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CHAPTER 1


          

          MAXWELL ROAD, FULHAM AND BRIXTON, EARLY 2025

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, mister, can I walk with you?”

      DCI Vance stared down into the earnest eyes of a boy no more than fourteen. He leant down towards the boy, furrowing his brow in a stern expression. His face was lined with years of hard work and experience. The boy’s face was youthful and innocent, yet there was a hint of street-smartness in his posture and demeanour.

      “Why’s that, then?” he asked gruffly.

      “Because I’m scared to walk alone.”

      Vance’s interest was piqued. “Why’s that? How old are you, son?”

      “See them flowers against the wall across the road? That’s where they killed Billy Taplin. He was at our school.”

      Vance vaguely remembered a sixteen-year-old schoolboy stabbed while returning home alone from school. The case was still unsolved. “Has someone threatened you, son?”

      “No, sir. That’s not how it works. They just see an opportunity and kill anyone who comes along alone. Will you walk with me to my bus stop, mister? I have to catch the 222 to Hounslow; we’ve got a match this evening.”

      The boy’s words gave Vance a sense of unease. He had seen his fair share of violence and crime during his years as a detective, but the thought of innocent children being targeted struck a painful chord within him.

      Without hesitation, he nodded at the boy. “I’ll walk with you,” he said, adjusting his stride.

      They made their way across the street towards the bus stop. The boy walked at a quick pace, clearly eager to get out of the area. As they walked, Vance couldn’t help but run a keen eye over the surrounding buildings.

      “What’s your name?” Vance asked, trying to make conversation.

      “Trevor Hill,” the boy replied, glancing up at Vance with a shy smile. “But my friends call me Trev.”

      “Nice to meet you, Trev. I’m DCI Vance.”

      “DCI?” Trevor asked, curious.

      “That’s right, Detective Chief Inspector. I investigate crimes like what happened to Billy Taplin.”

      Trevor’s eyes widened in admiration. “Cool! If I can get good grades, I want to be a copper. There’s too much crime around here.”

      Vance chuckled. “Just doing my job.”

      As they reached the bus stop, Trevor let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks for walking with me,” he said gratefully.

      “It was my pleasure,” Vance replied genuinely.

      They waited in silence for a few minutes until the bus arrived. Before getting on, Trevor turned to Vance and said, “You know, sir, I’ve always wanted to be an inspector like you when I grow up.”

      Vance smiled at the young boy’s enthusiasm. “That’s great to hear, Trevor. Just remember to stay safe and always report any suspicious activity to the police.” He gave him his call card.

      “I will,” Trevor promised before boarding the bus.

      As Vance watched Trevor disappear onto the bus, he couldn’t help but feel hopeful for this young boy’s future. He made a mental note to check in on him from time to time and make sure he stayed on the right path.

      Vance smiled and said, “Work hard at school, Trev; the police need decent lads like you.”

      He watched the red double-decker bus pull away and the boy wave to him with very mixed feelings. As he walked back towards the vets along Maxwell Road, he looked around. It wasn’t an area that he knew very well, but an old classmate of his had become a veterinary surgeon, and Vance needed his expertise. It seemed a decent residential part of the Fulham district and certainly not a place he would have associated with a fatal stabbing.

      His chance encounter with Trevor had destroyed the opportunity for quiet thought that he had hoped for. He was fuming inside. If a young teenager was scared to walk the streets of London, then what was the point of him being a police inspector? He pushed these thoughts to the back of his mind. After all, there was nothing he could do right now to make this area any safer.

      Instead, he thought of the events that had brought him here on his day off. It had been his turn to visit his sister-in-law, who had recently lost her husband, Rob, in a car accident. Vance, who alternated visits with his wife, Helena, regretted not having known Rob better before the tragedy. Susie’s husband had been a well-respected hospital doctor, and that was the reason. Vance’s job allowed him little time for socialising, and the same could have been said of Rob. In fact, Susie was adamant that Rob’s death was attributable to a tiredness distraction brought on by overworking.

      He checked his watch and saw that he had been away for half an hour, as Howard had asked.

