Chapter 5
Date: 9th of June

Time: 9.03 a.m.

     John took another corner smoothly as he glanced around the neighbourhood. He was now within the posh area of town. This was where all the rich aristocrats (as what John always referred them to) live in their large mansions that tower over all the trees in the area. John had nothing against them as it was their right to spend on whatever they like, but he did not like all the money go to waste on a large block of stone.

     The number of the mansion on his right was number 23. Max’s mansion was number 25. So, it had to be down the road. John quickened his speed, stepping on his accelerator.
     After about a minute he reach the end of the cul-de-sac where Max’s mansion was located. John was intrigued by the state in which Max’s mansion was in. 

     All the other mansions in the area were enormously huge, with multiple stories and extensions. The Reaver’s mansion was only two stories high and was comparatively very small. The exterior garden was about the same size as the mansion itself, covered with multiple exotic plants. John believed the Reaver’s were very modest. He could clearly see that trait in Max.

     He parked his car outside the front gate of the mansion and got out of his car. The mansion looked very homely and comfortable, making John feel at ease. He always felt awkward when he visited any rich people or attended any posh parties. He always felt he did not belong to such class. Max’s mansion did not make him feel more at home.

     He walked up to the gate and observed the mansion’s surroundings. The front garden was full of exotic plants of all sorts, showing a brilliant display of colours. John was almost dazzled by the sight. He started wondering how such a garden was maintained when he remembered that it was maintained by a good friend of Max’s family. He had certainly done a good job.

     “ Sir, may I help you?” a kind elderly voice asked. John turned to see an elderly man walk to him. He was dressed smartly in a suit. This man must be the butler, John thought.

     “ My name is Detective Jonathan Handel. I’m from the police department. Would you mind if I could meet you master?” John asked politely, showing the man his card. The butler took it gingerly, staring at the card in utter bewilderment and then turning up to look at John.

     “ Sir, are you not mistaken? My master has died 14 years ago,” the man said morosely.

     John raised an eyebrow, wondering if this old man was a nut. “ Are you saying that Max Reaver has been dead that long?” John questioned.

     “ Oh!” the butler cried, his face lighting up. “ You mean ‘that’ master. Yes, sir, he is in. Please come in,” the butler said, taking out a small device and pressing the button upon it. The gate swung open and John walked in.

     The butler led the way into the mansion as John followed, carefully examining the mansions grounds with great attention. There was a lone car parked at the large garage located at the rear end of the mansion, a bulky four-wheel drive. John observed all the colourful plants surrounding him. Though the plant growth around him was immensely thick, it was far from looking like a tropical jungle.
     “ What an amazing garden. It must have taken a lot of work to grow such vegetation,” John said. The lines on the butler’s face soften.

     “ Yes, I’m glad there is another soul other than me who appreciates this work of art. It took 10 years to make the garden achieve such a state,” the butler said.

     “ I take it you did all of this yourself,” John replied.

     “ Yes. My master was kind enough to allow me to colour it to my liking,” the butler said. John was unsure whether he was referring to Max or his father, though the latter sounded more likely.

     John was led through the mansion’s enormous living room. It was far less extravagant than most mansions but neither the less it was still impressive. Intricate carvings and paintings of angels and birds covered the walls and the ceiling, circulation around a large crystal chandelier that hung in the middle of the room.

     “ Take a seat, detective,”  the butler said, motioning to one of the sofas as he walked off to call Max. John found it amusing that  vagabond like Max could live in such a grand place. John was already feeling out of place. Why Max even left for eight years was wonderment to John.

     John studied the living room. It was excellently, but not lavishly, furnished. There was an interesting amount of crockery and paintings all around him. There was also a collection of antic, or so John thought, vases. The Reaver’s must have been very appreciative of art.

     “ Well, if it isn’t Detective Handel,” a familiar voice called out.

     John turned around to see Max descending the stairway. He was still dressed in the very same clothes the first time John met him. This made John think: is he just willing to follow his vision?

     “ This is a rare surprise. What brings you here?” Max asked. “ Alfred, please get the detective some refreshments.”

     “ As you wish,” the butler said, leaving to the kitchen.

