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For my girls


Part One


ONE

It is 9 a.m. Friday morning, and in a joyless room in central Newcastle two men sit opposite each other. One is Detective Chief Inspector Theo Vos. The other is a trauma assessment counsellor.

‘You know, maybe I’m not cut out for this job,’ Vos says.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘I can’t help thinking I lack the requisite baggage.’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, I don’t have a drink problem.’

‘Hmmm.’

‘I’m not depressed.’

‘And?’

‘And I fucking hate jazz.’

The counsellor gives a watery smile. ‘But you’re talking to me, Mr Vos,’ he points out.

‘Only because I’ve been told I have to.’

‘You wouldn’t have come otherwise?’

‘No.’

‘It’s been two weeks. You haven’t felt the need to talk to somebody about what happened?’

‘Like who?’

‘Friends? Colleagues?’

‘No.’

‘What about family?’

‘What about them?’

‘You have a son, yes?’

‘He’s sixteen years old. We talk about cars and girls.’

‘What about your wife?’

‘Ex-wife,’ Vos says. ‘I forgot about her. Maybe I do fit the profile after all.’

‘Do you ever speak to her about your work?’

‘She lives with a dentist in Orlando. We don’t speak, as a rule.’

‘What about when you were married?’

‘She made it perfectly clear she wasn’t interested in my work when she divorced me.’

The counsellor sips from a glass of water on a table beside him and studies Vos carefully. From the file in his lap, he knows his subject is forty-two years old and has held the rank of detective chief inspector with Northumbria Police for three years. But the details seem patchy to him; it looks like pages have been carefully excised from the file, leaving only the bare bones of his career.

‘I understand Mr Peel fell from the roof of a warehouse?’

‘No,’ Vos says. ‘He fell from the fire escape of a casino.’

‘But it is correct to say that just before he fell, you were chasing him.’

‘Your point is?’

‘How does that make you feel?’

Vos considers this. ‘Pissed off.’

The counsellor sits forward. ‘Go on.’

‘Pissed off that I wasn’t able to catch him first.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he made a hell of a mess on the pavement.’

The counsellor eases back in his chair. He taps the end of his pen against his teeth. ‘And your colleague Detective Sergeant Entwistle. I understand he was badly injured during the same incident?’

‘A thug called Terry Loomis shot him in the back with a .22 pistol,’ Vos says. ‘It’s unlikely he’ll walk again.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Yeah. Me too. And Vic’s daughter isn’t too happy about it either. He was supposed to walk her up the aisle next year.’

The counsellor’s eyes light up again. ‘Would you say, then, that you feel anger about what happened to DS Entwistle?’

‘Of course I feel anger. Wouldn’t you?’

‘Has it affected you in any other way? Have there been any physical repercussions? Anxiety? Sleeplessness?’

‘No.’

‘But the fact that you feel anger about DS Entwistle shows that you are capable of emotional response,’ the counsellor insists. ‘I’m just interested to discover why those responses appear muted when it comes to Mr Peel’s death.’

‘Look,’ Vos says, trying to keep the weariness out of his voice, ‘Jack Peel was a villain. He made a lot of people’s lives miserable. I won’t be losing sleep over the fact he died while evading arrest.’

‘Leaving aside Mr Peel’s alleged background—’

‘There’s nothing alleged about it.’

‘Leaving that aside for a moment, the fact remains that a man died. That you saw him fall to his death, Mr Vos. Some people might have issues about this.’

‘Issues?’

‘Feelings of remorse. Guilt, even.’

Vos stares at him balefully. ‘You’re determined to pin some kind of post-traumatic stress disorder on me, aren’t you?’

‘Not at all. I—’

‘Is that why I’m here? Because I’m supposed to have issues about Jack Peel’s death?’

‘Do you?’

‘Listen,’ Vos says. ‘That bastard hit the ground ten feet from a young WPC. His brains went all over her trousers. I’m no expert, but I’d say she has some issues. It’s her you should be talking to, not me.’

‘The counsellor seems to think you may have a borderline antisocial personality disorder,’ says Detective Superintendent Mhaire Anderson, area commander of the Major Crime Unit, peering at the report on her desk through a pair of cheap half-moon spectacles. She’s only recently started wearing them. They give her a professorial air that is not in keeping with a hard, thin face, and she does not look comfortable using them. ‘He suggests you continue with the sessions.’

‘I’ve had two,’ Vos reminds her. ‘That’s the obligatory number, isn’t it?’

‘He seems to think you’re an interesting case.’

‘I’m flattered.’

‘I wouldn’t be if I was you.’

‘Are you ordering me to go?’

‘I couldn’t give a damn if you go or not, as long as it’s on your own time,’ Anderson says. ‘I’ve got a department to run.’

‘It doesn’t bother you that one of your senior detectives shows signs of an antisocial personality disorder?’

A thin smile. ‘The whole country has got an antisocial personality disorder, Theo. What makes you so different?’ Behind her, beyond the grimy pane, it is raining from a sky the colour of dishwater. ‘Peel’s people are agitating for an independent inquiry.’

‘Peel’s people?’

‘His lawyer. His friends.’

‘So let them agitate.’

‘I would. However I don’t know if you’ve noticed recently, but we are living in the age of recrimination. You step on a crack in the pavement and there’ll be an inquiry about it.’

‘Well, good luck to them,’ Vos says. ‘I’ve got nothing to hide.’

‘Good, because the IPCC are sending an investigator to ask you a few questions.’

Vos shakes his head. ‘You’ve got to be fucking joking, guv’nor! I was already cleared by the internal inquiry.’

‘At this stage they’re only interested if there’s a case to answer,’ Anderson says. Then her expression hardens. ‘Which is why you’re going to play this absolutely by the book, Theo. You’re not going to give Peel’s lawyer or the IPCC any leverage. I will expect you to cooperate fully with the investigator. And if I was you, I would keep your visits to the counsellor to yourself. It won’t look good if they find out the last person to see Jack Peel alive has an antisocial personality disorder.’

‘Borderline,’ he reminds her. Then he throws his hands in the air. ‘Dah, this is bullshit.’

‘Do you want me to suspend you?’

‘Suspend me?’

‘Because believe me there are people with bigger hat badges than me at headquarters who would like that very much.’

‘But that’s precisely what Peel’s “people” want!’

‘No, Theo, they want the moral high ground. And I don’t give a damn how inconvenient it is for you or this department or the brass, I am not prepared to give them it.’ She sighs and sits back in her chair. ‘You know as well as I do that Jack Peel was always going to come back and bite you in the arse sooner or later.’

Vos picks at the stitching on his shoe like a recalcitrant child. ‘How long will this last? The squad’s a man down as it is.’

‘I’m aware of that. I’ve just had the latest medical report on Vic Entwistle. It doesn’t look good.’

‘Does the IPCC know this?’ Vos says venomously.

‘The point is, Theo, with Bernice Seagram stepping up to acting DS, you’re going to need a replacement in the ranks.’

‘So give me someone from one of the other squads.’

‘I wish I could. But they’re all stretched tighter than the Chief Constable’s wallet.’

‘So what do you suggest, guv’nor?’ Vos says drily. ‘Britain’s Got Talent?’

‘I was thinking more along the lines of a spot of mentoring. A bright young DC from the sticks who is looking for a more exciting life.’

A deep, ugly silence descends on Anderson’s office once again. ‘Now you are fucking joking.’

‘Mentoring, Theo, not babysitting.’

‘There’s a difference?’

‘You really are a miserable bastard,’ Anderson says. ‘Is it so long since you were wet behind the ears?’

‘I was only saying. Who is he?’

‘There are a couple of candidates I’ve got in mind.’

‘With respect, guv’nor, the Bug House is hardly the place for some greenhorn from the sticks.’

Anderson smiles thinly. ‘You never know, you might enjoy it. A captive audience to regale with all your old war stories.’

‘I’m forty-two years old, guv. You make it sound like I’m an old man.’

‘The average age of a detective constable on this force is twenty-five,’ Anderson points out. ‘As far as they’re concerned, you are.’


TWO

Vos lives in a thin three-storey town house at St Peter’s Basin, an inlet of the Tyne just east of the city centre that was optimistically developed as a marina during the height of the housing boom. The house has no garden, but screwed to the balcony outside Vos’s bedroom is a rectangular mat of artificial grass that he inherited from the previous owner, a bonds trader with one of the London finance houses that set up shop in Newcastle at around the same time as they were building St Peter’s Basin. From here the bonds trader used to fire golf balls across the river with a 3-wood, attempting to reach the Gateshead side. Apparently it helped to relieve the stress of his high-pressure job, although it could not save his job, which he lost when the finance house went bust. Vos keeps the mat because he enjoys the feel of the bristles on his bare feet when he drinks his morning coffee or his late-night whisky. He’s installed an old foldaway picnic chair and he can spend hours sitting there like some mild eccentric, staring out at the empty marina.

It’s Monday, a crisp autumn morning today in contrast to what has felt like a month of unbroken drizzle. On the street below a gang of teenage kids dawdle idly past on their way to school. Vos watches them, calculating that it is maybe thirty feet from the balcony to the pavement – about half the distance Jack Peel fell. He can see Peel’s florid face now, the arrogance draining from it as he realizes that there are just two of them, that nobody else is coming, and that Vos cannot be bought.

‘Oi, mister!’

One of the kids, scrawny and tousle-haired, with the arse of his jeans slung down to his knees, looks up and flicks Vos the bird, much to the amusement of his friends. Vos grins back and throws the dregs of his coffee over the little bastard. Then he turns to the sliding door leading to his bedroom and enters the house.

‘What is it with jeans that make it look like you’ve shit yourself?’

Alex Vos looks up from his breakfast and stares at his father across the kitchen. ‘What?’

‘Is it cool?’ Vos asks him. ‘Have I missed something? I’m genuinely baffled.’

Alex shrugs and digs his spoon into his bowl of cereal. ‘Speaks the man who buys his jeans from Asda.’

Vos stalks across to the sink and refills the kettle. ‘Yeah, well . . .’

‘And sits in a deckchair in his dressing gown,’ Alex continues. He picks up the remote and activates the DAB radio on the counter with a stabbing movement of his left hand. ‘Like someone from a psychiatric unit,’ he adds, sotto voce, for good measure.

Vos reaches over and yanks his son’s long, dark fringe. ‘You can get that cut as well, you bloody yob.’

They listen to the breakfast show until the presenter’s relentlessly upbeat jabber is drowned out by the roar of the kettle; then Alex puts his empty bowl in the dishwasher and goes upstairs while Vos spoons Nescafé into his mug and wonders how anyone can possibly eat muesli when there is a café no more than two hundred yards down the road that serves the finest bacon rolls in Christendom. Then the kettle clicks off and he refills the mug, stirring the contents absently as he listens to a fragment of a story on the 8 a.m. news bulletin about a row over queues at the airport – and he wonders, as he always does, what is really going on today, and what grim human drama has unfolded while the city slept.

*   *   *

In the bathroom, Vos stares at his face in the mirror. It is not a pleasant sight. He has clearly slept for several hours with his right cheek hard against the orthopaedic pillow, so that the loose skin around the eye has rippled upwards like a Shar Pei’s in a wind tunnel. When he opens his mouth and sticks out his tongue, it’s threadbare and there are hatched fissures at the tip – the result, the dentist says, of age, like the incipient gum disease festering between his increasingly snaggled teeth.

But then he can’t blame it all on age and decrepitude. The layer of khaki slime on his tongue is pretty much all down to the whisky he drank last night; the ivory hue to his teeth he can blame on excessive smoking. Yet it wasn’t a heavy one – three or four glasses of Grouse and a couple of Café Crème cigars – and what with the Astroturf against the soles of his bare feet and the view out over the marina, it had been a very pleasant evening, thank you very much.

‘Dad!’

‘What?’

‘Your phone’s ringing.’

‘Well answer it.’

‘What do I say?’

‘Try “Hello”. Then tell whoever it is I’ll call them back in five minutes.’

Naked, he steps heavily into the shower. Every movement he makes seems to be heavy these days. Nimbleness is a thing of the past. He has not been lithe for about twenty years. OK, maybe it was a couple more than three or four glasses of Grouse. And he’ll have to check the crushed butts in the tin lid to confirm the number of mini-cigars he puffed his way through during the course of the evening, although judging by the tightness in his chest and his stinking fingers and hair, he’d guess it was all of them. The scalding water drums against his head. Café Crème cigars, he thinks. The last refuge of a scoundrel trying to quit cigarettes.

