
  
    [image: John Steel Collection]
  


  
    
      JOHN STEEL COLLECTION

      BOOKS 1-3

    

    
      
        STUART FIELD

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Steel and Shadows

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

        

      

      
        
          Hidden Steel

        

        
          
            Acknowledgments

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          
            Chapter 64

          

        

      

      
        
          Broken Steel

        

        
          
            Acknowledgments

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2023 Stuart Field

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2023 by Next Chapter

      Published 2023 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by CoverMint

      This book is a work of fiction. Apart from known historical figures, names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination. Other than actual events, locales, or persons, again the events are fictitious.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEEL AND SHADOWS

          

          JOHN STEEL BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        To our mother, whose strength, courage and

        faith is an inspiration to us all.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Sergeant John Steel sat with his eyes closed. The loud drone of the C-130 transport engines was an annoying hum through the noise-cancelling headsets. Nevertheless, Steel wore a satisfied smile because he and his men were going home for a spot of R&R after their last mission. It had felt like years since he was last home, but their time in Bosnia had taken longer than expected.

      Steel thought back on the mission, which had proven to be challenging as well as successful. Steel and his men were members of the British 22 SAS Regiment on an intel-gathering mission, which had quickly turned into a ‘contain or destroy’ mission.

      They had been sent in to gather information on a major arms deal. Their job was to get photographs and eyes on intel on the seller and the buyer. But things had escalated when the buyer was confirmed as a Czechian terrorist called Lobo.

      Every three-letter agency around the globe wanted Lobo. Most of them preferred him dead than captured.

      The seller was confirmed as a man simply known as Mr Brown.

      The MI8 division of the British secret service had suspected that Mr Brown worked for a mysterious organisation that had popped up on their radar. However, the name of the organisation – or any solid information on them – was still a mystery.

      The team’s new mission was simple, get eyes on the arms, capture Brown, and eliminate Lobo. If things went wrong, the contingency plan was to destroy the weapons and eliminate both Brown and Lobo. Either way, none of them was leaving the area unless the coalition forces moved them.

      The meeting was in an old factory complex abandoned after the conflict in the ’80s. It was made up of four warehouses that sat side by side and the main building that had been shelled and shot up pretty good. Whitehall had confirmed using satellite and pictures from drones that the weapons were in one of the warehouses. But unfortunately, the data was two days old, so they had no idea which warehouse they were in.

      Mission had been a success as far as taking control of the weapons was concerned. Lobo had taken a .50 calibre sniper round to the chest courtesy of Scott McManus, or Whisky, due to his ever-growing collection.

      Mr Brown had escaped briefly, only to be captured later by team four – who had been waiting at the docks. Finally, the weapons were destroyed using a hellfire missile from a drone.

      Steel smiled as he stared out of the scratched, thick windowpane. He and his men were going home for a well-deserved leave. There was to be no tea and medals because this OP never existed. Steel was used to that because it was all part of the job he signed up for.

      The week before the operation in Bosnia, Steel had an interview with military intelligence. His work with the special forces had gotten him noticed, which had gotten Steel earmarked for a position with the new MI8 section. A section that his father, Lord Steel, was partly responsible for creating in his role with the ministry for military intelligence.

      But now Steel was heading back to Britain, back to his family home in the countryside, back to his loving wife, Helen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      It had been nearly a week since the operation had happened. First, there had been two days of debriefing and an after-action report given, then some downtime before the flight that Thursday.

      It was early Friday morning when John Steel’s transport had touched down in RAF Brize Norton in the early hours of the morning.

      Steel took a train from Oxford to Paddington station. From Paddington, he had taken the tube to Victoria station. Now he was finally on the train to Maidstone, Kent. It was a one-hour journey from Victoria Station, but it gave him time to relax – if indeed that was possible for Steel. He saw threats all over the place. That was what he was trained to do.

      Sometimes, it got tiresome for him, but he was still alive then. But he was tired, and the train was warm and comfortable.

      He rested his head against the cold glass of the train’s window. It made his warm skin tingle. He smiled gently at the sensation as the train had pulled out of Victoria.

      The gentle metallic clickity-clack of the wheels on the track was soothing. Clickity-click, clickity-clack, clickity-click, clickity-clack.

      Steel felt the train rock from side to side as the engine powered the white tubular snake along the winding track that cut through the country’s south. They passed fields and towns, villages, and woods. But all Steel saw was his dreams of home as he closed his eyes and sank into a blissful sleep.

      

      Miles away from the sleeping soldier, a man in a dark pinstriped suit walked briskly down a long corridor on the Albert Embankment building.

      His hurried footsteps echoed through the white walls and white marble floors maze.

      The high concave ceilings bowed over him like some modern cathedral while natural light poured through the windows on his left. These were tall and wide with two-inch-thick panes of armoured glass. The building was Britain’s Secret Intelligence Agency headquarters, and the man had a message for the head of MI8.

      MI8 was sharing the building for the moment with MI6. A temporary solution which did have its benefits now and then. From time to time, MI6 would borrow an agent if they were stretched or indeed pass it over if they deemed it ‘not their trainset.’

      The ministry had found a suitable place for the new intelligence agency; however, funds were tight, and MI8 had to prove itself.

      The man in the pinstriped suit stopped at a gloss white door. Around eye level was a brass plaque with black lettering in the centre of the door, which read, Miss Monday. Secretary to the Head of MI8.

      The letters were in Times New Roman font and stood an inch high.

      The man swallowed hard, knocked sharply, and then waited for the ‘come in’ from Miss Monday. Instead, a voice like an angel came from the other side. There was a friendly warmth to it, but it rang with authority and no natural trace of an accent.

      He entered the office quickly and looked over at an attractive woman in her late thirties. She was slender with a long neck that extended gracefully through a white blouse. She wore a dark blue skirt suit and black pumps. The light from the sun made her dark skin and styled black hair glisten. Her dark eyes were wide and curious. The whites of her eyes were pure, with no trace of red from tiredness. Her face had traces of Jamaican and European. Her nose was pointed, and her lips were thin but full. She was an attractive woman, as well as brilliant. She spoke three languages – French, German, and Italian, and was currently learning Mandarin. Also, she had a doctorate from Oxford in computer science and a law degree from Harvard. Miss Monday had been in the Navy for ten years before being snapped up by MI8 after she’d assisted in resolving an incident in South Korea.

      Miss Monday looked up at the man with big brown eyes and smiled.

      ‘Morning, Staff,’ she said.

      The man, Stephan Larkin, a Staff Sergeant in the communications wing of MI8, was simply known as ‘Staff.’ Returned the smile. ‘Morning, Miss Monday, is he in? This one’s urgent, I’m afraid,’ Staff explained. His tone and manner screamed he was uncomfortable. Whatever this news was, it wasn’t going to make CO happy.

      Miss Monday sat behind a long-angled desk, nothing more than a plank of varnished wood on metal legs which was to the right side, so he had to look past the door to see her.

      A stack of files, a monitor and keyboard, an intercom system, and a telephone sat on the desk. The desk behind her was a single-window with lace curtains that dulled the sunlight. To the left of the door was a row of grey metal filing cabinets. On top of one of these was a potted fern. The office was twelve feet by twelve feet square with two doors. One was the entrance to her office and another to the right of where he stood. This was covered with marron-coloured padded leather.

      Above the door were two lights. One was red, and the other was green. If the red light was on, that meant the CO was busy, and the person would have to wait until it was green, or the CO would announce over the intercom.

      ‘OK, Miss Monday, I’ll see him now,’ a stern gravelly voice came over speaker.

      Miss Monday nodded at the man, and he made his way through the double doors.

      CO’s office was vast compared to Miss Mondays. It was full of oak furniture, bookshelves, and Chesterfield office chairs. The floor was polished wood with a Persian rug on which sat a grand; oak and red leather topped desk. In front of the desk were two high-backed burgundy leather chairs. The aroma of pipe smoke and furniture polish hung in the air. It reminded Staff of a headmaster’s office in Cambridge. He smiled as he entered that inner sanctum.

      Staff looked over at the head of MI8, who was busying himself at his desk with an open file. CO was a short, stocky man. He was in his late fifties with a round head that had lost most of its brown hair. His grey-blue eyes were small, with baggy sacks underneath. He wore a brown suit with a tartan waist jacket and a red and blue striped tie. His skin had a red complexion, as though he had just been coughing moments before.

      ‘What’s so damned urgent, Staff?’ CO said, his voice growled.

      ‘Chatter, sir, soon after that Bosnia incident, the red flag went up on the organisation,’ Staff said, handing over a buff-coloured file.

      ‘An organisation that we still haven’t confirmed exists, just your damned informants saying it does. Granted, if this Bosnia thing panned out, but there was no proof that this organisation you keep jabbering on is involved,’ CO said. He sat back in his chair. The wood and leather creaked. ‘So, what’s the new chatter – as you colourfully put it?’

      ‘They’re going to hit the ones they think are responsible,’ Staff said. He felt the dryness in his mouth as he spoke.

      ‘What, the SAS team?’ CO asked, a serious look on his face.

      ‘No, someone else, sir,’ Staff nodded towards the file. CO opened it and stared at the report. His face became pale.

      ‘Dear God. I hope you’re wrong, Staff.’
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      Away from the bustle of London, three black transit vans hurried through the Kent countryside.

      The two men wearing black combat dress uniforms sat in the cabs of each vehicle. In the lead vehicle’s passenger’s side sat a huge blonde-haired man. His skin looked pale against the dark clothing.

      He wore a concentrated look as he checked his watch, then the navigation system.

      ‘We are fifteen minutes out. Get ready,’ the man said while touching his ear. His accent rang with a mix of European and American – possibly Boston or another northern east coast city. The man looked like a giant compared to the driver next to him. Both men had broad shoulders and taught trained bodies.

      They were all mercenaries, but now they served only one master.

      

      On the estate of Earl Steel, a party was in progress. Friends and family laughed and joked. Children ran around playing, despite the formal clothes they’d been forced to wear.

      To the east, a seven-foot brick wall and a large, wooded area enclosed the vast grounds, and the entrance was to the east through a double gate at the end of a long driveway. The gate was opened electronically from a security room in a nearby gatehouse.

      The wooded area followed the driveway on the left, and on the right was a maze of knee-high shrubs and bushes. At the end of this was the Steel family manor house. A five-story building built in the fourteen-hundreds by the first Earl Steel, who had been part of the Protectors of the Realm.

      The house stood tall and proud. The white-framed windows and doors complemented the sandstone brickwork, shining in the sunlight. At the rear of the property was a long lawn on which stood a thirty-foot marquee ready for dinner later that evening. Next to it, wooden decking had been set down, which made a dance floor. Above this, coloured party lights fixed to a power cable crisscrossed between elegant temporary pillars. The area where the party was being held was enclosed entirely into a square by the wood.

      The rear of the building was met by a large patio area, which led to ten stone steps. The marquee was to the right of the steps, and the dance floor met the edge of the last step. To the front and left of the stairs stood the guests.

      Slipping discreetly between the guests, waiters hurried with trays of drinks or canapés. Music played from two speakers that stood on either side of the rear doors. On the floor trailed a cable to a microphone stand set up beside one of the large stone vases that formed part of the handrail. A statuesque, middle-aged woman stood, watching her two children drinking their lemonade from plastic beakers.

      The Lady of the manor was still a handsome woman. With shoulder-length brown hair and flawlessly sculpted features. A lace and silk dress hugged her slender figure. She smiled as another woman approached.

      ‘You know, Elizabeth, it was a bad idea to make this a secret event, don’t you?’ The younger woman spoke with a trace of an American accent. Elizabeth Steel shrugged wryly at her daughter-in-law’s comment.

      ‘I spoke to his commanding officer, asking him to make sure John comes straight here. We can only hope that he follows orders for once.’ Elizabeth laughed. Helen smiled and shook her head before laughing softly.

      ‘Jonny, following orders, that’ll be a first,’ said Helen.

      Helen Steel was tall and slender, with soft, light brown hair and eyes the colour of a tropical lagoon. Both women were beautiful in their different ways. Helen hoped that her youthful, almost coltish beauty would mature into something like her mother-in-law’s. The two women turned their attention to the men standing on the gravelled area, talking. One of the men was lofty and broad-shouldered, with thick black hair starting to grey at the temples. The second man stood a few inches shorter, wirier than the other, his blonde hair neatly cut. The taller of the two had a dark beard, whereas the shorter man was clean-shaven. Both wore tuxedos, as did all the other male guests, while the ladies wore elegant and expensive-looking cocktail dresses.

      The smaller man gave the other a friendly pat on the left arm and moved away to join a group of people deep in conversation.

      The dark-haired man picked up the microphone and turned to the DJ, hidden behind a makeshift booth at the far end of the gravel courtyard. The man tapped the mic, sending a loud screech through the speakers, making everyone wince. He smiled like a naughty schoolboy.

      ‘Sorry, sorry!’ Lord Steel said, embarrassed at making everyone wince. ‘Hello, everyone. My wife and I would like to thank you all for coming here this afternoon. We are here to celebrate two things: firstly, the latest blow to a certain worldwide gun trafficking ring a few days ago, when a special unit captured a horde with a value, it is thought, of over four million pounds,’ His voice was deep and but despite the neutral tone, there was a hint of the Oxford upbringing. Everyone cheered and clapped.

      Lord Steel waved his hand and nodded as if to quieten the crowd.

      ‘But more importantly, it sees the safe return of our son John who is coming back from yet another tour of duty.’ Lord Steel raised his glass to the crowd, but his eyes were fixed on the beautiful woman he had married. She stood poised in her silk dress, and her dark hair was highlighted by the handmade lace trim around the low-cut neckline.

      She smiled at the man, her eyes full of pride and happiness. Next to her stood their younger son Thomas, a dark-haired twelve-year-old with a rather serious expression on his face. Next to Thomas stood their daughter, who was no more than ten years old but looked like a miniature mirror image of her mother. They wore similar dresses, which was a little joke they liked to play. Sophie smiled at her mother and squeezed her hand. Elizabeth looked down at her daughter and winked.

      A waiter walked up to the man at the microphone and whispered something into his ear, causing him to smile. Then, he turned back to the microphone.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, it would appear the problem with holding a surprise party is that one never knows when, or indeed if, the guest of honour might turn up. That seems to be the case today.’ The crowd laughed. ‘However, I don’t think he’d mind if we got started without him. What do you say?’ Again, he raised his glass.

      ‘I couldn’t agree more, your lordship,’ said a voice behind him.

      A towering, fair-haired man had approached through the back doorway. His bulky, solid form was now dressed in black tactical gear with a UMP machine gun hung at his side via the clip sling.

      ‘Who are you, and what do you want here? This is a private party,’ said the Earl, as the man smiled and walked up to him.

      ‘I’m afraid, your grace, for you, the party’s over,’ replied. ‘And one more thing: my employer sends his regards.’ The stranger seized the microphone from the Earl’s grasp, then turned to the crowd as if he was about to make an announcement. But instead, he raised it as if to address the bewildered crowd of people who had just become his hostages.

      Shots rang out. The interloper turned quickly to see one of his men – a bald man with a menacing grin on his face, holding a Glock 19, pointed at the Earl.

      Lord Steel had dropped to his knees as scarlet blossomed from his back.

      Elizabeth and his children watched in horror as Lord Steel fell face forward in pain. The bald man stepped forward and fired a final shot into the back of the Earl’s head.

      For a brief stunned moment, everyone stood – frozen. Then, their shock was broken by the sound of automatic gunfire from the Woodline. People were falling everywhere, cut down by random blasts. The guests ran hither and thither, desperately looking for cover, only to be cut down by stray bullets.

      Elizabeth saw a group of four armed men heading for the marquee, followed moments later by mixed screams and gunshots. As she watched, holes were punched through the sides of the marquee, and then there was silence. She grabbed her children’s hands and ran for the safety of the house. Her daughter-in-law picked up her skirts and followed, her long brown hair flowing behind her.

      The bald killer smiled as he saw them and shook his head. The blonde man raced up to him. He grabbed the killer by the arm and yanked him towards him.

      ‘This was not the plan, you moron; now we have to finish this,’ he snapped at the bald man. ‘None of the Steel family was supposed to be harmed. Santini wanted them all alive.’ But the bald man wasn’t listening. His gaze was lost on the carnage that was ensuing before him. The huge blonde man shook him. ‘Finish the others, but the rest of the Earl’s family will be captured unharmed…got it?’ The blonde man growled.

      The bald man answered with a false smile, then headed into the building, followed by a group of men holding Kalashnikovs.
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      John Steel had taken a taxi from the train station in Maidstone to the family estate near Linton Park, Kent.

      The drive would take about an hour, but Steel didn’t mind. It would give him time to get his head straight. Steel felt the warm sun on his face, and the crisp breeze crept through the slightly open window next to the driver. Steel was vaguely listening to the driver chatter about his opinions on the state of affairs in far-off lands. Finally, however, Steel was weary from the long journey and gazed out of the window, taking in the view of the green fields, forests, and small villages they passed through on the way.

      Steel gazed out of the window at some women with prams talking outside the local shop or kids in packs rushing to school.

      He was still dressed in his uniform battledress. He had been away for a long time, and now he was content to come home. He did not want any fuss, just a quiet time with his wife and the rest of the family, but he was afraid that his father would come up with a homecoming event.

      It all seemed quite surreal to Steel, being home after spending so long in a barren land of luxuries, or even trees and grass as he knew it, so he had to readjust his thinking. Was this all a dream? Would he suddenly wake up and find himself back in the hell he thought he had left? He slowly touched the car’s window glass, hoping it would be there and it wouldn’t fade away as soon as he laid fingers on it. Steel smiled as the feel of the cold glass sent a tingling sensation down his spine.

      Steel rested his warm cheek against the window and closed his eyes. ‘Oh, that feels good,’ he said, and the cab driver looked at him through the rear-view mirror and shook his head as though he was mad.

      The bump of the taxi’s right wheel hitting a pothole woke Steel from his slumber. He stretched off and checked the time. He figured that they should be close by, then saw the brick wall that enclosed the family estate. Steel smiled and excitedly adjusted his seating position. As they turned onto the gatehouse, the taxi stopped at the two wrought iron gates. Steel sat for a moment, looking over at the small house next to the gate. Usually, the gamekeeper or his wife would greet whoever wanted entry – but there was silence. Steel began to get a bad feeling. Something wasn’t right.

      ‘What now?’ asked the taxi driver.

      ‘Somethings not right here. Someone should have come out by now?’ Steel said, looking around.

      ‘Maybe they’ve gone out shopping or something?’ the driver said sarcastically. He, too, was getting a bad feeling, like this was a joke ride. This soldier would stiff him for the fair first chance he got.

      ‘I’m just getting out to see if anyone is at the gatehouse,’ Steel said. The taxi driver shot Steel an unsettled look.

      ‘Yeah, right, and then you do a bunk and leave me over a hundred quid short,’ said the driver.

      ‘Fine, come with me then,’ Steel shrugged.

      ‘Yeah, right, like I can keep up with a trained soldier.’ Steel scowled. He was losing patients with this guy.

