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​Prologue

The Butcher of Borazon
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January 18, 2012

7:35 pm

BORAZON MEATS WAS renowned for its sausage.

Its salamis, liverwursts, pepperonis, and similar foodstuffs possessed distinct flavours unrivalled by other companies in Hungary. Regardless of its modest edifice, its low profile and its minor number of employees, Borazon Meats’ reputation was fast spreading to other municipalities.

Situated on the outskirts of the township, the small storefront boasted a modern façade, a sparkling glass entrance and cream-coloured stone bricks. There, wide-eyed customers could taste the industry’s wares before buying. 

Behind that storefront was altogether different - more in keeping with the general tradition of a sausage making operation. Stainless steel machinery and equipment dominated the site. To the rear, a massive cold room housed the necessary ingredients for the sausage creations, as well as those products already completed. 

The owner of Borazon Meats, Frederick Spili, was a workaholic, relentless in his search of the perfect sausage, one that would put Borazon on the meat making map. His obsession would often see him toiling hours after the last of his employees had departed, a fact well known and accepted by the people of Borazon. 

There was nothing startling about Spili’s appearance. Short in stature and slightly rotund, his hair was mousy, his face mousier. The inhabitants of Borazon, likely, wouldn’t have granted him a second glance had he not been Frederick Spili, sausage maker extraordinaire. 

It was there in the back rooms of Borazon Meats, in the latter part of the day when all the employees had retired from their posts, that an unfamiliar person discovered Spili seated at his desk mulling over paperwork. Only a feeble glow from a weathered lamp and an unfinished tulip-glass of Pálinka accompanied Spili.

Standing clandestinely amidst the shadows, the stranger studied him. He smiled at Spili’s chosen profession. Irony at its best, the stranger thought, considering the name Spili once went by - A Hentes The Butcher. 

The stranger stole a few more quiet moments as scenes of a time long ago travelled through his mind. He dismissed them quickly, sucked in a long breath and stepped into the office.

***
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Spili’s bloodshot eyes darted upwards. He hated interruptions, especially by outsiders. “Who are you?” he spat.

No answer followed, further enraging Spili. He eyed the brazen stranger who now sat upon the vinyl chair opposite his desk. There was something familiar about him.

The stranger was tall, very tall, his posture strong, his shoulders broad. Any movement on his part was fluid, confident and caused the muscles beneath his black shirt to rise and fall. 

Spili didn’t like that.

The stranger’s peculiar silence, he liked even less. 

Another swift examination of the intruder bore two more troubling features.

One, his eyes. Eerily dark, they were home to something more spine chilling, something not altogether human. 

And two, the stranger’s hands were gloved in sheer, skin-tight black. 

Spili instantly reached for the drawer alongside of him. After tugging the curved metal handle, he dropped his hand into the drawer’s space and rummaged around. His search proved fruitless. An unwanted gnawing emerged in his chest. 

The stranger uncrossed his arms and grinned. “Are you looking for this?’ he said, holding up his hand. 

Spili squinted, making out the shape of his gun, a Beretta. “How did you get that?” he hissed. 

The stranger shrugged, pocketing the weapon. “In your defenceless state that’d be the least of your worries.”

“I don’t have large amounts of money stored here,” Spili said, his voice low and guarded. “But I could easily arrange....”

“I don’t want your money,” the man said. 

Spili flinched. In his world, everyone wanted money. “Then what do you want?” 

“Something more.”

The conversation was beginning to irritate Spili. “I have nothing else. I am just the town’s butcher.”

“I know who you are,” the man replied. “I also know who you once were.”

Spili flicked his line of sight to the office door, his only getaway. Its distance was short and once he was into the unlit factory, he could escape. After all, he knew the place far better than this stranger did.

He glanced at the man one final time. Something about the stranger’s unblinking gaze fascinated Spili, mesmerising him to the point where he found it difficult to look away. 

The stranger blinked.

Just like that, Spili felt freed of his gaze. He rubbed his eyes. What the hell was that? Spili noticed the stranger’s smug smirk. He needed to get out of there. 

Anger, spiced with a tendril of unease, pumped Spili from his chair and directly to his office door. His optimism was short-lived. The door was locked. 

“If I were you,” the stranger said, “I’d return to your seat.”

Spili spun sharply, knocking an old wooden shelf beside the door. A bottle of his best rum toppled back and forth before finally falling to the floor. Glass bounced and shattered, and the warming scent of rum filled the air.

The man barely moved. “I’ll say it again,” he said. “Sit down.”

Heaviness weighed hard in Spili’s stomach as he searched for another way out. It came in the form of his great-grandfather’s meat cleaver, proudly displayed on the grey, shingly wall behind his desk. Though a little timeworn with scuffs and scratches, the blade was as sharp as it had ever been. 

Spili visualised the following scenes in his head, feeling control return. He grinned. Who did this man think he was, breaking into his place of business and threatening him? 

Sensing the stranger’s stare burning into his back, Spili walked towards his chair. He grabbed its armrest as if preparing to sit and began coughing violently into his fists. He didn’t expect any gushes of concern from his visitor, nor did he get any. What he did expect was his visitor to relax his guard. A deep, impatient sigh sounded from the man. That was all Spili needed.

Spili dashed to the wall, ripped the cleaver from its frame and gripped its handle. He swung around to the intruder. 

Greeting him instead was the stranger’s palm, slammed viciously into the soft space beneath Spili’s ribcage. Air and saliva gushed from Spili as he collapsed to his knees, the cleaver tumbling from his hand. He closed his eyes and rasped for air.

The stranger grabbed a fistful of Spili’s shirt, dragged him to his chair and heaved him into it. Metal scraped and squealed against concrete, then stopped. Spili opened his eyes. The stranger was sitting in the vinyl chair again, but this time with his face mere centimetres from Spili’s. 

“My, my Spili,” the man said. “You used to be far tougher than this if memory serves me right. That was just too easy.”

“Do... I know... you?” Spili asked. 

The man cocked his head. “You don’t remember me? That hurts my feelings.”

Spili tensed as he studied him one more time. The ‘something familiar’ continued to nag him. “Who the hell are you?” he asked again.

There was a gleam in the stranger’s eyes, a genuine satisfaction in his sigh. “I’m Saul Reardon,” he said, “And I’m here to kill you.”

Saul Reardon?

Here to kill me.

What bullshit was this?

But as the name took root in Spili’s mind, image after image slid back into his memory, every terrible thing he had done to the family of this man.

He surveyed Reardon with fresh eyes. To connect that gangly and annoyingly law-abiding pencil pusher from long ago, to this formidable individual, was difficult to comprehend. Spili laughed. 

Reardon leant back and crossed his arms. “I see you remember who I am.” 

“You’ve changed,” Spili said. 

“I get that a lot these days.” Reardon winked, then scanned Spili’s office. “I could say the same about you.”

Reardon was right. Spili had ended his debauched existence some years back, opting for a more conventional lifestyle. He had transferred his intellect and cunning into his current business, exchanging his muscle for a more contented, but less attractive sagging flab. It also meant Spili was out of condition and out of practice.

“Shame, really,” Reardon added. “I was expecting more of a fight from the once indomitable A Hentes.”

“A Hentes? Indeed, a long time ago.” As soon as Spili said the words, he regretted them. 

Reardon flexed his fingers. “Perhaps for you,” he said. “For me? It was nine years ago and a time I will never forget.” 

Frederick Spili had learnt early in life that fear was an ill-afforded weakness. With enough discipline and determination, he could successfully suppress it, giving him the upper hand in almost any situation. Could he do it this time? Spili licked his lips; it did little to relieve their sudden dryness. 

“So, all this,” Spili muttered, “is a part of some deviant strategy of yours to terrify me before killing me?”

Reardon grinned, but still said nothing.

Cramps began plaguing Spili’s stomach. “What is it you want from me? A confession?” 

“Confession not needed.”

“An apology then.”

“Apology definitely not needed. What gives me satisfaction is watching your fear escalate.” 

“You’re crazy.”

