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PROLOGUE

 

 

"It's time."

With narrowed eyes, Daisy McKay stared at the message. Her phone was on silent, of course. For this stealth mission, she couldn't even allow it to buzz. Silent meant completely quiet, only the flashing of the screen giving away when a message came through.

"I'm ready," she texted back.

"15 mins. Usual place."

Her heart sped up. She jumped up from her perched position on her bed and glanced in the mirror.

Wide, blue eyes stared back at her. Eyes that needed mascara to frame them. Quickly, she applied it, then smoothed raspberry colored lip gloss on her lips and her cheeks, an old make-up trick she'd learned back in the States that had worked for her. 

She tucked the lip gloss into her jeans pocket. Her thick, strawberry blonde hair was hidden away under a dark baseball cap, pulled low. She grabbed a black bomber jacket—too warm for this late summer evening, but stealth came first—and put her wallet in the pocket. She'd take it off when she got where she was going, and then, she’d enjoy the spangled, spaghetti-strapped top she was wearing underneath.

Traveling light tonight. Well, there was no choice.

She pushed open the bedroom door.

This was the hard part. Here was where it got tricky. She couldn't go out of the front of the building, where security would be watching. Instead, she'd have to sneak her way out of the back—where an old-fashioned, outdoor fire escape offered an alternative route down to the kitchen—and then out the back, through the pedestrian gate, for which she’d managed to steal a key.

Being an ambassador's daughter sounds all glamorous and fun, she thought to herself, walking as quietly as she could through the kitchen and toward the fire escape, tiptoeing awkwardly in her high heeled ankle boots. But what it means is that you're a prisoner half the darned time! I mean, here I am, locked up in an apartment with security outside! And I'm eighteen! Eighteen? And in a safe country? Britain's safe, right? My friends back home in the States are all going out and partying on their own!

The rebellious thoughts helped infuse her with courage as she headed out of the steel barred back door, easing it gently open.

Tonight, she was going to do something for herself, something that she had always wanted to do but seldom had the chance. She was going to have fun, to live a little, to feel alive. This was her chance to finally break free from the shackles of her overprotective father, who she felt was using his diplomatic status to try to control her, and to actually enjoy her life like a normal person.

The night air hit her, warm and breezy and full of excitement. The groomed grounds of their residence made a pool of darkness, but London lay beyond. Lights glimmered; music pumped. It was eleven p.m. on a Friday, and the city was alive. 

Her parents were away overnight at a diplomatic function in Edinburgh. They'd wanted her to go, too, but she'd refused, with her plans already in mind. Hence, the increased security presence in her well-equipped, comfortable prison.

Was that the guard? That dark figure, with his heavy tread?

Taking in a deep, frantic breath, she flattened herself against the wall, clinging to the fire escape railing, staying as still as she could, hoping that if it was a guard, he would not look up. 

She waited, closing her eyes, her heart pounding as she anticipated his shout that would mean the end of her brief, exciting moment of freedom. Slowly, she counted to ten. Opened them again.

The guard, if it had been him, was gone.

Time to hustle. She ran as fast as she could, knowing that her feet were clanging on the stairs, reckoning the speed was worth the noise.

Letting out a relieved breath that she didn't even realize she'd been holding in, she reached ground level. The paved path was under her boots. She hurried to the pedestrian gate, glad that this route led the back way through a short stretch of well-treed garden.

The key moved smoothly in the lock, and she was out. Now, her boots hit the sidewalk. She could have fist pumped the air in triumph but decided to save that for when she was actually in the club. First, she needed to put some distance between herself and her London home, which was on the borders of Regent’s Park.

Quickly, keeping her head low, wrapping that dark jacket around her, she headed down the road, turning into the first street she came to.

Once she was out of sight of the building, Daisy broke into a run. She ran down the street, her heart pounding with excitement. She felt free. Free as a bird, the high point of her week.

But a sudden coldness inside her made her look back. Was something wrong? Had she seen movement out of the corner of her eye?

Was someone following her? Her first, immediate fear was that security had noticed her after all, and that she was in big trouble now.

She couldn’t see anything behind her, but even so, she took a swift zigzag route—not looking back in case it gave her away—winding her way left and right through the streets, heading for the alleyway that was the designated meeting spot.

The streets were fairly quiet this time of night, but there were still other people out walking, heading off to their parties, coming back from pubs and celebrations. There was a nice vibe in the air. A spirit of adventure that she was now a part of.

Despite that, she couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't quite right. 

Three street corners on, and she gave in to that prickling feeling and stopped, checking behind her once more. Perhaps it was her own guilty conscience at play, imagining a guard was following her, looking to catch up with her and catch her in the act, and tell her dad, who would be madder than mad at her.

That was the sensation she was getting, but there was nobody behind her who looked like a guard or who seemed to be following her at all. Not that she could see, anyway.

With her nerves calming down a little, Daisy started to walk again, albeit at a faster pace than before, her high heeled boots clicking loudly against the pavement.

Now that she was farther away and closer to her meeting point, she was getting excited and actually looking forward to the drinking, the dancing, and the partying in the super-trendy underground nightclub that she was headed to. From now until early morning. She didn't plan to return before dawn, and that would be good timing because the guards usually knocked off for coffee at six a.m. She could sneak in again, hopefully, and nobody would be any the wiser.

And there was the alley ahead, looming, looking darker than she remembered—a gloomy, narrow gap in the street.

Her friends would be at the other end. She was almost there!

Frowning, she stopped, turning again.

Why was she feeling so uneasy? It was as if the sensation was getting worse, not better. Was her own guilty conscience troubling her now? Or something else?

She shook her head, trying to brush off the nagging feeling. It was probably just her nerves playing tricks on her. There was nobody behind her. Well, a couple of people, but they were clearly going about their own business. Two guys crossing the road and heading out of sight, and a woman quickly walking a few blocks away, her head down.

No danger. She needed to stop being paranoid, or she might end up sabotaging herself. Although, seeing she was feeling so jumpy, she should maybe text her friends and ask them to meet her right here.

Daisy turned again, facing the alleyway, taking out her phone.

And gasped in a shocked breath.

There was someone standing there, right there, in its dark mouth. Where had he come from? How had he gotten there?

Intent was in every line of his body. His face was obscured by a darkened hood as he moved swiftly toward her.

Someone had been following her! They had! Not a guard, but someone else, someone dangerous. 

She began to scream, but before she could make a sound, a gloved hand wrenched her off her feet, clamped over her mouth. Steely arms encircled her, lifting her. The hand at her mouth was suffocating, and it stank of a strong-smelling chemical. Something was making her sleepy. 

Gray fog was blotting out the nighttime scene.

She tried again to struggle and cry, but her efforts were lost in the fog that thickened and encircled her, locking her in its chilly embrace.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The information in her father's ledger was turning her world upside down.

Paging through it again, her stomach churning, FBI agent Juliette Hart was wishing she'd never accessed that storage container where his possessions had been stashed away for years after his murder.

Her father hadn’t been the man she thought he was. She was being forced to confront the terrible realization that he’d been taking bribes.

After the quick search through the container, she'd organized for everything in it to be shipped back to her Paris apartment, where she now worked as a member of the special international task force. Her thoughts had been to go through it and donate it, sell it, or keep it.

The process had taken a couple of weeks to organize and then she'd been busy and hadn't had time to unpack the boxes.

Now, finally, the contents were all unpacked and neatly arranged.

A box of books—in various languages—including quite a few political works, and one or two thrillers, always her dad's go-to for relaxation. Some old crockery and cutlery, a few dining room chairs, a couple of antique tables, magazine racks, ornaments, and pictures.

All quality goods, tastefully chosen and well kept. She was keeping four of the chairs, a table, and a couple of the ornaments and pictures that suited her apartment and which held fond memories of a childhood that had been spent in many different countries as her diplomat father had moved, right up until his murder in Germany.

This was all the stuff that was useless to her, at any rate, for anything regarding his death.

And then—the small, hard covered ledger. That was the opposite.

It was lying on the table, now bathed in a ray of the morning sun filtering through her apartment window. From here, she could hear the swish of the traffic, the occasional snatch of conversation as people passed by below, bicycle bells, and the honk of a taxicab, and the now familiar sound of the delivery van arriving to collect some of the bread, freshly baked at the boulangerie on the other side of the road.

The ledger was taunting her with its presence. 

"You know I don't want to touch you or look at you again," she told it, as if it could actually hear her words. 

But she had to. 

Picking it up again, she pushed her honey blonde hair behind her ears, opened her laptop, and scooted into one of the surprisingly comfortable chairs. But she felt heavy inside with the unpleasantness and the fear about what was unfolding. 

Juliette was almost relieved when her phone rang.

It was Lucien, her boyfriend.

As of last week, her long-distance boyfriend.

"Bonjour," she answered, making sure to have a smile in her voice, even though she felt so conflicted inside on so many levels. He’d been so busy since he’d left, and so had she, that they hadn’t spoken for days.

"Bonjour, Juliette," he said.

"How's Marseilles?" she asked, hating the words.

He sighed. "I'm sure you can imagine how it's been," he said. "Not easy. I'm missing you. And taking over a new police precinct, revising the protocols, looking at what can be improved—it's never easy. There’s always resistance and politics."

His voice was heavy, and she felt a pang inside. It was almost as if she were talking to a stranger. Damn, she was missing him. They'd only dated a couple of months, but he'd been an entertaining companion, a passionate, exciting presence in her life, and a tender lover to whom she'd opened up her body and her mind.

Okay, they'd also had a few arguments that had sent sparks flying! Especially at first, but also when either of them disagreed on something important. Juliette warned herself not to misremember. Keep it real, she reminded herself.

"I'm missing you, too," she admitted. "The apartment feels empty. The walk to work is very lonely on my own. Hopefully, we can see each other this weekend, if you're not too busy?"

He'd been offered the role—a minor promotion from his current job as a Paris based detective—of heading up an investigation unit in the south of France, based at Marseilles. Juliette knew he hadn't wanted to accept it, but for the sake of his career, turning it down would have meant stalling indefinitely. So, there hadn't been a choice. That was how it went with police work.

The phone crackled, the sound static for a moment, before his voice came through clear again. "I’m busy this weekend, the whole weekend. Got the national chief of police here because I wanted to revise some protocols. It’ll be the same the following weekend."

Precious time, bleeding away without any window of opportunity to see him. This wasn’t what she wanted.

"It's only a three-and-a-half-hour train ride," she emphasized, looking for the positives. "Through beautiful countryside. Even if it takes a few more weeks to get it right, I can’t wait to get that ticket and make the trip."

"A trip I look forward to making many times, if it means seeing you," he said, but she heard the flatness in his voice. Police work was unpredictable. Cases could annihilate weekends in minutes. The chance of having two or three uninterrupted days together was slim. Their daily walks to work had been so treasured, and now, they were gone.

"What are you busy with now?" he asked. 

She sighed. She hadn’t wanted to confide in him about this, because it sounded as if he had a lot on his plate, but suddenly, she needed to share.

"I've been trying to piece together what happened after my dad’s murder. That's really why I wanted to get his belongings out of storage."

Lucien made a sympathetic noise. "Do you think you can find anything, with it being so long ago?"

Juliette sighed, reaching toward that book, picking it up, its cover now warm from the sun.

"I’ve found something. There's this ledger that was in his suit pocket. My dad always kept notes. This one was mostly finances, calculations, lists of expenses and payments."

"Go on?" Lucien sounded intrigued. Juliette could imagine him, his dark hair neatly cut, his lean, defined face serious.

"It goes back years and ends just a couple of days before he died. I guess it was packed up with his personal possessions and forgotten about. And there are entries in there that disturb me. And I've been researching them."

"Like what?" he asked.

"A diplomat should get his salary, right? And no other money coming in?"

"Maybe money from back home, if he had investments or interest being paid, rental income, or other businesses he was a part of?" Lucien asked doubtfully.

"My father was getting these payments at random times. All of them are round numbers." Juliette paused, letting the significance of that sink in, feeling the knowledge crushing her. She wanted so badly to share this burden but knew at the same time that she was being disloyal to her own memories of him by admitting to this.

That didn't matter. She was going to hunt down the truth. Her own sense of justice, one of her strongest characteristics, didn't allow otherwise.

"Like what?"

"Eight thousand euros from H. Winkler, two months before Dad died. Then, eight months earlier, ten thousand euros from someone called Abramovic. Go back three months, and there's a payment of twenty thousand and another of four thousand, one from Hellier Investments and one from Philippedes." She sighed. "I'm trying to trace these people, to find out who they are."

Lucien was silent. "Do you know for sure the payments were made to him?"

"My father listed them in the book. I don't have access to his bank accounts. Those details are long gone. But I imagine the police would surely have checked his bank account for any irregularities, so perhaps they were made somewhere else. Into another account?"

She let out a deep, shaky breath. Confronting this knowledge was eating away at her.

"That is very concerning," he said.

Juliette nodded, even though he couldn't see her. "I know. I feel like I'm uncovering something I wasn't supposed to. Like I'm digging up secrets that were meant to stay buried. But I'm going ahead all the same, trying to find out who these people are, and if they have any connection to Dad."

Lucien's voice was gentle. "You don't have to do this alone, you know. You can talk to the police. Let them investigate and perhaps reopen the case. They may have more evidence or even be able to explain those payments. It's their job."

"I know, but I want to know too. I need to know. This is my father we're talking about, Lucien. I owe it to him to find out what happened."

There was a pause and then Lucien's voice came through, his words measured, "I understand. But be careful, okay? If you go digging, you don't know who you're dealing with."

Juliette heard the warning in his voice and understood it. Her father had been brutally murdered. And, if one of these names listed in the ledger had been a criminal organization covering its tracks, they wouldn't blink at covering them again.

Perhaps it was better to leave it. Lucien's words were tempting.

But then her computer pinged.

The search she'd been doing was over, and it had gotten results.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“I’ve got something here!” Juliette said, the words coming out louder than she’d expected.

"What is it?" Lucien’s voice was loud and concerned as she put the phone onto speaker so that she could scroll through the results that had just come up.

"Hellier Investments. There's a description here for the company."

"And? What company is it?"

"It says here that it closed down five years ago after the authorities intervened. From the report here, it was a shell company," Juliette said, her voice shaking. "It was registered in the Cayman Islands, and it was suspected of being a front for money laundering and illegal activities."

"Oh, no," Lucien said. "Oh, no, Juliette." He paused. "This couldn't be an investigation your father was doing into someone else?"

That was the hope she'd clung to also. For a while. But with the salary payment listed, too, and the outgoing expenses—there was no doubt in her mind.

"His salary's on the list. Other things, too, our expenses. The mortgage for our home, back in the States, and other properties. My mother's retirement fund. My expenses, the savings for me to go to Oxford University."

Her voice shook.

She'd always known she was lucky to get such fine schooling which she had thought must have been an ambassador’s perk. Although her father had lived and worked in his overseas postings, he'd also been able to afford a luxurious home in a good area, back in the States, as well as a couple of investment properties. There was the small beachfront apartment in Mykonos that was never without a tenant or guest, and there was the home in Sardinia that had a permanent renter, for now, and there was property in the south of England, a small farmhouse on ten acres, leased by a local farmer who ran his chicken business from there.

She'd inherited the proceeds from them. The income was her nest egg in an investment account. She'd always felt she was fortunate to be from a well-off family, even though she wasn’t a materialistic person and had always shunned life’s luxuries. Now, with a sick feeling, she was realizing she might not have been from wealthy roots, and that the money might have ended up in her dad’s bank account through irregular and corrupt means. Her hands were shaking as she closed the book, unable to look at it anymore.

"That is not good," Lucien admitted.

"He listed it as a payment. Why was an illegal shell company paying my dad money? What was he involved in? There's no good reason for this, Lucien. No good reason at all."

"How can you find out who is behind it?" Lucien asked. "He might have been manipulated into doing it. This might not have been his choice, Juliette. Yes, payments were made, but threats might have been made too. He could have had to pay some of these funds out to others down the line. So, who was paying to him?"

"I don't know where to start. A shell company that was closed down? I'm not even certain from the article which 'authorities' even investigated it. I have to try, though. I have to start somewhere. With that, or with the names. Perhaps there are other links to the underworld. Old cases where those same names crop up. It might be a big search, but I can't not try."

"Be careful," Lucien warned again.

"I will. I promise," Juliette said, feeling the weight of the investigation settling on her shoulders. But she couldn't let it go. Not now that she had uncovered this connection. Her father wasn't the man she'd believed him to be, and she owed it to herself to find out the truth.

"I appreciate you listening," she said, wishing he was there, that she could turn and give him a hug, feeling his arms around her, drawing from the comfort of his touch at this time when she was battling with the truth and the reality of everything she'd known.

"I have to go," he said in a regretful voice that told her he was already at the police station’s door, his mind now focused on what the working day would bring. His mind was no longer on her. He was living in a new city and had a new career to think of.

Then she saw that she, too, had another incoming call waiting, and this time, it was her boss, Ebury, back in the States.

"Me too. Speak soon," she said.

She hung up on Lucien, resenting the fact he'd had to move and feeling unexpectedly sorry for herself.

Self-pity was an unwelcome emotion. It didn't sit well with her. Luckily, it was quickly followed by a flash of anger at her own self-indulgence, that she could allow herself to wallow in such emotion.

She forced everything aside, huffing out an impatient sigh, gathering her professional self together to take a call from her boss, who was calling her at one a.m. US time. She guessed he'd be in his Manhattan FBI office, the place she'd worked for a few fulfilling years before joining this task force.

“Ebury?” 

"Juliette? Are you ready to head out?" His voice was taut and urgent. From his tone, she knew immediately that it was an emergency.

"I'm ready," she said. She was dressed for the day, in her typical Parisian plainclothes outfit of black pants, her work boots—sturdy but polished, with low heels and grip on the soles—and a scoop-necked top whose color matched the flecks in her hazel green eyes.

"We've got an urgent case in London."

"London?" As she listened, Juliette was already on her feet, cramming her laptop into the bag that always contained a basic change of clothes and a few toiletries, taking her jacket from off the ornamental, wooden coat hook by the front door.

"How soon can you be at Charles de Gaulle? We're not waiting for commercial flights. There's a helicopter charter standing by."

Her eyebrows rose. This sounded very urgent.

"I can be there in twenty minutes," she said.

"Good. The chopper will meet you outside the terminal. We'll send the details during the flight. Bring everything you need, Juliette. I've briefed the others already. This is a high-profile case. The US ambassador's eighteen-year-old daughter has been kidnapped in London. We need to move fast.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Juliette climbed into the chopper, greeted the pilot, and slipped quickly into the seat between Wyatt and Sierra. 

As soon as she was aboard, the pilot took off, and the chopper lofted into the sky, the sun briefly dazzling her as the chopper banked sharply, turned, and then headed west. Juliette put on her earphones, muffling the sound of the blades. A chopper was no place for a conversation. Discussing the case in detail would need to wait until they'd arrived. 

But she briefly greeted each of her co-investigators. First, Wyatt Thompson, her ex-Army partner who’d joined the FBI after his military tours. Tall and rangy, muscular and strong faced, the short haired Wyatt looked every inch the part of law enforcement.

Brave as a lion in a takedown, her all-American partner's unfortunate Achilles heel lay in facing different cultures. And particularly, their foods. 

Wyatt gave her a quick, tight grin and a squeeze on the arm. 

Then Juliette turned to the young, adventurous tech genius Sierra Lowry. With her cloud of dark hair and sharp, intelligent eyes, she had the gift of instantly adapting to any culture or situation. Already, she was scrolling through a line of coding on her phone, and Juliette wondered if she was working on a hacking program.

Sierra glanced up, raising her eyebrows, and offering Juliette a smile of greeting.

"London. Kidnapping. I'm seeing if I can dig anything up," she said.

Juliette checked her own phone, seeing that more information on the case was filtering through.

Daisy McKay was the victim’s name, and she was the youngest daughter of the family of five, and the only one still living with her family and therefore, traveling with her parents. The other two daughters were at university, one in the States and one in Australia. 

Ambassador McKay. Juliette realized the name was familiar, and that she’d heard it before in articles and on the news. And the circumstances of the family were something she could relate to too.

Her own upbringing had also been nomadic, even though it had seemed normal to her to be uprooted every few years.

Tragedy had struck this family, too, and with her own father's shocking history so fresh in her mind, she couldn't help wondering if this crime was also linked to the ambassador’s activities. She'd need to look very closely at the ambassador himself, she decided. If there was the slightest chance that he'd been involved in anything underhanded, she was going to root it out.

So, what had the circumstances been?

The daughter’s disappearance had been picked up early this morning, she saw. Saturday morning. On Friday, the parents had been in Scotland, and the daughter was home alone. The unlocked fire escape door, clearly her escape route, had been seen by a sharp-eyed security guard when it got light. 

The parents were on their way home. More than that, Juliette didn't know. But that fancy London home in Regent’s Park, which Ebury had included photos of in the initial report he had sent, would be her first stop.

"Local police are investigating, but the situation still looks in flux. Scotland Yard will probably take over in the next hour," Ebury had instructed. "For now, I've organized one of the local officers to give you a ride there and brief you if anything further has been found."

"There's a lot we don't know," Juliette muttered to herself. This was a developing situation, and she guessed the only advantage was that, at least, they were getting there fast.

The chopper landed on the outskirts of London, touching down on a helipad in the parking lot of a police station, where a car was waiting. A young, uniformed police officer was standing to attention beside the car. It was a sunny day here, too, warm and balmy. A perfect Saturday for most Londoners, but not for this traumatized family. And not for Daisy, if she was still alive.

"Morning," the policeman said in brisk tones as they climbed out of the helicopter and approached. "I'm Officer Sidney, and I'm going to transport you to the ambassadorial residence."

"Morning, Officer," Juliette said, remembering instantly the formality and procedure with which things were done in England, policing included. "We're the American task force, Agents Hart and Thompson, as well as Sierra Lowry who's on the team." As they climbed into the car, with the radio crackling out a stream of information she asked, "Is anything further known yet? Do they have a ransom demand?"

"No ransom demand as yet," the officer said regretfully, activating his lights as he got on the road and began driving, fast and efficiently, on what was clearly the quickest route into the city. It took them over a bridge crossing the River Thames. On this fine morning, the Thames was crowded with boat traffic. The Houses of Parliament beyond were bathed in sunshine. 

"There's Big Ben," she said, pointing out the tall, iconic clock tower at the northern end of the houses. Sierra and Wyatt took it in, with Sierra snapping photos on her phone, briefly becoming a tourist instead of an investigator. Juliette felt glad that they'd managed to get such a good view of it as they crossed.

As she always was when in London, Juliette was impressed by the ever-lower traffic in the streets as they neared the city center. 

“Quiet here,” Wyatt commented, staring around in surprise at the quiet streets, with far more pedestrians than motor vehicles. 

"The congestion surcharge has made a difference,” the police officer said approvingly. “Helps a lot with police work, too, being able to get around faster.” 

Juliette could remember when she was here as a younger child, how polluted the air smelled, and the nonstop traffic sounds she heard from her upstairs room. Coming back as a teenager, it had felt like a different place.

Wyatt glanced at her and muttered, “Everything okay? You’re looking preoccupied.”

Juliette sighed. “It’s Lucien. He took the job in Marseilles.”

“And you’re trying to make it work long distance?” Wyatt asked, sounding dubious.

Juliette frowned. She knew her partner’s stance on that. He’d shared it with her before, and it wasn’t positive.

“I want to make it work,” she emphasized to him, feeling angry that he was still doubting it could. Surely, it was possible?

“You know my feelings on it,” he said with a rueful shake of his head. “Long distance seldom works unless there’s a clear end point in sight. With you and Lucien, there isn’t. And look how busy we’ve been. I’m sure he is too.”

Juliette gave a frustrated sigh, angry that Wyatt was refusing to be more positive about this, and not wanting to admit that he might be right.

“Now’s not the time to discuss it,” she muttered. Turning to the officer, she asked him, "Have there been any other similar or related crimes here recently? Any other high-profile abductions, or any other crimes involving the McKays?"

He shook his head. "That's something my colleagues and I were discussing this morning when we heard about this. Nothing else came up. This is out of the blue. There was a missing person report called in yesterday, another young woman in the London area, but it’s not anything that we can connect to this."

Juliette made a mental note to keep the missing person report in mind, but for the time being, it was more important to focus all their attention on the ambassador's daughter.

And here they were, passing Regent’s Park, which had always been one of Juliette's favorite places in London. It was just a few blocks away from Hyde Park and Green Park, which were the top of her list. Those happy, early morning walks through the treed pathways of Hyde Park were among her fondest London memories.

And there, ahead, was the stately residence, set inside a fenced off area within Regent’s Park, where the US ambassador and his family lived.

There were several police cars parked outside the ornate steel gates, which were open, with security guards in attendance. The driveway led through manicured lawns to the house itself, which was a stately mansion, built from red brick and fronted with Portland stone.

The guards at the gate examined all their IDs carefully before allowing them through. 

As they walked up to the house, Juliette could already hear angry voices coming from inside. The front door stood open.

Two police, stationed on either side, were looking worried.

From inside, a man's voice, furious and emotional, was shouting out. "How did you let this happen? How could she have gotten out? Heads are going to roll for this!"

Juliette exchanged a concerned glance with Wyatt and Sierra.

The ambassador was clearly venting his worry and grief at his daughter's disappearance. H is next words had her hustling through the spacious hallway even faster.

"This is a personal attack. Against me. Someone wants payback. I'm certain of it!"


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Hoping to learn more about a potential motive, Juliette hurried through the doors to the right where the raised voices were coming from. This would be an explosive situation, but at least it seemed as if the ambassador was ready to talk.

These tall, arched doors led into a formal living room, with gold and white wallpaper, and large windows offering a view of well-tended flower gardens beyond. Pacing up and down on the deep blue Persian carpet was the ambassador himself, facing a team of three stricken looking security guards who were bearing the brunt of his anger.

He looked to be in his fifties, a man of average height and strong build, with a forceful demeanor about him and craggy features. 

"It's unacceptable!" he ranted to the guards. "You're all going to be facing disciplinary action for this!"

"Sir!" the policeman who was walking with them called.

The ambassador turned as they approached, frowning, his pale blue gaze piercing them from below well-groomed, graying brows. He wore a black suit and a green, button-down shirt, and Juliette guessed that he had dressed formally for his departure from Edinburgh and must just have arrived back home.

"Who's this? Are you the task force?" he demanded. "They said a special FBI task force was going to be helping with this case?"

Quickly, Juliette strode forward. "Yes, sir. FBI Agents Hart and Thompson, and our co-opted member Sierra Lowry. I'm so sorry for the circumstances. We're going to do whatever we can to find Daisy."

"Please! We need answers!" he appealed.

Behind him, for the first time, Juliette glimpsed his wife, who was sitting on one of the antique chairs, her head bowed and a Kleenex held in her tightly clenched fingers. She had platinum blonde hair and was also wearing a smart jacket and skirt, in royal blue.

She looked up at Juliette and her team and held Juliette's gaze wordlessly for a moment.

Juliette felt desperately sorry for both the parents. She needed to move on this case, and to do so, she needed facts.

"Can we ask you some questions?" she said to the ambassador.

He turned back to the security guards. "Go, now. I need to speak to the police. But I'm not leaving this matter alone. You are all to blame!"

Their faces expressionless, the guards turned and left.

In his worry, Juliette could understand his need to act out. She was getting the sense that this ambassador was a very domineering man and had a need to control his environment. But they could get nowhere while he was being loud and upset. Calm was needed.

"Can we sit down?" she asked in a reasonable voice.

He sighed. "I guess so."

He lowered himself into a chair next to his wife's, and Juliette sat on the closest couch, wanting to be able to speak to them closely, and to create what felt like a more intimate environment, but also not wanting to move any of these carefully positioned items of furniture. She had a strong sense that it would be regarded as disrespectful.

"What happened? Can you talk me through it?"

"She left the house, sometime last night. She got out down the fire escape and must have used the side gate to leave. The fire escape was open. Opened from the inside," he said. “Those damned guards were negligent. They were supposed to be guarding her! Not allowing her to walk off the property after dark!”

"No sign that she was taken or grabbed?" Juliette asked.

Now, for the first time, Mrs. McKay spoke, her voice shaky.

"No. Her room was tidy. Everything in place. Her purse was gone, and her phone too."

"Her room wasn't tidy. It was a damned mess," her husband corrected her. "But there were no signs of a struggle."

Juliette nodded, taking in the information. "And what can you tell us about Daisy's routine? Does she usually go out at night?"

The ambassador's face grew red with anger. "No, of course not! She's not allowed to do that. I have very strict rules about it!"

Juliette nodded. She could see that McKay did run his household with high levels of control, and she was wondering if this outing had been a rebellious act. That was at the back of her mind, although there were other scenarios to rule out first.