      ‘Fine, you go, and I’ll stay here, and if there are any bad guys about, you can take them out, and I’ll watch,’ Steel joked. Not that he envisaged anything was amiss. It was probably that both Mr and Mrs Reese were busy doing something and not seeing the monitor. A bell and intercom system sat inside the gate posts next to the house. The aluminium plate glowed white as the sun reflected on its polished surface.

      ‘Yeah, right, and….’

      ‘Look, mate, you want your cash. I want to go home, so one of us has the ring that bell and get the friggin gate open. I’ve had a long journey home, and I’m getting headaches. So, you get your arse out of the car, or I do,’ Steel growled. His eyes were bloodshot from a lack of sleep, making the light blue in the middle seem menacing.

      ‘Uhm, perhaps you could,’ the driver said, hoping to put some distance between him and John Steel.

      ‘Good choice,’ Steel said, pulling the door handle. As he stepped out of the taxi, the refreshing breeze swept over him, causing him to shiver. He went to close his eyes and let the crisp air envelop him, but instead, he froze. From far down the driveway, loud popping, like fireworks, could be heard in the direction of the house. John Steel opened his eyes with a start and shot upright. Steel knew what he was listening to all of a terrible moment – it was gunfire. A mix of a rapid-fire and single shot. This wasn’t Mr Reese scaring off birds with his shotgun. These were automatic weapons.

      John Steel rushed over to the gatehouse. The door had been kicked in, and he could just see two sets of feet lying on the blood-soaked ground through the half-open door.

      Steel felt his blood boil. His thoughts began to cloud.

      He wanted to jump the fence and run blindly into the fray. Instead, he stopped, clenched his fists and closed his eyes. Slowly Steel breathed in several lungs full of air. More shots rang out, followed by screams of women and children. Steel’s gaze shot back to the taxi driver and rushed over.

      The driver had seen the look on Steel’s face but hadn’t heard the gunfire inside the taxi. He quickly locked the door as Steel rushed over. Steel banged on the window.

      ‘Go away, crazy man,’ the driver yelled through the glass.

      ‘Look, you idiot, open the door a second.’

      ‘Go away, ya crazy bastard,’ the driver yelled again, fighting to turn the engine on after he had stalled it trying to get away from Steel.

      ‘Look, someone is attacking my home. I need you to phone the police,’ Steel said. The driver shot him a cautious look. Was this a trick?

      ‘Yeah, right, nice try, arsehole. You owe me money, seventy quid,’ said the driver. Steel had no time to argue. He needed the police down there and soon.

      ‘Fine, call the police, tell them where I am, but don’t forget to tell them to send the armoured response team,’ Steel said and clambered over the gate.

      The taxi driver yelled abuse at Steel and got out of the taxi. Suddenly he froze as he heard the gunfire and screams. He felt the warm liquid running down his leg. He watched as John Steel disappeared into the forest. The driver threw himself into his taxi and started the engine. The driver winced as he heard the metallic howl as the gears were forced into reverse, then he hit the accelerator. The tires screeched on the tarmac, and the car heaved backwards into the empty road. As he drove, he dialled 999 and waited for the operator.

      ‘Hello, which service do you require?’ came a women’s voice over the speaker.

      

      John Steel made his way slowly through the woods he knew so well, towards the rear of the house and the sound of screams and gunfire. Steel had not gone far when he saw a figure all in black, holding an AK12 Assault rifle. Steel knew straight away; this man was a sentry. Put there to ensure that nobody got in or out.

      This was not a robbery; this was an invasion – an execution. Steel stopped and slowly looked around, ensuring this man was alone and there were no others posted several feet away. There was no one, just him and the guard. Slowly, Steel crept forward, avoiding fallen branches – anything that would make a sound and give his location away.

      

      The guard had been standing for what seemed like hours. He had no real idea why he was here or who any of these people were. All he cared about was that he was getting paid at the end of it all.

      A loud crack behind him made the man drop to one knee. He trained his weapon towards the sound. The metal and polymer stock was tight in his shoulder. His gloved hand held the foregrip and pistol grip so tightly he felt the strain in the tendons. He felt his heart pounding in his chest, the adrenaline surging through his body.

      Suddenly a brown rabbit hopped out of the undergrowth, twitched its nose and carried on pasted. The man blew out a lungful of air, then laughed in relief as he turned to face the way he had been looking before. His eyes widened in shock and fear as he found himself face-to-face with a man in combat uniform. The mercenary went to gasp, but Steel had punched him in the throat. The mercenary dropped to his knees, clutching his fractured hyoid. A gurgling sound came from the man’s collapsed airway. He fell to the ground, and the sound ceased.

      Steel quickly dropped to his knee next to the dead guard, snapping his neck. Steel didn’t have time for a full pat-down, so he just stripped the man of his tactical vest and checked the rifle’s ammo content and pistol: they were both full.

      The radio on his vest crackled to life as the teams gave their Situation Reports – or sit reps.

      Steel’s only thoughts were that he had to find his family and any other survivors and get them out. Also, to take out as many of these bastards as he could.

      Moving stealthily, Steel crept towards the house. In front of him knelt another man. He watched the man’s head and eyes darting like some on edge animal. The man reminded Steel of a meercat, his head moving on a taught body.

      Then Steel noticed four mercenaries to the far side of the man, around twenty feet away from him. They were laughing as they shot at the feet of a couple of the guests, making them dance back and forth.

      John Steel snarled at the thought of these animals invading his home. He pulled the assault rifle into his shoulder and moved forwards. First, he turned to the single guard and fired. The bullet hit him in the back of the head. The lifeless body just fell forward onto the grass. As the group of mercenaries turned, Steel’s weapon was already on them. There was a burst of flame from the barrel, and each man took several bullets to the legs and head.

      There was a violent eruption of blood and bone from the man’s forehead, and he dropped like a mannequin knocked over. As the last man fell, Steel stood up. His face was cold and emotionless as he sauntered over to the dead men and grabbed their ammunition belts.

      As he stored the new magazines where he could, John Steel watched the group of terrified guests scattered, terrified into the safety of the woods.

      Steel slipped one onto the assault rifle and chambered a fresh round, taking one of the magazines. He searched for the dead guard more carefully and was rewarded with a smoke grenade. He frowned as he surveyed the carnage before him. Who were these men, and what did they want?

      There were too many questions ringing in his head, but now was not the time to ask them. He knew he needed to reduce their numbers further, and if he could do that without being seen, then so much the better. John Steel knew he was no good to his family if he died.

      

      A large group of armed men stood at the bottom of the steps to the house. They were there to make sure nobody got in or out.

      John Steel tossed the smoke grenade thoughtfully from hand to hand and hatched a plan.

      With the grenade tucked safely into a pocket and the captured sub-machine gun slung onto his back, Steel moved carefully around the marquee. He headed to the corner, cut the canvas, and crawled in using the knife he had taken from the first sentry. The large tent was empty apart from a heap of corpses in the middle of the floor.

      There was still cutlery laid out ceremoniously on the tables as if nothing had happened. Many of the candlesticks still had their pretty decorative bows.

      Steel untied a ribbon from one of the candlesticks, then pulled the grenade from his pocket. He took one of the magazines from the pouch on his vest. Sliding out enough rounds from the clip to wrap around the green cylinder of the grenade, he began to strap them to the explosive using the ribbon. Outside, the group of killers heard someone calling, ‘Help! Help me please!’ The voice was fading, and they headed back to the tent, fired up with blood lust to finish off the dying man.

      Ten men entered the marquee searching for the crying man, weapons trained before them as they crept deeper. The man in the rear walked backwards to cover their retreat. He stopped suddenly as his foot hit something, and he tried to shout a warning before the room was filled with smoke. The group started to cough and splutter from the fumes; half-blinded and with arms swaying, they tried to find the edge of the tent.

      Then, as the container began to get hot, the rounds started to fire off. Loose bullets flew everywhere, causing the group to stop, cover, and return fire. More men rushed into the tent to help the squad, only to be cut down as they ran through the door.

      The blonde man came to the window from inside the house and watched the madness below. ‘For God’s sake, let’s finish this before all the idiots kill each other,’ he muttered.

      An enormous behemoth of a man stepped forwards, taking the automatic grenade launcher from where it rested on his back. He placed three rounds into the tent, taking the two grips firmly in his hands. As the projectiles hit, they exploded with tremendous force. First, there were several bright flashes. Then, the marquee was ripped apart, sending pieces of timber and fabric whirling in all directions.

      Burning pieces of debris fell from the sky in a shower of fiery rain.

      Grinning, the man replaced the weapon on his back. ‘Boom,’ he said, his tone deep and hollow. The fewer mercenaries who survived, the blonde man thought, the fewer they would have to pay off at the end. Joining the others, they checked the rooms for survivors, searching wildly for the four people who had run into the house earlier.

      ‘The women and the two children are not to be harmed,’ said the blonde man.

      The man stopped abruptly, forcing the men behind him to come to a sudden halt. He turned to make direct eye contact with one of them, a young man of average height, clean-shaven, eager look on his boyish face. ‘Is that understood?’ The blonde man’s stare became intense, almost burning through the youth, who backed off slightly and nodded.

      

      John Steel had seen the gardens were clear. Those who could escape had gone, and the rest of the mercenaries had disappeared into the house. Steel moved across the body-strewn lawn, keeping low, using cover as much as possible.

      Reaching the wall and the steps, Steel chanced a quick look. He was alone. There were no guards posted at the doors.

      Steel crept up the stone steps. His movements were slow and deliberate. Suddenly as he reached the patio, he came across the body of a man. It was his father.

      John Steel’s head dropped down in anguish. All he wanted to do was scream out. But he knew that would alert the mercenaries. So instead, his grief distilled into a lethal rage.

      John Steel kissed the first two fingers of his right hand and pressed them down on his father’s forehead. Steel’s eyes were cold as he looked towards the house, his face was like stone. As though all his fear, anger, and hate had built up inside him. Steel didn’t have time for emotion. He needed to be focused.

      John Steel crept through the back door into the massive dining room. Beyond that lay the long hallway and the stairs leading up to the bedrooms. He edged slowly towards the double doors leading from the dining room into the hall and slowly opened one of the doors just wide enough to take a look. A guard stood on the other side of the door with his back to him, presumably to stop people from getting out. He wasn’t expecting anyone to come in. Across from that guard, at the foot of the staircase, stood another.

      Steel noted where the men stood in the hallway, with its large marble floor and dark wood entrance doors directly opposite. A set of stairs traversed the left wall, which hung paintings of men and women, landscapes, and animals.

      Apart from the two guards in front of him, he could see no one else. He closed the door and sank into a nearby seat. He had to think and think fast. The radio that sat on his shoulder pouch squawked- grabbing it hastily, he shut it off. He’d thought of a plan.

      Silently, John Steel made his way to the speaker by the garden door. Then, taking the headset, he placed it down by the ornate black box. Next, Steel searched the DJ’s tool kit. He was hoping to find some tape or cable ties. But, as he dug deeper into the kit and found a roll of duct tape.

      He began to tape up the ‘send’ button on the handset, then carefully taped the headset’s microphone to the speaker.

      He stood up and looked around. ‘Okay, you bastards. You want to party?’

      

      Inside, the mercenaries walked through the house. They were going from room to room, firing at anything that moved.

      The blonde man had decided to wait in the large study he had found, whose oak walls and the floor was complemented with heavy-looking antique furniture. The room appealed to him. He had instructed his men to bring back any unharmed survivors, but he was worried about Travis. After all, these men were not soldiers; they were hired, ex-cons. More importantly, they were expendable. Travis, however, had been a commando and was a murderer and rapist of the worst kind. He was, quite simply, an animal.

      The blonde man had given his sidekick an instruction to keep an eye on Travis, and well, if the ex-commando did anything wrong, he would know what to do. The leader of the mercenaries strolled around the room in awe of its splendour. He found a large wooden globe in a corner and opened it, his eyes lighting up at the sight of the fine brandies and whiskies, and he helped himself to a glass of the twenty-year-old malt. He moved casually over to a massive wooden bookshelf. Dickens, Sun Tzu, Tolstoy, and all the classics were there. The smell of old leather filled his nostrils as he leaned forwards and breathed in the refined atmosphere. Picking a book, he settled down on the red leather Chesterfield.

      He started reading, sipping the whisky as he smiled and imagined for a moment that he was now the Lord of the manor.

      

      Steel knelt by the door with his back to the wall. Reaching up, he pulled a combat knife from a sheath on the shoulder of the vest he had taken. The long blade glistened as the afternoon sun's rays caught its sharp edge. He tucked it into his belt, where he could grab it quickly, then knelt with the Glock .45 in one hand and the microphone in the other, taking a moment to check through the plan.

      Steel counted to three using maximum force and tossed the microphone towards the speaker he had placed by the open bay doors.

      Everything turned to slow motion as the headset sailed through the air. Steel watched as the headset hit the ground and skidded and rested against the speaker. Then, a massive burst of feedback blared through the loudspeakers and, in turn, through the mercenary’s communications.

      The men screamed. They grabbed their ears in pain as the feedback hit them with full force, incapacitating them for a few moments.

      A few moments were all that Steel needed as he burst through the doors and fired, hitting one to the back of the head, the other between the eyes.

      Steel watched as five men rushed down the stairs and opened fire; each of the men slammed against the walls, the impact of each bullet punching through them, leaving bloody smears as the fell.

      A shot rang out, and Steel was launched forwards, and a lung full of air was forced out of him as he was shot from behind.

      A merc had come through the patio doors, seen Steel, and fired, but the plate carrier vest had taken the brunt of the impact, but it had forced Steel down.

      Still on his knees, Steel half-turned and fired. The first round hit the man in the vest, and the second took the top of his head off.

      Steel winced in pain. The vest had stopped the bullet, but it would hurt like hell days later. He looked up at the staircase and breathed a lung full of air.

      ‘Time to move,’ he thought, only stopping to pick up one dead guard’s pistol before moving carefully up the stairs with a pistol in one hand and a submachine gun in the other.

      As he reached the upper hallway and crouched behind a wall at the top of the stairs, he waited for a second, then dashed over to the first room.

      The blonde man bolted out of his seat at the sound of gunshots, ripping the earpiece from his ear. Then, racing out of the door, he made for the stairwell, picking up his men. Instead, he found five men recovering from the sudden blast to the eardrums, but they were okay, well, fit enough to kill someone.

      As he peered through the crack of the partially open door, Steel made out six men heading for the stairs. He knew he could take them out, but he did not know how many more there were or where they were.

      No, he had to leave them and press on.

      Going down the long corridor, he checked room after room, searching for his family and any survivors. Finally, he reached the end of the corridor. The rooms had been empty. If he hadn’t found anybody, then the killers hadn’t either. Suddenly, Steel looked up towards the attic, the one place he had not yet checked less for the cellar. But he knew that he had to get up there.

      

      The blonde mercenary and the others rushed into the dining room and found the microphone next to the speaker. He switched the mic off and threw it onto the lawn.

      Checking around, he noticed the headset taped to the speaker. Ripping it off, he stood up.

      ‘The boy is here,’ he stated. ‘Find him. And I want him alive. Do you understand, you idiots?’

      The others nodded. The blonde man looked at the small microphone from the headset and smiled. He glanced up at the house and cast a look from left to right, trying to work out where his quarry might be hiding. ‘Welcome home, Jonny,’ he muttered
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      As a small boy, John Steel often snuck rides in the old dumb waiter system but never thought he would be doing the same thing as an adult. The bulk of his body, plus the extras he wore, made the journey uncomfortable. Once he got to the top, he used the knife to bore a small hole to see the attic. The roof space was dark, the only light falling from the small windows on the roof above. It was a vast expanse, running the whole length and width of the house. Dusty boxes of long-forgotten toys stood on top of one another, and as he looked, he thought that only terror would bring someone to seek shelter here. There was little opportunity to hide.

      John Steel saw that it was clear and lifted the sliding door carefully. He realised that he would have to make it to the other end of the room to satisfy himself that nobody was taking refuge here. Dropping to one knee Steel drew one of the pistols.

      Walking slowly and carefully, he inched his way down towards the end.

      If there was nobody there, the only other possibility was that they had taken the dumb waiter down to the kitchen or the basement.

      Suddenly, Steel’s eye caught a shape in front of him. It was only a few feet away, but the poor lighting made it seem like miles.

      He waited for his eyes to adjust, then he closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. Slowly he opened them and saw that it was a woman lying there. Her face was not visible, but he knew that shape and felt no longer any point in anything.

      

      The blonde man went back inside the house and found that the others had regrouped in the long hallway. He walked up to the large man and nodded.

      ‘What happened, boss?’ asked the behemoth.

      ‘We have a homecoming, after all, it seems. I was told John Steel wasn’t due back for another week, but never mind, what is done is done. Right, first things first.’ The tall blonde man looked at the group.

      ‘Where the fuck is Travis?’ he asked. Everyone looked around and shrugged.

      ‘God damn it. Okay, find that fucking psycho before he kills anyone important, or even worse, he gets us all killed. Now move!’ The men split off, and he grabbed the giant man’s arm and shook his head at him. ‘No, my friend, you’re staying with me.’ The giant smiled and reached down to take a strangely configured combat shotgun from one of his dead colleagues. As he pulled it up, the dead man’s hands still clutched the weapon, refusing to let go, and this made the leader laugh as he watched his friend struggle with a dead man. ‘He was always fond of that, never left his side, even more so now.’ The big man looked up and shrugged.

      ‘Leave the weapon, my friend. It seems the dead have claimed it. I don’t think it’s wise to annoy the dead, not here and now anyway.’ The colossal guy let the weapon and the body drop. He was part gipsy and had grown up on his grandma’s tales of the old country, its legends and myths, and curses. Despite that, the blonde man had befriended him in the service. They had both joined the French Foreign Legion many years before but had later found better employment together.

      The cellar was cool and dark. The mother and her two children scurried across the floor to the wooden coal cellar door. As Elizabeth reached up, she realised she didn’t have the key. She looked around at the small nail embedded into the wall next to the double doors, but it held no key, and she cursed the gardener, as she knew he often forgot to put it back. A noise behind them caused the trio to find a hiding space, which wasn’t difficult, as the cellar was long with many rooms branching off it. They intently listened as someone moved from room to room, searching for their prey. The little girl hugged her mother. Elizabeth looked over to Thomas. She could see both fear and anger burning in his expression. She grasped his hand and squeezed it. He looked up at her, and his mood seemed to lighten a little. Elizabeth glanced down and saw a spark of comfort in her daughter’s eyes. A sickening voice echoed down the hallway, calling,

      ‘Come on out, I won’t hurt you.’ A snigger came next, and she shuddered. Did she hear him add the word ‘much’?

      Elizabeth noticed some old wooden barrels leaning up against the far wall. Grabbing Sophie and Thomas, she hurried quietly towards them. Lifting the lid off one of the barrels, she placed both terrified children inside it.

      Sophie clung to her mother, knowing she was protecting them with her own life. ‘Now,’ their mother whispered to them. ‘You stay in here and don’t move, okay, no matter what you see or hear. You don’t move until the police arrive.’ She gazed through glassy eyes at her children, fearing that this would be the last time she could do so, then she kissed Sophie on her forehead and took off and passed a necklace to the child. It was a golden locket containing a picture of them all. The long golden chain swayed as her hands shook with emotion.

