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Inspired by the ordered and logical approach of Henning Mankell's heroes, combined with the action of a Harlan Coben thriller and the conspiracy undertones


of a Robert Ludlum plot





From the businesses that profit by selling us health and happiness comes the ultimate cure: a genetically modified plant supplement that claims to regenerate human cells.





Before its launch Eva Scott travels to Paris following an instinct about her brother's death and finds herself dangerously compromised by the information he had stumbled across. Confronting a corporate conspiracy, a bio-weapon developed to make a deadly profit on an unprecedented scale and an organisation concealed by those with unimaginable power, Eva realises she has the formula to stop the spread of the lethal weapon… but will she seize the opportunity to do so?
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Alex gained an LLB and LPC in Law at Nottingham University and went on to practice as a finance lawyer in the City. After five years in the world of corporate finance and banking, she moved into legal and financial writing and editing before moving into freelance writing full time. She runs a copywriting business and a fashion retail website championing new designers, and lives in North London with Isabella, Michael and a stubborn dachshund.
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ONE


THE LIGHT IN THE BAR WAS dim; the plush velvet of the seating and the garish gold leaf of the furnishings had all begun to meld into one. Eva tightened her grip around the base of her champagne glass as if it might sober her up. She looked along the small stretch of dark oak wood bar between her and the man sitting opposite her.


He met her gaze as he continued to speak. For a second Eva thought she had seen something in those deep blue pools that sent a shiver down her spine. Something predatory and cold. He blinked, his eyes cleared and the feeling left her.





I should go back to my hotel, Eva thought to herself. But the idea of the bleak, cold room near the Gare du Nord was nowhere near as attractive as this seductive, warm hotel bar where the waiters scrambled to pop the cork on another bottle of Bollinger each time March produced his card.


She straightened up on her stool and forced herself to ask a question. March had been speaking for what seemed like hours – he always had liked the sound of his own voice. He and her brother Jackson had been friends at school before Jackson disappeared suddenly, aged 18. In the eleven years since then March – a nickname, his surname was ‘Marchment’ – had stopped dressing like his father and punctuating all his sentences with ‘like’, and apparently developed quite a thing for a Tom Ford suit.


‘You look tired,’ he was saying as Eva felt herself sway slightly on the bar stool. She stared at his expensive jacket as something metallic on his breast pocket caught her eye. Looking closer she saw it was a small acorn. She looked away when she realised he was waiting for a response.


‘Yeah, it’s been a long, unproductive day.’


‘Have you been able to speak to any of Jackson’s friends?’


‘No.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve been in Paris a week now and all I’ve really managed to do is track down someone Jackson apparently spent five minutes with before he dropped off the radar.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Shaun Thompson.’


‘It’s a start.’


‘I’m trying to look at it that way but I can’t imagine he’s going to be much help. He shared a cigarette with Jackson just before he disappeared but I don’t think they even exchanged names.’


‘Did the police not tell you much about Jackson’s death?’


‘They did and they didn’t. I’ve seen a summary police report but it’s not exactly detailed – it could be about anyone.’


‘Non-specific?’


‘Puzzlingly so. I know that Jackson and I weren’t that close any more – after he went missing at school we all thought he was dead. I spent an entire decade believing that. It was…’ She hesitated. ‘… difficult when he suddenly appeared again.’ Eva forced the words out. She didn’t find it easy to talk about.


‘But in that year after he was suddenly there again, I felt like he was happy here in Paris. He was working for that aid agency, he had friends, a pretty girlfriend, lots to live for. Why would he…’


Eva’s voice trailed away.


As she was discovering, grief tended to sweep over her in sudden waves that completely took her legs away. Although she had already grieved once for Jackson when the family was told he had died in a car accident all those years ago, and then soon after for her mother, for some reason this time it had hit her much harder. She looked helplessly at March, tears filling her eyes. She felt her mouth open and close several times before she was able to whisper ‘…why would he kill himself…?’


March nodded in that comfortingly well-bred way which indicated enough had been said and she could stop being emotional. ‘Want some water?’


Eva shook her head and took a big gulp of her drink. She forced herself to calm down.


‘What about the girlfriend?’ said March, giving her just enough time to pull herself together.


‘I’ve got her number but she’s screening my calls.’


‘If I’d have known he was living here I would have got in touch. I can’t believe we were in the same city for three years without knowing it.’


‘None of us knew he was here.’


‘He must have had other friends in Paris?’


Eva had now succeeded in righting herself.


‘Same thing. Either the French are a bloody rude race, or these particular people don’t want to speak to me,’ she joked, trying to pretend she hadn’t just peeled the walls of her chest open and shown him how much she was hurting inside.


He smiled. ‘I’ve lived here five years and I can tell you now, it’s a combination of both. You’ll get there.’


Eva drained her glass. ‘I know you’re right.’ She was grateful for the support. Most people thought she was crazy for coming over here on a hunch. If the police said Jackson had shot himself, then he had shot himself.


‘I’d probably better get back,’ she said as she felt another wave of emotion threatening.


‘I’ll walk you home.’