"Have you received any recent threats? Any ransom demands?"

"Nothing!" McKay blustered. "But I know this has to be about me. It’s always been a fear of mine in this position. That’s why I've always told Daisy that she must listen to what we say and not expose herself. We had strict rules about her staying home. I know what it's like to be a diplomat, and that family members can be targeted. Plus, she was only eighteen and far too young to be out on her own!"

Juliette nodded, understanding the ambassador's concerns. She had seen it before, the need for control in situations where one feels vulnerable. But she needed to dig deeper.

"Do you have any enemies, Mr. McKay? Anyone who might have reason to harm you or your family?"

He scoffed. "Of course, there are people who don't like me, and yes, I can make you a list of the ones I’ve had recent problems with."

“We’ll definitely need that, fast,” she said. But before they focused on possible suspects, they needed to trace Daisy’s movements. That might allow them to figure out where she was taken, and cameras could provide some clues.

"Do you know where she was going?" she asked.

"Not a clue. For all I know it was just a harebrained scheme to defy me!" he said.

"She wouldn't do that!" his wife protested, and he scowled at her. 

"Teenagers," he said darkly. “You know what they’re like. She’s never followed the rules or understood their importance.”

Juliette thought that comment was worth following up on, because for sure, there could have been rebellion against her dad’s firm control, but first, she wanted to see the circumstances for herself.

"Could we possibly take a look in her bedroom?" she asked.

He looked surprised. "Sure. If you think you can find anything in there, go ahead."

He stood up and marched across the carpeted living room, heading to the hallway, and leading the way up a wide, winding staircase with carved banisters. On the second floor, he turned right and strode down a corridor.

"This is her room," he said.

The door was open. Juliette stepped inside the spacious bedroom.

It was an uneasy mixture of impersonality and personality. With posters on the walls, colorful cushions, and a shelf full of stuffed toys and ornaments, Daisy had clearly done her best to put her own stamp on an impersonal, showpiece space.

The steel framed four poster bed looked rumpled, as if she'd spent some time on it but not slept inside it that night. There were no signs of a struggle that she could see. Other than the antique furnishings, it was a normal teen's room. A backpack lying near the writing desk, an empty soda bottle on the desk, some shoes and clothing on the floor, and more clothing draped on the large wingback chair.

There were cosmetics on the vanity, she saw. Glittering eyeshadow, a lipstick that hadn't been properly closed. There were a couple of tops slung on the back of the chair and all of them looked like the kind of gear that a young woman might have chosen before heading out to dance and party. Glittering, sparkling, bling items. A perfume bottle lay on its side.

Had she been choosing outfits for an illicit night of partying?

If so, Juliette knew who might know more about where she’d been heading.

"Daisy’s friends," she said to the angry father. "Do you know who her closest friends in London are?"


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

"Her friends?" the ambassador repeated, and Juliette saw his expression change from surprise to understanding. "You think she had an arrangement with them?"

"Yes. If she wasn't grabbed, and there's no sign of a struggle, and the door was unbolted from the inside, then it's likely she sneaked out. Her friends might know where she was going, or even have been planning to meet up. It would help us to know where she went."

Juliette glanced at her team. 

Sierra now spoke up. "Meeting friends is by far the most likely reason for sneaking out on a Friday night," she agreed, and the ambassador raised his eyebrows as this theory sunk in.

“If she put on make-up, if she tried on clothing, then she was definitely going out for a reason. This wasn't just a random walk." Juliette gestured again to the cosmetics in the room.

The ambassador's face was a mix of anger and concern. "My wife would know about her friends better than me. You need to ask her that question."

"Let's do that now," Juliette said.

They turned and walked out of the bedroom, and as she left, Juliette felt a pang of anxiety, hoping that this daughter, who'd sneaked out to have some illicit fun and escape her father's tight control, might see it again.

They weren't going to get a chance to speak to Mrs. McKay in private. That was clear. Exuding anger and anxiety and the need to regain control of the situation, McKay followed them downstairs.

Mrs. McKay was still waiting in the living room, still in her seat, looking frozen in place. Juliette felt deeply sympathetic. She could not bear to imagine what this woman must be going through, and what she must be feeling.

"I need to ask you about Daisy's friends," she said, taking the seat that McKay had occupied earlier, so that she could be closer to the woman and hopefully establish a rapport.

Mrs. McKay looked up, her eyes red and tear stained. "Her friends?" she repeated, her voice hoarse. "She had a lot of friends. What do you want to know?"

"Does she have a boyfriend, that you know of?" was Juliette's first question.

Mrs. McKay shook her head. "No. I am sure she doesn't. I mean, she's never mentioned one."

The ambassador nodded in agreement, but Juliette wasn't so sure. She didn't think this home was an environment where news of a boyfriend would be well met. If Daisy had met anyone, it was Juliette's personal opinion that she would not have told her parents.

But she would have told her friends.

"Her closest girlfriends, then. The ones she spent the most time with?" Juliette asked.

Mrs. McKay hesitated for a moment before finally nodding. "There's a girl named Gina Baines, and another named Emily Gosling. They're both her school friends, and she's known them a couple of years. She's always calling and messaging them, and I do have their parents' numbers."

"Can you give me their contact information?" Juliette asked.

Mrs. McKay looked briefly confused, as if even this simple request was too much for her stressed mind to handle. 

"Yes, of course. My phone," she then said, reaching for her purse. She read out the home numbers of Daisy's closest friends, and Juliette noted them down, together with their addresses.

And then, Mr. McKay said something surprising. 

"I want to be part of this," he insisted, stepping closer to his wife, looming over her. "I need to know what's happening in her life. When she’s found, I want to know what she's been up to, so that we can take precautions to prevent it in the future."

No way were teenage girls going to say a word about their friend with him standing over them. That, Juliette knew for sure. It would be difficult enough to get them to open up to her, even without him there.

Luckily, she had case protocol on her side.

"I'm afraid these interviews have to be kept confidential, and if the women are over eighteen then they don’t require an adult to be present, not even their parents," she said. "Plus, we need these witnesses to speak freely, and without worrying about getting into trouble. What's important now is that we find Daisy. If she gets home safely, that's the time for the next step."

"She will get home safely! There’s no ‘if’ about it,” he spluttered.

"We’ll do our best to make that happen. Is there anything else you'd like to share?" Juliette said. "Anything that was bothering you in the past few weeks about her behavior, anything odd you noticed?"

Both the parents shook their heads.

"If you don't mind, I need to go upstairs. I can't sit here any longer. I have to go and rest and call my daughters. I'm exhausted and so worried," Mrs. McKay acknowledged.

Her husband turned to her, and for the first time, Juliette saw the compassionate side of a man who was controlling at the best of times and downright domineering under pressure.

"Of course, honey," he said, his voice softening. "I think you're done here. I'll come with you." He helped her to her feet.

"Give me ten minutes, and I'll be back," he said over his shoulder, his arm around his wife as he escorted her from the room.

As the couple left the room, Juliette felt a surge of sympathy, all the more so now that she had seen the ambassador's well-hidden caring side. They were under enormous pressure. This experience was one of the most harrowing a parent could face. 

But his departure gave them the chance to make some quick plans.

She stood up and moved closer to Wyatt and Sierra.

"I think I should go and speak to Daisy's friends on my own. It's likely they won't want to admit if they were up to anything, so they might be intimidated by two people," she said.

Wyatt nodded. "That suits me fine because I want to get onto the topic of his enemies.”

Juliette felt pleased they were on the same page. 

"McKay said there were a few recent incidents he remembered,” she said. 

“We need to find out where those trigger points were. When he comes down, on his own, would be the perfect time, especially if it's something he doesn't want to discuss in front of his wife." Wyatt’s voice was firm.

Juliette nodded. "I'm happy for you to do that with Sierra, unless you have something else you want to focus on?" she asked their youngest team member.

Sierra, however, volunteered another idea. "I'd like to take a look at the camera footage," she said. "Not from the home itself but from the nearby streets. Maybe she was caught on camera?"

"Okay. We all have tasks to do, and angles to pursue, so let's see where we are at the end of this and touch base then," Juliette said. "I'm going to take the car, and I can drop you at the local police station on my way, Sierra?"

As they walked out of the mansion, she felt the weight of the investigation closing in on her. Finding Daisy was imperative, and every second counted. They had three different directions to pursue, and one of them needed to bring results, fast.

Her hopes were on the friends. They knew more, she was sure of it. But they’d been collaborating with Daisy and helping her escape from her parents for sneaky nights out. Getting the truth from them, in these circumstances, would be a challenge.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

What did Gina Baines know? Juliette felt the pressure weighing heavy on her as she walked up the stairs to the pristine, black painted entrance door with its brass knocker and its doorbell. 

Gina’s house was in Chelsea, a penthouse apartment in an exclusive building that was surrounded by well-manicured gardens. It wasn't geographically very far from Daisy's ambassadorial residence, and this was something Juliette thought might be important.

It was more than close enough for the friends to meet easily after a quick cab or train ride and join each other for an illicit, fun rendezvous.

The sound of the doorbell echoed through the apartment, and after a few moments, Juliette heard footsteps approaching the door. It inched open to reveal a housemaid peering through the gap.

She was dressed in a smart black uniform, but her face seemed apprehensive. "Can I help you?" she asked.

Juliette flashed her badge. "Agent Juliette Hart, FBI. I'm here to speak with Gina Baines."

The housemaid looked taken aback for a moment before nodding. "Of course, ma'am. Please come in."

Juliette followed the housemaid into the apartment, through the hall, which was adorned with a striking, life size Buddha sculpture, and into the living room, which was an opulent statement room, with deep gray walls, spot lit paintings and sculptures, and colorful furniture. The love of the Far East was apparent in every gold clad Buddha, every dark wood furniture item, every tapestry and carving. Clearly, Gina's parents were wealthy and well-traveled. What would Gina herself be like, Juliette wondered, as the housemaid left to call her.

Juliette took a seat on one of the plush velvet sofas, taking in the extravagant room around her. As she waited, she couldn't help but wonder what kind of life Gina must lead. She had grown up in the lap of luxury, something that was apparent from every corner of the apartment. But did that mean she was happy? Or had she, too, longed for the simple, innocent fun of a late-night outing with a friend? Did she also have secrets to hide?

A few minutes later, there were footsteps in the doorway, and she looked up. A stern-faced, dark-haired woman stood there.

Not Gina. This woman looked in her forties, with a determinedly youthful glow to her skin and a brilliant shine to her jet-black hair.

"I believe you want to speak to my daughter?" she queried. “What’s this about?”

"Are you Mrs. Baines?" Juliette asked, quickly standing up.

"I am." The woman didn't come forward to greet her but hovered in the doorway.

"I'm with the FBI. Perhaps you know that Daisy McKay has disappeared?"

She saw the reaction immediately. Mrs. Baines blanched.

"Daisy?" she said incredulously. "Are you sure? She's disappeared? When? We saw her on Tuesday night. She, Emily, and Gina watched movies here together."

"We believe she disappeared last night," Juliette said. "I need to speak to Gina. I'd like to know her movements and ask her a few questions."

Now, Mrs. Baines had stopped looking shocked. Instead, she was looking wary.

"What kind of questions?" she asked. "What does Gina have to do with this?"

"It's background information," Juliette said, but too late. It was clear that Mrs. Baines was backtracking fast.

"It's not going to be possible to speak to her now. I don't think she's here," she said, projecting her voice in a way that made Juliette think it might have been done for the benefit of nearby housemaids, if they were asked the same question. "In any case, a disappearance is serious. I’m deeply concerned about Daisy, but I know my husband would not want our family to say anything to the police without our lawyer present and both of us sitting in on the interview. You do know that Gina is not yet eighteen? She only turns eighteen next week. She’s the youngest of the three.”

Juliette frowned as she delivered her trump card. Gina was still underage, and the parents did have the right to sit in on the interview. 

“Perhaps we can make a time? He’s in Japan until Tuesday, so Wednesday would work?” Mrs. Baines continued.

“It’s just a few questions. We need to find her urgently. This could mean life or death,” Juliette pleaded, but Mrs. Baines shook her head.

“I’m very sorry. I know my husband is very sensitive on these matters, as we do a lot of work with government in our import business.”

She’d clearly been well schooled, Juliette thought sourly, as she thanked her and turned away. She knew there was more to this than just a family being cautious about dealings with the government. Perhaps the friends had a history of going out on the town and defying their parents, and Mrs. Baines wanted to school Gina in what to say first. But right now, she wasn’t going to get what she needed.

However, it might not matter. The fact that Gina, Emily, and Daisy had all been together a few nights ago told her something. It told her that these three young women hung out with each other routinely. 

What Gina knew, Emily would also know. And since Gina was the youngest, Emily must be over eighteen and didn’t have the right to have her parents sit in on the interview. That meant she could leave Gina’s mother for now and come back to this house if she needed to—next time, more stealthily to see if she could get Gina on her own.

At least she was now prepared for her next stop—Emily Gosling's home. 

Emily lived a few miles farther out of London, in a less central, but still very prestigious area that was clearly devoted to wealthy suburbia. As she neared it, Juliette saw the houses were magnificent, period homes that had been immaculately restored with all their charm and character, and with enough yard space to include climbing frames, rose gardens, and koi ponds, all of which she saw on her drive up the road. 

Juliette pulled up outside the house, which was a double-story house, fronting a park. 

She walked up the narrow brick path that led to the front door, pausing to nod a greeting to the gardener at work clipping the hedge. Then she rang the bell hoping that this would be a more fruitful encounter. Best case, Emily would be home alone.

When the door opened, Juliette realized she was in luck.

She was face to face with a petite blonde girl, with her hair in a messy bun and dressed in a pair of black leggings and a hooded sweatshirt. She looked up at Juliette with a mix of confusion and suspicion.

"Can I help you?" she asked, eyeing Juliette up and down.

"Are you Emily?" Juliette asked.

"I am, yes. Why?"

Beyond her, the hallway beckoned. She needed to get inside.

"Can I come in and speak to you? It's police business," she said, showing her badge. "It's in connection with the disappearance of Daisy McKay."

This time, she got the reaction she was hoping for. The expressive Emily gaped in amazement.

"Daisy? Is that why she wasn't—" Realizing too late she'd said too much, Emily clapped a hand over her mouth.

"I think we need to sit down and chat," Juliette said, knowing that now, of all critical times, she needed not to spook this friend but to keep her talking. "You're in no trouble. And I'll keep what you say confidential. Can I come in?"

"Sure." Looking crestfallen, Emily stepped aside, and they walked through to a living room that wasn't nearly as grandiose as the Baines’s magnificent one but was still plush and looked much more comfortable. “Daisy. Is she okay? She can’t have actually been kidnapped, can she?” Emily looked horrified at the thought as she slumped onto a leather couch, with Juliette sitting opposite.

“We don’t know where she is or what happened. We’re trying to piece things together, which is why your input might be so important,” Juliette said.

Emily nodded somberly. “Okay,” she said.

"You were planning something with Daisy last night?" Juliette said.

Emily looked doubtful. "This confidentiality. Are you sure?"

"Absolutely," Juliette assured her. "I'm just trying to find Daisy. Whatever you say will stay between us."

"I-I don't want to get anyone in trouble," she stammered. “I mean, Daisy’s missing, and that’s just awful, but what if it was something different, and other people get punished because of me?”

"We think it’s very likely that she disappeared on the way to a late-night meeting point," Juliette confirmed, and Emily paled.

"The girls and I, on Friday nights, we have a nightclub date. And when she could, Daisy joined us. Her dad was very often out of town on Fridays. She joined us at least twice a month. There were usually four or five of us who ended up going."

"So, this wasn't the first time?"

Emily shook her head. 

"What club?" Juliette asked.

"This time, it was the Red Room. It's in Soho," Emily said, biting her lip. "We choose a different place each time. We have a meeting place where we get together at about eleven. Then we head to the club and party a few hours, and we'd all be home by about four."

"Did you end up meeting her?" Juliette asked.

"No," Emily said, shaking her head. "I got to the meeting point, and so did the others, but she never showed up. I tried calling her, but she didn't answer. Eventually, we went without her, but I did feel worried. I thought maybe her dad had gotten back, and she’d had to stay indoors, but her phone was turned off, and my messages weren’t going through."

"Did you notice anything strange on the way to that meeting point, anyone following you?" Juliette asked, but she shook her head. 

"Not at all."

"Did Daisy have any boyfriends, anything she didn't tell her parents about? Any trouble in her life?"

Emily frowned. "Apart from rebelling against her dad, there was nothing going on that I knew of," she said.

Juliette got out her computer and opened it.

"You've been very helpful," she praised. "Could you show me on a map where this meeting point was?"

She opened a map of London. Frowning, with some hesitation, Emily picked out the meeting point. "That was where we always got together," she said. "Do you think you’ll find her? What could have happened? I feel so worried, now."

"You mustn't. Whatever happened, it was no way your fault," Juliette reassured her.

The meeting place was about a half mile from Daisy's residence. Unquestionably, she could have walked there. But she'd done this regularly. It wasn't the first time. Habits created opportunities.

That put the spotlight right back onto the ambassador himself. He’d had enemies and problems and fights, and perhaps because of that, someone had been watching and waiting for the chance to grab Daisy.

She wondered how Wyatt’s interview had gone and hoped that he had gotten a lead.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Time was always an issue in criminal cases, but never more so than when a kidnapping was involved.

Wyatt waited in the elegant living room, pacing up and down below the gold chandelier. 

He hoped that when Ambassador McKay came downstairs again, he'd be ready to talk openly and to give a full, complete list of anyone who might have a grudge against him.

They needed every lead now. But he had to be patient and allow this traumatized man some time to comfort his wife.

Through the window, he watched as a gardener on a ride on lawnmower crossed back and forth on the hillside beyond. Closer to home, a security guard patrolled the lawn, looking carefully around him. Security had obviously been ramped up, and Wyatt was sure it wasn't only in the ambassadorial residence. Any crime like this, he knew from experience, would increase the alert level, and every single embassy would be raising their protection levels. This crime was causing waves already, and they were firmly in the spotlight to solve it.

His thoughts veered to Juliette and Sierra.

Wyatt felt grateful to be working with such a strong team. Sierra was young and tough-minded and as smart as a whip. Juliette's investigative skills were top notch, and more than that, she had a knack with people that seemed intuitive. He admired it immensely and had picked up a lot from watching her. 

He guessed that growing up in a diplomatic household was a good place to learn those skills. But he knew, from what Juliette had said, that her father had been murdered. She was looking into it, trying to discover why, and Wyatt's personal feeling was that she was opening a can of worms. 

Not that he was going to speak against her, he respected her too much. But from his experience, he didn't think the answers she would find would help her.

He turned again, watching the lawnmower on the hill, hearing its faraway buzzing sound, almost inaudible through the thick, double-glazed window.

Then there was Juliette's romantic life, and Wyatt had been rooting for her with that. He'd been intrigued and rather amused when she and the French policeman that had helped them with their first case had ended up dating. What a turnaround that had been that she’d gotten romantically involved with Lucien.

Sparks had flown between all of them initially. It had been hate at first sight, but that had clearly changed, and he'd seen how happy she was.

Now, Lucien had moved to Marseilles, and he could tell what a blow that was for Juliette. He felt angry on her behalf. Life could throw some unfair curveballs, for sure. He'd warned her that the long-distance thing might not work, not in those circumstances. He knew she'd been angry about the warning and was determined to prove him wrong, but Wyatt had wanted to encourage her not to get too set on pursuing a path that couldn't possibly work long term. He was a logical man, and he could see that this was unworkable.

A voice sounded in the distance. Was that the ambassador? Wyatt stopped pacing, turning to the door, listening.

He heard footsteps on the stairs. The ambassador was coming back.

A moment later, McKay strode back into the living room.

Wyatt saw the stress etched on his face. He felt sympathetic toward him, the more so because this controlling father must be wondering if his own behavior contributed to the situation. Which it might well have done.

"Right, the questions?" Slumping into a chair, McKay rubbed a hand over his forehead, as if to ease a pounding headache. Wyatt quickly sat down next to him, getting ready to note down every idea.

"Mr. McKay," Wyatt said, getting straight to the point. "We need to know if there's anyone who might have a grudge against you or your family. Anyone who might have done this as payback for something that they perceived to be unfair or wrong? Any conflicts you've had with anyone, personally or in the course of work?"

Wyatt remembered how adamant the ambassador had been that his enemies had done this. But now, he was wondering if that had been a knee-jerk, emotional reaction to the situation. Now, McKay seemed to be rethinking his outspoken stance.

"Look, I don't want to accuse anyone without any evidence," he said, his face grim. "There are a few people who could have had a strong grudge. But, if you approach them, please do so tactfully. They are problem people, for sure, but I work in an environment where I can’t start a war with a different embassy team. I don't want to worsen any problems. My role as ambassador is to try to handle problems."

"Understood," Wyatt said. "We'll keep that in mind when questioning them, depending on the circumstances."

"There was a diplomatic function a while ago," McKay explained. "A fight broke out there, and things got very out of hand. Two of the junior diplomats from other countries were very drunk and ended up threatening me when I tried to calm things down, warning me to stay out of it, and that I’d better not interfere with them, or they’d hurt me in turn. I didn’t care. I waded in regardless and had to physically hold one of the guys back, I mean, it escalated that far. I called security, and they broke up the fight, but I took it further. I reported the men to their bosses the next day, and I’m sure there were harsh consequences because I didn’t soft soap the incident. I wasn’t going to allow that kind of behavior to go unpunished.” He nodded firmly.

“And how long ago was this?”

“Maybe three, four weeks ago." 

"Who were the diplomats?" Wyatt asked.

"One was Don Kostaki, who works at the Greek embassy in the communications department," McKay said. "And the other was from the UK embassy, a local diplomat called Michael Boardman."

Wyatt jotted down the names, knowing it would be important to look into the incident further, to see what the repercussions had been, and whether those men might have been angry enough to decide on payback.

"Right." Wyatt knew both those would be important to take further. "Any other conflicts or arguments? Even if they’re minor?"

 "The other confrontation I had recently was with one of our aides. He unfortunately had a personality clash with me. He ended up resigning but told me that he felt it was constructive dismissal. That I was too controlling."

"Really?" Wyatt asked, making sure to get enough of a note of surprise into the word, since he wanted to encourage McKay to keep on sharing.

"Yes," McKay said, his voice low. "I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn't listen. He was convinced that I was being unfair to him. I didn't want to let him go, but he was determined to resign. I didn't want to make things worse, so I said, fine, go."

"What was his name?" Wyatt asked, looking up from his notes.

"His name was Thomas Collins," McKay said. "He left about two weeks ago, after working with us for a year.”

“Did he say anything specific about your behavior?” Wyatt asked.

“Yes, he complained that I micromanaged him and bullied him, and that he couldn't handle it anymore. But I genuinely didn't mean to be so controlling. I just wanted everything to be done right," McKay said, sounding apologetic.

Wyatt nodded, adding the name to his notes. "And anyone else?" he asked.

McKay shook his head. "There are always incidents cropping up, but the others I can remember were a while back and very forgettable. Those were the main sources of recent trouble."

"Okay, thank you for sharing that with us," Wyatt said, getting up from his chair. "We'll look into those leads and see if we can find any connections."

"Please, find my daughter," McKay said, his voice strained with emotion. "I don't know what I'll do if anything happens to her."

"We'll do our best, sir," Wyatt promised, knowing with a cold feeling in his gut that everything was now at stake.

This wasn't just a potentially explosive high level security incident, it was also a family, traumatized by anxiety and fear.

He needed to get to these three suspects, and fast. All of them, in his opinion, had strong motives for this crime.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Juliette arrived back at the ambassadorial residence, just as Wyatt called her on her phone.

"I've got three potential kidnappers who had issues with McKay," he explained.

She felt her heart skip a beat. Hopefully, one of them would get results. 

"I just got out of the car," she said. "I'm outside. I can get back into it, and we can go check out these leads."

A moment later, Wyatt appeared at the residence's front door and ran down the pathway toward her.

He piled into the car, and she set off, heading for the police station where Sierra was working.

As she drove, Wyatt explained the background along the way. "Don Kostaki, Michael Boardman, and Thomas Collins. Kostaki and Boardman were involved in a bad fight a couple of weeks ago and threatened McKay when he tried to break it up. Then McKay took things a step further by reporting the men to their bosses. If one of them was mad enough about that, or suffered consequences, maybe they did this as payback."

"That sounds possible. What about Thomas Collins?" she asked.

"He was an aide, who left recently after clashing with McKay. He believed he was forced into resigning after workplace bullying."

"Another good possibility." Juliette felt hopeful that there were some strong motives for this abduction. People had been angry, and with grudges festering, they could have planned a revenge move.

Juliette also realized that all these men would have known where the ambassadorial residence was, that McKay had a daughter, and might be familiar with her habits and with security's movements, if they had watched the place. A daughter who snuck out every Friday night when her father was away created the perfect storm of circumstances for a kidnapper to strike.

The police station was ahead. Juliette swung the car off the road and headed into the parking lot behind the building. They hurried inside.

"FBI task force, investigating the ambassador's case," she said to the officer at the front desk. "I believe Sierra Lowry's in here. I dropped her off earlier."

The officer nodded. "Down the corridor, second office on the left," he said.

The police station was well equipped, sparkling clean, neatly ordered, and Juliette's only complaint was that it was too warm—a common problem in the UK, where buildings were designed for cooler weather, and air conditioning was sometimes lacking. This police station had compensated for the hot day, and the bright sunshine beating onto the windows, by setting up fans. One whirred in the lobby, and when Juliette went through to the side office, she saw Sierra's head, bent over the laptop, her hair ruffled by the breeze from another, smaller fan placed on a shelf.

She looked up as soon as Juliette walked in, with Wyatt behind her. With the three of them inside, the small office felt very full.

"I've been looking at all the footage," she said excitedly. "And I think I spotted her just a moment ago."

Raising her eyebrows, Juliette crowded in, staring down at the screen where Sierra had logged into the camera footage from a street near the ambassador's residence. 

At the same time, she opened the map on her iPad to pinpoint the meeting place that Emily had told her Daisy was due to arrive at but hadn't.

She looked from one to the other, getting her bearings.

Sierra's finger tapped the screen, then stopped. "There. That's her, I think." She zoomed in on a small figure walking down the street, her face partially obscured by a baseball cap, wearing a dark jacket and high heeled boots.

"She's on the next footage too. Turning the corner. Those were the only two cameras I could find."

Juliette studied the footage carefully, trying to orient herself in the streets and buildings. "Can we enhance the image?" she asked.

Sierra shook her head. "This is the best quality we have. It's not a great angle, and the lighting's not great either."

The most important question next. "Anyone following her? Or waiting ahead?"

Sierra shook her head. "No, I checked that. A few other people were out walking, but nobody was obviously following her. Using other cameras, I could track their movements, and they went elsewhere. The problem is that if you look here, you can see that there are other streets going parallel. It's a close network of roads, and there aren't cameras on all of them. So, someone could have seen her leave, and if they knew where she was heading, they could have gotten there without being seen on camera. It's possible."

Looking at the map, and the streets that had camera footage, Juliette nodded. Sierra was right. What this footage proved was that Daisy had been heading to the rendezvous point and had clearly gotten almost all the way there, out of sight of the second camera, before she was taken.

Either this had been an extremely lucky coincidence, or someone had kept stealthily out of sight while following her.

Now, it was time to find out who that someone could be.

"Let's take a look at the three people we have on the list," Juliette said.

They all sat down and opened their laptops, with phones at the ready.

Juliette started out by calling the Greek embassy.

After several rings, a woman answered the phone in Greek. Juliette greeted her in the same language, although her Greek was rusty, hoping to establish a rapport.

"Hello, my name is Juliette Hart, and I'm with the FBI task force investigating Ambassador McKay's daughter's kidnapping. I was hoping to speak with someone who can help us with some information about Don Kostaki."

"I am sorry, Agent, but Don Kostaki is no longer working here," the woman replied. She didn't sound sorry.

Juliette felt a twinge of disappointment. "Do you have any idea where he may be?"

"He stepped down from his role two days after a diplomatic incident and returned to Greece immediately. He's currently working at the embassy there," she said.

So, the incident had had repercussions for Kostaki. Thanking her, Juliette hung up. He'd been asked to leave and had returned to Greece.

But the British diplomat would surely still be in London.

Juliette called the weekend emergency number for the UK embassy, introduced herself, and was soon speaking to a brisk sounding man.

"Yes, I'm aware of that incident. I believe that Mr. Boardman had problems at the time.”

“Can you explain in more detail?” Juliette asked.

“It’s a personal issue.” Now, the man sounded worried about giving out information.

“Perspective on this will help us a lot,” she encouraged. “A personal issue is still very important for background information.”

