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Chapter 1
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Jalanda Collier pursed her full lips, narrowed her dark brown eyes, and exhaled deeply. “I’ve already told you, Peter. I plan to stay in tonight. Yes, I know it’s New Year’s Eve, which is precisely why I’m staying here with my dad. He’s on his own and feeling down. It’s only been two years since Mum passed. I’m hoping this year will turn out better for him.”

Jalanda rested a shoulder against the bedroom door frame and crossed her free arm over her stomach, sighing again. “Okay, okay. Let me find out what Dad’s doing tonight, and I’ll see, alright? I’ll let you know later. Bye.”

After hanging up, she checked herself in the mirror, adjusting the black spirals of hair that cascaded to her shoulders. With a quick swipe, she removed a smudge from the olive skin of one cheek before descending the wide curved staircase to the marbled entrance hall below.

“Hi, Dad,” she called, entering the large lounge, warmed by the roaring log fire in the faux antique fireplace. The scent of burning pine wood filled the room, mingling with the faint aroma of the mulled wine he’d made earlier.

Dereece Collier looked up from his book with a warm smile, then rolled a shoulder, groaning slightly as he massaged it. “Shoulder bothering you again? I told you to make an appointment with Dr Martin weeks ago.”

Collier chuckled, marvelling at how much his daughter resembled her mother. The Yanker Donna dress she wore hung elegantly on her trim figure, its deep red hue complementing her complexion. “You’re so like your mother, Jalanda; always looking after me, telling me what to do. But why the pensive frown?”

Jalanda wound a spiral of hair around her forefinger, her gaze drifting to the floor. Her father knew that gesture all too well, a telltale sign that something was troubling her. He smiled inwardly; her mother had often done the same thing when she was feeling uneasy. He had a good guess at what was on her mind, but continued to tease her by raising his eyebrows.

“Well, I was wondering ...” Jalanda hesitated, searching for the right words. She desperately wanted to go out and celebrate the end of the year, yet the thought of leaving her father alone on New Year’s Eve filled her with guilt.

“Go on, off you go. You don’t want to be hanging around with an old reprobate like me on New Year’s Eve. I’ve got plenty to keep me busy.”

Relief washed over her, and she broke into a broad grin. “You sure, Dad?”

Collier nodded, rubbing his fingers through his short, cropped, white-streaked beard.

“Just promise me you won’t spend all night cooped up in your lab. Okay? Watch some films. I think there’s a new Francis Welder one just released on Netflix. Have a drink and relax for a change. You promise?”

“I promise.”

Jalanda waved her fingers, blew a kiss, and left the room, picking up a warm coat from the hall stand.

“Get an Uber,” her father called after her. “And make sure they pick you up again when you come home.”

Knowing how protective her father was about her safety, Jalanda pulled out her mobile and checked how long the Uber would be. “It’ll be here in five, Dad. I’ll wait out on the porch. Night.”

“Bye then, and close the door. You’re letting all the damned heat out.”

Pushing aside the guilt pangs still nibbling away at her stomach, Jalanda walked across the hall, her heels clicking on the terrazzo floor. Waiting under the portico for her driver, she considered the evening ahead.

With pursed lips, she tapped a lacquered fingernail against her thigh. Why spend all her free time with Peter? He was getting as bad as her dad, with his: Who was that talking to you? And Don’t you think we should go home now? She always had more fun with Ayana, her friend from uni.

Mind made up, Jalanda sent a text to Peter explaining she was spending New Year’s Eve with her dad after all, then another to Ayana, suggesting they meet at Rumbles in the West End. As she stuffed her mobile back in her pocket, headlights swung into the drive. Skipping down the steps onto the gravel, she slipped into the back seat of the car and smiled. It had been a long time since she’d spent a night out with Ayana; she was really looking forward to it.

But had Jalanda known what lay ahead, she would have made a very different decision.

* * *
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The club was heaving when Jalanda finally pushed her way into the dance pit. The bass of the music throbbed through her body, compelling her to move in time with its pounding beats. Overhead, a kaleidoscope of coloured lights, perfectly synchronised with holograms that swirled across the ceiling and floor, illuminated the sea of bobbing heads and waving arms It was impossible to talk, nearly impossible to move within the dense crowd, but the electrifying atmosphere drew Jalanda in, and she surrendered to its rhythm.