As they stepped out of the bar into the cold November air, Eva began to feel herself sobering up. The sky above them was a dark, velvety black with an orange glow and there were stars twinkling everywhere she looked. She let March direct their steps; he lived in Paris after all so he was less likely to lead them in the wrong direction. However, after a while Eva realised that she was recognising some of the sights around them and they seemed to be walking away from her hotel, not towards it.


‘March, are we going in the right direction?’


He looked around. ‘Think so.’


They carried on walking in silence for several minutes until Eva stopped. She laughed as she spoke. ‘Look, I’m not being funny but I think my hotel is the other way!’


March smiled but said nothing. The hair began to stand up on the back of Eva’s neck. There was that same look she’d seen in the bar. He looked like a wolf.


She took an involuntary step backwards, but he anticipated her movement and lunged for her, grabbing hold of the front of her coat, pulling her off her feet, then dragging her with him as he stepped quickly from the quiet street they had been walking down into an alleyway lined with enormous refuse bins. Eva opened her mouth to scream but, as March shoved her upright against one of the bins, he knocked all the breath out of her. She struggled to breathe as she felt him tearing at her coat. Disbelief screamed in her head at what was apparently unfolding but she felt paralysed by the shock. She glanced at the street but it was completely empty, not even a single light on in any of the homes. Suddenly her breath returned and her senses roared into action.





‘Stop! What are you doing!’


He punched her in the face, hard. She stumbled sideways, reaching out for something to hold her up but she was seeing stars and her hands flailed uselessly at nothing. She landed hard on the ground and immediately he was on top of her. He went to hit her again but she managed to block him groggily with her forearm; the pain of the blow made her scream out loud. He grabbed both her wrists, wrapped one hand around them and pulled them back over her head. His grip was like iron, she couldn’t rip her hands apart. She screamed as loud as she could and he slapped her with his free hand. ‘Shut up,’ he spat at her. ‘Just shut up. You can go when I’ve finished with you.’


He started unbuttoning his trousers.


Eva looked him straight in the eye. ‘Daniel, you were Jackson’s friend,’ she said, calling him by his real name, ‘you were once my friend. Why are you doing this?’ She realised she was crying.


‘I’m not your friend. You have no friends here.’


Having already ripped open her coat he was now tearing at her jeans, cursing as he realised how tight they were. Suddenly he swore and stopped. He let her go, moved to a crouch and paused. Eva held her breath. Was it over?


Slowly, March pulled out a flick knife from one beautifully-tailored pocket and opened the blade.


‘Take them off.’


Eva’s pulse went through the roof at the sight of the knife. She glanced past him at the end of the alley only metres away but even if someone did walk past there were no lights where they were.


‘Please don’t.’ She whispered.


‘Do it now or I’ll fucking cut you.’


She opened her mouth to speak again but he jabbed the blade in her direction. Eva felt anger ripple over the back of her scalp. Had this been his intention all along? She had met him because she had felt so lonely… so confused about Jackson … Stupid girl. Her tears began to dry up. She slowly undid the patent belt and slid it from the belt loops and then she began to unbutton her jeans. She tried to pull them off but they were too skinny. ‘I need to stand up. I can’t get them off lying down.’


‘Hurry up,’ he roared at her. For the first time that night she realised his eyes were unfocused. Whether it was lust, power, or control she didn’t know, but March was drunk on it. She hesitated for a split second and then flicked her leg up and kicked him hard in the face. March, surprised, fell back, dropped the knife, but managed to steady himself on one hand and lunged for it as it skittered towards a bin. As he dived left, Eva ran right, grabbing her bag from where it had fallen behind them and running as fast as she could out of the alleyway. She heard him curse and start running after her but she had already reached the end of the alley and as she threw herself around the corner she thought she could hear his footsteps slow. But she did not slow. Eva ran every day – seven miles, come hell or high water – and she finished every run with a sprint. That’s what she did now, in four-inch heels, down a dark and empty road in the wrong part of Paris. She ran.





As Eva examined her face in the bathroom mirror the next day she felt pretty low. Overnight, the black eye that March had kindly given her had developed into a large purplish splat, with black bruising in the eye socket. When she had got back to the hotel she had spent several hours sitting bolt upright on the bed watching the chair she had propped up against the door. The sudden assault had shocked and shaken her; she had remained for a long time just sitting, staring at the door, catching each one of her thoughts when it came too close to out of control. She tried to work out what had happened; she briefly wondered whether she had done something to make it happen, but she quickly stifled those trains of thought as pointless and dangerous. Finally, her pulse had stopped thudding, her mind had stopped racing and she had passed out, exhausted, fully clothed in all her make-up. Now she looked like a police mug shot. Gently, she began to clean away mascara and eye-liner from the edges of her eyes. The make-up-removing wipes stung her black eye and she winced with each stroke. She stopped and looked at herself – dishevelled long dark hair, low fringe swept awkwardly to one side, face just a bit too thin.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ she said out loud to herself. But there was no reply.