Downstairs, Alex is teasing his hair in the hall mirror and staring ruefully at a swatch of acne that has materialized on his cheeks. He is, thinks Vos, the very picture of a gawky teenager. How the hell has he got so tall? When the hell did he get to be sixteen?

‘I’m off,’ Alex says, swinging his haversack over one skinny shoulder and heading for the door.

‘Who was it?’

‘Uh?’

‘On the phone.’

‘Someone from work, I think. Can you call them back.’

‘Did they give a name?’

‘Dunno. It was a woman, though.’

‘Superintendent Anderson?’

‘Nah.’

‘Bernice Seagram?’

‘Yeah. That was it. Look, I got to go.’

‘Done your homework?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Got an apple for teacher?’

‘Er, no.’

‘I don’t know what’s happened to this country,’ Vos says. ‘No respect.’

Alex shakes his head sorrowfully. ‘Tragic, old man,’ he says. ‘Truly tragic.’

Vos watches him go and winces as the front door slams behind him. The hell of adolescence. At least the next logical step is rebellion. This, Vos thinks, will be easier to deal with. Right now Alex is a cerebral kid with a sweet nature, but sometimes his almost supernatural placidity gives Vos the creeps. When Vos was sixteen years old he’d already laid his feckless wife-beater of a father on his back and warned him that if he ever came back, he’d kill him. And while he would never in a million years want Alex to end up like him, Vos thinks it would be nice to see just a molecule of his own DNA making a fleeting bid for recognition. Alex’s mother walked out six years ago, but in many ways Vos sees her every day of his life.

He picks up his mobile from the kitchen counter and punches in the number of Acting DS Seagram, who answers on the second ring.

‘You ever hear of a Newcastle United player called Enrico Cabaljo, boss?’ Seagram says.

‘The No-Goal Wonder from Venezuela? What about him?’

‘I’m standing in his back garden.’


THREE

Enrico Cabaljo cost £10 million from Caracas FC and failed to find the net in twenty-five starts. He is currently on loan to a team in Italy while a way is found to terminate his £120,000-a-week contract. Meanwhile his £2 million house stands empty, the security gates locked except on Monday mornings, when the gardener turns up to cut the grass, tend the flowerbeds and check there are no dead koi carp floating belly-up in the pond.

It was the gardener who found the body.

The house is situated on the outskirts of Stannington, a village fifteen miles north of Newcastle populated mainly by lawyers, stockbrokers and other wealthy commuters. Today they have been obliged to find an alternative way to work, because the narrow road through their adopted village has been blocked off at either end by a clot of police patrol cars, emergency vehicles and cordon tape.

Vos abandons his car outside the village hall, walks towards the flashing lights, ducks under the flapping tape and picks his way through the uniforms and white-suited Crime Scene Investigators to the gates of Enrico Cabaljo’s house. Here he pauses to slip on a pair of polythene overshoes and a paper suit and continues up the long gravel path and round the side of the house to the garden, where DC Mayson Calvert is emerging from a white protective tent that has been erected on the lawn like the marquee for a summer drinks party. Calvert has horn-rimmed glasses perched on a beaky nose, and his suit hangs from his thin frame like a sloughed skin.

‘Extraordinary,’ he says, blinking as if he has just witnessed a particularly awe-inspiring chemical reaction, so lost in thought he does not recognize Vos at first. ‘Morning, boss,’ he says.

‘Where’s Bernice?’

‘She’s ah—’

Seagram’s voice comes through the doorway of the tent. ‘In here, boss.’

At thirty-six, Bernice Seagram is the most experienced of the junior detectives on the squad and the obvious choice to step into Entwistle’s shoes. Indeed there are some who wonder why she hasn’t already been promoted, if maybe she lacks the ambition required to move up the ranks in CID. But they don’t appreciate that if that happened, Seagram would have to leave the squad – and while ambition is one thing, loyalty is another. The only reason Seagram would ever leave Vos’s squad is if Vos told her to.

She is a squat woman with short, spiky hair who favours dark eyeliner and just a hint of lipstick. She is also an inveterate smoker, and you can always find her at the end of a trail of menthol butts smudged with plum-coloured Revlon. Right now she is standing with a knot of CSIs, staring down at the body of a man lying on the grass.

Or at least what remains of the body.

The man is mid-thirties, with a Middle Eastern appearance, wearing a white shirt and grey chinos. He is lying on his back with his right arm and leg splayed out; his other arm is jammed in tight against the left side of his ribcage and sternum, which in turn have been crushed almost flat, like a collapsed concertina. His left leg is missing, torn away at the hip.

‘He’s not a Venezuelan footballer, is he?’ Vos says, peering at the dead man’s face, which, considering the catastrophic damage to the rest of his body, seems remarkably intact. Peaceful, almost.

‘We don’t know who he is, boss,’ says Seagram. ‘The gardener found him shortly after seven this morning when he opened up.’

‘No ID?’

‘No.’

‘And what about that?’ Vos says. About six feet away from the body, two of the CSIs are hunkered down with a tape measure, calculating the dimensions of a lozenge-shaped divot in the lawn.

Seagram shrugs. ‘Difficult to be certain, boss – but it looks like that’s where he landed.’

One of the CSIs stands up from the hole and comes across. His name is Gordon Watson and he is the head of the Crime Scene Investigation team. He nods a rueful greeting to Vos, then pushes back his elasticated hood and runs a hand through his brush-like silver hair.

‘Hell of a way to start the week, Theo,’ he says briskly.

‘When is it not, Gordon?’ Vos says. ‘So what do you think?’

‘We’ll have to do the sums, but judging by the depth of the impact crater I’d say our friend wasn’t wearing a parachute.’

Vos looks at Watson and then Seagram and then back again. ‘You’re telling me he just fell out of the sky?’

Watson shrugs. ‘I don’t know what I’m telling you. All I know is what I can see – and that’s a bloody great impact crater and a body with injuries that would appear consistent with a fall from a great height.’

Vos looks from the crater to the body. He frowns. ‘Have you moved him, Gordon?’

‘That’s how far he bounced,’ Watson says. ‘Two solid weeks of rain, the ground’s like a sponge.’

‘Where’s his other leg?’

‘Still looking.’

There’s a sudden rumble and a shimmering pulse of metallic noise, and two hundred yards away, beyond the trees at the end of the garden, a high-speed train explodes into view. Everyone in the garden stops to watch the carriages racing past and then, just when it seems it will go on forever, the train has gone.

Vos hunkers down next to the body. ‘If he did fall out of a plane, how fast would he have been travelling when he hit the ground?’

‘Terminal velocity of a falling body is between 120 and 125 mph,’ Watson says. ‘Look on the bright side – he could have landed in a built-up area. But these footballers love their privacy.’

‘Every cloud, eh, Gordon?’ says Vos.

Maybe it is prolonged exposure to nature’s relentless cycle of life and death, but the gardener who found the body does not seem terribly traumatized by his discovery. In fact he seems more concerned by the unsightly hole in his pristine lawn, and by the army of police and forensic officers trampling all over his flowerbeds.

‘Do you live locally, Mr Souter?’

The old man swivels his eyes beneath the brim of his tweed cap and fixes them on DC Phil Huggins. His lips remain clamped around a needle-thin roll-up and he says nothing, but the implication is clear – do I look like the sort of person who could afford to live locally?

The gardener’s blue Ford panel van is parked in front of the house. Huggins has already checked it for obvious bloodstains or anything else that might indicate it was involved, and forensics will want to do the same, even though the idea that the old man transported the body here, dug an impact crater, then called the police, is patently ridiculous. But at this stage it’s all about going through the motions and nobody, least of all Huggins, wants to be the one who overlooks the vital piece of evidence just because it’s patently ridiculous.

In any case the reason they are all gathered here today is because it would appear a Middle Eastern guy fell out of the sky and landed in Enrico Cabaljo’s garden. Enrico Cabaljo, who cost Newcastle United £10 million and scored no goals in twenty-five appearances, whose every clumsy, pigeon-toed touch ended up being jeered by the 52,000 fans – including DC Phil Huggins – who had paid upwards of £500 for a season ticket to pay his £120,000-per-week wages. Patently ridiculous? Don’t get me fucking started, Huggins thinks.

The gardener is staring at him through his cigarette smoke.

‘I’ve got to get on,’ he says.

Huggins thanks him and puts his notebook in his pocket. He walks down to the gate and out onto the main road. He pulls out his mobile and speed-dials DC John Fallow, who is somewhere in the village coordinating the house-to-house inquiries with the local uniforms. Fallow informs him that if he turns left and walks for two hundred yards he will come to a village shop run by a sweet and enterprising old lady who is dishing out bacon rolls and mugs of tea. Huggins informs Fallow he will meet him there in five minutes.

Huggins is six feet five inches tall, and his long, loping stride takes him beyond the cordon tape to the shop in less than two. When Fallow arrives, Huggins is already sitting on a wall outside the shop munching cheerfully on a sandwich and talking football with a uniformed sergeant from Morpeth station and a reporter from the local newspaper who has got wind of some action on his patch. Fallow, who has already had a sandwich this morning, goes inside for another mug of tea. The old lady’s face lights up, but then he has that effect on all old ladies, who are immediately reminded of their own cherubic grandsons when they see him. At the age of thirty, Fallow curses his persistently boyish features – the smooth, glowing cheeks; the dimpled satsuma chin; the puppy fat that tenaciously obscures the lines of his lower jaw. He envies Huggins’s gothically pronounced cheekbones and Vos’s rugged, lived-in face. He draws the line at Mayson Calvert – who the fuck would want to look like Mayson Calvert? – yet even so he cannot help but think that even Mayson has the potential to look vaguely interesting if he did something with his hair, or got a more fashionable pair of glasses, or wore a suit that didn’t look like it had been handed down to him by his old history professor.

The reporters have gone when he comes out of the store. For a while he and Huggins talk shop with the uniformed sergeant, then the sergeant is summoned back to the front line. Fallow watches him trudging back up the hill towards the cordon tape, his shoulders visibly stiffening as he slips back into official mode.

‘So what do you think?’

‘I’ll tell you what I think,’ says Huggins, brushing some stray crumbs from his tie. ‘Illegal immigrant.’

‘What?’

‘It makes perfect sense. Illegal immigrants jump into the undercarriage of a plane just about to take off from some godforsaken Third World country and hang on for grim death in the hope of making it to the Promised Land. Trouble is, most of them are either crushed to death by the wheels or else freeze to death because of the altitude.’

‘I’ve heard about that,’ Fallow nods. ‘When the plane comes in to land, it lowers its wheels and – bang – the body drops out.’

‘Happens at Heathrow all the time,’ says Huggins. ‘There was one last month: guy walking his dog in the park in West London, right on the flight path about ten miles out – next thing he knows this fucking stowaway from Africa lands on the path in front of him. Fell out of the undercarriage of a 747.’

‘Have you mentioned your theory to the boss?’

‘No,’ says Huggins, ‘the boss is in a foul mood.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he’s been told he’s getting a replacement for Vic Entwistle, that’s why.’

Fallow looks at him. ‘But there’s no way Entwistle was ever coming back.’

‘You know that, and I know that,’ says Huggins. ‘But don’t you think if the boss could have found a way to get Entwistle’s hospital bed moved to the Bug House, he would have done?’

A tractor is approaching along one of the single-track lanes leading from the main road through the village. The driver is a young man wearing blue overalls and a woollen hat pulled down over his ears. He stops outside the shop and turns off the engine.

‘You coppers?’ he shouts.

‘Can we help you, sir?’ Fallow says.

‘Aye. I found this. Thought you might be looking for it.’

The driver reaches down to the footwell and retrieves a plastic feed sack with something in it.

‘Phil, you’d better come and look at this,’ Fallow says, peering in the sack.

‘What is it?’ Huggins says. ‘Some magic beans?’

‘Nah,’ Fallow says. ‘It’s someone’s leg.’

Mhaire Anderson arrives shortly after 10 a.m. and, once she’s decked out in a paper suit, is immediately taken to see the body. She emerges ten minutes later, purse-lipped, and is escorted back to her car, which is then driven back through the village and along the lane, a circuitous route which terminates at a metal five-bar gate. Beyond the gate is a muddy track leading to a rusting iron cattle bridge over the railway line.

