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  Chapter 1


Emily Swanson sat behind the wheel of a silver Audi, blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, green eyes vivid against her pale skin as she watched the terraced Edwardian house on the other side of the road. Few streets like this remained in Hackney. World War II had seen much of the east London district obliterated by bombs, with scores of ugly tenement buildings quickly built in the aftermath to house thousands of homeless citizens. These days those tenements were used as dumping grounds by borough councils, forcing struggling families to live in a pit of knife crime and impoverishment. But this street, where Emily was currently staked out among a line of parked vehicles, was a distinct reminder of a distant, gentler Hackney. 
She’d been watching the house for three hours now, the engine switched off and the cold slowly seeping into her bones. Three hours in which she’d seen the winter sun melt through the early morning darkness and scores of workers and school children hurry by, faces burdened with grimaces as they made their way towards offices and classrooms.
But there was no activity from the house in question.
Shifting her gaze for a second, Emily glanced at the empty coffee cup that was stuffed into the side pocket of the driver door. She was tired and thirsty, her back ached, and her fingers were numb. Worse still, she had a pressing need to pee that was only growing worse. Adjusting her position in the seat, she let out a long sigh and returned to watching the house.
This was the hardest part of the job—the sitting and waiting, waiting and sitting, in a vain hope that something would happen. Something that would mark another job done. This was not Emily’s idea of fun. Boredom was already setting in, and when boredom came, so did distraction, and distraction always led to mistakes. But Emily wasn’t surprised—this was the second day she'd been stationed in the street with zero activity. If she didn't come up with incriminating evidence soon, Erica Braithwaite would want to know why.
Rubbing her frozen hands together, Emily shifted her gaze from the closed blinds of the living room, to the upstairs bedroom. The curtains were open. They had been closed a few minutes ago, she was sure of it. Which meant she was already making mistakes.
According to the case file, the sole occupant of the house was fifty-seven-year-old Brenda Carlyle. It was a big house for someone who lived alone and hadn’t had a job in several years despite being below retirement age. Through her own research, Emily had discovered the house had been signed over to Brenda Carlyle as part of an alimony agreement with her recently divorced husband. Her fifth husband.
As Emily stifled a yawn, she wondered if each of those marriages had been their own carefully executed scam. Because Brenda Carlyle had procured a long track record of clever scams, all of which she’d managed to get away with. At first glance, her history of accidents appeared as circumstantial or just plain unlucky. But as you looked closer, it seemed strange that one person could have suffered so many injuries and ailments. Over the years, Brenda had encountered broken paving stones left in disrepair by the council, food poisoning from reputable restaurants, and lately, a series of falls caused by hazardous spillages in supermarkets and department stores.
Her latest incident had involved a nasty fall in the frozen food aisle at one of the larger supermarket chains, caused by an apparently leaky freezer. Despite the freezer being checked and found without fault, Ms Carlyle had sustained numerous injuries including a badly sprained ankle and a torn ligament in her shoulder. There had indeed been water on the floor around the freezer where the woman had slipped, but where it had come from was a mystery. An even greater question presenting itself was how Ms Carlyle had sustained three different injuries in three different supermarkets over a period of three years.
It was why Emily was here now—to find answers to those questions and to ensure Ms Carlyle had no further accidents.
Her left buttock was growing numb. She shifted in the seat again, trying to ignore the pressure building in her bladder and wishing she’d made herself go when she’d stopped to grab the coffee earlier. She watched the bedroom window. Still no movement despite the open curtains. Downstairs, the blinds remained firmly shut.
‘Come on . . .’ Emily hissed between clenched teeth, willing the front door of the house to open as the pressure in her bladder pressed down harder. A minute later, she’d taken to jigging her foot up and down. ‘Screw it.’
She needed a break and the parking meter needed refilling. Grabbing her wallet, she pushed open the car door and stepped onto the road. The cold bit into her clothes as she circled the vehicle and mounted the pavement, frosty plumes billowing from her nostrils. She made her way towards the parking meter, past tall, three-storey houses and lines of barren trees, keeping her eyes straight ahead and her gait natural. She still felt conspicuous, but less so than her first stake out. Back then she’d been paranoid as hell, convinced every passer-by knew what she was up to and that every neighbour was picking up the phone to inform the police about the suspicious woman who’d been sitting in her car for four hours straight. After her second stakeout, Emily had realised that not a single person had even noticed her. After all, this was London, where ignoring others was a way of life.