As she turned on the shower and stepped into the hot clouds of steam she wondered again what the hell she was doing. Three months ago her life had been relatively normal. She edited other people’s words for a living – a dream job – she lived in London with her house-mate Isabella and she spent most of her time going from gig, to party, to shopping, to long lazy weekends. Her only real faults were an addiction to running and an inability to put the cap on the toothpaste. Then Jackson killed himself.


She heard her phone ringing as she stepped out of the shower but she let it ring, slowly dried herself and then sat down on the bed. She had just begun to get to know Jackson again – after ten years of thinking he had died in a car crash when she was sixteen. He’d promised to tell her exactly what had happened and where he had been all that time but after a year he still hadn’t and Eva felt his presence in her life was too fragile to risk pushing him to open up. Now he never would. Eva sighed and pulled the small handset over to her and watched as the phone notified her of a missed call two minutes ago. She navigated her way through her phone records. And then she stopped. Suddenly she felt as if she had been punched in the stomach. There on the screen was the identity of the caller: ‘Jackson.’


As she continued to stare at the white display, suddenly the phone jumped into life and the name was large, filling the whole screen. ‘Jackson calling.’ Eva dropped the phone and pushed herself away from it,as if she had been stung. What the…


He’s alive.


Just before the ringing stopped, she made a grab for the phone.


‘Hello.’ Her voice was tense and hard.


There was a crackle on the other end of the line. Eva had absolutely no idea what to do. ‘Jackson?’


It sounded crazy just saying his name. He was dead. But he was calling her…


‘Jackson…’ Her voice was now almost a whisper. She pressed the phone closer to her ear listening for signs of anything on the other end and then she heard it. A breath. An exhalation. There was someone there.


‘Jackson, is that you?’


The connection cut and once again Eva dropped the phone. She stared at it. For one delirious moment she allowed herself to believe that the whole horrible nightmare of the past three months was just another bad dream. But every logical cell in her body told her that it couldn’t be.





Jackson’s death had been reported to the family by the French police. It had a stamp of official authenticity on it which meant that no matter how much Eva wanted to believe it had been a mistake, that it was someone else who had taken his own life in a squalid flat in a Parisian suburb, it was there in black and white that it was Jackson. The police said they had found him surrounded by the paraphernalia of a serious heroin session. There were puncture wounds in his skin. The area was notorious for drugs and violence, and drugs and violence were notorious for triggering depression and suicide. They suggested he had got himself in so deep there was no other way out. They intimated he was a coward whose life had become out of control and that he had just given up. But Eva had lived with him for sixteen years and even though he had badly let her down, she knew he had never given up on anything.




TWO


WHEN SHE HAD RECOVERED HER composure Eva suddenly knew that there was something very wrong with the situation she found herself in. From the evasive answers she and her father had been given by the French police three months ago, to the phone call she had just received, every one of the circumstances surrounding Jackson’s death made her seriously uneasy. Her skin was still tingling with adrenaline after seeing Jackson’s name appear on her phone like that; she was naturally sceptical as to whether or not it was really him, but who else would it be? Even if it wasn’t him, it was someone who had his phone.


Briefly, she remembered the horrible encounter with March the night before. When she had awoken that morning her mind had once again begun to turn over everything that had happened but she had quickly decided not to think about it any more. March had the problem, not her, and she needed to be clear-headed. Still, she wondered if he had any involvement in what had happened to Jackson. As he himself had said, he had been in Paris the whole time Jackson had lived here and he had attacked her so savagely the night before for no apparent reason. But realistically, what motive did he have for murder? It was more likely that he was just a serial opportunist.


Still sitting on the bed with the phone beside her, wet hair dripping onto her shoulders, Eva realised she had a clear choice.


Either she took the advice of the friends who kept worriedly messaging her from home, headed back to London and tried to carry on with her life; or she followed her hunch that Jackson had not taken his own life and struck out on her own: Eva Scott, vigilante. She smiled resignedly to herself. In reality she knew that there was no choice for her. She was just a regular person who had taken a few self-defence classes – she was hardly prepared for even mild peril – but she couldn’t live with the knowledge that she had done nothing to find out what happened to Jackson. That wouldn’t be right. Especially after that, she thought, looking at her phone.


She pulled on a pair of tight, black jeans, a wide-necked, cable-knit jumper and some leather ankle boots and combed out her long dark hair. Then she walked over to the curtains, drawing them back and letting the weak, milky light filter into the room. She threw open the window and was met with a bracing gust of Parisian air – coffee-edged with a slight hint of drains.


Coffee. She needed coffee.





Eva was eternally grateful for the fact that Paris was a city of pavement cafés and bars serving a universally high standard of coffee. She sat in the corner of a small establishment near her hotel, hunched over an English newspaper she’d bought on the way. In front of her, a black coffee, a glass of water, an untouched croissant and a small red plastic bowl containing a printed receipt. She added another sachet of sugar to the thick, dark liquid, stirred it slowly with a spoon and then placed the spoon carefully on the side of the saucer. She turned the page of the paper and took a slow sip of the strong coffee.