The man sighed. “He was called into a disciplinary hearing the day after the incident. He was highly emotional and said that he’d drunk too much because he’d just heard his son had just been admitted to the hospital in Cornwall after a serious motor vehicle accident. He apologized unreservedly to us, and based on that, we gave Mr. Boardman a written misconduct warning and a month of unpaid leave to see to his son's recovery. He's down in Cornwall with his wife at this time, caring for him. We have been requesting regular updates from him," the man said kindly. "He sent one yesterday to say that he was waiting for him to be discharged after another minor operation, and another this morning to say that the boy had a good night and is now on the road to recovery."

"Thank you," Juliette said. “This has been very helpful.”

It was clear that Boardman, too, had not been in London and had been caring for his son in the south of England.

But what about the ex-aide, Thomas Collins?

He was no longer with the embassy and that meant they'd have to go to his place of residence to ask him the questions.

Juliette was interested to see that his home was listed as being in central London, just a few miles from the ambassador's residence. That meant he would have had a chance to do all the research and following, without even traveling too far.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Walking around a pop-up museum with three children under the age of seven was not how Savannah Evans would have chosen to spend her Saturday. She was an au pair and general house help for one child. One! And Toni-Ann was enough of a handful on her own.

The six-year-old girl, with her blonde curls and her baby blue eyes, was the epitome of an angel ... to look at.

But add in a ferocious will, the ability to throw a temper tantrum that could be heard a mile away, and an unstoppable energy, and you had dynamite on your hands.

"We're going to take a walk around the museum now. This is a fashion history museum so you can look at all the pretty dresses," Savannah said in strained tones, wishing that her employer had not insisted that 'the kids must go to a museum of some kind and get some culture in them.’"

"I'm bored," Toni-Ann's friend, Traci, complained loudly, forcing Savannah to grin apologetically at the cashier.

"You can't be bored," she said. "We're still standing in line to go inside."

She paid for four entrance tickets, half price for the kids, and they headed into the thankfully cool exhibition hall.

"Look here! What a beautiful ball gown," she said, leading them to the first exhibit. It was exquisitely designed, with beading all over the bodice and delicate filigree lace on the sleeves. As for the skirt, well, Savannah had always harbored dreams of wearing one of those puffed out skirts that were covered in lace and jewels. They were so pretty and so majestic.

Of course, looking at the size of the bodice, you'd have to be wrapped up in corsets and most likely unable to move or breathe, she decided ruefully.

Then she was almost pulled off her feet as the third of her charges, Jolene, practically dragged her over to another one of the dresses on display. 

"Look, Savannah, look! It's pink! A pink dress. I want it!" she declared shrilly.

"Well, of course it's here on exhibition, so nobody can actually take the dress," Savannah explained, feeling a pang of horror as she saw Jolene's large, brown eyes first widen and then well up with tears. 

"I want the dress," she sniveled.

No, no, please no hysterical tears already. It’s not even lunch time, she thought. She had the whole day to manage with these rambunctious three.

"How about a photo? Come on, I'll take a photo of you beside the dress," Savannah said, rummaging in her purse for her phone, trying to herd Jolene to the side so that other people could view this gown.

Luckily, the photo op saved the day, and soon, she and the children were moving on to the selection of jewelry, with the kids oohing and aahing over the fancy tiaras, the ornate necklaces, and the bejeweled shoes that were worn at formal occasions in times past. With any luck, she thought, they would be able to get through this hall without an actual catastrophe occurring. It was a shame, though, that there were three kids, and she only had two hands. Even with one small, sticky hand holding each of hers, that still left a third child to run rampant, and among the crowds, it was a nonstop effort to keep track.

As they turned a corner into a dimly lit room filled with antique headdresses, Savannah breathed a sigh of relief. The children seemed more subdued now, almost reverent, as they gazed at the beautiful, high structures.

Then her phone rang. It was her employer, wanting to know how things were going.

Savannah quickly picked up the phone, trying to keep a watchful eye on the children at the same time. "Everything is going well," she said, trying to sound upbeat despite the chaos around her. "We're looking at some amazing headdresses right now."

"That's great," her employer replied, and Savannah could hear the faint sound of laughter in the background because her employer was out for lunch with her girlfriends. She did that a lot, which was why Savannah had the job. "Listen, I know it's been a long day, so why don't you take the kids out for some ice cream afterwards and buy something from Waitrose to heat up for them tonight? Not too unhealthy. Nutritious, you know?"

"I'll do that," she promised.

"And do me a favor, you have the plumber's number on your phone, don't you? I think our little princess might have flushed one of her Barbies again."

"Yes, I do have it. Let me give it to you."

Letting go of both the sticky hands, distracted momentarily from her charges, Savannah scrolled through the phone, finding the number that her boss needed.

She read it out, needing to reread it twice because of the noise levels.

"That's great, thank you. See you later!" she said cheerily.

Savannah hung up, put her phone away, and looked around. Then she looked around again, her heart rapidly accelerating.

Not a child in sight. Not any of the ones she was supposed to be looking after, anyway. There were a few others, all in their parents' care. But none of hers. All three had disappeared. No sign of Toni-Ann, or Traci, or Jolene. All, gone.

"Kids?" she called, feeling a flare of anxiety inside. The little demons could be anywhere. They'd melted away, most likely on some devious mission. Where were they? Where had they gone?

She hustled through the room, looking frantically from side to side, moving on quickly through the interleading door into a room filled with wigs, ornate and tall, powdered and glamorous. 

No children.

"Toni-Ann?" she called.

She hustled through to the next room, where a whole array of gloves and hats lined the shelves. She was starting to hyperventilate now. She'd taken her eyes off them for a moment. Only a moment.

The next three rooms, demarcated by dry walling set up within the halls, were joined by archways. She moved from room to room, looking and searching. Here was a partially closed door, as if concealing secrets. Was anything behind it? Such as, three naughty kids?

She opened the door, which was stiff, and resisted her efforts for a moment. 

Inside, it was much gloomier than in the other rooms, and she was surprised to see only one model here, an incredibly lifelike wax configuration of a young, blonde woman, positioned near an antique bed, sitting on the edge of a podium, dressed in an ornate beaded gown. 

Behind her? Anything? Were they hiding behind the podium?

Nothing. But at that moment, from beyond the archway, she heard Toni-Ann's high-pitched laugh and her voice at top volume. "Aren't these horses amazing?"

Ahh, so they had found their way to the room where the old-fashioned hunting outfits, the red coats, and sidesaddle gowns and top hats, were on display and were most probably just standing in innocent fascination looking at the life size model horses. All was well.

She turned to go, and as she did, a man passed her clumsily. Very clumsily. He jostled her sideways, and she knocked against the wax model.

“Hey!” she shouted in consternation, but he was gone.

Turning to the display in concern, Savannah then realized, puzzled, that when she jostled her, it hadn’t felt like wax. Just as she was taking in the cold, heavy sensation of that impact, turning in puzzlement, she saw the wax model lean sideways and then topple stiffly over.

Savannah gasped, taking in the way the model had collapsed off what she now saw was a wooden stand, the look of her hand, whitish blue and cold, the unseeing expression she now saw in her eyes which were framed with thick, gray eyeshadow.

And the marks on her neck, which had been exposed now that the gown's high neck had slipped.

Savannah backed away, hands clamped over her mouth as she took in the impossibility of this sight.

This was no wax model. No way. Not now that she was staring, wide eyed, at the impossible truth.

Someone had dumped a corpse here.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

What intrigued Juliette about Collins was not only that he'd lived close enough to have been able to watch the ambassador's residence, and that he'd left on very bad terms, but it was also that he had a history of insubordinate behavior at school. He had old, aggressive posts on social media, and he was a wrestling champion.

All of this, Sierra had looked up in the space of the fifteen minutes that Juliette and Wyatt had taken to arrive at his residence.

Would he be here?

The place was in an upper middle class housing suburb that was more exclusive than most of the world could ever afford in terms of its location but was still a world away from the groomed, central London ambassador's residence. These were ranks of two-story houses with small yards set in a quiet, treed road. 

She walked up to the front door and knocked.

After a few moments, a woman opened the door. 

Juliette guessed, at a glance, that this was Collins's wife. She was in her thirties, petite, with a bright ginger bob and a combative expression that Juliette guessed was her natural demeanor.

After all, they'd surely done nothing to make her mad at them. So far, anyway?

"Can I help you?" the woman asked, sizing Juliette up with a suspicious expression.

Juliette stared back, meeting her gaze, as she showed her badge. "Yes, we're looking for Mr. Collins. Is he home?"

The woman's eyes narrowed. "What's this about?"

"It's a police matter. There's been a crime committed in the area, and we just need to ask him a few questions."

"B-but why? A crime? What could he possibly have done?" Her face hardened. "This is payback, isn't it? That dreadful man asked you to come here to bully him. Am I right?"

"What dreadful man?" Wyatt asked. It was an important question. Of course, they knew but getting her to say the name might be important in what followed.

"McKay." She spat it out unhesitatingly. 

Well, that might be a start, Juliette thought.

"And why? Why would you think we would be here, demanding payback? You do understand we are not deployed by private citizens, even those who hold political positions?" Juliette asked.

The woman hesitated, her eyes flickering between the two detectives. Too late, she was regretting her angry words. Juliette and Wyatt exchanged a look. They had seen this kind of behavior before, a need for justification and excuses for bad behavior and suspicion against law enforcement. They needed to push forward with this, and if there was something to learn, they'd need to dig. Hard.

"Look, I don't know much about these things. All I know is that my husband was treated unfairly. He was micromanaged in his job like … like some kind of toddler. He'd been forced to resign. No way could someone of his caliber accept that," she explained.

Juliette could see the anger and frustration in the woman's face. "We understand that it can be difficult to accept unfair treatment, but we need to speak with Mr. Collins in order to investigate a crime related to his old employer."

The woman's expression turned wary. "What kind of crime?"

"Is he here?" she repeated. If he'd taken Daisy, the wife might not know. Then again, she might know and be pleading ignorance.

So, either way, Juliette was saying nothing.

"Well, he's not here," the wife replied.

"Where is he?" Wyatt asked, frowning.

“I’m not telling you that. From here on, our business is private, and we’re having no more associations with anyone associated with him.”

Juliette narrowed her eyes. This obstructive attitude was now starting to look suspicious. She didn’t want to come down hard on the wife, but she was giving her no option.

“This is a very serious criminal investigation. It’s no longer a matter of choice.”

“Then come back with a warrant,” she said rudely, in a tone that implied she didn’t think they could.

Losing patience, Wyatt stepped forward, towering over the small, but defiant, wife.

“Ma’am, we don’t need a warrant. Right now, what you’re doing is deliberately obstructing an investigation. It’s a criminal charge, and I think, if I’m correct, it carries a maximum one-month jail term. With a lifelong record, of course.”

Now, the woman was looking uncertain. Her gaze flickered to Juliette as if hoping for help. Well, she wasn’t getting any from that direction. Stonily, Juliette stared back as Wyatt continued.

“But if you’re lucky, we won’t arrest you. We’ll bring you in for questioning and keep you a few hours, possibly overnight, until you decide to tell us what you know.”

Now, she was breathing faster.

“Look, I don’t know what all this is about. I’ve done nothing wrong! And neither has Thomas. We’re innocent citizens who are just trying to live our lives after some abusive treatment. If this is a serious crime, then I—I’m definitely not aware of it.”

“It’s a kidnapping case. So, it would help us if you could tell us where your husband is, ma’am,” Juliette said, hoping that the threats had hit home, and that she would now be more cooperative.

Her shoulders slumped, and the defiant attitude left her. 

"He's in Wales. We're moving there. He got a job with the local government after this debacle at the embassy. He went for the interview yesterday and got the position, so he's staying to look at houses. We're going to be moving there and starting afresh, thanks to that toxic man."

"Can you confirm that?" Juliette asked. “We need clear confirmation of what you’ve said. If you can provide it, we’ll leave. If not, then we’ll bring you in.”

But it seemed that the fight had gone all the way out of the angry wife now. Another minute, and Juliette was staring down at the proof of hotel bookings, interview times, and texts between the couple that proved, without a doubt, that he'd been there.

He could not have committed the crime.

Then a day that was already going bad got worse as her cellphone rang.

It was Sierra. And she sounded anxious.

"I thought I'd better tell you," she said. "The police here have just told me about something weird. There's this pop-up museum exhibition in central London, and someone's just found a body dressed up to look like a waxwork. It's Daisy McKay."

 

***

 

Shock was still resounding through Juliette as she and Wyatt sped to the scene, which was only a couple of miles from where they were. Her hands gripped the wheel. 

Disaster, a dead body. Not a kidnapped woman, not someone being held. A corpse.

This case had just turned so, so bad.

"It's the worst case," Wyatt muttered. "Dead? And in such a way?"

"It couldn't be worse," Juliette admitted. She'd been hoping that there would be a ransom demand, that Daisy had been held somewhere in a revenge move, or even that she'd run away and was laying low to escape her parental domination.

Now, she was dead.

Encased in wax.

As they arrived at the museum, Juliette and Wyatt quickly flashed their badges to the police officer guarding the entrance and rushed inside. The museum was in chaos, with people running around, shouting orders, and trying to keep the curious public at bay. Police were busy evacuating the area, with some difficulty, because families, au pairs, visitors, and tourists were all milling around. In this pop-up exhibit, held in a London hall, there was clearly no good contingency plan for what had occurred.

“Please leave the hall quietly and in an orderly fashion,” a woman’s wavering voice was announcing over the PA system, with the milling crowds paying not the slightest attention.

"We're FBI," she asked the policeman at the door. "Can you take us to the scene? What happened?"

"I'll take you there," the tall, mustached man answered, the ginger tips of his facial hair quivering with stress.

As they made their way through the exhibit, he explained the background. "An au pair came into one of the side rooms, looking for her kids. She knocked the body over by accident as she left. It had been posed on a pedestal, and the door had been partially closed. She then realized it was a corpse. She left the room immediately, grabbed the kids, called the police, and notified the organizers."

"Sounds like she did everything right," Juliette said.

"Yes. I think she did her best. We took a statement from her, but with three kids to look after, and not wanting them to know what had happened, we allowed her to leave."

"Absolutely," Juliette said. It was what she would have done too.

Heading into the exhibition, the crowds were thinning as the evacuation got under way, and it was quiet by the time they finally reached the section that had been sealed off by the police. It was a small room, dimly lit and set up like a Victorian era living room, complete with velvet chairs, an ornate fireplace, and a tea tray.

And in the middle of the room, next to a pedestal, was the slumped figure of a woman. Peering inside, she saw the coroner had just arrived and was at work. But Juliette couldn't wait for him to work. She needed to see what was there.

"May I go in, if I take precautions?" she asked the policeman standing guard at the door, while showing her badge.

"Yes, Agent. Please, gloves, head covers, foot covers. We need whatever we can get here."

Juliette quickly put on the protective gear and stepped into the room. As she walked around the body, her heart sank. 

She'd seen numerous photos of Daisy McKay in the case file. The woman's features had been etched in her mind. She'd hoped to find her alive, not dead. Not dressed in a Victorian gown, with a light coating of wax over her face, giving her skin a weirdly lifelike glow, and her lips a lively blush. The only weird part of this make-up was that thick eyeshadow which covered her eyes to the brow, almost like a gray mask.

But it was her. Without a doubt. There was no room for error.

Daisy McKay had been murdered in the most bizarre and ritualistic way.

This was now a disaster.

And, as she stared down in consternation, thoughts racing through her mind, Juliette knew there was one thing she must do immediately. One vital piece of evidence that might just prove to be a link.

"Quick!" she called to the officer at the door. "I need all available police to do a search. Every room, every exhibit, every model in this place. We need to find out if there are any more bodies here. Because I have a hunch there might be."


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The police officer looked appalled.

"More bodies, Agent?" he asked Juliette, and she nodded.

"There's a strong chance this is a serial," she said. "There's enough evidence pointing that way for us to take it seriously."

As the officer got onto his radio, Wyatt swung around to her, looking equally appalled.

"You think so?" he asked softly. "Surely not? This is a political crime, right? It's targeting the ambassador. We've known that from the get-go."

Juliette could see he was hoping that he'd be right, and that there would only be one body for them to find. But as of now, she thought differently.

"I'm not ruling out the political aspect of it," Juliette said, glancing over at the wax-encased body of Daisy McKay. "But this is too elaborate for a simple political crime. The way she was posed ... it's almost like a ritual. It's stylized. And the wax coating, it's not just for preservation. It's almost like the killer is trying to make her seem eternal. Like she's frozen in time."

"Well, maybe he had an obsession with her," Wyatt argued.

Juliette shook her head. "An obsession that strong is going to spill over. If the killer has such a fixation on Daisy that he transforms her into a wax figurine and poses her in a pop-up museum, it's never going to end at one. What he wants, what he needs, is going to end up being more than just one person."

Seeing that Wyatt was still shaking his head, she added, "I think it already has."

"What?" The word blurted out of him, incredulous and disbelieving. For a moment, she sensed that his disbelief of her theory was so strong it might cause an actual rift in their partnership. "Juliette, how? On what evidence? We came here to investigate one missing woman. One!"

She shook her head. "Remember in the car, the officer told us there was another missing woman, also young, also in London, called in the day before?"

Now, there was a pause.

Wyatt frowned, pushing his knuckles into his chin thoughtfully.

"Yeah, I do remember that. But it was just a mention. It might not be related. She could have been found by now. She could have run away, or been injured, or ended up in prison, or ended up in a car crash. We haven't been following that."

"Exactly," Juliette shot back. "We haven't been following it. But we need to. And fast. Because that woman could have been the first. Another missing woman, in London, in a couple of days? Maybe it's not a coincidence, and if it isn't, then there are going to be more. And soon."

Wyatt's combative expression gradually dissolved.

Juliette could see that he still wasn't convinced by her words, but he was now entertaining the theory, and as he did, a deep line appeared in his forehead.

"If that's true, then we're in a hell of a lot of trouble," he said.

"We are. I'm hoping I'm wrong, but Wyatt, I've had too much experience in serial cases. So have you, recently. Look at the cases we've handled so far. Look at the similarities with this."

"Oh, damn," he groaned out, and she knew that he was now applying his mind to the theory, having gotten over his instinctive denial.

They both fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts as the officer outside the room called in for more personnel to search the building. It was clear that if Juliette was right, they might be dealing with a dangerous and diabolical killer, one who had a sadistic streak and a deep-rooted hatred for young women.

"We can start searching ourselves, then," Wyatt said, and Juliette jumped, having been immersed in her thoughts and theories. 

"Let's do that," she said. 

Leaving the coroner to wrap up, they went back to the door and peeled off their coverings, already sweaty and clammy in the hot, summer air.

Then they headed into the hall, walking through the now empty exhibition hall, seeing only a couple of police along the way.

If two women were dumped here, where would the other be?

Juliette walked with purpose, her eyes scanning the area for any signs of a figurine similar to the one they'd just found. Wyatt followed close behind. 

The museum was filled with figurines, with mannequins, with life-sized dolls. There was a lot to check. Walking from room to room, Juliette didn't just scan each model. She went up and poked them, prodded them, and shook them to check. The original witness who'd found the body hadn't noticed a thing until accidentally knocking her over. They were going to be well camouflaged.

But every model she went up to was formed of plastic, or stuffed with foam, or had the cool, artificial feel she recognized instantly. Moving from room to room, she began to think they were wrong.

As they made their way towards the exit, Juliette noticed a small door behind a velvet curtain, tucked away in the corner of the room.

She turned to Wyatt, signaling him to follow her. They approached the door, and Juliette tried the handle. It was open. She pushed the door wide, already feeling the adrenaline pumping through her veins.

But there was nobody in the room. It was completely empty, and she let out a sigh, mad at herself for having worked her own mind up to the state where she'd been anticipating something so surely.

Turning back, she saw the police officer approach.

"Agent, we've checked the entire area. No bodies to be found, and we have checked all the mannequins and models and, er, lifelike forms."

Juliette nodded. Her theory hadn't held up—not yet. It might still, but for now, she had another question.

"What's this expo like after hours?" she asked him. "What security is in place? Because I'm wondering how this killer got inside."

His eyebrows raised. "That's a good question, ma'am. I'm not sure. I know that event security was asked to stand by, and their night manager is here. I can call him if you like?"

"I would like to speak to the night manager," Juliette said. "But I also want to speak to the daytime staff. There's a chance this victim might have been brought inside in daylight. So, let's cover all bases."

The officer nodded and stepped back to call the night manager while Juliette and Wyatt made their way back to the exhibition hall. 

Juliette turned to Wyatt. "What do you think?" she asked him.

Wyatt's expression was thoughtful. "I don't know. It's possible the killer had some kind of insider knowledge, or maybe they snuck in during the day and hid until it was empty. But we won't know for sure until we talk to the staff."

Juliette nodded in agreement. "Let's split up then. I'll take the daytime staff, and you speak to the night manager."

"Okay," Wyatt said.

He strode off in the direction the police officer had gone while Juliette went to the organizer's office, a hole in the wall kiosk that was tiny compared to the rest of the exhibition.

A woman with a ferociously curly head of gray hair was sitting at the desk, knitting. Her needles clicked rapidly. She glanced up as Juliette approached.

"I'd like to speak to the event manager," she said. "And the person who manages access in and out of the exhibitors' side."

If someone was coming in carrying a body, they would have had to have gone through that way.

The ferocious woman nodded. 

"The manager is waiting in the back office," she said. "As for the back gate attendant, I think he went home."

"Home?" Juliette felt incredulous that anyone would have been allowed to go home at such a time.

"He said he had a migraine. He left about two minutes ago," she said. Then, glancing up, she added, "Oh, no, wait, he didn't. He's on his way now. That's him there. Markus Griggs."

Juliette turned in his direction.

"Markus Griggs?" she called.

But the tall, lean, stringy man didn't stop, or even give any acknowledgment he heard her.

Instead, he broke into a run.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Running? After a dead body had just been discovered on site, and police were calling to him? Juliette knew Markus Griggs was guilty of something. 

“Stop! Police!” she shouted. And then she was off, powering across the exhibition hall, hurrying toward the exit where he’d just disappeared. She wished Wyatt was with her, but he’d gone to investigate the night manager. She had to do this alone and as fast as she could.

Even though he must have known the police were giving chase, Griggs wasn't slowing down. He was running faster. He darted out of the exhibition hall, and he veered to the left, heading into the main street.

Gritting her teeth as she chased him, Juliette realized he'd picked a good getaway route. This was one of the main shopping streets, and on a fine Saturday, just before lunch, it was jam packed with tourists.

She fixed the shape of him, those long, lean legs, the shape of his hair, and the color of his clothing—dark pants, and a white and blue shirt that seemed to be standard for the exhibition staff. If he was lost in the throng, she'd need to find him again and as fast as she could.

But it was going to be a frustrating, risky, stop-start process in these streets, seething with tourists who were strolling along, admiring the window displays, the tailored suits, and pastel summer dresses from the top fashion brands, storefronts that were draped in big-name branding for maximum impact on one of the world's busiest shopping streets.

He was heading toward Harrods, she saw. Was he going to try to take cover in the store and then lose her?

Yes. As he veered toward the entrance, Juliette realized that was exactly what he was going to do, and she knew it was a masterful tactic. Harrods, inside, was like a maze. Every one of the famous store’s seven floors contained numerous rooms and halls, and there were elevators as well as connecting staircases between them.

He'd already dodged inside, hurrying through the entrance, and by the time she reached it and burst through herself, he was nowhere to be seen.

He could be aiming to double back and run out again. That was her first thought, and with it in mind, she stopped, calling out to the guard at the door, showing her badge. "Police business! Don't let anyone leave the building! I’m chasing down a suspect."

"Yes, ma'am," the guard said.

She'd bought some time, but she didn't know how much. There were other ways out of Harrods—staff entrances and delivery doors—and as an exhibition access manager, he might know them and be heading that way.

She ran inside, through the perfume hall, breathing in the combined sweet, floral, and musky aromas of a multitude of expensive scents. 

Relying on her experience in chasing down suspects to guide her, trying to second guess which way he’d turned, she ran past the clothing sections, ignoring the mannequins in the windows, the jewelry displays, and the bags and accessories. Her eyes were scanning the crowd, searching for Markus, his tall frame and distinctive clothing.

"Do you mind, lady?" a shopper shouted, her voice angry and combative as Juliette pushed past. With her designer jacket and immaculate, glossy hair, she was clearly the Harrods target customer. 

"Sorry! Police!" Juliette said, continuing on at a run, her eyes peeled for him as she searched the halls.

Where would he have gone? He wasn't on this floor. She couldn't see him here at all.

So, perhaps ...

An idea occurred to her, something he might have done if he was smart and desperate and hoping to outwit the police.

She ran up the stairs, heading for the menswear floor. Her feet pounded on the staircase. She had to pause, breathing hard, frustration flooding her as she waited for a family to help their two young children, complaining loudly, up the last few stairs.

Couldn't you have taken the elevator? Juliette wondered to herself, feeling a sense of desperation that time was slipping away, and he’d somehow get out and be gone.

Then they were clear, and she was able to race up another flight, bursting out into the men's section.

The section had airy, bright rooms that were decorated with expensive and exclusive shirts, suits, ties, and casual wear. There were a disturbing number of mannequins here, sporting the designer gear in their carefully choreographed poses. It made her uneasy to see them. She didn't know if she'd ever look at a mannequin the same way again after seeing that hideous semblance of life earlier, that waxy sheen coated over the dead woman’s face.

Shaking her head to clear the gruesome memory, Juliette pushed on, scanning the faces of the shoppers in the room. She moved at a slower pace now, knowing that she needed to be more careful in this area. Because she was looking for something specific.

And then she thought she saw him. A tall, long-limbed man striding from the hall she was in, through to the next one.

"Hey! Police!" Juliette shouted, her heart speeding up as she rushed across the floor, pushing her way past a display of floral suit jackets and into a room devoted to shoes.

The man spun around, looking startled.

It wasn't him, and she felt her heart thud with disappointment. He'd been so similar looking, but now that he was facing her, she saw that he wasn't the same person. This was confirmed by his strong Italian accent as he asked her, "You are speaking to me?"

"No, no. Not you. Sorry," Juliette apologized breathlessly. She continued on, rushing through the halls, searching around, looking carefully behind each display, each clothing rack. And then, just as she was about to give up on her idea and acknowledge defeat, she saw him.

He was coming out of a changing room, and he'd done exactly what she'd suspected he might do. The blue and white striped shirt that offered such a distinctive lead to him was gone, and he was wearing a high necked, dark knit sweater that he must have grabbed off the shelf to cover up. But otherwise, he was the same. She was glad she’d imprinted that gangly frame and the spiky look of his dark hair into her mind.

"Griggs!" she shouted, and for one, horrified instant, he looked around, and she saw his features, the guilt in his eyes.

Then she was racing toward him, and although he turned and tried to run again, she was now too close and too fast. She grabbed hold of his arm. 

He tried to twist out of her grip, his body flailing as he fought back against her. 

“Let go of me!" he snarled.

But Juliette wasn't letting go. She knew this could be her only chance to catch him, and she wasn't going to lose him again. She dug her feet into the plush carpet, using her entire body weight to keep him from escaping.

She tightened her grip on his arm, twisting hard, and he winced, the pain etched across his face.

"All right, all right," he said, now without the malevolence she'd heard in his voice earlier. "You're hurting me! I'm just an innocent, ordinary person doing some shopping!"

That, she doubted, as she fastened the handcuffs tightly around him and then looped then over the handle of one of the store's access doors. She needed him to stay put for long enough that she could call Wyatt. Quickly, Juliette got out her phone.

"Wyatt, I got him. In Harrods. Pierre Cardin room. I've got him handcuffed to a door. We need to take him in," she said.

"On my way, and I'll organize," Wyatt said breathlessly.

Now, Griggs had changed tactic yet again. Begging words were spilling out of him. "Look, I'm an innocent man, I swear, I was just … just doing some shopping. Don't arrest me! Please!"

Too late for that, Juliette thought, not even bothering to answer as she stood guard over him, waiting for Wyatt.

Without a doubt, he was guilty.

Now, all that remained was to find out what, exactly, he was guilty of. And whether he was the killer.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

His pillars of life. That was how he thought of them. They started out as raw material, waiting to be molded. To have the shine on their face, the glow to their lips, the perfect posture that would sear their shape and form into the observer's eye. Shaped, sculpted, and formed. The energies seared and crackled from them when they were correctly positioned. He could feel it, sizzling through him, flaring into the air.

Two, so far. He'd placed two beauties. And now, he was busy preparing for a third.

He'd only take her in darkness. That was the rule. Darkness had to fall for the entire process to be meaningful, to have the power it needed to. Images flashed into his mind. What he was doing was no easy job. It was a complex, difficult task with so many facets.

