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Within each of us there is darkness. A
deep, penetrating void within which our demons reside. How we
choose to deal with that darkness will shape our future. If we let
it, it may even determine our fate.


Chapter One

 


Emma felt a sharp, searing pain in her
shoulders. It pierced her flesh like a red hot poker, sending panic
hurtling through her veins. She screamed out. But the darkness was
all-consuming, and she couldn’t be sure if the cries left her body.
Seized by fear, she leaned in closer to the hard metal railing. The
weight hanging from her hands was becoming unbearable now and she
knew that, at some point, she would lose her grip. The thought made
her cry out again. But the cold night air was impenetrable. And her
sounds dissolved into the stillness.

Tears stinging her eyes, she stared
into the familiar face of the young woman dangling below her. She
couldn’t think, talk, or even breathe. It was all she could do
to...hold...on. The railing beneath them creaked in protest. Then
something slipped. A finger, perhaps two. Emma screamed out again
in desperation. Then, suddenly, it was over.

Emma woke from her recurring nightmare
to find the telephone ringing beside her. Still trembling, she
lifted the receiver and held it to her ear. “Hello.” Her voice was
still croaky from sleep.

“Is this Emma Blake?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry to trouble you so early,
Miss Blake. But there’s been an accident. We have your father
here...at St. Thomas’ Hospital. I think you should come right
away.”

What seemed barely a few hours later,
as Emma stared out of the small airplane window into the pale blue
sea of hazy summer sky, she was consumed by anxiety. Since
receiving the call, she’d packed a small overnight bag and checked
in on the next flight to London. But she still wasn’t sure what she
was going back to. The caller, a DC from London’s Metropolitan
Police, had been reluctant to give details over the telephone.
Except to insist that Peter Blake was in a very bad way and that
his condition was “critical.” Apparently, he’d been attacked on the
landing leading to his flat, which hardly sounded like the accident
it had first been described as.

Emma rubbed her aching shoulders, which
had plagued her since that fateful night ten years ago. Heading
back to London didn’t sit easy with her. She’d sworn she would
never go back, let alone to visit her father. And now, here she
was, rushing back on the first available flight. She shuffled
awkwardly in the seat, running her fingers through her thick, brown
fringe. Even though it was still fairly early in the day, she’d
been wrestling with her conscience for hours. Should she go,
shouldn’t she go? In the end, she’d realized it wasn’t her decision
to make. As her father’s only living relative, it was her duty to
find out what had happened. And although the police couldn’t
actually force her to switch continents, she knew they’d be
anticipating her arrival. She was one of their proverbial loose
ends.

She closed her eyes, absorbing the
first few rays of sunlight that seeped through the window. She
still wasn’t sure how the police had gotten her number. She’d
deliberately not left it in the small pale blue address book that
had always littered the hallway table. After all, she’d never
wanted to be found. She’d hoped to fade into obscurity like the
raven beneath its tall oak tree. She shrugged as the sun took
shelter behind a fluffy white cloud, momentarily depriving her of
her cosy blanket. She was clearly overthinking things. If the
police really wanted to find out where she was, there was always a
way. No one was untraceable.

Her stomach did a somersault as an
unexpected air pocket took the plane by surprise. The seatbelt
light went on, forcing her back into the realm of the here and now.
Still shuffling in her seat, she glanced at her watch.
Ten-twenty-five New York time. Her mind drifted back to the call
she’d made to her editor that morning. With the next edition of
Cornered magazine due out in a week, this was far from the ideal
time to be taking leave. Not that there was ever a good time.
Perhaps she should have brought some work for the journey. She bit
down firmly against the inside of her lip. This would be the first
time she’d failed her deadline in almost nine years. She just hoped
it didn’t prove too costly a mistake.

The seatbelt light pinged back off and
she stood to retrieve a cardigan from her bag. She’d forgotten how
cold she always got on flights. Instinctively, she rubbed her
shoulders with the palms of her hands. The sunlight had made them
clammy and warm, even if it hadn’t been enough to warm her
completely. She slowly shuffled to the edge of the seat. Luckily,
the plane was only half full and there was no one to disturb as she
stepped awkwardly into the narrow aisle, pulling the small purple
carry-on from the locker above her. She placed it onto the seat
beside her and rummaged for the item as if her life depended on it.
At any moment, the warning lights might flicker back on and she
might be forced to abandon her search.