She reached the parking meter. As she fished coins from her wallet and fed them into the machine with shivering fingers, she wished she’d accepted Carter’s offer of a pair of his long johns, but even though they’d been in a sort of relationship for the best part of a year now, Emily was still bringing a toothbrush when she stayed the night instead of leaving one in his bathroom; borrowing his clothes would be akin to accepting his hand in marriage.
The meter spat out a new ticket. Emily plucked it between frozen finger and thumb, then made her way back to the car. A young mother was walking towards her, pushing a toddler in a buggy. Emily watched the woman cooing and laughing as her child watched the world zip by with large, wonder-filled eyes, his tiny gloved hands clutching a stuffed monkey. Emily offered the woman a polite smile, who retaliated with a suspicious glance. London, Emily thought as she stood on the pavement, watching mother and child grow smaller. She turned on her heels. And saw the front door of Brenda Carlyle’s house swing open.
Resisting the sudden urge to duck down like a wanted criminal, she watched a glamorous middle-aged woman with coiffed silver hair and an expensive looking winter coat emerge from the harbour of the doorway and descend the steps to the street. Completely unaided.
According to the case notes provided by the insurance company, the injuries Carlyle had sustained had reportedly left her with mobility issues that required the use of a walking stick. Now, Emily watched as the woman made it to the gate in three quick strides and stepped onto the pavement. Brenda’s eyes swept the street and landed on Emily, who quickly glanced away and continued back towards the Audi.
When she looked up again, Brenda had turned in the opposite direction and was now heading straight towards Mare Street, Hackney’s busiest road, at a determined pace. A familiar rush of adrenaline shot through Emily’s veins. This was it. Proof that Brenda Carlyle was the fraud the insurance company believed her to be.
And she was getting away.
Any minute now she would reach Mare Street and she would be lost in the heaving crowds. Quickening her step, Emily made it to the car and ducked inside. A digital SLR camera sat in an open bag on the passenger seat, ready for action. She scooped it up, slung the strap around her neck, locked the car, and started down the pavement at a feverish pace.
Brenda still had distance on her side, but Emily had youth. Racing forward, she started to close the gap. Mare Street was just up ahead. Streams of traffic blocked the road. Hordes of people hurried by. In just moments, Brenda would be another anonymous face in the crowd, and any opportunity to photograph her perfectly healthy stride would be snatched away. Emily broke into a run.
Brenda was now less than ten feet from the crowds.
Emily skidded to a halt, raised the camera, and quickly adjusted the lens. Carlyle pulled into focus, just as she reached the end of the road.
‘Brenda Carlyle!’ Emily shouted above the din of the crowd. Just ahead of her, the older woman froze. Then turned on her heels. Confusion swept across her face as she stared into the camera lens. Emily depressed the shutter release and the camera snapped away.
Brenda Carlyle's mouth swung open, her eyes grew wide with horror. Then narrowed with outrage.
Emily lowered the camera, and before the woman could utter a word, she turned and hurried back down the street. By the time Emily had reached the car, her heart was pounding. She’d taken a risk, but it had paid off. Brenda Carlyle’s long history of scamming was about to come to an end.
Climbing inside the Audi, Emily put the camera away, slipped the car key into the ignition, and started the engine. As the heating began to kick in, she pulled away from the kerb and started the journey back to the office, feeling neither satisfaction nor joy about solving another case. What she did feel was a sudden guilty weight pressing down on her chest, and a now overwhelming desperation to pee.






  
  Chapter 2


Grosvenor Square was situated in London’s Mayfair district and housed an elegant public garden flanked by long terraced Seventeenth Century buildings with classical red brick facade, white pillars, and black iron railings. Until very recently, it had been home to the American Embassy, which alongside centuries-long political connections to the United States, had earned the Square the moniker of ‘Little America’; a name reflected by the garden’s numerous statues of former American presidents and monuments to the fallen victims of 9/11 and the Eagle Squadron fighter pilots of World War II. 
Now, with the Embassy having relocated, along with the US Navy building and the High Commission of Canada, Grosvenor Square had lost much of its political connections and was currently undergoing a complete transformation into a square of luxury hotels and extortionately-priced apartments. Hidden among the redevelopment chaos was a building with a very different purpose.
Exiting the lift on the third floor, Emily hurried along a clean and brightly lit corridor until she reached a set of double doors, with the words Braithwaite Investigations stencilled across the smoked glass in black letters.
Pushing her way through, she entered a large, modern reception area with white walls and shiny floor tiles, and a colourful collection of armchairs in the waiting area. Sitting behind the reception desk, a tall, handsome man with dark, reddish-brown skin and large, friendly eyes glanced up from a computer screen.