The thrill of it all sent shivers down his spine. The anticipation of capturing the third model, of molding her into perfection, was enough to make his fingers tremble.

He had watched her from afar, ever since the first moment she'd caught his eye. He had taken in every detail, every curve and angle, studying her movements, her habits, her routines. He needed to know everything about her to ensure she would be the perfect addition to his collection.

She was a tall, stunning brunette with piercing blue eyes and a figure that would make any man's jaw drop. He knew he had to have her.

But first, he needed to plan. He couldn't afford to make any mistakes. This was his life's work, and it needed to be a triumph.

He moved forward in the queue. He was watching the place where she worked, a wildly popular cookie shop with a few franchises in London. They sold every imaginable flavor and style of cookie, and at lunch time and on the weekends, people queued to buy.

"Do you mind?" the woman in front of him said.

He stepped back, quickly, aware that in his eagerness, he'd jostled forward too fast.

"I'm sorry," he said. He put genuine feeling into his words. He met her eyes briefly. He meant what he said.

She looked at him with slightly less annoyance, thanks to his timely and sincere apology.

"We all want the cookies," she scolded. "But patience is a virtue, right? They're not running short of anything so far. What are you getting this time?"

"Triple chocolate," he said without hesitation.

He had studied the layout, the timings, everything about it. He had even tried some of the cookies once, just to see what all the fuss was about. "And perhaps a white chocolate cranberry."

"Oooh, those are my favorites, too," she shared. "But the other day, I tried a salted caramel, and I must say, it won me over."

"Was it better than the peanut butter?" he asked.

She hesitated, her round, pleasant face wrinkling with the effort of the decision.

"Now, that's a difficult one," she said. "I'd think it's neck and neck, actually." She let out a rich, loud chortle, and he smiled widely, sharing the joke.

"If only they weren't so darned pricey," she confided. "Probably just as well, though, or I'd be here every day and weigh twenty pounds more."

"Yes, it is a temptation. And a luxury," he empathized. 

The conversation was starting to pull him down, even though he was managing it.

With those people who were not his targets, who were not destined to be the pillars of power, he was pleased he could still behave in a normal way that attracted no attention. He was finding it increasingly difficult though, because with each pillar that he placed, he could feel the power throbbing through him, feel himself becoming so much more than he was.

Already, with only two down, he was feeling so different. Exultant. Empowered. More than he had been. And yet, there was so much more to come still. What would he be like by the end?

It was going to be a long and difficult job.

Eighty was his ultimate goal, but he was a realistic man and knew that this number might be a life's work and not a season's. But this summer, he wanted to get the first fifteen in place. Then he knew which would be next.

Each one needed significance and meaning, and each would need to be perfectly placed.

He had been patient, waiting for the right moment to strike. Waiting for the darkness to envelop him and shield him from prying eyes. He'd need to do the same this time.

Her shift ended at seven p.m., and by then, it would still be light. Darkness, this time of the year, fell at about eight. But on a Saturday night, he had seen her habits. She didn't walk straight to the Underground station to ride the long journey far out of London to the little house in the remote suburb where she lived—it was one of the Zone Six stops, one of those not just in outer London but just outside of London itself. He couldn't take her from there, it was too far. The energy lines would dissipate even if he brought her back, and he needed them to be strong. He had it plotted out—where he'd take her, where he'd prepare her, and finally, where he'd place her.

Tonight was his best chance, because tonight, she wouldn't go straight home. She'd walk down the road to the pub and spend an hour or two there with her friends. The journey from the pub to the Underground, after dark on a Saturday, was a ten-minute walk, and it was surprisingly deserted. 

With luck, he could take her tonight.

As he reached the front of the line, he could see her through the glass door, moving about inside the cookie shop, her long hair tied back in a ponytail as she served customers. He could feel the thrill of anticipation, knowing that he would soon have her in his grasp. What a pleasure it would be. Her neck was long and elegant. He knew already how he would clothe her and how he would paint her.

She didn't serve him when he reached the front of the line, though, which was just as well, because he would have been wordless with admiration in the power of her gaze, looking at that beautiful face, the Grecian perfection of her features.

But she was serving the other line, and he'd intentionally placed himself out of her path. Just in case. One couldn't be too careful. He was aware that even though this shop served thousands of customers a day, the wrong move might get him noticed. He needed to lay low to complete his task.

"I'll have two, double chocolate," he said, picking randomly when the plump, smiling brunette took his order, because truth be told, he didn't care.

All he cared about was looking again at that stern, classic profile of the young woman he sought, seeing her face, feeling her power, the energy like a force.

It scared and humbled him.

Soon, that energy and that force would be placed where it was needed, and it would become a part of him.

He paid for the cookie and turned away, feeling short of breath at how close he'd come to her, already taking pleasure in what he'd feel when the job was done.

As soon as he was out of sight of the store, he threw the cookie into a trash can. It wasn't important; it had been only a means to an end.

He didn't need it.

He needed her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

He looked guilty. That was Juliette’s first thought when she walked into the interview room of the police station where they’d done their research earlier. 

Markus Griggs had been searched and processed, and the tall, lanky man was now face to face with them for the first time, so Juliette could see his features, rather than his retreating back view as he fled.

His gaze was darting every which way around the small, warm room. She wondered what Sierra, watching from the observation room next door, thought of that body language.

She wondered what Wyatt, walking in next to her, thought of it.

Seeing that he was already uncomfortable, she sat down, frowning slightly, and let the silence build. She wanted him to feel the pressure of not speaking, so that he would be more likely to spill the information when their conversation started.

Griggs was squirming in his seat, his eyes shifting from Juliette to Wyatt and back again. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his lips were pressed tightly together.

Wyatt leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him, also looking deliberately casual, and as if he could spend all day here, relaxing, while worst-case scenarios boiled in their suspect’s mind.

A trickle of sweat wormed its way down Griggs’s throbbing temple. It was time to talk. The tension had reached a snapping point.

"Mr. Griggs," she began, wondering if, now that she was speaking, his hazel eyes would focus on her instead of darting around in search of a way out.

His gaze did rest on her briefly, but then he looked down at his long fingered, tightly clamped hands that were clasped on the desk in front of him.

"You ran from me. You went to very extreme lengths to try to avoid the police. I'm wondering why that was?"

Griggs swallowed hard, looking up at Juliette with fear in his eyes. "I-I was scared. I saw the police, and I panicked. I didn't do anything wrong, I swear. I don't even know what this is about."

"How long have you been working for the exhibition?" she asked, wanting to distract him with a question he wasn't expecting to jolt him out of the version he was trying to give them.

"Working? For the exhibition?" He looked startled. "Er—well, it's a pop-up event, and it's been running two weeks, and I work for the organizing company. They—er—they do different events all around London and the south of England."

"What does your job involve?"

"I'm in charge of the exhibitors' entrance, which is at the back of the expo.”

“What does that involve?”

“I need to make sure everyone coming in has the correct authorization and check what’s brought in and out."

"And was it busy this morning?"

"Yes," he nodded. "A lot of people were bringing in new models, new dresses, for the Saturday expo. They opened a few new areas."

Now that he was talking about his work, their suspect was positively babbling, looking very different in his demeanor. But Juliette needed to probe further. What angle would get them close to the reason for his behavior? 

"Anyone suspicious come through the gate this morning?" Wyatt asked, as she was wondering what the best angle of approach would be.

That was a great question. She could see it wrenched him out of his babbling mindset and back into the guilty, furtive mode.

Griggs hesitated, lowering his gaze. Juliette could see his mind working, weighing the pros and cons of his answer. Finally, he looked back up at them, a hint of desperation in his eyes.

"I'm not sure, there were so many people coming and going. It was so busy, it's hard to keep track of everyone."

"But that's your job. To keep track." Juliette frowned more deeply.

He stared at her, now openly defensive. "Look, it's just—it's just an expo! I mean, how was I to know that a criminal would come along and use it as his dumping ground? Everyone who comes in has the right ticket!"

Juliette was starting to see where this was going. She thought that Griggs had been neglecting his role as the guardian of that exhibitors' gate.

"Were you there all morning?" she queried. "Or did you perhaps step out for a while?"

"I-I was there! All morning, of course! Why would I step out?"

"But you don't seem to have taken notice of everyone. Are you sure you didn't miss anyone coming in?"

Now, he was looking as furtive as he'd done when he walked in, and Juliette thought she was getting to the gist of it.

"You'd better be truthful," she threatened. "If you did step out, or walk away from your post, the timing might be important. Tell us!"

She still wasn't sure whether he was evading so desperately because he was the killer himself or because he'd been shirking his duty. But she was starting to think that it was the second theory. He'd been lazy and careless and hadn't been at his post half of the time. If he made a habit of that, the killer could have seen and could have known how easy it would be to sneak past with his victim.

"I might have stepped out once or twice," he mumbled, turning red.

"Give us times," Wyatt insisted loudly.

"Well, the expo opened for setup at six-thirty. I was there at six-thirty, but then I went for coffee with my girlfriend," he mumbled.

"Who's your girlfriend?" Juliette asked. “Where did you go with her?”

"Her name is Alicia. She came to meet me at about seven, and we went to the local coffee truck down the street. We had coffee there, and breakfast, and chatted for a while," Griggs replied, his gaze flickering nervously.

"And when did you get back?"

"About half seven, but then there were various things I had to sort out. People needed help moving equipment and setting up, so I went to try to help. I mean, it was just guarding a door into an expo! It wasn't even open to the public yet!" he said defensively. “It’s part of my job to go and help if people need it and not just stand at a door.”

Juliette and Wyatt exchanged a glance. It now appeared that Griggs wasn’t the killer, but his negligence in going for coffee, and also the fact he was on call to help exhibitors, could have given anyone an opportunity to sneak in undetected. Without a permanent presence at that back gate, the killer could have taken advantage of it. 

The one thing they did need to do was to see whether Griggs had an alibi for last night. That would clear him once and for all. Juliette still wasn’t convinced that he’d run from them simply because he hadn’t been at his post. That didn’t make any sense. And nor did being spooked by the police. Not such a massive overreaction. There had to be another reason.

"Last night, Friday. Where were you?"

"I was with my friends. With Alicia and a few of the guys from my group. We went out for drinks and then we went to a club in South London."

"What time?"

"The club?" He wiped a trickle of sweat from his face. "We got there about ten, and I think we left at around two in the morning. I know I didn't get much sleep because of having to be here so early."

Now that Juliette looked more closely, she could see that he was red eyed. And more than that, he was shifty eyed all over again. She was wondering if he’d enjoyed something illegal while at that club. What if some of those illegal substances had still been on his person when the police had arrived?

“Did you have anything with you that the police might not approve of?” she asked and was rewarded by seeing his eyes jerk wide. 

“Look, it wasn’t me, I swear, I didn’t realize. I thought it was just an energy tablet, that’s all. I swear that’s what I thought it was!”

Okay. Her hunch was right. He’d bought drugs at the club and had run from the police because he’d known he might face a possession charge. Somewhere on his headlong run, he must have dumped whatever he had. That was a fight for another day, and Juliette didn’t have time to retrace his steps and search for a stash of drugs.

"I’m not taking any action over your purchases at the club, but you’re very lucky. You could spend years in prison if you’re convicted for possession of class A or class B drugs, which I’m guessing those were. That’s a serious offense. Your life could change forever because of that decision. Do it again, and your luck might just run out. But for now, I’m focusing on a murder case. Can you prove where you were, and for how long?"

He stared at her in consternation for a moment and then, as if his brain was finally activating, he nodded. "Yes, I mean I've got messages and stuff on my phone, and the nightclub sent us a message when we were in. And I did buy some drinks on my card during the night. So yeah, I guess I can prove it? And I’m sorry. I mean, I take the warning seriously. I really do." His hands were still shaking from his close call about those illegal substances. 

Juliette took his phone from the tray containing his personal possessions, and he opened it for her. Scrolling through, she saw that the messages did confirm his presence at the club last night. There was also a series of messages this morning, setting up the coffee date with his girlfriend. And talking about their hangovers.

Juliette was annoyed with him for running, but she had to accept that he wasn't to blame for the murder. He'd been irresponsible, but he wasn't a killer.

And now, Juliette's phone was ringing.

With a flash of worry, she saw it was a central London number. That might spell trouble.

Picking up, her suspicions were confirmed. It was the ambassador himself, who had obviously had the police on his doorstep telling him the tragic news. Emotion resonated from his cracking voice. Primarily, at this moment, it was fury.

"My daughter's dead! She's dead! You didn't find her in time, and now this has happened!" he raged.

"I'm so sorry this has happened," Juliette began, knowing that there were no words to console an inconsolable parent. But McKay was on the warpath.

"I need you in here, right now. I'm changing tack. I've asked for Scotland Yard to get involved immediately. You've failed me, so now you must work with them. I’m pulling all available resources onto this case, and I’m doing it with the police commissioner’s permission. The team's on the way, and I want you here in half an hour."

Juliette grimaced in concern, but there was no chance to say more because McKay had hung up.

Working with two brand new detectives, with all of them under massive pressure, might be productive, but it might also be a huge disaster. Egos and territory and a myriad of other factors could come into play. But they had no choice.

The next half hour would tell them if they were on a path to success or whether this decision had made their job a hundred times harder.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

It was going to make things harder.

Juliette sensed the atmosphere as soon as she walked into the ambassador’s residence. His shouted voice was coming from the living room where they’d gathered earlier.

"I will not accept this! I won't! It's impossible that it could have happened!" 

Overwrought, shrill, and stressed, the ambassador sounded like a broken shell of his former dogmatic self.

Wyatt was a few paces behind her, speaking urgently to Ebury back in Manhattan. Their poor boss had been foolish enough to grab a few hours' sleep and had woken to this crisis exploding.

She paused a moment for him to wrap up his call. He’d been briefing Ebury on the leads so far, which had only included their recently cleared suspect. There’d been no other leads from the exhibition staff, and nobody suspicious had been noted. 

With his call finished, he rushed in to join her, and together, they headed to the living room.

Inside, the ambassador was pacing back and forth over the Persian carpet, with his hands clasped together in front of him, his face flushed with anger and grief.

"You!" he spat at Juliette. "This is all your fault! If you had done your job properly, my daughter would still be alive!"

Juliette remained calm, even though the accusation stung. She understood his pain. There was no point in telling him that his daughter had more than likely been murdered soon after she'd been taken, that the wax coating would have taken a few hours to perfect, and that she'd probably been put in place in the exhibition before their helicopter had even touched down in London.

"This is a devastating blow for all of us, Ambassador," she said quietly. "I'm so very sorry that she couldn't be found alive."

Already, behind her, she could see the complication to the situation in the form of two plainclothes detectives, who she guessed were the Scotland Yard team. 

They were sitting on chairs, whispering to each other, and assessing the situation quietly. One was a dark-haired man, probably in his forties, with the solid, chunky build of someone who was never going to be thin but who worked hard at keeping fit. The other was a woman, a little younger and much slimmer, with a lean, unsmiling and—Juliette thought—critical face. Her hair was scraped back in a tight ponytail, and she was dressed in somber black.

Neither of the detectives had any friendliness in their eyes as they glanced at Juliette and Wyatt, who were suffering the brunt of the ambassador's tirade. She took a deep breath and braced herself for what was to come.

"You've failed! You've failed this supposed task force of yours, you've failed my wife and me, and you've failed our daughter!"

Juliette gritted her teeth, trying not to let her emotions get the better of her. She knew that losing a child was the worst pain imaginable, but the ambassador's anger was misplaced. They had done everything they could, and they had been following their leads to the best of their ability.

 She had been in this situation before and knew that reacting emotionally would only make things worse. Instead, she took a step forward, meeting the ambassador's fury head-on with calm politeness. "Unfortunately, we didn't arrive in time. It's likely no police intervention could have saved her. But we will continue to do everything in our power to catch her killer."

Who is likely to kill again, she thought with a shiver.

"I need results. Now! You'd better make up for this and find this man. I want him put away for the rest of his life. Rock solid case. No hope of parole, no loopholes, you understand?"

Juliette felt desperately sorry for him, despite his abusive demeanor. Tears were welling from his eyes.

"I want an update, end of day today. I want results."

He turned, his voice breaking, and marched out of the room.

Immediately, Juliette hurried over to introduce herself to the other police that they'd now be working with. She hoped that her initial impression had been wrong and that they did not resent her and Wyatt.

But the detectives, talking to each other, didn't even glance her way.

"Good afternoon," Juliette said. "Agent Hart and Agent Thompson."

She waited for the team to introduce themselves. They were in no rush to finish their conversation. It took another minute before the man finally looked up.

"Detective Grant Harris," the man said, standing up and extending his hand. "This is my partner, Detective Samantha Black." Harris's handshake was firm, and his eyes were cold and evaluating as he looked Juliette up and down.

Juliette could sense the tension immediately. These detectives were not going to make things easy for her and Wyatt. She tried to sound as friendly as possible. "It's good to meet you both," she said. "These aren't ideal circumstances, but I hope we can work together to catch this killer, fast."

Juliette was used to the cold reception that often came from other law enforcement agencies. She knew they had to earn their trust and respect through hard work and results.

But Harris didn't seem to even want to be civil. His eyes were still steely.

"I don't know what you think you bring to the table, Agent Hart," Harris said, sounding skeptical. "We're on this case now, and we don't need outside interference. As the ambassador said, you’ve mishandled the case so far, and we are under the impression that we’re taking it over from here."

Juliette bit her tongue, not wanting to escalate the tension. Instead, she took a deep breath and tried to explain their approach. "We're still on the case, Detective Harris. We want to work together as a team, and the more of us that can be involved, the better. Our main objective is to get results, catch this killer, and get closure for the ambassador. And prevent further deaths," she added, wanting to get her fears and suspicions about this being a serial, on the table. But the British officers ignored her last comment.

"We'll see about working together," Harris said curtly. "We have our own methods and protocols for handling cases like this, and we'd appreciate it if you stayed out of our way while we take this forward."

"We should have been called out at the start," Detective Black emphasized. “We’ve already lost a lot of time.”

Now, she was insinuating that the case had been mismanaged and that the Americans had been unable to prevent a murder that had been committed before they’d even landed on British soil. This was going to make things harder. Much harder.

"Can we at least sit down and share our information?" Juliette appealed.

"No,” Harris said shortly.

Juliette’s eyes widened. “But why? Why not cooperate?”

“There's a problem with doing that," Harris said. "We haven't yet been authorized to share what we've learned with outside law enforcement officers."

She didn’t think that was the real reason. The real reason was that the two officers genuinely believed that they were now here to handle this case, and they wanted to do it on their own. She wondered briefly if there might be an old history of grudges with American law enforcement. There was an agenda here, for sure, and it was going to be destructive.

It was a pity that they weren’t coming in on a better footing. The ambassador’s emotional harangue had hammered the nails into that coffin, for sure.

"But this is an American victim, and we are FBI agents!" Wyatt protested, a thread of barely controlled anger in his voice.

Harris shook his head. "This crime took place on British soil and as such, it's our jurisdiction. You have no right to be here at all. All it's doing is complicating protocols."

There was an element of smugness in his voice.

"It's a suspected serial crime," Juliette said, needing them to hear what she was saying. "Sharing information will be very important."

Harris shook his head. "There's no evidence of that, Agent. We're here to track down the ambassador's daughter's killer, not pursue wild theories."

"Shall we go back to the office?" Black asked. "We've got some leads to follow up, and we can have a look at that timeline again."

"Let's do that," Harris said. He stood up. "If the authorization has come through by tomorrow, then here's my card, and we can meet. Until then, I consider the case to be in our hands."

Without another word, the two detectives turned and marched out.

Juliette stared after them, feeling stupefied by the blatant lack of cooperation.

She could feel the anger and frustration bubbling up inside of her, but she knew that reacting impulsively would only make things worse. Instead, she turned to Wyatt with a forced smile. "Looks like we have our work cut out for us," she said.

Wyatt grunted in agreement, his jaw clenched as he watched the detectives disappear from view. "I can't believe they're not even willing to share information with us," he said, his voice seething with anger.

"Well, we have one direction we can follow without them," Juliette said thoughtfully.

"And what's that?" Wyatt asked.

"The other missing woman. Remember, we were told about it on the way to the ambassador’s house? Let's meet up with Sierra and research that case. The Scotland Yard team are looking for Daisy's killer. But we're looking for a serial murderer. Widening the net will help us find him."


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Where were the similarities Juliette needed to find? 

"There's so little in common between the two cases," she said, making a face as she stared at the lists of information they'd exhaustively compiled, with Wyatt looking up the available information from the police reports, and Sierra doing online research to get information on the victims.

She had the terrible feeling that the only progress they'd get now would be made when the worst happened, and another body was found.

At least it had cooled down now in their tiny office within the central London police station. The sun had set. Night had fallen on London—a Saturday night, with pubs and clubs and restaurants buzzing, theater shows on the go, tourists wandering the streets, out and about and enjoying themselves.

In this massive, complex city of millions, just two women pointed the way to this killer.

One was still missing.

"Her name's Sophie Elder," Juliette said, going over the information yet again. "She's nineteen as of a week ago, and she worked in central London in a shoe store."

At least they’d been able to pull the case information, thanks to Wyatt going to the front desk and very charmingly getting the passwords they needed to access the recent case records. If that hadn’t worked, Juliette had been ready to get Sierra to try another way.

But fortunately, the front desk officer wasn’t as obstructive as the Scotland Yard team.

Juliette stared at the photo of Sophie, seeing that there was one common factor—both the missing women were attractive. Sophie had a beautiful face, framed by rich, brunette hair, with a wide, laughing mouth and green eyes.

She lived with her boyfriend, but according to the detective’s report, the catch was that at the time of her disappearance, he was working on a research ship in the Antarctic.

"It says here that he’s flying back but hasn't yet landed. So, as of now, he’s in the air and can't be contacted. And he seems to have been away for months. That means, as a witness, he's not going to be helpful."

"She was reported missing by him when he tried to call her, and she didn't pick up on Thursday night," Sierra read out. "But she was at work on Thursday, so she could only have been abducted then."

"Her colleagues reported no problems at work. The shoe store was very busy with a late summer sale, and they didn't have time to sit around and chat," Wyatt read.

Juliette felt her heart sink. They had very little to go on, and it seemed like each lead they followed was a dead end. She rubbed her temples, feeling the beginnings of a headache setting in.

All they had were two young women who'd disappeared from locations in central London. One had been found; one hadn't.

She checked the time, seeing to her surprise that it was after ten p.m.

"I don't know what else we can do," she said. "We need to get some food, get some sleep, and start again tomorrow."

Wyatt frowned. "I disagree. Can't we go out, walk the streets, do something more than just go to bed? This isn't sitting well with me." 

Juliette sighed. She wasn't going to argue. If Wyatt wanted to walk the streets and spend the whole night searching for a missing woman who could be anywhere, let him. It wasn't like they had better ideas at this stage.

Only then, Wyatt thought of another. He jumped up, decisively. "I know. I'm going to call the Scotland Yard team and do an evening update. After all, the ambassador requested a progress report."

Juliette raised an eyebrow. It was a good idea, and perhaps now that some time had passed, the two officers would be ready to share information. Feeling hopeful, she listened out while he made the call. 

As Wyatt hunted for the business card, Juliette and Sierra sat in tired silence, their eyes scanning the case files on the missing women. They had gone through every detail they could find, but it was starting to seem like there was no thread to follow. No motive for the abductions, no clear connections between the victims.

"Hello?" Wyatt said. "Detective Harris. It's Wyatt Thompson here. I'm calling to do an evening update. I—" He paused, then spoke again, sounding annoyed. "Look, has that authorization come through yet?" 

Another short pause. "We need to share information! What do you mean, you’ve already called the ambassador?"

Then Wyatt scowled, slamming his phone on the table.

"He hung up on me. Said there's no permission yet, and he's not willing to share what he has so far. They submitted a report to the ambassador an hour ago. They’re keeping us completely out of the loop. Unreal!"

Juliette stood up. "Come on," she said. "We’re banging our heads against a wall now. They clearly have nothing because right now, there’s nothing to be found. Let’s update Ebury on Sophie Elder’s possible link and call it a night. We need food and sleep. The most we can hope for is to be wide awake tomorrow morning. If there's a new development, we need to be able to give it all our energy."

She didn't want to say that the most likely development would be the news of another death, but she could see in her teammates' eyes that they knew the truth of it.

The three of them left the room and descended the stairs to the street, Juliette leading the way. The air outside was crisp and cool, a welcome relief after the stuffiness of the room they'd been confined to for hours. They walked in silence for a few blocks, Wyatt and Sierra both lost in thought, and Juliette taking in the sights and sounds of the city around them. The city where a killer was lurking.

And so far, they'd been unable to stop him. Juliette was dreading what tomorrow would bring.

 

***

 

The sense of discouragement still hung over her after their quick meal in a local pub, and it seemed to follow her up the stairs to the room Sierra had booked in a nearby hotel.

She pulled out her phone as she walked in, needing some comfort, even if it was long distance comfort now. Quickly, she called Lucien as she put her bag down.

The phone rang and rang, and she thought it would go through to voicemail, but at the very last moment, Lucien picked up.

He sounded stressed. Juliette could tell that immediately. And from the background noises, he was still at work.

"Bonjour, Juliette," he greeted her.

"Ca va, Lucien," she replied. "You sound busy."

"I am. We've had a huge case land. A major drug bust, here at the port. I'm still on the boat, coordinating the search."

"Let me not keep you," she said quickly. "I hope it goes well. Speak later."

"Later," he said and quickly hung up.

Juliette sighed, feeling more alone than ever. She sat down on the bed with a heavy heart, staring blankly ahead of her. 

Wyatt's warning about long distance had been accurate. It didn't matter whether she was in London or Paris or somewhere else. Lucien had taken on a new and very pressured role, and she got the sense this was going to be their future. Ambitious and keen to make his mark, he wouldn't want to take time off for a while to be with her.

She should really message him now and suggest they go their separate ways, she thought, momentarily discouraged. That would be what a sensible person would do, but she didn't feel sensible now. Plus, the thought of doing it made her feel forlorn and sad. Maybe this pressure was just the natural stress of the first few weeks in a new job. Things might settle in a while, and he’d have more time.

She went into the bathroom, splashed some cold water on her face and looked at her reflection in the mirror. She looked so tired, so defeated. They'd worked all day and had to fight off resentment and recrimination in every direction. All three of them had been so discouraged by the time they'd gone upstairs that she knew the precious team spirit was very lacking.

But something inside her told her not to give up just yet. She couldn't let the killer win. She couldn't let the victims down. A night's rest might bring new ideas and fresh inspiration.

Even so, as Juliette climbed into bed, she felt tears prickle her eyes, because at that moment, she felt very alone. With her father's bombshell, having to accept that he wasn't the person she'd believed, and seeing how long distance was already taking its toll on her treasured relationship with her boyfriend, she felt lonelier than she ever had before.

She closed her eyes, thinking that it would be difficult to rest, but a fitful, nightmare-punctuated sleep descended quickly.

It was filled with bad dreams of Ebury calling to say a new body had been found, of Wyatt messaging her to say he was done with the task force, and of Lucien texting her to say it was over.

It almost felt like a repeat cycle when she really did hear her phone, jerking her from her dream state into cool, dark reality.

This was no nightmare. She was awake. It was dark, early morning, and the persistent trill of her phone was slicing through the silence.

Grabbing it, she saw it was Ebury, and before she even picked up, Juliette knew, with a tautening of her stomach, what the news was going to be.

"Juliette," he said, "they've just found Sophie Elder's body. This case is officially a serial."


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Chad Hammer was trying to breathe.

In, out. In, out.

That, supposedly, was the secret to successful running. But despite a two-month stint with a coach and five online classes so far, he hadn't gotten the hang of it, nor had it improved his run times. He was hoping it would. 

In, out. In, out. 

Nope, the rhythm was wrong already. Why couldn't he get this right? He needed to achieve in this direction. It was a small goal that could lead to bigger goals being achieved. Like fitness, health, and the loss of the twenty pounds of weight that was sagging prematurely around his waist.

How could he reach any of those if he couldn't even get the breathing right? His personal trainer had said that was the first and most important step.

He was too focused on his breathing that he couldn't enjoy the view around him. Running in the park was supposed to be therapeutic, a relaxation. Why was he such a damned competitive person that he even tried to be good at things he was bad at?

He slowed as he passed the statue that he loved the most. Still Waters, on the edge of Hyde Park, the incredible, giant horse head, calmly lowered to the ground as if it was drinking. Suspended in nothingness. A story to tell, every time he glimpsed it.

That sculpture always brought him a sense of peace—even now when his legs and lungs were seemingly in different universes and not communicating with each other at all.

But even that brief peace was shattered when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He slowed to a standstill, panting and sweating, and fished it out of his pocket, hoping it was just a spam call or his sister. But the name that flashed on the screen made his heart thud with anxiety.