“Quite possibly.” Reardon let out a small chuckle. “Ironic, don’t you think? You and I together again, but this time with our roles reversed.”

Reardon changed course. “How long did you make them wait?” he asked. “My sister, her husband, their small children, my children, my beautiful wife... Grace.” 

Spili hadn’t forgotten what he had done to all of them. Somewhere in his stranded, muddied thinking he thought of Saskia, unaware he had said her name out aloud.

“Saskia? Your own wife?” Reardon asked. “I’ve done my research on her. Young, beautiful and about as ruthless as you were in your day. Still, one must wonder what someone like her found attractive in someone like you.”

“She will come after you; she will know who you are,” Spili mumbled, feeling a blessed sense of relief.

Reardon pulled off the glove from his left hand. He grabbed Spili’s hand and placed it palm upwards next to his. Both palms revealed an identical symbol.

ᴎ

“Your little group of psychopathic misfits told no one about what you did. It was a blood bond that the three of you made.” 

Reardon looked at the symbol on his own hand. “You branded me as if I were one of you. And I paid the price for my so-called disloyalty. My family, you bastard.”

Reardon tossed Spili’s hand back to him and then re-gloved his own. “Not one of you would’ve said a thing to anyone. I was living proof of what the ultimate price would’ve been. Isn’t that true?” 

Spili closed his eyes. Of course, it was true. He had never exchanged a single word on the subject. None of them had, but....

“That’s what makes this so ridiculously simple. The fact that not one person of any importance in your repugnant world knows about me. Not even Saskia.”

Reardon smiled, and it was a smile of pure satisfaction. “And with what I have planned, Saskia will never know what happened to you, let alone who was responsible.” 

Spili watched Reardon drop to one side. A swishing sound followed. When Reardon sat back up, he held a syringe in his hand. “You know you’re the final one,” Reardon said.

Spili watched as the upturned vial emptied fluid into the syringe. 

“The other two in your sick group have already met their fates.” 

Spago and Moreau? Spili closed his eyes. A year ago, Spago’s yacht was discovered off the coast of West Africa’s Gansbaai. Spago wasn’t aboard. The empty Johnny Walker bottles and the fact that the waters were a haven for sharks suggested that an intoxicated Spago had fallen from his boat.

Five or six months later, Moreau had also disappeared. The answer to both disappearances now faced Spili.

And Spili wondered. 

What had Reardon planned for his own departure? 

“I know you don’t want to hear it, but I’m sorry,” Spili whispered. “What I did, what we did....” Spili scrubbed his hand over his face and sighed deeply. “There are no words to fix it. All I can say is I am not the man I once was.”

Reardon’s expression barely changed.

“Some years back, I learnt about gratitude,” Spili went on, “about being thankful for the things I have, like my wife, my children, and my successful business. It changed me, Reardon, turned me into a merciful man like you.”

Spili searched Reardon’s face for a little of that mercy. There was none. 

“You think yourself merciful,” Reardon said with a voice filled with rage. “You expect me to believe it’s because you're grateful?”

Reardon laughed, pointing the tip of the syringe upwards. A droplet of Spili’s fate bubbled from it. “What has happened to you, Spili? The creature that was so resourcefully organised, so bitterly confident, so psychopathically cruel?” 

“My wife... Saskia... she....” 

“Are you saying Saskia is the reason you’ve changed?” 

“No... no... she wasn’t... but listen... please.” Spili’s pupils crossed as he watched the syringe closing in on him. Before Spili uttered another word, Reardon plunged the syringe’s point deep into the side of Spili’s neck. Within seconds, Spili’s body catapulted into minor spasms.

Was this how he was to die, Spili thought, how he would finally depart this world? By some lethal injection, here one second, gone the next. As the seizures rippled throughout his body, Spili caught Saul Reardon’s expression, and he knew he wasn't going to die by anything as expedient as an injection. That would be too painless and with no self-gratification. Whatever Saul Reardon had planned for him would be something far worse. 

“I’m not going to kill your wife, Spili.” Reardon whispered into his ear. “I have no concerns with her.”

The convulsions stopped and with it befell a sense of total numbness. 

***
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Reardon pulled Spili from the chair, threw his limp body over his shoulder and left the office. 

“I hear you’ve been trying to discover an elusive ingredient for a sausage sensation.” Reardon said, as he stopped before a large circular construction of stainless steel. He propped Spili against it. Like a rag doll, Spili’s body sprawled sideways.

“I believe I could help you with that.”

Reardon began examining the machinery. 

It was a good metre and half in all directions, its depth possibly more. Several switches sat on the top corner of its exterior. Reardon pressed one of the switches. Shiny, semi-curved blades shot from the sides of the interior. Another switch set the blades into motion, slicing and dicing the air within. 

“An invention of yours, I hear,” Reardon said, turning the machinery off. He pressed another button. A cylindrical object protruded upwards. A series of finer blades shot out, just as frenzied as the earlier one; this time mincing the void in it. 

“Impressive, Spili,” Reardon said. “A great timesaver; slices and minces the carcasses all in one go. Nice.”

Reardon pulled Spili back up and began removing his clothing, first his belt, his trousers, shirt and lastly his boxers. Oblivious to his nakedness, Reardon lifted Spili and heaved his flaccid body into the machinery. His body crumpled and curled until Spili filled the circular interior. 

***
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Spili prayed for forgiveness for all that he had done. He prayed for compassion when judged in his afterlife. In particular, he prayed for his anaesthetised body to remain until his horrific death was over.

He soon discovered that wasn’t to be.

“The concoction inside of you is about to wear off,” Reardon said. “In precisely... oh... thirty seconds.” 

Section by anatomical section, Spili sensed the alarming return of his nerve endings. He could wiggle his toes, curl his fingers, blink his eyelids. His breathing escalated, as he smelt the remains of previously ground flesh.

He pictured his body afterwards. It wasn't difficult; he had seen it many times with other animal carcasses. He stared up at Reardon, hoping his expression pleaded for mercy.

But all Spili saw was an icy, cold grin. 

***
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Could people change?

The thought crossed Reardon’s mind as he watched Spili rummaging like a frightened creature caught in his own trap. 

I learnt about gratitude, Spili had said, about being thankful every day for the things I have, like my wife, my children....

Reardon understood the impact a family had on one’s life; the overwhelming need to protect them, love them, and be a good role model to them. Reardon understood why a man would use his family to plead for his life.

He had once done the same.

Pleaded Spili to take Reardon in his family’s place. 

Instead, Spili forced the broken Reardon to watch as Moreau and Spago dragged his family away, one person at a time, making him listen to their terrified cries, his children begging their daddy to help them. 

“I love you, Daddy,” were the final words of his four-year old daughter, Issie.

I love you too, sweetheart.

Tears threatened the corners of Reardon’s eyes. 

“There you are,” Spili said looking up. “The real Saul Reardon, the killer with a heart.”

Reardon flinched. He had heard that phrase before. For now, he had to concentrate and not allow emotions or past thoughts to distract him.

Reardon clapped his hands, slowly and loudly. “Bravo, Spili, one great performance. You plead for your wife? Understandable. You plead for your children?” Reardon’s throat burned. “You have no children, you bastard.” 

The shock on Spili’s face turned to something ugly. 

For a moment, Reardon pictured Grace standing in the kitchen of their London home only weeks before the birth of their first child, Christopher. She was stirring a pot of homemade soup with her right hand, protectively holding her rounded tummy with her left. She wore no make-up, her fair hair pulled up into a messy bun, and she was humming a small tune. She had never looked more beautiful to Reardon, more at peace than at that moment.

Spili began pleading again. 

Reardon ignored him. 

“It’s time,” he said. 

He slid the lid in place and flicked the nearby switch. Within seconds, ear-shattering screams bounced from the machinery walls and into the factory.

Saul Reardon smiled.

The people of Borazon, he thought, were in for a sausage treat.
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​Chapter 1

Claudia
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May 18, 2012

4:50 pm

SOMEONE WAS CHASING me.

