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Chapter One

				Monday June 17, 1991

				Creatures of habit are easier to catch, and beautiful Edie Grace was as predictable as a James Bond love affair. For three weeks, he studied her, peering into her life . . . her soul. He enjoyed her youthful movements, so graceful and delicious. She now belonged to him.

				Through the front window, he watched Edie jump onto her sofa and sit cross-legged in front of the television. As an avid fan of Wheel of Fortune, her fisted hands move up and down in front of her chest as the wheel went round. As the needle passed every number, she mouthed one thousand, one thousand and finally called out a letter in turn.

				G as in girl.

				He smiled. Yes, and what about B as in beautiful or D as in dead? Oh, the hours he had stood watching were about to end. Excitement filled his stomach and his heart beat rapidly. He longed to be inside—with her. No, he must be patient; he knew the perfect time.

				Show over, she picked up the remote control and shut off the television. Her head fell and he knew she hated what she had to do next: cook herself dinner. From his current vantage point, he could only see half her kitchen, so he crawled around the side of the house and behind the perfect bush—a bush that hid him from the house, the neighbor’s house, and the street. It also had a perfect view of sweet Edie in the kitchen. He felt fortunate she wasn’t a gardener. Her bushes were allowed to grow out of control. Fifty men could hide in her gardens. The spot nearest the kitchen he had picked with care—he needed to be able to see her without her seeing him. The grass under his feet was worn down in the shape of a large cloud.

			

			
				Edie opened the cupboard over the sink and chose the third book from the right—Cooking for One. She threw it down on the worktop and flipped through the pages one at a time.

				No, no, no, she shook her head at each page. Occasionally she would pause, open her refrigerator, and rummage through. After a few seconds, the door would thump closed, rattling the glass bottles inside, and she would flip through the pages of the cookbook again. Reaching the end of the book, she slammed it closed and pushed it off the edge of the kitchen worktop. Finally, she opened her freezer for a ready meal and after her oven was heated, placed it inside and left the room.

				Soon.

				He looked at his watch. About now she would be back on her sofa.

				When he returned to the front, he bent down and retrieved a bag he had hidden under a bush. A large blue workbag filled with all the needed supplies. He felt round inside and pulled out a coil of wire neatly placed within. He slid his fingers along the entire span. Perfect as always.

				With his gloved right hand, he slowly turned the handle to the front door. It opened easily and quietly, without a catch. He knew she often forgot to lock her front door. In the past three weeks, she had only locked it three times. Twice she left the keys hanging from the lock outside. A single female living alone. If only she understood the dangers in the world.

			

			
				The smell of baking roast beef and gravy hit him as he walked down the hall toward the reception room. He moved very slowly, careful not to make any sound on the carpet that covered the length of the hardwood floor. One, two, three, four, he counted his steps, closer and closer he moved toward her. Movement from the living room made him pause, a sound of glass landing harshly and a plastic item dragged off a wooden tabletop. A click followed by loud blaring voices from the television calmed him down; he would not need to be so quiet now.

				At the end of the hall, he placed the workbag at his feet and peered into the empty kitchen. No one. He knew exactly where she sat. After taking a deep breath, he stepped into the doorway. She didn’t see him at first, not until he moved closer and stood nearly in front of the television. She looked at the intruder in her house, somewhat confused by the wire in his hand.

				Her face betrayed her shock—her eyes widened in horror. The remote control dropped to the floor. She opened her mouth but no words left her lips. He moved closer. Instinctively, she moved back on her sofa, crawling to the farthest edge before she grabbed her legs and pulled them into her chest. Huddled in the fetal position, her head shook like a robot unable to compute.

				The tight leggings she wore accented her knees and for a minute, they distracted him. The knees, her knees, they made him pause. They were right there, right in front of him, her beautiful knees. The knees he dreamed about, fantasized about, worshipped, and they were his for the taking.

			

			
				Finally she spoke, “What are you doing in my house? How did you get in?”

				These questions disrupted his thoughts; he looked into her eyes and put his finger to his lips to silence her. Her eyes betrayed her fear and that drove him on. The power, oh the power. She was his now.

				Confident, he stepped back and calmly asked, “Are you cooking something? It smells as if you’re cooking something. In the kitchen, I think. It smells delicious.”

				She looked down at his hands and the wire, and finally, she said, “Is there something wrong? What are you doing? Why are you here, in my house? I want you to leave . . . immediately.”

				He didn’t answer. Instead, he turned and walked into the kitchen. Opening the oven, he knelt down and took a deep breath in. “Delicious. You are a wonderful cook.”

				She stood nervously in the doorway, arms crossed in front of her.

				“Why are you here? How did you get in? I am going to ring the police . . . leave my house immediately.”

				“No, my sweet, you see, you can’t.” He held up the wire and slowly stood back from the oven. He watched her, her beautiful back and hands now hugging the door frame. He caught the cautious glance she made toward her front door.

				You feel you are so close and yet how far you really are, he thought. You want to run, you want to scream, but you’re too scared. As he moved toward her, she readied herself to run, bracing her feet firmly on the floor. At the end of the worktop he reached down, picked up the cookbook off the floor, and read the title.

				“Oh, beautiful Edie, why do you make this hard on yourself? You won’t reach the end,” he said, taunting her as he stepped closer and closer to her. “Your beautiful legs, knees, I am afraid they won’t be able to carry you fast enough before I catch you. Perhaps you want the chase, is that what you want? Why don’t you run?”

			

			
				Grabbing her chin with his gloved hand, he looked into her eyes. They spoke the one word he thrived on, terror. “Run,” he whispered into her ear and run she did. But, as he suspected, he caught her as she unlocked the bolt on the front door

				“Tsk, tsk, you should be more careful, because you never know who could be outside lurking, do you?” He leaned past her and locked the front door again. “We don’t want someone coming in now, do we?”

				Her legs became weak and she fell to the ground. Grabbing her hair, he pulled her up. A short high-pitched scream came out of her mouth.

				Cupping her mouth with his hand, he whispered into her ear, “What are you doing? Why do you fight it? It will all be over soon.”

				He ignored the stifled whimpers that came from under his hand as he dragged her down the hall. She clawed at the walls and kicked the floor trying to stand. When that failed, she attempted to reach behind and scratch him but he yanked on her hair in response. In the kitchen, she wildly threw her body up on the worktop and kicked like mad. The rack of spices flew through the air—the cumin bottle smashed in the sink sending greenish powder up in the air and tiny balls of peppercorns flew like little missiles in all directions as the bottle shattered against the fridge.

				He couldn’t hold on to her and she threw herself to the floor, yanking drawers out as she fell. Cutlery landed with a deafening crash on the tile floor. He covered his ears with his hands. She crawled toward the kitchen door but yelped when his strong hand grabbed her ankle and dragged her back.

			

			
				As screams emerged from her lips, he placed his hand over her mouth, and said, “Stop.”

				He was getting angry now. This was not what he’d imagined. Where was his power? Where was her fear? Tired, he looked around for his wire, where was his wire? He must have lost it somewhere in the struggle.

				She moved again, her hands clawed the floor, reaching for items. With a loud slap, his gloved hand connected with her face.

				“Stop,” he said once again. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she began to whimper. With his body on hers to hold her down, he placed one hand on her neck—her thin tender neck—and began to squeeze. “Will you be quiet?”

				When she made no movement, he squeezed her neck harder and asked again, “Will you be quiet?”

				When she finally nodded yes, he took his hand off her mouth. Again he looked around for his wire. Nothing. He could feel her squirm beneath him, adjusting her body under his weight.

				The smell of burning pot roast began to fill the room. Could he shut off the oven from here? He leaned back trying to reach the knobs on the hob. Just out of his reach. Damn. He slid his body back but he still couldn’t reach without taking his hand off her neck. No, no, no, he thought, this is not what he had planned. Turning back to her face, he realized he must deal with her first. She looked at him and the fear returned.

				She squirmed as his second hand reached for her neck. No, she shook her head. Please, she pleaded with her eyes. Her yell was a gurgled gasp. As he watched her struggle for air, he felt a deep sharp pain radiate from his leg up his entire body. For a moment, his hands loosened from her neck and he let go. Blood pooled onto the floor from a large fork in his thigh. He reached back and yanked it out, blood gushed against the kitchen cupboard door. With anger he turned back to her. Her eyes were still on him, but she had stopped struggling for air.

			

			
				Beautiful Edie Grace was no more.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Two

				The sound of hoovering caused Sophia Evans to look away from her monitor. What time was it? The clock on the wall read 2:10. Where did the time go? She pressed the power button on her screen then leaned back in her chair. Her shoulders ached and she rolled her head from side to side.

				She glanced around the office. Six other co-workers still sat at their stations. Three had noise-cancelling headphones over their ears. Maybe Liam Foxton was right; perhaps they had no lives. Liam would never work this late. She wondered when he had left. It was rare for him to leave without at least saying good-bye. From her bag, she pulled her mobile phone—no one had rang.

				When she looked up, she saw Liam approaching her desk. “Speak of the devil,” she said.

				“What’s this?” Liam asked and shook papers in front of her face. She rose and snatched them from him. He had recently followed her to the ICT unit at MI5 in a role he termed liaison—between the Intelligence Officers and ICT Specialists.

				“You know, it’s after two in the morning.” She flipped through the sheets—at least he hadn’t marked them in any way. She didn’t want to have to reprint the thirty-four pages.

			

			
				“I intercepted this,” he yelled over the vacuum. He jabbed at the papers.

				She let out a laugh. “You didn’t intercept it; you stole it off the post cart. It’s for my boss to review.” She slammed the document down on her desk. “And you’re not my boss. It’s my speech—waiting for approval.”

				“In what language?”

				“Just because you don’t understand it doesn’t mean it’s not English. It’s my demonstration of the Huffman Compression Function and Linguistic Stenography.”

				Three or four times a year she gave a lecture at the university on various Mathematics subjects to various groups. It impressed her that students as young as eight took an interest in maths. In a way, it reminded her of herself at that age.

				“Would you like me to bore you with the details?” she asked him.

				“No.”

				“Is this what you’ve been discussing with your superiors all afternoon?”

				“What are you on about?”

				“I saw you this afternoon and I know you were talking about me. I saw you looking at me. Is this what it’s about?” She held up the pages.

				When he didn’t reply, she continued, “Never mind. What are you doing here so late?”

				“I-I thought we could grab a coffee.”

				“I don’t need more coffee, Liam. I need a bed.” She picked up her bag, umbrella, and coat from under her desk.

				“It’s only that we haven’t had much time to talk . . . to discuss what happened on—”

				“What? Just spit it out.” The words came out louder than she had planned. She looked round the room, but none of the other analysts had stopped typing to watch. There was enough noise in the room even to drown out the occasional game of Halo some of the analysts played. Liam attempted to drag her to his office but she stopped him.

			

			
				“Well,” he whispered, “I want to make sure you’re okay. You seem really angry. Well, towards me anyways.”

				“I’m all right, all right?” After a soft pat on his arm, she headed for the lift.

				“Wait. Just wait for me.” He ran to his office and retrieved his coat and briefcase. She stopped and turned to him.

				“The reason we haven’t discussed it,” she said when he returned, “is because I haven’t wanted to discuss it with you. I’ve already been through months of counselling. Now, I just want to put it behind me. All right?” She pressed the button. And then three more times.

				Liam pulled her hand back.

				“But you still seem angry—” he started.

				“Of course I’m angry. I shot him. I shot a man I cared about . . . for you.” She jabbed him in the chest. When the lift doors opened, they entered. He pressed the button for the ground floor.

				“He died in my arms,” she continued, “and you never apologized, did you know that? Are you even sorry for putting me on the case, a case I was in no way prepared for? Are you sorry for risking my life and the lives of your officers?”

				He opened his mouth to speak but she stopped him. “It’s too late now, Liam.”

				“I know I can’t say anything to make you forgive me, but can we at least be able to have a civilized conversation?”

				She leaned her head against the lift wall.

				“We were talking about you in the office earlier.” He lifted his hand in front of her face to stop her from speaking. “But before you jump to conclusions, let me explain.”

			

			
				He pulled a small slip of paper from his pocket and handed it to her.

				“What is it?”

				“It’s an address. I want you to meet me there first thing tomorrow morning. Nine. On the dot.”

				Her shoulders sank. “I thought you said you would explain. What is it about? And you say we don’t have civilized conversations? You never tell me what’s going on.”

				“I’ll explain in the morning.”

				She sighed. “Do I have a choice? Did my boss approve this?”

				“Yes, you’re required to go.” The lift doors opened and he walked out. “Nine, Evans. On the dot.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Three

				Theo Blackwell stood in aisle sixteen at Tesco, running his eyes up and down the rows of greeting cards. He knew the supermarket wasn’t the ideal place to find an anniversary card for his wife, but he was pressed for time and not many other places were open at eight in the morning. When he reached the section he was looking for, he pulled three different cards from the rack. They all pictured happy couples, kissing couples, and messages that didn’t apply to his situation. One had six different pictures of a couple from the moment they started dating to an older couple holding hands walking through the park. That wasn’t his life.

				Where was the one that said, I know you don’t remember who I am and don’t love me anymore, but when I look at you, I remember. I remember how happy we were together and I know I still love you. Where was that card?

				For their six year anniversary, his wife had been unconscious and hanging on for dear-life after getting in a car accident. He had got her a card and laid it by her side in the hospital but in the end, it went in the box with all the other cards she had received. She never read it. For their seventh, he bought her a card but ended up stuffing it in his sock drawer. Though she was making a fine physical recovery, she still couldn’t remember anything about her past and they were as good as strangers.

			

			
				He actually considered not getting her a card this year. Although they were talking now, and she had begun to display the same sweet personality she had when he fell in love, he just wasn’t sure she would appreciate the gesture.

				He took all three and stuffed them behind a random card.

				His mobile rang and he reached for it on his belt. It was his boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Deveau. “Good morning, sir.”

				“You sound chipper this morning, Blackwell.”

				“Thank you, sir.” He wasn’t chipper but he didn’t feel like correcting his boss so he let the matter drop. “I’m optimistic your call will take me from the last few days of doldrums to an exciting new case?”

				“You solve one really high-profile case and now you’re never satisfied. Yes, you will be happy to know that a man died for your enjoyment this morning.”

				“Wonderful,” he said ignoring his boss’s sarcasm and pulled a Biro from his coat pocket. It was true, a lot had changed since he solved his first homicide. And really, he had Sophia Evans to thank for it, even though she wanted no recognition.

				He hadn’t seen Sophia since the week after they arrested the man they were after, and although he knew where she lived and had her mobile number, he made no attempts to contact her. And to his knowledge, she hadn’t made any attempts either.

				One day she was in his life, the next, she disappeared. And he had to respect her wishes.

				“Would you like the address?” his boss asked, interrupting his thoughts.

				When Theo couldn’t find a piece of paper, he walked an aisle over and picked up a small notebook. “Can you repeat that, sir?”

			

			
				As he began to write down some instructions, an extra loud announcement blared over the speaker above his head. He heard nothing.

				“Where are you, Blackwell, the Underground?”

				“Actually, at a Tesco. Sorry, come again, what was the address?”

				“You’re shopping at eight in the morning? Doesn’t your mother do that for you?”

				“Looking for something, is all. I’ll be at the scene ASAP. Have they got the scene under control?”

				“Everyone has been dispatched. You’ll find this case interesting.”

				“Why?”

				“You’ll see.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Four

				On the path leading from a small house on Connell Road in Ealing, Queen of the Suburbs, laid a man in his bathrobe. The victim had his eyes opened and might have been mistaken for cloud watching if it wasn’t for the pool of blood beneath him. A gray steel walking frame and a neatly folded newspaper were at his feet. No, foot. The man only had one leg.

				The brick house that belonged to the deceased was two-story with large windows. It had a small yard out front. The lawn and hedges neatly trimmed. The white wooden fence, recently painted.

				Theo looked up and down the street. The crime scene was loud and hectic. A crowd had gathered behind the crime scene tape. Only a handful of uniform officers were there to keep control. Amateur photographers pushed the tape boundaries hoping to snap the best shot.

				Children ran to the first floor of their neighbor’s homes where they could get a view of the dead body, while mothers were doing all they could to keep their children away from the tape. A group of older men were huddled together debating whether this was the first of many attacks to come on the old men in the neighborhood and what was the world coming to. Old women were huddled debating who had seen the most from their planter-covered windows and discussing the theories they had in which to enlighten the police.

			

			
				“Are you the SIO?”

				Theo turned around to face a short, pudgy uniformed officer whose blond hair was cropped short. “I am.”

				He took out his warrant card and displayed his credentials. The young officer just stood there.

				“And who are you?” asked Theo.

				“I’m PC Barry Borders. I was the first to arrive on scene, but I didn’t touch the body, and I made sure no one else touched the body. To make sure there were no other victims, I entered the house, but I didn’t touch anything there either—except the door handle, I had to touch the door handle, but I used gloves. No one was inside. The deceased is Maddock Tipring, sixty-two. I don’t really know how he died. Perhaps he had a heart attack while fetching the newspaper. But, I didn’t touch the body.”

				“That’s perfect, Borders. Good job.”

				Just then, a small child of around eight years brushed past Theo’s leg. With a swift grab of the school bag attached to the boy’s shoulders, Theo yanked him back.

				“Sorry, sir,” said another officer who was running after the boy.

				Bending down to meet the boy at eye level, Theo asked, “Where is your mum, lad?”

				The wide-eyed boy pointed in the direction of a woman intently capturing the scene on her mobile phone camera. Theo dragged the boy to his mother and confiscated the phone out of her hand. “Are you the crime scene photographer?”

				“No—”

				“Then I suggest you do your job which is taking care of your son. He is yours, I presume?”

			

			
				“Yes. I’m sorry,” she replied roughly, drawing her son near to her. Theo handed her phone back.

				“Are you trying to traumatize your son? You understand your son almost saw a dead body? Do you know what happens then?” Theo continued as the woman shook her head, “They grow up to be teenagers with emotional problems, and when life doesn’t turn out for them like they think is fair, they blame their mothers, who they guilt into spending lots of money to support them for the rest of their miserable lives. Can you afford that? If not, try taking more care of you son. Thank you.” He returned to the dead man.

				“Were there any witnesses, Borders?” asked Theo.

				“Ah, no sir, but we’re questioning the neighbors and bystanders now. So far no one has heard or seen anything. No one even heard him scream. Maybe he couldn’t, I don’t know. Apparently, though, his neighbors say it was his habit to pick up the newspaper every morning. According to the nurse, it was something he wanted to do for himself. Made him feel useful, I suppose. As you can see, he is . . . was disabled.”

				“Yes, I think I can see,” Theo said, ignoring his comment. “Who found the body?”

				Looking down at his pad, the officer replied, “A Mr. Carlin Dowridge. He was walking past the house on the way to work, saw the body, and called the police from his mobile. He says he only touched the body to check for a pulse.”

				“Where is Mr. Dowridge?”

				“He had to be at work by eight because he works at a local school, but I made him stay in case you wanted to talk with him, and I wrote down all his information.” He held his notebook in Theo’s face.

				Theo pushed the notebook aside. “What time did the witness notice the deceased?”

			

			
				“About a quarter to eight. He said he almost didn’t notice him because the bushes hid him. When he walked past the fence, he noticed the Zimmer frame. I guess that was when he saw the body. Thought the man had a heart attack or something.”

				“Does he live nearby?”

				“He lives on this road by but two streets down.” Borders pointed in the direction. “He gave us his address.”

				“Did he enter the house?”

				“No, I don’t think so. He said the man looked dead—with all the blood—and so after he rang the police, he just waited and that was all.”

				Theo nodded.

				“The victim’s nurse arrived only a few minutes ago. She’s pretty distraught.” Borders pointed to a woman in a nurse’s uniform that was standing with an officer a few feet away. “The liaison officer hasn’t arrived yet.”

				“All right,” said Theo. “When you checked the house, did you speak to the people who let the upstairs flat?”

				“I knocked on the door of the flat upstairs. No one answered. I suppose the nurse will know if that upstairs flat is let or not.”

				“Listen, you have done an excellent job so far. Don’t let any officers in the house or around the property until Scene of Crime Officers arrive. If this is a murder and the killer went into the house, I don’t want any of the evidence destroyed. SOCO will be furious if we disturb the crime scene any more than we need to.” The officer nodded and left, Theo turned around searching the crowd.

				Finally, the Scene of Crime Unit arrived. Men jumped out of the vans, donned suits, and stormed the house and body, taking pictures and picking up evidence. He took his mobile from his pocket and dialed his partner, Detective Inspector Dorland’s number. Straight to voicemail. Dorland better be on his way.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Five

				At exactly seven minutes to nine, Sophia pulled up in front of a block of flats in the East End of London. What was she getting herself into? Any ideas Liam entertained only complicated her life. She loved sitting behind a desk analyzing and decrypting information. Why couldn’t he accept that? He was convinced she sought more than her desk job. Three weeks ago, he insisted she begin firearms training and she almost used him for target practice.

				When she got out of her Merc, she looked around the car park but she couldn’t see Liam’s car anywhere. Five teenage boys stood between her and the red brick building. One looked her up and down while he took a puff of his fag and blew the smoke in her direction. She slammed her door and pressed the fob until she heard the short honks. Why didn’t she bring the Fiat? Clutching her bag tightly to her chest, she made her way forward.

				She considered finding another entrance but she knew she had no choice. Only one way to enter the building without a key—through the front door. Raising her chin, she walked right up to where the boys were standing and said, “Excuse me.”

				The boys separated, allowing her to pass.

				“Thank you,” she said, smiled at them and made her way through. She had to pass by them so closely she could smell the strong odor of smoke wafting from their clothes.

				A few steps later, she heard one of the boys reply, “Nice car.”

			

			
				Liam would pay if her car was missing when she came out.

				Once inside the front doors, her uneasiness didn’t subside. She didn’t need a key. Anyone could enter provided they could climb over the rubbish all over the floor. A half-eaten rat lay atop a pile of unopened mail in the corner and decomposing bin bags in the confines of the wall of graffiti covered letterboxes. Liam was taking his revenge by exposing her to the Hantavirus.

				As she walked the five flights of stairs to the fifth floor, she pulled her bottle of Mace from her bag. She passed a man lying on the third landing. He opened one eye and growled at her. Sophia climbed a little faster. The overwhelming smells of cannabis and urine made her nauseated. By the time she reached door 523, she felt like vomiting. She rapped sharply on the door and a few seconds later, the door opened.

				A woman she had never seen before stood in the doorway dressed in a simple gray tee and tracksuit bottoms.

				“I’m looking for—” Sophia said but the woman quickly held a finger to her lips.

				The woman stepped aside and motioned Sophia in with her hand. Sophia wanted confirmation that she had at the right address but the urgency of the woman’s movements caused her to silently obey. She found herself in a room smaller than a lift with a closed door ahead of her and one to her right. And the woman shut the door behind her leaving them in the dark. Once enclosed, she opened the door to Sophia’s right and the bright lights blinded her.

				“I’m looking for Liam—”

				Again the woman cut her off, “I know.”

				“Evans,” came Foxton’s voice from the room, “you made it.”

				“What the hell is going on, Liam?”

			

			
				Sophia looked around the white-walled room. Tables with monitors and other recording equipment lined the walls. Whiteboards with pictures and diagrams acted as partitions and coat hangers. A standing fan wafted the smells of stale coffee, smoke, and baby powder around the room.

				Then she saw it. “What is my desk doing here? When did you move my things? I’ve only been away from the office—”

				“It’s okay, Evans,” he interrupted.

				“It’s not bloody okay.” She ran over to her desk and looked over her computer and the contents of her drawers. “You took everything . . . in less than five hours. What’s going on here? Am I being transferred? Here? To this hell hole? Is that a blood stain on the carpet?”

				“Maybe,” replied Liam, “but we can clean it, all right?” He came over and grabbed her arms. “In the meantime, why don’t you help yourself to a cup of coffee.”

				“I don’t know.”‘ Sophia put her hands on her hips. Although she longed for some soothing liquid, she was worried. “I want to know why I’m being sent here. Is this punishment for the comment last week? Is this where you take people and shoot them?” She pointed to the stain on the carpet.

				“Relax,” he replied. “It’s nothing like that. Come, let’s fetch you a cup of coffee.”

				“Am I going to be able to use the loo?”

				“Yes of course, didn’t you see the loo when you came in?”

				“The other door,” the unnamed woman replied pointing to the entrance.

				“By the way, this is Melony Howe. She will meet you here every morning at nine. She works the night shift from 1:00 a.m. to nine with another officer.”

				“I have to stay here until one in the morning? I’m not leaving this flat in the middle of the night.” Her voice came out louder than she had hoped.

			

			
				“Whoa, sweetheart,” Liam replied sarcastically. “You have to calm down. You leave at five. Office hours. Now, come, I’m getting you a coffee. That’ll make you feel better, won’t it?” He got behind her and pushed her into the small kitchen attached to the room. The only thing on the worktop was a coffee pot, a box of white sugar, and a used spoon.

				“Don’t be condescending. You could’ve told me what to expect last night. You didn’t have to pull this stunt.”

				Liam reached into a cupboard and took a foam cup from the stack. “Just milk, right?” She nodded and placed her bag on the worktop. He handed her a carton from the fridge and she poured it in.

				“What am I doing here?”

				“I need your help.”

				“Oh no you don’t.”

				“It’s only surveillance. You don’t have to go undercover or even leave the flat. Simple watching, listening, and reporting. You can even work on your other cases while you’re here.”

				Sophia took a sip of her coffee and grimaced. “How old is this?”

				“I don’t know. I’ve only arrived twenty minutes ago.”

				She dumped the contents of her cup down the sink and opened cupboards until she found the things necessary to make more coffee. “How long is this assignment? Days that will turn into weeks that will eventually turn into months? Am I unwittingly going to have to shoot Melony—”

				“Melony.”

				“To shoot Melony in a few months after I form a close bond with her? I’m not trained for surveillance any more than I was trained for undercover. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be looking for.”

			

			
				“We’re short staffed at the moment. You’re not the only analyst out of the office and in the field.” He led her to a whiteboard beside her desk that contained photos of men and women taped to it. He pointed to a picture on the far right of the board. “Listen, this is important. The man here is Mychajlo Placko, head of a Ukrainian crime family. He’s shipping guns into the UK. That we know.”

				He moved his hand to the far left of the board, past a photo of a man and another of a woman, following an arrow leading to a white page with a large question mark. “This is our target, and as of now, he—or she—remains anonymous. We have tried to trace the money trail with no success.” Moving right, he jabbed at the face of the woman. “She, in between the unknown and Placko, is Elaine Smith—probably not her real name—and she is the woman who gives the money from unknown man to one of Placko’s men—a man known as Miles.” He tapped the man’s photo to the right. “Elaine lives in a house across the street, number 412. We can follow the money trail but we have no idea who’s buying the guns and how the unknown man receives the guns. After handing over the money, Elaine talks to no one.”

				“How does Elaine get the money to give Miles?”

				“It’s all done electronically.”

				“Well, perhaps she sends a message electronically or communicates to someone when she leaves the house to go to the shops.”

				“That may be the case but we haven’t found anything to lead us to the guns. We have a person on her whether she’s in or out, so eventually we’ll figure it out but for now, it’s watching and analyzing. We’ve placed bugs and cameras throughout her flat so we can watch all her movements. It’s only a matter of time before we see how she relays the information to her boss. The interactions take place about every two weeks and it’s been about a week and a half since the last so we need to be on our toes. Knowing who this man is, is vital in keeping Britain safe.”

			

			
				As Liam gave her a file with specific instructions, there was another knock at the door. Melony walked to the entranceway and returned with a thin, redheaded woman.

				“Crystal,” Sophia signed in British Sign Language. “You’re assigned here too?”

				Crystal Priestly, Sophia’s aide, came to work for MI5 after being arrested for hacking into HOLMES for information on her missing nephew; she was immediately recruited to the unit. Sophia learned sign language just to communicate with her.

				“Sorry I’m late. I was told to be here at nine. By Liam.” She placed the sign for the letter L on her forehead, Liam’s nickname. “Those are our desks and computers. What are we doing here?”

				“I’ll explain soon. Coffee?” Sophia led Crystal to the kitchen where she poured them cups of new coffee.

				Liam walked into the kitchen and said, “I need to leave, Evans, but you have your instructions.”

				“Liam, you’re leaving?” Sophia grabbed his arm. “Where are you going?”

				“I have other cases to handle. Don’t worry, all you have to do is watch. I want to know who that man is. How does Smith contact him? If you have any questions, ring me.”

				Her shoulders sank and she let go of his arm. Sophia nodded and Liam made his way to the door. He may often drive her mad but she didn’t want him to abandon her, not on the first day. There was some comfort in his company.

			

			
				“I really wish you wouldn’t.”

				His eyes studied her and she felt her face turn red.

				“But, if you do,” she continued, “I want you to take my car. Had I known what kind of place you were going to drag me to, I wouldn’t have brought my Mercedes.”

				“Fine.” He held out his hand for the keys and when obtained, pivoted on his feet and left the room.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Six

				Theo thrust his hands in his pockets and turned in the direction of his partner’s 1982 Cortina. He couldn’t see the car but he could hear it. Sputter, sputter, bang and then silence—Dorland Jackson’s classic entrance. Finally, Theo caught sight of Dorland running down the street toward him, licking his fingers and patting down his hair. If his car was loud, his clothes were even louder. Today he sported white trousers and coat, a black dress shirt and green tie. And, to add insult to injury, his pointed white shoes.

				“God, Dorland, all the spectators will believe we’re filming an Ashes to Ashes episode. Listen, the studio rang and they want their costumes back.”

				“Very funny, sir. I’ll have you know, I saved up for two months to buy them from a vendor in Camden Town who then proceeded to double the price. I had the nerve to leave and had walked past three shops before he chased me down. These shoes are worth a lot.”

				“I can imagine the poor alligator thought so as well. Why are you late?”

				“Bloody traffic,” Dorland explained. He pulled up his skinny tie. “Did you know a lorry flipped on the A40?”

				Theo nodded.

				“What do we have, sir?”

				Theo didn’t answer. He just led his partner to the body that lay there, decomposing in its own muck and indignity.

			

			
				Dorland peered over the fence. “I don’t understand. How did he die? Is that his blood? I guess it would have to be, wouldn’t it. Does he only have one leg? Did that happen this morning? Did someone cut off his leg?”

				“I don’t know, stop asking questions. We should just wait for the pathologist. Where is the man?” Theo was becoming impatient.

				Dr. Alfred Waynton, home office pathologist, finally arrived ten minutes later. Although late, he meandered his way to the body, stopping at the SOCO van to don coveralls, but the largest size wasn’t large enough. While he did manage to zip up the front, he could only walk like a penguin.

				“Uncle Al,” Dorland exclaimed. “We finally get a chance to work together.” He looked for a way to get to his relation on the other side of the gate, but realized that he would have to go around through the driveway and off he went. When they finally met and hugged, Dorland almost disappeared somewhere between the folds of the man.

				“Well, if it isn’t little Dorley. I guess you’re not so little anymore.”

				“No, no, not so little anymore.” Dorland flexed his arm muscle for his uncle. “However, it looks like you’ve lost weight.”

				“You know your aunt Laurie. She has me on a diet of salad and other useless vegetables.” He paused and took a deep breath. “How was your move? How’s your sister? I hear she lives with you now.”

				Dorland gave Theo a quick glance and quickly replied, “Good, good. All moved in. She’s my step-sister, you know.”

				Theo hadn’t been aware Dorland had moved. He hadn’t taken a day off work. Where did he move? When had he moved?

				“So they’ve got you on the case, have they?” Waynton asked. “Good on you. Sorry I’m late, by the way. Bloody traffic. Did you know a lorry flipped on the M40?”

			

			
				Dorland nodded.

				“Have you ever met Detective Inspector Blackwell?”

				Al lifted his gloved hand and reached for Theo’s. “Yes, how are you?”

				Theo took his hand and received a firm handshake.

				Turning back to Dorland, Waynton continued, “Heard you’ve made detective.” He slapped Dorland in the stomach. “How the hell did you manage that? Your mother must be so proud. How’s the old bird?”

				“I hate to interrupt your fun,” said Theo, “but we are standing over a dead body and sadly he is getting colder by the second. Before he turns to dust at our feet, could we find how he died?”

				Both Dorland and Alfred turned to face Theo. “Well, I suppose you’re right. To work.” The pathologist listened as Theo related the details of the case to him. Then, he knelt down but his suit wouldn’t let him so he spread his legs as wide as possible in order to get closer to the body. “Let’s see what we have here.”

				“What we’re looking for is cause of death,” said Theo.

				Waynton did a quick examination of the body. He opened the black bathrobe and carefully unbuttoned the deceased man’s pajama top. The blood had left a large red stain on the shirt. “It looks like he’s been stabbed,” said Waynton.

				“Did you say stabbed?” asked Dorland.

				Waynton’s voice when leaning over a body barely rose above a whisper due to the fact his large paunch folded over multiple times while in a stooping position and prevented him from catching his breath. “Yes. I can only see one entry wound but it seems to have hit his heart. And it pumped the blood from his body. Have you found a knife or any other type of weapon?” He looked up at Theo, his eyes were extremely large and magnified by his large round glasses.

			

			
				Theo called Borders over. “Has SOCO found a weapon?”

				“I don’t think so, sir.”

				“Dorland, help me look for a weapon. I can’t imagine the killer got far with a bloody knife.” Theo stepped back from the gate and carefully examined where he was standing for any drops of blood. The bush, working its way between the wooden boards, made it difficult to see anything. He couldn’t see anything on the pavement. He knelt down to study the white fence more closely. “I didn’t notice any blood here before but look, here’s a drop on the fence.” He pointed left of the gate. Then he noticed another and another. “Search in the bushes on the other side of the fence. Will someone fetch me a torch?”

				Dorland got down on his hands and knees and searched under the bushes. “I don’t see anything, sir. Perhaps the killer took the weapon with him, hid it in a bag.”

				Theo walked around the other side of the fence and started looking. He sent other officers down the street and ordered them to check for a weapon in any of the neighbor’s gardens. An officer handed him a torch and he shone the light into the bushes. He was determined to cover the bushes down the length of the street inch by inch if he had to, but within a minute, a glint shone.

				“Found it,” yelled Theo.

				Pushed down into the bushes was a standard kitchen knife. After photographs, a crime scene officer cut the knife out of the bush, bagged it, and handed it to Theo.

				“Could this be the murder weapon?” Theo asked.

				The pathologist examined the murder weapon. “I can’t say for sure but it does look like it could cause the wound. That and the fact it was found in a nearby bush with blood on it. I will have more for you after the autopsy.”

			

			
				“Dorland,” said Theo, “now that we know this is murder and not just an accident, we have our work cut out for us. Who the hell kills an old man with one leg?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Seven

				As Theo headed toward the house, he asked Dorland to fetch the nurse and bring her. The front hall led straight into the kitchen. To his left was the drawing room with hardwood floors and a faux fireplace. There was no television, no radio, and no framed photos of family or friends on the mantle only a medal encased in glass. A comfortable leather recliner and a wooden side table with one lamp were the only pieces of furniture in the room. However, lining three of the white walls were rectangular framed sets of multi-colored tile.

				“That’s one way to tile a wall,” Theo remarked to himself. He went up to the art to take a closer look. “What is this? So this man, for relaxation, would not turn on a match on the telly or play chess or scrabble but would sit in this chair and stare at these? Did Mr. Tipring create them?”

				“He did. He called this room his gallery.”

				The nurse stood in the doorway with Dorland. Her pale face, white nurse’s uniform, and clean white shoes made her look like a ghost.

				“Thank you for coming in,” said Theo. “I know this day has been traumatic but I’m hoping you can answer some questions. But before that, could we possibly go through the flat and see if anything has been stolen. Ms . . . Mrs . . .” Theo fished for a name.

				“Perkins, Ms. Perkins. Megan is my first name. I’m Mr. Tipring’s nurse, I mean, I was. I work here every day, weekends included, from nine until five. I cleaned for him, cooked his meals, made sure he took his pills. Anything he needed.”

			

			
				“Wow, every day.” Theo remarked.

				“I have no family so I don’t mind. I knew what I was taking on when he hired me, and he paid me well. I just don’t understand. Why would they stab him? What possible reason . . . ?”

				“That’s what we hope to find out. Did Mr. Tipring live alone?”

				“Yes.”

				“Did he have family?”

				“I’m sure he did. However, I’ve yet to meet any of them.”

				Theo gave her a pair of gloves and led her through the rooms—bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen—and she quietly looked over Mr. Tipring’s things.

				In the bedroom, Theo went through the man’s belongings. When he reached the chest of drawers, he motioned Dorland over.

				“What do you make of this?” he asked pointing to a large shadow box sitting atop the drawers. The box had neatly arranged earrings in rows. “Why do you think he has all this jewelry?”

				“Those belonged to his mother,” the nurse said, coming to view the jewelry with them. “He loved those. I believe they are the only thing in the house that belonged to his mother.”

				Theo nodded and opened the top drawer. The socks were not folded. Instead, they lay flat, one on top of the other. Almost new. He reached under them—nothing. “Did he have a desk?”

				“No. He did all his correspondence at the kitchen table.”

				Theo stepped through a doorway at the back of the kitchen that led to a tiny bathroom with a plain bathtub. The bathroom was white, clean, and simple, the towel was blue, even his toothbrush, which lay parallel to the toothpaste on the sink, was white.

			

			
				“He was a very particular man. He had a place for everything and if it were missing, he would notice. Many of my friends thought it would make me crazy because if you saw my house four months ago, well, it was in no particular order, if in any order whatsoever. However, I prefer things neat now. I don’t believe anything in the house was touched.” She sat down at the kitchen table. “He didn’t have many belongings and never bought more than he needed. One day I went to the shops with his list and just added a small box of biscuits thinking he would like them . . .” She walked over to the cupboard beside the fridge and opened the door. “He never touched them.” She pointed to the box of digestives.

				She turned to face the detectives and leaned back against the worktop. “I should make some tea. I come in every day and the first thing I do is make tea.” She poured water from the tap into the metal kettle and placed it on the hob. “Two lumps and no more than two lumps, he would say to me. Every day he would tell me when the kettle started whistling even though I’ve been working here four months. Every day.”

				“Do you know how Mr. Tipring lost his leg?” asked Theo.

				“At first he wouldn’t tell me. Said I should mind my own business. However, in time, he explained he received a wound in the war, and because of an infection his leg had to be amputated. Apparently, it’s why he received the medal in the drawing room.”

				“Okay, Ms. Perkins,” Dorland said, “do you have any idea what happened today? Any idea why someone would murder Mr. Tipring?”

				“What do you mean? Should I know what happened?”

				“Did your boss have any enemies. Anyone who would want to kill him. Did he get on with his neighbors? Did he owe someone money? Maybe he owned something valuable and someone killed him for it?”

			

			
				“No,” she cried out. “That’s horrible. No, he never had any enemies. He was just an old man who couldn’t even walk very far. He rarely left the house. I think he must have been the most boring person on the street. I can think of five other people just on this crescent who would be more likely targets than Mr. Tipring.”

				“Why was he outside this morning? Was it to get his morning newspaper?” Theo asked her, motioning the nurse to sit in the reclining chair.

				“He retrieved his paper every morning and left it on the kitchen table until his tea was prepared. I told him when I started working for him that I could bring the paper in when I arrived but he told me it was something he liked to do for himself.”

				“And he never even started reading the paper until you arrived anyway?”

				“No. He always waited to read the paper until I had prepared his tea and toast. A creature of habit that man was. But, many older people become like that. I worked for an older man before Mr. Tipring who had to have his bath at ten twenty-five in the morning. Every day. On the dot. One day, there was not any hot water for his bath. When I told him to wait while I boiled the water, he didn’t. He climbed into the freezing-cold water. I found him shivering and blue trying to find the soap he had lost under the water. The silly old man nearly froze to death; he ended up in the hospital with pneumonia. Some older people are just like that, I hope if I become like that someone will just shoot me and put me out of my misery.” She stopped. The kettle let out a loud whistle and she shut the burner off. “Would you like a cup?”

			

			
				Theo nodded.

				She retrieved three white cups from the cupboards and placed them on the table with matching sugar container.

				“I really need to ask about the gallery,” said Theo. “It really is very unusual. Tiles pushed into pink mortar. Did he consider it artwork?”

				“He was very attached to those creations. He considered it art. In fact, the previous full-time nurse told me that when he does leave the house, it often is only to an art gallery where some of that artwork was displayed. He never asked me to take him there so I don’t know how much art he has sold or has on display.”

				“Does it mean something?” asked Theo. “Most art contains or portrays a message, something the artist is trying to express.”

				“I don’t know, I never asked. He never told me. When he . . . I don’t know, some nights he would go in there and sit down and just stare at them. Lost in contemplation. I thought that he liked the art because they are orderly, each tile the same size, in rows, orderly, maybe looking at them calmed his mind.”

				“Is there a chance that whoever killed Mr. Tipring did so because he wanted to have access to the art?”

				“Are you asking me if someone wanted to steal those pieces of art? Why? Why would they want to? I doubt anyone knew he had art here. In the four months I have worked here, he had never had a single visitor. Not one. Besides me, no one has entered this house, until today.”

				“And nothing, none of his art has been stolen?”

				She shook her head. “I don’t think so. None are missing, as far as I can tell.”

			

			
				“And he never had art anywhere else in the house?”

				“Just there.”

				Theo pointed to the roof. “This is a two story house. Does Mr. Tipring own both flats?”

				“He only uses the downstairs.”

				“Who lives upstairs?”

				“No one, it’s empty. He keeps . . . kept both the upstairs and the downstairs but no one lives up there. Mr. Tipring liked the quiet; it would have been too noisy for him if someone were upstairs trampling on the floor all day. I believe he keeps . . . kept it empty, but I have never been upstairs. He could have used it for storage, but I doubt it because he would have such a difficult time climbing the stairs to fetch anything.”

				“Do you have a key for upstairs?”

				“No. He must have one, but I don’t know where he would have kept it.”

				“That’s all right. We may find it around here. Do you know of any family Mr. Tipring had that we should notify?”

				“He kept all his correspondence and bills in there. I think if he had any letters from his family, it would be with them.” She opened the pantry and pulled out a wheeled three-drawer plastic container. Inside were neatly labelled files and other correspondence.

				“We would like to take these. Dorland, try and find a way to contact his nearest relative. Also, I would like you to find the key to the upstairs flat. In the meantime, I’m going to re-visit your uncle.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Eight

				The body was hoisted into the bus by ten. Theo stood in the drive as the workers wrapped up their various assignments. The pathologist sang a chipper tune. For them, the case was well underway, but for him, it was only the beginning.

				“What do you have for me?” Theo asked. “Please tell me everything I need to know to solve this case.”

				“Oh, and ruin your fun? I think not.” Dr. Waynton leaned in, almost touching Theo’s cheek with his nose. “However, I will be happy to tell you what I know. First of all: our man has one leg. That, my friends, did not happen this morning. Also, he was stabbed once in the chest. That did happen this morning, and it was fatal. I would imagine he died almost instantly. I see no other marks or wounds other than a small one on the back of the head, which he most likely received when he fell backwards. As far as I can tell, he was not beat up or anything. That is my point.”

				“Time of death?” Theo asked.

				“Around seven this morning give or take a half hour or so. For now, that’s all I have for you. However, after the postmortem is complete, I should be able to tell you more.” Waynton made his way to his car, but stopped. “Uh, Blackwell, I forgot. There is something else. Talk to SOCO. I bagged a note found in our victim’s robe pocket. We couldn’t understand what it meant but it might be key to the case.”

				“Thank you.”

			

			
				Immediately, Theo headed off in the direction of the SOCO van. Four or five men were loading totes of supplies and evidence. A young man in a blue jumpsuit, clearly SOCO, turned and gave Theo a nod.

				“You’re here about the note,” the man said and held out his hand. “Woolsey, Ryan Woolsey.” He removed his latex glove and grabbed Theo’s hand to shake it heartily. From a box in the bus, he retrieved a clear bag. Inside was a small nicely cut and laminated square piece of paper.

				Theo looked down at the note: Why Run Backward You’ll Vomit.

				“That’s it?” Theo asked. He turned the note over a few times as if the movement might reveal more words. “What does it mean?”

				“I’ve asked everyone on the scene if they’ve heard this expression and it’s a no. Sorry. Perhaps we’ll find a key to the note in the papers we took from his house.”

				“All right. Anything else?”

				“We have collected a fair bit but it may not all be relevant. It really is hard to say at this point. No reliable footprints and we’re not sure if there were any fingerprints on the knife, we still have to clean it up a bit. That will all take time.”