In front of her, the world’s current affairs were laid out like a depressing comic. Pictures of politicians showing off their veneers, footballers in thousands of pounds worth of designer clothes cheating on their wives, and financiers striking deals that would benefit only the 1 per cent. This was the first recession she had really experienced and she had never imagined how much it would change the country she had lived in all her life. In the past few months the news had seemed even more unbelievable – banks manipulating exchange rates for their own profits, political figures making decisions against public interests motivated by big business and the destruction of seemingly permanent institutions like the National Health Service. It shocked and surprised her that – on the whole – whilst all this damage was being done to their society most Britons did nothing. But then neither did she. At the tender age of twenty-eight she had become utterly apathetic; too concerned with her own survival to put time and effort into holding anyone else to account. Jackson had left her money – an unexpectedly large amount of money – and that gave her the luxury of inaction. Without that her life right now would be very difficult.





Eva finished her coffee and signalled to the waiter for another. She took an unenthusiastic bite of her croissant. Jackson. All her thoughts came back to Jackson. Even now there was another memory, waiting at the edge of her consciousness to be let in. This was one of the fights they’d had as teenagers, often about politics – she blinkeredly left-wing and he already a staunch capitalist. Their father, a journalist for a big daily, had encouraged them to debate and question from an early age, to speak out when they felt they saw injustice. Of course, that had massively backfired on him when his affair had been uncovered. She had no doubt he had wished then that he had raised his kids to be seen and not heard.


Jackson, especially, had been unable even to look his father in the eye when that happened. At eighteen he still looked up to Paul Scott with childishly adoring eyes, but his father’s affair with Irene Hunt – cheating on their mother after twenty years of marriage – enraged Jackson. When he crashed his car several weeks later he simply walked away, leaving the family to believe he had died. In recent months Eva had realised that she never really grieved for Jackson in the ten years that followed. Not like she was now. Perhaps somewhere deep down she had known he wasn’t actually dead. She checked the display on her phone and saw she had been sitting there for half an hour. Throwing a note and a few coins into the red plastic bowl, she zipped up her leather jacket, jammed a Russian hat down over her ears and headed for the door.





The train to the suburb where Shaun Thompson lived took less than half an hour, but getting off at the station was like stepping into another world. Whilst Eva was used to the dirty, occasionally mean streets of London, by comparison Shaun lived in a very rough suburb. The area was populated with low, square blocks of flats up to four storeys high, either dirtily whitewashed or preserved in their original grey concrete. Other than the flats and the graffiti that decorated them, the area didn’t seem to have much else to offer. Gangs of kids of all origins hung around, hands in pockets, kicking balls at passers-by or listening to music pumping out from the tinny speakers on their phones.


Eva felt the heaviness of being a fish out of water. She wondered why Shaun, as a foreigner, and therefore presumably a natural outsider, had made his home somewhere like this. She pulled the post-it note she had written his address on out of her bag and looked at it again: 134 Rue des Villiers. According to the very old map she had managed to acquire from her hotel – the only one they had that went out as far as this suburb – the flat was on the same road as the station.


When she reached it, she found that Shaun’s block of flats was one of the nicest on the street, although that wasn’t saying much. Running to four storeys, the whitewash had retained a little of its gleam and someone had planted flowerbeds either side of the path leading from the road to the front door. There was a small, white-haired man standing outside with a brush, repeatedly sweeping the same spot of concrete.


‘Hello.’ Eva smiled directly at him, choosing to speak English to try and discover straight away whether she could avoid having a whole conversation in painful broken French. The man continued to sweep his spot and totally ignored her.


‘Hello?’


As she leaned in a little closer, Eva noticed he was singing to himself and smelled quite badly of urine.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, don’t mind my father.’


She jumped as a younger woman appeared from the ground floor flat and placed her hands around the old man’s shoulders. He stopped rocking and looked at her.


‘Can I help at all?


‘You speak English,’ Eva smiled, unable to contain her relief.


‘Yes, I learned from my father, he used to be very good at it.’ She stopped and gazed at the vacant old man.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Eva awkwardly.


‘It will happen to us all someday!’ the woman said cheerfully and rearranged her long, dark hair into a tortoiseshell comb that sat just above her left ear. ‘Did you want something?’


‘Yes, I’m looking for someone called Shaun Thompson. Apparently he lives here.’


‘Shawan…?’ The woman frowned.


‘Thompson.’


The woman thought for a second. ‘You know, I know everyone in this block – there are only sixteen flats – and there is no one by that name.’


‘I was given this as his address.’ Eva handed over the post-it note.


‘Well, this is the same address. Are you sure they have the right person?’


‘Yes, I think so. He’s English?’


‘But, of course, that’s Shoon!’


Eva stared at the woman nonplussed, wondering if she was as mad as her father.


‘Yes, he’s the only English person for miles around. Yes, Shoon,’ she said again, saying the name so that it sounded nothing like Eva’s pronunciation – the English pronunciation.


‘He lives at number nine – third floor, second door on the right. You’ll have to take the stairs, I’m afraid, as the lift is broken.’ She smiled apologetically and put her hands back on the old man’s shoulders, gently drawing him back to the flat. ‘Nice to meet you.’


‘Thanks very much.’