‘Good morning, Ms Swanson!’ he said, flashing her a dazzling smile. ‘Forgot to go again, did we?’
‘Not now, Jerome!’
Emily shot him a glare as she barrelled past and raced through the bathroom door. When she resurfaced a few minutes later, all was right with the world once more and she returned to the desk at a calm pace with a smile on her lips.
‘Mission accomplished,’ she said, tapping the camera bag hanging off her shoulder.
‘Next time you should take a bottle to pee in.’
‘I was talking about the job, idiot.’ Emily winked. ‘How are you getting on? It’s been almost a week and you haven’t been fired.’
‘Fine,’ Jerome said, arching an eyebrow as he watched Emily move behind the reception desk and slump in the chair next to his. ‘Although there’s this one particular investigator who keeps overstepping boundaries. Thinks she owns the place.’
‘Funny. You should buy her dinner for getting you the job.’
‘You got me the interview. My charming interpersonal skills got me the job, thank you. Besides, I’m not sure the salary stretches to restaurant dining. How about some good, old fashioned home-cooked food?’
‘It depends. Are you doing the cooking?’
‘Hey, I can cook!’
‘You make good coffee, I’ll give you that.’
Smiling, Jerome stared at his computer screen. ‘At least I can make coffee.’
‘Any messages for me?’ Emily punched him lightly on the arm. As Jerome ran his fingers over the keyboard, she glanced down at the network of scars, some still thick and angry looking, that covered his hands. Guilt knifed her in the stomach.
‘Don’t,’ Jerome said, shooting her a warning look. ‘And no messages.’
‘Sorry. It’s just that . . .’ She took his hand in her own and rubbed a palm over the cruel-looking scars. ‘They’re looking better, don’t you think?’
‘It’s been well over a year, so I hope so. My left pinkie is still giving me grief, though. But that’s the nerve damage. Not much the doctors can do about it.’ He was quiet for a moment, face pulled into a scowl. ‘I guess that’s what happens when you’re chased by bad guys over glass topped walls.’
‘If you hadn’t risked your life like that, Valence Industries would still be poisoning millions of children around the world,’ Emily said. ‘You’re a hero.’
Jerome slipped his hand from her grip and returned his gaze to the computer screen. ‘Except no one will ever know about it because my moment of glory was stolen from me. I still can’t believe that excuse for a journalist stole the evidence.’
Emily felt anger burst through her calm mood and for a moment she fought to suppress it. ‘Helen Carlson always gets what she wants, no matter the cost to others. But either way, Valence Industries is sinking faster than the Titanic, several of its top dogs are headed to jail, and the world is a safer place for it. You helped to make that happen. Don’t underestimate what you did.’
Jerome’s brow crumpled. ‘And yet here I am working yet another temp job while Helen Carlson lands her own damn investigative TV show.’
‘Well, the past is the past, and this is a new start for both of us. Anyway, maybe you should start applying for auditions again. It’s been ages.’
‘Sure. Who’s going to cast me with these monstrosities except for some crappy horror film?’
He held his hands up, showing off his scars. Emily turned away.
‘Well, there’s always the stage. And you’ve always loved the stage.’
‘Maybe. I suppose I could see what’s around. But only when I’m ready, and not just so you can feel less guilty about it.’
Emily opened her mouth to complain, then snapped it shut again.
‘Besides,’ Jerome said. ‘I’m almost thirty. Old enough to make my own decisions. And that night I made the decision to go over that wall. So this—’ he held up his hands again ‘—is on me.’
Emily nodded, wishing she agreed. ‘Almost thirty? You’re getting old.’
‘I’m a year older than you!’
‘Anyway, I gratefully accept your offer of a home-cooked meal. If only so I finally get to see your new bachelor pad.’
‘I’d hardly call a room in a house-share with four people a bachelor pad. It’s the size of a shoe box and I’ll probably need to sell a kidney to afford the rent before the year’s out. Plus, the walls are thin—I’ve heard things I can never un-hear.’
Emily plucked a pen from Jerome’s stationery pot and rolled it between finger and thumb. ‘You don’t miss Daniel?’
‘Sometimes.’
‘You sure you don’t regret not going with him?’
‘No. He has his whole family there. I’d just have him. Besides, what would I do in Italy?’
He snatched the pen from Emily’s hand and replaced it in the pot.
‘You know, if you don’t like your place you can always move back in with me for a while,’ she said.