				Typical. There was a flurry of updates with absolutely nothing updated. He wasn’t closer to finding a motive to this senseless homicide. With all the information he gathered, all he had was that some person walked up to an old man in the street early in the morning and stabbed him then disappeared into thin air.

				No one just stabs a person, not in this neighborhood, not like this. He was missing something and he really hoped that the upstairs flat contained a wealth of information he could use. Sadly, he doubted it. But, random, senseless violence was not what he wanted to write down in the report. That would be running backward and why would he want to run backward? He’d vomit.

			

			
				“Boss,” Dorland yelled behind him. “Found them.” When Theo turned, Dorland jangled the keys in front of his face.

				“Wonderful.” He walked up to Dorland and handed him the note. Dorland read it a few times just to make sure he had read it right and shrugged his shoulders.

				“Doctor’s note?” Dorland hazarded a guess.

				“Obviously,” Theo said, “and with such wise advice, it is only natural one would want to laminate it and keep it in their pocket in case a one-legged man would have the desire. Then he could easily pull out the note and read it and remember, that not only could he not run forward without vomiting, that yes, he could also not run backward without vomiting either. It’s clear to me why you’re a detective.”

				“Funny. Shall we?” Dorland rattled the key in front of Theo’s face again.

				“Ladies first,” Theo replied.

				“So did SOCO or the other officers find anything? Any other witnesses?”

				“A menagerie of responses from a menagerie of people,” Theo replied. “One, in a group of women, insists she saw a large scary man walk by her house but didn’t know when. That started the group on a tirade of similar stories, each thinking they saw the man but each time the story became a bit scarier and a bit more far-fetched. One man thought it was a woman; two others didn’t know whom it was that lived in the house. And all the children interviewed apparently thought the one-legged man was creepy.”

				Theo followed Dorland into the front hall, where there was a door leading upstairs to the first floor. Theo pushed the key in and turned the handle. The door opened easily, and the musky smell of a flat that hadn’t been occupied, hit them immediately. Dorland took the stairs two at a time.

			

			
				Poking his head around the door frame, Dorland looked back at Theo, and said, “I think you’re going to find this interesting.”

				“Does it answer some of our questions?” No reply. Theo bounded up the stairs after him. The entire first floor was one room with a sink and some cupboards in one corner. The room obviously belonged to the deceased. It was incredibly neat. More paintings lined the walls, the same as on the main floor, and one table filled the length of the room. Laid out in ten separate bins were small colored tiles: white, black, red, purple, brown, blue, green, yellow, orange, and gray. Bags of white mortar with a thick layer of dust lay neatly piled below the table.

				“This is obviously where he does his artistic carpentry.” Theo ran his fingers through a tray of red half-inch tiles. “He really is an odd person. One-legged artist. I wonder what will happen to all his art?”

				“Perhaps it is stated in his will. He may have had relatives.”

				“Do you think they’re worth something?”

				“This art?” Dorland laughed. “Although you never know. There are artists I do not like and they make money. Some may actually like what this artist had to offer. Who can say?”

				“We may have to do some further digging to find the answer.”

				The nurse was waiting at the bottom of the stairs when they descended. “Was there anything interesting up there?” she asked. “I’ve always wanted to see what he kept up there.”

				“That was his studio, where he created his art. We are looking for any reason he might have been killed this morning. I know you told us that he had no enemies, but did he ever disclose to you what his Last Will and Testament contained or anything that may have been on his mind lately?”

			

			
				“No, but I have only been with him for about four months. I try with all my patients to find out as much as I can about their family or past. It makes spending the day with them easier, but Mr. Tipring, he was quiet. Never spoke about his family or friends, ever. No, that is not true. When I asked about the earrings he told me they belonged to his mother. How fond he must have been of her. I’ve never known a man to keep earrings like that. But then again, I’ve never known a man to keep art like that.”

				Ignoring her question, Theo went on, “What about a solicitor? Did he have a solicitor or anyone that handled his personal matters?”

				“I don’t know,” the nurse answered in barely a whisper. “Maybe his last nurse could tell you more.”

				“Do you know her name?”

				“No, but she may have worked at the same agency I work for. A placement agency that matches home care needs with patients. He may have chosen the same agency for his last nurse. I don’t know.” She reached into her purse and handed them a very old card crumpled up in hundreds of tiny folds until it was almost the consistency of toilet tissue. “You can try ringing them at that number.”

				“He did not seem worried to you, nothing unusual over the last couple of days?”

				“Nothing. In fact, he seemed happier. I don’t know what it was but he actually seemed cheerier. If he knew today was the day he was going to die, he never showed it, not once. In fact, he was planning a trip, not an extravagant excursion, but he wanted to go to the place where he was born. A trip of about a hundred miles but for one who never leaves his house, quite a conquest. One morning when I arrived, he informed me of his plans. I wonder what could be so important there . . .”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Nine

				By noon, Sophia was ready to strangle someone and she kicked the radiator again. Damn heat, or rather lack of it. Although it wasn’t raining, a nippy wind whistled in from the poorly insulated windows. She buttoned up her double-breasted cardigan and began to pace the dingy East End flat. Either she would die of boredom or freeze to death. She lighted the gas hob for a few minutes but with strict orders not to open the windows, she shut it off for fear she would suffocate.

				The music didn’t help either. She spent ten minutes trying to imagine what it would take for the roof to topple down on her. Would it be the ear-splitting electro funk or the karaoke dancer accompaniment? Could she run to the doorway in time? She tried the run—if only to keep herself warm—and managed to get herself sweaty and colder. Though tempted to run upstairs and bang on the door, it was one of Liam’s strict instructions for her to stay in the flat. Someone had to be watching the monitors, though Sophia didn’t quite understand why. It wasn’t like the camera’s didn’t record bloody everything. Some days, she wanted to kill that man.

				The other task, which involved scanning the previous night’s footage, only took forty-five minutes to review because the woman only awoke six times during the night. Once for the loo, and the other five to push her cat off her face. As far as Sophia was concerned, the woman in house 412 was the most uninteresting person on the planet . . . or perhaps the second most, after herself. Why the hell was she so important? Perhaps it was Liam’s way to slowly wear her down so that when he finally asked her for dinner, she wouldn’t refuse, not for the hundredth time.

			

			
				As Sophia continued to debate her existence, Crystal lumbered into the flat and dropped two brown bags of groceries on the kitchen worktop and headed out of the flat again. She returned with a box.

				“What did you buy?” Sophia asked.

				“Things,” Crystal signed. After stuffing the bags into the small fridge without emptying them, she took the box, laid it at Sophia’s feet, and began rifling through the contents. “What did you do to the floor?”

				“I had some fun with masking tape.” She had taped a body outline on the floor, right where the stain on the carpet was. “I imagine the poor soul was shot in the chest.”

				Crystal laughed.

				Sophia turned her attention back to the box. “What’s this?” Sophia signed. “How much did you spend? I gave you my credit card.” She sat cross-legged on the floor.

				“It’s a mobile phone. But, I need it.”

				“What for?” asked Sophia.

				“To make your life easier, of course.” Crystal tapped her friend on the shoulder and rose to her feet. She took a mobile phone from the box and unwrapped it. She plugged it into the wall and immediately started for her laptop. “You constantly complain that Liam remotely bugs your mobile. Well, I think I’ve found a solution.”

				“How will you do that?” Sophia continued to unpack the box which held thin wires, a mini soldering iron, and other micro-electronic parts.

				“Coding, my friend, what we do best. By the way, I think you should disable your GPS tracker.”

			

			
				“I’ve considered that option but I do want people, especially you, to know where I am when in an emergency. And although I don’t want the government—or Liam—to have access to my every conversation, I do take comfort in knowing they can protect me if they know what I’m up to.”

				“Then, let me just tweak it a bit.”

				“At least you can work. I’m envious, you can’t hear the noise coming from the flat above.”

				“Oh, I feel it. Just because I’m deaf doesn’t mean I can’t feel.”

				“Just because you’re deaf doesn’t mean you can steal my credit card to buy yourself a new mobile phone. I see you bought two.” Sophia gave Crystal a wink. The first year the two worked together, they carried on a long-running “just because you’re deaf” joke. It had bonded the two women working in a mostly male environment. When they met condescending, chauvinistic attitudes from their male counterparts, they expressed their anger and frustration through sign.

				“Has the woman done anything while I was gone?”

				“Well, let’s see,” Sophia said, sliding her notepad down off the table and laying it at her feet. “She’s made six cups of tea, peed five cups worth, washed the dishes, made her bed, showered, crocheted a little more on the blanket, watched an episode of Corrie, rolled pennies, and loads of other boring things. I think she knows we’re watching and is torturing us. Now she’s vacuuming the hall carpets.”

				Sophia’s mobile phone vibrated on the floor. Crystal picked it up and finger-spelt L-i-a-m before handing it to her co-worker. Sophia was about to put her mobile into her pocket but Crystal waved her hands about.

				“Answer it,” she signed. “You might find him to be the most irritating person on planet Earth but he is still your superior.”

			

			
				Sophia sighed. “Hello, Liam, to what do I owe the honor of hearing your voice?”

				“I was wondering if you needed me to bring you two some lunch?” he asked. “Chinese take-away or something.”

				“That’s all right, Liam. Crystal has bought us food for our incredibly exciting assignment. You won’t believe what a laugh we’re having.” She related all the suspect’s activities, including trips to the loo and putting the kettle on. If she had to suffer, he might as well be made to hear it.

				“I really appreciate that you’re doing this for me.”

				She could hear him breathing deeply on the other end of the phone.

				Then, he continued, “I know this is not why you signed up for the security service, but with—”

				“You owe me, all right?” She cut him off. About once a day he came to her, or rang her up to thank her. Or apologize to her for his asinine remarks. She wasn’t going to let him have the satisfaction this morning. “I have to get back to work.” She rang off.

				Crystal stared at her.

				“What?” Sophia asked.

				“Why are you always so rude with him? He fancies you, you know.”

				“I was perfectly civil. Besides, how do you know what I was saying?”

				“I can see your face when you talk to him. I know how you’re feeling.”

				Sophia sighed. “I don’t want him to get any ideas. Besides, he’s irritating as hell. Almost every day he asks me for coffee or dinner. I feel bad because I just can’t, it’s too soon. Everything . . . I want to leave dating behind for a while. Dating, love, men. The whole lot.”

			

			
				Crystal just signed, “Men.”

				Crystal had her share of bad relationships. She had never married, but raised two boys on her own. Even now that her sons were grown, Sophia had never seen her with any men. She never talked about them.

				“Would you like me to make you a sandwich?” Sophia asked, getting up and stretching her legs.

				Crystal nodded.

				Sophia walked to the fridge and pulled out the two bags and emptied the bread, ham, cheese, various condiments, and paper plates onto the worktop. A large spider crawled out from behind the coffee maker and Sophia threw a piece of bread down on it. “Gross.”

				Crystal watched and laughed silently at her.

				When Sophia returned with the food, Crystal signed, “Your friend Mr. Blackwell received a new case this morning: a sixty-two-year-old man was stabbed.”

				“Oh?” Sophia didn’t want to seem too interested, but she knew Crystal was too clever to fool. “That’s too bad. Why would anyone want to stab an old man? Was he mugged?”

				“No, murdered while fetching the paper. Do you want the details?” Crystal pointed at her computer screen.

				“Nah, it sounds unexciting. What is she doing now?” Sophia pointed at the monitor. Elaine Smith had moved on from vacuuming to the computer.

				“Tweeting.”

				“What’s she been tweeting?”

				Crystal turned the screen and Sophia read the list, The cat wants out. It’s 10:35 and I’m on my second pot of coffee. I can pay loads for the London look and look like a whore. I should be crying at the airport not watching the bloody airline commercials. The cat is going to scratch my screen door to shreds. Sophia turned to her aide and signed, “Do you think there’s a message somewhere in there?”

			

			
				“Sure. I see it loud and clear. Something to the effect that she needs a life.”

				“There’s no way she does this every day, does she?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Ten

				The only Tipring found in Maddock’s address book were Henry and Diane Tipring. A phone call revealed that Henry was father of the deceased and Diane his sister. The family lived not far outside of London so Theo and Dorland set an appointment to meet them at one the same afternoon.

				Henry and Diane Tipring lived in luxury with gates, gardens, and stables. Theo drove his Jeep up the long gravel drive to an entrance porch held up by four columns. When they rang the large pull bell an older lady opened the door and ushered them into the entrance hall. Theo could imagine young ladies in Empire dresses making their entrance to the ball down the stone staircase with a detailed iron balustrade.

				“Diane Tipring?” Theo asked.

				“Follow me, please,” the woman said, and led them into a reception room to the right of the hall. An older man sat in a wheelchair by the bay window with a plaid blanket over his lap. His eyes were closed, and he seemed content letting the sun shine upon him.

				“Who is it?” the older man asked. “I don’t want any of it, you hear. Don’t you be buying any of their wares. You hear, Diane, do you hear me? Salesmen.”

				“It’s the police, Father. They’re here about Maddock.”

				“I don’t want to see the doctor.” He lifted the blanket to his chest and frowned a pitiful, childlike frown. “Why can’t they just leave me in peace?”

			

			
				Diane smiled weakly and gestured for the two officers to have a seat on the antique sofa. Theo sank deep into the cushions. “Daddy’s ninety-two this year. He’s getting a bit cantankerous in his old age.” She sat and flattened her brown wool skirt in front of her. “So what would you like to tell me about Doc?”

				Theo was about to reply when the housekeeper entered the room and placed her hands on her hips. Diane asked, “Would you like tea?”

				“Um,” Theo started, sitting forward. He didn’t think he would be here long enough for a cup of tea, but after the long drive, he felt like one. “That sounds—”

				“Yes,” interrupted Diane, “bring us tea.” She waved the housekeeper away.

				“So, you’ve come to tell me Doc has died,” she continued as if she were telling the officers she had bought a car or that she had discovered a new flavor of coffee.

				“Has someone contacted you?” asked Dorland.

				She shrugged. “Why else would you be here to talk about my brother? How did he die?”

				“Someone stabbed him,” Dorland replied.

				“I see.” She blinked. After staring at them for a while, she asked, “Well, who did it?”

				“We don’t have any idea,” Dorland said.

				“We were hoping,” said Theo, “you had information that could help us. Can you think of anyone who might have a motive?”

				“A motive?” She sat back against the sofa and put her fist to her mouth. “A motive?”

			

			
				“Yes, a reason why someone might want to kill him.”

				“Yes, I do know what it means, officer. It’s a difficult question to answer. You see, I haven’t seen him in ages, and the last time I saw him, I wanted to kill him.”

				“Oh?” said Theo. “When was the last time you saw him?”

				“Oh, at least ten years ago. I know it sounds shocking that I would want to kill my brother, but you see, he was such an . . . unusual person. I come from a family of seven children and he was the youngest. In this day and age, the youngest is often spoiled; however, in our household, that didn’t happen. Poor Doc. I suppose I can understand why he was the way he was.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“My mother really shouldn’t have had any children—she epitomized the word selfish, you see—but, she somehow ended up with seven. The first six turned out well because we were all girls and took care of each other. However, gin and tonic became her best friend by the time Doc, her first boy, came along, and she couldn’t feign caring any more. In short order, he became the property of various young nannies.”

				“Why did you want to kill him?”

				“Well, I don’t think I really would have killed him, not really. Typical brother and sister angst: we would pull down his trousers and knock him round a bit. In return, he would pull our hair or tattle on us. Silly things really. We gave him a difficult time but eventually he got us all back. We’d find our favorite frocks shredded and hanging from the trees in the garden. Or he’d put coloring in our hand cream. I told him I’d kill him if I ever saw him again because he put itching powder on all my clothes before I had an important business trip to Europe—I had an important interview. I ended up getting the job, but I was so angry. I moved to Spain shortly after and . . .” She shook her head. “We weren’t really close.”

			

			
				“What about your other sisters? Were any of them close?”

				“I don’t think so. Patty married a Canadian and moved to Canada, Carolyn’s in Italy with her husband. My sisters Beatrice and Yvonne live in London, but as far as I know, they don’t have contact with him. And my sister Roberta, she died, ten years back now. Sadly, if anyone knew him, it would be the nannies. He always felt closer to staff than to his family.”

				“Do you think he still has contact with them?”

				“The staff? No. I don’t remember the name of any of my nannies. And if I did, it would be only their first names. I don’t know where my mother found them. They weren’t much older than we were. Anyway, Doc moved out of the house and down to London when he was seventeen. I think my father kicked him out of the house.”

				“Why was that?”

				“Possibly because my father expected Doc to take over the family’s steel business. He chose instead to get into trade—an electrician or something like that. It was inevitable though, Doc was determined to become the opposite of whatever my father wanted him to become.”

				“Where’s the doctor?” Henry called out. “I will not see the doctor.”

				Diane turned to him and yelled, “Dad, the police have come to tell me Maddock is dead.”

				Henry didn’t reply.

				“Did you know your brother was missing a leg?” asked Theo.

				“Yes, I knew.”

				“Do you know what happened to it?”

				“It happened at work. He was installing wiring and scaffolding gave way. He only sustained a gash in his leg but then the cut got infected and had to be amputated.”

			

			
				“That’s too bad,” replied Theo.

				Diane only shrugged.

				“We found some pieces of art in his home, tiled art. Has he always been an artist?” asked Theo.

				“Artist?” She laughed. “Not that I’m aware of. All anyone in this house expected of Doc was for him to get a good education and take over the family business.”

				“So then, who took over the business when your father stopped working?” Dorland asked. He rose from the sofa and began to peer at the figurines on the mantle place.

				“My cousin Earnest. And he actually took the company to new heights, expanded the business. Now the company is international, we have companies using our steel products in Italy, France, and Norway, and of course China.”

				“And Doc didn’t feel the company should have come to him?”

				“I’m not sure he cared. Honestly, I’m not sure anything really bothered or worried him. He hid his emotions well.” Suddenly, she sat forward. “I have been going through the attic, cleaning it out. There are sixteen rooms in this house and we only occupy two. I was thinking of opening a bed and breakfast. We have some horses and I was thinking of stocking the pond again.”

				She looked at them blankly for a moment before she remembered what she wanted to say. “Anyway, I found some albums. There were some photos of Doc, would you like to see them? Yes, come, come.” She stood up and walked from the room.

				Theo and Dorland quickly chased after her. In the hall, the housekeeper met them with a tray.

			

			
				“Take the tea into the library,” Diane instructed her. The housekeeper complied, and Diane led the officers down the hall and into the large dining room. The walls and furniture were a mahogany color and the table sat at least twelve. Dorland stopped by one of the chairs and leaned down to examine a place setting.

				“These are very beautiful. They must be very old,” Dorland remarked. He ran his finger across the face of the plate and then rubbed his fingers together. “And there’s no dust.”

				“This is a very beautiful dining room,” Theo agreed.

				“Yes, my mother loved this room. She once gave grand dinner parties in this room. All us girls couldn’t wait until we were of age and could attend those parties. The dresses we wore.” Diane looked up at the ceiling and pursed her lips together. “Oh yes, those parties.”

				“Did Doc ever attend those parties?”

				She squinted. “I don’t recall. I know as a child he would sneak into the room and hide under the table. Why? No one knows. He would lift up the women’s dresses or tickle their legs and run out of the room. Eventually my mother had to lock him in his room during parties. We don’t eat in here anymore. It’s just my father and I now. Come, I want to show you those albums.”

				The opulent library shelves were filled floor to ceiling with books and priceless antique tomes. Very different from Doc’s drawing room. She motioned them to the Empire chairs that flanked an English Regency table in the center of the room. On the table in front of them lay five cloth-covered albums. She pulled the third album from the pile and slowly flipped through the delicate pages. Theo examined the black and white photographs that covered the black pages beneath.

			

			
				“How many years ago were these taken?” he asked.

				“Oh, I’m not sure. Ages.” She waved aside the question with her hand and instead, she pointed to a large photo that took up a whole page. “This is one of the six girls. We were visiting the seaside, that was. Those swimsuits, look at them. They don’t make them like that anymore.” She continued to flip through the pages. “Ah, here is one of Doc. I believe he was four or five, in school uniform there. As soon as Mother could, she shipped him off to boarding school and fired the nannies. Until holidays, that is. He’d be back for holiday, and to make up for his absence, he wreaked havoc throughout the house. One of my sisters stayed away on holidays because she didn’t want to deal with the tension in the house at that time.”

				The housekeeper brought in a tray of tea and laid it on the table. One by one she poured the officers a cup, asking each one about the milk and sugar.

				“This is one of Doc deer stalking. Of course, that day all he brought home was a pheasant. He was really good with deer. I think it was the only thing my father liked about Doc—that he came home with meat. My father eventually bought him a few shotguns and gave him a Land Rover. I don’t know how long Doc had that vehicle but, it’s not here so I assume he kept it.”

				Theo leaned in closer to have a look. Doc stood on the banks of a marsh land, holding a large bird in one hand and a large gun in the other. He stood with an older man. Could it be his father? Theo placed his finger on the man in the photograph.

				“Oh, that’s my uncle, Earnest,” she explained. “Father of my cousin Earnest. Doc really loved my uncle. He worked for the government, you know. I don’t know which branch.”

			

			
				“Your brother worked for the government?” asked Dorland.

				“No my uncle. I don’t know much about him but I remember Doc used to look forward to his visits. My uncle could tell stories, some crazy stories. I’m not sure any were true. Doc had a code, or so he says. He would place square children’s blocks in the window before Uncle Earnest would arrive. One time to spite him, I pushed his blocks off the window sill. Doc got so mad he threw a metal ornament at my head.”

				She pointed to a scar on her forehead.

				“I know this doesn’t help with the investigation, but, as much as he drove me insane when he was younger, I always felt he was misunderstood. That he wasn’t given the chance. He never received the love he should have, that he was entitled to. I really do hope you catch whoever murdered him.”

				“We will do our best. Perhaps you can give us the names and numbers of your sisters in London. We would like them to come in and give a formal identification and perhaps they have had contact with Doc, you never know. Also, do you think any of your staff will have remembered Doc? Are any still with you?”

				She shook her head. “Sadly no. We had to let a lot of staff go, so we are down to six. No one has been with us longer than . . .” She counted on four fingers, “twelve years. They wouldn’t know Doc.” She rose. “Now, let me get you those names.”

				She went to a desk in the corner of the library and pulled out a leather book. “We should be closer, my sisters and I, but you know how it is. Eventually you lose contact. They marry, have children, and move on with their lives.”

				Dorland rose from his seat and again started making his way around the room, examining all the books on the shelves and the art on the walls.

			

			
				“Is that your mother?” Dorland asked.

				“That is.”

				The portrait of Mrs. Tipring covered a large panel on the wall. She was stunning and vibrant in a white evening gown. A large red flower sat neatly in her hair above her right ear. What a creature she must have been in person.

				“The gown she wore there still hangs in her wardrobe. Doc never tore that one to shreds.”

				A short while later, after finishing tea, the officers were headed back on their long trek to London.

				“So, what do you think?” Theo asked his partner when they had left the house.

				“They’re an odd family. But I suppose the rich are often that way.” Dorland pulled down his visor and checked his teeth. “You’d never suspect from examining his flat that he’d ever come from that family. I wonder if he inherited any money from his parents?”

				“I guess his solicitor will be able to tell us that. However, from the way his father took the news of his son’s death, I don’t think there was any love lost between the two. Do you think his sisters had anything to do with his death?” Theo asked.

				“Why now? The statement from the nurse says that he had no contact with anyone. His sister confirms she never talked to him in years. Why would they kill him now?”

				“Well, it looked like the nannies were the ones who spent time with Doc and they didn’t treat him well either. Could one of the nannies have become his nurse later on in life and have killed him?”

				“Why would they do that?”

				“More likely, he would have killed them.”

			

			
				“I just don’t see a motive anywhere.” Dorland slammed the visor against the top of the car roof.

				“The only reason I can see is if on his father’s death, money goes to him. Again, we will have to ask the solicitor for that information. Most likely it goes to the cousin. I wonder if he had any contact with Doc?”

				“Tomorrow, first thing, we should visit the solicitor. I hope the rest of our team or forensics have found something.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Eleven

				Five minutes before five, a knock sounded at the door and Sophia rose to answer it. Through the peephole, she saw a tall, blond woman nervously inhaling a cigarette while rocking back and forth on her heels. While almost sure the woman was here to replace her, she couldn’t be certain. What if it was a neighbor? Placing the chain on the door, Sophia opened it a crack.

				“Yes?”

				“Let me in,” the woman replied, pushing on the door. The chain held it in place.

				“Who are you?” Sophia asked, stepping back; the woman reeked of smoke.

				“Who are you?”

				This wasn’t going well.

				“Who sent you?” Sophia asked.

				The woman placed her hands on her hips and replied, “Foxton.”

				“All right.” Sophia closed the door and released the chain. The woman dropped her cigarette on the hall carpet and stomped down on it with the sole of her high heel boot. Then, she helped Sophia open the door again with a stronger than necessary push.

				“What are you doing? Why didn’t you let me in? Sheesh. I shouldn’t have to stand in that rat infested hall.”

				“I’m sorry. I’m new at this.”

			

			
				“Clearly.”

				“Well, anyway, I’m Evans, Sophia Evans.” Sophia held out her hand.

				“Carla Rose.” Carla didn’t shake. Instead, she went toward the kitchen.

				Sophia followed her and watched as Carla poured herself a cup of coffee. Out of her handbag, Carla produced a bottle of cough mixture, unscrewed the cap, and took a swig.

				She looked at Sophia. “I feel a cold coming on,” she said. Next, she fished around her bag for her pack of fags, pulled a lighter from her draw-string jacket, and lit up another.

				“We can’t open the windows in here.”

				Crystal came into the kitchen.

				“This is Crystal Priestly.”

				Carla ignored her and pushed past them into the living room. Crystal looked at Sophia curiously.

				“What’s with her?” she signed. “Should she be smoking in here?”

				Sophia shrugged.

				“When did we get all this new equipment? This is nice stuff. Look at these monitors, they’re so thin now.” She pressed a few random keys on the keyboard.

				“They belong to us.” Sophia quickly locked her computer. “It’s very new and very expensive. It’ll have to stay here tonight but you won’t be able to access it.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because,” Sophia said slowly and deliberately, “they’re ours and unrelated to the case you’re working on.”

				“Then why are they here?”

				“Ask Foxton.” Sophia started shutting down all her computers. She didn’t think Carla capable of hacking any computer. She wasn’t even sure the woman could operate a computer that wasn’t already turned on. “Will you be working alone?”

			

			
				“No. Carlie should be here any minute.” She flicked ash onto the floor.

				“You’re working with a girl named Carlie and your name is Carla?”

				“We’re both Carla but she agreed to be Carlie so it wouldn’t be confusing.”

				“Why didn’t they just put you with someone else?”

				Carla shrugged and blew smoke toward the ceiling. The room was quickly filling with smoke.

				“The smoke alarms will be going off.”

				“Nah,” replied Carla, waving her hands about as if it would improve the situation. “No batteries. I took them out ages ago.”

				A knock at the door sounded again. This time Carla went for it and returned with an Asian woman wearing a track-suit and large cardie. In her hands, she held a file-box.

				“You must be Carlie,” said Sophia. Again holding out her hand. This time the woman moved the box over to one arm and shook. “And this is my partner, Crystal.” Sophia nudged her friend with her elbow and Crystal held out her hand.

				“What’s wrong with her?” Carlie asked.

				“She’s deaf.”

				“So what is she doing here?”

				Sophia was glad Crystal couldn’t hear the remark, as it was, she was upset enough by it. Crystal finished collecting everything that the two of them could possibly carry out. Including the mobile phone she had been working on all afternoon.

				“Everything is ready. Our notes are here,” said Sophia, pointing. With that, Sophia grabbed Crystal’s arm and pulled her from the flat.

			

			
				Sophia waved good-bye to Crystal and climbed into Liam’s car, pulled the seat forward, and backed the car out of the car park. She had only been in his car a few times and she was not happy that now Liam had an excuse to see her after work hours. Nor was she impressed with the music stations programmed into his car radio. However, within a few seconds, she almost forgot she wasn’t driving in her comfortable leather seats and made her way through the streets toward home.

				Somehow, however, she found herself in front of Marcus Master’s residence. Or previous residence. A new family—husband, wife, and two small boys—had moved in only three weeks ago. She pulled across the street from the flat and looked in the windows of Marc’s old study. Though the curtains were drawn, Sophia could see the silhouette of a woman walking about in the room. The woman gestured wildly with one arm. Then paused. Then gestured wildly again.

				Sophia couldn’t understand her obsession. Why did she continue to come? Surely, she never expected him to be there, to run out and greet her like in the past. He was gone. She knew that deep inside, but still, there were times when she wasn’t quite sure. Perhaps she didn’t watch him die. Perhaps she didn’t shoot him. Perhaps the case just ended and she had to say her good-byes. But, she knew the truth; the horror couldn’t be re-written. In her dreams, she could still see the shock in his eyes when he turned around to look at her.

				“Sophie,” he had said. That’s it, one word. How could life be over so fast?

				No matter what she did, she couldn’t stop the bleeding, she couldn’t call him back. She couldn’t take back the fact she was now a murderer. And she knew what they said, it gets easier after the first. She had seen many officers recover after missions, but she didn’t feel like them. She wasn’t meant for the field. She wasn’t meant to kill people. Especially Marc.

			

			
				The woman walked out of Marc’s flat with a large retriever and headed down the street. Did she know a man, in fact many men, had died in that house?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twelve

				Theo scanned his newly set up incident room. Tables with computers and phones zig-zagged throughout. Staff had pinned maps and photos to the boards on the wall. Why did he feel the rooms were getting smaller? Soon the team would be looking to him for direction and he didn’t have anything really concrete to go on. Who murders an old man in front of his house? What possible reason could the killer have?

				He stepped up to the whiteboard and scanned the photos: the knife, the note, and the face of Doc Tipring. Doc’s eyes stared back at him, lifeless, hollow. Did he suspect he would die that morning fetching the paper? He looked at the note again and wrote the words down in his notebook. Why did Doc have it in his pocket?

				“Shite.”

				Theo turned around to see Dorland staring down at the floor. In his hand, he held the remains of his coffee mug—the handle.

				“Bloody cheap . . .” Dorland said as he stepped back from the dark brown stain on the carpet and brushed off his trouser legs. “Well, don’t all just stand there, will someone get me some towels?”

				They all looked to Theo, and he pointed to one of the ladies standing near the door.

				“Yes, of course,” she said, crossing her arms, “because I’m a woman, I’m expected to clean up the messes around here.” She stomped off.

			

			
				Gathering his team in the incident room was simple, explaining to them what they needed to do for the case was more difficult because he himself was not sure which route to take. “All right, everyone, stop staring at the bloody floor and let’s get this case solved. It should be easy, a man goes to collect his morning paper and is stabbed. Who did it? Why did they do it? Any thoughts?”

				He looked round the room. Everyone looked from the stain to their shoes. Dorland sat down.

				“What no one?” asked Theo. “Then we need more information, don’t we? Did the man have a wife? Kids? If so, where do they live? There are the pieces of art. Are they important to the case? We also need to find anyone who could’ve possibly had a motive. The nurses who cared for him would most likely know. His sister said he lost his leg due to an infection from a work injury. I want that confirmed. Where are we with the CCTV footage? Were there any cameras in the area?” He fired a lot of questions at them and the members of his team wrote the questions down like madmen.

				“I put my money on the nurse,” Dorland said as he came and stood by Theo at the whiteboard.

				“Why?”

				“Although she truly appeared distressed and saddened by the whole event, it could’ve been an act. She had access and may have a motive we haven’t yet uncovered.”

				“Well, until we uncover it, it’s all speculation,” replied Theo. “The nurse said Mr. Tipring rarely left the house, had no friends or family visits. Which makes me think, why would the nurse kill him outside? She could’ve easily killed him inside the house and who would be the wiser. No one would’ve noticed if he never retrieved the paper. She could have retrieved the paper herself later.”

			

			
				“Perhaps it would look suspicious if she murdered him in the house, but who would suspect her outside?”

				“It is far riskier to murder someone outside a house than inside, Dorland.” Theo turned to him and continued, “Especially on the street of a highly populated neighborhood. I need you to work with the team, find out whatever you can about our victim, his art, his career. Dig, people! The victim may have had many nurses and I want you to find all that were employed to care for him in the last year or two. Someone saw something this morning, even if they don’t realize what they saw. Make sure you talk to everyone on the street, twice if you have to. Go through their statements carefully. Compare them. I want to know what our killer looks like and I want to know today, people.”

				With all the assignments given out, Theo walked back down the hall to his office. The past two years, his office went from neat, even pristine, to a rat’s haven. The five level bookshelf against the left wall did not contain many books, mainly piles of papers on various shelves. At the start, he knew what each pile contained—case notes, budget allocations, and varied forms—and would add to the piles accordingly. However, over time, he would forget and add papers and case notes without being sure what was underneath. Only recently, in an effort to save paper and store information electronically, piles were added to his sofa when a corrupted database forced officers to re-enter their work. His boss had given various ultimatums—have the papers cleaned up by such and such a day—but the deadlines passed without result. Each time he entered his office, he couldn’t ignore the mounting problem. What he needed was motivation. And a filing cabinet. And a secretary.

			

			
				Even the piles on the faded green sofa threatened to crush him. What do they say? If you haven’t looked at something in over a year, you probably don’t need it? He felt that way, he should throw it all into the bin. He could always re-type a file he needed, couldn’t he? He sighed and went to sit down. The seat squeaked out a response. Rolling forward to turn on his computer, he crushed a few papers under the wheels of his chair.

				Opening a search engine, Theo typed the words Why Run Backwards You’ll Vomit and waited to see what the Internet could tell him. It surprised him that the phrase was well known, a mnemonic used for indoor telecommunication wiring.

				There was a knock at the door. Dorland walked into the room and shut the door behind him. “Have the trees been shaving in here again?”

				“Always a witty response with you, smart arse. Don’t make me make this your next assignment.” Theo’s arm swept the room. “Have you found something for me, Dorland?”

				“As far as I know, Mr. Tipring has never been married nor had children. He worked as an electrician under the name Tipring Electricians, but I believe he worked alone. He wasn’t rich but made enough for a single man to live comfortably.”

				Theo nodded. “So really, we have nothing. I hope CCTV gives us something. Did you know, Dorland, that Why Run Backwards You’ll Vomit helps telecommunication personnel remember the colors white, red, black, yellow, and violet when they’re wiring a house? The sequence of second group colors can be remembered with the mnemonic: BOGBRuSh, which stands for blue, orange, green, brown, and slate. It’s part of a twenty-five-pair code.”

				“It’s a code?” Dorland asked. “That’s funny.”

			

			
				Theo knew Dorland mentioned the code because of Sophia Evans. In his last major case he had to seek out the help of Miss Evans and it had complicated his life, not only his professional but personal. “Well, it’s probably unrelated to our case anyway.” He closed his browser and sat back. He hadn’t thought about Sophia in almost a month. Well, almost. After that case with her, the capture of the librarian serial killer, he had an almost weekly urge to ring her up or stop by her flat. He didn’t need the reminder, not when the situation with his wife had taken a turn for the better—she had agreed to see the neurologist. Perhaps she could get her memories back.

				No, he had to push Sophia from his mind.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirteen

				At half past six, Sophia stood outside her Sands End flat with the keys in the lock and debated going inside. Perhaps she should stay in her father’s old flat down the hall. Her father used to live there until he desired a larger place to live with his girlfriend. It sat scarcely furnished and perfect for her to work on assignments without worrying her friends or family would stumble on anything. And right now, her flat was a disaster. 

				Since Marc’s death she had lost the desire to clean and tidy. She let her dirty clothes carpet the floor and her unmade bed. The dishes piled up beside the sink. Unopened letters littered the worktop and coffee table. It was better to stay at the other flat because a cluttered room distracted her; she couldn’t think with a mess anywhere in the house. She blamed the state of her flat for the shit she felt every time she came home. Not the fact she was . . . alone.

				Unlocking the door, she kicked off her shoes in the doorway and they bounced off the back of the sofa. She went around the sofa and plopped down with a thud. From her bag she retrieved her mobile and texted Liam: Don’t come. Will contact you tomorrow about the Merc. She could take his car back to the flat in the East End the next day. Besides, she’d rather not see him now.

				That was when she noticed. No letters or books cluttered her tables. She rose and looked into her kitchen. No dishes were in the sink. The house was spotless. What the hell?

			

			
				Only one person would have the nerve to have her flat cleaned without her permission. Grabbing the phone off the charger, she entered the kitchen and pressed the button down on the electric kettle. After scooping a spoonful of ground coffee into the French press, she headed toward her office.

				A button blinked on her cordless phone.

				“Darling,” the message said, “it’s your father. How are you? Don’t be upset about the flat, I know you like your privacy but when I came to check if you were still alive, I worried I wouldn’t find you under that mess. Elda did a good job, eh? She’s amazing, that woman. I’ll have her come round more often if you like. Ring me, will you? Donna’s thinking of having a dinner party and she wants you to come. Please come this time. It’s this Saturday. Love you, darling, and don’t forget: ring me.”

				“Oh, Dad,” Sophia said aloud. She had only seen him twice after Marc died but he rang her up two or three times a week. Although she had no desire to dine with him and his girlfriend, she was glad he cared enough to invite her. She smiled and erased the message.

				What an exhausting and boring day. How many more days would she have to endure this? Did she have to endure this? Surely she could put her foot down. Her time was worth more than this. Sure, she wasn’t in her bosses’ best books. But they were coming round. Already they realized the shooting wasn’t her fault. It was a team effort. She couldn’t be expected to foot such an important mess-up alone. She wasn’t a trained agent. And it could explain why Liam was punishing her for the cock-up.

				The kettle button popped up behind her and she made herself a cup of coffee and headed toward her bedroom to catch up on the episodes of East Enders. How could the lives of the crazy characters on the show be a comfort to her? Surely her life wasn’t more complicated than that?

			

			
				Crystal constantly asked her why she didn’t just agree to a dinner with Liam. It was the principle and that he drove her mad. Marc made her want to laugh, whereas Liam left her wanting to cry and rock in the fetal position. Marc had intelligent conversation. Liam only wanted to talk about work. Work. They had to work together and she had to be able to trust him. Besides, he didn’t invite her to dinner because he loved her. He just felt guilty for forcing her into a relationship with Marc which turned out horribly wrong.

				What she needed was a new case. Not a surveillance mission but another case that utilized her skills. She needed a new case like her Yuri—the Russian who sent her encoded letters, who used her skills as a cryptanalyst. But she had to wait until she received the go-ahead from the powers above—the shrinks that had to sign the release forms—before they would hand her anything new. In the meantime, she would have to be satisfied with watching a boring woman tweet and crochet.

				Unless . . . unless she could occupy her time with cases of her choosing. Hopping off the bed she went over to her laptop and went over the files of a newly deceased Maddock Tipring that Crystal had emailed.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fourteen

				Laughter and Fasolada greeted Theo when he arrived at his home in Palmer’s Green shortly after ten. Better laughter than the anger he expected because of postponing dinner to a late hour. He hadn’t heard that laugh in a long time. Slowly, he made his way to the kitchen. His wife, Agneta, stirred a pot on the stovetop, her shoulders shaking wildly, trying to keep herself under control. His mother cut cheese on the worktop.

				“What’s so funny?” Theo asked in Greek.

				“Celine has gone and added sugar to the soup instead of salt,” said his mother.

				“It all looks the same, white and crystally.” She laughed her defense.

				“That’s why the containers are labelled, dear.”

				Agneta lifted the sugar bowl. “Shoo-gar.” She attempted the English word. She liked to be called Celine after she lost her memory because she said she didn’t feel like an Agneta; it didn’t fit her personality anymore. But what did she know about her personality? Still, he respected her wishes and hoped someday she could go back to her real name.

				“Well, it smells delicious,” said Theo. He removed his jacket and placed it on the back of a kitchen chair. “When will it be ready?”

				“When I add a bit more salt,” said his mum. “How was your day at work? Have they given you a new case yet? You deserve more cases now, you know that don’t you? They promote you, which means they think you’re deserving of that promotion. That means better cases. You’re getting better cases, aren’t you?”

			

			
				“Don’t worry about me, Mum.” He sat down on a chair at the kitchen table and poured himself half a glass of wine, gulping it down in one swallow. The post sat in a pile and he flipped through the various letters.

				Agneta placed three plates and three sets of cutlery down in front of her husband. Theo spread the plates around the table.

				“What, are only the three of us eating?” he asked.

				“The rest have prior engagements,” his mother replied, placing bread in one corner of the table.

				“Father?”

				“Father’s watching the match at the pub, says he’ll be home in a half hour but you know he’ll be back late. Dalia, Frank, and Milos have gone to the circus.” She retrieved the pot of soup off the stove and placed it on a pot warmer.

				“The circus? Really? Who goes to the circus anymore?”

				“Well, Milos has taken to tigers and lions as of late, and when he saw the advert on the telly, wouldn’t let it go until his mother took him. Tigers and lions, oh, I don’t like them. Noisy, smelly creatures. I don’t know what he imagines them to be like. It’s not like he can touch them or ride them or hug them, they’re not the animals he sees on the cartoons. One roar and that’ll put an end to it.”

				“Oh, mother, what harm will it do the boy to see the animals? He’s seen the tigers at the zoo. Let’s eat now.”

				Agneta removed her yellow apron with embroidered lemons and laid it across her lap. It was an apron he bought her as a gift when she baked him a lemon cream pie. She probably didn’t remember the occasion, but he was glad she wore it again.

			

			
				“I hope it tastes all right,” Agneta said.

				“I’m sure it tastes as good as it smells.” Theo dished out soup for the three of them. His wife watched him take a few spoonfuls of soup.

				“How is it?” Agneta asked, wide eyed.

				“It’s not sweet, not at all. I think it’s delicious.” He quickly polished off the bowl to prove it. “Just as good as Mum cooks it. Maybe even better.”

				“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said his mother. “So, tell us about your new case.”

				“An older man was found stabbed in his front garden.”

				“How old? Was he older than your father? I tell him—your father—that it’s not safe. Just the other day the Charlie’s store was vandalized. Mr. Charlie is eighty-two and hasn’t done anything but help the community. What is this world coming to? So who did it?”

				“I don’t know yet, Mother.”

				“You’ll catch the killer, my son. You’re so smart.”

				“Well, I hope so. Sometimes I feel like I’m running backwards.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“Not quite sure, but when I find out, I hope I’ll be able to run forwards.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifteen

				Liam Foxton dropped his keys and the take-away on the worktop and threw the Carlsberg into the fridge. He went over to his phone but there were no messages. There were never any calls. Even though he didn’t expect Sophia to ring him up, he hoped she would. At least to discuss the car situation. Why did he bother paying for home phone service?

				“Make yourself at home,” he told the girl who had just laid her handbag on his sofa. “I’ll dish up supper.”

				A pang of guilt hit him as he watched her slowly make her way around the living room, examining his belongings. Every time he brought a girl to his flat, he felt this way. God, he missed Kendra. She was the only woman he felt truly at ease with. When he was married to her, he enjoyed coming home. They would prepare a home-cooked meal together, it didn’t matter what kind of day they had. She understood him and didn’t ask stupid questions. Now he lived in a shell of a flat he hardly recognized. The flat contained things he had brought home from the shops but he wasn’t sure it was really him that bought them.

				“This is a really nice place you have here. Have you lived here long?”

				“Almost three years.” He had moved to the flat shortly after Kendra’s death.

				“Where did you get all these posters on your wall? Do you like them?” the girl asked.

			

			
				Yes, of course he liked them. Why would he collect things he didn’t like? Liam smiled at the girl before replying, “I collected them from various shops around London. Some are the original but others are replicas.”

				His mobile buzzed. A text from Sophia. Don’t come. Will contact you tomorrow about the Merc.

				“How many are there?”

				He looked up. “Sorry?”

				“Oh, I asked how many posters you have.”

				He shrugged. “Maybe a hundred or so.”

				“Well, I like this one.” She pointed at the Invasion of the Saucer Men. “Aha, and this one is funny too.” She pointed to The Monster That Challenged the World.


				“Yeah, they’re great.” He wasn’t really interested in the conversation. He’d had the same one with all his guests. On occasion, he was tempted to take them off his walls. After he dished up the food, he held up her plate.

				She pranced to the kitchen in her stockings. “I had to get out of my shoes. After hours in four inch heels, my feet are dead.” She wiggled her toes. “Anyway, the food looks delicious. Where should we eat?”

				“On the settee if that’s all right with you.”