Adrenalin surged through me, propelling me along the barely trodden path, the forest’s thick canopy separating me from the sun’s warmth. My heart pounded to the regular drum of my feet and the thrust of my arms. I willed my body to stretch further, to push harder. And as it did, I devoured the delicious rush of air passing my face.

Not long ago, running was a mechanism I used to physically escape my everyday demands.

But not now.

Now I revelled in it, pumping my newly formed muscles with speed, determination and above all, with confidence. 

Never run in a straight line, the voice in my head instructed.

I wasn’t.

Skirt the dry foliage and of course, any damp paths. 

I knew that. One made crackling noises, the other left tell-tale footprints. Fortunately for me, the current weather disregarded both extremes, at least on the track.

You will get tired.

I knew that also. My tightening chest knew it as well.

Find a place to hide.

I slowed my pace and searched for such a spot, deciding upon three possible sites. The first? Broken trees huddled in knots. The second? Thick clumps of bushes intertwined. And third? Muddy puddles pooled in the open, less dense scrub. 

Never select the obvious. And don’t forget your phone.

I swore under my breath, wanting to yell out, Yes, I know! But under the circumstances, that wasn’t a smart choice.

I noticed a fourth spot surrounded by more broken foliage and more muddy puddles. I quickly scanned the clothes I wore. My denim shorts were dark. However, my shirt was a bright green. 

I headed towards the fourth spot, continually scanning the surrounding areas, particularly those behind me. Nothing unusual or should I say, no one unusual. 

When I neared the foliage, I heard the familiar squishing sounds of mud. Thankfully, any footprints I made disappeared beneath the newly restored streams.

I took a deep breath before climbing into the sparse scrub partially burying myself in the mud. I coated my face and my green top with it; it was viscous and gluey, completely unfriendly. Its wretched, stagnant smell and the thought of the creatures that bred in it, made my stomach want to heave. 

Once covered, I laid flat against the puddle and wrapped myself with the surrounding foliage, careful to make it look as natural as possible. The mud weighed me down, a good thing. It promised me stillness. 

Breathe deeply and slowly, the most silent way. 

I did and I waited.

In the distance, I heard muted footsteps, circling, closing in, circling again before eventually moving away. 

Good time to run.

It probably was. But I wasn’t convinced by that theory. I preferred my own, ‘Stay until you know the chaser is gone’. 

I continued laying there, even after the footsteps were nothing more than a distant memory swallowed by the bush. I carefully began shifting the branches from me. The mid-autumn afternoon had begun darkening the forest. Instinct wanted me to reach for my phone, press it awake and then use it as a torch. A stupid idea for many reasons.

As I began pulling myself out, caked in the fetid dirt, a weird thought crossed my mind. Imagine a child watching me appear from the blackish cesspool; they would see me as some type of monster. 

Or believe they were dreaming. 

I could’ve laughed.

But I didn’t. 

Children and bad dreams were toxic.

I knew that better than most. 

Once freed from the pit, I searched around me. 

Which way to go?

A nearby Moreton Bay fig tree caught my attention. I could always climb up onto its branches, and weather the chilly night until morning. 

Until I realised how ridiculous my thinking was.

This was nothing more than a game, I reminded myself.

“Not bad,” a voice said, mere metres from me. 

I turned and saw him leaning against a tree trunk, his arms crossed, his head tilted, grinning at me. 

He was beautiful, my man, with his fair hair and dimpled smile. And when he caught an errant ray of sunlight, as he did at that moment, his eyes were like shimmering blue crystals. 

My heart bounded and just as quickly sunk. “What’s with this ‘not bad’ shit?” 

Saul Reardon peeled himself from the tree. “Because your attempt at hiding wasn’t bad.”

My Italian heritage bubbled my blood. “So, it could’ve been better?” 

Saul shrugged. “It can always be better.”

I loved the man, but he was seriously pissing me off. Our being here, in Maleny, a gorgeous township along the Blackall Ranges was meant to be a break, a short holiday, one I’d organised for Saul’s 36th birthday. Yet here we were, less than six hours after checking in and I had, subconsciously, (or maybe consciously) fallen into his training trap.

It had been well over a year since Araneya.

Since Lily.

The memories hidden by a weak and false form of compartmentalising in my head.

I glanced at the parts of my legs still visible to the public, regardless of the mud. It wasn’t something I did often, but not because of vanity. The scars on those legs symbolised a part of my life I wished I could permanently forget. 

Time healed some scars physically.

But mentally, time was impervious to human feelings. 

It wasn't the ally people thought it was, and certainly not the resolution of one’s grief. 

Time was... well... just time.

As for Lily, she was always there, always with me.

Every single day.

“So how could it have been better?” I asked Saul, as we headed back to our cottage.

“Your phone,” he answered, calmly.

He was testing me. I knew about that whole GPS thing and had already turned my phone off.

“Your phone can still be tracked by GPS even with it turned off.”

I thought about it. And a vague, recent fact, one of many I had absorbed in a relatively brief time, hit me. I cringed.

2012.

Bless its technology.

I pulled my phone (cased in its waterproof protectant) from the back pocket of my shorts and stared at the traitor with the malice it deserved. “I should have removed its battery,” I said more to myself.

Saul didn’t respond. He knew when to keep his know-it-all mouth shut. I let the recent fact sink in and replaced it with what I would do next time, if ever the situation arose again.

“I’m still learning,” I grumbled. 

“And learning fast.” Saul paused before adding, “I noticed you stayed hidden in the mud until you thought I was gone.”

I had gone against Saul’s regime. 

I half shrugged. “I’m still my own person, have my own instincts.”

I was surprised.

No lecture followed.

Instead, he smiled, nodding his head.

We returned to our holiday cottage. In the distance, I heard children playing. Nearby, twilight had emptied the manicured gardens, the well-lit tennis court, and the heated swimming pool.

It was as if I had stepped into another, more normal world. I swung to my rear, towards the rainforest backyard of our resort. 

And I wondered what was normal for me these days.

“You stink like shit,” Saul remarked before casting my phone aside, scooping me up and throwing me into the pool. 

***
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The next morning, I awoke to the soft, familiar sound of Saul asleep beside me. I thought of our lovemaking the night before, incredibly intense as always, and yet so exquisitely loving. I felt hazy, lazy, and very much contented. 

Saul’s well-toned chest rose and fell with every breath; a slip of a smile hung from his lips. He appeared peaceful, more relaxed than I had seen him for some time. An unusual thought on its own. Saul epitomised control: he had been trained to do so. 

And yet since Lily, there had been short periods of time when that control became undone, when I had spotted emotional shifts in him. It had happened perhaps three times in the past year and always after Saul went AWOL. Again, not unusual. Saul went away a lot, but these specific trips were longer, highly secretive and when he returned home, he was mentally and physically exhausted.

And I wondered; what was ‘normal’ for him? 

“You’re frowning,” I heard Saul say, his voice still coated with sleep. 

“I was thinking.”

Saul rolled his eyes. “Not a good thing with you.”

He was right but I wasn’t about to tell him so. I shut down my disturbing thoughts, ignored his comment and grinned at him. 

“Do you know,” I asked, “for a whole eight months of the year you are actually seven years older than me?” 

Saul’s shoulder butted mine. “You make me sound old,” he said.

“That’s because you are.” 

If I was after a reaction, I wasn’t disappointed. Saul grabbed me by the shoulders and hoisted himself up on me. I threw back my head and laughed. His mouth trailed down my bare front, across to one of my nipples and then to the other. I groaned.

Nearby, Saul’s phone rang. 

“Don’t answer it,” I whispered. Saul dropped his head and growled.

Of course, he had to answer it.

Before collecting his phone from the bedside, the ringing stopped.

“It was Ethan,” he said, looking at his phone. 

“Probably wishing you Happy Birthday.” 

“Not likely.” 

Saul’s flippant comment threw me a bit; he and Ethan were like brothers, almost borderline inseparable.

“Ethan knows we’re away together,” Saul explained, while tapping numbers on his phone. “He wouldn’t disturb us unless....”

