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      High above the Manhattan skyline, dark clouds clustered. Flashes of light illuminated the blackened mass as the storm brewed. There was a low rumble followed by more eruptions of light within the angry-looking clouds. The wind howled through the city streets like a wraith hunting for its prey. The storm was nearly over, pushed on by the easterly wind. The downpour of rain had left its mark, leaving lakes on the streets and sidewalks. Despite the sparks of electricity in the clouds, there had been no lightning, just a fantastic light show. Bellow in the sodden streets, there was more flashes of light, but these were from a 9mm. The loud cracks were not from the storm, but the bark from the Sig Sauer.

      “Stay away from me, you freak,” cried a man as he released another volley of hollow points into the dark. Mario, “the Shark” Brunetti, was afraid – scared shitless, someone was hunting him. The man was a mobster, loan shark, a piece of shit who would sell his mother for a profit. He was a short man with a receding hairline and a round figure. Too much of a good life, too much good food from blood money had shaped him and made him slow, vulnerable. Once a man that put fear into people, but now, he was running scared – or rather limping. He’d taken a bullet to the leg; he’d been lucky, his men had been taken out one by one, shot from a distance. All headshots, even the ones that had used walls as cover, however, bricks are no match for a .50 BMG calibre bullet. The M2 Armoured Piercing round was possibly overkill, but the shooter didn’t care, he only needed one of them alive – Brunetti. 706.7 grams of full metal death travelled the short distance quickly, and quietly. At 856 meters per second, the bricks were vaporised, and so were the men behind them. One of the men sought refuge behind a steel beam, but the bullet just passed through it like it was made from butter. The hunter had used an AS50 from Accuracy International with a smart sight with multi-imaging, which included thermal and suppressor – no noise, no flash from the barrel. The .50 calibre monster took out the men in a blink of an eye, ten rounds in just less than a minute. Brunetti had run. Smart move – pointless but smart. He had run to his car, only to find a hole in the engine block, and a bloody mess where the driver had been. Brunetti had run back inside the building. It was an old factory in the Bronx built in the twenties and left to rot for years, but he had bought it at a discount, a good place to do business. Brunetti pulled out his Sig Sauer 320XL custom and held it with his chubby fingers. A nice gun, polished steel with rubber combat grips. Fifteen in the mag, one in the pipe. Nice long barrel. Nice if you’re a sports shooter or a guy looking for a gun to intimidate. The Desert Eagle used to be the favourite, but gangsters soon learned that more bullets were far better than a few big bangs. If you’re in a firefight, you want more bullets. Magnums are good for intimidation – very good, in fact, but it means you must carry lots of heavy magazines. Brunetti was smart, possibly learned the lesson the hard way. Unfortunately, a nice gun is no match against what he knew was coming for him.

      He had run inside the building, hoping the deeper he went, the less likely those damned bullets would be able to reach him. A good plan. Brunetti was smart, but the hunter was smarter. Brunetti ran towards the door of his office; he had a secure room there. Three inches of reinforced steel with lead lining, nothing was getting through, not even him. Brunetti smiled as the door came into view. Six more feet, and then he was safe. His eyes widened with eagerness as if willing the room to come to him. His gaze fell to a red LED light on the door. His eyes squinted as he approached. Was it a new alarm system his tech guy had fitted? Brunetti slid to a stop, dropping to the ground as he did so. As the red LED turned green, there was a rush of wind, followed by a blinding flash of light. Brunetti was lifted off the ground and hurled across the open space. A massive explosion rocked the building, but there was no fire, just the blast. Brunetti looked over at the gaping hole where his office had once been, now jus smouldering bricks and twisted metal. The air was thick with smoke and the smell of burnt wood and metal, making his eyes sting and water. Brunetti wiped the tears from his eyes with his sleeve and coughed. He felt the urge to stand, to run, to get the hell out of there. As he stood, he turned towards the way he had come. He looked back at the hole in the wall. Two options, both could mean his death, but for some reason he wasn’t, the killer could have taken him out any time, yet he lived. Working on this, Brunetti smiled. The assassin needed him alive. Brunetti laughed and ran towards the hole, confident that the killer was too far away after all the shooter would have to be quicker than an Olympic runner to get from the nest to the other side of the building, no, Brunetti had the advantage. As he ran towards the gap, he froze, there stood a figure in a long coat, the light from a nearby streetlamp showed only the outline of the man, but Brunetti didn’t need to see the man’s face, he knew exactly who it was – John Steel.

      “Brunetti, where is SANTINI?” Steel yelled. Brunetti skidded as he struggled to turn and run. There was a soft sound of metal against metal, followed by a scream from Brunetti. He looked down to see blood streaming from the outer side of his left leg. Brunetti turned and released a volley of rounds at the hole in the wall, only to find an empty space. Steel had gone. Brunetti’s eyes darted from side to side, hoping to catch a glimpse of the phantom, but found only darkness. He scrambled to his feet and headed towards the main entrance.

      “Where is SANTINI?” Steel yelled out once again. Brunetti released another volley before the clicking sound of an empty gun. Brunetti replaced the magazine with a fresh mag and clicked the bolt release catch on the side, forcing the top slide forward, loading a new round into the chamber.

      “Stay away from me, and you freak,” Brunetti yelled, firing blindly into the dark.

      “I’ll only ask one more time Brunetti, where are they?” Steel yelled, his voice echoing around the empty space of the abandoned building.

      “Go to Hell, ya freak,” Brunetti screamed, then fired off another volley. As he turned to run, he bumped into something. His blood ran cold as he dropped to the floor. He raised the weapon, but Steel grabbed it with a swift movement, ripping it out of the mobster’s hand.

      “I am in Hell thanks to you and your friends, now, where is SANTINI?” Steel growled. Brunetti looked at Steel. He was a big man, six-two compared to his five-six. Steel’s handsome square-jawed face was masked by a pair of military-style sunglasses, which hugged his face like a mask, his black hair styled with a side parting. He was dressed all in black with a long black wool and leather trench coat. Brunetti looked down at Steel’s leather military-style gloves with the plastic knuckle guards, but Brunetti’s eyes were more fixed on his own gun that Steel was pointing down at his groin area.

      “Talk, or you’ll never need that vasectomy,” Brunetti shook with fear as he noted the emotionless expression on Steel’s face as he spoke. “Where are they, talk, or I’ll take you one piece at a time, starting with the smallest,” Steel said, shoving the 9mm into Brunetti’s groan.

      “If I tell, I’m dead,” Brunetti screamed, waving his arms about. Steel smashed the gun against Brunetti’s head to calm him.

      “Well, if you don’t, I’ll keep you alive,” Steel said with a deep growl. Brunetti held a puzzled look.

      “Don’t you mean you’ll kill me?” Brunetti laughed, thinking Steel had it backwards.

      “No, you’ll be alive, but I will make sure that every scumbag in the city knows you like kids – little kids, make sure the word is spread that you couldn’t talk enough about every mobster in the city. You’ll want SANTINI to kill you, you’ll want me to kill you, but I won’t, I’ll make sure you stay alive – until I get bored of saving your arse,” Steel said holding up the gun and releasing the magazine, which fell to the concrete with a clatter of metal. Steel pulled back the top slide enough to make sure to check a round was chambered, then released the slide. “You have three options, one – you say nothing and your life becomes a living Hell, Two – you tell me what I want to know, you live and take your chances, or Three – you tell me, and I leave you with this quick way out?” Steel said, his face half in shadow, half in the light coming from a top window.

      “I don’t see no incentive, either way, I’m dead,” Brunetti moaned, holding his bloody leg.

      “You have a choice, more than my family was given, more than you gave them,” Steel said, this time the anger was starting to show.

      “But I had nothing to –,”

      “You told SANTINI that my family was having a party that day, you told them who was responsible for the raid on the warehouse and who was hunting them, you even provided the weapons used, so do not tell me you had nothing to do with it,” Steel screamed and ripped Brunetti from the floor as though he was a rag doll. Brunetti gasped at the display of power. “I grow weary of your excuses, and I’ll give you one more chance to answer, use it wisely.” Brunetti stared into those damned sunglasses and his scared reflection. The question wasn’t whether he was going to live or die; it was how he was going to die, horribly, or by his own hand? Steel had given him that choice, SANTINI wouldn’t.

      “What do you want to know?” Brunetti sighed, his body going limp, the fight, and fear had drained out of him. Steel smiled and placed the man onto the floor.

      “You help me – I’ll help you,” Steel said, dragging Brunetti out of the hole in the wall and to a waiting vehicle. As the blacked-out Yukon drove off, the old factory was ripped to pieces by several explosions, leaving nothing but rubble.
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        * * *

      

      Several miles away, deep under the city, in the depths of the Manhattan subway, Tara Burke looked out of the subway trains window. Raindrops had pooled onto the rubber corners of the safety glass, droplets of water rolled together like globules of mercury. They had collected from when the train had gone above ground. Her thoughts were a million miles away. Dreams of a different life, a better life. The cold glass felt good against her warm skin. The first time she had felt cool all day. The diner where she worked had been busy from breakfast up to the end of her shift. Thank God for nine o’clock, she had thought as she clocked out. The nights were getting warmer, but the season was bringing the rain. Sometimes she hated spring, sure it was getting darker later, and if she never saw another snowflake, it wouldn’t be too soon, but the nights were still cold. Tara had one of those ‘girl next door’ pretty faces, which was framed with shorter hair. Weeks before it had hung along the length of her back, but she needed a change. Now her red locks hung on her shoulders. New spring, new you, she had promised herself the year before. A New York summer is not the best time to have long hair, especially if you work in a Diner.

      She looked at her reflection in the nearby window. A sad face stared back at her from the black background of the unlit subway line. Tara stared into her large blue eyes, noting the sadness within them. That was going to change. She had plans that would make her dreams come true. Tara took a deep sigh as she thought about her life. She had just celebrated her twenty-fifth birthday and had nothing to show for her life. She had been nowhere, nor had she done anything special. Straight after school, she had gotten that stupid job in the Diner just so she could live. Her mother had skipped out as soon as she could, leaving Tara with the two-bedroomed apartment while she disappeared to God knows where not that Tara cared.

      Good riddance, Tara thought as she remembered reading the note telling her she was on her own. That was the only thing her mother had ever given her apart from the beatings. Now, she was on her own, apart from the new roommate, who was only there to help pay the rent.

      The screech from the train’s brakes signalled that they were approaching the station on 50th Street. Tara took her face away from the glass. She felt the tingle in her cheek as the skin began to warm up. As the train came to a stop, the doors opened with a hiss from the hydraulics. She stood up and headed out into the chill of the night. It was almost quarter to ten at night as she reached Main Street. The walk home would take her five minutes—she knew this for certain after walking it for so many years. Down West 50th, then onto Ninth Avenue until she got to 48th Street. Tara took out her cell phone and checked her messages. She had forgotten about the vibration the phone had given off on the train. But then, late at night is not the time to pull out your cell phone on the subway.

      Where the hell are you, we must talk…

      She stared at the message for a moment, and her blood froze at the tone. Something was wrong. Tara put the phone back into her pocket and walked home. Her pace had quickened. Her heels tapped the concrete. The sound echoed through the streets like tiny horses’ hooves on cobbled roads. The night appeared darker than usual, even though there were plenty of street lamps and lights from the houses as families stayed up to watch television, but it was a different dark. A fearful darkness that no one could see unless you were terrified by it.

      To her left, there was a dark spot, a gap in the light, Clinton Community Garden, a nice place in the day, but it was bathed in darkness. She shivered again, and her imagination began to run away with her as she began to see and hear things, she was sure weren’t there, or hoped. Tara looked at her watch. The digital display read twenty-one-forty.

      She had worked overtime to help pay the rent until her new roommate moved in properly. Tara smiled as she thought about the fresh-faced girl who had answered agreed to move in. An old friend who needed digs, she had a good job so money wouldn’t be a problem. The friend was a pretty woman in her late twenties, but hey, who was Tara to judge why a woman like that was single? All Tara knew was she had been in a bad relationship but was now single…of sorts. Tara turned on to her road; the apartment wasn’t much further. A cold breeze met her as she started down the final stretch, making her shiver as though someone had just danced over her grave. She had that feeling again.

      Something was wrong.

      Tara walked up to the door at the front of the building. Stopping, she looked around to see if there was anyone lurking in the shadows. She shook her head as if to shake the silly idea from her mind; she was letting a simple text spook her. It was probably nothing. She smiled at her foolishness. The bad thing about texts is they don’t convey emotion unless you want to lighten the tone, and you put the standard LOL at the end. Tara took out the phone again and re-read the text.

      Where the hell are you, we must talk…

      She had to admit that at first, it had looked bad, but then she looked at it again. She had pulled a double shift and not told him, plus he could get a little jealous what with her flirting for tips and all. Once, she had gotten a twenty for giving some guy a peck on the cheek because it was his birthday. A little harmless fun, she thought, plus it paid the bills. Tara smiled as she walked up the stairs to her apartment on the fourth floor, her exercise for the day as she called it. The sound of televisions filled the tight corridors, some people watching games shows, others watching police dramas. Music blared through the thin flooring above. There was a baby’s cry from number 4.

      She stopped outside number 42 and slipped the key into the lock. Tara pushed the door open and stepped inside the dimly lit room. An orange glow from the streetlights outside broke up the blackness. All she wanted now was her bed after a long day. Tara listened to the couple next door: loud moans of passion came through as if there was no wall between them at all. She smiled as she shook her head and shut the door behind her. A scream filled the building—a scream like no other. Then there was only the sound of the neighbours’ televisions filling the corridors once more.
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      Detective Joshua Tooms was woken by the sound of banging. He sat up quickly and listened more carefully, just in case it was coming from inside the building. His wife was about to speak, but he raised his finger to his lips as a signal for silence. At first, he thought the banging was from a neighbour’s house, reasoning that the noise had travelled through the open bedroom window. He listened harder. The hammering was coming from downstairs. Someone was at his front door. His wife Barbara held on to his muscular arm for comfort. He patted her hand for reassurance. Tooms looked over at his clock: the display was blank, signifying a lack of power. Had someone cut the power to his house? Tooms rolled out of bed and stretched off his muscles, unwittingly showing off his large frame. Even though he was in his late forties, he was still in good shape. Years in the Marines had taught him to look after himself.

      “Don’t worry, it will be OK,” he told his wife. “Just lock the door behind me and get ready to call 911.”

      Barbara nodded and watched as he turned to his bedside drawer and pulled out his service 9mm Glock 17 pistol. He didn’t need to check it; he always had a full magazine of fifteen rounds and one in the chamber. The bullets were called critical duty—quite appropriate, he always thought. The 135-grain bullets were meant to put someone down, not just tickle them. He never turned as he heard the door close behind him; he just stopped and listened for the lock to be put on. Moving to the staircase, he saw his two daughters holding each other in fear as they looked down the stairwell, almost hypnotised by the banging. They looked up to see their father, who was now padding towards their rooms. Quickly they hurried away and locked themselves in, tears of fear running down their faces.

      The downstairs was bathed in a vale of blue. Streams of moonlight flooded through the sitting-room window like the sun on a summer’s day. Tooms was thankful for the illumination, realising he’d left the flashlight in his car. He stood there in his sleeping shorts, the moonlight glistening off his large muscular form, making him look almost like a black gladiator. The banging became more violent, but there were no voices to let him know who was there. Cautiously he headed for the door, the Glock raised up in his right hand, leaving his left free. Again, the person hammered on the door, always in blocks of three knocks interrupted by a brief pause. He put his back against the wall next to the door, then breathed in a lungful of air to steady his heart rate.

      “Who the fuck is there?” he yelled, expecting the door to be shredded by gunfire. “I’m warnin your ass. I’m a cop. I’m armed, and I’m pissed, so you better answer up or get the fuck away from my house,” Tooms’s voice bellowed like a brown bear that had gargled a shot of whiskey.

      “Tooms, it’s Tony. Open the door, man!” came a voice from the other side of the door. Tooms opened the door to reveal a white guy with short brown hair, wearing jeans, and a black three-quarter-length leather jacket.

      “Tony, what the fuck, man? Why didn’t you call first? I could have shot your ass,” Tooms said, exhaling the air he had been holding. Tony walked in through the open door and saw the three women coming down the stairs to see who was making all the noise.

      “I tried calling, but some idiot who was higher than Armstrong ran into a transformer. Looks like the whole block has lost power. It must have affected the cell tower as well as the power lines, which means no phones,” Tony explained. He looked past Tooms’s large frame and, giving an embarrassed smile, waved at the now angry women who stood at the bottom of the stairs. Tooms reached over and tried the light switch near the door. He had tried the switch several times, to the point of not knowing whether it was in the on or off mode. The clicks filled the air, but no lights broke the darkness.

      “You’ve come to check on me, man, now that’s touching, bro, you know I can take care of myself?” Tooms joked as he shut the door, and Tony made his way into the sitting room.

      “Yeah, you got Barbara to hold ya hand, just in case it’s too dark,” Tony laughed. Suddenly the television and the lights came on, making them all jump. Tooms and Tony laughed at their cowardly display in front of the women.

      “So, what you doin’ here, at…?” Tooms remembered that he didn’t know what time it was.

      “Eleven o’clock. Sorry, man, but we picked up a fresh one,” Tony apologised. The two detectives were on call. The one thing Tooms hated about the job was that most people died at night or early in the morning. A social job this was not; however, compared to the army, it was a dream occupation. Being shipped off to God-knows-where at the drop of a hat wasn’t great for family life either. Joshua Tooms left Tony to make some coffee while he showered and got dressed. The girls had gone back to bed after saying their goodnights, leaving Barbara Tooms to look after their unexpected guest. Tony looked around the house, feeling a touch of jealousy. Tooms had the package: a great family and a nice house in a nice part of town.

      “So, Tony, what you been you to?” she asked with a warm but weary smile. “Apart from dragging my husband out of bed in the middle of the night.”

      “Not much, I am sort of seeing someone now … Sort of,” Tony replied nervously. He knew she would be firing a million questions at him, just because of that gossipy interest she had. He saw her eyes light up at the thought of meeting his girlfriend, and Tony could tell that she was planning a cosy dinner party to engineer it.

      “So, what’s her name? Where does she work?” Barbara was suddenly awake as if she had had too much coffee.

      Tony looked up thankfully at the staircase as Tooms came down the stairs, pulling his jacket on as he walked. It hadn’t taken him long, five minutes tops, but then he had had a lot of practice. Tooms crossed the room and gave his wife a kiss before heading for the door.

      “OK, partner, you’re drivin’.” Tooms smiled as he opened the front door, and the two men stepped through into the fresh night air. Tooms looked around. He hadn’t even noticed it had been raining. Tony had parked in the driveway next to Tooms’s blue Honda Odyssey. As they got into Tony’s red Challenger, Tooms smiled as he looked over towards his house. It wasn’t a mansion or anything. It was comprised of just three bedrooms with a bit of a garden to make barbecues in the summer, plus a front porch where he could sit outside and watch the world go by, but most of all, it was home.

      His parents had left it to them when they moved away. They had won on the lottery and decided to get that house in the Hamptons that they had seen once on holiday. It hadn’t been’ a big win, but it was enough for a couple of pensioners to live on.

      “So, where we off to?” Tooms asked, taking a sip from his travel mug.

      “Midtown, we got a woman found dead in her apartment.” Tony stuck the car in reverse and powered out of the driveway. Tooms blew down the small hole in the mug’s lid to cool down the coffee a little. His face held a saddened look, and he realised that this was going to be a long night.
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      The trip to the crime scene was more like an interrogation. Tony had regretted telling Barbara Tooms anything about his new girlfriend because he knew that even if she couldn’t ask the questions, Joshua would. Tony loved her like a sister, but she was too much into the ‘need to know’ group. She was a gossip, and her husband were worse because he fuelled her addiction. Tooms checked a message on his phone. It was from Barbara, Tooms smiled before replying to the message and tucked his phone away into his pocket. Tony felt nervous as Tooms adjusted his seating position to face his partner.

      “So, who is she, and where did you meet?” Tooms asked as they passed another coffee shop.

      “You’re kiddin’ me, right? Can’t it wait until after we have solved the case?” Tony asked, knowing full well that Tooms would be badgered with the same questions when he got home. Tooms just shrugged and gave a little noise of disapproval.

      “What?” Tony asked in response to the little ‘Huh’ that his partner let out. He knew what it meant—his mother did it every time she wanted to show her disapproval of a choice he had made—normally a girl he was dating.

      “Nothing,” Joshua Tooms replied. “Just you never mentioned her before, that’s all. We have been partners for how long? And you keep this from me, man, I thought I knew you?” Tooms looked away in a childish manner as if turning his back on Tony.

      “Barbara’s gonna nag the shit outa ya if you don’t bring back some gossip, ain’t she?” Tony said, realising the real pain his friend was going through.

      “You got that right. And it’s all on you, brother, it’s all on you,” laughed Tooms, after he gave up trying to keep a serious face. Tony parked as close as he could to the building. Black-and-whites cordoned off the area, as well as the police barriers that were blocking off the building to people who just wanted to get a view of the crime scene. Tooms and Tony approached the building and showed their shields to one of the uniforms at the cordon. Even though it was late, ‘rubberneckers’ had gathered there, eager to feed their morbid fascination.

      Inside the building, the two detectives spoke to another uniformed officer, who directed them upstairs to the fourth floor. To their dismay, they had to take the stairs as the elevator was in use, with the CSU – or Crime Scene Unit offloading in their equipment. The stairwell was only just wide enough for two. The walls were painted a sickly yellow, probably to hide the dirt, so that the owner didn’t have to clean them too often. However, in general, the building was clean, with no apparent cracks or peeling wallpaper. This was a ‘cheap rent’ place, but the landlord had some sense of pride about his property, that much was obvious.

      “So, this girl of yours, where did you meet?” Tooms smiled as Tony shot him a look.

      “Seriously? We’re on the way to a crime scene, and you’re bringing this up now?” Tony asked, even though he wasn’t surprised. Tooms shrugged and smiled as they reached the first floor.

      “We met at a flower store, OK?” Tony said, feeling he had to give his inquisitive friend some information or the trip to the fourth floor would be unbearable. Tooms stopped and turned, placing a hand on Tony’s chest to halt him.