				It must have been all right for she quickly sat down and happily held the plate of food on her lap. Liam didn’t own a dining room table. He normally ate on the sofa while watching the telly or over his sink. After grabbing two beers from the fridge, he sat down next to her.

				“Dig in . . .” He meant to say her name but bloody hell if he could think of it. Sarah? Susan? Something with an S. Or was it a W? Wanda? He shook his head. She had a fine arse; that’s all he remembered about her in the office. He had planned to say no when she asked him for a drink but today she wore that fine red skirt. In the end, she didn’t talk much on their drive home, she just fiddled with the dials on the radio in Sophia’s car and adjusted her lipstick in the mirror.

			

			
				“Care for a beer?” he asked.

				“Sure.”

				Liam handed her a beer. “Most girls don’t like beer.”

				“No, I like it.” With all her might, she tried to unscrew the top.

				“You have to use a bottle opener on that one.”

				She pranced into the kitchen again. With a quick flip, the top flew off onto the floor. As his guest bent over to retrieve the green top, Liam leaned over to have a look. Perfectly fine. She turned her head to look at him and caught him. He gave her a smile.

				“You like what you see?”

				So, the woman was not as simple as he made her out to be. She stood and laid the top on the counter with a plunk. “So, why do you like collecting beer bottles?” She pointed to the bottles on the fireplace mantle.

				“I suppose it stems from laziness really. I put old ones up there instead of throwing them away and slowly I’ve been adding to the collection. Not sure what I’m going to do with them. The cockroaches have made quite a nest up there.”

				She laughed. Yes, of course she would. And he still didn’t know her name.

				They ate while watching Creature of the Black Lagoon. On one bathroom break, Liam rummaged through the girl’s bag and found out her name was Sarah. He felt so much better. Now he could sleep with her if he felt like it.

				“You haven’t touched your beer,” he said when she returned.

				“No, I do like it I just prefer to sip rather than take gulps. Why? How many have you had?”

				He looked down at the three nearest his plate. So he drank. He was a man, three was nothing.

			

			
				“Look, Sarah, I shouldn’t have—”

				But she cut him off when she leaned over and kissed him on the lips.

				“God, I’ve fancied you for so long,” she said.

				He meant to push her away and tell her that he wasn’t that sort of bloke, but she bit at his lip . . . and she smelled delicious.

				 

				The next morning, Liam’s alarm awoke him at six-thirty. He picked up his mobile phone and ran his thumb over the smooth screen. He was about to text a message to Evans when the woman in the bed next to him stirred.

				“Don’t get up yet,” she mumbled and pulled the blankets over her head.

				“I have to get to work, Sarah. I’m on an important case right now.” He found his clothes in a pile beside the bed and dragged the whole lot with his feet into the bathroom. And what the hell was he supposed to do with the car? Was he supposed to meet Sophia at her flat? He knew he should just ring her but he felt ashamed.

				He turned on the shower and climbed in. The cool water jolted him awake. As the water warmed, he quickly soaped up. A few minutes later, Sarah joined him.

				“You don’t mind, do you? I should have enough time if you drop me off at home to change and get to work.”

				Yes. That would be a bother. He had to make it to Sophia’s flat before she left and he wouldn’t have time if he took Sarah to her flat. And he really didn’t want Sophia and Sarah to meet. How did it take only hours for life to complicate itself? “Actually, I’m not going into the office this morning. I have something to do first. But I can give you money for a taxi if you like.”

				He thought he could see her heart sink in her chest. “Yeah, sure, I understand.”

			

			
				He kissed her on the forehead. “But don’t you worry, I’ll see you later today.”

				“Really? You mean tonight?”

				“Well, I meant at the office. But, if you want more beer . . .”

				Sarah laughed. She hadn’t even got through a third of the first bottle. The liar.

				“You can come round my flat. I’ll cook something you like. What do you like to eat?”

				“You can cook?”

				“Of course, silly. I make a mean stuffed pepper. How about that? I might be able to wrestle up some beer. They have beer stores near my flat too.”

				He leaned over and kissed her. “What time do you have to be at work?”

				“Nine,” she replied.

				“Hmm,” he replied, kissing her neck, taking in the smell of the soap and shampoo. “I think we have time.”

				Liam tied a half-Windsor and looked himself over in the mirror. He needed a haircut, and when he rubbed his hand over his chin, he realized he could do with a wet shave as well. An indulgence he hadn’t had in three weeks. More time than money, for his case load had doubled due to cutbacks. Still, he felt he looked presentable and his ability to bring a fine lady home when he cared to only boosted his self-confidence.

				His buzzer rang.

				Liam went over to the intercom and pressed the talk button. “Who is it?” Sarah came and stood beside him, putting in her earrings.

				“It’s Sophia. Can I come up?”

				Shit.

				“Yeah, yeah, come up.” He pressed the button to open the door and then focused his attention on Sarah. “Sophia’s here. Please stay in the bedroom. I don’t want us to be the talk of the office quite yet.”

			

			
				“Sophia? Sophia who? Is she one of the . . .” She snapped her fingers trying to remember. “Computer people.”

				“Computer people? She’s an analyst.” How was she ever recruited for government work? Turning her round, he pushed her into his room and grabbed the Merc keys off the chest of drawers. “It’ll just be a minute. Please keep quiet.” He shut the door behind him just as he heard a knock at the door.

				“Evans.” With all his might, he tried to keep back a smile but she wore a long pink puffer jacket and a knitted hat. “Is it really that cold outside?” Turning to the side, she walked past him into the entrance of his flat. She looked around.

				“Not outside, but I’ve been cloistered in a flat that would freeze the North Pole. I’m not wearing blue lipstick; I’m just suffering from hypothermia. Anyway . . .”

				“Ah right, you want your Merc back.”

				“No. That would mean I would have to drive it back to that neighborhood. No, I came to give you the keys to your car and the code to my underground car park. Please, return my car sometime today. Your car is sitting in space C19.” With another look in the living room, she continued, “I better be going now.”

				“Yeah.” He ran his hand across the back of his neck.

				A bang came from his bedroom. It wasn’t a loud bang and though Sophia looked toward the wall between her and his bedroom, she didn’t say anything. Why couldn’t Sarah just stay still for a few minutes?

				“My neighbor upstairs makes so much noise in the morning,” Liam shot off quickly. “How do you think I rise so early? He’s my morning alarm. Just ignore it.”

			

			
				She didn’t look impressed. “If I were you, I would’ve ignored the sound instead of making the excuses of a guilty man. Besides, the pair of woman’s heels are a dead giveaway. Unless there’s something I didn’t know about your kinky extracurricular activities.”

				“Look—”

				Sophia patted him on the cheek. “Liam, do something that surprises me. I expect this of you.” With that, she left.

				Shit. He was a bastard.

				“Is she gone?” Sarah whispered and poked her head from behind the bedroom door.

				“Yeah. You can come out now.”

				“How did she know I was here?”

				“Because you couldn’t keep quiet in the bedroom.”

				“I didn’t make a sound. I swear! The noise came from upstairs.”

				“Then she’s smarter than either of us put together.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Sixteen

				The bloody bastard.” Sophia slammed her hand down on the steering wheel of her Fiat 500. She really couldn’t blame him for sleeping with other women. How the hell did he find time to meet women? Must be someone from the office. The only person she could think of was Sarah. Sophia knew that woman had her eye on Liam for a long time. She made it apparent by her frequent stops at his office for the most trivial reasons. But Sophia felt so stupid. Why did she have to walk in on them?

				Her mobile phone rang. Liam. She threw the phone on the seat beside her. She had a job to do, and she was determined to get it done and done fast.

				What she needed was a boyfriend.

				A text message came through on her mobile and although tempted to ignore it, she couldn’t resist reading what Liam had to say. Only, it wasn’t Liam. It was from the last person she expected to hear from: Theo Blackwell.

				I could use your professional opinion. Would it be too much bother?

				Theo had moved up from Detective Inspector to Detective Chief Inspector after their last case together. She had wanted to congratulate him but couldn’t gather her nerves. On the one occasion she stopped by his house, he was just leaving with his wife. They looked happy and she didn’t want to interrupt, but in the end, she never returned.

				Now he wanted her help. Her professional opinion. What could that mean? She knew he was working on the Tipring case, and she knew the name sounded familiar. Perhaps there was something she missed in her search. She had the day to delve deeper.

			

			
				Where shall we meet? she texted back.

				He texted an address and a time—eight.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Seventeen

				Theo had agreed to pick Dorland up from his flat, his new flat, and arrived at nine on the dot. The flat wasn’t much better than his last poorly managed building. Paint peeled off the exterior walls and screens, perhaps torn open in attempted burglaries, flapped in the wind.

				From the moment he pressed send, he regretted texting Sophia. What was he thinking? What information could she possibly provide? It would become clear he was only trying to find a way to meet her.

				Theo had never met his partner’s step-sister, Jady, even though Dorland had mentioned her on numerous occasions. He had many brothers and sisters but as far as Theo knew, he was closest with step-sister Jady. Theo knew she worked as a swimming instructor at the local youth center.

				As expected, his fellow inspector wasn’t ready and before Theo could respond to the intercom, the door into the building clicked open. Theo turned his head to look at his car, trying to decide whether to walk the two flights of stairs or just return to the car. He pushed open the door and entered.

				When he knocked at the door to flat 31, the door just swung open.

				“Dorland?” Theo called into the flat.

				“Come in,” Dorland replied. “I’m running a bit late this morning.”

				“You’re always running a bit late. What’s wrong with your car this time?”

			

			
				“Oh, must be something major, the engine won’t turn over.” He came out of his bedroom, tying a thin and shiny silver tie. “Jady will get it looked at today, won’t you, Jady?” Dorland looked behind him into his bedroom.

				Jady squeezed behind him and ruffled his hair. She wore a full-piece red bathing-suit, gray flip-flops, and nothing else. She pulled her blond hair up into a ponytail.

				“I told you I was, didn’t I?” she replied. “Does this suit make my butt look fat?”

				Theo turned away. This was a question he didn’t want to answer even if his wife was asking.

				“No, you look beautiful in it,” Dorland replied, poking her in the stomach.

				“I may be home late,” Dorland continued.

				“You work him so hard,” she complained..

				 

				The law office was only a twenty-minute drive from Dorland’s flat so before they knew it, the detectives were standing at the reception desk. The receptionist for the large firm of over twenty solicitors held a receiver to her ear, pressed a blinking button, and repeated, “Please hold while I transfer you.”

				Who are you looking for? the woman behind the desk mouthed to them as she half-listened to an extremely loud male voice shout obscenities in her ear over the phone, but before Theo could give the name, she spoke into the phone, “Yes, yes, I understand, but unfortunately there is nothing I can do for you. He is in a deposition and cannot be disturbed. I can transfer you to his voicemail and you can leave another message.” She looked at Theo and rolled her eyes as he continued his boisterous tirade.

				Theo held up a paper with the name Nick Garner written in neat block letters. The receptionist pointed to the chairs behind them. Theo listened as the receptionist cut off the rude client with a “hold please.”

			

			
				Nick Garner met them within minutes of being paged and offered them coffee. Theo had to refuse when he heard that it was made from instant coffee powder. He loved coffee, but only when it came from what resembled beans. What solicitor’s office served instant coffee?

				Nick looked to be in his forties and was dressed sharp with the exception of the large square glasses that took up half his face.

				“Thank you for meeting us. We’re here about Doc Tipring. He was found murdered two days ago. I suppose you know him as Maddock Tipring,” Theo said when they were seated in his office.

				“I figured it was only a matter of time before the police came. It was unimaginable. I couldn’t believe it, and I pulled his file just to compare the spelling of the names to make sure I got it right. But how many people are named Maddock?” Nick lifted the opened file close to his face to read it. “I’m sorry, this morning on the way to work I broke my glasses and have had to use this antiquated pair that I found in my desk drawer. It’s quite an old prescription and so I have had a terrible headache all morning.”

				Theo squinted at him and asked, “When was it Mr. Tipring did up his Will?”

				“Oh, seven years ago now. He came into the office without an appointment and I was the only one available to see him. Usually we prefer our clients to make an appointment but he hobbled in with only one leg . . . Well, I couldn’t turn him away.”

				“Did he ever say why he decided to make up his Will?”

			

			
				Nick leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “While it’s true most people don’t just decide to make their Will, he never expressed a danger or urgency about it. I told him it could take up to a week to prepare it and he seemed fine with that. He didn’t ask for me to rush or anything. And seven years have passed since he first made his Will.”

				“Was that the very first Will he had ever made? No preceding Wills?”

				“Yes. I asked him if he had written a Will before and he replied no.”

				“Has he made changes to the Will in seven years?”

				“Only minor changes. Add this person, take this person out, nothing really unusual.”

				“Did you know he came from a wealthy family?”

				“Really? No. Was he left an inheritance?”

				“We’re not sure. We were hoping you could tell us if he thought he was.”

				“Why don’t I just go over what his Will entails.” Nick flipped through the pages of Doc’s file. “He received some disability money when he lost his leg. How much of that money is left, I will have to determine but it’s probably not too much. It wasn’t much to begin with.”

				“Did he tell you how he lost his leg?” Dorland asked.

				“Not in so many words, said it was due to an infection. Apparently he injured himself on a building project—he was an electrician, you see. The company he was working for at the time gave him some money—probably to keep him quiet—but when the injured leg became infected and eventually had to be amputated, he received compensation and help from the government. Enough to live comfortably and I think it was enough to pay for the nurses he hired full time.”

			

			
				Nick read over the pages of Tipring’s Will to himself. “If he did receive anything from his family, he didn’t mention it here. I’ll have to contact them to confirm. Also, it doesn’t look like Mr. Tipring left any money to any of his family—no one with last name Tipring anyway. He did leave money to the nurse he came in with that day. I remember thinking it was his wife; he treated her kindly, very respectful. She cared for him almost like a husband. Until, that is, when I called them in and he asked her to wait in the hall.”

				“How would you describe him, his personality?”

				“He was a really nice man, though quiet.” He rubbed his eyes again and when he had finished, his eyes were red. “I’m glad you told me he came from a wealthy family. It explains why he spoke as someone well educated. With such a background, why did he become an electrician, I wonder?”

				“Well, I can’t say for sure but his sister seems to think it was because Mr. Tipring and his father didn’t get on. What I’m interested in most is his art. Have you seen his art?”

				“I’ve not seen any, but they must have be amazing. Mr. Tipring spoke of them like they were people and called them by name, like my Susan or my Caroline. Maybe they were names of his old fancies.”

				“Are the art pieces worth money?”

				“I don’t know because, as far as I’m aware, he never sold any of them. I asked him when he made the Will, what would happen if he did choose to sell some; his answer was a very firm ‘I won’t sell them, not while I’m alive.’ But, I do know that he did give some away. I’m not sure to whom but he said he made some others.”

				“So now that he’s dead, what did he plan to do with them?”

				Nick reached into the top drawer of his desk, pulled out eye drops, and dripped two drops into each eye. Chemical tears streamed down his cheeks as he grabbed a tissue from a box by his desk. “Sorry,” he said, “I hope to get my new glasses today. I can be so clumsy. Forgive me.”

			

			
				“Oh don’t worry about it,” Theo replied.

				“The art,” he looked down at the folder and was quiet for a few moments while he read.

				Theo watched as his eyes scanned the pages, only inches from them. He sniffled and wiped more liquid from his eyes.

				“Would you like me to read the file,” Theo suggested.

				“Oh, no. At the point of his death, he would like all his art auctioned off. All proceeds will go to the,” he read further, “Action for Amputee Foundation. I don’t know much about that foundation but I assume it’s to support those who are missing limbs. Children, the like.”

				“Yes, I suppose. Is that where all his money is going? What about his nurses?”

				“His nurses? I believe he left them a little allowance; it was not much, just a few thousand pounds each. I don’t have the exact figure, it is a percentage, a small percentage, of the total profits after all his outstanding debts, or costs, have been paid out. Which I assume will depend on what he makes on his art at the auction. I know when he had the Will drawn up, the nurse with him, I don’t think she believed she would be in the Will at all. Just doing her job. I doubt if most nurses believe they will be in the Will, especially ones that are paid by only pension and severance. Do you?”

				“It really is difficult to say, I guess we are most interested in finding out who would have a motive, and in most homicide cases, money is often a motive. So, if someone, anyone had something to gain by Mr. Tipring’s death, we were hoping you could provide that information.”

			

			
				“I don’t know much about motive but I don’t think money is a motive. Not in this case. I’m sorry.”

				“And the earrings? What about the earrings? Did he want to sell those?”

				“The earrings?” asked Theo.

				“Yes, remember the earrings we saw on the man’s chest of drawers?” Dorland said.

				Again, Nick continued reading the fine print. “Yes, the jewelry, he has asked that they be buried with him. He wanted to be buried, not cremated. He even gave me photos of each earring.” He pulled from the back of the file some enlarged sheets of photographic paper. “He brought those in himself, gave them to me for the file. I guess that way we would know what was to be buried from what wasn’t. Do these look like the pieces of jewelry to you?”

				He held the pictures up.

				“It’is difficult to tell. I only had a quick glance at the earrings at the house, I really couldn’t say. What about you, Dorland?”

				“No, sorry, I also did not study the jewelry that well, and as a man, it’s difficult to tell the difference.”

				“Did he ever tell you why the earrings were so important?”

				“I assumed they were family heirlooms. Perhaps they belonged to his mother or sister—sentimental value.”

				Theo thought about this. “I doubt they’re from his family. As far as I know, he didn’t get on with his family and so any jewelry wouldn’t hold sentimental value.”

				“Perhaps.”

				Theo turned to the solicitor and asked, “And there’s nothing else, nothing in the Will that we will find interesting? What of the house and his belongings?”

			

			
				“The house also goes to charity, and a percentage of the amount received will be split among the nurses. It is all really simple with only three requests, one, that his art be auctioned off, two, that he be buried with his jewelry and three, the rest of the money be given to charity.”

				“Among who? Did he name the nurses?”

				“Yes, one of the nurses was a Ms. Megan Perkins. She was recently added, only a month ago. Mr. Tipring had rung to add her and to take another nurse off his list.”

				“Really? Who was taken off the list?”

				“Um, a Mrs. Hathaway, Heather Hathaway.”

				“Did Mr. Tipring say why he took her off the list?”

				“No, all he said was that he was taking her off and adding Ms. Perkins, he didn’t sound angry about it, just matter of fact.”

				“Who was the other nurse?”

				“A Ms. White, Camilla White, I believe that she was the one that Mr. Tipring brought in with him when he first had the Will drafted.”

				“Do you know where Ms. White lives?”

				“I have her address, but I don’t know if it’s still correct.”

				“I would be extremely grateful if you write out the names of those nurses and their addresses, if you have them.”

				Nick complied.

				“And if you’re done with the earrings, I will need to get them from you,” Nick said.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Eighteen

				When Theo and Dorland went to the address the solicitor had on file for Heather Hathaway’s flat. The landlord informed them she had left London for a week’s holiday in France and would not return, he believed, until the next day. And that meant their main suspect apparently had an airtight alibi.

				Instead, they searched for the whereabouts of Ms. Camilla White. The phone number the solicitor had given them had been disconnected, and having decided that White was too common a name to try in the phone directory they decided to visit the last known address.

				It was no surprise Ms. White didn’t live there anymore. The owner of said flat, Mrs. Mead, was however the owner of a new coffee shop on the ground floor and felt hospitable enough to invite them for tea and scones. Dorland rubbed his stomach in anticipation.

				“Who are you looking for again?” the old woman asked. She poured hot water from the tap into a large teapot and sat it on the counter in front of them.

				“A Ms. or Mrs. White. Do you know her?”

				She placed loose tea into a metal strainer and dumped the hot water from the pot. After placing the strainer into the pot, she refilled the pot with boiling water. When she realized the men were watching her every step, she said, “Tea has to be done right. I know Ms. White. I’ve met her on many occasions. She likes my tea and every time she pops round, she comes in.”

			

			
				“So you know her new address?” Dorland asked as he placed a large morsel of scone in his mouth.

				“Yes. Ms. White—well, that’s not her name anymore, it’s now Mrs. Henderson—would come for her mail, any mail that wasn’t forwarded to her new address—mostly catalogues and rubbish, really. She gave me her new number and address, but it has been about a year and a half since she’s come in.”

				“Well, it would be very helpful if you could give it to us.”

				She sat back and eyed them suspiciously. “Ms. White . . . er, Henderson, is not in any trouble is she?”

				“Oh no, nothing like that,” said Dorland, reaching for another scone. “We need information about a previous employer.”

				That seemed to appease Mrs. Mead and she went on to tell them about the history of tea and her family’s important contribution to the tea-making process.

				 

				Mrs. Henderson lived near the outskirts of London. The nurse had done well for herself; the three-story house in Golder’s Green, Hampstead was very different from the small flat she had previously in East London. Vines grew up the front of the house partially blocking the view from the front hall window and another vine had wound itself around the garden arbor across the front path.

				The door to the large house was opened by an older woman who, though dressed smartly, was what Theo suspected was her housekeeper. However, Theo asked, “Mrs. Henderson?”

				“She is in the garden. Can I tell her who’s calling?”

				Theo had his warrant card ready. The housekeeper escorted them through the beautiful back reception room with antique fireplace to the gardens with manicured lawns and trimmed trees. A woman sat stretched on a lounge chair reading an antique furniture magazine. It took her a few moments to notice them.

			

			
				“Sit.” The woman said to them, motioning at two chairs that were about twenty feet from where she sat.

				Dorland dragged two heavy metal chairs across the grass. Theo took his notebook out and sat down.

				“We’re the police, Mrs. Henderson. We’re here about a man you used to work for, a Mr. Tipring.”

				“Oh, I thought you were here about the books. I’ve decided to sell my late husband’s books. They cover all sorts of subjects, mostly geophysics and other environmental subjects. Although, they may be useful in a police library. They are, well some of them are, up-to-date and current. So what do you wish to ask me about Mr. Tipring?”

				“He was murdered yesterday and we were hoping you could answer a few questions.” Theo watched the attitude of Mrs. Henderson go from eager to solemn in an instant and continued, “You obviously have not heard. He was murdered outside his home yesterday. We are contacting all the nurses who used to work with him. You did work for him?”

				“Yes.”

				“Were you aware that he has included you in his Last Will and Testament?”

				It took a few moments for Mrs. Henderson to reply, she sat there silent and stunned, when finally she spoke it came out in almost a whisper, like she was speaking to herself, “I always thought he would die of old age or boredom, but murdered? Are you sure? How?”

				“He was stabbed outside his home,” said Theo.

				“Who would stab him? He only had one leg.”

				“Yes, there are a lot of questions. Were you aware you were left some money as part of his Will?”

			

			
				“I think I knew. Yes, yes, I was aware, but it is not much is it? A few hundred pounds, that is not much to get all excited about, is it?”

				“It may actually be close to a thousand pounds when everything is settled,” remarked Theo.

				Mrs. Henderson just stared at Theo, letting his words sink in.

				“Still, a thousand or so, really not worth anything is it. What can one buy with that? Can’t even buy a settee with that nowadays.”

				“You are trying to sell books or something, not quite sure. It seems to me that you may be in need of funds at the moment,” said Theo, aware that his remark may be somewhat offensive.

				“Anyway,” Dorland stepped in, “have you seen Mr. Tipring lately?”

				“No. Not for many years.”

				“Where were you yesterday morning around seven?”

				“Whatever you are trying to imply you can take back this moment or I will make sure your superiors know about this sort of . . . questioning. You can’t come in here and accuse me of something. You don’t even know me.”

				With that, she stormed off into her house, leaving the two detectives sitting in the yard.

				“What was that about?” Dorland asked. “Seems a bit touchy if you ask me. Guilty conscience perhaps?”

				“Let’s not assume that.” Theo led his partner around the side of the house and they made their way toward their car. “For a moment, she looked genuinely surprised and grieved. Everyone handles grief differently. Perhaps it’s a sensitivity toward money than anything else. Many who have quickly inherited power and money haven’t had enough time for their humility to catch up. She probably doesn’t think she deserves the money she has so she has to work harder at convincing us she does.”

			

			
				“You think she married Mr. Henderson, for his money?” Dorland asked.

				“No, I would like to think that she married him because she loved him but money is a hard thing to handle properly. I know of Mr. Henderson, he’s a scientist who has made a great deal of money on pharmaceuticals.”

				“I wonder how the two of them met?”

				“Mrs. Henderson was a nurse; she could have worked in a clinic or known the man for a long time. Who really knows? We will have to confirm what she says but I suspect that our Mrs. Henderson had nothing to do with the death.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Nineteen

				Exactly at eight, Sophia arrived at the Connell Road address. She could see Theo’s Jeep sitting in front of the house. As she approached, Theo opened the door to his vehicle and stepped out. He looked exactly the same. She didn’t know why she thought he would look different, older maybe. She felt she had aged many years in the last few months. In fact, she had started to notice gray hairs growing in. All of a sudden she began to feel conspicuous.

				“Thank you for coming,” he said, putting out his hand.

				She accepted it, feeling flustered as soon as she did. “I-I don’t know if I can help, but I’ll try.”

				“Even if you can’t, at least I tried another angle.” He patted down his pockets and reached inside his right trouser pocket. “I have the key so we can go in.”

				“I hear you’re investigating the Maddock Tipring murder,” she said.

				“Yes. How did you know?” He held up his hand. “Never mind, I know. It only happened yesterday but we don’t have a single suspect. It’s like the killer just randomly picked our victim and stabbed him in the chest.”

				He led her to the front gate and pointed over the fence. “That’s where he was stabbed. He was fetching the paper. The knife was found in the bushes there.” He pointed to his left.

				“Did he do that often?”

				“What, fetch the paper? Yeah, every day apparently.”

				Sophia looked up and down the street. It was pretty deserted. Only two cars had passed since they had arrived. His house sat in the middle of the block. “I guess the bushes could hide someone short from his view, however, whoever stabbed him would stand out on the street. Did no one notice anyone walking?”

			

			
				“There were many people who noticed many things but nothing we could go on. A white woman. A black man. A young woman running. A teenager wearing a school uniform. All the statements were vague and led nowhere. No one could give a proper description. No one saw Mr. Tipring get stabbed.”

				“The murderer could have arrived in a car and left the same way.”

				“Either way, it’s still nothing we can follow up on. CCTV in this area has not been helpful. Come, I’ll take you inside.”

				The house was quiet and dark and Theo had difficulty finding the light switch but when he found it, the house lit up throughout. Sophia took her time going through each of the rooms before saying anything.

				“He’s very neat. What was he wearing when he died?”

				“His pajamas and a bathrobe,” he said and then stopped. Theo reached into his jacket and pulled out a photograph. “We did find this in his robe pocket.”

				“Why run backwards you’ll vomit,” she read. “What does it mean?”

				“It’s an electrician’s code,” replied Theo.

				“Oh, I see why you rang me. Was Mr. Tipring an electrician?”

				“Yes.”

				“So then, the code could mean nothing at all.”

				“We suspected that,” he said quietly.

				“You were hoping I would come in and enlighten you about it, hand you the name of the killer based on that alone?”

				“No, nothing like that,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “I hadn’t really any expectations.”

			

			
				“Was he still working as an electrician?”

				“No, he was retired.”

				“Was he a clean person?”

				“He’s very clean. Look at the state of his house: not cluttered and clean.”

				“How did a one-legged man clean his house so well?”

				“Oh, he had a nurse.”

				Exactly. “So then, how were his clothes? Were they clean?”

				He squinted at her. “Yes. They were clean as far as I could tell. Why?”

				“Well, it’s an odd thing for an electrician, one who does not work in that field anymore, to have that mnemonic in his pocket.”

				“Maybe he’s sentimental. He does keep things for sentimental value.”

				“Oh, like what?”

				“He had a box of earrings. We don’t know what value they held for him, but they were important enough that he wanted the box buried with him.”

				“That seems a bit odd, doesn’t it?”

				“Everything about the case is a bit odd.”

				He led her to the drawing room. “Have you seen anything like it? I really don’t see the purpose of the room.”

				She went over to the chair and sat down. She could feel the springs in the cushion. The victim must have sat there a lot. “Turn on that light will you, the one near the fireplace.”

				Theo flicked the switch. Spotlights above the tiled art lit up. Sophia turned on the lamp and looked at the table. She opened the small drawer. Inside was a blank pad of paper and a pencil. She ran her hand over the top of it. She could feel the indentations the pencil made from the previous page. She took the pencil and rubbed the top of it.

			

			
				Only a few words could be made out: girl, Rosie, brush. They weren’t even in a line, it was as if he wanted to remember a word and wrote it down.

				“I wonder if he was fond of crosswords.”

				“I’m not sure we found any crosswords but he could be. He did collect the paper every morning. He could have done the one inside each day.”

				Theo went to the kitchen and came back with a chair. “So what do you think of the art? Worth sitting and looking at all day?”

				“It’s interesting, that’s for sure. Who made it?”

				“He did. We found his studio upstairs where he created them.”

				“Can I see it?”

				“Of course.”

				“So, part of his income was from selling these pieces?”

				“I don’t believe he sold many, if any.”

				“That’s strange.”

				“Like I said, a lot of things about this case are a bit odd.”

				He led her up the stairs to the studio. She ran her hands through the different tiles neatly sorted in their boxes.

				“It takes a different mind to carefully place tile, row upon row, and call it art. It also takes a different mind to sit alone in a room with it with nothing else to keep them company. It doesn’t look like he came up here in a very long time. Look at the dust that has collected on all the tiles and workstation.”

				“No, maybe he couldn’t get up here after his leg was removed.”

				“I see.” She turned around and leaned against the worktop. “I suppose you want to know what I found out about Maddock’s uncle.”

				“Uncle?”

			

			
				“Yes. The one who worked for the government. That’s one of the reasons why you texted me wasn’t it?”

				“Um, actually I did know Mr. Tipring’s uncle worked for the government but I didn’t know what sector. He worked for MI5? This might be the break I was looking for. What did you find?”

				“Earnest Tipring did work for MI5 but he died in the 90s. I haven’t had the time to go through all his files but I did find something interesting. Earnest held a file on his nephew.”

				“Really? Why? Do you think he worked for the government as well?” Theo asked.

				“I don’t know. I went back in the records but as far as I know, and really I’m not sure how much information I have complete access to, I couldn’t find any mention of Tipring as either an agent, enemy, or informant for the intelligence service. Only this.”

				She pulled a file from her bag. Four pages fell out and onto the floor. Theo bent down to retrieve them and flipped through them on his way up.

				“What’s this?” he asked.

				“Often, to protect information, agents will write notes in what is called coded shorthand. A type of shorthand only the creator can understand. And sadly, the only thing in the file other than basic information available to any police officer, is written in code. It’s almost like Earnest wrote these for his eyes only which makes me believe Maddock may have been an informant of some sort.”

				“Shit.”

				“What?”

				“Well, you know what that means, don’t you? It takes the case from a random killing or killing for financial gain to who knows what. He could’ve been involved in anything. His past could have caught up with him. Where the hell do I start?”

			

			
				“Well, we do have these,” Sophia said and held up the pages.

				“And cracking code is your specialty. Let’s see what you can come up with. In the meantime, I can ask the people he came in contact with if they have noticed anyone suspicious hanging round the house. I’m so sorry, Sophia.”

				Her hands fell to her side. “What?” she asked.

				“I’m sorry to drag you back into one of my cases. Probably the last thing you want to do is work another police case.”

				She laughed. “If you had any idea what I’m working on now, you would throw me five cases. Mind, this has to be kept secret. I don’t know what the notes contain and until I do, I don’t know what I’m getting involved with. Even though it looks like the pages haven’t been touched in years, I don’t know what mess we may be getting ourselves involved with.”

				“I understand. Until we find out, I will make enquiries as if I have no knowledge these pages exist.”

				“Thank you. I’ll make us some copies and replace the file tomorrow.” She went downstairs. “So what will happen to all the art?”

				“They go to auction.”

				“How many pieces are there?”

				“When I counted, thirty-two. Why, are you thinking of buying one?”

				“Not likely.” She closed her eyes. Without opening them, she continued, “I’m glad you texted.”

				He didn’t reply but she could hear him breathing heavily. She resisted the urge to look at him.

				“Why?” he finally said.

			

			
				“It’s not what you think. It’s not a come on. It’s a complement actually. Sometimes I want to just be around normal people.”

				She finally looked at him, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at his feet and rubbing his hands together.

				“It’s not that I don’t think you’re brilliant, but everyone I work with thinks they’re more brilliant than God,” Sophia said.

				“I used to think that of you, at one time.”

				“That I’m more brilliant than God or that I believe I am?”

				“Take your pick.”

				“Well, perhaps you’re right. Well, Blackwell, my friend, take care. I will ring you tomorrow. Perhaps we can meet so I can give you a copy of the case notes. And remember, don’t run backwards you’ll vomit.” She laughed. “Good night, Detective Blackwell.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty

				Crystal and the night team were at the East End flat when Sophia arrived the next morning. Both Melony and her partner Bert were in the kitchen, leaning against the worktop, drinking coffee and stuffing their faces with cherry pastries. Bert’s shirt was un-tucked and his hair stuck up in various directions. Melony’s t-shirt was on backward.

				“How was the night? Did you get any sleep?” Sophia asked, stepping past them to pour herself a cup of coffee.

				“Sleep?” asked Melony. “What kind of stupid question is that? Of course not. We can’t watch the monitors and sleep at the same time, now can we? Why do you think we’re drinking coffee?” She held up her cup.

				Sophia rolled her eyes. Obviously she picked the wrong people to make chit chat with. She went over to the fridge and poured milk into her cup. “Did our Ms. Smith do anything interesting?”

				This time Bert replied, “It was uneventful except for one thing: Elaine Smith received a phone call at 7:46 this morning. It was simply this,” he picked up a piece of paper and read, “I have chocolates for you.”

				“That’s the agreed-upon code?”

				“We believe so. The man on the phone is scheduled to arrive at 10:10. Liam wants us all here for that meet. If a message regarding the whereabouts of the weapons are to be passed on, it will be done today. We can’t mess this up because we don’t know if we’ll have another chance. We don’t know how many times he’s bought weapons in the past. And any shipments that get past us means more weapons on the streets, killing people.”

			

			
				He sounded so melodramatic Sophia almost broke out in laughter. But she knew this was serious. She knew first-hand the damage one gun could do.

				“What would you like me to do?” Sophia asked.

				“We can’t do much now except make sure we’re ready for the meet and make sure our equipment is running smoothly.”

				“All right. Crystal and I will have a look at the equipment and make sure it’s functioning properly.”

				“We’ve already done that, it’s fine,” Bert replied.

				“Well, it won’t hurt to check again, will it?”

				He just shrugged.

				Crystal was already on the computer, changing settings.

				“What are you doing?” Sophia signed to her.

				“Tweaking the resolution so the picture is clearer. I doubt they’ll have a problem with that. I’m also trying to boost the system becaue there’s a lag. I don’t want our system to go down while we’re expecting movement. So, what’s wrong with the pair of them? Have they slept together?”

				“I’m pretty sure Melony has had her shirt off at one point during the night. What else are two people going to do all night?” She laughed and nudged Crystal.

				“Speaking of night, I saw you looked into our detective friend’s files. So you are curious.”

				“I was bored. It’s not a big deal.”

				Crystal raised her eyebrows. “Yes, but did you see the pictures of the art?”

				“I did. And what’s up with that?”

				Liam appeared. He briefly glanced Sophia’s way but then said, “So, is everyone ready for this? We may not have a second chance to get this right, so no screw ups. Evans, have Crystal pull up the cameras, I want eyes as soon as our friend Miles leaves his house. And what are these chocolates? Anyone?”

			

			
				“We don’t know, sir,” replied Bert. “We think they could actually be . . . chocolates.”

				“Well, if we’re right, he’s wanting a lot of money for these so-called chocolates.”

				“Does anyone know how she plans to pay for these chocolates? Electronically, or has she been seen with money?”

				“No. Must be electronic, like before.”

				“Can we get a trace on the funds?” This time the question was directed at Sophia.

				“We have access to her computer. Everything she does will be recorded and traced. We should be able to see who sent the money and from what account. However, in my experience, it will never be as simple as that. For someone who is determined to keep his identity hidden, he will not send the funds from a traceable bank account. He’s probably got accounts all over the world, impossible to trace. Well, not impossible but it will take time, and perhaps more time than we have.”

				“And time is not on our side. The key will be to catch them as they pick up the weapons. That means we need to find out where the guns are located. Miles has to give her some indication to where they are, so watch closely and listen carefully.”

				At 9:50, a message came in, “Miles has left his flat. He’s carrying a cardboard box and is getting into his car. We’re tailing him.” Every time Miles made a turn the radio came alive.

				“He is turning onto Elaine Smith’s street. Expect him in ten seconds.” Shortly, the little car came into view on the screen. Miles found a place to park three doors down. Inside his car, they watched him lean over and open the cardboard box before exiting the car.

			

			
				“He’s got a small black box in his hand. Is that the chocolate box?” asked Liam. Bert leaned in closer to the screen, Melony pushed past Sophia and also moved closer to the screen.

				“I think so, sir,” she replied. “What could he possibly do with a box of chocolates? It doesn’t make any sense.”

				“Maybe he knows she likes chocolates,” suggested Bert. “A lot of women like chocolate. Just because you don’t, doesn’t mean everyone doesn’t.”

				Melony gave him a slap across the arm.

				“Stop it,” Liam yelled. “He’s approaching the front door.”

				Miles knocked and tapped his army boot while he waited. He wore a baseball cap and blue wool pea coat. On the other screen they watched Ms. Smith rise from her kitchen table. She peered into the living room before she came to the door.

				“Well, come in.” She led him to the living room. The man handed her the box of chocolates and she carefully placed them on her table. When she lifted the lid, all the officers leaned in closer to the monitor.

				“What’s in the box?” Liam asked. “Do you see anything?”

				“It’s too blurry and dark inside the box. All I can see is black, but it appears to be just chocolates.”

				Ms. Smith scanned the box slowly with her finger and said, “Oh, you don’t have any of those cherry-filled ones I like.”

				“They didn’t have any available. However, I got you a few more caramel.”

				“I see that.”

				The man sat there quietly before he finally asked her, “Well, I hope you like what you see.”

			

			
				“Yes. I’m sure they’ll be wonderful,” she said. “How about a spot of tea?”

				“That would be lovely.”

				Ms. Smith moved into the kitchen, poured water into the kettle and placed it on the hob. Then she went toward her computer and sat down. Every key stroke was recorded. They watched her pull up a bank website and recorded the account number and password. Then into the column of transfer she entered a long line of digits and under amount: 1.5 million pounds.

				“She transferring the money now.”

				“That’s a lot of money.”

				“What’s Miles doing?”

				All eyes turned toward the other monitor. Miles was walking about the room, looking at photos, picking up little knick-knacks off the shelf and examining them. Finally, he sat back down on the sofa. He spied a deck of cards on the table and picked them up. He started placing them down in rows.

				“He’s playing solitaire.”

				“How will he be relaying the information to her? Is he waiting for confirmation that the money is being transferred?”

				“He must be.”

				Finally, Ms. Smith stood from her computer and re-entered the kitchen. She placed two bags into a kettle and then the hot water. Placing two cups and the pot on a tray, she carried it to the living room. After placing the tray on the table beside Miles, she went over to the box of chocolates and helped herself to one.

				“Because there are so many caramel, I’ll try one of them. If you keep bringing over chocolates, I’ll be very fat, very soon. Well, anyway, I’ve transferred the money and everything looks to be in order.”

			

			
				The watchers leaned in, straining to hear every word.

				Miles continued to play his game.

				“That’s wonderful,” he finally said. He put the pile of cards down on the table and dropped three cubes of sugar into his tea and stirred it with the small spoon beside the cup. In two gulps, the cup was empty. “I should be going.”

				“All right.” She had barely poured the milk into her cup before she stood. “I’ll see you to the door.”

				The watchers turned their attention to the camera in the front hall. The two walked quietly to the door.

				“Thank you,” Miles said and started down the walk.

				Ms. Smith shut the door behind him.

				“What just happened?” asked Liam. “Did we miss something? When did he tell her where to pick up the shipment?” Liam leaned back and examined each of his team one by one. “Did anyone notice?”

				They all shook their heads.

				“It must be with the chocolates,” suggested Sophia. “Perhaps we should go retrieve the box.”

				Liam put his hand to his mouth. “I don’t know, I don’t know. If we’re wrong and we put her guard up, it could ruin everything. We need to surprise them when they retrieve the shipment or we will lose both. Team one, you need to be on Miles everywhere he goes. We can’t lose him, when he speaks to someone on his mobile or in person, I want to know details. He has to inform her or someone in the organization in some way.”

				“Yes, sir,” resounded the voices over the radios. He has driven away but he has not rang anyone yet. We will follow and listen.”

				“In the meantime, we have to watch her every movement. What is she doing now?”

			

			
				“She’s cleaning the teapot.”

				“Has she rang or texted anyone? Come on, people, what’s the key here? Crystal, did either of them use sign language?”

				Crystal twisted her head to the side when Sophia signed the question but then Crystal just shook her head and signed, “I didn’t see any sign language.”

				“Neither did I,” said Sophia.

				“All right. Crystal, make copies of the meeting. I don’t want us to miss anything. I want to make sure he didn’t put a note in her hand or in one of her pockets or hidden it in one of the bloody knick knacks.”

				Sophia signed the instructions to her and immediately Crystal started working. Liam started pacing in the living room.

				“What are we missing?” he asked. “Crystal, are you done copying the files?”

				“It’s being transferred. This all takes time.”

				“We may not have a lot of time.”

				“Why is it taking so long to transfer?” Sophia asked Crystal when Liam went into the kitchen for coffee.

				“It’s slow. Something is really causing a lag. I’ll look into it as soon as the transfer is complete.” She went back to work.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-One

				Theo woke later than usual and, after arranging to meet Dorland at Mrs. Hathaway’s home, stepped into the shower. The hot water helped him think. The revelation that Maddock Tipring’s uncle worked for MI5 threw the case into a whole different direction. It could explain why he wasn’t finding a motive or suspects. He would still have to follow up his original line of enquiry but he wasn’t faced with a dead end.

				He didn’t know what to expect from Heather Hathaway, the next nurse on his list. Dorland had confirmed that Heather had really been away at the time of Mr. Tipring’s death, so the most he hoped for from her was a motive as to why anyone would want to kill her previous employer.

				The nurse lived in Tulse Hill, a top floor flat just south of Brockwell Park. One thing Theo liked about interviewing witnesses was that he was able to see London, all of it. And some of it was extremely lovely.

				Dorland arrived before him and was standing outside the address, sipping coffee.

				Theo rang the bell. A woman looked out from her window on the top floor and Theo waved. They heard a click and quickly Dorland grabbed the door to let them inside. The six flights of stairs left them breathless and the nurse stood waiting at the top of the stairs with a pitying look on her face.

				“Try that flight with groceries,” the nurse said, motioning them into her small, sparsely furnished apartment. Two suitcases lay open and a small pile of clothing lay on the floor. The nurse was in her late thirties and wore a beautiful Chinese silk robe on top of her flannel bunny pajama suit. Her hair was pulled back in a bun. “I just returned yesterday from China, sorry for the mess. I never thought you would show up for another few days at least.”

			

			
				“We want to ask you some questions about Mr. Tipring,” replied Theo.

				“Yes, as soon as I arrived home my friend rang me and said he had died. Murdered. I had worked for him for six years, as you probably know. My landlord also mentioned you had stopped by.”

				“Yes, I’m sorry for your loss,” replied Theo. “We were hoping you could give us a reason why anyone would want to kill him?”

				She shook her head. “He was a bit odd, in an older person sort of way, but I wouldn’t say anyone had a reason to kill him.”

				“We talked to Mr. Tipring’s solicitor,” Dorland said. “He was going to give most of his money to different charitable organizations, but to his nurses, he left some money. Were you aware of that?”

				“I doubt that he planned to leave me any, not with how we ended our relationship. Would you like some tea?” Both officers shook their heads and Dorland lifted up his coffee cup in explanation. She sat down in a rocking chair beside the front window and offered them the sofa.

				“What happened between Mr. Tipring and yourself?”

				“I really don’t know. Sometimes I sit and think about what happened and well, I didn’t do what he said I did.” She stopped and looked at them. “Mr. Tipring had some jewelry, some earrings. I don’t know if you saw the box when you entered his house but, he really loved them. I believe they belonged to his mother. Whatever the reason. Well, I took holidays and some temporary nurses were called in from the agency to take over. I returned three weeks later and everything was fine. Then one day, about a week after I had returned, he comes into the kitchen when I’m preparing his lunch and starts accusing me of stealing one set of earrings from the box. I told him it wasn’t me but he thinks he remembers seeing them after I had returned. I don’t know. I doubt he knew when they went missing. Anyways, right there, right on the spot, he fired me. And because I’m accused of stealing, I never received severance pay and the agency dropped me.”