Eva followed the couple in through the front door and then started up the first set of concrete stairs that, like all stairwells, seemed to smell of smoke and urine. When she reached the third floor, she followed the woman’s instructions and went to Shaun’s door. His name was scrawled neatly in a small plastic box on the right but there didn’t appear to be a bell. She took her hat off and shoved it into her bag, knocked quickly at the scuffed surface of the wooden door and waited. No answer. She waited a couple of minutes and then knocked again but there was still no response. Glancing around to make sure no one was looking she pressed her left ear up against the door to try and detect signs of movement. The door creaked open. Eva stepped back. She looked around again to see if any of the other residents in the housing block had noticed her, but there didn’t seem to be anyone around. Gently, she pushed the door so that it was fully open and took several steps inside.


‘Hello?… er… Shaun?’


No answer.


Eva walked further into the flat then paused and looked back at the open doorway. Still no sound came from the hallway. If anyone had noticed, they were keeping themselves to themselves. She took a deep breath. Was she really going to do this? She wanted to find Shaun himself, not go searching through his flat. And why was his front door open? Realising she was probably wasting her time, she turned back towards the door, about to leave. Suddenly she stopped.


In the corner of the door leading through to what looked like the living room was a bare foot, sole up. The foot was completely still. Eva stepped closer, her heart almost stopping as she held her breath, knowing there was only going to be one outcome to this regrettable burst of curiosity.


She walked quickly into the living room, came to a sudden halt and rocked backwards on her heels, a scream stuck somewhere in the back of her throat. Oh my god.





A man – presumably Shaun – stared back at her from the floor, eyes wide and bulging. His mouth was open and gaping and his body was lying twisted at an unnatural angle, his lower half facing down and his upper torso twisted so that from the waist up he was lying on his side, almost on his back. A wave of nausea overwhelmed Eva and she turned out of the living room door and retched. When she managed to compose herself she looked again at the corpse; his eyes were wide open, desperate, almost surprised, his naked body so white against the faux wood flooring. She took several steps towards him, slowly bent down and felt for a pulse, just in case. Nothing. She stepped back again. She had never seen a corpse before; the complete stillness was unnerving. There were red marks around Shaun’s wrists but other than that she couldn’t see anything on the flaxen white skin that could explain his sudden demise. There was no blood, no knife wound, no ligature marks around the neck. She took a tentative step forward and leaned in closer, fighting her imagination that was convinced he would rear up and suddenly grab at her like a character from a cheap horror film.





Then she noticed an angry red dot on the back of his right thigh. It was tiny and wouldn’t have attracted her attention except that it was so red and his body so white. She bent down and looked at the mark, aware of her breath coming in short, measured bursts. It was a small red welt, like a small version of the mark she’d been left with after a Hepatitis B injection before a holiday several years ago. It was the mark left by a needle. I have to get out of here, she thought suddenly as a flight reflex kicked in. She started towards the door but something held her back. Shouldn‘t she look around? If someone had come here based on the same information she had, then maybe she was on to something. Shaun’s death could be completely unrelated but maybe it wasn’t; maybe there was something here that might give her some clue about what had happened to Jackson.





Very slowly, her heart hammering, Eva walked back to the front door of the flat and pushed it closed. She returned to the living room, trying to ignore the growing sense of unease creeping up her spine. The living room was tiny, dark and a total mess but empty of hidden attackers. Although all the curtains were drawn, all the windows in the flat were open, which was probably why the smell of the corpse had not reached her at the door or drawn the attention of the neighbours. In the middle of the room was a tiny TV perched on a stack of books, an old battered orange armchair and a low metal coffee table littered with cigarette butts.





There was no obvious place to look for anything – no letters, no bag, no wallet, no mobile phone, nothing – even if she had known what she was looking for. She noticed a lone birthday card embossed with ‘Happy Birthday Son’ perched on top of a grubby mantelpiece. She quickly looked away. Another family would have to go through what hers had. Eva tried to focus. If she were Shaun, where would she keep her important documents? She looked around again. It didn’t look like Shaun had any important documents, there didn’t seem to be anything of value in the whole flat.





Then she heard an electronic beep. Muffled at first, but when she heard it again she realised it was coming from the orange armchair. She ran over and threw off the cushion and there, underneath, was a mobile phone, singing out at regular intervals to indicate its battery was low. That would do. She grabbed the phone, stuffed it in her bag and turned back towards the door. As she was walking out of the living room, she heard footsteps coming up the stairs towards the flat and she stopped and stood still. A woman’s voice was speaking in French she could just about understand, telling someone ‘she went in there.’





Eva scanned the room and noticed a fire escape ladder through one of the open windows on the other side of the fluttering curtains. She ran over and threw herself out, clinging to the rusted railings, wincing in pain as small slices of paint cut up underneath her nails. She forced herself down the ladder as fast as she could go and jumped the last two rungs, accidentally ripping a small part off the inside of her coat as she became airborne. She grabbed the material off the ladder and picked up a small black button that had fallen at the same time, determined to leave no trace. Eva glanced up to see if anyone was looking out of the window at her but she hadn’t been spotted.