There was no respite from the noise, the press of bodies, or the dazzling lights. The next track seamlessly cut across the end of the first, driving the crowd into a greater frenzy. Jalanda jumped and spun with the throng, lost in the music, revelling in every moment. Despite the jostling, the shouts, and the occasional elbow in her back, she remained laser-focused on the beat, letting the music sweep her away, paying no heed to the surrounding crush. A sudden buzz against her hip jolted her from her trance. Her mobile.

Unable to lower her arm in the crowd, she began pushing her way towards the Calm Room, a space set aside for revellers needing a break from the intensity or seeking a quiet moment.

Her head still buzzing from the music, Jalanda grabbed a plastic cup of iced water and sank into a seat by one of the small tables, finally pulling out her mobile. She swiped the screen to reveal a text from Ayana. Her friend was out of London but hoped Jalanda was enjoying the New Year celebrations. Jalanda’s excitement waned, and she leant back in her chair with a sigh.

“And are you?” a deep voice asked from behind her.

Jalanda glanced over her shoulder at the tall man standing there. His blond hair fell across his forehead in a kiss-curl, his deep blue eyes and perfect smile giving him a film-star quality. His chiselled features would have impressed most, but Jalanda had encountered his type far too often.

“I beg your pardon?” she replied coolly.

“Are you enjoying celebrating the New Year?” he repeated, tilting his head and raising an eyebrow with an air of playful curiosity.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but yes, I am,” Jalanda responded, dismissively turning back to her cup to take a drink.

The man, undeterred, moved around the table and took a seat opposite her. “I’m Torbin,” he said with a confident grin.

Jalanda almost laughed out loud; the name suited the vain, self-assured man before her.

“And?” she prompted.

“I was wondering what yours was,” he said, his smile never wavering.

“Are you always this obnoxious?” Jalanda retorted, her patience wearing thin.

Torbin leant back in his chair, laughing softly. “Only with someone as beautiful as you, Jalanda.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And you know my name ... how?”

Torbin nodded towards her phone. “Your friend’s message.”

“Ah,” Jalanda nodded. “Observant, as well as flattering.”

Without asking, Torbin picked up her cup and took a sip, placing it back with exaggerated care. “Look, I’ve clearly made a poor first impression. Let me make it up to you.” Checking his mobile, he looked back at her. “It’s still early. How about I take you to this great restaurant I know? Weblings. They do a fantastic Saffron Risotto with Liquorice Powder. And, if you forgive my earlier blunder, I’ve got tickets for the firework display on the Thames. The observation barge, last two tickets, and no one to go with.”

Jalanda hesitated, feeling torn. Perhaps it was the loneliness of being on her own for New Year’s Eve, but against her better judgement, she nodded.

Torbin’s eyes sparkled as he lowered his head slightly, looking up at her through his lashes. “Is that a yes, then?”

Oh, this guy is good, Jalanda thought. He had his moves down to a science. She couldn’t help but wonder how often this routine had worked for him in the past.

“On one condition, Mr FS.”

“FS?” Torbin looked puzzled.

“Just a private joke. Forget it.”

“Right, okay. So, what’s the condition?”

“Well, two, actually.” Jalanda held up a finger. “One, you take me home when I say no arguments. And two.” She added another finger, “I don’t sleep with guys on the first date.”

Torbin nodded, his expression earnest. “So, this is a date?”

“Depends on how you behave,” she replied with a smirk.

Torbin smiled, and moving around the table, he pulled back her chair with a flourish. “Fair enough. Shall we?” he said, gesturing towards the exit.

“And none of this outdated chivalry,” Jalanda quipped, sliding off her seat to one side.

Torbin let go of the chair as if it were on fire, shaking his hand dramatically before laughing. Jalanda relaxed, somehow charmed by this unexpected stranger.

As they walked towards the exit, she subtly checked out his physique. He looked like he worked out. Perhaps, if the evening went well, and Mr Film Star kept his behaviour in check, she might, just might, consider bending her rule about first-date boundaries.

* * *
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The large dining room left Jalanda suitably impressed as she settled into her seat at one of the elegantly spaced tables. She took a moment to take in her surroundings: silver service cutlery gleamed on crisp, white, starched tablecloths, and the water and wine glasses sparkled so brilliantly that she almost wished she had a pair of sunglasses on hand.

“Would you think it misogynistic of me if I ordered for you?” Torbin asked with a playful, knowing smile.

“Yes, I would, but go ahead,” Jalanda replied with a teasing grin. “I’m curious to see what a misogynist eats.”

Torbin returned her smile, then nodded slightly. Almost immediately, a server appeared silently at his side.

She glanced between the two of them. “Good evening. I’m your server for tonight. Are you ready to order?”