      “Wait a minute,” the Tooms asked him. “you pick up a chick while you were getting flowers for another girl?” Tooms shook his head in disappointment. “That’s … cold, man. I don’t know whether to be proud or disgusted, man, No wonder you’re single!” Tooms turned and started towards the stairwell. Despite his words, he was impressed, but he didn’t want to let Tony know.

      “The flowers were…. for my mother. It was her birthday.” Tony felt almost embarrassed to admit how it had happened. The sound of Tooms’s laughter echoed up to the second floor.

      “OK,” Tooms stopped, his face cringed with disappointment. “I preferred to be disgusted and proud, now I just feel…. never mind,” Tooms said, shaking his head as he walked, all manner of being impressed had crumbed.

      “So, where does she live? What does she do?” Tooms grilled Tony once more.

      “She has just moved actually. Moved in with an old college friend, she said. Better on the bills as her other roommate bailed on her,” Tony explained. Tooms shook his head, for he could understand that kind of situation. It had happened to him once or twice before he joined the service. As they rounded the corner of the fourth floor, Tooms and Tony saw the circus getting ready. CSU were putting on their coveralls and opening aluminium cases that had their gear neatly packed inside. A young blonde CSU woman was getting her camera gear ready and attaching the special lens lamp onto the Canon 1d. As far as they could see, each member of the team of six had a task: fingerprint lifting, fibre collection, or laying evidence markers.

      Tooms led the way into the room, which was empty apart from the ME (Medical Examiner), Tina Franks. The dark-skinned woman was crouched over the body, blocking the two detectives’ view.

      “What we got, Doc?” Tooms greeted her as he pulled on his surgical gloves.

      “White female in her late twenties, I would say,” Tina said as if she was reading off a menu. “Cause of death is undetermined as she has multiple injuries.” The police’s medical examiner wasn’t being callous or unfeeling, and she was simply being focused on the job.

      “Do we have a name?” Tooms asked as Tony walked around the ME to look at the body. Something about the corpse looked horribly familiar to him. He thought he recognised her clothes and the small silver pendant necklace that had a small dragon on it.

      “Her name was Amber … Amber Taylor,” Tony announced, deathly calm. Both Tooms and Tina looked up at their pale-looking colleague. Tooms’s stomach turned over as he had a horrible feeling.

      “Don’t tell me that she was—,” Tooms began hesitantly.

      “—My girlfriend. Yes, she,” Tony’s voice was a choking whisper, “was.”

      Joshua grabbed Tony by the arm and walked him out. Tony’s face betrayed a jumble of confused emotions. Should he cry? Yell? Break something?

      “Make a hole!” Tooms yelled, forcing people out of the way with his roar. Uniforms and techs parted like the red sea, allowing the two detectives through. They headed for the elevator, and Tooms barged past a couple of techs who were waiting to go in.

      “Get the next one,” Tooms ordered the two shocked men, letting the doors close in front of them.

      Outside, the cold wind stung the two friends like a swarm of wasps. It was cold enough to see the smoky breath of passers-by. Tony was uneasy on his feet, his legs unable to support him. But his powerful partner held him long enough for them to make it to the wall next door. Suddenly Tony vomited in the bushes next to the building. Tooms stood watch over his partner as he hung onto the wall and screamed out in emotional pain. Tooms’s massive hand hovered above his partner’s back, ready to give him a sympathetic pat, but somehow it felt not so much wrong as not enough.

      “No point tellin’ you to go home, because I know you won’t,” Tooms said. “So, get your ass to the precinct, man. I will fill you in there.” Tooms rested a gentle hand on his partner’s shoulder. Tony stood up. His pain had turned to anger, and it showed in his eyes. Tooms looked over towards the crime scene as Tony sat down on the doorstep of the adjacent building. Joshua pulled out his cell phone.

      “Yeah, McCall? It’s Joshua. We got a bad situation here.”
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        * * *

      

      It only took fifteen minutes for McCall to turn up. Her arrival was signalled by the roar of her GT 500 Mustang. Tooms looked over from his spot next to Tony on the neighbour’s front step. He stood up and looked down at his partner.

      “Back in a bit, man,” he told him. Tony, unable to talk, just nodded in response. Tooms smiled and walked over to the beast of a car. The motor purred as she let the engine idle before switching it off. Detective Samantha McCall swung her long legs out of her car and stood up, showing her catwalk model height. Her gaze was on Tony as she slipped on her black leather jacket.

      “Hey, Joshua, how’s he doing?” she asked as the large black cop approached her.

      “Pretty much as you would expect,” Tooms replied as they hugged as if they were close relatives. They made their way towards Tony, who was staring down at the pavement while his thoughts were elsewhere. The sound of the clacking heels of Sam’s high leather boots caused him to look up at them. Samantha McCall gave him a comforting smile, then moved closer. She had shoulder-length brown hair and had an athletic form that was currently hidden beneath a pair of jeans that hugged her perfect behind and a black baggy T-shirt under a black leather jacket. In another life, she should have been walking catwalks or photoshoots in faraway places, but her father’s death by gunshot had made a model’s life impossible for her. Indeed, McCall had the looks and the body of a supermodel, but she also had the brains and the instincts of a first-rate cop, something she had always wanted to be after coming from a long line of police officers, detectives, and one lawyer. Detective Samantha McCall walked up to Tony and gave him a hug. She knew what he was going through, and if anyone did, it was her.

      “Where’s Steel?” Tooms asked, looking around and paying attention to the rooftops. “I figured he would have come with you?”

      “Who knows?” She shrugged as she spoke. McCall didn’t really care about Steel’s whereabouts; she was too preoccupied with Tony’s pain.

      “You OK, partner?” Tooms asked as he watched Tony nod, then shrug with mixed emotion. He knew the answer, but he just wanted to hear it from him.

      “No, not really. I just saw my girlfriend dead on the floor with bits cut out of her,” Tony growled. He wasn’t mad at Tooms. He was angry at whoever was responsible for the killing.

      “You know the captain ain’t gonna let you work this?” Tooms told him. “In fact, he probably won’t let me be on the team either.” Tony looked up at Tooms, confused.

      “I am your partner, man,” Tooms explained. “He ain’t gonna let us work this.” Tony knew he was right, but he wanted blood.

      “I’ll talk to the captain and make sure Steel, and I get the case,” Sam said. Tony looked up and gave her a smile of gratitude. Sam simply nodded with that same sympathetic smile.

      “Head back to the precinct and start digging up what you can about her,” McCall ordered. Tony was confused.

      “I thought we weren’t on the case?” Tony stood up. He suddenly looked different, less angry, and more driven.

      “You’re not on the case, Tony, but you are the only one who knew her. For that reason, we are using you as our best source of information until someone better comes along. Is that a problem, Detective?” she asked in a stern voice. But Tony saw through her plan to keep him in the loop, despite the regulations.

      “No, ma’am,” Tony replied, trying to keep a straight face. However, the quick lift of the corner of his mouth gave him away. As Tooms and Tony headed back to their blue Challenger, McCall looked up at the building, towards the fourth floor. She took a deep breath to get herself in the right frame of mind.
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        * * *

      

      McCall had ended up taking the elevator, having rejected the prospect of the long walk up the stairs. She felt a little lazy for doing so, but then it was far too early for a Stairmaster workout—besides, she hadn’t had her coffee yet. The steel box elevator was small, and she wondered how the designated ‘twenty people allowed’ was even possible.

      With a shudder and an alarming flicker from the lights, the elevator stopped on the fourth floor. The doors slid open to reveal the crime scene technicians getting to work on evidence collection. McCall could see through the open door her friend Tina, kneeling over the body, taking the liver temperature of the young woman.

      As she approached, McCall tried to repress a sudden expression of disgust at the way the woman had been brutalised. Amber Taylor had been tall with long brown hair. Her blue eyes were open, and still registered the terror she must have felt. The rest of her face had been badly cut, and the jaw was broken. If she had once been a pretty woman, someone had clearly gone out of their way to hide it.

      “Hey, Tina,” McCall greeted the ME as she walked round to the side of her friend.

      “Are we sure it’s her?” McCall asked, almost daring to hope there might have been a mistake.

      “Tony identified the clothing,” Tina replied. “They had met up that morning, and she had worn the same outfit then, in fact, poor Tony showed me a photograph he had taken on his cell.” Tina picked up a small evidence bag, inside which was a necklace. “The photograph also shows that this was around her neck.” The doctor pointed to a purse next to a large beige handbag, which lay on the breakfast bar. McCall picked up the purse and found Amber’s ID inside.

      “I will still run tests, but I think we’ve got enough for an identification for the time being.” Tina sounded as sad as she looked. McCall nodded as she placed the purse back onto the breakfast bar.

      “Hey. How’s our boy doin’?” Tina still couldn’t forget the look on Tony’s face when he had identified her.

      “Too soon to tell, I guess,” Sam said as she pulled on her surgical gloves. “I sent him back to the precinct to do a check on our vic.”

      “Are you sure that’s the right thing to do? Why not send him home?” Tina’s question made McCall give her one of those ‘really’ looks.

      “If I send him home, then he goes stir crazy and does God knows what. Besides, you’re a fine one to talk, lady. Did you stay at home after that trouble in the morgue?” Tina shot McCall a guilty look, knowing that her friend was right.

      “So, what killed her?” Sam asked, taking out her small notebook to note down any facts the ME had.

      “Well, I don’t know for sure until I get her back to the office, but I’d say she was tortured. Possibly for hours,” Tina said, jotting down another point on her report form.

      McCall took a small camera from her jacket pocket and started to take her own photographs. This was something she had learnt some time ago, and it made sense because she didn’t have time to wait for the CSU to produce their shots. Besides, she figured that she might pick up on something that they missed.

      “By the look of things, they started at the feet and worked up. Some of the injuries I won’t find till later, but others are obvious.” Tina pointed to a hole in Amber’s upper leg. “Someone took a corkscrew to this poor woman’s femur. By the look of things, it went in deep.” Tina pointed to the metal corkscrew that lay next to the body.

      “They removed the skin from her fingers using a potato peeler. Sammy, I tell you we are lookin’ for one sick individual.” As Tina finished her sentence, she could see the look of horror in McCall’s face.

      “Could it be him – could he back?” McCall mumbled. A shiver ran down Tina’s spine as she realised who McCall was talking about, a sadistic killer they had all encountered almost a year ago, a man who now called himself Mr Williams.

      “But he has been gone for over a year now. In fact, I thought he was dead,” Tina said, standing up. The two women looked at each other, terror in their eyes. A sudden noise from above made the pair jump, breaking McCall from her trance of concentration. Someone was in the room above. McCall turned to one of the two uniforms who were guarding the door.

      “Officer!” she yelled to get their attention. The young cop immediately turned to face her.

      “Yes, Detective?” he answered, but he did not enter the room for fear of contamination of the crime scene.

      “Has anyone spoken to the neighbour’s upstairs?” Sam asked as she looked up at the sound of heavy footsteps on the flooring above.

      “I don’t know, but I will find out,” the cop replied and was about to head off to check.

      “Never mind.” She raised a hand to signal for him to stop before he disappeared to find someone.

      “Go upstairs and talk to whoever is above us. They may have heard something. If they say they didn’t, ask again, because we can hear everything that’s happening up there,” Sam said with a smile. The officer nodded then rushed away to go and find out what he could.

      McCall turned back around to face her friend. Dr Tina Franks was busy watching two men in blue overalls with the words ‘Coroner’s Office’ on the back in white lettering. The men were carefully placing the body into a black plastic body bag ready for transport back to the morgue.

      Tina looked up and met McCall’s gaze, which reflected her own look of concern. Previously they had known a man, an evil man, who had killed three women in the most horrible way. Now their thoughts went back to that person and hoped it was him because it was terrifying to think that there could be another who was as depraved as he was.

      “So, where’s your shadow?” Tina asked, looking around for the tall detective. McCall shrugged as if it was no big deal he wasn’t there.

      “He’s probably off saving the world or something,” McCall’s words were uncaring. She had work to do, and he knew the address and the circumstances. She figured that if he wanted to be there, he would be.

      But he wasn’t.

      The sound of the uniformed officer knocking on the door’s frame caused both McCall and Tina to turn to face him.

      “Detective, the couple above said they didn’t hear anything until around ten o’clock. That’s when they heard a woman scream.” The officer almost sounded apologetic that he didn’t have more. McCall smiled and thanked him before turning to Tina.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Tina said, shaking her head. “There was no way that she could have endured that much pain and not screamed out.”

      Sam had to agree. Amber must have wanted to scream out, if only as a way of attracting the attention of neighbours.

      “Where’s the roommate?” asked a voice that came from behind the young officer. McCall tried to hide her smile at the sight of the uniform, who had nearly leapt out of his skin at the sudden appearance of the man behind him. Detective Steel was standing close enough to the man to be his shadow.

      “Where have you been, Steel? I texted you ages ago.” McCall’s words sounded hurt and angry.

      “I met Tony and Tooms on the way. I was making sure Tony was OK.” His British accent had a calm and gentle tone. The officer turned to face the tall detective; whose unorthodox appearance had made him nearly soil himself. At six foot two, Steel was taller than the officer by about two inches. Enough to make the young cop rethink the scornful look he was about to give him. Steel wore a black suit with a high-collared black shirt. Black Bugatti boots shone from being highly polished, but the uniformed cop only noticed two things: the strange leather-and-wool trench coat that stretched from Steel’s broad shoulders to his calves, and the sunglasses. It was eleven at night, and he was wearing sunglasses!

      “Good evening, doctor. Always a pleasure to see you, despite the circumstances in which we have to meet.” Steel’s words sang with an innocent flirtation, which made the attractive ME blush. Steel watched as one of the orderlies closed the body bag. He noticed the victim’s face had been pretty before someone had gone to work on her. He wondered how Tony could have been so sure of her identity after such injuries. As the zipper closed, there was a silence from everyone, as if they had all lost a friend. In a way, they had, for she had been Tony’s girlfriend, which made her family. Steel headed towards McCall, who was still taking photographs of everything she felt was important.

      “Any idea where the roommate is?” he asked.

      McCall stopped shooting and shook her head.

      “We don’t even know who she is or what she looks like. And in case you hadn’t noticed, this place isn’t exactly bustling with photographs,” McCall said, waving a gloved hand around the room, pointing out the unusual lack of pictures of anything on the walls. “No pictures of boyfriends, family, or even of a pet. Nothing.”

      “Maybe she’s camera shy?” Steel joked as he looked around the room, then headed for a stack of boxes that sat neatly in the middle of the floor near the breakfast bar. The boxes were full of Amber’s stuff. Each one was neatly labelled, showing its contents like an inventory list. Steel found it strange that there were only around seven large boxes but then figured that the rest were in storage or en route.

      “She had just moved in by the look of things,” Steel pointed out.

      McCall nodded, but he figured that she had already noticed that.

      “Surely the building super should know what her name is, a neighbour even?” Steel said, shocked that there was nothing to show there was a roommate apart from a bedroom full of clothes and some personal items.

      “We will speak to the super in the morning. Unfortunately, he picked tonight to see his kid in New Jersey,” McCall added. “We called him, but he doesn’t have a car, but he’ll be on the first train tomorrow.” Steel shot McCall a strange look, which she disregarded, turning away from him.

      It was too late at night for stupid conspiracy theories.

      “Do we suspect the invisible friend to be part of this?” Steel asked as he continued to browse through the boxes. McCall shrugged at Steel’s question.

      “Who knows? But you can be sure I will ask her as soon as we find her.” Her voice was angry, but the fury was not directed at Steel. She was angry that one of their own had been hurt. Tony had not been physically hurt but emotionally harmed.

      Tina Franks picked up the metal suitcase, which contained her examination kit, and turned to the two detectives.

      “I am heading back to get her ready for the autopsy,” she told the pair of detectives. “If you want to be there, I will be starting around eight o’clock.”

      McCall shook her head, although she was pleased to be invited.

      “No, it’s fine, you can just let us know when you’re done,” McCall replied.

      “Sure. It looks like your vic died between eight and ten o’clock, but I will have more for you once I get her back to the lab,” Tina said, pulling off her blue surgical gloves.

      McCall nodded. Tina waited for the orderlies to finish strapping the body onto the medical gurney then followed them out. Samantha McCall looked back around the room, hoping to get some sort of clue as to why the girl had been tortured. The room was still immaculate. She could have understood if the apartment had been trashed, indicating a frenzied uncontrolled attack.

      But everything looked as if nothing unusual had happened there.
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      Back at the 11th Precinct, a distraught Detective Tony Marinelli sat in the quiet of one of the briefing rooms. The room was long—around twelve feet by ten—with a large window at the back, the walls were painted a putrid yellow, possibly to cover the day-to-day stains. In the centre was a large wooden table, which could comfortably accommodate twelve people sitting around it whilst being briefed on a case. Surrounding the heavy looking table sat twelve blue plastic chairs, six on each side. A large corkboard stretched the breadth of the short right-hand wall. This was placed to allow a perfect view for the twelve seated around the table so that visual exhibits could accompany the verbal briefings.

      Tooms walked in, holding two coffee mugs. Using his heel, he closes the door behind him before handing over the mug of fresh coffee to Tony. The two men had been through a lot in the seven years they had worked homicide together. But nothing like this had happened before. Tooms looked at his partner as he struggled to make a list of anything which may help the investigation. He was listing everything he knew about his girlfriend – their murder victim. Where she worked, where she used to live. Family, her other friends. Her life was suddenly under a microscope, and he didn’t like it, because now, so was his.

      “You sure you want to do this now, man?” Tooms asked. “It’s OK if you want a bit of time first?”

      Tony gave Tooms a scowl, but Tooms knew it wasn’t for him. Tony was hurting, and nothing mattered to him more than catching the bastard who did this.

      Tony’s expression changed suddenly as he realised his partner’s meaning.

      “Sorry, man, I know you didn’t mean it like that. It’s just⁠—”

      “—Hey, I get it, man. Don’t worry. We are gonna get whoever did this,” Tooms interrupted.

      At that moment, Tony’s words were as broken as his soul was. As far as he was concerned, no one knew what he was feeling.

      No one could.

      “So, where did she work?” Tooms asked, sitting in the chair across from Tony.

      Tony tapped his pen onto the A4 legal pad. He had written as much as he could before realising; he didn’t know that much about her. They had been together for a long time, but the fact was that he was privy to very few of the details of her life. The sound of Tooms clearing his throat made Tony look up from what he was doing. Tony tossed the pen down and sat back in the chair. He smiled at his partner, who waited patiently for an answer.

      “Sorry, man, I was miles away.” Tony laughed.

      Tooms smiled and placed down his coffee mug onto the scratched surface of the table.

      “I was just wondering where she worked. It might be an idea to go there tomorrow …” Tooms looked at his watch to check which side of midnight it was. “Better make that later today,” Tooms corrected himself. Tony blew onto the hot coffee before taking a small sip. The smell of freshly brewed coffee wafted up to his sinuses. It was good coffee.

      “She worked at some large shipping firm.” Tony smiled and shook his head. “Which I found funny because it turns out they’re just a delivery company. Sure, they use ships, but they haul the goods mainly by truck.”

      Tooms was glad to see his partner smile. He had gone through something no cop should have to go through losing a loved one. Joshua noticed the name of the firm on the yellow legal pad in front of Tony: ‘Trent Shipping’ stood out on the paper. It was written in big, bold letters and circled. The list also contained several names. Tooms wondered if they were the names of her family and friends.

      “Did she talk about her family?” Tooms asked, almost hoping there was a family member so that Tony didn’t have to grieve alone. “her parents, brothers or sisters?”

      Tony nodded and pointed to a name that Tooms couldn’t quite decipher properly.

      “Her name is Brooke, Brooke Taylor. She lives in Washington.” Tony’s gaze drifted into nowhere. Tooms figured he was remembering some happy day shared with his girlfriend, and he wasn’t contemplating the crime scene. A quick smile from the corner of Tony’s mouth confirmed it, and Tooms was glad.

      “Did you meet her mom and dad? Maybe some of her friends?” Tooms asked.

      But there was no reply. Tony was still somewhere else in his head.

      “Hey, Tony. Are you with us, man?” Tooms’s voice raised its volume slightly. He wasn’t shouting but had sharpened his tone just enough to bring his partner back to the present.

      “Sorry, man. Just remembering … never mind.” The smile had fallen away from Tony’s mouth.

      “Did you meet any other family or friends? Perhaps, someone she worked with?” Tooms asked. Tony began to shake his head, but a quick recollection stopped him.

      “Her parents are dead. They were killed in a car accident years ago. But I did meet one friend of hers. Tara, I think her name was.” Tony looked worn out as he answered. Tooms wished he could let him go home, but he was afraid he would get some bad ideas if he was left by himself.

      “OK, nice,” Tooms went on. “So, have you got any ideas where this Tara chick lives?” His face had lit up at the prospect of a lead.

      “We think she was the girl Amber moved in with,” said McCall, who was standing in the doorway. Steel stood behind her like a looming shadow. They walked in and sat down, hoping to share in the findings.

      “We found some bills in the kitchen addressed to Tara Burke. The question is, where is Tara now?” McCall said.

      “Maybe she came home and found the body, then she bolted just in case the killer was still there,” Tooms added. His voice almost sounded hopeful that might be the case, and that they weren’t looking at two homicides.

      “It’s possible,” Steel said, leaning back in the chair. “She may have come back and seen the body. The neighbours did say they heard a scream at around ten o’clock.”

      Samantha McCall saw the expression on Steel’s face turn to stone. She knew that hardened look meant that he felt something was wrong.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked. Steel turned to face her. Her eyes sparkled with the reflection of the overhead lights. He smiled and shook his head.

      “Nothing. Just a passing thought about something else, that’s all,” Steel replied. She could see through his white lie but said nothing.

      “OK, you guys. Find out where Tara works, and we will go to where Amber worked,” McCall suggested as she stood up. She had noticed the name on the yellow legal pad and figured that was first the place they had to go. Steel stood up as McCall approached the door.

      “Road trip?” he asked with a smile.

      “Road trip,” she replied, rattling her car keys.
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        * * *

      

      Tooms and Tony went back to the crime scene to see if there was anything that would help with finding the roommate. Before, they had only concentrated on the victim—Amber. But now, they might have a missing person or worse, another body.