Suddenly there was a terrified scream from the flat upstairs. Obviously whoever was up there had discovered Shaun’s body.





Eva got as far as the bottom of the fire escape before she had to check her pace. Outside Shaun’s apartment block at the front, two police cars idled at the kerb. From her position behind a large bin, Eva could see two policemen, one in each of the cars, which presumably left a maximum of two other policemen inside. She tried to calm her frantic heartbeat. Think. Had the woman downstairs called the police? They had arrived very quickly if she had. But why would she do that? Eva’s skin chilled. There was no reason for the woman downstairs to have called the police so someone else must have done it – someone who knew exactly where Eva was. From what she had heard from inside the flat – ‘she’s in there’ – the police seemed to have been looking specifically for her, which should have been impossible as no one knew she was here. But it looked like someone did know.





Eva tried to remember whether she had touched anything in the flat. While it was unlikely that the rough material of the orange armchair would provide a good surface for fingerprints, the door she had pushed open certainly would. Was she being set up? She felt the heaviness of Shaun’s phone in her bag and realised it would not look good if she was caught sneaking out of the flat of a dead man with his phone, no matter how innocent she might be. She needed to get out of there. Suddenly there was movement out front and both policemen in both cars got out and walked towards the front door of the flats. At the same time Eva noticed a figure appear at the top of the fire escape she had jumped down. She had to move. Now.





As soon as the two policemen at the front disappeared through the door Eva left the protection of the bins. Veering left out of the flats she crossed the road that led back to the station and, unable to walk in front of the flats and risk being seen, went deeper into the housing development opposite to try and find her way around. Here, the flats were in a far worse state than Shaun’s. At every step Eva took she could feel her presence attracting attention. She walked quickly past a stairwell occupied by six young men, all wearing loose, dark clothing and staring at her with a mix of suspicion and anticipation. She quickened her pace. By the time she was at the edge of the estate she thought she could feel a presence behind her. Unable to turn around, Eva pressed forward and tried to ignore the scenarios playing out in her head. Instinctively, she veered right again and hoped she was walking back towards the station.





Almost as soon as she rounded the corner, Eva felt an urgency push all her senses into overdrive. She turned slightly, reacting to movement to the left of her field of vision and thought she saw one of the men from the stairwell running towards her, steel glinting in his hand in the weak wintery sunshine. A knife. Immediately she took off in the opposite direction, pumping her hands to force her body forward, despite the cold grip of panic that had taken hold of her throat and lungs. She rounded another corner in the maze of narrow passageways that ran between the mid-height tower blocks of the housing complex and skidded, almost colliding with an old woman in a printed scarf who shouted something unintelligible at her, but she had no time for apologies. Running down an uneven path, Eva was aware that at every step she could stumble or trip, giving her pursuer the opportunity to close the tiny gap between them. She considered stopping and challenging whoever was behind her but instinctively she felt that would not end well. Keep going. Ducking under a line of fresh washing Eva ran on, risked a quick glance behind her and then hearing footsteps just behind the wall of laundry, pushed her body to move faster, get further away.


Suddenly, around another corner a wall rose up in front of her. The way ahead was blocked.





Stopping momentarily, Eva made a quick calculation, ran to the wall, pulled herself up onto a plastic bin and then tried to pull her body up onto the top of the wall. Her flailing feet kicked the bin over and it spilled its stinking contents all over the floor. She fought desperately to pull herself up to the peak of the wall but her arms were too weak and the rough surface was already stripping the skin from her fingers. Eva tried one more time to heave herself up over the wall but it was too high and, horrified, she realised she was slipping. As she lost her grip she landed in the rubbish, slipped backwards, struggled to find her footing and then turned herself around so that she was facing whoever was following her. For what seemed like minutes, the path behind her remained empty. Then very slowly, a small group of men, those she had seen at the stairwell, rounded the end of the narrow passageway. When they were just paces away they stopped and looked at her; they must have been all of fifteen but they were working hard at being menacing.





Eva realised she had made a big mistake coming into what was essentially their turf and then reacting like a spooked deer. There had been no trained assassin following her. Obviously they had nothing to do with Shaun. She had allowed her imagination – and maybe the residual fear after being attacked by March the night before – to get the better of her. She took a deep breath. Slowly, she walked towards them. As she reached the group of five, she smiled at the first boy, a tracksuit-clad figure, taller than her, his eyes rimmed with dark circles and his dark hair shorn close to his skull.





‘Ton mobile.’


Her smiled quickly faded. Eva ignored him and took a step to the right, trying to walk around the group but they fanned out, completely blocking her path.


‘Your mo-bile,’ the boy repeated, this time in halting English, and then held out his hand. Eva hesitated. What choice did she have? She reached into her bag and handed over her phone then, in a split second, wished she had given them the device she had taken from Shaun’s flat instead. Too late now, she thought, trying to meet the boy’s eye with a steady gaze.


‘And cash.’ His English was appropriated from gangster films, and as if to illustrate his point, he lifted two fingers and rubbed them together in the air, causing the four boys standing behind him to laugh menacingly. She handed over a small leather purse and the boy opened it and peered inside. ‘Carte?’