When she finally had the item in her
hands, Emma returned the bag to the overhead locker and slowly
edged back into her seat, pulling the cardigan tightly around her.
She felt tired and drained. Not just from the anxiety, but also
from a general lack of sleep. She’d thought her nightmares were
becoming a thing of the past, since they’d gradually eased off over
the last few years. But recently, they’d returned with a vengeance,
more vivid and disturbing than ever. And she had no idea why. She
was even beginning to dread going to bed at night. Worst of all, it
was starting to affect her work. If she didn’t start sleeping soon,
she feared for her career. Not to mention her sanity.

She leaned her head back until it met
with the firm fabric of the chair behind it. Her eyelids felt heavy
and she closed her eyes. It felt like heaven to simply lay there
and think of nothing. If only for a brief time. Lately, she’d
barely had time to catch her breath. She filled her lungs with the
thick, stagnant presence of cool, pressurized air, then slowly let
it out again. If there was one good thing about traveling, it was
the time it gave her to relax. She only wished it didn’t take such
an event to make that happen. Suddenly, she longed for a life of
peace and tranquillity. The kind of natural contentment that had
always seemed to evade her. And she wondered why it was that, to
some people, it came naturally when, for others, it was always so
elusive. She was clearly doing something wrong.

A few minutes later, when she found
herself drifting into semi-consciousness, Emma removed the eye mask
from the welcome pack in front of her and placed it over her head.
It felt cold and spongy, like unset jelly. She carefully adjusted
it until every ounce of light was blocked out. Then she sank back
into the seat. If she was lucky, she might get a few hours’ sleep
before the chaos began. For chaos it was destined to be. She
reached for the seatbelt to the side of her, pulling it tightly
across her chest until it clicked noisily into its slot. Then,
turbulence aside, she prayed for a peaceful journey.


Chapter Two

 


When the plane touched down in Heathrow
seven hours later, Emma felt considerably calmer. Even though sleep
had predominantly evaded her, she was strangely reconciled to the
task ahead. She had a duty to perform and she would perform it. Not
that she could generally be described as a timid person. In fact,
both friends and work colleagues often praised her for her firm,
forthright approach. And she hadn’t gotten work as a respected
journalist on a hugely popular monthly magazine by side-stepping
delicate issues. Like the professional she’d become, she’d face her
responsibility head on. The break from work might even do her good.
She retrieved her bag and joined the departing queue. And a few
minutes later, she was stepping out into the balmy July
sunshine.

Almost as soon as Emma had escaped one
queue, she found herself embroiled in another. And the queue for
customs was immense—a vast, winding maze, stretching from one
corner of the huge, over-white room to the other. She fiddled with
her landing cards, temporarily distracted. A clock on the wall read
10:15 p.m. Between New York and London, she’d succeeded in losing
five hours. It was strange how much difference one journey could
make. She’d never managed to get to grips with time
zones.

The couple in front of her started to
move, jolting her back to reality. She lifted the handle of her bag
and shuffled a few short steps forward. Already her anxiety was
returning and she longed to be back out in the freedom of the open
air. The smell of so many tired bodies in such a busy, confined
place made her feel nauseous. She pulled her hair back tightly off
her forehead and held it there. If there was one thing she hated
more than any other, it was waiting. It required a patience that
the human condition simply wasn’t designed for.

By the time she’d finally reached the
front of the queue, Emma felt physically drained from the heat. The
man in the customs kiosk took one look at her tattered passport and
ushered her into the corridor beyond. She was well and truly back
in London now. Not that there was anyone to greet her. A fleeting
tinge of loneliness stabbed at her chest and sent a rush of emotion
surging through her veins. It was times like these that she really
missed her sister. She took a deep breath and pushed the thought to
the back of her mind. There was no point getting nostalgic now. It
wouldn’t help her face what was to come.

Shaking herself to her senses, she
placed her bag up over her shoulder and followed the crowd through
to departures. And a few minutes later, she was drifting past
baggage claim and hordes of excited tourists. It was like a circus
in summer, but without the fun. When she’d finally negotiated her
way through, she put down the bag and stood still for a moment to
take stock. It wasn’t until her eyes caught on a taxi rank on the
other side of the huge glass window that she was finally spurred
back into action. She was dying to check into a guest house, where
a decent meal and a strong drink beckoned. But the hospital would
come first. She quickly picked up the small purple bag. Duty, she
reminded herself. And the sooner she got it over with, the
better.