Jalanda gestured towards Torbin with an open palm. “I’d ask Mr FS, if I were you.”

The server, with pursed lips, played along. “Mr FS?”

Jalanda leant towards the server, shielding her face from Torbin with the back of her hand and gave a quick wink. “Film star,” she mouthed.

The server nodded, turning her attention to Torbin. “Hence the perfect teeth?” she asked, a slight smile tugging at her lips.

“What?” Torbin looked between the two women, slightly perplexed.

Jalanda gently touched the back of Torbin’s hand. “It’s just an inside joke. Don’t get all huffy.”

“Huffy?” Torbin’s dark brown eyes sparkled, reflecting the silverware’s gleam.

“Menu, sir?”

“Let’s go with the chef’s special. And please ask the sommelier to select a suitable wine.”

As the server left, Torbin focused back on Jalanda. “So, Jalanda, what do you do?”

“I work for my father’s company.”

“Hm.” Torbin picked up a bread roll, took a small bite, and wagged the remaining piece at her as he chewed. “And what exactly does that involve? You don’t strike me as the secretary type. Accountant, perhaps? No, not that. I admit, I’m at a loss.”

Jalanda leant back in her chair, enjoying the banter. Here was a man who was not only flirtatious and good-looking but also quick-witted and unflappable—a rarity in her social circles.

“Actually, I’m a computer programmer. And, if I say so myself, a rather good one.”

Torbin nodded as if she had confirmed his suspicions. Tilting his head slightly, he looked up at her through his lashes again—a gesture that hadn’t gone unnoticed by Jalanda. Was it a tell of some kind? She wasn’t sure, but she was determined to find out before the night was over.

“So,” he continued. “What exactly does a beautiful programmer like you, programme?”

Jalanda frowned, trying to maintain a serious expression. “If I told you that, I’d have to kill you.”

Torbin tipped his head again, studying her.

“Seriously,” she added, “we all sign non-disclosure agreements. Even me.”

“Well, well. I wouldn’t have pegged you as an MI5 operative—or is it MI6? I can never remember which is which.”

“And you, Torbin, what ...” Jalanda began, but a flurry of activity interrupted her as their food arrived. The server, sommelier, and even the chef appeared at their table.

“So nice to see you again, Mr Yates,” the chef greeted Torbin warmly. “It’s always a pleasure to prepare a meal for you.”

“Thank you, Pierre. I’m delighted to be here, especially with such a lovely companion.”

The chef smiled at Jalanda, nodded to Torbin, and then quietly left with the rest of the staff.

“Wow,” Jalanda said, inhaling the delightful aromas wafting up from her plate. “This smells amazing. What is it?”

“Saffron risotto with liquorice powder,” Torbin replied, a hint of satisfaction in his voice.

“Of course,” Jalanda nodded, recalling their earlier conversation at the club.

For the next fifteen minutes, they ate in comfortable silence, both fully absorbed in the exquisite meal. Jalanda stole a few glances at Torbin, who caught her once but said nothing. She felt her cheeks warm and focused on her food.

As they finished, Jalanda wiped her lips and leant back with a contented sigh. “Well, Mr Torbin Yates, that was the best meal I’ve ever had the pleasure of eating.”

Torbin placed his cutlery on the plate, his mouth lifting in a smile. “I’ll pass on your compliments to Pierre. Anything else? Perhaps dessert?”

“I couldn’t possibly manage another bite. I’ve eaten far too much already.”

“Well then, if you’ll excuse me, I need to visit the little boy’s room.”

As soon as Torbin left the table, Jalanda whipped out her mobile, her thumbs flying across the screen as she typed a message to Ayana. I think I’m in love.

A reply quickly followed: Where are you? Been wondering where you were.

Jalanda’s thumbs tapped away again. Sorry about that. Got picked up. At some fancy restaurant, just finished eating the most mouth-watering meal.

Oh, do tell. Who with?

Torbin Yates. Tall, handsome, clearly knows the best restaurants, and is not put off by my sense of humour.

So, someone has melted the Ice Maiden’s heart at last? I’ll believe it when I see it. When do I get to meet this paragon?

Jalanda noticed movement across the room. Got to go. My date is back. She quickly slipped her mobile back into her pocket as Torbin returned to the table.

“So,” he said with a knowing smile, “Was that daddy checking up on you? Or perhaps security, making sure you’re not leaking any company secrets?”

Jalanda laughed. “No, just telling a friend that, for the first time in my life, I may, just may, break my ‘no sex on the first date’ rule.”

