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Chapter One
A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing







Nottingham, England. 1999.
Saturday, 12:30 a.m. Nottingham Trent Campus.










The night in Nottingham was only just beginning. The streets breathed a cocktail of smoke, exhaust, and the sweet bite of fried food from a corner stall. Streetlamps spilled their dull orange light across puddles and slick cobblestones, still wet from the recent rain.


It was barely past midnight, and the pubs, bars, and clubs were still filling with people. Nightlife was in full swing.


One of the hotspots was Ocean, a club tucked away on Greyfriar Gate in the old quarter. It was wedged between rows of brick buildings, its neon sign buzzing above the door. Entry was reserved for students of the city’s two universities—Nottingham and Nottingham Trent. The lucky ones could slip in as a “plus one,” riding on the invitation of a student friend. The doorway often drew a restless line of bodies, alive with chatter, laughter, and the sharp scent of cheap perfume.


Elizabeth had somehow scraped through this week’s exams. Though another seven days of pure hell loomed ahead, she decided to cut loose on Friday night. After a marathon like that, release wasn’t optional—it was survival. The past two weeks had been a blur of sleepless nights, frayed nerves, and endless piles of notes. Her mind was overheated, her body aching for rest, for music, for abandon.


And then, of course, there was Henry. She wanted to see him again. They had clicked so easily the previous Saturday, when they met by chance outside her favorite café. Small, bright-windowed spot in the city center that smelled of fresh pastry. A street musician often played nearby. His sultry tune spilling across the cobblestones, coaxing passersby to slow their steps. She had paused to listen, caught Henry’s gaze across the melody, and within moments, he had walked over to introduce himself. After that, things unfolded almost on their own.

But the days that followed had blurred into a dull routine: a couple of fleeting meetings in the park, stolen from time already claimed by endless obligations. Hardly what one could call dates. They had only just started spending time together, and it felt absurdly easy to lose a man like Henry to the tyranny of coursework. 


So Elizabeth had called him the moment she finished her test, inviting him to the party. It hadn’t taken much to convince him. Well, of course. Free drinks and the irresistible me, Elizabeth thought wryly. And it’s obvious where this will lead—provided Henry doesn’t trip over himself in the process. I’ll just have to remind him I’m not the sort of girl one gets bored with.


They had agreed to meet at the campus gates at midnight sharp, but getting ready was never as simple as it sounded. She spun before the mirror like it could answer back, tugging, fixing, teasing, desperate to perfect every detail. Meanwhile, Henry had already been waiting half an hour by the entrance, patient—or perhaps resigned—to her elaborate ritual.


After the tenth and final pass before the mirror, Elizabeth gave herself an approving once-over. The dark green dress hugged her figure in all the right ways, and the black heels with their modest rise completed the look. She nodded once, as though in agreement with her reflection, and finally stepped out of the room.


The corridor lay in half-shadow, its paint peeling in patches beneath faded posters for university events. The air still carried traces of perfume from the girls who had passed through earlier in the evening. Closing the door softly behind her, Elizabeth descended the staircase to the ground floor. She slipped past the hall, where the night guard dozed at his desk, and pushed through the main doors into the cool dark of the night.


Henry was standing some twenty meters away, leaning against one of the lampposts that lined the cobbled path leading from campus to the street. The soft glow of light spilled down his shoulders, casting a long shadow across the damp pavement. A light breeze tugged at his shirt collar, the top buttons undone—carelessly, yet with a charm that seemed almost calculated.


He looked as if he had stepped off the cover of a student magazine: the navy trousers fit him perfectly, and his gaze seemed fixed on some distant thought.


I wonder what he’s thinking about, Elizabeth mused.


As if sensing her, Henry turned his head, straightened his shoulders, and smiled. Pushing himself easily away from the lamppost, he closed the distance between them with a graceful step.


“As my grandfather used to say, a beautiful girl is worth a lifetime’s wait. Compared to that, half an hour is nothing.” Henry bowed low, mock-solemn, eyes gleaming with mischief.


Elizabeth rushed the last few steps toward him, planting her hands on her hips, a mischievous smile tugging at her lips. Beneath the stone archway of the campus portico, where the night breeze carried a faint trace of jasmine, their meeting took on a strangely heightened quality. At least, that was how Elizabeth felt.


“Fine words,” she teased, tilting her head. “Let’s hope you take after your grandfather.”