‘What, give up my room to sleep on your sofa while you and Carter whisper sweet nothings? Thanks, but I’ll pass.’
She flashed him a smile before she turned and headed towards her office door. ‘I’m glad you’re working here, Jerome.’
‘Someone has to keep an eye on you,’ he said.
Emily’s office had just enough space for a desk, two chairs, and a filing cabinet, which meant she was fastidious about keeping it tidy. Files and law books were ordered neatly on shelves. The desk was bare except for a computer, phone, and a stack of “in” and “out” trays. A single framed photograph hung on the wall—an image of wild cliffs and crashing ocean; a reminder of the place she once called home.
Hanging her jacket on the back of the door, Emily placed the camera on the desk and moved over to the single window that overlooked the placid green of Grosvenor Square garden. There were worse views to have to look at every day, even in the depths of a wintry January. She stood for a minute, staring down at the street, where people strolled by in warm coats and scarves, oblivious to the fact they were being watched.
Letting out a wistful sigh, Emily sat down at her desk, logged onto the computer, then connected the camera. Once she’d transferred the morning’s incriminating photographs, she leaned back and heaved her shoulders. She still felt no satisfaction for a job well done, and as she set to work on the follow-up report, she couldn’t help wondering why.
A sharp knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. Before Emily could speak, the door swung open and Erica Braithwaite entered the room. As always, she wore a dark, tailored trouser suit with a white blouse beneath. Her black hair was cut short, accentuating her pronounced cheekbones, and although she wore a little makeup, she made no attempt to hide the fine lines of middle age at the corners of her eyes. Emily admired her for it, but it didn’t stop her from feeling intimidated by the woman, even after several months in her employment.
‘Good morning, Emily,’ Erica said, breezing into the room and sitting in the chair reserved for clients. She stared across the desk with piercing grey eyes. ‘You’re back, so I assume you got what we needed?’
‘Yes.’ Emily nodded, suppressing the urge to look away. ‘I have photographic evidence of Brenda Carlyle walking completely unaided. I had to chase her to get it, but . . .’
She pushed the camera across the desk and watched as Erica flicked through the images, one eyebrow arched in a sharp curve. When she was done, she returned the camera to the desk.
‘How’s the report coming along?’
‘Just made a start but it shouldn’t take long.’
‘Good. Mail it over by lunchtime if you can. Meanwhile, I’ll inform the client that it’s mission accomplished.’ Erica paused, her gaze dropping down to the camera. ‘I have another case you might like to take on.’
Emily leaned forward, her mouth twitching as she pushed down a hopeful smile. ‘Oh?’
‘It’s another potential fraud case.’ Erica watched as Emily’s expression quickly wilted. ‘Well, don’t look too excited about it.’
‘Sorry. I’m always grateful for every case you send my way. Only . . .’
‘Only you want to know when you’ll be taking on a bigger case. Something more daring?’ Erica smiled coolly.
It was true that since Emily had been hired by Braithwaite Investigations, every case she’d been given had been more or less the same—a big corporation suspecting one of its clients of fraud. Now, she felt she could solve a fraud case with her eyes closed, and she longed for something more exciting and complex. More—if she was honest—dangerous.
Erica interlinked her fingers and rested her hands across her stomach. ‘I’m very pleased with the progress you’ve been making so far, Emily. I could tell from the first day I met you that you have the makings of a fine investigator. That’s why I chose you over all the other students to work for me. But becoming a fine investigator takes time, experience, and knowledge. While it’s undeniable you have a natural talent, it does require honing.’ Leaning forward, the woman swivelled the camera around on the desk, so that the LCD viewing screen was facing Emily. Brenda Carlyle’s shocked expression stared up at her, one hand raised in surprise. ‘One important aspect of private investigation is anonymity. While you’ve acquired what was needed with the Carlyle case, revealing yourself to get it was reckless, not to mention arrogant. Miss Carlyle may not seem like a threat, but who knows what kind of criminal connections she may have. Now that she knows your face, we can only hope there’ll be no retaliation.’
Emily felt her skin heating up. She’d solved murders, exposed corruption, and saved several lives long before getting her private investigation licence. As much as she enjoyed working for Erica Braithwaite, and as much as she felt honoured to have been plucked from the classroom for mentoring at one of the best private investigation companies in London, she knew she was much more capable than solving petty fraud cases for a few greedy corporations.
She glanced at Erica then at the report on the computer screen.
‘Point taken,’ she said.