Vos is waiting at the gate. Gordon Watson and his team are on the bridge itself, while a dozen uniformed officers are down on the embankment and the track.

‘Morning, guv’nor,’ Vos says.

‘I hope you’ve stopped the trains,’ Anderson says.

‘Replacement bus service only between Newcastle and Morpeth.’

‘Good. So what have we got?’

They go through the gate and begin walking up towards the apex of the bridge.

‘The farmer found the leg in the field on the other side of the bridge,’ Vos says. ‘I say leg, but it’s actually just the thigh. Huggins and Fallow checked out the bridge itself and found the shin and the foot attached to a rope tied to one of the struts.’

‘Christ.’

‘The driver of the 8.30 p.m. East Coast Main Line train to Edinburgh reported hitting something last night,’ says Seagram. ‘He thought it might have been a deer.’

‘A deer?’ Anderson says. ‘Since when do deer hang down from railway bridges?’

‘He was going at 80 mph,’ Vos says. ‘It was dark and it was pissing down.’

‘He’s got eyes, hasn’t he?’

They have reached the middle of the bridge now. The CSIs have already erected a small tent, and inside it Gordon Watson is hunched down over one of the iron struts. He is examining a length of black, man-made rope that has been knotted to the strut. The other end of the rope hangs down for five feet above the northbound railway track; attached to it is the lower part of a man’s leg, sheared off at the knee.

‘I’ve seen it all now, guv’nor,’ Watson says to Anderson. ‘Looks like our victim was tied by his left leg to the bridge and just left there hanging until the next Edinburgh train put him out of his misery.’

‘Suicide?’

‘Possibly. Although it’s a funny bloody way to go about it.’

Anderson gazes back along the embankment to a stand of trees. Beyond the trees, its roof visible through the branches, is the house belonging to Enrico Cabaljo.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Watson says, standing up and massaging his aching back. ‘And yes, it’s perfectly possible.’

Anderson shakes her head. ‘So this poor bastard gets hit by the train and thrown – what? – two hundred yards over those trees into the footballer’s garden?’

Nobody says anything for a while after that. They are all imagining the victim frantically wriggling like a fish on a line while the headlights of a speeding Intercity train approached inexorably and at high speed.

‘OK,’ Anderson says presently. ‘What about ID?’

‘Fortunately he didn’t land headfirst, so we’ll be able to circulate a mug shot,’ says Vos. ‘John, what about security camera footage?’

‘There are cameras front and back at the footballer’s house,’ says Fallow. ‘We might get something from them.’

‘Any coverage of the garden?’

‘The cameras are remotely monitored from a private security firm in town. Phil and I are going round there this afternoon to see what they’ve got.’

‘Nothing from the door-to-door?’

‘Nothing, boss.’

‘What about tyre tracks? If he didn’t top himself, then somebody must have driven him out here.’

‘If there were any tracks, they’ve been washed away,’ Watson says.

Once again a rueful silence falls over the assembled detectives. It strikes everybody on the bridge that while they’ve said a lot, they still don’t know anything more than when they arrived.

Anderson sighs. ‘Well that’s just bloody marvellous.’ She checks her watch. ‘I’ve got to give a statement to the jackals in five minutes.’

‘What will you tell them?’ Vos says.

‘That a body has been found in Mr Cabaljo’s garden, identity currently unknown. For now I will not be mentioning anything about the circumstances until foul play is confirmed. And if anybody asks, you will say the same. Understood?’


FOUR

At 6 a.m. on the morning of the biggest day of her career, Detective Constable Kath Ptolemy wakes alone.

Ray left four hours earlier for the ferry and a week-long tour of duty to the Baltic. The lilies he left for her are in the vase on the kitchen table, and in the meantime a couple of them have opened. Ptolemy can smell them as she forces herself to get out of the warm cocoon of her bed. She showers in lukewarm water, and by the time she returns the room is lit by murky, sodden daylight. She draws the bedroom curtains, partly to keep it out and partly because old Cyril, whose house backs onto theirs, likes to cop an eyeful whenever he can. He knows Ptolemy is police, and she suspects that’s half the thrill. She thinks that if he wasn’t eighty-three she’d send the armed response unit round, just to scare the shit out of him. Then again maybe she should be flattered by old Cyril’s interest. It’s not as if she’s got the sort of tits that are going to have Peeping Toms queuing round the block whenever she takes her bra off.

Ptolemy is originally from Frizington, a small town in west Cumbria, and for twenty-two years she never believed that anywhere on Earth could be more depressing. Then she moved to Blyth, a hundred miles east on the North Sea coast, and changed her mind. Even Ray, who was born here, jokes that one day space aliens will land on the old power station, take one look around and decide Earth is not worth invading. But beggars can’t be choosers, and much as they’d like to live in a barn conversion in rural Northumberland, the combined wages of a copper and a long-haul trucker will just about stretch to a terraced house with views to die for of the wind turbines on the north pier.

She looks longingly at the bed. But it’s no good. She has to get on with the day. She dries her hair, dabs on some moisturizer and a little bit of slap to make her look vaguely human, and thinks about what to wear. Not that she has much choice. Ptolemy regards it as one of the rich ironies of the modern, progressive CID that while women are now routinely promoted to superintendent rank and beyond, they are still obliged to wear two-piece suits to look like men. Some think it emphasizes their importance and equality – but as far as Ptolemy is concerned, all it does is exaggerate their fat backsides.

She gets dressed and opens the curtains. The rain has stopped. The strange, pale orb showing in the white, translucent sky is the sun. It may even be a nice day today. In the kitchen two more of Ray’s lilies have sprung open and the organic smell is getting overpowering. She slooshes down a cup of tea and tries and fails to eat a bowl of cornflakes and listens to Radio 2 until the seven o’clock pips. Then she collect up her car keys and leaves the house.

The BMW 4 Series with stolen plates arrives at the multistorey car park in the centre of Newcastle shortly after 8 a.m. In it are three men. The driver is a bag of nervous energy: he keeps rubbing his hands on his tracksuit bottoms, hissing through his teeth, clicking the indicator stem up and down, flicking the bill of the outsized baseball cap he always wears. His name is Delon Wombwell and he is getting on his passengers’ nerves. They are beginning to wonder if Delon has Asperger’s or ADD or Tourette’s or some other affliction that makes people want to fucking punch you in the face until you start acting normally.

‘What time is it?’ he says. Nobody replies. Delon doesn’t really want to know, so they aren’t wasting their breath telling him. There is a clock on the dashboard.

Click click. Click click. The indicator.

Tssst. Tssst. Delon’s teeth.

‘ ’Scuse me,’ says the man in the back seat. His name is Allen Philliskirk. The man in the front passenger seat, whose name is Sam Severin, hears the window being wound down and Philliskirk saying, ‘Jesus!’ – and then he feels a newspaper being frantically wafted behind him.

‘Pre-match nerves,’ Philliskirk explains. ‘Ten-to-three syndrome. Can’t help it.’

‘Thanks for the warning,’ says Severin.

Presently, Philliskirk says: ‘Mind you, there are worse things can happen. I ever tell you about Donnie Proudfoot?’

‘Jacka-fuckin’-nory.’ That is Delon.

Philliskirk continues: ‘Donnie Proudfoot. Lives in Benwell now. My old man was in the army with him in Gulf One. Anyway, Donnie got his balls shot off by an Iraqi sniper.’

‘No!’ says Delon, glancing into the rear-view mirror.

‘Anyway, right, Donnie gets pensioned out of the army and one day he’s down the job centre and sees this advert in the window: “Hod carrier wanted, three pounds an hour.” Spot on, he thinks, and he goes down to the building site to see the foreman. “It’s a tough job,” says the foreman. “Every day you’ll be required to hump sixty pound of bricks up and down a ladder.” Donnie just smiles and says, “When I was in the Gulf, I had to hump a hundred pound of kit across fifty miles of desert in just two days.” Well, the foreman was impressed by that. “You sound like just the kind of bloke we’re after,” he says. “You can start nine o’clock Monday.” Donnie’s chuffed to bits. Anyway, he’s on his way out of the foreman’s office when the foreman goes: “One thing, Donnie. How comes you left the army?” So Donnie tells him about getting his fucking knackers shot off. “Oh,” says the foreman, “in that case you’d better start at ten.” “Why’s that?” says Donnie. “Well,” says the foreman, “the lazy bastards who work on this site spend the first hour scratching their balls.” ’

Severin shakes his head. Delon is creased over with laughter. Delon’s laugh, Severin thinks, is just a little bit too hysterical. It is the kind of laugh you hear in pubs when people are pretending to have a good time.

Philliskirk leans forward and claps him jovially on the shoulder. ‘You all right, Sammy?’

‘Tiptop,’ Severin says.

‘Hello, hello,’ says Delon. ‘What have we here?’

The men in the car look to their right. A vehicle has just come up the ramp. It is a Porsche Cayenne, metallic black with sport alloys, worth in excess of £90,000. They watch it glide past, unable to see through the blacked-out windows. They watch it swing into a vacant bay and they wait for the driver to get out. They wait for him to flip the alarm system and then they watch him heading for the lifts.

The Bug House is the name Vos’s team have given to their room on the second floor of the West End police station, which is a singularly drab building overlooking Westgate Road in the Benwell district of the city. The room is officially known as 23E but gets its nickname from a long-dead, even-longer-forgotten city alderman called W James Buglass, whose bewhiskered countenance glowers over the detectives from an ornate gold frame fixed to the wall by the door. Apparently Buglass was instrumental in the formation of the Newcastle upon Tyne City Police, back in the days when the wharves were jammed with barges and collier brigs, and you couldn’t see from one side of the river to the other for masts and coal smoke. His portrait had pride of place in the old West End police headquarters at Arthur’s Hill until the building was demolished, whereupon an enterprising detective, thinking it might be worth a few quid, quietly ensured that it got lost in the move to Westgate Road. When he discovered it was worth very little indeed, he bequeathed it to West End CID, who in turn lost it to the Major Crime Unit in a game of poker. Now, scrawled onto Buglass’s luxuriant white mutton chops are the signatures of every detective who has ever worked on the squad.

Huggins and Fallow are in Vos’s office, spooling through CCTV footage from the four security cameras erected around Enrico Cabaljo’s house. The footage they are most interested in is from the camera positioned on the corner of the building, overlooking the rear patio, the koi carp pond and, hopefully, enough of the garden to see a man of Middle Eastern appearance plummeting to the ground at around 8.45 p.m. on Sunday night. This will at least confirm the theory that he was indeed hit by the train bound for Edinburgh.

The main problem is that it was pitch-black at 8.45 p.m.

Huggins and Fallow have commandeered the digital recordings from a company called Arctos SecuriVision, who have a lucrative contract to provide remote household security for all of Newcastle United’s millionaire superstars. The managing director is a former Special Branch detective who now drives an Aston Martin and lives in Darras Hall, where most of the millionaire footballers live.

‘Aren’t there any security lights at the back of the house?’ Huggins had asked the ex-detective.

‘Of course,’ he’d said. ‘But it’s all about sensor coverage. How far from the house did this bloke land?’

‘Fifty, sixty feet,’ said Fallow. ‘It’s a big garden.’

‘Well, you might be in luck. We fit all our properties with 150-watt Steinels with twelve-metre coverage. Then again, sometimes the agency turn them off to save electricity when the house is not being used. We warn them not to, but they’re fucking tight.’

In the Bug House, Huggins and Fallow are watching the TV screen. In their world it is now 8.35 p.m. on Sunday evening. All being well, ten minutes to touchdown.

‘Where were you at 8.35 p.m. on Sunday night, Johnny-boy?’ says Huggins, gazing blankly at the TV monitor in Vos’s office.

‘Having supper with Shirley, I expect.’

‘Finger food from M&S? Nice bottle of Pinot Grigio before you settled down for Downton Abbey?’

Fallow shrugs. ‘And I suppose you were jetting back from Monaco after your weekend on the yacht.’

‘Cap Ferrat, actually,’ says Huggins. He stretches his long frame and emits a roar. On the TV monitor the darkness suddenly explodes into light, and Fallow sits forward expectantly. A fox pauses for a moment, white-eyed in the full glare of the 150-watt Steinels, then pads insouciantly across the patio. A few moments later the light winks out again.