			

			
				“Did they ever find out who stole the earrings?” Dorland asked.

				“I’m not sure. I got a job at a tour company with my cousin. It’s where I work now.”

				“That must have made you angry.”

				“If you think that I had a motive, maybe the first week. But I got the job with my cousin two weeks later, it pays better, the hours are better, and I get large discounts and opportunities to travel the world. It was the best thing that ever happened to me. I met a man overseas in France and in three months, we’re going to be married. If anything, I should thank Mr. Tipring. No, I didn’t murder him. And as for the money, I doubt it will amount to much and I don’t really need it.”

				“So as far as you know, the person who stole the jewelry must have been one of the sub nurses?”

				“It’s really difficult to say. I can’t accuse anyone of doing it. I never had a chance to look into it. The earrings may have just fallen to the bottom of the case and are there now. He dismissed me and I left. If a pair of earrings is missing, I can’t explain what happened to them.”

				“Do you know if any of the earrings were worth anything?”

			

			
				Heather laughed. “Worth something? No, they were probably worth a few dollars combined. Sentimentality, nothing more. There were no pearls or diamonds that were real, cheap gold. Some were starting to rust, and gold does not rust. A nurse would have no reason to steal those earrings. They were worthless to anyone but him. No one would risk getting into trouble over those.”

				“Do you know anything about his art?” asked Dorland.

				“No, not really. He did them for his own enjoyment; he never sold any. Although, he did give two away. I know he gave one to his hometown, where he grew up. I used to drive him there once a year to see it; it was one of the few places he ever traveled to. Funny that, the man must be one of the vainest personages on earth, only leaving the city to see tile work he did himself. And I don’t know where the other went.”

				“I heard that he used to name them,” said Dorland.

				“Yeah, I forget what he used to call them. Unusual man, though. I think of him often.”

				“When you worked there, did he receive any visitors? Did he talk of his past, his family, his job?” asked Theo.

				“Not that I remember. He hated his neighbors, read the paper religiously, and preferred his tea a certain way. No one came to visit him, not regularly, and he was content in his own little world. I wish I could remember more, and I will try to, but it’s all I have.”

				“Did he ever mention working for the government?” asked Theo.

				Dorland looked sharply at him.

				“The government?” replied Heather. “No, he was an electrician.”

				“What about family? Do you know if anyone worked for the government?”

				She opened her mouth to speak but paused before replying, “I don’t know what you’re looking for. Patients often open up to their nurses. Sometimes you can’t get them to shut up, but not our Mr. Tipring. No, he kept the world to himself. Oh sure, he made chit chat, but if I think about it, I didn’t know anything about him really. What a way to live.”

			

			
				“I would like to talk to the nurses that filled in for you while you were on holiday. Do you still have the number for the nursing agency?”

				She wrote it down for them.

				After leaving the flat, Theo said, “If one of those girls did steal the jewelry and Tipring found out whom, the culprit may have wanted to silence him.”

				“Over a pair of earrings? First, why would anyone want to steal a cheap pair of earrings and second, why would anyone kill for them? If he did accuse one of the nurses, she could easily argue that the man was crazy and explain they were worth nothing.”

				“I think we should find out if the old man was crazy or not,” Theo suggested.

				“How do you plan to do that?”

				“We should find out if the man has really had a pair of earrings stolen or not. We fetch the box of earrings and compare them to the pictures the solicitor has in his office. I’ll ring him and find out if we can come in. Follow me to Mr. Tipring’s house.” Theo made the call to the solicitor and agreed to meet him at one that afternoon.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Two

				Crystal has made two copies,” Sophia said to Liam.

				“Will the two of you please watch the footage again, frame by frame if you have to. And Melony, watch Elaine. If she goes anywhere near that box of chocolates, I want to know. Is it possible he slipped a piece of paper under his tea cup or inside it?”

				“I don’t think so because she washed the cup without removing anything. Besides, if he did leave anything behind, she’ll have to inform her boss in some way and we’ll catch her.”

				“There is always that.” Liam sighed.

				Sophia thought it was best if Crystal and she divided up the task. She chose to watch Miles while her friend watched Ms. Smith. Almost frame by frame Sophia watched Miles enter the flat, hand the box of chocolates, and examine the ornaments in the room. Never did he place his hand in his pockets to retrieve the numbers nor did he write on anything. If he was placing the information for Ms. Smith to find, they had a clever pre-arranged system. No pattern stood out.

				Finally, Miles sat down on the sofa and picked up the deck of cards. One by one he dealt the cards out. Seven in a row. One by one he turned the cards over and moved them around.

				“Sir,” a voice came over the radio, “Miles has arrived home. He has entered the bathroom.”

			

			
				“Do we have cameras in the bathroom?” Liam asked.

				“No, sir, however, if he makes a phone call while in the bathroom, we will know. We just heard the toilet flush and he has only been in there twenty-two seconds. He is exiting the room and zipping up his trousers.”

				“I don’t think we need that much information.”

				“Well, just so you know, we don’t believe he has done anything in the room except take a piss.”

				“What is he doing now?”

				“He’s turned on the telly.”

				“Has he been on the computer or made contact with anyone?”

				“No, sir.”

				“What the hell did we miss?” asked Liam. “Damn it. What did we miss? They can’t be that clever. We are cleverer than the two of them, surely.”

				Crystal tapped Sophia on the arm and signed, “I found something.”

				Sophia leaned over and looked at the screen on Crystal’s computer.

				“Out of habit, I watch for lags in everything, the streams, the speed, and I think we have an anomaly. You see, the cameras are all streaming on our network. Everything is streaming through the network, including every mobile phone who chooses to use our network to update their Facebook page. Well, I catalogued the usage on the network from the moment we started here. I know what device matches what address. You see, your two computers are here and mine, here. That’s the computer with the monitors and right now our friend Bert is also accessing it.”

				Sophia turned to Bert who was intently typing on his mobile phone.

			

			
				“However,” Crystal continued, “I set a program to track our devices and their usage.”

				“That’s above and beyond . . .”

				“Well, I had created the program a long time ago. Mainly to track you and your life.”

				“Hmm,” signed Sophia, “that’s nice to know. Comforting.”

				“I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic when you sign.” She waved Sophia off. “That aside, it tracks new devices as well. Anyone that isn’t listed by me—and all of Liam’s devices—are picked up and I get sent a message.”

				“When did you get a message?”

				“Shortly before the meeting started. I ignored the message at first because we were trying to focus on the meet but now I’m curious. Who logged onto our network and how were they able to gain access?”

				“Are you doubly sure it’s not just someone in the room? Or perhaps it was one of the team that followed Miles over to the house. While they were waiting for the meet to end, they logged into our network.”

				“That might be the case. I’m running a check through all the systems to see what was accessed. I didn’t set up the security on the network so I can’t be sure how protected it is. If, however, someone who was not given the key was able to access the network, he . . . or she, is amazing.”

				“You think it may be someone like Ms. Smith who accessed the network?”

				“Or someone she knows.”

				Sophia looked to Liam who was currently on the phone, explaining the situation to his superiors. “If that’s the case, there’s a lot more to be worried about.”

				“Yes. We can hope it turns out to be one of us. But, if it doesn’t, not only is there a chance the information we collected is accessed but, they know we’re here—watching them.”

			

			
				“Maybe we should shut down the network and re-establish it.”

				“If we do that now, we risk not only missing any feed while the cameras are down but we also risk alerting the hacker that we know we’re on to him or her.”

				“Well, at least take offline whatever is not crucial. Especially our computers. If the person is capable of that, he may be able to access our drives.”

				“All right. And it may turn out in the end to be one of us. In which case, the panic is for nothing. But I don’t think we should ignore it.”

				“No.” Sophia breathed out deeply. “We have to let Liam know.”

				“No, just you.”

				Sophia tapped Crystal’s shoulder as she rose. “Thanks for the support.” She went and stood by Liam and waited until he finished his call. She really had no idea how to tell him, not even sure he would understand. Perhaps though, this news would be good news. At least it would be something and a chance that the hacker left a trace behind. When Liam slammed his phone in his shirt pocket and turned to face her, she doubted the wisdom in telling him.

				“What is it?” Liam asked her. “Have you found something?”

				“Well, maybe.” She started biting her fingernails but Liam pulled her hand out of her mouth.

				“Talk.”

				“It wasn’t my find exactly, it’s Crystal’s discovery. We think there might be a chance—and right now it’s a strong might—that someone may be piggybacking one of our networks.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“Someone may be accessing our network.”

			

			
				“What for?”

				“We’re not sure yet. It could be something as simple as using our Internet or something more serious.”

				“How serious?”

				“Well, there is a chance that someone is hacking into our system.”

				Liam’s mouth hung open. “That’s bad.”

				“Yes, that’s worst case. However, we don’t know what the person is up to. Why did they choose our network and who is it? We’re not sure it’s even related to the case here.”

				“Is there a chance it’s related to one of the cases you’re working on?”

				Sophia shrugged. “Doubtful. We’ve only noticed an increase since we’ve been here—we being Crystal and I—which leads me to believe it’s not. Crystal is doing a diagnostic and as soon as we know something, you’ll know about it as well. In the meantime, I’m going to keep reviewing the footage. Something is not sitting right with me.”

				“What?”

				“I don’t know yet.”

				Sophia went back to her workstation and started the footage again. She continued to watch Miles play solitaire, slowing the frames down to assure herself Miles didn’t write information somewhere on a card or paper on the table. Sophia paused the footage and rubbed her eyes. This was going to make her batty. The shipment information had to be in the box of chocolates. However, if it was, why wasn’t Ms. Smith doing something with that information? She hadn’t been near the box again since eating the one caramel.

				“Where did Miles pick up the chocolates?” Sophia asked Liam.

				“He works for a chocolate factory,” Liam replied. “That’s why it didn’t surprise us when he said he wanted to bring chocolates. However, we assumed it may be the perfect ruse to get a message. It had to be considered.”

			

			
				“And it still has to be considered,” said Melony.” We may have no choice but to get that box.”

				“Yes,” said Liam, “but, if it’s not inside and we pick it up, she’ll just be more careful with the real way she’s going to be delivering the coordinates.”

				“You don’t think she’s already being careful?” asked Melony.

				“Yes,” said Liam, “but it would only take a phone call to get them to move the weapons and then pick them up at a later date. We know one thing for sure: she won’t be the one picking up the weapons now that she has handed the money to Placko. At some time in the near future she will have to give her boss the information.”

				“Has anyone considered whether she is only there to hand the money over. She may never get the coordinates at all,” asked Sophia.

				“That has been considered,” said Liam. “However, from our intel, she’s the only one who has contact with Placko’s men. And it’s all we have to go on.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Three

				Mrs. Zamora, the first substitute nurse on the list, was a single mother with four boys. The four energetic boys chased each other around their front garden with large sticks. When Theo and Dorland entered the yard, all the boys stopped in unison and stared.

				“Who are you?” the oldest-looking one asked. He was probably ten.

				A younger asked, “My mum is inside with a headache. She sent us outside.”

				“Well, we will try to talk to your mum, all right?” They all nodded their heads eagerly and slowly followed behind the two officers to their front door. A lady opened the door when they rang the bell. She rubbed her eyes.

				Theo immediately showed the woman his warrant card and asked, “Mrs. Zamora?”

				“Yes?” She glanced behind the two officers to her four kids who immediately dashed off in different directions, “What can I do you for?”

				“We are investigating the death of a Mr. Tipring. We believe you once worked for him.” The woman stared at them blankly until Theo added, “A one-legged man with tiled art?”

				“Oh yes. I only worked for him for a few days and it was quite a while back.”

				“About four months ago?”

				“For me that’s quite a while, Detectives. Do either of you have children?” Both shook their heads no. “Well, when you do, either time seems to go too fast to get things done or too slow for the work to end. You’ll understand. As for Mr. Tipring, I don’t remember much. What was it you wanted to ask me?”

			

			
				“We are looking for any motive or reason that someone might want to kill him,” said Theo. “We have recently learned that there was jewelry stolen from the house. We are looking for any information, anything you might be able to tell us.”

				“Jewelry? I don’t remember any jewelry. Was it very valuable?”

				“No, not really.”

				“Why then would anyone want to steal it?” The question seemed like an obvious one to her.

				“So you don’t remember any jewelry? A box of earrings?” asked Dorland

				“Afraid not.” She grabbed her forehead and rubbed it vigorously. “Why would a man keep jewelry? I do remember the art though. Kevin get down from there this instant, don’t make me come over there. Look, sorry, like I said, I only worked there for a few days. I hardly remember to put the rubbish out; I can’t tell you anything about any jewelry.”

				Theo said, “If you don’t mind me asking where you were at around seven Wednesday morning.”

				“At seven in the morning on a school day? Ask any one of my children, they will know I was probably yelling at the top of my lungs to get these lazy rug rats out of bed and to school on time. Believe me, I wish I had the time to think of watching a murder mystery on television never mind think of committing one.”

				With that, she started running after her smallest son, and with a quick scoop of her finger pulled a large wad of rocks and dirt from his mouth. “Get in the house and rinse your mouth out. That’s disgusting.” She pushed him toward the house and started after another one. Dorland and Theo sneaked out of the yard.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Four

				Suddenly a voice interrupted on the radio. “Sir, we have a man approaching the house.”

				“Who is it?” asked Liam.

				“Unknown, sir.”

				“Stay back,” Liam commanded. “This may be her contact. On alert, everyone.”

				The volume was raised over the speakers. Everyone stepped a little closer to the monitors and watched. A man wearing a dark coat and baseball hat approached her door and knocked. Ms. Smith, who was hanging some dish towels on the clothes line, looked up and toward the front of the house. She wavered a bit but went back to hanging. The man knocked again, this time louder. Ms. Smith heard the door this time and after placing a pin on the line, wiped her hand on her apron and entered the house.

				Before answering the door, Ms. Smith again looked over the state of her living room. Sophia watched to see if she looked at the chocolates but she didn’t seem to. Then she approached the front door slowly and opened it on the chain.

				“Oh, come in,” she said, calmly. She unhooked the chain and stepped back. He entered and shut the door behind him—locking it. She stood there quietly, as if waiting for him to speak.

				“Do you have something for me?” she finally asked.

				The team leaned in closer, straining to hear the reply. The man reached into his jacket.

			

			
				“Did he say something?” Liam asked.

				“I didn’t hear anything.”

				Until they did. The sound was barely audible over the speakers but the reaction was clear. Ms. Smith stepped back slightly and fell to the ground. He stood over her and aimed at her head. Another muffled bang resonated over the speakers. Sophia wanted to vomit. She clasped both hands to her mouth and looked away. Crystal stared at the monitors in disbelief.

				“Shit,” Liam yelled. “Move in. Move in, all teams.”

				The shooter stepped over the body and walked to the back garden. The officers were at the front door trying the handle and then banging their bodies against the door. Almost without effort, the killer scaled the back wall and disappeared from the screen. Liam ran from the flat. Some of the officers were running down the street, in hopes of catching the man.

				Sophia followed Liam from the flat into the hall and leaned against the wall. Crystal came out and stood in front of her.

				“What happened?”

				“Someone came to Ms. Smith’s house and shot her.”

				“What? She’s dead?” Crystal attempted to go back into the room but Sophia grabbed her arm.

				“You don’t want to see it,” Sophia assured her.

				Crystal didn’t go back in and instead stood in front of Sophia in the hall. “About three and a half minutes ago, before that man arrived, the same person signed into our network. I think it’s too coincidental to be one of us. There’s someone hacking the network. And he must be nearby.”

				“So there’s a chance that he’s in this building.”

				“Within network range.”

				“But why? It doesn’t make any sense? What are they after? Are they hoping to access secrets? Did they download anything?”

			

			
				“The only thing they accessed were the cameras,” said Crystal.

				“That makes even less sense. Why would someone in close connection to Ms. Smith or the buyer want to be spying—or even need to be spying—on themselves?”

				“Maybe it’s someone Placko set up to spy on Ms. Smith. To make sure she complied with the rules.”

				“Yes, but whoever it was knew she was watched by us. They know we’re here watching her. If Placko did suspect, why would he send Miles to meet her?”

				“For the money.”

				“Yes, but Ms. Smith handed over the money without batting an eyelash. She never let on that they didn’t fulfill their end of the bargain.” Sophia paused and thought. “Unless she expected the killer because he was the one bringing the information about the shipment.”

				“Maybe.”

				“It doesn’t make any sense.”

				Sophia’s mobile rang. It was Liam.

				“I want you and Crystal over here going through Ms. Smith’s computer. Take it apart if you have to, but find out what we need to know.”

				Sophia and Crystal walked over to Elaine’s house together. Sophia didn’t want to see Ms. Smith up close, dead on the floor. She decided she would focus on the assignment instead. Crystal grabbed her hand and gave her worried eyes.

				A few of the neighbors had looked out from behind curtains when the unit banged down Ms. Smith’s door. Sophia stared at the walk in front of her and raised her hands to cover her face. It was like tagging along behind DCI Blackwell on one of his cases. She didn’t belong there either. There were times she preferred being used as a coffee-runner instead.

			

			
				Outside Ms. Smith’s door, one of the team members blocked the entrance and was about to demand they show identification when Liam opened the door and ushered them inside. Both of them stood there for a moment, unsure of the sight they would see but knew it was unavoidable to forgo the event.

				A strong cigarette smell hit Sophia when she entered the house. She wasn’t expecting it. Even though she had sat watching poor Ms. Smith smoking fag after fag, she didn’t imagine she would be greeted by that smell. In a way, she was relieved. Then she saw the victim and all relief went away.

				Ms. Smith lay still in the entrance way. Blood pooled on the apron around the wound on her chest and underneath her body, but her face was haunting. The look of surprise and horror wasn’t wiped from her face by the large hole slightly above her right eye.

				“God,” Sophia said.

				“Avert your eyes,” Liam told her. “Just follow me to the living room.”

				But she couldn’t. She couldn’t take her eyes off the face. Liam didn’t seem fazed by what he saw. How many dead bodies had Liam witnessed?

				“Avert your eyes,” Liam repeated.

				Sophia looked into his eyes. “This shouldn’t have happened.”

				“No, but it does. We can’t protect everyone.”

				“She wouldn’t have died if we had stepped in sooner.”

				“You don’t know that. She chose to get involved in criminal activity. She knew this could be one of the consequences. We can’t blame ourselves when things go wrong. She wasn’t innocent in this matter.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the living room.

			

			
				Sophia turned to Crystal who was still staring at the corpse. “Come,” she signed. “Stop looking at the body.”

				“I haven’t seen a dead person before.”

				“I’m really sorry,” replied Sophia. “I would like to tell you it gets easier but it doesn’t. Well, not for me yet.”

				Crystal shrugged. “It’s not as bad as I thought it would be. Although her face is pretty nasty. I wouldn’t want to be the family member that has to identify the body. That’s never a pleasant task to begin with.” She looked up. “What are we doing now?”

				Liam led the way to the back of the house, to a small room set up as an office and storage area. Along one wall a small desk sat between shelves and books and on that desk sat a laptop. The same one they had seen her use on camera.

				“I want the hard disk contents but the priority is information that may lead us to the shipping container.”

				“The computer is turned off,” signed Crystal. Sophia translated for her.

				“Yeah, so?” asked Liam.

				“Well, when I last checked on the tape, Ms. Smith hadn’t turned off the computer before hanging the laundry. And, as far as I know, she didn’t have time to turn it off before answering the door.”

				“Maybe it turns off on its own,” said Liam.

				Sophia put her hand on Crystal’s arm to stop her from continuing. Then Sophia signed and said aloud, “We’ll just work on it.”

				When Liam left the room, Sophia explained, “No matter what we tell the man, he’ll be confused. It’s better just to look into it ourselves and give him a report back.”

				“You know what it means though, don’t you?”

				“Yes. Someone out there either has remote access to this computer or has the capability of hacking into it, just like he hacked into our network.”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				Crystal reached down to turn on the computer and then stopped. “I have a bad feeling about this. I think if we turn on the computer, we may start events that will completely destroy all evidence on the hard disk.”

				Sophia nodded. “I think you might be right. I want to bring the computer back with us and examine it elsewhere. Away from all accessible networks. Somewhere we can contain the damage. I’ll let Liam know.”

				Sophia tiptoed around the house, searching each room for Liam. She found him outside in the garden examining a piece of material left behind by the killer. She explained to him what the issue was with the computer. “Damn it, Evans, this is time sensitive. We don’t have time to move the computer, take it apart, and do God knows what all with it. We just need to access it. Take it off the network and turn it on. That way our little hacker friend can’t access it.”

				“You don’t understand—”

				“Just do it,” he yelled at her. “Tell Crystal to do her job without complaining.” He took a deep breath before continuing, “Look, if something goes wrong, I’ll take full responsibility, all right?”

				Sophia rolled her eyes. “You’re an asshole, you know that?” She stormed back into the house. When she returned to the room, Crystal had the computer unplugged and was about to open the case. “Crystal, we can’t take the computer apart. We need to just turn it on.”

				“But—”

				“I know. But that’s our orders. I will make sure that Liam takes full responsibility for whatever happens.”

			

			
				“Stupid man.”

				“I know. While you get it back together, I want to examine something in the living room. Something is bothering me. Also, I want to look into that chocolate box before everyone manhandles it.”

				The living room was full. At least ten officers milled around the table with the chocolate box, debating the contents.

				“It has to be in one of the chocolates. I say we open up each one.”

				“That’s ridiculous, why wouldn’t he just put it in the bottom of the box?”

				“That way we won’t have any idea where to find the note.”

				“Well, we’ve all had that idea, Einstein. That’s why we’re debating it now.”

				“I still say we eat the chocolates.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Five

				Dorie Armes was next on the list of nurses. When Theo rang her bell an older woman, who wore a flowery pajama-dress and leaned on a cane, opened the door. Dorland asked for Dorie but the woman just stared at them curiously. Unsure of what to do, Theo displayed his warrant card. The woman grabbed it and moved the card around in her hand as if she had recently discovered a new artifact and then handed it back. Then, she moved back and shut the door.

				Theo looked at Dorland. “Now what am I supposed to do?”

				“Do you have a choice? We have to try again.”

				This time when Dorland knocked, a much younger woman opened the door.

				“I’m sorry,” she said, “that was my mother. We don’t usually let her answer the door, but I was in the kitchen with my hands in the middle of a pie. How can I help you?”

				“We are looking for Dorie Armes. Are you Dorie?”

				“Dorie? I’m Marla. Dorie’s working.” She looked inside. “Mum, stay out of the kitchen right now.” With those words, Marla left the officers at the door and ran after her mother. After seating her mother on the sofa in the living room and handing her a magazine off the table, Marla came back.

				“Sorry,” she continued, “my mother loves my baking and will just dip her whole arm into the pie. I have to keep an eye on her. If she gets off the sofa, let me know.”

				Theo nodded and asked, “Is Dorie your sister?”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				“We wish to talk to her about a man she used to work for about four months ago, a Mr. Tipring.”

				“Oh yes, Dorie knows about it. She heard about his death on the news and was very broken up, turned quite pale. I don’t think she expected it, you know. I mean, who expects someone you know to end up dead and then you have to hear about it that way. It’s horrible.”

				“Where can we find your sister?”

				“Dorie’s working. She nurses another older lady. I have to stay at home to take care of Mum right now, so Dorie’s working for us. I can give you the address if you like.”

				“Please.”

				She ran back into the kitchen and came back with a napkin and written with a green marker a street name with house number. They left and Theo took out his map to find the place, which was only a few streets away.

				As they approached a small pleasant looking house with a porch and white fence, they could hear yelling coming from the house, “No, no, that’s not how it’s done. Why do you not do it right? I’ve taught you how to do it repeatedly. Why am I paying you what I am if you are not going to do it right? I don’t understand why they send people like you out, I don’t understand.”

				“Betty, calm down.”

				“Don’t tell me to calm down, you always tell me to calm down. It’s all your doing. If you didn’t spend so much on your stupid card games, we could afford a nurse who did things as she is supposed to.”

				The nurse stood by the front door holding a tray with a flowery teapot and two cups. The old couple sat at a wrought iron table, the old man read a newspaper while the old woman wrote a list on a pad of paper.

			

			
				“Hello,” Dorland called out to the two sitting at the table, while smiling at the nurse at the door. “We’re the police and we are looking to talk to a Dorie Armes. Does a Dorie Armes work here?”

				The old woman put her pen down, looked at Dorie, and stood up, “What is it all about?” she pried. Dorie raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

				“We need to ask Dorie some questions.”

				“Is it about the dog? Because if it’s about the dog, I’ve already explained to the other officers that he was returned. There’s no need to enquire further, unless you police have nothing better to do, which I suspect considering the increase in crime we have had in this very neighborhood.”

				“Dear . . .” her husband cautioned her to tone it down.

				“Don’t dear me. You police need to be more vigilant. I have expensive furniture that I can’t afford to have stolen, where would we sit if it got cold? You would complain to Herald when it got cold and you had nowhere to sit and read your paper, wouldn’t you?” Turning again to look at the officers, she continued, “All I’m saying is, it wouldn’t hurt you to drive up and down the streets every once in a while.”

				“All right, we will keep that in mind. Can we talk to Dorie alone?”

				“You might as well talk to her in the kitchen while she re-prepares our tea. This time warm the pot up first. I hate nothing more than warm tea.”

				Dorie never said a word to either of them until she entered the kitchen, she placed the tray down on the table and dumped a whole steaming pot of tea down the drain. She ran the hot water and rinsed the pot out, “When I first started, Mrs. Barmy taught me how to make tea, and for the most part, I follow those instructions because it’s how I make my tea at home for my mother, but some days she catches me making the tea my own way and not hers. It’s then she complains. She does not complain when I make it my way as long as she believes I am making it hers. Old people are like that though. I had made that observation soon after I started nursing, and you can’t allow it to affect you. So, what do you want to talk to me about?”

			

			
				“It’s not about that dog or whatever Mrs. Barmy was going on about. We actually want to talk to you about a previous employer, Mr. Tipring. Do you remember him?”

				She stood looking at them for a moment before she spoke, she almost looked ill. “I’m sorry,” her voice cracked. “I heard about that—I saw it on the news. Why are you asking me about it? I worked for him many months ago and only for a few days.”

				“We understand. We have some questions about a pair of earrings actually. I know that sounds odd, but a pair of earrings has gone missing. A nurse—a Mrs. Hathaway—I don’t know if you know who she is, but she was fired from her post because Mr. Tipring thought she had stolen a pair of earrings.”

				“And you think that it was me? You think I stole them?”

				“Not necessarily. We just wanted to ask you if you knew about them.”

				“I remember seeing a box of jewelry on Mr. Tipring’s . . . somewhere in the bedroom but other than a quick glance . . . I don’t know if I gave it much thought. How often does one pay attention to other people’s jewelry? The earrings didn’t look very expensive. Does it really matter that they’re missing? I doubt they were stolen; most likely he dropped them on the floor. Why would someone want to steal a cheap pair of earrings? Why not steal something of more value in the house, like maybe his art?” She looked at them calmer now, whatever was bothering her she seemed to have under control.

			

			
				“Do you think his art would have been worth more money?”

				“Yes, compared to the earrings, any art would be worth more.” The kettle started whistling on the stove. Dorie took the pot and refilled it with more tea.

				“We’ve been asking everyone that knew him where they were on Wednesday around seven in the morning.”

				“I was dropping off dry-cleaning last Wednesday before coming to work. My mother had spilled sauce all over her dress and some sheets on her bed. I have the receipt, if you would like, from the dry cleaners near my house, two streets away. They know me there. Because of my mum, I bring in many items. You can confirm with them, if you like.”

				Mrs. Barmy yelled to Dorie to bring their tea.

				“I hope you find out why Mr. Tipring was murdered,” Dorie said to the officers before she headed outside again.

				Theo looked at his partner. “It’s funny that she wants to know why and not who, don’t you think?”

				“It is indeed.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Six

				The solicitor met them with the same glasses he’d worn the last time they met. Theo chose not to bring it up. He carefully took the bag with the box from Theo’s hands and brought it into his office. Almost like it was delicate crystal, he removed the box from the bag and carefully opened the door of the case, revealing the pieces of jewelry.

				“Unbelievable,” he said, staring at them intently.

				From the way he spoke, Theo thought he had it all wrong. “Are they valuable?”

				“Oh no,” he said looking over his glasses, “but they match the pictures exactly.”

				Dorland rolled his eyes and said, “Apparently one of the pieces were stolen. We were hoping we could compare the pictures you have in the file with what is here.”

				“Someone stole one of the pairs?”

				“Apparently,” Dorland confirmed.

				“Just one?”

				“We hope,” replied Theo. The solicitor took the first photograph from the pile and together they searched the box. When they found the item, the picture went to a designated pile on the right. One by one they matched a set of earrings with the picture. When they had reached the ninth or tenth picture, long dangling silver with emerald teardrops, they could not find them.

				Slowly the solicitor placed that photo to the left, glancing at it two or three times while he shook his head, and finished the rest of the photos. “Obviously those are the ones. It looks like they were the only ones stolen.”

			

			
				“Why those? I mean, there are these.” Dorland pointed to gold with larger ruby centers, “Why not pick them? They seem to be worth more.”

				“Maybe,” suggested Theo, “one of the nurses had to go to a wedding or event and she had a green dress, it had to match, so she took those ones, then she forgot to return them after the regular nurse came back, so she just kept them.”

				“I don’t know,” said Dorland, “they all worked for the same temporary agency. If one of the nurses was fired over a stolen pair of earrings, the nurse could have easily returned them and at least cleared the other nurse’s name.”

				“Maybe she was afraid of being fired herself.”

				“It just seems so petty,” said Theo, and turned to face the solicitor, “We’re sure these earrings are not worth any money?”

				“No, because he just wanted to be buried with them. I never saw a need to have them appraised, but I doubt they’re worth much.”

				“Can we take a copy of this photo when we interview the other nurses?”

				“Glad to make a copy, in fact three copies.”

				They thanked him and made their way back to the incident room. Theo was determined to find out the cost of the earrings. Trying first an Internet search, he quickly came across similar types of earrings. Nothing was outrageously expensive, not that he could tell anyway. He was beginning to think that this lead would turn out to be nothing but rubbish.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Seven

				Theo, prompted by Dorland’s insistent pestering, finally stopped for Fish Supper off of Old Street. Dorland ordered fish and three large gherkins. Dorland shovelled the food into his mouth. Theo just gnawed on a chip. He didn’t feel much like eating. The case was going nowhere. Two of the three nurses they interviewed had alibis. With really few suspects or in fact a single motive, he was worried the case would eventually stop without success. He hoped Sophia Evans could come up with something on her end.

				“So, what do you think?” Theo asked, then placed a small piece of battered haddock into his mouth.

				“About our witnesses? I think it’s impossible, the case, just impossible. I don’t know. I doubt Mr. Tipring’s death was a random murder. I don’t see where we go next. I suppose we can go to different shops to see if anyone has tried to sell the earrings but do you think it likely?”

				“No. We could be barking up the wrong tree with these earrings. Perhaps the old man gave the set of earrings away and forgot to tell his solicitor. I will be so angry if the killing turns out to be a senseless murder and our killer, probably some juvenile on a dare, walks away.”

				1


				Mrs. Chu, who owned the dry cleaners, did know Dorie Armes. “I like that girl, she is very good girl. She take care of her mother, like nice girl. Girl should take care of their mother.”

			

			
				“Do you remember if Ms. Armes came in on Wednesday?” Theo asked.

				“Wednesday, last week? I don’t know, hold on, I check. My son say ‘Mum, buy computer that way you know who the shirt belong to.’ I never lose shirt, you know how many shirt I lose and I work here twenty-two year, I lose none. Why? Because I know where shirts are, they are all here, in my brain.” She tapped on her temple and then continued punching keys on the computer, Dorland took a wrapped mint from the bowl near the cash register.

				Finally, she replied, “One dress, three shirt no starch, trousers two. She came in Wednesday morning, yes.”

				“Does it say what time?” Theo asked.

				“Yes, it say seven-oh-three, it need say time because I do one-hour dry cleaning and people complain, they say to me, ‘I drop off trouser eight in morning and now it nine, where my clothes?’ Now I can tell them no, you drop off eight-thirty so keep your trouser up.” She laughed.

				“What time do you open in the morning?”

				“Seven. Oh that right. There she was, Dorie was waiting as I opened, five other people were there too, I very popular that morning. I very popular girl.”

				They left directly from the dry cleaners to the next witness. Yet another possible dead end.

				The last substitute nurse, Gina Victor, lived north near the edge of the city and they arrived at her residence near on nine at night. The light was on in the front room when Dorland knocked and a man dressed in neat shirt and trousers promptly came to the door.

				“Can I help you?” he asked.

				“We’re looking for Gina Victors.”

				“Ginny,” the man yelled up the stairs. He motioned them into the house. “My wife was in the bath but I believe she’s out now.” He called her name again.

			

			
				A woman, young, early thirties came down the stairs, she had on a silk bathrobe and slippers, “Oh, I didn’t know there were people here.” She gave a stern look to her husband.

				“Sorry, dear.”

				“We’re the police, Gina,” Theo said, taking out his warrant card, “We just have a few brief questions about your previous employer, a Mr. Tipring. Do you remember him?”

				“Yes, I believe I do, did he only have one leg?”

				“That’s right.”

				“Yes, I remember. I thought of him not as Tipring but as Tipping, you know with the one leg, it would be easy for him to tip.” The man groaned at his wife’s joke, she punched him in the arm and then said, “Oh, I guess I shouldn’t do that, eh, spousal abuse and all that. Could go to jail for that. Wouldn’t you be happy, dear?” She led the officers into the front room and shut off the television.

				He followed her in and immediately turned on the television again, muting the sound. Theo noticed that he was watching a match, a match that Theo may have watched if he ever had a day off. His team was winning, by one point. He watched the ball being kicked and passed around the pitch.

				Dorland broke the silence with an extra loud, “The reason we’re here is because Mr. Tipring, I don’t know if you heard or not, but he was murdered. Last week, last Wednesday. Have you heard?”

				It was obvious that she had not, she stood there stunned, even her husband stopped watching the game to ask, “What happened?”

				“He was stabbed,” Theo explained. “Someone walked by his house as he was fetching the paper and stabbed him.”

				“Why the hell would anyone do that?” she finally said. “He was an old man. My God! What the hell is this world coming to? People can’t even go out to pick up their newspapers. I’m sorry, what does this have to do with us? I haven’t seen the man in months.”

			

			
				“Oh yes, we know. This is the dilemma: the nurse you were substituting for at that time came back from her vacation and was almost immediately fired because she was accused of theft.”

				“What did she steal?”

				“Well that’s the thing, she never stole this item. She said it might have been one of the nurses substituting for her, and although we are not accusing you, we have to ask all the nurses if they might have noticed seeing this pair of earrings.” Theo took out the photo from his pocket and handed it to the nurse. The husband came and stood by his wife to look at it. But Gina had never seen it before.

				“I only worked at his house for two days, and then I got sick. A substitute had to substitute for me, I’m afraid. I don’t remember any jewelry in the house. Why would he have any jewelry?”

				“They belonged to his mum,” Dorland explained. “If you have no idea what happened to the earrings, maybe you could tell us if you know why anyone would want to murder him.”

				“Why anyone would want him dead? Now that is a question, isn’t it? I don’t get on with a few people, especially my in-laws, but I would never harm them or kill them. You would need a good reason why before you risk your life or someone else. Sorry, I don’t know enough about the man but in the two days that I spent with him I saw nothing unusual, he didn’t seem to be worried or in fear of his life, if that’s what you are getting at. Stabbed. Wow, I can’t believe it.”

				Theo and Dorland returned to the incident room. Theo’s team went over the evidence, every piece of it: from the insurance, to the alibis, to the earrings, to the motives. They had nothing. No one had motive or opportunity. If the killer was amongst the suspects, they managed to cover their tracks well.

			

			
				“No one has any idea who killed our Mr. Tipring. No one?” asked Theo.

				Everyone in the room sat there silently.

				“We’re missing something,” he continued, “Something important. There has to be a motive in this mess somewhere. No one just approaches an old man fetching the paper and stabs him in the heart. Come on, people.”

				Still no one moved.

				He needed a second opinion.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Eight

				Sophia arrived at the campus and searched around for the lecture theater. She found it with twenty minutes to spare but when she pulled the door open, the room was dark. This didn’t bode well for the evening. She couldn’t even remember if she had posted her lecture on the board. Oh well, she could always set it up for another night. She was exhausted anyway.

				She moved her hand up and down against the wall, searching for the light switch and when she finally found it, the room was flooded with light. The theater wasn’t too big but daunting enough when, as she saw it, only a handful of students would arrive to hear her. It wasn’t nerves, for years of ballet had conquered her fear of the stage, but Sophia didn’t want to waste her time. One thing she could have done with the evening was catch up on some much needed rest. She had spent the day searching a computer that contained no information because it had been erased, most likely remotely. She couldn’t get out of her mind the look of shock on Elaine’s face.

				Heading to the front row, Sophia pushed down one of the theater seats and sat down. She had to set up her computer for the presentation but decided to wait until the first student arrived. Above her, she could hear the hum of the lights and behind her, one of the fluorescent bulbs flickered.

				Someone knocked on the door. A petite woman, dressed in an old, gray trouser suit stood in the doorway.

			

			
				“Ms. Evans? Hello, my name is Lucy. I meant to ring you, but I got busy this afternoon. We moved your lecture to another room upstairs. Follow me.”

				“A smaller room I hope.”

				“It’s a bit smaller but I think it will do.”

				Sophia followed her up two flights of stairs to a room at the end of the hall. The lights were on in that room and she could hear the din of people talking. When the woman opened the door for her, Sophia counted about twenty students milling about the stage.

				“Everyone, our speaker is here.” Lucy turned to Sophia. “I hope this suits you.”

				Sophia looked around. Much better. It was almost a classroom instead of a theater and more personal. The students looked so young. She didn’t recognize any in the group. Well, at least young people were still interested in math. She turned toward a young man close to the podium and asked, “Would you be able to help me set up the cables?” She pulled her laptop and various devices from her bag.

				Five minutes after the time she was supposed to start, she finally pressed the button and a white screen came down from the ceiling. She looked up and was about to start when the door to the classroom opened and about five more students trickled in. She waited until they settled into their desks.

				“Today, we’re going to be discussing the Huffman Compression Function and Linguistic Stenography—Its Use in the Real World. If you didn’t understand what I just said, you’re probably in the wrong lecture room.”

				A few students laughed. The door opened again and a few more entered and took their seats.

				Page by page, Sophia discussed the topic she had been preparing for over a year. She had meant to give the speech months ago but with all her cases, she kept pushing back the date. For a time, she was worried she would have to change the title from Real World to Ancient World.

			

			
				When she received blank stares, she would ask if anyone had questions. That was when she saw Liam, hiding in the back.

				Why was he here? She knew he wouldn’t understand anything she said. In fact, he was reading a car magazine. Sometimes he made her so angry.

				When the lecture had finally ended and the students had asked their questions, she breathed a sigh of relief. Students approached her, shook her hand, and on occasion asked her an unrelated question or two. She hoped her facts were correct on a variety of theories. It had been ages since she looked into some of them and she knew some were being expanded and revised.

				“What are you doing here?” she asked Liam when he finally approached her.

				“I have always found math fascinating.”

				“Hardy-har. How about being a dear and helping me pack up all my things?”

				He helped her tidy her papers as she unhooked her computer and cables.

				“So why are you really here and not in some cubby hole staring at a steel box filled with wonderful weaponry? Isn’t that your idea of a perfect evening?”

				“Yes, well, I have to visit the watchers in about two hours but in the meantime—”

				“In the meantime you spend the evening listening to a boring lecture instead of sleeping? I don’t buy it. You’re here to check up on me. To make sure I don’t bring home any crazy fans.”

			

			
				“I’m an asshole but you, my dear, have too high an opinion of yourself.” He tapped her on the cheek with his hand. “You know what you need?”

				“Sleep?”

				“No. You need a nice chocolate brownie with a dollop of vanilla ice cream on top.”

				“Oh, I don’t want that.”

				“Do you want another assignment?”

				“No, not that either.”

				“Well, you choose. Delectable dessert with me now, or watcher duty tonight?”

				“If I go with you, will you promise never to put me on assignment ever again?”

				“I can’t make that promise.”

				“Well, you’re right about one thing.”

				“What’s that?”

				“You’re an asshole.”

				Sophia followed Liam into the coffee shop. She didn’t know what she was doing there. What was she thinking? Sometimes he could be so nice and the next minute, he completely changed into an insensitive luddite. She didn’t understand him at all.

				The coffee shop was busy even at ten at night. Couples filled all the tables and for a few minutes, while she stood in line, she considered telling Liam they should call it off on account of the lack of seating. However, Liam looked around the room nervously and the reason behind it intrigued her.

				“You’ll love the coffee. I put a dash of cinnamon in mine. And, if you’d prefer, the lemon tart is also worth trying.”

				“I think coffee will be fine, Liam.”

				“Are you watching your weight?”

				“I’m just not that hungry, all right?”

				He threw up his hands as if to surrender. “Well, thanks for coming with me anyway.” When they approached the counter, Liam ordered a mushroom soup and two coffees.

			

			
				“I really can’t imagine you come here. You seem like a pub man.”

				“Yeah, I am, but you don’t seem like a pub girl.”

				A couple stood up from a small table in the corner and Liam rushed to grab it. An elderly woman, holding a coffee, stomped off in protest.

				“I think she had been waiting for this table,” Sophia said when she sat down.

				“Nonsense. She was nowhere close to it.”

				“The job has marred your conscience, I think.”

				“You’re saying that because I wouldn’t let her sit here? That’s a bit insane.”

				“You’re calling me insane?” This was such a mistake.

				“Look, if it will make you happy, we’ll give up our seat. Is that what you want?”

				Sophia looked around for the woman but she had found another seat on the opposite side of the shop. “Forget about it.”

				A young girl wearing an apron approached the table with their order.

				“Look, Evans,” Liam said, placing his hand on her arm briefly, “I don’t want to fight. Let’s just drink our coffees and you can go home.”

				She poured a drop of milk in her coffee and took a sip. Liam didn’t look at her, instead he fished around his soup for pieces of potato and mushroom.

				“How long have you been seeing . . . whoever it was in your flat? Is it that Daintry woman that works on the second level?

				“Daintry?” He gave her a blank stare.

				“Really, you don’t ever know her name?”

				“Ah, Sarah.” He looked back down at his soup.

			

			
				“Oh, Liam. If she is who I think she is, she’s been into you for weeks. She even asked me if it was all right if she asked you for a drink. I guess she thought we had some sort of relationship. I assured her it was perfectly all right.”

				Liam still didn’t look up from his soup.

				“Do you fancy her even a bit?” she continued. “Because if you don’t, you should tell her straight away; she’ll be less hurt. Another girl in the office—Anita—though you probably won’t know who she is either, gave Sarah the advice to be forward with you. God, why can’t people stay out of each other’s business?”

				“I don’t want to sleep with you.”

				“What?”

				“If that’s what you’re implying, I don’t want to sleep with you.”

				“I’m not implying that. I just don’t want you to get the wrong reputation in the office.”

				“What do you care what my reputation is?” He dropped his spoon and it landed with a crash against the bowl.

				“I bloody care because we work close together on cases. I don’t want everyone to assume you sleep with all the girls you work with.”

				“Oh, I don’t give you a bad reputation. You proved to everyone that you’ll open your legs to whoever you work with when you carried on with Masters.”

				Sophia raised her hands to slap him but he was too quick and grabbed her arm.

				“Don’t you dare assume you know me at all,” continued Liam. “You think it’s up to me who I put on cases? You think I like having analysts following high target criminals or go undercover, having to worry that they’ll think with their bloody heart and get team members killed that I have known and served with for years? I’m trying to be nice to you, I’m trying to build your confidence in me and vice versa so we can work together in the future. I’m sick and tired of you treating me with disrespect.”

			

			
				With that he pushed her arm away and walked out.

				She sat there stunned, starring at the wall, too embarrassed to acknowledge the faces that must be staring at her. What the hell just happened? How could she have completely misread him? Could he really hate her as much as he appeared to? She tightened her coat around her and walked out of the cafe.