      Sophie grasped the necklace and held it tightly to her as she stared upwards fearfully.

      ‘Thomas,’ she told her son. ‘I need you to look after your sister, okay?’

      His watery eyes stared back at her.

      ‘But….’ Elizabeth kissed his forehead to stop him from saying anything else. ‘You have to be brave. No matter what, you stick together, promise me.’

      The two children reluctantly nodded.

      ‘I love you, both of you, and I will always remember that,’ she said as tears rolled down her face and replaced the lid.

      As the two children listened with eyes firmly shut, they could make out the heavy breathing of a large man. While he panted and snorted like a rhino, they huddled together in their barrel and tried to make themselves as small as possible. The snorting brute came nearer and nearer, his feet shuffling on the floor. In his imagination, Thomas conjured images of the Minotaur from the Greek myths. Then the noise of someone running alerted the beast, and the children heard it turn on its heel and set off away from them in pursuit.

      Sophie shook with fear, her body soaked with sweat. Thomas held her close, comforting himself and reassuring his sister.

      Elizabeth managed to summon the dumb waiter back to the basement and quickly stowed herself into it. Then, she had to go up to the attic and find Helen.

      The four had separated for Helen to distract the giant, bald man into following her. This would give Elizabeth time to get away with the children through the coal cellar doors, but the cellar doors were locked.

      The brute moved towards the sound of the footsteps and found himself at the dumb waiter. A calculated, evil grin came onto his face as he saw the elevator moving upwards towards him.

      

      As Steel moved slowly towards his wife, his legs felt unfeasibly heavy. It was almost impossible to take a step. As he moved, he grabbed the tactical vest, ripped it from his body, and let it fall.

      Suddenly he crashed to his knees, kicking up a cloud of dust that hung in the pools of light. His face twisted with the pain of seeing her lying there motionless. He reached out a hand to grab her, his powerful fingers clawing at a distance between them.

      He dragged his body towards her, tears streaming down his face. His mouth moved, but no sound would come from his lips. He was only feet away now, but it seemed like miles. Then, again, his body smashed down upon the ancient floorboards. He did not care anymore who found him, she was the one person he had wanted to save, and he had failed. He reached forwards and touched her hair, but his outstretched fingers could not grasp her.

      His body contorted by emotion, he brought his clenched fists up to his face and blew out several deep breaths.

      Closing his eyes, he reached forwards, and as his fingers touched her neck, he cried out. She was still, with no pulse. Steel’s animalistic howl filled the house, and even three floors below him, the mercenaries stopped and looked at one another.

      ‘The attic!’ shouted the blonde man, ‘And be quick!’ He was already racing up the stairs, and the others followed.

      Steel knelt on the ground, holding his wife’s body close, his tears half blinding him. His emotions made him numb. Then, suddenly from the shadows, a familiar voice cried out—his mother. ‘Jonny, behind you!’ she shouted at him.

      A gunshot echoed through the attic. Enhanced by the confined space, it sounded more like an explosion. As he looked up, his mother was spun around by the impact, blood and flesh painting the large beams behind her.

      Steel watched helplessly as his mother tried to claw her way towards him, reaching an arm. He saw the angry exit wound in her chest. The sound of her wheezing and struggling for breath burnt into him.

      Then there were heavy footsteps, laughter, and three shots rang out. Steel looked down, numb from shock. He slowly registered the exit wounds in his body. And then, with his gaze lowered, he saw his wife’s eyes flutter open just before the next shot rang out.

      He heard her scream once, and then there was silence. He felt the pain of every hit his body took. His dimming sight locked on her. He saw Helen’s eyes were open and then watched as the cold stare of emptiness filled them. As he watched, he saw the last spark of life leave her body just before the next round hit him. Before he slipped into darkness, Steel smelt the foul body odour of the large man, and the sound of the man’s breathing filled his ears.

      ‘What the fuck have you done, Travis?’ yelled the blonde man. ‘Santini will have our fucking heads for this, you animal.’

      ‘Come on,’ The blonde man ordered, contemplating executing Travis on the spot. Instead, the blonde man turned on his heel and headed for the stairs.

      Steel slipped into darkness just as Travis laughed and followed his lead. His laughter grew louder as it echoed in the rafters.
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      John Steel felt a strange sensation of being lifted, or was it his soul? Was this it? Was this the end?

      But what concerned him was there was no bright light or chorus of angels. He had to admit he’d never been a good man in the true sense of the word. Of course, he had killed men, but that was the job, but he had never figured that would be held against him.

      His feeling of weightlessness was strange; It was almost as if he had been carried.

      Steel could hear a voice calling to him. It was soft, almost distant. It was telling him to hang on. This was followed by the voice telling Steel that he was sorry.

      But what for?

      Steel opened an eye and saw the floor of the attic. Then as he looked around, he saw someone’s back. Steel realised that the Japanese gardener had carried him across the room, towards the wall.

      Then Steel realised why the man was apologising. But before Steel could say anything, the Japanese gardener had launched Steel into the dumbwaiter and then pressed the button to send it down.

      The Japanese gardener raced downstairs, ensuring that the mercenaries had all gone.

      Bodies lay awkwardly on the stairwell and the wooden floors.

      Steel had done his job. He had taken out most of the intruders, but not enough. But it was little consolation if Steel died now.

      When the gunfire had started, the gardener had made a call to London, informing MI8 of the situation.

      The response was as expected. ‘Keep John Steel alive.’

      The gardener saw the blood pool seeping from the sliding door as the gardener reached the kitchen. He had to be quick.

      The gardener slid open the flap and pulled Steel out of the dumb waiter.

      There was no time to be gentle.

      He knew he had to stop the bleeding somehow. So, he grabbed the pistol from Steel’s holster and slid out the magazine.

      A full clip of fifteen 9mm.

      The gardener searched the kitchen and found some pliers. Then, he carefully removed the bullets from the casing and tipped the black power into one of the wounds. Then repeated it four more times.

      ‘This is going to sting,’ the gardener said. Then lit the places he had poured the powder. Flames leapt from the wounds, and Steel screamed, then lay unconscious.

      The gardener looked up and out of the window. There was a gentle thump, thump, thump of rotor blades.

      The cavalry had arrived.

      Then the four black hawk helicopters landed, and men in combat gear spilt out into an all-around defence position.

      The gardener rushed outside. Suddenly weapons were trained on him.

      ‘It’s OK,’ said one man. ‘He’s a friendly.’ The man was a captain of the special operations unit and rushed over along with the medics.

      ‘Is he alive?’ asked Brant.

      ‘Barely, but I’ve stopped the bleeding. Though he will have some scaring later, I’ve no doubt,’ said the gardener.

      The medics rushed in and placed Steel on a stretcher. As they carried him out, Steel began to convulse.

      They placed the stretcher down and began to work on him.

      ‘he’s going into cardiac arrest. I fear he has lost too much blood,’ said the lead medic.

      Suddenly, the gardener rushed back into the house and came back with a surging gun moments later.

      ‘What’s that?’ asked the medic.

      ‘Something the Earl had been working on with his company,’ the gardener said, then injected Steel with the fluid before anyone could stop him.

      ‘What the bloody hell you are doing, man?’ Brant yelled.

      ‘Saving his life–I hope,’ the gardener said.

      ‘You know it hasn’t been tested?’ Brant said.

      ‘The way I look at it, captain, we have no other alternative,’ the gardener said and plunged the inch-long needle into Steel’s chest.

      Suddenly, Steel flatlined, and the medics began to start CPR. Then, he began to convulse violently. Everyone stood back. As if afraid of what was happening.

      ‘What the hell did they put in that stuff anyway?’ Brant asked as he watched.

      ‘Natural herbs and toxins,’ the gardener said.

      ‘In other words, don’t ask?’ Brant said.

      Suddenly Steel lay still; his chest rose and fell as though he was asleep.

      ‘It ain’t gonna give him superpowers?’ one of the soldiers asked. Almost afraid of the answer.

      ‘No. It just shocked his body to start repairing himself quicker,’ The Gardener replied. ‘And before you ask, no, nothing like the comic books. His recovery will take time. But this just bought him a few minutes that he might not have had. It is a temporary thing. We were trialling it for military and law enforcement. Something to replace that bullet wound trauma packs you have in your medkits at the moment,’ the gardener explained.

      ‘So, when did they start human trials?’ asked the soldier.

      The gardener looked down at Steel.

      ‘Just then, and so far, I’d say it was a success,’ the gardener said. ‘But I have no idea how long it will hold. So, you best get moving, captain.’

      The gardener watched as they loaded John Steel into one of the helicopters. And with a massive blast from the downforce, the three helicopters took off and headed east. As they disappeared over the tree line, the gardener turned and headed back into the house. His cell phone pressed up against his head.

      ‘Steel is on the way to you now. Get the theatre ready. Six gunshot wounds, massive blood loss.’ The gardener listened to the person on the other end. ‘Just so you know, I gave him the formula. Yes, it stemmed the bleeding, but we needed to be wary of side effects. But now we know it works,’ he said as he stood on the step.

      A distant wail of sirens made him turn; the police were coming.

      ‘I have to go. The police are here. I’ll call you later,’ the gardener said before hanging up the call.
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      It had been four years since the Incident at the Steel estate. The world had moved on.

      Steel had recovered from his wounds, but only the physical ones. Finally, after spending some years hiding in the US Navy SEALs, Steel had come home. Now he was back and working for MI8–The secret service of the secret service.

      And still, the organisation that attacked the Steel estate and the one known as Santini remained in the shadows.

      But things never remain hidden forever.
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        * * *

      

      A London apartment was bathed in darkness, the only light flickering blue across the study wall from a wall-mounted flat-screen television. The news channel had switched to a flash of a plane crash in the English Channel. Images from a news helicopter showed floating debris from what was left of a private jet in the ocean, just off the south coast of England, near Margate. The plane had been heading for Berlin from the City of London Airport. The small aircraft had been ripped apart as it crashed into the cold coastal waters. The reporter stated that there appeared to have been a complete failure of power in the private plane soon after take-off.

      Thomas Barryman sat and watched in a candy-red leather Chesterfield office chair. His eyes were bloodshot and brimming with unshed tears. He held an almost full glass of whisky in his hand. The study had a nineteenth-century feel, with sombre oil paintings and statuettes in bronze and marble. Hundreds of old books filled the dark oak bookshelves. Two matching red leather Chesterfield armchairs faced the desk behind which Barryman sat, gazing at the scene on the television.

      Barryman reached a shaking hand across the desk and picked up a silver-framed photograph. Then, lovingly, Barryman moved his fingers over the faces of his family in the picture as if to say goodbye.

      He took a mouthful from the glass and then carefully placed the frame face-down on the stretched green leather of the desk. Thomas Barryman was in his mid-fifties and had aged well enough. Still, too many corporate dinners had taken their toll on his waistline. Nevertheless, he was still a reasonably good-looking man, and despite his girth, the years had been kind. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a beige-coloured file. Then, with slow, deliberate movements, he thrust it down into the leather briefcase which stood open on the floor to the right of his desk.

      Barryman took out his mobile phone from the breast pocket of his jacket and peered nervously at the device before typing in the details of a meeting, his fumbling fingers stumbling and stabbing at the touch-screen keys. He had asked to meet an old friend, someone he could trust. Thomas had information on a deadly organisation. One he had been tracking for a while. The organisation thrived on profiteering and chaos. He and a few others had tried to find out who they were but had failed but had managed to disrupt their business on many occasions. But the organisation had found out who was pulling the strings in the secret service. They had found who was responsible for causing so much trouble.

      Lord Steel had been one of these and had paid the price, now they were after Barryman, and he was out of time.

      He needed someone to take over the fight, and he knew the perfect man for the job: the son of the man who had started the hunt in the first place.

      The meeting was to be held in Hyde Park at four in the morning, which meant he had to travel from his apartment in Whitechapel to walk to Mile End Station. After that, he would use the Central Line to take him to Marble Arch. It was well out of his way, but he thought the park would be perfect to meet the other man. He considered driving, but he knew he’d already had too much to drink. A cab might be an option, but he could not risk the cabby being one of them.

      When he arrived at the rendezvous, he flicked back his coat sleeve to check the time; it was now three-fifty. He blew on his hands to warm them, rubbing his chubby fingers together to encourage the blood flow. It was one of those crisp spring nights with a clear sky and a slight chill. The full moon seemed huge, its brightness flooding the park’s open spaces.

      Behind him, the constant London traffic cruised past steadily, and a police siren howled in the distance. Across Park Lane, the bright showroom lights looked warm and inviting, contrasting the dark shadowy park as if the two scenes inhabited different worlds. Making his way past the black iron fence into the park, Barryman squinted around, finding that he was alone.

      An age seemed to have passed since he had arrived at Speakers’ Corner. He looked at his watch again, but, despite the moonlight, it was too dark to see. Stamping his feet lightly to keep out the cold, he made his way to the concrete path. He gazed out towards the dark shapes of the trees that lowered against the sky, creating an eerie atmosphere.

      Glancing over to the wooden refreshments hut, he saw a figure in the distance. Judging by the person’s build, it seemed like his contact, but the gap between them and lack of lighting made it impossible to see any more details. Barryman approached cautiously, feeling the hairs on his neck rise as he noticed that the man wasn’t moving. Instead, the figure stood motionless as if waiting for Barryman to approach.

      As the stranger drew near, he spoke. ‘Mr Barryman, my employer was sorry to hear you missed your flight.’

      Barryman froze.

      He suddenly realised that this was not his friend.

      Fear kicked in, firing adrenaline into his system. Barryman knew that this was an assassin sent by the organisation at that moment.

      Barryman turned on his heels and ran. He ran faster than he’d ever run, but he sensed that the distance between them was diminishing each second. His lungs were on fire, sedentary life and the cold air mixture. He could hear the sound of running feet behind him coming ever closer.

      There was a warning cry from behind him, but it was too late, as five silenced shots blended with the sounds of the night. The bullets ripped through him, and everything slowed down in Barryman’s mind. He did not feel pain when the first bullet hit him. Instead, it felt just like a punch in the back. When the second bullet hit him in the right shoulder, he felt it ripping through nerves, flesh, and bone.

      The noise of his screams was drowned out by passing police sirens, hastening to some other crime, far-off.

      The assassin fired again, and this round hit Barryman in his left leg, dropping him to the ground. Barryman lay, his cheek against the path, watching the dark blood creeping across the tarmac.

      As the assassin raised his pistol to aim, he did not notice a dark figure appear out of the shadows. This newcomer’s approach was fast and silent. The assassin fired one last shot into Barryman’s chest as the figure pounced on him, grasping him in a neck-lock. The gunman fought back but to no avail. The newcomer looked across at his fallen friend, and fury caused him to tighten his grip and savagely twist the gunman’s head. A sound like a branch breaking filled his ears as the neck snapped, and, with angry contempt, he threw the corpse to the ground.

      In the darkness of the night, Barryman lay dying. Gasping, he tried to suck air into his bullet-riddled lungs, but he only succeeded in spewing his blood onto Hyde Park’s soft grass.

      The assassin’s killer sprinted towards where his old friend lay. As he approached, Barryman looked up and recognised the man’s face crouching over him and smiled the best he could. Barryman felt his friend grasp his outstretched hand, and he held it tightly as if he was fighting to hold on to life itself, if only for a moment.

      ‘Steel, you’re late,’ Barryman muttered, not letting the pain get in the way of his sense of humour. Then he coughed up blood. The man he called Steel knelt beside his friend with sad eyes. ‘New York, go to New York,’ Barryman gasped. He coughed and attempted to raise his other hand to show the other man something. ‘In the folder, there’s a photograph of someone you must find in my case.’ Finally, Barryman pointed to the black leather briefcase next to his feet on the ground. ‘Her name is on the back.’ As he coughed, Thomas spat blood onto the path. ‘Promise me you’ll find her and finish this for all our sakes. You’ve got to promise me….’ Barryman’s fingers loosened their grip with these final words, and the life faded from his eyes.

      Steel reached down with a gloved hand and closed his friend’s eyes.

      John Steel reached into his pocket and pulled out a small touch that resembled a pen. He switched it on, then opened the briefcase and examined its contents.

      Inside, maps and photographs of buildings, crime scene reports, and an electronic key–presumably for a vehicle or a door.

      There was also a file with a black-and-white photo of a woman. Steel turned over the photograph and saw only a name, scrawled in black ink as he stood up, a thick blanket of cloud-shrouded the moon. By the time the moon reappeared, Steel had gone.

      

      Steel walked into his London apartment. It was a penthouse suite with a view of the London Eye and Tower Bridge. It had two bedrooms and a kitchen which opened out onto the sitting room. It had large windows which looked out onto the balcony and the twinkling lights of the metropolis below.

      Steel took off his coat and tossed it onto the black leather armchair which sat in front of the windows. He placed down the briefcase and sauntered over to the drinks cabinet. As he walked, Steel pressed the button on display, which said Office.

      There was a brief silence then the sound of ringing came from the speaker.

      ‘London Exports, how may help?’ said a woman’s voice.

      ‘I’d like to speak to the manager, please,’ Steel said.

      ‘I’m afraid he isn’t available at the moment. Can I take a message?’ the woman said.

      ‘Yes. Can you let him know that the business meeting didn’t go well. I’ve taken some notes. On the whole, the situation with the American export company may need looking into. I’ll come in tomorrow and give him the full details on the meeting but let him know a business trip abroad might need looking into, just to clear some things up,’ Steel said.

      The woman on the other end thanked him and then hung up.

      Steel poured a double whisky, carried it over to a long, brushed leather sofa, and sat down. He blew out a lung full of air, tilted his head back, and closed his eyes.

      It had been a long night. A friend had been killed by an unknown assassin.

      Steel was angry that he hadn’t made it in time but couldn’t help but wonder how the assassin had gotten there so quickly?

      He figured that they had been watching Barryman for a while, and they had followed him to the park. It was the only logical answer. Not that it mattered now.

      Barryman was dead, and so was the assassin. But, of course, the police would put it down to a mugging gone wrong.

      Steel looked over at the briefcase and opened it. He spread out the files onto the couch and began looking through them.

      He rubbed his eyes which felt as though they were on fire.

      Steel stood up and headed for the bathroom. As he stood in front of the mirror, he looked at his reflection. His face had lost some fat, and now his skin was tight and slightly tanned. He took off his shirt. He looked at the tight muscular frame.

      He looked like an Olympic athlete.

      Steel reached up and touched the six, round scares. But unfortunately, even though the life-saving operation had been a success, they couldn’t stop the wounds from turning into angry-looking scares.

      Steel looked at his pale blue eyes, which were red from irritation. Then, carefully, Steel reached up and removed the contact lenses. He dropped them into the container next to the sink. He clenched his eyes shut as if a sudden pain had run through his body. Then slowly opened them and gazed at the dark emerald soulless green of his eyes.
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      John Steel woke early. The reoccurring nightmares had woken him around four in the morning. He had showered and changed into a black suit from London and a black shirt and tie. His shoes were from Oxford. Steel preferred to dress all in black. He was in mourning, or possibly because he just liked the colour?