      He walked into the blue-painted surgery, where he saw an empty seat. A woman in a grey coat was sitting next to it, holding the leash of a small Yorkshire terrier. The dog bared its teeth and yapped at Vance as he approached.

      “He won’t hurt you, mister,” the woman reassured him. “You can sit down. You’re a good boy, aren’t you, Tyke?” She patted the little dog on the head.

      Vance smiled at her and sat down beside her. “Thanks for the reassurance,” he said.

      The woman smiled back at him. “No problem,” she replied. “Is it your first time here?”

      Vance nodded. “Yeah, my sister-in-law recommended this vet for my dog.”

      “Ah, I see,” the woman said with interest. “I’ve been coming here for years with Tyke.” She gestured towards her furry companion, who was now sniffing curiously at Vance’s shoe.

      “He seems like a nice dog,” Vance commented, reaching out to pet Tyke’s head.

      “He is,” the woman confirmed proudly. “He’s my little protector.”

      Vance noticed that she had an accent and asked, “Where are you from originally?”

      “I’m from Poland,” she replied. “But I’ve been living in London for over ten years now.”

      “That’s great,” Vance said politely.

      They chatted amicably until a door opened and a uniformed young woman called out, “Mr Vance, please.” He stood to an accompanying snarl from the terrier and walked gingerly past an Alsatian, which remained seated, unperturbed, next to its owner. The inspector had always preferred large dogs and was now about to discover what was wrong with Susie’s golden retriever. His sister-in-law had put its listlessness and shedding down to depression and grief at the loss of its beloved ‘dad’, but Vance was not having that. He noticed the dull-looking fur and lethargy and remembered that Howard had opened this practice. He had always been bright at school, where they had been close friends, but as usual, Vance’s line of work had meant they had lost touch.

      The vet, in a green coverall, smiled at his old school chum and said, “Poor Amber has developed hypothyroidism. Have you noticed increased water consumption and lack of sleep, Jacob?”

      “It’s my sister-in-law’s dog, Howard, so I haven’t noticed much at all, except that she didn’t seem her normal self. I remembered you’d opted to be a vet and thought I’d look you up. Is it serious?”

      “Don’t worry, nothing that the correct treatment can’t contain. But look, Jacob, I’m afraid it’s going to be a lifelong condition. Basically, she needs thyroid hormone replacement therapy—it won’t be cheap because the active ingredient is levothyroxine sodium.”

      “I’ll take your word for it, pal,” Vance grinned.

      “I’ve written a prescription and instructions. But here’s a sample to start you off. She’ll soon be back to her bouncy self, you’ll see.” The vet gently ruffled the nape of the dog’s neck, and her tail made a listless wag or two.

      “C’mon, girl,” Jacob said, and the retriever, helped by the vet, jumped down to the floor. The inspector clipped on her leash, and they made their way onto Maxwell Road and over to where he had parked. As he walked back towards his car, he thought about how nice it was to meet someone new and have a pleasant conversation; he had a good feeling of having made a new acquaintance.

      He gently urged the dog into the back seat, where she lay placidly as he drove off, thinking frantically. When he found a convenient place, he pulled over and phoned his wife, Helena, who, in their twenty-five years of wedded bliss, had flatly refused to indulge his passion for dogs. She was too house-proud—so it was now or never.

      “Hello, darling, oh yes, Susie’s alright. It’s Amber.” He quickly explained the dog’s problems and added, “I don’t think Susie can cope without Rob, sweetheart, not on her nurse’s pay. Yes, I promise I’ll do all the caring and, don’t worry, goldens are such intelligent dogs, we’ll train her not to go into the lounge or on the furniture. You’ll see—you’ll grow to love her like a child.”

      He ended the call with a triumphant, “Yes!” then drove to Susie’s house. He hoped, correctly, that she wouldn’t take much convincing. In fact, Susie was relieved. She loved the dog, but her work made it hard for her to reconcile looking after Amber. The cost of vet’s fees and medicine worried her, so she was amenable. “You’d better take her bed and toys, Jake”—she was one of the select few allowed to call him by that name—”oh, and her water and food bowls. There’s a bag of biscuits in the cupboard.”