‘That’s what “Vos” means in Dutch, you know,’ Huggins says. ‘ “Fox”. Mayson told me.’

Fallow looks disbelieving. ‘The boss is Dutch?’

‘Obviously not. But we all have ancestors, Johnny-boy. “Fallow” is Norwegian for One Who Is Pussy-Whipped by His Wife, so make of that what you will.’

‘Fuck off,’ Fallow says.

They watch the darkened screen in silence for a while longer, then Huggins levers himself out of his chair and grabs a pain au chocolat from a bag on Vos’s coffee table.

‘Where the hell is everyone this morning?’ he says.

‘Bernice and the boss are down at the morgue,’ says Fallow.

‘And what about Mayson?’

‘Christ knows,’ says Fallow. ‘Probably discussing aerodynamics and terminal velocity with his pals at the university.’

Huggins goes to the glass window that makes up one wall of Vos’s office. ‘Who’s that with Una?’ he says through a mouthful of pastry.

Una Cattrall’s name is not on the portrait, but since she has run the squad’s outer office for as long as anyone can remember, she is therefore arguably its single most important component. She is a blowsy-looking woman with peroxide hair and a spray tan who is aged anywhere between forty and sixty. Huggins watches her walking across the deserted squad room with her familiar urgency, her brawny arms folded over her sizeable bosom. Behind her, having to half trot in order to keep up, is a slender, blonde-haired woman wearing a dark suit.

‘Una, my dear,’ says Huggins, holding open the door. ‘Top of the morning to you.’

‘I found this waif and stray wandering around outside,’ Una says in her forty-a-day rasp.

‘DC Kath Ptolemy,’ the blonde-haired woman says as Fallow’s eyes swivel towards her. ‘Are you DCI Vos?’

‘Do you have a name for him?’ asks Tunderman, the pathologist.

‘For the moment we’re sticking to Ahmed Doe,’ says Vos.

‘Very PC.’

‘Superintendent Anderson seems to think it’s got a ring to it. What have you got for me, Mr Tunderman?’

‘Well, the injuries are consistent with a substantial impact,’ Tunderman says. ‘However the damage to the skeletal structure and internal organs, while catastrophic, is not as severe as one might expect.’

Bernice Seagram is looking at the smashed body on the metal mortuary table. ‘What would you expect, Mr Tunderman?’

‘Almost total destruction,’ Tunderman says almost wistfully. ‘I’d guess our man was struck more of a glancing blow. You say he was suspended from a bridge?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Then it’s possible the air pressure from the approaching train moved him slightly. Or perhaps he wasn’t positioned centrally. Either way the bulk of the impact was down the left side. Hence the missing leg and the crush injuries to the ribcage and pelvis.’

‘But he would have died instantly,’ Seagram says.

‘Oh good Lord, yes. Although I can’t imagine his last moments alive were terribly pleasant.’

‘What’s to say it wasn’t suicide?’ Vos says.

Tunderman tugs at his top lip. ‘Nothing in theory. But I did find this.’

He grips the dead man’s head and moves it slightly to one side to expose two bluish marks on the right side of his neck, down near the shoulder.

‘Vampire bites?’ says Vos.

‘Taser marks,’ says Tunderman, who is not renowned for his sense of humour. ‘More specifically, stun-gun marks. The electrodes were applied directly to the skin rather than being attached to propelled darts.’

‘So he was immobilized?’

‘I should say so,’ Tunderman says. ‘You get 150,000 volts zapped into your neck, you aren’t going far.’

‘What about the body itself?’ Seagram asks. ‘Any distinguishing marks?’

‘Well it’s interesting you should say that, because as a matter of fact there is one very distinct anatomical anomaly. However I doubt very much the fall caused it, and I am absolutely certain it is not a natural defect.’

Seagram looks at Vos, who in turn looks at Tunderman as the pathologist carefully leans over the body and removes the sheet covering it.

‘Ouch,’ says Vos.

Outside the hospital, in the sheltered area reserved for recuperating patients to get some air, Seagram lights a menthol cigarette.

‘Give me one of those, will you?’ Vos says, grabbing one from the packet.

‘I thought you’d moved to mini-cigars, boss,’ Seagram says, passing him a lighter.

‘I’m smoking too many of them,’ Vos says. ‘I’m going back to poncing cigarettes off you.’ He lights the cigarette and draws the smoke down deep into his lungs. ‘Christ, it’s like sucking on a Polo mint.’

They smoke in silence together for a while. Then Seagram says: ‘Fuck me, somebody branded his balls?’

‘Don’t tell Huggins. He’ll be blaming it on militant feminists.’

‘I don’t know any militant feminist organizations with the initials “KK”.’

‘Me neither. But I’m no expert. All I know is, it must have been painful.’

‘Tunderman said it wasn’t recent. What do you think? Torture?’

‘Possibly. Maybe initiation?’

‘You think he went to public school? That could explain the stun gun to the neck as well. These Eton types are all fucking masochists.’

It’s meant as a joke, but Vos says nothing. He is gazing at a young man in a wheelchair being pushed lethargically around a small maze of bushes by a porter who looks like he would much rather be doing something else – and Seagram knows he is thinking about Vic Entwistle. His consigliere. Lying in a hospital bed with a bullet in his spine and unlikely to walk again.

‘You want another ciggie, boss?’

‘No thanks,’ Vos says. ‘Let’s get back.’

‘Ptolemy?’ Huggins says. ‘What sort of name is that?’

‘Greek Cypriot.’

Fallow looks at her in surprise. Her green eyes and pale, freckled complexion suggest Celtic ancestry, even if her accent is unadulterated Cumbrian.

‘My husband’s family are from Famagusta. He always said that by marrying him I would stand out from the crowd.’

‘He was right.’

‘So what does he do,’ Fallow says. ‘Your husband?’

‘Long-distance lorry driver.’

‘Must be hard.’

‘We get by,’ Ptolemy says.

‘How long have you been married?’ says Huggins.

‘Two years.’

‘And how old are you?’

‘Twenty-four. Is this an interrogation?’

‘We’re just wondering what the fuck you’re doing here, to be honest.’

She looks at Huggins blankly. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, you’ve got a cushy number up there in – Alnwick, is it? Rounding up red-diesel thieves and sheep rustlers? Investigating burglaries at the golf club? Stick around long enough and you’ll be a DI before you’re thirty, a regular Sunday evening TV detective. Why the hell would you want to come here? To the Bug House?’

Ptolemy fixes him with her pale eyes. ‘It wasn’t my decision,’ she says.

‘You didn’t put in a transfer request?’

‘The first I knew about it was when Detective Superintendent Anderson said I was being seconded.’

Huggins and Fallow look at each other.

‘Christ, the boss is going to love that,’ Fallow says.

Ptolemy is about to speak when her attention is caught by something on the TV screen. ‘Bloody hell,’ she says. ‘Rewind that.’

Fallow, who along with Huggins was too busy interrogating the new recruit to pay attention to the screen, grabs the remote and scrolls back a few seconds.

‘There!’ Ptolemy says, pointing at the screen.

As she speaks, the darkness is illuminated as something moves with great speed in the periphery of the picture – and suddenly, as if by some cinematic trick or time-lapse photography, there is a body lying on the lawn.

Ahmed Doe has landed. In the world of Huggins and Fallow, it is 8.47 p.m. on Sunday evening.

There is a fly in the window of the site office Portakabin bashing itself drunkenly against the plastic pane with a tok-tok-tok sound. Delon Wombwell stands poised beside it, his rolled-up newspaper raised in a white-knuckled fist, the red point of his tongue poking from his mouth.

Tok-tok-tok.

WHUP!

Delon brings the newspaper down onto the pane. The fly drops to the sill and spins spastically on its back.

WHUP! WHUP! WHUP!

‘Fuck’s sake, Delon,’ Philliskirk says irritably. ‘I think it’s dead.’ He is sitting in the far corner of the rectangular box, his tin of rolling tobacco open on the table in front of him. Through the window behind him, a huge metal claw plunges into a stack of written-off cars and closes inexorably around the shell of a smashed-up Renault.

Delon peers at the business end of his newspaper. The fly is smeared across the newsprint like black and red marmalade. Its limbs and wings are crushed into tiny colons, commas and full stops.

‘Fucking bastard,’ Delon remarks. He wipes the newspaper on his trousers and throws it on the floor.

‘Where the fuck is Tiernan?’ Philliskirk says.

‘He’s here.’

Severin, standing at the window, watches a stocky, well-dressed man with white hair climb out of a dark-blue Range Rover and make his way across the yard. He says nothing. A moment later Tiernan stands in the doorway, one hand jabbed into the pocket of his expensive leather jacket, the other holding a slim case containing a laptop computer.

‘Afternoon, gentlemen,’ he says briskly.

Delon jumps. Philliskirk reaches for his tobacco tin and papers and begins methodically constructing a cigarette.

Severin points at his watch. ‘You’re late.’

‘You’re not the only crew I’ve got,’ says Tiernan with a grin. ‘But if you’d like to make something of it, I’m all ears.’

Dust and curlicues of cigarette smoke are caught in the bare strip light. The only sound is the squeal and crash of metal being mangled.

‘Thought not,’ Tiernan says. ‘So what have you got for me, boys? If you’re in a hurry, I don’t want to keep you.’

Severin pulls a memory stick from the back pocket of his jeans. Mr Tiernan opens the laptop and plugs the attachment into a USB port on the side. The display on the screen is reflected in the lenses of his glasses as he scrolls down.

‘Porsche Cayenne. Very good, boys,’ he says presently. ‘Very good indeed.’

Over by the door Delon, who has been holding his breath, lets it out noisily.

Tiernan closes the laptop and zips up the case. ‘There’ll be some good commission on this one all right, boys,’ he says.

‘When do you want it done?’ says Severin.

‘I’ll need to sort the paperwork,’ says Mr Tiernan. ‘I’ll let you know.’

At the door he pauses and stoops to pick up Delon’s discarded newspaper.

‘You read about this stiff they found in Enrico Cabaljo’s back garden?’ he says, unrolling the paper and flapping the front page at the four men. ‘I reckon they should sign him up. Got to be better than the midfield they’ve got at the moment.’

Vos and Seagram get back to the West End at midday, having spent a fruitless morning waiting for any sort of definitive forensic reports from the scene or DNA identification of the victim. All they have is the postmortem result, which does not answer the pressing questions that lie at the heart of the whole conundrum, namely who is Ahmed Doe? And why did someone tie him to a railway bridge?

On the way upstairs to the second floor, Vos’s phone rings.

‘Get the team ready in the meeting room,’ he tells Seagram, peering at the number on the screen. ‘I’ll see you there in a minute.’

When he eventually stalks onto the floor of the Bug House five minutes later, it seems to Seagram that Vos is in an even worse mood than before. Who the hell was the call from? she wonders. The tax man? What worries her is that any second now the boss’s black dog is going to start ripping out throats. As he heads across to the meeting room, she hurries across to intercept him.

‘Boss, the replacement is here,’ she says, careful not to say ‘the replacement for Entwistle’.

He stops and looks down at her. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I know.’

The meeting room is a cosy little annexe separated from the squad room by a partition wall. Its focal point is a large pull-down screen for the overhead projector, but as no one has ever figured out how the projector works in over ten years, the screen is used instead as an oversized memo board and is scarred with pinholes, Sellotape marks and crusts of Blu-tack from hundreds of different cases. Right now the board looks distinctly bare: a handful of assorted photographs from the scene, a map of the area around Stannington, a few desultory Post-it notes.

The squad is assembled and waiting.

‘I take it you’ve all met DC Ptolemy,’ Vos says, sweeping past them on his way to the board, and Ptolemy, who feels like the new girl in a classroom where everyone knows each other and, more importantly, knows the teacher, finds herself with a rictus smile on her face and wondering if she should wave or give a bow or just stand up and curtsey.

Instead she looks for help from Huggins and Fallow, with whom she has spent most of the morning, but they are just staring ahead with grim faces, as if they can sense teacher is in a bad mood. As for the other guy – Calvert? – he’s only just arrived himself and hasn’t made a sound, other than a dismissive grunt on his way to the nearest computer terminal. In fact, as she looks round the room, the only one who meets her gaze is the only other woman on the squad, Acting DS Seagram – and her nod of acknowledgement, while little more than a fractional tilt of the chin, seems like the most heart-warming welcome imaginable.