But Erica wasn’t finished. ‘I suspect this thirst for adventure stems from your achievements before we met. But refresh my memory, what happened with the case of Doctors Williams and Chelmsford?’
The question was unexpected, throwing Emily off-balance and sparking terrible images to assault her mind. She forced them out.
‘They got what they deserved,’ she said through clenched teeth.
‘They did indeed. But what happened to you?’
‘Well, I suppose I almost died.’
‘And at Meadow Pines?’
Emily hung her head. She knew exactly where this conversation was heading and she wasn’t happy about it. ‘Someone tried to kill me.’
‘And they would have succeeded from what I’ve read. Except Mr Miller out there—’ Erica nodded towards the office door ‘—saved your life.’
Emily looked away, saying nothing.
‘And last year? All that business with Valence Industries?’
‘That one I survived,’ Emily said, glancing back. ‘No near death experiences whatsoever.’
‘Not for you, no. But someone is always murdered during the course of your investigations, aren’t they? And poor Mr Miller’s hands—over a hundred stitches and permanent nerve damage.’
Emily flinched. Her insides churned. She knew exactly the point Erica was trying to prove, and in that moment, she hated her for it. Mostly because what the woman was saying was true.
Erica’s hardened gaze quickly softened as she let out a wistful sigh. ‘Look, I’m not trying to shame you or make you feel weak. In fact, quite the opposite. I’m trying to empower you. Accepting your vulnerability gives you strength because it makes you acutely aware of danger. It forces you to take steps to protect yourself—and those around you—from harm.’ She nodded her head towards the shelf of law books. ‘Continue with your studies, keep showing me the best you can do, and let me remind you of what I said on that very first day of training—much of this work isn’t glamorous. It’s tedious. But it can be rewarding. If you can accept all these things, you’ll go far.’
Getting to her feet, Erica moved over to the window and stared out at the Square. Emily sank a little lower in her chair.
When Erica turned back a moment later, a wry smile had spread across her lips.
‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘as tiresome as another fraud case might seem, I believe you’ll find this one rather more . . . complex.’
Emily looked up. ‘Oh?’
‘An old school friend of mine—Meredith Fisher—has been caught up in some rather difficult business. Her husband, John, is recovering from a stroke, so she’s keen to have the problem resolved as quickly and discreetly as possible.’
‘What kind of difficult business?’ Emily asked.
‘A property dispute, if you will. Although there is more to it.’ Erica smiled again and headed towards the door. ‘Get that report to me today and I’ll arrange for you to see the Fishers tomorrow. They can give you the full details then. You’ll need to do some travelling—they live up in the Chiltern Hills—so keep hold of the car for now. And Emily?’
‘Yes?’
‘I haven’t seen Meredith for a while due to John’s illness—she can be very proud and very private—but I do consider her a good friend. As I’m sure you can imagine, this case is important to me and I wouldn’t be handing it to you if I didn’t think you were up to the job. Please don’t prove me wrong.’
Before Emily could reply, Erica had pulled open the door and slipped out of the office, leaving her sitting at the desk with her heart beating unsteadily in her chest. It was true that chasing after Brenda Carlyle and thrusting a camera in her face hadn’t exactly been discreet, yet despite Erica’s reprimand, she was entrusting Emily with a case to which she had a personal connection.
It’s a test, she thought. Erica wants to see if I can put my money where my mouth is.
This was good. A chance to prove herself and climb out of the mire that was insurance investigation. So why was there a niggle of unease in the pit of her stomach?






  
  Chapter 3


John and Meredith Fisher lived two miles outside of Amberwell, a market town within the London commuter belt that was a curious mix of thirteenth century architecture and characterless, modern, red brick housing. Emily parked up on the gravel drive of their country cottage, complete with thatched roof and rural surroundings. Above her, the sky was huge and thick with grey clouds. To the west, a murder of crows hovered over nearby barren fields. 
The drive from London had taken an hour. Since moving to the city just over two years ago, she’d only ever ventured back out of it a handful of times; some of which she’d barely survived. It was strange to think that she had grown used to city life when the endless, surging crowds had once terrified her. Stranger still was to remember her days before the city in that tiny Cornish village, where her life had been quiet and insular. Until the day it had imploded.
Emily knocked on the solid oak front door, nerves and curiosity clawing at her insides as the frosty air pinched her skin. A moment later, she heard the rattle of a chain lock being drawn back, then saw the door swing open. It was Meredith Fisher who greeted her, and she noted at once the woman’s expensive but understated clothing, strong posture and confident gaze. Like Erica Braithwaite, Meredith wore no makeup, the lines and wrinkles of late middle-age on proud display. She could immediately see why the two were friends.