				He said he was trying to make it easier for them to work together but she didn’t know how they could work together from now on. Not after this. She walked toward her Fiat and when she got in, sat watching the couples walking along the pavement. One couple laughed and held hands. Why couldn’t she live a life like that? Why the hell did she ever agree to work for the government?

				I just had a fight with Liam, she texted Crystal.

				What about?

				I have no idea.

				What are you going to do about it?

				I’m going to go home and calm down. I need to think.

				Don’t do anything rash. Text me before you do anything.

				Good night, Crystal.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Twenty-Nine

				Theo spent a lot of mornings staring at his ceiling, debating whether to spend another day in a world where his wife didn’t recognize him, where he no longer received his kiss of affection before work. Today was no different—especially today. It was his anniversary.

				He had spent the night hoping to get a lead on the case but it never came. She never came. Theo had waited outside Sophia’s flat for three hours. He had watched people come and go and cars enter the car park. Where the hell had she gone? Part of him wished he’d never rang her in the first place. He used her as a crutch. And why would she be eager to work on his case? Her job was exciting.

				How many times had he rang Sophia’s mobile last night? Perhaps she was avoiding him. Perhaps she played polite but found him annoying.

				Only a stalker would sit around her flat for so long. Was he that desperate? He was thankful she never returned home. What would she have said to him?

				From the kitchen came the smell of strong coffee, eggs, and his mother’s intermittent laughter. For the past week, he didn’t remind anyone in his family about his anniversary and so far, no one had mentioned it. For that he was thankful. Conversations about his wife were always awkward.

				An hour later, he finally made it to the kitchen. Somehow the whole family managed to make it to the table before him. If there was going to be somewhere the family gathered, it would be the kitchen table. He wasn’t sure they met anywhere else in the house unless it was game day and then the men sat in front of the telly. He took a seat across from his father. His father acknowledged him with a nod. His mother laid a coffee in front of him.

			

			
				His brother-in-law, Tim, was still talking about the hamburgers he grilled the night before.

				“I haven’t had a juicier burger in my life,” he said. “You may soon ask me to cook all the meals in the house.”

				His mother didn’t say anything, but the way she slowly lowered the spatula on the worktop was enough to silence Tim.

				When Agneta started to laugh, Theo picked up his coffee, went out the back patio door and into the garden. She might have reasons to laugh but he didn’t and to see it only rubbed salt into the wound. Outside, he pulled a plastic chair closer to the house. The air was nippy and bit at his ears. He could still smell the remnants of smoke and fried meat from the night before. Instead, he gulped down his coffee and blew out a visible breath.

				On occasions like this, he often considered divorce. He had never done it because he worried it would break her heart, but why would she care? It didn’t take him long to change his mind, of course. He couldn’t do it, no matter how bad things became. She was happy and he must be satisfied with that. The family loved her, she would listen to all the old stories again and find them interesting because to her, they were new.

				But what if he did divorce her? What would he do? He’d have to leave the comfort of his home. He couldn’t ask her to leave, not when the house was all she knew. And then where would he be? He’d end up like Maddock Tipring, sad and alone, perhaps victim of a murder where no one had a motive to kill him because no one really cared he existed.

			

			
				Theo had an autopsy to attend soon and although he hoped for any enlightenment on the case, he knew it was unlikely. The solution would most likely come from the secret world of MI5 and the only person who could reveal those secrets forgot she made an appointment for the night before.

				The patio door slid open behind him and his mother stepped outside. She came and stood by her son, only placing a hand on his shoulder.

				“I get chair and I sit with you,” she said, in English. She so rarely spoke her second language.

				“No, that’s all right. I’ll get you one.” He rose and brought her one. Her company brought him comfort.

				“She doesn’t remember what day it is, does she?”

				“No. Did you really expect her to?” she replied in Greek.

				“I suppose not.” He pulled a box from his pocket and opened the lid. Inside sat a pair of ruby earrings. “I had an idea, from a case I was working on, to buy her these.”

				“They are beautiful. Why don’t you give them to her?”

				“What would be the point?”

				“The point is, my son, they’re a nice gift and sadly, she hasn’t received a gift in a very long time.”

				His mother was right. She didn’t care about him but he would do anything to make her happy.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty

				The next morning, Sophia started her weekend reviewing the Elaine Smith house tapes. Crystal had come in early to go over Smith’s computer which upon start up at the house, had self-destructed. Somebody smart, somebody really smart, could not only hack into the surveillance software but managed to remotely destroy evidence. Sophia was pissed. She would find the culprit if it killed her.

				On the screen, Sophia watched the footage from the living room. Miles had just left and Elaine had walked into the kitchen. The cards lay out on the table. Did he know Elaine was about to be murdered? Would he sit down to a calm game of solitaire if he knew? Besides, he was rubbish at solitaire.

				There were two layers of piles. Four neatly stacked piles along the top row with a top card of a queen of diamonds, a seven of clubs, a king of diamonds, and a joker; and seven neatly stacked piles on the bottom row: three of hearts, seven of hearts, five of clubs, six of spades, seven of spades, nine of hearts, and a four of spades.

				Why was there a joker on the top row? That didn’t make any sense. She took her mobile from her jacket pocket and pulled up a web browser. She hadn’t played much solitaire, preferring Maj Jong to a card game other than bridge, but she knew the joker didn’t belong. She was right. Although the piles were correctly arranged, Miles should not have been playing with a joker.

			

			
				“So, what did you find on the computer?” Liam came and sat down beside her.

				“Crystal’s working on it.” She pointed to a small conference room where Crystal had the computer hooked up like an intensive care patient. From the window, Sophia could see her friend signing a string of filthy words.

				He leaned over and looked at the display on her mobile. “Really, you think this is the time to be playing games?” Taking her arm in his hand, he was about to pull her from the seat but she pulled her arm back.

				“This is important. I think this might be it, anyway. It might explain the camera.”

				“What? What are you talking about?”

				“I think this might be the shipping information.”

				In a search engine, she pulled up the International Container Bureau’s international standard for identification of shipping containers and looked over the requirement—four letters, seven numbers. This could be it, she thought, and became excited. There was a way to be sure. She could calculate the check digit. Slowly she went through the formula, multiplying and subtracting, until she verified that four was indeed the correct last digit.

				“Liam? Remember I told you that we feared an intruder on the network?”

				“No, not really . . .”

				“Well, we feared it nonetheless, maybe we didn’t tell you for fear you would panic and it turned out to be nothing. Now, however, we believe it to be related to the case in some way. We’re not sure it’s Placko’s men or belonging to the buyer. Either way, it’s not us. So, we’ve monitored the transmissions. The intruder has only hacked into the cameras. They want to see what we see. Why? If it’s someone who is involved, they shouldn’t have to see what we see. It didn’t make sense until I saw the cards.”

			

			
				“What do the cards mean?”

				“I think it’s the shipping container’s ID. That’s what we’re looking for, isn’t it?”

				“Show me.”

				“Well, I knew to some extent what we were looking for in terms of the identification, four letters and seven numbers. That matches a game of solitaire completely. The joker confused me but then it doesn’t really matter what card goes in the fourth place because we know it symbolizes the letter U.”

				“How—”

				“That doesn’t matter. You can search that later. In the meantime, just understand, the top row is the four letters: QSKU and the bottom row is the seven numbers 3756794. So, you can check port authority to confirm that the shipment is indeed there and go pick up your weapons.”

				He stood looking at her dumbfounded. “Are you sure?”

				“Not a hundred percent, but ninety.” She shrugged. “Why are you just standing there? I thought this was time sensitive.”

				Liam reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his mobile. “What were those numbers?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-One

				Monday morning, Sophia couldn’t find Liam. No one in the office had seen him and said he must be on assignment. It was odd she hadn’t heard from him all weekend. Perhaps he had tried to contact her but whatever measures Crystal put in place to block him had worked.

				After trying his mobile for what seemed like the hundredth time, she knocked on her boss’s door.

				“Sir, I can’t seem to find Liam.”

				Vincent put down the shoe he was scrapping against his desk leg. A pile of mud lay on the floor. “Liam’s taking the day.”

				“Oh, why? Is he sick?”

				“That’s what he says. I think it has more to do with Gikhrist Stewart.”

				“Who’s that?”

				“Didn’t you hear? They think Gikhrist Stewart is the buyer. Three of his men showed up at the shipping container Friday evening.”

				“Should I know who Gikhrist is?”

				“The man who killed Liam’s wife.”

				What?

				“Look, Evans,” Vincent continued, “if you want more information, contact Liam. I have work to do.” He banged his shoe against the floor and placed it back over his socked foot. Then he picked up his phone and dialed a number. “Get out, Evans.” He waved her away.

			

			
				Sophia slowly backed from the room. Liam had a wife? His wife was murdered by Gikhrist Stewart? No wonder he wasn’t in. No wonder he’s been out of sorts. He wasn’t the ass. She was. Who was this Stewart? Why didn’t he just tell her? She had to find him and apologize.

				Someone tapped her shoulder. It was Crystal.

				“Sophia, did you hear about Gikhrist Stewart?”

				“I just did. Who is he?”

				“He manages a securities company—smart and highly skilled in the technologies department. We’ve been trying to get him for fraud and various other crimes but he always manages to get away. We even sent a woman undercover but she was murdered. Did you know it was Foxton’s wife? I didn’t know he had a wife.”

				“I just found out myself.”

				“Horrible news. For years Foxton has been trying to arrest or perhaps even kill Gikhrist. The closest Foxton got to revence was when he ran over his dog.”

				“Oh my God.”

				“Stewart deserved worse.”

				“No wonder Foxton’s taking the day off. Why don’t they arrest him? He’s behind the purchase of the weapons.”

				“It’s the goal but as of now, we still don’t have enough to tie him to the sale and his men are not talking. Hopefully they will soon. If only for Foxton’s sake.”

				Sophia nodded. She headed directly out of the office. She needed to think.

				“One ticket please,” Sophia asked the woman behind the glass. It was 2:30 in the afternoon and Sophia had tracked Liam to this location—an old cinema in Hammersmith. There was a worry he was here to meet a contact, in which case, she risked ruining it for him, further jeopardizing their working relationship.

			

			
				“What movie?”

				“Oh . . .” Sophia looked up the board and picked the first one she saw that didn’t sound like it would involve a lot of fake screaming. However, she couldn’t be sure he was at that one, so she replied, “Um, I’m not sure.”

				“Well, you have to pick one.”

				“I’ve arranged to meet my boyfriend here but I can’t remember the name of the film we arranged to see. So, I need to check them all.”

				“Why don’t you just ring him?”

				“I can’t. His mobile’s turned off.” She tapped her fingers on the counter. “Look, give me number eight. Is it good?”

				She just shrugged.

				Sophia dug around in her bag and pulled out the money. Money that was going toward a movie she would never watch. She wished she had brought a picture of Liam to show the girl but doubted whether the girl could ID him. She took the ticket and entered the theater.

				The old cinema reeked of popcorn. Although the architecture was beautiful, the carpets were worn and the velvet curtains that hung from the ceiling had begun to fray and thin. Ahead of her, an old woman in gray uniform vacuumed, and other than one short teenager behind the refreshment’s counter, the foyer was empty.

				Based on the posters that lined Liam’s walls, she skipped the first few movies and entered an old forties film, Cat People. She had no idea when the film had started but only a handful of people sat inside. She slowly walked to the front, turned around and made her way back to the exit. As she went, she studied the faces. A few turned to look at her but then turned back to the screen. She only stopped when the scene turned dark and she could no longer make out the faces. One thing was certain—Liam was not watching that movie.

			

			
				She made her way through two more theaters but she never found him. Had she got it wrong? There was a chance the accuracy of the location could be off by meters, leading from the theater to the building next door, but she didn’t want to think about that. She still had five more rooms to visit.

				The next one played Kiss Me Deadly, a 1955 black and white film featuring Mike Hammer. It was the type of movie Liam would enjoy. Again she walked up to the front and made her way back. She only had to cover half the theater because in the middle sat Liam. He didn’t notice her because he stared intently at the screen. A woman screamed for her life. Sophia made her way down the aisle and sat next to him.

				If he noticed her, he didn’t say anything.

				She watched the movie for a few moments as well. For although she had decided to go to him there, she hadn’t thought out what she would say when she met him. Finally, she turned to look at him. He didn’t turn his head, but she saw his right eye twitch. He knew.

				“When does the movie end?” she asked.

				“It only just started.”

				“Oh.”

				“Why aren’t you in the office?”

				“Why aren’t you?” She looked ahead. “You’re not here to meet anyone, are you?”

				“If I was, it’s pretty stupid for you to interrupt a meet like this.”

				“Yes. So, am I interrupting?”

				“You are interrupting the movie,” said Liam.

				A man five or six rows up turned around to give them a dirty look.

			

			
				“Are you going to stay and bother me?” Liam asked.

				She hadn’t decided. The movie became interesting and before she realized it, she had sat through the rest without talking to him. As the credits started to roll, he stood up beside her and started walking down the aisle away from her. She quickly rose and followed him.

				“That was a good movie,” she said. “Have you seen it before?”

				“Why did you come?”

				“I thought we should discuss what happened a few days ago. I tried to contact you but you’re obviously avoiding my calls.”

				“So you thought you would track me down.”

				“I did learn from the best.” She gave him a smile. He didn’t reciprocate.

				“Look,” she continued, and grabbed his arm to halt him. “Look, it’s awkward to work together if we don’t get this sorted.”

				“I agree, that’s why I put in for a transfer.”

				“That’s a bit extreme. What went wrong? What did I do wrong?”

				“Do you know something, Evans? I can’t even really remember what we had a row about.”

				“That’s wonderful. Then we’re all right, right?”

				“That’s the thing, we’re not. I thought I could make this work but I can’t.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because you remind me too much of my wife. And you know what? After realizing that Stewart is behind this, you might be wise to stay away from me.”

				“I’m not worried.”

				“Yes, neither was my wife. This is a dangerous game we play. Hell, we shouldn’t even consider it a game. It’s serious. People get hurt, especially those who are not trained to . . . You should know this best of all.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I’m muddled. I need some space and time to think, sort it all out. I’m not angry at you, I’m worried about you.” He turned around and started walking away down the pavement.

			

			
				She didn’t follow. He was right. It was a crazy world and she wasn’t just behind a desk anymore, viewing it through rose-colored lenses. It had become violent in the past and it would again if she wasn’t careful. He was only trying to protect her.

				He stopped and turned around. “Are you coming?”

				“No, because I agree with you, Foxton. It’s better if we keep our distance.”

				He approached, nodding.

				“When do you transfer?” she asked.

				“I don’t know. It has to be approved and I’m not sure they’ll think of approving it until after the case is over. Even then . . .” He paced back and forth. “Do you want to grab a coffee?”

				She nodded. “It’s really cold.”

				They walked to a coffee shop two streets over and stepped inside. Immediately the warmth hit her and she shivered. She found them a table in the almost empty cafe and sat down.

				“Why couldn’t we arrest Gikhrist before?”

				“We could never tie him to the crimes. He started with fraud and slowly worked his way up. He’s brilliant with computers and various forms of technology—made millions of pounds. I kick myself when I think I didn’t realize sooner that it was him behind the events at the flat. He probably had a laugh when he found out I was on his trail. He’s an arrogant bastard. The problem is that he doesn’t have a conscience, he has no problem killing to protect himself or for that matter, just for kicks.”

			

			
				“Why did he go after your wife?”

				He stared at her for a minute, probably debating whether to go further or not, but finally he replied, “To get to me. And it was a warning first. He made it clear that if I pursued him, he would go after all that was near and dear to me. I don’t even, to this day, know how he knew Kendra was my wife . . .”

				“Is that your wife’s name?”

				He nodded.

				“Some believed he got access to our computers or had a man on the inside. We never found a leak. I actually believed Kendra was safe—I came home late and she wasn’t there. Instead of checking in on her or ringing to make sure she was all right, I went to bed. I just thought she popped out to the shops.”

				“You can’t blame yourself.” It explained why he checked up on Sophia regularly.

				“It all happens so fast. I didn’t believe it at first. I wanted to punch the person who told me such a sick joke—my wife couldn’t be dead. We made a point of it, my wife and me, to lower the risk after we got married. She held a desk job, like you. She wasn’t meant to be put in danger. I never meant to put her in danger. But it was the job. It was me.”

				“You can’t blame yourself.”

				“But I do, And one does not get over the death of one’s wife. Especially when the killer is having a laugh about it over tea.”

				Sophia put her hand on his arm. It shook. “I can’t possibly say I understand because I don’t. I lost someone close to me, only I was the bloody killer.” She took a sip of her coffee. Her lip was beginning to quiver. “We have to be smarter than him. I’m sure we are. If he can get to us, we can get to him. Crystal and I can make it a priority to find him. And not only that, we’ll find out how he managed to get away with things for so long and catch him.”

			

			
				“That’s not your priority—you have other cases you need to work on. They don’t like me taking you away from your assignments. I can’t ask you to do that. If they wanted the team to find him that way, they would have made it a priority for you. Right now they are more interested in the weapons. I have to follow orders.” He looked at his mobile. “I can’t ask you to look into it.”

				She understood. “All right. I will tell Crystal what you told me.”

				“Sophia, you can’t get too involved, do you understand? If you do, he’ll come after you. You have to be very careful. He will have no qualms holding a gun to the back of your head and blowing your bloody brains out.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-Two

				Theo, and for that matter, Dorland, did not have much experience with autopsy. “Experience with autopsy.” What a way to describe it—as if it was something to be desired. The room was sterile except for the naked man that lay on the table. Theo watched Dr. Alfred Waynton lay out all his utensils one by one, picturing what each was used for, imagining the knives slicing through human flesh. His stomach turned over.

				“Would you like a glass of water, Theo?”

				Theo looked up at Waynton and swallowed sharply. “No. I’m all right. Just tired.”

				“Well, don’t fall asleep during the autopsy. I don’t want to have to repeat myself.”

				Dorland seemed happy in the room, laughing, making jokes. Theo supposed it was his uncle that calmed him. What must family dinners be like? Did they let him carve the turkey? De-bone a ham? One by one, each organ was removed, weighed, and examined.

				“The old man was in fine health, save a missing leg,” Waynton said, removing his gloves and donning a new pair. “I can tell you this, the person who murdered him was shorter than him. Can’t tell you if it was male or female, only that it is possible for it to be either sex.”

				“What about the wound? Did the killer know what they were doing?”

				“I think that they aimed for the heart. Although he was only stabbed once, the knife didn’t go deep. Only half the knife entered the chest cavity. Fortunately for the killer, they struck right on target. The good news is that he was dead almost instantly.”

			

			
				“As far as you can tell, this murder was not done by a professional?”

				“No, well, I suppose it might have been, but it could have been committed by anyone else too.”

				“Male or female.”

				“Yes. Male or female.”

				So, really we have nothing to go on?”

				“I’ve collected a few fibers, but unless the killer screwed up and left some mark on the knife I’m not sure you’ll be able to find him or her from the autopsy results.”

				“What about the leg? Why was it removed?”

				“It’s hard to say. I looked up the man’s health records but all it said was his leg was amputated due to an infection. How he received the infection is unknown. The amputation was done by a doctor in the NHS. Can’t remember the hospital off-hand.”

				The tox screen also proved disappointing. Other than a few common medications relating to high blood pressure all in their proper doses, there were no unusual substances found. He had not drunk in days and suffered from nothing life-shattering. If he had not been stabbed, he would probably have lived for years to come. How could the man manage to make someone angry enough to plan this murder? The reason was not apparent to either detective.

				Three phone calls to forensics only depressed Theo further, for there were no useful prints other than what belonged to the deceased and the nurse. No footprints, no other blood. Any hopes for useful DNA leading to an arrest of a suspect were unrewarding. It was a standard kitchen knife. No unique brand name.

			

			
				“The public doesn’t like a senseless murder of a crippled old man just heading out to retrieve his newspaper. It makes the populace afraid and their fears fall on us. It really is important, but I think you know how important it is. Don’t you?” Theo said.

				Dorland nodded.

				“We must be running backwards,” Theo said, walking toward his office, “because I sure feel like vomiting.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-Three

				Sophia spent the afternoon going through all the files she could find on Gikhrist Stewart. Although there was a lot of information and countless missions, they had always failed to catch him. Sophia stared at the face of the man who killed Liam’s wife.

				She laid the picture to her right and piled other papers on top. The papers were the notes from Doc Tipring’s Uncle Earnest. She had forgotten all about them. The events of the last few days completely occupied her thoughts. And she had assured Theo she would get back to him.

				Sophia dropped those thoughts and headed for Crystal’s desk instead. “I need you to track Liam’s mobile for me.”

				Crystal just stared at her but didn’t respond. That’s why Sophia loved her; she didn’t ask questions. “It’s available on your computer or mobile.” She handed Sophia a paper with some login information.

				Sophia preferred to follow Liam privately and chose to use her mobile instead. A small flashing light indicated where Liam was, but he was on the move. A half hour later, the light finally stopped. Where was he? She pulled out her A–Z and looked around. He must be in one of the shops along the street.

				Halfway to Liam’s location, Sophia almost turned her car around. He was a grown man and could take care of himself.

				The rain turned from drizzle to downpour and the traffic almost stopped. By the time she reached him, he would have moved on. However, after forty-five minutes, the dot indicating Liam’s location still hadn’t moved. The GPS locater wasn’t getting her closer than five hundred meters which left her a large area to search, and Liam’s four-door non-descript surveillance car did not help either. The light turned red. She put her car into park and turned around to look. She couldn’t see anything with the rain running down her windows.

			

			
				The light turned green and a car honked behind her. She moved on, but she couldn’t slow down enough to examine each car. No, she would have to make a search—on foot. Liam’s car should be parked nearby. At the end of the street she circled around and parked down the street in one of the few spaces available for her larger Merc.

				The prospect of getting out of the car wasn’t a pleasant one for none of the men and women who made their way on foot outside her car looked happy. Most stood under the protective cover of the shop’s doorways or inside. She reached in her back seat for her black umbrella and soon realized it wasn’t there so now she would have to tromp through the rain in her leather flats instead of her more practical Wellies. She pulled off her socks and placed them on the passenger seat. She rolled up the legs of her trousers but knew it wouldn’t really matter; she would be drenched anyway.

				Her first step from the car landed her in a puddle of frigid water. What was she doing? She ran into an off-license and grocery shop and asked the man behind the counter for an umbrella. The man grunted and pointed toward the front of the shop. She scanned the aisles until she finally saw one umbrella in a bin. One of the arms of the umbrella flopped sideways when she lifted it from the space.

				“It’s broken,” she yelled to the owner.

			

			
				He shrugged. “It’s all we have.”

				“How much?”

				“A fiver.”

				“What, for a broken umbrella?”

				He shrugged again.

				With a huff, she reached into her handbag and brought out a five pound note from a zipped pocket. “This is thievery, plain and simple thievery. You’re only charging this because it’s raining.”

				“Then don’t buy it.”

				She bit the side of her cheek to hold her tongue. This wasn’t the time to make a scene. Back in the rain with a limpy umbrella, she scanned each car along the street. She could barely see, but halfway down the street, on the other side, she spotted his car. As she approached from behind, she could see a form in the driver’s seat.

				What was he doing? The car wasn’t running and he wasn’t moving. For a split second, panic hit her. He wasn’t depressed, was he? He did yell at her but he wasn’t angry enough to take his own life. She laughed aloud at her stupidity.

				The closer she came to his car, the clearer Liam appeared. She saw he wasn’t sleeping but looking ahead, down the street. He didn’t seem to see her but he was focused on something.

				The light turned red and Sophia made her way across the street between the stopped cars. She hesitated when she reached the pavement. The last time she spoke to Liam, he yelled at her. What could she possibly say to him that wouldn’t get the same reaction?

				Distracted in her thoughts, she didn’t see the group of six people walking down the street toward her until she and her umbrella walked headlong into a burly man. The man pushed her aside, pressing the umbrella against her face.

			

			
				“Get your gamp out of my face,” he said.

				“I’m so sorry,” she replied and placed the umbrella upside down on the pavement. Another spoke had broken against her cheek and the device now resembled a parachuting spider.

				Another man, with a woman on each arm—in order to use his raincoat as a cover—stopped and stared at her in contempt. Sophia placed a hand on her cheek, both to stop the stinging and the shock at who she faced—Stewart. She studied the killer’s eyes—he was clearly annoyed.

				“I’m so sorry,” she said again, barely audible, and ran past.

				Damn that man. What game was he playing? Liam got pulled from the case for a reason. Tailing Stewart would only fuel the hatred he felt for the man. He didn’t get out of his car but turned in his seat to watch the group get into their SUV. Did he see her? He didn’t seem to notice her at all. Perhaps he meant to threaten Stewart. But that would be dangerous and unnecessary. Liam obviously wasn’t thinking clearly.

				She stood shivering in the rain for a moment longer and decided to head home. The debate within herself to confront Liam ended quickly; the sod probably wouldn’t hear a word she had to say.

				After collecting her umbrella and forcing it closed, she hurried toward her car. On the way, she threw the umbrella into the metal bin at the shop she brought it from. The owner only grunted.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-Four

				Dr. Marjorie Peters had only watched a human die once. She would never forget—it was one of the most powerful experiences a person could witness. They had tried everything in their power to stop it, the hospital staff, but as Marjorie held the tiny, lifeless form in her hands, she knew the bleeding would only claim the life of the mother as well.

				Marjorie had looked into the mother’s eyes as she took her final few breaths. Although Alice would die along with her son, but it looked as if she didn’t care. She wanted to hold him, if it was the last thing she ever did. And it was the last thing. Pale and lifeless they both were, surrounded by a sea of red. So final. So unchangeable. So absolute. So scary.

				And yet, soon another would die, this time, at Marjorie’s own hand. She couldn’t turn back now, could she? Her heart began to race and she could feel her face grow numb. Seventeen minutes. After she pushed the button, it only took seventeen minutes for the anger to wear off and the regret to sink in. But there was no turning back. They had asked her multiple times if she was sure, and when she was angry or scared, she was sure. But then she remembered Alice, who didn’t deserve to die. Did anyone deserve to die? Did she have the right to kill?

				Her whole body had become numb now and she shook out her arms. What was she thinking?

			

			
				One thing was for sure, she couldn’t think about this now. She must concentrate on work. After taking a deep breath, she turned the handle on room one.

				She had to concentrate on other things—she had to remember why she pushed the button: for the children—her lost children. Children.

				“What? Did you say children?”

				Dr. Marjorie Peters looked up at the woman whose foot she was holding in her hand.

				“Children?” Marjorie asked, finally realizing that she had said the word out loud. “Ah yes, I asked if you had any grandchildren.”

				“Oh yes I do, and I have pictures, loads of pictures. They are adorable.” The patient had started into her favorite subject. It was lucky for Dr. Peters that Ms. Campbell was sitting upon her medical exam table and unable to reach her handbag, which sat on a nearby chair. “Oh dear, I cannot reach them, that’s too bad. I will have to show you after you finish up. Have I shown you the photo of Carlie’s first tooth?”

				“Perhaps you have.”

				“Well, one never tires of it anyway. So, what do you think of my toe?”

				“Definitely an ingrown toenail,” she replied. “Perhaps your shoes are too tight, or you keep your nails trimmed too closely.”

				“I did buy new shoes lately, I thought they were too tight, but I just fell in love with them and the price. I couldn’t pass it up. What do you think I should do about it? Must I give up the shoes?”

				“That depends. Do you want to keep having these ingrown toenails?” After prescribing treatment, she left the room and gave instructions to the nurse, avoiding the photos.

			

			
				Sitting in her office, she looked into the waiting room. It was full. From her desk drawer, she took a bottle of tablets and placed two small pills under her tongue. The clock read ten minutes to two. Only one hour and ten minutes to go. She didn’t want to be here anymore. She didn’t want to be a doctor anymore. How could she call herself a doctor when she took an oath to do no harm and here she was, planning a murder? In university, she used to live for the future. And now, she had everything she dreamed about: lots of money, large house, and nice car. But she didn’t have what she now considered most important: happiness. And it was because she couldn’t have children. Children.

				She lived day to day, not caring how her life turned out. That was why she knew she had to start it. His death was the only way she could live. Waking up next to him every day and pretending that everything was all right was killing her. Her anger and hatred for him was eating her up. But soon it would be over; she had to put up with him for only a few more weeks.

				Door number three contained a child of four with the symptoms loss of appetite and an itchy rash all over his body. She groaned. There was a pregnant woman in the next room—hopefully the nurse knew better and put the boy in the room straight away. When she came in, the boy was jumping up and down to see out the window, he stopped and looked at her curiously.

				“My mum says you is a doctor, are you Doctor Seuss? Do you eat green eggs and ham?” The boy laughed contagiously at his joke while he reached down and scratched his stomach.

				“Your name is Sam, are you Sam I am? Do you like green eggs and ham?”

			

			
				He giggled some more and his mum, who sat in the corner frazzled from what was most likely lack of sleep from preventing her son from scratching, smiled at her.

				“Sam I am,” Dr. Peters said, “can I look at your tummy? Because your mum said your tummy is itchy. Can I see?” She propped herself against the table. Why did she feel so light-headed? The pill didn’t normally act that fast.

				Sam pulled his shirt over his face and she immediately knew what it was, turning to his mother, she told her, “I can confirm that your son has chicken pox. If your son is in pain, or has a fever, then you can give them him a mild pain reliever, such as Paracetamol. Let him drink plenty of water to avoid dehydration. Sugar-free ice-lollies will help lower his temperature as well as sooth his sore mouth if it has become infected, so you can give one or two. And use calamine lotion on the itchy spots, it will help him feel better.”

				“Are you feeling all right?” Sam’s mother asked. “You look very pale.”

				“Yes, I’m all right. It’s been a long day.” She smiled reassuringly.

				The mother thanked her and she took her son home.

				Majorie had developed endometriosis twelve years back and had to have a hysterectomy. It was that fact that irritated her the most. From the first moment she walked down the aisle with her husband, she wanted to have children. Yet, he told her to wait. Wait until she finished medical school. Wait until she started her practice. Wait until they had more money, and a house, and two cars. There was always an excuse. Now her husband shagged a younger girl. How stupid she was to wait.

				She always wondered if she would have felt different if he had been faithful to her. He was no longer her rock, but a stone in her shoe. An irritation. It almost made her vomit the day she saw the lipstick. All the excuses she made to herself for what it could mean, but she knew, she didn’t have to ask, but she did anyway. He gave her one of his many excuses.

			

			
				“It was your lipstick, sweetheart,” her husband lied to her. “Remember the other night when you kissed my neck, I noticed it then. I just thought it would come out when I dry cleaned it. No problem, darling, I’ll just get another shirt.”

				She said nothing, but it was not her lipstick. Later, she found a receipt, for flowers and jewelry, but he always had an excuse and she always pretended to believe him. It was no use. He had by then managed to drain all the life they had together, all the love she had for him was gone. The worst part being that he neither noticed nor cared.

				Before she entered the next room, she splashed water onto her face. She felt so hot.

				Mr. and Mrs. Tolleson looked up at her as she entered the room. They seemed so happy. And who wouldn’t be when in a month or so they would welcome their bundle of joy into the world? Mrs. Tolleson was young, comparably, only twenty-six and had had a very healthy pregnancy. They had the names picked out and had bought all the nursery items. She remembered the age where she didn’t feel much different from Mrs. Tolleson now.

				Now she would do her job and rely on the fact that soon she would get what she wanted. A new life, as new as she could get.

				As she sat at her desk, with her files spread in front of her, she thought about prison, was he worth going to prison over? Did she have a choice if he wasn’t?

				It all didn’t matter now. It was a bargain with those who carried with them the same hatred, the same hatred she lived with every day. A promise she made. Besides, the first murder went off without a hitch. Unsolved. Clean. Almost too simple. Gratifying. One less person on the earth draining the life out of another innocent person. There should be more people like her, willing to take life into their own hands. Make the risks they needed to make themselves happy. She deserved happiness.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-Five

				For Sharon Yoder, Saturday was one of the busiest days of the week. Although she wanted to sleep in, she woke at her usual five alarm, and all the better for it—she had a hundred things to get done.

				A load of laundry went into the machine, and she separated a pile to take to the dry cleaners. During her first cup of coffee, she planned her grocery list, wading through her cupboards and fridge for needed items. She cleaned the tub while she showered and cleaned the sink while she brushed her teeth. After she had dusted the computer while waiting for her email messages to download, she wanted to go back to bed. The multitasking was depleting all her energy. She reached into the box of chocolates her boyfriend had given her the previous afternoon.

				She couldn’t see WP today. It was Saturday and he would be with his wife and kids. Besides, she had loads to do. They had been together almost a year and they were really happy. The wife still didn’t know, but it was good for two reasons. It bordered on dangerous with WP’s psycho wife, and dangerous meant exciting. Every day she asked herself why she did it, why she put herself out like that, but she came to the conclusion that it was something that made her want to get up in the morning. Everyone deserved happiness, and she would not be happy if she couldn’t be with him.

				By the time three rolled around, she was ready for bed. A normal workday for her would not end for another two hours, but she was more exhausted on her day off than she ever was at work. At work she sat behind a desk answering phone calls and playing on her computer.

			

			
				She grabbed a beer from the fridge and poured it into a large glass she kept in the freezer. Refreshed, she sat at her computer and checked her email again.

				“No one wants to talk to me, Carotene,” she said to the orange Siamese fighter that swam around the bowl beside her. “That’s all right, I’m too tired anyway. Who’s going to look after you when I go on holidays? Maybe Grandpa Frank next door? What do you think?”

				The website she had bookmarked months back loaded on the screen: spa treatment, massage, swimming, treated like VIP. That was something she was looking forward to, time away with her man. They had been planning it for months: a conference. Well, that’s what WP told his wife anyway. Everything was booked and planned out carefully and she couldn’t wait. Only three more weeks.

				She searched for bathing suits online—red ones, blue ones, large ones, and small ones. Revealing or not? Would it matter? He loved her no matter what she wore. He loved her. It made her smile to know there was someone out there that thought about her with a warm feeling inside. He was her family. Her only family.

				The buzzer rang and she looked at Carotene.

				“Who can it be?” she said lightly. There was every chance WP got away for an hour or two. Had he come to visit?

				She went to the intercom and pressed the button. “Hello?”

				“Package,” a woman’s voice announced.

				“Come up, I’m on the third floor,” Sharon answered.

				What could it be? Flowers? More chocolates? He really was most considerate. Shit. She realized she was only wearing her bra and knickers. She quickly ran to her room and put on a thin robe. As the knock sounded at the door, she ran a brush through her matted light-brown hair.

			

			
				She opened the door and an older woman stood there. She smiled at her and asked, “A package for me?”

				The woman just stood there for a moment staring at her.

				“Sharon Yoder?”

				“Yes?”

				Her excitement took her off her guard. She never saw the knife, and it took her a brief span of time to realize that the blade was sticking out of her chest. She never felt pain or registered the fact that the woman was still standing there looking as shocked as she felt. Her past never flashed before her, just the future that would never happen. Before she could utter the name of the man whom she knew would mourn her death, everything went black.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-Six

				Sophia ran her finger over Liam’s clean desk. Although he didn’t use the office much, he hadn’t been transferred yet. Now he spent most of his days out in the field. She had only seen him come in once that week and that was for an IT staff meeting. He barely uttered a word and left halfway through. When Sophia tried to ring him, he never answered his mobile.

				She was worried about him, but amongst the IT unit her feelings were isolated. No one seemed to care he wasn’t around. One less halfwit around the unit to mess things up. There were moments when Sophia was unsure why she cared. He had caused her nothing but problems and why should she be his go-between? He should have to accept the consequences for his actions, shouldn’t he?

				She entered Vincent’s office and sat down. He was signing papers.

				“Yes?” he said, not looking up.

				“What is Foxton working on?”

				“Why do you care?”

				“He hasn’t been around the office lately.”

				“He’s on assignment, but you should’ve been able to figure that out yourself. So what do you really want?”

				“I’m worried about him.”

				“Are you? You complain daily about how much he irritates you. Why don’t you ring him?”

				“He’s been upset because of the Stewart case. I’m worried he’ll do something stupid. Something that will make this department look bad.”

			

			
				Vincent put down his pen and leaned back in his chair. “Something stupid? Like what? What do you know?”

				“I don’t know what he’s planning to do. That’s why I’m coming to you.”

				He sighed. “As far as I know, he’s on the Wilder case. Do you know it?”

				“No. But I can get the file from Priestly. Should I check up on him?”

				He nodded. “But don’t get in his face. Sometimes the best thing to do is just let them know that you’re there for them. Whatever you do, don’t spend all your time worrying about this. He’s got over his wife’s death in the past and given time, he’s bound to get over it again. If you keep bringing it up, it’ll just take longer. Understood?”

				“Understood.”

				Sophia went to Crystal immediately and asked for the Wilder case file. Crystal retrieved it but when she returned, she signed, “This is the file, but I don’t think he’s working the case.”

				“Why?”

				“Because he came into the office with an overnight bag. The Wilder case is a London case. The case Liam is working—and I can’t be sure he’s actually working a case—takes place out of town.”

				“Can you trace his mobile or his vehicle?”

				Crystal nodded. She went back to her workstation and returned with an address. “I tried to find out where this place is but according to satellite, it’s the middle of nowhere. Liam’s standing in the middle of nowhere.”

				Sophia stopped at home before heading out of the city. She had no idea what to expect and Liam wasn’t picking up his mobile. It took five hours for her to reach her destination in the rain. Each minute that passed made her angrier. He expected her to get past her feelings with Marc, but it wasn’t bloody easy.

			

			
				Guilt hit her. Why was she expecting him to get over a wife’s death? Especially when the killer kept taunting him? The killer didn’t have to face any consequences. She needed to be more understanding.

				When she approached the address she had programmed into her GPS, police lights lit up the dark night. What was Liam up to? What had she stumbled across? She pulled out her government credentials. She rarely used them but today she would need it to get past the yellow line.

				She was going to ask the officer listing personnel what had happened but she thought she should appear to know or perhaps she wouldn’t be allowed in. The police constable looked closely at her information, pointed in the direction all officers were heading, and lifted the police tape.

				“Thank you,” she replied cautiously.

				In the dark it was difficult to spot Liam, but finally she caught sight of him standing at the edge of a large hole in the ground. She couldn’t see what the hole contained but from the look of the other officers, it mustn’t be pretty.

				“Fourteen,” one officer told another as they went by, toward where she came from, “and we haven’t even started. They must have been using this site for years. I can’t believe we’ve only discovered it today.”

				Sophia approached Liam and stood by his side. He didn’t even turn to face her. When she finally mustered up the courage to look down, she saw a mass grave. Bodies wrapped in various types of plastic lay one on top of the other. One by one, the team of pathologists were lifting the bodies onto the ground under a setup tent.

			

			
				“Who are these people?” she asked Liam.

				He turned to look at her. “What are you doing here?”

				“You haven’t been answering your mobile.”

				“So you thought you should drive out all this way in the dark?”

				“Who are these people?”

				“The unwanted, Evans. Used and disposed of, like tissue paper.”

				“Who did this?”

				“Who do you think, Evans?” he said angrily. “Which sick bastard would be capable of killing to this degree?”

				Sophia didn’t want to state that she knew plenty of sick bastards capable of this type of genocide, but she figured that would only anger him further. Besides, she knew who he believed the killer was and she didn’t really want to bring that up again, not that Stewart’s evil ways weren’t right before his eyes.

				“So do the police have any idea why these people have been killed?”

				“Sadly, they were killed because they were valueless. Useless to him. Probably prostitutes that worked for him or his high-end clients, those from Eastern Europe who weren’t here legally and when they weren’t going to make him money, outlived their usefulness.”

				“But there are children. They could have been useful adults.”

				“I’m sure some of the children are. However not these ones.”

				“What makes them different?”

				“So far, each child we’ve dug up has been missing organs, multiple ones. What does that tell you?”

				“Stewart’s organization has been selling organs?”

				“We think so. Unfortunately, a child can’t live without their hearts or their livers.”

			

			
				“Surely they can’t be selling these. Who would perform the operation?”

				“Don’t be naive, Sophia. If you imagine these things don’t happen in Britain, you’re sorely mistaken. Those with money live a lot differently than those without. When they get sick, they are able to buy themselves out of their health condition.”

				“I thought that Stewart only involved himself in drugs and guns. How do we know this is his work?”

				“He lures them here with the hope of a better life. I wonder how long it takes for them to realize that’s not what they’ll receive? I’ll place my bets that all of the women have drugs in their system at time of death. They keep them high to keep them dependent. Or it wouldn’t surprise me if they believe their family’s lives are in danger unless they obey.”

				“How do we know it’s Gikhrist?”

				He rubbed his eyes. “I know it’s him, Evans. This is his work.”

				Liam’s face didn’t change expression.

				A small bony hand fell out of the black plastic it was wrapped in and hung while the men pulled the body from the pit. Sophia put her hand to her mouth. It was so tiny. The hand of a small child.

				“That’s one of the children. They’ve recovered five already.”

				Sophia wanted to sit down on the dirt because she felt weak, but instead she grabbed at Liam’s elbow to steady herself. He placed his hand on hers.

				“He’s not perfect. He’ll make a mistake and when he does, we will get him. I will get him.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-Seven

				Theo approached the murder site in Streatham. He met his team at the rendezvous point in the common garden that attached three blocks of flats. The neighbors seemed eager to find the reason behind the excitement in the small fourth floor flat. Not that they hadn’t seen loads of police cars and flashing lights before. Although groups of people stood in the twilight, Theo caught sight of Dorland talking with the coroner.

				“Blackwell,” Waynton said, slapping him in the back and sending him forward two steps. “I was reminding my nephew of the time we went fishing up north one summer. He dropped his pole in the water, got naked and dove down to get it, coming up instead with leeches.” He howled loudly, turning the heads of onlookers, who shook their heads when they found his joking manner inappropriate.

				Dorland just nodded his head; he was putting on a white protective suit. “I know the story, not sure if I remember it the way you do though. Don’t think I stripped down naked.”

				“Ah, Dorland, don’t you worry. My wife has the photographic evidence.”

				“Well, in my defense, I was only nine.”

				“Twelve, lad, twelve.” With a heave, Waynton made his way into the block of flats.

				They followed a plastic sheet laid down from the SOCO van to the door. It had rained during the day and mud had built up underneath.

			

			
				Dorland said, “Ready for a hike? Four flights of stairs and no working lift.”

				As they hiked up the green concrete steps in the dimly lit stairwell to the fourth floor they passed families watching the commotion from their open doors. Dorland filled Theo in on what he knew. “Woman, named Sharon Yoder, in her thirties. Single. Stabbed once. No one seems to have witnessed the murder or anyone unusual leaving the building but the complex here is large and there are people coming and going all the time. Nothing seems to be stolen in her flat, but it would be difficult to tell because we don’t know what she had to begin with.”

				“Who found the body?”

				“The woman in the flat across the hall said about three or so she heard a thud and then nothing. She dismissed it. But later, as she was binning her rubbish, she spotted Ms. Yoder’s open door and, out of curiosity, went to have a look. She rang the police and the manager of the flats. The door was open and she was lying there in plain view. But because she had the flat at the end of the hall, no one went past by her door.”

				Dorland waved to one small girl of three that had a finger up her right nostril and her thumb in her mouth. They had finally reached the fourth floor and headed to the last apartment on the left. A man in his fifties with many keys hanging from his belt met them half way.

				“Aye, bad business this. This is the second dead body found in this building in the last six months. Some are beginning to believe the area is dangerous. I say keep an eye on your children and make sure they stay off the drugs. It’s all drugs, you know. That’s ninety percent of the problem, drugs and drink.”

				“Do you know if Sharon Yoder had a problem with drugs or alcohol?” Theo asked him.

			

			
				“Sharon? Not that I know of. But that’s just it, you see, you never can tell. The ones who seem put together, they’re an almighty mess. There are many tenants who live in this complex, and I handle the needs of all of them. If anyone needs work done such as plumbing or electrical or if an appliance needs fixing, I’m their go-to man. Anyway, the few times I spoke with her, she did not say much. She was quiet, worked a lot, not around. I don’t know much else about her. Had a bloke come round once or twice a fortnight but for this block, it’s considered rare. And could’ve been her father or brother, who really knows.”

				“So you don’t know the man’s name?”

				“No, not even sure of the car, just remember him coming and going a few times from the building and once with her. They were walking side-by-side, not holding hands or anything of the sort. Hard to say if they were a couple or like brother and sister. Now days, it’s hard to say. A woman could visit another woman and they could be a couple, if you know what I mean. We have to be politically correct.”

				“All right then, were there any women who visited the flat?”

				“Not that I noticed.”

				“And the man, was he tall, short, white, black, Chinese? Anything you can tell us would be appreciated.”