“Well, I won’t go as far as a lifetime, but thirty minutes is a laughable price when the reward is someone as stunning as you,” Henry said as he stepped close to Elizabeth.


He slid one hand around her waist—confident, yet gentle—while the other brushed a stray lock of hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. His touch lingered on her cheek, warm against the rising blush, before his lips found hers—soft, assured.


Another couple of minutes like that and we’ll never make it to the party, Elizabeth thought, warmth spreading through her body at the touch of his lips.


No, Henry. You’ll have to try harder than that. Tonight is going to be the trial of your life.


With that, she pulled back, mischief sparking in her eyes.


“Come on, Henry, the party’s been going for ages!”


“Oh, forgive me—am I too slow?”


“Keep talking like that, and I’ll decide I wore the wrong dress. Then we’ll have to go all the way back so I can try again! Actually… I think I must try on a few more tonight.”


“All right, all right, I’ll shut up.” Grinning, Henry raised his hands in surrender. “You look incredible.”


A car roared past, its headlights flaring. For a brief instant, their shadows tangled together on the asphalt, one shape fused out of two.


They hailed a cab, and fifteen minutes later were pulling up outside the club. Along the way, the city slipped by in fragments of neon and shadow—shop windows glowing, café signs dimming, old brick facades standing silent as if the town itself was ready for sleep. All except for those chasing midnight adventures.


Though it was nearly 1 a.m., new arrivals still streamed toward the entrance. A muted throb of music pulsed through the doors, vibrations rippling even through the pavement.


Elizabeth’s friends were clustered by the entrance. Smoke curled above their heads—someone with a cigarette, another with a plastic cup of dark liquid in hand, pausing now and then to grin and wave at passing acquaintances. By a graffiti-streaked concrete column leaned Karen, one of Elizabeth’s closest friends. She raised her hand in a sloppy greeting, nearly spilling her drink, then steadied herself by grabbing a friend’s shoulder.


“Betty, you made it!” she slurred, her face lit with drunken delight, eyes glassy. “We’ve been keeping the bar busy without you for, like, forever.”


“Sorry, we’re late, guys. Don’t worry—we’ll catch up fast.” Elizabeth shot Karen a playful look before turning to Henry.


“Everyone, this is Henry. Henry, these are my friends. You’ll meet properly later, but right now we have to get to the bar and onto the dance floor. We’ll catch you inside… once you’re done smoking, or whatever it is you’re doing out here.”


Laughing, Elizabeth grabbed Henry’s hand and pulled the slightly bewildered young man through the crowd toward the entrance.

Inside, the club was swallowed by neon chaos—flashes of color, pounding music, bass so heavy it throbbed through the floor. Overhead, mirrored balls spun, scattering shards of light across the dancers like a flurry of glittering comets.


The place boiled with energy—these were the hottest hours of the night. People shouted into each other’s ears, danced with their arms in the air, sloshed drinks out of plastic cups, careless in their exhilaration.


On the upper tier behind glass railings, the crowd looked like a heaving sea of heads. At the far end of the hall, the bar glowed like a beacon. Bathed in warm golden light and framed by shelves of bottles in every shape and shade, he called the thirsty to its shore.


“Follow me!” Elizabeth shouted into Henry’s ear, pointing through the swirling press of bodies toward the bar, already besieged by a knot of people clamoring for drinks.


They pushed their way through the crowd. Elizabeth cast a quick, sidelong glance at her companion. For all his earlier bravado, there was a tightness in Henry’s face now. His brows knit, and in his eyes flickered something hard to name.


“Hey, what’s wrong? Sorry, I dragged you in so fast. You’ll have time to meet everyone—we’ve got the whole night ahead of us!” She raised her voice above the music, trying to catch his gaze.


“Mmm? Oh—yeah, of course, don’t worry.” Henry gave a little shake, his smile snapping back into place. “I’m just a bit worn out, that’s all. But I’m here, with you. All I need is a beer to loosen up.”


“Sounds like a plan. Let’s get you that beer!”


The bar was dark wood, its surface worn smooth by thousands of elbows. Above hung rows of metal-shaded lamps, casting pools of dim light. The bartender, a wiry man in a T-shirt with the local football club’s crest, darted between customers, pouring drinks with practiced ease and nodding briskly at new orders. He caught Elizabeth and Henry’s eyes and gestured for them to wait a minute.


“So,” Elizabeth turned back to Henry, pitching her voice over the music, “rough day at work?”


Here at the bar, it was a touch quieter—the press of bodies muffled the sound, and the music’s epicenter raged deeper in the hall.


