, and anyway,” Tim breathed in, slightly stalling, “the time was eleven fifteen. I remember the exact time, because I needed to set the large clock in my room according to my wrist watch. Mr. Reiss was still awake. I heard the muffled noise of a chair being pushed away, and I thought he finished what he was doing and was going to go up to his room. In the morning, my assistant Pepet Joe found his body, and the rest you know,” he concluded.

			“On the contrary,” Cartel responded, “I don’t know the rest. I mean, why was Jack murdered? Where did the letter disappear to? He didn’t manage to go up to his room, which means that whoever killed him took the letter. The question is, why? Did the letter mention anything that might implicate the killer? Did Jack know the man or woman? Many questions come up in this strange case, as well as the others. There’s also the murder of Elinor and Dr. Fenton. In any case, my dear chap, thanks for the important information, it surely helps. You can go back to work now.”

			“Yes sir, thank you sir.”

			Sydney leaned against the fireplace mantle, contemplating the odd killings. So, there was a letter… hmmm, very interesting. Jack was murdered, and the letter he was writing has disappeared for some unclear reason. Is there a connection between the three murders? Of course there is, don’t be daft, he scolded himself, you need to find a thread that connects all these cases. Perhaps they knew the killer. If they did, why did they willingly come to the motel? Did they know they were about to be murdered? Perhaps they did, perhaps they didn’t. He started to get a headache. His gaze migrated to the faces of the people sitting in the room, which seemed calmer. What about Martin Smith, for example, the cheerful chap who jokes a lot? Could he be the killer? It seems quite impossible; his leg is broken, the doctor examined him. Is it possible he broke his leg on purpose?

			Mirabel Cartwright, a lovely old pensioner, is harmless, except for her incessant babble. The killer nicked the knitting needle from her, but could it be that she’s the killer and she’s merely playing innocent?

			Mildred Mason, her friend, has the face of a wooly sheep. He looked at Kelvin, a closed-off and introverted person who does not express his feelings verbally. He was lucky and escaped with only a few scrapes and bruises. Whitney Alden, the cold and calculated solicitor who attacked him without mercy and accused him of murder; could she, in fact, be the guilty party and that is why she spoke so ruthlessly?

			Charlotte is attempting to look normal but, in fact, she is quite a hysteric gal. She doesn’t seem fit, but I mustn’t rule anyone out. Next, Tim Silence, an odd and ridiculous looking man. His helpers, Pepet Joe, Tiny Miller and Bitter Corbin, all have the same unusual look and they all have a so-called indifference towards the murders. Beneath the surface he already noticed a slight agitation; I need to investigate them thoroughly, he thought. The least and youngest of them all, Lucinda, who looks so naïve and sweet. Could it be that the spawn of evil sprouted and grew inside her? He had heard of similar cases, and even came across several young ladies with angelic faces who were actually diabolical and evil – that could kill without batting an eyelash. He looked at her again, and hoped that Lucy was no criminal and that her nature was as soft, pure and sweet as it appeared to be.

			He thought of this young lady who knew something about him even before the rest had noticed, as though it was written in bold letters on his forehead. Perhaps there’s something more behind that cherubic façade? Sydney realized he mustn’t skip any detail and shouldn’t fall prey to misleading features or characteristic. He must be firm and calculated, to investigate each and every one on the suspect list until it is proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that they’re innocent.

			Suddenly he recalled a detail that escaped his memory the day they discovered Elinor’s body; the doctor said she was taking sleeping pills, according to the tablets in her small purse that she managed to salvage during the accident. He recalled that, in the midst of the mayhem after the accident, people were also scrambling for their bags and belongings, trying to reclaim as much as possible. No one knew that Elinor was taking sleeping pills. And the doctor said she was taking heart medication. If so, perhaps the killer knew this very small and crucial detail and replaced her medication? Sydney knew that he had stumbled upon a very unusual case and, if he was fortunate enough to solve this investigation, it would be nothing less than miraculous.

			There was another detail that troubled him – what steps will the killer take now that Sydney’s true identity was revealed, to his dismay, by Martin? Blimey, why couldn’t that fool keep his mouth shut? Of course he could have denied it, but Smith would have made more unfounded claims and frighten people even more. Yes, he was pushed into a corner and was forced to reveal his identity, albeit unwillingly, but maybe something good would come out of it. He must keep his eyes open and be extra careful. This is a vile murderer, level-headed and clever; he certainly isn’t planning to be caught, but rather intends to continue to clear the path for more insidious killings, the motive for which was still vague.

			Sydney was seated at his table which was separated from the rest, shrouded in shadows. From this angle it was convenient to watch people from behind his thick book. If someone was to look at it up close, he would find that it didn’t contain tales or stories written by great authors. Instead he would see a clear, firm and decisive handwriting; and if that person was to be more meticulous, he would notice that it wasn’t an essay about the life of Hamlet or poetry from the 18th century, but rather a very detailed and up-to-the-minute account of all that had been going on at the motel since the accident.

			No, Sydney was spying them, meticulously writing down every little detail, marking the time to the minute, scrupulously describing the passengers that remained, and taking notes about the murders which took place, all in order to make it easier for him while he investigates and take testimonies to spot a lie or two. Order was his first priority.

			There was another reason for writing the report – inspector Peter McMish from Scotland Yard was a suspicious man who preferred to observe first and listen later. He was a difficult man – this he knew from past experience, when the two collaborated. One could mistakenly claim that McMish is ruthless and uncompromising, one who pushes his people around, but the man was simply resolute and knew exactly what he wanted, expecting everyone to follow his every order, and God help the person who attempts to evade him or slack-off.

			He loved being right all the time and did not accept criticism, which is why there was always rivalry between them, as well as a great deal of jealousy on Peter’s part. He believed that Sydney was merely an ill-mannered baby who cared about nothing and no one, patronizing and closed-off. He refused to recognize the youngster’s achievements, and envied his great success; however, on occasion, he was quite reluctantly forced to seek Sydney’s help, barely managing to swallow his pride.

			Cartel knew that McMish will be expecting a detailed report about the debacle. When he arrives with his men and hears about the cases, he will delve straight into it. This is why Sydney decided to write it all down – so that the inspector will not be able to fault him for any oversights or inaccuracies. The thick ledger was filled with comments and points on each and every person currently staying at the motel, meticulously and precisely edited and updated. Even though life had long ago ceased to surprise him, he occasionally allowed himself to be a little more human-like. His profession taught him to be cold and calculated, very careful, a great actor. His senses had dulled; nothing could ever shock him again. In this line of work, the brain must control emotions, for which there is no room nor importance, since every little deviance may cost dearly – perhaps even the loss of a life. This is why, despite being only twenty seven, he had acquired the practical sense of a fifty-year- old. From a very young age he had a burning desire to be a professional detective. His extensive experience, unusual talent, as well as his keen ambition are what helped him get to where he was today – famous and pursued by reporters and world dignitaries who sought his expertise. Exclusive invitations began arriving after his first glorious success, which placed his name on the front page of newspapers. His career was at its peak. They had written extensively about the talented young man – an excellent detective, successful and, above all, extremely clever.

			His intelligence was a bright star in the field of investigation. Sydney hated the publicity and fame that came with it. His face would wear an expression of mockery and abysmal indifference mixed with contempt in order to drive the crowds away from him. His blue eyes exuded coldness towards any stubborn trespasser. He became a legend, shunning everyone, keeping away from the crowds, and remained inside the silence that was wrapped in pleasant serenity; alas, people refused to let go of their idol.

			When he had solved a complicated cold case that others had long given up on, it was said, “The genius did it again, there’s no one like him, no one can hold a candle to him.” Scotland Yard was in his back pocket and the police felt helpless. Inspector McMish was grumpy, angry, agitated and upset, but even he had to admit that the young and promising detective was greater than all; however, he never said it out loud. Deep inside his heart, he harbored bitter hatred toward Cartel; he envied him and held a grudge for his success and the downfall of Scotland Yard. In order to return it to its original splendor, there were times when he would offer to collaborate with him so that Sydney wouldn’t be the one receiving all the glory. However, McMish’s success was minimal; everyone knew who had a hand in the case and who actually cracked it.

			Sydney was tired of all the fuss, and hence, decided to take a short vacation, to travel to a different city to enjoy a little quiet and fresh air, to relax and collect himself away from the jealousy, envy and adoration. He wasn’t a great connoisseur or very picky; his decision to make his way on the bus was made in a calculated manner. For several weeks he closed himself off at home and let his hair grow wild, changed his appearance and then stepped out. No one would notice just another traveler among many, especially at night when it was dark. He sat at the back of the bus, in the corner, and took a nap. Like everyone else, he also didn’t notice the person who caused the accident, but he was also fortunate and his reactions were instinctive; the moment the bus started tumbling down, he shattered a window, tossed himself out, hit his head on a protruding rock and noticed a man rappelling down using a rope. The figure was too fuzzy for him to ascertain exactly who he was. Before he had the chance to gather more details, the rock he was holding onto broke off and he felt himself falling. He tried to cushion the blow he was about to receive. When he gained control of himself he got up and looked around, the figure had already vanished into thin air. For a moment he thought that perhaps he was wrong, or that he’d imagined it, however, his brain refused to accept such a possibility. It was a figure rappelling down on a rope not in order to save others, but rather do more harm. In some vague manner, he was certain that it was indeed the killer, but Sydney couldn’t decipher whether it was a man or a woman and, therefore, he had to be wary of both genders – but who? Oh, the frustration. He knew he mustn’t let that feeling persist, in any way, no matter what happens.

			Outside the storm was still raging. Reports on the radio told of the disasters it caused in its wake – houses were damaged and destroyed, waves rose high and covered the shores causing heavy traffic jams, several were left wounded or dead, and here they were, the few that were still relatively unharmed. But for how long? If not by the storm, surely they will be dead by the hands of a killer. The force of nature versus humanity. Which will prevail? Will anyone survive? Gloomy thoughts filled his mind. The radio was the only connection they had with the outside world. At least they had that to amuse themselves with and relieve some of the boredom. Occasionally, a few modern devices were found which was quite surprising. When in such a desolate place, one would expect to find more primitive items. The news had mentioned the accident, describing it in a laconic manner, as if it was just an ordinary occurrence and that there was nothing to be concerned about. How fast news travels. It was clear to him that Scotland Yard took this incident to be a relatively mundane event. In an exclusive interview with Peter McMish himself, he stated they will go to the motel once the storm passes, that the relatives of the bus travelers have nothing to worry about, and that he is positive that everyone is more or less unscathed and intact, another one of his daft jokes, and said it was a matter of a day or two. He angrily blamed the driver for the accident, and said that people must be very careful when making turns, not to lose control or fall asleep at the wheel. After that he gave several pointers on how to avoid dozing off at the wheel.

			Sydney yawned from boredom and disgust. What selfishness, the man clearly has an ego and is self-centered, completely oblivious to others. How surprised he’s going to be when he arrives here only to find that, instead of a simple, mundane investigation, he is facing three murder cases, if not more by the time he arrives. Yes, Sydney really looked forward to seeing the man’s face, especially when McMish discovers that he is among the deserted people here. Oh, how furious he will be once he sees that his thunder has been snatched away by Sydney once again. He smiled in contempt, looked straight ahead, frowned in anger, and he then shook his head as if trying to banish an imaginary fly. His hair was messy, which gave him a rugged look, like a wild animal lurking for its prey, smelling blood in the air, this time of a smug killer; it won’t be long until he catches him in his snare. 

			 



		



			Chapter 7: 
Philosophizing About a Deadly Winter

			“It would seem that the storm is weakening,” said Martin as he looked outside, leaning on his crutches. “This means that we will soon be out of here, people, what do you say about that?”

			“That’s most encouraging,” Kelvin said with a slightly tiresome expression, “I will be glad to return home to my familiar surroundings, I am so happy I insisted on putting the cat in the kitty kennel, my wife and I being away and all. You can imagine what would happen had we left the poor thing alone in the flat, it would have probably starved to death.”

			“We will all be happy to go home to our families who are, no doubt, very worried about us. I feel as if we’ve been here for a year,” Charlotte mumbled, “It’s absolutely surreal. The days have been filled with horror and shock. How glad I’ll be to leave it all behind. I wish it all was only a dream, nothing more than a never-ending nightmare.”

			“Don’t kid yourself,” Whitney said sarcastically, “it’s all very real, whether you like it or not.”

			“Besides, we have nothing to worry about, Sydney is with us and he’ll make sure that the killer is caught. Nothing bad will happen to us, right Mirabel, dear?”

			“Of course,” old Miss Cartwright said, sitting in her armchair, immersed in her continuous knitting. Since she’s been there, she managed to knit a beautiful sweater, and now she was busy making a matching scarf. With agility and skill, the knitting needles clicked and clacked, moving very fast. Her long, thin fingers automatically moved the yarn from right to left, without her even looking. She was so accustomed to doing it that the task became routine, literally an extension of her hands. In fact, as far as anyone could remember, Mirabel was never seen without her knitting needles, and the soft and colorful balls of yarn magically turned into a vest, a pair of socks, little mittens for the grandchild, a work of art in an array of impressive patterns, as one might see in the shop windows of a large city. Unfortunately, Sydney forbade her to use her thick needle, which has become a key piece of evidence in the investigation, which will most likely begin once they leave. The items were packed away in sealed plastic bags provided by Tim Silence from the inventory in the basement. So far they had three pieces of evidence – a knitting needle, the sleeping pills and a screwdriver. The hand-written letter, which would be a much needed and important piece of evidence, hadn’t been seen anywhere, to Sydney’s dismay, who had been conducting extensive searches without most of them knowing. He needed to avoid any unwanted confrontations so that the killer wouldn’t feel under pressure. Searching the people themselves would fall within the definition of harassment. He left this task for Peter.

			He felt uneasy about the motel staff. Bitter Corbin, for example, was always quiet. Tiny Miller was also not very talkative; only their gazes were felt, moving around in a nerve-racking silence. Pepet Joe blurted out a few single phrases, like when Lucy defended him. Apart from that, nothing. This left Tim Silence as the only one among them who actually spoke, more or less.

			The memory of the mighty explosion that occurred when James started his car was still fresh in his mind. A clear and shocking image. The worst of it was that people just sat in the motel, unable to help. The car remained outside and, in fact, not much of it was left – only the burnt chassis and charred bones – a sickening welcome for the police when they arrive at the motel. They will surely stand there wondering as to the meaning of the sight, and then they’ll storm in to investigate. In his mind he could already see the faces of the poor people being interrogated, tired and worn-out, submissive, viciously and rudely subjugated by the inspector. There’s no way out of this mess. Sydney was becoming more and more exhausted. If he didn’t rest, he’d soon collapse. He wanted to sleep, and felt the intense need to dive into a deep, redeeming slumber. He stood up and walked to his room. A good rest couldn’t harm anyone, he said to himself. He felt everyone’s eyes glued to his back as he walked away. Once in his room, he refused to get into bed before taking a shower. He let the hot water rinse his body, surrender to the flow. After the shower he lay in his soft bed between the comfy sheets, relaxing his tense body. His eyes were about to close, but something irritated him. Thoughts of recent events which were taking place at an insane rate were running wild in his mind, but his exhaustion finally overcame him, carrying him far away into a deep and dreamless sleep.

			***

			“This is just what I needed right now,” McMish grunted, “Of all the things in the world… why this?”

			“Lie still,” the doctor scolded him, “you’re human like anyone else, even if you find this sad and bitter fact hard to accept. It’s a cold winter, what did you expect?”

			“Atchoo!” Peter sneezed very loudly, “bullocks… damn it.” A flow of curses escaped him. The flu he was suffering from made him feel helpless, a feeling that he despised. He could combat muggers, sophisticated murderers, and all the scum of humanity, but something small like an invisible microbe defeated him, grounding him to the bed. Him, Peter McMish, what a disgrace. “Atchoo! I’m fed up with this,” he cried out to the doctor, “this sneezing is making me crazy, my nose doesn’t stop running. I’m burning up one moment and, the next, I’m shivering; I’m popping pills like a spineless jellyfish. How can I work like this, in this condition? The virus couldn’t go to someone else?”

			The doctor remained indifferent to the inspector’s attacks. From experience, he knew there was no point in saying anything, hence he finished his examination and took his notes, warning Peter for the thousandth time not to go out, to stay in bed, to drink loads of hot tea and make sure he takes his meds.

			As he was walking out the door, McMish’s angry shouts rang out. “Stay in bed? Are you taking the piss? I should lay in bed like a ragged old lady? Take stupid pills and get bored out of my mind? What a cheek!” He spat out the words as if they were curses, but the doctors had already left the red-haired man to himself, wondering how anyone could be associated with this horrible man. Peter was a loner, a bachelor who never bothered to think about marriage, which seemed excessive to him. His life revolved around his work. His career meant more to him than anything else. Now that he was ill, he was angry knowing that a small invisible creature was more powerful than him, whereas he was as helpless as a little baby.

			These and other thoughts troubled him immensely – what about the motel? Who will take over the case? The storm was showing signs that it was about to pass. He felt that, without him, the investigation will fall apart and, what bothered him even more was his primary fear, that Sydney will arrive before him and reap all the glory. Damn, I need to get well as quickly as possible, he thought to himself.

			The cleaning lady came to tidy up his cluttered apartment, careful not to aggravate the boss even further, knowing how quick he was to anger. The cook was tucked away in the kitchen preparing lunch. She was the only woman Peter was wary to not upset, since she was a tough as nails. Out of options, he grunted quietly, forced to accept the verdict. But when he’ll finally be up and about, may the Lord help anyone who tries to fool him. Once this damn sickness passes, he will go to the motel with his deputies and put an end to these shenanigans. Besides, what could be happening there anyway? They are probably hanging out having a nice time. Well, he’ll show them all who Peter McMish is so they’ll never forget him, he made up his mind. No one could have imagined the horrible reality of what really going on at the motel.

			***

			Everyone at the motel had gone to bed and was already asleep. Well, not quite everyone. Upstairs in her room, Whitney was combing her long hair which she would put up in a modest and reserved bun every day, as was appropriate for a respectable solicitor. It was deathly silent. However, she wasn’t the only one – there was another who was wide awake, scheming evil. Not far from her room, Sydney was out cold, unnaturally so. He didn’t even stir at the sound of the slight rustle near his bed. He hadn’t felt the presence of the dark shadow that hovered, lingered above him for a moment, looked at him curiously and then left. What had happened to Sydney? Where were his keen senses? Indeed he was usually a very light sleeper, and the slightest sound would awaken him; however, this night he heard nothing, helpless in his atypical, comatose-like slumber. 

			Once the figure was certain that the detective wasn’t going to be an obstacle, he turned carefully to Whitney’s room with one clear objective. He put his ear to the door and then gingerly opened it and snuck in, concealing himself in a dark corner. Whitney stepped out of the shower, stifled a yawn then dried herself off. The steam from the hot water filled the air, leaving a warm and pleasant scent. She adorned her long night gown and turned toward the bed, turning the lights off in the bathroom. Now, the only source of light came from the small lamp on the bedside table. His evil eyes followed her every move, smiling the vicious smile of a deadly killer.

			Whitney stretched and turned off the lamp. Straight to sleep, she had no energy to read right now. Suddenly she heard a terrible low murmur coming from the corner her room. “Whitney, Whitney.” 

			Horrified, she looked all around, but didn’t see anything. She was shaken and very scared. Could she have imagined it? But then she heard it again. “Who’s there?” she asked with a trembling voice. “I am the one, Whitney, I’m Death, coming to take you, and you know very well why.” 

			Her mind went into a frenzy, searching for a way to escape. She remembered the gun she kept under her pillow for protection and hurried to her bed to grab it, but there was nothing there. She began crying in despair.

			From the dark corner she heard a mocking tone, “You’ve had it, missy. Look at yourself now, a glorified solicitor; where is your famous cool now? Where has your mean-spiritedness gone? Is it that you’re tasting the bitter pill you gave others, ha? It doesn’t pay to mess with me.” It was at that moment that she saw a shiny object flickering in front of her. It was her gun! A finger pulled the trigger at very close range and she fell with an expression of horror and helplessness on her face.

			The deed was done and the stranger vanished, leaving the warm body in a pool of blood.

			How had no one heard the gunshot? What was behind this deep sleep of all the residents at the motel? Who is murdering people, and what was his motive? Where did he escape to? What else will his twisted mind come up with? Who will be next and by what means?

			There was an unnatural silence that filled the air. Even the storm had passed, as if nature, too, was afraid to face the mysterious unknown and went into hiding.

			***

			The sun was already high in the sky when Sydney opened his heavy eyelids. He felt strange, as if he had swallowed metal weights that pinned him to the bed. He could hardly move. His foggy mind started to clear, and he suddenly realized that his deep sleep was too artificial. He desperately tried to concentrate. He soon came to the inevitable conclusion that someone had slipped him a strong sedative.

			This realization shocked him awake, more alert than ever. If someone had gone to all the trouble to sedate him, he must have had a good reason. Sydney cursed and his heart told him that something terrible has happened. He rushed to get dressed, ran out of his room and stopped in his tracks. It was eerily quiet. Could it be that everyone had been drugged and was still fast asleep? 

			His mind was racing and his heart was pounding. He arrived at Lucy’s room, fearing for the young girl’s fate. He grabbed the door handle and the door opened immediately. Apparently, the young girl wasn’t concerned that anything bad could happen to her. The others, however, chose to lock their doors and, those who didn’t have a key pushed heavy furniture in front of it to block the door from the inside. Lucy was sleeping heavily, well and unharmed. He let out a deep breath, sighing with relief. He must wake her up right now. In fact, everyone must be awaken before any more people are hurt. Or had it already happened? 

			He shook her lightly, trying to wake her up. When that didn’t work, he called out her name until she opened her weary eyes. At first she didn’t understand what was going on but, when she saw Sydney’s pale and worried face, she instantly sat up, pressing the blanket to her body. “What happened?” she asked, alarmed.

			

			He explained his suspicions to her, yet he had no idea why he chose to share them with her, of all people. He felt he must bring the others on board, not to feel so alone with his fears. His inner voice told him that this young women, who clearly yearned for a big brother, and a detective no less, must be innocent. He waited for her reaction to his claims.