Torbin’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “That sounds promising. But how about we get to know each other better at the fireworks display? You might change your mind as the evening progresses.”

Jalanda doubted it, but kept that thought to herself. “I think it’ll be far too noisy for conversation. How about we go back to my place for a nightcap instead?”

“Never one to refuse a lady’s request,” Torbin replied with a broad smile, raising his hand.

The server appeared instantly. Torbin pulled out his wallet, and the server leant in, her voice dropping to a whisper, though Jalanda still caught snippets of the exchange. Torbin nodded and then stood up.

“Shall we?” he said, offering his hand.

Jalanda took it, walking with him towards the entrance, pondering why the owner of such an exclusive restaurant might waive the bill.

* * *
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It felt strangely right, walking hand in hand with this near-stranger, lost in the moment. The city streets buzzed with the life of New Year’s Eve revellers, but Jalanda barely noticed them.

“Your carriage awaits, my lady,” Torbin said with a playful smile, gesturing towards a bright yellow sports car parked just up the road.

Jalanda stopped abruptly, causing Torbin to halt as well. “You have a bright yellow car?” she exclaimed, feigning indignation.

Torbin burst out laughing. “I offer you a ride in a Slingerin Roeter S5, the fastest production car in the world, and all you care about is the colour!”

“How fast is fastest?” she asked, curiosity piqued despite herself.

“One hundred and seventy-odd,” Torbin replied, tugging her gently towards the car.

“Kilometres per hour?” Jalanda asked, a hint of disbelief in her voice.

“Miles. Miles per hour,” Torbin chuckled, clearly enjoying the banter. He led the way across the road, and Jalanda ran to keep up.

But then, everything changed in an instant.

The world spun out of control as Jalanda’s body flew through the air. The last sound she heard was Torbin’s panicked shout. The last emotion she felt was a sudden, overwhelming fear. The last scent that filled her nostrils was the acrid stench of burning rubber on asphalt.

Torbin stood frozen, his mind unable to process what had just happened. He stared down at the blood seeping from Jalanda’s head, forming a dark, ominous pool on the road.

In the shock of the moment, he hesitated, but then his instincts kicked in. He dropped to his knees beside her, checking for a pulse at her carotid artery. It was faint, but it was there. He knew better than to move her—she could have spinal injuries—but he quickly covered her with his coat to keep her warm. His hands trembled as he pulled out his mobile and dialled the emergency services.

* * *
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Later, at the hospital, Torbin sat in a red plastic, uncomfortable chair, waiting to give his statement to the police. The white walls, harsh fluorescent lights, and the antiseptic smell of the hospital only amplified the tension gnawing at him. When the officer arrived, Torbin struggled to provide useful information. There was little he could recall in the chaotic aftermath of the accident. The car that had hit Jalanda was dark red, driven by a lone occupant, but it had sped off without stopping, leaving behind nothing but confusion and anguish.

As Torbin paced the corridor, waiting for Jalanda’s father to arrive, a profound sense of guilt weighed heavily on his shoulders. He replayed the scene in his mind repeatedly, each time blaming himself a little more. He should have been paying closer attention to the road, instead of being lost in the moment, charmed by Jalanda’s beauty and wit. What had started as a promising night out had turned into a nightmare.

The distant sound of a trolley being wheeled down the corridor interrupted his thoughts, the clattering echoing in the stillness. Torbin checked his watch for what felt like the hundredth time. Minutes seemed to drag into hours, even so there was no news from the doctors. He wondered how Jalanda was doing, if she was conscious, if she was in pain. The uncertainty was unbearable.

Torbin’s thoughts also strayed to Jalanda’s father. He had recently hired him—under the professional banner of ‘Torbin Yates-Confidential Investigations’—to uncover who was stealing research files from his company. It was supposed to be a straightforward case of corporate espionage, not a personal tragedy. How would her father react when he found out what had happened to his daughter under Torbin’s watch?

Torbin had faced many difficult situations in his career, but none felt quite like this. It wasn’t just the potential for professional fallout; it was the personal connection he had already formed with Jalanda. He could still hear her laughter, see the way she had rolled her eyes at his jokes, feel the warmth of her hand in his.