“Yeah, you could say that. Too much paperwork, and I had a spat with my boss… stressful day all around.” Henry looked aside, as if replaying the scene in his head.


“You should have told me! We could’ve met tomorrow. I wouldn’t have dragged you into this madhouse.” Annoyance slipped into Elizabeth’s tone.


“And miss a chance to tear up the dance floor with you? Come on—I’m not fifty. I’m still young, you know!” Henry pulled a couple of deliberately goofy dance moves to the beat, the spinning mirror ball catching in his hair and giving it a silver sheen. He shot Elizabeth a mock-serious look, the corners of his mouth twitching with mischief.


“Well? Do I pass for a student here to cut loose?”

“Well, only if he’s a graduate.” Elizabeth folded her arms across her chest and, with exaggerated seriousness, ran her eyes over Henry from head to toe. Then she added. “A graduate who had to repeat a year.”


“Oh, right in the heart! It’s already weak!” Henry clutched his chest in mock agony and staggered back as if struck by a mortal blow. “After all these years, Betty, you take no pity on me.”


The crowd around them buzzed and swayed like a living creature intoxicated by the ecstasy of night freedom.


Elizabeth hugged Henry, pressing herself against him, and kissed him, catching his warmth through the layers of noise and chaos. Then she pulled back, smiling softly, and looked into his eyes.


“You do realize you’re only five years older than me, right?”


“Five years and three months, to be precise,” Henry replied after a brief pause, frowning as if he had to recall the date exactly.


“Oh wow, that changes everything,” Elizabeth stepped back with mock horror, then giggled, betraying her bluff. “Honestly, I feel really good with you.”


The bartender approached, and Elizabeth motioned for two beers. She leaned slightly over the counter to take them, while Henry was left alone for a moment.


“Yes, me too,” he whispered, but Elizabeth didn’t hear—she had already turned toward the bar.


Just then, Henry’s phone vibrated. He pulled it from the inside pocket of his jacket. The glow of the screen held his face for an instant, and anxiety deepened in his features. His skin paled, his eyes narrowed—the message he read seemed to rip him out of reality.


“Everything okay?” Elizabeth handed him a bottle.


“Y-yeah, just work won’t leave me alone. I need to wrap something up as soon as possible. But right now I just want to forget,” Henry forced a smile, like putting a mask back on.


“Then drink your beer faster.”


They clinked bottles. The sound of glass vanished into the music. A few more minutes passed before they moved to the dance floor. Elizabeth pulled Henry by the hand, her eyes shining, her body already bursting into motion.


The crowd was even denser here, the air saturated with sweat, alcohol, and perfume. This was exactly what the doctor ordered. The music was salvation. Elizabeth dissolved into the rhythm, shedding the stress of the past days. With each movement, she grew lighter, as if time had been wound back to carefree days.


By the third song, the air felt heavier with the constant press of bodies. Henry suddenly pulled out his phone. Looking at the screen, his face twisted.


He turned to Elizabeth. In his eyes—remorse?


“I’m so sorry, Betty! Please, forgive me!”


“What? What are you talking about?” Elizabeth leaned closer, still moving to the beat, her voice drowned in the bass. Her face blurred with confusion.


Henry lowered his head. His fingers slid along her cheek with tenderness that felt so real, so right. And then—an abrupt movement.


He pulled her into him.


Elizabeth gasped as a searing pain stabbed her stomach. Her lungs froze. The music seemed distant, muffled. Her body filled with leaden weight.


“H-Henry?” She looked at him, panic and disbelief flooding her eyes. The face that had smiled at her just moments ago was now foreign, his gaze glassy, detached.


Her hand pressed to her stomach. Blood. Hot, sticky, terrifyingly real. The club lights blurred before her. The room began fading into darkness. She no longer knew if she was standing or already on the floor. Voices drifted away. In the very last moment, she heard Henry’s voice again.


“Forgive me.”


Elizabeth died.







Saturday, 4:45 a.m. Ocean Club.










Police barricades flickered with blue light, casting stains across damp asphalt. Inside the club, it still smelled of alcohol and sweat, cheap perfume, and something metallic. The smell of fresh blood, sharp and biting, like rust on an old knife.


Detective Ryan Booker crouched half a meter from the girl lying on her back.
“No sane person would want to wake up at four in the morning, skip breakfast, drive to a nightclub, and then stare at the corpse of a twenty-year-old student. To do that, you either need to be a psychopath or a goddamn detective. The only difference is the latter gets paid for it.”