     “ I find it weird staying here. It should be rightly under Malcolm, but he insisted I stay. Very persistent guy, he is. Still trying to convince me to settle down here, but I see no point in that,” Max said.

     “ Malcolm? He’s the one currently running the company, isn’t he?” John asked.

     “ Yes. He was happy I turned up in town the last week. If not, he wouldn’t have been able to contact me after all this while. He’s been maintaining the mansion, making sure it is properly taken care of, even in my years of absence,” Max noted.

     “ He seems like a very loyal friend of your family,” John noted.

     “ Detective, he is more than loyal. Where else can you find such a man? I’ve insisted for him to take over the company, but he is totally against it. Loyal is too much of an understatement. I think such a man is a rare breed in today’s society. I’m a nobody to him, but he seems to be taking great lengths to take car for me,” Max said.

     “ Nothing to him? I don’t think so,” John said.

     “ No. He and my father go way back. I think he finds this as a way of repaying him, even in memory,” Max replied sullenly. At that moment, Alfred the butler returned with a tray, on it a teapot, cups and an assortment of biscuits.

     “ Please sit, detective. I can help him myself, Alfred, thank you very much,” Max said as Alfred tried to pour them their drinks. Max took the teapot from Alfred and poured drinks for themselves. John took his cup and sipped the hot beverage. He stung his tongue in the process, although he tried not to show it to Max.

     “ Ah, very…nice,” John said, lost for words. His tongue was stinging and his eyes started to water. He looked aside so that Max would not see his tears.

     “ So, detective, what brings you here?” Max asked. “ My case is over, so you shouldn’t have any business here.”

     “ Not really,” John said, putting his drink aside.

     “ What do you mean detective?” Max asked.

     “ Please, call me John,” John insisted.

     “ Alright,…John…” 

     “ I’m not really done here. It is about you,” John said.

     “ Me? Again?” Max asked.

     “ Your dreams, Max. That is what is troubling me,” John said. Max looked at John incredulously, then started laughing out loud. It brought the butler out, but he later sighed and went back after seeing it was only Max laughing. John just looked while Max laughed.

     “ My dreams? Are they such a problem?” Max asked, still laughing.

     “ Well, I think they are. You were convinced they were real. You were so convinced that you were going to die that you wasted eight years of your life wandering around who knows where for no apparent reason,” John said sternly. Max stared at John, the hilarity wiped off his face now.
     Max started pacing back and forth, sipping his drink. After a while, he stopped and looked at John, saying “ So, what are you going to do with it, John?”

     “ I’m going to help you,” John replied tartly. Max looked at him weirdly, and burst out laughing again., dropping his cup. John could see the butler looking from a corner. He must be thinking this guy is mad, John thought. John allowed Max to laugh his fill.

     “ Help me, John…,” Max gasped through laughter. “ How?”

     “ I don’t believe in supernatural things. I’m more of a scientific man, and I distrust superstition. I believe there is a scientific reason to your dreams, of course I can’t think of anything that could explain your dreams. But if Beatrix’s evaluation on you is normal, then there must be an explanation to your…erratic behavior,” John concluded.

     “ Suit yourself, John. I couldn’t care less on what you do. But, tell me, it sounds like you are going out of your line to help me. Are you sure this is under your jurisdiction?” Max asked.

     “ Yes, I received permission from my boss, though nobody else besides our coroner knows, or is supposed to know, about it. Can I have your word that you won’t spread this?” John asked.
     “ Why not?” Max asked.

     “ Cause people will think that you are a nutter,” John replied. Did Max ask that question on purpose, John thought.
     “ Fine, John. Knock yourself out. I won’t try to stop you,” Max answered.

     “ We can start by me asking you what you are going to do within the couple of weeks you have left before you leave to the next world,” John said.

     “ Nothing. Frankly I don’t know what to do next. I don’t know where the place I’m going to die is. So, actually, I have a problem,” Max said.

     “ A problem? You don’t know where you are going to die and all you can say is that is a problem?” John cried. He wondered why he even bothered to care about this person in the first place. After all, he is could not care less whether he will die or not. So, why not just let him be?

     “ Whatever. You don’t seem keen on staying alive,” John growled, getting up. “ Sorry, Max, but I’ll take my leave.” 