Unless it was something important. I got that. 

“Your ‘hey mate’ sounds a little low,” Saul spoke into his phone. “Did you have an argument with one of your latest?”

Saul winked at me. I cringed. The things these two talked about. But yes, Ethan was the eternal good-looking bachelor, with a stream of equally good-looking women whose names and phone numbers branded a special place in his Little Black Book of Keys.

In a blink, everything changed. 

Saul’s face iced over; his skin became ashen-like. An eerie silence followed.

I sat up straight and immediately asked Saul what was wrong.

He only answered Ethan. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” And with that, he cast his phone aside and leapt off the bed. He threw on his clothes, pulled his overnight bag from beneath the bed and began packing. 

My fingers started knotting themselves; my skin felt hot and flushed.

What the hell was going on? 

I repeated my question out aloud. Again, he appeared swept away in his own world. I followed him into the bathroom. He collected his razor, comb, toothbrush.

I grabbed Saul’s arm, forcing him to stop.

He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. “Something has happened in Nankari,” he said, his words as stilted as his movements.

Nankari? 

“We have to go now, Claudia.” 

Claudia? Saul rarely used my first name.

“Please, tell me what’s going on,” I asked.

“It’s Matty Galloway...,” Saul said. “He’s been murdered.” 

And there it was, just like that. I stumbled backwards, bumped against the bed, and sat down. My skin tingled with chilliness.

Matty? My Matty?

Murdered?

It wasn’t possible. Yes, there was a time when he had been seduced by a drug-addicted lifestyle, one that my ex-fiancé Simon (Matty’s cousin) tried to help with many times. But, nothing worked, not until Saul entered his life. For two years now, Matty had been clean and working hard to re-build his life.

“There were words engraved on his chest,” Saul added.

Cut into his skin?

I closed my eyes. Pictures, horrible ones swarmed my head. 

“The words said...,” Saul went on. And then he stopped. 

I looked up at him. Saul was staring at the floor in a vacant sort of way, pinching the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger, his eyebrows scrunched tightly together. 

He was hurting. 

“The words said,” Saul repeated. “Hardier birthday blessing SR.”

It wasn’t so much the words that had hit me but the initials.

SR.

Saul Reardon.

Shit.
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​Chapter 2

Saul


[image: ]




May 19, 2012

9:35 am

THE EMERALD RECREATIONAL Area was named after Nankari Bay’s past and most formidable mayor, Joseph Elijah Emerald. 

During his government in the mid-sixties, Emerald believed in the small, yet attractive township of Nankari. As time matured, so had the many towns spanning the coastline north of Brisbane, making them fashionable seaside holiday destinations. Most towns suffered from over-population and traffic congestion. Nankari, however, was spared of any such problems due to the forethought and imagination of Joseph Emerald.

The recreational area was one of Emerald’s visions, boasting parklands, bikeways, gardens, and a lagoon. It was there, amongst the unspoiled precincts where rosellas perched on the boughs of the eucalypt trees and several swamp hens argued over rite of passage, that Matty Galloway spent his final moments. 

Spread beneath the crest of an arching footbridge, Matty lay stripped bare to his running shorts. His skin was ghostly pale, in stark contrast to the crimson wounds staring from the centre of his chest.

Reardon felt something break inside of him as memories of the boy he had once helped hit him. The fretful Matty unable to deal with a life that had skidded off-track, his joy when those tracks were reachable again, the trust, the hero worship he had developed for Reardon. It had all been lost in this one brutal act.

Reardon joined Ethan at the foot of the bridge. “How?” he asked. 

“Garrotted,” was all Ethan said. The pain in Ethan’s voice was noticeable. He too had helped turn this boy’s life around. 

Reardon noted the hovering police presence. “Been up close?”

“Of course,” Ethan answered. “Get everything you can while the rookies are on field and before the heavyweights step in. You taught me that.” 

Reardon had, but it was Ethan’s natural charm that had achieved more success for Ethan than most.

“And then ‘you know who’ turned up along with his band of surly stormtroopers,” Ethan added.

Reardon knew who Ethan was talking about. 

Detective Inspector Weatherly. 

Reardon headed towards Matty’s body. An officious voice roared from behind him. 

“What do you bloody well think you’re doing, Reardon?” 

Reardon ignored the voice and pressed on.

“Stop him!” the same voice ordered. 

One officer stepped forward. The rest hovered close by.

Reardon studied the officer before him, took note of his pointy, narrow face, his sharp yet muddied eyes, his slicked back hair, and his flawlessly laundered uniform. 

Reardon shook his head. Surely not. But as he studied the officer again, there was no doubt in his mind. 

Another Weatherly. 

Heaven help them all.

“Guessing you’re following in your daddy’s footsteps?” Reardon finally said.

The ‘Weatherly look-a-like’ stepped closer. The other officers watched with unusual interest. 

Reardon caught the officer’s badge sitting above the fold of his pocket.

Constable P. Owen, it said.

No Weatherly surname? Reardon was disappointed. Had his observations of the constable been wrong?

“He’s my uncle,” Owen said, as if reading Reardon’s mind.

“Genetics run deep in your family,” Reardon said. “You must be new.” 

“First year constable,” Owen said, thrusting his chin up and his chest out. 

Reardon’s insides groaned; the thrusting meant Owen had something to prove. “I tell you what, Owen,” he said. “Seeing that you’re fresh out of the academy and all that, if you step aside in say the next thirty seconds, then I won’t hurt you.”

Owen’s mouth curled into an arrogant smile. “Are you threatening a police officer?” he asked, reaching for his handcuffs.

Yep, definitely had something to prove.

“Constable Owen,” Weatherly boomed from Owen’s rear. 

Owen jumped; his handcuffs clanged to the ground. Nearby, several officers cleared their throats.

“Get back to the others,” Weatherly commanded.

Owen stalled.

“Now!”

Owen stared at Reardon with an expression reeking of hostility before returning to his colleagues.

Reardon knew that one day Owen would be back.

“You ever touch a hair on that boy’s head, Reardon and I swear....” Weatherly barked from the security of his rank.

Reardon ignored him from the security of his protector and mentor, Roscoe, a powerful man who headed a powerful organisation.

He collected Owen’s handcuffs from the ground and tossed them back to Owen. Owen caught them. Impressive, Reardon thought.

“That’s my nephew,” Weatherly went on.

“An exceptional young man. Seems to know his place when it counts.” 

Reardon knew he came across as smug, not normally his style. However, Weatherly and he had a history, a long one. Reardon recalled a conversation he’d had with Claudia over a year ago.

“Weatherly and I have played this game many times. It’s a game he knows he can’t win. His only outlet is to rant and rave. It makes him feel better. Eventually, I’ll allow him to question me. He’ll rant some more. I’ll then hand over ‘whomever’ on a platter. He’ll rave about not being in the loop but will happily take all the credit. And I will return to obscurity.” 

It had and always would be a twisted sort of relationship. But it worked, helping the obsessive, ladder-climbing Weatherly and allowing Reardon to do what was necessary to better someone’s life. 

“Nephew or not, keep your men away from me,” Reardon said, before turning towards the crime scene. He ducked the orange tape and joined Ethan who was already kneeling beside Matty’s body. 

“Don’t traipse all over my crime scene,” Weatherly commanded.

Forensics had already come and gone. Both Reardon and Weatherly knew that. Crime scene defunct. A power game all the same. 

Reardon crouched down beside Matty, the frightened youth who had successfully grown into a man.

What the hell had happened?

More importantly... why?

He studied the dark red colouring of Matty’s face; typical of ligature strangulations; then the deep bruising and abrasions on his neck. 

“Rather thick rope I’m guessing,” Ethan said, pointing at Matty’s Adam’s apple. “With a double knot judging by the size of the mark there. His larynx appears crushed. Defence wounds on his fingers....” Ethan stopped and inhaled deeply. “Suggests he struggled for a time.”