				“He was white and average height, wore glasses, I think. Dressed normally.”

				“What about cameras, any CCTV around the building that we can have?”

				The man nodded. “We have nineteen cameras in and around the complex. There’s one in the foyer of each building, for the security of the tenants. And they work. If you had asked me two weeks ago, I would’ve had only six. However, we’ve had a string of robberies and the tenants were beginning to complain, so I had all of them serviced.”

			

			
				“How secure is the building? Can people just come and go as they please?”

				“Not really, no. We have intercoms where the visitors have to ring the tenants, and the tenants let them in using their phone system. The killer, unless they had a key or knew the code to open the door, would have to ring up to the flat.”

				“Is there a way we can check to see if someone has buzzed up to Sharon’s flat?”

				The landlord placed his hands in his pockets. “The number is not recorded in any way.”

				The man had nothing more to say, so Theo dismissed him and they headed on to the victim’s flat. Sharon Yoder lay prone. Her silk robe had fallen open to reveal her bra and knickers. Her eyes were open and staring at the ceiling. She didn’t look like she suffered pain, just shock. Her arms were by her sides and her legs were almost straight out in front of her. And sticking out of her chest was a large black-handled knife.

				Waynton huffed and puffed over the body. “Poor, poor girl. She looks so innocent laying here.”

				“How could one walk out of the building after stabbing her?” Dorland asked. “Wouldn’t the killer be covered in blood?”

				“It looks like our killer is right handed from the angle of the weapon,” Waynton said. “Can’t confirm until I do the autopsy, but it looks like the knife passed between two ribs and punctured her lungs or heart.”

				Dorland took a step out into the hall and leaned against the far wall. “This gets to me after a while. She looks a bit like my sister.”

			

			
				“She does,” replied Theo. “But don’t let that eat at you. And it’s an odd murder, so impersonal. The killer didn’t invite themselves in, didn’t move the body into the flat or shut the door to hide her. It looks like they were trying to do the deed as fast as they could and escape. It all seems random, but it’s not random now is it? I mean, no one randomly picks this flat to stab someone. It’s nowhere near an exit. There’s a greater chance of getting noticed if you walk up three flights of stairs and pick the last door down the hall.”

				“I agree. Also, she wouldn’t let someone into the building she felt would do her harm. Most likely the victim knew her killer. Why else would they just walk up to her door and kill her? Or if the victim did not know her killer, the perpetrator probably used the excuse that they had a parcel or a gift and she let them in. SOCO is trying to get fingerprints. Whoever it was probably wore gloves.”

				“Well, I hope we catch this bastard.” Dorland adjusted his shoe protectors under his soles and entered the flat

				Theo followed his partner inside. The flat was exactly what Theo imagined a young woman’s flat to be: pink and white and full of flower prints. He walked over to a white desk in the corner of her living room and peered into the fish bowl on top. Something would have to be done about the fish. The flat was clean other than the fingerprint dust that now covered various items. The built in shelves held various photos—pictures of people at various weddings and other sunshine-filled events. Theo examined each one.

				“Dorland, find me Sharon Yoder’s next of kin, they should be told straight away.” He ran his gloved hand over one of the shelves.

				“Yes, sir.”

				“She must have cleaned the house lately. Not a speck of dust.”

			

			
				One of the SOC officers who stood nearby, nodded. “We haven’t found many fingerprints. She must have dusted these within the last day or two.”

				“Have any items from these shelves been collected?”

				“Not as far as I know. Why?”

				Theo stepped back. “So then, what was here?”

				SOCO gathered where Theo had pointed. “What was here? You can see the square mark in the wood from something that has been here, and now it’s empty. So what happened to the square item?” He went from shelf to shelf. “And here . . .” Theo pointed to another space. “What was here? I think we’re looking at a robbery.”

				Waynton asked, “You think this is a home invasion? Someone murdered her for her knick knacks?”

				“The landlord did say many flats had been burgled. Dorland . . .” Theo turned around and searched for his partner.

				Dorland exited Sharon’s bedroom. He held his mobile to his ear and was writing in his notebook. “Thank you.” He looked at Theo and held up his book. “I have the address of Sharon’s parents.”

				“Great. We’ll go there shortly. In the meantime, I want you to find the landlord and bring him here.”

				Theo walked toward a life-sized panther statue sitting beside the desk. The fingerprint dust revealed SOCO had lifted a clear set of prints around the base of the neck. He tried to lift the statue off the floor. “Shit. This thing is heavy. I’ll bet this is expensive. I want the results of the fingerprints from here, ASAP.”

				“Yes, sir.” a SOC officer replied.

				Theo stepped back out into the hall as Dorland and the landlord rounded the corner. “I want you to tell me about these home invasions.”

			

			
				“Is that what you think this is? She was murdered as part of a home invasion?”

				“I just want to know about the other robberies.”

				“They never happened when the home owners were there. No one has been hurt before. Only a few pieces of jewelry and some cash. Nothing more.”

				“Where did they happen? Are they limited to this building or have they happened in the other two as well?”

				“Oh no, in the other two as well.” The landlord went over to the window in the hall that had a view to the communal gardens below. “There, in the building across on the sixth floor, and in the other building there, on the third floor and the second.”

				Theo looked where he was pointing but it had become dark outside.

				“What did the police say?”

				“We didn’t call the police.”

				“Why not?”

				“Well, there were only a few things stolen and really, it wasn’t of any value.”

				“Were there any witnesses?”

				The landlord shook his head.

				“Please,” Theo said, “give me a list of the flats that were burgled. I want to interview the owner.”

				“They didn’t want to cause trouble.”

				“Well, I think there’s trouble now. Perhaps if the police had gotten involved sooner, this wouldn’t have happened,” Theo said angrily.

				The landlord nodded and motioned Dorland to follow him. “I have the information in my flat.”

				Theo returned to the victim’s flat and again started looking through the rooms. How did the home invasion escalate so fast? Was the home invasion only to hide the murder? Theo shook his head. He was lucky to notice items were missing. In fact, the items may not be stolen at all. Sharon may have thrown them away. As he went through the other rooms, he was less convinced that he was correct. Jewelry was left on the dresser. Some of it looked expensive. Why would they take a couple of things from the front room and leave this? It didn’t make any sense. Not unless the items stolen belonged to the killer. To be sure, he would have to find the culprits.

			

			
				Dorland returned with the list. “There were five so far, gov.”

				“Send some officers to talk to them and find out what happened. I want to know what was stolen. When they think the robberies occurred. Who they think is involved. Do they suspect they came from these flats or from elsewhere? Any information is helpful.”

				Dorland left again to give orders.

				By the bedside table, Theo picked up a photo of the deceased and a man who wasn’t in any of the other pictures, and in the one Theo held, he was very cozy with her.

				“Who do you think that is?” Dorland asked from behind him, almost laying his head on his shoulder. “Lover. Ex-lover?”

				“Judging from the fact that it was beside her bed, I would assume they’re still together.”

				“The woman had no wedding ring, and she lived with no one. So that could mean that our victim is either dating this man, or has broken it off and is still in love with him.”

				“We need to locate him. He may know why she was murdered. He may have done it. Maybe he worked with her.” Theo started going through all the drawers and cupboards while Dorland went through her drawer of knickers.

				“I think,” Dorland remarked, holding up knickers with less material than a Barbie bikini, “she was in a relationship.” He moved the knickers over in the drawer and lifted out a small dark blue velvet box, opening the box to reveal a small locket, “To S.Y. My Love From W.P. This seems to be from our mystery gentleman. Now we need to find out who W.P. is.”

			

			
				Theo held up a date book to Dorland, “I think I have a clue, a name, Walter, last week she has written, Meet Walter at Custom.”

				“Custom? What’s that? Airport? Bus? Maybe she had to meet him at the airport customs, he may travel overseas. Work related, do you imagine?”

				“Then why would she write custom and not customs? Meet him at custom, why not write meet him at the airport or something? It doesn’t make any sense.”

				“Spelling error? Heathrow is a large airport, it makes sense that one would need to be more specific.”

				“Then why not say this terminal or that, why customs, we don’t meet people at customs, we meet people at certain gates or luggage areas.”

				“Then what do you think it means?” He came over and looked over Dorland’s shoulder at the page. “She obviously understood what it meant and so added no further details. Now it’s our job to decode it.”

				A complete search of the house revealed nothing more; there was no Walter on either home phone or mobile. No love letters or documents. The computer contained more pictures of the couple but revealed nothing, nothing to help them place the man. Whomever he was, Theo concluded that Sharon was not going to make it easy for them to find out.

				Theo watched the coroner take the body away down the hall and watched as SOCO bagged and labelled various items around the room. He decided that it was not profitable to examine the flat until they had finished so he thought he would go down the hall and help the officers talk to the other tenants. The other officers were assigned the first floor, and were to work their way upstairs in order to give SOCO the time to finish up.

			

			
				Theo went to the door of the woman who found Sharon’s body and knocked. No one answered.

				“Where did she go?” Theo asked. “Did someone already take her statement?”

				Dorland shrugged.

				Writing down the number so he could return, Theo went on to the flat next to Sharon’s. This door was open and revealed a man sitting inside watching his television while the officers tramped by his door.

				“Hello there,” Theo yelled in.

				The man looked up at Theo as he held up his warrant card, then he waved him in.

				“Sit. I was waiting for one of you lot to come in and talk to me. I left my door open but no one came. Figure you have a lot of work to do on a case like that. My name is Frank Mitchell.”

				Theo gave his partner a quizzical look. “Oh, I had thought one of the officers would have been round your flat already.”

				“No.”

				“Well, I’m Detective Chief Inspector Theo Blackwell.” He held out his hand, which the man accepted warmly. “How long have you lived in this flat?”

				“A long bloody time,” the man said with an odd accent. “Five years, feels like an eternity. Can’t believe I have lived here that long. Every year I ask myself, ‘Self, are we going to move somewhere better this year?’ but every time my yearly lease expires, I just sign up for another. Glutton for punishment.”

			

			
				“Where are you from?”

				“I was born in the Falklands, but my parents moved to London when I was ten.”

				Not knowing much about the land other than the penguins and the war, and not wanting to look like an idiot for not knowing, Theo moved on, “As you may already know, there was a death that occurred down the hall, a young woman named Sharon Yoder. Did you know her?”

				“Know is a word I’m not sure applies. I know she lives there, I know her name and what hours she keeps, but do I know her favorite color, food, or television series? No. Do I know who might want her dead or who had a motive to kill her? I don’t know that. Once in a while when she had to leave town, she will get me to watch her fish. She will bring me back a bottle of wine or a silly fridge magnet. But other than that, not much contact.”

				He pointed to the fridge where a handful of magnets in the shape of various tropical aquatic creatures hung.

				“You took care of her fish?” asked Theo.

				“That’s what I said. She brought Carotene here.” He thought for a minute or two. “Just what is going to happen to that fish? They’re not going to flush it are they? Because I’ll take it. It’s quiet and one of the few pets we’re allowed to keep here.”

				Theo smiled. “No, we don’t plan to flush it but it’s a good idea that you keep it. I’ll have one of the officers bring it over. If one of the members of her family want it—and that rarely happens with fish—I’ll let you know. Thank you for offering.”

				“Well, considering the circumstances, it’s the least I could do. I wish I had information as to who would do this to her.”

				“You heard nothing this afternoon?”

				“No, and usually I hear everything. Although, mostly from the flat upstairs. You might want to ask the tenant in the flat below. The floors are like sound conduits.”

			

			
				“We’ll do that,” replied Theo. “Did she have many other visitors?”

				“No, not really, I can say she is not one to host parties. She may attend them elsewhere but I don’t ever remember being kept up or being irritated because she had a party.”

				“What about visitors?”

				“Carpeted hall, really quiet. The one bloody place it’s quiet in the building. Can’t hear much coming or going really. Because her kitchen is against my wall here, I can hear a banged cupboard or if the fridge closed too loudly. Sometimes I can hear the bath water running, a mumble, mumble as she talks on the phone or the toilet flush. I really do hope there is a motive behind her death.”

				“Why is that?”

				“Because if not, that means someone might come in and murder me too.”

				“This is a routine questions but, where were you at three in the afternoon?”

				He sat up straighter in his chair and smiled at Theo, “Unfortunately, I was here alone. I would have gone out, or tried to peep to see who the murderer was had I known in advance what was to happen. My dear lad, I will remember for the next time I become aware there is a murder afoot that I should arrange an alibi. If I was you, and I am not, I would think to look for someone with an alibi. For if one is in the habit of planning a murder with care, they carefully arrange an alibi in advance. I have no reason to kill her.”

			

			
				“Thank you for your advice, very helpful. Now, if you come across any more information that would be equally as helpful, please call me at this number.” Theo handed him a card.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Thirty-Nine

				Mr. and Mrs. Yoder lived in a small house on the outskirts of London. Theo took Dorland with him to meet the parents. It was nine o’clock at night and the house was dark inside.

				“I hope they’re home,” Dorland remarked.

				“There are two cars in front of the house. We should at least try now that we’re here.”

				They parked and walked up to the front door. It was just starting to rain again. Theo pulled up the collar on his jacket and pressed the bell. At first no noise came from the house but after a few seconds, a light come on in a room on the second floor. The window slowly opened and a man poked his head out.

				“Who’s there?” the man asked.

				“Mr. Yoder?”

				“Yes?”

				“We’re the police, Mr. Yoder. May we talk with you?” Theo took out his ID and held it toward the second floor even though he knew the man would have no way of seeing it in the dark.

				“I’ll be down in a minute.”

				After about five minutes, the door finally opened and a man in a nightgown stood there. Theo once again held up his warrant card.

				“What is it?” Mr. Yoder asked.

			

			
				“May we come in?”

				“Of course,” he replied and stepped back, allowing them to enter. The hall was dark, the only light came from the top of the stairs. The house wasn’t modern in any way. The wallpaper was extremely dated and peeling. The house smelled of burned rice.

				Mrs. Yoder slowly came down the stairs, wrapping her old nightgown tightly around her. She stopped on the bottom stair.

				“My name is Detective Chief Inspector Theo Blackwell, and this is Detective Sergeant Dorland Jackson. We have something important to say. Perhaps we can sit down in the living room?”

				Mrs. Yoder came toward her husband and took his arm. Together they silently moved to the sofa and sat down.

				“It’s about your daughter, Sharon. I’m sorry to tell you that she was found dead this afternoon in her flat.”

				Mr. Yoder took a deep breath in. “Was it drugs?”

				“I’m sorry?” said Theo. “No, it wasn’t drugs. I’m afraid she was murdered.” He watched the parent’s faces very carefully. “You don’t seem surprised by this news.”

				“Well, with her lifestyle we’re not surprised,” said the mother coldly.

				“What do you mean? What was her lifestyle like?”

				“Well,” she replied, “all that carrying on with men. Drinking. I told you, Martin, I told you it would eventually get her killed.”

				“It would be really helpful if you could tell us who might want to kill her. Perhaps she owed someone money. Did she have any enemies?”

				The parents looked at him blankly, as if they didn’t understand the question.

			

			
				“We wouldn’t know,” the husband finally replied. “We haven’t spoken to her in years. We couldn’t have her living in this house anymore. So she left.”

				“Oh, I see. Well, do you know of anyone we could contact? Someone that she was close to? Perhaps a friend or relative. We are looking for information.”

				“We believe she went to live with Brian, her brother.”

				“You believe?”

				“Well, we haven’t had contact with him either.”

				“Oh, why is that?”

				“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Mrs. Yoder replied. “Our family—”

				Mr. Yoder put his hand on his wife’s knee and she stopped talking. “I’m sorry, we can’t help you. Although we tried to raise our children with morals, they have to make their own way in this world. Just try Brian. He’ll know more. Thank you for coming and telling us that she died.”

				“Can we get you to come and identify the body?”

				“Please ask Brian.”

				“Do you have Brian’s contact information?”

				“No.” The couple stood up.

				Theo and Dorland rose as well. They were walked to the door. Mr. Yoder opened it for them.

				“We are sorry for your loss,” Theo said. He handed them his card. “It’s too bad you don’t have more information about your own children. Well, if you do think of anything or could possibly come in and identify her, that would be wonderful.” They walked out and heard the door slam behind him.

			

			
				“What the hell just happened?” asked Dorland. “What could she possibly be involved in that caused that sort of shunning?”

				“They are obviously very religious.”

				“Obviously! I will never understand people like that.”

				“We don’t really know what Sharon or Brian were like when they were younger. I mean, I don’t think that’s a reason to . . . I think her father was or is a priest.”

				“Why do you say that?”

				“Above the mantle there was a picture of Mr. Yoder in his garb.” Theo unlocked the car door and got in. After starting the car, he blasted the heat in his face. He hated the rain and cold. “Now we need to find her brother. What was his name again?”

				Dorland looked at his notebook. “Brian.”

				“Tomorrow, we need to talk to Brian.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty

				Around 10:30, Theo and Dorland finally returned to the incident room. Although it was late, his team was still there, arranging desks, computers, and papers. He went to the board and scanned the photos of the crime scene.

				His last murder inquiry didn’t turn out well, and the powers that be insisted he move on. There was no end to the grief he received. Thank God none of Tipring’s family bothered to enquire about the case. It was sad. As far as the world was concerned, Doc left the world and no one paid any attention. Sharon wouldn’t end up that way, would she?

				He wouldn’t end up that way, would he?

				“Karen,” he yelled to one of the aides, “remind me tomorrow to send flowers to my wife.” Karen nodded. Theo didn’t explain and walked into his office and shut the door. Almost as soon as he was seated, there was a knock at his door.

				“Come in,” Theo yelled.

				“Gov,” Dorland poked his head in. “Got CCTV footage.”

				“Good, get a team started on it.”

				“What are we looking for?”

				“The killer. Dorland, I don’t know. Someone coming or going about three. Perhaps entering the car park at that time. Do we have other camera angles?”

				“Yes, we have a few different ones from the garden around the building. We should find something.”

				An hour later, Theo had read through all the case notes and interview statements he had so far. He stepped out of the office and into the main incident room. Most of the staff had left for the night, Dorland sat watching footage in the corner, laughing and munching on crisps.

			

			
				“What’s so funny?” Theo asked. “Have you found anything?”

				“Well, it’s a bit of a mess. As you can see, the footage is horrible. All nineteen cameras are stored on this hard disk and as far as I can tell, the footage is separate but we don’t know what camera faces where. The landlord told us that his nephew set up the system for the buildings and to save time, just stored all the data in one place. However, it’s hard to decipher. The landlord said it was the first time anyone asked for the footage.”

				“So we have nothing from it at all?”

				“Well, not nothing. Can’t really make out anything from this scene. The camera is working but it’s not focused correctly, so the footage is all blurry. The camera pointing to the car park is so high, I can’t even read the registration plates unless they are facing one particular direction and I can barely make out the make or models. It took me a long time to figure out what camera file came from the foyer of which building.”

				“So how did you figure it out?”

				“I just started watching the first, and fortunately I came across the victim entering her building. The date and time are stamped on the bottom or I would really be lost. So, round three o’clock I counted a hundred and fifty-two coming and going but can’t make out some of their faces. I’m having a look now at the other angles, but really I’m not hopeful they will turn up anything either. So far the cameras face every direction but the right one. One of the cameras was facing a tree. Unless our killer is an out-of-control robin, nothing of use is on it.”

			

			
				“What about CCTV footage from the street? Perhaps we can see more.”

				“We’ve sent for it. There is a camera leading to the block of flats.”

				“I’ve read through the house-to-house statements and they’re useless. Most say all they can remember were children coming and going. Noise in the halls. One person remembers a man delivering take-away and another receiving a package but neither could confirm the time or remember what the people looked like.”

				“Looks like we could have another Tipring on our hands.”

				Theo went over to the board and looked at the photo of Sharon Yoder lying prone in her entranceway. “Dorland, come look at this.”

				With an eager hop, Dorland moved to the board.

				“What do you notice about this photo?” asked Theo.

				Dorland stepped closer and peered at it.

				“It reminds me of the last case we worked on, the Tipring case,” Theo said.

				“Well,” said Dorland, “I started running information through Holmes and I found something interesting about one of the tenants—a Mr. Frank Mitchell.”

				“Oh?”

				“Yeah, apparently he’s got some suspected ties with organized crime. He’s been arrested three times for running illegal gambling establishments in London. Each time, he’s been let go without charge.”

				Theo grabbed the papers and started looking through them. “He’s even been suspected of murder . . . and a stabbing death at that. Shit, I’m never going to hear the end of it. The man didn’t have an alibi and he didn’t even seem to care. Cocky bastard. Have one of the officers bring him in. If he’s still there. Give me a few minutes and we’ll go back to the building. Ugh, and I gave him her bloody fish.” Theo went to his office and slammed the door.

			

			
				A few minutes later, Dorland knocked on his door.

				“What?” Theo asked.

				“The officers there say he’s not answering their knocks. You may be right, he stayed until he knew the officers weren’t going to stop him and he snuck away.”

				“Shit.” Theo stood up, grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair, and walked from his office. “We need to search his flat.” Theo picked up the phone and started dialing.

				“Gov,” said Dorland. “Gov—”

				“What!”

				“Look who just arrived.”

				Theo turned around and standing with one of the officers was Frank Mitchell.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-One

				Frank sat across from the two officers at a table in one of the interview rooms.

				“I thought I would save you the trip over. In reality, I should have told you about my background when you came to my flat the first time. It’s just I’m trying to put that all behind me, that life. That was another time.” He leaned back in his chair. “Can I smoke in here?”

				“No.”

				“Hmm,” he replied. He pushed his hand into his trouser pocket and pulled out chewing tobacco. He stuffed a few fingers-full in his mouth and then he said between chews, “I know it looks bad on me but I’m not lying. I had absolutely nothing to do with this. That part of my life is over. And Sharon is as far from that life as could be. She didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

				“So you have no idea who could do this to her?”

				“No.”

				“We have heard that there have been a string of petty thefts in the buildings. And—”

				“They also had nothing to do with me.”

				“I’m not accusing you, but perhaps you heard something. Maybe you—”

				“No.” He leaned forward. “Listen, Detective Inspector—”

				“Detective Chief Inspector Blackwell.”

				“All right, DCI Blackwell, I know what I’ve done. Also, I know what I’ve been accused of doing. And I’ve never been charged nor convicted of anything. You have nothing on me, so I really wouldn’t waste your time. Now, you may not be interested in my opinion but I don’t think you’re looking for those little punks who are stealing from the flats.”

			

			
				“What do you know about the break-ins?”

				“I think they’re a few stupid kids with too much time on their hands and no parental supervision.”

				“Do you know who they are?”

				“I don’t know their names. But you’ll find them. Just watch all the footage you received. You did receive the shitty footage, didn’t you?”

				Theo put his hand over his mouth and closed his eyes for a moment before replying, “What did you come in for? You didn’t trek through the cold to come and convince me not to take you in.”

				Frank laughed and then nodded. “A bloke can’t do a nice thing once and a while? I babysit her damn fish. Perhaps I’m just a super nice guy. And perhaps she was like a bloody daughter to me, did you ever think of that?” He slammed his fist on the table. “She didn’t have family you know.” He waved his arm to silence them. “No, I mean, she didn’t have family to talk to because they shunned her. So she came to talk with me, not so much these days but she did. I want you to find out who did this to her because she didn’t deserve it.”

				“Was she seeing anyone? We found a photo in her flat.”

				“Yeah. Oh, what was his name?” He scratched his head. “An older bloke. Married, I think. Though he took off the ring when he was around her, you could still see the impression. I don’t know what she saw in him but she was happy.” He shrugged. “And she deserved to be happy.”

			

			
				“Why didn’t you tell us this when we came to you before?”

				“Well, honestly, I didn’t think of him. He wouldn’t have done this.”

				“How do you know?”

				“Not the sort.”

				“What sort was he?”

				“Look, I’ve known killers and he wasn’t one of them.”

				“Maybe she threatened to tell his wife.”

				He waved it off. “Wasn’t him. You’ll find the killer on the tapes, but it wasn’t him.”

				“Still can’t think of the name?”

				“I want to say Brandon, but that wasn’t it. Only heard the first name once. She never spoke of him to me. I was coming home one afternoon and he stood in the foyer, he spoke into the intercom to her and said whatever his name was.”

				“What about Walter?”

				“Oh, that does ring a bell. I can’t be sure that’s him, but I do remember a Walter.”

				“So you don’t know where we can find him?”

				“I don’t know, but if she had any enemies he would be the one to know about it. Perhaps his wife found out about the affair.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Two

				The yacht was at least seventy feet long. Theo stared at the address in his hand and back at the boat in front of him. Brian had asked him to meet him here. Theo walked up the plank slowly, looking into the boat for any sign of Brian. The boat just rocked quietly in the waves.

				“Brian?”

				Still no sound.

				Suddenly a man peeked his head out from below. He was wearing a dress shirt and tie, which was loose around his neck.

				“Are you the detective?” the man asked. “I’m Brian.” He came forward with his hand out. “Come down, I still have some work to do.”

				Theo smiled at him. What a difference in personalities between the father and son. Below deck, the ship was five star. Plush carpets, high-end electronics surrounded him. Theo had never seen luxury like this before, especially in a boat.

				Brian led him to an office at the front of the boat and crawled under a large mahogany desk. He yelled to Theo, “Look, can you pull this cord over the top of the desk?” Theo reached behind and when he saw the cord end, grabbed it.

				“Thanks so much. I have to get this system installed by the end of the day and I’m running behind.”

				“This is not your boat?”

				“Oh lord no, don’t I wish. I’ve been working here for the last week installing the security system and various other computer related things.” He screwed the wire into the back of a monitor sitting on the desk. “So, what can I help you with, Inspector?”

			

			
				Theo motioned him to the brown leather sofa and they sat down. “It’s about your sister, Sharon.”

				“Oh?”

				“I’m afraid she was found murdered in her flat yesterday.”

				He sat there silently. “Who did it?”

				“I’m afraid we don’t know yet. I was actually hoping you could help us out in our enquiries. Do you know anyone who would want to kill her? Your parents informed us she had a drinking problem.”

				Brian let out a weak laugh and shook his head. “That’s a bloody joke. Drinking problem? No, she didn’t have a drinking problem. She rarely drank. My parents—and I use that term loosely—wouldn’t know.” He sniffed and rubbed his eyes. “My sister was the most innocent person that lived and didn’t deserve the parents she was given. Who would want her dead? I don’t think any person that truly knew her could hate her.”

				“When your sister moved out of her parent’s home, did she come stay with you?”

				“Yes. I was already on my own by then, I left at fifteen. My parents are strict Christians and everything was a rule. Rules abounded in our house, love didn’t. I stayed with friends. Actually, it was more like hiding with friends whose parents didn’t know I lived there, which wasn’t really that difficult. Most parents don’t pay any attention to their children whatsoever. My parents, you couldn’t put anything past them. They were on us about everything. My sister and I lost contact after I left. I was actually surprised when she showed up at my door one day. By then I had a flat of my own and I was working with computers to pay my way through uni.”

			

			
				“Do you know any of her friends?”

				“I didn’t really. My friends were her friends. You see, it was a bit awkward for us in school. Even in uniform, you know how most teenagers are, you can tell the cool ones from the uncool. My parents made sure we stayed uncool. Beyond uncool. Friends were really restricted. My parents thought all kids were from the devil. Well, you can see how that would be. She was really shy. Slowly she began to change. By the time she moved out, she had her confidence back.”

				“Her neighbors mentioned they’ve seen her with a man, an older man. Do you know if she has been seeing anyone?”

				“Well, she’s dated men in the past so she may be in a relationship. We learned as children to be tight-lipped about our feelings and our personal lives, so she never went on about the men she saw at all.” He sat back. “I wish I could tell you more because she was the closest thing I had to family in the world and I lost contact. I should have spoken with her more often.”

				“Do you know what she did for work?”

				“Yes, that I know. She worked in insurance for a company called Legal Direct Financial Planning, or LDFP, she called it for short. Try there, they’ll know more. Can I show you something?”

				He reached in the back pocket of his trousers and pulled out his wallet. From inside he produced a photo. “This is Sharon and I when we were younger. I believe I was eight and she was three—we had five years between us. Look at the smile on her face.”

				“It looked like she loved you a lot. She’s clinging to your left arm.”

			

			
				“At that age, we worshipped the ground our parents walked on. Now, when raising my little boy I always ask ‘what would my parents do,’ and do the opposite.” Brian stared at the photo. Theo could tell he was trying to hold himself together.

				“I know this may seem like a difficult thing to do, but would you be willing to come in and formally identify the body?”

				He looked up at Theo. “Yes, I would. This job can wait.” He stood up, ready to go. “What happened to her? How was she murdered?”

				“Someone stabbed her.”

				“Did she suffer?”

				“I don’t think so, death would have been quick.”

				Brian stroked the hair of his sister in the photo.

				Theo brought Brian back to the medical examiner’s office after assuring the body was available for viewing. Brian kept hesitating, not wanting to see the body. Finally, he took a deep breath and turned to Theo. “She looks like she’s just sleeping right?”

				“Many think that. You’ll be okay. A lot of people say it gives them closure.”

				When the sheet was finally lifted off her face, he stared at her. Not moving, not blinking. Sharon looked very pale and although she lay there with her eyes closed, Theo didn’t think she looked like she was sleeping. She looked dead. All the bodies he had ever seen looked dead.

				“She’s not there anymore,” Brian finally uttered.

				Theo turned to him. “What? It’s not your sister?”

				“No, it’s the body of my sister, but she’s not there anymore. I suppose she’s gone to heaven.” He chuckled. “My parents might disagree. They probably feel she deserves to go to hell, but she looks so peaceful. Like all the anger has gone, all the stress, the worry. That’s heaven, I guess. No, I’m glad I’ve come.” He turned away from her. “I hope you catch the man that did this.”

			

			
				“Why do you say a man did this?”

				“Oh, I don’t know. Was it a woman?”

				“We don’t know.”

				“Well, I hope you catch whomever did this.”

				Brian followed Theo from the room and Theo asked one of the officers to take him home. As Brian was walking out the door, he turned and said, “She really did look lovely; she looked at peace. I think that helps a lot, when you see them like that, you know.”

				“I will work as hard as I can to find your sister’s killer.”

				“I know.” He walked away silently.

				Theo watched him go.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Three

				Sophia arrived at Crystal’s flat. The tiny flat had only one room, a kitchen, and a bath. Sophia pressed the bell. She heard nothing but knew the button didn’t release a sound but a blinding light. From inside, she heard a chair scrape across the floor and feet shuffle toward the door.

				“You’re early,” she signed as she looked at her watch. She tapped the face of it. “Is this really the hour?”

				“You do remember asking me to come?”

				“Yeah, yeah.”

				As Crystal replied, her cat ran between her feet and out of the flat. Sophia made a feeble attempt at catching it, but the gray and white creature scurried down the hall and up the stairs at the end. Just what she needed, to chase something for the next hour.

				Crystal tapped her shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’s gone to an old lady’s flat upstairs. She has three other cats and lots of catnip toys. The cat will return in about an hour. Hell, if it pees up there, less for me to clean down here. Come in but watch the wires.”

				Crystal took the bottle of gin her friend was holding and motioned her inside with it. When Sophia entered the flat, it smelled horrendous: cat litter and moldy bread. The living area held Crystal’s bed, but Sophia couldn’t see it under cables and wires and opened books on programming. Across the length of the room, two cables at knee height connected computers sitting on either side. The cheap framed prints from the local IKEA were actually guides for wires leading to shelves that sat near the ceiling.

			

			
				While Crystal sat back down at her computer, Sophia entered the kitchen and opened the window. When was the last time she cleaned? A large bin of garbage sat full of paper plates and disposable cups and cutlery. She found the smell of mold sitting on the worktop—what used to be bread could now be turned into penicillin.

				Crystal came and stood behind her.

				Sophia picked up the bagged bread very carefully and signed garbage.

				“Oh yeah,” Crystal signed back.“Sorry, meant to clean before you arrived but got distracted by a new algorithm. I’ll have to show you, it’ll blow your mind.”

				Sophia nodded. She threw the bread into the bin and whatever other trash was left on the worktop and tied up the bag. Crystal had reached under the sink for a new bag. “Place it in the bin while I get rid of this.”

				While Crystal removed the smell from her flat, Sophia wiped down the rest of the kitchen. Inside the cupboards were only disposable items. The only metal thing Sophia found was a corkscrew and a spatula.

				“You alone, my friend, are the reason we have no ozone layer,” Sophia said when her friend had returned.

				“But I save water.”

				Sophia laughed. “I’m so hungry. What did you have in mind for dinner?”

				“Ah, well, I’m not a complete failure as a host. Dinner is almost ready.” She opened the fridge and pulled out cardboard containers from the nearby deli. She lit the oven and threw two pieces of pre-made Chicken Cordon Bleu and a few chips onto a disposable baking dish. Again she went to the fridge and took out a bottle of tonic water. “Gin and tonic to start? Oh, and crisps.”

			

			
				With drinks in hand, Crystal led her guest into the other room and dropped the cups onto what small space she had available beside a pile of used hard disks. “What did you do today? You didn’t go into work, did you?”

				“I did, for about an hour. Then some friends of my father rang me to see a house. I’ve already shown them the same house multiple times. I have never met more indecisive people. I think I’m going to take my business cards away from my father. I swear, if they don’t buy the house, I’m going to . . . the man counted all the lights in the house so that he could estimate the electricity charge. Wait until he receives his council tax bills. Well, the good news is, if they do buy the house, it will be a nice paycheck at just the right time.”

				“Why are you still showing houses? Are you short of money?” Sophia didn’t talk about her other line of work much. Mostly because she didn’t sell many houses. It was a cover. A way to keep from her friends and family what she really did for work. She received her qualifications to become an estate agent relatively easily, and only needed to attend a few conferences and meetings a year. Her father’s wealthy friends, with a constant desire to upgrade, provided her with an income higher than her government salary per year.

				“No, it’s not that. I was thinking of taking a holiday.”

				“Oh, where?”

				“To see my mum.”

				“Is she still in Canada?”

				“Yeah, and recently my aunt wrote me an email and said my mum’s not doing as well as she was. I’ve been neglecting her and I think it’s time I made a trip.” Sophia put her face into her hands. “I don’t want to go, but I suppose I’m obligated in some way. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just drink instead.”

			

			
				“Is Liam assigning you more cases?”

				“No, that’s the odd thing. He’s been staying away, as far as he can. He doesn’t act angry at me, he doesn’t act like I’m a concern of his at all. It sort of hurts.” She leaned forward. “But don’t tell him I said that.”

				“Me, tell him? That’s not going to happen.” Suddenly, her head popped up. “I smell burning. Do you smell burning?” She rose and went to the oven. She threw her hands up in the air. Reaching in, she pulled out a disposable plate that had managed to stick itself to the bottom of the metal pan before being placed in the oven. It sagged and dripped down between the grill. With a spatula, Crystal scrapped the black chemical goo from the bottom of the oven. “What a stink. Should I throw the whole thing away?”

				“No! Just keep cooking it. You took out most of it, it should be fine.”

				The fire alarm went off and the light in the room was blinking and blinding. Sophia grabbed a hand towel and waved it at the alarm in the ceiling. Crystal precariously crossed the wires and opened the living room windows. “It’s so bloody cold today.”

				Eventually the lights and noise stopped.

				“You have a microwave, perhaps we should use it.”

				Fifteen minutes later, dinner was ready and they sat down to eat. Crystal said a quick prayer to herself before she ate. Sophia always felt guilty that she didn’t thank God for the burned, chemically infused food so she hoped that Crystal said that prayer for her too.

			

			
				Halfway through eating, Sophia looked up her friend and asked, “Have you ever been to an auction before?”

				“No, why?”

				“Remember the artwork that the one-legged man created? The rest of those pieces are coming up for auction soon and I may go pick one up.”

				“Really? They’re hideous to look at.”

				“Yeah, but I can’t get them out of my mind. They speak to me. I don’t know how but they do. Whatever it is that Doc found interesting about it, I might see.”

				“I think you’re going blind, my friend.”

				“Perhaps.” She shrugged. “The offer stands, if you want to attend with me. I’d love it.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Four

				A few days later, Theo walked into the incident room and looked at the board. A lot more papers and notes had been added, but nothing seemed worth following up on. They just couldn’t get a break: not from the CCTV footage, not from witnesses, not from forensics. When Theo rang Sharon’s place of work, he’d discovered her team had left on a business trip and wouldn’t return until the next day. Dorland strolled up to the board and stood beside him.

				“Coffee?” Dorland asked and handed him the steaming cup.

				“What I need is a murderer,” he replied, but still took the mug. He pointed to a circled word on the board—Custom. “What is this, Blackwell? We need to find out what this is.”

				“Well, I might have something there. I don’t think it’s the airport but instead a hotel. Look here, I’ve found a hotel listed under the name Custom House Hotel. It’s possible she meant to meet whoever WP is there.”

				“That’s brilliant. We’ll go there directly.”

				A young woman in her twenties who worked reception at Custom House Hotel, a large glass-front hotel on Victoria Dock Road, greeted the two officers warmly, “Would you like our standard or superior bedroom?”

			

			
				“What? No, no, we are not here for a room. We’re actually looking for someone who might have stayed here not too long ago.” Theo showed her his warrant card.

				“They are not staying here now?”

				“No, it would’ve been last week,” Theo replied, standing on his tiptoes trying to see the angled monitor display over the tall counter.

				“I see. Well, I can’t really release the names of our guests,” she said, turning the monitor farther from Theo’s view.

				“The woman we are looking for is named Sharon Yoder and the man goes by the name Walter. Here is a photo of Sharon. This couple probably frequented the hotel.”

				Theo held up the photo to the woman’s face and she nodded with immediate recognition. “I don’t know the woman, but I do know the man. Yes, he is one of our regulars. He uses our large meeting room once a month and receives a hotel room at a discounted rate.. I’m not exactly sure but I believe he’s a sales representative or something. But as for the woman, I don’t remember her. She may have attended the conferences, I’m not sure.”

				“This woman has been found murdered in her flat,” said Dorland. “It would be so helpful if you could help us identify the man in this picture. Please.”

				“I could get in trouble for this.” She looked from one police officer to another. “All right, his name is Mr. Walter Peters, and he rents the conference room under the company Lakewood Properties, Inc. He really is a great customer, always prompt in payment, I heard our accountant mentioning it last month. Also, he’s neat and keeps the conference room clean.”

				“Is it possible to get his home address?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Five

				When Theo and Dorland arrived at Mr. Peter’s residence they had difficulty finding a space to park, for cars surrounded the drive and all spots along the street were occupied.

				“It looks as if the Peter’s family is having a party,” remarked Dorland. As he said this, another car drove past and parked, partially blocking the street. A husband, wife, and two children, all dressed in dark clothing, walked toward the house.

				“I don’t think it’s a party, Dorland, not so early in the day. I think we’ve stumbled upon a funeral. Do you think this is related to Sharon? Would he have a funeral for her?”

				“I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

				They went up to the large house and knocked on the finely etched glass door. They waited for a few moments but no one answered. Theo turned the handle and found it unlocked. Many voices came from within the house. They walked through the grand foyer and into the living room. It was a funeral, but not for Sharon. A large picture of a woman was displayed on an easel. In front, on a small round table, sat papers with details of the deceased—Marjorie Peters. Were they looking at two deaths?

				“Excuse me,” Theo asked one of the men standing nearby, “we are looking for Mr. Walter Peters. Have you seen him?”

				The man pointed at the fireplace where a man in his forties stood with his arm around a young girl about the age of eleven or twelve. “There he is.”

			

			
				“Thank you.”

				They walked to Walter, who was accepting condolences. Theo joined the line and when he finally faced him, said, “I too am sorry for your loss.”

				“Thank you,” Mr. Peters said without any change in expression. “Thank you for coming. It would have meant a great deal to her.”

				“Mr. Peters, my name is Theo Blackwell, Detective Chief Inspector Blackwell. I’m wondering if you had a couple of minutes to answer a few questions.”

				He looked at them blankly. “What is it about? Is it related to my wife’s death?”

				“We didn’t know your wife had passed away until we arrived. We actually would like to talk to you about another important matter. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

				“It’s really not a good time.” His daughter began to cry.

				“All right,” said Theo. He took his card from his pocket and handed it to the grieving man. “Please call me as soon as you can. It’s really important.” Theo tapped Dorland’s arm as they walked away. “If he doesn’t ring us by tomorrow, we’ll return.”

				On the way from the house, Theo asked the man he had talked to before, “Excuse me, can you tell me how Mrs. Peters died?”

				“She had a heart attack.” He seemed shocked that someone would ask.

				“And when did this happen?”

				“Saturday afternoon.”

				“Are you sure?”

				The man glared at him. “Of course I’m sure. Who are you?”

				Theo didn’t reply. He didn’t want to say too much until he had a chance to speak with Mr. Peters.

			

			
				The man stood there, open-mouthed, as they walked away.

				Mr. Peters did not call the detectives back the next day, so Theo and Dorland returned to the house. Only two cars sat in the drive. Theo pulled in behind them. An old woman opened the door when they rang the bell.

				After making introductions and showing ID, the woman replied, “Let me see if Mr. Peters is available.”

				A few minutes later she returned and escorted them to his library. Mr. Peters sat alone on the sofa looking through cards of consolation.

				“Mr. Peters,” Theo started, “we’re sorry to have to come at a time like this, and you may find our questions impertinent.”

				“Does any of this have to do with my wife’s death?”

				“No. We’re here about a young woman named Sharon Yoder. Have you heard of her?”

				Mr. Peters sat there quietly. “I know her. She has come to a few of my lectures,” he whispered. “Why do you ask?”

				“So you didn’t know her well.”

				He didn’t reply.

				“The reason we’re asking is because we found a picture of you on her bedside table. We’re sure it’s you in the photo.”

				He took a deep breath. “Yes, that’s me. Why are you asking these questions?”

				“We found Sharon dead in her apartment earlier this week. She had been stabbed.”

				He dropped the cards onto the floor. “I don’t understand. How could this have happened? I don’t understand.” He kept shaking his head repeatedly. “I don’t understand. Is this your idea of a sick joke?” He rose and went over to the patio door that led from the library into the back garden. “When did she die?”

				“On Saturday.”

			

			
				“That’s the day my wife died. How can this have happened? No, this isn’t happening.”

				“How did your wife die?”

				“She had a heart attack,” he replied slowly, rubbing his head, trying to take it all in. “I mean, she’s always had problems with her heart. Are you saying she’s been murdered too?”

				“We haven’t considered the possibility that these two deaths are connected. But, we need to know, has there been any sort of threat against you or your family or Ms. Yoder?”

				“No. This is all ridiculous.”

				“Were you having a relationship with Ms. Yoder?”

				“Yes.”

				“Did anyone know about it?”

				“No, we were very careful.”

				“How long have you been seeing each other?”

				“Almost eight months.”

				“Are you sure your wife never suspected?”

				He remained quiet for a few minutes in contemplation. “I don’t think so. She never said anything to me. We were having problems—that’s not why I started the affair, but it contributed to the continuation of it. My wife, she never . . . she worked a lot. It was one source of angst between the two of us. I wanted her to work less, she worked more.”

				“We saw you yesterday with a young girl, was that your daughter?”

				“No. She was the daughter of my wife’s brother, but we’re very close. He will often stay here with us, he’s currently going through a nasty divorce and he takes refuge with us here. My wife and her niece got on well. Why do you ask?”

			

			
				“Will your wife undergo an autopsy?”

				“No, there was no reason to. She had a heart attack at her office, in front of one of her patients. Her last words were, ‘I’m having a heart attack.’”

				Theo sighed. There was a part of him that wanted the two deaths to be linked. It would provide more to go on. “I’m sure the two deaths were unrelated, but we may need to perform an autopsy in the future. Will she be buried or cremated?”

				“Buried. Tomorrow.”

				“Well, then. I may have to ask you to hold off on the burial for a day or two.” He instructed Dorland to take down the information as to where the body was being held. Dorland left the room to use the phone. “It’s too much of a coincidence that they both died on the same day.”

				Mr. Peters nodded.

				“What were you doing when your wife and Ms. Yoder died?”

				“You think I murdered them?”

				He sat back stunned. It was like it was the first time he had considered the fact.

				“I was at work all day,” he finally whispered. “We had to work Saturday and none of the employees were happy about it. They can verify.”

				“Thank you,” replied Blackwell. “Before we go, we need to know: was Sharon the only person you were having an affair with? There were no other women?”

				“No. Only Sharon and she was my first.”

				“Did you love her?”