      Steel poured a mug full of the Jamaican roast coffee and gazed out of the window.

      The night before, Steel had gotten a text that he was meeting with the manager at seven o’clock. It was going to be an interesting meeting, that was for sure. He looked at his watch. The hands of his old army watch said it was nearly six o’clock. It would take him at least half an hour to get to the Whitehall offices.

      John Steel finished his coffee, headed over to his front door, and put on a pair of military wraparound sunglasses. He decided not to wear the contacts because they irritated him too much, which he would have to bring up in the meeting.

      Luckily, Steel’s firm had a technical wing, and his tech support guy was on the case. Steel had asked for smart glasses, preferably with a different range of optics, such as night vision or at least heat signature, and also some better contact lenses. Steel didn’t think it was possible, but it might just work with the leaps in technology.

      As he left his suite and caught a taxi to Whitehall, his thoughts returned to Barryman. He gazed out of the window at the houses and people. Steel liked the feeling of normality that the city brought. It was fortunate that the people never knew how many times their lives had been saved without knowing it. What was the saying? ‘Ignorance is bliss?’

      Half an hour later, John Steel was walking through the main doors of the MI8 offices.

      He said his good mornings and skipped going to his office. Instead, he made his way directly to the CO’s office.

      

      Steel had been ushered directly into the CO’s office. There was no time for friendly chit-chat with Miss Monday.

      Steel took one of the two chairs that sat in front of the CO’s desk. The other was already occupied by the man known only as Staff.

      ‘Contacts giving you hell again?’ CO asked.

      ‘Yes, sir, but I have the tech department on it,’ Steel said.

      CO nodded thoughtfully.

      ‘So, they got to Barryman first?’ CO said. His voice was deep and gravely.

      He reminded Steel of Churchill.

      ‘Yes, sir, I’m afraid so,’ John Steel replied.

      CO nodded as if to confirm what was being said. ‘Damned shame. A good man. He worked with your father. In fact, they were the ones who got MI8 approved by the PM,’ CO said.

      ‘Really, sir. I didn’t know that,’ Steel said. His tone was emotionless. As though he didn’t actually care.

      CO looked up at Steel with stern eyes. ‘Tell me you have something, Major?’

      ‘It would appear that our old friend Santini is in New York, Manhattan, to be precise,’ Steel said, passing the files.

      CO found the photo of the woman. ‘Do we know who she is?’ CO asked.

      Steel shook his head. ‘No, sir. She has no record, so Interpol and every other database had come up empty. So, she doesn’t seem to exist on paper,’ Steel said.

      CO continued looking through the notes and files that Barryman had collected together. Information that had cost him and his family dearly.

      ‘I take it you want to go to New York. Try your luck there?’ CO said.

      Steel could see the glint in CO’s eye. The man had already known Steel’s answer. In fact, it wouldn’t have surprised Steel if the man had already ordered a cover story and a plane ticket for Steel before he had even gotten up that morning.

      ‘Have you ever been to New York before Steel?’ CO asked.

      Staff remained silent and took notes. A possible requirements list of mission necessary equipment.

      ‘Once, sir, on holiday,’ Steel replied.

      CO nodded again. ‘Know anything about the NYPD?’

      ‘I know they’ll be upset if they find I’m pissing in their pond, as it were,’ Steel replied.

      ‘Quiet. That is why you’ll be joining them. We’ll get a cover story ready and everything. Go over and get settled. We’ll contact you with the details once everything is in place. Just try and stay out of trouble until then, will you?’ CO said. ‘go home and pack. Miss Monday will phone you once the flight has been arranged.’

      Steel eased himself out of the Chesterfield armchair. ‘Understood, sir,’ Steel replied, then left the office.

      ‘Do you really think he will stay out of trouble, sir?’ Staff asked.

      ‘No, in fact, Staff, I’m counting on it. Let those bastards know we are coming for them,’ CO said.

      Staff nodded. ‘Right then, sir. I better start making some calls,’ Staff said and left the room.

      ‘Miss Monday, I need you to make some flight reservations for Major Steel. JFK, one way, then get me the Foreign Secretary on the phone.’

      ‘Yes, sir, right away.’

      

      By the Time John Steel had gotten back to his penthouse to pack, a man had waited patiently at his door.

      ‘Morning, Tom,’ Steel said.

      ‘Morning, Sir,’ Tom Edison said. Tom was a tall, slim man with thick brown hair which held no discernible style. He was in his late thirties but looked more like he was in his early twenties and acted as if he was.

      Tom Edison was one of the many technical engineers of his Steel family’s company. However, most of the work that Tom did was for Steel personally.

      ‘What do you need, Tom?’ Steel asked, slightly confused by the visit.

      ‘I got the things you wanted,’ Tom said, tapping a metal briefcase that he held close to his chest.

      Steel shot Tom a curious look. ‘What things?’ Steel asked as he opened the front door and let Tom enter first.

      ‘The glasses and the contact lenses, as well as a new phone,’ Tom said proudly.

      Steel stared at Tom in amazement. ‘How? I only asked for them last night?’ Steel said.

      Tom shrugged sheepishly. ‘It was something I had been working on for the military and MI6 anyway, but they didn’t want it. Apparently too costly. So, I broke it down from visors down to sunglasses and contacts. Although you haven’t got half the tech, the visor would have not in that time frame anyway,’ Tom said.

      Steel nodded. ‘So, what do I have?’

      ‘Night vision, but the range is only fifty feet. Thermal, but that is only ten feet,’ Tom explained. You have a HUD, which is fixed into the right lens, so any messages or maps you will get in there. All this is controlled through your new phone,’ Tom said, waving the large, screened cell phone.

      ‘Got any good games on it?’ Steel joked.

      ‘Ha, Ha, yeah, right,’ Tom said dryly. ‘The glasses and contacts need to be charged overnight. So, I’ve put in a special charger that connects to your laptop for updates.’

      Tom opened the briefcase and took out the glasses and contact lenses, then laid them out on the glass coffee table in front of the sofa.

      Steel picked up the military-style wraparound sunglasses and inspected them. ‘How do you switch them on?’ Steel asked.

      Tom was waiting for the laptop to boot up. ‘They are retina activated, so only you can use them. To everyone else, they are just sunglasses,’ Tom explained. ‘OK, put them on and don’t blink,’ Tom explained.

      There was an image of Steel’s right eye on the laptop screen. Then, suddenly, blocks of light moved around the image, picking up the unique details of Steel’s eye.

      ‘OK, boss. Now the contacts.’

      Steel carefully placed on the contact lenses and did the same. Again the image on the screen mapped out Steel’s eyes.

      Identity confirmed. Welcome, John Steel. It said on the screen.

      ‘Cool, any more toys for me?’ Steel asked.

      ‘I’ll have them sent over to you in New York,’ Tom said.

      Steel shook his head. ‘Nope, you can bring them when you come over. I need you over there with me,’ Steel said.

      ‘I know you are my boss, but I can’t just up and leave everything?’ Tom protested.

      ‘So, you are turning down a chance to work in the New York office?’ Steel asked, puzzled. ‘And what exactly are you leaving?’

      ‘Nothing, but that’s not the point, and yes, I’ve course I would love to work in the NYC office?’ Tom’s tone was defiant and almost wrang with disappointment.

      This puzzled and amused Steel. He knew Tom was weird, but this just confirmed it.

      ‘OK, sorry, Tom. You can stay here. I’ll get someone else,’ Steel joked.

      ‘No–no. I guess I have to go if you need me that much,’ Tom said, heading angrily towards the door.

      ‘I’ll call you with the details,’ Steel said.

      ‘Fine, but I do this out of protest,’ Tom said and shut the door behind him.

      Steel laughed to himself and shook his head.

      Suddenly, Steel’s cell vibrated in his pocket. He took it out and checked it. There was a text message.

      Flight Heathrow to JFK. 16:25 hrs. Reservations at Hilton. Tickets at check-in.

      Good luck. MM.

      Steel found it amusing the way Miss Monday always signed out MM.

      He replied with a simple. Thank you, I’ll bring you back a souvenir.

      Steel plugged in the new glasses, cell phone, and contacts into the laptop and left them to charge and update while he packed.
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      A large, bright moon illuminated New York City as if it was the midday sun, and a blanket of stars hung in the cloudless sky of a warm August night.

      Traffic flowed smoothly, and the bright radiance from stores and streetlights contrasted the dark. City folk hurried on their way, and tourists wandered around almost aimlessly or stopped to take pictures to capture memories.

      From her open office window, Karen Lane could hear the sounds of sirens wailing and the blaring horns of angry taxi drivers. But she had no time to take a moment to look out at the fantastic view below her. The air in her office was thick with humidity, and so the open window allowed a fresh breeze to sneak in through the small gap she had left.

      The air conditioner in her office was on the fritz, so she was forced to open the window. Regardless of being ten storeys up, the noise was distracting. The sounds of a Thursday night in the Big Apple were almost a siren’s song to her. But she had work to do, a mass of paperwork to write up for tomorrow's meeting.

      She’d already typed page after page, stopping only to take a sip from the water glass next to her computer.

      Karen’s hands cupped her long blonde hair and combed it through her fingers to fall on her back. She found that this had a calming effect. It was almost better than drinking alcohol but didn’t always do the trick.

      She was tall, with an hourglass figure.

      Even though she was approaching her forties, she looked ten years younger with a slender, hourglass figure.

      Karen was a partner in Bradford, Lane, and Stewart, a law firm with one hell of a case going to trial in two weeks. Her father had been the original Lane, but now the only name on the letterhead was hers. Staring at the computer monitor, she blew out a lungful of air, as she knew there was still much to do in the limited time available. The office was extensive, with a glass-topped, clutter-free desk. However, the twenty-millimetres-thick glass held only her bare essentials: the computer monitor, keyboard, telephone, and the file.

      Against the left wall stood an oak cabinet, which stored various reference books and photographs of her visited places.

      Karen had framed and hung diplomas from Columbia law school, Harvard, and numerous other educational establishments on the right-hand wall. Below these stretched a long black leather sofa. Its soft fabric and comfortable padding made valued clients comfortable. Sometimes she even slept on it after an exceptionally late night at the office. Not tonight, though; she was definitely going home.

      It took her a half-hour to put the document she was working on together. Afterwards, Karen packed it away into the presentation folders, ready for the next day's meeting.

      She checked the time on her gold-faced Rolex. It was half-past two in the morning.

      Karen found it hard to believe that she had been working this late again, letting out a silent curse.

      She looked momentarily at the sofa, fighting the urge to crash in her office for the night.

      Karen powered down the computer and switched off the lights, then stepped out into the large work area, which contained a nest of booths and desks on the firm’s floor.

      Karen knew that everybody else was long gone, and she hoped they were tucked up in their beds hours ago to be ready for work tomorrow.

      The only person Karen saw was the janitor buffing the floor next to the elevator.

      ‘Hi, Karl,’ she greeted him with a smile of relief to see another person she recognised. Karen’s arms were full with her coat, handbag, files and, balanced under her chin, her thermos coffee cup.

      ‘Hi, Miss Karen, working late again?’ said the janitor almost disapprovingly. ‘Young lady like you should be out having fun, not cooped up here on a Thursday night, no sir,’ he added, shaking his head. Karen was grateful for his being concerned about her and being considerate enough to press the call button on the elevator. The doors opened, and Karen stepped inside.

      ‘Good night, Karl,’ she flashed him a smile. ‘Good night, Miss,’ he replied, returning the smile.

      The doors closed, and she nudged the button for the garage with her elbow, hoping she had hit the right one. Instead, the basement button illuminated, and Karen sighed with relief. Then she felt the slight shudder, and the elevator started downwards towards the underground garage. She observed the panel displaying the numbers, watching the count-down.

      Finally, the elevator reached its destination, and with a ding, the doors opened to reveal the dark grey parking lot.

      As Karen stepped out, noticing the climate change. Upstairs, the air had been hot and sticky from the building’s failed air-con, but it was still warm but dry.

      Karen headed for a group of parked vehicles at the end of the lot. She began to hum a tune she had heard earlier that day, repeating in her head. Karen walked past the massive round pillars that supported the roof. She noticed shadows dancing in front of her, contrasting with brightness from the hidden wall lights. Her car was in sight, but the uneven light played tricks on her, conjuring up all kinds of imaginary apparitions at the edge of her field of vision.

      Her ears pricked to the sound of the elevator, and, as she turned, Karen noticed the silhouette of a tall, bulky figure stepping out of the elevator.

      She started to walk quicker, and her humming began to match her steps to calm herself. Then there were pounding footsteps from behind her. Too fearful to look around, she made for her car as fast as she could.

      Who was following her? What did they want? Her pace quickened, so it was almost a jog until she was a few feet from her car. Behind her, the pursuer had also broken into a run to keep up with her.

      Nearly there now, she thought, her eyes set on the vehicle before her. Her baggage of coat and coffee mug were flung aside as she ran. Her heart pounded in her chest as she searched through her bag for her keys.

      ‘Where the fuck are my keys?’ she almost screamed as she reached her car. Fear drove her into panic as her fingers scrabbled through the bag’s contents. Her pursuer’s footsteps became ever nearer as she dug deeper. She cursed and threw items from her purse in her frantic search for her keys.

      A large shadow loomed over her.

      ‘Please don’t hurt me, please! I’ve got money, look,’ Karen yelled. Her body curled up in complete terror while she pressed against the side of her blue BMW, awaiting the inevitable death stroke or worse.

      To her relief, the sound of a calm voice filled her ears. The voice was slightly out of breath from the chase but smooth and familiar.

      Karen chanced a peek from under the arm she had raised to protect her face.

      ‘Hey, I’m sorry to frighten you, Miss Karen, but you left these in the door.’ said a familiar voice.

      Her arm dropped down, and she stood up from her cowering pose as if nothing had happened, quickly taking the keys from his huge dark hands. She playfully smacked his right arm with her bag and giggled.

      ‘Karl, you scared the crap out of me.’

      They both laughed, and he helped to retrieve her belongings.

      Karl opened the car door for her, then waited until she was safely inside before closing the heavy door; she rolled down the window and smiled again at the old man.

      ‘Good night, Miss, and I’m so sorry for scaring you,’ Karl apologised. ‘You have a safe journey home now.’ And with that, he turned and headed back towards the elevator.

      Karen blew out a deep calming breath. Then, looking at herself in the rear-view mirror, she stuck out her tongue and made a ‘blaahh’ sound as if to make a self-examination. God, I look like crap, she thought.

      Karen gave a small self-indulgent smile as her thoughts strayed to the hot bath and glass of red wine waiting for her at home. After all that had happened tonight, she deserved it. Karen started the engine, at which the radio burbled to life. Music blared from the speakers as she sped away towards the exit. As she approached the barrier to the private parking lot, she noticed a large dumpster had drifted into the road blocking the exit.

      You have got to be fucking kidding me, she responded to this latest annoyance at the end of her day.

      Whipping the seatbelt out of its fastener, she got out of her car. She walked up to this new obstacle, grasped the handles of the bin, and heaved at it, but it did not budge.

      She noticed that the brakes were on, which made her think it was deliberate.

      Karen clenched her fists and looked up, swearing at the heavens.

      Why me? Karen thought as she bent down to release the brakes. Suddenly, she was being grabbed from behind. She began to kick and scream, hoping the janitor would hear, that anyone would hear. Then Karen felt a rag being placed over her nose and mouth. Karen struggled against her assailant, kicking and clawing, but it had no effect. Whatever chemical was on the rag very quickly took effect. A tear rolled down her cheek as she drifted into darkness and was gone.
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      Adam and Sue Mitchell strolled down the wide street, laughing and joking like a pair of teenagers. After leaving the restaurant, they went to the bar where they had first met. The hours had drifted into the early morning as they wandered happily home.

      The couple had just celebrated six years of blissful marriage.

      It was the first time they had been alone together without work or the kids interrupting them in years. So even though it was now a Monday morning, they thought, what the hell. Having palmed off the kids onto Sue’s mother the night before, they had the whole day to themselves. No, the night they were about to share would be about them and nobody else. They walked for a couple of blocks before John suddenly grabbed Sue and pulled her into the nearest alleyway. Pushed her against the hard brick, he kissed her passionately as his hands moved all over her, caressing her slender body underneath the black satin dress. She responded to this lustful moment by kissing and biting his ears and neck.

      As the two locked in a passionate embrace, so much so they forgot where they were and who might hear or see. But at the moment, they didn’t care.

      They moved down the alley, away from prying eyes. John pulled Sue over to a bricked-up window in an old wall and pulled up her dress. As he lifted her onto the window ledge, her screams of passion suddenly became shrieks of terror.

      Adam backed away quickly, thinking he had done something wrong. But, then, he followed her gaze, and he joined in with her wail of horror.

      Perhaps just off a basketball court, a couple of well-built college students had seen the couple dive quickly into the alleyway. The screams from the woman made them come rushing over. They assumed that the woman was in distress; perhaps the man had decided he wanted more than just dinner. But, to their surprise, the couple weren’t moving, just howling. John’s trousers were still around his ankles, and Sue’s dress was still around her midriff, but both the man and woman were cowering like babies. Then, a lanky black kid ran up to Adam and Sue, unaware of what was behind them.

      

      ‘Hey guys, you two OK?’ he asked, confused at first by their fear. ‘Hey, what’s up? You look like you all seen a ghost or something,’

      joked the giant skinny white kid following him. The tall black kid looked carefully at the pair, who still hadn’t registered their presence. Slowly, the kid followed the couple’s terrified gaze. He saw something in the darkness. He closed his eyes for a second to adjust to the lack of light, then slowly opened them. He wished he hadn’t.

      ‘Oh, shit, man, that’s fucked up!’ The kids froze, then stumbled back to the alleyway entrance, where the rest of their friends stood in wait.

      ‘Hey man, call the cops,’ ordered the tall black kid to one of the others, who whipped out his phone and dialled.

      ‘Hello, police department, what’s your emergency?’ asked a female on the other end of the line. The skinny blonde kid grabbed the phone. ‘There’s a dead body in an alleyway,’ he informed her, then burbled the address and gave what information he could.

      ‘Please stay at your location; we will send a unit to your location as quickly as possible.’

      The kid hung up, passed the phone back, and promptly threw up.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Samantha McCall woke to the sound of her alarm. The high-pitched beeping was irritating enough to do the job of getting her up even after a short sleep, and she leant over and checked the time on the digital display. It read 05:00, and giving a quiet moan of disapproval, she slapped the off button and then collapsed back to her sleeping position.

      In just a couple of minutes, she thought to herself, but she changed her mind and rolled out of bed. Leaving the bedroom sanctuary, she made for the kitchen, where she reached for the coffee machine and clicked the button to bring it back from its slumber. From there, she headed to the bathroom. Sam prepared to shower, the steam from the hot water filling the air, misting over the mirrors and a small window in the six-foot-square room. She stepped into the torrent of water and let the cascade run over her.