He stopped pacing for a moment, leaning against the cold wall, and rubbed his temples. This was not the best start to an investigation he had ever had. The irony of it all was bitter—he was supposed to be solving problems, not creating them. The situation felt like a cruel twist of fate, one he hadn’t expected. He could only hope that Jalanda would pull through and that, somehow, he could make amends for this tragic turn of events.
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While Dereece Collier waited for his visitor, he reviewed the young man’s file again, his fingers drumming lightly on the desk. The photograph clipped to the cover captured his attention—a square-jawed, blond-haired man stared back with a confident smile, his deep blue eyes catching the glint of the camera’s flash. The photograph had been taken as Torbin Yates exited a trendy nightclub in London’s Shoe District. At 29, with broad shoulders and a slim waist, he carried his 1.9 meters well, a physicality likely honed from his recent stint in the Parachute Regiment. Now a Confidential Private Investigator, Yates had quickly made a name for himself among wealthy clients. Collier couldn’t help but be impressed by the man’s ability to build such high-powered connections in such a short time, although he suspected that inheriting a family fortune at a young age hadn’t hurt him.

Setting the file aside, Collier leant back in his chair and closed his eyes. His company was under attack—industrial espionage had threatened its very foundation. Although the thief was now in police custody, the situation remained unresolved. The culprit had refused to talk, content to serve his time without revealing any information. This was the reason Collier had initially hired Yates, but now, with everything that had happened, he needed the investigator’s help more than ever. He sighed, hoping Yates could deliver the answers he desperately sought.

The chime of the front doorbell interrupted his thoughts, and he sat up. A few minutes later, a soft knock on the door announced his guest’s arrival. Collier stood and extended his hand as Torbin Yates entered the room. The two men exchanged polite smiles and nods.

“Thank you, Madlyn,” Collier said to his housekeeper. “Why don’t you take the rest of the night off? I can see to myself.” Turning back to Torbin, he gestured toward a chair near the enormous marble fireplace. “Please, sit down.”

As they settled into their seats, the crackle of burning logs filled the room, creating a tense, yet intimate, atmosphere. Collier offered a drink.

“No thank you, Mr Collier. I’m driving,” Torbin declined politely.

“Please. It’s Dereece,” Collier insisted, trying to ease the formality.

Torbin nodded. “As you wish, Dereece.”

Collier’s gaze softened as he continued, “So, how have you been since the accident, Torbin? I understand you’ve been a regular visitor to the hospital over the past two months.”

“Yes, I have,” Torbin replied cautiously, unsure of where the conversation was heading. Collier’s knowledge of his movements made him uneasy.

“First, let me assure you, I don’t blame you for what happened to Jalanda, so please relax.” Collier’s tone was sincere as he rose from his chair, walked over to a walnut desk on the far side of the room, and returned with a slim file. “I was going through Jalanda’s things and found this yesterday. Turns out she had been doing a bit of her own research about who our industrial spy was.”

Torbin accepted the file, flipping it open briefly before closing it again. “Could you send me an electronic copy?” He met Collier’s gaze, curiosity piqued.

“I will, but take the file with you and let me know what you think,” Collier continued. “However, there was something else I wanted to talk to you about tonight.”

Torbin’s brows lifted, waiting patiently as Collier seemed to wrestle with his thoughts.

“I’ve agreed to the hospital turning off Jalanda’s life-support machine,” Collier finally said, his voice soft and laden with sorrow.

Torbin’s eyes widened, but he remained silent, understanding the weight of Collier’s decision. Jalanda’s brain stem death had left her father with little choice.

Collier’s eyes met Torbin’s, intense and determined. “The police have come to an impasse. There’s nothing more they can do but keep the case open. I want ... I need ... to know who killed my daughter, Torbin. Can you help with that?”

Torbin hesitated, weighing his words carefully. “I can try, but I can’t guarantee success if the police have got nowhere.”

Collier leant forward, his elbows on his knees, hands clasped tightly. “I’ve asked around and heard nothing but positive reports about your work, Torbin. I have every confidence you will succeed.”

Torbin tried to mask his surprise. If Collier knew about his clientele, the man’s reach was indeed extensive. Torbin’s cases were selective, reserved for those with power, wealth, and secrets to protect. Now, more than ever, he felt the pressure to deliver—not just for the sake of the investigation, but to honour the memory of a woman whose life had been tragically cut so short.

* * *
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In his large top-floor lounge, Torbin sat back with a sigh. His flat in Gloucester Crescent overlooked the Outer Circle by Regent’s Park, offering a serene retreat from the bustling energy of London. Though he thrived in the city’s fast-paced environment, he cherished the quiet moments his home afforded him. With an Oban single malt Scotch whisky in hand, its subtle smoke and rich spiciness grounding him, he opened his laptop, entered his password, and scrolled to Jalanda’s file. For ten minutes, he read intently, occasionally tapping the rim of his whisky glass with a fingernail, deep in thought. Then, with a decisive click, he closed the laptop.