Reardon ignored Ethan’s last comment, or at least he tried to. He had to make sense of what had happened, study Matty with as much detachment as he could. “Forensics took scrapings beneath his nails?” Reardon asked. 

Ethan nodded. “They have it all; they’re a good team.”

They were. Reardon had acknowledged that fact many times. 

He dropped his gaze to the inscription on Matty’s chest. 

Hardier B’day bleSsing SR. 

Reardon frowned, rubbing his brow. The misuse of basic spelling and punctuation was unlike what he had first imagined. “The cuts on his chest are post-mortem?” The small amount of blood from the wounds told Reardon as much. He needed reassurance that Matty hadn’t suffered too much.

Ethan nodded. “Forensics think a switchblade or a razor. But....” 

Reardon kept quiet. When Ethan ‘butted’ it was for good reason. 

“The work is fine, elaborate, purposeful,” Ethan said. “Methinks something equal to a tattoo machine.”

Before Reardon had reacted, Weatherly’s voice boomed from his rear.

“Please tell me those initials don’t stand for you.” 

“Those initials don’t stand for me,” Reardon replied, in a flat voice.

“You’re lying,” Weatherly barked.

“No shit, Sherlock,” Ethan said “Who do you think they stand for? Sugar Ray? Man, if that group is planning a comeback, then this is advertising at its worst.” 

“You’re such a funny man, Sloane.”

“Aim to please.”

Weatherly growled. “So, why you?” he asked Reardon.

Reardon didn’t know; he told Weatherly the same.

Weatherly’s eyes slimmed. “If you are hiding something from me, Reardon, anything, I don’t care who the bloody hell it is you know, I will....”

Reardon ignored him for the second time. “Why capitalise the first ‘S’ in ‘blessing’?” he asked more to himself.

“Amazing observation,” Weatherly sneered. “Maybe it means ‘S’ for sinister?” 

Ethan dropped his head. “Please, mate,” he muttered, “let me thump him somewhere between his solar plexus and his gut. It’d give me a shitload of satisfaction.”

Reardon, aware of the growing news cameras, said, “You’ll have your moment, Ethan, but not today.” 

“What are the pair of you mumbling about?” Weatherly grumbled. “Is it something to do with that ‘S’ that you’re not sharing?”

Ethan let out a loud breath. “Yep, that’s it. ‘S’ for slimy... sickening... self-obsessed. Hold on... that describes you, Inspector. How about that? The message was meant for you all along.” 

Weatherly curled his lips. “You know, Sloane, there’ll come a day when your mate, Reardon, won’t be around to protect you. And when that day comes, I’ll be here.”

“My knees knock,” Ethan said, barely giving Weatherly a glance. “So, what do you make of the markings?” he asked Reardon.

Sitting below the inscription were four lines, also carved into the flesh. Three intersected, the fourth merely conjoined, its completed formation didn’t depict anything recognisable. An insignia perhaps? Reardon asked Ethan.

He merely shrugged. 

“Anything else at the scene?” 

“Yep, beans. Of the seed variety, placed to the side of him.”

Was Ethan serious? Ethan’s solemn face said he was. 

“Why beans?” Reardon asked.

Ethan shrugged again. “Seen many things left behind at murder scenes, never beans. A killer with a gardening fetish?” 

Reardon sat back on his haunches. One moment of thought became several. He spun around to Weatherly.

“Has anyone counted them?” 

“What bloody crap are you wasting my time with now, Reardon.”

Reardon remained patient; it wasn’t easy. “The beans, Weatherly, has anyone counted them?”

“Why would we count them. They are beans for goodness sake!”

“Forty,” Ethan announced, as if it were yesterday’s news. “Eight rows of five embedded in a layer of sand in a flat enclosed container. Have the photos.”

Reardon spun to Ethan with a quizzical look. 

“I figured the beans were there for a reason,” Ethan said, “and wanted to be counted.”

Memories of Ethan’s past crossed Reardon’s mind, memories of Ethan barely alive in a Brisbane gutter. And of Ethan’s solid commitment once Reardon had helped him. 

Over the years, they had forged a bond far stronger than Reardon had initially expected or felt he had deserved. 

As for any training, Ethan hadn’t needed it. He was smart, very smart, his innate instincts and personable charm just a bonus.

Reardon grinned at Ethan. 

Ethan grinned back. “A lot of beans. Me thinks, whatever they stand for, they were planned beforehand.”

Reardon agreed.

“What does any of that have to do with what happened to this man?” Weatherly asked in a voice that was pinched with frustration.

“Footprints? Rope strands?” Reardon continued asking Ethan.

“Not a thing. Very clean.” 

“Witnesses?”

“You’d think there would’ve been. This is a popular spot for the exercise conscious, hence why Matty was here.”

Matty loved his jogging, Reardon knew that; it had helped him with his recovery.

“Maybe the last few unusually cooler mornings were too early for the regulars. Lucky for the doer. The inscriptions, the markings would’ve taken time.”

They certainly would have. Or had the doer simply chosen well? Reardon spent a silent moment with Matty, promising him that he would find the person responsible. He stood up. “I’ve seen enough.” 

With his hands in his jacket pockets, Reardon left the scene and headed towards his car.

Ethan veered off in the direction of his black Porsche. “See you back at the house,” he called out.

Reardon flicked his finger from his forehead.

Behind him, Weatherly followed; his steps double to Reardon’s one. Reardon smiled. Being six foot four had its advantages.

“Stop there, Reardon,” Weatherly boomed. “You aren’t going anywhere until you tell me why your initials are carved on this man’s chest.” 

“I never said they were my initials,” Reardon added as he approached his Wrangler. 

Several reporters were barrelling towards Weatherly’s direction. Ambition drove their cameras, their microphones and their notepads closer to him. 

“Inspector,” they called, “would you care to make a statement?”

Reardon hopped into his car. “I see your fan club has arrived.” 

Weatherly swung a look towards the hungry group. 

Reardon turned his ignition key and drove off. 
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​Chapter 3

Saul
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London

2003

IT ALL BEGAN with Renault Cerveau. 

French, charismatic and with a conduct well-rehearsed in the subtleties of making people comfortable.

More importantly, he appeared legitimate.

And why wouldn’t he?

One would hardly need the services of a minor accountant for anything not legitimate. 

Reardon watched as the articulate Cerveau flaunted his melodic accent and captivating charm on Reardon’s young secretary. He watched as his secretary fluttered her long, dark eyelashes over her green eyes.

“Sammy,” Reardon said, sharply.

Sammy snapped her body straight and immediately fell back into her secretarial pose, all tapping, flicking and ticking. “Yes, Mr Reardon,” she said, her cockney voice sounding every bit as awkward as her expression. 

Reardon pressed his finger and thumb against the bridge of his nose. Sammy Bartholomew was a temp, who’d been working for him for several weeks. She replaced, (thankfully, only temporarily) Margarita Mendez, Reardon’s long time and highly resourceful secretary, currently enjoying a vacation somewhere amid sunny Corsica. 

“Is this gentleman here to see me?” he asked.

Sammy’s eyes bounced from Reardon to Cerveau and back again. “I’m so sorry Mr Reardon. This is Mr Cer...v...e...au.” She made his name sound more an unfortunate malady than a surname.

Cerveau stretched his hand out to Reardon. “My name is Renault Cerveau,” he said, in an undoubtedly French accent as even as the pinstriped suit he wore.

Reardon shook Cerveau’s hand, noting the tenacity of his grip. 

“I have some business that requires expert consultation,” Cerveau said. “I have been told that you, Mr Reardon, are such an expert to consult.” 

He knew his accounting abilities were good, but he was still a fledgling in London city. He coughed into his fist and hoped it didn’t appear too unprofessional. 

Reardon ushered Cerveau to a seat opposite his desk and silently swore at his jerky hand movements. He blamed his sudden lack of confidence on Cerveau. The man’s impeccable, designer clothing, his precise use of the English language and his controlled stature, reeked of money and position. 

“If I’m able to help, I’ll do what I can,” Reardon said.