How could he possibly relax when it was his domineering boss on the other end?

He hesitated before answering but knew he couldn't ignore the call. Not with a massive shipment of top-quality furniture about to hit England's shores any day now. Most of it already had top end buyers who were waiting for their delivery. A limited number of other items were destined for their exclusive, West End store.

"Good morning," he said, trying to catch his breath.

"Hammer," his boss barked, "listen, there's been a fluctuation in the exchange rate, and it's going to affect our import costs."

Chad's heart sank. He had been dreading the possibility of something going wrong with the shipment, but he had hoped against hope that everything would proceed smoothly. The import costs were already high, and any fluctuations in the exchange rate would only exacerbate the problem. 

"Don't worry, Mr. Reynolds. I'll get on it right away," he said, even as he wondered if the company could possibly have accounted for every single possible scenario.

The options crowded his mind. Chief among them was to check what that actual fluctuation was and the reason for it. This could be solvable.

There was a bench ahead. With his legs aching, and sweat trickling down his chest and head, he perched on the end of it. A beautiful woman with rich, brown hair and a high-necked running shirt was at the other end, staring out over the park. A few yards beyond, in the cover of the trees, a man with binoculars had his back turned, watching the birds in the trees.

"Mind if I sit here?" he mumbled to the woman, his natural subservience in these situations overriding his innate awareness that this was a public bench, and he could sit on it however the hell he wanted. It was for the public, a bench, and he needed to stop being so damned socially anxious. It was holding him back!

She didn't answer or move, and tuning her out, Chad got onto his phone to explore the reasons for his boss's call.

As he dug deeper into the exchange rates, he nodded, feeling better about things. The fluctuations were not significant, and he knew this would only make a tiny impact that might even correct itself in the next hour.

Was that the only problem? Or was there something else he should be picking up but wasn't? Before jumping to conclusions, he needed to check himself. His expertise and broad thinking were why he held the position at this company and earned the salary which was exceptionally high for a graduate in his mid-twenties, and why he lived in a beautiful apartment near the park.

Also, it was probably why he was overweight and had some niggling health issues and no girlfriend or social life. 

As he dug into the financial data, without finding anything amiss, his mind started to wander. He couldn't shake off the feeling that something was odd about the woman sitting next to him. It was as if she was too still, too quiet. It set his nerves on edge. He tried to focus on his work, but it was difficult with the woman's presence beckoning him.

He tried to shut it out. Tried to focus on the minor details that could have triggered his very detail-oriented boss.

He shook his head. Having considered every angle, he didn't think that the fluctuations were a problem, and it was more than likely that his boss was simply experiencing some anxiety before this big shipment was due to land. Having examined every possible angle, he didn't see any reason for concern.

So, no problems.

He glanced at the woman, finally allowing her into his world.

She was staring ahead, and now, he was seeing something strange in her unblinking demeanor, in the frozen expression on her face, that thick, gray eyeshadow around her staring eyes, the immobility of her pose.

He'd thought her to be a jogger because that was how she was dressed, in pink and blue lycra, bright yellow trainers, a headband around her shiny hair. But joggers jogged. They didn't sit on a bench, staring into the distance.

Chad couldn't help but be drawn in by her unsettling stillness. He coughed politely and shifted slightly on the bench, hoping to catch her attention.

"Are you okay?" he finally asked, his voice barely above a whisper. Yes, he knew he was shy when it came to women, but for some reason, he had a nagging sense of dread in his mind as he stared at her.

The woman didn't react.

Was she in shock? Had something terrible happened to her? He glanced around the park, searching for any signs of danger or distress, but everything around them seemed normal. The birder was behind a tree now, almost invisible.

He turned back to the woman and reached out a hand, intending to shake her shoulder.

But as his hand touched her shoulder, Chad gasped, recoiling backward in shock. The woman's skin was ice-cold, and the movement sent her slowly tilting sideways.

Only then did he see the fine wire noose that had been holding her body in place. Loosened, it allowed her to tip over, and he jumped to his feet in horror.

"Help!" he yelled. "Help!"


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

"The body is in Hyde Park! In Hyde Park itself!" 

Juliette shouted out the words to Wyatt as she raced down the hotel's stairs. 

Sierra clattered down the stairs a moment later, her boots loud on the wooden treads, her hair still wild from sleep.

"Another victim? This is terrible." She gasped in a breath. "And you were right, Juliette. A serial."

"I wish I'd been wrong," she said darkly.

She felt traumatized by the news, all the more so because the body was in one of her most treasured London locations, somewhere that held so many beautiful memories—a destination of peace and joy that was now forever tarnished in her mind.

Wyatt emerged from his room, racing down the stairs, his short hair in as much disarray as she'd ever seen it.

"Hell," he said, a concise word that aptly described the circumstances. "Is this the woman we researched last night? Sophie Elder?"

"I think it might be Sophie,” Juliette said as they rushed out to the car. “But for all I know he's taken somebody else. We don't know how far this goes. But it's worse than we thought."

It didn’t take long for them to make the rushed journey, through almost deserted streets, to the side of Hyde Park where the body had been found. Juliette arrived there in time to see the park bathed in early morning sun. The idyllic picture was marred by the cluster of police cars at the park's entrance and the coroner's van. A policeman at the park gate was already keeping back a small knot of curious onlookers. 

Showing her badge, Juliette led the way, and the three of them walked in.

What had happened? Her mind was whirling with the possible scenarios, and she was dreading to see that same shimmering waxen effigy, a mockery of human life and health, bathing the victim's face in its artificial glow.

But as she approached the bench where the police were clustered, Juliette realized there was another, more concerning sight.

Detectives Harris and Black were busy coordinating the scene. Harris's officious voice rang out through the still morning air, and it caused all of them to look his way. “Please control the crowds. We don’t want any photography. I want the public kept back far enough that nobody can do that.”

"They're here?" Sierra asked incredulously. "But they refused to believe you when you said it was a serial!"

"Maybe they've changed their mind," Wyatt said darkly. From his tone, Juliette knew that he, like her, expected trouble.

At that moment, Samantha Black swung around and saw them.

She stared, looking immediately hostile.

"What are you doing on the scene?" she asked, her voice so clear and piercing that a number of the police also swung around. Suddenly, Juliette felt like an unwanted guest, like someone who didn't have the permission to set foot on the scene. It was an unpleasant, although only temporary feeling. Then, deciding that assertiveness was needed here, she marched up to the duo.

"Our supervisor at the Manhattan FBI office called us," she said. "Why didn't you? You have our details. It's the ambassador's directive that we should be working together."

Harris turned away from managing the scene and marched over to stand next to Black.

"We don't take orders from your boss in Manhattan. We take orders from our Scotland Yard superiors, who assigned us to this case when it was called in, and they haven't yet authorized us to work with any outside personnel."

That was ridiculous, and Juliette was fuming. Right now, they were working with cops from other divisions, with forensics, with the coroner, with all sorts of people. Apart from the Americans. Without even wanting to, they'd become embroiled in a destructive turf war over who was handling the case.

She swallowed down an angry reply. It wouldn't help, because with people like these, they'd use any retaliation as further ammunition. In fact, she sensed they were waiting for it.

“We’ll continue on our own, then,” she said quietly.

Rather than getting into a shouting match with the two detectives, she then simply turned away and focused her attention on the victim instead, although her heart felt heavy with anger towards the duo. This was a matter of life and death, and she couldn't let their petty politics interfere.

Hearing raised voices to her right, she picked up that the sturdily built man with the flushed face, who'd found her, was telling his story to a waiting policeman. She had no idea if he'd been interviewed by the Scotland Yard duo or not, but either way, he was a talkative man who was using the chance to tell his story again. Listening in, she heard him tell his story—not for the first time, she guessed.

"I was just sitting on the bench to take a call! She was there when I arrived, and she didn't move. I only realized when I'd finished the call that there was something strange about her. How can anyone do such a thing?" He sounded agonized. “I mean, it was pure chance I sat down there. How long could she have stayed there?”

Meanwhile, Juliette moved over to the coroner, who was busily working on the woman, now slumped prone on the ground. Right now, she needed to put herself in the killer's shoes and try to imagine how his mind had worked as he’d gone about creating this deadly scenario.

The body's face was identically transformed with the waxy layer. That, she saw immediately. It was spooky how it gave the victim a lifelike glow.

She'd most likely been attached to the bench in a sitting position, from the witness account, and the gleam of sun on hair-fine wire at the back of the bench gave Juliette a hint about how this beautiful, young woman had been kept in such a realistic pose.

Something drew her eye. That same thick, gray eyeshadow had been applied, the only odd note in an otherwise perfectly made-up face. Why was he doing it? she wondered.

"What are your findings so far?" she asked the coroner quietly.

He glanced up. 

"The postmortem will show more, but it looks like she’d been moved a couple of times. Death was most likely two days ago. She’d been kept somewhere cool. Not cold, as in on ice, but cool. Not out in the summer heat. And she has no phone on her, but there is an ID card in her pocket, and she's Sophie Elder. For sure. She's the other missing woman." 

"Please!" Harris's voice was like the crack of a whip, making both Juliette and the coroner jump. "Please, only authorized personnel can obtain the case details. We must insist you do not give out privileged information to all and sundry."

That meant: to the Americans. Juliette seethed. There was a massive agenda at play here, and she was starting to think it had deeper roots. Perhaps, in the past, there'd been historic bad blood between the FBI and this particular pair of Scotland Yard detectives. This felt like payback, a particularly nasty and targeted form of power play.

Juliette beckoned Wyatt and Sierra over. In a low voice, she said, "We need to look at the logistics and see if we can figure out how or when this killer got her here. But we can do that when we get a chance. For now, I've got another idea."

"We sure need one," Wyatt said. "Because I don't see any cameras at this park entrance."

"I think we need to start asking ourselves this: how did he get the victims' faces to look like this?"

"That face?" Sierra nodded vigorously. "That face is so realistic; it's so lifelike. It doesn't look fake. It must take specialized materials, like the people who do the waxworks? And the ability to paint?"

Juliette nodded. "I think this has been done by someone who's used to working with these materials. Used to working in this medium. Perhaps, in his own way, he thinks he's an artist, and perhaps he is. I think instead of standing here like unwelcome guests, we should go and look into the London art world. We might just find that there's someone who worked with wax, and who's had a reputation for antisocial behavior."

"So, we're looking for that rogue artist, that one who cracked and started killing people to take his work a step further?" Wyatt theorized. 

Juliette nodded. "Along those lines, for sure. In the art world, people know people. If someone was disturbed, or acting strangely, or has a past history of violence, he'll be known."

Wyatt made a face. "To do that, we'll need to go and ask an expert in the art world. How can we find such a person fast, and how do we decide who’s best?"

"I have an idea. Come with me," Juliette replied.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

"We're headed to the Portrait," Juliette said. "It's the closest art gallery I know of, and I'm sure that the owner knows what is going on in the art world."

The Portrait was just a ten-minute drive away, and Juliette remembered it well. It had been established for decades, and she'd accompanied her father on several visits there, which had felt more like pilgrimages, thanks to the combined enthusiasm of him and the owner. He'd loved the place so much that he'd organized a few diplomatic functions there. 

She remembered him speaking to the owner, who was then a young, dynamic force in the art world. Since then, the gallery had expanded. She was sure the owner was connected to everyone who was making waves. And with everyone who was creating darkness too.

Would she remember the way? This was a challenge. Channeling into her younger self, Juliette drove away from Regent’s Park, turned left, then right, and then she was on track. The gallery was up this road and then around the corner, in a magnificent three-story converted mansion, where it occupied all three floors.

"Sierra, while we go in, do you think you can research online?” she asked. “We’ll find out about the art world in here, but what if there are people outside the art world who have made the news for something to do with wax sculpture?”

“I can look online,” she nodded. “Makes sense for me to do that now. I’ll stay in the car, and hopefully, we’ll get more information by the time you’re done in there.”

As they walked toward the entrance, Juliette felt a sense of familiarity wash over her. The building hadn't changed much since her last visit, except for the addition of a few sculptures on the lawn. 

She remembered how the owner, Mr. Fenton, had added a rush of energy to the place, bustling around, involved in a hands-on way with the passionate process of showcasing artwork to the public. She wondered if she’d feel that same energy again.

Taking a deep breath, Juliette pushed open the heavy, wooden door and stepped inside. The air was thick with the scent of oil paint and polished wood. The floors creaked with each step she took as she headed across the hall to the reception desk. This was a bright blue piece designed in the shape of a sailboat. Art spilling over into functionality. The woman at the desk was a young, trendy, arty looking person with eyebrow piercings and red hair cut in an edgy style. Her smile was genuine and warm.

"Welcome to The Portrait," she said. "Are you here for a tour, or for the launch that's happening this afternoon?"

It was the same energy. She felt it. Despite their dark reasons for being here, this light, bright gallery was an uplifting place to visit.

"We're actually here to ask Mr. Fenton some quick questions," Juliette said, showing her police badge. "I'm FBI Agent Hart, and it's regarding some background on a criminal case."

She could hear his voice, from somewhere in the labyrinth of rooms, with its sharp, enthusiastic timbre.

"Crime? Let me call him quickly. He's very busy with this launch about to start." Now, she looked harassed, and Juliette felt sorry to have caused this hitch in the program.

But the receptionist dialed an extension, spoke quickly, and then they heard hurried footsteps as Mr. Fenton appeared.

His hair had a gleam of gray at the temples, but otherwise, he was the same man Juliette remembered, exuding a massive energy as he went about his business. 

His eyebrows shot up when he saw her.

“Juliette … Juliette Hart? I remember you." His face fell. "And your father. Rest his soul. I know it's years back, but I'm so sorry about what happened. But what are you doing? They told me the police were here!"

"I am the police," she said. "I joined the FBI nearly a decade ago. This is my partner, Agent Thompson, and we're here about two recent murders in central London."

"I’ll do my best to help. We'd better talk in private," he said.

He turned and led the way to a small, secluded back office with a shiny desk in jet black, three plush chairs that looked like overgrown mushrooms, and a few paintings on the walls.

"Would this be about the ambassador's daughter? I heard a client talking about it just now. It's extremely distressing," he shared.

Juliette nodded. "Yes. That's why we're here."

"And what questions do you want to ask? How is our gallery involved?" Now, she could see he looked anxious.

"The killer is using wax to create lifelike casts over his victims' faces before killing them. We believe that the person we're looking for might have connections to the art world, especially sculptures," Juliette explained.

Mr. Fenton rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Wax, you say? It's not a material that's used often. Apart from in the famous wax museums, like Madame Tussaud’s, of course. Those are molded and then oil painted, and it's done here in London but by a large team."

He was thinking out loud, and Juliette, sitting on the surprisingly comfortable mushroom chair, was happy to let him ramble, knowing the process might help them down the line. Knowledge wouldn't be wasted here.

"Lining a person's face with wax would be different. More like painting, I guess. It would need to be doable by one person, I imagine."

His fascination with the topic was clearly overcoming his shock at the macabre circumstances, and Juliette exchanged a hopeful glance with Wyatt.

"Anything you remember that might link up to this, sir?" Wyatt asked.

Mr. Fenton leaned back in his chair, his eyes closed in thought. "I don't know about any recent talk or incidents."

"And not so recent?" Juliette asked.

"There was a sculptor a few years back who caused quite a stir in the art world. His name was Oliver Sutton. He was known for his incredibly lifelike sculptures, and he used wax in his work quite frequently. I think he got into trouble for doing a live exhibition where he forced his models to stand still for hours to resemble waxworks. And I think he might have used some kind of medium on their face to get that same effect. It caused quite a stir because the models complained so badly. They said he'd abused them by making them stay in those poses for so long."

You could stay in a pose indefinitely if you were dead and tied there with wire, Juliette thought, wondering if this killer had taken his sadistic desires further.

"What did Oliver Sutton say to that?"

"He unfortunately stuck to his guns and said that in the name of art, people should be able to endure a little discomfort, and they were complaining unnecessarily. That wasn't well received, and I think he became very unpopular in London," he admitted.

Juliette's heart quickened. "Do you know where we can find him?"

"I'm not sure," Mr. Fenton admitted. "He disappeared from the scene after that. I've heard mention of him since then, but I can’t remember the details. I do think someone told me the other day that they saw him in London again. I could ask that person?"

"That would be incredibly helpful," Juliette said, grateful for any lead they could get.

But at that moment, there was a knock on the door. 

"Mr. Fenton, the VIP guests are here," the receptionist said urgently.

Fenton jumped from his chair.

"I'll need to go." He took a deep, worried breath, but seeing Juliette's face, he hesitated. "Let me make this call as quick as I can. Perhaps it'll get you somewhere."

He took out his cellphone and dialed quickly.

Then he spoke rapidly and scribbled down a few words. 

"Okay. This is the best I can do for you. My contact remembers that this was his London studio, but I don't know if it still is. Perhaps he’s working from there again now. It's the best I can do. I hope this gets you somewhere."

He rushed out, and Juliette stared down at the paper.

It was an address. A lead from Fenton.

And the abusive artist might just be there.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

When Juliette and Wyatt rushed out of the gallery and back to the car, they found Sierra, looking excited, busy screenshotting some of the information from her laptop.

"I've got a lead," she said.

"We got one too. What do you have?" Two good leads felt like progress. Suddenly, this case was powering forward. She hoped this would allow them to find the killer, despite the obstructive Scotland Yard team, who were so hell bent on doing it themselves.

"He's not a commercial artist, he's more like a social media personality who dabbles in art and crafts,” Sierra explained. “He has a blog here, and it's entitled Wicked Waxworks. His name's Walter Wax, according to the blog, but I think it's actually Walter Homer. He doesn't seem to do wax sculpture though. It's more coating everyday objects in wax and changing their nature and appearance through paint. He's been doing it with flowers, and fruit, and inanimate objects like shoes and tools."

"Sounds like a promising lead?" Juliette said, although she wasn't sure. But then Sierra added the information that did make a difference.

"He then got into trouble because he did it a while ago with a dead mouse that he found in a field. He chopped it up, set the pieces in wax, and posed it on a canvas. It didn’t work, and the wax melted, and the whole thing turned into a disaster, but along the way, it caused a huge amount of controversy. People started calling him a psycho and saying that he should never do that, it was too shocking, and what would be next? Seems like he defended himself and said some pretty weird things. Most of which have been removed from the blog. I’m picking up snippets of them from the hidden archives."

"Now that is interesting,” Juliette agreed. “That seems like it might have been a starting point for something more serious."

"How long ago was this?" Wyatt asked.

"The field mouse incident was six months ago. Since then, the blog's been more sporadic. That was definitely a turning point for him," Sierra said.

"We need to go and find him. Do you have an address?"

"Not yet. I think after the mouse incident he took it down. But I've set a program to search in the hidden archives, because there was one originally, it looks like."

She stared up at Juliette, brown eyes wide.

Juliette felt encouraged. They now had two strong possibilities. One artist, and one blogger. Both had shown dark tendencies, and both could have veered into deeper waters, their psychopathic side revealed.

"While your program runs, we're going to see if Oliver Sutton is working in his old studio," Juliette said. "He's another strong lead, who worked with models that he coated in wax, and this studio address is about three miles from here."

“We can’t waste any time,” Wyatt said.

And that fact was brought home to Juliette by the loud ringing of her phone. It was Ebury calling, and seeing his number come up on the screen again so soon gave her a wrench of fear. Please not another body, she thought, quickly picking up.

“Juliette,” he said, “what’s going on there? We’ve received a call from someone high up in Scotland Yard asking that we back off on the case. Do you know anything about it? What on earth is happening there?”

Juliette swallowed, hard. This was escalating and turning nastier than she’d ever thought it would.

“The ambassador got very emotional when he heard his daughter was dead. He immediately insisted that Scotland Yard be brought in and work in tandem with us. The problem is they’re not doing that. They’re refusing to work together, and they’re withholding information from us. They want to solve this case on their own.”

“And you can’t deal with that?” Ebury asked incredulously.

“We’re following two strong leads, right now,” Juliette said. “Working with the Scotland Yard detectives was just creating delays.” She sighed. “I did my best, but I think they’ve got historic problems with the FBI, and they’re using their Scotland Yard protocol as a reason not to. Saying that they’re waiting for the right permissions to come through.”

“Well, we’re not backing off on this. I’ll tell the high-level representative that the FBI will continue to be involved. But, on the hands-on side, you’re going to have to deal with this yourself. I can’t influence their decision making.”

“We’ll try our best, and if there’s the chance to cooperate, we’ll take it,” Juliette said.

“This is escalating into an international disaster. Embassies all over the world are raising their alert levels. The US embassies in several countries have just about locked down. I know it’s a serial, and that there are now other victims, but until this is solved, my phone is not going to stop ringing.”

Now, under the steely calm, Juliette could hear a note of exhaustion.

“We’ll do whatever we can, as fast as we can. And we won’t let interference block us,” she promised her boss.

Hanging up with a heavy heart at how this situation was worsening, Juliette set off, this time consulting the map to take her on the best route, because where she was going was not a familiar area to her. It was in southwest London, near Greenwich, out of the city center and into a more quiet and suburban area. The streets here were lined with cars, and rows of small, semi-detached, two-story houses were separated every so often by a few shops and small businesses along the way. It seemed like a quiet, prosperous, and pleasant part of London.

They were heading to one of the small businesses, it seemed, from where the map was taking them. The business was a corner shop that looked to have a studio space above it. If they were lucky, they might find Oliver here.

When they arrived, Juliette saw that the corner shop was a florist, with beautiful arrangements of flowers displayed in the window. But it was the studio above that had her interest piqued. It had large windows that, from street level, revealed a workspace filled with white plaster casts and unfinished sculptures. Looking curiously up, Juliette could see someone inside, but it was hard to make out who it was from the street.

There was a door to the right of the florist's shop that led up to the upper floor. Breathing in the sweet scent of roses, lilies, and jasmine, Juliette headed up the narrow stairway to the upper floor.

The door was closed, a black, painted, wooden door that said, simply, “Studio” on an engraved, wooden plate.

Juliette tapped on the door, and a distracted voice from beyond said, "Come in?"

She walked in and came face to face with a tall, lean man, with blond hair tied back in a ponytail, who was bent over a lifelike sculpture of a roaring lion that seemed to have been made from collected trash and painted in gold. He was putting the finishing touches to its mane, created from discarded plastic straws.

"Can I help?" he asked.

Juliette nodded. "We're looking for Oliver Sutton to ask him some questions regarding a case. Is that you?"

The man shook his head. "Not me I'm afraid. I'm Tim Watts." He stared down at her badge. "What's this about?"

"It's a serious crime investigation. We're trying to locate Mr. Sutton as part of our investigation," Juliette explained. "Do you know where we might be able to find him? Or have you heard from him recently?"

"Yes, I speak to him most days. He's working on a very exciting project in India right now. He left last week."

"India?" Juliette repeated, surprised. "What kind of project?"

"He's working on a sculpture for a new museum opening up in Mumbai. It's a big deal for him, and he's been planning it for months," Tim said, still focused on the lion sculpture.

"And he worked here before that?" Wyatt confirmed.

 Oliver nodded. "Yes, he's based here, and he works in the studio most mornings. But he's been away for two months now. It's a long-term project."

Juliette felt a pang of disappointment. Another dead end.

"Is this about the ambassador’s daughter’s murder? I caught some of that story on the news earlier," Tim asked, frowning as he looked up from his lion creation. Juliette didn’t want to spook him, but she couldn’t lie. This man had been helpful and also deserved the truth, to keep him safe.

She nodded. "It's now a double murder. There's the ambassador’s daughter who has been in the news, and a second victim who’s just been discovered. Both the victims have had their faces coated in wax and painted to look lifelike," she explained.

Tim's eyes widened. She thought it was just in surprise at these grim details, but then he said, "You know, I think you need to speak to Oliver when he's back."

"Why's that?" Wyatt asked.

“It might not be relevant, but I’m now remembering a conversation we had a while ago.” The artist rubbed his forehead thoughtfully, tapping on the lid of his paint can.

“It might be relevant,” Juliette said. “Please tell us. What did he say?”

"We were chatting a while back, before he left, catching up—you know, we’re so busy that there isn’t really time for that every day. Anyway, he mentioned that a while ago, he was contacted by someone who sounded normal at first, but then he went off on a weird tangent, and who wanted to take lessons on how to paint wax surfaces in a lifelike way." He shrugged. "Sounds similar, doesn’t it?"

"It does sound similar," Juliette agreed.

"Did Oliver take his details?" Wyatt asked.

"No. I've no idea who he was. Oliver said he sounded like trouble," Tim explained. “He gets a lot of strange people wanting to learn art techniques, the more so after he had those issues with the models he used, and he’s always cautious. He said he thought this guy would be trouble, and he has the experience to know. He pointed him in the direction of a few excellent online tutorials and videos and left it there.”

Juliette's mind raced with possibilities. "Do you know if Oliver can be reached?" Anything might tell them more. Particularly a phone number. This man must have called from somewhere?

But Tim shook his head. "No. I don't know anything more, and Oliver's not contactable outside of the few minutes we spend chatting every other morning. He turns his phone off to avoid roaming charges. He called today, and I guess that means the day after tomorrow would be his next time."

He looked apologetic, but Juliette was sure they now had a new lead.

If this had been the killer, looking to learn, then it meant he had no formal artistic background, but a strong desire to do his evil work. Because of that, he'd asked for lessons. Lessons that could help him achieve his aims of creating a lifelike-looking face on wax.

She wished that Oliver hadn't been in India. That was a stroke of bad luck for them.

But it meant that the blogger was now an even stronger suspect as a lay person who might have needed to learn how to coat items in wax without turning it into a disaster zone. Walter Wax might have been the person who called Oliver asking for advice.

She hoped that Sierra had found out his address.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

"I've got an address for Walter Wax!" Sierra said triumphantly, and Juliette's shoulders sagged in relief. She'd been getting worried as they'd sat in the car for ten endless minutes while Sierra worked furiously to access the hidden archives where Walter Wax had published his address before all the controversy.

She'd been on the point of phoning the local police office to ask them if they knew but had feared that would have caused a fight she didn't want to enter into. Luckily, thanks to Sierra rooting it out, they had what they needed.

"Where is it?" Juliette said.

"It's in west London," Sierra told her. "In a place called Chiswick."

That rang a bell for Juliette, for sure. She remembered it as being an arts and media hangout. A friend's mother had worked for a small bistro called The Arts.

"Let's get there. Now," she said.

She started up the car and set off on the drive, feeling frustrated that despite London's efforts to reduce traffic in the city center, that wasn't where they were now. They were in the outer suburbs of London, and at ten a.m., they were surprisingly busy with Sunday morning traffic. Not the gridlock that she was sure would be in place tomorrow, but still, too much traffic for her patience to deal with and on narrow streets that did not allow for easy overtaking.

As they drove, Sierra tapped away on her phone, researching more about the area. "Apparently, Chiswick has a lot of art galleries and studios," she said, glancing up from her screen. "Maybe Walter Wax was inspired by the creative scene there."

It was also a wealthy area, Juliette remembered. Renting a studio here would be costly. She wondered if he'd made money off his controversial blog, giving him the freedom to pursue his murderous dreams.

Finally, they were joining the road that led into Chiswick, with the elegant houses and the well-treed streets that rang a distant bell in her memory. Walter's studio address was listed on Beehive Street, and that was the road they were turning into now.

"Are we going to check the place out first?" Wyatt asked. Juliette thought that was a good idea, so she slowed down, looking out for number five.

"Yes. Let's take a look around, see what we can see, and where the exit routes are," she agreed. It would be wise to know what they were going into, so that if Walter Wax was guilty, he didn't get the chance to run.

They arrived at number five Beehive Street. She felt taut with excitement that the property looked occupied—and furthermore, seemed to have an upstairs studio. Staring at the well-kept property with its neat yard, Juliette's eyes were immediately drawn to the upstairs windows. These had been customized into huge glass doors that covered half of two walls. Natural light, when you were an artist, was essential, she guessed.

But what was he working on in there? 

"Let's see what exit points there are," she said, climbing out of the car. "Sierra, you stay here but watch the house carefully. If there's any sign of anyone trying to escape, call us and call the local police."

She did not want to risk being short of manpower if it came to a chase down with this suspect. But at the same time, she knew that manpower was a problem because of their opposition team from Scotland Yard blocking them at every turn.

"I'm going to check around the back," she said.

She headed around the paved track that led to the side of the house. The back, Juliette saw immediately, was less glamorous than the front. No colorful flower beds and topiary plants here. Just a basic, mowed lawn, a washing line, and a small shed.

She went to look in the shed, just in case. Peering through the window, she saw it was used as a storage area for old art supplies. The shed was filled with old easels, tubes of paint, brushes of every different size and age, and sheets of canvas, as well as other materials that she guessed were used for modeling. And a large chunk of wax that got her narrowing her eyes.