			“I believe you,” she was quick to answer, “it’s obvious that someone laced our food or drinks in order to put us all into a deep sleep so he could carry out his evil deed without being caught. But why, Sydney? I am so frightened.” She was shivering.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone harm you. I’ll go wake up the rest,” he finally said. “Get dressed quickly and – be careful.” Her eyes followed him as he left the room, and she was alone again. It was funny but, when he was next to her, she felt safe. Now she was shaking life a leaf. Lucy quickly got out of bed and went into the bathroom to get ready. In the meantime, Sydney went from room to room, waking everyone up. Whitney’s room was the fifth on the left. The door was unlocked. It was dark; she probably closed the shutters. He switched on the lights and saw her body on the cold floor in a pool of blood. The killer had struck again. He looked her over carefully and discovered that, this time, the murderer had shot her with a gun. That must have been why they were all sedated, to make it easier for the killer to get away undetected.

			Sydney felt confused and helpless. He must first gather the people, reassure them and do some investigating. He needed answers.

			Forty five minutes later, they were all sitting downstairs in silence, looking at Cartel who was giving them the rundown. They already knew that they had been sedated with a powerful drug that was probably put inside their drinks or food. He informed them about Whitney’s murder and each reacted in their own way – whether with hysteria or with an indifference to cover their fear. 

			

			“He’s wiping us out, one by one,” said Martin, who hadn’t lost his sense of humor. No one reacted. 

			Charlotte whispered, “He will murder us one after the other until he is the last remaining, celebrating his victory,” with hysteria in her voice, “and I know that I’m next.” She began whimpering, her body shaking as she looked around frantically, completely overtaken by fear.

			“What do you mean?” Sydney asked sharply.

			“Yes, I know,” she continued her crazed mumbling, not aware of the others looking at her. ‘I don’t want to die, Lord, I want to live. Oh, what will I do Lord, what will I do?” Her crying grew louder and louder.

			“Damn it, woman! What are you talking about?” he was almost yelling, and began shaking her. “Are you hiding something? What do you know that you’re not telling us?” he asked angrily. But Charlotte was too upset to answer and continued to cry and mumble. 

			“Don’t pay any attention to her,” Kelvin tried to calm him, “she’s just hysterical; it will pass.”

			Mirabel turned to her. “Enough my dear, stop crying. Aren’t you ashamed to behave like a child? Pull yourself together and please try to calm down. I’m with you now,” she said and handed her a tissue. Mildred joined her friend and also tried to comfort the crying woman, who was now whimpering. Her reaction caused tension and restlessness in the room. The atmosphere was heavy and they all felt the seeping fear. The killer could strike again at any moment, and they felt helpless, unprotected.

			“We need to find out who this despicable murderer is, and quickly,” Martin grunted. “You must admit that he is very clever, to put us all to sleep like this. We can’t prove anything without having a doctor investigate. Yes, the killer is definitely clever,” he said once again. Here he paused, shrugged, and fell silent.

			“I truly agree with you,” said Kelvin, “this is bullocks, mate; I mean it, no one is safe here. The killer can strike again, with nothing and no one to stop him. We need to get to the bottom of this, and fast.”

			‘The storm will be over soon,” said Lucy. “Let’s hope help comes before it’s too late.”

			“What I don’t understand,” Mirabel said, “is why the killer needed to put us all to sleep and not her? If he wanted to kill Whitney, why not put her to sleep?”

			Sydney replied patiently. “Well, first, I would assume that he wanted her to be aware of who her killer is. The expression on her face tells us she knew the perpetrator well. Rage and hatred are stronger emotions than fear and terror. And second, the gun was hers and it had no silencer. The sneaky murderer didn’t want us to wake up from the blast of the gun and he had to buy time. He figured it was the easiest way to keep us from discovering his identity. From where did he get the sedatives? That’s another question.”

			Sydney became quiet. There were a few strange ideas running through his mind. Why hadn’t he thought about it sooner? Surely in the motel’s basement there are many things he can use. It’s almost certain he had taken the drugs from there, or from the doctor’s bag before he killed him. Indeed, a few important points were now added to the mix. 

			 



		



			Chapter 8: 
Serial Killings

			Peter was satisfied. The weather had improved considerably and he was feeling much better. The doctor even allowed him to go outside for a little fresh air. It had been nearly a week since the accident. He was curious how the stranded people were getting along, cooped up in the motel. What had they been doing? What were they doing right now? He had ordered his men to call all of the survivors’ relatives and let them know what was going on and tell them not to worry. Once the storm showed signs of dissipating, he would go out there immediately. After that, he would get them safely back to their homes. Perhaps he’d even go today; in fact, why not? He was tired of lying in bed all day, doing nothing, swallowing bitter pills and feeling sick and exhausted. But he felt he had recuperated enough and now made up his mind to call police headquarters and talk to his deputy, Harry. He dialed the number and waited impatiently for him to answer. 

			“Hello, Harry? Yes, yes it’s me, who else could it be?” he barked into the phone. “Listen, we’ll organize a few men to go out there. What do you mean, ‘where to?’ Harry, sometimes you are mind-numbingly daft. To the motel, you idiot, that’s where! Of course I am feeling better, why do you think I’m calling you? Really, use your brain, if you have one. I will be there in a jiffy, be ready.”

			He slammed the phone down somewhat angrily, and his mood took a turn for the worse when he remembered Sydney. Of course, he wasn’t aware that Cartel was already at the motel. Had he known, he would have lost his mind. He looked at his reflection in the mirror – a large, bulky man, sturdy, with red hair and a mustache, neatly dressed in an immaculately pressed uniform. His thick brows seemed intimidating, a little too close together above his bulbous nose, which was now red after wiping it so frequently with a hankie. His lips, on the other hand, were paper-thin, in complete contrast to the rest of his not-so-symmetrical features. When he got into his car, he felt more relaxed. The streets were full of people mending their houses, cleaning the streets, and restarting their lives after the storm had passed.

			When he arrived at Scotland Yard headquarters, his men were waiting for him, ready, willing and able to begin the mission which had been postponed so many times due to the harsh weather. It was a long drive and Peter didn’t even bother looking out the window at the landscape, instead he preferred to go over the report once again, memorizing the details in order to know how to approach the survivors who had been waiting for many days. There was no need to say much, he would ask simple questions and send them on their way, closing the lid on this unfortunate incidence.

			“We’re approaching, sir,” said Harry.

			“Good,” the inspector blurted curtly, his fingers tapping on the binding of the report which rested on his knees. The motel could be seen in the distance. The paved road has ended, but Peter instructed the driver to continue, despite the winding and bumpy path. As they came to a stop next to the building, they exited their vehicles and everyone turned quiet, gaping at the sight before them – a car or, specifically, the remnants of a car, a burnt and crumbled chassis and, inside, human remains. The police officers, even the strongest among them, were utterly horrified. 

			Peter goggled, as if seeking a way out from this shocking situation he stumbled upon. “Well, why are you standing there like a bunch of nitwits?” His voice sounded funny, “go inside, he’s already dead and can’t harm anyone anymore.”

			They quickly made their way around the burnt car and entered the motel. The people inside were all engaged in a lively discussion, suddenly turning silent in the face of the newcomers. “Thank the Lord you’re here,” Charlotte’s screechy voice welcomed them. “A moment later and I would probably have been murdered, and who knows how many more would be after me.”

			The police officers nor Peter had yet to utter a word. The shock proved to be too much for them, and the words just wouldn’t come out. McMish was the first to bounce back, just from the shock of seeing his rival, Sydney. “In the name of all that’s holy, what are you doing here? When did you arrive? You probably thought to once again snatch the investigation out from under me. Forget about it – this is my case. I will be in charge of finding out what happened here, and I give you no permission to intervene.”

			“I’m not,” Sydney informed him calmly, “I was on the bus when it happened. Go ahead and investigate to your heart’s content, I have no intention of getting in your way,” he lied.

			McMish’s mouth opened and closed like a fish, making him look quite daft, so much so that Lucinda giggled.

			His piercing eyes turned to her in rage, “What are you giggling about, you stupid little girl?”

			“I am not stupid,” she protested, “and you have no right to talk to me like that. You have no idea who I am,” she stood up straight in defiance.

			“Oh really? he grunted. “Pray tell, I can hardly take the suspense.”

			“My name is Lucinda Durnham; you’ve probably heard my family name before,” she decided that, with a character like this, there was no other choice but to boast, in order to help others in case they needed it.

			The inspector was stopped in his tracks. Who hadn’t heard of one of the richest, most famous and influential families in the area? He knew her father, who told him of his only daughter who would one day inherit it all. These types had to be treated with kid gloves, with respect and caution, since they had immense power. There was no love lost there, but her father had connections with his direct supervisor, hence, he needed to watch his words and actions as long as the daughter was around, something which was both limiting as well as irritating. As for Sydney, of course he lied – why would Cartel take the bus? I am not a fool, he pondered in anger, I will not let him steal the investigation from under my feet. I can see that something serious happened here, but I need to first find out what.

			He put a soft, smiling expression on his face and turned to Lucy. “Forgive me, miss, for my extreme ignorance. I sincerely apologize. I hope you will accept my apology and not hold it against me. I’m really sorry, please forgive me.”

			Lucy had a serious expression on her face, but inside, she felt cheerful. She liked the game. Peter McMish repulsed her from the first moment she laid eyes on him.

			“I hope that the inconvenience you have experienced will soon be over. My job is to find out as quickly as possible what took place here and bring this ordeal to a swift conclusion. At the end of the day, what are we here for?” If he meant to be funny, he was failing miserably. The frozen faces of his audience showed him that he can forget the notion that this will be an easy assignment. He sighed inwardly. His focus was on Tim Silence. Only now he noticed the odd-looking people among the passengers. He remembered what the doctor had said about them, but didn’t quite believe it at the time. Now he had to admit James was right.

			“Well, are you the owner of this establishment?” he turned to Tim.

			“Yes, sir,” he replied in calmly. His baritone voice was in extreme contrast to his ludicrous appearance – his long beard, smooth face and thinning black hair.

			“Are those your assistants?” Peter tried his luck again and pointed toward the three odd creatures.

			“That’s right,” Tim blurted.

			“You’re not a big talker, are you? That’s alright. I’ll get you talking in no time.”

			Silence didn’t respond. His eyes stared at him like bolts of fire, but his demeanor remained motionless, like a statue in a wax museum. 

			“Perhaps you will be so kind as to tell me what happened here?” His voice, now high-pitched, gave away the fact that he was about to lose his cool. 

			Sydney smiled inwardly, watching from the sidelines at what was taking place, wondering how the inspector will find his way out of the mess he got himself into. He decided not to act or intervene at all.

			As Tim was telling everything to the astonished police officers, Cartel jotted down several important points in his ledger, such as the method used to murder the five people, including blowing up the doctor’s car, and the estimated times of death. He, of course, also noted the disappearance of the hand-written letter as well as putting everyone to sleep by slipping a sedative into their drinks or food. There was something else that bothered him – hysterical Charlotte and the words that she had blurted out constantly replayed in his mind. Of course, it is possible she said those things due to her extreme fear, but she sounded sure of herself nonetheless. And, if so, then it meant that she knew something important. Oh, why can’t people behave logically once in a while? he pondered sadly. If they only told the truth, his job would be much easier and more pleasant, he kept daydreaming to himself, smiling sadly.

			When Tim finished giving some background, the investigation began – Peter hated idleness and laziness. People were questioned and an extensive search was conducted. Everything was going along like clockwork, but one could not say for certain that there was any benefit to these actions. It wouldn’t suit the killer to lose his temper under questioning; he most probably had nerves of steel and would act completely innocent in the face of McMish’s rage. In the end, no evidence was found.

			“It would seem you will have to let us go,” Sydney opened, “having nothing to go on. Disappointed, ah?” he asked in a mocking and sarcastic tone.

			Enraged at his insolence, Peter did his best to keep the fists that he had made at his sides so that, God-forbid, he wouldn’t pounce on his nemesis. 

			“Don’t worry, Cartel, the investigation is still low-key at this stage, but you can be sure I will leave no stone unturned, and I will continue to investigate until I find even the tiniest bit of evidence that can be used to convict the murderer–” 

			“Or murderess,” Sydney interrupted him rudely.

			“What? What did you say? he asked in surprise.

			“You said murderer and I added ‘or murderess.’ Surely, inspector, you are not ruling out the possibility that it could be a woman, are you?”

			“Hmmm, no, of course not. If you weren’t interrupting and talking over me, you would have probably heard me saying ‘murderer or murderess,’ understand? What do you take me for, Cartel? I am no idiot or fool.”

			“Obviously you’re not a fool,” Sydney agreed with him in a fake, pleasant tone, emphasizing the last word. Peter couldn’t tell whether he was mocking him or not, so he decided to simply ignore the impertinent detective and concentrate on other things.

			“Okay people, you are free to leave, go back to your homes and worried loved ones. We will keep an eye on you, so don’t go far. You are forbidden from leaving the city until the investigation is over. This rule applies to the staff of the motel as well. I will not rest until the culprit is brought to justice. Go on, Harry, order the men to remove the decomposing bodies from down in the basement.”

			Everyone looked at him without saying a word. It seemed that the fact they could all go home to their families, far away from the horror they have been experiencing for about a week, interested them a great deal more than the threat the inspector made about the investigation and bringing the perpetrator to justice. Once the message sank in, they all moved about excitedly. People were packing up their few belongings, promising to keep in touch and, suddenly, the world appeared to be brighter. The smiles returned to their faces. They were eager to just get the hell away from this dreadful motel, never to return again.

			Sydney was troubled. Charlotte’s fears still seemed odd to him. From the start, he could see that she was restless, constantly moving, frantic, and very afraid. Obviously, everyone was afraid, but, why did she say that the killer would harm her next? Perhaps he is worrying for nothing? A inkling bubbled inside – he has never been wrong yet – could this be the first time? “No,” he whispered to himself out loud, “I am not wrong,” but he still had this nagging feeling.

			“Fortunately it’s all over,” Mildred said to her friend Mirabel, “I was afraid we would be eliminated one by one.”

			“Bullocks, my dear,” Mirabel dismissed her words, “you must remember an important rule – never show how afraid you are. You must remain calm and relaxed, and show this despicable killer he doesn’t scare you. Remember, bullies are all cowards inside. I wonder when I will be getting my knitting needle back? I definitely need it. Although I guess I could buy a new one, but why waste the money? It’s despicable that the killer used my knitting needle,” she continued her soliloquy, stopping only to take a breath and not allowing Mildred to get in a single word edgewise.

			“What will you do now?” she asked pointedly to Cartel. This allegedly naïve question could be quite dangerous if it wasn’t answered wisely.

			“Oh, nothing in particular,” Sydney shrugged, “I’ll travel to somewhere quiet, get away from the noise and commotion. Besides, I am tired. He demonstrated a wide and bored yawn in front of McMish’s red, angry face.

			“You can come over to us, if you wish,” Lucy said with a childish cheerfulness. “Say you’ll come, please,” she pleaded, “Mom and Dad would be so happy to meet you, and my friends will be jealous when I tell them about the big celebrity who survived along with us.

			“I wouldn’t want to intrude,” he started saying, “but, on second thought, the idea of staying with you and your family is quite appealing, that is, if it’s not a bother.”

			“Bother? Nonsense! On the contrary,” the young girl pounced on him as if she just found a treasure. “Wow, this is so much fun, when will you come? Now? Perhaps you wish to go home first to collect a few things? Would you like me to help?

			“Wait, little one,” he smiled at her, “hold your horses. First let’s get out of here and then we’ll see, how about that?”

			“Well, alright,” she finally agreed.

			The motel remained empty of guests after they left. Others would most probably come in their place; after all, people were always coming and going. It’s likely nothing further would happen – or would it?

			****

			Charlotte felt exhausted after all she had been through at the horror motel. She knew her life was in danger. She had to run far away, no matter what the police said about it. It would be better to be accused of disobeying the order than to be murdered. Besides, the police would never find out where she disappeared to. If she could only talk to someone she trusted, but no, what she was planning was completely illegal, and she would surely be sent to jail if she was caught, and she didn’t want that.

			Perhaps she could talk a little with that detective, Sydney? Could she attempt to explain it to him without incriminating herself? He would probably know what to do. But how would she go about it, when the killer was watching her like a hawk? It was clear that if she didn’t escape right now, she would be next. It was obvious, after the murder of Elinor and Whitney. In her heart, she felt sorry for the doctor and Jack. How could she have been so blind, thinking that she wouldn’t be murdered after what she did? I was stupid, she pondered. I shouldn’t have done that. 

			When she arrived home to her small apartment, she started packing right away, despite her fatigue. I mustn’t stay here too long, otherwise… she didn’t want to think about what could happen.

			When she finished packing, she sighed heavily, looking around. Cold sweat covered her forehead and her hands were clammy. “I must take a shower,” she mumbled to herself, “and then leave immediately, disappear from sight, so no one will ever know the truth.”

			Her pondering was interrupted by the high-pitched ring of the phone. Charlotte froze in place… “Who could be calling? Who knows I’m back? Stop shaking from every little noise,” she scolded herself as she went to pick up the phone. “Yes, hello, who’s there?” No one answered on the other end. She heard the sound of the phone disconnecting and Charlotte panicked. Did someone call to make sure she had arrived home? Or perhaps her imagination was playing tricks on her and she was making a big deal out of nothing. Her thoughts became confused and her body began to tremble; tears filled her eyes. She has always been frightful. She would run away whenever she sensed there was danger; courage wasn’t her strong suit.

			As she was trying to think of what steps to take, another sinister force was at play that would ultimately seal her fate. Black-gloved hands grabbed the gas pipe while he climbed the gutters next to an open window, silently observing what was happening inside. He had a clear view of Charlotte in her room. On her bed there were two closed suitcases.

			Carefully and quickly, he snuck into the kitchen, opened the gas valve, and quietly closed and locked all the doors. The sound of rushed footsteps stopped him in his tracks. He swiftly hid behind the kitchen door, ready for anything, but there was no need for that. She went to the toilet to throw up, a consequence of her fear, making the task easier for him. When he finished blocking all the doors and windows throughout the entire apartment with little wooden wedges he had brought with him for this purpose, he took the keys from the credenza by the entrance and left. The smell was already spreading. He went back to the gas outlet and opened all the valves all the way.

			I have to relax, she thought, coming out of the toilet quivering from anxiety. Then she went into the bathroom and drank a little water from the tap. Her breathing was erratic. She leaned against the wall for a moment, trying to regulate her heartbeat, which was pounding wildly. She smelled a strange odor, sharp and strong. She squinted her eyes as she tried to figure out where it was coming from and ran into the living room, where the stench was spreading rapidly.

			She felt her throat tighten and her eyes were burning and tearing. A thought rushed through her mind – it’s gas, it’s gas, but why? She became disoriented and tried to run to open a window, but her body betrayed her, her legs buckled, and she fell to the floor, barely crawling, coughing profusely. The last thought that went through her mind was, he got me, I’m too late, and her eyes closed in eternal sleep. 

			

			 



		



			Chapter 9: 
A Time to Live and a Time to Die

			The Durnham mansion was one of the largest and most luxurious estates in the city – it was surrounded by vast grounds with many trees, spectacular flowers, beautifully shaped and trimmed bushes, gravel paths and a clear water pond that sparkled in the sun.

			Sydney took in the view from the large balcony behind the house, leaning against the carved stone railing. The welcome he received in the mansion was slightly tedious and he wanted to rest a little and think about the case. This killer is quick to act, he thought, twisting his mouth in discontent. This time he used gas fumes. Poor Charlotte, she sensed her demise was eminent. Had he only tracked her earlier, perhaps he would have made it on time. There were no clues or signs leading to the vile murderer. Peter McMish was stupid, in his opinion and, instead of focusing on the essentials, he wasted time with the trivial. His decision was clear – he must take this case, with or without the agreement of the inspector. In any case, no matter what he does, Peter will take the credit. There’s no point arguing about it, as he indeed hated publicity, but it was hard to avoid being recognized once you rise to fame and notability.

			“What are you thinking about?” It was Lucinda, “Mother sent me to tell you that we’re having lunch in an hour.”

			“Thank you, really, I’ve already started to feel my stomach rumbling.”

			“I hope you’re not that hungry, but if you are, I’ll quickly make you something to eat.”

			“Thank you, there’s no need,” he responded, “I can wait, I’m a big boy now,” he said with whimsical flicker in his eyes.

			“So, what were you thinking about?” she asked again. “Surely about the murders. What could be more intriguing than that?”

			“You’re right,” he affirmed, wearing a serious expression, “It was clear from the beginning that this case is nothing like any other I’ve ever encountered. I find this murderer’s methods fascinating – each homicide has been carried out in its own unique way, completely different from the others. Another characteristic of his work is that he never leaves any trace evidence, making the investigators’ job harder. If I were to assign a profile to this perpetrator, I would say that he was intelligent and educated, yet cold and emotionless, operating like a robot. Oh, this was definitely premeditated. He knew what he was doing. This killer is no fool. There are several types of criminals, my child, each with his own method. It is often connected to something that happened in the past or because of a tough childhood, a corrupt nature – there’s no shortage of reasons. We will almost always find some clue that will help us locate and catch them. There are exceptions of course, like this killer we are dealing with, who hasn’t make a mistake, as far as we can tell. He’s calculated, all right, we may even be looking at someone with a university degree, a person who, on the outside, appears to be like everyone else – normal behavior, kind and courteous – but, deep inside, he has a black heart and the soul of a predator. I hope I haven’t bored you with my long speech, sometimes I have the tendency to get carried away, especially in a case as fascinating as this one.”

			“No, I completely understand,” Lucy said, “I love reading mysteries and detective stories. Thriller movies are my specialty.”

			Sydney smiled with a hint of contempt. “It’s all one large pile of rubbish. Whatever they show you in the movies or write in books does not reflect reality; it’s all sugar-coated to moderate fear, but I can tell you this – real-life is much more complex than fiction.”

			“I believe you, Sydney, you are someone I can trust. Indeed your profession requires much skill. You’ve come across so many cases in your life, you probably have fascinating stories to tell,” she said. She was obviously enamored with him. 