      As Jacob drove jubilantly away, he looked in the rearview mirror. “You’ve got a new daddy, Amber!” No reaction. But there was time to build a close relationship with her. Like Susie, he and Helena were both work-committed, so his first task would be to find a willing dog minder. He knew the right person, a neighbour who specialised in rescue dogs. He would be sure to help out for a small consideration. It would also provide Amber with new canine company on Harry’s daily walks.

      The days turned into weeks, and Vance found himself growing more attached to Amber with each passing day. He made it a priority to take her on long walks in the park, where she would bound through the grass with newfound energy since starting her thyroid treatment. As they strolled together, Vance found solace in the companionship of the loyal golden retriever by his side.

      One crisp autumn morning, as Vance and Amber made their way through the park, a sense of unease settled over him. Amber’s ears perked up, and she let out a low growl as they approached a secluded area near the woods. Vance felt a chill run down his spine as he noticed a shadowy figure lurking among the trees.

      Instinctively, Vance reached for his phone to call for backup, but before he could dial, the figure stepped into the light. It was Trevor, the young boy Vance had met at the bus stop weeks ago. Trevor looked frightened and out of breath as he stumbled into view. His eyes widened in recognition as he saw Vance and Amber.

      “Inspector, sir, thank goodness I found you,” Trevor gasped, his voice trembling. “It’s my sister. She’s in trouble.”

      Vance’s heart sank as he saw the desperation in Trevor’s eyes. Without hesitation, he knelt down to meet the boy at eye level, placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

      “Calm down, Trevor. Tell me what happened,” Vance said with a sense of urgency.

      Trevor took a deep breath to compose himself before recounting the events that had led him to seek out Vance. He explained how his sister had got involved with a dangerous group in the neighbourhood and had been missing for days. With nowhere else to turn, Trevor knew he had to seek help from the one person who had shown him kindness in this unforgiving city.

      Vance’s mind raced as he listened to Trevor’s story. He knew he couldn’t turn a blind eye to this plea. With a determined look in his eyes, Vance stood up and patted Amber’s head, silently communicating to the dog that they had a new mission.

      “We’ll find your sister, Trevor. I promise you that,” Vance said, his voice unwavering. Turning to Amber, he commanded, “Let’s go, girl.”

      Without missing a beat, Vance followed Trevor as he led the way through the park and into the heart of Brixton, a locality known for its shady dealings. Amber trotted faithfully by his side, sensing the gravity of the situation.

      As they navigated through dimly lit alleyways and abandoned buildings, Trevor’s anxiety grew palpable. Vance remained calm and focused, scanning their surroundings for any sign of trouble. The tension increased as they approached an old warehouse on the outskirts of the neighbourhood.

      Trevor hesitated at the entrance, fear etched on his face. Vance placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder and gave him a nod of encouragement before stepping into the darkness of the building. Amber followed closely behind, her senses sharp and alert to any potential danger lurking in the shadows.

      As they ventured deeper into the abandoned building, Vance’s instincts went on high alert. The faint sound of muffled voices echoed from the dark depths, sending a shiver down his spine. Trevor gripped his arm tightly, his eyes wide with fear as they moved cautiously towards the source of the noise.

      Peering around a corner, Vance spotted a group of individuals huddled together in a dimly lit room. Among them was a young woman, her face obscured by the shadows, but Vance could sense her distress from the way she held herself.

      Without hesitation, Vance stepped forward, his voice firm and commanding as he addressed the group. “I’m Chief Inspector Jacob Vance, and I’m here to ensure the safety of this young woman. Release her immediately, and there won’t be any trouble.”

      The leader of the group, a burly man with a menacing glare, sneered at Vance’s authoritative tone. “Well, well, well, look who we have here,” he said with a sinister grin. “The great Inspector Vance thinks he can waltz in here and disrupt our little operation, does he?”

      Vance stood his ground, his eyes locked on the man as he assessed the situation. Amber stood by his side, her protective instincts surfacing as she let out a low growl. The tension in the dim light grew palpable as the members of the group shifted uneasily, sizing up their unexpected visitors.