     John stormed out of the front door, not looking back. He had come with good intentions, but Max had just shrugged him off. John had almost decided to go back to the office and tell Karen to forget about this guy when he saw something that changed his mind.

     Someone outside the mansion’s premises just walked to his car and drove off. It happened so quickly that John did not catch his face, but it was enough to make John feel suspicious.

     The car was far off when John walked out the front gate. Quickly, he jumped into his car and started the ignition. He soon sped off after the car. As he swerved dangerously around the corner, he saw another car pass him. Normally, he would not have bothered, but he spotted Roy in the car.

     John almost collided into a tree after he saw Roy. Slamming on his brakes, he brought the car to a full stop, not without skidding aside a few meters. Roy apparently had not noticed John’s near-miss car crash, since he continued without stopping.

     John’s mind was racing, fast. Roy was heading trough the road where John had just came out from. It was where Max’s mansion was located, besides two others. The coincidence of it happening was rather astronomical, though John thought that might be an overstatement.

     Two leads were heading in opposite directions. John wondered which one he should chase first.

     He decided he would chase the unknown person who had just left, since he could track Roy easily. He revved up his engine and sped off, hoping he could catch up with the unknown person.

Time: 9.54 a.m. 
     John spotted the car again. It was weaving in and out of traffic in the middle of town, thought not dangerously so John could not book him for traffic offenses. John then realized that he could not book the man, not now since he was no longer an ordinary police officer.

     John found it difficult to keep up with this man. He was in the middle of the busy town area where there was a lot of traffic. He had lost the man three times already. He lost track of the person for 10 minutes during the third time. He had almost given up on looking for the man when he spotted the vehicle in front of him. Lady luck must be on my side today, John thought, while smiling.
John noticed the man was driving randomly around town. He had traveled through the same road twice. He did not seem like he was lost. John was very worried that the person had noticed that he was trailing him.

     Both of them weaved through traffic, wandering aimlessly around. John prayed that the guy would reach his destination soon. His fuel tank indicator was dangerously low. If he ran out of gas, he would be very troublesome, not to mention he would lose a lead.

    Thankfully, the person slowed to a stop, parking his vehicle next to the town hall. John quickly squeezed his way through, slotting his car in the last available car lot nearby, much to everybody’s displeasure.

     John got out quickly. The man in the car had not yet emerged yet. He was fiddling with something in his car, though John could not see what it was. After a while, he placed the item he was fiddling with into his glove compartment and came out.

     The man was of average height, with a shaggy, black beard. He did not look suspicious in any way, but John decided to confront him. He walked swiftly towards the man and clapped him on his shoulders.

     The man turned around and, much to John’s surprise, turned as white as sheet. John knew he was going to get on something.

     “ No, please…no. I tried already…” the man muttered. John felt that his words were strange,  as it sounded like it was not addressed to him. The man seemed to be taking to someone else. If he was, then who was he talking to?
     Then, all of a sudden, the man began to shake. John let go of his shoulder as the man suddenly dropped to his knees, now in a terrible convulsions. He was gasping heavily, squirming on the ground. John was about to bend down to help the man when he yelled in pain.

    John sprung back as if he was stung. The man’s yell was chilling and frightening, as if a cry of one who was possessed. Most of the passerbys were looking at the commotion, wondering what was happening.

     Then, as soon as it started, it stopped. The man suddenly lay still on the ground, his tongue sticking out of his mouth and his pupils dilating. Is this man dead? Was John’s first thought.

     Then, the most shocking, and gruesome thing happened. 

     John jumped back again as the man’s body started to emit smoke. It had a very pungent smell that reeked of smouldering flesh. John soon found out why.

     The man started to evaporate, literarily. It started all at once: his hands, feet head and body. His flesh started to oozed away from his body and evaporate, including his clothes. Loud sizzling and popping sounds could be heard as he started to liquefy. John stared in horror as the man’s body dissolved, leaving only a thick layer of body goo on the floor and his bones.

     John looked around. Passerbys were horrified by the sight, although a tough looking punk was admiring the scene. A mother shielded the eyes of her daughter to disallow her from looking at the grizzly scene, though the little girl was trying to pry her mother’s fingers away.