			“Perhaps,” he said, “However, there’s always more to learn; there’s no end to the sorrow and misery in the world. But there are also moments of joy and happiness, my dear. I don’t want to bring you down. You’re still young, you have your whole life ahead of you.”

			Lucinda hung on his every word, taking it all in, as if she had been wandering through the parched desert and suddenly, after days of walking under the scorching sun, came across a well of clear and sweet water. She was captivated by his descriptions, and felt he was talking to her like he would one of his colleagues. 

			“We must put an end to it; it’s unbearable to think that he can keep committing murder as much as he pleases without being stopped,” she said decisively.

			“You know something, little one? Perhaps, when you grow up, you’ll become a detective.”

			Lucy twisted her nose upon hearing him use this diminutive – ‘little one.’ So what if she’s a short sixteen-year-old who looks quite naïve? There’s no reason to talk to her in a demeaning manner. On second thought, she realized that Sydney never meant to insult her; he was using the word affectionately. She must get used to his speech patterns and not to take the hurtful things he sometimes says personally.

			Sydney went back to contemplating the unique case he stumbled upon. He mustn’t overlook the possibility that the killer was one of the staff at the motel – a very likely option indeed, considering they were very odd characters and seemed capable of anything, especially that Bitter Corbin bloke. On the other hand, Tim Silence could have stealthily committed the murders.

			A crazy thought had come to him a few days earlier but, because it was so illogical, he quickly dismissed it. Could it be that, when the doctor went out to his car and they heard the blast, they assumed he was killed? Perhaps he never entered his car at all, but rather blew it up because he was the real killer. Indeed he would have had no problem obtaining a cadaver. No one would suspect him, as he was allegedly dead. It was a brilliant and complex scenario, but maybe too far-fetched. However, he must take everything into consideration, even if the idea is insane and seems impossible to pull off; this could actually be the perfect distraction.

			The most illogical and ridiculous things could turn out to be true. The overwhelming number of possibilities was disheartening. Sydney decided to examine each part separately, just in case. It may not help but, at least, it couldn’t hurt either.

			“What?” Sydney snapped out of his revery, only to find himself standing in front of an impatient Lucinda who had been tugging at his sleeve for who knows how long.

			“They are calling us for lunch and you said you were hungry, so come on.”

			‘Yes, of course, pardon me, I was so immersed in this spectacular view.”

			Lucy smiled at him skeptically. “Not true, you big liar, I was watching you. You were thinking about the case. I am not daft, Sydney, so don’t treat me like a mindless child.”

			He burst into laughter, enjoying her words. “Okay young lady, lead the way.”

			They walked into the grand hall with an arched ceiling which led to the fancy dining hall. The table was laden with grand dishes of the finest food. Her parents were already seated and waiting for them.

			Mr. Clark Durnham looked at Sydney with a slightly judgmental expression. He was in his mid-forties with silver sideburns that added to his distinguished appearance. Clark was the type who was very decisive, bent on improving things, and who did not engage in idle conversation. “There’s no place for the lazy on this earth,” was his motto. Glenkura, his wife, was the complete opposite – a friendly, kind and open-minded woman who loved the company of others, and passed on most of these qualities on to her daughter. However, Lucy could be stubborn and uncompromising when she wanted to.

			“Well, Mr. Cartel,” Mr. Durnham opened, “I heard from my daughter that you are investigating this fascinating case in which, unfortunately, Lucy was involved. You should know I am adamantly opposed to any sort of criminal behavior and this kind of terror and murder is undoubtedly barbaric and inhumane.”

			Sydney realized the father was about to give him a tough time and he would need to employ some sophisticated politics here.

			“Indeed you are correct,” he responded, “when you say that acts of terror and murder are inhumane and horrific, but this is the way of the world, sir, and there’s very little you nor I can do to change it. Please don’t assume that my job is easy. Though, I do believe that the work I do is important and, therefore, it gives me the sense that I’m doing something good for humanity.”

			Clark twisted his nose disagreeably, but didn’t say a word.

			It was clear that Glenkura, his wife, was used to hearing his grievances about all the evil in the world and she changed the subject with such agility that even her husband showed interest. Lucy was pleased. She hated when her father cross-examined company. Some guests came to loath his direct approach and having the truth thrown straight in their faces even when the facts presented were undisputable. They felt awkward or helpless and would bolt as fast as they could.

			

			Clark said whatever was on his mind and never held back. Anyone who wished to befriend him had to put up with a great deal until they learned to cope with being on the receiving end of his tirades. There’s nothing to worry about, she thought, with Sydney’s sarcastic and sharp tongue, the two would get along just fine.

			The meal was more or less peaceful. Sydney felt tired from constantly having to dodge Mr. Durnham’s arguments, this time about the insufficient punishments imposed on all kinds of criminals. After dinner, Sydney toured the mansion and the beautiful grounds. He was invited to spend a week there to relax. Whatever the inspector does is not my problem, he thought. Once the inspector realizes he’s in over his head, he will call him, he was certain of that. In the meantime, he deserved a rest.

			****

			Peter was exhausted. The investigation took everything out of him. He felt as if his energy was being drained by an enormous pump. It had been only two days since he and his men found out about the murders at the motel, two days that felt like eternity to him. His men had been working tirelessly, but their investigation had not shed any light that could bring this unfortunate case to a close. He must interrogate all those involved once again, find a suspect and, somehow, find a way out from this dead-end they found themselves in. They didn’t have a suspect. Who could be the killer? McMish believed that everyone was guilty until proven innocent, and would not let anyone off the hook. He had no misapprehension when accusing people, even if he was eventually found to be wrong. He opened the thick file and placed it on his desk to review it.

			Kelvin Henderson was the first name on the list, followed by his description, occupation and then the different points he made during the interrogation. Peter was deeply impressed by his intelligence, level-headedness, his impressive outlook on life, and the high position he held at his company – in short, a nearly perfect man in almost every respect. He remembered he patiently answered each and every question, but somewhat lost his temper when they tried to trip him up by re-asking the same question in a tricky manner. The inspector viewed him as a man after his own heart.

			Following Kelvin was Martin Smith, a man with a wild sense of humor. Peter instantly detested him. If he hadn’t broken his leg, Peter would have jumped up and immediately pointed the finger at him. On the other hand, what prevented him from being the killer? The thought pecked at his mind: maybe his leg wasn’t even broken! But how could that be? The doctor examined it. Nevertheless, the suspicion started gnawing at him again, raising more and more questions; he was relentless. Let’s assume that the doctor collaborated with Martin; indeed it would be easy to forge a medical document, put a cast on his leg and claim that his leg was broken. However unlikely, it was still a possibility, he pondered.

			When he got to the third person on the list – Sydney Cartel – his mouth twisted in anger. If he could only convince a jury that Sydney is the killer, no one would be happier than him. He stared into space, the thoughts racing through his mind. It was precisely because Sydney was so popular and loved that he could have committed murders without anyone accusing him of anything; it was as if he was protected by the aura of virtue. Bullocks! How easy it would be for him, with his vast experience at solving so many murders. But who would believe him, even if he’s right? Even before getting to Mildred’s name, the door to his office swung open in such haste that he was deeply startled. It was his deputy, Harry, quivering with excitement, his hair messed and his face red from the panicked run.

			“What the hell–” Peter started to stay, but Harry interrupted him. 

			“It’s about the motel sir,” he said, panting.

			“Well, speak, what are you waiting for?” Peter grunted.

			“One of the employees has disappeared.”

			

			Peter jumped out of his chair so quickly that it fell over onto the floor. His eyes spewed fire, his hands were fisted next to his body, he was enraged. “How could you let this happen?” he roared, “You nitwits! I instructed you to make sure no one leaves unescorted. Fools, you dimwits, pompous asses, I’m surrounded by idiots.” A flow of curses came out of his mouth, verifying the rumors about his temper. “I’ll be right there, tell the men not to move.”

			When they arrived at the motel, the three remaining employees were already waiting for him, cool as cucumbers, a fact that angered McMish even more and turned his face a deeper shade of red. “Where is he?!” he yelled. “Tell me immediately! If you don’t, I’ll make sure you go down, no matter what for.”

			Tim Silence answered calmly, “Sir, we don’t know where he disappeared to. It came as a surprise to us too. Pepet Joe isn’t one to disappear without us knowing. It would seem he left late at night and didn’t return.”

			“How could he leave without my men noticing?” He was enraged. “The whole area is surrounded by police officers. Are you telling me he vanished into thin air?”

			One of Harry’s officers approached and gave him a slightly crumpled piece of paper, a letter hand-written in black ink. Peter opened it, straightened it and read:

			“I don’t know if you’ll believe me, but strange things are happening here at the ‘Dead-End Motel.’ You will probably wonder why I am writing this down. Well, I’ll tell you a secret: I know the identity of the murderer! What’ll you say about that? I can see you raising your eyebrows in complete surprise and distrust, as if to say, ‘come on, Jack Reiss, you’re a liar,’ but it isn’t a lie, I promise you that I am telling the truth.

			“But first I must tell you about something that preceded this whole thing. I urge you to read carefully. On the morning following our arrival at the motel, I woke up early, and the weather was still fine. I dressed and decided to step out for a little fresh air. Everyone else was still asleep, or so I thought. Well, I went to the kitchen and prepared a light snack for myself and then left through the kitchen door. The air was fresh and pleasant. The doctor’s car was parked nearby. He had stayed with us after Martin’s pleadings, as he was afraid for his leg. Well, I almost continued walking when I saw someone under the doctor’s car. I stopped and wondered – was it the doctor? I could only see his legs, but something inside me told me it wasn’t Dr. Fenton. There was something bright sticking out. I don’t remember what it was exactly. I hid behind the wall and peeked out at what was going on, and then the guy stood up. I was blinded by the sun in my eyes, but I could still recognize him. My jaw dropped. I asked myself why this guy is fixing James’ car. Did the doctor himself asked him to fix it? I didn’t know that he was sabotaging it. I preferred not to be seen, I don’t know why, I just did. When I turned to go back inside, I stepped on a dry twig, making a loud crackling sound and my heart skipped a beat.

			“I found myself running towards the door and I heard someone running behind me. When I went inside and started going up the stairs, I heard him come in. I reached my room, went inside and locked it, panting and sweating. I heard footsteps in the hall. I watched the door with gaping eyes, as if I was about to be murdered. Yes, that’s what I was thinking. 

			“Yes, that is the killer. I knew it without a shadow of a doubt. He definitely did something to the car. Did he see me? I received the answer when a small note was shoved under my door. The note read: ‘A time to live and a time to die. Your turn will come.’

			“That’s all, I was so panicked that I completely forgot to warn the doctor, and his car exploded that night with him inside it. I am very distressed and my heart is heavy with guilt because I, in fact, am to blame for his death. I could’ve warned him that his car was sabotaged. Now I come to the fascinating part where I expose the identity of the killer…”

			Peter stared at the letter in shock. The bottom part of the letter was crudely torn off. The killer indeed knew he was discovered and was afraid, but what was the connection between him and Pepet Joe? Is he the killer? Or perhaps he too was murdered? 



		



			Chapter 10: 
One Equals Two

			He won’t get away again. Even though he frantically tore off the part of the letter which revealed his identity, he skipped an important detail. Jack saw the legs of the killer and saw something bright, but couldn’t tell what it was. Of course, bright – like a white cast on a leg. And who has a cast? Only one person, Martin Smith. Indeed, this raised many more question, such as: What was the letter doing in Pepet Joe’s room? Where did he disappear to, and how did he manage to elude all the guards? He knew that the culprit will be caught, and then he’ll answer all the troubling questions. How disappointed Sydney will be when he learns that Peter McMish single-handedly caught the killer, without his help! He was ecstatic; finally, the day has come that Scotland Yard will return to its former glory. He will no longer be reprimanded by his superiors, but rather praised and honored. “I knew it was him,” he mumbled to himself, “I suspected him all along. My instincts never betray me. Enough dawdling, we need to expedite things and there’s a lot more work to be done.”

			He picked up the phone and asked his deputy to come in urgently. It had been several hours since Harry burst into the office quivering with excitement and, now that the inspector was back, he took a backseat. He wondered what the inspector wanted now.

			“Sit down please, Harry,” he welcomed him with a bright smile.

			His deputy sat down, so shocked and amazed by the change in his chief’s expression that he nearly dropped to the floor. “What are you so flabbergasted about, Weber?” Peter smiled, “do you need a drink?”

			This is too much, the poor deputy thought; am I being played? What’s the meaning of this cheerful behavior? He had never seen McMish so pleased with himself. Perhaps this is the quiet before the storm, just before Peter returns to his old habits and jumps down his throat about his failure to guard the motel. However, that didn’t happen. Peter gave his deputy a stiff drink and urged him to drink it, and then told him to have one more. Finally, when Harry had enough of the suspense, he asked hesitantly, “Hmmm… if I may ask, sir, what are we celebrating?”

			Peter stared at him and then burst into laughter. “What are we celebrating, you ask? Oh, Harry, you’re such a joker. But you’re right, we’re celebrating catching the killer!”

			Harry was now positive that Peter had lost his mind. What was he talking about? McMish saw the shocked look that remained on Harry’s face. “You probably think that I’ve lost my mind, but I’m telling you the truth. I know who the killer is. Sydney Cartel can rot in hell for all I care; he’s doomed. Surely you’re curious to know how I made such an amazing discovery! Well, listen carefully.” This is where he described in detail all that happened until now, and he waited for Harry’s reaction.

			“Indeed, all the evidence points to Martin,” Harry hesitated, “however, the sun was blinding Jack Reiss. Maybe he was mistaken, and –”

			“Bullocks!” Peter scolded him, “What is it that you want? To bring down my victory? No one will take what’s mine. Now, enough talking, bring in Martin Smith immediately, I don’t care how. Drag him by his hair if you need to, as long as he gets here. I’ll deal with him.”

			Harry came out of Peter’s office confused, not knowing what to do next. On the one hand, it’s possible that his chief was right and he needed to bring in Martin, but he was worried it could be a mistake. He was aware of how his chief handled interrogations, with an iron fist. Harry decided to involve Sydney in this, because he respected him so much and knew of his great talent. What he’s about to do now, he thought, would be akin to suicide. If McMish finds out what he was about to do, he will have his head, but he had no choice. His conscience didn’t allow him to take an innocent man and bring him in to be slaughtered. Fortunately, he was sent alone; who knows how he would explain his visit to Sydney. Anyway, he remembered that Cartel was staying with the reputable Durnham family, and their home wasn’t hard to locate. 

			He arrived at the mansion and rang the bell. A maid wearing a white apron opened the door and led him to the foyer. Here she asked him to wait until she called Mr. Sydney. After a few minutes, the young detective showed up. When he recognized Harry, he smiled warmly and shook his hand.

			“What brings you here? You surely weren’t sent by your revered chief,” he said sarcastically. 

			“No, I came of my own volition. Peter mustn’t find out about this visit, but I had to speak with you about this first,” and he told him what Peter had said.

			“Is that so?” Sydney said pensively. “I’ll do my best to help. You can count on my discretion.”

			“Oh, thank you, Sydney, much obliged. You have no idea how much better I feel now. What are you going to do next?”

			“Well, first I’ll pay a courtesy call to Martin Smith. You return to your chief and tell him that Smith isn’t home and no one knows when he’s due back. I’ll take care of the rest, trust me.”

			Harry thanked him again, relieved that he wouldn’t have to go to Martin. After Harry left, Sydney needed to gather his thoughts. He must act quickly. Every minute counts. He put on his coat and made his way to the door. When he passed one of the servants, he asked him to tell his master that he had to go out urgently and not to wait for him, as he didn’t know what time he’d be back.

			Without waiting for a response, he hurried outside, got into his car and sped to Martin’s residence. The entire way he pondered what to say, and how he’d manage to get Martin out of his apartment. He needed to stall for time to investigate whether he was truly guilty. It wasn’t long until he reached the address that was written down in the motel’s ledger, hoping he didn’t make this whole journey in vain and that Harry wouldn’t get found out.

			A pale, attractive woman opened the door just slightly, looking at him with much suspicion. Sydney told her that he was a friend and that Martin knows him. He didn’t want to use his detective I.D. unless he had no choice. Fortunately, he didn’t need to this time. The woman opened the door and let him in. The smell of fresh paint was in the air. “Follow me, please,” she told him in a terribly sad voice. Sydney followed her, looking around with much interest. The apartment was big, but not too big, tastefully furnished, and it was evident that it was recently painted, as the place smelled like a mixture of fresh paint and cooking coming from the kitchen.

			“I’m his sister, Madeline,” the woman suddenly turned to him, “he couldn’t manage alone with a broken leg, so I had to come and help him. One can’t really get things done with a leg in a cast, don’t you think?”

			“Yes, yes, of course,” Sydney agreed with her, slightly embarrassed. His first impression of this woman was quickly shattered as, when he first saw her, he was certain she was the silent type. As George Eliot wrote, ‘never judge a book by its cover,’ he recalled which, this time, was absolutely on the nose.

			“Martin is in the living room; it’s business as usual, aside from his work. He was given leave, but he’s not happy about it at all. This is what my brother is like – active and diligent, hates idleness. Dear, look who came to see you, this bloke says he’s your friend.”

			Martin looked up from the book he was reading and his eyes opened wide when he recognized the unexpected visitor.

			“Oh, Mr. Cartel, the detective. To what do I owe the honor? Did something happen? Or perhaps you would like me to do run an article about you?”

			“No, thank you,” Sydney was horrified, “I am not seeking publicity. I came to see how you were and to talk to you about a particular matter.”

			“Yes, go ahead, I’m listening,” Martin replied.

			Sydney relayed McMish’s take on the situation, putting all the cards on the table, and waited for a response.

			“So then, he suspects me, ah? I don’t blame him. This killer, whoever he is, is very smart. He blames others in order for him to come out clean. Quite a dirty game, I’d say.”

			“Don’t worry about him,” the detective rushed to say, “If you are indeed innocent, then you certainly have nothing to worry about.”

			“Do you think it’s me, Cartel?” Martin suddenly asked.

			Sydney didn’t let Martin throw him off track. He was used to this kind of question and always responded respectfully; this time was no exception. He smiled slightly when he answered: “Let’s just say that, in my view, you’re all suspects for now, until I find out who did it. However, if you’re not guilty, I’ll be happy to back you up. Peter McMish is known for his insistence. Once he sinks his teeth into a target, he never lets go, and it’s a sorry business, believe me. But, for now, I advise you to tell the truth; don’t be a smart-arse with him. Remember that you’re forbidden from leaving town. As long as the inspector doesn’t have a solid suspicion of someone, he will not place him under surveillance. You can go visit your relatives in the city, if you have any there. Let the inspector sweat a little; this is my advice to you, for the time being.

			“Thank you, Sydney, your advice has been most helpful. I will do as you say and, as for the murders, my conscience is clear, I am not guilty. I have nothing more to say about this issue.”

			They parted ways in a friendly manner.

			Cartel got into his car and drove away. He had time to think during the ride. His thoughts were turbulent; it was utterly illogical for him to suspect the person he had in mind, but he still had some doubt. In any case, he would need to do much more work until he is one hundred percent certain that he’s not wrong.

			 



		



			Chapter 11: 
No End to Evil

			Sydney drove to the motel; he had no alternative. If he wanted to get to the truth as quickly as possible, he would have to expose himself at this early stage. The question that bothered him was, how did the letter written by Jack on the night he died fall into Pepet Joe’s possession and where did Pepet disappear to? The two incidents must be related. The only logical conclusion which came to mind is that Pepet is the killer and, when the letter was discovered, he ran for his life. However if indeed he is the killer, why tear the piece of paper with his name on it? One would think he would want to get rid of the entire incriminating letter and not only a piece of it.

			This is what caused Sydney to think that something strange was in play here. In his opinion, the real killer hid the letter in Pepet’s pocket in order to incriminate him, but he had to leave out the segment with the name, so he ripped off the bottom half. What was Pepet’s fate? Was he murdered? Kidnapped?

			When he arrived at the motel, there was no particular bustle apart from two police officers in civilian clothes patrolling the area and two others inside.

			The gravel crackled loudly as he walked on the path, alerting the police officers to his arrival. They stopped him for identification and, after recognizing his name, were shocked to see him there. They asked him about his unexpected visit. They didn’t have the slightest doubt he had the authority to be on the scene, despite knowing they were violating their chief’s orders. Everyone was of the opinion that Sydney should take over from Peter, as McMish was the reason Scotland Yard was losing its standing.

			“There’re all here, I hope,” Cartel opened, “you haven’t let any more employees escape, ha?” he said sarcastically, in a slightly humorous manner.

			“Of course not, we doubled the guards. We’re keeping a close eye on them so they won’t do anything strange. My Lord, I can’t understand how this Joe bloke got away,” said one of the officers to Sydney, “one minute he was here and the next he was gone. This is the work of the devil.”

			Sydney smirked and walked in. Everything remained the same, aside from the fact that the survivors of the bus accident were gone along with the air of fear and terror that pervaded when they were all huddled together. The officers inside the motel welcomed him with warm greetings and optimism, believing that now the action would truly begin.

			The detective didn’t speak with anyone, but rather checked each nook and cranny from top to bottom, running his hands over every wall, every brick. Finally he went down to the large and gloomy basements that anyone with a faint heart would prefer to stay away from, as there was a strange smell of mildew; it was dark, dank and very quiet, like a tomb. But he had no fear. He only had the strong desire to find answers and solve the case, and the basement could definitely provide him with some clues, if only he knew what to look for.

			Interesting, he thought, I never realized how big this place was. A narrow corridor led to several unlocked doors which screeched on rusty hinges when opened. An impressive amount of provisions were neatly organized on the long shelves. The minimal light in there wasn’t enough to banish the darkness, just to tear some holes in the blackness. He took his time to examine every single item, not omitting anything that may seem trivial to someone less astute. He continued on until he reached a locked room. He remembered that this is where they had decided to leave the corpses until they were rescued. I wonder where the key is, he thought. Suddenly he had an idea. He searched in his coat pocket and took out a rectangle leather pouch closed with a silver sipper. Inside were several fine tools which could be used to pick locks. He chose the most appropriate one and carefully picked the lock. After several moments of fiddling with it, the door opened. A foul stench attacked his nostrils and burned his eyes. He grabbed a flashlight from one of the shelves, and was relieved to find that it had working batteries. 