      The young woman trapped among them cast a desperate glance towards Vance, silently pleading for help. Vance’s resolve hardened as he made a split-second decision. With a swift motion, he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his warrant card, holding it up for all to see.

      “I’m giving you one last chance to do the right thing,” Vance stated firmly. “Release the young woman and surrender peacefully, or face the consequences, which are serious, believe me.”

      “Scarper, lads,” the burly man cried. “There’s too much at stake to risk trouble with the Old Bill.”

      In seconds, the group disappeared into the depths of the building. A rarity, Amber barked as if to announce a victory. The girl, about sixteen, ran towards her brother, who was profusely thanking Vance. He couldn’t study the girl’s aspect in the gloom.

      “I’ve said it before, Trev, just doing my duty. Now come on, both of you, let’s get out in the fresh air and take stock.”

      Once outside, Vance said gently, “What’s your name, luv?”

      He sized up the girl: pretty, slim, no make-up, a natural blonde, no tattoos—just as a girl of sixteen should be, he thought in his old-fashioned way. Even her jeans had no trendy rips.

      She glanced for a second at her brother, who nodded.

      “Kate Hill. Thanks for saving me from those hoodlums.”

      “Did they harm you in any way, Kate?”

      “No, just threats. It wasn’t me they wanted,” she said, looking meaningfully at her brother.

      Vance weighed up the situation. “If they didn’t harm you, there’s no need for me to call for backup. But I’ll need you to come with me to Scotland Yard. We need a chat, alright?”

      The siblings nodded, and Vance walked them and the dog to his car. He dropped Amber off at Harry’s place with a quick word of explanation to his benign and ever-helpful neighbour. They shook hands, and Vance drove to his reserved parking space at Scotland Yard. As he got out of the car, he couldn’t help but feel there was something unusually sinister about the band of louts in the warehouse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          NEW SCOTLAND YARD, LONDON, EARLY 2025

        

      

    

    
      Vance scrutinised the tense faces of the two youngsters and immediately realised that they knew far more than they had revealed. He did his best to put them at their ease, which was no mean task after walking them through the busy police station.

      “So, tell me, Katie, how you came to be a hostage of those toughs?”

      “Chief Inspector, I had just slipped to the corner shop to buy some bread, and they surrounded me, telling me that I had to do as they said or they would cut my face.” She appeared to be on the brink of tears.

      “You’re safe now, Kate, I’ll make sure of that. You do trust me, don’t you?” She bit her lip and nodded; a tear trickled down her face.

      “Did you catch any names?”

      “The leader—the big one—they all called him Baz, but I didn’t get any surnames, I’m afraid.”

      “What did they want of you?”

      “I think they were holding me just as blackmail against our Trev. They said that if he didn’t appear before 4 o’clock, t-they would … c-cut my throat.” The last three words came out muffled as she began to sob.

      “It’s all over now, my dear,” Vance smiled at her as her brother put a comforting arm around her shoulders. “There’s just one thing that I don’t understand,” Vance said. “How was Trev supposed to know that he had to go to the warehouse?”

      For the first time, Trevor spoke. “A young lad gave me a note and sped off on a bicycle—that would’ve been at about 9 o’clock in the morning. That’s how I knew where to take you, Inspector Vance. I’ve seen you walking your dog in the park several times before but never wanted to disturb you. That is, until today, because I was desperate to speak to you. I hoped you would appear, and it was such a relief when you showed up. I still don’t know what they wanted of me.”

      “Oh, I do,” Kate said, her voice trembling. “They were going to force you to join their gang. I heard them talking and laughing about how they would initiate you. They said that to prove you were worthy of being one of them, you would have to stab someone.”

      “They said that, did they?” Vance’s expression suddenly turned grave. “This is more serious than I imagined at first; now I regret not having called my colleagues there and then at the warehouse. My mistake—they would’ve been under lock and key by now.” He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “But unfortunately, they are not in custody and won’t face justice for their crimes—not yet, at least,” he said with an air of grim determination.