     Trembling, John reached into his pocket to retrieve his hand phone. Dialing Karen’s number, he pressed the call button.

     “ Yes, John?” her voice came through.

     “ We have got a dead body at the Town Hall. Get the boys down here as soon as possible, and bring Melanie,” John said, trying not to sound to shaky.

     “ You got it,” Karen said, disengaging the line. John kept his phone, seconds before he started to barf out his breakfast. So much for lady luck.
Time: 10.02 a.m.

     John was sitting by his car as people buzzed busily all around him. He still felt very sick after the incident. He took deep breaths to calm himself, but it did not seem to work very well.

     “ You look real sick,” Karen said.

     “ Ain’t that obvious?” John sighed.

     The forensic department had arrived and Melanie was currently examining the body, if it still could be considered a body. John had seen a few horrifying stuff in his line of work, but nothing beats this.

     “ Man, I can’t believe you are so weak,” Melanie chided. John was almost going to barf again when he smelt the stinking retch coming from Melanie. John grabbed his mouth as he felt his barf rising in his throat.

     “ So, how’s the body?” John asked, trying not to vomit again.

     “ You should come and see it,” Melanie suggested.

     “ No, please…” John begged.

     “ Come on, it’s different now. I need you to see this,” Melanie insisted. John forced himself up. The felt his feet starting to wobble as he followed Melanie to the body.

     He was once again surprised. The bones of the person were now missing. Instead, there was this whitish, viscous liquid that lay where the man’s bones used to be. Trying to hold his breath, John bent down and touched the whitish liquid with his index finger. He rubbed the substance in his hands.

     “ No bloody way…” John gasped. “ Are these what is left of the guy’s bones?”

     “ Yes. He is destroyed totally. I’ll be damn lucky if I can even get a DNA sample out of this mess. We won’t be able to identify him,” Melanie sighed.

     “ What happened to him?” John asked.
     “ Apparently, it seems that a chemical started corroding him from the inside of his body. Yes, don’t give me that face. I’m not sure what chemical yet, but if we bring…his remains to the morgue, I’ll be able to find out,” Melanie replied.
     “ …Melanie,” John said.

     “ Yeah?” she asked in a bored voice. A melted body was not interesting enough to her. John wondered if the crimes in this town were enough to keep her happy till she retires.

     “ Do you think that whatever was done to this man was to erase his identity so that he could not be traced?” John asked.

     “ Why are you making such a speculation?” Melanie asked.

     “ Melanie, this person now has no identity. I can only remember the face, but what help is that? We can’t take out any prints or id from this guy, let alone his DNA. Someone has gone through  long lengths to put whatever chemical into his body,” John said.

     “ You mean that this was done this way so to make sure we can’t trace him?” Melanie asked. “ That is very far-fetched.”

     “ I can think of no other reason. When I held him by his shoulder, he said something about he already tried to do something, then he melted away. He melted at the time I caught up with him. Coincidence? I think not,” John said.

     “ You are saying that this person was under surveillance of some sort and if the police had caught him, he would be erased? John, this is nuts…but I have to agree this is the only plausible reason I can think of so far. Why did you follow him, by the way?” Melanie asked.

     “ He was spying, I think, on Max Reaver’s mansion,” John said.

     “ Max Reaver seems to be getting hotter and hotter every moment. There is something you are not telling us. You have found out something juicy about Max and you are unwilling to share,” Melanie teased. John hated it when she teased him. It always lead to a threat.

     “ No, I’m not,” he lied.

     “ I’m not convinced, but I know I can convince Karen better than you can to keep you on this case,” Melanie teased him again. John hated to admit it, but he was obviously cornered.
     “ Fine, but don’t call me a nut when I tell you my story,” John said. Looking on the bright side, he had another person helping him, if she was going to help.

     “ Why would I?” Melanie asked laconically.

     “ I’ll tell you about it at night. Now, why don’t you go back to the operation room and tell me more about our good friend here, with whatever that is left of him,” John suggested. 

     Melanie left the scene, ordering the forensic team to work on the body. John got up, wanting to leave. He motioned to Karen that he was leaving, who was talking to witnesses of the crime scene.