			Sydney shone the flashlight into the four corners of the room, which was no more than six square meters in size. In one corner there was a large brown closet, what looked like useless junk, and broken furniture. He found a light switch on wall, flipped it on, and a bright light filled the room. Now he could turn off the flashlight and use his hands more freely. The closet captured his attention the moment he walked in. He tried to open it, but it was locked. Again he used his tools to pick the lock and, in just a few seconds, the closet was opened, exposing Pepet Joe’s mutilated corpse inside.

			****

			Peter was furious when he found out about Martin’s disappearance. Harry Webber, his deputy, just finished reporting about the outcome of his trip. “What do you mean, ‘he’s gone?’ Did you ask where he went? Did you inquire with the neighbors? A person can’t just disappear without anyone knowing about it, he must have told someone. I ordered you to put surveillance on him, didn’t I?”

			Harry denied all accusations, attempting to convince the inspector that his officers did everything they could to heed his instructions, but Peter didn’t take his word for it; he was the kind of person who had to see it with his own eyes.

			“He didn’t leave town,” Harry finally said, “because, if he had, we would’ve known about it. Our people set up checkpoints at every entrance to the city, stopping all passengers and checking their I.D.s. Perhaps he’s staying with a relative or a friend.”

			“Yes, it’s possible,” McMish reluctantly agreed, “But I want to find him as soon as possible. He mustn’t escape; I have a lot of pertinent questions for this guy, and I’d be curious to see how he answers them.”

			Harry didn’t respond. In his heart, he hoped that Sydney would succeed in finding the real culprit in time. Peter was very angry. Nothing seems to work, and his suspect had disappeared. And Sydney? As far as he knew, he was spending time with the rich and privileged, living the good life, not giving a damn. “Sod him,” he mumbled in anger.

			The loud ring of the phone in his office startled him and he jumped to answer. “Hello!” he barked into the phone impatiently and the voice on the other side of the line silenced him. It was Sydney. He was speechless, so much so that Cartel took the opportunity to report his discovery, which angered and frustrated Peter even more, causing him to mumble foolishly, “Okay, I’ll be right there.” 

			Sydney did not wait for him to continue; he slammed down the phone and turned to the police officers on the scene. After explaining to them what he found, they were all in utter shock. “I fail to understand,” said Sydney, “why you haven’t checked the basement.” The officers were embarrassed. One of them explained that they checked the open rooms, they didn’t think of checking the locked ones. They merely thought that Pepet Joe had left the motel, not that he was murdered inside it.

			Sydney knew that the inspector would be flabbergasted to hear that he was calling from the motel, but he had no other choice. Things had gotten out of hand and they had to act quickly. When the inspector arrived with his men, Sydney was waiting for them in the basement next to the closet.

			“I haven’t touched anything, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he said when he saw Peter looking at the body. Perhaps McMish suspected that the detective had placed it there to deter them.

			“Why are you even here?” McMish’s voice thundered.

			“I decided to act at my own discretion, and certainly not to intrude on the investigation, but I couldn’t keep the discovery of the body to myself. Not for long, anyway,” he added with a hint of ridicule.

			Peter ignored his sarcastic tone and examined the body carefully.

			“Hmmm,” he hummed to himself, “the poor guy was pulverized. I am certain there isn’t even one bone in his entire body left intact. I wonder what the killer hoped to achieve by doing that. It’s beyond me.”

			Sydney smiled; at least on this matter he completely agreed with Peter. 

			“Well, there’s nothing more we can do here,” McMish turned to his men, “you can start collecting evidence immediately.”

			The moment he left the room, his officers completely took over and flashes from the cameras illuminated the room. The pathologist confirmed what Sydney and Peter said; the crushing of his skull was the definitive cause of death. “I have no doubt the blow came from behind and surprised him. The impact was very powerful. I would say,” he added, “that this maniacal killer has enormous strength. Look for yourselves – each murder is executed in a different way, as if he switches methods not to get bored. This man is insane, completely bonkers. I swear.”

			“Are you certain we’re talking about a bloke?” Sydney asked.

			“Well, I’m not one hundred percent sure,” he hesitated, “unless this woman is unbelievably strong, but I would say it’s more likely we’re talking about a man with great physical strength, since the blows he landed on Pepet were not like the other killings. Perhaps he had to rush things, but that doesn’t explain why he kept mutilating the body, even postmortem. Maybe for some sick pleasure but, if this is the case, then the man is truly insane and needs to be stopped immediately, otherwise who can say what will happen next. It doesn’t look like he’s going to stop this murder spree,” he concluded with a shrug.

			“Thanks, Bernard. I ask that you finish examining the body and report any new findings.”

			After Pepet Joe’s corpse was removed, they all went upstairs. There was nothing more to do in the basement. It was now time to question the remaining staff of the motel who, for some reason, did not seem bereaved nor panicked. Indeed, they had their usual expression of indifference as if, for them, nothing had happened. Their apathetic attitude rattled Peter.

			The first person he turned to was Tim Silence. He looked quite alert, but he didn’t seem bothered. The giant, Bitter Corbin, with the vicious look, moved impatiently from side to side, fisting his huge hands and looking straight at the agitated inspector.

			“You’d all better start talking right now, damn it!” he thundered, “I am fed up with your daft silence. I know you’re hiding something and I won’t rest until I get every last detail out of you.” However, the men just stood silently. 

			It was Sydney who broke the tension. “Look,” he opened, “you’re not obligated to say anything if that’s what you choose.” Peter almost lost his mind it in rage, but a swift hand gesture from Cartel stopped him before he could say anything more. “For all I care, you can stay silent forever, but remember, when the killer visits again – and oh, yes, he will return as his work isn’t done yet – then you’ll understand the grave mistake you’ve made. But it’ll be too late and no one will come to your rescue. Perhaps you’re telling yourselves that you’re safe, that he won’t be coming back. Just look at what happened to your friend. Why do you think he was murdered? There must be a reason. If you are hiding something, and choose to keep silent, you can be sure the killer will strike again.”

			The silence after he spoke was twice as stressful. His words obviously had an effect on them. Sydney knew how to get people to talk, whether by raising his voice or even by lowering it, and indeed it paid off when Tiny Miller cleared his throat, somewhat embarrassed, looking at his friends as if seeking their help. When they didn’t respond, he looked at the detective, trying to summon the courage to speak.

			“Hmmm, I have something to say that might be useful to you,” he stuttered. His chubby body visibly trembled. “I know that the letter wasn’t taken by Pepet Joe.”

			 



		



			Chapter 12: 
Unfulfilled Expectations 

			“Go on then, we’re listening,” Sydney voice softened, “what do you know?”

			“Well, I don’t know much.” His voice was trembling and seemed strange coming from his rotund physique.

			“It’s okay, just tell us what you know. We’ll know what to do with the information you provide,” Sydney encouraged him.

			“Well,” he continued in an irritating slow pace, to the point where the inspector was becoming even more agitated, “it happened a couple of days ago.” As he talked, Cartel checked Tim Silence and Bitter Corbin’s faces to see their reactions. Tim’s expression was frozen but his eyes were blazing, pinned on Tiny’s awkward figure. Corbin did not hide his extreme rage. In fact, he was ready to pounce on Miller. Tiny continued with his slow and drawn-out speech. “As I said, it happened two days ago. I was busy cleaning one of the rooms. I think that, at the time, Mr. Martin Smith was staying there –”

			“Ah.” This single utterance by the inspector was meant for Sydney.

			“As I said,” he repeated, “I believe it was in Mr. Martin’s room, but –”

			Peter interrupted him again, “What do you mean, ‘you believe?’ Aren’t you sure about it? Can’t you remember anything? Can you show me the room you were cleaning?” he asked him.

			Ye….s, yes, of course,” he stuttered, “but I really don’t remember for sure, it’s just –”

			“Never mind, first let’s go to the room, and then you can tell us what happened.”

			They went up to the room and looked around – an ordinary room like all the others: a closet, a bed made up with clean sheets, a small table, two chairs, an elongated mirror, a small night stand next to the bed. Nothing special. The inspector looked disappointed, as if he expected to find something incredible. Sydney stood on the side, smiling openly, angering the inspector even more.

			“Well, now you can continue your story,” Cartel turned to the intimidated Tiny.

			“Hmmm, yes, I was in Martin’s room. Now I am certain of it. When I was about to leave, the door opened wide and Pepet Joe came in, quite upset, holding a piece of paper in his hand. I was surprised and asked him what it was all about. Instead of answering, he waved the piece of paper in the air and said, ‘read what’s written here,’ and nothing else. I took the letter from him and read it. To my great astonishment, I understood that this was the lost letter that Jack Reiss wrote before he died, the one that disappeared not long after. Its bottom part was already torn. I asked him if he tore it and he said no. I asked him where he found it and he said, in complete shock, ‘I found it in my room this morning, in one of the pockets of the blue jacket I rarely wear. I decided to clean the pockets of my jackets, as sometimes I find treasures in there,’ he told me with a smile. ‘Well, as I was going through my pockets, I found the note. You can only imagine how fearful and anxious I was. I couldn’t understand how that letter got there. I was panicked, confused, and I still couldn’t grasp the severity of the situation. Then I remembered the police’s extensive searches. I knew that if they found out I have the letter, I’d be a goner. Any explanation I give will only make things worse for me. I decided to come and tell you. Please help me.’ What was I supposed to do? A friend was in trouble and I had to help him, despite the danger. The police wouldn’t have believed us, and Pepet was so frightened that I decided to take the letter and figure out what to do with it. The day went by normally, and I almost forgot all about it. Before I went to sleep, I saw Pepet and he was still alive – at around quarter to nine. That’s all, the rest is beyond my comprehension. Why was he murdered? Who murdered him? Why did the killer crush his bones and stuff him in a closet?”

			Miller finished speaking, looking sadly at Sydney as if waiting for an explanation.

			The detective didn’t say a word, silently observing the reactions of the people in the room. Sometimes one can learn a great deal from peoples’ facial expressions, which they themselves are unaware of. He concluded that Tiny was a loyal friend at a time of need, and not like the others. How else can the fact that Pepet came only to him be explained?

			Tim Silence, who had been earlier calm and relaxed up till this point, stared impatiently at every object in the room. He had a strange twitch in his left cheek. Bitter Corbin was the devil incarnate; his face expressed pure evil. His eye-patch was more prominent due to the scar and he looked like a monster. Sydney took in all that and more. McMish’s face displayed a great deal of disappointment when he understood that Martin had nothing to do with it. His expectations had not been fulfilled, but he was not giving up yet. This is how stubborn he was.

			“Well, Cartel, let’s hear what you have to say,” McMish turned to him.

			The staff’s faces turned apathetic once more, now that they knew they were being observed, but Sydney did not let that fool him. He saw their true expressions when they thought no one was looking, and that was enough.

			“What would you like me to say?” he answered with a question. “Indeed it is obvious that someone put the letter in Pepet Joe’s pocket in order to frame him and then he was murdered. The question is who did it and why?” 

			The inspector saw a way out of this and was eager to blurt it out, “If so, could it be that Martin snuck the letter into his pocket in order to frame Pepet and clear himself from suspicion? Perhaps Pepet caught him in the act and Martin feared he would squeal on him, and that was his motive for murder?”

			“If we were to accept this very unlikely scenario, then please tell me, why did Pepet run to Tiny and not tell him who he saw placing the letter, and why would Martin kill him, if he indeed did, and in such a horrible manner, no less. These two things alone contradict your theory and obliterate it.”

			“Ah, bollocks,” Peter dismissed him, “I am positive there’s an explanation here, and we will find it soon. In my opinion, Martin is the most logical suspect.”

			Sydney only nodded his head in a way that expressed nothing at all.

			“Do you even have a suspect, being so sure of Martin’s innocence?” McMish asked him.

			“In fact, I have three,” he smirked, “all possible and logical. I never said I believed in Martin’s innocence but, on the other hand, I also didn’t say he was guilty. I prefer not to reveal anything at this point, not until I’m sure. What’s obvious is that the killer worked with two accomplices, and perhaps even someone here.” When he said that, he unintentionally looked at Tim Silence, however the result was a venomous stare from the motel’s owner.

			After they finished removing the body and interrogating the staff, there was nothing more to be done there. The guards were replaced after Peter McMish’s grievances against the first police officers’ criminal neglect, as he put it, by not thoroughly checking the rooms in the basement. Perhaps they could have prevented a murder. 

			Tim Silence asked the inspector for permission to bring in two more people from their birthplace to replace Pepet and because of the heavy workload. The inspector agreed and said that he would take care of it himself. In the meantime, he found out where Martin was staying and immediately issued a warrant for his arrest and brought him down to headquarters for questioning.

			Sydney, however, returned to the Durnham mansion and apologized for the bother, announcing that he would be ending his vacation early. The investigation would consume all of his time and he didn’t wish to become a burden. Despite Lucinda and her mother’s pleadings, Sydney packed his belongings and left.

			His apartment was in quite a mess, but Cartel felt comfortable like this. When everything was organized he couldn’t find a thing, and then, in order to find something, he would throw papers and books around until, once again, the room looked like a battle zone. At the moment he lived alone. In the past, several years ago, a solicitor shared the house with him. They were good friends. The detective helped him with his investigations. And so it went for seven years. Sydney wasn’t even employed at the time, but rather an unknown youngster with a sharp and sophisticated mind who helped the Attorney’s Office a great deal. When the honorable Judge John Pointer saw his amazing talent and how he helped win almost every case, he decided to make sure Sydney’s rare talent wouldn’t go to waste. It took many discussions before John could convince Sydney to go into the world of investigations for the police force.

			“You’re looking at a bright future,” he told him, “it’s a shame for you to waste your time on trivial matters.”

			The youngster wasn’t easily convinced. He was happy assisting his friend, who was several decades older than him, but slowly the idea began to appeal to him and he could see himself making this his profession.

			John loved his young friend dearly and wanted to see him succeed in life. Only one thing slightly bothered him – his indifference to those around him. Occasionally, when Sydney came with him on an investigation, the expression of ridicule and mocking screamed volumes. Even the judge would go out of his way to interest the talented young man, since his special qualities were evident, but Sydney would only sink down in his chair and observe from the sidelines, seemingly yawning in boredom. Inside though, he was alert and agile. He used his indifferent manner as subterfuge to examine reactions and capture any glimpse of guilt. He always succeeded in his objectives. His supposed consumption of vast amounts of wine confused his target, lessening any caution the other side might have had. Why would someone be concerned with this drunken officer? And this assumption was subsequently their downfall.

			After several years, they parted ways. Sydney’s success was on the rise until he made it to what he is today, but he never forgot where he started and kept in touch with his old friend who had since retired due to illness. Sydney sank into his favorite armchair in front of the fireplace, contemplating the complex case he stumbled upon. They only thing that broke the silence was the occasional crackling of the burning logs in the fireplace.

			The situation he found himself in was new to him. He never came across such a difficult and interesting case, and was unused to this feeling of helplessness. The fire played games with shadows and light before him. His blue eyes were blazing as they reflected the flames of the fire; his long, curly hair glimmered; his jaw clenched in anger; his expression was of a man searching for something, though he didn’t know what he was looking for or where to find it.

			The phone rang and broke the silence. Sydney reached to pick it up most reluctantly until he heard who it was on the other side of the line. “Hello, Sydney? This is John speaking. How are you, my boy?”

			Cartel’s eyes opened wide with joy. “John Pointer, I’ll be damned, where have you disappeared to? Why haven’t I heard from you?”

			“Hey, hey, cut it out, laddie. I’ve been out of the country for a while. Got back just a couple of days ago. I heard you’re involved in some very dirty and utterly complicated case. I wanted to know if I can be of help in any way.”

			“Dear John,” Sydney said affectionately, “I’d be chuffed to see you. It’s been a while since we last chatted, I believe seven months. Are you still living in that small house we used to share?”

			“Yes, still here. Nothing’s changed. I‘d be happy to have you over at my humble abode. We can have a drink for old time’s sake. You can come whenever you wish.”

			“Thank you, I’ll do that. How about now?”

			“That’s excellent, my boy, excellent!”

			“I’ll be there in an hour and a half then.”

			“I can’t wait to see you, Sydney.”

			“Bye for now, John.”

			A little over an hour later Cartel arrived at his old friend’s house, making conversation with Pointer about mundane things. After they talked and had a drink, John asked him to tell him what was bothering him, as he’d known him for a long time and the look on his face told him that something was gnawing at him inside.

			Sydney smiled, “You’ve always been perceptive, it’s possible I learned it from you. Anyway, I will not deny that something is indeed bothering me, terribly so.”

			“Well, go on, tell me everything,” the former solicitor said.

			Sydney conveyed all that had happened, beginning with the accident and up to the present day. John sat silently, listening carefully to every word.

			When Sydney finished, he looked at John, waiting for his response.

			

			“Well, my young friend, from the point of view of an old sod like me, and especially as someone who is observing it from the side, I can’t say with certainty that the inspector is completely wrong, and I am not sure at all that you are indeed right. Not that you should stop suspecting the motel’s staff; it is obvious they are somehow linked to this business. Perhaps they are collaborating or being extorted by the killer, maybe not all of them, but there’s certainly something here. From your story I can see that the killer is very smart, illusive and cunning. He doesn’t murder for fun, there’s something more to it and one only needs to find out what that is.

			“I think that he’s the one who caused the bus to derail, hoping that everyone on it will die, to ensure the death of those he wished to kill. You yourself said you saw a figure going down a rope. You sensed that it wasn’t to help out the victims, but you couldn’t see who the stranger was. It is possible it was the killer who went down there to check if everyone was indeed dead, to avoid any doubt. Something prevented him from doing so. Perhaps he fell and lost consciousness and, when he came to, he discovered there were survivors and there was nothing he could do at that point. He must have had an alternate plan, which proves that this was, in fact, premeditated and the man is very smart. It is evident to you as well that he wasn’t entirely sure that everyone perished in the accident, hence ‘Plan B’ just in case there were any survivors. The motel staff had to be on board, and the killer had to make sure that all the survivors would make it to the motel. That would make it easier for the murderer. His plan was successful. Perhaps there were minor glitches that he fixed with a few more murders, since what’s another murder or two to him?

			“Now we need to find out who he wanted to get rid of and why. I believe that the doctor and Jack Reiss weren’t related to the matter and they were murdered because they witnessed something. With Jack, you can see that in his letter. I knew Whitney, but not well. She had a reputation of being a brilliant, successful solicitor who would do anything to further her career, even if it wasn’t quite legal, and I have no doubt the killer intended to do away with her. I’d have to find out more about her. Perhaps I’ll discover something that can help us. Pepet Joe’s murder is most mysterious, but don’t worry,” John encouraged him, “I’ll help you get to the bottom of this.”

			“Much obliged,” said Sydney, “I really appreciate this. I’ll welcome any help I can get.”

			“Not at all, we’re friends, after all. The same way you helped me, now I get to return the favor. I will start investigating Whitney right away. I have access into almost anywhere I want, fortunately. Let’s see what I come up with. I’ll call you as soon as possible.” The two bid farewell warmly. Cartel had the feeling that, finally, things were beginning to move along. Why didn’t he think of Whitney? It’s fortunate that John is his friend and has clout, otherwise who knows how he would dig up more information on her?

			When he arrived home there was a message waiting for him on the answering machine from Harry regarding Martin’s arrest. Sydney knew he mustn’t waste time, and immediately called John.

			“Of course I’ll drive down, someone has to defend Martin and, you must admit, I’m the right person for the job. He’ll need every ounce of help he can get and I have an excellent solicitor for him.”

			“Who?” Sydney asked.

			“Me, of course,” John laughed, “I still have the energy for it. Though I left this headache of a business a while ago, I am prepared to return once more for my friend.”

			Sydney smiled, “Okay, go get him out on bail. No matter what, get him out before the inspector makes dog food out of him.”

			“I’m on my way, my friend. I’ll get him out.”

			 



		



			Chapter 13: 
Open Contract, Sealed Fate

			“So, you’re still denying you had anything to do with the crimes committed here, ah?” Peter grunted.

			“Yes,” Martin replied decisively, “I didn’t murder anyone, and I really don’t know why you insist on wasting valuable time instead of looking for the real killer.”

			His response only made the stubborn inspector angrier, “Your evasive responses will do you no good. You’d make things easier on yourself and all of us if you’d just admit it right now.”

			Martin, enraged, stood up leaning on his crutches, put his weight on one and waved the other at McMish. “You have no right arresting me on some ridiculous murder charges; you have no proof, so I’d suggest you first check your evidence before you go around making accusations.” He raised his voice, “It’s utterly outrageous! Who has ever heard of such a thing – arresting innocent people and making ludicrous accusations against them,” Martin continued to rant until the inspector felt slightly embarrassed. However, he very quickly regained his composure because, according to Martin’s behavior, it was obvious he was guilty. Just look at his outburst. Such a person has something to hide and right now he’s fighting with all that he has, like a fish caught in a net.

			“Sit down, Mr. Smith, relax, control yourself. We’re not at the theatre, and you’re not a character in a play. I would suggest you think carefully before you speak. Anything you say is being recorded and taken into evidence. Don’t be so sure we don’t have proof. This is the police force, Mr. Smith, not a street circus.”

			At precisely that moment, a distinguished and impressive looking old man with white hair quite energetically entered the room, walked towards Peter’s desk, placed his briefcase on it and declared calmly: “My name is John Pointer, and I am Mr. Smith’s solicitor. Anything you ask will go through me. As for you, I suggest you do not say anything further,” John said to the accused, who viewed him as a miracle sent from heaven. Peter wasn’t pleased. “Who let you in? What is all this nonsense about a solicitor?”

			Instead of answering, Pointer opened his briefcase, took out several documents and presented them to the inspector, including one that confirmed he was representing Mr. Smith and another certifying that he is a reputable solicitor with obvious seniority.

			Peter looked them over, throwing them in a rage towards John. “This isn’t over, I will not keep silent about this, there’s some dodgy business going on here. How did you come to know of his arrest? How do you know him? Who told you to come here?”