A few minutes later, as the large black
taxi wove skilfully through the familiar London streets, Emma had
visions of her old life. It felt like an eternity ago. Far longer
than a decade. Not that it had been a happy existence. In truth,
she’d always hated London, her home borough of Debden in
particular. This was partly due to the unfortunate series of events
she’d experienced there. But it was also due to the bleak, uncaring
nature of the council estate on which she’d lived. She’d never
seemed able to blend in. It was as if she’d been an outsider on her
own turf. She recalled the sense of dread that had filled her
whenever she’d returned to those familiar tower blocks. How she’d
longed to escape those dirty grey walls with dirty grey ceilings
and dirty grey walkways. Everything about her childhood had been
grey, apart from the parts she’d tried to blot out altogether. Had
it not been for her sister, Jessie, she didn’t know how she
would’ve gotten through her turbulent teenage years. Memories of
her sister brought warm tears cascading down her cheeks.

“You okay, love?”

She’d been oblivious to the driver
since leaving the airport. “Fine.” She leaned back in the cold
leather seat and closed her eyes. Perhaps she should have stayed at
home after all.

St. Thomas’ Hospital was an immense
concrete building with row upon row of large rectangular windows.
Its distinctive façade reminded Emma of some hospital docu-drama
she’d seen on TV recently. She exited the taxi into the busy
parking lot and her uneasiness returned. Reaching into her pocket,
she pulled out the small wad of notes she’d prepared
earlier.

“Keep the change.” She smiled toward
the waiting taxi driver, who then rudely sped off in a cloud of
exhaust fumes.

Again, she placed the small purple bag
over her shoulder. “Thank you too,” she muttered behind
him.

Critical Care was on the second floor
and, as Emma stepped cautiously into the elevator, she pulled her
long grey cardigan tightly around her. The air conditioning made an
unwelcome contrast to the warmth outside.

As the elevator doors closed, she
drifted into a corner. An elderly man with a beard hovered silently
at its center. And two middle-aged women, one of whom was clearly
upset, huddled together against the opposite wall. The mood was
quietly somber, which did nothing to quench her anxiety. The
elevator stopped on the first floor and the elderly man got out.
There was no one waiting. The doors closed again and within seconds
they’d reached level two. Emma hung back while the other passengers
stepped out. Partly out of politeness and partly because her nerves
were starting to get the better of her.

Almost as soon as she’d stepped into
the corridor, she was consumed by a wave of apprehension. She
hadn’t seen her father for almost nine years and during that time
there’d been no contact. She pictured his face the day she’d left,
with white sunken cheeks and red, heavily bagged eyes. Not that
she’d felt any sympathy. He’d aged ten years since her mother had
died and the alcohol had well and truly taken hold. He’d had
nothing left to give the two daughters she’d left behind. Not that
he’d been a particularly attentive person before. Both Emma and
Jessie had been left to deal with their grief alone, with only each
other for solace. Then, when Jessie had died tragically at the age
of sixteen, Emma had had no reason to stay.

She reached the large, grey doors
marked Critical Care and rang the bell.

“Yes?” came a female voice.

“I’m here to see Peter Blake.” Her lips
trembled as she spoke through the tiny microphone. There was no
reply. A few seconds later, the doors moved slightly forward to
reveal a tiny Asian nurse.

“He’s in bed six.”

Critical Care was everything Emma had
envisaged. The cold, sterile atmosphere was almost unbearably
thick. And the unnatural silence was broken only by the ritualistic
beeping of machines. Even the nurses whispered. It was as if not
even sound dared shatter its serenity. There was a sense of
clinical to the extreme, a mood of religious fervor which could
only be achieved by a certain closeness to death. And this was
rivaled only by the sickly-sweet smell of chemicals. The stillness
was so profound it was overwhelming.

Emma moved forward and her boots
clicked noisily against the hard tiled floor. She raised herself
onto her tip-toes, reluctant to shatter the unearthly peace. God
himself would’ve been afraid to make a noise. When she reached the
small hand-wash container, she dutifully washed her hands. The bed
on her left was bed one and for a brief second she glimpsed the
young man inside it. His body was almost totally obscured by tubes
yet, even so, it was impossible to mistake its paleness. She
lowered her gaze, restricting it merely to bed numbers. And a
second or two later, it was easy to see which was bed six. A
smartly dressed young man, who was most certainly a plain clothes
policeman, sat rigidly at its side. As Emma moved closer, he stood
to greet her.