      Tooms didn’t really want Tony in the apartment. He would have preferred to have gone alone and left him at the precinct, but his friend made out he was OK. Tooms didn’t believe a word of it, but that was Tony Marinelli all over—putting his job first and his personal life second.

      As they reached the front door to the apartment, a uniformed officer stood watch. The two detectives showed their shields. The young uniformed cop nodded, then watched as they went to enter. Tony froze as Tooms reached for the handle. Joshua sensed something was wrong and turned.

      “Damn it!” Tooms cursed, patting down his jacket. “Hey, Tony, you couldn’t go back to the car, could you? I forgot my friggin’ camera.” Joshua saw the relieved look on Tony’s face.

      “Yeah, no problem. Besides, it gives me time to check on that other thing,” Tony bluffed. Tooms watched his partner walk away towards the staircase. Then his gaze fell to the young cop, who was trying to look as if he hadn’t been taking it all in. Tooms turned the door handle and walked in. CSU had removed the yellow evidence markers, but back smudges remained from the fingerprint powder. The clean-up crew hadn’t been in yet: it was still a crime scene. Tooms stood for a moment and looked down on the large red stain on the carpet. He was glad Tony was downstairs, for he didn’t need to see this. Joshua pulled on a pair of blue sterile gloves as he moved towards the second bedroom. He stood back as he entered the missing girl’s room. The walls were painted bright pink. The light from the small window reflected on the right-hand wall and seemed to turn it neon. A double bed rested against the left-hand wall next to which was a large cheap-looking closet. The room was small—ten feet by eight if that. Purple shelves were attached to the walls fixed with metallic right-angled supports. Books and stuffed toy animals sat neatly as if they were on display. A nightstand separated the bed from the wall. Its glossy white paint was broken up by pink swirls that Tooms figured she had done herself. A tall bedside lamp with a pink plastic shade sat next to a ‘pink cat’ alarm clock: the digital display was held in the smiling mouth of a pink-and-purple striped cat.

      The detective looked around the room. Initially, it had reminded him of his girls’ rooms, and they were considerably younger than Amber—thirteen and fifteen. Tooms made his way to the bedside cabinet, hoping to find something in its four drawers. He quickly closed the third one. He had no intention of prying in a woman’s ‘naughty’ drawer. The top one was full of odd bits of junk and bracelets. The others contained mostly magazines and holiday brochures. He stood up and made for the closet. Joshua found it odd there were no photographs anywhere. No pictorial evidence of family, friends, snapshots from holidays, nothing personal like that. To look at the apartment, you would think it was a show house.

      The curious officer then opened the closet door and there before him was a rail of neatly pressed clothes, on hangers: blouses, jeans and so on. He stopped and smiled as he reached in and pulled out a red-and-white uniform. The name ‘Bob’s Diner’ was stitched into the white top in red lettering.

      “Time to get some breakfast,” Tooms said with a grin. He placed the uniform back in the closet and left the apartment.
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      Steel and McCall arrived at the Trent Shipping yard. The whole place was in a massive fenced off area. Several large warehouses stood in rows, each of which had six trucks of different sizes parked with their trailers backed up to the loading bays.

      A tall five-storey building sat in the centre of the industrial estate, with two large warehouses either side of it. Large billboards crowned their upper levels, advertising the company. The large building was the main office, the central hub. Its windows were blackened by the glare of the morning sun. McCall pulled up to the front gate, where a tall security guard waited. She had seen him get out of his booth as she approached. As she stopped, he smiled pleasantly. She noticed that the man was in his late fifties, but he looked as if he was in good physical shape.

      Steel wasn’t sure if his welcome was just natural courtesy, the fact an attractive woman like McCall was there, or if he was just happy to see someone new.

      “Good morning, how can I help you folks?” the guard asked. His eye contacts never left McCall, even when Steel showed his shield at the same time as she did.

      “We are with NYPD, and we would like to speak to whoever is in charge here,” McCall said with a smile and a bat of the eyelids. The guard directed them to a parking lot next to the main building. McCall thanked him and left the guard with a broad smile that Steel suspected he wouldn’t lose for quite a while.

      She pulled up to the parking space the guard had instructed her to use. There were several other visitors’ parking spaces, all of them empty. The front entrance was just around the corner from where she had parked her beloved Mustang. Steel got out and immediately looked up at the five-storey building. Cream coloured walls and smoked windows made the structure look more like a Manhattan office than a shipping headquarters.

      The two detectives entered the lobby through automatic doors. The room was huge, with white tiled floors and cream painted walls. Small potted ferns and palms were dotted strategically around the place, breaking up the sterile colour. Steel and McCall stood for a moment taking in the layout of the place. Steel smiled as he gazed over at the front desk and the two attractive ladies at the reception. McCall gave him a quick look and shook her head in disbelief.

      “Unbelievable,” she groaned and headed for the two women who were sitting behind a long wooden information desk. On the front of the light wooden frontage was the company name in brass lettering. Steel reckoned it was more likely to be imitation ‘stay bright’ rather than metal. This would be more practical since brass needs to be cleaned regularly, what’s more, it picked up every fingerprint and scratch. As they approached the desk, a tall woman met them halfway along the floor. She wore a light blue skirt suit and white blouse that was open at the neck, and she had a broad smile to match. She tossed her head, flirtatiously. Her long, wavy, fiery red hair brushed past her shoulders. McCall had wondered if she had popped a couple of buttons after seeing Steel: enticing his interest more as a distraction tactic than a ‘come-on.’

      “You must be the detectives,” she began. “I am Helen Adler, Mr Adams’s personnel assistant.” Her voice was husky as if she had just had a glass of Jim Beam to gargle with.

      “Of course, you are,” Steel replied, raising an eyebrow. McCall rolled her eyes then smiled before shaking the woman’s hand.

      “This is Detective John Steel, and I am Detective Samantha McCall,” she said.

      The woman smiled back at McCall, but there was a different kind of smile on her face for Steel.

      “If you follow me, I will take you to see Mr Adams,” Helen Adler said in a sultry voice. They followed her to the brass-coloured elevator doors, whose surfaces had a strange texture. Small indents covered the bright metal, almost as if it had been attacked with a pin hammer. Steel walked behind the two women. His concentration was on checking the security and cameras. There were two large men at the main entrance and two more at the elevator. Each was dressed in a black suit with white shirt, black tie, and the bulge in their jackets indicated that they were ‘packing.’ He nodded to one of the men as they waited for the doors to open. The man nodded back after eyeing up Steel and McCall. The doors slid open, and Steel let the ladies enter first. As they closed, Steel saw the man he had greeted touch his ear, after which he shot Steel a glance before saying something into his wrist microphone. Suddenly, Steel had an uneasy feeling. The ride up was quiet. The only interaction was Helen checking Steel out in the walled mirrors. He smiled at her failed attempt to be discreet.

      As the doors slid, open Helen walked out first with McCall and Steel following not far behind. Steel noted two more men at the elevator doors. A long corridor led them to another desk by a large window, next to which was a wooden double door. To the right was a corner couch, which Steel figured was in the waiting area. Helen smiled and nodded to another woman who sat behind the desk: this was Adams’s secretary. The woman was in her thirties with black hair and a black skirt suit. Helen knocked on the door, then entered. McCall and Steel followed her into a large office. The whole of the right wall was made of glass and showed a fantastic view of the parking lot and the warehouse with the billboards. The only greenery in view were the trees that had been planted in the parking lot. To the left, there was a long cabinet that housed awards for industry and a couple of sport trophies. At the end of the large room sat a large metal and oak desk, behind which sat a man. He was a large built man with broad shoulders and a square head. His neatly cut grey hair was gelled and styled, and he wore a suit that probably cost enough to pay for McCall’s rent for the next three months. As he rose to meet them, Steel noted that the shipping giant was all of five foot eight. But what he lacked in height he made up for with self-confidence.

      “Mr Adams, may I present Detectives Samantha McCall and John Steel?” Helen’s gravelly voice almost purred Steel’s name. David Adams looked frantic and annoyed as he gathered up some papers and stuck them into a leather case.

      “What’s up, detectives? Has my chauffeur forgotten to pay her parking tickets again?” He growled the question whilst shaking his head.

      “What?” McCall said, almost shocked at his abrupt manner. “No, we are homicide detectives, and we would like to ask you some questions about one of your employees.”

      “Well, it had better be about my overseas financial adviser. At least then she might have an excuse for not being here five minutes before a major deal!” Adams yelled, standing up and heading for the door.

      “And who is that exactly, if I may ask?” Steel said, hoping his gut was wrong.

      “Amber Taylor. The funny thing is, she has never missed a day’s work until now,” Helen Adler said. Her tone was filled with confusion, as well as a hint of worry.

      “Look, can’t this wait?” Adams barked as if the thought of two homicide detectives asking about his people didn’t bother him. “I’m a very busy man.”

      “Actually, no, it can’t,” McCall said. “We’re investigating the murder of one of your employees. Amber Taylor, to be precise.” Samantha McCall’s eyes were fixed on Adams’s face, to try to gauge his reaction.

      “What? Amber’s dead? How? When?” Adams said, looking alarmed and shocked as he walked back to his chair and collapsed into it.

      “Last night, someone attacked her in her apartment.” McCall watched the businessman’s face as she delivered the news. She could tell if someone was genuine or not, and he seemed to pass the test.

      “What exactly was it that she did here?” Steel asked as he put back a glass award that was in the shape of an eagle that he had been examining. Steel turned slowly to face Adams, making sure he gave Helen a quick smile as he did so.

      “She was one of my top financial managers, she handled a lot of overseas business, export and import, that sort of thing,” Adams replied, but his gaze never left his large monitor that was on the right corner of his desk. Anyone else might have considered this as evidence that he was avoiding eye contact, but Steel knew that the man could see himself in the reflection.

      “Do you know of any reason anyone would want to kill her? Any rivalry in the office, an ex-boyfriend perhaps?” McCall asked, knowing sometimes it was people the victims knew who were the most likely to be their murderers. Money, jealousy, and love were all good motives to kill.

      “No. Everyone loved her. She got on great with all of us. As for a boyfriend, I’m afraid I couldn’t say. She liked to keep her private life private,” Adams said, shrugging his shoulders and raising his hands.

      “I guess you could speak to Rebecca Miles, she worked closely with Amber,” Helen said. Her gaze was on Adams as he just sat there staring at his monitor. “Maybe she knows something.”

      McCall nodded after jotting down the woman’s name. Adams looked up at the two detectives then shot out of his seat.

      “Miss Adler will help you with anything you need.” Adams’s voice trembled as he spoke. He grabbed his leather pouch bag and left the room, leaving Steel and McCall looking at each other in surprise at the man’s strange behaviour.

      “Please follow me, I’ll take you to see Rebecca,” Helen said, leading them out of the room.

      “So, it’s Miss Adler, is it?” Steel said with a playful tone. McCall rolled her eyes and wished she had come alone.

      

      Rebecca Miles, or ‘Becca’ as her friends called her, was busy getting some files together. Steel could see by her demeanour she had not yet been told of her friend’s fate. She was around five foot six with short hazelnut-coloured hair and was young and attractive – Steel reckoned she was in her late twenties. Becca was clearly a ‘fresh catch’ from one of the many prestigious universities – probably Stanford or Columbia. Steel smiled as they approached, seeing that she was singing away to herself. He noticed the earplug headphone in her ear as she danced around, sorting out the paperwork.

      “Becca?” Helen shouted just as Becca reached a high note, or at least tried to. “BECCA!” Helen shouted louder, causing the young woman to jump. Paper was tossed into the air like confetti. Becca pulled out her headphone and switch off her music wired from her phone.

      “Sorry, Miss Adler, I didn’t hear you,” she explained. “I’ve been trying to get all this paperwork sorted for the meeting.” She knelt to retrieve the scattered documents, and Steel crouched down, joining her on the floor. She looked up at the gallant man dressed in black and smiled. He returned the smile as he gave her a handful of papers.

      “Becca, these people are with the police. Something has happened to Amber.” Helen’s words were soft and full of compassion, almost like a mother giving a child some bad news.

      “What? No! Is she OK?” Becca asked, her voice sounding dry as if all the moisture in her mouth had dried up. McCall always hated this part; the part of the interview when she could see the person grasping the hope that whatever had happened, it didn’t involve death, at worst that it was just a bad accident. She hated the part where she had to crush that one hope.

      “I am afraid she was found dead in her apartment last night,” McCall explained. Becca stumbled back towards the office chair. Steel rushed forward and caught her as she dropped just short of her target. Sam McCall rushed forward and pushed the chair closer so that Steel could place her down comfortably. Becca’s face was pale, her eyes were wide, and her mouth was moving but failed to produce words. Helen grabbed one of the bottles of water that was on a side table. She handed it to Steel, who cracked the top and placed the mouth of the bottle to Becca’s lips. She took a small sip then her eyes looked directly at Steel. She saw her own reflection in his dark sunglasses. Becca smiled and thanked him. Steel stood up straight and moved back, giving the shocked woman some space.

      “Are you alright now?” he asked. She nodded and took another sip before wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her blue blouse.

      “So, what happened? Was it an accident?” she asked.

      Steel shook his head and passed Becca a cotton handkerchief he had gotten from the inside breast pocket of his jacket.

      “I am afraid not. Someone broke into her apartment and attacked her,” he explained. He could see that Amber and Becca had been close. Hopefully, they’d been close enough to have shared some secrets.

      “Who did this to her?” Becca’s tone changed as she began to get over the initial shock.

      “That’s what we are trying to find out. I can see you two were good friends. Can you tell us anything? Did she have any problems with anyone? Work colleagues, old boyfriends, maybe? Is there anything you can think of?” Steel asked, his voice soft.

      Becca shook her head after thinking for a moment.

      “She was seeing some guy for a while. I think he was a cop or a security guard, I can’t remember. That ended kinda bad. He used to call her up all the time, saying how she had used him.” Becca looked away as if she was straining to remember details.

      “This ex, did he have a name?” asked McCall with pad and pen at the ready.

      “Tony, I think … Yeah, that was it. Tony. Medium build with dark hair. Had an Italian look about him.”

      McCall looked at Steel, who had the same unhappy expression on his face as she had.

      “Oh bollocks,” Steel said, knowing what they had to do next.
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      McCall drove back to the precinct as fast as the midday traffic would allow. The sun was now hidden behind massive billows of white clouds. The thick traffic gave her time to reflect about what had been said back at the shipping company. Her thoughts were all heading in one direction.

      And it wasn’t a good direction.

      Steel could see the frustration in her face. Samantha McCall and Tony Marinelli had worked together for a long time and been through a lot during that period. She was angry at what Becca had said: that Amber had a boyfriend called Tony.

      Had as in past tense.

      Had Tony lied about being with Amber? Had they broken up and he had taken it badly? Steel had not known the detective as McCall had done, but Steel normally had a pretty good take on people, and for him, Tony was one of the good guys. Someone you wanted watching your back.

      “Maybe there is another guy called Tony?” Steel said, hoping to dilute the trail Sam’s thinking. He held on to the seat belt as she put her foot to the gas after seeing a space to charge into. He shot her a look of disapproval as she raced through the traffic as though she was in the Indy 500.

      “Yeah, right. And this other Tony just happens to look like him as well?” she growled, and her knuckles whitened as she gripped the leather-bound steering wheel.

      John Steel had to admit to himself that the whole thing did sound all too much of a coincidence. The ex-boyfriend, whose name was Tony and the guy had the same build and hair colour as their friend!

      “Maybe she has a type she goes for. It can happen.” Steel kept his eyes on the road but tried to hide the need to jump out of the car in fear of his life.

      Soon they would be back at the precinct, and he hoped that she wouldn’t jump in with both feet by tackling Tony without asking him first. She was mad and wounded. Suddenly Steel realised they were heading back to the crime scene. He didn’t question it. In fact, it was probably a better idea than going back to the office and her jumping all over Tony.

      She pulled in next to the kerb, stopping near the junction and killed the engine. Steel turned to her slowly. She just sat there for a moment as if gathering her thoughts.

      “Sam,” he began, “when we get back, take it easy on Tony, just in case what Becca told us happens to be a coincidence. Don’t forget he just lost his girlfriend.”

      McCall shot him an angry look as if he had said something to insult her.

      “All I am saying is be careful. You can’t ‘un-say’ something. If you’re wrong, he may not forgive you.”

      McCall’s face calmed as she took in the words. He was right. She was angry because of something that could be, not something which had been proven.

      “OK, we let him know what was said. If he is hiding something, I will know.” McCall smiled at Steel. He had saved her from making what might probably be a massive mistake that could have changed everything. Tony was a friend, and she didn’t want to lose his friendship. Steel went to say something to McCall, but his mouth remained open as if dumbstruck by a thought. McCall looked at him curiously until she saw the reflection in his glasses. She turned to see a tall man standing outside on the sidewalk. He was wearing a white shirt, blue jeans, and was covered in blood.

      They both jumped out of the car and rushed over to the man, who appeared to be in a daze.

      “Sir, are you OK? Are you hurt?” Samantha asked. The man looked up as she finished her sentence. He looked at her with a confused expression.

      “Sir, what’s your name? Can you tell me if this is your blood?”

      He looked around at his surroundings then back at McCall. He now had a panicked look on his face.

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “Oh, God, I don’t know anything!” The man screamed out the words and then fell to the ground, unconscious.

      “Well, this could complicate things,” Steel said. McCall just shot Steel a look that said it all as she pulled out her cell to call for an ambulance.

      

      Steel sat back in the comfort of the leather and cloth seats of the muscle car, while McCall followed the ambulance to the hospital. In a way, McCall hoped that this injured man was somehow connected to the Amber case, but then life was never that simple. The trip over was silent. Steel was thinking about a million other things; McCall’s thoughts went back to Tony. The route to county hospital was anything but straight forward due to construction. Another new building was taking shape; for the moment, it was just the bare skeleton of the steel framework. John Steel was born and had lived in the country on his family’s estate for most of his life. After that, he had travelled with the Army. In truth, this last year had been the longest he had stayed put in one place for most of his adult life, so the pleasant chaos of Manhattan was somewhat alien for him, the city of constant change. McCall found a parking spot near the hospital, placing the plastic-covered NYPD parking pass in the window she looked over at Steel.

      “You check with the nurses, we need his clothes, I’ll speak to the doctors,” she said, Steel smiled as her request seemed to be more an order. She was a strong woman, tough as nails, he liked that, but he didn’t take been ordered too well.

      “Not a problem, but only because you asked so nicely,” Steel said with a smile, his words rang with sarcasm. McCall scowled at him, and she didn’t have time for his pride, antics, or him just been – well, him.

      They got out of the car into a bitter wind. McCall pulled her coat tightly around her, Steel just stood with his head high, and his eyes closed, feeling the crisp wind against his warm skin before walking over to the hospital entrance. Inside had a mixture of smelts, the strongest of which was sterilising chemicals. Steel didn’t care much for hospitals or doctors; he had uttermost respect for them but had no great desire to be near them.

      While McCall chased after the doctors, Steel perched himself at the nurse’s station and talked to the nurses behind the counter. At the station was two large black women in their mid-forties. Both had eyeglasses that hung from beaded chains around their necks, both held a dreamy look, and shoed away anyone that sought to interrupt their conversation with the British detective. Steel eased the request for the man’s clothes into the conversation, hoping sugar would get more of a quicker response than an order. It took less than a minute to get the clothes along with several phone numbers. Steel just hoped that CSU could find something on the mystery man’s clothes, knowing that they would be able to tell if it was Amber’s blood he was covered in, or someone else’s. While Steel continued to flirt, McCall waited for the doctors examined the mystery man. On the way to the hospital, McCall had phoned ahead to CSU, requesting a tech. She knew that they would need pristine samples. As McCall paced up and down the corridor outside the man’s room, she chanced several glances inside the room. Inside, the doctors examined while a CSU tech took nail scrapings and brushed the man’s hair for trace materials. If he wasn’t their killer, they needed to find out where he had been to get himself so messed up, also whose blood it was that he was covered in.

      McCall waited impatiently on the other side of the curtain. She needed to get in there to find out what the guy knew. McCall looked over to see Steel return from the CSU guys, who were walking around with several paper evidence bags containing the man’s clothes.

      “Is that all of his stuff?” her words sounded almost disappointed.

      “Yeah, unfortunately, there’s no wallet or cell phone,” Steel told her. “I figure he had a jacket that he put all his other items in,” Steel answered, he could tell she was anxious, this was the last thing she needed while there was a possibility that Tony could be incriminated in his girlfriend’s murder.

      “Are you still thinking about Tony?” Steel asked, almost knowing the answer. She looked over at him, her face filled with mixed emotion.

      “Go, do what you have to do,” he suggested. “I will take care of this, and you can sort it out with Tony.” Sam knew that Steel was right. Besides, she realised that in her frame of mind, she wouldn’t be much use now. She smiled and thanked him.

      As Steel watched McCall disappear through the ward doors, his smile faded. He looked over to the curtains as they drew back. The guy was sitting on the side of the bed wearing a medical gown, his legs hanging over the side while the doctor looked at his eyes, searching for signs of concussion. Steel turned to the tech, who was busy packing away his CSU sample jars and swab containers.

      “Did you get everything?” Steel asked quietly. The tech nodded as he closed the metalwork case and headed off back to the lab. Steel turned to the doctor and the man on the bed.

      “Any ideas, doctor?” Steel asked, hoping for a simple answer. The doctor was in his mid-fifties with thick grey hair and a trimmed beard to match. His white coat covered a striped shirt and a stocky build.

      “There was a nasty gash at the side of his head,” the medical man told him. “It was bad, but not bad enough to explain his memory loss. If you want my opinion, he has probably suffered a great emotional shock.” The doctor smiled and shrugged. Steel looked over to the ‘John Doe’—the name police and the legal profession traditionally assign to an unidentified person. The man was in his late twenties, tall with a medium build. His thick strawberry-blond hair was all messed up from the recent medical examinations, giving him that just got up look. His blue eyes were bright but held a sadness. Someone had to get into this guy’s head, and Steel knew just the guy.
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      Doctor Colby Davidson walked into the 11th Precinct feeling full of mixed emotions. The last time he had worked with the Homicide division, it had nearly cost him a lot. His six-foot, thin frame was draped in a two-thousand-dollar blue pinstriped Armani. The tap of his black Christian Louboutin shoes was dulled by the noise of the precinct’s lobby. The sound of the bustle made his body tingle. Uniformed cops yelled at criminals who refused to do as they were instructed, crying women who had been mugged or lost their kids, ringing cell phones just added to the chaotic melody. The desk sergeant’s phone was ringing off the hook, while he gave ‘directs’ to a woman trying to give a missing person’s report.