			“I’m not obligated to answer any question that isn’t directly related to the case. Just to put you at ease, this case is no secret. All the papers are filled with it. If you have a score to settle with me then, by all means, you can do that after this is all over. Ah, and I just remembered,” Pointer said in a cunning tone, pulling the rabbit out of the hat, “I have an order to release Martin pending trial.” John looked as though he was enjoying himself immensely. McMish did not see that coming. He appeared to be extremely agitated and on the brink of exploding, but he couldn’t do anything against the injunction that John waved in front of his red, steaming face.

			Martin smiled, not even attempting to hide his contempt. He got up, leaned on his crutches and calmly left the room, following the solicitor. Peter stood there for several minutes staring at the door, and then fell heavily into his chair. He was confused. Random thoughts raced through his mind, in an attempt to figure out who sent the solicitor that took his prey from him. Only one person could have done that to him, and that person was Sidney Cartel. The inspector was certain it was him.

			“You will pay dearly for all that you’ve done to me,” he mumbled quietly, “I’ll make sure you rot in hell for this.” He quickly grabbed a file from the pile of documents. He searched through it, found a number, and then went to the phone, dialed and waited for reply. Although he knew that what he was about to do was illegal and that he was risking his position, his hatred overcame any common sense. He was about to seal Sydney’s fate.

			*****

			“You should have seen his face when I said that Martin was to be released, he nearly had a fit,” John laughed.

			“If you hadn’t helped me, I would’ve probably rot in some stale room,” said Martin.

			The three were sitting in John’s apartment, sipping wine from tall glasses. Sydney smiled in content, trying to imagine Peter’s face, “I’m sorry I missed the show,” he smirked. “But don’t underestimate Peter, he’s no fool. He didn’t get to be an inspector for nothing. Despite all his flaws, he’s not daft. He probably guessed that this is my doing and is already plotting how to get back at me. I have to stay a few steps ahead of him, if possible. He might call for me to be placed under arrest. I have to be careful because he’s probably desperate. Desperation will make him do dangerous things. When he’s angry, he becomes unreasonable and loses control. 

			

			“Don’t fret, Sydney,” John calmed him, “I’ll snoop around and see what’s going on. He won’t get away with anything. You have many admirers there, don’t worry. Even his deputy, Harry, is on your side.”

			“John’s right,” Martin turned to him, “you have nothing to worry about with regard to the inspector; all he knows to do is bark, he forgot how to bite a long time ago.”

			Sydney looked at them with a serious expression, however, that same cynical smile was showing through. “You don’t know him like I do. I’ve been studying him for years. Peter McMish can be evil when he wants to be. He makes strong and brave men tremble. His retributions are known all over the region and beyond.”

			“Really, Sydney, my friend,” said John slightly agitated, “you give him more power than he really possesses; besides, he doesn’t have the authority to do anything illegal. He’s a man of the law, very highly ranked. Think seriously here, do you believe his superiors will turn a blind eye to sinister behavior? That’s ridiculous.”

			But the detective was adamant. Will Peter sit idly doing nothing? It’s not in his nature, especially now, when he was robbed of his lead murder suspect. In his opinion, McMish was capable of anything. He couldn’t even imagine in what monstrous way the inspector was plotting his revenge.

			*****

			The tall and broad-shouldered image of the man looked menacing. He was dressed entirely in black, his black pants made of fine fabric, and wore expensive leather cowboy boots. He had on a snazzy jacket that zipped all the way up to his neck, a light scarf, a hat slanted over his face and a pair of amazingly frozen and extremely intelligent green eyes peeking out from under it. His face was rugged, with a square jaw. He wore fur-lined leather gloves, and was holding a small pistol.

			He hid behind trees on the dark road, observing a certain house, waiting patiently, alert, like a tiger after his prey. It was so dark that only the fog from his mouth gave away the presence of someone there. Hours went by, and suddenly the door of the house he was watching opened and a young man came out, looked around, got into his car, started the engine and drove away. 

			He immediately crossed the road, entered a black car and tailed the guy, making sure he wasn’t seen. His car maneuvered swiftly along the road, hardly making a sound. His eyes gleamed, pinned on the car in front of him so as not to lose it. The car he was following pulled over and stopped, and the young man got out and started walking towards a dark side alley. He also got out of his car, walking with cat-like agility, not making any noise. His strides grew bigger. He held the gun tightly in his hand, and the man being followed picked up his pace – the two men were the only people in that dark side alley.

			The man in black kept close to the walls of the buildings and narrowed the gap between them. He placed his finger on the trigger. The distance became smaller. Then he stopped, quickly raised his arm and pulled the trigger. A muffled sound came out from the gun, which had a silencer.

			The victim fell to the ground almost immediately. The stranger approached him carefully and, with his boot, turned him over on his back. The body had blood all over it. When he made certain that he was indeed dead, he went into a nearby phone booth and dialed a number. He waited, and once he heard the voice of the man on the other side, he said: “The job was carried out as you wished. Everything went smoothly, no problems whatsoever,” and, without waiting for a response, he hung up and disappeared into the night. 

			 



		



			Chapter 14: 
Secretly Watching

			“When is he supposed to arrive?”

			“We made arrangements to meet at my apartment about two hours ago, maybe even less. There’s quite a distance between us, about an hour and a half drive and another ten minute walk, as cars must park on the road at the end of the alley. Therefore, we have about a quarter of an hour unaccounted for. He’s usually never late, unless something happened, and I fear that something indeed has happened. I am really getting concerned.”

			“So, what do you suggest? Should we go look for him?”

			“Yes, and right now.”

			The two stepped out into the cold night air, walking down the long alley to reach the old man’s car. They didn’t walk fast, as the younger man was on crutches. After five minutes of tense silence, the older man abruptly stopped. “Look,” he said and pointed at the body lying on the cold sidewalk. They hurried to get a better look. The younger of the men hunched over to see his face up close. “Good God,” he blurted, “it’s Sydney Cartel!”

			*****

			

			Peter McMish lay in his bed. Something was bothering him. Sleep alluded him. His mind was restless; thoughts were rushing through his head like a pesky mosquito. He turned onto his side but that didn’t help either. Even when the phone rang and he knew who the call was from, his heart missed a beat and, when he got the answer and tried to convince himself that what’s done was done, there’s no backing away from it, it didn’t help. The night went by slowly; he slept for an hour or two at the most.

			The next day when he arrived at work, he looked tired; the lack of sleep was evident in his eyes and in his erratic behavior. Harry, his deputy, felt a strange vibe. He couldn’t explain it, but had a strong feeling that something unusual had happened. How will he find out? To ask the inspector would be suicide. A strong force urged him towards McMish’s office. He walked in and stood next to the heavy desk. The inspector seemingly didn’t notice him; he was in an odd mood, quietly mumbling to himself, deep in thought. Suddenly he got up and stormed out without even looking at the shocked Harry.

			Harry nervously looked down at the desk. A certain document was sticking out from under the case file they were working on. Curious, Harry grab that piece of paper. Only one thing was written on it – a phone number and nothing else. He was even more intrigued right now. He wrote down the number, left the office, turned to his secretary and gave her the task of finding out who the number belonged to. He was confident that Macy, his secretary, was an expert in dealing with these types of things.

			After about an hour she walked into Harry’s office and told him what she’d done, “A man with a deep and very scary voice answered. I asked him if this was the residence of Edwin Price, and he said no. I continued to inquire who I’d reached. His voice was raging, he said that it was none of my business and slammed the phone down. I didn’t give up – after about half an hour I dialed again and a woman with a kind voice answered. I asked her if she could tell me which family I reached because I dialed the wrong number earlier. She didn’t ask me who I was looking for, but simply said it was the residence of Mr. Bill Rogers, but he stepped out ten minutes ago. She told me that she was only the housekeeper. I took advantage of her chattiness and told her that I was his cousin visiting from Kansas and that I haven’t seen him in years. I told her I wanted to come over and surprise him, but that I lost the address. 

			She was sympathetic with my plight and told me to write it down. We chatted a little more and then I told her I must rush and that, when Mr. Rogers comes back, not to tell him about my arrival. Of course she agreed, and that’s all – here’s the address.”

			“Macy, you’re the best!” Harry praised her, “you’re simply a genius.” The young woman smiled at him sweetly and went out of the room, leaving him alone with his thoughts. I wonder who that man is, he thought. Is it possible the inspector had let someone in on the case? He decided to drive to the address immediately, however, with no action plan.

			When he arrived in the area, he saw it was a very posh place. Now how will he find out who this man is? How will he enter the house? He had an idea, but Harry was doubtful it would succeed. If I don’t try, I’ll never know, he thought to himself. Ten minutes later, a representative from the electrical company knocked on the Rogers’ front door and presented an I.D. to the housekeeper. He asked if the master was home, and she answered that he had gone out.

			Well, Miss, I must come in. Something’s faulty with the electricity in the apartment, you mustn’t neglect things like that.”

			“You’re absolutely right,” the woman said, “please come in, though I haven’t noticed anything wrong.”

			“Of course you haven’t, you are not trained to, that’s what we’re here for,” he told her patiently.

			“Oh, of course, I understand. Please check all you need, I just need to go back to work, I haven’t finished cleaning yet.”

			“That’s fine, Miss, I won’t disturb you,” he told her.

			

			As soon as he was alone, he sprang into action and checked the rooms. The house had two stories. He quickly climbed the stairs, making sure the housekeeper didn’t see him. Finally he made it to Bill’s bedroom. He put on gloves, closed the door behind him and started to search. He was looking for documents, anything that would indicate a relationship with Peter. In his haste, fearing the landlord would return, he knocked over a small notebook. He picked it up and looked through its pages until he came across the shocking and frightening line: “Paid in full by Inspector McMish. Cash. Hit: tonight. Victim: Sydney Cartel.”

			Harry couldn’t believe his eyes. How can this insane sentence be explained? What does that mean? A hit? A cold-blooded murder? Peter McMish did that? The flabbergasted deputy was panicked and scared. He immediately closed the notebook, put it back in its place and hurried downstairs, informing the cleaning lady that he had finished his work and would be on his way. 

			When he got into his car, he removed the overalls he bought in the nearby shop and drove home like a madman. He decided to call Sydney from there. It couldn’t be the same man, he had to reassure himself.

			The line he read was pounding in his brain like a thousand hammers; he could barely see where he was going. His heart was racing. Sydney Cartel was to be assassinated?!

			*****

			“Oh, you gave us quite a scare,” John moaned, dabbing his forehead with a giant blue handkerchief. His face was white and covered in sweat, indicating the intense feelings he had for the man seated before him.

			Martin sat in the armchair, still completely shocked by all he witnessed, and was still unable to calm down. In front of them, on a wicker chair, sat Sydney, alive and well and smiling from ear to ear, basking in the attention. He succeeded in tricking his old friend into believing he was dead. What a surprise, he had resurrected.

			“I’m completely shocked,” Smith grunted, “you need to tell me again what happened, I simply can’t wrap my head around it.”

			Sydney looked at him with a smile. “There’s nothing more to tell,” he replied, “you’ve heard it at least three times and you’re still confused. Okay, if you insist, I will explain it again, simply. After I spoke with John, I left my house, but not before wearing a bulletproof vest. I put in on whenever I feel apprehensive, and this time I had a gut feeling. And so, while driving to my dear friend here, I noticed a black car tailing me. Despite all of the bloke’s attempts to remain inconspicuous, I saw him in time. Fortunately, I can sense when I’m being followed, and indeed I was. I decided to go about my business as usual and the man came after me. I tried to imagine what the purpose of it was, and only two answers came to mind: the first, that the murderer decided to follow me in order to kill me. The second, he was sent by the killer or someone else who wanted me out of the way. In either case, the result was to be my immediate demise. That is why, John, I walked quickly down the alley towards your apartment, so you would find me if I fall. It all comes down to the type of gun and ammunition used. He used a silencer and, as I predicted, the impact caused me to fall down and lose consciousness. Unfortunately, when I fell, my head hit a sharp stone on the ground.” He lifted his hand to feel the bruise on his forehead and smiled apologetically. 

			“You’re lucky we found you quickly.”

			“I knew that John would be concerned if I was more than five minutes late, since I am always very punctual.”

			“The person who tried to kill you better not be aware of the fact that you’re alive and well. He might try again,” said John worriedly.

			“Don’t fret, everything will be all right,” Sydney calmed him down. “I’ll come up with something brilliant.”

			The men said goodnight and Cartel very cautiously returned to his apartment. The phone rang, but he preferred to let it go to voicemail. It was Harry, concerned and panicked.

			“Sydney, I have tried to call you five times already, please call back as soon as you can.”

			Sydney wondered what it was all about and immediately dialed Harry, who answered instantly. Harry let out a big sigh of relief upon hearing Sydney’s voice. “I thought I was too late, in fact I was certain of it,” his words sounded confused, but Cartel understood what it was all about.

			“Calm down, dear friend, I’m alive. I escaped certain death,” Sydney said and proceeded to tell him briefly about what happened. Now it was Harry’s turn to tell him what he found on Peter McMish’s desk and in the assassin’s apartment.

			Sydney kept silent. He hadn’t even considered that Peter, of all people, would stoop so low. True, they were old rivals, but going this far? The detective was utterly shocked; he hadn’t expect this. He thanked Harry and reassured him. He then called John and told him what he heard. “You don’t say?” the solicitor was dumbfounded, “it’s completely incomprehensible. The inspector himself took out a contract on you? You’re clear about what’s going to happen now, the killer will persist until you’re dead.”

			“That is why no one should know about it. Only you, Martin and Harry know the truth. I have full trust in you, and I hope that I can rely on Harry and Martin as well.”

			“You can rest assured that the false news of your untimely demise is safe with me,” John promised.

			The fewer people who know I’m alive, the better,” Sydney added. “I have gained an advantage here, because the hitman is sure his mission was carried out to completion, and now I can observe everything without being found out. Let the inspector stew in his own juices for a while. Like Harry said to me, he is restless. His conscience is probably bothering him. Although he wanted me dead, he may be consumed with regret. In any case, I’d like to come stay with you for a while, if it’s ok with you.” 

			“More than ok,” said John and Sydney smiled. 

			“Harry is about to announce my death with a heavy heart. As for my apartment, I leased it to Martin, as he was looking for a new place. According to him, his sister has overtaken his house, bringing along her entire family. Okay, that’s it for now. I’ll be there in the evening.” 

			Sydney made sure to leave the apartment only after dark, well-covered so that even if someone who knew him passed by, he wouldn’t look twice. Some essentials and clothing were packed into two suitcases. It was too dangerous to take his car, so he hailed a cab. 

			When he arrived at the solicitor’s house, John greeted him joyfully, congratulating him for the brilliant idea to let everyone think he was dead so he could become a secret observer. It will make it easier for him, as the killer may disrespect Scotland Yard. “You were a serious hurdle. Now, when he believes you’re dead, he will not be as apprehensive and may even strike again.”

			Cartel wasn’t completely disconnected from the world. He went out in the evenings and kept in close contact with Harry over the phone, who made sure to call him from his private residence. John investigated Whitney and found out some interesting information. Apparently, Alden was involved in a strange case. The source who gave him this information also told him that there were two unnamed women who she was extorting in exchange for her silence. On the day of the accident, the three women took the same public transportation, the purpose of which was still unclear. 

			Yet another strange factor in the story. This didn’t explain any of the murders. Could it be that Whitney was also extorting the killer? An interesting and not unreasonable conjecture that needed to be taken into account.

			Sydney was not surprised by the fact that John was able to obtain these findings. John had a variety of methods to gain the information he wanted, and he knew an array of people from all walks of life, from whom he received it.

			“Continue investigating,” the detective told him. “You came up with interesting details, but there are still several links missing for us to piece it together.”

			In the meantime, everyone heard the news that he was murdered. The announcement leaked quickly and gained huge proportions. It was reported everywhere – in the press, on the news, on the streets. The public was shocked, and they even elaborated on the story, saying that he was murdered during a criminal investigation; some claimed that he was set up, that his body was nowhere to be found, and more conjectures. The city and its surroundings were in turmoil, they had lost their most renowned detective. His friends and acquaintances were heartbroken. Lucinda couldn’t stop crying. Mirabel Cartwright and her friend Mildred Mason were happy to provide information about the case to anyone interested, even though they didn’t know much about it, like everyone else. Of course, they were extremely saddened by the tragic demise of the talented young man. Many questions were thrown at the inspector – what was his reaction to the matter and what will he do now that Sydney is dead and the majority of the investigation falls onto him.

			Peter felt helpless in the face of the never-ending questions and was especially enraged about the seemingly common knowledge that Sydney always solved everything.

			“We will make every effort to find the killer, even without Cartel’s help. Although I do not wish to speak ill of the dead, you’re mistaken in thinking we can’t solve the case on our own. Did you forget that we’re Scotland Yard?” This is what he said to the curious reporters that surrounded him, who were not convinced one iota by what he said to them.

			Everywhere he went, all he heard was talk about Sydney. How likeable he was, wonderful, talented, smart, a true genius, and what a pity it was that he wasn’t made a chief in Scotland Yard. Some said that this case surely would’ve been solved a long time ago, and other utterances which drove him so completely insane, he thought he was about to burst.

			On the other hand, Sydney found the whole thing funny and mocked all that was going on, quite enjoying himself. He knew that once Peter’s shame will be made public, he would not only face immediately dismissal, but could also be brought up on criminal charges.

			Is it possible now to take Martin out of the equation? he thought to himself.

			“Is it indeed possible?” John asked once they sat down for dinner.

			“What do you mean?” Sydney inquired, squinting his brows.

			“Well, it’s all good and well. Martin’s a nice fellow but can we trust him wholeheartedly? It’s clear that the killer is incredibly cunning. He has no problem pretending to be innocent and, if Smith is guilty, indeed the danger to you is great, since he’s one of the only people who knows you’re not dead.”

			“You’re forgetting one thing,” Sydney told him, attempting to test his friend. “He was with you that night, when you found me.” John dismissed him, “they are not related, look, I know you have your suspects and you don’t want to reveal their identity to me, that’s fine, I respect your wishes, but know this – if Martin Smith is the real killer, then you are in grave danger, since we were fooled by his charming act. I don’t suspect Harry at all,” he continued, “Webber is completely devoted to you, but Martin? I don’t know why I suddenly suspect him. What are you hiding Sydney? Are you also playing dangerous games to test his reaction?”

			Cartel looked at John with a serious expression. “I can’t tell you too much, but Martin is among my three key suspects. It’s still very confused, as something doesn’t add up. I am missing details and, as long as this is the case, he will remain a suspect.”

			

			“Yet you still want me to defend him,” John sighed, “really, I don’t understand what you’re doing, but you probably have your own reasons for doing so. I hope you’re not suspecting me,” he said jokingly.

			Sydney looked at him with his most suspicious face until the solicitor laughed in embarrassment.

			“Don’t worry John, I’m only joking with you. I don’t suspect you one bit. In the meantime I must remain careful and alert. I will continue to hide until the perpetrator is found, and then we’ll see what happens.”

			“As you wish, my friend. I hope you catch him. The electric chair will fit him nicely.”

			Sydney smiled but did not respond. He stared into the air with an ambiguous expression. Only he knew what was in his heart.

			 



		



			Chapter 15: 
The Taste of a Nightmare

			Mirabel Cartwright was engaged in her favorite pastime: knitting while chatting the ears off her friend Mildred, this time about Sydney’s horrible demise. The two were sitting in a small park that had an artificial lake in its center.

			“The weather has greatly improved,” said Mirabel, “it’s hard to believe that just a few days ago there was a terrible storm here, and now the sky is a clear blue, without even a cloud. This whole business with poor Sydney is horrid, such a likeable and brilliant young man. I am sure that if was still alive the investigation would have already concluded with great success. He would have finally found the raging psychopath, locked him up and thrown away the key. I’ve heard,” she said as if divulging a secret, “that our inspector had gone slightly bonkers lately.” Her eyes gleamed.

			Mildred listened attentively, mumbling a few words here and there. Suddenly, while talking to her friend, she pinned her gaze on the person sitting opposite them. She alerted Mirabel and they both stared at the man. “Oh my, that is Kelvin Henderson,” she said.

			“Yes, you’re right,” she agreed with her friend, “what is he doing here? He probably heard the bad news. Look how serious he looks. Let’s go say hello,” and even before Mildred managed to say anything, the old Miss Cartwright quickly got up and walked towards Kelvin. He was surprised to see the two women.

			“How are you, Mr. Henderson?” Mirabel turned to him. “You probably heard about what happened and that’s why you came here. This is quite shocking, he was loved by all, and to think that such an important person stayed with us at the motel without us knowing. What a disgrace.”

			Kelvin tried to say something, but Mirabel continued talking until he felt quite helpless.

			Mildred managed to get in a few words while her friend took brief pauses and, eventually, the two stopped talking, allowing Kelvin the rare opportunity to say something. “I’m glad to see you again, ladies. It’s kind of you to come over and greet me. You have no idea how hard it was for me to come here. The police are relentless. Although I am forbidden from leaving town, my work requires me to travel often and, therefore, I was assigned two police officers who escort me everywhere I go. Quite upsetting, I must admit. It’s not pleasant going everywhere with an escort; it is as if, at any moment, I am about to commit some horrible crime. I arrived here last night to represent our city on behalf of a local company. I closed a lucrative deal and I still had half a day to myself. So I decided to use it to tour the area and relish the beautiful landscape. That’s it, and then I decided to sit and relax in this park and you approached me. It’s a shame that our first acquaintance was under such unpleasant circumstances. I did hear about the horrible murder. Poor Sydney, such a great man. This is terrible. I am so upset. We’ve lost a great talent, and now the police are at a loss. I understand that Sydney was a great help to them.” Kelvin ended his words with a sad sigh, shaking his head.

			Mildred liked what Henderson had to say and told him so. “Indeed a great loss. Who is this merciless, vile killer? I wish they would catch this psychopath already, and put an end to this.”

			“In my opinion,” suddenly Mirabel said, “the despicable motel staff is to blame. I am sure that they conspired to do some very bad things. They repulsed me from the beginning. They look so strange and, when we all found out about the murders, they seemed so indifferent, as if they didn’t care. Why would they behave like that? Because they are guilty.”