‘You must be Emily,’ the woman said, her voice exuding friendliness and command. ‘Do come in.’
The interior of the house was upmarket rustic with terracotta walls, mahogany floorboards, and tasteful art displayed in frames. Emily was shown into a drawing room furnished with plush sofas and rows of bookshelves that reached the ceiling. John Fisher was already waiting inside. He was perhaps a few years older than his wife, but where Meredith’s physical presence exuded strength and confidence, John seemed to fold in on himself as he got to his feet.
‘This is my husband,’ Meredith announced. Emily stepped forward and offered her hand, which John shook, his skin cold and clammy against her own as he smiled and said hello. ‘And that’s Nestor.’
She pointed to a sandy-coloured Border Terrier dozing on a rug in front of a crackling fire.
Emily was directed to an armchair, where she sat and waited while Meredith fussed around her husband, ignoring his pleas to be left alone as she attempted to slide a second, then a third cushion behind his back. While some stroke sufferers recovered quickly, others were left with long-lasting or irreparable damage. It was difficult to tell which camp John fell into when his wife seemed hell-bent on micro-managing his recuperation. But that was love, Emily supposed. Love and years of dedication.
A pot of coffee sat on a tray and now Meredith poured out a cup and handed it to Emily without checking if she actually wanted any.
‘How much has Erica told you about our case?’
Emily cleared her throat. Evidently the small talk was over. ‘A little but it would be good to hear it from you in your own words.’
‘I see.’ The elder woman was quiet for a moment, her husband also silent and staring out the window. ‘About eighteen months ago we moved into our former home on Raven Road. We were happy enough there, but then John was taken ill. We'd always talked about one day retiring to the countryside, and I thought the fresh air and peace and quiet would help with his recovery. So we put the house on the market, found this lovely little place just a few minutes’ drive from the outskirts of town, and here we are.’ She paused, smiling warmly at her husband, who gently patted the back of her hand. Meredith’s expression soured. ‘John was doing so much better—until two weeks ago, when we received a letter from the Harris family’s solicitor announcing that they were suing us.’
A deep line creased the centre of Meredith Fisher's brow. ‘We sold our house to that family in good faith. In fact, we were delighted to see children moving into our old home. We were unable to have our own, you see. I suppose for some it’s not meant to be. The Harris family seemed like they’d fit into Raven Road nicely. Mr Harris was very charming. I remember his smile, bright and confident, utterly convincing. Of course, not long after we'd sold the house to them, came his arrest. We were shocked to learn of his crimes, more so to discover he’d paid us in stolen money. But what can we do? Whatever scandal has been brought to Raven Road lies squarely on Wesley Harris’s shoulders, not ours.’
Emily’s gaze shifted from wife to husband and back again. ‘Why are the Harrises suing you?’
‘The family say they’ve received a series of threatening and disturbing letters. The writer claims to be watching the house, peering in through the windows at Mrs Harris and her children. Which, of course, is terrifying when you think about it, and even more so when you learn these supposed letters have been penned by someone calling themselves The Witness.’
Emily stared at the woman, open-mouthed. ‘The Witness?’
‘That’s right.’
‘But I don’t understand. What do these letters have to do with suing you?’
Meredith glanced at John, who shrugged a shoulder, then she reached for a file sitting on the coffee table and removed a single sheet of paper. ‘These letters—the first one mentioned us by name. It claims that we knew all about The Witness . . . It accuses us of despicable things. Naturally, the Harris family have concluded that we deliberately deceived them. They say that had they known about the existence of The Witness, they would never have bought the house and put their children at risk. And so now we're going to court, where they’ll no doubt try and win back every last penny they paid for the place.’
Emily stared at the sheet of paper in Meredith’s hand. ‘That’s the letter?’
‘A copy of it, yes.’ She held it out. ‘Be warned—it's a strange and disturbing read.’
Taking the letter between finger and thumb, Emily carefully unfolded it, sucked in a breath, and began to read.
Harris Family,
Why have you moved here? This house does not belong to you. For years, I have watched and waited, observing every inch of every room, waiting for His dark arrival. I see the fresh blood you have brought. I follow them from room to room through the windows of the house. Did you bring them for Him? He will be most pleased. The Fishers gave Him fresh blood. They did it willingly and at His bidding. Now it will be your turn.
Have your lambs been down to the basement? Do they know what hides inside the walls?