“Miss Blake?”

“Yes.”

“DC Jack Tyler.” He reached into his
pocket and pulled out his ID. He put it away again and she
obligingly shook his hand. “I’m sorry we meet in such unfortunate
circumstances.” His voice was warm and deep, and there was a
smoothness about it that somehow suited the circumstance. “I’ll
leave you alone for a while.” He smiled, turning briefly toward the
bed. “I’ll be just outside when you’ve finished. Perhaps we could
have a little chat?”

“Sure.” She glanced at the bed,
avoiding his gaze. For some reason, the whole scenario made her
uncomfortable.

The DC drifted off and Emma turned
around. The man lying on the cool white sheets was almost
unrecognizable. The skin on his face was so pale it was almost
transparent. And the veins beneath his eyes protruded like tiny
spiders weaving delicate webs onto his bony cheeks. His once dark
hair had faded to a snowy white, resting high above his wrinkled
forehead. But for Emma, the singular most disturbing thing was the
thick grey tube that flowed effortlessly into his mouth and down
his throat. She could hardly bear look. It was as if there was no
life in his body at all. As if someone had locked the outer door
and he was trapped somewhere inside. The very thought terrified
her.

She reached down to touch his hand and
was surprised by its coldness. Emotion surged through her veins,
yet she had no idea why. It defied all logic. It wasn’t as if
they’d ever been close. Perhaps it was the shock. Or merely the
seriousness of the situation. Whatever the reason, just being in
this environment overwhelmed her. It was as if she was locked in a
dream and she couldn’t wake up. She pinched herself to make sure it
was real. When nothing happened, she shook her head at her own
stupidity. After all that had gone on in her life, she should be
adept at dealing with pretty much anything by now. Shouldn’t
she?

She stared down into the expressionless
face beneath her. His eyes were closed and, apart from the tube, he
might well have just been asleep. She wondered if he realized she
was there. The DC had told her earlier that he was drifting in and
out of consciousness, so there was a good chance he didn’t. She
decided this was probably a good thing.

“Are you his daughter?”

The voice was so unexpected it took
Emma by surprise.

“Yes.”

“I thought so. I can see the
resemblance.”

It was the first time she’d heard that
one. A plump, middle-aged nurse appeared on her right and proceeded
to check the monitors.

“He’s been unconscious for a while now.
But he’s a bit more stable. We thought we might lose him earlier.
But he’s a fighter.”

Now Emma was surprised. Nine years ago,
he’d had no fight left in him. “What exactly is wrong with
him?”

The nurse stepped past her, negotiating
a small cluster of wires that appeared to originate from the bed.
“You’ll have to speak to the doctor. He’s been through quite a
trauma. And several of his major organs have suffered. He’s had one
heart attack since he’s been here.”

“Is he likely to have another?” Emma’s
mouth seemed to have a life of its own.

“At this point in time, anything could
happen. If he can make it through the next forty-eight hours, he’ll
have a better chance.” The nurse lifted his arm to pull up the bed
covers, but there was no response.

Emma turned away, finding it
surprisingly difficult to watch. “Is he likely to regain
consciousness?”

The nurse proceeded mechanically with
her work. “You really need to speak to the doctor. He’ll be around
again in the morning.” With that, she drifted off, leaving Emma
alone with her thoughts.

Again, she looked down at the
motionless figure. There was no chance of reconciliation now. Not
that she even knew if she wanted it.


Chapter Three

 


It was a good few minutes before
exhaustion began to take over and Emma turned away from the bed.
And by then, her mind was buzzing with confusion. She’d known since
that morning that her father had succumbed to an “accident” and
that his condition was critical. But it wasn’t until the last few
moments that the seriousness of the situation had really hit home.
Whoever had done this to him must’ve really had an axe to grind.
She’d always known her father had gotten involved in things he
shouldn’t, but he’d never been any kind of major player. Never
important enough to warrant much attention. Perhaps that was why
he’d never been picked up by the police. At least not as far as she
was aware. He was small time. Insignificant. Words that probably
sum him up better than any others, she thought cruelly to herself
as she stepped out into the corridor. As soon as the door closed
behind her, the DC was on his feet.