Beside him stood Detective Lance Wood. The scene before them seemed almost theatrical. The light from the floodlamps shimmered across the fabric of a dark green dress—once elegant, now irreparably ruined by blood.


The crimson stain on her stomach was more than just a mark; it was a wound in the fabric of reality itself. Around it spread a thick, almost black pool, reflecting the dull remnants of the dance floor’s glow. In the air lingered a faint trace of Elizabeth’s perfume—something floral, barely perceptible, but disturbingly alive.


She had been beautiful. Brown eyes wide open, still holding the last flash of terror. Delicate features, a neat nose, full lips… Life had left her so abruptly that her face had no time to twist into pain. Only bewilderment remained.


I wonder what kind of person she was? Maybe she was kind, with a good sense of humor, simple and genuine—the soul of the company. Or maybe she was a complete bitch, full of vanity, cold as steel. None of it matters now. All that’s left is a body. Another fate cut short by some bastard who couldn’t handle rejection, Lance Wood thought with bitter cynicism.


The club, which only hours ago had roared with music, was now silent. Somewhere above, the lamps hummed. On the dance floor, as a strange posthumous echo, lay a single shoe—clearly belonging to the victim.


Detective work is considered an honorable profession. You do the right thing. Catch criminals. Save damsels in distress. That’s how it looks when you’re eighteen, when youthful idealism convinces you that you can help everyone, and the villain will always be punished. The key is never to give up, to go all the way… right?
Wrong.


Harsh reality shows you, year after year, that in a murder case there is no such thing as a happy ending. The moment someone’s life is taken—you’ve already lost. Yes, you can catch the killer, you can even push for the death penalty. But that won’t bring back someone’s mother… or someone’s son. All you can do is even the score. One bad life for one good.


In ninety-one percent of cases, the killer is found, then caught or neutralized. A good percentage, isn’t it? Except in the last year alone, there were about a thousand murders in England. That means ninety… ninety killers are still out there. They live next door to someone, go to work, stroll in the park, drink with friends at the bar. Nine goddamn percent. Nine percent of wolves in sheep’s clothing. Ticking time bombs, ready to explode at any moment, anywhere.


Such thoughts filled the mind of almost every homicide detective who had been in the department long enough. Lance was one of them. Six years ago, he had been assigned to this post. Before that, he had spent four years in uniform—listening to noise complaints, patrolling the streets. Halfway to his promotion, Lance met Ryan: a seasoned detective, a family man, father of two daughters. Stern, but dependable in a very human way. More than once, Ryan had advised Lance to get married, to have children, before it was too late. Now, eight years later, Lance understood why. This job erases the lines between what is right and what is merely allowed. It changes you.


Lance stood behind Ryan, notebook in hand. The heat from the neon lamps raised the air to an unnatural temperature, making it stifling. Finally, Lance forced himself to turn away from the body, slipped his pen into the side pocket, and squinted into the light as he caught the gaze of a policeman coming down from the second floor. The man looked exhausted, with gray bags under his eyes and a coffee stain on his uniform.


“What do we know about the victim?” Lance asked, flipping through his notes with professional detachment.
“Her name was Elizabeth Wilson. Second-year student at Nottingham Trent. She was here with friends, celebrating the end of their midterm exams. Upstairs are Karen Myers and Cody Finnegan, classmates of the victim. Miss Myers was one of the last to speak with Miss Wilson and her companion, Henry. Mr. Finnegan was in the club, but according to both of them, he never interacted with the victim or her companion,” the constable said, rubbing his eyes with a weary hand, as if trying to wipe away the remnants of a long night shift.


The dim lights of the club flickered a few times from power fluctuations.
“I see. And where is this Henry now?” Ryan asked, still staring at the floor. But Lance already suspected the answer he was about to hear.
“Gone. None of the witnesses saw him leave. They say they barely knew him—only caught a glimpse when the couple arrived at the club by taxi.”


Lance wrote the name Henry in his notebook, leaving room beside it for a surname and more details.
“Who else saw the victim?” he asked curtly.
“The bartender says he served her a beer ten to fifteen minutes before she died. He’s at the bar now, doing inventory.”
“The bartender remembered both of them?” Ryan asked with suspicion, glancing across the empty dance floor.
“Ask him yourself. My job is to secure the perimeter and gather witnesses… Oh, and the club owner is in his office, and he’s not in the best mood. Heard him complain at least five times about how much this has hurt the club’s reputation.” At those words, the policeman frowned, as if recalling something unpleasant. His face twisted slightly—it was clear he didn’t like the man at all. “That’s it. The rest of Miss Wilson’s group left their information and went back to their dorm. Here are their contacts.”