      Davidson smiled as he revelled in the chaos. He believed that most of these problems could have been stopped if the wrongdoers had seen a good shrink. He stood in front of the elevator and pressed the call button. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the dull aluminium fittings on the elevator’s exterior. He combed a long-fingered hand through his greased back brown hair and smiled at what he saw. His face was long with a thin roman nose and pale skin, his deep-set large eyes were pale blue, with a menacing touch to them. He wasn’t a handsome man, but he held a strange allure.

      The elevator opened, and he stepped inside and turned to face the heavy steel doors just as they were closing he sported the kind of wicked grin you would expect to find on a Cheshire cat.

      As he rode the elevator, he noted the pungent mix of smells, most of which he decided not to try and think about what they could be. It stank of cleaning fluid, vomit, piss, body odour, not to mention the unknown ones. The box came to a stop with a shudder, and the doors slid open. Davidson lost the grin as he stepped out on to the department floor. Familiar faces looked up from their desks, watching him as he stepped off the elevator and stopped to look around the room. The other detectives remembered him.

      He wasn’t welcome.

      Davidson headed for McCall, whom he had spied from the elevator. Steel was with her in a small conference room, along with another man he did not recognise. As he walked across the busy floor of the bullpen, people stopped and stared, remembering what had taken place the last time he had worked a case, what his brother had done – the man that was now known as Mr Williams. The doctor knocked on the door and then stood in the doorway, almost as if he was waiting for a friendly invitation to step inside.

      “Doctor Davidson, good to see you again,” McCall said with a smile. They shook hands while Steel stood behind her with his arms crossed.

      “Hello there, doctor, good to see you again,” Steel said, then paused and moved closer for a better look. “It is you – isn’t it?” he added jokingly.

      “And if it wasn’t, do you think I would say so?” Davidson replied with a smile. Steel laughed and shrugged as if to agree with the statement. Davidson turned towards John Doe and smiled a greeting. “Don’t worry, it’s a private joke,” he explained to the amnesiac man. “Someone once impersonated me.”

      “Yeah, your twin brother did,” McCall pointed out. “A guy who was, let’s face it, a little off,” McCall said diplomatically.

      “A little off? Really the guy was a bloody psychopath,” Steel butted in.

      John Doe just sat there with a bewildered look on his face, up until the point when the doctor approached to shake his hand.

      “Sorry for ignoring you, sir. I am Doctor Colby Davidson,” he said, stretching out a pale palm. John Doe just stared up at this strange-looking man, noting his tall thin body, his long fingers, and that face. But it was the large blue eyes and the mouth that wore the most terrifying smile he had ever seen. Naturally, red lips curled up at the sides in a menacing grin, exposing rows of pearly white teeth. John Doe just stared, hypnotized by the doctor’s unnatural smile. He imagined a shark having the same expression just before devouring someone.

      “Doctor Davison is a psychiatrist,” McCall explained. “He is here to hopefully help you with your memory.”

      John Doe’s face looked almost shocked at the revelation that this guy was here to help him, and not to kill Batman.

      “Don’t worry, he is good at what he does,” Steel said, trying to sound convincing. “We worked together before, a long time ago.”

      The man with no name seemed calmer at Steel’s reassurance, but there was still something about the newcomer that he didn’t like.

      “Right then, shall we get started?” Davidson said, placing an aluminium briefcase onto the desk. He stood in front of a chair as he unpacked a block of plain pieces of paper, a large yellow jotter pad, and a tape recorder. He took out of his pocket a gold pocket watch and placed it onto the table. Steel stared at the watch. Memories of that first case came flooding back.

      “What’s with the watch, doc?” Steel asked, slipping his hand under his jacket to the small of his back.

      Davidson picked up the watch and dangled it brieflyso that it swung back and forth in a pendulum motion.

      “It’s so that I can hypnotise him and take him back through his thoughts,” Davidson said with a straight face.

      “Really? You can do that?” John Doe said, seeming uncomfortable at the idea.

      “No, I am only joking. My watch is in the shop getting serviced. I bought this because … You know, I don’t really know why. I just liked it.” Davidson grinned and placed the watch back down. Steel saw the fear in John Doe’s eyes, and he felt sympathy for him: being stuck in a room with this guy was enough to drive anyone nuts.

      “You know I don’t know what is worse. Having amnesia or having to see the good doctor,” Steel joked as they walked out, leaving the two men alone. McCall slapped Steel on the shoulder then shook her hand in pain.

      “You’ve been working out again, haven’t you?” she joked, but all the while, she undressed him in her mind’s eye. Suddenly she shook her head to stop the unclean thoughts before they started. They headed for Tony and Tooms, who were in the break room, draining the last of the coffee from one of the machines. McCall had a lot of questions, and Steel could sense her eagerness to ask them. As they entered the room, Steel walked in front of McCall and headed for Tony.

      “So, Tony, we spoke to a work colleague of your girlfriend, or should I say your ex-girlfriend,” Steel said bluntly. Tony looked blankly at him at first, then the look of confusion was replaced with one of clarity.

      “I tracked down her sister, Brooke,” Tony replied. “The captain asked me if I would break the bad news to her, thought it might be better coming from someone who knew her.” Tony sighed deeply and closed his eyes tightly for a second, thinking back to the conversation, remembering how she had cried down the phone at the news. Tony didn’t want to admit he had asked Brant if he could do it, feeling it was his responsibility to do so as her boyfriend. Tony had found Brooke’s number on Amber’s cell phone, which she never locked. “She cried for a while. Then she asked me how I knew her sister, asked me all sorts of questions about us, probably trying to avoid the inevitable conversation, I guess. We talked for a while, about her Amber’s past, her friends from before, her boyfriends. It seemed kinda weird; it showed me how much we didn’t know about each other,” Tony shook his head in dismay.

      “Tony, you were only going out for a short while, it takes time to really know someone, and sometimes, even then you don’t know them as much as you thought,” Steel said, his face was emotionless, but his words were bitter. Everyone looked over at Steel, wondering who he had been talking about.

      “Did you learn anything new?” McCall asked, her gaze glancing back towards Steel who stood motionless with his arms crossed.

      “She was seeing a guy before me, they had dated for about a year, Brooke said the guy was a real dooshbag, used to smack her around, treated her like garbage, they broke up about six months ago,” Tony explained, massaging his knuckles as though he had thoughts about doing to this ex-boyfriend what the asshole had done to Amber.

      “Did we get a name on this charmer?” Tooms asked.

      “His name was Tony – Tony Russo,” Tony said, leaning back in his chair. After hearing Tony Russo’s name and getting his description, Tony knew that the coincidence was going to come back on him, from how Brooke had described him, Tony and the asshole could have been twins. Amber had a type, which didn’t make Tony feel any better. “Brooke lives and worked in D.C. However, she said she’d be on the first flight out,” There was a sadness in Tony’s eyes as he explained what he had found out. McCall smiled and touched him on the shoulder.

      “You OK?” McCall asked, sensing something new was gnawing at him.

      “I have made that phone call so many times, but that was the hardest,” Tony said, looking up at McCall. She nodded, then smiled at him and turned to Steel, who was staring at the murder board next to her desk.

      “Any luck with the roommate?” she asked, looking at Steel for a moment before turning to face Tony and Tooms. The British detective’s thoughts were a million miles away from the rest of them. His imagination was conjuring up images of what may have befallen the missing woman.

      “The roommate was Tara Burke, as we thought. She is twenty-six, five-seven with red hair,” Tooms read from his pad. Steel stood still staring at the board, unmoving and not uttering a word, but Tooms knew that he had taken everything in.

      “Do we know where she worked?” Steel asked after a short while.

      “Bob’s Diner. It’s in Harlem,” Tooms explained, handing McCall a yellow post-it notes with the address on. McCall looked at the piece of paper for a couple of seconds as if to memorise the address. Then she opened her leather folio case and placed it onto the blank A4 pad inside.

      “OK, you two take the ex-boyfriend, and we’ll take the diner,” McCall said, suddenly looking at her watch. It was nearly half-three, and she knew they were going to hit traffic on the way back. She shrugged. It wasn’t as if she had anything better to do.

      “Shall we go, Detective?” Steel said, raising an arm towards the elevator.

      “Yes, we shall, and ‘WE’ are probably driving again,” she growled as if to make a point. “Seriously, are you saying you don’t have a car? Or does it have to come with a chauffeur?” she joked.

      John Steel smiled and shook his head. “Oh, don’t worry, Detective, I have a car, and I can assure you, you will want to play,” John quipped.

      Sam McCall walked off towards the elevator, shaking her head.

      “No thanks, I got my pony.” Her voice almost purred, and Steel laughed to himself. McCall and Steel stood at the elevator. Behind them, the boys were busy trying to locate the ex-boyfriend. As they stood in front of the heavy steel doors, Steel looked up at the LED display that showed that the elevator box was one floor above them.

      “I hope this isn’t going to take long. I have dinner plans,” Steel said, giving a quick smile from the corner of his mouth as he bounced off his heels.

      “Sorry if work is getting in the way of your personal life,” she growled. “You could always quit, then you would have plenty of time for your bimbos.” Although she was joking, she was still somewhat jealous that he had a personal life that didn’t include her. The doors slid open, and he stepped inside and leaned against the back wall.

      “And you’re doing what tonight?” His words were playful, but they left a bitter sting. McCall stepped in after him but said nothing. She had to wonder though, what was he going off to do tonight? Dinner and dancing? Or chasing down the people responsible for his family’s murder. Whatever it was, he would be having more fun than she would be having tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHT


          

        

      

    

    
      The Diner was on a busy corner of Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard and West 148th Street. Above the white-walled exterior of the building began the red-brick apartments. Steel noticed a ‘For Rent’ sign on one of the walls. Its green writing was bold, designed to catch the eye. The dinner was in the corner building. A double-door entrance was situated directly in view of the pedestrian crossing, giving good easy access for all customer needs. The place itself was clean, with PU leather upholstery in the booths and dark wood tables. The black-and-white checkerboard tiled floor glistened from the overhead lighting.

      To the back of the diner was a long counter with glass showcases full of doughnuts and cheesecakes. Behind that was the delivery counter, where the waitresses collected the orders from a large angry looking man who was wearing a white T-shirt and a small chef’s ‘skull’ hat. Steel was convinced that he looked more like a bulldog chewing a wasp, the hanging jowls and beady eyes just added to the picture. On a far wall, a small twenty-inch television set was tuned to the news. The customers just looked through the two cops as if they weren’t even there. Steel sat at one of the padded seats that was in front of the counter. The stainless-steel pinion was bolted firmly to the ground a little too close to the counter for Steel, causing him to sit with spread legs. McCall shot him a look of disapproval, then did the same. McCall didn’t want to stay and have lunch, they were there to deliver bad news and get information, something she hated to mix, but it was necessary given the fact it was a homicide investigation. Two waitresses rushed about frantically, like catchers in a ball game. Steel picked up one of the menu cards and checked the vast array of artery-blocking dishes on offer.

      “I don’t think they have caviar here,” McCall joked, just as a pretty black-haired woman in a red-and-white uniform appeared behind them, her pad and pencil at the ready.

      “Hey there. Welcome to Bob’s Diner. So, what can I get you folks?” the waitress asked, sporting a bright smile.

      “We are with the NYPD,” Sam said, flashing her shield. “We are here about one of your waitresses. Tara?”

      The woman’s mouth fell open as if to say something.

      “That bitch better be in hospital or dead!” yelled the man who wore a grease-stained T-shirt and jeans. “I am down three waitresses, and she decide to not come in!” A dirty white chef’s cap covered most of his large fat head.

      “I take it you’re Bob, the owner?” McCall said. Her tone had changed, her voice now sterner and more authoritative as she spoke to him. He stayed behind the wall and just blew hot air and waved his spatula about.

      “Yeah, I’m Bob, what’s it to you, lady? Look, I am busy here, so what do you want?” he yelled. Sam McCall could feel her blood boil at his apparent lack of manners or respect. It wasn’t so much that she was a cop; she felt his disregard was more because she was a female cop.

      “So, what’s happened to her?” asked the waitress, her voice full of genuine concern.

      “She’s gone missing,” Sam said softly. “Her roommate was found murdered, and we are worried about her safety.”

      The waitress looked shocked, and her face blanched as she stumbled backwards. Steel was already up and had caught her before she fell any further. He led her to a booth, where they all sat down.

      “Hey! No sitting down on the job, you hear me?” came Bob’s angry voice from behind the counter, but everyone just ignored him.

      “My name is Detective Samantha McCall, and this is Detective Steel.” McCall smiled as she spoke.

      “I am Kim, Kim Washington. She was … She is my best friend.” Kim’s eyes shone with fresh tears.

      “You don’t think she could have done this murder, do you?” Kim asked, her voice sounding dry and scared at the possibility.

      “We don’t know. She isn’t in any trouble, we just want to talk to her,” Steel said reassuringly. Kim looked up at him and smiled.

      “When did you see her last?” McCall asked. Kim looked up at the clock above the door as if she was trying to remember.

      “It was around half-eight, nine, I guess. She had pulled a double and was heading home. It had been a long day for everyone,” Kim explained.

      “Are you open all night?” Steel asked, looking around the room, but paying special attention to Bob, who was sneaking brief, worried looks from his area beside the grill.

      “No, four until midnight. Unless we know something special is on, then we are open twenty-four-seven,” Kim told them. Steel sat back and continued his unobserved scan of the place. There were around twenty people sitting in various places. Most of them appeared to be drivers who were just passing through. He looked out of the window at the traffic that was beginning to build up outside.

      “Did she have any problems with anyone that you know of?” McCall asked—she was almost hoping that Kim would say that her boss was causing problems. The thought of getting him in the box was making her salivate.

      “No, not really. Everyone liked her. She didn’t have time for a boyfriend or anything,” Kim added, expecting the usual question about personal relationships.

      “What about Bob? Any problems there?” Steel asked. He noticed Bob look up suddenly at the mention of his name. Kim shook her head but said nothing.

      “How did she seem when she left?” the British detective asked.

      Kim looked puzzled at this strange cop’s question. “She was distracted, but then she was tired. Why?” Kim said, still wondering about Steel’s question.

      “We are just trying to piece everything together,” Steel said with a smile.

      McCall passed across her business card. “If you do see her, can you get her to contact me, please?”

      Kim looked at the card and placed it in a breast pocket of her uniform. Steel looked up angrily towards Bob, as he hammered a brass call bell. Kim stood up. She knew that was her signal to get back to work.

      “Are you OK?” Steel asked as he noticed the strange eye contact Bob was giving Kim.

      The young waitress turned towards Steel and smiled quickly before nodding. “Sure, I’m fine. Look I’ve got to get back to work. If I see her, I will let her know.”

      Sam nodded in appreciation. “Thanks for your time,” she said, shaking Kim’s still trembling hand. As they watched Kim return to her station, the two detectives became uneasy. Something was wrong, and whatever it was had nothing to do with their case.

      Bob dragged Kim into the kitchen so no one could see, and then he slapped her hard.

      “What did they want to know about that silly bitch?” Bob growled; his voice toned down so as not to not draw any attention.

      “Nothing. She has disappeared and they⁠—”

      Bob slapped her again, hard. So hard that his finger marks were visible on her face.

      “You don’t say anything, you hear me?” he screamed, his voice breaking its strained tone. He raised his hand again to give her another shot just in case she didn’t understand. Then he looked around suddenly, shocked to feel the firm grip around his wrist. He turned to find Steel holding him back.

      Bob swung with his other fist at the British man, but he failed to connect. Steel wrenched down Bob’s arm and pulled it behind his back. As he did so, Steel added a bit of force, bouncing Bob’s shaven head off the stainless-steel preparation table. There was a metallic thud as skull met metal, making Steel feel a little better.

      “Bad move, jackass,” McCall said, almost with a hint of pleasure as she slapped the cuffs on the bruised Bob’s wrists.

      “OK, you’re both coming with us,” McCall growled as they dragged Bob to the door. Kim followed sheepishly. As they left the place, the second waitress stood watching the scene, open-mouthed. There was a helpless look across her long face as the double doors swung closed. She was alone with twenty customers, all of whom had just ordered food.
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        * * *

      

      Steel and McCall headed back to the station. McCall had collared a passing black-and-white to take the dazed Bob to lock-up, whilst they escorted Kim Washington. The journey to the 11th was quiet. They had to take the FDR back to East Village where the 11th Precinct was based. It took nearly an hour and a half due to a three-car pileup, but Steel didn’t mind, McCall’s Mustang was more comfortable than a squad car. He had never asked her why she was banned from using police vehicles; a mystery he thought he would leave for his imagination. That said, the way she had treated her own car – namely the car before they one they were enjoying the comforts of, had led to many questions for him. Sure, she had sacrificed her beloved car to save him from a situation, but he was sure they could have been another way to have done it? Of course, his gratitude for saving his arse came in the form of a new car, and what a car.

      Warm sunbeams broke past the gaps in the towering buildings filling the car like strobe lights. The only sound came from the police radio, and the daily commotion as everyone headed home. The local radio station was on low and was more background noise than anything. McCall looked in her rear Kim Washington, who was doing something on her cell phone to pass the time.

      “I hope you ain’t putting this on social media!” McCall said, looking around at Kim; who shot her an angry look.

      “Yeah, I can see it now “Having a fun day stuck in a police car on the FDR,” that will get loads of likes,” Steel laughed turning to McCall, Kim giggled, and McCall shot him a burning gaze.

      “You’re such an ass,” McCall said with almost a whisper.

      “No, just bored, and hungry,” Steel said, looking over at the street food vendors. McCall looked back at Kim, who was sitting in the back with her earbuds in, listening to music or watching a film on her phone. McCall had questions for her, but they could wait until they reached the station. Steel had plans for later, plans that could not wait.

      On the way to the precinct, they had taken Kim Washington to New York-Presbyterian Hospital to get her checked out. She had taken quite a beating from Bob and McCall wondered what other wounds she had sustained since she had worked there. McCall had gotten a female uniformed officer to stay with her to make sure she was safe. When Kim was finished, the uniform would bring her to the precinct. McCall didn’t want to wait; she was afraid what the doctor might find and give McCall to lose control and beat the shit out of the owner. Steel convinced McCall to go back to the station, for her good and Bob’s.

      The 11th Precinct was busier than usual. Hordes of people filled the entranceway, yelling and screaming – mostly abuse. Steel smiled as they entered, think that the last time he had seen this kind of chaos, he was waiting for a flight out of Germany. As Steel and McCall stepped off the elevator onto the department floor, they saw John Doe still in the room with Doctor Davidson. Steel opened the door to the small briefing room slowly and entered almost unnoticed. Steel felt that John Doe looked nervous and uncomfortable, but then, how else would anyone look after losing track of everything they ever knew, their entire life gone in a moment. In a way, Steel envied him, wished he had no memories, especially of that day he lost everything, and everyone. Unfortunately, he couldn’t change being inquisitive, and Steel knew that if he had lost his memory, he would do everything to find out who he was and what had happened. Surely that would be worse, to find out that way rather than having the memories – or rather, nightmares?

      “How’s he doing, Doc?” Steel asked, his gaze firmly resting on John Doe. Steel heard the door open behind him. But he didn’t turn as McCall entered the room and stood next to him.

      “Well he has his muscle memory,” Davidson replied. The two detectives shot him a blank look. Davidson smiled and nodded as he realised what pleasure he would take when he explained.

      “Muscle memory is something you do every day, for instance, signing your name, tying your shoelaces,” the doctor explained. “This man’s memory for those actions is intact. However, his long-term memory is gone, or at least hindered.” Davidson directed his lecture to Steel in particular, behaving almost like a teacher explaining something simple to a stupid child. Steel prodded the bridge of his sunglasses with his middle finger to adjust them and smiled, knowing full well what the doc was doing.

      “So, what could cause this?” McCall asked. “A bump on the head?” She took a seat opposite John Doe.

      “There are many possibilities. Head injury or a stroke, substance abuse, or the most likely thing, since we haven’t found any relevant injuries, is a massive emotional event. You know? Something like a serious car accident—that sort of thing.” Davidson smiled as he answered McCall’s question.

      “Will he get his memory back?” Steel asked, his tone dry and distracted.

      “Nobody knows. He could get it back in an hour, five days, a year, or never. It is a waiting game,” Colby Davidson said, shrugging. John Doe suddenly looked alarmed at the last part. Never getting his memory back. It was a lot to take in.

      Steel nodded as if he understood, but his mind was elsewhere. He had questions of his own, such as: who was this man, and why was he covered in blood? Not forgetting, who the hell’s blood was it?

      “OK. So, is there —” McCall froze in mid-sentence. She was about to ask if there was someone they could call, or if he needed dropping off somewhere. Her mouth slammed shut, and she gave John Doe an embarrassed smile.

      “Don’t worry, Detective, this is a first for me as well,” John Doe said to her, smiling. Steel had left the room and was on his cell whilst they spoke.

      “OK. So, we need to find you somewhere to stay. I will speak to my captain and try and arrange something.” McCall knew there was no budget for dealing with lost people who had amnesia but decided she could spin it as a ‘protective custody for a potential witness’.

      “Don’t worry, I got it covered. I think he has been through enough, so I have got him a hotel room,” Steel said, with a broad grin on his face.

      “OK, so where is the hotel?” McCall asked, suspicious of Steel’s intentions.
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        * * *

      

      McCall’s mouth dropped open as they walked into the suite at the five-star Manhattan Hotel. There were panoramic views and marble bathrooms. The two-bedroom suite even had a small dining table. Sam shook her head at the sight of a hotel room that was bigger than her apartment and probably cost more to build.

      “So – uhm, John, I hope you will be comfortable. There will be two policemen outside for your protection, so there is no reason to worry.” Steel smiled.

      John Doe shot him a confused look. “Do I need protection?” he asked. His tone sounded almost angry at the thought of being watched. Steel smiled reassuringly.