‘OK,’ Vos says. ‘So what we know is this: some time before 8.47 p.m. on Sunday night, Ahmed Doe is tied to a railway bridge by person or persons unknown. Prior to that, according to the pathologist, he was incapacitated with a stun gun. At 8.47 p.m. he is struck by the Newcastle to Edinburgh train. The body is catapulted into the neighbouring garden of our footballing friend, where it is discovered the next morning by the gardener. As yet we have no name for the victim, and his only distinguishing feature is a distinctive tattoo or branding mark on his testicles. Any questions? John?’

‘The branding mark,’ Fallow says. ‘Are we thinking torture?’

‘I’m more inclined to go with gang initiation. Mayson, do a trawl of the international databases. See if there’s any mention of this KK design.’

‘You think our guy is foreign?’ Huggins says. ‘I mean he looks foreign, but—’

‘I don’t think anything, Phil. I’m relying on you people to tell me. And unless he was a masochist escapologist who got it wrong, we are treating this as murder. I take it you’ve worked a murder case before?’

It takes a moment for Ptolemy to realize that Vos is talking to her.

‘Yes, sir.’

Ptolemy wonders if Vos has read her file. Her one and only murder case as a detective was a domestic disagreement that got out of hand in a remote cottage in the Cheviots. A farm hand had returned home at the end of a two-day bender and taken exception to his wife’s nagging, killing her with a single punch. He had then called the police and had been sitting in his kitchen, waiting, when Ptolemy and the uniformed response unit arrived an hour later.

‘So what do you think?’

She clears her throat. ‘I was . . . thinking about motive, sir?’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, the nature of the victim’s death suggests to me one of two things: either the killer was teaching him a lesson, or he was sending a message.’

To her surprise, Vos nods at Seagram, who writes the two words ‘LESSON’ and ‘MESSAGE’ on the board in black felt-tip.

‘OK,’ he says. ‘What do we think about that?’

‘Either way it’s been carried out with extreme prejudice,’ Huggins says.

‘It’s got to be gang-related,’ Fallow says.

And then everybody is speculating at once, leaving Ptolemy not knowing what to say.

Eventually Vos calls order. ‘Right,’ he says. ‘I think we all know what needs to be done. Let’s get to work.’ Then he looks at Ptolemy. ‘Come with me,’ he says. ‘There’s someone I want you to meet.’

Vos’s car is parked in the staff car park at the rear of the building. By the time Ptolemy has finished buckling her seatbelt, Vos has already swung the vehicle into the traffic streaming west out of the city.

‘So what do you think?’ he says.

‘Of the team? They’re nice. I like them.’

‘No doubt Huggins and Fallow have already invited you out for a drink.’

She smiles. ‘Phil did suggest it would be a good idea to bond.’

‘What did you say?’

‘Maybe another time.’

‘Wise move,’ Vos says. ‘Huggins has still got one foot in the sixth-form common room. Fallow is just easily led astray. You go drinking with them, you’ll end up at two in the morning in a lap-dancing bar on the Quayside.’

‘I thought DC Fallow was married, sir.’

‘He is,’ Vos says.

‘DC Calvert seems a little . . .’

‘Odd? He is. Sometimes I don’t understand a word he says. But he’s harmless. And if you ever want your house rewiring, he’s your man. But if you have any problems, see Bernice Seagram. Or Una Cattrall. In fact, just see Una. She runs the department.’

They head down the hill, past the municipal crematorium and out beyond the Western Bypass to the A69 dual carriageway that connects the city to the market towns and villages of the Tyne Valley commuter belt.

‘Detective Superintendent Anderson thinks a great deal of you,’ Vos says. ‘She tells me you were hand-picked to join my squad.’

‘It was a surprise,’ Ptolemy admits. ‘I didn’t even know I was on a shortlist.’

‘You could have said no.’

‘You don’t say no to a detective superintendent, sir.’

Ptolemy sees a half-smile on Vos’s face.

‘Good answer, Ptolemy,’ he says. ‘You’ll go far.’

They’re out beyond the city now. Though it’s only six o’clock, ahead of them the sun is already starting to sink with the depressing inevitability of early autumn.

‘You could have said no, sir,’ she says.

‘No to what?’

‘To me joining your squad. I assume you’ve read my file. I’m not very experienced.’

‘I haven’t read your file, Ptolemy,’ Vos says. ‘And I don’t intend to.’

He indicates left and turns onto the slip road marked Heddon-on-the-Wall. Soon they come to a pub called the Three Tuns, positioned on a crossroads. Vos swings into the car park and he and Ptolemy go inside. It’s the calm before early doors; just a handful of regulars at the bar. Vos buys a pint of bitter and a lime and soda and then leads Ptolemy into a quiet corner, away from the inevitable TV screen.

‘Can I ask you something, sir?’ Ptolemy says.

‘Sure.’

‘What do you think happened? To the victim.’

Vos says nothing for a while. ‘To be honest, I don’t know what to think,’ he says presently. ‘But I will soon enough.’

‘Well, thanks for including me,’ Ptolemy says. ‘I won’t let you down.’

‘I’m not including you, Ptolemy.’

‘I don’t understand, sir.’

‘There’s more to Major Crime than murder investigations. There’s something else I want you to do for me.’

The main door opens and a man comes in. He is skinny, with unkempt dark hair and a couple of days’ growth on his pale face. He is wearing drainpipe jeans and a battered biker jacket. He orders a pint of lager and a bag of crisps and then, to Ptolemy’s surprise, comes over to where they are sitting and pulls up a stool.

‘Who’s this?’ he says. His eyes are hooded, with dark circles underneath.

‘The new recruit,’ Vos says. ‘Kath Ptolemy, meet DC Sam Severin.’


FIVE

Nobody ever asks Mayson Calvert for a drink after work. They know he’ll just look at them through his glasses, with his head cocked quizzically to one side as if they’re some sort of microbial species, and then he’ll give a shy, almost embarrassed smile and shake his head; and then he’ll say ‘No, thank you,’ and walk away, and in that instant he’ll have forgotten you ever asked. It’s not that Mayson is rude, or even antisocial, and he doesn’t have OCD or ADHD or Tourette’s or any of the other syndromes that Huggins and Fallow think he’s got. Mayson Calvert is just, well, singular.

People who meet him – other policemen – wonder how the hell he ever got to be a detective. When they discover he’s part of Theo Vos’s Bug House squad they are astonished. But there’s more to Major Crime than swagger and physicality. The big-time thugs with shaven heads and steroid-enhanced muscles make up a very small percentage of those who are classified as Major Criminals. Looking and acting like a villain is a distinct disadvantage if you’re really serious about crime. The criminal who succeeds in making a living at it, who runs it as a business, is the one you never see or suspect. He is the next-door neighbour who walks his dog round the block every night, the twinkly-eyed old gent enjoying a quiet half of bitter in the pub, the family man who takes his wife and kids to Greece once a year on easyJet, who stays in modest three-star hotels and drinks inexpensive local wine at the local taverna.

These are the Major Criminals.

These are the people Mayson Calvert is employed to catch. Mayson lives alone, but he lives in some style. He has a two-bedroomed apartment on the top floor of an Art Deco building in the upmarket suburb of Jesmond. From his living-room window, he looks out over the verdant slash of Jesmond Dene as far as the Armstrong Bridge, where every Sunday he visits the arts and craft stalls. He shops at the local delicatessens and listens to eclectic live music at the Sage Centre in Gateshead, and he is a patron of the independent Tyneside Cinema, where once a week without fail he will watch a foreign language film. If it is in French or Italian, he will not need the subtitles.

Mayson Calvert is very much a Renaissance man, a connoisseur of culture.

But compared to normal people he is a little weird. There is no doubt about that.

It is 4 a.m. and Mayson is sitting upright in his armchair, staring at his mobile phone, which is held in both hands in his lap. He is debating whether or not to call the number on the screen. The number is DCI Vos’s. He has been debating this for two hours. He presses a button and a second number appears. Acting Detective Sergeant Bernice Seagram’s. Click, click. Vos, Seagram, Vos, Seagram. He settles for Seagram and his thumb hovers over the Send button.

The time is irrelevant to Mayson Calvert. Since he was a child he has been able to exist on four hours’ sleep, and it doesn’t matter to him when he takes them. They don’t even have to be consecutive. But he knows that, in this respect at least, he is different to most people. Their sleep requirements are set in stone and he knows from bitter experience that you disturb them at your peril. It is four in the morning, and that means nothing to Mayson but everything to Vos, Seagram and everyone else in this city.

He sighs and puts the phone on the armrest of the chair. There is no point in calling either of them. There is no point in calling anyone. Everyone is dead to the world and will be for at least another two hours. It never ceases to baffle him why, when there are so many things to do in life, the hours in which it is deemed acceptable to do them are restricted to a narrow window between nine in the morning and five in the afternoon.

Mayson turns his chair to the window and looks out through the open blinds. The room faces east, and in a little under two hours the sky will begin to lighten.

His news will have to wait until then.

John Fallow turns the corner of his street and sees the welcome sight of his own front door a hundred yards ahead. He checks his watch and notes to his dismay that he has added a whole minute to yesterday’s time for his two-mile morning run. This is not supposed to happen.

Paah! Whoargh! Paah! Whoargh! Ah-aach! Thwaoarf! That is the sound of Fallow’s breath, followed by a hawk, followed by a full-blooded, foamy gob onto the pavement before him as he heads for home and the sanctuary of the shower.

Fallow has always regarded runners as the most unsavoury characters imaginable, with their red faces, their startled expressions, their gasping and gobbing, their sweat-soiled groins, chests and armpits, and the malodorous smell that broils in their wake. He still does. But at the age of thirty, he lives in fear. He was scared to start running because he was so unfit; now he is scared to stop in case all his good work goes sproing! like the innards of a watch.

Most of all, he is scared of Phil Huggins.

It is two weeks since the CID piss-up. Two weeks since he and Huggins emerged from the Memories of Punjab at one in the morning, the last two standing. Two weeks since he categorically stated: ‘Nah, mate. I’ve had enough. I’m going home.’

Huggins had looked at him with disgust. ‘Whassa matter with you, Johnny-boy? Clubbing, man! Fuckin’ Aces High!’

‘Nah, I’m off home,’ Fallow had said, pulling his coat sleeve away from Huggins’s insistent grasp. ‘Shirley will kill me.’

‘Ah, fuck Shirley, man!’

‘She’s my fucking wife, Phil!’

But later, inevitably, Fallow had found himself in the dimly lit, half-empty nightclub, lurching along the edge of the dance floor to where a bouffant-haired woman in a low-cut T-shirt and tight-fitting jeans was sitting alone at an alcove table, running a long, dark fingernail around the rim of a cocktail glass and giving him an approving look.

‘Fancy a dance?’ he’d shouted over the music.

‘Why not?’ the woman had said, taking the can of Red Stripe from his hand and leading him by the other into the thin coppice of bodies swaying drunkenly on the strobed parquet. And at first light, as he silently let himself out of her house and made his way through the godforsaken council estate to the nearest main road, he’d cursed Huggins for leading him astray but felt nothing but disgust for himself, for his own weakness.

And now he is home, untying his trainers on the doorstep and stowing them neatly with all the other outdoor shoes beneath the coat rack in the hall, padding upstairs on the pristine cream carpet and entering the bedroom, where Shirley has already smoothed the duvet to eradicate any evidence that the bed has been slept in. He takes off his running gear and deposits it in the washing basket, picks a perfectly folded towel from the heated rail and steps into the en suite bathroom. He showers, dresses and goes downstairs to the kitchen, where she has already set the table for supper and left a note propped against the Tupperware cornflake container that he will be expected to clear away once he has had his breakfast.

‘Please empty dishwasher before you leave,’ it says.

Fallow puts the note in his pocket, empties the dishwasher, puts the cornflakes container in the cupboard and leaves the house without bothering to eat.

Bernice Seagram is in her dressing gown, watching breakfast TV and munching on a bacon sandwich, when Huggins emerges from the spare room. He is wearing boxer shorts and one of Seagram’s T-shirts, which only comes down as far as his navel, exposing the incipient beer belly that only his lanky frame keeps from being prominent. He grunts ‘Good morning’ and heads directly for the frying pan, tweezing a slice of cooling bacon and flopping it on a slice of white bread.

‘Did we make love?’ he says presently, squirting ketchup over the bacon.