The notebook snapped shut in Lance's hands. He shoved it into his pants pocket.
“Understood. We’ll take it from here,” he said with a short nod, following Ryan, who was already climbing the metal staircase to the club’s second tier.  

The stairs creaked beneath their feet, worn linoleum softening the sound. The second floor was dimmer, wrapped in a half-light deepened by wall sconces fashioned like old gas lamps. The balcony ran in a ring around the hall, and along its railing stood soft couches upholstered in dark leather. Round tables accompanied each seat; some still held ashtrays with cigarette butts and half-finished cocktails.


On the second couch from the stairs sat Karen Myers. She seemed melded into the cushions, her head bowed as if trying to disappear from the world. Her hands rubbed nervously at her knees through the denim of her jeans.


Ten meters away, Cody Finnigan leaned against the railing, one foot tapping an absent rhythm, absorbed in a phone conversation. Lance immediately recognized the brand-new Nokia 7110, just released to the market—the pride of the age. Its greenish screen glimmered faintly in the dim light.


Lance and Ryan approached Karen.


“Miss Myers?” Lance’s voice was low, almost gentle.


Karen flinched at her surname and slowly lifted her head. Her face was drawn, her eyes red and swollen. Strands of blond hair clung to her cheeks.


“Detective Wood, and this is Detective Booker. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”


“Hello… y-yes, ask whatever you w-want,” Karen replied, her voice trembling. The toll of the last hours was etched into every line of her face.


Detective Booker gestured politely toward the couch across from her.


“Do you mind if we sit?”


“Of course…”


They settled onto the stiff leather seats beside her.


“So,” Ryan began, shifting closer, “Miss Myers, let’s start at the beginning. Tell us everything that happened from the moment you met Miss Wilson tonight.”


Karen pressed her palms to her face, took a deep breath, and paused as if gathering her remaining strength.


“We came to the club with friends around ten in the evening, and Betty… Betty said she’d wait for Henry. They’d arrive together a couple of hours later,” her voice broke on her friend’s name.


“And Henry… that’s the guy who went missing, right?” Lance looked up from his notebook at Karen. Her shoulders trembled, her clothing blending into the half-light around her. It seemed she was trying to dissolve into the shadows of the club.


“Yes… That’s right… You think it was him… that he k-killed Betty?” Karen’s voice quavered again. She gripped herself tightly, holding on as if to anchor herself to reality.


Lance’s voice remained calm, measured, despite the tension.


“We’re considering all possibilities. But the fact that Henry… fled the scene definitely makes him the primary suspect.” He made an effort to sound serious, though softer than usual. “Do you know Henry’s last name?”


Karen shook her head. From somewhere below came the muffled clink of the cash register on the first floor.


“I see. Please, continue.”


“Betty arrived with Henry a little after midnight. They came over to us as we stepped out for some fresh air. We said hello, and then they went to the bar for drinks, saying they’d meet us on the dance floor.” 

Karen fell silent, her fingers unconsciously clutching the edge of the couch, as if searching for something to hold onto, anything to give her strength.


“This was the last time we saw her alive. W-when we went back inside, the crowd rushed toward us. People were screaming, the music cut out, and I heard some of them saying that someone had been killed…”


She struggled to continue, her words forced out as though she were suffocating under memories that were being cruelly replayed.


“We went out with the others, and I started looking for Betty. When I couldn’t find her, I decided to go back in, check the restroom… anywhere else…” Karen’s voice faltered, fear wedging itself into every syllable.


“Then I saw her. She was just lying there… and Henry was already gone.”


Lance paused. Detective Booker also fell silent, giving her a moment to catch her breath.


“And this Henry… what can you tell us about him? His appearance, what he was wearing? What do you even know about him?”


“Almost nothing. Betty met him last Sunday. He works at some big company, but I don’t know what he does. Brunette, short-haired, tall… about six-two, slim, attractive. He was wearing dark trousers and a shirt. That’s all—I honestly didn’t know him well.”


“I see. Thank you, Miss Myers,” Ryan said softly, looking her in the eyes, conveying as much compassion as possible. “Please, leave your contact information with the officer. Here are our cards. Call us if you remember any new detail, even if it seems trivial.”