      “Sir, you were covered in blood, and you were not hurt,” Steel explained. “Which means that you either saw something you shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “—Or I did something I shouldn’t have done. In which case, this is my prison.” John Doe scowled at Steel, who nevertheless kept his smile. The British detective reached into the inside pocket of his jacket as his cell phone began to vibrate. He checked the message and smiled at the text from the desk sergeant.

      The babysitters should be there now.

      Steel sent a ‘thank you’ reply, then placed the phone back into his pocket.

      “So, sleep well, and we will see you in the morning,” Sam McCall said reassuringly “Hopefully you may have remembered something by then.”

      “I will come around tomorrow to check on him, detectives,” Dr Davidson, who had come with them, butted in. “I am sure you have other things to attend to,” Davidson said as he opened the refrigerator to check its contents.

      “You take it, you buy it doc,” Steel said with a smile, as he saw Davidson take out a small bottle of sparkling wine. Davidson reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. “It’s OK, first one is on me,” Steel smirked before walking off. McCall rolled her eyes at the show of testosterone. McCall headed for the front door, where Steel was already waiting. Outside in the hallway stood two officers, who were dressed in plain clothes. Steel smiled as he recognised the two men. His previous encounters had left the guys unnerved, to say the least. One was tall and thin, the other shorter with greying hair and had a ‘veteran cop’ look about him. As the two officers saw Steel their mouths dropped open. They, too, had recognised him and instantly had a bad feeling.

      “Gentlemen, the task is simple,” John Steel told them. “One man is to be on shift out here, while the other acts as back-up inside the room behind you. You work out the shift change between you, but someone is always out here. Nobody is to come in or out of that room except us and the good doctor there.” Steel opened the door so that they could see the tall strange-looking doctor in the grey suit. The two men nodded.

      “Any questions?” Steel asked, almost trying not to grin at the confused look they both wore. The two officers shook their heads. Steel smiled and turned for the elevator.

      “Right then, see you all tomorrow.” Steel said with a smile then checked his watch. McCall followed, leaving the two men to argue about who was going to take the first shift.

      As Steel pressed the call button, he heard McCall approach. He could feel her almost agonizing need to get the millions of questions off her chest. The doors slid open, and they stepped inside. He just looked forward at the doors and towards the two cops in the distance. He looked contented as McCall stood patiently for the doors to close before she opened on him.

      “Steel, just what the hell is going on?” she screamed as the doors closed, and the box began to move. He just smiled and took in the rant. She was pissed and had every reason to be. McCall regarded amnesiac John Doe as a victim, perhaps even a witness. But Steel saw something else. There was something about the man that set off every alarm bell in Steel’s head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

        

      

    

    
      After Kim Washington had been released from hospital, she was taken to see McCall at the 11th. Kim didn’t like police stations at the best of times. In fact, the only times she had been in one was to pick up her mom, something that happened too often.

      McCall had spoken to the doctor’s and found she was in perfect health considering a slight case of malnutrition. If the chef had beaten her, he had hidden it well, or it had been some time since the last one.

      Kim Washington stepped off the elevator at the third floor – the Homicide Division of the 11th precinct. She stood for a moment and looked around as if hoping to find a familiar face in the sea of people. Detectives were either on their phones or darting around after getting that “hot lead.” She felt alone as eyes stared at her, judging her. Kim could feel their questions, “why was this woman there, what had she done, was she a criminal or a witness?” Kim felt like turning around, getting back on the elevator and going. Did she really need to be there? She went to leave, but a familiar voice called her name, “Kim, over here,” said the voice. It was detective Samantha McCall. Kim looked back towards the voice, McCall was stood next to a room – a briefing room, or so she thought. Kim walked over slowly, dragging her heels, feeling the eyes on her once more.

      “Thanks for taking the time to talk to us,” McCall said, ushering Kim into the room. The room was small – ten by ten with a large window, a square table and two chairs. The room – despite being scares of furnishings, was friendly, or more so than an interrogation room. On the white plastic covered top of the table was two mugs of coffee. There were no recording devices, no cameras. Defiantly not an interrogation room. Kim sat and looked around the room. No double mirror, just a mug of coffee.

      “Did I have a choice?” Kim replied as she took her seat.

      “Sure, but then we would have had to talk to you again, at home or at your work, I just thought this would be easier,” McCall said with a comforting smile. In truth, McCall wanted to get Kim out of her comfort zone, away from distractions or intimidations.

      “What do you want to know?” Kim finally asked. McCall smiled inside.

      “Tell me about Tara, what kind of person was she?” McCall asked, picking up her mug of coffee.

      “She’s nice, the kinda gal that would give you her last dollar if you were in trouble, which is weird considerin,” Kim said before blowing on her hot beverage.

      “Considering what?”

      “Considerin her past, her poppa died when she was young, her momma was a real piece of work,” Kim explained, her Southern Georgia accent broke through her Brooklyn. “Her Momma took off when she was in her late teens, poor thang had to survive by herself since she was a littlun, not right, not right at all,” Kim shook her head.

      “Did she have a temper?” McCall asked, taking note of Kim’s reaction.

      “You mean, could she have killed her roommate, her best friend?” Kim scowled. “No ma’am, Tara was the sweetest thang, sure, don’t get me wrong, the gal stood up for herself, took no shit from nobody, includin that piece of shit boss of ours,” Kim smiled, a distant memory slipped into her mind. “One time the bastard tried somethang with one of the new girls, Tara wasn’t havin none of that, put him in his place she did,” Kim’s expression changed as if she had just said something she shouldn’t have. McCall saw it and leapt on it.

      “How did she – handle it?” McCall asked, leaning forward. Kim swallowed hard.

      “She… she, look you gotta understand, she was just savin the girl from a beatin,” Kim spurted the words, trying to un-ring that bell, but it was too late, it had been well and truly rung.

      “How did she handle it?” McCall repeated the question.

      “She put a knife to his balls and told him next time he’d lose them,” Kim explained, her head tilted with shame of giving up her friend. “She looked after us, protected us, I guess the only reason the boss did what he did today was because he knew she wasn’t there,” Kim’s voice trembled, the sudden realization that Tara wasn’t going to be there to look after them hit home. McCall saw the panic in her eyes, and she knew in that instance how big a roll Tara played in their lives. Tara had been their bodyguard against an abusive boss; now, she was gone.

      “If you are worried about your boss, you could press assault charges?” McCall said, but her words were met by a frightened, tearful gaze.

      “Yeah, and then what, he gets out after, what, a month. Then he’ll really do some beatin. And what about my job, he goes away, I got no work, whose gonna pay my way, you?” Kim growled. She was bitter and terrified.

      “I have no answer, I wish I did, but I don’t, all I can do is promise to keep an eye out for you and the other girls,” McCall’s voice was soft but held a power to it. Kim smiled and nodded.

      “Maybe, you gonna cook as well, we ain’t got no chef no more?” Kim laughed. McCall smiled and shrugged.

      “Sorry, I can’t help you on that one, I mostly get takeout,” the two women laughed. McCall’s smile faded. She knew that they had lost the momentum. “About Tara, did she have any boyfriends?”

      “No, she didn’t have much time for those, not the hours we were pullin,” Kim shrugged. “She had a couple of casual pick-ups, but nothin serious.” McCall nodded and made a note on the yellow pad.

      “Did she have any problems with customers, anything like that?” McCall asked, trying to get a picture of the missing woman.

      “Nah, she was friendly to everyone – well, everyone except that asshole, but he wouldn’t do nothin,” Kim explained. The picture that McCall was getting was of a bright, friendly, caring woman, who by all accounts could hold her own. So, did this make her and victim or the killer? The questions continued for a short while longer. While McCall was busy with Kim Washington Steel decided to make some calls. He knew a man in the room would just make Kim clam up, mostly through embarrassment, besides, McCall had told him to stay the hell out.

      It wasn’t long before the door opened, and McCall and Kim stood at the entrance. Steel looked over at the two women and smiled. They looked calm in each other’s company, and that was what McCall was good at, getting through to people.

      “Thanks again for speaking to me Kim, I will do everything to make sure your boss stays away for a while,” McCall said handing over her business card. “if there is anything you ever need, call me.” Kim smiled and held the card in both hands before tucking it away in her pocket. “I’ll get uniforms to bring you home,” McCall offered.

      “No, that’s OK detective. Unfortunately, I don’t need the neighbours seein me gettin out of a police car. In my part of town, only two kinds of people get out of a police car, snitches, drunks and the cops themselves. Unless of course, you’re the lady from number seven, this old gal always got a lift because she was always too drunk to drive herself home,” Kim shrugged. “I’ll be fine detective, thank you.” Kim turned and faced Steel who was sat at McCall’s desk with his feet up on the desk talking on his cell phone. Kim smiled and nodded to him. Steel returned the gesture and watched her walk to the elevator.

      As Kim headed for the elevator, she smiled to herself. Bob was in lockup as a result of the assault on her and the attempted assault on a police officer. Kim had smiled when she saw her pig of a boss take a swing at the big cop. Kim was shocked at how fast the cop had moved and remembered that he’d been dressed completely in black clothes. She could still hear Bob’s head impacting with the metal table. He had swung at a cop, and that would cost him a good couple of years. As Kim waited for the elevator, she hatched a plan, and she would keep the diner running, after all, she had done all the accounts and orders because Bob couldn’t. She was already running it anyway, not that he had paid her any more for all those extra duties. In a way, it was her diner now, or at least it was until he got out of prison, by which time she would be long gone. While the place was running, she and the other waitresses had cash coming in.

      

      Two subway rides later; she was nearly home. Kim had checked up on the diner before leaving. Fran’s cousin, Carl, had taken on the cooking after she and Bob had left with the police, and Fran had done a hell of a job after they had gone. The night shift had come in, and so had Stan, Carl’s boyfriend. He had offered to be the night shift chef. The place would run OK; indeed, it would probably run better now that Bob was out of the picture.

      It was late, and her watch said it was half-past nine. She cursed the time, as she had missed her favourite TV show. Her street was at least two blocks from the station, but she began to hurry. Kim would be on early shift tomorrow and needed some sleep. The night air had a bite to it, and dark clouds covered the heavens from view. She turned onto her road and hurried towards her home. The sound of her heels echoed through the avenue of buildings.

      She saw nothing around her, only the screen from her cell as she searched for missed messages. Even as she made her way up the stairs to the third floor, her vision never left the mass of messages from her social media pages. Her corridor was poorly lit, as though some of the bulbs had blown, but she was chatting to some guy on Twitter. Even as she opened the door with her key and nudged it open with her foot, she was away in another place. She never saw the hand cup her mouth or the person who thrust her into the apartment and slammed the door behind them. The corridor was silent apart from the sounds of the television sets behind closed doors.

      No one had seen it happen. No one knew what had happened.

      

      Inside Kim Washington’s apartment, the darkness made the situation seem a thousand times worse. She had seen the movies: the ones where a girl gets attacked in a dark apartment, and they never ended well. Then she remembered what the cops had said about Tara’s roommate, found dead in her apartment. Was she next, she wondered?

      Suddenly the lights came on, and Kim shielded her eyes from the sudden brightness. This suddenly made it worse. With the lights off she could say she hadn’t seen anything but now! She kept her hand over her eyes, but this time it was to shield her view of her attacker. She didn’t want to see them; she didn’t want to die.

      “Kim put your hand down. I am not gonna hurt you,” said a familiar voice. Kim ripped her arm down to her side.

      There before her stood Tara Burke.

      Kim’s terror subsided as she saw the look of utter panic in Tara’s eyes. Tara was scared, alone and hungry.

      The scared waitress sat down on her brown fabric-covered couch and hoped that Tara would do the same. Slowly, Tara sat. The dazed look in her eyes made them seem larger than normal. This was a woman running scared. But from what, Kim wondered. Of the killer? Or of the cops?

      “Where have you been, Tara?” Kim’s voice was soft and soothing, but the tone rang with a hint of weariness. “The cops have been lookin’ for ya.”

      “Amber … Amber … is—” Tara raced to the bathroom and threw up. The shock of what she had found still burned in her memory. As Kim walked into the bathroom, she found Tara on the tiled floor, holding her legs against her body for comfort. Tears ran freely down her pale cheeks. Tara looked up at her friend with large scared blue eyes.

      “They butchered her, cut her up. Why, Kim? Why?”

      Kim didn’t have any more answers than Tara did. Kim helped her friend to her feet then led her back to the couch. As Tara crashed down onto the cushioned couch, Kim headed for the kitchen. She needed a drink—hell, they both did.

      She passed Tara a glass with two fingers of scotch in it, then sat down next to her friend. Kim sipped the golden liquid whilst Tara just cradled the glass and stared into nowhere.

      “Hey, it’s OK. You’re safe now.”

      Tara looked over towards her friend and smiled. She was hoping that Kim was right. She hoped she was safe here.

      “Why didn’t you go to the cops?” Kim asked, before taking another hit from the glass.

      “Don’t know, I was scared, I guess.”

      Kim nodded as though she understood, but then the sight of Tara’s pink suitcase made her wonder. If she was so scared, why had she packed a suitcase to leave?

      “You leavin’ the city?” Kim asked, her eyes now fixed on Tara, who just shrugged and took a sip of the golden liquid.

      Tara coughed as the whisky hit the back of her throat. Kim smiled to herself as she watched her friend wave a hand in front of her mouth.

      “Not a whisky gal then.” Kim laughed, and Tara joined in, almost forgetting her troubles for a moment.

      “The police came around the diner looking for you,” Kim said.

      Tara just nodded as if it was expected.

      “What did you tell them?” Tara asked before trying another sip from the glass.

      Kim shrugged. “What could I tell ’em? I didn’t know anything.” She smiled wickedly. “One good thing happened, though. Bob took a swing at a cop.” She explained what had happened, and Tara’s mouth fell open.

      “Did he get him?”

      Kim shook her head to the question. “Nah, the cop was too fast, the man moved like lightning, put Bob right down on his fat ass!”

      The two women laughed, but Tara’s laughter died, and she stared into her glass.

      “I keep seeing her lying there in all that blood. I keep thinking that should have been me!”

      Kim gave Tara a puzzled looked. “What do you mean?” She suddenly had a bad feeling about what the answer might be.

      “Kim, she wasn’t supposed to have moved in for another two days. She shouldn’t have been there!” Kim shuddered at the revelation. Was her friend being stalked? And if so, would they come here?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Steel entered his park view loft apartment and was greeted by the orange glow of the city. The large three-bedroom apartment’s trio of huge windows allowed a panoramic view over the skyline. A huge sitting area gave way to a kitchenette and two staircases. One of these went to the gallery, which was also his bedroom, and the other led to the spare rooms. A long corridor next to the kitchen was home to the bathroom and two other rooms: an office and another which was at the end. The door to this room looked heavier than normal and could only be opened by using a security pad.

      John Steel walked to a small drinks cabinet that was next to the breakfast bar and poured himself a glass of Johnny Walker Blue Label. He took off his jacket and tossed it gently onto the large L-shaped brushed-leather couch. Steel signed, at last, he had quiet. Even though he liked working with the cops, he found it too noisy. Steel looked over to his answering machine which was blinking with a red glow. He had messages, the last thing he needed. He walked over to the machine and noticed that seven missed calls showed up on the LED display.

      He pressed the ‘play’ button and walked slowly towards the window to take in the view. Two messages were from the CEO of his father’s company, Steel Industries, or Kyoi Industries as his father had named it. The other one was from some woman from a charity who was wondering if he was attending an event in September. More people after money for a good cause that they possibly didn’t give a shit about, but it made them feel better every time they did their taxes.

      Steel smiled and shook his head. September was a long way off, and he never planned anything further than two weeks ahead. The rest of the messages were from people who were wanting to talk to ‘Lord Steel’ rather than ‘Detective Steel’. He liked it like that, gave him a little sense of home.

      As a beep sounded, the machine told of the time and date of the next call. It was from a man called Laurence. Steel turned his head slightly to hear better. The message was simply to tell him of his resupply. Steel smiled and walked towards the locked door at the end of the corridor.

      Stopping at the door, he punched in the code and placed his hand of the scanner that slid out of the wall. A red light turned to green on the keypad, and he entered. As the door closed, the machine’s voice told him: ‘No more messages.

      Steel returned to the sitting room wearing a new watch. He topped up his glass and headed for the leather chaise longue that was in front of the windows, with their spectacular view. He liked it there: the view, the silence. He sat down and stretched out along its full length. John took a mouth full of the whisky and let it warm in his mouth before allowing it to trickle down his throat rather than swallowing it in one go.

      He closed his eyes and hoped for a peaceful sleep, but he knew that would never happen. His memories haunted him, but strangely enough, he found strength in the pain.

      Images of a bright summer’s day broke through the darkness of his thoughts. His return home from nearly a year overseas with his SAS Regiment. He had done his tour and was returning home. With the war still in his head, he needed rest, quiet and most of all his beloved wife.

      Steel’s eyes creased together in mental anguish as the memories unfolded in his head. The memory of his homecoming. The bright summer’s day, the marquee on the back lawn. The people lying dead: all of them had been family and friends murdered by gunmen—the mercenaries he had taken out. He could almost smell the cordite, feel the heat from the explosions. His body tensed up as in his mind he was back in the attic. The dimly lit place of his death and rebirth.

      The sound of laughter, the six shots, the image of his poor dear love in his arms and her lifeless eyes.

      The darkness.

      The plastic glass fell from his hand and bounced on the wooden floor. Steel sat up and screamed. He looked around, confused and disorientated. His cold emerald-green eyes appeared almost black in the dull light. Cascades of sweat flowed down his forehead. He swung his legs around as he sat facing the room. Tilting his head back, he sucked in the conditioned air.

      Standing up, he headed for the bathroom. He had at least an hour before his car would arrive. He stripped the shirt off his back and tossed it onto the couch. On the underside of each step of the staircase to his bedroom, there was a metal bar. This created the perfect facilities for a workout, and they were almost like monkey bars that led upwards. Steel moved up and down the twenty-bar construction at least five times. He could feel his muscles tighten. Sweat poured down his chiselled form as he moved quicker and quicker. Steel felt the pain in his shoulders and arms. His forearms burnt from the grip.

      Finally, he just stood, his hands on his knees, sucking in the air. He stood up straight and leant back as far as he could, feeling his midsection stiffen. Steel grabbed the whisky glass from the breakfast bar and headed for the shower. In less than twenty minutes, the car would be there. He stripped off the rest of his clothes and stuck them into the hamper, before turning on the shower. There was a whoosh of water that sounded like rain on the glass divider. Steel looked at himself in the mirror. His large dead green eyes stared back at him. He tested his stubble growth with his left hand, weighing up whether to shave or not. His stubble was rough; it felt like he was stroking sandpaper. He couldn’t really be bothered to shave, but then he realised that he had an appearance to maintain. Tonight, he would be attending as Lord Steel, not as Detective Steel.

      The warm water cascaded over his muscular form, soaking every inch of his powerful body, washing the soap lather from his overworked muscles. After shaving in the shower, he just let the water run over him. He placed his hands on the side and let the shower pound his tight flesh. The alarm on his phone alerted him that he had ten minutes in which to change into his clothes. He grunted in disapproval of leaving the soothing waters, then got out.

      After drying off, he slipped into his all-black tuxedo and Bugatti shoes. He checked his reflection: he had to admit that he looked good, just did not look happy about where he was going.

      He looked at the hands-on his new Military style smartwatch. The carbon-fibre face was illuminated by the luminous dials. It was nearly eight o’clock. There was a benefit on at The Museum of Modern Art, and the Mayor and the Governor had insisted that he attend.

      Steel stood in front of a long Elizabethan mirror and checked his attire. He had put his blue contact lenses in and set his phone to vibrate instead of ring.

      He was ready to go but not willing. He looked around at the comfort of his sanctuary. Suddenly his house phone rang. Steel picked it up and listened to the concierge, informing him that his car had arrived. John opened the drawer and looked at his Barretta Storm bulldog 9MM sub-compact pistol, then closed it. He feared that if he took it out, he might end up using it on himself.

      “Oh well, for Queen and country,” he said, opening the front door.

      It would be a long night of rubbing shoulders. A night he could do without. With people, he could do without too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TEN


          

        

      

    

    
      At Four in the morning, the garbage men and cops doing their own kind of patrol. Sirens wailed as fire engines, and ambulances travelled to emergencies around the city. The city that never sleeps was right; there was always something going on. Yellow cabs made their way with tourists fresh from JFK or businesspeople heading for that early meeting. The city was bathed in a mix of bright multi-coloured lights from stores, delis and restaurants. It would be hours yet until the sun would brake over the horizon. Soon the dullness would be replaced by bright ochre, and the city would come alive. The day before the weather girl had predicted: “Sunny spells and highs in the fifties.” Joggers got an early start, and so did the paper delivery service.

      McCall’s alarm let out its usual loud serenade of BEEP, BEEP, BEEP. Her arm snaked from under the covers like a mythical beast, then slammed down on the off button before disappearing back under the covers. There was a three-minute pause before the second alarm went off. She groaned disapprovingly, then crawled out of her warm bed. She needed coffee and a shower. Sometimes she wished someone would invent a showerhead that would give out coffee instead of water for those early mornings. But soon changed her mind as she smelt the aroma coming from the kitchen as her coffee machine switched on, using the timer.

      She poured the first cup of coffee and headed for the bathroom. McCall leaned in and switched on the shower before slipping out of her shorts and T-shirt. She stood there looking at her slightly tanned firm figure. She had the body of a supermodel from Sports Illustrated. She kept fit by training with her kickboxing instructor every Tuesday and Thursday.

      Men dreamt about her, and so they should—that was her power over them. But she was a damn good cop, and she would never let her looks take precedence over her abilities as a detective. She had worked hard for her position and then she worked even harder and got the due respect for it. Sure, she had been passed over by others she had joined with because they were men, but she didn’t mind because they ended up riding a desk and doing what they were good at kissing ass.

      Sam reached up to her left shoulder and touched the scar she had got a year ago. A mercenary had shot her, for him to draw out Steel. McCall could still hear the screams of the man after Steel had gotten hold of him. It had been their first case together and what a ride that was.