‘Did we make love, guv’nor,’ Bernice corrects him, her eyes fixed on the TV screen.

‘I’ll take that as a no, then,’ Huggins says. He reaches for the tea bags and drops one in an empty mug. ‘Where’s the milk?’

‘I’ve run out.’

He slumps into a chair and shoves most of the sandwich in his mouth. ‘This will all change when we’re married, Bernie,’ he mumbles. ‘You will bide my words and ensure that when I come down for breakfast the larder is well stocked.’

‘What time did you come in last night?’

‘Dunno. One-ish?’

‘Bullshit. You rang here begging for a bed at two. Where did you end up?’

‘Talking bollocks with Frank Jarvis and the lads at Adriano’s.’

‘Was Fallow with you?’

‘Nah. John’s going through one of his periods of self-flagellation. I think he’s taken up running this time. It won’t last. It never does.’

‘You don’t help him,’ Seagram says.

Huggins feigns hurt. ‘Am I my brother’s keeper, Bernie? He’s a grown man. A grown married man.’

‘Not for much longer if he keeps hanging round with you.’

‘Dah, Shirley’s never liked me. I don’t even think she likes John. She just likes wheeling him out on social occasions so she can tell her friends from the riding club that she’s married to a policeman.’

Seagram slides off the kitchen stool and makes her way to the door. ‘I’m going up to get dressed now, DC Huggins. Then I will be leaving for work. If you want a lift – and I expect you do – you’d better be ready. And don’t get ketchup on my T-shirt.’

Seven forty-five a.m. Ptolemy is in Asda’s car park in Gosforth, watching the staff arriving for work. Although they don’t call them staff any more; they call them colleagues. ‘Colleague announcement: would a colleague please go to aisle six . . .’ And off they go, with their bucket and mop, thinking they’re making a significant contribution to the hive. Jesus, she thinks, the most frightening thing about this headlong assimilation into corporate-speak is that people have just sat back and accepted it.

Severin’s late. He’d said he might be, and his tone had suggested that he didn’t give a shit if he was. During the course of their meeting last night, Ptolemy had got the distinct impression that the world marched to Sam Severin’s beat and she’d better keep in time.

He’d told her to come plain-clothed, which is why she’s wearing jeans and Uggs and one of Ray’s old rugby shirts under a fleece jacket. She wonders, though, if maybe she’s too plain-clothed. Maybe she should have worn a blouse, or a skirt, or at least something more feminine. She wonders, as she sits in her car watching the colleagues trudging into the supermarket’s gaping, floodlit maw, if she just looks like a plain-clothes handler waiting to meet her undercover contact.

Shortly after eight thirty a black Ford Focus enters the car park and swings into the space next to her vehicle. The thud of the bass speakers cuts abruptly as Severin kills the engine. He climbs out and crushes his cigarette under a boot. He opens the back door of Ptolemy’s car and gets in. She immediately smells smoke and sweat and the faint tang of stale booze.

‘I don’t have long,’ he says, and when she looks in the rear-view mirror she sees his dark eyes staring straight back at him. ‘And I’ll need you to work fast, too.’

‘No problem. What do you want me to do?’

He reaches into his jacket and hands her a battered padded envelope. ‘That’s the first lot of paperwork. Get it copied and I need the originals back. There’ll be more where that came from.’

‘What do I do with the copies?’

‘You log them. And then you crosscheck them. And you make fucking damn sure you don’t make a mistake, because when this goes down the case against Tiernan has got to be watertight. Understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Then I’ll be off. I’ll meet you here tomorrow, same time.’

He opens the door and swings his leg out.

‘What if I need to contact you?’ she says.

Severin frowns. ‘You don’t, DC Ptolemy.’

And with that he is gone.

Nobody in the squad knows what time Una Cattrall arrives at the Bug House in the morning, because she is always at her desk before they are. But then she is the gatekeeper, and none shall pass without her permission.

‘Mr Vos will be in later,’ she informs Seagram, eyeing the dishevelled Huggins with suspicion. ‘He has a meeting at headquarters.’

‘Thank you, Una,’ Seagram says primly as Una buzzes them through the security door and into the squad room. ‘I was aware of that.’

It’s just before eight, but Fallow and Mayson Calvert are already there. Fallow’s normally red cheeks have an even rosier glow to them this morning, and his collar-length hair is still damp.

‘Where’s the boss?’ he says.

‘HQ,’ says Seagram, hanging up her coat. ‘He’ll be in later.’ She looks at him suspiciously. ‘What’s up, John?’

‘Brains has discovered something very interesting,’ Fallow says, putting his hands on Mayson Calvert’s skinny shoulders.

‘Time travel?’ says Huggins, heading for the coffee percolator. ‘Anybody gone for bacon sarnies? Where’s Ptolemy when we need her?’

‘Tell them, Mayse.’

Mayson clears his throat. ‘I did a thorough check of all known organizations, criminal or otherwise, that favour branding or tattooing as a form of initiation.’

‘Jesus Christ, Johnny-boy! Have you pinched my mug?’

‘No I fucking haven’t. Listen to Mayse, will you?’

‘Worldwide, there are over 17,000,’ Mayson continues. ‘You see bodily mutation – or is it art? – is viewed by some as being the ultimate expression of membership—’

‘Where’s my fucking mug, John?’

‘Listen!’ Fallow exclaims.

Fallow rarely raises his voice, but when he does it is surprisingly loud, and it has the effect of instantly silencing the room.

‘Thank you,’ Mayson Calvert says, fingering his collar.

‘You could just get to the point, Mayse,’ Seagram says.

He looks momentarily put out but continues nevertheless. ‘I believe I have identified the peculiar branding marks on the victim’s testicles,’ he says.

Huggins chortles. ‘You really do know how to enjoy yourself of an evening, don’t you, Mayson?’

‘The KK symbol stands for Kaplan Kirmizi, which in turn is Turkish for Red Tigers. The Red Tigers began life in the 1950s as a gang exporting heroin across the Kurdistan border on its way to western Europe. In recent years, they have spread across Europe to the extent that there are cells in most of the major cities synonymous with the drug trade.’

‘And they go around branding each other’s balls?’ Fallow winces.

‘Only those with a direct connection to the original gang,’ Mayson says. ‘It’s a sign of leadership and of clan membership. And if it makes you feel any better, the branding is done at the age of two.’

‘Trust me, Mayson,’ Huggins says, his expression aghast, ‘there is no good age to get your balls branded.’

‘So if Ahmed Doe is a member of this Red Tigers organization,’ Seagram says, ‘what the hell is he doing hanging from a railway bridge in Stannington? The last time I looked there was no big-time heroin trade in Newcastle.’

‘None that we are aware of,’ says Mayson. ‘But that has always made Newcastle an exception to the rule in this country.’

Huggins, happy now that he has found his mug, sits down on the corner of his desk. ‘Maybe our friend was trying to set up some business over here.’

‘Which someone clearly took exception to,’ Fallow says, nodding.

‘Which is why they were keen to send the Turks a message,’ says Seagram. ‘Good work, Mayse. You’d better print something out for the boss when he gets back. Meanwhile, you two hit the phones; I want to know where our Turkish gangster came from.’

‘What the hell is the boss doing at HQ?’ Huggins says. ‘He’s missing all the fun.’


SIX

‘Let’s start from the beginning, shall we?’ says retired Detective Superintendent Malcolm Gilcrux of South Wales Police in a manner that suggests he’s been waiting for a long time for this moment.

He’s a fat man with piggy eyes who must have thought his career and its associated importance were over once his thirty years were up, Vos thinks. But a job as an investigator with the Independent Police Complaints Commission has resurrected both, and he has clearly made an effort this morning: crisp shirt, egg-free tie, freshly pressed suit, polished shoes. It looks like his hair has been recently clippered at the sides, and his cheeks have been shaved so closely they are shining like two slabs of red-veined marble.

‘You had been investigating Jack Peel for a number of years, is that correct?’

The two men are sitting in an interview room at police headquarters in Ponteland. The room has been kept deliberately sparse in order to focus minds. The only furniture is a couple of plastic chairs and a table between them. On the table is a thick file. Gilcrux methodically scrolls back through the pages.

‘You could say he had been on our radar for a while, yes,’ Vos says.

‘How long?’

‘Two years, give or take.’

‘Why?’

‘Come on, Mr Gilcrux. You know how it works. You get to hear things, then you get to hear some more things, until eventually you decide it might be worth a look.’

Gilcrux makes no comment. He makes no indication of having heard a word Vos has said. Vos can imagine that the fat Welshman was a shit-hot interrogator in his time. And even though he knows this stonewall technique by heart, Vos still feels uneasy, because he has no idea what Gilcrux knows.

‘Go on,’ Gilcrux says.

‘We heard that Peel was involved in supplying class A drugs at his nightclubs. Coke, E, that sort of thing. We were keen to find out if this was the case, and if he was supplying them anywhere else.’

‘These nightclubs were in Newcastle, were they?’

‘Yeah. They still are. Peel Leisure owns pretty much every club, casino and lap-dancing bar on the Quayside.’

‘Tell me about your investigation into Mr Peel, Mr Vos?’

‘What? All of it?’

‘Everything you believe to be pertinent,’ Gilcrux says.

Vos winces theatrically at the policespeak, but Gilcrux appears not to notice or care. So Vos tells him about the investigation into Jack Peel, and Gilcrux listens and does not interrupt. His hands are folded in front of him and he makes no notes. There is no need; it’s all in the file that he has already read and digested. But that’s not the point of this exercise. This is all about observation and body language. It’s about Gilcrux getting the measure of Vos, the way a boxer uses the first couple of rounds to analyse his opponent, looking for strengths, identifying weaknesses.

When Vos has finished, Gilcrux asks him if he wants a break. Vos says no. They have been in this room for over an hour now.

‘What was your relationship with Mr Peel?’

‘My relationship?’

‘You investigate someone over a period of time, you get close to them.’

Vos shrugs. ‘As far as I was concerned I was a copper and he was a villain.’

‘What about his wedding?’ Gilcrux’s eyes are like two lasers boring into Vos’s skull. ‘June this year, wasn’t it?’

‘It was hardly a social occasion. We regarded it as more of a reconnaissance mission.’

‘We?’

‘Myself and DS Entwistle. You see, Vic’s daughter is due to get married next spring and he thought he might pick up a few tips. And Peel had had plenty of practice. This was his third marriage. Charming lady name of Kimnai Su. He went all the way to Thailand to get her.’

Gilcrux blinks slowly. ‘What happened?’

‘We sat at the back of the church, sang a few hymns and then shook hands with the groom on the way out.’

‘After which Mr Peel made an official complaint of harassment.’

‘Yes, well, if you check your notes, you’ll see that he withdrew the complaint, Mr Gilcrux. In fact, old Jack was suddenly all sunlight and joy as far as I was concerned. Must have been that married life finally agreed with him.’

‘He invited you to his house,’ Gilcrux says. ‘August 28 this year.’

‘He did indeed, Mr Gilcrux.’

‘That was three weeks before his death.’

‘I’ve never thought about it, but yes, I suppose it was.’

‘Why don’t you tell me about that day, Mr Vos?’

It is one of those improbably hot Indian-summer days when the temperatures in Northumberland exceed those in southern Europe. Jack Peel is wearing an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt and shorts on the patio of his £3 million house in the village of Whalton, north of Newcastle. He’s a stocky man whose fifty-five years are only now beginning to erode a once-powerful physique. The abundant hairs on his chest are turning white, the leathery brown skin beneath beginning to slide away from broad slabs of pectoral muscle. Knotted veins stick out like spaghetti from the flesh of his exposed legs.

‘Hey, Al, come and get a drink!’ Peel calls out.

Sitting in a whirlpool spa is Al Blaylock, Peel’s lawyer, a middle-aged man with a tan and a comb-over. He grabs the side and levers himself and his huge gut out with some difficulty, then grabs a towel from one of the sunloungers and wipes his face. Beneath the flabby overhang, his modesty is concealed by the skimpiest of black thongs.

Peel sniggers. ‘Look at that. What the fuck does he look like? Hey, Al, what the fuck do you look like?’

Al smiles bashfully and waddles across on spindly white legs to where Vos sits, leaving a trail of wet footprints on the baking slabs.

‘I think he looks very nice,’ a girl’s voice opines from the other side of the patio. ‘Very Californian.’