They will soon. You will lead them there. Then He will show them the way.
Who am I?
I am The Witness. I am watching you all.
Goose pimples pushed through the surface of Emily’s skin. She stared at the letter as if it were a snake coiled on her lap. What the hell? She’d been anticipating threatening words, but this—there was something insidious lurking between the lines, something unnatural, that pricked deep down to the core of her being. Instinctively, she glanced towards the open living room door and saw shadows lurking in the hallway beyond.
‘I warned you,’ Meredith said, flashing a knowing smile.
Emily took a moment to compose herself. ‘This was the first time you’d ever heard of this…this Witness?’
‘Of course it is.’ Meredith’s smile had frozen into an icy grimace. ‘Do you honestly think you'd be sitting here now if it wasn’t?’
Beside her, John cleared his throat. ‘Be nice, Meredith. It’s a difficult question but one that should be asked.’
He nodded at Emily, who smiled at him gratefully before turning back to Meredith.
‘Do you believe the letter is genuine?’
‘As in do I believe someone picked up a pen and committed that nonsense to paper? Yes, I do,’ Meredith said. ‘But do I think it’s some depraved lunatic that we knew about and deliberately concealed? Absolutely not. The Witness is no more real than vampires or werewolves or any other figure of childish nonsense. The Witness is an invention, a clear attempt by the Harris family to squeeze us for every last penny we have. Wesley Harris is facing a prison sentence for fraud and money laundering for goodness sake! If he’s not behind it, then his wife is—one last desperate attempt to make some money before she loses everything to the courts.’
Emily gazed at the letter, poring over its strange words. ‘What do you think, Mr Fisher?’
John was quiet, his gaze fixed on the flames of the fire.
‘I agree with my wife,’ he said at last. ‘Desperate times call for desperate measures. It would seem the Harris family have grown desperate indeed.’
‘The problem is,’ Meredith said, leaning forward, ‘the local newspapers have got hold of the story, no doubt thanks to the Harrises. You can imagine how much the press have relished the details, and who can blame them? It’s all so dramatic and bizarre! But one can only imagine what will happen once we go to court. We’ll be vilified, our names dragged through the mud—especially if we lose.’ Anger flashed on the woman's face and she closed her eyes for a second. When she opened them again, they glinted with determination. ‘We need your help, Emily. The stress of the past few weeks is affecting John’s health. Mine too, if I’m honest. I’m afraid that if this story makes the national headlines, that . . .’ Her voice trailed off as she stared at her husband, her hardened shell momentarily fracturing.
Emily glanced down at the letter, then back up at the Fishers. She’d been expecting another fraud case, but this…she didn’t even know what this was.
‘What is it you want me to do?’ she asked.
‘We want you to expose the Harris family.’ Meredith’s steely gaze had returned. ‘We want you to prove that they're lying, and that this so-called “Witness” is nothing more than yet another fraudulent attempt to extort money.’
‘I see.’
‘Is that something you’re able to help us with?’
Emily swallowed. A knot of anxiety twisted her stomach as she briefly recalled Erica Braithwaite’s admonishing words. She drew in a calming breath and steadily let it out. You can do this. It’s what you’ve been waiting for.
‘I’ll do my best to find out what I can,’ she said. ‘Perhaps if I begin by talking to the Harris family, then—’
Meredith shook her head. ‘No. I’m afraid that won't be possible.’
‘Oh?’
‘If the Harris family discovers we've hired Braithwaite Investigations to look into them, the first thing they'll do is use it against us by going to the press, and then it really will hit the nationals.’
‘But they’re suing you. You have a right to prove your innocence by any means necessary—within the law, of course. And if that means questioning them—’
‘No. We want this cleaned up quickly and discreetly. I understand that makes your job more difficult, but Erica has assured me you’re highly skilled and more than capable of helping us achieve our aim. She’s usually never wrong . . .’
The room pressed down on Emily as she stared at John Fisher’s pale form. The illness he’d endured had taken its toll on both him and his wife, and all this trouble with the Harris family would only succeed in making everything worse.
Slowly, Emily nodded. ‘As I said, I'll do my best. I'm sure we'll get to the bottom of this soon.’
‘Very good.’ Satisfied for now, Meredith leaned back and gently squeezed John’s hand. Emily smiled, but the ball of anxiety in her stomach was growing at an unnerving rate.