Collier had approached him three months ago with a serious problem. During a routine security check, his company’s computer system had revealed a sophisticated hack. Though no immediate damage was done, highly sensitive research documents had been stolen—documents that were key to Zex Labs’s cutting-edge biological data storage research. The hack had convinced Collier that someone within the company was selling their invaluable research to a third party, endangering years of costly development.

Finishing his drink, Torbin leant back and closed his eyes, letting his analytical mind process the information. He prided himself on his methodical approach, allowing his thoughts to form connections and patterns on their own.

Zex Labs was on the verge of a breakthrough in developing a biological data storage system based on DNA. The concept of converting digital electronic signals into genetic data and storing it within the genomes of living cells was revolutionary, though Torbin found the idea somewhat unsettling. He understood the immense financial potential such a discovery held, but the technical challenge remained—interfacing a DNA-based storage system with traditional silicon-based systems, a hurdle Collier’s team had yet to overcome.

Torbin’s investigation had eventually uncovered the industrial spy: a software programmer recently hired by Zex Labs. The man was now in police custody, awaiting trial. Yet, frustratingly, he had refused to reveal who had financed his betrayal.

During his investigation, Torbin had encountered Jalanda at a club, strategically ensuring an ‘accidental’ meeting. That decision now haunted him. If he had left well enough alone, perhaps Jalanda would still be alive. The young woman, a brilliant programmer and one of the best in the country, according to her father, had died tragically in his care.

Torbin couldn’t shake the sense of guilt that clung to him. The situation had spiralled far beyond a simple investigation. He had been hired to uncover who was stealing information from the company, but now he found himself chasing a killer. The stakes were much higher, and the consequences were far more personal.

He stood, refilled his glass, and stared out the window at the quiet street below, his mind already working on the next steps. He had been tasked with finding out who had killed Jalanda, and he was determined to do just that.

* * *
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Stretching his arms above his head, Torbin checked his watch: 19:07. He realised with a start that if he hurried, there might still be time to say a last goodbye to Jalanda. The thought spurred him into motion, his footsteps echoing softly through the quiet corridors of London Bridge Hospital.

When he reached the nurse’s station, the soft hum of hospital machinery and distant voices barely registered in his mind. “Excuse me,” he began, his voice low, almost hesitant. “Could I see Jalanda’s body, please?”

The nurse looked up, her expression a mix of professionalism and sympathy. From the way her eyes softened, Torbin knew immediately that Collier must have already given permission for Jalanda’s life support to be withdrawn.

“Am I too late?” he asked, his voice catching slightly.

“No, Mr Yates,” the nurse reassured him gently. “Mr Collier will be here tomorrow morning at ten, along with the hospital priest. They will turn off the support systems then.”

Torbin exhaled a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding. “Thank you.” He turned as if to leave, but something held him back. He lingered for a moment, gnawing at his bottom lip, before he spoke again, his tone more subdued. “Er ... Has anyone informed you about the arrangements made for her funeral?”

The nurse hesitated, her fingers hovering over the keyboard as she considered his request. Finally, with a small nod, she began typing. “Well, strictly speaking, that’s confidential, but ...” she trailed off, then offered him a small, sad smile. “... given your close relationship with the family, I’m sure Mr Collier wouldn’t mind me telling you. After Ms Collier’s passing, they will transfer her body to the morgue. Later, they will assess her for organ donation, in accordance with her wishes. After that, I believe Mr Collier plans to arrange for her cremation, which was her stated preference.”

Torbin nodded slowly, absorbing the information. “Thank you again. I’ll just ... go say my goodbyes now.”

“Of course, Mr Yates,” she replied, her tone laced with understanding.

Jalanda’s room was dimly lit, a soft, warm glow from the bedside lamp casting long shadows across the sterile, white walls. The rhythmic beeping of the machines monitoring her vitals created a sombre melody, a reminder of the life that was slowly ebbing away. Torbin approached the bed, his movements slow and deliberate, as though he were trying to memorise every moment.

He pulled a chair closer to the bed and gently took Jalanda’s hand in his. “Well, Jalanda,” he began, his voice barely above a whisper, “I guess this is goodbye. I wish we’d had more time to get to know each other. You had such a wonderful sense of humour, a rare and quirky personality that I’m sure brightened even the darkest of days.”