      Switching off the taps, stopping the warm flow, she stepped out of the shower unit and wrapped a towel around her lean, lightly tanned body.

      McCall used her dry hand to wipe the fog from the mirror above the white porcelain sink and then examined her reflection. Then, staring for a moment, she smiled and returned to the kitchen. She liked what she saw.

      Coffee in hand, she headed back to the bedroom, slipped on some jeans and a t-shirt and got ready for the day ahead. Then, grabbing a bowl of cereal and the freshly filled coffee mug, she drifted into the sitting room.

      As she approached the couch housed in a cut-out section of the floor, McCall stepped onto the cushions and sat down cross-legged, grabbed the remote for the TV, and clicked the ON button. With a burst of light and sound, the set came to life and showed a blandly good-looking man telling New York all about the weather they could expect for the day. Great, another hot one, then switched channels, looking for something less depressing than a news station.

      McCall finished her breakfast and switched off the TV set before heading for an antique desk at the back of the room. Opening the left-hand drawer, she took out her 9mm Glock service pistol and slipped it into the rear holster nestled in the small of her back, then picked up her police badge. She gave it a quick brush with her hand, then clipped it next to the handcuff pouch above her right-hand trouser pocket and gave it a friendly tap.

      The police officer grabbed her short leather jacket and slipped it on as she reached the front door. She checked her keys were in her pocket and left for the station.

      

      Once she had reached her desk at the precinct, McCall began typing up the mundane paperwork that invariably followed the closing of a case. Unlike some, though, she did not mind, figuring it gave her some time to reflect on the crime. Also, Sam McCall found that going over what had occurred during the investigation of a particular case often taught her helpful lessons she could draw on in the future.

      Her fingers danced over the keyboard like a pro. Suppose a stranger had seen her at that moment. In that case, they might have quickly mistaken her for a secretary or typist, not a Homicide detective.

      She needed more coffee. Standing up, she reached for the stained coffee mug with the faded police badge symbol on the side and walked towards the coffee room next to Brant’s office.

      The break room was small, with several chairs and a square table next to the far wall. A counter below a double window held four coffee peculators and several unclaimed mugs for visitors. In addition to offering refreshments, it was also an excellent place to go to unwind or discuss a case with a colleague without disturbing anyone else. McCall picked up one of the steaming hot containers and poured herself a mug of the dark liquid, the potent aroma of over-cooked cheap coffee filling her nostrils. Then, fetching the milk from the small refrigerator, she sniffed to see if it was still drinkable: it didn’t smell bad, so she topped up her brew.

      As McCall looked out of the other door, she surveyed the bullpen before her. She saw a bustling array of cops talking on phones or chatting about yesterday’s game, and she smiled. God, how I love this life, she thought to herself.

      McCall turned her gaze to the two detectives waving to get her attention, taking a sip of the coffee.

      Joshua Tooms was a huge man, well over six feet four, built like a line-backer. He wore a blue suit, a white shirt and a blue tie. His father had come over from Jamaica.

      Sitting beside Tooms was Antony Marinelli. Tony was a shorter, dapper man of Irish and Italian descent. Tony was huddled over a desk, busy scribbling down an address.

      ‘Yeah, I got it,’ Tony said. ‘We will be there as soon as we can.’ He finished writing and put the phone down.

      ‘We got one on the East Side,’ Tony said, waving the bit of paper in his hand. ‘The Medical Examiner is already there. You want to join us, Sam?’ The two men grabbed their jackets and headed for the elevator at the far end of the room. ‘I’ll meet you guys downstairs,’ McCall said, finishing the remains of the coffee before she too snatched up her jacket and headed over to the elevator.

      

      The street was full of onlookers, press, and TV, prompting McCall to think, How come they get to know before we do? Unfortunately, she had to park away from the scene due to the blockage, but she knew stretching her legs would do them well.

      Finding a parking space next to a blue Honda, McCall turned off the engine. Then, opening the door, she slipped out of the air-conditioned vehicle and into the morning's heat.

      Shutting the door, Sam McCall combed her tawny brown hair through her fingers, falling to her shoulders. Then, with a confident tap on her Glock 17 service pistol, she slipped on a pair of sunglasses and was prepared for action.

      Walking up to the barriers, McCall noticed the large crowd of people shoving each other aside to get a look. Paparazzi fought against the tide of people trying for the shot that would make them big money.

      In the corner by the walled entrance to the crime scene stood a tall, broad-shouldered, uniformed cop who smiled, tipped his cap and lifted the tape for her on McCall's approach. Detective Sam McCall ducked under the yellow police barrier and thanked him. Stopping for a moment before venturing down, McCall viewed the crowd and then turned to the veteran cop.

      ‘Tom, can we get these people back?’ McCall asked. ‘A long way back?’

      Officer Tom Simons tipped his cover and then moved the barriers into the crowd, using the barriers to push the crowd back.

      ‘Come on, folks, the show’s over; come on now, let’s go.’ The other uniformed officers followed suit, getting rid of the rubberneckers.

      Detective Sam McCall walked up to her two colleagues, busy questioning witnesses. As she approached Detective Tooms, he looked up from his notes and met her gaze. McCall stood for a moment, letting him finish up.

      Tony had finished with his witness and was heading over to McCall.

      Tooms thanked the two students he’d been talking to, and as they left, McCall walked up to him.

      ‘So, what we got?’ she asked him. Tooms pointed out the couple who sat huddled together on the steps of an ambulance.

      ‘Adam and Sue Mitchell, both thirty years old, just celebrated their wedding anniversary when they decided to go up the alley for a bit of personal time. Next, these student guys heard them screaming, and the kids called 911.’

      She regarded the couple registered their fear. ‘You been down there yet?’ she asked Tooms.

      Tooms shook his head. ‘Thought we’d wait for you.’

      McCall nodded. ‘Come on then, let’s see what Tina has for us?’

      As they moved deeper into the dank and filthy alley, McCall stepped quickly out of the way of a fresh-faced uniformed officer, who almost bowled her over as he rushed past in the opposite direction. Goddamn rookie, she thought, watching him heading for a mass of heavy-looking dumpsters.

      The three detectives rounded a corner to find a tall, slender, dark woman leaning over something. The woman wore blue medical overalls in yellow print with Medical Examiner. Her back was towards them, which obscured their view of the body.

      ‘Hi, Sam,’ the ME said without turning around. ‘Well, we got a mean one here.’

      ‘Hi, Tina,’ McCall replied, always happy to see her friend. ‘What do you mean ‘a mean one?’ McCall asked as her eyes gazed past the ME, and the sight before her made McCall want to lose her breakfast.

      ‘Jesus, what the…!’ She said just as the other two covered their mouths and turned around.

      The naked body of a young woman lay on the cold ground. It had obviously been posed, and her clothes lay neatly folded beside her as crime scenes went; so far, so good. That was, everything apart from the body itself.

      ‘Yeah, like I say, this person is nasty… brilliant but nasty,’ said the ME, instantly regretting calling him brilliant.

      ‘Why, what do you mean?’ McCall asked curiously.

      ‘As you can see,’ Tina pointed with a gloved finger towards an area where the abdomen should have been, ‘the area here has been completely removed.’

      Once occupied by the abdominal wall and its contents, there was a gaping hole. All that remained were the upper and lower parts of the trunk and the flesh and bone structure of her back. McCall could see the kidneys on either side of the spine.

      The bottom section of the rib cage, body tissue, and muscle held it all together.

      ‘Till I get her back to the lab, I won’t know any more, apart from the fact that she wasn’t killed here,’ the ME said.

      ‘Lack of blood- there’s none to speak of.’ McCall noted after a slight pause for thought.

      ‘Lack of’ isn’t the phrase.’ Tina continued, ‘I mean, I found no blood anywhere. It’s as if she had been completely exsanguinated. But, hey, don’t go shouting about vampires just yet,’ she said, looking up and giving Tooms and Marinelli a don’t even think about it gaze just before they could comment.

      Tina waved at two orderlies to come and take away the ‘Jane Doe.’ In their late twenties, two men wheeled a gurney with a body bag on top over to the remains; then, taking great care, they placed the corpse in the bag and wheeled it back to the coroner’s wagon.

      The three officers waited for CSU to finish their sweep.

      Instead, McCall watched impatiently while the team started to take photos and collect fibres and prints.

      ‘OK, detective,’ called a familiar voice. The grey-haired man was in his late forties but still had the style and bearing of a much young- er man. ‘You’re clear to go in,’ he said smiling, treating her just as a grandfather might treat his granddaughter.

      ‘Did you find anything?’ McCall hoped that the killer had left something, but she already had a bad feeling about this case.

      ‘Not really. Son-of-a-bitch is smart. Put her in an alley. Which means we have far too much information,’ the CSU tech said, making her uneasy smile.

      ‘Thanks, Jim. Oh, say hi to Denise for me, will you?’ McCall responded with a gentle smile.

      He waved and left, leaving the rest of the CSU to finish their information gathering.

      ‘OK,’ McCall turned to her two colleagues. ‘We need to canvass the area. I want to find something that this bastard may have left. I am going to talk to the couple in the ambulance.’

      Adam and Sue sat shivering with fear from what they had seen. Blankets covered their shoulders, and they each grasped a cup of steaming coffee.

      McCall nodded to the paramedic attending them as she approached.

      The medic immediately recognised her ‘give us a minute’ gesture. Then, she gave him a quick, silent thank you as he left them.

      He just smiled.

      She took a minute to jot down the time, date and location in her notebook, then proceeded to start the interview:

      ‘Hi, I am detective Sam McCall.’

      ‘Hi, I’m Adam Mitchell, and this is my wife, Sue.’

      Sue Mitchell gave a slight nod in response.

      ‘I know it’s difficult, but I need you to go through what happened.’ McCall gave them a sympathetic smile. They both looked at each other and nodded. Then, sue started talking: ‘Well, we had just had dinner at the Italian restaurant a couple of blocks away.’ Her voice was as shaky as the rest of her.

      ‘You see, it’s our anniversary, and it was the first chance we’ve had to go out alone without the kids,’ Adam explained, making an effort to keep his voice calm.

      Sue continued after giving his hand a little squeeze. ‘Well, we were just walking, enjoying the evening, when Adam pulled me down here too, well… to be alone.’ She looked down at the ground and blushed.

      ‘Why?’ McCall enquired, and then she figured it out. ‘Oh–OK. Got it.’ She felt embarrassed for the woman. ‘Go on, Mrs Mitchell. But I think you can leave those details,’ she added, trying not to smile. ‘Well, we got down here too, you know, and it wasn’t until we got to the end before we saw it – her.’ Sue Mitchell broke down into wracking sobs that shook her, and she buried her face in her husband’s shoulder.

      McCall realised she wasn’t going to get any further sense out of the woman in the foreseeable future, so she waved to the paramedic to take the couple away. McCall wasn’t sure she would get anything more worthwhile from the couple anyway.

      McCall walked back to the huddle of police at the entrance to the alley. She called over the other two detectives to join her.

      ‘What we got, guys?’ she asked.

      Tooms flipped open his notebook. ‘Well, those guys over there.’ Tooms pointed with the end of his pen towards the students sitting on the doorstep. ‘They saw the couple go down the alleyway and thought nothing of it till they heard screaming and thought the guy was doing a special on the woman. So they ran up to try and help. And that’s when they saw what the couple was looking at.’ He closed the pad and returned it to the inner pocket of his blue suit jacket.

      ‘We got nothing over here, just some passers-by, didn’t see anything,’ Tony Marinelli said, pointing to an elderly couple standing be- side an ambulance.

      McCall noticed that it was still the early hours, dawn hadn’t yet broken, and the alleyway was bathed in darkness.

      She motioned for her colleagues to go to the other end of the blocked alleyway while she went back to try and mentally reconstruct how he may have got ‘Jane’ there. Then, finally, she reached the mouth of the alley and realised that all the onlookers had gone. Their interest had left when the body had been taken away.

      Studying the entrance, she imagined a vehicle pulling up and stopping. Then went through a person's movements getting out and walking along the alleyway.

      McCall assessed what the killer may have touched or come into contact with. Then, again, she tried to imagine the scene and what he might have encountered. ‘Why here?’ she thought aloud. ‘What’s so special about this place?’

      As McCall stared down the breadth of the dark cobbled passage, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Then, as she slowly opened them, she was ready, taking her time, checking for something, anything.

      ‘Sometimes things are just plain fecking obvious,’ her father used to say. McCall stopped for a second as the thought of her dad brought a slight, unwelcome distraction to the moment. Then, she shook off the memories and proceeded down the alley.

      There was nothing.

      Damn it, she thought. Who was this guy? Suddenly she had a feeling of not being alone. She turned to find a tall, dark figure at the alley’s entrance, silhouetted by the bright sun behind him. She could make out a long jacket that flapped in the breeze of the large truck that powered past. She drew out her badge and held it up, moving towards the figure.

      ‘ Hey, excuse me, can I talk to you?’ she yelled. ‘Hey, you!’

      But the figure remained motionless for a moment. Something seemed wrong about this guy, whoever he was. Suddenly something jammed up against her leg, and there was a loud screech as she kicked a ginger cat that had only been trying to be affectionate. She looked down, shocked at what she had just done, but when her focus returned to the figure, he was gone.

      ‘Stupid animal!’ she screamed, running toward the man. Reaching the mouth of the passage, she burst out, half expecting to see him running off or a car speeding away. But there was nothing; he had disappeared entirely. So, who the hell was he, and where did he go?
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      It had been three weeks since Steel had left London for Manhattan. During that time, he had acquired a three-bedroom loft overlooking Central Park. Steel had gone to high-class parties and venues. Finally, his foot was in the door.

      Steel had managed to build up a small network of influential people with whom he could get information. But unfortunately, there had been no whisper of Santini or the organisation.

      Steel hadn’t yet gotten the go ahead to infiltrate the NYPD. There were still plans to be made, and the timing had to be correct. He couldn’t just turn up and say, ‘Hi, I’m working with you guys now.’ There had to be a reason, an extraordinary case.

      As Steel entered his loft, he took off his long trench coat, tossed it onto his sofa, and headed for the kitchen.

      Steel picked up the chrome thermos jug from the coffee machine and poured a mug full of the liquid.

      The crime scene had been limited in yielding any information. However, Steel had gone there on a whim. He had heard that the murder might be tied to the organisation last night. How–Steel had no idea.

      To begin with, it wasn’t their style from what he had seen.

      Steel still didn’t know how this person, Santini, fitted in with the organisation. Was Santini a top dog, possibly the top dog?

      An informant had tipped Steel off to the murder. So far, Steel’s little snitch hadn’t steered him wrong. But even they get lousy intel.

      Steel looked out over the city and the park. The sun was high in the blue, cloudless sky.

      Steel sipped his coffee while his thoughts raced in his head. Most of which were about this detective. She intrigued him.

      Steel pulled out his cell phone and sent a message to his man in the New York office of MI8. Steel wanted to know more about this, Detective Sam McCall.

      While he waited, Steel made his way to the kitchen nestled next to the sitting area in an open-plan setting.

      Above the kitchen was the bedroom via a winding staircase. Next to the kitchen was the start of a long hallway. This led to another bedroom, the bathroom and a locked door that used biometrics and a code. This room held Steel’s extra field equipment and toys Tom would send over for Steel to test.

      Steel headed for the bathroom. He hadn’t had time to shower that morning before leaving for the crime scene.

      He stripped off his clothes as he went. His muscular frame seemed more taught than before. The muscle was more like cables of wire under his skin. His training during recovery had made him more agile, flexible, and lethal. But the six scars on his body remained.

      He placed his folded clothes onto the toilet seat and switched on the shower. The bathroom was large, with a walk-in shower. There was a view through a long window next to the bath.

      Steel went over to the mirror and gazed into his dark emerald eyes. They looked emotionless, soulless. This was one of the side effects of whatever he had been given to save his life. Some might say a small price to pay. But he didn’t see it that way.

      One doctor had said that it would pass in time–it had been four years, and still no change. However, those soulless eyes had gotten him out of a few scrapes just by scaring the crap out of people.

      Steam from the shower began to form above his head like a low cloud. Steel turned away from his reflection and headed into the walk-in shower, which was nothing more than a long room created by a wall. All the while, his thoughts went to this new case and this detective Sam McCall.
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      The midday sun was hot and stifling, the glare causing the bustling traffic to crawl across the city. At the same time, ice cream vendors worked hard to supply the demanding crowds gathered in the streets.

      Within the coolness of Grand Central Station, thousands of commuters hurried to find their platforms. As she headed for the exit, Susan Black nudged her way through the endless wash of animated people. Pushing the brass door rails of the wood-and-glass doors, Susan was immediately taken aback by the sudden change in temperature as the startling heat slapped her in the face.

      Stepping into the street, she headed for the coffee shop under the Park Avenue Viaduct. She smiled to herself as she noticed a few heads turn, enjoying the appreciative glances. She was a sexy forty-year-old woman. Her long blonde hair flowed attractively in the breeze.

      Her grey business suit was tailor-made to show her slender body and accentuate the alluring curves. Men’s mouths dropped open, even some women stared in admiration, and she lapped up the attention. Oh yes, she liked being appreciated. As she went into the coffee shop, one man, in particular, paid her attention. The raven-haired man re-adjusted his sunglasses to get a better view, then picked up his mobile phone, pressed the speed dial button and waited.

      ‘Yes,’ the voice on the other end of the line was soft, but the tone was like nails on a chalkboard. The dark-haired man shivered at the sound of the voice in his ear. ‘I have just seen something I think you will like,’ he said. There was a pause.

      ‘Can you bring it?’

      The dark man smiled, ‘Sure, I’ll pick it up.’ He disconnected the call, slid the phone into his jacket pocket and waited.

      Susan only lived a couple of blocks away, so she decided to ‘walk off’ her long journey and the hours of sitting. It was good to be back in New York after a two-week business trip to Canada. As she waltzed down the busy streets, the sound of her wheeled suitcase rattled on the sidewalk, warning people she was coming. Susan was not far from her apartment building when a mewling sound distracted her, so she stopped at an alleyway and listened. It emanated from the depths of the dirty alley. Moving slowly closer, she strained to make out the noise.

      What was that? An injured animal? She moved nearer to the noise until she realised it was the sound of a crying child.

      ‘Hello, are you hurt?’ Susan asked.

      Releasing the grip on her case, Susan edged in further until she found a little girl sitting in an old cardboard box. Susan knelt just in front of the child and smiled at her.

      ‘Hi, are you lost? do you need help?’

      The girl didn’t reply. She just stared at Susan with large blue searching eyes.

      ‘Where’s your mommy?’ Susan asked.

      Suddenly Susan felt her body seize up as the taser bit into her back. She fell to the ground and convulsed at the forty thousand volts shot through her body. Then after the third blast, Susan passed out.
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      Driving her faded blue ‘66 Mustang, Detective Samantha McCall headed to the 11th Precinct. McCall was used to stabbings or shootings. She wondered whose body was at the bottom of the alleyway and why the killer had done such a terrible thing to the poor woman. Sure, there had been body drops before, but none like this. This was just–evil.