“There’s a room just round the corner
where we can talk.”

As Emma followed him along the
corridor, it was all she could do to keep her eyes open. Exhaustion
was gnawing at her brain cells like rats gnawing on an electric
cable, but she needed to speak to someone.

As if reading her mind, the DC tried to
lighten the mood. “Did you have a good flight?”

“Not bad.”

“Good. I’m surprised you got here so
quickly.”

“Airplanes generally do that.” She
regretted her response as soon as she’d said it. It wasn’t like
her. But she really wasn’t up to small talk. She quickened her step
to keep up with him. She felt strangely disembodied, like she was
there in the flesh but not totally in spirit. Perhaps it was the
jet lag. Then again, everything about this day had been
surreal.

He pushed open a tall, grey door and
stood still while she entered.

The room was tiny and windowless and
reminded Emma of a room they used for conducting interviews back at
the magazine. She walked further inside. The walls had been painted
with the dreary hue of magnolia, and its one small
picture—projecting the image of a kingfisher diving into a pond—did
nothing to quench its coldness. She seated herself in a small blue
chair beside a table at the far end of the room. He sat
opposite.

“As I said earlier, I’m sorry we meet
under such unfortunate circumstances.”

His voice was calm and friendly, and
she liked the way his eyes danced when he smiled. She presumed he
was probably in his late twenties, though the first hint of tiny
lines around his eyes meant she could well be wrong.

He paused for a moment, shuffling the
papers on the desk in front of him.

Emma sat silently, waiting for him to
speak. It’d been a very long day and she wasn’t in the mood for
idle chat. Besides, under the circumstances, it hardly seemed
appropriate. When he finally looked up from his paperwork, his eyes
had taken on a darker, more somber look and his earlier cheery
disposition had all but disappeared.

“As you’re probably aware by now, this
was a very serious attack.”

His words had an edge about them and
Emma took a moment to digest them. The seriousness of the situation
had certainly been brought home to her. But what did he want her to
say? There was an extended moment of silence as if he was waiting
for a response.

“I’m sorry,” she said finally. “I don’t
really know what to say. I guess I’m still in shock.”

There was a flicker of embarrassment on
his face, which was strangely reassuring. Emma wondered whether he
enjoyed his job. He rested his elbows on the table in front of him
and a thick strand of straight black hair rushed freely onto his
forehead. He left it there.

“Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to say
anything. You’ve had an extremely long day. And then to be thrown
into all this...well, I realize it can’t be easy.” He leaned
forward slightly. “Perhaps I should begin by explaining that I work
for the Homicide and Special Crimes unit. My partner and I became
involved in this case because of the nature of the incident.
Attacks as severe as this don’t occur every day. Thank God. If they
did, we’d be run off our feet.”

His cheery disposition had returned,
but his words were coming faster than Emma could comprehend. So
this was a case now? This day was becoming stranger by the
minute.

He glanced down at the table as if
seeking the words to continue. “Perhaps it would be easier if I
just give you the facts as we know them,” he said finally. “That
way we all know where we are.”

Emma nodded. Perhaps it would’ve been
easier if he’d just done that in the first place.

For the next few minutes, DC Tyler
proceeded to explain that Peter Blake had been the victim of a
particularly brutal beating on the landing leading to his flat.
Although he was repeating what she already knew, Emma sat in
horrified silence. Hearing what had happened out loud somehow made
it more real. Apparently, a neighbor had discovered him lying
unconscious in a pool of blood and had used her mobile to dial for
an ambulance. If she hadn’t, he might not be alive
today.

She shook her head, raising her hands
to her face. She was surprised how much this whole thing upset her.
Until this morning, she hadn’t expected today to be different than
any other day. Now it felt like her whole world was in
disarray.

“Would you like a coffee?”

His words shook her back to reality.
“No thanks, I’m fine.” If he’d offered something stronger, she
probably would’ve taken him up on it. She brushed a stray strand of
hair from her eye. “Does anyone know what actually happened? I
mean, were there any witnesses? Did anyone see
anything?”

“We’re still trying to ascertain that.
The injuries suggest that more than one individual was involved.
But that’s all we know. So far, we’ve found no one who heard or saw
anything.”

Emma shuffled in her seat. “What about
the woman that found him? She must’ve seen something. Or at least
heard something.”