			Mildred interrupted, “I’m certain that Martin is the killer.”

			“Why Martin?” Kelvin wondered.

			“This is what it’s like with famous people. They believe that if they appear on the telly or in the movies, they are entitled to do whatever they want. They have over-inflated egos, and I don’t believe the broken leg story. Martin is the killer and he may have had help from the outside.”

			“What do you think?” they asked Kelvin.

			Kelvin was embarrassed, “Eh, I haven’t considered anyone in particular as a suspect. I don’t like to get involved in these types of things but, without committing to anything, the killer might be one of the motel staff, as Mirabel said, although I don’t want to point the finger at anyone.”

			“You’re too kind,” Mildred scolded him, “these kind of people never take your opinion into account, there’s no room for pity here, the same way you won’t find compassion in their hearts for you. You’ll see I was right about Martin. I don’t know, Mirabel, my dearest, where you got such an odd idea.”

			“Please excuse me, ladies,” Kelvin interrupted them, “It’s late and I must return to my hotel and get ready for my trip back. It was very nice seeing you and I hope we shall meet again. Goodbye.”

			Kelvin decided to get away from those two as quickly as possible before their arguments escalated to the point where they’d eventually put the blame on him. 

			

			*****

			Tiny Miller tossed and turned in his bed. He was frightened and couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen next. How horrible that the detective was murdered! Was I wise to tell Sydney about Pepet? And if this news got around, what would prevent the murderer from killing me? I wouldn’t even see the blow coming. This thought caused his fat body to tremble. Despite the presence of the guards, he didn’t feel safe. Indeed, Pepet Joe was murdered under their noses. He regretted not asking to be transferred somewhere else. Why, oh why, did I come here? He could have stayed in the peaceful village, without all this headache. When he and Pepet Joe joined Tim and Bitter, they knew that his workmates were contemptible lowlifes, but they had no other choice. Indeed, the poor sod paid for it with his life. What will happen to me now?

			He was worried sick, and every little noise rattled him, causing his heart to pound harder. He felt the adrenaline rushing through his veins, and his ears nearly popped from trying so hard to listen. He knew the new help quite well – Bill Hampstead and Louis Kemp – two simple blokes, not particularly weird or unusual. It was quite funny the way fate brought the four of them together the first time. Their outward appearance was always a focal point.

			As the hours went by, Tiny’s stomach started to growl. Whenever he felt anxious, he always wanted to eat. He felt he had no choice; he had to go down to the kitchen, otherwise there was no chance of him falling asleep. He very hesitantly went downstairs. Everyone was asleep aside from the guards on call, to whom he explained the reason for coming downstairs. He went into the kitchen and prepared a light snack for himself. Sugar, where’s the sugar? he pondered. I guess they’ve finished the sugar, perhaps there’s more in the basement. This thought chilled him to the bone. Go down there, now? His eyes opened wide, but he needed sugar. He finally turned to one of the guards and asked him to accompany him downstairs. The police officer didn’t like the idea either, but reluctantly agreed. They went down to the basement together, holding flashlights. Tiny attempted to switch on the lights.

			“That’s odd,” he said out loud, “why isn’t there any light? It can’t be a malfunction, we just renovated down here.” He was filled with fear. He will only take what he needs and then quickly run upstairs. It was terribly quiet, and Miller felt that if anything jumped out at him, he would probably faint.

			“Oh, there it is, I found it,” he was happy. He held the bag of sugar tightly and they were about to go back up when the light from his flashlight randomly shone on the floor. Some type of liquid was spilled, perhaps a bottle had broken. Tiny touched the floor, trying to assess what the liquid was. His heart skipped a beat. The liquid was red and thick, perhaps ketchup, he hoped. He began to tremble and they looked at each other, barely having the courage to breathe. It was clear to them both that something terrible had happened again; the nightmare wasn’t over. The short fellow licked his lips nervously, and he had a strange lump in his throat. His hands and forehead became sweaty. The police officer raised his flashlight, looking for the source of the liquid. They walked together slowly, afraid to find out the truth.

			“Perhaps we should go back,” Tiny whispered. His voice sounded so hoarse and strange to him that he almost bit his tongue.

			“We can’t. We need to find out what’s going on. Perhaps a bottle fell off the shelf.”

			They both knew that probably wasn’t the case, but were afraid to say it out loud.

			In the corner of the basement, near the doors, they noticed larger and darker stains and, beyond the wall, they saw the most horrific sight – the huge body of Bitter Corbin lying on the floor. Both his eyes were ruthlessly gauged from their sockets and a great deal of blood pooled into a nauseating puddle. His throat was slashed from ear to ear like a slaughtered lamb.

			Tiny almost fainted. He wanted to scream but no sound came out of his mouth. His eyes stared in horror. Even the police officer was shocked, but quickly came around and called for his friends. “Please don’t leave me here alone,” pleaded Tiny Miller, “with… with…” and ran up the stairs as fast as his fat body could carry him. When he entered the lobby of the motel, he found the two guards joking, blaming each other for not being alert. The inspector suddenly came to mind. McMish will be so angry, he’ll have them for breakfast when shows up. How could they have missed this? How did the killer get in? And perhaps he’s still there? The murder was committed recently, the blood was still fresh. They called for the outside guards and decided to wake everyone up, survey the place and start asking questions.

			When everyone was downstairs, more or less awake, they were confused and wondering what anyone could possibly want from them. The police wasted no time and announced that yet another murder was committed. Instantly they all became alert, and began mumbling to each other. Tiny stood on the side, quiet, embarrassed and scared. In the meantime, the police officers checked every corner, scanning everything with powerful flashlights, bewildered at the cunningness of the murderer.

			As usual, the inspector received the message and became enraged. He spent the whole drive down grunting about what he’ll do to the officers on duty the moment he gets there.

			The motel was bustling with people. Police officers, photographers, a medical examiner, and more. Nothing helped, there was no sign of the killer or anything that would attest to his whereabouts, where he disappeared to and how he got in. It was as if he flew through the air, murdered and then vanished. 

			 



		



			Chapter 16: 
Mysteries, Who Knows?

			Things are starting to move quickly,” Sydney said when John came back and told him what had happened at the motel. “Bitter Corbin, most interesting, I would’ve never thought that he, of all people, would be the next victim. Now there were only two left from the original motel staff – Tiny Miller and Tim Silence. Do you think one of them is the culprit or is it someone from the outside?” Sydney asked him.

			“Well, the situation is truly dangerous, since I have two convenient suspects. The first is a woman – Mildred Mason. There’s something troubling about her. Too soft, accepts the opinions of others, sticks to her friend Mirabel; however, at times she seems to have her own opinions. She’s trying to stay under the radar. But I may be wrong. The other one is Tim Silence. I don’t suspect Tiny for one second, he’s a good bloke and, so it seems, was Pepet Joe. They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Bitter Corbin doesn’t fit the profile of the murderer; he doesn’t seem smart enough. Hence, I am almost certain that Tim is our wanted man. Perhaps they worked as a team – Silence coming up with the ideas and Corbin carrying them out, but then something happened to cause Tim to murder his assistant. Maybe they had a falling out or something. The cruelty of the murder quite astonished me but, on the other hand, all these cases are completely bizarre.”

			Sydney smiled, “you do have some interesting ideas and a unique way of thinking. You are familiar with my suspicions already. There is something quite deterring about Tim; he has the look of a devil, so much so that it’s almost impossible not to suspect him of being the killer. On the other hand, something is still bothering me. Despite the information I was given with regards to Whitney, there are several details still missing. I can sense that there’s something deeper hiding there, but how will I get to the bottom of it? What is going on in the killer’s mind? I must try to solve this myself on my own, as I can’t question anyone, stuck here in hiding. Sometimes I want to throw all caution to the wind and go outside and shout, ‘Hey everyone, I’m alive!’” the detective sighed deeply, “but that would only hinder the investigation.”

			“Here, here,” Pointer stood up, “really, my dear friend, I was never one to dabble in such in-depth philosophizing.”

			Sydney’s face turned mischievous again, “I may have been influenced by Kelvin Henderson, who’s number one in this area.”

			“I heard that he visited our city recently for a deal he had to sign. Poor thing, he was probably most agitated to come here with police escorts,” said John. “By the way, I met the two lovely ladies last night on my way to the office. They recognized me from newspaper articles and rambled on about how kind I am to take over Martin’s defense, when I don’t even know whether or not I’m defending the murderer. I got away from them as fast as I could. I wouldn’t suspect them, but you can never know, there are many mysteries in the world; who am I to say that I know either of them well enough?”

			“Have you heard anything regarding Lucinda?” Sydney asked.

			“Yes. I met her at a big celebrity gathering. I received an invitation but didn’t really feel like attending. Finally, I decided to go, with the intention of talking with the young lady who supposedly was most distraught by the news of your death. She walked around like a ghost. How you managed to make her like you so much, only the Lord knows. That’s the big mystery.”

			“Poor girl.” Cartel felt intense compassion for her, recalling how proud she was to host him at her mansion. All her friends envied her for the great privilege bestowed upon her. He will have to make it up to her the first chance he gets. 

			“It’s a very difficult age, sweet sixteen,” said John.

			“You’re right. I don’t even remember what I was like at sixteen,” Sydney wondered.

			“You were probably a ‘Goody Two-Shoes,’ the solicitor said sarcastically.

			“You’re lucky that I’m your friend and, therefore, I will ignore your disparagement. I have a strong feeling it’s all coming to an end.”

			“I hope you’re right and, as long as we’re talking about it, tomorrow I’m headed for a fierce battle with your precious inspector over poor Martin.”

			 



		



			Chapter 17: 
Fragments of Information

			John stormed into the room Sydney was staying in. He had made an important discovery and couldn’t wait to share it with him.

			That morning John was sitting as his desk going over the case when he came across one of Whitney Alden’s documents. He had to run the information through the computer, and what came up totally astounded him. 

			“John, what happened to you? You look like you’ve been stung by a bee, if not worse. Look at yourself, all messed up, flushed and excited. What happened?” Cartel wondered, “does it have anything to do with the trial? Is Peter bothering you?”

			“Sydney, you won’t believe what I just found out,” the solicitor said with a raised voice. 

			The detective smiled and said, “Okay, Pointer, touché. I am totally intrigued. Don’t leave me in suspense, go on now.”

			John kept silent for a minute, then sat up and delivered his surprising finding, “Whitney Alden is Kelvin Henderson’s ex-wife.”

			Sydney looked at his friend without saying a word and, with a surprised look on his face, he leapt from his chair, went over to the phone, dialed a number and waited for a response. “Hello, Harry? It’s Sydney here, listen, I have an assignment for you. I want you to go to Kelvin Henderson’s house and investigate a certain matter; it’s vital for our case. What? No. I didn’t say he was the killer, I simply said you need to question him – it’s about his wife. Yes, I’m aware his wife isn’t involved, I meant his first wife.” Sydney laughed, enjoying himself. “I surprised the hell out of you, haven’t I Harry? I’m not wrong, Kelvin was married before. You won’t believe it, if I tell you her name you will probably jump out of your skin. Well, can you take a guess? Okay, I’ll tell you – it was Whitney Alden.”

			John heard the excited mumbling on the other side of the line. “Good, you finally get it, This is very important. Kelvin will be able to provide information about Whitney better than any computer. I only hope he won’t be too shocked, because he didn’t want this to go public. So, go investigate. Get as much as you can out of him. You can tell him that John found out about it and told you and the inspector, perhaps this will motivate him to speak. The main thing is that I’ll get some answers. I want to know why they got divorced, and how it came to be that they were travelling on the same bus. I didn’t see any emotion from him when he found out she was dead. It was as if she was a stranger. Investigate this thoroughly, my friend, I expect to hear from you soon. Yes, fine, goodbye.”

			Sydney set the receiver down, invigorated. “The noose is tightening. John, we’re about to catch our killer. After I carry out my little plan, he’ll surely swallow the bait. I’ll serve it to him on a silver platter.” The detective looked very menacing. His eyes sparkled and he rubbed his hands together. His squinting eyes gave him a vicious look which was reserved for the moments prior to closing an investigation. The old solicitor felt the rising tension and tried with all his might to figure out what the young man was planning. Did he hear correctly? Was Sydney planning a trap for the murderer? Isn’t this a dangerous move? John was utterly confused. In his eyes, everyone was a suspect, except for Martin who he trusted completely, though he didn’t know why. The same voice in his head kept pestering him: Really, why is that? Did you think seriously about Martin? It was the voice of the old woman, whose words really got to him. John shook his head, trying to drive out the annoying voice.

			*****

			Harry Webber, Peter McMish’s deputy, felt extremely nervous. The task imposed on him wasn’t easy at all, but he never doubted Sydney’s suspicions. 

			When he arrived at the location accompanied by two officers, he sighed. “It has to be done,” he whispered, and besides, the news was fascinating and mere curiosity pushed him to carry out his assignment.

			Kelvin greeted him kindly, slightly surprised by the visit. “You’re fortunate to find me home, I must submit a report in a couple of days and I am working on it at home. But I can certainly make time for the police. Please have a seat. What can I do for you?”

			Harry didn’t beat around the bush. “Well, Mr. Henderson, we came upon some information that you had concealed from us.”

			“I did?” Kelvin wondered and looked confused. “What could I have been concealing?”

			The deputy smiled in victory, “Your wife, Mr. Henderson.”

			“What about my wife? My dear wife is away on business, what have I got to hide here?”

			“I’m talking about your first wife, Whitney Alden! Don’t deny it, we have solid evidence Why have you kept this information from us? When you were both at the motel together, you behaved like strangers. It would seem that her death did not rattle you one bit.”

			Kelvin looked at Harry, “Well, fine, you found out. I didn’t think it was a big secret. Whitney and I were married for six years, which were blissful at the beginning. Then Whitney met this dodgy bloke who confused her, made her think she could do much better than me, be some great and famous solicitor and I was the only thing standing in her way. Eventually she informed me she wanted a divorce and, naturally, I took it hard. This ordeal lasted about six months and, when I understood that everything was lost and had become quite unpleasant, I gave up. Even then she was a brilliant solicitor, but she wanted to advance more and more. I wanted us to remain friends, but her attitude towards me completely changed. She became conceited and condescending,. She wasn’t the same Whitney I knew and loved. That’s why we eventually divorced, agreeing to treat each other like complete strangers. Two and a half years later I met my current wife, Linda. A kind and beautiful person. We married after eight months, and our life is wonderful. I have a good job and I am happy.

			“Like I told you at the time, I was on that bus when the accident happened. Believe me, I didn’t know who else was on that bus. I never look at people, I simply take my seat and either sleep or write. I only saw Whitney when we arrived at the motel. She didn’t even look in my direction. When I offered to help her, she leaned on one of the motel employees. I was deeply offended, but why should I hold a grudge? What’s done is done and if you think, even for one moment, that her death didn’t affect me, you’re wrong. Although my face revealed nothing, my heart was broken. After all, we were married for a long time. One cannot just erase these feelings. I always loved her and, after our divorce, I was still fond of her. I may have cursed her in my heart every once in a while, but to wish for her death?” He shrugged.

			Harry, who had kept silent this whole time, was surprised by Kelvin’s reaction. He was certain that Kelvin would deny it, but he wasn’t expecting to hear the entire story. “When you were together at the motel, didn’t you ask yourself what she was doing on that particular bus? The deputy felt his question was quite daft, and Kelvin’s answer didn’t help any. “You wouldn’t expect me to ask each passenger what they were doing on the bus, would you? It was just a coincidence that we were both taking the same route. I had no interest in what she was doing nor was she interested in my business either.”

			“Did you know of her involvement with Charlotte and Elinor?” Harry pulled a rabbit out of his hat.

			Henderson moved uncomfortably in his chair, “Well, I think that I knew something was going on later in our marriage, when she began to disrespect me. I heard her talking with those two women on the phone, and sometimes they visited her office. I thought they were clients, but later on I realized that it was deeper than that. Elinor and Charlotte were afraid of her. I recall that one time when Elinor came to our house and Whitney wasn’t home. I invited her in and told her she can wait until she arrives. She had fear in her eyes and strongly refused to come in. She said that she’ll see her another time, and left. I was shocked.”

			He then said, “I think you need to keep an eye on that Tim Silence. Such a vile and diabolic creature. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s the killer. Such an interesting and riveting case. If Sydney were alive, I’m positive the case would have been resolved quickly. I can’t understand how you haven’t caught the killer by now. Surely you can’t let him just roam freely. Who knows what he’s doing right now, what goes on in his sinister head.”

			“Yes, true. Thank you Mr. Henderson, you’ve been a great help. We will try to keep an eye on Mr. Silence. All the best and have a nice day.”

			Harry left with a sense of relief. He rushed to call Sydney, taking the utmost precautions in how he reported to him.

			The detective told John what the deputy said. “What do you think?” 

			“Well, I’m a little flabbergasted. I too expected a more extreme reaction along the lines of ‘it never happened,’ or ‘what gives you the right to meddle in my life.’ Well, I guess we can cross him off our list.”

			“Wait a minute!” Sydney was agitated. “These are merely fragments of information we revealed, it’s really not much, but I am learning a great deal from them. It could be that this was his reaction because he decided not to take a risk, seeing that the police are holding the cards. Although the suspicion against him has decreased, it is still there. By the way, my plan is complete and will be executed very soon. I can’t say anything about it until it’s done, but don’t worry,” he laughed when he saw Pointer’s dejected expression.

			“You’ll be the first person I will tell when I’m done. Stop pouting; it won’t help you, you know.”

			“Be cautious, my lad, and don’t do anything foolish.”

			Sydney looked very confident. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll manage. I think that the killer will be completely taken by surprise.”

			“What do you mean? Do you know his identity?”

			“I’m almost certain I do,” he mumbled, “almost certain.”

			 



		



			Chapter 18: 
Dangerous Trap

			The night was cold and the howling wind cut like a knife, making it hard to breathe. Black, grey and frost engulfed the sky and most people would have preferred to stay under a warm duvet, light up the fire, drink a hot cup of tea, and wait for more merciful weather. There wasn’t a living sole around aside from Sydney’s tall figure, well wrapped in a warm fur coat. Only his head was peeking out; he was covered in layers of clothes, and yet his body could still move with surprising agility. 

			The small yard with wild bushes growing around it looked ominous. A small white sign was illuminated at the top of the cabin: ‘Dead-End Motel.’ Indeed, the destination Sydney wanted to reach; he was certain about what he would discover that night. It was quiet, not a sound was heard. The motel looked quite detached from reality and yet suitable to its surroundings: scary, strange and mysterious.

			Sydney approached quietly until he was close to the yard, careful not to alert the guards. He desperately wanted to peek inside but, for now, he abandoned that idea in favor of a good observation post. When he located a good vantage point, he kneeled and watched the guards, silently counting the minutes that passed between the appearance and disappearance of each of them from the front entrance. He discovered there was a window of one minute when the entrance was left unguarded. But one minute wasn’t enough for him to act. If someone was to arrive, he would be instantly discovered unless he is aware of the guards’ schedule, but still, there was very little one could do within one minute.

			Sydney was quite sure of one thing; the killer can surprise. And then, while thinking, he heard a low squeak. His heart was pounding. Will the person he was looking for finally be revealed?

			It was silent again, and then a figure came out of the darkness and was caught for a moment in the faint ray of light. He was barely recognizable but Sydney smiled in satisfaction. He wasn’t wrong. How shocked they will all be when they learn of his supposed resurrection and all of his discoveries. Sydney yearned to see McMish’s face when he finds out, not only that he’s alive, but that he also apprehended the real killer. Sydney’s smile widened revealing his white teeth. The shadow stood still, tracking the guards’ movements, and then they disappeared from Sydney and the stranger’s view. Now the entrance to the motel was vacant for an entire minute. The detective observed carefully. What will the killer do now and how will he act? The dark shadow came out of the bushes and quickly turned towards the motel, lingered for a few seconds, checked, and then turned around and disappeared inside the bushes again. Sydney was shocked. He wasn’t expecting that.

			What is he doing there? He became suspicious. He must take the risk. Carefully he came out of his hiding spot, trying to stay in the shadows. When he got to the spot where the stranger disappeared into the bushes, he hesitantly stopped for a second, then decisively walked into the bushes. The figure vanished. Cartel felt that something strange was happening. A person can’t just vanish into thin air, there must be something to it; a hidden path, perhaps? He began searching for footprints between the leaves on the ground. Just when he was about to give up, his leg stumbled on something protruding from the ground, and he fell. Cursing silently, he checked what that thing was that nearly cost him his life. To his surprise and joy he found a small protruding handle that was hardly noticeable unless you accidently stumbled upon it. The handle was to a small trap door. Sydney didn’t hesitate, and immediately lifted it and looked inside. He reached into his pocket to take out his trusty flashlight. There was a small ladder leading down. He began descending, carefully looking around to find his bearings. “So this is how he disappeared on us,” he mumbled to himself. “Very clever, very clever indeed. Why haven’t I thought of this before? Well, it’s obvious that he came in and out of the motel using this trap door, evading those searching for him. Definitely a mind of a genius, but every genius mind has a weak spot, bordering somewhere between madness and insanity.”

			When he climbed all the way down, he saw he still had a way to go. Carefully feeling his way and with the help of his flashlight, he walked the only path before him, aware of where it led. After ten minutes in which he carefully checked his whereabouts, doing his best to avoid any surprises, he found himself next to another small door. He slowly opened it, ready for anything. But nothing happened. He was, as expected, in the basement of the motel. He smiled in satisfaction while climbing the stairs to the darkened kitchen. In a little while the killer will be captured, but only if he acts quickly and catches him by surprise. Sydney turned off his flashlight. He mustn’t be detected. This time he can’t fail, he must succeed.

			Two officers were playing cards in the large living room; the light was strong. The officers’ attention was on the entrance to the motel, so that anyone who wanted to come in would have to go through them. Of course they hadn’t taken into account the tunnel that Sydney discovered, which allowed for a stealth escape without having to go through the front door or alert them.