  
  Chapter 4


As Emily drove away from the Fishers’ residence, she thought about the letter written by The Witness. Meredith Fisher was right—it truly was a strange and disturbing read. And yet even though it was more than likely another garden-variety fraud case with an admittedly elaborate edge, Emily found herself vibrating with excitement and curiosity. Who was The Witness? She couldn’t wait to find out. Which was why, instead of turning off at the junction that would take her back to London, she drove straight on. 
Five minutes later, she found herself on the outskirts of Amberwell and navigating a rabbit warren of suburban streets, until she found what she was looking for.
Raven Road was wide and long with trees lining the pavements, their bare branches like twisted claws. Large detached homes sat in clean drives with lawns that were neatly manicured despite the ravages of winter. Emily wedged the Audi between two vehicles, parking beneath a tall, barren oak. Switching off the engine, she glanced in the rear-view mirror and then through each of the windows. The street was empty of people, the only movement a few dead leaves batted about by winter winds. The sky above was steel-grey, a sure sign that rain was on its way.
With the car engine switched off, the temperature was already dropping. Peering through the driver window, her eyes found the house across the road. Number fifty-seven. Like most of the other homes on the street, it was a large, detached house with red brick walls and topped by a slate roof. There were four windows at the top, four at the bottom, and the blinds were closed in each. In front of the house was a wide lawn with a Rowan tree at its centre and a knee-high hedgerow that bordered the street, while two taller hedgerows fenced off the property from its next-door neighbours. It was an impressive looking home, Emily thought; a good size for a family and situated on a street that felt safe and ordinary.
Now that she’d seen the house with her own eyes, the letters from The Witness seemed ever more chilling and outlandish. Why here? she wondered. Why target such a normal, suburban home?
Of course, the why depended on the true identity of The Witness. Meredith Fisher believed the letter was part of a hoax, a devious act perpetrated by the Harris family to dig them out of financial crisis. With Wesley Harris currently on remand while awaiting trial for his crimes, Emily could almost believe it. But staring at 57 Raven Road, drinking in its pristine appearance and calming stillness, it was hard to believe any kind of malice could stem from its inerrant walls.
Facts. They were the only thing that would prove The Witness was either an insidious figure that meant the Harris family harm or a make-believe construct borne out of desperation.
Pulling the case file from her bag, Emily quickly reviewed its contents. The Harris family consisted of Jessica, 36, her husband, Wesley, 38, and their two children, Ethan, 17, and Georgia, 8. Flipping past the family details, Emily scanned through the rest of the contents until she found copies of deeds and contracts relating to the sale of the house. The Harris family had purchased the property from the Fishers for a sum of nine hundred thousand pounds. Wesley Harris had paid for it in cash, which Emily presumed was the reason alarm bells had started ringing, leading to his subsequent arrest.
As she waded through the notes, Emily wondered what would happen to the house. In criminal cases involving embezzlement, the prosecution could apply for confiscation proceedings to be opened in a bid to recover any financial gains made by the convicted criminal—including property purchased with stolen money. If Jessica Harris and her two children were about to be made homeless, there would be a strong impetus to save themselves from destitution by any means necessary.
Picking up her camera, Emily aimed it at the house and took a picture, zoomed in, and took more. As she reviewed the images on the camera’s LED screen, she frowned. Why were all the blinds closed? It was past eleven in the morning. Jessica Harris would be at her receptionist job at a local recruitment agency, Georgia Harris at school, and Ethan Harris at college.
Emily set the camera down and spent a moment stretching out her spine—all this sitting around in cars day after day was doing nothing for her back. She made a mental note to seek out a yoga class; the last thing she wanted was to end up as bent and crooked as her neighbour, Harriet Golding. As she twisted her torso to the right, she became vaguely aware of movement out the corner of her eye. She turned her head and caught her breath. The front door of 57 Raven Road was opening. Someone was stepping out.
Sucking in a sharp breath, Emily sank down in the driver’s seat, suddenly aware of how exposed she’d left herself, parked on the opposite side of the road in direct view of the house. No one was supposed to be home and yet, a young girl with long, dark hair, who was no older than seven or eight, and who was dressed in a thick winter coat and a knitted bobble hat, was standing on the doorstep, staring out at the cold, empty garden.
Slouching further in the seat, Emily noticed the bright blue ball the girl was carrying in a gloved hand. She watched as the child heaved her shoulders, stomped across the drive and onto the lawn. She came to a halt, tilting her head to stare up at the empty branches of the Rowan tree.
This had to be Georgia Harris, Jessica’s and Wesley’s youngest child. Why wasn’t she at school? Perhaps she was sick and staying home for the day. But sick children shouldn’t be out in
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