“I’m afraid not. She just happened to
be walking by on her way back home. Or at least that’s what she’s
telling us. If we could find a motive, we’d have a better chance of
finding out what happened.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled
out a brown, padded envelope, which he placed on the table in front
of him. Emma wondered what relevance it held for her father’s
attack. He drummed his fingers against it, but made no attempt to
open it.

“I don’t suppose you’ve any idea who
might have done this to your father? Did he have any enemies? Did
anyone ever threaten him?” He fiddled with the envelope.

“I haven’t had any contact with my
father for nine years.”

“I see. No contact at all?”

“No.”

“And the reasons for that aren’t likely
to shed any light on the matter?”

“No.” She didn’t bother telling him
that her father probably had plenty of enemies. He wasn’t exactly
what could be described as an “affable” person. As she recalled, he
never went anywhere without at least upsetting someone.

Again, the DC fiddled with the
envelope. His actions seemed deliberately symbolic. As if he was
privy to some sort of covert game. Whatever he was up to, he
clearly intended to stimulate her curiosity.

He turned his attention back to her.
“I’m sorry if it seems like I’m prying. We just want to find out
what happened. And why. At the end of the day, we’re all on the
same side.”

His tone was condescending, but Emma
quickly brushed the thought aside. She had a knack for sensing the
worst in people and it hadn’t done her any favors up until now.
Besides, if she simply focused on the issue at hand, she couldn’t
get herself into any trouble. Could she? “So what happens now?” The
journalist in her was stirring.

“For now, we’ll continue with our house
to house inquiries. More than likely, someone knows or saw
something. Housing estates are tight-knit communities. Not much
goes unnoticed. Sooner or later, a witness’ll come out of the
woodwork. They always do.” He pulled the envelope a little closer,
tantalizing her with its presence. “In the meantime, we’ll do
everything we can to piece together what happened.”

“Is there any idea how long that might
take?” She knew it was an impossible question, and she felt
slightly stupid for asking it, but she had to ask it
anyway.

“I’m sorry. If I could answer that
question, I really would. Usually these sorts of cases are resolved
fairly quickly. But right now that’s all I can tell you.... We’ll
keep you updated as soon as there’s any news.”

She stared down at the shiny grey floor
beneath her feet. Suddenly, she knew she’d been right to come. If
nothing else, it would help her make sense of what had actually
gone on here. It might even give her the closure she so desperately
craved.

The sound of tearing paper brought her
back to her senses. DC Tyler had picked up the envelope and was
carefully pulling at its corners. The motion was deliberately slow,
as if he intended to make as big a deal out of it as possible. Emma
leaned closer. Her heart was beating heavy inside her chest. If it
didn’t contain a clue to her father’s attack, he was doing a damn
good job of insinuating it did. But what could it possibly hold of
any significance?

A few moments later, when he reached
inside it and pulled out a long, very delicate gold chain, Emma was
even more astounded. This day was becoming more surreal by the
minute. And her head was starting to pound like a freight train. If
truth be told, she didn’t know how much more of it she could
take.

He arranged the chain carefully across
the palm of one hand until its pendant lay perfectly flat across
his fingers. Then very slowly he placed it on the table in front of
him. “Have you ever seen this chain before?”

Emma shook her head. “No...I’m
sorry...I haven’t.” She had no idea why she was apologizing. “Where
did it come from? Did it have something to do with my
father?”

He coughed as if to clear his throat.
“The medics found it at the entrance to your father’s windpipe. If
it’d been pushed down a couple of millimeters further, we’d have
been looking at a murder case.”

An icy chill descended Emma’s spine. So
that was why the Homicide and Special Crimes unit had been called
in. “Then this was attempted murder?”

“Quite possibly. The question is, who
might have wanted him dead?”

Emma shuffled her seat a little closer
to the table. Surely she had to be dreaming now. Days like this
only happened in books. She stared down at the chain. At its end
hung the most beautiful jewelled butterfly. It was probably no more
than an inch in diameter, but its tiny wings glistened so
intensely, it sent a sharp burst of light shimmering across the
table. She rubbed her eyes, her thoughts bordering on disbelief. It
was the most beautiful thing she had ever set eyes on. She couldn’t
imagine what it could possibly have had to do with her
father.

The DC leaned forward, sustaining eye
contact for the first time. She was surprised at how uncomfortable
it made her feel. His attention returned to the chain and to the
beautiful butterfly. “Do you know if your father was seeing anyone?
A girlfriend, perhaps?”