So, that told her something. That told her that Walter Wax did still use this place as a studio.

Taking one last look at the house, wondering if that wooden kitchen door was open or locked, Juliette saw something else that caught her eye.

A fire escape. 

A narrow, metal stairway led, steep and ladder like, from the side of the house, all the way up to join a small balcony on the upper floor.

Climbing it would allow her to see up top. If she could keep out of sight, that might give her important clues.

Once she'd had the idea, it was too compelling to resist. This could allow her to do essential research and give them a clearer picture of what awaited them up there.

She got on the phone and called Wyatt.

"I'm going up the fire escape to check the upper floor," she said quietly.

"Copy," he replied. "I'll keep watching the front."

She glanced at Sierra, who was watching the house intently from the car, before turning and heading toward the side of the house.

The metal stairs of the fire escape creaked gently under Juliette's weight as she climbed up to the top floor. She stepped as quietly as possible, feeling a rush of expectancy as she reached the balcony. The balcony was small, just big enough for a single door and a small chair and table. On it, Juliette noticed, was a half full ashtray.

So, the artist was here, at work.

She would need to be very careful and very quiet as she took a look inside. Walking silently, she moved toward the huge glass window, knowing that this was a risk, and that looking inside might alert him if he was facing her way. It was a risk she was willing to take, though.

Keep low, she told herself. Don’t come into view at head height. Crouching down, she moved to the glass and then peered inside, edging her head into view, slowly and carefully, so that if he was looking her way, no sudden movement would attract him.

And then, Juliette gasped.

In front of her was a blood chilling sight.

The artist, his jet-black hair spiky and disordered, had his back toward her, working frantically on a model that lay prone on the table in front of him, next to a set of sharp looking knives.

But this was not just a model.

The blonde woman lay absolutely still, her outstretched arm looking sheet white in the bright morning light. Her fingers were limp and motionless. Walter Wax was painting her face, bending over her as he worked, using the same wax technique that she thought the other women had shown.

Now, her heart was hammering. She knew she had to move very fast. And she didn't want to leave this scene, not for one moment. Not when she saw that the glass was, in fact, a large sliding door, and that it was open a crack on the far side of the balcony.

That meant she could get in, now. No need for knocking and alerting him.

She messaged Wyatt again.

"Come up. I'm going in."

Taking a deep breath, keeping her gaze firmly on that set of knives, Juliette ran to the side of the glass door and wrenched it open.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Juliette burst into the upstairs studio.

"Walter Homer?" she shouted.

The man spun around, dropping his paintbrush with a clatter, a look of horror and fear on his face. He was a compact man with a shock of gray hair, piercing blue eyes, and several paint smears on his wiry arms.

"What the hell are you doing here?" he yelled. Just as Juliette had thought, his gaze darted sideways to that rack of knives.

"Leave them!" she shouted. "We're police, and you have answers to give us."

Behind her, the fire escape clanged as Wyatt pounded up the stairs and arrived in the studio.

"Hands in the air!" Wyatt shouted.

Looking stunning, Walter raised his paint smeared hands.

Then Juliette gasped.

From behind him, his model struggled into a sitting position, gaping at the police through her half-painted face and raised her hands too.

"Wait a minute!" Juliette said. This situation had just veered into the impossible. This model was alive? She wasn't a corpse?

“Are you okay?” she asked the woman, hearing the tension in her own voice.

“Um, yes. I think so. What’s going on?” The model blinked, seeming completely disoriented.

Juliette reminded herself firmly that just because this model was thankfully alive, it did not mean this painter was innocent. He could have been doing a practice session.

"What's going on?" Walter said, waving his arms. Droplets of paint spattered the wall from the brush still clutched between his fingers, his voice rising to a tense screech. Then he dropped the brush and grabbed his chest.

“My heart, my heart.” Fumbling in his pocket, he took out a tub of pills. “I have a condition—when I get upset or tense, my heart goes into arrhythmia.”

The tub contained a single tablet, which he quickly swallowed, nearly choking on it in his consternation.

Juliette took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing thoughts. This was not the outcome she had expected. She had expected to find a dead body, not a living, breathing model. But now that she was faced with this new information, her questions would be different, but her suspicion would be just as strong.

"Please, sit down,” she said to her suspect, who was pale but no longer clutching his chest. Obediently, he slumped into a wooden chair. “Is your heart stable now?”

“Yes, yes. It will be in a moment,” he said. She waited for him to catch his breath.

“Firstly, I'd like to find out who this model is, what she’s doing here, and why she seems so confused about her whereabouts," Juliette said. Priorities first. Was this woman legitimately here of her own free will? Was there anything in the least irregular about this paint session? Had she been drugged?

"I'm Andora," the model said, speaking carefully because of the wax coating on her face. She looked in her early twenties, pretty and slender, with curly, auburn hair. "I've been doing a few sessions as a model here. I do get paid. I mean, is that okay?" She stared at Juliette through anxious, wide eyes. “I have to lie very still for hours while he works, so I usually just take half a sleeping tablet and have a snooze.”

That explained the extreme stillness. She’d been asleep.

"That's fine," Juliette reassured her. "If you're here to provide a service, there’s no problem. But perhaps you'd like to go downstairs while we ask Mr. Walter Homer a few more questions?"

"Sure. I will."

She got up carefully, and holding her head still, she went over to the stairs.

As soon as she'd gone downstairs, Walter spoke again.

"What is this? What is it all about?" he asked. "You barge in here. Do you even have a warrant to enter? I was at a critical place in my creation! This was a masterpiece in the making, that I was about to publish on my new blog, Facial Art in Wax and Oils. You have set me back at least an hour!"

"Apologies for the inconvenience," Juliette said. 

"Apologies? You think you can just walk in here, destroy a groundbreaking process, then just say sorry?" Again, his voice crescendoed to an irate squeal.

Wyatt spoke up. "Mr. Homer, we're here to investigate a double murder. Unfortunately, that might mean some inconvenience to you, but for now, we have to think of public safety and the victims' families."

His courteous but authoritative tone seemed to strike a note with Walter, who nodded reluctantly. "I guess I understand that. But why me? I mean, why on earth are you here?" he then asked.

"We heard about you online, and there seems to have been controversy surrounding your techniques."

"Oh, yes, there was. A while back, there was a big furor," he remembered. "Due to my own actions, which were ahead of their time. People weren't ready for such experimental art and didn't seem to realize, no matter how many times I reminded them, that the mouse was already dead! I didn't kill it! I found it on my walk, stiff and half frozen. I simply honored its life by making it into art. It didn’t quite work out, but I’ve been practicing since then."

Juliette nodded, understanding his perspective. "I can see how that may have been misunderstood. Just to clear up any other questions, what exactly are those knives doing on your table?"

"I use them to cut the wax," he said. "I use very small amounts, mixed with some non-toxic thinning agents to keep it pliable and shiny."

She still wasn't sure about that but felt ready to continue. "Okay. Tell me now, what were your movements last night and early this morning?"

"And the night before that? Can you account for your time?" Wyatt added.

He frowned. "No, I can't do that."

Juliette and Wyatt exchanged a glance. She'd been easing up in her suspicion of him, but now, it was all the way in the front of her mind again.

"Why not?" she asked.

He paused. "Because I can't remember a thing about it," he admitted, now looking shamefaced. "Do you mind if I access my online diary?" he asked. "This shock has driven my schedule all the way out of my mind. And I'm scatterbrained at the best of times. I don't want to get it wrong and end up in prison!"

He cast a look at Juliette that told her he believed she was capable of anything.

"We aren't here to persecute you," she reassured him. "As long as you can account for your time, then we can move on."

He moved to his computer and quickly opened it. "Let me see, let me see. Where was I yesterday? Yesterday? It seems so long ago. That’s the problem with art. It becomes a process, and you simply forget about the real world."

He turned, his face lighting up. "Well, would you believe it? I was at a show! I don't know how I forgot about that. I attended an immersive theater performance that started at about five p.m. and ran until about nine. I love immersive theater. Their make-up effects are phenomenal, and I really go there as much for the research as for the entertainment. So, I was busy for that time."

"And the night before?" Juliette was surprised, now that he’d calmed down after his shock, that this blogger seemed like quite the chatty extrovert.

"The night before, I was away. I took the train to Devon to see my sister. I think I got back at about eleven p.m."

"And how did you get from the train station to your home? Where is your home?" Juliette asked.

"It's here. I live on the first floor. I'm very fortunate that this is our old family house that I inherited and renovated," he said. "Luckily, it’s ended up being in a very good area, and it’s worth a fortune. All the same, I don't own a car as I don’t need one. I took an Uber from the station—now it's all coming back to me. I can show you the receipt. When I want to move sculptures or buy heavy materials, I rent a car or a van."

"And this morning, early?"

"I don't have an alibi for that, I'm afraid. I was here, working on my pieces, until my model arrived at about eleven."

Juliette nodded. It was very clear, to her, that although he might have had time to take Sophie and dump her body, he would not have had time to take Daisy. 

One window of time was enough. He was cleared.

Juliette and Wyatt exchanged a look and then Juliette turned back to Walter.

"Thank you for your cooperation," she said. "We may need to follow up with you later, if we need further information, but you’re cleared."

He nodded, looking relieved, and they headed to the glass studio door.

But, as Juliette stepped out, planning to retrace her steps down the fire escape, there was a loud, persistent hammering from the front door downstairs.

"Someone's here!" the model called, sounding alarmed.

"I'd better go."

Walter turned and rushed out of the room, heading downstairs.

It was only because the voice was so loud that Juliette heard it when the door was opened. A voice she recognized.

"Mr. Walter Homer? Detectives Harris and Black from Scotland Yard. Come with us, please. You're a suspect in a murder investigation, and we're bringing you in for questioning!"

Now, Juliette's eyebrows shot up. She felt appalled. Too late, the other team had arrived on the scene and were now planning on an onsite interrogation at the police station. Quite apart from the massive waste of time it would be, who knew what that would do to Walter’s heart?

Fearing this would end badly, she rushed downstairs to join the fray.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

"Wait!" Juliette shouted, rushing downstairs. "Wait, just a minute! You can’t do this!"

Two shocked faces swung around to stare at her. Two pairs of wide eyes goggled. Harris and Black looked stupefied to see her there.

Walter shrank back to stand next to his model, who was hovering in the hallway looking appalled, but trying not to and trying to smooth the wax on her face that had shifted and cracked due to her surprised expression.

"What are you doing here?" Harris asked.

"What are you doing?" Juliette retorted. She was getting seriously annoyed by their lack of willingness to work with them and their lack of respect too.

"We did our research and have found this man is a likely suspect," Harris shot back at her. 

"We did our research and have already ruled him out." Juliette folded her arms. “He was in Devon the night before last. He got back at eleven p.m. and Ubered from the station to here.” 

"We'll advise you if we reach the same conclusion.” He frowned. “How did you even find this man?”

“Do you really think we’re incompetent? The fact that we found him on our own, without access to your databases, should tell you we have skills,” Juliette flashed back.

“Well, if you’d like to leave now, we’ll go ahead,” Harris blustered officiously.

They were going to go ahead with this? To remove a cleared suspect from the premises, bring him in, basically hold him for questioning until they saw fit to release him? This was more than just doubling up on resources. This was a power play, and she was now sick of these maneuverings.

"Look, you're wasting time here. We have cleared him. You need to stop sabotaging this case because, I promise you, your actions will count against you, and I’ll make sure of it. Did they skip the step in your Scotland Yard training where you learned to cooperate with other law enforcement agencies?" Juliette let her voice curl like a whiplash. She didn't often lose her temper. Her father had warned her against that. But when it happened, her father had been like a flaming torch. Everyone had been scared.

And now, she could sense, the same fire was in her eyes. Harris did a double take. Samantha Black's eyebrows shot even higher than Juliette’s had.

They faced each other. It felt like a showdown. The air was sizzling.

Harris drew breath, his expression mutinous, and Juliette sharply preempted him.

"Let's talk about this outside."

Did she have to be the one to suggest that they should not be having a dogfight in front of a suspect—cleared or otherwise? It seemed so. Both Harris and Black looked uneasy for a moment.

Then, reluctantly, Harris said, "Okay."

He turned and walked out.

"We'll be a moment," Juliette told the duo inside. "Just have to clear up some protocols, and I'd appreciate it if you could stay right here."

They both looked nervous. But, as she stepped out, Juliette felt damned sure that she was not going to throw these witnesses under the bus for no reason other than egos.

As soon as they were outside, Juliette rounded on Harris and Black.

"What the hell are you doing?" she demanded. "We've already cleared him. You're wasting valuable time and resources by doubling up on investigations."

Harris bristled. "We have reason to believe he may have had a hand in this. And until we can rule him out beyond a shadow of a doubt, we're going to keep him in custody."

"Based on what evidence?" Juliette shot back. "We've already talked to him, accounted for his movements, and found nothing suspicious. He has a very clear and well confirmed alibi for the time that Daisy was taken. You're grasping at straws here."

"We're acting according to protocol," he blustered.

Juliette shook her head. "It doesn't matter what you're trying to do. You're wasting time and resources that we don't have. I don't know about you, but in the FBI, we have rules to follow regarding interviewing of minor suspects. If they’re cleared through solid evidence, then the team moves on. And solid evidence is what we saw." She paused. "What I'm not seeing here is a team. And it's going to count against us. Soon."

Harris looked cowed, but Black was still scowling. "We're just doing our job," she muttered, crossing her arms. "Our job is our job. It's ridiculous to have to work with foreign agents on it. Especially since we were only brought in because you failed," she sniped.

That was enough for Wyatt. Face crimson, he stepped forward.

"Failed? We've been on the case for just over twenty-four hours, and we've been working almost all of them. We've been following up on every lead. We got to this guy's house half an hour before you. Oh, and by the way, we stopped off at another suspect's studio first. How many other interviews have you two done this morning? Go on, tell me!" 

Breathing hard, he challenged them, and Juliette felt briefly glad that she was not on the wrong side of Wyatt's temper. She'd never guessed he was such a force to be reckoned with.

"We've had to follow our own protocols. We were handed this case and have to work according to our mandate," Harris said, but now, he was mumbling and looking a lot less sure of himself.

Juliette could see that Harris was losing his confidence, and she knew that this was her chance to take control of the situation. That was what her father had always emphasized. Never keep sniping when there is an opportunity to move forward. Leadership is shown through positive action and not through criticism.

His words had stayed in her mind and had formed the person she was, even though she now felt a pang when she remembered that he hadn't been the person she'd thought he was.

Even so, recognizing a chance for diplomacy, she spoke carefully. "I understand that you have protocols. But this is not a competition. We're all working towards the same goal, to catch the killer. And if we're going to do that, then we need to work together, not against each other. Protocols have to allow for cooperation, so how can we create it? I would like to go forward together and work with you. I genuinely think that another dead body will be a massive disaster for all of us. Let’s help prevent it."

There was a tense silence as the two detectives exchanged glances.

"Our authorization is not yet valid," Harris admitted. "We are not permitted to work with you and share information."

"Great," Juliette said, still pissed by their behavior. "So, you’re putting some ridiculous fine print ahead of solving the case? Tell me, what do you have so far?"

"It's early days," Samantha began, sounding defensive. 

"We've been handicapped by not being on this case from the start," Harris added.

"I'm still not sure you're adding any value," Samantha insisted.

And then, at that moment, just as the fight looked set to flare up all over again, Juliette's phone began to ring.

Juliette didn't want to have to cut this dialogue short. She felt this confrontation was a pivotal moment. But she knew that a phone call could be important.

"Can you go inside and tell these two suspects they can go about their business?" she muttered to Wyatt. If she had to personally blockade that door, she was going to make sure they didn’t suffer these bullying tactics.

"I'll do that," he said and hustled back into the house.

Juliette looked down at her phone. It was Ebury.

This was bad news. Three calls in one day? He’d had his say about the Scotland Yard team. That was done. And she was pretty sure that Ebury was not calling to say the killer had walked into the nearest police station and handed himself over. 

And, as she swiped to answer, she saw something even more disconcerting. Harris's phone was ringing too. He, too, was turning away to answer it.

Coincidence? Or was it the disaster she’d dreaded?

Ebury sounded on the edge.

"Bad news. He's taken another one. The body's just been found."

"Ebury, I'm sorry. We're with the other team now. We'll do whatever we can," Juliette said, feeling wooden as she uttered the words.

She stared at Harris. He was looking appalled as he listened. She was one hundred percent sure that he was receiving the same bombshell as they were.

She waited until he'd cut the call, seeing the frantic anxiety in his body language.

"Now," she said, "now, with another victim, are you ready to work together? Because if we don't, we're going to risk losing to him. He's too far ahead."

Keeping her gaze steady, she waited to hear if they were going to be allies or adversaries.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

"We'll work with you," Harris said. He spoke the words reluctantly. Juliette could see that after the stance he'd taken, backing down didn't come easily, but she was deeply relieved. Right now, collaboration would be essential to help them find this killer.

"I'm glad. Together, we can do five hundred percent more."

"Let's get to the scene," Wyatt said, his voice impatient. "Now that we know we're a team, can we at least get moving?"

They hustled back to their cars. In the driver's seat and waiting for them, Juliette saw that Sierra was looking shocked and worried. Ebury had called her, too, with the news.

"I know it's not looking good," Juliette consoled her as she started up the car, "but at least, we're now working with the other team, and it's more cooperative. So, we have more resources and manpower. Now, let's see what we can find."

"I've got the coordinates," Sierra said. "This scene is in Oxford Street. She was left at a bus stop, apparently. At one of the stops for the double decker bus tours of London."

Sierra's GPS got them to the scene in just ten minutes, taking a direct route into central London and heading along Oxford Street to a place that felt surprisingly close to the recent crime scene. Juliette's instincts were on high alert as they pulled up outside the police cordon.

On Oxford Street, on a Sunday afternoon, there were massive crowds to control. People were milling around outside the police cordon. So many videos were being taken that Juliette had no doubt they'd be an online sensation before the afternoon was over. For all the wrong reasons.

This was reputational damage, happening in front of their eyes. A body, left at the bus stop? London would be severely impacted by this. And they’d suffer the fallout.

She stared around, feeling a weird flicker of recognition. It was a feeling she sometimes got when curious or unfriendly eyes were on her. Instinct, perhaps. At any rate, she wondered, for a fleeting moment, whether someone was watching her.

Then her attention was yanked back to their present circumstances as the Scotland Yard team got out of their car.

"Let's go and have a look." Although not friendly, she was relieved that Harris seemed at least cooperative.

Then she forgot about the internal politics, focusing only on what was there.

A tourist bus stop, near a bakery and a clothing store, with tinted glass and an overhang, facing toward the bus lane.

And the body. She caught her breath as she saw it, shock resonating through her because this was so wrong.

It was propped up, just like the others. Looking exactly as if she were waiting for the bus. Dressed in jeans and a floral top, with sandals on her feet. Her face seemed to be aglow with life and health, but when Juliette looked closer, there was only the artificial waxy sheen, and the thick, gray eyeshadow that she’d now been expecting to see on the otherwise flawless skin.

Two forensic officers in white suits were cutting loose the fine wire that had fastened her to her seat and were lowering her gently to the ground.

Juliette couldn't go closer because of the risk of contaminating the scene. But how had he gotten a victim stationed in such a public place? He couldn't have driven up and lifted her out. Or could he? Had she been here since the early morning and had nobody noticed? What had happened that she'd been able to be found?

"It's appalling," Black whispered, and with an unexpected flash of sympathy, Juliette realized that she looked sick. This was the first time she'd seen the killer's macabre artistry in person.

"There's no way he could have gotten a body here in broad daylight?" Harris's mind was working along the same lines as Juliette's.

"Maybe he brought her in a wheelchair and transferred her?" she said. "Drove her in using a delivery van? There are lots of ways to hide someone in plain sight if they don't look dead."

"And how was she taken? Who is she?" Harris challenged.

"She might have ID on her. He doesn't want to conceal their identities," she pointed out. "All the others have had ID on them."

"Yes, she does." Overhearing their conversation, one of the forensic officers looked around. "We've got an ID card on her. She's Tanya Jewell, lives in West London."

"Maybe she works near here," Juliette wondered, as Sierra bent immediately down to her phone screen to look up the details.

"If she's the Tanya Jewell I'm seeing here, she works for one of the cookie franchises. Not sure which one, but that's what she does," Sierra agreed.

"So, she would have left work yesterday, gone home. Any missing person report out on her yet?" Juliette asked.

Now, it was Samantha's chance to take out her iPad and look up the case history. She frowned as she scrolled through the information.

"I'm having a look now. I don't see anything called in," she said. "But that’s not a red flag. This is Sunday. If she was living on her own, or with friends, and went missing on a Saturday night, a young girl like that, they'd probably just wait for her to turn up and assume she was having too much fun wherever she was."

Juliette had to agree with that assessment. For the first time, she understood Samantha Black’s thinking. The problem was that they weren't getting any closer to the who or the why.

Who was this killer?

And why was he targeting these women? 

Had he planned this? Was he choosing them for a reason? Had they simply caught his eye?

"We need to backtrack," Harris advised. "See if there's any CCTV footage of her being brought here. If we can find out how she got here, we might be able to figure out who our killer is."

Sierra looked up. "I'm checking the bus timetable here, and it seems like this bus stop is not in operation on a Sunday. It's a weekday stop, and on weekends, they do Saturday mornings only, and today’s Sunday. So, if she was positioned here, she might have been in place a long time."

Juliette felt grateful for the information. It was an explanation, at least, for why she hadn't been discovered. Dumping a body at a bus stop that was not in use was a whole lot easier, and again, that wheelchair theory or the van theory came back to her as a possible way that he might have brought her here.

"Someone knows London well," she said. "He researched this bus stop. He knew that the buses were not running today, and that this was a good place to leave her. He is doing this meticulously. Scouting out places that are public, where the bodies will be seen and cause a stir."

"Cause fear? Cause attention?" Samantha nodded, and Juliette felt briefly startled that they were thinking so much along the same lines. It was good but unexpected.

"He wants to show the world what he's doing. But what message is he sending?" she asked.

Wyatt furrowed his brow. "It could be a power play. Showing that he has control over life and death, that he can leave a victim in the most public of places and still not get caught."

"Or he could be mocking people that life can end at any moment," Sierra theorized. 

Black nodded. "Leaving the body at a bus stop, where people come and go, might be a reminder that our lives can be snuffed out in an instant."

Juliette nodded, impressed with the insight of the team. All the theories were valid, and all of them gave a possible insight into the killer's mind.

There must be a significance to the placing of the bodies. There had to be a reason. But they felt so far behind.

"We must check the footage," she said.

"I'll do that," Sierra offered.

"We can ask the people in the surrounding stores if they saw anything," she then suggested.

"I'll get onto that," Black said decisively. "Get an eyewitness account, and it might get us far. Harris, shall we go door to door?"

"What are you going to do?" Wyatt asked her as the two Scotland Yard detectives strode away. “There’s a police station down the road, so we’re going to head there when we’re done.”

"I don’t want to look at the logistics or the evidence. I want to look for the common threads," she said. "There must be some. This killer is working according to his own logic if he's choosing them in this way and placing them in these areas. We need to find out what it is." She paused. “I’m going to take a walk. You drive there. I’ll meet you. I need to think.”

Juliette knew that this race against time would take her into dark territory, a place she was dreading—the killer's mind.

She needed to focus on it, because it was a topic that she hadn't yet explored enough. The workings of his logic could lead them to him. And she knew there must be logic. Flawed and deadly, yes. But also, a process that made sense to him.

She just had to find it.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

"Three women," Juliette said aloud. She was standing on the sidewalk of Oxford Street. Thinking fast, she began walking down the paving, trying to gather the threads together in her mind. 

She knew they were significant and deeply so. To him.

And if they didn't stop him, he would kill again. She had enough experience to know this.

The problem was that she couldn't work out why he'd chosen those three and left them where he had.

"Three women. All similar ages, all beautiful, all left in a very stylized pose. Why is he covering their faces in wax? What does it mean? Why that eyeshadow when it looks so weird? And why those poses?"

She strode along, tuning out the happy sounds of the conversations she passed, which were turning to comments of alarm and concern as they saw the police crime scene tape ahead. She tuned out the shouts and engine noises as traffic was rerouted away from the scene. Juliette paid no attention to the shop fronts she passed, each one an exquisite work of art with the merchandise enticingly displayed. No better place to attract customers than on London’s high streets. London’s shopping district was legendary.

With an uncomfortable shiver, thinking of legends and death, she found herself remembering words her father had once told her. Perhaps it was because he was so much in her mind at the moment. For all the wrong reasons, and with unhappy, guilty associations now festering. But even so, perhaps that was why she remembered his words. 

"People like the feeling that something will last forever," he said. "They have a need to preserve things, to feel that they would be immortal."

"Really, dad?” she'd asked, feeling a tingle down her spine at the thought. “That's creepy."

"It's to do with the fear of death, trying to explain it, believing that there's something more ahead but also wanting to leave something behind that can endure. Very complex," he'd tried to explain. Being eight at the time, Juliette had been fascinated, even though she hadn't fully understood the nuances of what he'd said.

He'd been talking about ancient landmarks, explaining why the pharaohs had been placed within the pyramids. But was this killer doing the same, symbolically at least?

All three women had been carefully dressed. According to where they were placed. The ambassador's daughter in the fashion expo had worn a jeweled gown, which Juliette was sure had been stolen from one of the displays. Then Sophie Elder, on the bench in Hyde Park, had been dressed in sporting gear, tracksuit pants, a sports top, and trainers. And now, Tanya Jewell, at the bus stop, had worn tourist clothing. Jeans, sandals, a pretty top, a jacket, and even a mini backpack. He'd paid attention to every detail, not just the faces themselves, although each face had been very carefully prepared and covered in that wax layer and that signature eyeshadow.

Juliette shook her head as she walked, trying to focus on the task ahead of her. She needed to figure out why the killer was doing this. 

Was he trying to make a statement about immortality? Was he trying to preserve these women in some way? Or was he simply enjoying the power he held over them, the ability to leave their bodies in plain sight and still not be caught?

As she passed a store window, something caught her eye. A display of mannequins, each one carefully posed in a different position. They were all faceless, featureless, and yet somehow still compelling. She stopped in front of the window, staring at the mannequins.

Could it be that simple? Was the killer trying to turn his victims into something like mannequins, preserving their beauty forever in wax and carefully posed positions? Was he trying to create a living museum of sorts? She shuddered at the thought.

Ahead of her was the police station, where the others had driven and were now hard at work inside. She'd thought that her walk would give her some ideas, but it hadn't. She felt as confused as ever about why he was doing this, and whether there was any logic or pattern in the placements of these bodies.

"Forever," she muttered. "That's what I keep coming back to."

She headed inside the police station, which was bustling with a sense of urgency about it. After a quick introduction at the front desk, the officer pointed her to a side room where the two Scotland Yard detectives were at work with Wyatt and Sierra.

Harris looked around when she walked in.

“Unfortunately, nobody nearby saw anything,” he said. “All busy with the Sunday morning shopping rush.” He shrugged.

"Anything else?" she asked.

Wyatt shook his head. "Not yet. But we've got a lead on the bus stop."

Harris pointed to a screen. "The CCTV footage shows a small, white van pulling up and parking there for a good fifteen minutes before driving off. The license plate is covered, but we're working on it. Unfortunately, the van's windows are tinted, and it parked in between the camera and the bus stop. It's not authorized to be there. He must have gotten in and out without catching the traffic police's attention."

Clever, Juliette thought. Using the van itself as camouflage. And one small, white van among many was ubiquitous. By their nature, small delivery vehicles were one of the most common cars that were found in central London. A quick trip in and out, and all they knew was that a white van, one of thousands, was involved.

"Any identifying features?"

"None that we can see. It's standard. Might even be a rental that's had the plates covered. We're seeing if any other cameras gave a clearer picture of the van or the license disk."

Sierra looked up. "I have some image enhancing software that I'm hoping might work, but the problem is we do need an image for it, and we haven't found one yet."

Juliette thought that was a great idea, but she wasn't holding out hope for it. This killer knew London well, that was clear. He would have planned his route carefully. So far, he'd planned with thoroughness and care. If they were going to get him, she wasn't putting her faith in logistics but rather in another way.

What could he possibly be using to decide on the placements? What was his starting point?

"Sierra," she asked, "when you're done with enhancing that footage, I want to work with you on something."

"What do you want to look at?" Sierra asked.

"I want to plot the places where the three bodies have been dumped so far. Maybe there's a pattern that we might see if we looked."

"A pattern?" Harris sounded incredulous at the concept, and she could tell he was a hard evidence man, who wanted to track the killer through his physical traces, rather than through his thought processes.