Cerveau tipped his head to the right and sat down. Before Reardon closed the glass-panelled door to his office, he motioned Sammy to bring coffee. She rolled her eyes, then headed towards the kitchenette.

“So, Mr Cerveau, tell me about your business enquiries?” Reardon asked, as he sat in his high-backed chair. He consciously stretched out his legs, crossed them at the ankles and clasped his hands squarely on his lap. 

‘Body language speaks louder than words’, he recalled one of his university lecturers say. ‘Find the body language that is distinctly yours, the one that makes you appear confident, nonchalant, arrogant even, as if you have the knowledge whether you do or not.’ 

“I have suddenly found myself in possession of, shall we say, a rather considerable sum of money,” Cerveau said, staring at Reardon without blinking. “I, therefore, require advice for investment options. You see, Mr Reardon, I do not come from a family that possesses talents in exploiting sudden wealth. Not in the business sense, that is.” 

Reardon kept his impartial exterior, internally his stomach bubbled.

“Thus, I need someone I can trust, someone who bears the capacity to invest my fortunes where it is safe and yet will still accrue wealth.”

There wasn’t anything odd in Cerveau’s request. Many of Reardon’s clients needed investment advice of one form or another. And yet, something in Reardon’s bubbling stomach, warned him to remain guarded.

“How did you come by this money?” Reardon asked. 

Cerveau lowered his head; Reardon saw it as a deliberate move. 

“I ask all prospective clients this question,” Reardon added. “I don’t want to be involved in anything illicit.”

Cerveau nodded without looking up.

“I understand. But I can assure you there is nothing illicit about my new acquisition. It is all, as you English say, ‘above board’. I have the paperwork right here confirming it.”

Cerveau collected his brief case from beside him and laid it on his lap. A couple of clicks followed, and the case popped open. Cerveau pulled a document from inside the case. He returned his case to the floor and pushed the document towards Reardon. 

The expression on Cerveau’s face changed. Whatever it meant, Reardon didn’t like it. His apprehension must have shown.

“I see you’re not sure, Mr Reardon. Very well,” Cerveau said, reaching for the closed documents. “I do have other notable accountants to consider.” He stood. “Thank you for your time. And best of luck with your business.”

It sounded like a threat. Or was Reardon being paranoid, the paranoia simply a legacy from his father? He thought of his dad working the coal mines in Selby, north of London. Many of the mines had already closed, with fears of more closures looming, including the one where his father worked.

Not an easy future to deal with, when being the sole provider for your family. 

Reardon took another look at Cerveau and wondered. Could Cerveau and all he was promising help Reardon and his father’s financial woes?

“I apologise,” Reardon said. “Can I have a moment?”

Cerveau nodded and sat back down.

Reardon took hold of the document. He stared at its blank cover, rubbing his brow furiously with his forefinger. He then flipped open the pages and began scanning its insides. He noted the deeds of a property sale somewhere in Biarritz, a pretty township on the west coast of France. 

Reardon experienced the first of two shocks.

The sum of money the property had sold for was astounding.

Reardon whistled. “That must’ve been one heck of an asset,” he said.

“Left to me by my great-aunt. I was always her favourite, you see.”

Reardon wished he too had such a great-aunt. It was difficult to look away from the seven-digit figure. Reardon drew in a long breath and readjusted himself. The job would be enormous, but then so would the rewards. “This’ll involve a lot of careful consideration on my part,” he said.

“In which, I have the upmost confidence,” Cerveau responded. “You may also wish to acquaint yourself with the name of my solicitor.

Reardon nodded as he flicked to the last page of the document.

On it was a handwritten message addressed to him.

It read: 

Mr Reardon, it is vital that you act as calmly and as naturally as possible.

Reardon then read the next line.

Your office is bugged. They are listening now.

They? Who were ‘they’? Was this some kind of joke? 

Reardon looked at Cerveau. 

Cerveau pointed to the papers. “As you can see, Mr Reardon, all legitimate, nothing unlawful.” Cerveau encouraged Reardon to read further.

Half dazed, fully stunned and against his personal judgement Reardon continued reading, until he reached the page where Cerveau claimed to work for an elite agency named WOAR.

Was this man delusional?

And what the hell was WOAR?

Reardon wanted to laugh, a fit of them waiting in the crux of his throat. 

“Mr Reardon, you seem a little... doubtful. If I may, I have further proof of my situation.”

Cerveau’s hand slipped inside the lapel of his jacket and withdrew a small pouch. He opened it, revealing a badge depicting a disturbing logo of a person with wings and the name ‘World Operations Against Racketeering’. Beneath it, Renault Cerveau’s name and signature.

Reardon had never heard of such an organisation.

It was time for Cerveau to take his so-called business and leave. Before Reardon said another word, an extra sheet of paper was slipped into his hands.

I know how this must look....

He had no idea how it looked.

I can assure you we are for real, unknown to the public for good reasons.

Reardon’s mind raced, searching for possible explanations. But his thoughts froze. He continued reading.

We are a special operations team formed from such organisations as Interpol, Europol and UNESCO. Each has the same goals, some more specific than others.

Ours is very specific. We target all forms of racketeering, particularly the larger, more influential worldwide cartels. Fraud, counterfeit, drugs, people trafficking, prostitution are just a few. As our name suggests it is a ‘war’ and not one that we feel we are winning.

The door to Reardon’s office flung open. Sammy entered, balancing a tray of filled mugs and store-bought biscuits. She back kicked the door closed. The tray wobbled. “Sorry, Mr Reardon,” she said, sounding as wobbly as the tray. “I should’ve knocked first.” 

She crossed the floor, her eyes glued to the tray. Reardon hung onto his breath and prayed. When Sammy successfully landed the tray onto the corner of Reardon’s desk, Reardon sighed. 

The tray rumbled and grumbled, until it teetered over the desk’s edge and fell to the floor. Black pools of coffee streamed in rivets along uneven floors. Biscuits bounced in small steps before landing in the spilt coffee.

Sammy collected the tissue box from Reardon’s desk, dropped to her knees and began mopping. A profusion of apologies spilled from her.

“It’s ok, Sammy,” Reardon said. But it was far from ok. All of it, Sammy, Cerveau, the supposed, faceless people listening through equally faceless bugging devices.

Reardon closed his eyes. A dull thump stirred from somewhere in his right temple. He rubbed it for a short time before opening his eyes. The first thing he noticed was Sammy pointing to Cerveau’s note still on his desk. 

When he glanced at her, she looked different. The ditzy, vague, often senseless expression she carried had vanished, replaced by a sharp austerity. In her hand was a pouch like that of Cerveau. It was opened and sported an almost identical badge. 

The name beneath the winged creature... Samantha Cohen. 

Reardon dropped his gaze back to Sammy’s finger, to the rest of Cerveau’s message and to the two sentences that were about to change the entire course of Reardon’s life.

Your life and the lives of your family members are under threat. We want to help.
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​Chapter 4

Claudia
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May 19, 2012

10:45 pm

THE WIND WAS lamenting.

Weeping for warmth.

The cooler southerlies blustered against my house. The walls groaned and moaned, and the tin roof wailed. 

But I was warm, snuggled beneath my feather doona, with nothing but my thoughts to accompany me.

Hardier birthday blessing SR.

The same two questions plagued me.

Why Matty? 

And why Saul? 

Their only connection was a small period when Saul had helped Matty. But Saul had helped many of those less fortunate. He had never asked them for money, only their loyalty and their help if ever he needed it. 

And those people did so, without question. 

I had seen it many times. Jacko, a brawny character, stood out in my mind. He had once said to me, if he helped Saul for the rest of his days, he still wouldn’t feel the score settled. 

Matty Galloway had been one of those people.

And today Matty had lost his life.

Hardier birthday blessing SR.

Saul was grief stricken by Matty’s death. I heard it in his voice, felt it in every intonation of his words.

But he wouldn’t speak to me about it.

“Do you want me to come around?” I asked Saul earlier that evening. 

He declined, exhausted after thrashing out ideas with Ethan.

“Love you,” I said.

