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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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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