“Don’t you think we should focus on chasing down the evidence first?” he said with criticism audible in his tone.

“There are a lot of streets to look through and a lot of camera footage to be scanned. We should all be doing that,” Black added disapprovingly.

Juliette nodded. “I’ll help with that as soon as I’ve plotted these. It shouldn’t take long.”

But again, there was a dark cloud of disapproval and distrust now looming between the two teams. Feeling annoyed by it, Juliette was determined to stand her ground. She was working with them, not for them. And she was drawing on her own experience and intuition to guide her. Outthinking this killer could be as valuable as hard evidence.

“Your theory had better take this case forward,” Harris threatened. “Because if it doesn’t, then I think we’ll need to go our separate ways again.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Juliette tried not to let Harris's threat hold her back as she and Sierra focused on plotting the locations of where each victim had been taken and where they'd been posed.

Wyatt was the one who answered the Scotland Yard detective, straightening up from staring at the screen, and turning politely toward him.

"You know, Detective Harris, I've known Juliette for a few months now, and we've worked together on some serious cases. The one thing I can say, Detective, is she has good instincts. She can get right into a killer's mind and figure him out. And sometimes, that's more important and useful than the camera footage," he explained.

Harris grunted in response, clearly not convinced. Juliette tried to ignore him and turn her mind to the task at hand.

"We've got two sets of coordinates here," Sierra said. "Start and finish? We don't have the exact places where they were taken or where they were killed.”

Juliette nodded. "Yes. We know their starting point, which is their home or work base in London, and then we know where they were positioned after their death."

"And this is relevant?" Black asked, sounding more incredulous than curious. Juliette ignored her.

"I'm going to say that the positioning, the end point, is the more important one because he went to so much trouble to prepare and plan it. Yes, they all worked or lived in central London, but perhaps that's just how he ended up seeing them."

"So. One, two, three."

Juliette stared down at the three points, looking at the shape of it, the distances between the sites.

"It's not so much a triangle as part of a circle," she said thoughtfully. "Now that I'm seeing this here, it looks as if this is a portion of a circle. Can you see how there's almost exactly the same distance between each site? That's planned, for sure." 

Sierra nodded. "We could tell where the next body is going to be dumped then?"

"Unless he's planning an entire circle," Juliette warned. She didn't want to think about that possibility, but it was important to be realistic about the possible extent of this killer's plans. If he was planning to create an entire circle within central London, he could do it. There was the space. It would end up being—she quickly calculated—about forty sites.

Forty sites, give or take a few yards each, that would need to be permanently monitored and guarded? It would not be possible.

Why was this making her think of something else? Juliette looked up, away from the computer screen, bypassing the doubtful gaze of Harris and the unfriendly scowl that Black was giving her.

This was making her mind leap between the connections. The circle. The idea of immortality. Even the victims themselves. Looking again at what Sierra had plotted and visualizing how the bodies had been posed, she saw that they had all been positioned to face inward in that circle. 

And that thick, gray eyeshadow. A connection, a link?

Then the idea came to her, the name that had been simmering at the back of her mind. The configuration that this reminded her of.

"Stonehenge," she said aloud.

Now, Harris and Black stared at her incredulously.

"What are you talking about?" Black demanded. "Stonehenge has nothing to do with this case."

Juliette took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. "As you know, Stonehenge is a circle of standing stones, arranged in a particular configuration. Deeply symbolic to many, both past and present."

"But it's in Wiltshire, nowhere near here," Harris pointed out.

"What's important is the configuration. It's a horseshoe shaped circle, with stones positioned in a particular way, facing inward."

She turned back to the computer screen, studying the plotted locations of the victims. "Maybe this killer is trying to create his own version of Stonehenge, using the bodies of his victims instead of stones?"

Sierra's eyes widened in realization. "That would explain the positioning of the bodies," she said. "They're all facing inward, just like the stones in Stonehenge."

"This is utter nonsense," Black said.

Juliette shook her head.  "It's actually common for killers to have a fascination with historic rituals or beliefs," she said. "And if he's trying to create his own version of Stonehenge, using human sacrifices each time, it could explain why the locations are so carefully chosen and spaced out. And why he grayed their eyes. Stone gray."

Sierra and Wyatt exchanged a glance, both caught up in the theory as well. Harris still looked skeptical.

"I really think this is too left field to consider seriously," he said. "I can't see what my superiors would make of it. Wouldn't go down well." He shook his head, allowing himself a small smile as if visualizing their apocalyptic reaction.

Black shrugged. "Are we going to go and look at that footage from the camera at that fuel station on the way into London?" she said meaningfully, as if she was now the one rescuing the investigation from weird outer territory and getting it back on track.

"Yes, let's go and see if we can get a clearer image of the van," he said.

Giving one last, doubtful glance back at the American trio, Harris left.

Juliette sighed. They weren't buying into her theory at all, and she had to admit that at this stage, it was nothing more than a fledgling idea. But she was hopeful it could become more.

"If this killer is looking to recreate Stonehenge, I guess he's obsessed with the place," Wyatt said.

"Perhaps he has a history there, some involvement with it?" Juliette theorized. "Or else he's been in trouble there before? Trespassing, attacking tourists, doing something to get himself in the news?"

"I'm going to have a look. Right now," Sierra said.

Juliette nodded. "That's a good idea. In fact, I think we all need to look. The more of us on this search now, the better." Moving into her seat, she powered up her own laptop. "We need to find any connections between the killer and Stonehenge. Maybe he's visited there before or has some sort of relationship with it."

"You search news. I'll search local chit chat. Those groups and forums are easy to get into," Sierra said.

Sierra quickly typed away at her keyboard, using her speed and her hacking ability to access the forums and chat groups that might reveal more insider knowledge. Juliette turned her focus to news articles and reports, searching for any information that could connect the killer to Stonehenge.

There was a focused silence in the small office. Only the tapping of fingers could be heard.

Then Juliette looked up. "I've got something here. This is sounding like a potential problem."

Sierra and Wyatt both looked over at her, their attention fully on what she had found.

"What is it?" Sierra asked.

Juliette turned her laptop around to face them, highlighting a paragraph from a news article she had found.

"This is Matt Doone, and he's a self-proclaimed pagan cultist, who believes that Stonehenge is a sacrificial site that should be fed and nurtured with human life force."

"What?" Wyatt exclaimed, his eyebrows raising.

"He has a following who believes in his teachings," Juliette continued. "And get this, he's had charges against him in the past."

"Charges?" Sierra asked, her eyes narrowing.

Juliette scrolled down to find the information.

"Assault and battery, resisting arrest, and attempted murder," she read aloud. "He attacked a group of tourists who were visiting Stonehenge, claiming that they were disrupting the site's natural energy flow and that they should pay for it with their lives."

"That sounds like our guy," Wyatt said. "Do we have a current location on him?"

Sierra's fingers flew. "Give me a moment," she said.

There was a silence in the office, so quiet that Juliette could hear the faint sound of their breathing.

And then, Sierra exhaled in satisfaction.

"I do," she said.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

The road flew by as Juliette and her team sped to Matt Doone's home. At this hour, in the early afternoon, the sun was edging in front of them. They were heading west.

This erratic, violent man lived halfway between London and Stonehenge itself. Juliette knew that meant he'd be able to get to either place easily, and perhaps that was exactly what he'd been doing. Drawing on the energies of Stonehenge by visiting his site and then going into London to stalk and track his victims.

"Does he have an artistic background? Is there any link there?" Juliette asked as she drove. 

"I'll take a look," Sierra said.

They were already in the deep countryside, with London's tall buildings just a distant memory. Now, they were surrounded by hills and patchwork fields, which at this stage of late summer were either deep green or gold. The sky was an azure blue with barely a cloud.

"I have found a link," Sierra said. "He used to be an art teacher before he got fired for aggressive behavior toward students and teachers. At any rate, this is what this news site says."

"I think that behavior sounds on the money, given his personality," Juliette said. 

The map was taking them to the small village of Winthrop, which was west of Basingstoke. Here, in this village, she hoped they would find this obsessive killer. But of course, he could still be in London, making his nefarious plans. She knew this might end up being a hunt for a needle in a haystack.

Juliette drove through the village, past the scenic houses with their thatched roofs, and past the village green and duck pond, and pulled up outside the small house on the westerly side of Winthrop.

The front door was firmly closed and so were the curtains. She felt uneasy as she looked at it because it appeared that Matt Doone was not home.

But they had to be sure. They had to search for any clues that could help them catch him.

Juliette turned to her team. "Alright, let's do this. Wyatt, you come with me. Sierra, keep an eye out and alert us if you see anything suspicious."

She marched up to the front door and knocked briskly.

No answer.

Juliette knocked again, but she was beginning to think that her first instinct was right. Doone was out. Where exactly he was, and what he was doing, was the worrying part about that.

Sighing, Juliette called Ebury. Technology, in the form of GPS tracking, was going to be her next step.

"Juliette?" Ebury picked up almost immediately, speaking calmly, but with an edge of tension to his voice that she heard instantly. Her boss was taking strain on this, and she could imagine what he'd had to deal with in the past few hours as this exploded.

"We're onto a suspect," she said. "Can you organize GPS tracking?"

"I should be able to. Give me the number," he said.

Juliette read it out. She was feeling hopeful as she waited for his reply.

She was ready to jump into the car and set off in whatever direction this took her. But when Ebury's voice came back, flat with disappointment, Juliette realized she would be going nowhere. 

"The phone is turned off," Ebury said. "Tech department is unable to locate a signal for it at all."

Juliette felt her heart thump down in disappointment.

"Do you have another number?" she asked Sierra. "Any other number that came up as being linked to his name?"

Sierra shook her head helplessly. "I wish there was, but it was just that one. Only one number and only one address," she confirmed.

Juliette let out a deep, frustrated breath.

"Don't worry," she then reassured Ebury. "We'll find another way."

After all, this was the countryside, she told herself firmly. This was a small village, and in a small village, the chances were that someone knew his business. They needed to be determined and persistent and to push for answers about where this man might be. Lives could depend on it.

"I think we try the neighbors," she said. "Neighbors might know where he is, or something about his habits."

"I'll go and try across the road," Wyatt said. "You do this side? Sierra, want to come with me?"

They headed across the road, and Juliette turned away from the neat house and walked down the quiet village road to its neighbor. 

The next house was a quaint, picturesque cottage with a Tudor-style, wooden frontage, a green door, and a garden full of blooming flowers. Juliette knocked on the door, crossing her fingers that there would be information from this encounter.

A middle-aged woman with a headscarf over her head and an apron around her plump waist answered within a minute, her eyes widening in surprise at the sight of a detective at her doorstep. The scent of baking bread wafted out to meet her.

"Good afternoon, ma'am," Juliette said, flashing her badge. "I'm Agent Juliette Hart, and I'm investigating a case. We're looking to get some information from your neighbor, but he doesn't seem to be home. Do you know where he is? The man named Matt Doone?"

She watched as the woman's face hardened into suspicion and then something else. Something that looked more like fear.

"I don't have anything to do with him. I'm sorry," she said.

There was something in her eyes that betrayed her fear. Juliette knew that she had to tread carefully if she wanted to get any information out of her.

"He's a person of interest in a high-profile case, and we just need to talk to him to clear things up," she explained. “Do you at least know if he was here recently? Any habits or routines he might have had?"

The woman shifted uncomfortably, smoothing her hands over the apron, her gaze darting around nervously.

"I don't know," she said. "I'm sorry."

Juliette was sure she did know. But the fact that she wasn't telling was enlightening. And the fact that the door was now firmly closed in her face meant she was getting nothing more here.

Hoping that the other neighbor might be more talkative, or less scared, she then walked past Doone's house again and on to the other side.

The other neighbor's house was painted a cheery yellow, with a small herb garden out front, rose bushes planted alongside the low picket fence, and a couple of bicycles propped up against the side wall. She couldn't see anyone, but she could hear a dog barking from the back yard.

Juliette took a deep breath and rang the bell. 

Footsteps approached from inside the house, and a young man with tousled ginger hair and a sleepy expression opened the door. He looked like he had just woken up from a nap.

"Agent Hart," Juliette introduced herself. “I'm investigating a case. We're looking for information on your neighbor, Matt Doone. He's not at home, and we're wondering if you knew where he might be?"

The young man rubbed his eyes and frowned. "That weirdo?" he said.

Juliette raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the young man's choice of words, and encouraged by the fact that he clearly did know Doone and was willing to talk about him.

"What do you mean, weirdo?" she asked, keeping her tone neutral.

"He's just ... strange," the young man said, shrugging. "He keeps to himself, mostly, but he's super aggressive if you disturb him, and my folks warned me not to go near him. I’m not sure I should talk to you about him,” he said as if rethinking his initial chattiness.

“We don’t reveal our sources,” Juliette reassured him. “Whatever you say will be kept totally confidential. And it might help us solve a very serious case.”

The young man’s eyebrows rose, and she could tell her words had encouraged him. 

“Well, I don’t know that much, but I can tell you what I’ve seen. He comes and goes at odd hours. I think he might be some kind of artist or something. He's always carrying around these weird canvases and paints."

Juliette felt a thrill of excitement run through her. This was the kind of lead she needed. "Do you know where he might go to paint?" she asked.

"I don't know about painting," the man said, "but I know he's got some kind of hideout down in the woods there. I see him from time to time when I'm cycling, but I keep away. There's something about it, and him, that gives me a bad feeling. People here don’t like to talk about him. I’ve only lived here a few months, but I think he’s threatened some people in the past." He paused, pointing in the direction of the woods that stretched down the hillside.

"Where is the hideout?" Juliette asked.

"It's like an old, abandoned cabin down by the stream. But hey, don't tell him I told you," he said, and now, she saw a flash of fear in his eyes. "I don't want to get on his bad side. Okay?"

"I won't say a word, and I'm grateful for the information," she said.

She waved to Wyatt and Sierra, who were just leaving one of the houses, and from their discouraged demeanor, she guessed they hadn't found anything.

But she had. She now knew where Matt Doone might be. They urgently needed to get to that abandoned cabin in the woods.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

The woods were at the end of the road, a tract of thick, dark trees that were heavy with undergrowth. But there was a path running through them, Juliette saw. A narrow, winding trail wended its way through the closely packed tree trunks, leading them into the murky, cool darkness.

She and Wyatt headed in on foot, walking in single file due to the narrowness of the track, which was also overgrown. 

This was a potentially dangerous situation, and Sierra was not combat trained, so Juliette had instructed her to wait in the car. 

The locked car.

Walking in front, noting the state of the path, Juliette was wondering if Matt Doone's presence in these woods was what was keeping people away. It seemed that this odd, unbalanced man had created a state of fear in the village, thanks to his reputation for violent behavior.

As they walked deeper into the woods, the sound of the stream grew louder, and soon, they could see it glinting through the trees. She passed it by walking over a short, wooden bridge, made from dark, gnarled boards, that looked old and weathered but strong.

As they walked, Juliette kept her eyes peeled for any sign of the abandoned cabin. The only sounds were the rustling of leaves underfoot and the occasional chirp of a bird or rustle of a small animal. It was, in other words, a perfect place for a hideout.

Heading deeper into the woods, the atmosphere became more ominous. The trees grew closer together, and the canopy above blocked out most of the light. The air grew damp and musty, filled with the earthy scent of decay and rot. She felt a shiver run down her spine as they walked, feeling like they were being watched by something sinister and unseen.

"What's that ahead?" Wyatt's voice made her jump, even though he'd spoken softly. She'd been immersed in her own observations and trying to fight off the increasingly spooky sensation the woods were giving her.

Now, as the path climbed a hill, she saw what Wyatt had seen. There was a building ahead, in a clearing that was now visible to the right of the path.

It was old, with moss growing on the roof and ivy creeping up the sides, but it still looked solid. Juliette could see why the young man had described it as "abandoned,” but the description wasn’t accurate. A shaft of light was visible from inside.

"Let's go and take a look," she said quietly.

Moving forward, she winced as a stick cracked under her foot, treading toward the cabin as stealthily as she could.

The door was partly open. But inside, it seemed very quiet. She couldn’t hear music, or the thumping of footsteps on the wooden floor, or anything else that might indicate somebody was in there.

Juliette peered through the crack.

Inside, the sight that greeted her was far weirder and more disturbing than even she'd expected.

A massive, hand painted depiction of the Stonehenge stones, crudely rendered on a giant canvas, was propped against the back wall. On it, the artist had added handwritten notes. 

"This is the Sacrifice Stone. This is where blood will be spilled."

There didn't seem to be anyone in the cabin at all, so she pushed the door wider and stepped inside.

A flash of red caught her eye, and she whirled around.

The opposite wall of the cabin, where the door was, had been painted a disturbing blood red. Paint seemed to have been thrown at the walls and had trickled down to pool on the floor below. On the red wall was a collage of photos that looked to have been taken from newspaper clippings and printed out from social media sites. And a few scrawled notes too.

"This one will be for the stones on the eastern side," a handwritten note in sharp, black writing read. "This one will be for the heel stone."

All the notes referred to women. All the pictures were of young women, their faces bright and smiling, despite the sometimes fuzzy quality of the print.

Juliette felt her stomach twist. This was a killer's lair. It seemed this man had been using his obsession with Stonehenge to create a stylized plan that would see numerous young women murdered.

"This is creepy," Wyatt said. "Think we got our guy here."

Juliette knew that they had to find Matt Doone before he could carry out his twisted plans. And she was sure that he hadn't gone far. Not when leaving this cabin open and unlocked.

And, as she thought that, there was a crack of a stick from outside, and they both spun around.

There he was. A narrow face, lean and bony, with wild eyes staring at them—eyes that seemed to have a strange, obsessive light behind them. A head of hair that was razored so short that it was nothing more than a hint of color on his scalp. Wearing a green camouflage jacket and brown pants and carrying a length of rope in his hand.

He stared at them, and she saw his expression change from preoccupied to appalled.

"Matt Doone?" she said, stepping forward. "Police. We need you to answer urgent questions about what's in this cabin."

But Matt Doone didn't answer. Without letting out as much as a whisper, he turned and ran.

"We can't let him go!" Juliette shouted, urgency filling her.

Wyatt was closer to the door than she was, and he turned just as Juliette uttered the words. She followed him out, breaking into a run, knowing that they needed to catch this man, whose woods were his territory, who she suspected of committing these murders, and who was planning a terrible fate for the other women posted on his cabin's wall.

Doone had darted down a pathway that Juliette hadn't even noticed. The only reason she saw it now was that Wyatt, quick off the mark and able to see which way he'd turned, crashed through what seemed like a solid bush but wasn't. Its leafy fronds gave way to reveal a narrow track beyond.

She could hear Doone's footsteps ahead, his ragged breaths as he ran, his footsteps rustling the leaves on the forest floor.

The smell of pine needles filled the air, and the trees around them grew so thick that they had to dodge through the narrow spaces between them.

They couldn't let Doone get away now. Not when they were so close to catching him. But these woods were like a labyrinth—this was true, old forest that he'd made his own by terrifying the villagers into staying away, and he clearly knew all the shortcuts and bolt holes.

As the path twisted, she caught tantalizing glimpses of him ahead, powering through the deep overgrowth, his lean frame darting between the trees like a hunted animal. 

The chase seemed never-ending, each step taking them farther into the dark and misty woods. Juliette could feel the sweat on her forehead and the burn in her legs as she pushed herself harder, determined not to let Doone slip away, hoping that Wyatt had him in sight.

Wyatt was a few feet ahead of Juliette, his long strides eating up the ground as he ran the twisting, turning route.

And then, disaster. 

Wyatt stumbled, his foot twisting in a hole that was invisible, camouflaged by one of the tree roots. He tried his best to right himself but tumbled down, sprawling onto his side as Juliette skidded to a stop, breathing hard. 

"You okay?" she asked as he scrambled to his feet.

“I’m okay, but where is he? Where the hell’s he gone?” Wyatt panted. “The reason I fell in the damned hole was because I was looking around and trying to spot him!”

The woods around them were quiet. No sign of movement, no sound of footsteps.

Doone had disappeared.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Disappeared? Juliette's heart was thudding hard. Where had he gone? She stared around in consternation, seeing Wyatt do the same. The trees were packed closely. There seemed to be no clear route through them. But this case was backlashing on them so badly that she could hardly be surprised if he had ended up vanishing into thin air.

Air?

That word gave her an insight as she remembered that rope he'd been clutching. What if he hadn't gone along? Or down? What if he'd gone up?

She raised her head, no longer peering at the ground for signs of footsteps or disturbance.

Up in the treetops, she saw, there was some light filtering through the canopy.

And there, she saw him.

At first it was nothing more than dark shape against the darkened branch of a tree. And then as her eyes adjusted, it became clearer. An actual person, holding on for dear life, propped against a branch.

She grabbed Wyatt’s arm, not wanting to sound the alarm out loud. Discreetly, she pointed in that direction and felt him tense as he saw their fugitive too.

And not just the fugitive himself, but the rope he’d been carrying. 

The end was still dangling down. Now, in the semi dark, she could make it out.

It was formed into a noose. A large noose, almost invisible in the gloom, with a loop carefully positioned to be at the head height of a tall man.

He'd set a trap and had been waiting for Wyatt to run into it along the track. And then he would have tugged it up.

Wyatt's fall might have saved his life. Chills shivered down her spine as she saw that harshly crafted loop, almost invisible against the darkened path.

Angrily, hating this man and his killing instincts, Juliette tugged at it and was rewarded by a shower of bark, a harsh, despairing cry, and a flailing sound from above.

"Come down, Doone," she said. "Or I'll pull harder."

“I’m not coming!” he shouted defiantly.

Well, she’d warned him. Juliette tugged on the rope again. More bark showered down, and with a cry, Doone slipped and slithered a couple of yards down, grabbing at the tree with all his might.

Juliette got hold of one of his flailing feet and hauled on it. Then, as he lost his grip with a yell and fell to the ground, she and Wyatt were ready. She grabbed an arm, he grabbed a leg, and together, they broke his fall and picked him up, holding him firmly.

"You're coming in," she said briefly as she cuffed him. “We’ll call a police van to pick you up outside your house, and the Scotland Yard team will search your house and this cabin. Our FBI expert will check your phone and see who you’ve been speaking to, and about what.”

Quickly, she made the calls before they set off in that direction. 

Marching him back through the forest, Juliette felt a huge relief that they had this man in custody. Now, they could start to wrap up this case, and the deadly pressure they'd been under would begin to ease.

But there was a final hurdle still to go. He needed to answer the questions. She didn't want this to be a long, drawn-out process or for him to lie and evade. None of them could afford it.

 

***

 

The interrogation room in the Basingstoke police station—the closest one to the small village of Winthrop—was cramped, with a table and three chairs crowded into the space. Doone sat handcuffed to one of the chairs, his face expressionless as Juliette and Wyatt took their seats across from him.

He smelled of sweat, dirt, and desperation. He was staring from one of them to the other, his eyes with that wild look again.

But while he was being processed, Juliette had seen moments of clarity, where he'd appeared coldly focused and extremely coherent. She knew that he was hiding something, and that his camouflage was the confused, aggressive man he portrayed.

What was the real man? Now, as she stared into his eyes, Juliette felt determined to get to the truth.

At that moment, her phone buzzed.

It was Harris, who was on scene at the cabin now with a forensic team.

"Starting the search," he messaged. "No registered vehicle in suspect’s name. Searching for information in how he tracked and took these victims. Going to look for any signs of Daisy and the others in that photo wall. Any gray eyeshadow, any evidence he hired or borrowed a vehicle. Sierra’s busy with his phone, trying to access messages."

Juliette glanced up.

She met Doone's eyes, briefly, but for an intense moment. His pale eyes seemed to glow, once again, as their gazes locked.

"What were you doing?" Juliette asked. It wasn't the question she'd meant to start with. But suddenly, it seemed important. "What were you doing in the cabin? Researching all those women?"

Doone's face remained blank, but Juliette could see a flicker of something in his eyes. Was it fear? Guilt? Or something else entirely? She had the uneasy feeling that he was thinking a few steps ahead.

"I was just ... studying," he said finally, his voice low and hoarse.

"Studying what?" Wyatt asked.

Doone shrugged. "Human behavior. The way people act and think. That sort of thing."

Juliette leaned forward, her brow furrowed. "And what did you find out about human behavior that made you want to paste cutout pictures of young women all over the wall of that cabin, with notes about which stones you wanted them to be sacrificed for?"

Doone's expression shifted, and Juliette could see a glimmer of anger in his eyes. "I didn't set out to kill them for my own sake. All I wanted was to feed the stones what they needed. Life force. They've been starved of it for centuries. I understand that. I can feel what they say."

Juliette leaned back in her chair, studying Doone's face. "The stones?" she repeated. "What stones?"

Doone shifted in his seat. "Stonehenge, of course."

"And what have you done for the stones so far?"

He shrugged. "The stones are waiting." His voice was toneless.

Juliette narrowed her eyes at him. "Waiting for what?"

"For the life energy sacrifice," Doone said calmly. "It is the only way to revive them fully."

"And were you prepared to do that?" she asked. “Have you been doing it?”

He chuckled, a mirthless, strange sound. "You want me to confess something to you? You think that will help your objectives? All I can tell you is that the stones have hunger. And needs. Maybe one day their needs will be ... sated." He drew out the last word.

"Where were you this morning?" she asked.

"I don't answer to you. You are not my keeper," he insisted.

Wyatt inhaled angrily. "We're not your keeper. We're police, and you owe us answers based on what you've got papering your walls."

Doone snorted. "My walls? You read my writings, the mosaics I made, and you still don't get it, do you? You believe that you can lock me up and stop me from feeding the stones? You can't. Lock me up and others will carry the torch. The stones have been waiting for too long. They won't be denied their rightful place on this earth."

Doone's gaze locked again with hers, and she could see the conviction in his eyes. "There is no other way. It is the way of our ancestors. They knew the power of the stones, and they worshiped them. And now, they are forgotten. The stones are alone and hungry. They need us."

"You fed them, didn't you? You had a plan to feed those stones, to use that life force. Tell me how it started?"

"I won't say that. Only the stones know," he said slyly, his gaze sliding away. “The stones and their supporters. Even in these modern times, there are believers in their ancient powers.”

"Did you look for victims? Was London your starting point?" 

Juliette wished she had more specifics on those photos on the walls, clipped from various sources, but none of them with the source attached. She knew that if Harris and Black had found Daisy and the other two in that macabre collage, or Sierra had uncovered any messages, they would have called. They hadn’t yet, but she needed them to because now she and Wyatt were having to tease the information from him.

Doone remained silent, his face expressionless as he stared back at them. But there was a flicker of satisfaction in his eyes, as if he was enjoying their confusion and frustration. Juliette could feel her anger rising. They needed answers, desperately. They could not afford these evasion tactics.

Suddenly, Juliette's phone rang, interrupting the tense atmosphere in the room. She jumped inadvertently, seeing his tiny smile, knowing that despite her efforts, she'd given away her own state of tension.

Hoping it would be Harris, she glanced down. Right now, they needed proof. If the photos on the walls were linked to the victims, that would be a massive bonus.

But it wasn't Harris. For the fourth time that day, Ebury was calling, and Juliette stared down at his incoming number in consternation. Wordlessly, she got up and walked out of the interview room, with Doone’s satisfied chuckle the last thing she heard before closing the door.

"Ebury?" she said. "What's happening?"

"Listen," he said, "I know you've got a strong suspect in custody, but there's been a development."

"Tell me?" Her heart sank.

"Half an hour ago, Louise Allday, who's a model, left her apartment in central London to go to a shoot. She never arrived, and her phone is off. The shoot was ten minutes away from where she lives. She's twenty years old. The model agency called police immediately once they realized what had happened. They’re panicking. There was nowhere she could have gone."

"I'm hearing you." A coldness was filling her. If this was the killer at work again, then the abduction had taken place after they’d arrested Doone. The timeline did not allow for Doone to have taken this woman.

So, either someone else was abducting women in central London, or Doone was not the criminal they needed—both scenarios were disastrous.

"This may be coincidence,” Ebury confirmed, “but we can't treat it this way. It might be that he's still out there, and that he's taken someone. Again."


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

He'd never done this before. Never believed it would be possible. 

But the situation was changing, it was flaring up, and he knew he needed to change along with it.

A few hours ago, this carefully researched woman, tall and elegant, had seemed like the perfect prospect. He knew her energies would blend with the stones, and that they would welcome her. He had the place lined up where she’d be killed and left to rest. Like the others, it reflected the design of the stone circle, a mirror of it, just as the victims were.

Even now, parked up in an alleyway and looking at her trussed up in the back of the van, he felt a sense of power and completion, longing for her life energies to be added to the mix he’d created so far. Each one was special, and each one gave him a boost of power, as their energies flared into the meridians he was feeding.

"I'm not the only one, you know," he told her conversationally. "I'm not the only one by any means. A number of people worship these great stones in the same way I do."