She shook her head and opened her palms. ‘I don’t carry them.’ It was a lie but she hid her cards separately for this very reason and she wasn’t about to just hand them over to this child.


A flash of anger crossed the boy’s features and he glared at her, bristling at the reply. Clearly a stolen credit card was worth much more than a foreign phone or such a small amount of cash. He continued to glare at her, apparently waiting for her to flinch but Eva stared him down and the boy seemed to have no wish to search her or take possession of her bag. After several heart-stopping minutes, he made a clicking sound in his throat, nodded briefly at her and then ambled off, his crew following behind. Eva stood motionless in the alleyway, her heart thundering in her chest. Never in her life had so much happened to her in 48 hours. Suddenly she felt a vibration against her hip. She opened up her bag to see that Shaun’s phone had sprung to life.





There on the stark white screen were two words: ‘Jackson calling.’




THREE


EVA LOOKED AT THE CLOCK DISPLAY on Shaun’s phone: 7.30pm. Since the phone call from ‘Jackson’ earlier she had checked the phone constantly, afraid to see Jackson’s name jump up again, but somehow also afraid that it wouldn’t. She had bought a universal charger on the way back to her hotel, just to make sure the phone didn’t die. Sinister as it was that whoever had called her own phone had now also called Shaun’s, it was also her only possible link to… well to what? Did she really believe Jackson was still alive? She felt exhausted.





She hadn’t eaten since the croissant she had forced down with her coffee that morning before travelling to Shaun’s flat. She was starving. She got up and walked over to her laptop on the other side of the room and pressed the refresh button; no new emails. She considered going for a run – she hadn’t been since she arrived in Paris and she could feel her body aching for the release – but March had made her wary of adventuring through streets she didn’t know in the darkness. She looked around the dingy hotel room for another excuse not to go outside and when she could find none, cursed her choice of a hotel without room service. It was raining as Eva stepped down from the chipped double stairs at the entrance to her hotel and into the street. She flipped up an umbrella and felt the cheap device bend as a gust of wind almost turned it inside out. She stood still for several seconds in the light of the hotel reception and looked around. The street was still; cars gleamed in the moonlight and there was a smell of wood smoke in the air. Nothing moved. She realised her heart was hammering in her chest. The rain drove into the fabric of her jeans.





She started out at a slow pace, turning left at the end of the road and walking in the direction of a restaurant she knew was four streets away. She felt uncharacteristically nervous, but that was unsurprising after the events of the last 48 hours. Although she had dismissed March’s attack on her as a random event by a sick individual, when stacked up with the mugging, finding Shaun earlier that day and two strange phone calls, it left her feeling pretty unsettled. To say the least.





Bad things always come in threes, I’ve had my quota, she told herself moving quickly along the quiet, wet streets, a lithe figure almost disappearing into the shadows between each pool of street lamp. As she walked she tried to talk herself back to her usual state of calm. March was unlikely to try the same thing twice, people like that were sick opportunists and he had too much to lose to track her down just for revenge. The mugging could simply be a case of the wrong place at the wrong time. The only event she really couldn’t dismiss was finding Shaun’s body and the police turning up whilst she was there – that was troubling. Either she was having the worst luck of her life and it really was another random event, or someone had set that up. Someone who had potentially sought him out for the same reason she had – because he had spent Jackson’s last five minutes with him and could possibly offer some kind of insight into what had really happened next. If that was the case, presumably Shaun had known something that someone out there wanted to hide; something so serious that it justified permanently silencing him.


Eva was aware that she didn’t really know what had happened to Shaun, or what kind of person he was. There was a chance that his death was completely unconnected to his contact with Jackson – maybe he’d got himself into trouble with a local gang, or been the victim of a random burglar…


Who took nothing and apparently killed Shaun with some kind of poison… It wasn’t outside the realms of possibility for that to have happened, but it seemed unlikely. Eva had no idea where to look for answers next – Shaun had been her only lead.





As she reached the door of the restaurant, she snapped her umbrella shut and shook it before walking inside. There were a few customers enjoying a late night meal and no one really took any notice of her. Inside, the restaurant was dated, the waiters decked out like penguins and the tables covered with white tablecloths that had seen better days. Eva let the waiter guide her to a seat in the corner, dropped her umbrella on the floor and shrugged off her leather jacket. She looked down at the menu and decided to order a prix fixe meal of carrot salad and a tomato omelette. The waiter brought her a Diet Coke in a shapely bottle with a straw, which she finished in five minutes before ordering a large glass of thick, warming red wine. She looked across the room at the steamed-up restaurant window. Opposite her, an extra place setting and an empty chair stared back at her. She took a large gulp of the red wine and tasted the tartness on the roof of her mouth.