				“Yes.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Six

				The ninth floor of the office complex where Sharon Yoder worked was extremely busy. People were coming and going, and everyone was talking. Talking to co-workers, talking on their mobiles, and talking to themselves. Theo shifted uneasily at the reception counter. He had stopped in for a haircut before coming, and both short and long pieces of hair were sticking out from his olive-colored dress shirt. He wished he’d stopped by home and changed before trying the workplace.

				Reception referred Theo and Dorland to a room three doors down the hall, an office with three desks and a large boardroom table in the middle. Two men, who stood over the oval table in the middle of the room, stared at Theo and Dorland as they entered.

				Theo approached a man with long black hair that was tied back with a thick yellow elastic.

				“Do you work with Sharon Yoder?”

				“Yes, but she hasn’t arrived yet. I’m Mackenzie, Ralph Mackenzie, and this is Eduardo Demas. We have just come back from an overseas trip to Ohio. Is there something I can help you with?”

				Eduardo, who had two pencils sticking out from behind his ears, came forward and shook their hands.

				Dorland took out his warrant card and showed the two men. Mr. Demas took the card from Dorland and looked closely at it. “I have never seen one of these before, not in real life that is. Why are you looking for Sharon?”

			

			
				“We have some sad news,” replied Theo. “Ms. Yoder was stabbed to death last Saturday in her flat.”

				“What? No, that’s insane. That’s not possible. Who did it?”

				“We’re still investigating. We were hoping the two of you would have more information.”

				The two men looked at each other but didn’t say anything. Mr. Mackenzie sat down.

				“What does Ms. Yoder do here?” asked Theo.

				“She managed our insurance bonds policies. It is much more complicated than that but it was nothing dangerous. She never even dealt with the clients. In fact, as far as I knew, she really liked her job, worked here six days a week, including some Sundays; she liked to get a jump start on her week.”

				“But she didn’t work here this past Saturday?” asked Theo.

				“No, because we were traveling. She had to put in some long hours before we left so I think she was looking forward to the few days off.”

				“So, in general, she got on with her co-workers?”

				“Yes,” replied Mackenzie.

				“Could she have discovered something that could have put her life in jeopardy?”

				“No, there is nothing of that here. Everything has to be above board for our shareholders. I mean, of course she could have stumbled upon something. Maybe she caught two co-workers in some sort of extracurricular activity, if you know what I mean. But really she came to work, did work, and went home.”

				“That being said,” Theo remarked, “There must be a reason why someone would stab her at her door.”

			

			
				“Do you expect me to know this? What makes you think that it had anything to do with this company? She could have had problems with a boyfriend or lover or spouse, whomever she chose for company. I have seen her in the hall; she never seems to be unhappy about work. If you think that you will find the answer here, in this company, I think you are mistaken.”

				“You don’t mind if we take surveillance camera footage of the last two or three days before her death?”

				They took the footage, three days’ worth, and Dorland dropped Theo at his house so he could shower and change clothes. While he did this, Dorland sat down in front of Theo’s television and started watching the movements of hallway one.

				When Theo finished, Dorland showed him Sharon’s first appearance on screen—Wednesday at 8:30—and she smiled at two men who passed her. As he sped through day one, he caught sight of her in her short skirt and tight top entering and exiting her office repeatedly. Three times with a coffee cup, twice with her mobile, once empty handed, and with her briefcase at the end of the day.

				If she had an enemy at work, it wasn’t apparent from the footage.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Seven

				Theo ran his hand over his tie as he looked in the mirror. He was getting thinner and his wide tie made him look like a toothpick. For the life of him, he didn’t know why he was attending. An auction? He didn’t know the first thing about auctions.

				“Why are you so dressed up?” his wife said behind him.

				“The auction, remember I told you about it?” He looked at her through the mirror. He had invited her but she turned him down. She thought it would be boring.

				“Are you angry I didn’t want to go?” she asked.

				He shook his head.

				“Are you going to be buying one of those weird . . .” she searched for the word.

				“No, dear, I don’t think my mother would appreciate the gesture. She’d insist on taking it apart and re-working the bathroom sink with the tiles. ‘It’s just wasteful to see tile on the wall of the living room,’ she would say. Besides, where would she hang it? There are enough framed family portraits on the wall already.”

				He pointed into the mirror. “What do you think of my tie?”

				“I like your light green one,” she offered. “This one makes you look like you’re going to give a lecture at a university. Would you like me to get your tie?” She didn’t wait for his response, walking to the closet and rifling through his clothes. “Where do you keep them?”

			

			
				Theo pointed to his sock drawer. “I just roll them up and put them in there.” She opened the top drawer and pulled out the green tie.

				“So what are your plans for the evening?”

				“Your sister is taking me shopping,” she replied. “I’m taking the card you gave me to buy things. I’ve practiced my old signature, so I’ll be able to use it.”

				“I should just get you a new one and you can re-sign it.”

				“Nah, that’s all right, I don’t mind.”

				He walked into the auction house about four. There were many people already gathered in the small room filled with chairs and a small podium at the front. He was handed a booklet and a number He considered refusing it because he knew he wasn’t going to buy anything. He looked around the room for anyone he knew but chances were slim.

				He wandered to the viewing area. The most popular pieces were surrounded by people. Apparently another dead artist that worked with bronze was the main attraction of the night. Tipring’s art sat in a corner. No one even gave them a glance.

				In the very last row, he chose a seat between two empty chairs and placed his booklet on a seat beside him—few came alone so he figured it was the best way to have a spot by himself. People were relatively quiet. There were a few whispers about various paintings and other collectibles placed in lots. He smiled at the older woman that sat two seats down. Her book was open and she lightly tapped the picture of a lamp. He supposed that was what she planned to bid on. She did not smile back.

				Tipring’s paintings were near the end of the auction. He was hoping some of Doc’s family or friends would come and support his work. So far, he didn’t recognize anyone. Perhaps if someone he hadn’t interviewed did take an interest in the paintings, it could shed light on his now cold case.

			

			
				Theo’s watch told him there was two minutes until the auction would start. He wished he had bought a hat, so he could close his eyes until the paintings arrived. Suddenly, someone picked up his booklet on the seat beside him and sat down. He turned to say the seat was taken but then he recognized who it was.

				“Ms. Evans,” he said, leaning away from her.

				She wore a short velvet green dress and black pumps.

				“Detective, I didn’t expect you to be here.”

				“You didn’t expect me? You were the last person I expected. Are you here for the Tipring art?”

				“Thought I might see what they go for. I haven’t been able to get them out of my mind, did you know that? I mean, they really are the most hideous things but they really speak to me. Sounds ridiculous, I know. Perhaps it’s the mathematician in me, but the orderliness of the tiles . . .” She laughed. “Well, that’s why I’m here. Why are you here?”

				Theo was about to answer but right on time, the auction started. Lot after lot of various art and household furnishings appeared, were bid on, and then taken away. Sophia followed along carefully in her book as each item passed. On occasion she would nod and state what a good deal it was or shake her head and complained the bidder paid too much.

				“You can tell who has been to auctions before and who has not,” she leaned over and whispered into his ear.

				“Have you been to many?”

				“My father used to drag me to them as a child but as I grew, I started bidding and the excitement of the chase got me hooked. On occasion, and don’t tell anyone, not that you would and who would care, I would bid up an item for fun.” She covered her wide-open mouth and then smiled at him. “Have you been to many?”

				“I once bought a car from an auction. Art? No. Couldn’t afford that.”

			

			
				The lamp came up and the lady on the other side started bidding. Sophia raised her number twice before not bidding anymore.

				“You want that lamp?”

				“No. It’s wouldn’t match a thing in my flat.”

				“Then why did you bid on it?”

				“I don’t like the look that old woman keeps giving us. Now she has to pay more.”

				“That’s terribly mean.”

				“Yes. I’m sorry. Perhaps she will get me back by bidding on the Tipring paintings. Though, I can’t think of anyone here wanting those. Has any of his family or friends arrived?”

				Theo hadn’t searched the room since Sophia had arrived. She had the ability to mesmerize him. He went up and down the rows with his eyes.

				“Yes, there’s the nurse,” he said, motioning with his eyes.

				“Oh, perhaps she wants some of his work. I hope she doesn’t try to buy them all. I know I can outbid her but I wouldn’t want to take all of it away from her.”

				“Let her bid on some.”

				“Good idea.” She flipped a page in her booklet. “Is she upset that you didn’t solve his murder?”

				“I haven’t spoken to her in a long time. I feel bad that all the leads went cold.”

				“Is that why you’re here, hoping to uncover something?”

				He stared at her in wonderment. “Maybe.”

				“Don’t beat yourself up, not all cases get solved. You’re still the detective I like most.”

				“How are things with you? Did you ever crack Tipring’s uncle’s coded shorthand?”

				“I did actually, but the pages were filled with vague notes. Lots of numbers. I tried to trace them but couldn’t find anything. The word blocks was underlined but again it meant nothing. Some odd verses. I really couldn’t make heads or tails of it and because he’s dead I can’t ask him about it. Sorry. I hoped it could help your case. What are you working on now?”

			

			
				“Nothing that would interest you. I’m currently investigating the death of a woman—stabbed in her flat. We’re hoping to find the killer among the CCTV footage.”

				“Another stabbing. Just like Doc, is it? Maybe they have the same killer.”

				He smiled. “Highly unlikely.”

				The Tipring art came up for bid and Sophia waited until she was assured the nurse didn’t intend to bid on the first lot. She didn’t have to worry—no one bid at all. The first lot went to Sophia and so did the second, third, and fourth. She bought all of them. The nurse turned to look at her. She was beaming.

				“What the hell am I going to do with all that tile?” she asked him, grabbing his arm. “I’m going to have to store it in my other flat for now.”

				After two more lots, the auction was over. Sophia went over to her purchase and ran her fingers over the top of the tiles. Theo followed behind.

				The nurse came over.

				“I just want to thank you,” she said to Sophia. “I didn’t think anyone would buy it and yet here you went and bought it all. Thank you. It would have meant a lot to him. He cherished each one of those.” She reached out and touched one of the pieces of art. “I was never allowed to touch them. Not even to dust. He was odd that way.” She looked at Sophia. “I’m glad you recognized his talent.”

			

			
				Without another word, she walked away, clutching her handbag tightly under her arm.

				“Who receives the money?” Sophia asked him.

				“The proceeds go to charity—animals or something like that. Perhaps cancer research.”

				She laughed. “Those two things are not related at all. I won’t be able to take these home with me tonight. I suppose I best sort out the payment and transport of my precious new artwork. I am surprised none of his family came. Did they even attend the funeral?”

				“They were not a close family. It’s sad really.”

				Theo had asked her for coffee but she refused. He wanted to ask her for a reason but she had turned to go before he could.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Eight

				Theo sighed and pushed open the door to the autopsy room. The dead looked so foreign in the cold, sterile room.

				“Tell me what you know, doc,” he asked as he entered the room.

				“Cause of death was stabbing. The knife penetrated the heart. The good news is, I don’t think she suffered. The killer caught her unawares and . . .” He made a stabbing motion with his hand. “Reminds me a lot of the last stabbing case you had.”

				Theo leaned forward. “You’re the second person who mentioned the connection.”

				“Do you think there is a connection?”

				“No, unlikely,” he said.

				“I would have to check my notes, and although they appear to be similar, they are different. If you like, after the autopsy we can compare the case notes on both victims,” Dr. Waynton said.

				After the autopsy was over, he led Theo into his office.

				“Have a seat,” he said and motioned Theo toward a chair. He went over to a filing cabinet and quickly retrieved a file. “Here we are, Maddock Tipring.”

				With both files opened side by side on his desk, he ran his fingers down each page.

				“According to forensics and the knife wound measurement, the knives were different. The one that stabbed Doc was a standard flat edge kitchen knife while the other, while still a kitchen knife, had a serrated edge. Both wounds were not deep but they both hit the mark. Based on the angle of each of the wounds, one killer was taller than the other but not more than ten centimeters. No, it is my opinion that the two victims were killed by two different killers.”

			

			
				“All right,” Theo replied.

				“I’m sorry, detective,” he continued. “I would like to tell you that they had the same killer, then perhaps you can solve two cases but, no. I’m sorry.”

				“Is there anything you can give me, anything to help me find Sharon’s killer?”

				“Based on height and force behind the thrust, I would say you’re looking for a woman rather than a man. Now, that’s just a guess.”

				“Really? A woman?”

				“That, old chap, is only a guess. I wouldn’t want to rule out men but this is likely woman’s work.”

				“I’ll keep that in mind.”

				Theo started out the door but stopped. “One more thing, doc. My prime suspect in Sharon’s murder was a woman, but she died. You’ll not believe this, but she died the day Sharon did.”

				“What? That can’t be a coincidence.”

				“My thoughts exactly. I requested an autopsy and when it’s completed, I’ll send you the report. I worry she was murdered as well.”

				“Was she stabbed?”

				“No. Apparently she died of a heart attack.”

				“But you suspect something sinister like poison?”

				“I would like to rule it out.”

				“I will have a look.”

			

			
				“Thank you.”

				Theo returned to the incident room an hour later. Dorland wasn’t around.

				“Has anyone seen Dorland?” Theo called out. Everyone shook their heads. When he dialed Dorland’s number, a mobile went off behind him. He turned to see Dorland take his mobile out of his pocket and fling his jacket over the back of his chair.

				“Where have you been?”

				“I had to take my sister to the doctor. Didn’t you receive my voicemail?”

				Theo looked at his screen. There were no messages.

				“Is your sister sick?”

				“No.”

				Theo wanted to probe further but by the time he had listened to all three messages Dorland had begun going through footage of CCTV.

				“How much more do you have to go through?”

				“I’ve finished going through all of it. Unfortunately, I haven’t found anyone suspicious. There were so many people coming and going from the building that day it could be anyone. It must have been the biggest birthday party on the planet with all the children and parents. In fact, around the time of the murder the doors into the building were propped open so that each parent didn’t have to buzz up to the flat. The killer would have used that opportunity to enter without having to alert anyone of their arrival. Also, the party did outdoor and indoor activities so people were constantly going in and out.”

			

			
				“Yes, but we know around what time Sharon was murdered and we know the killer wasn’t going to hang round waiting for people to notice so that should narrow it down somewhat. Listen, just find the footage from the building, make me a copy, and put it on my desk. I’ll have a look over it. You’re probably looking for a woman.”

				Dorland took a deep breath and blew out. Theo could see the relief on his face.

				“Listen,” Theo said, “you did good.”

				“Thank you, sir. What would you like me to do?”

				“This will sound terrible, but capture as many frames or faces as you can and ask the host of the party to identify those who attended and those that didn’t. We can narrow it down that way. Also, arrange for an autopsy on Mrs. Peter’s body. I want to rule out poison.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Forty-Nine

				That afternoon, Sophia skipped out of work early because she was expecting the artwork to arrive at her flat around three. When it did arrive, she buzzed the men into the lobby entrance and watched them cart boxes of artwork from their lorry into the service lift—five boxes worth. She laughed.

				When the men disembarked, she led them down the hall and opened her father’s flat. She made a quick inspection to be sure none of her work had been left out from previous projects. None had.

				She would need a hammer to enter the wooden crates and she checked under the kitchen sink. Her father loved to leave his tools under the sink to rust and, as expected, he had left her one. After some loud moaning from the nails, she managed to lift the lid off one crate. She lifted one of the heavy pieces out. How did Tipring manage to hang so many on his wall? He would have had to re-enforce the walls. She sat down on the sofa and ran her hands over the smooth tiles.

				Although the tiles did not look artistic, she liked them. Each one sat in alignment, full of bright colors—purple, gray, yellow, and white. What was wrong with tiles as art? She had once gone to an art display worth thousands where the artist only used nails. Besides, they would really brighten up the walls of her father’s flat.

				She remembered how Theo laughed when she had won the lot. Most of the attendees thought she was mad. And perhaps she was, but she enjoyed spending the money. She had enjoyed the company of Theo again. Hopefully he didn’t think she had attended just to see him.

			

			
				Besides, he had come to her only a few weeks back with the note. A note he must have known led nowhere. He couldn’t have come to her without checking an Internet search for the meaning behind it. He knew it was a code.

				Now she held the finished artwork of the bored electrician. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to design art that looked this way and stare at it for hours on end. What must he have been thinking as he lay each piece down in the mortar?

				Sophia pushed the art away and stood up.

				When Sophia entered her flat, she found Liam on her sofa, watching a movie. A case of beer sat on her table. He looked like hell with stubble all over his face, and he smelled of alcohol.

				“I would ask you how you got in but I’m sure you can break into any flat you like. Oh, Liam, you stink and look like hell. When was the last time you showered?” she asked him.

				“Why does that matter?”

				She wanted to say it was because he was sitting on her sofa, but she didn’t have the heart. Instead, she went to make herself a cup of coffee.

				“Where were you?” he asked.

				“Redecorating my other flat. You should come see the artwork I purchased for a song.”

				“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow and followed her back down the hall, carrying a beer.

				Suddenly Sophia stopped and turned around. “Wait, before I let you in. You’ve not come to inform me of some new assignment or case.”

			

			
				“I have not.”

				“And nothing relating to Stewart.”

				“No.” He placed one hand on her shoulder. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not think about him right now. Just for an hour or two. Show me your art.”

				Inside, one piece of artwork lay across the top of one of the cartons. Liam went over and lifted it.

				“It’s . . . interesting,” he finally said. At least he was brutally honest. “Is this design based on a specific code you’ve been studying?” He laid the art down with a clunk. Sophia moved her hands over the edges and surface making sure he didn’t crack it.

				“I know. It reminded me of a type of code but it’s actually not code; it’s art,” she said. “Be careful with it. It’s not like the two or three pound beers you choose to decorate your flat with.”

				He ignored her. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, that’s not art, that’s bathroom material.”

				“I’ll have you know a one-legged man created these.”

				“That’s explains why he couldn’t finish his home-improvement project.”

				She slapped his arm. “I happen to find them fascinating.”

				“I’m sure you would in your mad mind.” He laughed and walked into her father’s old bedroom and turned on the light.

				She followed him.

				“It’s a lot like the layout of your other flat,” he remarked.

				“Have you never been here?”

				“Maybe. I can’t remember.”

				Sophia placed her hands on her hips. Liam wasn’t himself and it worried her. Normally he was focused or angry. She had never seen him quiet.

			

			
				“You need to go home and relax. You’ve seen a lot today and you’re not thinking properly.”

				He sat down on the bed. “Did you hear that Marvin is quitting?”

				She didn’t even know who Marvin was. “Oh, why?”

				“Apparently the government doesn’t pay as much as the private sector.”

				She laughed, but Liam didn’t.

				“We don’t work for the government because of the money,” he continued. “But it sure as hell helps. Do you know how many people I’ve killed for the government? It does not pay enough—not for all I’ve been through. I used to count, you know, to say a prayer for each one but . . . I wish I could say I see the faces of all the lives I’ve taken, but I can’t. It makes life meaningless. If I stop caring, how can I expect the men who kill others to care?”

				“We will catch him, Liam. We’ll catch Stewart. He won’t get away with it.”

				“You get rid of one piece of shite and another pops up in his place. It’s never going to bloody end. And really, we—the government—allow it. The criminals get good solicitors and for all the months of hard work on our part, they get a slap on the wrist. They’re not afraid of us. They just laugh at us. I’m so tired of it all.”

				“You’ve brought many to justice,” she said.

				“Yes, and have seen many get away.” He patted her shoulder. “I’m just tired of it, that’s all. Especially when I could do something about it.”

			

			
				“Then do something about it.”

				He smiled, kissed her on the forehead, and made his way to the door. “I don’t think you know what you’re saying.”

				She shrugged. “Maybe that’s for the best.”

				He patted his right jacket pocket. “Oh, before I leave, I meant to give this to you. I even had your name engraved.” From his pocket he pulled out a long rectangular box.

				Inside the box was a silver pen.

				“What is it for?” she asked, but she knew what it was for.

				“A thank you for all your hard work,” he replied and left.

				She grinned. It was a tracking device and before he could activate it, it was going back into his possession. Cheeky bastard.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty

				No one was impressed with the artwork Sophia had purchased. She would have brought some pieces to work if she didn’t think the others would take them to use under their desks for their wet Wellies. Crystal just laughed when she showed her the photos.

				Sophia brought one of the pieces over to her flat and placed it beside a print she got at auction for four times the price. It looked ridiculous beside the classics she had up. Tipring’s art reminded her of a grade school assignment where she had to place pasta on a cardboard. Maybe everyone was right, and no one created art like this. There had to be a purpose. If she had to stare at the art for the rest of her life, she wanted to know what was going through the artist’s mind.

				She fetched her laptop and typed in the name of the artist, Maddock Tipring. Nothing came up. So she tried Doc Tipring, and more about the artist came up—three articles in total. The first showed a picture of Doc at a city hall in Mandy Ford. He sat in a wheelchair before one of his art pieces, at least ten times the size of the ones she owned. She read the article, hoping to discover more, but the only thing he said was that the town had meaning for him and that he used to come there many times as a boy to hunt. And as far as she was concerned, the art had nothing to do with hunting.

				The next was a short interview, also from a Mandy Ford newspaper. Sophia scanned the page until she came across the question: Why do you create art with tile? What does it symbolize?

			

			
				On occasion I had used tile when working as an electrician and when I had to stop, boxes of leftover tiles sat about my upstairs flat. No one I knew wanted them so I began to use them for an idea I had.

				So it doesn’t symbolize anything?

				The tiles, no. However, the art, though it looks like nothing, has a great deal of meaning. Reminds me of the days before I lost my leg. There’s a story behind every single one.

				A story behind each one? She couldn’t see any story. The folder containing information on each piece of art held no clues either—he had only numbered them. What possible meaning could they have held?

				What was she doing? She was running in circles. Why run in circles, she said to herself, you’ll vomit. Onto the bed beside her, she threw the art reference folder and stretched her legs. Why couldn’t she just enjoy art like everyone else? Even in school, she over-analyzed art until the point her teacher told her she had taken all meaning out of it. She couldn’t help it. Every day she worked with numbers and codes. Her job entailed finding meaning in what others wouldn’t. Maybe Liam was right. Perhaps she liked them because they would resemble code she would have created herself.

				Of course she would. In fact, the phrase Why Run Backwards You’ll Vomit was a code phrase. She paused. It was a code phrase. Could it be? His uncle worked in intelligence and Doc sent one to his uncle. Perhaps they were a message. A message only Doc and his uncle could understand. She had to understand too.

				On the Internet, she looked up the phrase again. The first group of colors in the telecommunications wiring code was white, red, black, yellow, violet. Her eyes examined the tiles. Yes, there was a white tile, a red one, and also black, yellow, and one that could be violet. It couldn’t be. She looked at the next set of colors in the code: blue, orange, green, brown, gray. Her heart skipped a beat.

			

			
				If she matched a color from the first set to each color in the second set she had a twenty-five pair code. With twenty-six letters in the alphabet, it wouldn’t be too difficult to make the letter Z a double white tile.

				Her hands went to her mouth. She wasn’t just trying to find a code. There was a code staring at her. There was a reason she was drawn to the art! She wasn’t mad. The desire to immediately decrypt the code struck her but she held back. How was this different from reading Doc’s diary? He had never sold the pieces, but had kept every one. That must mean the messages were personal. She shook her head. If he meant them to be private, he wouldn’t have sold them. Perhaps he meant for someone to eventually figure it out. Maybe he meant for his uncle to decrypt them. He was the only person who would.

				She started seeing if she could find a message in the tiles. The first two tiles were black and gray. Based on the code, that gave her the letter O. The next two tiles were white and gray which gave her an E. White and brown which gave her a D. A red and a brown gave her an I. And back again with the white and gray for an E. She looked at what she had so far O-E-D-I-E. What did that mean. OED? IE? Those were the endings to words and mostly vowels. She could pick out the word DIE but what is the OE before it?

				The only thing she could do is continue on. After a few more letters she had: OEDIESOFULLOFGRACE. O Edie, so full of grace. That made much more sense. Who was Edie? She went over to her computer and did a search through the stolen Doc Tipring file. There was no mention of any Edie. Perhaps it was someone Doc used to love. So, she finished the code.

			

			
				O Edie, so full of grace

				I had nothing left

				So it was only right

				That you did burn that night.

				What kind of poetry was that? Was Edie someone he had loved and lost? She went through all the files she had on Doc Tipring but found nothing. She decoded all the other pieces of art. What she read disturbed her even more. This was something she needed to talk to Theo about. She needed to examine Earnest Tipring’s notes further.

				Her hands shook as she pushed the send button on her mobile. All she asked was whether she could discuss the art with him. She didn’t like to find any excuse to see him but Theo intrigued her. Almost as much as Doc did.

				Within a minute, she received a reply: I’m in the office, can you meet me here?

				She replied in the affirmative, printed out the code reference, and took pictures of each painting. At least Theo could see what she was on about. Not that he wouldn’t think she was crazy.

				1


				A half hour later, she entered the incident room. It was almost dark, only a small office in the back of the room had light.

				“Theo?” she yelled.

				She heard a squeak of a chair and saw a shadow cross the office behind closed blinds. The door opened, and a scruffy Theo stood before her.

				“Were you working late?” she asked. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your work, especially to bring up an old case.”

				“No,” he replied, “no bother.” His hair parted in a large round circle on the right side of his head. Clearly he had been sleeping for a while. “I’m just going to make myself a cup of coffee. Would you like some?”

			

			
				She nodded.

				“What old case did you want to discuss?”

				“The Tipring murder. I know you think it’s because I bought his art that I’m concerned, but I’ve come across some really interesting . . . codes. Ones that I think will give us insights into the case. I decrypted all the art.”

				“What? Are you telling me those tile things were actually code?”

				“Not only were they code, they were incredibly disturbing as well. Read these.” She handed him the poems and he sat down to read them.

				“He seems to be talking about women. What’s wrong with that?”

				“Nothing, but each of the poems is pretty morbid, some implying the woman dies. Don’t you find that odd?”

				“They could be just women in his mind or symbolic of something else.”

				“Maybe, but don’t you find it odd that his uncle kept a file on him?”

				“Not after reading these.” He held up the sheets of paper. “Perhaps it was just a game they played. His sister did say they got on. From the time he was a boy Tipring and his uncle exchanged codes.”

				“Oh.” She sat down. “I feel so stupid. I can’t actually believe I thought there was something to this. I’ve been off my game lately.”

				“I understand the feeling.”

				“Here, you take these notes and add them to his file. You never know when they’ll come in handy. I best be off, it’s getting late.”

			

			
				He took the papers and laid them on his desk. “You don’t have to leave you know.”

				She paused for a moment before replying, “See you around, detective.”

				She left the building and got in her car when her mobile rang. It was Theo. She hesitated to answer.

				“Yes?” she asked.

				“Where are you?” Theo asked.

				“In my car. Why?”

				“Come back up. You’re going to want to see this.”

				When she re-entered his office he motioned her to the other side of his desk.

				“I started flipping through the sheets and saw these numbers. Do you know what they are?”

				“The ones I decoded from Earnest’s notes?”

				“Yes. They’re case file numbers, police case files. We don’t use this filing system anymore but I still recognize them. I pulled up one of them.”

				“Edith Grace Maven? I don’t understand.”

				“Edie so full of Grace. Does it sound familiar?”

				“From the poem. Could it be the same? What happened to her?”

				Together they read the report. Edith Maven had died in a fire, in 1991. A picture of her burned body lay on a white plastic sheet. The next few photos showed scenes around her house. In Doc’s poem, Edie had been burned as well. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

				Theo read the notes. Cause of death was listed as unknown. Why didn’t she try to escape the fire? A paragraph was highlighted in the autopsy report. All the bones were there except for the kneecaps. What? What happened to them? And then he read on, they had been taken from her body with a serrated blade. Someone had removed them before her body was burned, leading the investigators to suspect she had been murdered before the fire was started. Edie Grace had been murdered. The killer had never been caught. There had been a struggle in the kitchen where the fire had started. The kitchen, although mostly destroyed by fire, had been ransacked. Cutlery was strewn all over the floor.

			

			
				“So what do you think? Could the same person who killed Edie also have killed Tipring?” asked Theo.

				“I think it’s more likely Doc was there that night, when Edith died. He could have been the murderer or could have seen the murderer. Mind, this is all speculation, but I’m going with the former because of the nastiness of the poems.”

				“You’re saying Doc murdered her and then started the fire? Let’s say that’s true—and I’m not saying I agree just yet—why would his killer wait for years and years to kill him? Did they just find out what he did? How could they have known? The police have no clue.”

				“I don’t know.” She sat down on a chair. “And maybe it doesn’t matter anymore. No one seemed to care what happened to Maddock Tipring except me. And if he’s a murderer himself, maybe it doesn’t matter.”

				“No, it does matter. But I’m not sure I can justify opening the Tipring case again based on this. I don’t have the team for it nor the funding. I’m in the middle of another stabbing case.”

				“You may think that,” she replied, “but I think we need to look into it further.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-One

				Theo moved his chair to the side as Sophia pulled up beside him and sat down at his desk. One by one they went through the files Earnest Tipring had written down in his notes. Had Earnest cracked the tile art or had he done research into these women’s deaths another way?

				Sophia leaned against Theo’s arm to read the notes on the computer screen. He was afraid to move. He didn’t want her to feel he minded the touching, but he did mind. It had been so long since a woman had been this close for so long. Her perfume wafted over him. Why did she have to be so damn attractive? She sat back suddenly.

				“All nine of these cases match poems written by Tipring,” said Sophia. “If he did murder them, how was he never caught? He couldn’t have been that good, could he? Do you think his uncle had provided him with protection?”

				“I sure hope not,” replied Theo.

				“What if Earnest helped? What if they murdered these women together? And now both are dead. Will we ever be able to find these girls? Eight of the nine girls have never been found, if they are indeed dead. Their poor families. They have no closure. How did Doc even meet these women?”

				“And how are we even going to be able to find the others?”

				“Well, we know he had a fetish for knees. Perhaps we can find cases relating to kneecaps?”

				Theo did a computer search for any other deaths where there were missing kneecaps. Surely this had to be a special note in the file. Only one result appeared.

			

			
				Seven years before Edie Grace’s death, a girl named Anna was found strangled and left in the forest. Her kneecaps had been cut out. Could that be Doc Tipring? Could he be Anna’s killer? Theo could only picture him as an old man. How could an old man do this to anyone? Had he created artwork for Anna? Theo rifled through the papers that Sophia had brought. A five page list of names and their relative poems were stapled together. He ran his finger down the list. Ah, here was an Anna—under artwork number one.

				He did another search: strangulation, cut legs, legs missing, female, death in a fire. Strangulation was a common form of death for female victims, but the combinations didn’t match. The cases were either too old or too current. If only he could narrow it down further. If only he had names. Wait, he did have names to search for.

				He tried a few more names: Abigail, Janine, Bernice. They all appeared in the missing person’s database but it could be a coincidence. Even if it were true that these girls had been murdered by Doc, what could he possibly do now? It’s not like he could question Doc and find out what happened to the girls.

				It didn’t even help him to find out who killed Doc. Although it did give them a motive.

				“So far,” said Theo, “according to our search, only Anna, the first poem, and Edith, the last poem, have been found dead. The rest are missing. The first and the last, you know what that means?”

				“No. What?”

				“He probably didn’t mean for them to be found. Anna was his first. She was found. Tipring probably worried that the body would be tied back to him so everybody after her was buried. That was until Edith. Something went wrong. He had to burn the body to destroy the evidence.”

			

			
				“And that’s exactly what the poem states: Edie took his left. She took his left leg. He was missing his left leg, right?”

				Theo sat forward. “He was. He told everyone that he fell at work and the wound in his leg became infected. Eventually it had to be amputated. But if he was trying to hide the reason, he wouldn’t give anyone the correct answer.”

				The search kept them awake all night. Theo knew Sophia was aware of the approaching dawn from her repeated clock checking and glances out the window. She must have felt as tired as he. But if the search was as fascinating for her as it was for him, she couldn’t leave.

				“Imagine if we solve this,” he said. “We could bring closure to so many families.”

				“After so many years . . .”

				She trailed off when she caught sight of Dorland entering the incident room.

				“Well good morning,” said Dorland. “What have you two been up to? I’m not interrupting, am I?”

				“Morning, Inspector Dorland,” replied Sophia cheerfully, perhaps too tired to notice the interrogation.

				“Dorland.” Theo wasn’t sure how much he should disclose about the previous night’s work. He still had an important case to solve.

				“Boss, I may not have had as busy a night as you but you won’t believe what I found when I re-watched some of the CCTV footage,” Dorland replied. He threw a photo down on Theo’s desk. “Look who I caught a glimpse of on the CCTV footage?”

				Theo lifted the photo and squinted at it. His eyes were so tired.

			

			
				“Who is it?” asked Theo. “She looks familiar. Who is she?”

				“The nurse from our last case. We questioned her about the Tipring murder because she used to work for him. However, she had an alibi. Well, right at the time of the Yoder’s murder, look who’s entering the car park. The nurse we interviewed for the Tipring case—Ms. Dorie Armes. Can that be a coincidence?”

				“The Tipring case?” asked Sophia.

				“It’s funny you brought up Tipring,” Theo said. “We just spent the night looking into the Tipring case. He may not have been the innocent man we had suspected him to be. He may have murdered two if not more girls.”

				“What?”

				“The man hid coded messages about girls in his artwork. Sophia decoded them.”

				“I knew those pieces of tile art couldn’t just be art,” said Dorland. “It was ridiculous. How did you know to look at them like they were code?”

				“It’s a long story,” said Sophia. “But it’s not important. What’s important is what we found. Look here, these poems.”

				Theo pulled out the poems from Doc’s file and watched as Dorland carefully read through them. Theo explained what they had found.

				“These are incredibly strange. If it’s true what you say, it gives us a motive into his murder. Someone must have found out who he was. But how? Why would they not come forward? We could have questioned him, found out information about the missing women.”

				“I don’t know, but I think we’re going to have to find a connection. We should see if anyone who worked with him—and we will start with Ms. Dorie Armes—could have been related to any missing woman’s case. It may be a perfect coincidence that the nurse was at our new crime scene but I want to make sure. Let’s pull up her statement. What was her alibi for the Tipring murder? She may have only worked for Mr. Tipring for three days, but it may have been enough to concoct a plan.”

			

			
				“What about Sharon?” asked Dorland.

				“There must have been a reason she died as well. That’s why we need to ask more questions, like why she was at the building at the time in question. Please bring me a copy of Dorie’s statement.”

				Theo and Sophia spent the next hour searching for the tie between Dorie and Doc. No girls with the last name Armes appeared anywhere in the missing person’s database.

				“Tipring may not have murdered a family member, but a friend,” said Theo. “In which case, finding a connection would be nearly impossible unless Dorie Armes disclosed one.”

				When Dorland brought Dorie’s statement, the answer came. Dorie had a different last name than the rest of her family for she had been married for a short while. Her mother’s last name was Standford. When they did a search for that name, a Charlotta Standford appeared as missing from the London area. He pulled up the file and read it carefully. They were sisters. Maddock Tipring might have murdered her sister.

				But how did she find out?

				Theo had invited Sophia to join him on his interview of Dorie, but she refused. Sophia needed to go to work and so left soon afterward. She promised to check in with him later. He decided to go home and shower.

			

			
				When he returned home, he saw the light on in his wife’s room and thought she must be awake. But when he knocked softly, no one answered. He opened her door and saw her laying on her bed, a textbook lay on her chest—English for Dummies. He went over to her and took her glasses from her face.

				“Morning, dear,” he said to her, and switched the light off on the way to his bedroom. He was glad no one in his family knew about the cases he worked on. How many of Tipring’s neighbors knew they lived beside a murderer, perhaps a serial killer? He went to the front door to make sure it was locked before taking a shower and falling into bed.

				A knock at the door woke him up.

				“Who is it?” he asked.

				The door slowly opened and Agneta poked her head around it. She didn’t look tired in her pink star pajamas and fuzzy bathrobe.

				“Did I wake you up?” he asked her in Greek.

				“No, not at all. You look tired.”

				“I am a bit, but I have time for you. What is it?”

				“I have been thinking of this for a long time. I feel like I’m just wasting more and more years of my life because nothing is coming back.” She tapped her head with her finger. “I don’t want to wait any more. I want to move on.”

				“You want a divorce?”

				“A divorce? No, nothing like that. I want to go back to school. I want to learn English, I want to get a job, a career. If my memory returns, that’s wonderful. However, if it doesn’t, at least I haven’t wasted more time.”

			

			
				He nodded. What she said made perfect sense.

				“What do you want of me?” he asked.

				She rubbed her hands together in a nervous fashion. “It will take some money to go to school. And I totally understand if you say we have to wait. Maybe we don’t have the money right now. I can wait. I just wanted to ask . . .”

				“I think it’s a wonderful idea,” he said finally. He did have some money saved up. It wasn’t for schooling, but what else did he have to spend it on? If she wanted to go to school, what right did he have to stop her?

				He put his hand on her arm and rubbed up and down softly. She didn’t want a divorce, but she wanted to move on, live life again. He wanted to jump for joy, but the trepidation of what moving on implied made him hesitate. What if she wanted to move on without him?

				He knew he didn’t have a choice. And she deserved it. Although she did not remember loving him, he still loved her and would do anything to make her happy.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-Two

				The next morning, Theo and Dorland knocked at the home of Dorie Armes. Dorie opened the door and led them back into the sitting room without a word. She didn’t even ask why they were there. She just watched them quietly.

				“We wanted to ask you a few questions about your movements on Saturday, three days ago.”

				“You want to ask me about Saturday? Is this about Doc Tipring? Do you have news?”

				“No, we’re looking into a completely different case.”

				She didn’t reply at first but looked to her hands instead.

				“Saturday, three days ago,” Theo repeated.

				“Well, let’s see. Saturday. I took my mother and sister for breakfast and then we brought my mother to the shops—she likes to see the shops. At three? Oh yes, I had to drop an envelope off at my cousin’s flat. Why are you asking me these questions?”

				“Where does your cousin live?”

				She eyed them suspiciously. “Am I in trouble? Why is it so important to know this? What am I supposed to have done?”

				“Please answer the question.”

				She sat back, stunned, and crossed her arms. “I was dropping an envelope off at my cousin’s flat. You can ask her if you like. She did receive it.” She rose and went to the kitchen and returned with a Biro and small sticky note paper. “Here’s her address and phone number. She will tell you I was there.”

			

			
				Theo nodded at her. The address matched Sharon Yoder’s block of flats. Dorie’s cousin lived in the same building as Sharon. Could it be a coincidence? This wasn’t turning out the way he expected and the next subject would only make things worse. “What is your cousin’s name?”

				“Lynn. Lynn Standford. Why? I don’t like this line of questioning.”

				“We need to ask these questions. Also, I would also like to ask you about your sister Charlotta.”

				Dorie sucked in her breath. Theo didn’t think she meant it to be as audible as it was.

				“Recently,” Theo continued, “I discovered your sister went missing. Can you tell me about this?”

				“I—I don’t understand. Why are you doing this? Why have you brought this up?”

				“Is it true that your sister went missing in 1985?”

				“Yes. When I was fifteen.”

				“What happened?”

				“Don’t you have that information in her file? She was on her way home from work and never made it.”

				“Did she live here?”

				“Yes. It destroyed our family, you know. My mum was never the same since. All we’ve ever wanted to know was what happened to her. We never found out. Never.”

				“I’m really sorry.”

				“Are you going to look into her case? Are you going to find out what happened to her? Do you have leads?”

				Theo shook his head. He did have a lead, but he couldn’t mention it without getting her hopes up or her guard up, and right now, it wasn’t worth it. He needed more information first. Theo knew what he had to do next. He needed to speak to Dorie’s cousin to confirm that Dorie did meet her at the flats, and he needed to talk to Sophia.

			

			
				1


				The last wasn’t difficult to accomplish. Sophia answered on the second ring.

				“I’m sorry if I’m interrupting your busy day, but could I see you after work?”

				“No worries, I needed to think about something else. Did you look into the case? What did you find? Did you talk to Dorie Armes? What did she say?”

				Theo smiled as she spouted off all the questions at him. He couldn’t decide if she was nervous or impatient.

				“Well, yes,” he replied, not sure which of the questions he answered. He explained what he had found out and his interview with Dorie.

				“Perhaps the other pieces of Tipring’s art holds the key.”

				In the meantime, Theo wanted to watch the footage more carefully. He found another instance of Dorie arriving at the flats, and she did have an envelope with her. When she arrived, her hair was up and she wore dark trousers under a dark rain coat. She held a handbag over her shoulder that could have contained a knife, but any woman, including his wife, had a handbag that could conceal a weapon or two. The only difference between Dorie when she arrived and when she left was that her hair had come down. But Theo often knew his wife’s hair came down by the end of a visit to a friend. It looked like her alibi would check out. What was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he solve what seemed like a simple murder?

				Dorland entered his office and slumped down in a chair across from him.

				“Have you found anything?” Theo asked.

				“If our Dorie didn’t commit the murder, it’s going to be impossible to narrow down who did from the footage alone. I hope forensics can come up with something. Anything.”

			

			
				“I’ve been re-watching the tapes and it does look like she came with the envelope like she claimed, but it doesn’t mean she didn’t commit the murder. She could have done that as well.”

				“Why do you suspect her of committing the murder? We haven’t found any connection between her and the victim, Sharon Yoder. Coincidences do happen.”

				“Yeah, I know,” said Theo. “But right now, it’s all we have. Besides, there are just too many coincidences in this case. Remember, we also have the coincidence of Sharon Yoder and Marjorie Peters dying on the same day.”

				“Oh, that’s true. But perhaps we’re overlooking a suspect or two. Maybe Sharon’s parents killed their daughter. To rid the world of their demon child,” Dorland said sarcastically. “They don’t have an alibi. Praying at home doesn’t count. I doubt God’s going to vouch for them. Besides, we haven’t seen any dark clouds entering and exiting the building—only humans.”

				The two laughed.

				Theo leaned forward seriously and said, “It’s mind numbing that a previous suspect from a prior murder is at the crime scene and the actual suspect, the one who would have the greatest motive—Walter Peter’s wife—dies on the same day.”

				“It is,” replied Dorland. “And Mrs. Chu did re-confirm Ms. Armes’ alibi. I’m sorry, sir.”

				Theo’s mobile beeped and he retrieved an email from Sophia. Attached was a photo of one of Tipring’s artworks.

			

			
				I found another of Maddock’s tiled art. This time it was in one of the meeting rooms here at MI5. Apparently, Maddock sent it to his uncle. I decoded it and the poem reads:

				Can you find them

				I think not

				Buried forever

				There they rot

				I believe he created this one before the others. Bloody hell, he’s been taunting us for years. How he must have laughed at us and our stupidity. No wonder Earnest started a file on his nephew. I never suspected this to be a code, and even though I seem to look for codes in everything and I know it wasn’t my fault, I feel guilty. Guilty. I hope we can find the missing bodies.

				Theo messaged her back, What do you think we should do next?

				She replied, I think we should visit Mandy Ford.

				Who is Mandy Ford?

				Not a who, a where. It’s a small town. It’s near where Maddock Tipring grew up.

				What’s there?

				More tiled art.

				What? Why did he send one there?

				Apparently charity?

				Charity, my arse.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-Three

				Sophia drove around the roundabout on High Street six times before she spotted the old brick town hall in Mandy Ford. It sat nestled between an office of solicitors and a gent’s hairdressing shop. By then, all three of them were feeling ill.

				Parking was another matter. Although there was a designated car park of three small spaces, they were all occupied. Sophia let Theo and Dorland out and found a space for her car two streets over.

				Theo and Dorland stood at reception. Dorland tapped the little silver bell. No one came forward from any of the rooms behind closed doors.

				“Does anyone even work here? Perhaps it’s a show-yourself-around sort of place,” said Dorland.

				“It’s not that sort of place,” said Theo.

				A woman finally came out from a back room, turning her skirt around her hips as she walked. She pushed a bobby pin back into the loose bun atop her head.

				“My name is Olivia. How can I help you?”

				The men held up their warrant cards. She glanced at them briefly then walked behind the reception counter and hid the bell in a drawer of the desk.

				“I’m not doing any tours today. Although, I can’t imagine that’s why you’re here. I expect it about the Mrs. Chambers scandal. I gave the other officers my statement and really, nothing has changed.”

			

			
				A small bell above the door rang, and Sophia walked in.

				“Well,” said Theo, “I can’t say much about that affair. We’re just looking for a certain piece of artwork.”

				“A tile work,” Sophia said, and explained what it looked like.

				“Tile? You don’t mean the fountain do you?”

				“Well, we won’t be sure until you show us,” Theo replied.