He was in touch with them, of course. He knew them. They had dark web conversations; they shared goals and ideals. They were like a brotherhood, one that existed to breathe life into a monument that had been neglected for too long.

The stones were their lifeblood, and he was their chosen one, their messenger. He would do anything to ensure their survival and glory. Anything.

The woman whimpered, struggling to break free from her restraints, but he knew it was pointless. The ropes were expertly tied. He’d practiced every part of what he needed to do, knots included.

Planning ahead was important, and failing to plan could be fatal.

Sighing sadly, he thought back to the moment, back in that archaeological dig years ago, when tragedy had struck. He’d been a normal person back then. Well, no, not really, he acknowledged. He hadn’t been normal. He didn’t even understand the word. But back then, he'd been able to hide within society's confines.

His wife had known the truth, and he thought that she'd been becoming afraid of him. That was his impression, anyway. He'd seen it in her demeanor, in the way she spoke to him, the way she responded after seeing him react to others.

What Isabelle had never realized was that he would never, ever have hurt her. He loved her.

And then, disaster. She'd been working on an area below the cliff face. It hadn’t been correctly examined for dangers. In a tragic moment, a large rock that was balanced out of sight at the top of the slope had fallen as a section crumbled. He'd watched helplessly as the love of his life was crushed instantly under its weight. One minute, she’d been carefully dusting away a fragment of bone. And the next, she was gone. The massive weight had crushed her skull and broken her body.

He'd been in agony as he grieved. For days, weeks, life had been a blur.

And then, out of it, clarity had emerged.

It was the great circle of stones that had taken her, and they’d sent him a message. That he needed to become their servant and give them sacrifices in the form of human lives. 

The stones had claimed their first blood.

It was only then, bereaved and ripped apart, that he'd realized the sacrifices he needed to make.

The stones needed blood, and what they didn't get, they would take. It was his duty to seize these victims, to somehow preserve them when he displayed them, just as Stonehenge itself had been preserved. 

He’d chosen the wax technique, with gray eyeshadow on their faces as a way to preserve their beauty while paying homage to the great circle, and the stones had seemed to like that well enough. 

And now, his mission was on its way. He had carefully planned the sites. Where his victims were left was important. The sequence and spacing of the sacrifices would appease the great stones.

Now, though, that would need to change, and he knew the stones would understand why.

As for who he chose? So far, it had depended on who caught his eye. The minute he sensed someone who held that power, he had to have them.

Three times it had happened. And he believed that this was the fourth time. It was only now that he was in a quandary, realizing he’d made a mistake. He had never deviated from his plan before, and now, he felt lost. 

He tried so hard to be present when every victim was discovered. He'd been bold enough to jostle the au pair in the exhibition hall. He'd been waiting with birding binoculars in Hyde Park. In Oxford Street, he'd sat in a sandwich shop, with a view of the bus stop where his victim had been placed, and it was there he'd seen her arrive to look at the body. The woman he had to sacrifice, urgently.

Her energy had been breathtaking. He'd felt it shimmering off her. Her honey blonde hair, her slender build, and the fire in her eyes.

The stones were crying for her blood, and he could hear them. But how to do this?

He'd taken what was supposed to be the next victim, the one he now had in the van. And he'd thought it would be enough, that the stones would be satisfied, that his own anxiety would lessen.

Now, his eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he opened his phone and checked the map and his messages. Perhaps she could, still, be useful somehow, this woman he'd taken, for whom he'd had such high hopes.

The woman continued to struggle against her restraints, but he paid her no attention. His mind was consumed with thoughts of the great stones and what he needed to do to appease them. The plan he could make.

"It feels like stepping into a maze," he told her with some amusement. "That's where I feel I am right now. I need to find its center, and you've got to help."

Could his connections help? He hoped so.

Earlier, on the dark web, he had put a message out that would be readable to the chosen few who, like him, worshiped the stones. 

He quickly stated his dilemma and asked for advice. Of course, he was careful to disguise his identity because he couldn't give away who he was and what he was planning. Not even to the brotherhood he had never met, although he knew who some of them were. Police eyes were everywhere.

Replies trickled in, and he read them with interest, sitting in the darkening alleyway, the only light coming from his screen.

Now, here was a helpful one. And this man had already agreed to spread an alternative version if it was needed. Others had agreed to do the same. They were working with him in his plans, helping him, even though they didn’t know who he was.

"The stones deserve the best. You can't give them second best." That was their overwhelming message, and now, with their willingness to help, he could see a way forward.

The only thing he still had to think about was his current victim. Would he kill her as an extra sacrifice?

And then, it came to him in a blaze of light that seemed to cut the darkness. He shouldn’t kill her, and he might benefit even more if she remained alive. That way, he could in fact use her. 

The killer knew his intelligence. He'd always been a phenomenally sharp and insightful person. People had praised him frequently for his brain power.

He closed his eyes, letting the darkness flow over him, feeling the energy he'd absorbed from the earlier kills that would help him with this one, mapping out his new way forward. It would involve some driving, but he was ready for that.

It would all be worth it because he’d have a better sacrifice and a new location.

He was excited about his victim to be. 

The stones were screaming for her life force.

And so was he.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

"There's another missing woman. She was reported missing about an hour ago.”

Juliette turned to Wyatt as he walked out of the interview room, breaking the bad news as soon as the door had closed.

“What happened?” he asked, his voice taut. “Are they sure about the timeline?”

“She left home for a modeling job ten minutes away and never got there. The agency knew about the crimes in central London so far, so when she didn't arrive and her phone was off, they called police."

Concern flashed in Wyatt's eyes. "But that means it couldn't be this guy in here. He was out in the woods then. Not in London.”

"Look, there's a chance this disappearance is coincidental."

Wyatt shook his head. "No, Juliette. No. We can't risk assuming that for something this important. Not now. We have to take this seriously."

Juliette frowned, her mind racing. What happened next was going to be critically important.

"Alright. Emergency plan of action. First things first, let's get a network of police on the alert in that area. All available police resources need to be on scene. We must shut down as many roads as possible. Stop all vans in and out of the area. It’s getting dark, and the streets will be quieter now. They should be able to do it."

"Agreed. It might be too late, but we need to focus on that end point. And what about the others, the ones you mapped?" Wyatt asked.

"Yes. We need to search every one of those locations where this woman's body could be dumped."

Dumped. She hated the word.

And hated the fact that they still didn't know if this was the killer at work, or whether Doone was the killer, still sitting in the interview room right here, evading their questions.

But now that she thought about it, his evasive answers had alluded to others. There seemed to be a network of people who believed in the powers of the stones, and she had no doubt that they colluded in secret, sharing their ideas and wild theories, offering each other support and encouragement.

So, the man in the interview room might not be the killer, but he might share the same mindset. He might even have communicated with the killer in the past, most likely on an anonymous and highly secretive basis. This killer would have been careful. And so was Doone, talking in circles, refusing to give any real information.

"I'm going to get moving on this, now," Wyatt said. "I think we should leave forensics in Doone’s house, but Harris and Black should return to London, and there, they can spearhead the search."

“Yes. We need them in charge there,” Juliette agreed.

Juliette wanted so badly to be there, in London, joining in the search. She wanted to make sure that the police had gotten those sites plotted correctly, and that they weren't off by a vital few yards that might mean the latest victim wasn't found.

But she couldn't. She knew that Wyatt would organize it down to the last detail, and that Sierra's plotting of the sites would be geographically precise. She relied on her team and knew that despite their conviction that her theories were harebrained, Harris and Black would be utterly committed to finding the missing woman.

And the reason she couldn't do any of this was that she now had another, tougher job.

This killer might have shared his plans with the man in the interview room, as she was now suspecting.

And if Juliette could somehow pry the truth out of Doone, then they might be in time to save Louise Allday’s life.

She headed back into the interview room, knowing everything was now at stake.

"So, Mr. Doone," she began as she closed the door, "you mentioned you had like-minded friends, that there were other supporters of the stones. Tell me about that."

He'd been staring down at his hands intently, and his head jerked up when he saw her come back in.

"The stones?" A smile she didn't like spread across his face. "The stones? I could tell you a few secrets there. About the need to feed on the stones, to draw energy from them. Oh, yes, we feed them, but we also take from them."

"What do you mean by that?" Juliette asked. She thought she knew and thought the ugly truth was emerging, a shape she could faintly see.

"I can't say." Now, he smiled in an even more unpleasant way, glancing at her before returning his stare to his hands.

"You can't say? Why? Maybe the stones would want you to speak the truth," she said, wondering if she'd connect with him better if she used his own wavelength.

"The stones nourish us." His voice lowered, and he spoke in a confidential whisper. "Maybe the stones nourish him?"

"You mean he goes there?"

This was getting weirder and weirder, but she had the sense that truth, at last, was being spoken. Perhaps in a roundabout way in order to clear himself, Doone was finally capitulating and telling her what he knew.

"He has to draw strength from them before every kill. He goes there!"

Now, Juliette let out a shocked breath. Finally, she'd gotten the explanation she needed.

"You know this?"

"I guessed it from what I learned. It's where he draws his power." Doone gave a strange, inscrutable smile.

From what Doone was saying, this killer didn’t just have a strong emotional link to the stones. Doone was implying that this man went there periodically to “draw strength” from them before killing his victims. With her heart beating faster, she realized that now, it made sense why the bodies were dumped so long after being taken. Maybe it wasn’t just doing the intricate wax make-up, but also visiting the site itself?

There would have been enough time for this killer to have made a four-hour round trip to Stonehenge to draw strength from the stones before strangling his victims and then adorning their faces with that carefully applied wax.

And if she'd gotten it right, that was where he might be now. He'd taken this latest victim about an hour and a half ago. If this was his ritual, then he'd be on his way to the stones now. 

Now in Basingstoke, she was an hour’s drive away. She could get there in time, she was sure. She could at least test this theory, as wild as it was, because it might allow her to find him.

It wouldn't do any harm for Doone to cool off in the holding cells for a couple of hours. Going to Stonehenge itself was the one thing they hadn't done yet.

But perhaps the killer had. And he might be there now, drawing strength for his next murder.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

It was after dark by the time Juliette reached the entrance to Stonehenge itself, located in farmland on Salisbury Plain. Gripping the wheel, she followed the well signposted route that was quiet at this hour.

Stonehenge was closed now. To the public, at any rate, but she was sure it was open to the killer, and he could find a way in.

As she pulled up, she got on the phone to Wyatt to update him. 

"I'm here," she told him briefly. He'd been surprised by her decision to come here but had agreed it was a good idea when she’d explained it. 

"Any sign of him?" he asked.

"Not yet. I've got a flashlight with me, and I'm going to search the site. He may have parked elsewhere, walked down, and be waiting here." She paused. "I know it's long odds that he might have the victim with him, but maybe the local police could do a drive around the area and see if they can spot any vans parked up nearby?" 

“I’ve already directed them to do that,” Wyatt said. “Police should be there now, patrolling the local roads and on the lookout.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep in touch.”

As Juliette climbed out, she saw the beam of a flashlight in the distance and caught her breath. But then, she realized it was just a security guard or night watchman checking the area. The gray-haired man in an official jacket, with a badge on his breast pocket, was now heading toward her.

"Evening, ma'am. We're closed," he said, pausing to give a wheezy cough. "You'll need to come back tomorrow. Ticket sales are at the entrance or else online."

Juliette showed him her badge. In a quiet voice, she said, "I'm taking a look around as we think a dangerous criminal might be here."

His eyebrows raised. "You want me to walk with you, ma'am?" he asked.

Juliette shook her head. This elderly man, suffering from a cough, should not be exposed to the level of danger this killer would present. In fact, there was too much risk altogether for him to stay on site.

"Please leave this area,” she said. “Please drive off the site and call the police when you’re outside the exit gate. They can wait there with you until we’ve cleared this site. They’ve been briefed to patrol around the area so there should be police nearby."

The security guard nodded, reading out his phone number to her, and taking her card. His expression was uneasy as he took in the extent of the threat. "Right you are, ma'am. I'll do that."

He turned and hurried to the small, fenced parking lot. A moment later, he drove out, heading for the site’s main exit gate, which was out of sight, over a hill.

Juliette took a deep breath and walked through the entrance, past the cashier’s desk and the gift shop. Then she headed out into the area of the stones themselves.

They loomed up in the darkness, resting on neatly mowed grass. Their shapes were indistinct in the gloom, but she could feel their presence, the weight of history and power that emanated from them. She shivered, partly from the cool breeze blowing across the plain, partly from the anticipation of what she might find.

The stones themselves were massive and awe-inspiring, casting eerie shadows in the flickering beam of her flashlight. They provided a hundred different hiding places, and she was going to have to quickly and sneakily check around and behind every one.

She started to walk along the perimeter of the stones, shining her flashlight ahead of her. The beam darted from stone to stone, revealing nothing out of the ordinary. Everything was still, silent except for the occasional gust of wind. Quickly, she ducked inside the circle and had a look, shining her light between two stones. Nothing.

And then, her phone started buzzing in her pocket again.

It was Wyatt calling, and she grabbed it up. Had the killer been caught?

"Any news?" she said quietly.

"Massive news," he said, sounding breathless. "Detective Black just found the missing woman, Louise Allday, in an alleyway a few yards to the right of where the last body was dumped."

"She did?" Juliette gaped in astonishment. That wasn’t in sequence with the sites they’d planned out. What was happening?

A moment later, Wyatt’s second bombshell landed.

“She’s alive.”

“Still alive? Did he try to kill her and fail? Was she painted up?”

"She was bound, gagged, and blindfolded. Been there a couple of hours at least. But she’s unhurt, and she wasn’t painted up."

"That doesn’t make sense," Juliette said, feeling shocked. "Then it must be an unrelated crime. Surely? Unless he was going to come back for her?"

Wyatt continued, sounding breathless. "No, it’s the same criminal, for sure. Black questioned her immediately, and she said that the man who took her—who she never saw—had ranted to her that she was the wrong one, that he was on the trail of the right victim, the ones the stones needed. That the stones would help him to draw power, that she was second best, and he was not going to sacrifice her to them. All sorts of crazy things like that. She's still being debriefed, and they're doing a massive search of the area now. Warnings are being given to all young women who are walking alone after dark."

"I'm going to finish searching here and come back and help," Juliette said. All hands were needed in London, now. She might have been wrong coming out here, even though it had seemed like a good idea at the time.

She quickly hung up and turned away. But as she did, her flashlight beam bobbed over something that she saw in the periphery of her vision, only out of the corner of her eye.

It looked like a human form, standing close to the stones.

Juliette froze. Carefully, she looked again, her heart speeding up.

Suddenly, a lot of puzzle pieces were falling into place. The oblique referrals to this site that had sparked her interest. The massive focus of attention that had directed all the police into London. 

And the way that she'd been subtly lured out here. 

Was that a human behind the stones?

She stepped forward, heart beating fast. 

It wasn't. It was a black bag, positioned behind one of the stones, as if it had been left there, just for her to see. To draw her attention.

Realization hit, a flood of ice down her spine.

And then, from behind her, something smashed down onto her skull. She tried to twist away, but the world went dark.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

 

Light—such as it was—filtered back. Awareness followed. 

Juliette was on her feet, dizzy but upright. Breathing in the night air. But she couldn't move. Ropes were wrapped around her.

Her head pounded as slowly, painfully, memory returned. He'd snuck up behind her and hit her on the head. Now, she was in the stone circle. She could see their looming shapes around her. 

And she was tied to a stone, the cold rock at her back, the ropes wrapping her tight.

Where was he? He'd gone, for now, but Juliette knew that when he came back, she'd be in terrible danger. She was here alone. And she was tied to the stone.

She was waiting for the next sacrifice. Herself. He’d planned it and had cunningly enticed her here.

Gritting her teeth, Juliette began to struggle. Hard. She was fighting for her life.

She twisted her body, trying to free herself from the ropes, but they only dug deeper into her skin. She felt the rough rock scrape against her back as she strained against her bindings.

The fear was all-consuming, but she pushed it down, focusing on the task at hand. She had to get free, had to find a way out of this nightmare. Redoubling her efforts, the sweat beaded on her forehead.

She wriggled and twisted, trying to loosen the knots that bound her. The stones loomed above her, dark and silent, seeming to mock her vulnerability. The weight of history and power that emanated from them brought her no comfort now.

Her fingers grazed against something sharp, and she realized that it was a piece of roughened stone. That might just be her only chance. She began to saw the rope against it, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Gritting her teeth, she sawed faster, feeling the rope heat up and begin to fray. And then, with a sudden snap, she felt the rope around her left wrist give way.

She'd gotten one arm free, but he’d tied her wrists separately. Carefully, her heart pounding, she drew it free. Now, she needed to work on the other, which was more tightly bound and on the crisscrossed ropes holding her body to the stone. One free arm was not enough.

But it was all she was going to get. 

Footsteps, soft but audible on the grass, drew closer, and Juliette held her breath.

The killer was coming back.

As the man came into view, rounding the giant stone to her left, Juliette turned to look at him, clamping her left hand quickly behind her so that he wouldn't realize she'd gotten it free. 

That small element of surprise was her only weapon now.

The killer stared at her for a while, looking extremely calm, nodding in a satisfied way as his gaze roamed her face.

He was lean, with graying hair overdue for a cut, dressed in black, but otherwise, he had a forgettable face. Clean shaven, average looking, and no wild, insane light was visible in his eyes. It was all the more chilling to see that his madness was so well hidden. No wonder he'd been able to blend into the city, unnoticed and unseen.

"I did the right thing to choose you. It’s time to send you to the stones," he muttered in a matter-of-fact voice. Then he frowned at her. "You've caused me a lot of trouble. I've had to change my entire sacrifice protocol because you made London too difficult. Now, I'll be starting afresh. But I think they’ll be appeased. The stones are calling for you." His voice dropped to a whisper. "Can you hear them? I can."

He moved forward, his hands reaching for her neck. Strong, weathered hands with powerful fingers.

All she had was one free arm, and the strength of will she could summon up to fight. She didn't know how she could win this, but knew she'd have to try.

"You will not get me!" she shouted, hoping someone would hear, even though, with the guard gone, she doubted anyone was within earshot. The closest farmhouses seemed miles away.

The noise made him flinch but only for a moment. Then he reached her, and she felt the cold touch of his fingers on her neck. 

Juliette's left hand flew up. She grabbed his arm. Twisted as hard as she could, wanting to hurt him, to sprain something, to break a bone if she could. He cried out in shock, trying to pull his arm free. She hung on, gripping his wrist with a single-minded intensity.

He scowled and then, with a cold efficiency, yanked his arm back, hard enough that she was unable to maintain her grip. Then he lashed out, striking her in the stomach with a powerful fist.

Her breath whooshed from her, and she choked, temporarily winded by the blow.

He reached for her neck again, and even though she was still struggling for breath, she saw another chance. His face was close enough for her to use her forehead as a weapon. With all the speed she could summon, she whipped her head forward and down, letting her forehead smash into his nose.

He recoiled, crying out, shaking his head. Blood oozed from his nose, and he wiped it away gingerly with the back of his hand.

"Bitch," he whispered. Now, she saw fury in his bland, gray eyes.

"Don't let the stones hear you say that. I'm sure you're not allowed to swear," she taunted him breathlessly, wanting him off balance and disorganized when he retaliated. And retaliate she knew he would. The “guy next door” persona disguised a pathologically violent core.

As she'd feared, he came at her again, lunging for her, so that she had to wrench her left hand to her right side to protect her neck. She couldn't kick, and she couldn't fight, the ropes prevented her. Her parry was weak, and it only just stopped him, and the angle was so bad she didn't manage to grab him in turn.

He stepped back, panting. Staring at her, the anger in his eyes turned to amusement, and he began to laugh. 

"You really think you can stop me? With one hand? You're a determined little thing. The stones will love this sacrifice." His voice dropped to a conspiratorial mutter. "I'll tell you what I'm going to do so we can both enjoy the anticipation. I'm going to grab that hand of yours and break your arm. I don’t want to, but the stones will understand why. Then I'm going to strangle you. Slowly."

He reached for her hand, and this time, despite all of Juliette's efforts, he grasped hold of her left wrist with both of his strong hands. His fingers bit in. 

She gritted her teeth. She had one chance to yank it away before he twisted and not much leverage. He was fiercely strong, but she was going to keep trying and keep fighting. If he broke her arm, she'd still fight. Until he choked the last of the life out of her, she was going to fight.

She pulled, and she pulled, but it was no good. His grip was too strong, too sure. His thumbs pierced into her wrist, his fingers spread wide, pressing in on her flesh. The pain was shooting through her arm, but she refused to let him get the satisfaction of a scream.

"You're a fighter. I'll give you that," he muttered, more to himself than to her, and he twisted his grip. She tried again to jerk her arm away, gasping in pain.

"That's enough," he said. His voice was no longer amused. It was cold and hard, and it sent a shiver through Juliette. "I'm going to snap it now."

And then, Juliette heard a sound above the whistling of the wind through the stones. A familiar, rhythmic rattling sound, drawing closer fast. Lights split the air, and her heart suddenly leaped.

A helicopter was approaching. 

A helicopter? Here? 

There was only one reason for it. Help had arrived.

She watched the killer's face change, his features tauten, and his body language turn from confident to panicked.

He let go of her arm, and she knew he was going to run for it, to break away and flee, and try to melt into the shadows of the stones and disappear before that helicopter arrived.

But as he turned, she made one final lunge.

She grabbed the back of his jacket with her left hand, and she tugged with all her might.

He gave a grunt of surprise, jerked half off his feet, stumbling to the ground as she clung on for all she was worth.

The helicopter was low now, the sound of its blades filling the air, and a spotlight blazed down, trapping him in its glare. He twisted away from Juliette and began to run again, but now, it was too late.

A shot split the air, a whiplash crack over the noise of the blades.

The killer staggered, fell. He tried to get up, but then sprawled to the ground, blood seeping from his left thigh.

Juliette let out a long breath of relief, turning her face to the night sky as the helicopter tracked to the field nearby and made a hurried landing.

It was over. 

This killer had been caught at last, in the very place he'd claimed would stoke his murderous powers.


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

"It was all thanks to Detective Black," Wyatt said as they climbed into the helicopter. It was an hour later, and police were still on the scene, wrapping up after the last of the photos and evidence had been taken. 

The killer had been driven to the hospital under police guard. The detectives had identified him as Norman Clark, an archaeologist who'd lost his wife in an accident a few years ago, and who had since suffered a severe breakdown. He had been fired and hospitalized in a psychiatric ward for a few months after starting to carry out the violent threats he’d made to his colleagues.

Juliette had been fascinated to learn his background, but she was also very eager to know how Detective Black had pieced together the facts and gotten here in time.

"Thank you," Juliette said, turning to Black, who was sitting behind her. "You saved my life. All three of you did, in fact. But how did you figure it out?"

"When I was debriefing Louise, I kept remembering what you’d said about his obsession. And I thought there was something strange about the way this poor woman had said he’d been talking about the stones. I figured out the only reason could be that he was changing his plans and was going to use it as his next killing place. It made sense, with London crawling with police. And then, I started to realize that he must have targeted you because you’d basically followed a chain of evidence there." Black looked proud at her own chain of logic as Juliette nodded admiringly.

"I organized the helicopter immediately," Harris said. "And we came straight here, all of us, with Wyatt hanging out the window with his gun, ready to shoot if he needed to."

That had been an accurate shot. True, calmly done, and it showed her the mettle of her partner anew.

"I'm so glad you got here in time," Juliette said. Without a doubt, the Scotland Yard detective had saved her life with her quick thinking and the team’s actions. Another minute and it would have been too late.

“Sierra’s been busy,” Wyatt said, checking his phone. “She’s managed to hack into Doone’s hidden messages, and I see she’s already traced two of this killer’s other connections, who were part of this conspiracy to sacrifice women to the stones. And she’s got evidence from the message trail that Doone was also advising Norman on what to do and how to trap you, Juliette. They’ll all face the consequences. I believe one’s already been arrested. And local police are searching Norman’s home, which is in Salisbury. Apparently, it looks much the same as Doone’s cabin. Loads of evidence.” He sounded pleased.

"We're getting commendations coming in," Harris said, checking his phone. "The ambassador has sent us a personal thanks. He's grateful that we've provided closure and that we've prevented further deaths." He stared at Juliette with a rueful expression. "It took a while, and I'm sorry we weren't more agreeable at the start. It was new to us, and we had history with a joint FBI operation that didn’t work out. I went into this with the same mindset, and it was wrong. I guess this has taught me a lesson."

"We were very glad to have you two as partners," she said. Without the ambassador's insistence on Scotland Yard joining in, they'd never have powered the case forward to such a swift conclusion or saved her life. "Relationships that get off to a rocky start, sometimes work out the best," she acknowledged with a smile that the other detectives, and Wyatt, returned.

And that, with suddenness, made her think of Lucien, and the uncertainty surrounding their relationship—if it even was a relationship anymore. She resolved to face that hurdle as soon as she was home. 

 

***

 

"We need to talk, face to face. We need to figure out how this can work," Juliette said, holding the phone between her shoulder and ear as she spoke to Lucien while unpacking her father's book box.

"I know. We do, but there just isn’t time," Lucien said, sounding frustrated.

It was early in the morning four days later, and she was using the first available free time they’d both simultaneously had since the case for a quick phone call.

She didn’t want to give up on this relationship. She wanted to prove Wyatt wrong and to fight for what they had. Somehow, surely, it must work?

 “When are we going to be able to meet?” Juliette pleaded. This wasn’t something to be thrashed out over the phone. “Surely there’ll be time this coming weekend? Or next?”

But now, Wyatt’s words were hitting home. Neither of them had time to schedule a simple phone call easily. What chance was there of fitting in an in-person visit that involved three and a half hours on a train each way?

It wasn’t just the physical distance anymore. It was the distance she heard in his voice. He didn’t sound the same.

“Juliette, if you can come here, there’s a chance I might have some free time next weekend. But I can’t guarantee it. We have a massive raid that we’re scheduling for some time soon, and it might be then.” 

“Oh,” she said, feeling deflated by another possibility struck off the calendar.

He paused. “Look, I don’t want to be the one to say this. But I’m going to. We need to take a break from this relationship. It’s not working out.”

Tears prickled her eyes, and she took a deep, shuddering breath, feeling surprisingly emotional now that the worst had happened, and Lucien had spoken those words. Hearing them was so final. The fact that it was over. She wanted to fight for it, to try to make it work, but at the same time, she could see the futility.

“Juliette, you are an amazing person,” he said regretfully. “But it’s just too much distance and too little time, and it's not going to improve. I'm sorry. We can stay friends. But anything else, for now, it’s going to end up fizzling out. And detracting from what we had.”

There was a long silence. She scrubbed a hand over her eyes.

"I guess there’s no other choice," she said, her voice hoarse.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"So am I. More than you know.” She swallowed down another sob. “But I agree. I’ve been wanting it to end up differently, but deep down, I know what you’re saying.”

“I still want to speak to you properly about it, face to face. This is not what should have happened. And it's not your fault or mine."

"Circumstances," she agreed, the word sounding bitter in her mouth. "Take care, Lucien. I must go."

No point in drawing out the inevitable, painful end. She hung up, taking a shuddery breath, swiping a hand across her eyes.

That was it. It was over. Her last ditch attempt at saving it hadn’t worked. 

Well, with that weighing heavy on her shoulders, she might as well get back to the other job she was doing—which in its way, was also a closure.

She'd decided enough was enough. She was not going to pursue the mystery of her father's death. It had happened too long ago, and it was proving impossible to investigate all the loose ends. She was all out of suspects, and the entire process was too painful for her.

So, it was going back into that locked trapdoor in her mind, and this time, it could stay there.

Now, she was going through the last of his boxes, the one that held the books. Some could be donated; a few she wanted to keep. 

She picked up the next one. Thriller. She'd read it. Donate. The next one, a political analysis. Donate.

The next one, a volume of poetry.

But as she picked it up, a folded piece of paper slipped out. Frowning, Juliette rescued it from her tiled floor. What was this? 

She opened it, seeing that the page was written in loopy, bright blue handwriting. In French.

"I loved our time together last night. Mon cheri, my dearest Monsieur Hart, it meant the world to me. I feel like I need to divorce Pierre. He is not the man I thought he was. I hope that I can see you when you are in Germany. I will try to make a plan to visit Hamburg, or else, we can connect a week later. Au revoir, my love! - Paulette."

Paulette?

Shock resounded through Juliette all over again.

At around the time of his death, her father had been having a clearly torrid affair with a married French woman, who'd been planning to leave her husband?

She stared down at the letter, taking in what this meant, the implications of it. A new thread of resolve tightened inside her.

Maybe it wasn't time to give up on this investigation just yet.

And maybe, she wasn't out of suspects after all.
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