She couldn’t envisage it. “I don’t
know. Like I said, I’ve had no contact with him for nine
years.”

“Did he ever have girlfriends in the
past?”

“That was a long time ago and we hadn’t
long lost my mother.... I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“Of course...I’m sorry.” He had that
sheepish look about him again, as if he knew he’d overstepped the
mark. He carefully placed the chain back in the
envelope.

Emma reached for the bag at her side.
She’d almost forgotten it was there, but now she clung to it as
though it was her one remaining vestige of normality.

“Will you be around for
long?”

The question startled her and she had
to stop and think. “I don’t know. I mean, I have a job to get back
to...but then I can’t just leave, can I? I’m sorry, I really don’t
know.”

“Well, perhaps you could leave me some
contact details? That way, if there are any developments, we can
let you know right away.” He pulled a pad of paper from the pocket
of his jacket. A slim black pen followed. “Obviously, we have your
mobile phone number.”

The fact still surprised her, though
she couldn’t be bothered to ask how they’d gotten it. Tiredness was
rapidly taking over.

“Will you be staying with
family?”

“No. There’s no family.” Surely they
knew that.

He waited, pen poised.

“I’ll probably just find a guest house
somewhere. There were a few on the way.”

There was no doubt in her mind that
she’d find an available room. Despite the fact that it was the
middle of summer and verging on midnight. There were dozens at
every turn in this area. After all, it was London, the country’s
capital. If you weren’t a business man or a retail assistant, you
were running a bed and breakfast.

He closed the pad. “Well, perhaps you
could give me a call when you’re settled? Let me know your
address?” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small
white card. Emma took it. “And if you think of anything that might
be relevant in the meantime, don’t hesitate to give me a call. Day
or night.”

She opened her bag and placed the card
inside it. “Sure.”

When she stood to leave, he followed
her to the door, opening it before she got there. She stepped out
into the corridor without looking back. Her only thought was of
escaping this Godforsaken building and returning to the freedom of
the open air. She was struggling to breathe let alone think
straight. She’d never felt claustrophobic before, but suddenly it
felt as though the whole world was closing in on her. And she
wasn’t quite sure she could find her way out.

****

As DC Tyler closed the door behind her,
he recalled the large brown file he’d left on the table in his
office. This woman had clearly been through a lot in her life,
especially for one so young. He just hoped she possessed the
strength to see this through.


Chapter Four

 


As Damon McCarthy sat alone in his
office on the Debden Estate, he wondered how such a simple task
could’ve gone so hideously wrong. Not only had private business
been conducted in the most conspicuous and public manner possible,
it had resulted in a level of force that had simply not been
sanctioned. At least not by him. And as a result, the police were
now swarming the estate. At the worst possible point in time. How
difficult was it to carry out a set of basic
instructions?

With growing anger, he stared blankly
into his dim surroundings. Just yesterday, all had seemed calm.
Perhaps eerily so. Business was on the up and his latest scheme was
all set for trial. But now. Now everything hung in the balance. His
business, his leadership, the distribution of his latest
creation.... The act demonstrated a total lack of respect. And it
simply couldn’t be tolerated.

He placed his empty glass on the floor
beside him. The scotch that had filled it had long since been
drained. Even alcohol couldn’t calm him tonight. He wanted revenge.
A swift act of retribution to return the sense of order to his army
of followers. It had taken him years to get to this position. And
he had worked hard, enduring challenges that most would shirk in
order that he would later reap the rewards. Now that his time was
close, a simple act of disobedience had arisen to threaten its
completion.

He stroked his hands with the tips of
his fingers, toying with the huge silver rings that adorned them.
He’d been aware of things starting to slide for a few weeks now.
Problems had become more frequent and even minor tasks had required
a little more attention, but he could never have predicted
something like this. An act of betrayal that could literally bring
trouble to his door. He’d always been so careful not to air his
dirty laundry in public. Of course, there’d always been the need
for punishment. How else could he assert his authority over such a
weak and needy population? But any call for violence was always
strictly controlled. And kept well away from prying eyes. People
had a good idea what was going on. Of course they did. But there
was no form of proof, no tangible evidence that could link him to
any known crime.