“Same,” he said back. 

Saul did love me; I knew that. But he struggled to say those words. Something to do with his unknown past, I was guessing.

My sombre thoughts fused into the sounds of the wind until sleep overtook them. 

Dreams plagued me, dreams of Matty Galloway calling my name. At first, his youthful face beamed, then his expression changed to one of terror as he looked beyond my shoulder.

“Watch out, Claudia,” he speaks with urgency. “They mean to hurt you.”

They? 

“You have to be careful,” Matty pleads. “They want you... they will hurt you....” 

“Who wants to hurt me?” I ask.

But his image slowly evaporates until he is gone.

I woke. My heart was a drum beating in my ears. 

I sat up and using the sleeve of my top, wiped the beaded moisture from my forehead. 

That’s when I heard a sudden movement in the corner of my room. I narrowed my eyes to focus better. Was that a person? 

I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dark. I made out a rounded shape, unmoving and shadowy, curled low. My breathing stilled; my muscles tightened.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

Had the person heard me? 

I wasn’t sure; my strangled voice was barely legible. But not one of my thoughts entertained what the figure did next. It stood and left my room. 

I catapulted out of my bed, grabbed the door handle, and slammed it shut, fastening the deadbolt into place. After double-checking the locks on the window, I ran towards my makeshift bedside unit, dug my hand deep into its rear section and dragged an object from it. I unravelled the hessian fabric covering it. The hessian dropped to the floor leaving a .44 Magnum in my hand. 

Crouching on the bed, gun in my right hand, I tapped the buttons on my phone. My left hand shook as I pressed the phone to my ear.

It answered on the second ring.

“Claudia?” Saul asked.

“Someone was here in my bedroom,” I stuttered, watching the door and the window to my room.

Saul mumbled something; then the phone went dead.

I waited.

Most people would have rung the police if an intrusion such as that had happened.

Most people wouldn’t have a deadbolt on their bedroom door.

Most people wouldn’t be in possession of a Magnum and be skilled in its use. 

But then...

... I wasn’t most people.

I had been assaulted, kidnapped, held captive, tortured both physically and mentally and unknowingly used to murder a man.

No one escapes incidents like those without scarring.

Hence, Saul’s obsessive need to train me in self-defence. 

I waited for the sound of Saul’s car. When the familiar rumble of his Wrangler Jeep roared up the drive, the heavy weight in my chest began lifting.

Footsteps pounded up the front steps of my home, the tell-tale sounds of the door unlocking, and then footsteps inside.

“Baby, are you okay?” Saul asked, from the other side of my bedroom door. 

I told him I was. 

“Don’t unlock the door yet. I’m going to look around first,” he said.

I knew that; it was a part of Saul’s procedure. 

When he returned, I let him in, curling my arms around him. “I was so scared,” I whispered. 

He held me tight, his chin on my head. “You did everything you should’ve done.” 

“It wouldn’t have saved me, Saul. Whoever she was, she was already in here. If she wanted to hurt me, she could have.” The reality of that statement made me shiver, tears pricking the corners of my eyes.

I sauntered back to my bed and sat, wrapping my arms around my bent knees.

Saul sat in front of me. “Tell me what happened,” he said.

And I did, including the dream I had had of Matty Galloway. “It was all so freaky,” I went on. “Matty’s warning startled me, woke me up. And then....” I shot a look to the bedroom’s corner. “Then someone was actually here.”

“Anything familiar about the person?

“It was dark, I couldn’t see a face.” 

I stood and made my way to the corner. The metal stand housing most of my everyday clothing rattled as I brushed past it. I was still renovating my old highset cottage that once belonged to a very special person named Alice. For a moment, I allowed Alice’s love and warmth to blossom inside of me. I stared at the corner then back at the clothes stand. “She was just a little taller than this stand,” I said.

“Not as tall as you.”

I nodded. “She was slim, quick on her feet....”

“You keep referring to the person as a ‘she’. 

“Yes... no...,” I groaned, turned and leant my forehead against the wall. I knew how it was sounding. I knew because I had done it before. 

I see her everywhere.

That cunning, evil smile; those caring, childlike eyes with their caring, childlike expressions. Her changes in personality scare me. I wonder which personality I should respond to and how. And I scream silently because I remember the pain.

I remember Lily!

And I see her everywhere.

She is the grumpy, frumpy woman at the supermarket checkout, although Lily boasts a charming personality, and a toned and strong physique.

She is the post person, disguised as a young man, whistling a cheery tune, friendly and helpful. Any real cheeriness or friendliness on Lily’s part was controlling and manipulative.

She is the elderly neighbour, the waiter at our favourite restaurant, the mother of a child I teach. 

Potential threats who could jump out and grab me, imprison me, and slice me until I bleed and bleed and bleed. 

And I wonder, perhaps Lily was right. 

Perhaps our tragic pasts, Araneya Estate and all that had happened there, bonded us together in some sick, maladjusted way. 

Perhaps I should have joined Lily in the psychiatric hospital where she now lives. 

I buried my face into my hands. “I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “That I still haven’t moved on from Lily; that the person in my room tonight could’ve been small, tall, slight, heavy. Whoever they were, I would only see Lily.” 

Saul tilted his head and stared at me. I knew him; he was evaluating me, and what I just said. No response from him either. Did he think me crazy also?

I let out a heavy sigh. It was then that I remembered something. “There was a smell,” I said. “Distinct... unusual.” 

“What sort of smell? Perfume? Cigarette smoke?”

I screwed my brow tight. “No, nothing like that, something different. I’m not sure what it was, but I know I had smelt it before. And before you say anything,” I continued in a tight, pinched voice, “I had never smelt it on Lily. Ever!”

For a second, I felt relieved that I wasn’t crazy, but it vanished quickly. If not Lily, then who?

As my common sense returned, so did all those questions that I should have asked. How did she (or he) get in? My house was a security overkill.

“I wondered the same,” Saul said after I asked him.

Saul stripped off his clothing and crawled into bed beside me. “I’ll get a couple of my guys to check out your place in the morning,” he said. “In the meantime, I’m staying here with you or you with me, until we find out who this person is.” 
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​Chapter 5

Claudia
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May 23, 2012

7:10 am

“MR REARDON, I cannot tolerate it for one more minute.” The voice was formidable.

I was standing, with a coffee cup in my hand, facing the huge, glass doors of Saul’s study, admiring the rolling landscape and the distant magic of the coastline. I turned.

Shirley Svenson wavered at the office entrance, her fisted hands pressed on her rotund hips, her large breasts thrust stalwartly outwards. 

“What’s the problem, Mrs Svenson?” Saul asked, crossing his arms on his desk.

“Not what, Mr Reardon... who!” 

Saul released a long, deep sigh. “What has Ethan done now?” 

Shirley’s nostrils flared before she answered. “Mr Sloane has been repositioning things throughout the house.” She followed through with several heavy huffs. “Ornaments, photos, vases, knick-knacks. I know precisely where they go, where you, Mr Reardon, like them to go. I’m quite fastidious about it. He keeps moving them about. He wants to antagonise me.”

“It must be very frustrating for you.”

“It is and I will not tolerate his behaviour. It’s... it’s... despicable.”

Saul nodded. “I’ll have a word with Ethan.”

“Did someone mention my name?” Ethan bounded into the room. At times, he’d remind me of ‘Tigger’, the energetic and mischievous character from the children’s storybook Winnie the Pooh. Today was one of those ‘Tigger’ moments.

In his denim jeans and a loosely hung shirt, Ethan bore the look of complete innocence.

He paused beside Shirley. “Morning, Danny,” he said, sweetly.

Danny was his pet-name for her. Something to do with ‘Mrs Danvers’ in the book Rebecca.

“You look flustered,” Ethan continued. “Not those damn peewees leaving their droppings over the outdoor furniture. I’ve had similar problems at my place... nasty stuff.” 

Shirley bared her teeth at him. “You are simply...,” she began.

“Simply incorrigible,” I answered instead, frowning directly at Ethan.

Shirley agreed.