      After examining the crime scene, Sam McCall knew she’d be spending the rest of the day looking through missing person files while everyone else did the canvas. She had to admit the door-to-door thing wasn’t her best part of the job. Mostly because nobody ever saw anything.

      McCall turned onto hoped that Tina Franks, the Medical Examiner, had come up with something.

      The traffic was heavy along 2nd Avenue, causing McCall to tap the steering wheel impatiently. Never a good combination in her view. She had things to do, and she was hungry.

      McCall eased onto 1st Avenue and headed North. The traffic had eased up here, giving her a chance to make up some time.

      It took McCall a good twenty minutes to get back to the 11th precinct. She parked in the secure garage over the road from the precinct. She knew she could have parked in the deep parking lot under the precinct, but for some reason, she never did. The truth was she had done it for so long that it was now just habit.

      McCall parked in her usual spot and slid out of the driver's side. McCall locked it and then headed for the entrance to the lot. Inside a small booth was an old guy. They exchanged waves, and he went back to his paper, and McCall headed for the precinct entrance.

      The 11th precinct was an old building. Built in the thirties and renovated in the eighties.

      The white walls were now a light grey. The stairs were made from concrete and covered with battleship grey vinyl. The flooring on each level had the same vinyl flooring and the same off-white walls.

      Inside, McCall took the elevator up to the third floor. This was the Homicide department of the 11th.

      The elevator stopped, and the doors slid open. The silence of the small metal box was suddenly broken by the noise of telephones, shouting, and the tap-tap-tap of keyboards.

      The bullpen of the department was made up of desks. One desk sat opposite another. This created a one big desk effect.

      Sam looked over at her desk and the coffee mug between the monitor and keyboard.

      McCall’s desk sat by itself at the edge of the square of the bullpen, facing inwards, opposite Tooms and Tony’s desks. They often worked together when required, but most of the caseload was an individual effort. One case, one detective. But not this one.

      This was a big case. One that had already gotten the media animals hungry for a story.

      McCall felt that this wasn’t going to be a random event. Instead, this would become serial, or worse still– it already was, and nobody had picked up yet.

      McCall sauntered over to her desk and picked up her coffee mug.

      It was old and worn; the NYPD badge was faded and scratched, but it was her favourite mug, and it still had some years left in it.

      Sam McCall headed for the break room. Inside were several chairs and a table, but more importantly, the coffee machines on a long worktop.

      McCall filled the mug full of the strong, dark liquid. The smell of the fresh coffee was pungent, causing her to wince as it filled her nostrils.

      As she headed back to her desk, McCall headed towards Tooms and Tony.

      ‘What’s up gal’s,’ McCall joked.

      Tooms turned in his chair, and a broad smile crossed his dark face. ‘Hey ya, Sammy. I heard you had some excitement in the alley?’

      ‘Yeah, just some whack job looking for souvenirs, probably. Creepy bastard,’ McCall said.

      ‘Sure, it wasn’t a ghost. I hear that alley is haunted or something?’ Tony mocked.

      ‘Yeah, nice try, Tony. You know the only spirits I believe in or in my drinks cabinet,’ McCall laughed.

      Tooms laughed and punched Tony gently on the arm.

      ‘So, has Tina gotten back to us yet?’ McCall said. Her tone was now all business.

      ‘Nah, not yet. Missing persons came up a bust too,’ Tooms said with a shrug.

      McCall nodded slowly and took a sip from the coffee.

      ‘I’ll check CODIS; if she’s in there, I’ll check military and law enforcement,’ McCall said.

      ‘Canvas was a bust as well. But, as usual, nobody saw nothin,’ Tony said and took a sip from his water bottle.

      ‘Figures,’ Sam McCall said, shaking her head. Then she turned and headed back to her desk.

      McCall hated this part: sitting down and searching databases, making phone calls and sifting through files. She wanted to be out on the street, but this was how investigations happened. Not like the movies or tv.

      Samantha McCall sat and stared at the screen, trying to work up the enthusiasm of losing half a day at her desk. Finally, she typed in a search engine and got the site she needed. Now the search would begin.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, In his loft, Steel was doing a web search. He had received a tip from one of his informants of a loan shark in Little Italy. A man called Vinny Carbone. Vinny did the occasional deal, which included weapons and girls and drugs. However, the word was that Vinny also had ties with Santini and the organisation.

      Since his arrival, John Steel had laid low, not letting on about his interest in the organisation and Santini. But Steel figured it was time to make a move.

      Steel had bought property that he had turned into bunkers and safe houses.

      At first, he was willing to stay under the radar, but this murder in the alley and also chatter of a massive arms deal had changed everything. London had agreed, so the timetable for his assimilation into the NYPD was to be stepped up. The people in Whitehall had plans for Steel to go into 1PP.

      Still, Steel insisted the 11th precinct would be better suited due to the recent murder. He had also named detective Sam McCall, hoping that if London and the MI8 division approved it, Steel and McCall might work together, and London had agreed. This murder was the perfect excuse. How and why Steel would be joining them was down to the CO to arrange.

      Steel looked at the massive forty-inch monitor that displayed the Vinny file, then leaned back in his chair and took a sip from a mug of coffee. The aroma of the expensive Jamaican blend filled the air.

      Getting an introduction to this man would not be easy, but Steel could always just drop in and introduce himself. After all, it was only polite.
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        * * *

      

      When Sam McCall and the others called it a day, it was six o'clock. CODIS was still searching, and so were the military databases.

      Tooms had gone home to his family, and Tony had gone back to his ballgame and tv dinner.

      Sam McCall. Well. She had a date with a bottle of fine wine, a bath, and an old movie.
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      Sam McCall hated to drive in the mornings as the traffic was its usual nightmare, but what else could she do?

      Suddenly her police radio crackled to life. ‘Hey, McCall, if you are on the way to the precinct, don’t bother. We are needed at Central Park. We are at the Bethesda Terrace.’ It was Tony, and he did not sound happy.

      ‘Why, what’s up?’ McCall was almost afraid to ask.

      ‘We got another one; the son-of-a-bitch has struck again.’ This time another voice spoke. It was rougher, deeper, and more authoritative: it belonged to Brant.

      Bethesda Terrace was a late 1800s wonder. The two-level courtyard was red and white brick, featuring a smaller forecourt on the upper level. Two sandstone staircases descended on either side to give entry to a weathered underpass. A magnificent fountain loomed at the other end of the quaint courtyard. This made the place look as if it had once belonged to a castle or a cathedral.

      This was a place of dreams, a place for people to come and lose themselves in another time.

      The crime scene was filled with uniforms as they put up crime scene tape and barricades. Behind the barriers stood the press in their droves, busy setting up tripods and getting video cameras ready to go on air. It was the usual media circus and the inevitable gathering of ghouls and rubberneckers.

      McCall pulled up her car as close as possible and surveyed the chaos. ‘Well, so much for keeping this one under wraps,’ McCall said to herself, getting out of her car and giving Glock 17 a reassuring tap before heading towards the tape.

      Cameras flashed, microphones were thrust into her face, and people begged her for a statement. Still, she just shrugged them off, treating them as an unwanted infection. ‘No comment,’ was her terse reply.

      She moved freely, passing the cordoned-off area, checking to ensure nothing out of the ordinary stuck out. Then, a voice called out to her as she walked down the weathered sandstone steps, and, looking around, McCall spotted the rest of the team.

      McCall headed towards the crowd of plain-clothes officers, two of whom were Tony Marinelli and Joshua Tooms.

      They spoke to a man who was nearly as tall as Tooms but towered over Tony.

      The man was wearing a blue suit fitted tightly enough to advertise his massive muscular arms but not tight enough to constrict his movements. This was Captain Alan Brant. Head of the Homicide department on the 11th.

      As Sam McCall approached, she nodded to Tony and Tooms and then acknowledged her superior grimly, ‘Morning, Captain.’

      ‘McCall,’ he returned the greeting. ‘This is getting out of hand.’

      McCall noticed a blue sheet covering something on the ground by the sizeable, sculptured underpass.

      The group moved over to where they found Tina crouched in front of a covered corpse.

      ‘Hi, doc,’ they greeted her in chorus.

      Concentrating hard, Tina Franks raised a hand and waved in response to their greetings.

      ‘So, Doc, have you got a cause of death?’ Brant asked. To this, the ME turned around and sadly shook her head.

      ‘Nope, I’m not sure how she died,’ the attractive ME replied, ‘but I know ID will be a-bitch.’

      As she spoke, she unveiled the corpse to reveal a woman. Her naked body looked trim and athletic, and, unlike the last victim, she was intact except for a tiny detail.

      ‘Well, it’s definitely your guy,’ Tina continued. ‘Blood was drained from the body, just like last time. But as you can see, the head has been removed this time. And not just the head but also the neck down to the collarbone. She’s also lost her fingertips and thumbs.’

      Even the usually unflinching captain had to look away from this one.

      ‘We need to catch this bastard and fast,’ Brant said, ‘before we have a full-blown panic on our hands. So come on, let’s move, people.’

      ‘OK, Tony, you check for CCTV footage. They must have picked something up,’ Sam McCall instructed. ‘Tooms, can you grab some uniforms and talk to as many people as possible? Someone may have seen or heard something. Thanks, guys.’ She looked around at the layout. The detective had to admit it was brilliantly staged: no doorways on either side and a road next to the steps.

      Getting witnesses would be impossible unless they were part of the crime.

      The two men gave each other a quick knuckle-bump and left. McCall walked over to Tina, who was just finishing the location paperwork.

      ‘Hey, you, OK, Tina?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, I’m fine.’ Tina paused as McCall gave her friend a meaningful look. ‘Well, not really; this case is really bothering me. This perp’s a real sicko.’

      McCall was puzzled. During all the years they had known each other, this was the first time McCall had seen Tina Franks spooked by what she had seen.

      ‘What’s up, Tina? It can’t be getting to you. I’ve always thought you’re tough as nails,’ McCall said.

      Tina Franks smiled at her and placed a reassuring hand on McCall’s left arm.

      ‘No, it’s not getting to me. I’m just thinking, how he is doing this? Now, I’ve seen sick perps in our time. But when sick comes together with brilliant, we have a problem.’

      McCall gave her a quick smile.

      ‘But we will catch this guy, don’t worry.’ And with that, the ME left for the morgue.

      McCall waited an hour for the CSU to complete their routine crime scene evidence collection. Once they were finished, Jim Burke, the team's lead investigator, strolled up to her, clipboard in hand.

      ‘Hi, kiddo,’ Jim Burke said with a smile in a grandfatherly manner.

      ‘Hi, old man,’ McCall said.

      They hugged like old family friends who had not seen each other for years.

      ‘How you holding up?’ Jim asked, a concerned look on his face.

      ‘I’m doing great. It’s just this case is tying everyone in knots,’ McCall said.

      Jim Burke nodded in agreement. ‘Yeah, this is one smart SOB,’ he said, trying to be polite but failing. ‘We’ve found nothing at either crime scene. Don’t get me wrong, we found stuff, but nothing out of the ordinary. Lots of tread marks, millions of fibres, I’m just hoping the smart bastard gets too cocky and slips up – they normally do.’

      ‘I hope so too, old man,’ she said in response, unable to prevent the doubting tone in her voice.

      They embraced once more, and then she was alone to walk through the crime scene and mentally run the circumstances immediately before the body drop.

      Sam McCall looked around. The best entrance point was definitely on the road by the grand steps she had used.

      McCall ran through the events at the top, beside the road, acting them out as best she could.

      ‘OK,’ she spoke to herself. ‘Stop the car, get out. I look around, make sure everything is clear.’

      She accompanied the thoughts with appropriate movements, using her imagination to lead her.

      ‘OK, the coast is clear; I’m nearly at my goal when I move down the steps.’

      McCall reached the bottom of the steps and turned the corner. To her surprise, she found a man crouched on the ground where the body had been.

      ‘Hey, can I help you?’ she shouted to the figure.

      Steel stood up and turned towards her.

      McCall noted that the man was handsome, clean-shaven, with a chiselled jaw and lips curved into a smile. His eyes were masked by a pair of dark military-style sunglasses that hugged his face, and he was dressed in an all-black suit.

      John Steel did nothing at first, then formally placed his hand over his chest and gave a slight bow, then he turned and left.

      ‘Hey! No! You stop right there, mister!’ McCall yelled after Steel.

      But Steel just carried on up the steps to her right on the other side of the courtyard. McCall began to rush after him, but he remained well ahead of her even though his pace had not quickened.

      ‘Hey, you! Get your ass back here! Hey, Police, stop,’ McCall hollered after him and considered actually drawing her pistol to make her threat real.

      But John Steel carried on as though nothing was amiss.

      Suddenly, out of nowhere, a horse and carriage darted between them, blocking her way.

      ‘Police, move… Now!’ she yelled, holding up her badge.

      The carriage driver quickly whipped at the steed, and they took off.

      McCall looked around, but the mystery man was nowhere to be seen. OK, now this guy is really starting to piss me off, she thought to herself, and clenching her fists, she screamed to the sky as if to blame someone up in the heavens for sending this man to torment her.
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      It was another warm, cloudless night and the stars in the heavens glistened like the millions of lights of the city below them. A huge super moon seemed to fill up the sky. Its brightness illuminated the city, painting it a shade of icy blue.

      Cars eased their way down the busy streets, most sharing the same agenda of going home.

      John Steel had returned to the alleyway where the body had been discovered that morning. He hadn’t had time to do a thorough search before. But now, he had the time and the silence to do it. John Steel had taken a cab to the end of the street and walked the rest of the way. He didn’t want to draw attention to his approach. People remember vehicles more than people. And a cab late a night, people would remember.

      Steel checked he was alone, then slipped unnoticed into an alleyway.

      Silent as a whisper, John Steel made it to the corner of the darkness of the passage, then knelt and scanned the area. Then, seeing the coast was clear, Steel moved to the row of heavy garbage dumpsters.

      Steel’s glasses reacted to the lack of light. They activated the automatic night vision display as he got to the dumpsters. In addition, it was only in the glasses' left lens, which meant that his right eye could quickly adjust if there were a sudden beam of light.

      Suddenly, something between the dumpsters caught his eye, causing Steel to kneel and carefully slide his hand between the two metal containers and grasp something.

      Slowly he pulled his arm back, the find still held tightly in his grasp. It was a dirty pair of gloves, tatty enough to have been owned by a homeless person. He examined them for a moment, slipped them into a plastic zipper bag, and stuck it into his pocket.

      From down the far end near the entrance, two beat cops with flashlights approached the white coloured outline of a figure on the ground.

      The pair discussed how they'd be detectives in a couple of years, busting heads and getting rid of scumbags like the man who did this murder.

      Suddenly, they looked up to see a shadowy figure in front of them.

      ‘What the…!’ one of them yelled. ‘Hey, you ain’t meant to be down here, buddy!’ He reached for his pistol. Right at that moment, the moon’s bright light faded as a cloud covered it, rendering the alley pitch black for a few seconds.

      The cloud passed, and the alleyway was lit up like a winter’s morning. However, the cops stood alone. The man had disappeared.

      ‘Frank, let’s not tell anybody about this, right?’ the larger of the two men said.

      His colleague just nodded, and they both got out of there as if they had seen the devil himself.
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      The morning brought a blood-red sunrise that blazed across the sky as if the heavens themselves were on fire, and a multitude of colours filled the canvas of the early morning sky. Samantha McCall rose and started her usual morning ritual; get up, make coffee, hit the shower, get dressed, and have breakfast. As she sat and chewed her usual bowlful of sugary cereal, McCall scanned the TV news for what the media were giving away on this case. Luckily, they had nothing, just some babble about a serial killer. Fine, she thought: the less these vultures knew, the better, for the moment at least. Too many times, the press had messed up a case because they were too eager to put out information. McCall finished dressing and headed for work.

      The main hall of the 11th precinct was full of people, some waiting to file reports, others to get booked. McCall passed the desk Sergeant, who waved to draw her attention.

      ‘Hey, Sam,’ the large white-haired desk Sergeant said, handing her a post-it note. ‘The doc says she wants to see you.’

      ‘Thanks, Sarge,’ she replied, then headed for the elevator.

      McCall headed back to the parking lot and to her Mustang. McCall wondered what was so important, but it didn’t matter. She needed some girl talk time.

      Traffic on 1st Avenue was bustling, but no more than usual at that time of day. The Medical examiner's office was in a tall complex on 26th Street. McCall parked on 1st Avenue behind two trucks and walked to 26th Street and the entrance of the tall grey building of the Offices of the Chief Medical Examiner.

      The inside looked friendlier than the outside, but it still looked like a hospital. McCall took the elevator down to the morgue and Tina Franks’s office, which she named the ‘cutting room.’

      ‘Morning, Tina,’ McCall greeted her friend.

      Tina Franks was slightly shorter than McCall but had more hourglass build.

      Where McCall had a lean athletic look about her, Tina had the curves of an exotic cheerleader. Her father was a marine whose family had come to the States from Jamaica. Her mother had been a Brazilian law student studying in New York. They had met at a mutual friend’s party, and the rest, they said, was history.

      ‘Well, it’s about time, girlfriend,’ Tina replied.

      ‘So, what we got?’ asked McCall, eager to get some news.

      ‘Well, the blood was drained from both Vic’s, so we couldn’t get a tox screen from that, but we have other ways, don’t worry, the killers are just making me earn my money,’ Tina mumbled. ‘We got nothing from this one’s prints, so it looks like she was a good little girl. We’re waiting for her dental records.’ Tina used her pen to point to the slab behind her.

      ‘The other one?’ McCall asked.

      Tina shrugged. ‘I wish I could tell you more, Sam, but we are backed up now. So soon as I get something.’

      McCall thanked her friend and then left to go upstairs. God, I need coffee, McCall thought as she entered the elevator.

      The trip back to the 11th was slow because of the one-way system. McCall had to follow the 1st Avenue until 29th Street, turn onto 2nd Avenue, head south, and head east and back to the precinct. McCall drove with her window down and the car radio on, playing some tunes from the nineties.

      Sam McCall was soon back at her desk in the bustling chaos of the Homicide department. Phones were ringing madly; there was the sound of computer keys rattling.

      It was a maddening melee of noise and confusion. But to McCall, it was sheer music, a Precinct Symphony.

      McCall grabbed her mug from her desk and headed for the break room for that much-needed coffee.

      The rest of the morning Sam McCall spent going through Missing Person Records. She even went back to walking around latest the crime scene. Hoping to get some idea of where the latest victim came from.

      The first victim had plenty of money from what they could gather, judging by her almost perfect appearance: with her manicured nails, perfect teeth, and stylish dyed hair, everything indicated wealth.

      So why had no one reported her missing?

      Unable to find anything from the neighbourhood, Sam returned, exhausted from the constant walking.

      Sam McCall sat on the edge of her desk, one arm across her waist, the other bent up at the elbow. She held a black whiteboard marker in her hand, with which she was tapping her bottom lip in thought.

      The large, shiny whiteboard was filled with photos and scribbles of ideas and information on the Vic’s.

      A thick black strip of tape ran down the centre, dividing the area into two parts that held both the victims' information, to which there wasn’t much.