			The detective used this knowledge to quickly go up the stairs, listening intently and then, from one of the rear rooms, he heard the muffled sounds of people engaged in an argument. Despite one voice in particular becoming enraged, it wasn’t loud enough to alert the officers. The other voice was weak and submissive and seemed so frightened that he didn’t raise his voice or call for help. Sydney recognized the voice of Tiny Miller. The other was angry and venomous, cold as ice. It was clear to him that it would not end well unless he intervened, and that’s exactly what he intended to do.

			His fingers groped his gun nervously and his heart pounded. With his other hand he reached for the door handle. Once his hand touched the cold iron, his entire being experienced calm and his heart began to beat at a normal rate. Now he was ready to burst in. The voices inside still sounded muffled. Tiny was pleading, begging, trying to gain some time. The other was decisive, disrespectful, confident in his power, never considering that something or someone may interrupt his task.

			*****

			Tiny Miller was just getting ready for bed. He had been feeling very uneasy for a while now and was about to fall apart. He must leave this damned place immediately. First he will sleep and calm down, perhaps even take a pill – otherwise he might lose his mind. He went downstairs to the medicine cabinet to fetch a pill, then he returned to his room, poured himself a cup of water and, when he was about to take the pill, he got such a fright. From behind the curtain in his room came a most menacing figure which stood in front of him like the angel of death himself. Tiny froze in place and couldn’t breathe. He felt a strange lump in his throat. His eyes stared in complete panic at the person standing in front of him, whom he knew so well. He knew why he was there; it all seemed like a nightmare. How could this be real? This was too horrific to be real. The short man was so afraid, he was about to burst into tears, but the stranger in front of him kept his mouth shut.

			The will to live suddenly awoke in Miller. He found the words and started to beg for his life, although his pleadings were reflected by a mocking shadow on other’s face.

			“You’re wasting your breath,” said the figure in front of him in a malicious tone. “You were doomed from the moment you started working with the police. You have nothing to beg for, your life is worth absolutely nothing.”

			“Not if it’s up to me,” a third voice was suddenly heard.

			The two men turned to look at the intruder. Tiny looked at him in relief and surprise, the other with rage mixed with disgust. The surprise factor worked well, and Sydney’s pistol was directed straight at the vicious one’s heart.

			“Surrender, your time is up. You have nowhere to run to, the game is over.” Sydney stood with his legs apart, both hands on the gun which was directed with amazing stability at the figure who still hadn’t grasped the full meaning of the situation.

			“So, I thought you were dead.” His voice was void of emotion, cold as ice. It would seem that the man controlled his facial muscles remarkably well. “You managed to fool everyone into thinking you were murdered. The inspector will be so disappointed, he hoped he was rid of you. I feel for him.” He smiled with deep contempt.

			His reaction confused Sydney. An inner voice told him that this person will do anything possible to get out of this vice.

			“Okay, you want to play it like this, then we’ll do it your way. I’m holding all the cards. If you move an inch, I will shoot a blazing bullet through your ribs. Not a pleasant feeling, I assure you,” Sydney smirked but didn’t ease up on his gun one bit. The killer is devious and needs to be captured in the right way.

			“Okay Cartel, you got me. I knew that sooner or later I’ll get caught. The whole thing became cumbersome to me anyway. You probably won’t find pity for me in your heart, and I justify that. However I’m fed up with life, and now it’s my turn. I hope that I will be sentenced quickly. The death penalty will be a sweet release.”

			Sydney approached and handcuffed him. How odd, he thought, that such a complicated case would end in such a simple manner. 

			 



		



			Chapter 19: 
This is the Way a Story is Told

			“You have no idea, John, how happy I am to return to the living. Even the hordes of people outside and the onslaught of media don’t bother me any longer. I am prepared to accept it all if only to resume my normal, routine life. Unless you’ve walked in my shoes, my friend, you can never know what I feel, now that it’s all over. I can breathe freely, go for a walk outside without some maniac killer wanting to end my life only because I was getting in his way. The inspector can go to hell as far as I am concerned. Hurray to freedom and life.”

			“I will most definitely drink to that,” Pointer announced. “Look at my silver hair. These days with you have taken years off my life. It’s fortunate you didn’t tell me of your plan, otherwise I would have probably suffered a stroke. Your courage, my boy, amazes me each time anew. If only I was young again. Those were the days,” he sighed.

			“Bollocks,” Sydney scolded him, “you’re still strong and brilliant. It was with your help that I managed to solve this case. I don’t know what would have happened if not for you. What a relief this is after all the tension, all the sleepless night draining my strength. I felt like a washed-up dish rag, as if the life was being sucked out of me.”

			“I am still astounded,” John mumbled, “I would have never suspected him. I don’t understand how you came to understand so definitively that he was the killer. Good God, people are truly going downhill these days, it’s criminal, but to have a solid suspicion…” The old solicitor spread his hands to his sides with wonder and adoration.

			Sydney remained calm, smirking as usual, “yes, I amazed the hell out of everyone. Each with their own suspicions, they even started placing bets on the killer, only not the right one. I’m sorry to disappoint them, but life is full of surprises. Anyway, I will happily tell you all about it. Surely the press will be eager to hear it, along with Lucinda and a few others, including the respectable inspector. I don’t think he will be staying in his position after such a colossal failure, especially after hiring that hitman to take me out. I wonder who will be appointed in his place.”

			“Yes, that will be interesting,” John smiled cunningly. “The trial will take place in a couple of days, and the courthouse will be packed. I can imagine there will be masses outside who expect to view the voracious killer. I would like to know who will represent him and defend his case. I assume the judge will have to appoint someone to do this despicable job, an impossible feat.”

			“Sydney, my dear friend, you’re a genius and always will be. This is what I have been saying all these years. I am glad we’re good friends, I have something to be proud of.”

			“Really John, I believe that hearing one more word singing my praises will cause me to lose my mind and I’ll regret all that I have done.”

			“You’re just having a laugh,” said John, “besides, don’t tell me that somewhere deep inside you don’t feel warm and fuzzy when everyone adores you so much.”

			Sydney looked at him with a cynical smile, “okay, you got me. Yes, there’s something in what you’re saying, but please keep it to yourself. I don’t need any more publicity. Now let’s stop our rambling, we have much to do. We need to call reporters, before they come knocking on our door themselves. Please, make sure that Lucy arrives; I have a few invitations here, so make sure no one is absent.”

			“You’re really going big, ha?” John grunted. “Humble? You don’t say,” he said while walking away, grunting.

			When he returned in the evening, tired and weary, he refused to go to bed until his young friend told him exactly what happened and how he came to suspect the killer, before all the pesky creatures come the next day trampling on every shred of their privacy. Sydney objected a little at first, claiming that Pointer needed to rest after a long day but, when he realized that John was insistent, he gave up and told his story.

			“I’m about to tell you a riveting story, my friend, about a trip I took to relax on a desert island, to relish the sunset and the sound of the waves. But instead, I found myself in the midst of a horrific murder mystery. It all began when I had enough of all those pesky people who sought my presence and wouldn’t leave me alone. I decided to escape it all. To get away from the rushed and frantic life and retire somewhere peaceful. I wanted to disconnect from the nonsense of the world, so I grew out my hair and beard and bought a ticket on a bus leaving town, telling myself that no matter where I’ll end up, I will figure it out when I get there.

			I packed a few essentials. The night-time bus ride was pleasant. I dozed off peacefully on the bus, certain that nothing was amiss, only to open my eyes to terrible chaos with the bus flying off course and into the air. I did not lose my composure and quickly jumped through a window, watching where I was landing. Fortunately, I found myself alive and well, however hanging onto a large rock. While I was pondering what to do and what had happened to the others, I noticed the figure of a man sliding downwards, using a mountain rope. At first I thought that help was coming, but something bothered me. I don’t know why, but I felt that the rappeler was about to do harm. You are probably familiar with my strange feelings. Then the figure suddenly disappeared. 

			I tried to muster all my strength to hang on in this unpleasant situation I was in. Somehow I managed to descended from the rocks, where I discovered a few people that started to come around. I saw Kelvin and Martin, only back then I didn’t know their names. People started to regain consciousness. No one could imagine that the derailing of the bus was intentional, or what exactly happened. Others remembered vaguely that someone approached the driver and, after that, the accident occurred, but they weren’t sure about it. Most of the passengers were sleeping. There was terrible chaos and everyone was hysterical. It was clear to me that whoever did all this did it with a great deal of caution and calculation, and by acting quickly in the darkness. His actions and instant disappearance from the scene were odd details I should have noticed immediately. Fortunately, I had a great deal of time to think about it at the motel. The road was clear of other vehicles, and it was strange that the road was empty at the time of the accident. Traffic was renewed only later, but we were too far away for anyone to hear us shouting for help. Climbing up was out of the question – the rocks were too steep. We had no ropes to climb up the mountain. Later on I learned the secret – a fake barricade was placed on a higher segment of the road, and whoever stood there told the drivers that road works were in progress and that it would soon open up. In the meantime, others fixed the shattered railing to look as if nothing happened, and indeed the plan was successful.

			Another interesting point was that the bus was burning but, when we stood next to it, the flames were already extinguished, leaving only a charred metal frame. The bus was supposed to burn for longer, but someone put the flames out so that no one on the road would see the burning bus and call for help, something the perpetrators didn’t want to happen.

			I wrongfully ignored all the evidence because, at that point, I wasn’t aware of what had transpired. Only later I realized that the malicious plan was put into motion. I should have noticed it sooner. I should have known that the derailment was intentional and not caused by a drunk driver. Never mind, I made up for it later. Anyway, let’s proceed. People started to regain consciousness and began realizing what happened, asking questions and, above all, looking for a phone to contact the authorities. And then what? Martin suggested we go look for a house or a motel, because going back up to the road, as I mentioned before, was impossible without the proper equipment and assistance from above, hence we had to focus on the immediate area.

			Kelvin accepted his suggestion and Mirabel and I joined him, walking aimlessly until we miraculously saw the motel. It was strange and isolated, but who cared? We knocked on the door and in front of us stood a very strange bloke. That was Tim Silence. We asked him for permission to use the phone, but his indifferent response was that the phone was out of order. How convenient for the killer. We then insisted that he and the motel staff come and help us. Three more strange creatures joined him, the motel employees, who helped the injured passengers get to the motel. 

			The giant cook went to call for Dr. James Fenton, who hurried to evacuate the critically injured. We all decided to go to the motel and wait it out. We had to wait for the police to arrive in order to tell them about the accident, and then go home. However, as our luck would have it, the weather disrupted our plans. The terrible storm prevented us from going anywhere and we were secluded. 

			It was then that the killer went into action. He had favorable conditions and helpless people. Who or what could deter him now from carrying out his nefarious plan? And indeed, the terrible and strange murders started to take place. People were afraid of one another and didn’t trust each other, fearing the other person might be the killer.

			On the second night they were all present, some playing bridge. Surely you’re asking yourself who took Mirabel’s knitting needle. The answer is the collaborator. The person who provided a solid alibi, right under our noses. The next day Elinor’s body was found by Mirabel. Another interesting thing was that the doctor told us that Elinor was taking medication for her heart, which he discovered were replaced with sleeping pills. 

			The question is: how did the killer find out about the heart medication? The sedative helped the killer a great deal, as Elinor was sound asleep and there was no danger that she would wake up or make a noise. The only answer I could think of was that someone on the inside was assisting him, hence, our arrival at the motel was expected, and everything was planned and premeditated. Let’s put this complication aside for now, since the doctor was murdered immediately after that, seeing that someone rigged his car. Everyone was panicking. It was impossible to go outside because of the weather, and death was lurking in every corner.

			Another interesting fact was that Jack Reiss almost certainly knew the identity of the killer, only he was afraid to speak out. Eventually he couldn’t hold it in any longer and wrote a letter which cost him his life. The letter vanished – why would the killer take a simple letter? The answer is that he would make use of it to frame Pepet Joe, when the inspector found the letter with the bottom torn off.

			The genius mind didn’t stop calculating for a second. We’ll go back to the earlier stages, the first murder – the murder of Elinor Shein. Who was she? A simple, grey-haired and unexceptional woman, a regular person no one paid attention to, yet she somehow did something that brought about her demise. One isn’t usually murdered for no reason. However, here we can already see something hidden and sinister relating to her and, perhaps to the killer as well, if we dare say. Well, we shall return to this later on. I beg your forgiveness, my friend, I will jump from time to time from topic to topic; if you have any questions please let me know, I will be happy to give you the answer. However, everything will become clear as I tell the story.

			I have to mix several pieces of information at once, so you can see them in the right context, and later on I’ll connect the dots to form a cohesive picture. So, what do we have? A murdered woman named Elinor Shein, who we already know wasn’t killed for no reason. However, there was a person with whom she was acquainted and she perhaps knew several more people there. Note that all the murders are related to one another in some way, although at times it doesn’t seem so. 

			Let’s move on to the second murder. Dr. James Fenton. What do we know about him aside from the fact that he was an excellent doctor who lived nearby and had a private clinic, rescue vehicles at his service and several people who volunteered to help him every now and then? There is no clue here as to why he was murdered, but the doctor left out one small detail.

			On the night Elinor was murdered, he heard footsteps in the corridor. He got up, opened his door and saw a man walking about. His flashlight shone on the killer himself, so that explains why James had to be killed immediately. Fenton quickly closed the door, afraid for himself; he then made a plan to drive away from the motel and go straight to the police to tell them what he saw. But, as you know, his plan was foiled when his car blew up, with him in it, the morning after Elinor was murdered. During that same night, Jack Reiss was murdered with Mildred’s knitting needle.

			Why did he have to kill Jack too? We can see that our killer was human after all and made some mortal mistakes. These two murders were not planned. Had he been more careful, James and Jack would not have been murdered for seeing something they shouldn’t have.

			We learned the reason for Jack’s unfortunate murder in the letter he wrote on the night he died, saying that he saw someone fiddling with the doctor’s car, someone other than the doctor, which he later on discovered was actually the killer.

			Jack had correctly identified the killer and he had to be killed before he told anyone. In addition, there’s an interesting detail in Jack’s letter. In one paragraph he writes that he saw something bright, perhaps a shoe or pants, or perhaps what he saw was a white cast?”

			 



		



			Chapter 20: 
Tension Rising

			At this point Sydney paused and said, “This is it for now, my friend, I’m tired and even if you don’t feel like sleeping, I do.”

			John was hanging on to every word, but the detective disappeared from sight, leaving him totally speechless and burning with curiosity.

			“Hell, mate,” he cried out, “you’re truly cheeky,” but having no choice he retired as well, and waited for the next day.

			Relatively early the next morning, barely before the men managed to finish their breakfast, the guests arrived, eager to learn what had happened.

			Sydney repeated his story from the night before, emphasizing each important detail, and then continued from where he left things with John, who was still upset about the night before.

			“You see, ladies and gentlemen, Jack noticed something bright on the stranger, but didn’t pay too much attention to it. I did, however, and came to a fascinating conclusion which I will reveal later on, and you will then understand how important it actually was.

			“Reiss panicked when he realized that something foul was at play. He was troubled as the person under the car was certainly not the doctor, as he was busy with his patients. Who then was that stranger and what was he doing under the car? Jack later realized that someone actually sabotaged the doctor’s car. His fear grew stronger and he ran for his life when he saw the person rolling out from under the car and standing up. It was early in the morning, the sun was in his eyes and he couldn’t make out the person’s features clearly, hence the only thing left for him to do was to turn back inside the motel. When he did, he stepped on some dry leaves which made a crackling noise and, like a trapped animal, he ran in fright. The killer, who we already know wasn’t stupid, followed him, and there he told Jack that, no matter what, he would kill him. Then he said something very ominous: ‘There’s a time to live and a time to die, and your turn will come too,’ as Jack wrote in his letter. Why did he say such an odd thing to him? Why didn’t he write ‘you’re next’ or ‘I am about to murder you’ or something like that, and instead philosophized with ‘there’s a time to live and a time to die?’

			“Speaking in this high language was as normal for him as our everyday language is to us. This is a very important point in the story. It is odd how sometimes something that is right under our noses, so conspicuous and jarring, actually eludes us. If we were more attuned, indeed we would have found who we were looking for a long time ago. 

			“Now we have three murdered people – Elinor, James the doctor, and our tennis player, Jack. At this point, my true identity came to light, unfortunately, since I was worried that now the killer would be more cautious around me or would act against me. The day after Jack was murdered, I discovered that there was a letter that vanished. I tried to think of why the killer would steal a letter. But, to receive an answer, I needed the letter itself. Since I didn’t have it in my possession, I had to find out the reason for its strange disappearance.

			“Even before I managed to solve this mystery, another murder took place. This time it was Whitney Alden, the solicitor. The killer was cunning and agile, sneaking away from prying eyes. A fourth murder with no end in sight; it was becoming increasingly complicated. Why were all these people murdered? Where was the letter? And, above all, the storm kept us all closed off in the motel, like prisoners with no one to come to our rescue. I was at a loss for the first time in my life and, believe me, my dear friends, it not a pleasant feeling. I always knew how to deal with difficult situations and, now, at this critical moment, my skills betrayed me. The situation was grave. Who knows how many more will die if I don’t act right away, but how and where do I start? What should I do? It’s true that there’s a first time for everything, but I would rather experience my first time at a later date, when I would be dealing with an easier case than the one I was facing. I was stuck deep in the mud, but I put on a complacent and self-assured demeanor in order not to concern the people who counted on me and trusted me to do my job.

			“Whitney’s murder was as strange as the previous ones, carefully and especially cleverly carried out, since the killer shot her with a weapon without a silencer. He first had to make sure no one would interrupt him during the attack. He slipped everyone a sedative and, after the attack, he sedated himself too. Clever, ha? 

			“The following morning when I woke up, my head was foggy and my body felt heavy. I realized I had been drugged. In my heart I knew something bad had happened, something sinister. I jumped out of bed, checked the other rooms, and found Whitney’s body, to my grave dismay. The killer wasn’t concerned that others would hear the gunshot. Again, we see the collaboration between him and the motel staff. The drug was probably taken from the doctor. Who was that collaborator, his right-hand man who was no less clever and cunning? We will find out in just a moment; in the meantime let’s concentrate on the murders, and the methods used to carry them out.

			“Everyone gathered downstairs and, after learning of Whitney’s demise, each reacted in their own way. Charlotte was hysterical. She was talking in an odd manner, as if she somehow knew she would be next. Of course no one thought much of it and, it was a shame, because in fact she was right. My suspicion grew because something bothered me. I thought that perhaps she was hiding important information from me. I tried to convince her to tell me about it, but Charlotte refused to talk. She only repeatedly claimed that she was next. My head ached. I was certain that Charlotte knew something and was hiding it, just like Jack knew and it cost him his life, only I couldn’t have imagined the relation between Charlotte and the killer; it didn’t even cross my mind that they knew each other previously.

			“When the weather improved, Peter McMish and his men arrived and were utterly shocked. The inspector took matters into his own hands, investigated, but got no results and, therefore, he released everyone and left guards to safeguard the motel. He asked the people not to leave town.

			“As we already witnessed, the security didn’t prevent the killer from murdering two more people inside the motel. Just when the commotion began to subside again, Charlotte Hemingway was found by her landlord, asphyxiated in her apartment two days after she died. All the airways were closed shut and the gas was left on. At the time, I was graciously hosted at the Durnham mansion.” When he said these words he got up and waved to Lucinda, who was enjoying every minute of it.

			“I already had three key suspects, after filtering all the rest from the list; all three had both access and knowledge, but only one of them could be the murderer. The second person, his accomplice and, the third, clean as a whistle, but who is who? I didn’t know the answer to that at the time.

			“In the meantime, at the motel they were dealing with another mess. Pepet Joe was missing, despite the guards. Obviously, the investigations came up short. Tim Silence and Bitter Corbin kept silent, pretending to be completely naïve, although they knew exactly what was going on. In fact, one of them actually knew where Joe was. The officers in their stupidity did not check the basement, since they were sure that Pepet was no longer in the area.

			“During a search of the motel, the lost letter written by Jack was located, however, the most important part of the letter was deliberately torn off. Peter McMish suspected Martin, although the note was found in Pepet’s pocket. McMish was certain that they key piece of evidence was the bright thing Jack saw, which was Martin Smith’s white cast, of course, and from here to faking a broken leg, the obvious conclusion wasn’t far at all.

			“I decided to examine Martin from every direction and went to see him, to share my findings with him and to get his reaction. Indeed, as I expected, he was enraged and angry that the inspector even suspected him. I, of course, advised him to go into hiding until things blew over. I resolved to keep an eye on Tim Silence, as well as to ponder the question of where the hell did Joe disappear to, and under heavy guard, no less. A real mystery. I decided to go back there and check, even though I knew that Peter would not be pleased one bit. Fortunately, the officers were on my side. I checked every nook and cranny until we reached the basement. The feeling in there was quite awful, stifling. It felt like I was buried alive. The basement is a relatively big place, filled with niches and rooms that served no apparent purpose. I then remembered the room in which the bodies were kept and, since they were removed, it was left empty. I opened the locked door and looked all around. The heavy closet caught my eye and, shortly after, Pepet Joe’s body was found completely mutilated. I called Peter and he was raging about Martin’s disappearance. His anger increased even more when he arrived at the location. Of course questions raised were – who murdered Pepet Joe and why in that horrific manner? I talked with the coroner and asked him a few questions relating to the force required to carry out such a murder.

			

			“He said that the murder was done at the hands of another and that a great deal of force is needed to carry out such a task. I asked him whether a woman was capable of crushing bones with her bare hands and his answer was – only if she possessed immense physical strength, but it is most likely that the killer is a man.

			“We found the various murder methods baffling. At that stage, Peter was out of control and began accusing the remaining motel staff. I understood that yelling at them would get us nowhere, and decided to talk to them calmly and decisively and, indeed, Tiny amazed me when he elected to tell his story. As he spoke, I observed the reactions of the people in the room. When people believe that no one is watching them, their reactions are quite interesting, I would say that, because of this, the Tim was no longer a suspect in my eyes. Tim Silence was restless and Bitter Corbin was the embodiment of Satan. It was obvious that Tiny’s story disturbed the other two, but I still couldn’t figure out why.

			“At this point in the story, you came into the picture, my dear friend John, and helped me a great deal with Martin Smith’s defense after he was located and arrested. A hired killer was sent by Peter McMish to murder me. I couldn’t have imagined, at the time, who commissioned the hit and, even after I knew, I would have found it difficult to believe if not for Harry, who I find to be an honest person.