‘You would, sweetheart,’ says Peel.

Melody Peel, her honey-blonde hair scraped back into a ponytail, is lying on one of the sunbeds. She is eighteen years old, wearing a red bikini. She slowly raises her head so she can scrutinize her father and his associates through oversized, red-framed mirror sunglasses.

‘You want to get some UV lotion on, girl,’ Peel remarks.

‘Maybe I’ll get Mr Vos to rub it on for me,’ his daughter replies.

‘Mr Vos is charged with upholding standards of public decency,’ Peel points out solemnly. ‘And do me a favour, will you?’ He gestures to an iPod dock that is pumping out Kanye West. ‘Turn that crap down. I can’t hear myself think.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Melody says tartly, sticking out her tongue and sliding from the lounger. ‘I’m going to check on the horses, away from you boring men.’ She picks up her iPod dock and kisses her father on the top of his head. ‘Love you, Daddy,’ she says.

‘Love you too, sweetheart.’

‘Nice to meet you, Mr Vos,’ she says coquettishly.


‘Likewise,’ Vos says.

Melody smiles, then sashays through a set of open French windows into the cool of the house.

Peel chuckles. ‘Eighteen years old. Fuck me, where did the time go, eh?’

‘It’ll be boyfriends next,’ Al says. ‘Then the fun really starts.’

‘Yeah, well, we’ll see about that,’ Peel says, all trace of humour suddenly gone from his demeanour.

There’s a moment of awkward silence. Then Al says, ‘You should think yourself lucky, Jack. My Maggie was still a bloody tearaway when she was eighteen. She never showed any respect to me or her mother.’

Peel glances disparagingly at the razor wire jammed between Al’s shapeless buttocks, then winks conspiratorially at Vos. ‘I’m not fucking surprised.’

‘It’s a thong,’ Al retorts. ‘And I’ll tell you something, they’re all the rage.’

Peel snorts back. ‘I think I’ll give your Janet a call and tell her to take you back. Ever since she kicked you out, you’ve been under the delusion that you’re twenty-one again and with a waistline to match.’

For a while they sit and watch the horses in the distant paddock. Then a figure slips out through the French windows. Kimnai Su, Jack Peel’s third wife, is soberly dressed in a white blouse and silk sarong. She moves towards her husband on dainty, sandalled feet, carrying three drinks on a silver tray.

‘Here she is,’ Peel exclaims, reaching out his hand and placing it gently on Kimnai Su’s backside. ‘Why don’t you serve our guests first, sweetheart? You remember Mr Vos from our wedding, don’t you?’

‘Please to make acquaintance,’ she says, offering Vos a chilled gin and tonic from the tray.

‘ “Please to make acquaintance”,’ Peel says, chuckling. ‘Don’t you just love that? You ever been to Thailand, Mr Vos?’

‘Can’t say I have, Jack.’

‘You should go. Beautiful country. Beautiful people. They call it the Land of Smiles, you know that?’

Kimnai Su is a tiny woman of around forty, with plain, almost harsh features. Vos takes the drink and thanks her, but she does not meet his gaze and there is no flicker of a smile on her face. She dutifully serves Blaylock and her husband and then dis-appears back into the house.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Mr Vos.’

‘What’s that, Jack?’

‘You’re thinking: stupid old bastard getting himself hitched to some money-grabbing Thai bride.’

‘Not for a minute,’ Vos says, although he has been thinking precisely that.

‘Well, I used to think the same thing,’ Peel says. ‘But I’ll tell you this: I wouldn’t swap Kimnai Su for a hundred of the old skanks you see wandering round Newcastle, with their fucking spray-on tans and tit jobs. She’s no fucking oil painting, I’ll grant you that, but she’s fucking unconditional. And she’s devoted. And you know something else, Mr Vos?’

‘What’s that, Jack?’

‘She’s fucking dynamite in the sack.’

Vos exchanges a fleeting glance with Blaylock. ‘Then I’m very happy for you, Jack,’ he says.

For a few moments nothing is said. Then Peel swings his legs off the sunlounger and leans forward, cradling his glass in his fingers.

‘But that’s me, Mr Vos. How about you?’

‘I’m good, Jack.’

‘You must be wondering why I asked you here today.’

‘It had crossed my mind. It’s not about the wedding, is it?’

Peel’s face momentarily clouds. Then he waves his hand, as if swatting an annoying wasp. ‘That’s ancient history,’ he says. ‘Let bygones be bygones, that’s what I say. Life’s too short to bear grudges – although if you’d wanted an invite, all you had to do was ask.’

‘Glad to hear it.’

Peel raises his glass in a toast. ‘I have to tell you you’re getting a reputation for good work, Mr Vos. For bringing the undesirables of our wonderful city to book.’

‘That’s very gratifying to hear.’

‘As a businessman, I find it immensely reassuring to know that there are police officers such as yourself looking after my best interests.’

‘I do my best.’

‘I know. And that’s why it grieves me when I think how the city rewards you for your efforts. What are you on, Theo? You don’t mind if I call you Theo, do you? What do they pay you?’

‘My old mum told me never to discuss my pay packet or who I vote for,’ Vos says.

Peel laughs. ‘Then she was a wise lady. But specifics aside, I’ve got a pretty good idea what your average detective chief inspector’s wage is. And believe me, for the job you do, Theo, it’s a derisory sum.’

‘I get by, Jack.’

‘I know you do. But it can’t be easy. I mean, there’s the young lad to consider. What’s his name? Alex? Bright boy, by all accounts. Bright boys deserve the best. A good education at a good school, for starters. But how can you possibly afford school fees on your wages? Especially when half of it goes to the ex-wife. I should know – I’ve got a couple myself. Fucking parasites they are. And where is she again, your ex-missus? Oh yeah. Florida. Living it up with that dentist friend of hers. Must be hard to take that, Theo. All your hard-earned going to fund some Florida dentist’s lifestyle. And it’s not as if they don’t earn a packet over there anyway.’

Vos takes a sip of his gin and tonic. ‘You seem very well-informed about my family, Jack. And my finances.’

‘I’ve had my eye on you for a while, Theo,’ Peel announces with a wink.

‘That’s very flattering of you. But unless I win the Lottery, I can’t see my circumstances changing anytime soon.’

‘Of course not. And they say you’ve got more chance of being hit by a meteorite than you have of winning the Lottery.’

Peel waits patiently until Al Blaylock’s sycophantic laughter has passed. Then he leans over and tinks the base of his sweating glass against Vos’s.

‘I just want you to know, Theo, how much I appreciate the work that you’re doing – and if there’s anything, anything at all, that I can do to make life more comfortable for you and your family, you don’t hesitate to get in touch. Understand?’

‘Peel was attempting to bribe you?’ Gilcrux says.

‘Bribe. Threaten. Call it what you will. To be honest, I don’t know. Listen, Mr Gilcrux, I know what you’re thinking. Jack Peel had something on me, so I pushed him off a fire escape. But you’re wrong. He was a little man who watched too many Godfather films. I’m sure you’ve come across dozens of them in your time. As far as I was concerned, he was a joke.’

Gilcrux shifts slightly in his chair. As he does so, a single bead of sweat emerges from his hairline and begins rolling down his temple. It is the first sign Vos has seen that his interrogator is not made out of wax.

‘Let’s go back to that day at the casino,’ he says. ‘Why were you there?’

‘We had a tip that Peel was taking delivery of a shipment of cocaine from his associates in London. But he had people who worked for him. We certainly weren’t expecting Peel to be there in person.’

‘What happened?’

‘We waited until we got the signal and then we went in.’

‘Signal from who?’

‘One of my squad was working undercover.’

‘I see. Go on.’

‘Peel saw us coming, started running.’

‘And you gave chase?’

‘That’s right.’

‘You personally?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the other members of my team were otherwise engaged with Peel’s men. Because I didn’t want him to get away.’

‘And this pursuit ended up on the fire escape?’

‘Correct.’

‘And then?’

‘Peel continued to evade arrest,’ Vos says. ‘And then he fell.’

‘How?’

‘Because he was trying to jump between two buildings. Because he was fifty-five years old and should have known better than to think he was Spider-Man.’

‘Where were you when he fell?’

‘I was about twenty feet away at the door to the stairs.’

‘Was anything said between the two of you?’

‘I advised him to give himself up,’ Vos says. ‘In fact, I believe I told him not to be such a fucking idiot.’

‘Did he respond?’

‘No. He jumped.’

‘The family claim you pushed him off.’

‘How could they possibly know that?’

‘There are no other witnesses to corroborate your story?’

‘No. DS Entwistle, my undercover officer and one of the uniforms were otherwise engaged with Peel’s associates in the casino.’

‘And it was during this engagement that DS Entwistle was shot?’

‘That’s right. Have you been to see him?’

Gilcrux does not rise to the provocation. ‘And the other uniformed officer?’

‘WPC Lake was covering the perimeter of the building to block any escape from that side.’

‘You saw DS Entwistle get shot?’

‘The reason Vic got shot was because he was doing his job.’

‘But you saw it?’

‘I didn’t see it, no.’

‘You didn’t hear it? I find that hard to believe.’

‘The gun went off in the struggle. Maybe Vic’s body muffled the sound.’

‘You were aware of what had happened, though.’

‘Only afterwards.’

‘You were already in pursuit of Jack Peel.’

‘Yes.’

Gilcrux stares at him inscrutably. ‘How long have you known DS Entwistle?’

‘Twenty years. We came up through uniform together, joined CID at the same time.’

‘So you’d say you were good friends.’

‘Extremely good friends. I was his best man and I’m his daughter’s godfather.’

‘It must be very upsetting for you – the fact he’s in hospital.’

‘Yes,’ Vos says. ‘It is.’

‘I’m going to ask you again, Detective Chief Inspector Vos,’ Gilcrux says. ‘Were you aware that DS Entwistle had been shot before you set off in pursuit of Jack Peel?’

Vos stares at him. They have been in this room for over two hours now.

‘No,’ he says. ‘I was not.’


SEVEN

Two photographs of Ahmed Doe – one of his face, one of his testicles – have been distributed via Interpol to every national police force in Europe. Vos is in his office when the call comes through from the Korps Landelijk Politiediensten, the Dutch national police force known as the KLPD. A polite operator with impeccable English asks him to hold for a short time while she connects him to Chief Inspector Krelis Remmelink of the Amsterdam bureau of IPOL, the police intelligence service.

‘Vos,’ Remmelink says. ‘Is that a Dutch name?’

‘My great-grandfather was from Utrecht, apparently.’

‘Really? You still have family there?’

‘From what I understand, sir, they didn’t have a good war,’ Vos says.

‘Shit. I’m sorry. But I am calling about your mystery dead man. The photographs were passed across my desk thirty minutes ago. I’m looking at them now. Not a pretty sight, eh?’

‘Not at all. Do you know him?’

‘I know him,’ Remmelink says. ‘His name was Okan Gul. And you are correct: he was a member of the Kaplan Kirmizi here in Amsterdam.’

‘That’s a long way from Turkey.’

‘They’ve spread across Europe like a bad case of crabs, Inspector. Here in Amsterdam we’d never heard of them until five, six years ago. Now they pretty much run the port and the red-light district. A shining example of pan-European integration, eh?’

‘And Okan Gul?’

‘He’s pretty high-ranking in the organization. His role is what I would describe as a middleman. You want to do business with the Kaplan Kirmizi, you deal with Okan Gul first. If he is satisfied, he will take your suggestion to the high command. The bosses never get their hands dirty with their own filth. It is the same with all successful criminal enterprises.’

‘What sort of business are they in?’

‘Narcotics, alcohol, cigarettes. Anything you like as long as it is lucrative.’

‘Are you aware of them doing any business in Newcastle?’

‘It comes as news to me, but then again I don’t see why not. Maybe they’ve opened up a new channel. In these tough economic times you have to get business where you can, I suppose.’

‘It would be very handy for our investigation if this could be confirmed, sir,’ Vos says.

‘Of course. I’ll find out what I can, although the Kaplan Kirmizi are not known for being talkative.’

‘I would appreciate it. But as far as Mr Gul is concerned, do you have any idea why someone in Newcastle might have wanted to hang him in front of a high-speed train on Sunday night?’

‘I can think of many reasons why someone would want to kill him, Inspector Vos. The KK have few friends. But the method sounds a little theatrical.’