He paused, his gaze lingering on her peaceful face, so different from the lively woman he had met not so long ago. “Your father has asked me to find out who ran you down,” he continued, his tone firm with quiet resolve, “and I promise I’ll do my best to get to the bottom of it.”

For a moment, he just sat there, lost in thought, staring at the young woman who had somehow left an indelible mark on him after only one brief encounter. Finally, with a deep breath, he stood, squeezing her hand one last time before leaning down to press a gentle kiss on her forehead.

“Goodbye, Jalanda,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “Wherever you are now, thank you for letting me be a part of your life, even if only for a fleeting moment.”

As he turned to leave, the soft beep of the machines continued their steady rhythm, accompanying him out of the room, and out of Jalanda’s life forever.

* * *
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David watched as the tall, broad-shouldered man, dressed in expensive casual clothes, left the room. His steps were heavy, his head bowed, as he made his way towards the exit. The door clicked shut behind him, and the corridor fell silent. Sensing his opportunity, David slipped into the room, his movements quick and precise. He pulled out his phone and began snapping a series of pictures, the sound of his heavy breathing breaking the stillness.

When he was done, he glanced at the patient’s name displayed on the chart by the bed. A slow smile spread across his face as he read it. Tomorrow, he’d be three hundred quid richer. Not bad for a few minutes of work and a discreet phone call.

Back in the cold, sterile confines of the morgue, David tapped out a number on his mobile, his fingers moving with practiced ease. The phone rang once before a voice on the other end picked up. “Name’s Jalanda Collier,” David said, keeping his voice low and business-like. “Yeah, I got the pics. Yeah, okay. So, tomorrow morning at ten. ... Same arrangements as before? Yes. Good. ... I understand that. I’ll contact you as soon as the body gets down here. Have the ambulance ready in the usual place. We won’t have a lot of time.”

Hanging up, David rubbed his hands together, a gesture half out of habit and half out of satisfaction. He scanned the room, ensuring everything was in place for the next morning. Someone had already entered the falsified documents into the hospital’s computer system, carefully ensuring that they showed the patient’s explicit request not to be used for organ donation. The paperwork would pass any casual scrutiny, leaving no trace of the truth.

Nearby, a coffin sat waiting, carefully weighted to feel authentic for when the undertakers would receive it later in the afternoon. Once they completed the cremation, they would have no evidence of what had really taken place except for ashes. David chuckled softly, rubbing his hands together again, the anticipation of his reward fuelling his sense of triumph. By tomorrow night, his wallet would be three hundred pounds heavier. Maybe, he mused, he’d even treat a few of his mates to a drink.
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Chapter 3
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After receiving the phone call from the hospital, Callum West methodically reset his mobile phone to its factory settings, erasing every trace of data. Once done, he slipped the phone into a plastic bag for later disposal. Tomorrow, he’d pick up another ‘trap phone’ when he paid the morgue technician for his services. It was just another day in his line of work—one that required careful management of both people and technology.

Entering an impressive glass building on the bank of the River Thames, he nodded briefly at the receptionist seated behind a sleek, horseshoe-shaped desk. She returned his smile, her gaze lingering on him as he passed by, but he paid little attention. His mind was already on the meeting ahead. Reaching a bank of lifts, he stepped into the first one that arrived, its mirrored interior reflecting his composed, almost impassive expression. He punched the button for the twenty-first floor, the office suite of Ellis Dickson, the powerful and enigmatic founder of NeuralNetworks.

The lift ascended smoothly, and when the doors slid open, West stepped out into a hushed, tastefully decorated hallway. Dickson’s personal assistant looked up as he approached, her demeanour professional but indifferent. “Go right through. He’s expecting you,” she said, her voice clipped.

West nodded, his dark eyes fixed on the door ahead. He opened it without knocking and quickly closed it behind him, shutting out the world outside.

“Please, Callum. Take a seat,” came the voice from behind the desk. It was soft and cultured, with a plummy tone that contrasted with the man’s imposing presence. Ellis Dickson, with his pudgy fingers and rotund frame, might have appeared unassuming, but West knew better. Beneath the exterior lay a man who wielded immense power and influence.

“Thank you.” West sat down, his face a practiced mask of neutrality.

Dickson leant back slightly, his hand gesturing to the low, plush chair in front of his opulent desk. The large antique blotter, meticulously arranged with various documents, dominated the space between them. “I understand we have another vessel coming?” Dickson inquired, his eyes sharp despite the softness of his voice.

“Yes,” West confirmed, his tone even.

“Have we contacted the client yet?” Dickson delivered his question with the precision of a man who was used to having every detail under control.