				“All right, come this way,” she said and motioned them toward the back. She led them through a door out to a small garden. A half fountain, empty save a few leaves, stood at one end with Doc Tipring’s contribution as an odd backdrop.

				“Shit,” said Sophia.

				“What’s wrong?” asked Theo.

				“The bottom half of the message is covered by the blasted fountain.” She turned to the woman. “Why would someone cover the art?”

				“What art?” the woman replied. “The garden was like this when I started here. I would never allow them to ruin a priceless piece of art.” She cocked her head toward the wall, like it was a hidden picture. “That awful tile concoction, is it worth something?”

				“Some people find it fascinating,” Sophia said and took out a notepad. She started working on the code. When she was done, she handed Theo what she had.

				Mary, Mary, quite contrary,

				You held me captive

				Promises, promises

				I watched, I waited

				Briefly, briefly

				Signs of love

				Taken aback

				Down on your knees

			

			
				Then taken from you

				Buried, buried

				Mary, Mary, quite contrary

				Look how you made my garden grow

				Iris stand guard

				Your dream still

				Like the water above

				I hunt no more

				Oh dear, no de . . .

				“The rest of the tiles were hidden from view behind the fountain,” Sophia finally said and handed Theo the decoded message.

				He read it carefully and handed it to his partner. “What does it mean?”

				“I suppose it tells us what he’s done. I think the poem is pretty obvious. He’s killed and buried them somewhere. Do you think he’s disclosed the whereabouts farther down?”

				Sophia shrugged. “There’s no way to know without breaking apart the fountain. I’m not sure it would be a good idea to do that. Not yet, anyway.” She pointed her head in the direction of Olivia.

				“What do we do now?” Dorland asked.

				“I think it’s time for a drink,” Sophia replied and walked back through town hall and down the street toward the pub, leaving Theo and his partner to say their polite good-byes.

				The pub was busy.

				Sophia took a booth and sat in the high-back wooden chair while Theo and Dorland grabbed a pint at the bar. She shifted back and forth in the uncomfortable chair.

				Theo returned and plonked down the beer on the table. Some splashed up and over the edge.

				“I will need to take those pieces of art from you. You understand why?”

			

			
				“I understand, but I want it all back.”

				“Why? What are you going to do with your art now? Now that you know it was made by a serial killer? Break it apart? Turn it into a shower room?”

				Sophia laughed. “Are you mad? I can’t sell them now. As soon as collectors find out I own all the artwork of a serial killer, my collection may double or triple in value.”

				“How sad that is,” replied Dorland.

				“I just don’t understand it,” Theo said. “I was sure he would be more specific. Are you sure there are no other pieces of art?”

				“Well, I can’t be sure but those are the only ones I could find listed on the Internet. Maybe he has a solicitor who could tell you more.”

				“When we talked to the solicitor, he didn’t know of art anywhere but at Tipring’s residence. We will have to ask him again, I suppose. Doc was cocky but not as cocky as we thought. He didn’t disclose any information at all really. It could be surmised that he didn’t trust that police or his uncle at MI5 wouldn’t eventually find out what he’d done. So, he kept things a bit vague.”

				“Based on what we know,” Sophia said, “Doc did up thirty-two pieces of art, and that means he’s probably killed that many people—most likely all women.”

				“Thirty-two,” said Dorland. He shook his head and gulped down the last bit in his glass. “What a sick bastard. I can’t see how it’s true. How could he kill so many women and no one notice?”

			

			
				Sophia wasn’t really listening. “Based on the poems, a lot of words have meanings like buried or watched. But he also used a few specific terms like iris or knees. I wonder what those mean?”

				Theo and Dorland both put down their beers at the same time and looked at each other.

				“Didn’t Tipring have a row of irises in his back garden?” Dorland asked his partner.

				“You don’t think . . .” said Sophia.

				“I couldn’t be . . .” started Theo.

				“It wasn’t something we considered important. We need to get those flowers dug up and see what’s underneath. I don’t suppose the bodies are buried there, are they? I mean, he would have to dig pretty deep to add thirty-two bodies to that little space. And how could the neighbors not notice?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-Four

				On the way back into London, Theo rang SOCO and the coroner to meet them at Maddock Tipring’s house. The garden was so small that only three men could be out there at a time, and so the detectives let the investigators dig. Meanwhile, Theo counted the flowers that they dug up—thirty-two dirty, fake, faded irises.

				“I thought it was an odd season to have these flowers still in bloom,” remarked Dorland, “but I never gave them a second glance. ‘They’re my sister’s favorite flowers,’ that’s all I thought at the time.”

				Theo wasn’t really listening. He was concerned. They had been digging for an hour and hadn’t found anything resembling a body. Perhaps the poem was only symbolic. Perhaps he liked thirty-two irises to remind him of his disgusting deeds just as he used his morbid art to remind him.

				“We found something, sir,” one of the men digging exclaimed.

				Theo pushed past the others in the doorway. The men had hit something metal and were pushing the dark dirt off the cover. It was a tin box about the size of a shoe box. They continued to dig around the edges until finally it came up with a tug. The officers stared down at it as it lay on the ground. No one made any attempts to open it. Theo pulled gloves from his pocket and opened the lid. It wasn’t easy. Who knew how long the box had been buried there. He pulled it apart with two hands and it knocked him back. Some of the contents spilled out onto the grass.

			

			
				“What is it?” asked Dorland.

				Inside the tin were many triangular-shaped objects. Theo reached in and placed one on his gloved palm.

				“What are those?” Dorland asked again. “Arrowheads?”

				The coroner leaned over Theo and said, “No, they look like patellas to me. Lots and lots of them.”

				“What’s a patella?”

				“A kneecap.”

				Theo gingerly placed the patella back into the tin. “There are so many of them.”

				Sophia came over and had a look. “After he killed them, he cut out their kneecaps. But they’re so clean.”

				“Most likely he boiled them to remove remnants of muscle and tendons,” the coroner said.

				“How easy would it be to remove a kneecap from a body?” she asked him.

				“Well, with a good knife . . .”

				Theo handed the tin to one of the SOC officers who bagged it up carefully.

				“Shall we keep looking? Go deeper?” one of the men holding a shovel asked.

				“Yes, a little deeper. I don’t want to miss anything else, but I don’t think the bodies are buried here.” He went back into the house. “I want to get back to the incident room. I’m in a great deal of muck for this but I want to find those bodies. I refuse to let Maddock Tipring laugh at us from his grave.”

				Theo was quiet and pensive the whole way back and as soon as he entered, he fired off instructions like it was his last few moments on earth.

				“I know we’re trying to find Yoder’s killer, but I feel the Maddock case and the Yoder case are somehow connected. To solve one, we need to solve the other. So, I want everything on Tipring, I want his tax records, his bank records, I want to know what he did for work, where he went to school, where he went to the dentist, who he dated, and what his hobbies were.”

			

			
				Everyone stared at him, mouths open, not moving.

				“And I want it now,” he shouted.

				People shuffled off, not sure where to start, not sure what their assigned tasks were. Dorland went over to the board and started a list of tasks, placing officer’s names beside their assignments. Sophia followed Theo back to his office and managed to enter the room before he could slam the door in her face.

				“Why are you so angry?” she asked.

				“I’m not as angry as I am frustrated.” He sat down at his desk and began typing some notes into a document on his computer. Sophia sat down across from him.

				“Let me help. I can get information on Tipring as easily as any of your officers.”

				He looked up sharply from his keyboard. She could tell his immediate reaction was a negative one but then he sat back. “Sure. Whatever you can find will be a great help.”

				She nodded and quickly set about sending a text message to the one person she knew was the master at information retrieval—Crystal.

				“Aren’t you going to go and find information?” he asked her after a few minutes of her staring at him.

				“No. If there is information to be had, it will arrive here.” She held up her mobile. Instead, she took out the poem, rewrote a copy, and handed it to Theo. “You might want this.”

				He grabbed it from her.

				She circled a few words on her poem—buried, knees, irises, hunt. “What did his family say about him? You did talk to his family members, didn’t you?”

			

			
				“Of course we did. But the family wasn’t really close. His sister didn’t say much about him.”

				“Can I read the report?”

				He hesitated, but finally handed her the Tipring file. “I don’t know what you’ll find interesting. They didn’t know much about Doc at all.”

				Sophia wasn’t listening; she was reading carefully.

				“This tells us nothing,” she said finally. “Why didn’t you ask his sister important questions, like what his hobbies were or did he display psychopathic tendencies?”

				“And why exactly would we have done that, Ms. Evans? He was the victim. It really didn’t matter to us at the time what the man did in his teens.”

				“Well, it sure matters now.”

				“I will ring his sister. What would you like me to ask her?”

				“Did he hunt? Did he like irises? Are there irises on their property? Has his sister ever seen him with a woman? Did he ever bring a woman to the house?”

				“He did hunt,” Theo said. “We didn’t write it down but his sister told us he did. In fact, she showed us photographs of him with a rifle.”

				“It wouldn’t surprise me if there were flowers where he buried the bodies.”

				Theo picked up the phone just as Sophia’s mobile vibrated. Crystal had sent her some information.

				In the incident room, Sophia picked up Doc’s file and flipped through. She came across the earrings and went through one by one.

				“Why do you have pictures of these?” Sophia asked Dorland.

				“We found a box of earrings in Doc’s house and these are photos of each set from his solicitor. Doc really felt those earrings were special. We believe they belonged to his mother.”

			

			
				“His mother?” Sophia asked. “According to his file he didn’t get on with his mother. How many earrings were there?”

				“I don’t know exactly. A lot.”

				Sophia counted the photos. “Thirty-two pairs of earrings. That can’t be a coincidence.”

				“Well, actually thirty-one. One pair was missing. We believed it had been stolen.”

				She looked at him. “And you didn’t find that odd?”

				“Well, we did. However, the earrings were not worth anything and even though there was huge issue with the missing set, none of the witnesses had any information to point us in any direction. It was another dead end.”

				“So, there is no way to trace why those particular earrings are missing or to whom they belonged?” she asked.

				Dorland raised his arms in disgust. “And just how would you go about doing that? If you’re suggesting the killer took the earrings, and we did assume that at the time, the killer is not going to freely admit it, now are they?”

				“Can I see what the missing set of earrings looks like?”

				Dorland handed her the photo. The missing earrings were long dangling silver with emerald teardrops. Sophia placed that photo on top of all the others and returned to Theo’s office.

				She asked Theo, “You said you found records of missing women that may be connected with Tipring. Do you still have them?”

				Theo was still on the phone and he pointed to the corner of his desk. About ten file folders sat precariously. Sophia grabbed them all and sat down at a table outside Theo’s office.

			

			
				The first victim was Abigail Arnold. Sophia went through her file slowly, hoping to pick up any mention of jewelry or a connection to Tipring. She found none.

				The next file belonged to Charlotta Standford. She went missing a year and a half before Abigail, in 1985, and the only description of jewelry the missing girl was wearing was a heart pendant.

				Sophia went through the last set of files but only found one mention of earrings, on a missing woman named Janine Fur. It matched a photo in the pile. Dorland came and sat down at the table next to her.

				There was no mention of any silver and emerald earrings. How frustrating. When Doc Tipring stole them, he stole them as a keepsake, another reminder of what he had done, not because they were worth anything.

				“Now that we have the patellas of each of the missing girls,” said Sophia, “hopefully we can match the DNA from them to the missing girl. We do know what set of earrings belongs to Charlotta Standford. We can make a reasonable assumption.”

				“How?”

				“Well, Dorie Armes worked for Doc Tipring. I’m sure when she saw the earrings that belonged to her sister, she knew that Doc Tipring was the murderer. She must have been the one who stole the earrings. But, what I find hard to fathom is how she recognized the earrings. I mean, 1985 is a long time ago. I can’t remember earrings I’ve lost that long ago. How could she know those exact earrings belonged to her sister? It’s one thing to be sure, it’s another to murder someone based on a flimsy assumption such as that.”

				“We don’t have a choice,” replied Dorland. “We have to ask Dorie about the earrings. Will you come with us?”

			

			
				“No I need to leave. I’m dealing with an issue at work.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-Five

				According to Sophia’s mobile, Liam wasn’t where he was supposed to be. She had asked Crystal to create an application to record all locations related to Stewart and his organization and then track Liam’s whereabouts. If the paths crossed, she would be alerted. Crystal had sent her a text message while she was at the station informing her that Liam was at one of Stewart’s known hangouts and his mobile hadn’t left the location for an hour and forty minutes. But ten minutes before she arrived, the mobile shut off. She sped up so as not to lose him but when she arrived at the location, she couldn’t spot Liam’s car anywhere.

				She sent a text to Crystal for more information and Crystal replied almost immediately. One of Stewart’s known mistresses lived at that location—flat four. Crystal must have been alerted by the application as well.

				When Sophia knocked, no one answered. There was a part of her that was glad because she had no idea what she was going to say. Why couldn’t she just let go?

				As she turned to go, she could hear a noise coming from the flat—a shuffling noise. Could it be Liam? She placed her ear as close to the door without touching it. The noise sounded like a shuffling or perhaps it was a whimper. A dog? Maybe Liam was tied up inside. Her immediate thought was to try the door handle but she just as quickly stopped herself. Liam might be tied up, but that didn’t mean he was alone.

				If she went in, what would she face? Was it worth it? She had some weapons and defence training but she would be useless against any of Stewart’s men even if she had a gun—all of Stewart’s men would have weapons.

			

			
				Sadly, she knew that unless she had eyes in the flat, she couldn’t go in without putting herself in danger. Even if Liam was in there and was in danger, she couldn’t save him.

				She backed down the hall and returned to her car. She tried Liam’s number again but it only went to voicemail. Why was he being so stupid? Then she remembered the pen set; unless he looked under the passenger seat and found it, it would still be there. Quickly she sent another text to Crystal. She had to locate which device he had given her and then she had to turn it on.

				It seemed like forever and not the four and a half minutes it took Crystal to reply.

				According to tech, fifty pens were made but only one had your name engraved into the side. The device was never turned on but they will do so now. I will send you a way to track the device on your mobile.

				Sophia received an email and opened the tracking application, but nothing appeared on screen. She was about to text Crystal again when a blip appeared. The yellow dot was moving and she was at least twenty minutes behind. It became incredibly hard to track him while driving and she thought about waiting until he stopped before she continued but what if he went out of range? What if he was in trouble? Why didn’t he just turn on his mobile phone?

				After following him for a half hour, she knew where the car was headed. Shit. Now she sped up. He still had a fifteen minute lead on her and really, it didn’t matter whoever had control, Liam or Stewart, if she didn’t catch up to them, it wouldn’t turn out well either way. Hell, she knew it may not turn out well even if she did catch up.

			

			
				Although the crime scene tape leading out to the mass grave site was still attached to trees and fence posts, no officers were around. Liam had clearly broken through because the tape cutting off the path had been torn in two. She didn’t know how many speeding tickets she had collected on the way up but she was only five minutes behind him.

				“Please, no one do anything stupid before I get there,” she muttered as she parked her car behind Liam’s. “Please, don’t let anyone do anything stupid once I arrive.”

				She popped the boot and took the only thing resembling a weapon from it—the tire iron. She made her way up the muddy path, slipping twice. Although she couldn’t see anything in the dark and didn’t dare turn on her torch, she knew where the grave sat. She made her way as quietly as she could.

				A thin beam of light and voices could be heard as she approached the clearing. Sophia could only see two figures in the dark and she squinted to try and make out who was kneeling on the ground at the edge of the pit and who was standing with a gun behind him. As Sophia took a few steps closer, she could make out Liam’s figure and voice. Liam held the gun.

				That’s when she decided to step out into the clearing.

				“Liam,” she said. Neither man noticed her so she yelled a bit louder. “Liam!”

				This time, both men turned to look at her. Liam did not look happy.

				“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked. He didn’t move the gun from Stewart’s head and soon after, turned back to him. “You shouldn’t have come. How did you find me?”

				“Are you crazy?” she asked.

			

			
				“Tell your boyfriend that he’s making a mistake,” Stewart said.

				“Shut up,” replied Liam. He kicked the back of Stewart’s leg and Stewart cried out.

				“You bastard. You think you’re going to get away with this? My men will hunt you down.”

				“Liam, listen to him. You’re not thinking straight. We’ll eventually bring him to justice. You don’t have to ruin your life this way.”

				“Ruin my life this way? Stewart ruined my bloody life long ago. The only difference now, I’m not going to let him ruin any more lives. So, Evans, just drive away from here. You don’t need to witness this.”

				Sophia approached. “You’re not a cold-blooded killer.”

				“You don’t know anything about me.”

				“I know that once you kill someone, you can’t take it back.”

				Sophia actually thought she saw the gun start to go down but she must have been mistaken because after Liam shook his head, the gun was moved closer to Stewart’s head.

				“I’m determined to do this, Sophia,” he whispered. “And I really need you to walk away.”

				“I’m not going to leave you, Liam.”

				“What do you want? If you’re looking for money, I have plenty. What do you want?” asked Stewart, turning his head toward Sophia. He didn’t dare look at Liam.

				“Money? I wouldn’t take any of your bloody money,” said Liam. “You don’t even know what you’ve done.” He leaned down and whispered. “Kendra Foxton. You just remember that name because it’s the reason you’ll be lying dead in that pit in a minute.”

			

			
				“I don’t even know who that is,” he replied. “You’ve kidnapped the wrong man.”

				“Shut up, you freak. You know her as Katelin.”

				Stewart laughed. “You two are spooks? You’re not going to kill me.”

				He started to raise himself off the ground, but Liam kicked him again in the same leg.

				“Shit,” he yelled and rubbed his leg. “Yeah, I remember her, she was stupid. That’s why she was killed. If she’s dead, it’s because she was a lousy spook—”

				“Shut up,” Liam yelled.

				“What the hell are you doing, Stewart?” Sophia asked. “You want him to kill you?”

				She put her hand on Liam’s shoulder, she could feel him shaking. “He’s just winding you up and it’s not worth it. Just walk away. Come with me. We’ll go on holiday together. My father has property in Greece. We can go to Greece, we can get away, just the two of us.”

				“Get lost, Evans.”

				“I’m not moving.”

				“I mean it, Evans, walk away. Now.”

				“I’m not moving. It doesn’t have to end badly, Liam. Please, Liam, please. You can’t do this, you can’t kill him. I can’t be a party to this. I can’t let you do this.”

				“Then walk away.”

				Liam was visibly shaking now. He took a step back and breathed in deeply.

				“Okay,” said Liam. He lowered the gun by his side.

				Stewart’s shoulders relaxed and he sat down on the ground. Neither man was the one she knew only a day before. How did her life ever get so complicated? This could have ended so wrong.

			

			
				“Let’s go home, Liam. We can leave Stewart here to find his own way.”

				“Okay,” came Liam’s whisper.

				Sophia turned to go and heard a gun explode behind her. Time slowed around her as she fell to the ground. She smelled the grass and felt the breeze as she rose to her feet.

				“What have you done?” Sophia asked.

				Stewart lay face down in the mud at her feet.

				“You need to go, go right now.” He put the gun away, under his jacket, grabbed her arm and dragged her toward her car. “I’ll clean everything up. Don’t worry about me. Go to your flat and talk to no one, we were together all night. Do you understand? Do you understand?”

				He shook her.

				“You shot him.”

				“Focus. Everything will be all right.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-Six

				Just as Theo and Dorland were about to visit Dorie Armes, Walter Peters walked into the station. Theo caught his eye immediately and directed them to a small sitting room where they could talk privately.

				“What is it?” Theo asked him.

				“I was going through my wife’s belongings, and I found this. I don’t know what to make of it.” He handed Theo a small red notebook. “I don’t know if it’s real or . . . I don’t know. I hope it’s not real.”

				Theo sat down and started reading:

				


				I’m writing all this down now because I don’t know what the future holds. I don’t really want to go through with the plan but I think I may be forced to in the end. To protect the others, I’m not writing down any names. I just need everyone to know why I did it.

				Sometimes I wonder if I dreamt the whole thing because I’ve had plenty of nightmares before. I keep going over the day we planned it all, wondering if I misunderstood. Perhaps it was all a big joke. But it can’t be, can it? Things like this are never a joke.

				I was in the lift at the hospital because Mrs. Cho had given birth the night before and I was on my way to check up on her. Suddenly, there was a jolt and the lights went out. We had just passed the second floor. I heard someone ask if someone had pressed the stop button.

			

			
				I hadn’t paid any attention to who was on the lift with me, so I didn’t even know how many people stood with me in the dark. However, a minute later, when a dim yellow emergency light came on, I saw that two women and I were the lift’s only occupants. I remember we talked about the reasons why the lift would have stopped. One suggested that there could be a fire in the building and the other a terrorist attack. I know they said it because they were scared. I know I was scared, but I suggested we should avoid all worst case scenario discussion while trapped.

				We waited in silence for about ten minutes but it felt like hours. Eventually a man, probably a lift repairman, asked through the sealed door if anyone was in the lift. We all cried yes in unison. He informed us that he didn’t know why the lift had stopped or how long we would be stuck inside, but promised that the lift wouldn’t fall.

				I remember remarking that we were in a government hospital and so the lift was bound to be old and in disrepair. We all had a laugh about that.

				Slowly we relaxed and all of us took a seat on the floor. We introduced ourselves. For the sake of this narrative I will say there was D, the nurse, E, the hairdresser, and me, the doctor. It was like a joke: A doctor, a nurse, and a hairdresser walked into a bar. In this case, it’s a lift and in the punch line: no one wins. Well, at least I don’t feel I’ve won. I should’ve been stronger. I’m a doctor, for goodness sakes, but the hairdresser, she was the instigator.

				How does one even bring up killing someone? We joked about it. I mean, who hasn’t? We’ve all wished someone was dead, haven’t we? Our boss. Our spouse. Our parents. Our neighbors. But we never do it. Thinking about it now, I’m sure I thought she was joking all the time.

			

			
				It all started when I asked the hairdresser why she came to the hospital. She told us about her doctor’s appointment and how her medication was worse than the disease and the disease is pretty bad. The poor girl was HIV positive.

				We just stared at her pitifully. She told us to stop because everyone always felt sorry for her and it didn’t change anything. She told us she wished she never got infected in the first place. I could hear the anger in her voice. She went from the chatty, joking woman to a bitter woman in seconds. And I really couldn’t blame her. I’ve seen one child die from AIDS and it was horrible.

				She had only found out three months ago, after she caught an infection. She couldn’t understand how she got it. Of course she panicked. And she told us that she was less concerned about herself and her first thought was for her husband. She knew she had to tell him and that he had to be tested.

				We asked her how he took the news.

				She told us he said he should have told her sooner. Can you believe that? He knew and didn’t tell her. He also didn’t tell her he was having an affair with a man for eight months. What a bloody bastard! I was angry for the poor woman. And she said they had been having sex more than ever because she wanted a child.

				We were silent for a while. I think all of us forgot we were trapped in the lift.

				The nurse went next. At first she just complained about everyone in the world. She listed a few horrible people that didn’t even care they’ve ruined our lives. Then she told us her sad story. When she was fifteen, her older sister went missing. Their family searched for years but knew she had to be dead. She was sure her sister would never have left them for so long without contacting them in some way. It tore their family apart. Her step-dad left and her mum went insane and had to be cared for because she couldn’t care for herself anymore. And she only turned sixty this year.

			

			
				I asked if the police had stopped looking and she said something that shocked me, she thought she had found her sister’s killer. Of course we asked her how.

				She explained she found a pair of earrings that had belonged to her, a pair she had made herself so she knew they were hers. Her sister had borrowed them the day she went missing. She told us she thought about those earrings a lot and at one point even convinced herself that if she had never lent the earrings to her sister, maybe her sister wouldn’t have gone missing. We just sat there quietly. Listening. Shocked.

				She explained that she eventually became a nurse; partly to care for her mum and perhaps it was because she thought she was meant to catch her sister’s killer.

				We asked an obvious question. How did you find him?

				She explained she unbelievably started to work for him. The company she worked for asked her to fill in on a temporary assignment when one of the nurses became ill. On the third day of caring for the old man, she came across her earrings. She knew they were hers because when one of the stones fell out, she had to hot-glue it back in and use green string to keep everything together. She could still see the green string. She took them home with her.

				So did you confront him? Ask him about your sister?

				No.

				We couldn’t believe it. The hairdresser was ready to beat the sorry arse right then and there. I guess she was no longer needed on her temporary assignment and was assigned to another older couple. She told us that eventually she did go back and ask about the earrings. He said they belonged to his mother and had the nerve to ask for them back. In fact, he laughed at her. Although he never confessed to anything, the nurse knew he had done it. It was the way he looked at her, and the way he probably looked at all women, like they were his toys. Dirty old bastard.

			

			
				Again we sat quiet.

				Then they turned to me. I had to have a story too. Compared with their stories, my life situation seemed like a bed of roses. Thinking about it now, I should have kept my mouth shut.

				I told them my husband was cheating on me and how I had caught him two weeks before. How I couldn’t bring myself to say anything and how he acted so in love with me but cheated on me with another woman.

				I became more and more angry the longer I continued my story. I could tell the others were getting angry as well. The longer we stayed in the lift, the worse the situation became for us. We went from trying to stay positive to slowly bringing out the worst in each other. I knew then that we would walk out of the lift changed women. I just didn’t know how changed we would be.

				Did you know we actually came up with a name? We called ourselves the Otis Group. Otis, for the man who invented the lift. I guess in the end, it was his fault. He shouldn’t have invented such a shitty lift.

				The hairdresser came up with the idea. Thinking about it now, I think she had come up with it long ago but could never find a situation where she could have so much privacy and such willing participants.

				Such a simple sentence. “We should kill them, you know.”

				We looked at her like she was joking, but I knew immediately that she wasn’t. The nurse didn’t want to because she was afraid of getting caught.

			

			
				The hairdresser convinced us that if we were smart about it, we wouldn’t get caught. It would be like the movie, and we would have to commit each other’s murders. And then, we would have to alibi each other out. If we keep our mouths shut, they could never prove a thing.

				For only about fifteen minutes did we fight her on it. Fifteen. Meanwhile, we considered it. We must have because it didn’t take long for both of us to decide to go along with it. Within minutes we had a plan and a time line. How easy it is to plan a murder. The murder of three people. Three people we knew everything about.

				The hairdresser said she would go first, commit the first murder and she chose the serial killer. She said she had nothing to lose.

				A few minutes later, before I had time to change my mind, the doors opened. We had been in the lift for over four hours. We didn’t speak to each other much after we exited the lift, but it was like we shared our whole lives.

				For some reason I thought that if I returned to my normal life, this would all go away. But then I read the papers the day the serial killer died. I hadn’t realized I had fallen to the floor until one of the nurses asked if I was all right. I picked up the paper and quickly folded it so that they wouldn’t see what I was reading, but for some reason, I always felt they knew. I wasn’t even guilty and I felt they knew. But I was guilty, wasn’t I? If I hadn’t agreed, no one would be hurt. It was my fault.

				Later that night I watched The Talented Mr. Ripley and Strangers on a Train on my computer. I even kept my earphones on so as to keep it from my husband. I felt so ashamed. And in the film, it never turned out well. They got caught. I would get caught too. I couldn’t get some of the lines out of my head.

			

			
				“She was a human being. Let me remind you that even the most unworthy of us has a right to life and the pursuit of happiness.”

				“My theory is that everyone is a potential murderer.”

				My blood pressure continues to go up. I’ve been getting pains in my chest. I had to get a fellow doctor to prescribe Cilazapril for me. Without proper sleep at night, it’s impossible to eat right and focus on what I have to do at work.

				Patients are suffering. Last week I realized I prescribed antibiotics instead of birth control pills and had to ring up the female patient to come in for the correct prescription. I was lucky she hadn’t visited the chemist yet. I could have been completely discredited. When patients tell me their complaints, I can’t be absent. Sometimes the patient will stop talking and ask, “So, what do you think the issue is?” and I can’t even remember the complaint.

				I’ve seen the hairdresser standing out on the corner outside my surgery. She doesn’t approach, she just watches. She’s done her part and as far as I know, has gotten away with it. I wonder if she’s been following the nurse around because according to the set out timeline, the nurse is next. We each have a few weeks so as not to raise too much suspicion. I know that the nurse is soon and the woman my husband has been sleeping with will be gone.

				I repeat that over and over again. My husband deserves this, look what he’s done to me and my family. He could have given me AIDS just like the hairdresser’s husband did, or any of the other types of sexually transmitted diseases. And I’ve seen them. They are not pretty. I hope he’s using protection with her. The slut.

			

			
				I keep searching the computer for news confirming that Doc Tipring was capable of murder but I can’t find any. I know he came from the Tipring family. They are a well-known and very rich family. Could a killer come from a background like that? What if he wasn’t? What if the hairdresser killed a perfectly innocent old man? How could I know if E’s husband was really gay? Was he really a cheater? How could I be sure?

				I knew E’s husband was my victim so I began to follow him around. He was younger than I imagined and extremely thin. He drove a simple dark blue Peugeot to and from his office. In the week I followed him, I never saw him with a man. I only saw him go home to E. E and her husband never did anything together. She stayed in her bedroom when he arrived home and he watched television until bed. They didn’t even share a bedroom.

				In two weeks, my husband’s girlfriend is supposed to die. I debate every day whether I should go to the police. Confess to the plan. Tell her to watch herself. But I don’t and I don’t know why. What am I going to say? I can’t even prove who it was that killed the old man. Hell, the police don’t even know what he’s done. But above all, I don’t because I’m so afraid of E. She was crazy and now I know she’s capable of killing someone. She feels like she has nothing to lose. If she gets caught, she’s sick and only has a few years to live anyway.

				And the person I’m supposed to kill is killing without any remorse.

				And the person I’m supposed to kill is killing without any remorse.

				And the person I’m supposed to kill is killing without any remorse.

			

			
				And if I keep repeating it, it’s easier.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-Seven

				Dorie and her sister, Marla, sat down on the sofa and stared at Theo and Dorland. The two women did not seem impressed that the officers were making another visit. Dorland stood up and went over to the mantle above the faux fireplace. He picked up one photo of Charlotta. She was extremely beautiful, standing in front of the Eiffel Tower in Paris and trying to hold her flowery dress down. Another photo showed Dorie and her sister Charlotta at the market buying clothes. They were so happy.

				That was when he saw the earrings. Dorie was wearing the earrings. The exact earrings from Doc’s collection, the ones that were missing. They had her. Dorland handed the photo to Theo and tapped the spot. It took a few moments for Theo to understand the point.

				“We have found out a lot about Doc Tipring in the last few days. For instance, we have discovered he may have murdered over thirty women.”

				Dorie didn’t move or say anything.

				“Who is this Doc Tipring?” Dorie’s sister asked. “What does he have to do with us?”

				“Your sister worked for him, did she tell you? For a total of three days. However, it was long enough for her to discover that the man killed her sister, your sister.”

			

			
				Marla turned to Dorie. “What are they talking about? You found the man that killed Charlotta?”

				“How would I know he murdered my sister?” Dorie asked.

				“Because of the earrings. The missing earrings. These missing earrings.” Theo held the photo up to Dorie’s face and pointed directly at the emerald earrings.

				“If they are missing, how do you know that those are them?”

				“Because they were extremely important to Tipring. Not only did he fire a nurse over them but ahead of time, he had each set photographed and gave them to his solicitor. We know the exact set that was missing.”

				“Even if what you say is true, there’s no way I knew Doc killed my sister. And there is no way I killed him. I have an alibi, remember?”

				Although her sister was meant to step in and protect her, Marla seemed too shocked by what she heard.

				“We know, but even though you may have an alibi, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t hire someone to kill him. Do you know a woman named Marjorie Peters?”

				Dorie squinted at him and studied his eyes. For a moment, Theo thought she would just come out and admit the truth, but finally she leaned back in her chair and smiled at him.

				“No. Who is she?”

				“She died recently. On the same day another victim—Sharon Yoder—died.”

				“I don’t know who either of those people are.”

				“I think you do.”

				“We found a journal belonging to Mrs. Peters in which she tells the story of three women trapped in an elevator.”

				Theo watched Dorie waver but she didn’t say anything. He gave a brief summary of the journal.

			

			
				“Does it mention my name?”

				“No, but it does mention a nurse with the first initial D.”

				“That doesn’t prove anything,” said Marla.

				“I hired no one,” Dorie said quickly. “You can search my bank statements all you want.”

				“We are searching through your financial records. So, my suggestion is, if you have information that could help us catch Mr. Tipring’s killer, it would be in your best interest to help us.”

				“Just a minute now,” her sister stepped in, “are you charging my sister with murder?”

				“Not yet, but we are close to finding all the missing pieces.”

				“Well then, in the meantime I want you both to leave. What you’re insinuating is horrendous. I just found out my other sister has been found and you dare accuse my family of murder? I don’t know what evidence you think you have but—” She stopped. She turned to Dorie, but Dorie was looking at her hands in her lap. “Just leave. And don’t come back until you have something concrete. If you ever find anything.”

				As soon as Theo stepped from the house, he turned to Dorland and said, “I want that woman watched. I want to know everything she does; I want to know who she sees. I’m not going to let her get away with murder—no matter who the victim is. We’re missing something.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Dorland’s mobile rang. Theo stopped while his partner took the call.

				“They have talked to Maddock’s sister,” said Dorland, placing the mobile against his chest, “but she doesn’t have any idea where her brother and uncle went to hunt. There are many different hunting spots near the house, but she said it would depend on things such as where the game was found that year and party preference. As for irises, there are a few places they grow in the area and on the property. It may take a while to make a search through it all. What do you want us to do?”

			

			
				Theo looked up at the sky, perhaps for a sign. There was no way he had the manpower or resources to handle a search of that magnitude. He needed help. Someone who had the resources he didn’t.

				“Tell them I’ll let them know,” said Theo.

				Theo rang Sophia. She answered on the first ring.

				“It’s not a good time, Theo,” she answered.

				“Listen, Sophia, I actually really need some help. I have a large area of land to search and I can’t possibly ask for the manpower.”

				“What do you want me to do?”

				He had no idea. “I’m not sure.” He explained what happened during the interview with Dorie and Dorland’s previous phone call.

				“I’ll see what I can do. Let me ring you back.” She rang off before he could say anything.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter Fifty-Eight

				Ten detectives and Sophia filed in to Diane Tipring’s living room. Theo watched the host take deliberate steps back and forth across the room, the search warrant shaking in her hand. She wasn’t impressed by the commotion in her house and the many patrol cars in her driveway, and she told them so.

				“What is this about?” she asked again. “You can’t be serious about Maddock. I’ve received quite a few phone calls over the last few days. I don’t know what you hope to find here.”

				“It’s true, we may not find anything on this property. But we have to check,” said Theo. He took a deep breath. There would be no easy way to explain. “We have found evidence that your brother had committed murder, perhaps multiple murders.”

				Diane sat down on the sofa.

				“He may have buried the bodies here, on the property somewhere,” continued Sophia.

				“Bodies? How many people is he accused of killing?”

				“We don’t know for sure but it could be over thirty,” said Theo.

				“Why does it matter now?” She sighed. “He’s dead. He can’t hurt anyone anymore.”

				“There are families out there that need closure. Their daughters have been missing for years. Years. We are going to search the bodies of water and anywhere he could have buried the bodies on your property.”

			

			
				“Well, I can’t see him burying anyone on this property. When would he have done it? I haven’t seen him in this house in many years. In fact, we had the small pond drained about fifteen years ago because we had some livestock fall in and get stuck. We did not find any bodies in the pond, officers.”

				“What about the pool?”

				“That’s man-made and only three feet deep. If he did throw thirty plus bodies into it, we would have noticed. The fish would have nowhere to swim.” She looked smug. In two minutes, she had reduced two of their choices.

				“Do you like irises?” Sophia asked as she stepped forward.

				“What?” Diane turned to her. “No.”

				“Well, someone liked irises.” Sophia pointed to a small painting of a vase with yellow irises.

				“My mother liked them, but she is dead now.”

				“Did she ever have them in the house?”

				“Of course.”

				“Where did she get them? Did she buy them or did they grow naturally nearby?”

				“Well, they grow along the river.”

				“Does that river run through your property?” asked Theo.

				“Just outside, they grow wild. But they are not blooming now. When they bloom, the yellow stretches on for miles.”

				“We should search there,” suggested Sophia. “The poem mentioned irises.”

				“You believe he would bury the bodies by the river? Not on his own property?” asked Dorland.

				“Do many walk near the river?”

				“It’s not really accessible to the public.” Then she perked up. “However, I know the neighbors often walk their dogs along the river. I’m sure the dogs would have picked up something if there was something to find.”

				Theo knew this to be true, especially if a body had been recently buried. However, the bodies were not and perhaps they were deep underground. It didn’t matter though. It was enough to crush the spirits of the officers in the room. Even Sophia bit her nails—she knew it too.

			

			
				“We should do a quick search anyway,” Sophia whispered to him.

				“Of course. I just hope we find something soon we can’t use the man power for long. Do you understand?”

				She nodded.

				A large crowd of officers and a few MI5 agents gathered by the river which ran alongside the property line. Theo gave directions, one team of officers would head left and another right. The last team would cross the bridge farther down and make their way along the other side. All teams had dogs and metal detectors, but the search would be slow and arduous. Theo walked along the river, hoping to find bones or anything that the river might have eroded away. Sophia walked along the property line making marks on the map as she went along. She didn’t seem interested in the river at all.

				After a quarter mile, she stopped and called out to Theo, “I’m heading the other way now.”

				“Why?”

				“This is the end of the Tipring property line. So I’m going back to search the other direction.”

				“I thought you believed the bodies were buried in water. Why aren’t you looking in the river?”

				“You have to understand, not everything in the poem is to be taken literally. Water may be involved but it may not be in the way you think. I come across this type of thing in my codes all the time.” With that, she turned on her heels and quickly walked the other way. Theo left Dorland in charge of the team and followed her.

				She walked a lot faster now, even past her start point. What exactly was she looking for? For almost half a mile she kept at the pace until she came across a part of the property fence that was protected with wire. No one, including animals, would be able to cross. She returned to the part of the wooden fence before the wire started and climbed between the slats. On the other side was grass as far as the eye could see. Theo didn’t understand what the barbed section was used for, but Sophia seemed excited. Again, she ran on farther and then suddenly stopped.

			

			
				“What is it?” he asked her.

				“That.” She pointed to the field. He saw nothing but grass.

				“The irises,” she continued.

				“The irises are supposed to be along the river.” Besides, he didn’t see any irises.

				She took him over to a few boxes—planters—partially hidden in the tall grass. Overgrown grasses surrounded the almost dead leaves of the irises. “These ones are better, they’re planted.”

				“How did you see this?”

				“I was searching for it. I was looking for planted irises. If our Doc was to find the bodies again, he would need a subtle sign as to where he buried them. Iris surrounded by stone would not attract notice from an outsider walking along the fence, especially a fence with added barbed-wire. Even if a dog smelled something on the other side, he wouldn’t be able to dig anything up. And, I suspect, the bodies were nicely wrapped before burial in plastic of some sort.”

				“Why do you say that?”

				“Isn’t that what they all do? You know, on the telly.”

				Theo laughed. “Maybe you watch too much telly.”

				“Or not. It’s a bit cliche, don’t you think?”

				Theo managed to call an officer over and after going back to the part of the fence he could cross, brought a metal detector over. Slowly they searched the ground for anything that could give them hope.

			

			
				“How deep do you think he buried them?”

				“I wouldn’t imagine he would go far because he was secluded and on his own land. This man had the perfect place to bury the bodies. Who knows how many years it would have been before we discovered what he had done. It took twenty years for someone to come across the earrings and if they hadn’t, he would still be alive and continuing to mock us.”

				“I doubt he suspected a code-breaker would take interest in his art and decide to decipher them.”

				“Sounds a bit fantastic.”

				He laughed until the metal detector went off. Everyone leaned in close to the screen and a round metal object came into view.

				“What is that?” he asked. “A bracelet?”

				“We need to dig. If it is a bracelet, there could be an arm attached.”

				They began to dig, carefully as to not break anything below the ground. Slowly a bone came into view, with a bracelet attached. Theo called the rest of the teams over and they uncovered the body.

				“Notice the kneecaps are missing,” Theo remarked.

				“I noticed,” Sophia replied.

				One by one, the bodies were laid side-by-side on plastic. Theo wasn’t sure whether he should be excited or sickened. He knew it would provide a sense of closure for each of the victim’s families. And although Doc would never be brought to a court of law for his wicked crimes, in a way, justice was already served. If only he could prove Dorie had done murdered him and then all his cases could be wrapped up.

				Sophia came and stood by him. The housekeeper had brought coffee out for the detectives, and Sophia accepted one without hesitation. The sun was beginning to fall and the wind bit at Theo’s face. Sophia held her hand against one cheek and the coffee cup against the other. The team of coroners were setting up a tent in order to protect the bodies from potential rain.

			

			
				“I’ve seen too many mass graves,” Sophia said quietly and took another sip of coffee.

				“What? What did you say?” Theo asked.

				She looked at him.

				“Do you ever get tired of this line of work? People believe England is this wonderful country and that nothing like kidnapping or organ-harvesting happen here, and yet . . .” She patted his arm. “I may have to go away for a while.”

				“Why?”

				“My life has recently become a lot more complicated.”

				“Anything I can help with?”

				She studied his eyes. “Theo, I don’t know. I may ring you for help sometime in the future, but—”

				“My brother did this?” Diane Tipring asked from behind them.

				Theo and Sophia turned around. Up to this point Diane chose to stay in her house rather than survey what was happening on her property. She guarded her doorway, reluctantly letting the officers in or out to use the toilet or remove bagged items from the house. Perhaps she knew this could only tarnish the family name. How would he feel if one of his family members was suspected of committing so many brutal crimes? How could one hold their head up in public?

				As another body was laid beside the seven already pulled from the ground. Theo could hear Diane’s sharp inhale and wondered what went through her mind. “My brother did this?” she asked again.

			

			
				“We believe so,” Theo replied.

				“The bastard. He’s dead and he’s still able to ruin my bloody life.” She stomped back into the house.

				The coroners all agreed on one thing: all the knee bones were missing.

				“What did Tipring do with half of them?” Sophia asked.

				“What do you mean?” Theo asked.

				“Well, we only found thirty-two patellas buried in his garden and we know there should be two kneecaps for each body, so what happened to the other thirty-two bones? Do you think he’s kept them elsewhere?”

				“I don’t know if we’ll ever find out what he has done, not completely. I can’t believe we never connected any of the murders, or came close to finding the killer of all these women. I want to go back and search through all the missing person’s files after we identify these women. I want to see why no one looked further into the cases. Someone had to have questioned him or their disappearance.”

				“How could no one suspect a serial killer was loose in the streets of London?” she asked. “Twenty years or more these women lay in the cold ground. Who knows if the families ever found closure.”

				“And all these women may not have been from London. We don’t know if he traveled around England collecting bodies.”

				Sophia closed her eyes.

				“I’m just happy it’s over and that you’ve found the missing girls,” said Sophia. “If Dorie—or whoever murdered Doc—doesn’t get charged with murder, I can’t say I’d be sorry. He deserved to die, and maybe worse.”

				“I’m not sure I could find anything to charge her with. They played the game well: the strangers on a train, or in this case, lift. How they ever convinced each other to kill for one another, I’ll never know.”

			

			
				“Sometimes the desire for revenge is really strong. Wouldn’t you want to kill the person who killed your wife?”

				“Who killed my wife?”

				“Well, you know what I mean. If you think you’re killing your sister’s murderer, you couldn’t say you wouldn’t want revenge.”

				“I would want justice and not revenge. I couldn’t murder someone in cold blood. Could you?”

				She looked away. Shit. He had forgotten that she had killed Marcus Masters. That must be what she was so upset about.

				“I wouldn’t think anyone I knew was capable of murder but I guess we all could be. Oh, Theo, why does life have to be so complicated?”

				“I don’t know. What I do know is this,” said Theo, “I now have thirty-two more cases to clean up. I hope the families can find some peace in all this.”

				“I hope so. We all could use a little peace. I could be—” Sophia’s mobile let off a chime. She pulled it from her jacket pocket and stared at the screen for a few minutes. Her eyebrows creased. “I have to go.”

				“Oh? Is everything all right?”

				“I have something to deal with,” she said, and gulped down the last of her coffee. “I hope you find all the bodies.”

				She made a fast sprint toward her car.

				“Do you—” he started but she didn’t turn around.

				“Well, good-bye until next time,” he said to himself and walked over and stood by Dorland.
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				For the codebreakers among us, try to solve the puzzles along with the detectives at: http://clarissadraper.wix.com/wrbyv
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