Approaching footsteps shook him from
his thoughts. A tall figure, so dark it was almost a shadow,
appeared in front of him. The familiar presence was the only thing
that could generally placate McCarthy. But today, there were too
many storm clouds circling his head. The figure moved
closer.

“The package is still
missing.”

His words pierced the air like a bullet
through flesh and McCarthy quietly seethed. As if it wasn’t enough
that Blake had been subject to such a public and uncontrolled
assault, the act had also robbed him of the chance to recover his
precious package, the discovery of which threatened to undermine
months of work and considerable investment.

“You know we can’t let this go
unchecked.” He ran his fingers along the smooth, black
armchair.

His visitor merely nodded. “Of
course.”

McCarthy rose from his seat and drifted
toward the one small window. He slowly lifted the curtain to reveal
a portion of the estate beyond. From what he could see, all was
quiet, but he knew how quickly that could change.

“We’ll have to be careful. Even the
walls have eyes right now.”

He dropped the curtain and the room
succumbed to darkness again. Slowly, he drifted back to his seat.
His accomplice watched and waited, like a crouching spider, ready
to pounce.

“Go now. I’ll let you know when I’m
ready.”

The dark shadow drifted off and again
McCarthy was alone. He closed his eyes, envisioning the storm that
was to come. He could almost taste the salty tang of blood on his
lips. Excitement rose in his belly. For a moment, it detracted him
from his more mundane, material concerns. His retribution would be
exquisite. So intense, it would prove, once and for all, why he was
the boss. And when it was over, he’d return to the estate even more
revered than before.

He reached into his pocket, pulling out
two tiny gold chains. At the end of each hung an intricate gold
butterfly. He turned them over in his hands, admiring the way they
glistened amidst the dim light. Soon, two more recruits would join
his fold. Two stupid, foolish young girls whose lives were destined
to come to nothing. At least he would give them a sense of purpose.
A taste of responsibility to relieve the emptiness that filled
their brains. It was more than most of their parents gave. And at
least it kept them from more precarious occupations.

He placed the chains back into his
pocket and returned his thoughts to the present. Yes, it was time
to reassert his authority. Perhaps this had always been the time.
One more rewarding kill before his dominance was complete. And this
one, he was really going to enjoy.


Chapter Five

 


By the time Emma had checked herself
into a guest house, showered, and made herself a couple of slices
of toast from the dining room, it’d been very late and she’d been
fit for nothing but sleep. But, once again, her slumber had been
restless. Visions of dark figures pummeling fists and feet into her
father’s motionless body, combined with flashes of the beautiful
butterfly, had shattered any peace she might have hoped
for.

When she finally woke, it was to the
unmistakable smell of fried bacon and eggs. She lifted her head a
little off the pillow. It felt like the middle of the night, but
the first signs of early morning activity were already in full
flow. She sank back down, pulling her fringe back tightly off her
forehead. The morning had brought with it yet more questions. If
her father had been attacked on the landing outside his flat, what
about CCTV? She’d read about the introduction of cameras onto
council estates. It had become a big deal, a new method of
controlling the working classes.

Then there was the neighbor. If she’d
arrived on the scene shortly after the attack, was it really
possible that she’d seen or heard nothing? Perhaps she’d been too
scared to divulge information. Or perhaps she even knew the
attacker, or attackers. But then why would she speak to the police
at all? In addition to all that, why had the police withheld
details of the attack until her arrival? Even DC Tyler had left the
most significant part of the incident until last.

She dropped her arms onto the soft,
springy fabric of the duvet. Perhaps she was just being paranoid.
Or perhaps it was the journalist in her that made her question
every detail. But she had the distinct impression that there was
more to what was going on than she was being told.

She pulled herself up off the pillow,
her eyes still weary from the final vestiges of sleep. Her head was
still pounding and she reached for the box of pain reliever on the
cabinet beside her. The events of the previous day had taken their
toll. Adjusting the pillow so that it sat propped up behind her,
she took two of the tablets from the box, placing them both in her
mouth at once. She used saliva alone to wash them down.

When she was done, she raised up her
knees until they met with the brink of her chin. It was natural
that there were more questions than answers at the moment, she told
herself firmly. At least all of this was distracting her from her
own anxieties. She’d have to give the magazine a ring, though, let
them know this might take a while. Who knew, there might even be a
story in it. She shook her head, berating herself for the thought.
Had she really become so ambitious she would exploit her
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