      McCall stared at the board intently, her eyes scanning to pick up something they had in common, but the harder she looked, the more she worried that she might be missing something.

      Tooms joined her while Tony Marinelli was busy on the phone.

      ‘We checked the database for prints, came up nada, checked with the FBI, got nothing there either,’ Tooms announced.

      As Tooms spoke, Tony put the phone down and hastily scribbled something on a bit of paper before jumping up and hurrying over.

      ‘Well, we may have a lead on the first Vic,’ Tony announced, perching beside McCall on the edge of her desk.

      ‘It appears a young lawyer in the Brookman building never showed up for a big meeting the other day, and they haven’t been able to reach her,’ Tony said.

      ‘Good, that may be our first proper lead,’ McCall said. She looked over at the wall clock. It was already six o’clock. She was beginning to wonder where the day had gone.

      ‘You two go there first thing in the morning as soon as the workers show up,’ McCall said. Her gaze fell back onto the puzzling information board. ‘OK guys, go home, get some rest. God knows we could use some,’ McCall said, standing up and stretching.

      ‘See you all tomorrow,’ Tooms announced as he headed for the elevator. Marinelli said his goodnights and left, flinging his jacket over his shoulder and swaggering out as if he was some kind of superstar.

      She finished her paperwork, swigged back the remains of her coffee and prepared to leave. Then, stepping into the elevator, she could think about going home and sinking into a nice hot bath while sipping a large glass of the red wine she’d bought the other day.
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      The parking lot was dark, with just a few hints of light dotted here and there. McCall had parked here for years because it was the only one within walking distance of the station.

      The collection of cars looked more abandoned than parked, but it was cheap and secure, so who cared. In the distance was her car, Its ancient, faded paintwork glinting under the light of the spot lamp, which gave it an almost welcoming glow.

      Walking towards the beloved 1966 Mustang, originally belonging to her father, her mind was entirely occupied by the case. The darkness of the lot had never bothered her; hell, she knew she could take care of herself, and Sam McCall was armed, so if anyone screwed with her, she could sort it. McCall stopped at her car door and reached into her jacket pocket for the keys. Suddenly, she felt the cold steel of a pistol pressed against her neck as she was pushed forward against the car. There was a slam as her face met the glass of the door. She heard laughter from behind her.

      ‘Well boys, lookie what we got here, my oh my, ain’t y’all a Purdie little thang!’ said a Southern voice behind her. She was overwhelmed by the rank smell of his sweat, making her want to gag.

      ‘OK, darling, y’all put your purdie little hands on the car and spread ’em.’ Said the man.

      She heard other men in the background giggling like school kids. She reckoned that there were possibly two others there from the sound, but precisely where they were. She had no idea.

      McCall stood rigid, refusing to budge and got a smack on the side of the head with his big, fatty elbow for her disobedience.

      ‘I said, put your goddamn hands on the car and spread ’em, bitch!’

      Under duress, she obeyed, and then she felt his hands moving slowly up her legs towards her crotch.

      ‘Now I gotta search y’all just in case yer packin.’

      He jammed his hand between her legs and moved it back and forth. ‘Bet y’all like that, doncha! We gonna do some more of that, ain’t we,’ he giggled.

      McCall kicked backwards and caught the man in the face. She heard him let out an agonising, ‘Oomph,’ then, turning quickly, McCall aimed to strike another blow, only to receive a smack to the head. She was thrown head-first against the car’s roof. Despite seeing stars, she forced herself to stay standing.

      ‘Listen, I’m a police officer,’ she yelled. ‘And I know you don’t want to do anything stupid, so we can avoid a situation if you all leave now. So why don’t you just put down the gun and….’

      A swift punch to her kidneys answered McCall’s question, leaving her breathless for a moment.

      ‘So, we got us an itty-bitty cop, have we? Well, don’t that just sweeten the deal? Ain’t never done me a cop before.’

      McCall tried to lash out again, and once again, he banged her head against the car.

      ‘Well boys, we got a feisty one here; I’m gunna lurve breakin’ her in,’ he said, laughing.

      But his was the only laughter she heard.

      ‘Hey, where y’all fuckers got to?’ He turned around to look. ‘What the…?’ His voice betrayed his surprise and shock.

      McCall felt the pressure from the gun loosen and knew it was her only chance. McCall spun round. As she moved, she round housed the thug, catching him full in the stomach.

      The fat hillbilly grunted in pain as his massive frame bent double from the impact. McCall followed through with a mighty upwards kick, sending a fountain of teeth and blood.

      Three unconscious hillbillies lay before her, and a figure sauntering away in the distance. His features were blurring into the darkness.

      McCall could make out a long coat like a ship’s flag in the wind.

      ‘Hey, you!’ she shouted.

      But the man didn’t slow or turn but faded into the night.

      McCall kept her gun pointed at the unconscious hillbillies at her feet as she pulled out her phone. She needed to call the precinct. But all the while, she was thinking, Oh, I can’t wait to explain this. McCall thought about all the shit she would get from her colleagues in the department. But McCall comforted herself that at least these three morons would spend the night in lockup until morning. Then, tomorrow, she fully intended to show them that it is not wise to mess with this woman.

      After speaking to the desk Sergeant, McCall looked up to see five burly uniformed officers rushing out of the precinct. She put her phone away after speaking to the desk Sergeant. McCall followed them in and filled out the report. It was the last thing she needed to do, but she knew she had to do it right, or the assholes would walk on a technicality.

      McCall climbed into her car and drove home, the thought of that bath becoming ever more blissful.

      When she arrived at her apartment, McCall threw off her jacket and shoes, made a beeline for the bathroom and drew a bath, ensuring that the water was laced with plenty of foam. Then, she slipped into the deeply filled tub as she listened to the sounds of jazz wafting from her stereo system.
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      The city was alive with hordes of commuters heading off to work, streets heaving with the morning traffic. At the same time, subway stations were packed with jostling, impatient people. The streets were full of people who moved in long processions. Keen to escape the mayhem of Manhattan in the morning.

      Marie-Ann Talbot was a businesswoman who bought and sold real estate in the city and had several fingers in many other pies.

      For Marie-Ann Talbot, pursuing her business interests was not about the money but the thrill of it all.

      Having finished her ‘daily shock’ workout at the gym, she was eager to work. Coffee in hand, she waited at the side of the road for a cab when her phone rang. She pressed the activation button on her earpiece to answer the call. ‘Hello?’ she said. Her voice was soft but had a slight gravelly tone to it.

      She wore grey sweat-suit bottoms and a white t-shirt that clung to her ample breasts, and her tall, athletic figure cast a pleasing shadow in the morning sun.

      Marie-Ann’s secretary, Jenna, was on the other end of the line, and they spoke for a while about a property that had just come on the market.

      A yellow cab came screeching to a halt next to her, she climbed into its rear, and the lock clicked as she pulled the heavy door shut, engaging the deadbolt.

      ‘Forty-second, please,’ Marie-Ann instructed.

      The cabbie just raised a hand to confirm he had heard her and nudged the cab into the traffic flow.

      Marie-Ann continued her conversation and flicked through a magazine she had purchased earlier that morning.

      ‘I tell you, Jenna, the place was huge, and the view was…’ she broke off her conversation to call to the driver. ‘Hey, buddy, where the hell are you taking me?’

      She looked up and saw that they were going over the Brooklyn Bridge. Fear set her heart racing.

      ‘Hey, fella, I am not some tourist. I live here! Take me back, you asshole!’ She pounded her fists on the security glass between them till they throbbed with pain. Marie-Ann grasped at the door handles and banged on the window, hoping that someone would see her plight, but no one paid any attention. Finally, after a while, she stopped.

      Strangely Marie-Ann felt tired, so very tired.

      A new fear swept over her as she realised that her tiredness was not natural, but before she could work out what had happened, she fell into blackness like no other, a sleep from which Marie-Ann felt as if she’d never wake.

      

      Marie-Ann swam back into consciousness. She blinked several times to help her eyes adjust. Finally, she tried to sit up, but, to her horror, she was unable to.

      What was wrong, she wondered? Where was she?

      Marie-Ann struggled but found she had been strapped down. Her arms, legs, and head were bound, and why was her head secured?

      Marie-Ann could hear a faint sound in the room, something distant; no, not distant, slight. She strained to hear what it was and where it was coming from.

      The noise got louder.

      She concluded that it was music, a kind of chiming, from a music box or watch.

      ‘Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?’ Marie-Ann called out. It wasn’t so much for help but to find out if someone else was in the room.

      The chimes seemed to be moving around her, not getting closer, just circling. She almost felt like a zoo animal being stared at. Around and around, the direction of the sound seemed to be travelling, but not quickly. She listened harder and could almost hear footsteps mixed with strange breathing. The music stayed in place for a moment; it seemed near her head. Suddenly she felt something moving across her hair. It was not an animal. No, it was more like fingers gently brushing across the top of her scalp.

      Marie-Ann started to shake uncontrollably. Sweat began to pour across her brow as she was seized with the fear of not knowing who her captor was and not knowing his intentions. Her imagination was going wild with images of what this maniac could be capable of. This was too much for her to bear.

      ‘Please don’t hurt me,’ Marie-Ann begged. ‘I’ll give you whatever you want. I’ve got plenty of money in the bank, but please don’t kill me.’

      She sobbed uncontrollably, hoping that this stranger might feel compassion for her.

      ‘You will give me whatever I want. Promise?’ said a strange voice.

      That voice sent shivers down her spine. His tone was calm and lucid, yet the pitch was a mishmash of highs and lows, like nails running down violin strings. Almost as if they had been recorded separately. But most of all, Marie-Ann sensed the pleasure behind the eerie murmur that filled her ears. Before she longed for someone to speak, she now yearned for the previous deathly silence.

      ‘Now, there is no need to cry, my dear,’ said the voice.

      His sickly sweet, now oddly high-pitched voice rang in her ears. She couldn’t move her head at all, so she tried imagining a face that might belong to this brute, but nothing in her worst nightmares could conjure something that obscene. Something deep inside her wanted to see his face, just to see what someone who could truss her up like that could look like. Something primal in her soul needed to look him in the eyes. A tear rolled down her face, and she felt a gentle hand brush it away. As she stared up at the dimly lit ceiling, she could make out a shadow here and there, and then a shape in the distance came closer. She blinked for a second or two, trying to focus better in the dim light, but as she opened them again, she was greeted by a face with wide, manic eyes and a smile that froze her with terror.

      ‘So, you would give me anything I want?’ he repeated. His smile widened, and his brow creased with a scowl. ‘I like your eyes, my dear. They’re so blue I have never seen anything like them.’

      ‘Th… Tha…thank you,’ she replied, somewhat shocked by the change in mood.

      ‘No, I am afraid you misunderstand me. I really like your eyes.’

      Marie-Ann saw the strange instrument come into focus above her right eye for a brief second, and then there was blackness.

      Marie-Ann’s screams and the chimes from the pocket watch filled her ears.

      But the chimes continued, even long after Marie-Ann’s screams had faded as she finally passed out.
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      A gentle breeze blew through the streets of Little Italy, but it barely cooled the warm air still hanging over the city after the scorching day’s sun.

      People sat outside the many restaurants that filled the well-lit streets, with bright reds, greens and blues of neon signs reflected in windows and from vehicles.

      The night air was filled with music and laughter, and everyone seemed to be happy and enjoying the evening al fresco.

      Steel’s stealthy form crept into an alleyway, carefully clinging to the shadows as he went. He stopped at a group of stacked boxes and waited as he observed a large man standing at the end of the alley.

      The man was watching a TV that had been illicitly plugged into the local grid. Flickering light from the set spilt up the alley and created convenient shadows – convenient for Steel.

      Vinny Carbone was a heavy, bald man, his giant form seeming almost too large for his blue hand-stitched suit as he danced up and down while watching the ball game and yelling at the TV.

      ‘Come on, goddammit!’ Vinny barked in a gruff, almost gravelly voice at the tv.

      ‘Where is Santini, Vinny?’ Steel said. His voice was soft but threatening.

      ‘Well, my mystery guest is here,’ Vinny answered, recovering quickly from his surprise. ‘We have been expecting you. They didn’t think you would show, but hey, here you are….’

      The man turned halfway around to lay eyes on the idiot disturbing him, but all Vinny saw were shadows.

      John Steel stepped into the middle of the walkway. As he did so, all light seemed to disappear from around him, as if he was a black hole swallowing the light.

      Steel stood motionless but alert as if he knew if there was going to be trouble, it would come from behind him.

      Slowly, several large, brutish-looking thugs in jeans and muscle shirts appeared, brandishing weapons of all descriptions.

      Vinny turned fully around to face the new game about to take place. Suddenly the ball game was forgotten. Vinny did not want to miss this confrontation.

      His suit was paired with a white shirt opened wide enough to show off his bronzed barrel chest, and a gold chain with a large crucifix hung amidst the grey hair.

      The light from the TV set caused flashes of illumination that danced up and down the alley but seemed somehow not to touch the stranger.

      ‘Sort this bastard out, boys. I wanna see what he’s made of.’ The fat man nodded to his crew.

      John Steel sensed a man moving up steadily behind him.

      The thug swung a baseball bat, bringing it downwards with such power that it splintered on the ground as Steel sidestepped the blow. The goon let out a painful ‘Ooff’ as Steel spun around and elbowed him in the back of the neck, knocking him off balance. The man’s head flew down from the blow, straight into a knee that Steel had brought up to meet the man’s face.

      The air was suddenly filled with an eruption of blood, bone and swearing as the man’s nose exploded from the impact.

      Another guy rushed forward, slashing blindly at Steel with a large blade.

      Steel blocked the hand wielding the weapon, then Steel pulled the arm underneath his own armpit so that the outstretched arm was in a lock, then snapped it at the elbow.

      The man screamed, and the knife fell straight into Steel’s free hand.

      ‘Stick around. I haven’t finished yet,’ Steel called out.

      The newly acquired blade whistled through the air and embedded itself into the back of Carbone’s knee.

      Vinny screamed in agony as the blade cut through sinew and met bone. Vinny crashed to the ground with a loud thud, reeling in pain.

      John Steel turned quickly, only to be met by two more men. One with a bat and another pistol.

      The bat was swung at head height, but Steel leaned back just as the business end sailed past so close that he felt the wind brush his face. Then, as Steel came back up, he used the full force of his body to drive his forehead into the face of his attacker. A sickly crack, like snapping twigs, as he shattered the man’s nose. The gangster stumbled, but not too far from reach, as Steel used him as a shield from the remaining attacker, who held the gun.

      The armed man bobbed and weaved, trying to get the drop on him, but John Steel pushed the man with the newly broken nose towards his pal and then rushed him. There was a scraping sound as The Shadow slid across the floor, knocking his opponent to the ground and then, in the blink of an eye, he used one swift punch to the neck, laying the man out cold.

      Vinny scanned the alleyway, still lit by the flickering TV images, but saw nothing. He called for his crew, but there was only silence. Crawling forward, leaving a trail of fresh blood on the dirty ground, Vinny went to see if his men had got Steel. But all he saw were bodies lying motionless across the passage.

      ‘Where the fuck are you, jerk off?’ Vinny screamed, his head dancing backwards and forward, checking everywhere, except…Behind him.

      Steel’s shadowy form loomed across Vinny, his long coat moving with the wind.

      ‘Now, where were we?’ Steel murmured in Vinny’s ear. ‘Oh yes.’

      A scream filled the alley, but it was drowned out by the nearby festivities of the night.

      The TV flickered on, lighting up the alley, lending a backdrop to one final scream.
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      The morning tabloids were packed with tales of a psycho killer in the city. The police had released a statement but had supplied only enough detail to whet the press’s appetite rather than satisfy any demand.

      Sam McCall read the article and chuckled to herself. She had wondered how long the vultures had waited before accepting that all they were getting were a few crumbs of information. Leaving them with whole paragraphs of speculation to print.

      Still, McCall was more interested in the sports page than bothered about what was fact and fiction?

      It was Saturday, and tomorrow McCall would be at her mom’s for the usual family get-together. Saturdays were her ‘kick back and recharge her batteries’ days, and she would enjoy her relaxation time.

      Why not, she thought? The bad guys were not going anywhere, and Josh and Tony were more than capable of handling things. But to be on the safe side, she had left instructions for someone to notify her if needed.

      Sam McCall fell onto her brown fabric sofa and flicked on the TV. Her finger rhythmically pressed the remote’s button as she tried to find something decent to watch. Not quite a breakfast feature, but then the movie was better than nothing. It was an old Basil Rathbone Sherlock Holmes picture. McCall watched cross-legged, eating her milky cereal slowly, savouring the quiet of the moment.

      As Sam McCall sat watching, she noticed her phone dance across the table, driven by the vibration alert of an incoming call. McCall leant forward to check the caller’s ID–it was the precinct.

      ‘Yes, what’s up?’ McCall answered, trying to sound annoyed but feeling somewhat relieved. Days off, who needs them, she thought? There’s too much to do out there.

      ‘Get your butt back here, detective; we got another one. The bastard’s back.’

      Captain Brant was on the other end of the phone, and he did not seem happy. In fact, there was something different about his tone that she could not put her finger on.

      It took but a moment to shower and change, and before she knew it, she was at the door of her car.

      The address she had been given was Pier 15. McCall knew that was going to be a nightmare of a drive, so she blue-lit, finally reaching a safe parking area some distance from the scene. Still, it promised a beautiful sunny morning, and she figured that the walk would do her good.

      McCall sat for a moment, composing herself for what they would find before she got out and began to walk. Then, looking back, she saw her car’s bodywork ominously stained blood-red by the sunrise as she headed for Pier 15.

      The scene was chaos. Reporters were pushing and shoving to get the best shot, and microphones wagging like accusing fingers in the faces of anyone who might have answers to their questions.

      Heading for the tape, McCall was immediately engulfed in a frenzy of press people. ‘No comment,’ was all they got from her as she pushed through the masses.

      Finally, as an officer lifted the tape, McCall ducked and went through. Suddenly, seeing their chance, a couple of shifty-looking photographers tried to dodge the wire, only to be caught by the large, stockily built uniformed officer.

      ‘Get your ass back over the wire, people.’ His tone was loud and aggressive, and the two men backed away sheepishly.

      Sam McCall glanced around and smiled at the performance, then carried on to the end of the pier.

      McCall saw the crowd gathered in the food court on the way, peering through the sun-kissed windows. Flashes from mobile phone cameras lit up the glass that separated them from the crime scene.

      ‘Captain,’ she acknowledged him, ‘Guys.’

      ‘Hi, McCall,’ Brant returned the greeting.

      ‘What we got?’ McCall asked, putting on her sunglasses.

      Brant pointed to a group of CSU officers huddled around a railing at the far end of the wooden floor of the boardwalk; they seemed to be pulling on something. McCall squinted up at her captain with a searching look but received a shrug and an equally puzzled response. The four detectives moved forward warily until they reached MD Tina Franks, standing by with her crew and a dolly ready to transport whatever they were all waiting for. ‘Doc,’ Brant spoke softly.

      ‘Captain,’ McCall replied and just gave a courteous nod to the others.