      McCall stepped into the shower and let the warm water cascade over her athletic body. She closed her eyes and leant against the tiled wall with outstretched arms. The water was relaxing to the point where she wanted to stay there all day. But she had work to do, and she owed it to Tony to find his girlfriend’s killer.

      She dried off and dressed in a grey trouser suit with a blue blouse. Her Gabor boots were almost flat-bottomed with a slight heel, which enabled her to run. She had tried heels, but they just slowed her down.

      Pulling on the suit jacket, McCall headed for the front door and the dresser next to it. Opening the right-hand drawer, she pulled out her custom Glock 17 and her shield. Tucking the brushed steel pistol into the holster under her jacket, she grabbed her keys and headed out.
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        * * *

      

      Walter T. Hobbs walked out of his apartment building. He was a small man with a large balding head that had tufts of black hair clinging to the sides. A pair of gold-rimmed glasses perched on a fat nose, giving him the appearance of a school physics teacher. He wore a black suit with a green tie and brown brogue shoes.

      Behind him, he dragged the wheeled suitcase towards the curb. The doorman raised a gloved hand to flag down an approaching cab. Walter pulled out a ten-dollar note for the man’s trouble, which was snapped up and tucked away before anyone else saw it.

      “Where you goin, buddy?” asked the cabby as Walter sat on the long back seat. The doorman shut the door behind Walter and doffed his hat as the cab sped away. At that moment Walter noticed two large men in black suits enter his building, and he knew they were there for him.

      “JFK if you would, please hurry,” Walter said, taking note of the man’s credentials that were on the dashboard. His eyes scanned the driver for a moment. Walter noted the man’s lumberjack shirt and blue padded vest, which resembled a life preserver.

      He smiled happily to himself then let his gaze fall to the outside, the passing streets and pedestrians, his thoughts a million miles away.

      “So, you are going anywhere nice?” the black cabby asked, his dreadlocks dangling from under his multi-coloured woollen cap.

      “What – sorry, I was miles away, I’m off to see my aunt in Portugal. She is very ill, poor dear,” Walter said convincingly, almost as if he had rehearsed it a thousand times just in case the line was needed.

      “Wow, Portugal,” the cabbie replied, shouting back through the plated dividing screen. “Never been there myself but I have heard it is very beautiful.”

      Walter took a handkerchief from his inside pocket and removed his glasses to clean them. Beads of perspiration were beginning to form on his forehead.

      The cab’s passenger used the white cotton handkerchief on his moist forehead, then put his small spectacles back on. He took a deep breath, exhaled and sat back in the seat. He glanced out through the window again. He knew the turn-off for the airport would soon be coming up and then he would be home free. A panic ran through his body as he noticed they had gone past the exit. Walter leaned forward and tapped on the safely glass that separated them.

      “Hey, you missed the exit!” Walter screamed.

      The driver shook his head and smiled. “No, man, I saw it. It’s just that Mr Williams said he wanted to say goodbye before you left.”

      Walter’s head began to spin. He tried the door handles, but the deadbolt was on.

      He was trapped, and he was on the way to see a madman.

      The worried man knew at that moment that he would be going on a trip, just not the one he wanted. The cab’s interior began to spin, and he fell into darkness as he lost consciousness. The cabbie mumbled curses to himself as he tossed his Taser to one side. He had been waiting all through the trip to use it and then that loser of an accountant had gone and fainted. He picked the Taser back up and Tasered Walter anyway, just out of spite.

      He smiled and drove on into Brooklyn. Walter had an appointment, and Mr Williams didn’t like to be kept waiting.
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        * * *

      

      Walter T. Hobbs awoke to the sound of voices. Voices that seemed to be muffled, as if they were far away, or on the other side of a door. Everything seemed blurred and distorted, and everything seemed dark.

      He tried to lift his hand to check his glasses but found that he could not move. He was being held down by something. His senses had been shot as a result of an electric shock. He tried to struggle but gave up after a few minutes. He was strapped to a table, a cold metal table.

      Walter’s heart began to race as he realised where he was. He stopped moving and listened. The room was silent, but he knew he wasn’t alone. Heavy impacts struck the floor as someone large entered the room.

      “Mr Hobbs, our employer, would like to know where it is,” said a deep angry voice.

      “I don’t know what you mean. Where is what?” Walter screamed, tears of fear running down his face. He was glad of the darkness, for he didn’t want to see anything.

      “Some merchandise came in a couple of days ago, very important merchandise. Now it’s missing, and unfortunately, only a few people knew about it. So, you see my problem … Well actually, your problem right now,” said the voice.

      “I don’t know! Really, I don’t. If you mean Tuesday’s shipment, I made sure it was secure,” Walter answered.

      “So why were you in such a rush to get out of the country, Mr Hobbs?” The mystery voice sounded calm but authoritative.

      “My aunt, she’s sick. I was⁠—”

      “—Blah, blah, blah,” the voice interrupted. “You really expect me to believe the coincidence that your aunt is sick the same week that information goes missing?” The man was now yelling loudly, and Walter knew that his time was up.

      “Look, tell us what we want to know, or else Mr Williams is coming in, and believe me you don’t want that.” The man’s voice almost sounded cheerful at the prospect.

      Walter had heard things about Mr Williams: bad things. He would perform unspeakable acts on people that weren’t even worth thinking about. He wasn’t a butcher. He was a surgeon, an artist some said. Either way, if you ended up on his table, your experience would be long and painful.

      “Please! I don’t know anything,” Walter cried out.

      The footsteps walked away, and Walter began to shake.

      He heard a door open, and then after a time, it closed again. Then he heard something. A sound that chilled him to the bone. Music, soft music from a music box or … a pocket watch.

      Mr Williams was there.

      Walter began to shake uncontrollably. The music grew near, and the sound of metal-tipped shoes on a tiled floor echoed around the room.

      Both sounds were moving around him, as though he was being circled. He wanted to cry out to ask who was there, but in another part of his mind, he didn’t want to know. The tapping grew slower until finally, it stopped, and so did the music. There was a silent click as the watch was closed and put away. Then came a voice that made Walter nearly soil himself: it was a voice like knives on violin strings:

      “Hello, Mr Hobbs. My name is … Well, they call me Mr Williams. I don’t know why, but for what they pay me they can call me Susan and stick me in a leather corset for all I care.”

      Walter felt puzzled at the man’s apparent joviality. Mr Williams was softly spoken, but his tone raised and lowered with each word. However, his voice ground like nails on a chalkboard.

      “I don’t know anything!” Walter pleaded. “I did what I was asked, and then I locked it away.”

      The footsteps tapped slowly, as though Williams was thinking as he walked.

      “My colleague said you were fleeing the country,” Williams spoke softly.

      The sound of metal sliding against metal filled Walter’s ears.

      “My aunt is sick, she has cancer. I was off to see her.” Walter’s voice was filled with fear and defeat. He knew whatever he said they would not believe.

      “Oh, I am sorry. I had no idea. There must have been a terrible mistake, I do apologise,” Williams said, and the tone of sincerity rang in Walter’s ears. But he felt more afraid than ever. He felt the sudden weight of someone on top of him, but the darkness revealed nothing.

      “OK, so can I go now?” Walter said, taking a chance in that moment.

      A long thin pale face emerged from the blackness and loomed over Walter. Williams had high cheekbones and large maddening eyes, and a long Roman nose under which was a smile. Pearly white teeth behind ruby red lips. His blond hair was brushed back to reveal a large forehead.

      Williams leered down at Walter like a tiger looking at its prey.

      “Well, Walter … I can call you Walter, can’t I?”

      Walter nodded quickly to the question so as not to antagonise his captor.

      “It seems the powers that be feel that you’re a bit of a fibber and a thief, which is good. I mean, that’s what we do, isn’t that right?” Then Williams’s tone changed; his voice went deeper. “But we don’t appreciate it when we get this treatment from one of our own. It’s kind of takes you off the Christmas card list,” Williams growled.

      Their eyes met. Walter wanted to look away, but Williams’s eyes were strangely hypnotic. Williams drew closer so that his nose rested on Walter’s.

      “I have been asked to come down here and find out if you’re lying or not. So far⁠—”

      Walter held his breath. He waited for the words: ‘No you’re not lying’ or ‘I believe you’.

      But Williams said nothing more. He just sunk his teeth into Walter’s nose and bit down hard.

      Walter screamed in pain. Williams jumped down from the table and spat the bitten off chunk of flesh back at Walter. There was a small burst of light which illuminated the operating table from above, then a scrape of metal. Suddenly Walter found himself moving as the table was being repositioned. To the side of him was a large mirror.

      “This is for you, Walter, because I don’t want you to miss anything,” Williams rambled. “It is very rare that I get an audience so I can’t wait to share my performance with you. That is until you either die or blackout. Whichever comes first, I guess.”

      Walter felt the warm urine flow down his leg, making Williams smile.

      “Oops a little accident, oh well, never mind,” Williams joked as he moved back into the darkness.

      “OK, Walter, last chance. Where’s the goodies?” Williams asked again as he pulled on some long surgical gloves, then pulled at a metal stand covered with various bottles of fluids. Williams clearly had enough chemicals and drugs to keep Walter alive and conscious. Tapping the side of Walter’s neck, Williams found an artery and stuck in a needle.

      “Normally we would use an arm but … Well, you get the picture.” Williams laughed as he began to walk off to fetch more equipment.

      “Please don’t⁠—”

      The torturer turned and slammed a gloved hand over Walter’s mouth.

      “Dear Walter. Here’s the thing. If you say that sentence once more, I will rip out your teeth. You’ll need your tongue to tell me the truth later. So, tell me the truth or don’t say anything, OK?”

      Walter nodded frantically.

      “Smashing!” Williams said, clapping like a child who had won a prize. He moved to a small table that contained some bottles of water. He wiped his forehead then cracked open a bottle. As he moved the opened drink to his lips, he stopped and turned towards the bleeding Walter.

      “Oh, dear me, where are my manners? Walter, you must be parched. Do forgive me, won’t you?” Williams walked over to Walter, who opened his mouth to receive the cool liquid, his mouth feeling drier than a sandstorm. Williams took care to pour a bit at a time into his victim’s mouth, so as not to choke him.

      Walter nodded a ‘thank you’, careful not to speak after the last instruction. Williams smiled, pleased that he understood.

      “You see, Walter, I am not such a bad guy. All I want is the truth, that’s all.” Williams smiled again and pulled up a chair that was at the far side of the room. He placed it next to Walter’s head and sat down.

      “I got the information from the courier and proved it was the real thing,” Walter explained for what he thought must be the thousandth time. “It was then sealed in the safe, and then I gave the keys to the night watchman—Donald, I think his name was. Anyway, after that, I left. That’s it. That’s all I know.”

      Williams sat and tapped an index finger on his lips. “So, your aunt is ill, you say? Sorry to hear about that.”

      Walter looked at his captor in some confusion.

      “What?” the powerless man answered, surprised to see the compassionate look on the other man’s face. “Yeah, I got the call this morning. The hospital called to let me know.”

      “I believe you, Walter, really I do. In fact, the hospital confirmed your story just a while ago,” Williams explained.

      Walter exhaled a lungful of air in relief.

      “So, am I free to go?” Walter felt a huge surge of relief at the thought of his ordeal being over.

      However, Williams’s sympathetic expression changed to a callous grin.

      “I believe your story about your aunt, my dear Walter. But I never mentioned anything about the other matter.”

      Walter’s face fell, and his fear returned with a vengeance.

      “You said you sealed it in the safe, but the safe was empty. You said you gave the keys to the watchman Donald. Tell me, who the fuck is Donald? WE DON’T HAVE A DONALD; YOU ARE LYING PIECE OF CRAP!” Williams yelled.

      He lost control, and in one swift movement he turned, picked up a meat cleaver from the instrument table and smashed it down onto Walter’s right wrist. Blood erupted from the wound as his hand was separated from the wrist.

      Walter screamed in shock and pain as he looked in the mirror. Williams stood back in disgust at the screaming Walter. He had been a trusted member of the organisation. Suddenly the door opened, and a guard rushed in, holding a cell phone. Williams looked over at the guard with a disapproving look.

      “What is it?” Williams simply said, not in the mood for chit chat on the phone. The guard sheepishly held up the phone.

      “It’s the warehouse, sir,” the guard said, sweating.

      “What do they want? Oh, never mind, give it here before you give yourself a friggin’ heart attack.” Williams took the phone and held it to his ear. The guard’s eyes were transfixed by the sight of the meat cleaver that Williams was playing with as he listened. Williams nodded to the guard, indicating that he should silence the still-screaming Walter. The scared guard put his hand over Walter’s mouth to dull the screams.

      “Yes … Uh … Yep … R-right. OK then, thanks.” Williams pressed disconnect on the phone and smiled at the guard.

      “Oh dear, this is s-so embarrassing. Really it is,” Williams said, laughing and passing the phone back to the guard, who reached for it.

      Quick as a flash, Williams grabbed the man’s hand and swung the cleaver, neatly slicing through his wrist, severing the hand entirely. A cascade of blood-drenched the poor confused Walter.

      Williams threw the freshly amputated hand at the guard, who was cradling his wound, the shock so fresh he hardly realised what had happened.

      “So, tell me. How long did you wait outside before you gave me the phone?” Williams said calmly.

      The guard turned to face the madman, still dazed. But as he began to reply, Williams’s fury peaked once more. He threw the cleaver so hard that it embedded itself deep into the man’s skull.

      “Well, you know what they say. Don’t shoot the messenger. Thankfully they didn’t mention decapitation or the severing of limbs,” Williams joked. He looked down at the still-bleeding Walter. Williams grabbed the clothes iron that he had been saving for later and slapped its red-hot soleplate directly onto his gaping wrist, thus cauterising the wound. Walter screamed even more, and Williams rolled his eyes and stuck a rag into his mouth to silence him.

      “I am sorry, Walter, it appears there was a bit of a mistake. They found that apparently there was a guy called Donald working there that night. A Donald Soap. Apparently, he was a sick relief for the regular man. Anyway, it looks like we were all duped and now I have egg on my face.”

      Williams headed for the door and called for a guard. A large man walked into the room. He seemed to have virtually no neck, and his bull-like appearance probably matched his IQ.

      “Mr Hobbs has been, erm … injured. Make sure you take good care of him, OK?” Williams said, keeping his voice level down. The guard nodded and smiled, revealing bad teeth, a sight that made Williams jump backwards in repulsion.

      Williams left the room and started marching down a long corridor. Suddenly he heard a gunshot. Williams stopped and stood still. He looked at the ground and shook his head.

      “How can I soar like an eagle, whilst working with turkeys?” he wondered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ELEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      McCall met Steel outside the precinct. She noticed he wasn’t wearing his usual suit. Today he was in black jeans, T-shirt, a pair of Bugatti boots and a pea coat. The body of it was made of wool, but the sleeves and collar were padded leather.

      “Going for the sporty look today?” she joked. Steel shook his head and smiled.

      “I’ve got to go to the range, apparently I have to qualify,” he said, shrugging.

      “Oh, you qualify for lots of things, Steel, believe me,” she answered with a large grin. She didn’t have to drive him, but she wanted to see what he could do. In all their time together, she had never really seen him shoot. McCall was itching to see ‘Supercop’ mess it up, or at least miss the target a few times. In fact, it so happened that McCall was the department’s ‘best shot’. Her dad had taught her to shoot when she was in her teens, and her natural aptitude had caused her to improve over the years.

      They arrived at the outdoor range. It was a wooden construction, arranged into individual ‘pens’ that denoted each shooter’s firing point. Several staff were on standby to assist and to monitor the firers. Before heading to his position, Steel was briefed on the conditions of the shoot and the safety protocols. John nodded to the veteran cop and put on his ear defenders and headed for his given lane. McCall sat at the back next to the rear wall and opened the box of popcorn she had gotten from the vending machine. She was going to enjoy this.
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        * * *

      

      The pair’s drive back to the precinct was silent, as was their elevator ride to the department’s floor. McCall was pale and felt ill. As the doors opened, they found Tooms and Tony ready with some toy pistols and a large target, their joke in order to shame Steel for when he failed the shooting test.

      Steel marched into the captain’s office and handed him the folded target and the ‘pass confirmation’ paperwork. Tooms and Tony looked at McCall who was sitting at her desk, a strange haunted look on her face. Then they crept over to the captain’s door, just in time to see the captain unfold the target. The ‘ten ring’ in the centre was completely gone, the hole in the target being around twenty millimetres in diameter.

      “Holy shit!” yelped an excited Tooms, causing his boss, Captain Brant, to look up at him.

      “Quiet!” Brant said, folding the target back up and filing the paperwork.

      “So now you are qualified you can get your ass back to work, Detective,” Brant said to John Steel. “And that goes for you two jokers as well,” he yelled after Tooms and Tony, who quickly hurried back to their desks.

      As Steel approached his office, he said nothing, nor did he smile. He could see that Sam McCall was pissed at him: he had beaten her previously unmatched score.

      “Is there anything you’re not good at?” she yelled after him.

      He stopped and gave a small uncomfortable smile.

      “Yes,” he replied grimly. “Not letting the people, I care about get hurt or killed.” His face was pained. Then he disappeared into his office.

      McCall sat there with her mouth open, suddenly feeling shitty. She stood up and followed him into his office, via the break room.

      Steel’s office was an old storeroom he had commandeered and made his own. During a Christmas break, he had arranged for workmen to come in and turn it into something fantastic. The walls were covered with wooden panelling and burgundy velvet wallpaper. The same shade of oak that was on the wall panels was also that of the timber floorboards. Victorian furnishings filled the floor space, along with a large carved oak desk that was near the back of the room.

      Two brown leather chesterfield armchairs were in front of the desk, and a red leather ship’s ‘captain’s chair’ sat proudly next to the footwell and the back of the desk. On the left-hand wall, a sixty-five-inch monitor acted as Steel’s murder ‘smartboard’.

      McCall entered the room, brandishing two mugs of fresh coffee. Steel looked over at her and quickly tucked something away in a drawer.

      “I thought you could use a coffee,” she said apologetically.

      He smiled and took the mug from her. Funnels of fresh steam drifted up from the fresh brew. McCall sat in one of the armchairs, and the creak of heavy leather filled the room as it took her weight. The smell of the room was intoxicating old wood and leather filled the senses. McCall was sure that if he could have done, he would have had a fireplace installed as well.

      McCall liked it there, for it was almost like stepping back into time. The only thing missing was the Sherlock Holmes-style deerstalker cap and the briar pipe. It had a very Victorian feel to it all.

      “Sorry about before,” McCall said, swinging her legs over one of the arms of the huge armchair, with her head resting of the other.

      “I was … Well, I guess I was shocked, really, to be honest.” She smiled at her own confession.

      Steel sat back in his chair and cradled the cup into his hands.

      “I have always been good at that sort of thing.” His voice was soft, but there was a strange bitterness to it. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a genetic thing. I joined the tactical combat engineer Regiment when I was seventeen,” he explained, smiling as he thought back. “By the age of nineteen I was being poached by the SAS Regiment—they saw potential in me. Somehow I passed the entrance course first time—a lot of good men didn’t.” Steel’s words almost sounded regretful of his past and the friends he had lost.

      “I was with them for several years until … Well, until something happened.”

      Sam McCall could not see Steel’s eyes, but she knew if he could cry, he would be weeping right now.

      “You mean your family?” she coaxed. “The massacre at your home?”

      He looked shocked. But then smiled and nodded as if it was a relief that she knew already.

      “After that, it was not safe for me to be in the SAS, so my father-in-law got me into the training for the SEAL teams. He is a senator with connections to the defence department, so all I had to do was pass.” Steel smiled again as if remembering.

      “I passed the training first time. Of course, when they learned of my past employment, they couldn’t wait to give me a hard time because of it. I joined Team Five. A good unit with good men. In the first Iraq War, one of the helicopters carrying another team went down. Operations knew where they were, and they just needed a nod to get them out. We knew by dawn they would either be moved, or they would be dead before the extraction plan could be approved.”

      McCall stared at him; her eyes wide, almost afraid to hear the rest. But she felt a strange compulsion to know what happened too.

      “The problem was they were being held in a small town, a well-fortified town that had been there for a couple of thousand years at least. It had high walls to see off invaders. The powers-that-be could have ordered heavy armour and a couple of squads, but that meant collateral damage. The town was historic, so they had to come up with some other idea. That night I went for a walk and found myself getting captured.” Steel frowned as he remembered the details.

      McCall’s eyes were still fixed on him, her hands shaking with a mixture of excitement and fear.

      “They tortured me for what seemed like hours. They had their fun until the commander came. I knew he would come eventually; that was why I waited.” Steel took a sip from the coffee.

      “I was hung upside down, like an animal ready for the slaughter. The commander laughed when I explained what was going to happen. About how I was going to kill them all. He seemed confused when I never mentioned killing him.” Steel took another sip from the mug, and the hot steam fogged up his sunglasses for a few seconds before clearing.

      “I have no idea how many men died that day, but I do know that twelve of my brothers walked out, including fifteen others from different nations. The commander realised at that moment why he had been spared: so that he could warn others of the ‘green-eyed demon’. But rather than face the humiliation of losing all his men he shot himself.” Steel shrugged as though it was nothing.

      “After that, I got picked for LOAN WOLF missions.”

      Sam McCall lifted her cup with shaky hands, the dark liquid almost spilling over the sides.

      “So … W-why did you leave?” she asked, her voice as unstable as the rest of her.

      Steel smiled. “Something happened, and I lost a lot of friends. You could say that my past had found me. Later I was recruited by an agency to do … Well, things, shall we say.”

      McCall suddenly had an uneasy feeling. She knew he had a past but not one that was as colourful as this.

      “So, then you left the agency and became a cop?” McCall asked, hoping that was the end of his résumé.

      “You could say that.” Steel spoke with an almost playful tone, which spooked McCall even more.

      “Anyway, that doesn’t matter. What matters is finding Amber’s killer and finding out how our John Doe fits in, or if he indeed does fit into all this.”

      “Sure.” McCall nodded and sipped her coffee. “So, what’s the plan?” she asked.

      “We break Bob. We find out what he knows.”

      McCall looked sceptical of Steel’s idea. She wanted to watch the bastard squirm, and she wanted to be the one who made him talk.
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      Owen Levitt was his real name. He told everyone it was Bob Gablonski just for the image. He was a large no-neck man with a bald head, and even shorter temper and a large bruise on his head above his right eye.