Lance glanced at the young man by the railing—Cody Finnigan—standing motionless, phone pressed to his ear.


“Should we speak with Mr… Finnigan? He might be able to tell us more.”


“Oh, no, he didn’t even cross paths with Betty. He’s just here to take me home.”


“I see. Safe travels, Miss Myers. Good night.”


The detectives stood and made their way down the stairs, the worn steps echoing through the near-empty club. They moved toward the bar.


The bartender stood with his back to them, notebook and pen in hand, peering at the markings on the bottles. Absorbed in inventory, he seemed confined to numbers alone.


Lance cleared his throat deliberately. The booming sound made the bartender flinch.


“Not quite done yet. I’m almost finished, Mr. Novak,” the bartender started irritably, but when he turned around, his tone softened.


“Ah, it’s you. My apologies. Our boss clears his throat just like that… though your reason is clearly more serious than his usual. Something like, In the last inventory, thirty milliliters of tequila are missing. Did you pour someone a free drink?” He spoke with a faux accent, then smiled, extending his hand to Lance and then to Ryan. “Thomas. Thomas Nicholson.”


“Mr. Nicholson, Detective Wood, and this is Detective Booker.”


With that, the detectives simultaneously opened their leather portfolios to reveal silver badges, the glint briefly catching the bartender’s eyes.


“I believe you. Police everywhere, you in suits—it’s easy to connect the dots. You asking about that suspicious guy? The one with the girl who… well… you know,” he added, drawing his thumb across his throat.


“Correct. And I’ll ask you to take the next few minutes seriously,” Ryan straightened abruptly, his gaze turning cold. 

“Wow, didn’t mean to offend, officer,” Thomas replied, a hint of sarcasm in his tone, like a man who had dealt with the police more than once, but perhaps never for something this serious.


“Let’s get to the point,” Lance said, losing patience. The situation was unpleasant enough, and his head still throbbed from the alcohol consumed the night before.


“Alright, alright, God. Look, when the club got packed, I was swamped, you know?” Thomas scratched the back of his neck nervously. “Couldn’t keep up with the orders, so some people had to wait. That girl, now lying on the dance floor”. He glanced over his shoulder, as if checking again that this wasn’t some ridiculous prank. “She caught my attention. I gave her two beers out of turn.”


He lowered his gaze to the bar, pointing to the spot.


“But here’s the strange part,” he continued, “when I handed the beers, I noticed that guy. He was calm at first, but then he pulled out his phone, read something, and went pale for a few seconds like he’d seen a ghost. When the girl turned around, he acted as if nothing had happened.”


“At first, I didn’t think much of it. Maybe a message from his wife, right? But after she was killed, and he disappeared… not his wife,” Thomas said, frowning.


Who could have sent the message? A client, perhaps? Lance thought.


“Could Mr. Novak tell us anything useful?”


“That old bastard showed up after it happened,” Thomas snorted. “Doubt it’ll be useful… or pleasant. We don’t have cameras, so here’s a free tip: don’t ruin both your and his mood. I’m at the end of my shift. Just let him sit there,” he said, bending back to his notebook.


After jotting down everything the bartender said, Lance and Ryan thanked him, handed over their cards, and headed toward the exit.


The club doors swung open. Damp Nottingham air hit them. Silence reigned, broken only by the distant hum of a transformer box and the crunch of leaves underfoot. The oppressive, headache-inducing atmosphere of the club stayed behind the walls. For the first time that night, Lance felt his lungs fill with real air.


He lit a cigarette, drawing in the smoke with relief, and glanced at the sky—no stars in sight. The darkness was thick, like black oil.


As the detectives approached their car, Lance’s radio crackled to life.


“Hey, Wood, this is Maloney. Do you copy?”


Lance held it closer, squinting through the dim light of the flashlight.


“Yes, what’s up?”


“Just checking… you’re with Booker at the club, right? One of the patrol guys mentioned it.”


“Yeah, we just got out. The girl was stabbed right on the dance floor, can you believe it?”


“Christ, that’s bad. Listen… I’m handling another call right now. A man, about forty, was killed in the restroom of a bar.”


“Another murder?” Lance’s voice tightened. Two murders in one night was unusual. He’d seen a lot over the years, but even in the capital, something like this was rare.


“Wait, it gets stranger. Apparently, everyone wants our guys tonight. Including your case with Booker, that makes six murders today already.”