      Kate had dried her eyes and was now apparently in control of her emotions. “There’s something else you should know, Chief Inspector. I heard them boasting that there was a lot of money to be gained by these stabbings.”

      If possible, Vance appeared grimmer. “What about your parents? What does your father do, Trev?”

      “He’s a fitter in a small engineering firm about a mile from our house. I think he works on turbines.”

      “I want to make it quite clear that neither of you two is in trouble, but I need to speak to your father for your protection. We can’t risk a repeat of what happened today. What time does your dad get home?”

      “He usually comes in at 5:30 in the evening,” Kate said.

      “And what about your mum?”

      “She serves behind the counter in a cake shop near home, so she gets home later than Dad.”

      “We’ll drive you home at 5:20 so that I can have a chat with your father.”

      “Do you have a key, Katie?”

      She nodded and smiled weakly. “I can make a pot of tea because Dad likes to have a cuppa and some biscuits when he gets in.”

      Vance explained to Brian Hill in front of Trevor and Kate that his children should never go out alone for a month or two and the reason. “But they can’t live as if under house arrest. I’ll have an officer keep an eye on them, and I’ve told them to ring my number if they are threatened in any way.”

      “So, they can go to school as usual?”

      “Yes, they must. Do you go to the same school?”

      “Yes, but I go with my friends; does this mean that I have to take Trev with the girls?”

      “You’d better make this sacrifice for a while, Trev and Katie,” Vance said, and their father nodded at his son.

      Vance, a hardened inspector with sharp grey eyes and a no-nonsense attitude, sat at his desk in Scotland Yard, frustration etched on his face. He had just ordered the files on the Maxwell Road murder brought to him, hoping to find some new leads or clues. However, the investigating officer’s note was still attached: there were no witnesses to the crime, and without any new developments, the case had gone cold.

      Vance slammed the folder shut and let out a heavy sigh. He knew he needed more information about the streets of his city if he was going to solve this case. He reached for the phone, intent on making some calls and gathering intel. But before he could dial a number, there was a knock on his door.

      “Come in,” he called out, curious as to who would be visiting him at this late hour.

      The door swung open to reveal a tall, slender figure, clad in a long coat and a fedora pulled low over their face. They walked into Vance’s office, the sound of their footsteps echoing through the quiet room.

      “Can I help you?” Vance asked, eyeing the stranger cautiously. He didn’t expect visitors at this time, especially not ones who looked like they had just stepped out of a film noir. The stranger remained silent for a moment, their face still obscured by the shadow of the hat. Then, with a voice as smooth as velvet, they spoke.

      “I believe you’re looking for information on the Maxwell Road murder,” the stranger said, their tone confident.

      Vance’s interest was piqued. “And how do you know that?” he inquired, leaning back in his chair.

      The mysterious figure took a few steps closer, finally allowing Vance to see their features. It was a woman, her striking blue eyes meeting his gaze with an intensity that thoroughly intrigued him.

      “I have my ways,” she replied cryptically. “But I assure you, Chief Inspector Vance, I can offer you the information you seek. However, it won’t come without a price.”

      Vance studied her carefully, weighing his options. He was no stranger to making deals in the name of justice.

      “It’s an art thief,” she said, “Lucas Cadwallender by name. I’ve been on his trail for months, but he always seems to be one step ahead of me. I need someone with your skills and resources to finally bring him to justice.”

      He leaned back in his chair, considering her request. Lucas Cadwallender was a name that sent ripples through the underground art world, and if he could help bring him down, it would be a feather in his cap.

      “I’ll need more information,” he stated firmly. “Where was the last place you spotted him? And what makes you think I can succeed where others have failed?”

      The woman’s eyes sparkled with determination as she leaned in closer, her voice now a mere whisper. “I know of a gala evening happening tomorrow night at the Grand Rose Art Gallery. Cadwallender has been eyeing a rare diamond necklace on display there, and I believe he’ll make his move then. You have the expertise to outsmart him and the connections to ensure he doesn’t slip through our fingers.”