      “Bob Gablonski, or should I call you Owen Levitt?” McCall said smugly.

      The large man just folded his arms and looked away.

      “You have been informed of your rights and your right to counsel,” McCall said calmly. Bob just sat there and grunted whilst avoiding eye contact.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” McCall said, laying down an open yellow legal pad and placing a thick brown file next to that. She took a pen from her jacket and clicked the end revealing the ballpoint and then placed it gently onto the pad.

      “So, when did you see Tara Burke last, Bob?” McCall asked, her voice calm but authoritative.

      Bob smiled and shook his head.

      “It wasn’t me,” he growled, a smug grin crossing his large face.

      McCall shot him a puzzled look. “What wasn’t you? It wasn’t you who killed or kidnapped her?”

      Bob suddenly looked panicked at McCall’s accusation. “What do you mean, lady? Tara’s dead? What do ya mean she’s dead? Nah, nah, nah. You ain’t pinnin’ that on me!”

      The detective saw genuine concern in the big man’s eyes. “So, what do you think you’re in here for? Apart from being an idiot and swinging at a cop of course,” McCall asked as she leaned back. Behind the two-way mirror, Captain Brant stood with Steel, both taking in the show. Brant looked at Steel, who just shrugged at the statement McCall had just made.

      “He took a swing at you?” asked Brant. Steel just shrugged and smiled broadly. Brant shook his head, thinking what a bad move that had been on the part of their interviewee.

      “Here’s the thing, Bob,” Sam growled, whilst leaning on the edge of the table. “I am going to get a warrant, and we are going to search your home and your diner. And if I find anything to say you had anything to do with her disappearance, you’re going down.” McCall’s tone left him cold. “So, what happened that night?” she continued. “Did you two get into a situation and she bolted?” McCall went on, bluffing as a ploy to make him talk.

      “No, it wasn’t like that. Some guy came in lookin for Tara. Didn’t think much of it, just thought it was some guy hopin’ she did ‘after-work’ stuff. They met up and took a seat in one of the corners, out of the way, like. Anyway, they start gettin’ into it, so I kicked the guy out. Tara left soon after, ’cause her shift had ended,” Bob was talking fast, leaving little time for a breath, he was nervous, and had the right to be, he was looking at a murder charge. McCall sat back, feeling a sense of fulfilment because she had brought this bully down.

      “Do you think you can talk to a sketch artist to get a description?” she said, with an arm hanging over the backrest of her chair. Bob shrugged and nodded, hoping his cooperation would get him off the charges, unaware that McCall wasn’t feeling that generous.

      “So, what did he look like—this mystery, man?” she asked.

      “Gee, I don’t know. Average height, ginger hair, blue eyes. Kinda plain lookin’,” As Bob described the man, Steel and McCall both had the same thought.

      Bob had just possibly described their John Doe.
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        * * *

      

      Tony and Tooms had tracked down Tony Russo, Amber’s previous boyfriend, and sat him down in one of the interrogation rooms with a cup of coffee. The two detectives watched him through the two-way mirror. He was around five foot seven and weighed about two hundred pounds. He was broad-shouldered, and the muscles of his ripped body showed under his tight T-shirt. He was a security guard in the local mall but acted as if he was a top detective.

      Russo’s brown hair was styled and held together with enough grooming products to be a fire hazard. His pearly white teeth glinted in the bright lights of the small room as he checked himself out in the large mirror.

      Tony shook his head. “What the hell did Amber see in this dork?” he said as he watched this player start to pat his hair in case one strand had fallen out of place.

      “Beats me, man. Sure, as hell wasn’t for his personality,” Tooms noted as he bit into a snack bar, he had gotten from the vending machine. “I think I know who ended it though,” Tooms added after swallowing down his snack.

      Around half an hour had passed before they went into the small grey-walled room. They had checked up on their vain and preening friend, ensuring they knew everything about him before they went at him with questions. Nothing kicks off an interrogation more than a big fat surprise.

      They found Tony Russo asleep on the table, his jacket nestled comfortably between his head and the cold metal surface. The two detectives looked at each other in a mix of surprise and anger, because to their way of thinking, this was an interrogation room, not a hostel. Tooms purposely slammed the door, causing Russo to stir and wipe the drool from the corner of his mouth.

      “Get your ass off of my integration table!” Tooms growled like a hungry bear with a taste for dirtbags. Russo slid off the table and onto the chair. He yawned as he picked up the empty coffee cup and stared at its brown-stained bottom. He looked up at Tony and raised the cup.

      “Don’t even think about askin’ for another one,” Tony said angrily, beating Russo to the mark. Russo shrugged and placed the cup back onto the table.

      “Mr Russo, do you know this woman?” Tony asked, sliding a photograph of Amber over to their sleepy interviewee. It was an old photograph that he had found in an album Amber had stored in one of her boxes. Russo looked at the picture but never picked it up. He sat back and smiled smugly.

      “Yeah, I knew her, we went out for a while, but she broke it off.” Tony could sense the bitterness in his voice, and that suited Tony just fine. Anger was always a good motive for murder.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Tooms asked. Russo shrugged and tilted his head as if this whole thing was a waste of his time.

      “I am sorry, are we boring you?” Tony growled at Russo, feeling the blood boil in his veins. Russo shrugged again and sucked his teeth as if he was removing the remnants of his breakfast. Tooms slammed a fist onto the table and leant forward. “Look, Russo, this woman is dead and so far, you’re the only suspect. So, unless you give us something, I am gonna lock your ass up. Have I got your attention now?” Tooms’s eyes became wide with anger. The other man suddenly sat up in his chair, and a look of utter panic contorted his face.

      “Wow now hang on, fellas! Look, I haven’t seen her in, like, months. She found out I was trying to hook up with her sister, and she got a little mad and threw me to the kerb.” Russo held his hands up as if to show that was all he had to say.

      Tony shot Tooms a confused look.

      “So, you were trying to hook up with Brooke?” Tony asked, drawing a big question mark on the yellow legal pad. Russo shook his head and gave the two cops a disgusted look. “Brooke? Nah, she’s way too old for me. No, I am talkin’ about Sharney, Amber’s twin.” Russo had a look of surprise on his face as though he was astonished that he was the only one who knew of the existence of this twin.

      Problem being, of course, that he was the only one. Tooms leant forward with interest.

      “Her twin? Are you sure?” Tooms looked into Russo’s eyes to try to detect any hint of a lie.

      “Amber had just got this job at some shipping place, International Removals or something. Anyway, she was always working and had no time for me. So, one day I am just walking down Park Avenue when I bump into Amber, leastways that’s who I thought she was. She explained that she was Amber’s sister and that she worked in Philadelphia.”

      Tony stood and picked up Russo’s coffee cup, thinking that he had earned a refill. He opened the door and passed the stained cup to a uniform and asked him to fetch another.

      “Go on,” Tony said, closing the door and heading back to his seat.

      “Apparently she had worked in one of the hotels there and was just back to get her stuff before heading off.” Russo’s eyes darted between the two detectives, hoping this was pulling him out of the grave he had dug earlier.

      “So, you tried hitting on Sharney?” Tooms asked, already having guessed the answer. “So, what happened? Did she call Amber or something?”

      “Yeah, the bitch called her sister, totally sold me out, Next day Amber kicks me to the kerb.”

      Tony detected the merest hint of remorse on Russo’s face as he talked.

      “Strange girl!” Tooms added sarcastically.

      Russo’s face lit up as if he had finally found someone who understood his pain.

      “Yeah, right, she sure was,” Russo said, his hands held out in surprise.

      “So, what happened then? Let me guess. You got pissed and tracked her down. Thought you would make her pay, did you?” Tony’s voice was gravelly from lack of moisture. His anger with this guy had made his mouth dry.

      “Nah, sorry, cop. You got the wrong guy,” Russo sat back and waved his palms at them as though to say “wow, stop.” When did this all go down?” Russo asked, almost hoping he wasn’t home alone at that point.

      “Tuesday night, around ten,” Tony answered, hoping that this scumbag had no alibi. He felt his soul die a little as Russo thought for a moment before a big smile came over his face.

      “I was with some buddies. We had gone to Eddie’s Bar on 3rd. We were there until closing time.” Russo sat back, exuding an air of relieved smugness.

      “OK, Mr Russo, we will need to know the names of your buddies, just so we can check your story out,” Tooms said, almost as disappointed as Tony was.

      As Russo got up to head out, Tooms saw the look on Tony’s face. It was a lost, faraway expression.

      “You OK, man?” Tooms asked his partner. Tony shook his head, then looked up at his friend.

      “Tooms, if our victim wasn’t Amber, then, where is she? And is she still alive, or are we going to be looking at a second body?”

      Tooms felt a chill at his friend’s words.

      Because he was right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THIRTEEN


          

        

      

    

    
      McCall had put a request into Traffic for any CCTV footage around the diner. The description they had gotten from Bob made no sense. If their John Doe had something to do with the murder of Amber, why was he walking around half a day later covered in blood?

      This whole case was making no sense. She stared up at the murder board to see if there was something that they had overlooked. From the corner of her eye, something moved, causing her to look over. Steel approached with two steaming coffee cups. She smiled as he placed them down on the comical coasters that sat happily on her desk. Steel pausing slightly before covering the coasters, the yellow ‘smilies’ all had different expressions. There was a stack of them next to a photograph of her with her mom and dad. It appeared to be an old photo, judging by the age she seemed to be. The British detective stared at the photograph for a couple of seconds. McCall looked up at him with a curious stare.

      “Anything wrong?” she asked.

      He turned and smiled before sitting in the chair next to her desk. “You must miss your father a lot.” Steel’s voice had a soothing tone to it. She looked at the small eight-by-five photo and nodded.

      “It’s been eleven years this September. Eleven years since we got the call about his shooting in that hotel.” A small tear had gathered in the corner of her eye, but she forced back the emotion. Time enough to cry later, she thought. McCall picked up her coffee mug and blew on the pale-coloured coffee before taking a sip.

      Steel looked across towards the murder board. The collage of photographs and scribbles were all held together in their own little headings: SUSPECTS, VICTIM, PERSONS OF INTEREST.

      At the bottom, a think black line denoted the timeline. A thick red bar reached from seven in the evening until ten o’clock in the evening, when she was found. McCall was aware that the ME had put ‘Time of Death’ at around eight to nine o’clock that night, but McCall liked to be more thorough and accurate than that generality.

      The only picture in the ‘Suspect’ column was that of Tony Russo, and the likelihood of his guilt was looking shaky. Amber had been liked by everyone as far as they could see. But then who would stick their hand up and say otherwise during a murder investigation?

      The door to the interrogation room opened, and Tooms and an angry Tony stepped out. Steel looked over to see the smug Russo sitting comfortably on his chair, waiting to be told to go home.

      “So, what did you get from laughing boy?” McCall asked, not feeling hopeful when she saw Tony’s burning eyes.

      “He has an alibi which we are about to check out,” Tooms told her. “But one thing he did say was that Amber had a twin.” The Tooms sat at the desk next to McCall’s.

      Sam’s jaw dropped open in surprise.

      “So, what you are saying,” Steel said grimly, “is that we have no clear idea who is in the morgue?” His expression was extremely serious.

      McCall shot him a look of disappointment. “John Steel, did anyone ever tell you that you’re a very ‘glass half empty’ kind of person? I was going for the hope of Amber being still alive, but of course, you’re right,” she said, keeping the scowl.

      “What else did you get from him?” McCall asked, this time looking over to Tony.

      “Not much,” Tony spoke with a hint of disappointment in his voice. “He said he hadn’t seen her for months. Apparently, he hit on the sister, and Amber found out and told him to hit the bricks. I will contact Brooke and see what she can tell me. Hopefully, she has an address for this sister.”

      McCall nodded at Tony in agreement.

      “And what did you guys get from the meathead?” Tooms asked, hoping they had gotten more than they had.

      “Well it appears that Mr Handy saw our runaway with a man a couple of days ago,” McCall said with a hopeful tone in her voice.

      “Did you get a description?” Tony asked with a newfound vigour.

      Steel smiled and nodded.

      “Sam has gotten Traffic to send footage from around the time, but from what Bob told us we may have a match.” Steel pointed to the board with his thumb.

      Tooms and Tony looked up at the general direction towards the ‘Persons of Interest’ section. They looked at each other, then in unison spoke loudly: “John Doe?”

      Tooms shook his head in confusion. “So, your suspect is the guy with no memory?”

      Steel nodded in answer to Tooms’s question. “Convenient, don’t you think?” Steel said with an almost evil grin, like the cat that got the cream.

      “Well I hope it is him, I want to go home this weekend to see my mom,” McCall said, looking at the photograph once more. “In the meantime, CSU have his clothes and are testing the blood, once they finish the backlog that is.” She stuck out her bottom lip in disappointment at the situation. She looked up at the board for a second then stood up and grabbed her jacket.

      “Where you are going?” asked Tooms, suspicious at the sudden movement.

      “Off to the crime scene, see if we missed something.” McCall watched Steel get up from his chair to get ready to go with her.

      “Let me know when the footage comes in and if I don’t see you guys, don’t stay too long, and I’ll see you in the morning,” she ordered as she headed for the elevator with Steel.

      “Come on, let’s find that sister,” Tooms said, patting Tony on the shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      As McCall turned onto 48th Street, she groaned at the sight of the mass of parked cars. Then as she drove up to the crime scene, McCall saw the red-and-white hazard tape and orange cones as city officials marked their spots for making repairs to the pavement.

      The sun was high, considering it was late in the afternoon, but the heat had burnt off hours before, leaving a cool breeze. McCall found a parking spot near to the junction. The narrow street was made more difficult to negotiate because of badly parked, or as McCall called them, ‘abandoned’ vehicles.

      The two detectives walked the forty or so feet to the building. Steel welcomed the walk, it gave him time to think, or as he called it “walk the walk.” A fresh gust carried Sam’s hair upwards, and she closed her eyes for a second to enjoy the ‘natural air conditioner’. Steel smiled at the sight and shook his head. If anyone had witnessed, her expression, they would have thought she was doing an advert for hair products or perfume.

      “Come on, supermodel.” He laughed.

      She shot him a friendly scowl and pretended to walk the catwalk to the apartment building. McCall stopped suddenly. She looked over at the taped off area to see the workmen wolf-whistling and applauding her performance. She bowed and headed inside, leaving Steel to look to the heavens and shake his head in disbelief.

      McCall had used Amber’s keys to gain entry. The key chain was full of different sets of keys plus a small teddy bear. McCall had wondered if Tony had given her the bear as a present: perhaps a reminder from a date at a fair or just a simple gesture of kindness. The tiny panda looked worn, as though it had seen a lot of use or alternatively had been there awhile.

      They ventured up to the fourth floor and stood in front of the yellow police tape. Using another of her keys, they opened the door and entered.

      The afternoon sun acted as a spotlight. The sitting room was almost aglow with the natural illumination. CSU had taken what they needed, including the rug where Amber had bled out. On first impression, no one would have even consider there had been a murder in the room. Everything seemed as normal as could be. All perfectly straightforward, apart from the faint bloodstains on the carpet. The rug had soaked most of it up, but not all of it.

      Steel stood in the middle of the room and stared into nothing. His body was solid, like one of the statues at the Metropolitan Museum. McCall watched him for a moment, a look of concern on her face. She knew what he was doing, for she had seen him do it before. He was re-enacting the movements of that night in his head. She also did the same when she got to a crime scene but seeing the way that he did it somehow scared her, and it was almost as if he could actually see the events taking place.

      She had a good imagination for these things, but the imagination needed for this kind of work could only be gotten from experience. She dreaded to know what experiences John Steel had gone through in order to conjure up such nightmares. Steel moved his head slowly as if he was watching someone come through the door. He moved back as if to give them space to move uninterrupted.

      John suddenly stopped and looked around the room. He had a confused look on his face as though something was wrong. Suddenly he dropped to the floor and searched the carpet, his hands gliding across the short fibres.

      “Lost your contacts?” McCall asked jokingly. However, her smile faded as she realised, he was either ignoring her, or he had simply blocked out her existence. Steel stopped at one point before moving across the coarse brown flooring. His fingers swept another area. Then he stopped and stood up before turning towards her.

      “Did CSU move anything?” he asked, his tone almost sounding excited.

      McCall opened the report file and scanned the pages. She shook her head. “They only moved things in order to retrieve the rug, but they put everything back as they found it. Why?” she asked curiously.

      “The couch and these tables have been moved.” He pointed out the large blue fabric couch and the two nesting tables on either side. McCall knelt to find the set of indentations from where the couch’s round feet had stood. Their shape and depth were consistent with how long the piece have furniture must have stood in that spot. By their look, McCall estimated it to be years—a lot of years.

      “Someone moved the furniture!” she said, almost as puzzled as when she had watched him pat down the carpet. “Why the hell did they move the furniture?”

      Steel looked around the room, then shook his head.

      “I don’t know. But one thing is clear,” he said, helping McCall to her feet. “They were looking for something.”

      She shot him a confused look as she straightened her clothes out.

      “They?” Her tone was as if she was unconvinced. She wondered how he had come to such a ‘so exact’ assumption that there had been more than one person present. Sure, they were waiting for toxicology to come back, but she was sure that Amber had been knocked out by something. Chloroform was a possibility.

      “How do you know there was more than one person, just from seeing that the furniture has been moved?” She sounded unconvinced.

      John raised a hand and pointed to the furnishings. “There are no drag marks for one thing. If you move something that has been there a long while it’s going to leave a trail. Then there is Amber herself. How did ‘they’ or ‘he’ subdue her?” Steel could see the glint in her eye, as if to say that she had a theory, possibly a good one.

      “Before you say chloroform, just ask yourself how they would have got it to her,” he went on. “She has a peephole in the door. If the killer was a stranger, she wouldn’t have opened it, which means she knew him or them. And if so, why would they do all this?”

      McCall folded her arms in disappointment at his deduction. He had been right, and she hated to admit that.

      “OK, Sherlock, what’s your theory?” she said, waiting for some elaborate deduction, some grand scheme revealed.

      But Steel just shook his head and shrugged. “Elementary,” Steel started mockingly, causing McCall to scowl at him, “You see I don’t think they were after Amber. I think they were after the roommate.”

      His statement shocked Sam McCall.

      “In fact, I don’t think Amber had just moved in. I don’t think whoever did this expected her to be here. She shouldn’t have been here.” Steel pointed to the mountain of removal company packing boxes that were just visible through the open spare bedroom door.

      “So, she surprised someone in here and paid for it with her life?” McCall suggested, looking around the room for more clues, but finding nothing but more questions.

      “Yes, but she surprised them when they were doing what? They weren’t searching for something; the place is spotless. They could have thought Amber was the roommate, but then if so, why did they torture her?” Steel shook his head. Something didn’t feel right. In fact, something felt very familiar, and that scared him.

      “Perhaps whoever did this didn’t know the face of the person they had to kill, only their address? They figured that there was only one person living here, so poor Amber just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.” McCall voiced her theory as she was opening one of the removal company packing boxes and sorting through its contents.

      “Which would lead us to another question,” Steel continued. “Who sent them and why?” Steel caught a brutal look from his partner. “Hey, sorry, but it was your theory,” he concluded, before turning and heading for Tara’s room. Of all the rooms, this was the only one with photographs, making it seem almost as if she didn’t want to share them with anyone else.

      He stopped as he noticed a blank space where a photograph had obviously once hung. The lonely nail looked out of place, but the paint had not faded, meaning it hadn’t been there long. The remaining photos were of Tara in the park, in which she seemed very happy. This suggested that she had been with someone special to her.

      Sam McCall noticed that Steel was standing there at the wall, studying it as she closed the box.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked, almost hoping that he might give her a clue.

      “There is a photograph missing. And it looks like these were taken recently too.” He said, his thoughts lost in theories.

      “Maybe the killer took it?” she suggested.

      He nodded and looked closer at the area in the picture, hoping to get an idea of where it had been taken.

      “Maybe the killer was in the missing picture?” he said, taking one of the pictures down and showing it to McCall, who was making her way over to him.

      The glossy six-by-four was of the fountain at Bethesda Terrace. McCall smiled. She knew that place had cameras all over it.

      “If we can find out when it was taken, we might get lucky,” he said, thinking the same thing as McCall. She opened the file again and looked at the crime scene photographs, observing the way that the body was positioned, the brutality. However, there did appear to be care taken in the undertaking of the deed. This wasn’t just a brutal killing: this was a torture. She looked at the photographs again. A shiver ran down her spine, one of such intensity that she nearly buckled. McCall looked over at Steel, who just stood there with a solemn look on his face.

      “You think he’s back, don’t you?” she said, the dreaded words almost creeping out of her mouth. He nodded slowly. She felt an anger towards him. She wanted to scream at him.

      “How long have you known that it might be him?” she demanded.

      He shook his head slowly. “I suspected more than anything really. It was ever since I first saw the crime scene photographs. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure.” His words were soft and calming, but she maintained her pained expression.

      “And are you?” she said, almost hoping he wasn’t.

      Steel shook his head again. “No, I am not.”

      He could see that this was not what she wanted to hear. He felt her sudden fear of that monster’s return. The man who had unknowingly brought them together.

      The man most knew only as … Mr Williams.
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      Tara Burke awoke to the sound of a police siren wailing. She jumped up, confused at first at seeing her strange surroundings. Tara sat up, holding her beating chest through the T-shirt. As her breathing shallowed, her memory began to return. The frightened young woman reached for the bottled water and cracked the cap. Beads of sweat cascaded down her back, and her forehead looked as though she had just made good time running the hundred.

      She heard a noise from the kitchen and knew that Kim was up and getting ready for work. Tara stood up and carried the water with her to the door.

      She found Kim’s ginger cat prowling the worktop for leftovers. It was seven in the evening, and Tara knew that her friend was heading off for the night shift at the diner. Tara sat on one of the tall stools at the counter to the kitchenette—not quite a breakfast bar, but it made up for a dining table. She smiled at the post-it that was stuck to a large mug with a smiley on it. Fresh coffee in the machine, frozen lasagne in the freezer. don’t leave the apartment, don’t open the door to anyone.