Lance and Ryan exchanged a glance.


A pause hung in the air.


Then Lance exhaled, unable to contain himself:


“What the f…?!” 


























Chapter Two
Uninvited Guests







Saturday, 12:10 a.m. Harrow Road.










Harrow Road lay quiet and still. Unlike the bustling city center, this neighborhood of private houses breathed with calm and measured ease. The only sounds were the occasional chirping of birds in a handmade birdhouse a local carpenter had nailed to a tree, and the muffled bark of a dog that made a habit of announcing every stranger who dared to pass.


Tonight, the old guardian’s voice was raised at Courtney Still, making her way down the deserted street toward house number forty-six.


I need to hurry. He’ll be back from work in twenty minutes at most, Courtney told herself, glancing at the wristwatch her grandmother had given her years ago, then quickened her pace.


She was heading to the home of a man she loved. It was not a calm, reasonable affection, but something rough and all-consuming, feverish, obsessive. What had begun between them had struck like a match, flaring into something far more serious than a casual affair.


And though John—her other half—had a wife and two children, the feelings coursing through Courtney outweighed reason. After all, John had chosen this double life himself. No one had chained him to it.


Their next meeting wasn’t supposed to be until tomorrow, but patience had deserted Courtney that evening as she sat alone in front of her tv. On impulse, she had grabbed her things and set off for John’s house, determined to surprise him while he finished his shift.


All she needed was the spare key hidden under one of the flowerpots by the back entrance, lined neatly along the fence that framed the back patio.


She had tried once before to sneak into John’s home, a few months back, when his wife and children were away at her mother’s. That attempt ended with her locked out, cursing her overconfidence in burglary skills, forced to wait on the doorstep for an hour until John returned.


That was when he showed her where he kept the spare key—just in case.


Now, practically running with her backpack slung over one shoulder, Courtney rounded the Porter house, reached beneath the right flowerpot, and slipped the key into the back door.


Inside, she crossed the hall into the open kitchen, poured herself a glass of water, and drained it in one breath. From the drawers she pulled out two wine glasses and a corkscrew, then made her way to the Porters’ bedroom.


John and his wife, Triss—soon to be ex, Courtney reminded herself—shared a room on the ground floor, accessible only through the kitchen.


Once inside, she dropped her backpack on the chair, unzipped it, and took out scented candles and a bottle of wine. She popped the cork with the corkscrew and filled both glasses. Placing them on the nightstand beside the bed, she shed her outer clothes until she was down to her lingerie—the set John had given her on Valentine’s Day.


Taking one of the glasses in hand, Courtney stretched out on the bed, propping the pillow high behind her for comfort. She began to sip the wine slowly, settling in to await her beloved.

How lucky that John had come up with the perfect excuse—working late on yet another court case. And who could argue? Being a lawyer always ate away at your free time.


Now Triss and the kids were hundreds of miles away at her sister’s birthday, and tonight John and I will have an unforgettable night. After that, almost the whole weekend is ours.


Courtney couldn’t help smiling at the thought. Just the two of us, no one else. Maybe we’ll even go to some little restaurant on the far side of town, where no one would recognize him.


And later, when the moment of parting draws near, I’ll bring up the divorce again. But first, I need to show him how good we can be together. Like a test drive of the life that awaits us. If everything goes smoothly, I know it will work.


John had told her more than once that he was thinking of divorcing Triss. They had even discussed how they would need to adjust—because John had no intention of abandoning his children.


Courtney understood that. Whatever happened with his wife, the kids should never suffer. He was right to want to stay in their lives. And to Courtney, that only proved the obvious: John was a good man. He wanted to do the right thing.


No matter what Linda—her closest friend—liked to say, it wasn’t true. She wasn’t looking for a father figure. For one thing, her own father had left the family before she was eight years old. She hadn’t seen him since.


That alone was proof enough of how vastly different John was.


Everything will be fine. We’ll make it work.


Ten minutes later, her glass was nearly empty. She reached to pour herself another when the faint scrape of a key turning in the front lock froze her hand.


The door opened. It had to be John—though he seemed to be arguing with someone.


“Listen, what was your name again…?”


“McCormack. Andrew McCormack.” The voice was calm, almost bored.


“Right… Look, I understand this could be useful, but how do I know you’re not feeding me a false lead? You said yourself you work for the very people who want this bastard walking free.”