      Vance nodded thoughtfully, already formulating a plan in his mind. The Grand Rose Art Gallery was a prestigious venue, known for its high-security measures and valuable exhibitions. If Lucas Cadwallender was indeed planning a heist there, he knew he had to act fast.

      “Alright,” he said decisively, standing up from his desk. “I’ll meet you at the gallery tomorrow night. We’ll catch Cadwallender in the act and finally put an end to his criminal escapades.”

      The woman smiled, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. “Thank you, Chief Inspector. I knew I could count on you.”

      As she turned to leave, Vance called out, “Wait. What’s your name?”

      She paused in the doorway, looking back at him with a mysterious smile. “You can call me Selene.”

      And with that, Selene disappeared into the night, leaving Vance with a renewed sense of purpose. The hunt for Lucas Cadwallender was on, and this time, Vance was determined to emerge victorious. It was, after all, part of his job, but not as pressing as the murders. If this curious woman, Selene, could supply him with a crucial lead, he’d kill two birds with one stone.

      Vance spent the following day meticulously planning the operation at the Grand Rose Art Gallery. He arranged for additional security measures to be put in place, ensuring that there would be no room for error when it came to apprehending Lucas Cadwallender. As night fell and the gala evening commenced, Vance found himself scanning the crowd for any signs of the notorious art thief.

      Suddenly, his sharp grey eyes caught a glimpse of a figure skulking in the shadows near the exhibit showcasing the rare diamond necklace. It was Lucas Cadwallender, his eyes gleaming with avarice as he assessed the security measures in place. Vance signalled to his team discreetly, positioning them strategically around the gallery.

      As Cadwallender made his move, Vance and his team sprang into action. A thrilling game of cat and mouse ensued throughout the hallowed halls of the Grand Rose Art Gallery. Cadwallender proved to be a formidable opponent, using every trick in his arsenal to evade capture. But Vance was relentless, anticipating the thief’s every move and countering with precision and expertise. The chase led them through the maze of corridors and galleries, the tension palpable in the air as each step brought them closer to a climactic showdown.

      Finally, in a daring move, Cadwallender made a break for the main entrance, the coveted diamond necklace clutched tightly in his hand. Vance was hot on his heels, determination burning in his eyes as he closed the gap between them. With a burst of speed, he lunged forward, tackling Cadwallender to the ground just as he reached the threshold of freedom.

      The necklace clattered to the floor, its precious gems catching the light and scattering a kaleidoscope of colours across the marble tiles. Vance wrestled his captive into handcuffs, his team quickly moving in to secure the infamous art thief once and for all.

      As he was escorted away, Vance allowed himself a moment to catch his breath, the rush of adrenaline slowly ebbing away. He glanced around the museum, taking in the chaos of the evening’s events. Amidst the commotion, his eyes met Selene’s across the room, a silent acknowledgment passing between them. She had kept her end of the deal, providing him with the vital information needed to bring Cadwallender to justice.

      As the last echoes of the night faded away and the museum returned to a semblance of order, Vance made his way over to Selene. She stood by one of the gallery windows, gazing out at the city below with a contemplative expression.

      “You did well tonight,” Vance said, standing beside her. “We managed to apprehend Cadwallender thanks to your help.”

      Selene turned to him, a small smile playing on her lips. “It was a team effort,” she replied. “I merely provided the tip; you and your team executed the plan flawlessly.”

      Vance studied her for a moment, struck by her unwavering resolve and engaging, intelligent eyes.

      “Who exactly are you, Selene?”

      “Selene McPherson, Private Investigator. DCI Vance, I’d prefer not to reveal my client’s name at this point, but she’s a good person and wanted to protect her heirloom at all costs without revealing her identity even to the curator here. I’m merely an intermediary. But listen, I struck a deal with you. The Maxwell Road murder—it was committed by a youth, but there’s an organisation behind the knife murders. The ultimate responsibility you’ll find in the Inns of Court.”