      ‘Well, I must say this is a weird one. All we were told was that something was hanging from the balcony.’ Tina Franks said, nodding her head towards the congregation of CSU guys in front of them.

      ‘So,’ said Brant, puzzled, ‘maybe it was kids messing around.’ His look was slightly annoyed as if he was afraid that their time was being wasted.

      ‘Well, that’s what I thought,’ Tina agreed, ‘At first. Until we saw it was bleeding.’

      ‘Bleeding?’ McCall’s face twisted with disgust as she spoke.

      ‘Yeah, two fishermen this morning tagged it by accident, and they said they saw blood in the water.’

      They were interrupted by shouts from below. ‘We are ready here. You ready up there?’

      ‘Yes, OK, cutting now,’ someone replied.

      The CSU carefully sawed through the rope holding whatever was hanging over the side. Another crew caught it below in a patrol boat. Tina hurried ahead while McCall and the others made their way to the other side, where the boat was about to dock, to see all the fuss.

      As they got to the dock, they noticed a crowd of people in blue overalls with CSU lettering on the back of their uniforms. Some were taking photos documenting the scene, others just acting as a barricade against prying eyes.

      McCall and the other three drew near the scene to find Tina bending over something; around three feet long, it was wrapped in what appeared to be brown-stained bandages. The MD cut the fastenings open carefully, using a scalpel from her medical bag.

      The audience behind her reeled away as it fell open, holding their mouths.

      The open sack contained what used to be a woman; both her arms and legs had been removed, but small amounts of blood were at the bottom of the cocoon, unlike the other bodies. Taking out a small white device that looked almost like a pregnancy testing kit, Tina dabbed some blood onto it and waited. She searched the body and sack for any evidence that may have been left behind, but she knew there would be nothing.

      Tina Franks was only too aware that the killer was too clever to leave anything incriminating unless he put something there to deliberately mislead them.

      The CSU team went about collecting their evidence. Checking for fingerprints and trace, but they weren’t hopeful for a hit anytime soon in such a public place.

      Tina Franks examined the corpse for anything that might help id the victim. A birthmark, tattoo, anything, but she came up empty. Tina moved her fingers, working from the torso base and slowly moving up the body until finally reaching the head.

      Carefully, she opened the woman’s mouth, noting that everything seemed normal. Then she opened an eyelid to check for any petechiae or other unusual signs.

      ‘Uh, guys, we have a new problem,’ said Tina, uncomfortable.

      ‘Why, what’s up, Doc?’ asked Brant, bracing himself against the sight and cracking his regular joke.

      ‘Her eyes are gone.’ Tina replied.

      ‘What do you mean, gone?’ replied Tooms, horrified.

      ‘I mean gone. Missing. No longer present. Gone.’ Tina stood up and waved the two orderlies to bag the body and take it downtown.

      The atmosphere was tense, with Brant looking like he was about to explode.

      ‘OK, people, I have had enough of this dirtbag taking our city apart. We are going to find this son-of-a-bitch.’ He clenched his fist and shook it at them, more as a gesture of anger and promise than a threat.

      ‘Call in all shifts,’ he announced angrily. ‘We work around the clock if we have to, but I want this guy.’

      The teams in front of him were New York City’s finest, and if anyone could get the killer, it would be these men and women.

      McCall knew it and felt the surge of energy radiating from Brant in those few words, words that inspired everyone to believe that they could do the impossible.

      From behind them came a voice that broke the silence. It was soft and neutral, with a hint of a British accent.

      ‘Maybe I can help?’ the voice said.

      The group turned as one to see a man dressed all in black. He was perched on the backrest of a bench, his shiny black boots resting on the seat glinted in the morning sun. The long black jacket had fallen behind the backrest and flapped in the breeze.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ asked Brant. Shocked not just by the arrogance of the suggestion that they required help but wondering how this guy had gotten past the uniforms into the crime scene?

      ‘You have got to be kidding me.’ McCall’s jaw hung slack at the sight of the man who had caused her so much trouble and kept eluding her. He was finally within her grasp, but why was he coming forward? And why at this moment? But right then, the only question she had, and it was a simple one, was not ‘Who are you?’ or ‘What are you doing here?’ No–the question she wanted to ask was much less complicated. It was, ‘Can I shoot him, Captain?’
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      Tina Franks was busy checking over what remained of the female from Pier 15. She scanned the remains meticulously inch by inch, taking photographs of any distinguishing marks such as bruises and scars. In the background, music played softly from her MP3 that rested on top of the stereo; its blue lights broke up the sterile whiteness of the morgue.

      McCall entered, her footsteps sounding loud and aggressive as they echoed off the tiled surfaces. Her expression could have frozen the very depths of hell.

      ‘Hi, what else have we got, Tina?’ asked McCall, trying not to think about the events on the pier and the details of their ghoulish discovery.

      ‘Well, I have got a Caucasian female with many bits missing. I’m far more interested in your white knight in black armour who’s put in a public appearance for the first time. I gather he went off with the Cap.’ Tina gave McCall a sly look that said, more information, please.

      ‘Oh, really,’ she replied, ‘and what else did you hear?’ ‘I heard he was British and kind of cute.’

      McCall’s glare stiffened. She asked herself the same questions she was sure Tina wanted answers to. Why was he here? Was he following her? It was strange that he always showed up just in the nick of time, but she shook off the temptation to get drawn into theorising. The mystery guy would have to wait – the case came first.

      ‘Are there any similarities with the two other killings?’ McCall was desperate for a clue. The killer was good. But in her experience, the more victims a serial killer claimed, the more comfortable they got, and the more likely they would eventually mess up. As a kid, she read loads of books by Agatha Christie to solve them before the detective. She often did, and she remembered it was always the second or third killing that gave her the clues to work out the plot, never the first.

      Tina stopped what she was doing and took off her slightly scratched eye protectors. ‘Well, what we have is a killer who, for some reason, drains all of his victims’ blood and removes not just body parts but whole chunks of body parts.’ She walked between the tables on which lay the remains of the first two victims. ‘What I don’t get is the kind of parts that have been removed. Most of the ‘trophies crew’ take a finger or an ear. This is way too extreme.’

      ‘Maybe he’s fussy about what he eats.’ McCall grinned, trying to lighten the mood with some gallows humour, but she couldn’t shift the look of worry on the pretty ME’s face.

      ‘This guy knows how to use a scalpel,’ Tina pointed out. ‘So, we’re possibly looking for some kind of surgeon.’

      McCall looked puzzled. ‘What makes you say surgeon rather than just psycho?’ She moved closer to the most recent corpse, unable to resist her curiosity.

      Tina pointed at the right lower abdomen. ‘If you look here, he has cut the skin at the hip joint. You can see that the incision made is straight and even, not jagged and ripped. No, this guy took his time. Also, I would say this was done with respect rather than brutality. From what I've seen between this and the others.’ Tina shrugged. ‘In my judgement, the person who did this did it for a reason. It wasn’t so much about the kill itself like we see so many times. No, the parts he took meant something to him because of the way they were removed. And the tests have shown on our last Vic, and the blood wasn’t even hers – it was cattle blood, which he presumably got from a butcher. Maybe it was added because he wanted the body to be found more easily. I have no idea why he is draining them.’ Tina shook her head in disbelief.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha McCall had returned to the 11th precinct. She was sitting at her desk when Tooms and Tony returned from interviewing the boss at the law firm where the first victim had worked. They strolled in, Tooms taking the spare chair at McCall’s desk and flipping open his notepad as Tony crashed into his own seat, where he picked up his phone and started to dial.

      ‘Did you hear the captain got a call from the mayor? So it appears the Brit is working with us on this, some hotshot from London or something,’ McCall growled.

      ‘Well, you wanted to catch the freak, now you got him. Gotta hate that irony shit,’ Tooms said.

      ‘Please tell me you got something useful?’ she asked.

      ‘Well, we scored,’ Tooms replied. ‘We got the place of work and a name, Miss Karen Lane, aged thirty-nine, and a partner in the firm. She had an apartment on the East Side. We are going to check it out once we get a warrant.’

      McCall nodded, grateful that, at last, they had a lead of some sort. ‘Do we know who may have seen her last?’ She was hoping to establish a time frame.

      ‘Yeah, we got a Karl Buntee, he is the janitor there, and he reckons he saw her in the parking garage at around three on Friday morning.’ ‘Why was she working that late at night?’ McCall asked suspiciously.

      ‘Well, they had a big meeting the following day, with some high-profile case. So she had to get the briefs typed up in time.

      ‘OK, so we have a time frame for Vic number one,’ McCall said. Getting up and wrote the numbers on another board, this one for time frames. She drew a line from 03:00 hours until the end of the mark that covered Monday when the body was found.

      ‘So, what have we got?’ McCall said, perched on her desk. ‘Vic One, Karen Lane, went missing early Friday morning and was found early Monday, so on that basis, I guess we can presume he only keeps them for a few days.’

      The other two joined her at the time-frame board and stared at the puzzle, hoping something would reveal itself.

      ‘Vic Two was found in the park the following Thursday, so if he is holding to his timeline, she could have been taken on the Monday. That is in theory, but it's only speculation until we discover who she is. Same with Vic number three.’ McCall looked puzzled. ‘I can’t get that the others were posed, but Vic Three hung off a pier. It doesn’t make sense.’ She thought and then added, ‘None of it makes sense. Yet.’

      

      McCall stood, picked up her coffee mug, and headed for the break room, followed by Tooms and Tony.

      The smell of brewing coffee hit them with an awakening jolt, lifting the glass jug. Then McCall poured herself a cup then offered the jug to the others, who placed their mugs on the counter next to hers to fill before placing the half-full jug back into the coffee machine.

      ‘I don’t get it; there is nothing we know that connects these women yet.’ she began. ‘We need to find out who the other two were, or this isn’t going anywhere.’

      The others agreed, and they sipped their hot drinks in silence for a moment before drifting thoughtfully back to their desks.

      As they turned the corner, they saw the mysterious stranger whom McCall had last seen at the crime scene, standing in front of the board with his back to them. His hands were clasped behind his back. Even as he studied the board, he was obviously aware he was being watched.

      ‘Nice board,’ Steel said without moving. His voice was unmistakably British but had no hard accent.

      ‘Can I help you?’ Sam McCall asked acidly. Her voice almost growled with disapproval at the mere sight, let alone the idea of his staring at her information boards.

      ‘Simple but effective,’ he continued, but he turned slightly to acknowledge she was there this time.

      ‘But?’ she prodded him to continue, almost as if she was waiting for some ‘British’ sarcastic remark, which never came.

      ‘No buts, I like them,’ Steel replied. ‘However, I’m sorry if I have upset your system.’ He moved away from the displays as if he was trying to be conciliatory.

      ‘Thanks,’ she muttered, her tone somewhat hollow, unsure how she should react to him.

      She grabbed her cup and headed for the break room to get a coffee, forgetting she already had one, but it didn’t matter, she just needed to get away from him.

      Steel trailed after her like a lost child on his first day at school.

      ‘Are you following me?’ she growled, eyes blazing.

      ‘Coffee,’ he replied, holding up the coffee-filled jug.

      ‘What?’ Her expression went from anger to bewilderment in a second.

      ‘I asked. Do you want a coffee?’ Steel said.

      ‘Uhm…no, thanks.’ McCall replied and left abruptly, leaving him in the break room to make himself a drink.

      The Tooms and Tony watched, somewhat bemused by this display, just sat back and observed this strange dance with no small pleasure and amusement.

      McCall sat at her desk and began typing data into the computer but had failed to notice the John Steel standing beside the empty chair next to her desk.

      Steel coughed politely to attract her attention, causing her to glance out of the corner of her eye to see him hovering.

      ‘What now?’ Her tone was one of weariness and irritation.

      ‘May I?’ He indicated the battered-looking chair, with its brown coloured fabric that lay loose on the cushioning. Yet, despite the battered appearance, it looked comfortable, somehow homely.

      Samantha McCall raised a hand to say ‘whatever,’ but continued to gaze at her monitor.

      John Steel sat and took a sip of the brown liquid, his face crumpled in disgust as his taste buds were assaulted by the foulest coffee he’d tasted in years.

      ‘What’s the matter, coffee too much for you?’ she said with a grin, taking a swig from her own cup, trying to ignore the awful taste in her own mouth. ‘I thought a big, strong boy like you could handle strong coffee,’ she smiled again.

      Even though she was laughing at him, he couldn’t resist enjoying this tiny chink in her armour.

      ‘This is coffee? Wow, that really is horrible,’ Steel said with a shudder.

      McCall gave a cheerful grin at his displeasure.

      ‘You know, you have a nice smile; you should use it more often; it suits you.’

      She stopped and looked away, embarrassed she had let her guard down.

      

      Steel turned his attention to the whiteboard but could not make any sense or connection. They had no idea who the other victims were, so any link at this point was almost impossible. He scanned the photos and the timeline associated with the first victim, but nothing had come to him after the best part of an hour.

      After a long while, Steel gave up, removed his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes. He was tired and hadn’t eaten or drunk much in the past hours. He looked down at the empty coffee mug. He looked over at the break room, wondering if he actually wanted to risk another coffee, but he needed the caffeine.

      Steel headed over to the room via McCall’s decks, figuring it was only polite to ask.

      ‘Would you like more coffee, detective?’ he asked, returning to McCall’s desk.

      ‘No, but thanks,’ she replied. ‘Hey, one thing, when you use a cup, you need to check the ones with marks on them. They belong to people.’ She noted he had used a cup belonging to one of the detectives on another shift. ‘Got it, look out for marks,’ he said, going into the break room.

      Suddenly, Steel froze on the spot and looked over at the boards.

      ‘Could it be that simple?’ He spoke softly as if nobody else was present. Then, rushing over to the first board, he examined the pictures and did the same for the others.

      McCall and the others looked at Steel as if he had just gone mad.

      Steel’s hand moved from picture to picture as if searching for something. Then he stopped and rushed towards the elevator.

      ‘What’s the matter, coffee get to you?’ she called after him.

      ‘No, the marks did,’ he said as the elevator door opened.

      McCall stared across at Tony and Tooms, who were just as confused as she was.

      Tony made a crazy person gesture with his index finger, and seconds later, they all jumped up and followed him, in case they’d missed something that he had picked up on.

      

      In the morgue, Tina was in the back room checking some files. It had been a long day, and she yearned for the weekend to begin because she and some of her girlfriends were planning to go to a new club they were all excited to try.

      Tina started to dance to a little tune that she had found on her MP3 player. The mood took her over, so she continued to boogie straight into the operating room, where she saw a tall man dressed in black leaning over one of the bodies. The dancing urge immediately left her, and she resumed her professional demeanour.

      ‘Hey, excuse me, can I help you?’ Tina’s voice was calm and steady despite the sudden shock of seeing this unexpected stranger.

      ‘I’m sorry, Doctor, I’m John Steel; I’m working with Detective McCall,’ Steel replied.

      Tina looked Steel up and down and cracked a smile. ‘Mmm, working on what?’ Tina replied.

      The side of Steel’s mouth raised slightly, understanding her pun.

      ‘Purley police business.’

      ‘OK, Mr police business, what can I do you for?’ Tina asked.

      ‘I noticed something when I was going over the crime scene photos. It may be nothing, you see—’ Suddenly, Steel was cut off in mid-sentence.

      ‘It’s OK, Tina, he’s kinda with me,’ McCall explained as she the room with Tooms and Tony not far behind.

      Tina nodded towards Steel, who was still paused over the woman's body, and grinned at her friend.

      ‘So, this was Sam’s knight in black armour,’ Tina said.

      McCall rolled her eyes at Tina in disapproval, but Tina made a ‘no problem’ signal with her fingers.

      ‘OK, British guy, what’s up?’ McCall felt she had to sound like she wasn’t impressed, but she hoped he’d found something deep down. ‘You said something about marks; what marks?’ she asked.

      ‘There were no marks on any of the bodies, apart from those he made himself,’ the ME growled, furious at the accusation she had missed something.

      ‘I mean that all the areas of the body he left behind had some sort of mark or fault,’ John Steel began. ‘Vic One had a tattoo on her back – that’s why he only took the front part of her body. Vic Two had scars on one leg and one arm, also she had piercings and, well, Vic Three was pretty clean so….’

      ‘…. That is why the most were taken from her,’ Tina finished the sentence, catching on to his theory.

      ‘What, you mean our guy is seeking women for body parts? To do what?’ McCall’s patience was thin, and this guy was stretching it to the limit.

      ‘Look, you said you could help,’ McCall continued. ‘But frankly, if all your ideas are as half-assed as this, we are better off without you. I’m sorry.’ And with that, she stormed out, not because the idea was wrong. It was more maddening than that.

      What really annoyed her was the possibility that he could be correct, and she had failed to see what he had.

      John Steel walked up to Tina and took her right hand. ‘I’m very sorry for the intrusion, Madam,’ and, so saying, he gently raised her knuckles close to his lips. Next, he delicately kissed the air just above her hand so that she barely felt the touch of his warm breath. And then he left.

      Tina grabbed for the side of the table as her knees wobbled. All she could say to herself was, ‘Wow!’

      Back at the 11th precinct, as John Steel got off the elevator, he was struck by the chaos of the department at work. Phones were ringing, computers flashed with information, and detectives were running here and there with documents grasped tightly in their hands.

      He looked around to find Sam McCall attacking a vending machine.

      Tooms and Tony went through the paperwork and argued about what should go in a filing system.

      Brant was at McCall’s desk yelling down the phone at some poor son-of-a-bitch about press at the crime scene.

      Steel nodded to himself reassuringly, approving his decision, a smile crept over Steel’s face as he nodded to himself. If he wanted Sam McCall to work with him, she would need some guarantee that he was a pair of safe hands. He just hoped the information he could provide would be assurance enough.

      John Steel walked determinedly up to Brant and whispered into his ear, and the other man snapped to attention. He murmured something in return and beckoned the others to follow him into a small briefing room. The tall Englishman was already waiting there, and as they came in, he beckoned to them to sit down.

      Shutting the door, Steel moved to the centre of a wall with a large city map.

      ‘My name is John Steel,’ he began. ‘And for the present, I have been assigned to your department to assist with these homicides. I’ve been sent by London because it appears one of our investigations might be similar to yours. Other than that, I’m here to help. Thank you for your time.’

      He waited for some comeback, perhaps even a snide comment or remark, but nothing happened.

      Everyone just nodded in acknowledgement, stood up and left.

      John Steel smiled and shook his head. He half expected an uproar, but instead, it was as though nobody cared.

      Steel walked over to McCall’s desk with a sheepish look that turned into a smile.

      ‘Look, I’m sorry. We got off on the wrong foot, but⁠—’

      She cut him off in mid-sentence by raising a hand. She shuffled through some paperwork, searching for something, then stood and walked towards the information boards.

      ‘He isn’t done yet, is he?’ She looked at him with saddened eyes.

      Steel shook his head, ‘No, he’s not finished. But we will catch this guy,’ he said, turning back to the board. ‘We have to.’

      This left her with an even more puzzled look on her face.

      Who was John Steel, and what was his connection with the killer?
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