Ethan stepped back, feigning hurt. “I’m completely crushed by the women in this room.”

Shirley grunted and stormed out.

Ethan crossed the floor to the bar where he poured himself a coffee. 

“Are you bored, today?” Saul asked. 

“Don’t know what you’re talking about, mate.” 

“The ‘moving objects around the house’... on purpose.”

Ethan raised his brow. “Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?”

“I know how ridiculous it sounds but even so, have you?”

Ethan sat on Reardon’s lounge “Possibly one or two.” 

“You have issues, Ethan, you know that?”

“Ooo... the world is full of compliments this morning.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Let’s just say, I saw an opportunity too good to miss. Anyway, my early morning workout didn’t give me the buzz I needed.”

“And annoying my housekeeper did?”

Ethan grinned wickedly. “Need I really answer that question?” 

Anyone acquainted with Ethan knew of the brazen enjoyment he got from infuriating Shirley Svenson. If asked why, he probably didn’t know the answer himself. Saul put it down to a clash of personalities. I wondered if there was more to it.

Ethan leaned forward scrutinising the chess game that he and Saul had in progress. It was an ongoing ritual between them, playing a move whenever the time allowed. Ethan’s face screwed up as he ran his finger along his chin.

“Not a bad move, buddy,” he muttered. “Claudia hasn’t been helping you, has she?”

I rolled my eyes. He was trying to change the topic. 

“I don’t need Mrs Svenson walking out,” Saul persisted.

“She won’t,” Ethan added. He raised his king, then his rook, and castled them. He then stretched his arms to the back of his head. “Secretly, she loves male attention, congenial or otherwise.” 

I turned away. I knew Ethan meant no harm to Shirley; I knew it was said in jest. But....

I gathered my black coat and my beaded drawstring bag and placed my empty mug on the bar. “I better leave for work.” I spoke. It was a forty-five-minute drive from Saul’s to Belleview Anglican College in Nankari where I taught. 

Ethan winked at me. “Hey, Angel, you’re looking your gorgeous self today. I don’t remember having a teacher resembling anyone as goodlooking as you.” 

I noted my clothing, my dark blue skinny jeans tucked neatly into a pair of long black boots and my soft pastel green shirt.

“If I were one of your prepubescent boys, it wouldn’t be your maths lesson I’d be watching.”

There was nothing I could say to that. 

I gave Ethan a prompt kiss on the cheek; he responded with a subservient growl. 

I spun to Saul who hugged me first before planting a soft kiss on my lips. “I’m still not comfortable about you driving on your own,” he whispered in my ear.

“I’ll be okay,” I answered, trying to sound convincing. “You can’t watch me every second. I still must work.”

He nodded.

“Love you,” I whispered in his ear.

“Same,” he whispered in return.

***
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My day dragged.

I loved teaching. I particularly loved my students; I enjoyed the cocksure banter of the boys, the flirtatious eye fluttering of the gossipy girls. 

But today I felt unsettled, keeping any level of concentration was challenging. 

It had been four days since Saul’s birthday, since Matty Galloway’s murder, since the intruder in my bedroom. 

Even with all his connections, Saul was no closer to finding the perpetrator. As for the inscription on Matty’s chest, Saul and Ethan had discounted that Matty’s death had anything to do with Matty personally. The message was clearly meant for Saul.

The police on the other hand, thought differently. They interviewed everyone associated with Matty’s life but uncovered little. As for the intruder in my room, Saul and Ethan believed it was related, and again, aimed towards Saul.

She will be your downfall.

The late Carlo Macey, the disgraced Senator and owner of Araneya Estate had once said to Saul. And as much as I despised the man for the crimes he committed, I knew what he had said was very likely true.

Saul’s love for me made him vulnerable; in his sometimes-dangerous line of work, and the notorious people that accompanied that work, vulnerability wasn’t a good thing.

The remaining minutes clocked by until the shrilling bell announced the end of the school day. 

After a final mention of homework tasks, my students bounded from the classroom.

As always a few remained, girls lingering around my desk.

“Miss Cabriati,” the athletic looking Tricia said, rearranging some of the items on my desk. “Can I ask you something?” Her current best friends stood close by. The topic would be boys. I saw it at once. “You can ask but I may not answer.” 

There was a fine line in teaching one shouldn’t cross; some questions are best answered by their parents. I leaned back in my seat and waited.

“The new relief teacher. He is soooo cool.” The other girls around Tricia, tittered. 

I assumed they were talking about Sean Gehrig.

“Yeah... very cool,” I answered.

And then the next question.

“Do you believe in love at first sight?” Tricia asked with a hopeful glint.

My eyebrows shot up.

I knew what I believed.

Because it had happened to me.

The moment I had heard Saul’s voice.

I couldn’t explain it with any rationality, only that I’d never experienced anything like it. Not even with Simon, my deceased fiancé. 

The love between Saul and I was immediate, intense, and over time had become all encompassing.

After Simon had died, I survived.

If anything happened to Saul, I knew I wouldn’t.

My Aunt Lia was the person who first brought that fact to my attention.

“Mi preoccupo per te,” she mentions to me one day. “I worry for you.”

We are chatting about Saul and me.

“Perche? (Why?) Aren’t you happy for us?” What Lia thinks matters to me. She is astute and honest, and I respect that.

She swings around to face me. “Of course, I am, my darling. I can see how much you love each other. That isn’t what worries me.”

I slant my head, furrowing my brows. 

She appears apprehensive at first, shifting her body in strained movements. “The two of you,” she says, “when you are together, the way you interact, the way he responds to your needs, the way you respond to his. You... well... sense and complement each other. It’s incredible to watch.”

I’d never considered Saul and myself like that, but I appreciate what Lia is saying. “So why does this worry you?” I ask. 

She drops her head; her mouth droops downwards.

“Because I know what happened with Simon, how you were after his death.” 

I straighten at once. Lia had flown to Sydney from Nankari after my family hadn’t heard from me for several weeks, only to discover me plunged to an almost unsalvageable level.

“And?”

“And, with what you have with Saul... it is so much more.”

What is she trying to say?

“I worry,” she continues slowly, “that if anything... well happens... to Saul, especially with his line of work....”

I jump to my feet; fear making me almost speechless.

“Don’t Lia, don’t say it,” I whisper, hoarsely. “Nothing will ever happen to him, do you understand... nothing.” 

Lia moves closer, wraps her arms around my trembling body, shushing me. I sense tremors in her body also.

“Of course, it won’t, my darling,” she assures me, “Lo prometto. (I promise.)” 

But she is lying.

No one can make a promise like that and expect to keep it.

That same night as Saul and I lay wrapped around each other in bed, I say, “I will never let anything happen to you.” 

Saul spins me around to face him. “What are you talking about?” 

“I would die first,” I declare.

For a brief moment, Saul is quiet, watching me. His brows crumple. He kisses my forehead. “I know that Baby, I know that very well.” 

“I would come looking for you. I would never stop.” My fingers tangle themselves into a knotted mess. Breathing is difficult and cold sweat burns my skin.

I tuck myself closer into his warm body.

He waits a while before responding. “You’ll never need to. I’ll always be here, I promise.”

I wonder if he is thinking what I am thinking. 

No one can make a promise like that and expect to keep it.
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May 23, 2012

3:15 pm

“MISS CABRIATI,” TRICIA said, snapping me from my thoughts.

I looked up at her expectant expression and tried hard to recall Tricia’s question. “Do you believe in love at first sight?” 

Maybe it was the shifts in my mood, the thoughts of Aunt Lia, Saul and Simon but I decided I wasn’t the right person to answer such a question.

I told Tricia as much.

The girls looked at each other grimacing and decidedly left.

One more student remained, as he did most afternoons. Justin Fielding. He didn’t like to talk much, preferring to stroll around the room, tidying it, cleaning the whiteboard and anything else he felt needed doing. When asked to go home, he would shrug his shoulder and continue whatever he was doing. I therefore concluded his home was an obvious ordeal if he preferred hanging out at school.
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