      “A barrister!” Vance searched her face, but her lips were tight, and she’d say no more. “Thanks for the tip, Ms McPherson.” He knew he would get no more out of her, but in any case, her affirmation bordered on the insane. He would just have to revel in his arrest of the notorious Cadwallender. As he walked away, a momentary spark of reason struck him. What had she said, it was committed by a youth. Well, that tied in very much with what Kate Hill had told him. But that an organisation headed by a KC was behind it struck him as absurd and not worth considering.

      With clenched jaw, he strode out of his office, almost bumping into a woman officer. He apologised and smiled at the worried constable before heading to Max Wright’s workstation.

      “Evening, Max, I need the stats about knife assaults for 2022 to the present day as soon as you can.”

      “Okay, boss, but it’s not straightforward.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ll have to correlate the Met statistics with those of the City of London Police, and then there’s the British Transport Police to consider. But I’ll see how quickly I can dig them out for you.”

      “Get on with it, then, there’s a good lad. I’ll send you a coffee if that helps.”

      “Undoubtedly, thanks.”

      Vance worked late, staring aghast at the statistics that DS Wright had provided him. The alarming pace of violence had peaked in May 2023 when three knife murders occurred in just over eight hours. In the first six months of that year, 53 homicides were recorded, and 103 for the whole year. Vance groaned; Trev’s schoolmate was reduced to becoming just one statistic among the many.

      He realised that it was not just a question of numbers but also who made up those figures. He discovered, after careful research, that 43% of the 2023 victims were white and 36% black, which was a reversal of the previous year’s trend. Males made up 81.55% of the victims and 93% of the offenders. This was all very worrying, but what concerned him most were the police statistics: in 2023, of the 103 homicides, five cases were solved, 73 were awaiting trial, and six suspects had died, while 19 cases remained unsolved. He went on to study locations and area poverty levels—those parts of the city facing economic hardship.

      Vance yawned and scratched the nape of his neck. He hated dry statistics and had every sympathy with Mark Twain, who famously declared that there were three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics. Yet, there was an inescapable truth underlying his research, best represented by the wreath and flowers he had seen for himself on Maxwell Road, dedicated to a sixteen-year-old, innocently walking home from school. This sentiment made him reach for a blank sheet of paper on which he wrote his conclusions about the research.

      He wrote:

      
        
          	
        Despite an overall improvement in the number of homicides being committed in London, the problem of violence continues to affect the city. The high number of stabbings, the overrepresentation of black individuals as victims and offenders, and the concentration of these incidents in certain areas like Croydon, Hounslow, and Lambeth indicate that tackling this issue needs more than just police action. A broader approach is necessary, one that looks at social and economic problems and works to improve community relations, especially among young people.
      

      	
        Many offenders are young. This highlights the need for programmes aimed at young people, like better education and community support, to prevent them from getting involved in violence. Also, the justice system needs to be more efficient. Many cases are still waiting to be tried, which suggests that the legal process needs to be faster and more effective.
      

      	
        Reducing violence in London requires a joint effort from the police, social services, schools, and community organisations. Focusing on the specific needs of the most affected areas and investing in young people can help lower these crime rates. This strategy is not just about dealing with the current situation but also about building a safer and more stable future for the city.
      

      

      

      The chief inspector sat back and read through his conclusions again. “Incontrovertible,” he muttered, but something niggled at the back of his mind. He reached for his desk phone and called his trusted colleague, DCI Brittany Shepherd.

      She breezed into his office and greeted him with a wide smile. Just seeing her so buoyant made him feel a lot better.

      “Take a seat, Brittany, fancy a single malt? I need to get your input on an unsettling problem.” He rapidly explained his fortuitous encounter with Trevor Hill and, successively, his sister Katie. He pushed a disorderly, scribbled sheet of stabbing statistics for her to consider while he poured out two measures of Lagavulin single malt. He could sense that she was as disturbed as he had been by the figures in front of her. As they savoured the peaty liquor, he passed her the sheet with his conclusions. Shepherd read them with interest, and when she had finished, she raised her head and fixed him with a sapphire-blue stare. “Jacob, you haven’t called me here to read these sensible conclusions, so what exactly is troubling you?”