It struck her that perhaps she should feel sad about being in such a romantic city alone. Paris was well known as a destination for proposals and honeymoons and there were plenty of couples in the streets glued together at the palms of their hands. Why didn’t she feel sad about that? Eva couldn’t remember the last serious relationship she’d had. She tended to treat men as distractions, entertainment, or a release, but never anything more permanent. She rarely planned for the future but when she did it wasn’t with a wedding in mind. Not that she was immune to the pressures of someone her age. For several years now friends had been pairing off and her summers had been filled with weddings. Some followed a familiar, stiff formula and others were spirited and fun, but to Eva it was always just a party. A shrink would pin this to her father’s affair, maybe even Jackson’s disappearance, she thought, consuming more of her wine. Presumably the theory would be that she was afraid to trust a man because all the men in her life let her down. Was it really that simple? Maybe she just wasn’t the marrying kind.





Eva realised she had finished her wine and ordered another as the food arrived. She ate slowly, deliberately, chewing each mouthful, tasting the creaminess of the eggs in the omelette and the fragrant tomatoes. Her meal came with a basket of soft, white sliced baguette and a small salad with a vinaigrette dressing and by the time she had finished the whole plate, and her second glass of wine, she was feeling distinctly sleepy. She ordered a cognac and a noisette coffee and settled back in her seat. For a moment, the post-food heaviness made her feel calm and satisfied, almost content. But as the coffee kicked in, her current situation seemed to come back into focus.





She thought once again about Shaun, forcing herself to go back over every detail of his flat to try and recall any possible clues about who had been there and why. She already knew that he was simply a delivery courier and his ‘meeting’ with Jackson had been accidental. They had shared a cigarette outside the front of her brother’s office moments before he seemed to have disappeared, Jackson providing the nicotine in exchange for Shaun’s lighter. A friendly gesture, an amicable moment between complete strangers. But then why was Shaun dead? Eva pulled his phone out of her bag and began scrolling through the records. On the missed calls screen she saw the name ‘Jackson’ at the time that she had received the earlier call. Seeing his name made her heart start to beat faster. Who was making those calls? She looked further down the list but his name didn’t appear again. It seemed that the first time ‘Jackson’ had called Shaun was when she’d had the phone in her hands. The two men didn’t know each other so how was Jackson’s name in his phone and how had the phone call even come about? At the back of her mind, Eva acknowledged the possibility that ‘Jackson’ was not in fact Jackson but someone else. Someone with motives she didn’t even want to think about; and someone who through this phone and her own appeared to be trying to make contact with her. Perhaps the phone had even been left there for her to find. She had a sudden sense that she was outside of normal life, as if the moment she had stepped inside Shaun’s flat today had changed everything. Unsettled, she looked up from the phone and glanced around. Her waiter was rearranging glasses on a shelf; on the other side of the room two pensioners sat in companionable silence looking through the condensation on the glass window. The room was warm, quiet and smelled of coffee and steak. Nothing out of the ordinary. Eva dropped her gaze back to the phone and navigated back through all Shaun’s call records, his text messages, his internet history and even his apps. She didn’t recognise any of the names and she found nothing to indicate that he had been anything more than a parcel courier in the wrong place at the wrong time. In fact, Shaun had virtually nothing on his phone at all.





The next morning, Eva was up and out of her hotel by 9. She had found a local café, steamy and rich with the smell of freshly ground coffee, and breakfasted on a buttery croissant and several tartines of light and fluffy French bread with butter and apricot jam. Buoyed up by a huge black coffee, she had then set out to find Jackson’s old office. The long, leisurely walk allowed her the time and space to take in her surroundings and she found herself wandering along the streets, gazing at the ornate buildings, the wide, clean boulevards and the pretty Métro signs and street lamps. Paris really was incredibly beautiful, especially on a day like today when the sun was shining brightly and the air was crisp.





She walked to the huge interchange of Châtelet where she took a Ligne 1 train going west. She couldn’t help noticing how the Métro train was clean and spacious without the crowds or the discomfort of the London Underground. At Concorde she left the train and climbed up the exit stairs to find herself in the huge, traffic-laden square of Place de la Concorde, the Eiffel Tower dominating the view to the left and ahead the Arc de Triomphe far away at the top of the Champs-Elysées. Following several hair-raising attempts at crossing the cobbled square, Eva finally reached the other side and, after consulting her map, headed west past cinemas and designer showrooms, luxury glass-fronted shops and restaurants that charged 15 Euros for a soft drink. Halfway up the Champs-Elysées she took a side road to escape the hordes of stampeding tourists and then suddenly she was standing opposite Jackson’s old office, the exact spot where he had last been seen alive. The aid organisation where Jackson had worked was in a small, nondescript building nestled between residential flats and a small travel agency with dusty brown windows. Eva crossed a treacherously busy road and peered briefly through the window, before pushing open the glass door. Inside, it felt more like a dentist’s waiting room, complete with dated, brown carpets, faux pine furniture and large, dusty, dark green Yucca plants in woven pots. Eva looked over to the receptionist’s window but there was no one there. She frowned. She was sure she had seen a silhouette there when she had been crossing the road. She walked over and looked inside but the desk behind was empty except for a small, elegant leather bag with a red silk scarf draped carelessly over it. That’s surely a robbery waiting to happen, thought Eva, looking at the silver mould of a purse clasp peeking through the top of the bag. Somewhere out at the back of the reception she heard a door slam.
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