      Tara stood up and walked round to the large coffee machine. She switched it on and waited for the sound and the aroma. The ginger tomcat came up and purred loudly as Tara picked him up.

      “Don’t worry, Mr Jinx, we’re not going anywhere,” she crooned. The cat let out a quick meow as if to answer. Tara smiled and placed him back down, then poured him some milk from the fridge into a small saucer. The coffee machine would take a while, so she decided to shower.

      Tara stripped off her sweat-drenched clothes and wrapped the large red towel around her slimly built body. In the bathroom, she pulled the shower curtain, so it covered the cast-iron bath, then reached in and turned on the water. The bathroom was a comfortable size for one person. It had plenty of wooden shelving that housed folded towels and cosmetics. The walls were beige with white tiles in a half-and-half match, the pattern repeated on the floor, which had matching coverings.

      She looked at herself in the mirror. She had that girl-next-door prettiness about her. Her pale skin showed disturbing echoes of her past. Thick, angry scars covered her back, evidence of her mother’s abuse: a reminder of how worthless she was to her. But she had survived. She had outlived her drunken abuser.

      Tara stepped under the hard torrent of water which came out of the large shower head like a bad storm shower. Tara leant against the cool tiles and just let the water run over her. She felt the hard-warm spray beat down on her skin, and it felt good. So good that she didn’t want to leave.

      The attractive woman had dried herself off and put on her blue pyjamas. She figured she wasn’t going anywhere, so why change? She had poured herself a coffee and put the suggested meal into the microwave. Dinner in five minutes, he’d said, but she made it ten, just to be sure.

      She picked up her phone and checked it for any new messages. She tossed it down onto the small coffee table which sat in front of the blue couch. She hadn’t heard from him for a long time, too long in fact.

      Tara didn’t just think she was in trouble. She knew she was.

      And they were coming.
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        * * *

      

      Mr Williams sat in a large office that looked as if it had fallen out of the 1800s. Oak and brass covered the walls and furnishings. Even the computer’s monitor had been dressed up to fit in with the antiquated surroundings. The oak panelling with brass touches and the stand looked as if it had once belonged to ancient lamp.

      A large fireplace with a dark marble surround was to the left of a large ebony desk. Carvings of snakes and beasts were cut into the desk’s heavy wooden panelling. The large windows to the right were in the original Elizabethan style.

      On the wall opposite the desk was a large painting of a battle scene from the Vlad, the Impaler campaign of the 1400s. But the ink was false, and the image itself was in fact a high definition screensaver. The immense eighty-inch monitor blended into the room seamlessly. Suits of armour and swords guarded the corners and the walls.

      Williams held a brandy bowl of cut crystal in one hand while he sat back in a thick padded, red leather chesterfield office chair. His feet rested upon the antique desk as he listened to a loud rendition of Vesti La Giubba—otherwise known as ‘The tears of a clown’. His eyes closed as he held the glass under his nose. He inhaled the scent of the eighty-year-old brandy whilst the music grew to a crescendo. The psychopathic torturer waved his free hand as if he were conducting the masterpiece. He was in heaven: a good brandy, loud opera and his plans were going well.

      Suddenly his desk phone began to ring. He opened one eye and stared at the wood and brass 1904 replica. He didn’t want to answer it, for he knew it would be trouble. If someone was ringing him direct, it was a problem, and he didn’t like problems. He reached over whilst trying not to lose his comfortable position. He kept the brandy glass held by the hand with an outstretched arm, using the other to reach for the receiver.

      “This better be good. I am in the mood for giving someone a spinal tap,” he growled as he used a remote to turn off the music, after finally putting his glass down. He listened to the voice at the other end. His eyes rolled with disappointment as the voice gave the report.

      “So, did you find this Douglas fellow? OK, so – that’s a no then. I take it you found the woman?” As Williams listened a wide grin crossed his face, his pearly white teeth on display, looking like a shark spying his next meal.

      “When you get hold of her bring her to me UNSPOILT, do you understand?” he instructed. The voice on the other end confirmed the order and quickly hung up. Williams stretched over and replaced the handset onto the brass cradle. He was suddenly in a good mood again. Sure, two pieces of good news would have been great, but he could settle for just one.

      He sat back in the chair and picked up the glass. He raised it to the large fake picture to salute it. He took a mouthful of the brandy to celebrate. Then he sat for a moment whilst a wicked thought crossed his mind. Williams reached for the small intercom next to the phone and pressed the button.

      “Crystal,” he said whilst swilling the brown liquid around in his glass. He stopped and looked at the intercom, on which he was trying to reach his secretary.

      There was no response.

      “Oh, Crystal,” he said a bit louder this time.

      But there was no answer.

      “CRYSTAL!” he yelled down the intercom, almost losing his footing and the brandy from the glass.

      “Yes … Yes, sir,” a squeaky mouse-like voice came at last. Williams rolled his eyes again, knowing full well what was probably happening in the room next door.

      “Be a dear and arrange for the operating room to be set up, will you?” he said, then took another hit from the glass.

      “Yes, Mr Williams,” she answered, her voice sounding breathless.

      “Thank you, Crystal. Oh, and tell the young man with you that if he makes you late answering my call again, I will make lampshades from his skin, and he will watch me do it.”

      Williams smiled at the thought of the young guard suddenly soiling himself at the thought. The torturer reached over and turned the music back on, then returned the glass to its former position under his nose.
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      Tooms and Tony decided to check out the hotels on West 59th Central Park South. They had been told about a hotel with a park view, of which there were many. They had tossed a coin as to where to start north or south. Heads had won the toss, so south it was.

      As they entered the lobby of one of the hotels, they were met by a tall man with a broad smile wearing a blazer with the hotel’s name on it. He was thin, with a pencil moustache, his black hair brushed back as though it should reveal a large forehead, but in the event all there was to see was a receding hairline. His whole demeanour was that of a snake—even his face had a serpent’s aspect to it.

      “Hello, gentlemen, may I help you?” asked the snake man, who was obviously the floor manager. Tony and Tooms showed him their shields and his smile quickly disappeared.

      “I am Detective Tooms, and this is Detective Marinelli,” Tooms said, tucking his ID back into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a photograph of Amber, and it was obvious that the man immediately recognised her.

      “Has something happened to Sharney?” the man asked, almost panicking. Tooms and Tony looked at one another in surprise.

      “Her sister was found murdered on the night before last. Sir, is there somewhere private we can speak?” Tony asked as he looked around the lobby at the other guests.

      “Yes, of course. Please follow me.” The man nodded and led them to a back office near the reception.

      “Sorry, but who are you, sir?” Tony asked, taking out his notebook to jot down any details. The man was sitting on the edge of a small desk in a decent-sized office.

      “I am Mr Tate, and I am the daytime floor manager,” Tate said, still looking badly shocked.

      “We are trying to track her down,” Tooms said, with a stern look on his face. “To let her know about her sister.”

      “I didn’t know she had a sister. I’m sorry,” Tate said, sincerely.

      “How well did you know Sharney?” Tooms asked, letting Tony take notes. Tate shrugged and smiled as he considered the question.

      “She used to work here, part-time of course. She had a kid, so she could only work half days. But unfortunately, she had to go.” Tony looked up from his notebook, his pen poised over the paper. He was shocked to hear about Sharney having a child.

      “So why did she leave?” Tooms asked, folding his massive arms.

      “She had a new job in Phoenix, or was its Philadelphia? I can’t remember, sorry,” Tate said and shot them a quick embarrassed smile.

      “How long did she work here?” Tony asked, curious about the manager’s strange demeanour.

      “Oh, around six months, I believe. She was a cleaner here.” Tooms noticed Tate’s hand move a photograph in a stand-up frame, as though he was trying to hide the picture from them or from himself. Tate was obviously hiding something: he clearly had a little skeleton in the closet.

      “Did you know her well?” Tooms asked, suddenly getting a bad vibe from the floor manager.

      “No, not really. It was a manager/employee relationship. I told her what to do, and she did it.” Tate’s smile almost made Tony want to push his head in the fish tank that stood on the far wall.

      “So, do you have this kind of formal relationship with all of your staff, sir?” Tooms asked, almost seeming to be polite. Tate’s mind seemed to wander off, and his grin returned as if he was thinking about past employees.

      “Yes, we have good working relationships here at the hotel.” Tate’s eyes began to sparkle. Tooms smiled before he spoke. “Thank you, sir, for your time. Would it be OK to speak to any of your staff?” He watched the smile disappear from Tate’s face, to be replaced by a wary, nervous expression.

      “Uhm, what for?” Tate’s voice began to tremble, and he started to fidget with his hands.

      “Because they may know Sharney better than you do,” Tooms said, trying his best to sound reassuring. “After all, they were all work colleagues. It may give us a better picture, that’s all.” Tate smiled again; this time, it appeared to be more relieved, more like a friendly gesture. The two detectives turned to leave the office. Tate got up from his spot on the desk to look outside to make sure they were heading out of the building. Tooms said nothing as he opened the office door and stepped back into the lobby. As he did so, the guests all seemed to either hide their faces in magazines or suddenly start gazing out of the window. Tony smiled at their poor attempts to look casual. He wondered what stories would arise from this investigation. The pair headed for the door and stepped out into the street. It was three o’clock, and they were beat. It had been a long day. They both knew they wouldn’t get any information from the other staff members. In fact, Tooms was certain that they wouldn’t even remember Sharney. They climbed back into their car and headed back. But first Tooms needed to make a stop-off. He felt another chilli dog coming on.
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        * * *

      

      McCall stood in front of her murder board with a marker in her hand. Tooms had called her with news of the sister. How people remembered her and that she had supposedly moved to Philadelphia or somewhere with else with a ‘P’ in its name.

      Sam had contacted Philly P.D. to see if they could track her down. She didn’t seem hopeful, though. Her gut told her that Sharney had never left New York. The truth was they didn’t know a hell of a lot about either of the sisters. Financials had come back, and nothing had popped. Amber’s records were clean. From what McCall could gather, she was well-liked and hard working.

      Feeling frustrated, McCall sat on the edge of her desk and just looked at the board, hoping something would pop out at her. This was one of those cases she hated. The sort of homicide that would be investigated for a short while and then become a ‘cold’ case. She looked up at the clock. Tooms and Tony would be back soon, but from what Tooms had said on the phone, they had very little information to share.

      McCall looked up at the picture of Tara Burke. She was now missing; the chances were that she was scared and running. A sane person would go to the cops for help. But McCall had seen the body, and she could understand how scared that might make anyone. Run before they come back for you, would have certainly been the first idea on Tara’s mind. This was a puzzle with far too many pieces that were missing or lodged in the wrong spaces.

      Captain Brant walked out of his office and just stood staring at McCall. He could almost feel her brain sorting through the evidence on the board. He could also feel the tension emanating from her.

      “Trouble with the case?” he asked. She didn’t turn around, just nodded slowly.

      “There is something wrong here, Captain, and I don’t know what it is.” Her words sounded bitter, as though she was angry with herself for not having been smart enough to see the truth.

      “What have Tooms and Tony found?” Brant asked, hoping to break her concentration.

      “Not much. Apparently, there was a sister, but she moved away, possibly to Philly,” she said, then shrugged as if to say she didn’t believe it either.

      “Possibly?” Brant said, almost surprised at the lack of uncertainty.

      “Her old boss apparently didn’t know her that well, but the boys think otherwise.” McCall frowned at the thought of Tooms’s description of the manager: a snake-like weasel, or something along those lines.

      “They should be back soon,” she announced, finally turning to face Brant.

      “Any news on our missing waitress?” Brant asked, taking a seat in the chair of the desk next to hers. McCall shook her head as she bit her bottom lip.

      “No, she’s in the wind. Not that I blame her. Seeing that body made me gag, so God knows how she felt,” McCall said, remembering her first case. It had been a mugging gone wrong. The perp had gone for the woman’s purse. She must have struggled to give it up. She was shot point-blank with a .38. McCall had been a rookie back then, and she had been first on the scene. Someone had reported shots in the park. On seeing the scene, McCall had been frozen to the spot. Her training officer wasn’t far behind, but it was unfortunate that he hadn’t arrived first.

      A .38 round at close range makes a mess. McCall had never realised how much blood could come out of a body so quickly, but it was a headshot. The back of the woman’s head had disappeared. Fragments of skull and brain matter were spread over a large area, but it wasn’t until she had hit the floor that the red plasma began to pool.

      The ringing phone McCall brought her back to reality. Brant looked over to his office phone as the noise of the electronic ring bellowed out of the open doorway. McCall’s boss got up and walked to his desk. He didn’t run. He figured that if it was important, they would wait, after all, they wanted him. After a moment of nodding and hand gestures, Brant came back to where McCall was sitting.

      “That was Traffic. They said there was no footage of that alleyway. So, they are going to try and find the cab to find out where else it has been,” Brant said, not feeling hopeful they could actually find that particular needle in such a big haystack. He looked around for a second, a confused look on his face.

      “So, where’s Steel?” Brant asked, suddenly noticing the British detective’s absence.

      “He said he had some stuff to take care of. Hopefully, he’ll bring me back a coffee and a bear claw,” McCall joked.

      Brant smiled and nodded. “Well, keep me posted, Detective,” Brant concluded, almost tempted to wait for the phone to ring again.

      “Will do, sir. Will do,” McCall answered as she watched the large bear of a man head back into his office. It was almost three p.m. according to the clock above the elevator doors. Three o’clock and they had nothing. Forensics had a backlog, so the clothes that John Doe was wearing would have to wait their turn, according to their importance. More time wasted, she thought as she read the email from CSU.

      She looked across at Tony’s empty desk and wondered what he must be feeling. She had lost her dad when she was younger, but it would be nothing to compare to what he was likely to be going through.

      For now, it was a waiting game to see what else might come up.
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      A short man in a black suit and dark sunglasses sat on a bench in Washington Square Park. He was heavily built, as a result of spending too much time behind a desk and eating too many business dinners. Thinning black hair covered a large head, and a handmade suit from Chinatown covered his large frame. Even his shoes were a classy knock-off. But he didn’t care. The fact they lasted longer than the original would have done, made them that much sweeter to wear.

      The sun was high, and a slight breeze made the surrounding trees sway in unison as if they were dancing to the same tune. The large white marble arch was stained from years of weathering, which made it more magnificent. The park itself was a circular meeting place of grey concrete slabs that encircled a large fountain. Grass and wooded areas added to the pleasant setting around the two-hundred-year-old memorial.

      Tourists walked around with their tablets and cell phones, taking shots to send to the web. The man shook his head as he bit into the sandwich, he had brought with him.

      “Doesn’t anyone own a camera anymore?” he asked himself. There was a squawk in his earpiece as someone gave a situation report, otherwise known as a ‘sitrep’.

      “We’ll give him another five minutes. If he’s a no-show we’ll call it a day,” he said, careful not to give away the presence of the microphone in his sleeve. He wiped his large brown head with a cotton handkerchief he had taken from his jacket pocket. He was nervous. Who wouldn’t be?

      The park was surrounded by three teams. They weren’t here to arrest anyone. They were there for his protection.

      The man looked at his watch. It was ten past three. “OK, people, he’s a no-show. Shut it down.” The disappointed man shook his head and gave the signal to collapse the operation.

      He stood up and headed towards his car, which was parked on Thompson Street. The teams had broken off and disappeared into the mass of people. The man pushed through the crowds, his eyes scanning every face just in case. He was feeling the temperature, not from the sun, but from his own body heat, as his heart pumped the blood around his system like fuel for a rocket.

      Then he saw the blacked-out GMC Yukon parked in a shady spot. The street was narrow, meaning there was not so much traffic. The man breathed a sigh of relief as he climbed into the back of the oversized SUV.

      “OK, Tom, let’s go,” the man said, buckling up his seat belt and not really paying attention to the driver.

      “Tom let’s go!” he repeated, but the driver stayed still.

      “What, you fell asleep on me again?” he said, tapping the driver on the shoulder. Tom’s head fell to the side, with only the seat belt to stop it falling further. Suddenly the rear passenger door swung open, and Steel slid onto the seat next to the man. In one swift motion, Steel grabbed the gun from his holster and tossed it into the car’s footwell. The bemused man was shocked by the speed of it all and sat with his back firmly against the car’s door.

      “Steel,” he said in shock with his hand’s half-raised.

      “Hello there, Agent Hardy,” Steel said with a broad smile on his face. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Agent Frank Hardy had finally calmed down after Steel’s sudden and theatrical entrance. Hardy sat for a second whilst he gathered his breath. Steel handed him a bottle of water that was in the cup holder in the door. Frank Hardy snatched it from him and drank slowly. An angry look came over his face as he started to feel his heartbeat reach normality.

      “We were supposed to meet outside, in public,” Hardy growled.

      Steel smiled and looked in the rear-view mirror. He found it amusing to watch the agents trying hard to blend into the crowd as they made their way back to their vehicles.

      “Never been one for public appearances,” John said, still holding on to the childish grin. Hardy reached into his inside pocket, pulled out a bottle of pills and flipped the lid off. He poured a tablet into his large hand and swallowed it down dry.

      “Have you got an ulcer again?” Steel asked, sounding concerned.

      Hardy shot him a look and smiled. “My ulcers have ulcers. All because of you.” He laughed.

      Steel nodded then shrugged. “What are friends for,” Steel joked.

      Hardy looked over at the unconscious body of Tom, the driver. “Did you have to slug him? I mean you could have made him go for a walk or something,” Hardy grumbled, sounding worried about his driver. Steel knew enough to realise that all Hardy was bothered about was how he was getting home without a driver. The chances were the man would wake up on a plane heading for Iceland or some outstation in the middle of Alaska.

      “Are you pulling me back, Frank?” Steel asked. His smile had faded, meaning that he was no longer joking.

      Hardy gave him a shocked look. “God, no. Since you left the others have found that they must do some work,” the agent joked. “This case you’re working on now. What have you got so far?”

      The British detective sat back in his seat and looked at Hardy for a moment. He said nothing, just sat and stared.

      “Oh, will you cut that bullshit out?” Hardy yelled, his face going red. “You probably had the whole thing worked out before you got in the car.”

      “Amber was one of yours, wasn’t she?” Steel asked, just to confirm his suspicions.

      “Yes. She was investigating some strange things we had discovered about the shipping company. We were seeing strange shipments being taken in and out of the country. Large amount of goods was being shipped out and distributed around the globe,” Frank explained.

      Steel just looked at him, puzzled for a second. “You think someone was smuggling something out in large quantities? What? Drugs? Guns? Cars?” John was hoping to get some clue as to what nefarious activities Amber was investigating.

      “Honestly, we don’t know. All I do know is that whoever is doing it is using the shipping firm. Who knows, maybe they are in on it, or the company is paying a hell of a lot for them to look the other way?” Hardy sounded angry. Not because the bad guys were getting away with it, but because Amber had died trying to take them down.

      “She was a good kid, John,” Agent Hardy continued. “She didn’t deserve what they did to her.”

      John Steel nodded slowly as if to agree with Hardy’s words. But something was bothering Steel about the killing.

      “Uh oh, I know that look. What’s up, John?” Hardy spoke carefully as if he was unwilling to break Steel’s concentration.

      “The murder of Amber made no sense,” he simply said after a while.

      Hardy now had a puzzled look across his sweaty, pale brow. “What do mean, made no sense? The bastards tortured her, didn’t they? It was just a killing, Steel. Hell, you’ve seen enough in your time to know that.” The agent took another sip from the water.

      “Yes, I’ve seen torture before many times, by different cultures. But this was different. This was as though they wanted to erase her existence. Her face was cut up, teeth extracted and the skin from her fingers removed. This was a deletion not just a torture.” Steel bared his teeth as he spoke. He could feel the hatred welling up inside him for those who had done this terrible thing.

      “OK, let’s say you’re right. Why leave the body?” Frank asked, hoping not to hear what he thought Steel may come out with.

      “Maybe it was meant to be a warning to those who knew what she was doing. You know—back off.” Steel looked his watch. He had nearly overstayed his welcome.

      Hardy saw a look on Steel’s face that he had come to know quite well. “You have an idea who may have done this, don’t you?” he asked calmly, sitting back in his seat. “I was almost waiting for that, ‘and the murderer is’ moment.”

      “I … That is, we, think that Williams is back,” Steel said, almost terrified to consider the prospect of that madman running around in the city.

      “Williams?” Hardy thought for a moment. “Oh, yes, I remember. The psycho you were hunting before. He was the reason you joined the NYPD in the first place, wasn’t he?” Hardy smiled at the irony of the situation.

      “So, you think that the organisation is behind this?” Hardy asked.

      Steel shrugged and shook his head. “In all honesty, I don’t know. It could be SANTINI, but it seems too obvious to be him,” Steel said, questioning his own instincts.

      He wished it was the organisation, so he could take them down once and for all. Or at least hurt them badly enough to destroy them. But even that idea seemed wrong.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Hardy asked, hoping that his associate would suggest something simple.

      “To carry on with the investigation. There’s no point running blind. Just follow the evidence as we always do.” Steel shrugged.

      “OK, just keep me in the loop and by the way, Steel—be careful.” Hardy smiled.

      Steel gave a mocking look of surprise. “Why, Agent Hardy, are you concerned I may get killed or something?”

      Hardy shook his head and grinned. “Chance would be a fine thing; you pain in the ass. No, I am just worried you’re going to make a mess, the sort of mess insurance companies is afraid of.”

      Steel smiled and gave a quick joke-salute. As Steel went to get out the car the agent grabbed his arm.

      “Remember, Major, you’re our guy, not NYPD,” Hardy said with a stern look on his face.

      The other man just looked him until Hardy felt an uncomfortable feeling come over him. He quickly released Steel’s arm without a word.

      “That’s funny, and I thought you had thrown me to the LONE WOLF operation.” Steel smiled and got out of the car, just as a large bald agent came around the corner. Steel moved casually towards the corner of West 3rd Street. Hardy turned to see the agent approach.

      “Is everything OK, sir?” his colleague asked, not noticing the unconscious state of the driver. Hardy laughed at the whole situation. “Well, son, I guess you’re driving me back, my driver seems to be otherwise, let’s just say, out of order.” Hardy laughed, looking back at the junction where Steel had disappeared.

      “See you around, Major,” the detective said, smiling to himself as they drove away back to headquarters.
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