      “Is it the whisky that sharpens your wits, Brittany?” he ribbed her. Before she could reply with a suitable put-down, he explained the encounter in the warehouse. “You see, what’s worrying me is the feeling that there’s some diabolical organisation pulling the strings behind the stabbings. It may well be in an embryonic stage, but what’s for sure is that it needs nipping in the bud.”

      “What Katie Hill told you about the money is certainly disturbing,” Shepherd said. “If there’s a financial incentive to assault innocent passers-by, we can expect a new spike in the statistics unless we can bring in a new set of preventative measures.”

      Brittany continued, “I think we need to start with an investigation into the money and the network behind it. We can’t only focus on individual stabbings; we need to look at the bigger picture. The increasing trend of violence in London is a serious concern, and if there’s a group responsible for this, we need to find them before more lives are ruined.”

      He nodded in agreement. “You’re right, Brittany. We need to dig deeper and find answers. I want you to start looking into the financial transactions related to those knife assaults—if you can find any. We need to discover who is behind this and how they are funding these violent actions.”

      Shepherd gathered her notes and stood up. “I’ll start on that right away, Jacob. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      As Brittany left Vance’s office, he knew that they were up against something he had never faced before. The statistics were chilling, and the idea of an organised group behind these senseless acts of violence was a terrifying thought. But he knew that Brittany was the right person to lead this investigation, and he trusted her instincts and abilities. He picked up the phone and called the chief constable’s office, requesting additional resources and support for their operation. He knew that they needed all the help they could get in order to put a stop to this nightmare before it claimed more innocent lives.

      The following days were intense, with Brittany leading a team of detectives as they attempted to trace any financial transactions linked to the knife assaults. Vance monitored their lack of progress closely, while still keeping an eye on the overall trend of violence in London. He was determined to do everything in his power to make a difference, not just for Trevor Hill and his family but for everyone affected by this scourge on their city. Yet, he knew from the obstacles that Shepherd had failed to overcome so far, that anonymity and lack of witnesses was the hallmark of these crimes.

      He became increasingly convinced that the only way that they could obtain a breakthrough was through the youngsters themselves, and so, he decided to visit schools in the most affected areas to encourage the teenagers to open up to him. Yes, he thought, pouring himself a generous scotch and staring at his large wall map of Inner London, that has to be the way forward.

      The schools visited by Vance were immediately receptive to his pleas. The headmasters in educational priority areas were sceptical and even cynical about his intentions and questioned the motives behind his actions. But with time, Vance managed to establish trust with some of the students, who opened up to him about the violence in their lives. They shared stories of fear, loss, and despair, painting a bleak picture of their surroundings.

      One story that particularly stuck with Vance was that of a boy named Jamal, who spoke of how he had lost his best friend to knife violence. Jamal’s friend had been walking home from school when he got into an argument that escalated into a physical altercation. In the end, it was a knife that put an end to his life, leaving Jamal devastated and afraid for his own safety.

      As Vance listened to the stories, he became more and more convinced that the solution to the problem lay in improving work with the communities and young people directly affected by the violence. He started to organise regular meetings with local youth clubs, schools, and community centres, encouraging discussions about the root causes of the violence and ways to prevent it.

      He also began implementing a mentorship programme, pairing youngsters from troubled backgrounds with positive role models who could offer guidance and support. These mentors would be available to the youths not only in times of crisis but also for regular check-ins and activities to help them build better connections with their communities.

      In addition to this, Vance worked closely with social services and local charities to establish programmes that addressed the underlying issues leading to the violence. These programmes focused on education, job training, mental health support, and providing safe spaces for young people to engage in positive activities. Vance knew that these efforts would not bring back the lives that had been tragically cut short, but he was determined to make a difference in the long run, even if it was the short term that desperately worried him. It would not be long before another stabbing occurred in Hounslow—this time of a 14-year-old girl of Asian origins. While Shepherd and her team worked hard in her community, drawing a blank as far as motive was concerned, everyone agreed that Shamila was a popular and pleasant girl, well-liked and without any known enemies.

      Even so, Vance was convinced that he was on the brink of a breakthrough with the youngsters that he had spoken to.
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