“Mr. Porter, I’ll admit—it does look rather suspicious. But no one is forcing you to do anything. Just take a look at these files. They could change the entire course of the case. You need to know this now, before the next hearing, so you can add another charge to the existing ones. Trust me—once you look inside that folder, you’ll want to know more.”


Despite the gravity of his words, McCormack’s tone carried a thread of casual ease.


“But why do you want this?” John asked warily.


“Let’s just say I’m parting ways with my employers—for moral reasons, mostly. I want to play fair, follow the letter of the law without bending it to suit my advantage. That’s the only game I intend to play.”

Just agree with him, John. Take the folder, say thanks, and show him out. Courtney didn’t know whether to stay frozen or start getting dressed. After a moment’s thought she decided it would be enough to sit quietly until they finished.


There is no scenario in which this conversation will move into the bedroom.


“All right, fine. I’ll have a look. I suppose you want something in return for the tip?” John asked.


“A glass of water will do. Mr. Porter, I already told you I’m unhappy with how my employers handle things. I want to teach them a lesson. Do this for me and we’ll be square.”


The man’s voice was even, persuasive.


“I won’t argue with that. Sounds like my sort of thing. And if you really care about playing by the book, that’s commendable,” John replied.


A five-second silence hung between them.


“Mr. Porter… the water, please,” the man said.


“Oh—right, right. Sorry, long day. My head’s gone to mush,” John muttered, turning toward the sink. He opened a drawer, took out a glass, and began to fill it.


“And where exactly are you planning to go, if—”


Courtney thought John had lowered his voice; she pressed her ear to the door. Then, from the kitchen, she heard the sharp sound of crockery striking tile.


She peered through the crack.


John lay on his stomach. A knife protruded from the back of his head. The man in the suit stepped up to him, bent down and wrenched the blade free. His face showed no expression—utter indifference.


He made the sign of the cross in silence. Then he turned, walked to the sink, opened the drawer, took out a fresh glass and casually began to fill it.


Courtney slid down the wall, covering her mouth with her hand. Her body shook; her heart pounded like a trapped bird.


No. NO. This can’t be. He just—he just killed him. My John.


She froze. Darkness crept at the edges of her vision; she wanted to scream, to burst from the room and tackle that bastard—but reason fought the impulse.


He was in the kitchen; knives were everywhere. What if he had a gun? She wouldn’t make it.


She closed the door gently and sat, frantically working through options. The man would come back sooner or later—he’d want to check for witnesses. Or maybe he was a robber and would ransack the house for anything to steal.


She had to get out. She had to run. John wouldn’t have wanted her to die in a hopeless fight with a killer. That thought pushed her into action.


Quietly, Courtney stood and crossed to the chair where she’d left her outer clothes. She pulled on jeans and the Def Leppard T-shirt, grabbed her backpack, and moved toward the window.


As she began to open it, the hinge gave a treacherous creak.


He heard it. He definitely heard it.


It’s far too quiet in the house now. Her heart hammered; her legs threatened to give way—she was moments from screaming. She had to get out, right now.


With a sharp movement, Courtney pushed the window fully open and swung herself out onto the sloped lawn.


No sooner had her feet hit the grass than the bedroom door exploded inward—the killer had forced it—but she didn’t look back.


She crouched low and ran along the side of the house, clambered onto the neighbours’ yard, sprinted to the rear of their garden, and repeated the same.


Once she reached the next street, she burst onto the road and ran as hard as she could toward the square—the part of town that still had people out on a weekend night.


Several times she glanced over her shoulder, but there was no one in pursuit. No one chased her.







Saturday, 4:00 p.m. Police Station — Homicide Headquarters.









“Boss, I get it — this isn’t a standard situation. But what do you want from us? There are no fingerprints on any of the murders. Witnesses only gave descriptions in two of the six cases. I just want to say—”


“I don’t give a damn what you want to say, Masuda! I don’t give a damn what you’re thinking. I don’t give a damn what you had for breakfast. I don’t even give a damn that you can’t remember to put the damn toilet seat down! Although that last one does annoy me personally — but still, I don’t give a damn, for God’s sake!”


Vince Rogers, head of department, was flushed crimson. His luxuriant moustache trembled on his round face. Nerves were frayed — nobody had slept properly all night. The whole station was shaken by the news: six mysterious murders, all carried out at the same time in different parts of the city.


“Let me guess, it’s because—” Detective Norio Masuda began. Half-Japanese and fond of quips, he could never resist a line, even when the moment didn’t invite one. The chief knew him well and often cut him off, anticipating the joke.