“No. I will do so after this meeting,” West replied. “Has she been cleared?”

“Of course,” Dickson said with a slight smile, clearly implying that everything had already been taken care of.

“Very well. Was there something else, Mr Dickson?” West asked, sensing that the meeting was nearing its conclusion, but aware that Dickson rarely summoned him without reason.

Dickson leant forward, resting his forearms on the blotter, his gaze locking onto West’s with an intensity that belied his outward calm. “NeuralFlash needs another ...” he drew air quotes with his pudgy fingers, “...’volunteer’. Today, if possible.”

“Very well,” West responded immediately. “I’ll see to that straight away. Will that be all?”

“It will, Callum,” Dickson replied, leaning back and dismissing him with a slight nod. “Close the door on your way out. There’s a good man.”

West rose smoothly, his face betraying nothing as he turned to leave. The PA at her desk didn’t even glance up as he passed by; her indifference was something he expected. His work set him apart from the other employees at NeuralNetworks, even though most didn’t know the true nature of what he did. As he exited the building and stepped back into the bustling city, he was already planning his next move, his mind focused on the task at hand.

* * *
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NeuralFlash, housed in an unremarkable two-story building tucked behind Kings Cross Station, operated as the shadow counterpart to NeuralNetworks. Director Tod Burnel and his chief technician, Vaughn Mason, oversaw the company and offered an exclusive and exorbitantly priced service to wealthy individuals facing the end of their lives. With a staff of only four, each handpicked by Ellis Dickson himself, they were all handsomely paid for their discretion and expertise.

Descending into the sub-basement, Callum West swiped his security card, and a retinal scan and fingerprint check followed immediately. The layers of security were there for good reason. Beyond the considerable resources invested in research and development over the years, some activities conducted at NeuralFlash ventured into the realm of the unethical, if not outright criminal.

The large laboratory hummed with the steady drone of air-conditioning units tasked with cooling an ARCHER2-plus supercomputer that dominated most of the room. This piece of technology, a £100 million investment made by the parent company, NeuralNetworks, was critical to their operations and was now paying substantial dividends.

West moved to another door and entered a password into a keypad. The door slid smoothly into a recess, revealing a sterile inner chamber. He quickly donned a disposable laminated coverall before entering the main lab. Monitors softly glowed and high-tech equipment faintly hummed in the room. Vaughn Mason, the chief technician, sat hunched over a bank of screens, his focus fixed on an enormous display filled with intricate DNA codes.

“We have a vessel and client tonight,” West said, his voice cutting through the low hum of the machinery.

Mason jerked in surprise, spinning his chair around to face West. “Hell, don’t creep up on me like that!” he snapped, irritation quickly replacing his initial shock. “What is it? I’m busy.”

“We have a vessel and client tonight,” West repeated with measured calm. “And I’m told you need a volunteer?”

“Yes, yes,” Mason responded, his earlier annoyance giving way to a fevered excitement. “I’ve cracked it. After five years, I’ve done it. Look.” He gestured at the screen with a wild enthusiasm that seemed almost out of place in the cold, clinical environment. “I used the DNA of a lungfish instead of an ape, and it worked! Once I load the programme into a mindpod, I’ll be able to transfer off-site. Won’t that be great? It’ll save us so much time, trouble, and money.”

The excitement in Mason’s voice was almost palpable, and for a moment, West thought the man might actually start jumping up and down with glee. 

“Wonderful,” West said, his tone flat, unaffected by the technician’s enthusiasm. “What sort of volunteer do you need?”

Mason waved a hand dismissively, his attention already drifting back to his work. “Doesn’t matter,” he muttered, his eyes glued to the screen once more. Then, as if remembering the importance of his discovery, he looked back at West, his face lighting up again. “But didn’t you hear what I just said? This is a breakthrough!”

“Yes,” West replied, his voice as calm and uninflected as before. Without another word, he turned and left the technician to his work, the door swishing closed behind him.

As West walked back through the corridors, the hum of the computers faded into the background, replaced by his own thoughts. The task ahead was clear, and he knew exactly what needed to be done. In the world of NeuralFlash, breakthroughs were just another piece of the puzzle, and there was always another task waiting on the horizon.

* * *
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Vaughn Mason dismissed Callum West from his mind as easily as one might swat away a bothersome fly. In Mason’s eyes, West was a mere moron, utterly incapable of grasping the monumental importance of the work he was doing at NeuralFlash















[image: image]



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Mind shifters

===y Bérns





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