			“Fortunately, something caused me to feel unsafe, so I decided it would be prudent to wear my protective vest, and indeed it saved my life. John and Martin found me lying unconscious in a dark alley adjacent to Pointer’s house. Harry decided that he would investigate what was going on with the inspector, who was behaving quite strangely. The random telephone number he found led him to a name and address, which is where he revealed the diabolical plan. He reported the whole story to me, and then another plan went into action, one in which I was to disappear for a while so everyone would believe I was actually murdered. Now, as an invisible observer, it was easier for me to work under the radar. I knew that the killer will soon fall for the trap. 

			“John discovered that Whitney Alden was involved in a mysterious entanglement with both Charlotte and Elinor – a complicated case in which all three were involved, The solicitor was extorting money from them. The three conspired to meet on the bus which was involved in the accident. 

			“Tiny, of all people, was the one to find the recently slaughtered Bitter Corbin who had his eyes gauged out. It was clear that the killer had to be on the premises, but he wasn’t, which was most puzzling. That took another suspect off the list – Bitter Corbin was murdered and, therefore, he couldn’t be the killer. If that’s so, who killed him and why? Was it Tim Silence, or Martin Smith, or perhaps Kelvin Henderson? Is it possible that Mirabel or Mildred could be capable of something like this? I already had a solid suspicion and, if I wasn’t completely sure who was the killer, the plan I was about to execute would expose the truth.

			“As I was planning my next steps, John made quite a surprising discovery, one that managed to amaze even me. Whitney Alden, the victim, was previously married to Kelvin Henderson, and the matter was carefully concealed. We sent Harry to investigate, and Kelvin admitted to it and didn’t seem particularly upset by what had happened. It was then that I knew what needed to be done.

			“That night I went to the motel and waited impatiently. It was clear to me that the killer would soon act again. He had to get rid of Tiny Miller, who almost caused his arrest, and who would possibly give away his identity during the investigation. I knew that he needed to act that night, as Harry told me in confidence that the police intended to take Miller for a thorough investigation the following day. The place is heavily guarded; so how would the killer get inside? He studied the schedules of the guards and the patrols and there was exactly one minute when the front of the motel was left unguarded. What can one accomplish in one short minute? It was impossible in my view, but he knew something I didn’t. When I waited there in the bushes by the motel, I heard creeping footsteps. I then saw his figure moving towards the motel and was quite surprised since, in just a few seconds, the guard would surely return. He then turned around and disappeared into the bushes.

			“I was totally shocked. I fully recognized him, despite the darkness. I knew who he was, but why vanish into the bushes? What was he trying to achieve? I decided to go and check despite the great risk I was taking. I approached the spot where he vanished but, to my astonishment, there was no one there. I stumbled upon a secret passageway that led me straight to the motel’s basement. It then dawned on me how he got in and out, uninterrupted. How easy it was to reach the bushes, wait for the guards to be out of sight for a minute and then vanish into the secret opening, go into the basement, avoid the police officers inside and leave the same way he got in.

			“I used his underground passageway and reached the last room, where Tiny Miller was staying after refusing to stay downstairs. I heard low voices arguing and witnessed something amazing – in as much as the killer was raging and steaming mad, he didn’t raise his voice, knowing that if he did, the police would be alerted and ruin his plans. Tiny was overcome by immense fear and could easily start shouting. I knew that if I didn’t intervene there and then, it would be too late for Tiny, and I entered the room. The killer tried to confuse me, but failed and very soon surrendered. However, there were still many unanswered questions. We’ll start again from the beginning, only this time I will explain everything in detail.

			“The beginning of the story lies with Whitney, a successful solicitor who knew no boundaries. All she was interested in was getting ahead and didn’t care on whom she had to trample in order to get what she wanted. We first came to know her as a defense lawyer who was defending two women accused of robbery – Charlotte Hemingway and Elinor Shein. Yes, the two women from the motel who seemed so innocent. Who would have thought they were capable of such a daring act?

			“Well, Whitney decided to defend them, however, the price for their release was high and included half of the bounty that they had hidden. Having no other choice, the two women agreed and, once they were released, they refused to pay Alden’s demands. The solicitor did not waiver and, after a while, Charlotte and Elinor had had enough of the condescending woman and made up their minds to rid themselves of her, once and for all. Two days earlier, Whitney arranged to meet them on an intercity bus so she wouldn’t be recognized, and the two women traveled to meet her. This was their golden opportunity, so they concocted a murder plan, which failed due to the unexpected accident.

			“At this point, the killer comes into the picture. Charlotte had found out some time before that there was a connection between Alden and the killer. Charlotte offered him money and told him of their plan to eliminate Whitney. The killer realized that if he agrees to this plan, he will never see the end of this story, and will always be fearful of those two women. Therefore, he decided to get rid of all three. He tailed them and discovered that they were about to meet on the intercity bus. With the goal to murder the three women, he carried out an operation which included diversion tactics, preparing a shelter and more.

			“Thus, he would cause an accident and instantly jump off the bus, disregarding the lives of the rest of the passengers, only concerned with the demise of the three women. He descended the cliff using ropes, and I inadvertently noticed him. The people he hired were already paid for their part of the plan without knowing what it was all about. Pure and simple greed, take your money and keep your mouth shut! If any one of them would have dared blabbered, the killer would make sure to keep their mouth shut for all eternity. Everything was carried out meticulously and perfectly.

			“And so, having a nearly perfect plan, he arrived at the actual execution of it. A barricade was placed high up the road where no one would witness the accident. Throwing the bus off the cliff turned out to be a relatively easy task. With all the mayhem that took place, he snuck away, leaving the road deserted – void of any rescuers. Everyone was unconscious except for the killer and myself. He, of course, went down to check if his victims were indeed killed, and when he discovered that they were still alive, he was deeply disappointed. However, he was prepared for this and arranged the mysterious motel in advance. The flames were extinguished and the traffic up above one the road had resumed. It was then that I understood why. The rope chafed and tore – the killer tripped and lost consciousness. When he came to, he pretended to be just another victim.

			“Now he had to make sure that everyone arrived at the motel. However, he didn’t do this task alone. The motel was found with the kind help of Mirabel, and I tagged along on the journey with Kelvin who befriended Martin, the bloke with the broken leg.

			“The people at the motel looked quite unusual. They helped the survivors reach the location. Bitter Corbin went to get the doctor and we remained at the location, which was perfect for the killer’s plan. What more could he ask for? Execution, help from within and a storm on top of it all, which was most helpful. Although he had planned to murder just the three women and escape, eventually his plan was altered. Indeed, a most diabolical plan, which surprisingly turned out to be way more successful than anticipated. If not for a few glitches here and there, I would have never known the identity of the killer.”  



		



			Chapter 21: 
The Final Phase

			The atmosphere was extremely tense. Everyone was listening to Sydney’s story, told with great clarity, slowly and methodically describing the case. Step by step, he led them to his discovery, with simple and coherent explanations for everything. The more he delved into the depths of the crimes committed, untying another tangle in the chain of murders, the more amazed they were at the young detective’s intuition and the risks he took.

			“Well,” Sydney continued looking at the crowd in John Pointer’s house, among which were reporters, law enforcement, the survivors from the bus tragedy, and people who were merely curious. No one made a sound. They were all rapt by Cartel’s story. 

			“Well, all his victims were at the motel, what could be better than that? Not to speak of the fact that he was no rookie. He had previous experience with a triple homicide, but he had never been caught. He changed his name and identity, established a home and led a comfortable life until the new disturbance surfaced and, as someone with experience, he had nothing to worry about. So, he decided to kill Elinor first, because she was the most insignificant of the three. Now he must plan his next steps carefully, to murder her without attracting too much attention, and perhaps even making it seem as if someone else was guilty.

			“We arrived at the motel after midnight, perhaps half an hour later; the doctor arrived at five minutes passed one o’clock in the morning; after all the commotion, it was around three in the morning when everyone was already asleep. The first night went by without a hitch and so did the next day. The following day we began to get to know one another and more or less accept the situation we were in.

			“The place was mysterious and the staff at the motel seemed like creatures from another planet, oddly shaped and frightening. We were fifteen people there, including the motel staff and the doctor who stayed behind to run a few more tests. Martin had a broken leg, Mirabel had a slight concussion and a few bruises. Six were urgently taken to the hospital using the doctor’s ambulance.

			“The following day, rain began to fall in the early afternoon and, towards evening, it grew into a torrential storm. It was doubtful that the six o’clock bus would arrive or that we would make it to the main road due to the harsh weather; plus, we were waiting for the police to arrive. We thought it would all be over in a short while, but we were completely mistaken. In the afternoon, around five o’clock, some of the people were playing cards. I was sitting in a dark corner, Mirabel was busy knitting and chatting to Mildred, and the motel staff went about their business.

			“Mirabel was using thin knitting needles and left the thicker ones in her room. None of us could have taken them, since we were all present. Meaning, a member of the motel’s staff did the deed for the killer. How easy and simple. The killer was sitting among us while his mind was scheming. In order for Elinor not to wake up unexpectedly, he switched her heart medication with similar-looking sleeping pills. Of course, this was also arranged by that same motel employee who received the instructions for how to carry it out. It was a brilliant move to make the switch, which he did. That night the doctor woke up hearing footsteps. Obviously, it was the killer who completed his task and was returning to his room. James Fenton told us what happened, but omitted a very important detail – that he actually saw the person who was walking around that night, and that person saw him. He rushed to close his door and decided not to tell anyone, but rather go out the next day and report it to the police. Well, the doctor’s fate was sealed the moment he found out the killer’s identity. The killer knew he must get rid of him, but how?

			“In his room, the killer washed the blood off his hands. He had thrown his gloves in the fireplace in Elinor’s room while the corpse was still warm. A great deal of blood was oozing out of the wound in her chest caused by the thick knitting needle jabbed into her heart. An original idea provided by Elinor herself.

			“Once the first murder was discovered, Mirabel blurted out that the killer must be punished with a stake through his heart, because he does not possess a human heart. The person she said this to was the killer. Here we can see the glimpses of his sick mind, punishing people in the same way they wished him to be punished.

			“The first murder was carried out, and the second one was already meticulously planned.

			“The next day, the body was discovered by Mirabel and chaos prevailed. Our killer pretended to be shocked like everyone else, keeping an eye on the doctor who said that the fitting punishment for the killer was to die in an explosion. No one noticed the look he gave to the killer. The killer was surprisingly imprudent, he would murder all those who stood his way without a care in the world. Very early in the morning, when everyone was still sleeping, the killer snuck out and approached the doctor’s car. The rain subsided a little, but it didn’t bother him. While he was under the car, Jack Reiss woke up and decided to take a walk outside. When he turned to where the doctor’s car was parked, he saw someone was under the car. He assumed it was the doctor himself and approached the car enough to notice something bright. Suddenly that person started coming out from under the car, and Jack hid in order to secretly observe. This is how he found out that the person in front of him wasn’t actually the doctor but someone else, and that same person was up to no good.

			“Jack was rattled by his discovery, and still didn’t understand what was going on. He decided to go back into the motel and tell someone. He turned and stepped on a dry twig, and the crackling sound sealed his fate. The killer, who sabotaged the car as we learned later, hurried inside to see who saw him. He ran after Jack, entering through the back door of the motel. The killer sent Jack a message which read: ‘A time to live and a time to die, your turn will come too.’ Seemingly a very weird message. Jack identified him instantly, but was afraid that the person who had committed the murders will kill him too, although he didn’t comprehend what he was doing under the car. Only later he realized it, but it was too late – the doctor got into his car and it blew up.

			“Jack panicked. Now it was his turn, he was certain of it. What should he do? Who can he turn to? Who can he trust? And even if he tells what he knows, how would it help him? He was so upset that he stayed up late at night to write a letter to his friend, a very foolish thing to do when you think about it, but fear confused him. The killer saw he was writing letter. Look at the diabolic mind of the killer – he took the letter, thinking it will serve him later, and destroys the incriminating part. Pay attention to the method he used, stabbing a screwdriver to the artery, something that requires a great deal of skill. Here we ask the question, why a screwdriver?

			“We will find the answer in Jack Reiss’s letter after the doctor had died. Whitney scolded him to stop talking nonsense, but the killer had an idea. Three clean murders, a perfect plan, and no suspect in sight. Everyone was hysterical, scared, suspicious of the others, while the killer was looking at the chaos he created, smirking. There were two more victims to go.

			“Now there’s another question – did Whitney and Charlotte not know that they would become the next targets? Of course they did, but each of them tried to offer money to the killer in order to save herself. Secretly, they planned to murder him themselves. Whitney had a small rifle, and all she had to do was to stalk the killer, murder him and then say that the killer tried to attack her and she killed him in self-defense. Quite an authentic sounding alibi, but the wheels turned against her and, before she was able to carry out her plan, she was murdered with her own gun. Prior to that, the killer laced her pudding with a powerful sedative, as we later found out, with Tiny Miller’s kind help, about the killer’s vicious plan. This begs the question of how did the killer know where Whitney kept her gun?

			“Very simple. Charlotte decided to betray Whitney and assumed that if she told the killer what she had planned, she would be spared. And indeed, Whitney was eliminated and the killings stopped; however, Charlotte, a very nervous woman, was completely unsure whether she had made the right decision, and then made a grave mistake – inside she knew for certain that she would be next. Now the police officers arrived, there was turmoil everywhere, everyone is let go and there were guards at the motel, but the killer still managed to outsmart the police. He followed Charlotte to her apartment, closed all the window and doors and turned on the gas, causing her to die from asphyxiation. Here is where the murder spree should have ended, listing two extra deaths, but yet another story begins – the unusual story of the peculiar staff of the motel who were recruited to help the killer. Two of them were definitely greedy and corrupt to the bone: one used his head, the other used his hands; however the other two were forced to cooperate.

			“They had no idea what it was all about until Pepet Joe overheard a random conversation between the killer and Bitter Corbin. Pepet didn’t know who the killer was, as the conversation took place in the yard, but he recognized Corbin’s voice. He immediately ran to tell Tiny, but they could do nothing out of fear and helplessness. When the matter escalated, they could no longer keep quiet. Pepet Joe mustered the courage and went to talk with Tim Silence. That conversation got him killed, eventually. The lost letter was placed inside his jacket and he was then brutally murdered. All his bones were shattered and his body was stuffed into a locked closet.

			“I was truly at a loss. I suspected a few people, but couldn’t decide who was behind it all. I felt powerless. For the first time in my life, I reached a dead-end; it didn’t help that the inspector kept bothering and confusing me.

			“Like I mentioned before and I will now say it again, I was greatly assisted by my dear friend, solicitor John Pointer, with whom I started this whole journey and came to be where I am today. Now remember, the motel was now guarded, inside and out. Two police officers patrolled outside while the other two stayed inside, and yet the killer managed to perform his tasks twice, and almost did it a third time. How did he accomplish that?

			When Harry reported to Peter about Pepet Joe’s strange disappearance, no one ever considered that he may still be at the motel, already dead. The same happened with Corbin, literally under the police officers’ noses. He had a secret passage which led from the nearby bushes with no lighting, straight into the motel basement, which had no guards because no one knew about the secret passage! Only the killer himself knew and perhaps one other person who helped him escape, supplying him with an alibi.

			“Let’s go back to my story which is nearing its end. As I said, Pepet Joe found the letter and then Tiny decided to tell us what happened. Peter suspected Martin. I now had three key suspects, but I couldn’t determine for certain who was guilty and who was not. I had to obtain more information. More and more details were added to the picture, and now I had only two suspects left – the killer and his accomplice.

			“I concluded which of the three was, in fact, innocent and then saw him breathe a sigh of relief. But it was difficult to decide between the other two. Of course, both of them were guilty as hell, but which one was the killer and which the accomplice? Both had the opportunity to murder, both had a solid alibi which was difficult to disprove. I turned the case over and over in my mind trying to find a loophole. A fatal mistake tipped the scales for one of them, but I was still missing a few pieces of the puzzle.

			“Then a hired assassin appears on the scene, sent by Peter to murder me, which would effectively keep me out of the picture, proving most beneficial to me. It’s not that the killer was afraid of me, he killed people while I was there; however, now the burden was removed. He still had to settle the score with a few more, and killed Corbin, a fool with a great deal of strength. That left Tiny Miller, who remained a true threat. However, he didn’t succeed in executing his plan, as I already knew who he was, what he was planning, and I caught him just in time. 

			“Now to the killer’s identity. At first, I suspected everyone, however I crossed some off the list, such as Mildred, Mirabel, Lucy, Tim and Corbin, who was murdered. My suspicions focused on three people: the first one was Martin Smith, who had a solid alibi – a broken leg. Jack saw something bright, but we didn’t know what it was.

			“Tim, the owner of the motel, had complete access to things such as sedatives, pinching the knitting needle, and messing with the doctor’s car.

			“Kelvin Henderson also had a solid alibi. He took advantage of his friendship with Martin and, as we now know, was once married to Whitney.

			“Indeed you can see that all three could have committed the murders, however only one of them was is the culprit, the other the accomplice and the third innocent.

			“At a later stage I crossed one person off the list since, although he was corrupt, he was merely instrumental to the killer, and that was Tim Silence. He, of course, stole the knitting needle, he placed the sedative in our food, exchanged Elinor’s pills. I now had only two suspects about whom I deliberated a great deal – Kelvin or Martin – which of these two was the killer?” 



		



			Chapter 22: 
Closure

			The tension in the room grew. Everyone held their breath. Sydney smiled and paused to take a drink of water.

			“Well, let’s examine Martin Smith. At first he claimed he was a game-show host on the telly. His leg was broken in the accident and was placed in a cast. This wasn’t a lie although, at first, I thought it might be. But what was the main thing that made him a suspect? The matter with the motel. When Kelvin told him that it’s impossible to go back up the cliff without the proper climbing gear, Martin made the most logical suggestion, allegedly, that they needed to search for a motel, a house or something similar. Kelvin bought his story, asked Mirabel and me to join him, and the three of us somehow made it to the lone motel. We thought we were saved, but the matter with the leg started to bother me again. When I stumbled upon Jack’s letter, in which he wrote he saw something bright sticking from underneath the car, perhaps a shoe, or pants or a cast, I asked myself, who has a cast? Martin Smith. Let’s leave Martin for a moment and move on to Kelvin.

			“Could he be the killer who meticulously planned everything, went down the rope, was hurt and lost consciousness and, when he later came to, sought to see if his targets were indeed killed? Perhaps he then stumbled upon the wounded Martin Smith, and believed his words about the motel? How perfect, he even took people with him and, by chance, we came upon the motel. His first wife was there with her two adversaries as well. Both of them had the opportunity to murder, but only one was guilty, the other wasn’t.

			“Well, ladies and gentlemen, I matched each piece of information until one thing fit and the other didn’t. The small detail which helped me solve the most dangerous case in my life was the fact that Whitney Alden was Kelvin Henderson’s ex-wife.

			“Yes, this little detail solved everything for me. I realized that the killer must be Kelvin and not Martin, because Kelvin lied every step of the way. He was actually the one who wanted to get rid of his wife, and not the other way around. He’s killed in the past. Everything fell into place perfectly. Indeed he was the one who murdered Elinor, Charlotte, Jack, Dr. James Fenton and his first wife, Whitney, and then Pepet Joe and Bitter Corbin. He was about to murder Tiny Miller as well and, if given the opportunity, he would have killed me too. Murder became a game to him, he was completely mad. His study of philosophy turned him completely insane, a dangerous creature who was caught, fortunately, and who definitely deserves whatever punishment he gets.”

			The atmosphere in the room was excited, everyone was clapping their hands with enthusiasm, standing up and celebrating around poor Sydney who tried, in vain, to get away.

			John heard the phone ring. He smiled for a moment and grinned even wider, “Sydney, I have great news for you. You have just been officially appointed the new inspector. Congratulations.”

			Cheers filled the room as they heard the wonderful news. They lifted Sydney on their shoulders and loud singing could be heard from a distance. This is how an amazing mysterious case came to an end, solved by an incredibly talented and smart detective, who will continue to solve mysteries in the future and aid humanity with his wisdom.

			*****

			Kelvin leaned his tired head against the window in the barred police car and closed his eyes, trying to give his tense body a chance to relax. Police officers were sitting beside him, keeping an eye on him. His hands and feet were in shackles. He didn’t try talking, he didn’t even want to. He accepted the verdict without any pleading. The road passed quickly, the radio played softly and the driver hummed along with it. His eyes opened and stared into space. He was thinking about everything that came to pass and all that he did. His face expressed nothing, he knew that in a short while he will leave this world, but accepted his fate. He was tired of his life. Weird, he pondered, how interesting life can be sometimes. It all started mixing in his mind. The sun was about to set, there were several clouds in the sky merging with the colors of the sunset. He did not harbor any anger for Sydney, who caught him; in fact, he admired him from the first moment they met. If he only knew from the start who that drunk and disrespectful man was, he would have probably killed him first. 

			What prevented him from carrying out his plan? It could be that the mere thrill of being under a sleuthing eye is what prevented him from killing him, or perhaps he was unconsciously hoping he would get caught. The images flashed rapidly in his memory to the distant past, when he killed his first victims. He recalled his marriage to Whitney, who loved him dearly at the beginning until he no longer wanted her, and how he found out about her scheme with Charlotte and Elinor. He remembered how he was startled when the doctor saw him and when Jack noticed him. He also recalled when brave Pepet Joe came to speak with Tim and dumb Corbin, who wanted to take over everything.

			His eyes closed, and he tried in vain to erase the images from his mind. Soon it will all be over and his life will come to an end. He had no remorse, and his conscience did not bother him. He did what had to be done. He had no other choice, it was either him or them. Life is a circle, and he who digs a hole is bound to fall into it. Yes, life is a giant Ferris wheel. No matter where you start, it always returns to the same spot. And here, his circle is ending – the end of his existence on this earth.

			The gates of the great prison could be seen from a distance, where the electric chair was waiting for him. He peeked at the dark and starry sky for the last time, and his legs led him as he walked next to the guards to his death. Indeed, the circle was now complete.
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