‘It’s been suggested that it might have been a message.’

There’s a pause while Remmelink considers this. ‘Then it’s one hell of a message,’ he says. ‘More like a declaration of war if you ask me. And if that’s the case . . .’

‘That’s what I’m worried about, sir,’ Vos says. ‘The last thing I want is a war on my patch. If you do talk to your friends in the KK, I’d also appreciate it if you’d let them know they are not welcome in Newcastle. We’ve got enough problems with the locals on a Saturday night as it is.’

Remmelink laughs. ‘I’ve read about your Bigg Market, Inspector. Is it true the girls go out in miniskirts in the middle of winter?’

‘Trust me, Chief Inspector,’ Vos says, ‘you wouldn’t believe it.’

‘Then maybe I will have to see for myself.’

‘The invitation is always open. Meanwhile I shall see what the great and the good of Newcastle know about the Turkish mob.’

An unmarked car on a busy street in Newcastle’s West End. Huggins and Fallow are watching a thickset Oriental in a shell suit walking purposefully towards a Chinese takeaway called The Mandarin Grill. He is smoking a cigarette, which he flicks into the gutter as he goes into the shop.

‘Let’s go,’ Huggins says.

They get out of the car and cross the street. There are plenty of Chinese in this part of town, and they all know who Huggins and Fallow are. But they also know the wisdom of minding their own business, and they ignore the two detectives as they go into the takeaway.

Behind the high counter there is an old woman with a face that looks like it has been carved out of ancient ivory. She is staring up at a portable TV on the wall, watching a daytime soap.

‘Afternoon, Mrs Kwok,’ Huggins says brightly as the door dings shut behind them and Fallow turns the sign to CLOSED. ‘Your Timmy in?’

She looks at them. Her eyes are barely visible beneath folds of skin. She says nothing as she reaches out a hand and presses a buzzer on the counter, then turns back to the TV programme.

The man in the shell suit pushes through a chain-link partition at the rear of the service area. He is twenty-seven years old, with a thick mane of black hair cropped and shaped into a style they call the Hoxton Fin. It does not suit his square face and stubby features. It was designed for thin, rat-faced white men.

‘Timmy,’ Huggins says genially. ‘Nice to see you again.’

Timmy Kwok is as talkative and expressive as his mother.

‘I thought we had an appointment,’ says Fallow. ‘We waited, but you never showed.’

‘Something came up,’ Timmy says. He has a broad Geordie accent with an east London inflection. ‘I was going to ring you.’

‘Not to worry,’ Huggins says. ‘We’re here now. You got somewhere we can talk?’

Timmy shrugs and lifts the hinged section of counter to allow the two detectives to pass through into the kitchens at the rear of the shop.

‘So this is where it all happens, eh?’ Fallow says, looking around at the small, tiled room with its stainless-steel workbench and grimy range. ‘Very bijou.’

A couple of blackened woks are hanging from the ceiling, and on the floor, next to an open sack of rice, is a twenty-litre plastic vat of vegetable oil. Huggins selects one of the woks and smashes Timmy across the back of the knees with it. The Chinaman pitches forward and crashes against the workbench, sending utensils, metal bowls and Tupperware tubs of ready-mixed batter cascading to the floor.

‘I think you must be mistaking us for people who have nothing better to do than wait around all day for a piece of shit like you, Timmy,’ Huggins says. ‘When we arrange a time and a place for a rendezvous, we expect you to be there.’

Timmy props himself against the range, rubbing the backs of his legs. ‘You fucking bastards,’ he says.

Huggins hunkers down beside him and squeezes Timmy’s plump chin between his fingers. ‘Does your mother know you use language like that, Timmy?’ he says. ‘I bet she brought you up to be a good boy.’

With an abrupt downward movement of his arm, Huggins pushes Timmy Kwok to the floor, pinning his head to the tiles with his hand.

‘Pass me the cleaver, Johnny-boy,’ he says, gesturing to a gleaming metal chopping knife suspended above the range.

‘For Christ’s sake, Phil,’ Fallow says.

‘Pass me the fucking cleaver.’

Fallow does what he is told. Huggins grabs the handle and examines his reflection in the woven stainless steel. ‘Chinese proverb say: “Man who call police fucking bastards make very big mistake,” ’ he says. Then he raises the cleaver.

‘For fuck’s sake!’ Fallow says.

But Huggins brings the blade down in a sweeping arc so that it wedges in the plastic vat of cooking oil. When he removes it, the glutinous contents begin to glug out across the floor.

‘Now I’ve got a question for you,’ Huggins says to Timmy Kwok. ‘Have you been doing any of your sordid little drug deals with a Turkish gang from Amsterdam?’

Timmy is looking at the puddle of oil creeping inexorably towards his head.

‘Do I have to ask you again?’ Huggins says.

‘I dunno what you’re talking about,’ says Timmy. The oil is now soaking into his carefully sculpted hair and beginning to seep around the circumference of his head towards his face.

‘Do you know of anybody who is doing sordid little drug deals with a Turkish gang from Amsterdam?’

The Chinaman is instinctively trying to move his face from the oil as the slick begins to lap against his nostrils, but when he does he feels the pressure of Huggins’s hand on his head.

‘I don’t know any fucking Turkish gang!’

‘Are you absolutely sure of that, Timmy?’

‘Yes!’

‘Because if I find out that you’re lying to me—’

‘I’m not lying! I’m not fucking lying!’

‘Good.’ Huggins lifts his hand and stands up, just as the puddle of oil threatens to reach his own shoes. ‘If you do hear anything, be sure to let us know.’

The owner of AAA Star Taxis is a woman called Jean Breaker, known as Ma Breaker because she has three sons – Craig, Kyle and Ryan – all of whom have done time for various offences, including drug peddling, possession of firearms, assault, burglary and kidnap. Ma Breaker has never done time herself, partly because she has her sons to do her dirty work for her, but mainly because she is far too clever to put herself in potentially compromising situations.

Bernice Seagram has known Ma for many years. Indeed one of her first cases as a detective was an investigation which led to Syd Breaker, Ma’s no-good husband and father of her three sons, being put behind bars for life for stabbing someone to death in an argument over a round of drinks. Of course nobody saw anything and Syd might have got away with it had it not been for Ma, who saw an opportunity to be rid of him for good and willingly testified to his guilt. Seagram could still vividly remember the ghostly smile on her leathered face as Syd, shouting abuse at her across the courtroom, was led down to the cells to begin his sentence.

The taxi office is in a narrow cobbled alley running alongside a railway viaduct near Central Station and is one of a series of drab lockups and workshops built into the sooty Victorian arches. It has a reinforced door and a frosted window with wire mesh over the front, and it faces onto the back of an old bottling plant, and the only clue to its purpose is an intercom on the wall with the words PRESS FOR TAXI printed above it.

‘Where to?’ a woman’s voice says.

‘It’s me, Jean,’ Seagram says.

The door buzzes and Seagram enters an unlit vestibule with a concrete floor and recently plastered partition walls that still feel damp to the touch. To the left is a tiny kitchen and toilet; ahead is a plywood door on swing hinges. She pushes through into a room that smells strongly of cigarette smoke, damp and inexpensive perfume.

Ma is sitting at a desk beneath a large street map of Newcastle. She is a plain woman in her fifties who has never cared much for her own appearance, despite the fortune she is thought to have accrued since taking over Syd’s half-baked crime enterprise and turning it into a slick money-making operation.

‘Hello, Bernice,’ she says. ‘How are you doing, pet?’

‘I’m very well, Jean. How about you?’

‘Can’t complain.’

She picks up a pen and throws it at a man sitting on a battered sofa on the other side of the room. He is in his mid-twenties, thin-faced with receding hair shaved down to a rash of dark stubble. He is wearing jeans and a leather jacket and reading a copy of Viz. This is Ryan Breaker, the youngest and stupidest of Ma’s three boys. He looks up and regards Seagram and his mother through slightly squint eyes.

‘Don’t just sit there,’ Ma snaps. ‘Go and put the kettle on.’

With a loud, petulant tut Ryan throws down his paper and skulks through to the kitchenette that is attached to the office.

Ma watches him with barely concealed contempt, then turns and gives Seagram a snaggle-toothed smile. ‘Sit down, love. What can I do for you?’

‘Do you know this man?’

Ma looks long and hard at the mug shot of Okan Gul. ‘Should I?’ she says.

‘He’s part of a Turkish gang from Amsterdam. Apparently they’ve been doing some business over here.’

‘That’s news to me, darling,’ she says. Then her voice hardens as she hands the photograph back. ‘What sort of business?’

‘We’re not sure. But Mr Gul’s most recent visit was cut short. He’s currently in the morgue at the General Hospital.’

Ma looks interested now. ‘Really? How did it happen?’

‘Let’s just say our investigations are ongoing.’

Seagram knows full well that criminals are worse than fish-wives when it comes to gossip, and she doesn’t want the gory details of Gul’s demise to become the topic of conversation in every lowlife pub and club in Newcastle.

Even so, Ma looks genuinely surprised. Tyneside has as lively a gangland scene as any other provincial city, yet murder remains the exception rather than the rule. Round here they still talk in hushed tones about the killing on a Wallsend street of Viv Graham, a local hard man renowned for extortion and racketeering – and he was gunned down twenty years ago.

‘I wondered if you’d heard anything,’ Bernice says.

‘No, pet,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘I haven’t.’

‘What about your boys?’

‘Believe me I know everything they know – and they don’t know anything.’

‘Well, if you do . . .’

‘You’ll be the first to know, Bernice.’

And Seagram knows that she will, because Ma Breaker appreciates that even though they are your sworn enemies, the police can also be your best friends.

Ryan Breaker emerges from the kitchenette carrying two mugs of tea. He’s overfilled them and the contents are slopping over the carpet as he treads cautiously towards Ma’s desk, as if walking a tightrope on a particularly windy day.

‘Just put them there, son,’ Ma says, watching as Ryan painfully lowers the dripping mugs onto the desktop then stands grinning with inane triumph. Ma stands and clubs him across the back of the head with an open hand.

‘Now get a dishcloth and mop up that fucking mess,’ she says.

In the Star & Garter public house in Benwell, pleased to be among sinners at last, Father Lawrence Meagher buys a bottle of Guinness and a cheese sandwich and sits down at his usual seat in the corner of the lounge. It is twenty past midday; the pub is a quarter full of old men in flat caps. A couple of young lads are shooting pool in the far room, and a dishevelled drunk is hunched on a bar-stool cradling what looks like a pint of piss.

It is good to be here, he thinks. All morning he has been trapped in the community centre judging the annual painting competition organized by the toddlers group, which meets there every week. Ever since he read about a three-year-old whose childish watercolour had fooled art experts, Father Meagher has taken a close interest in the competition. How much had that girl’s picture been valued at, he pondered as he made his way round each new exhibit? Fifty grand? Sixty? Sadly, as his brief tour ended, he again had to resign himself to the fact that if he was to make his fortune in the art world, it would not be by exploiting the toddlers of St Joseph’s Community Centre. My House, by Kaden, aged two, bore the same hallmark as Humpty Dumpty, by Rihanna, aged four: a formless splat of powder paint issued from the brush of a talentless child.

‘Morning, Father,’ says one of the flat caps, looking up from the seven dominoes he holds expertly in the swollen knuckles of one hand.

‘Fred.’

‘You in for a game?’

‘Not today, thanks, Fred. How’s Mary?’

‘Not so good, Father. Not so good.’

‘Sorry to hear it. Tell her I’m asking after her, will you?’

‘Will do. Will do.’

Painstakingly, Father Meagher picks at the layers of clingfilm around his sandwich, then scrunches the plastic into a small ball and drops it on the table. He lifts the lid of the soggy white bun. A solitary cross-section of withered tomato lies squashed on the square of processed cheese like something monstrous you would find under a stone. He quickly closes the sandwich and takes a bite. All he can taste is margarine. He chews until it is a bolus of paste in his mouth, then swallows it whole to avoid it making contact with his tastebuds. He pours half of the Guinness into a glass and rinses away the detritus that has clung to his teeth.

A TV at the far end of the bar is showing horse racing from some deserted, fogbound venue. The prices for the twelve thirty scroll across the screen as the camera searches for runners and riders in the gloom.

‘Afternoon, Father.’

Father Meagher groans inwardly as Vos sits down on a stool opposite. But he has had plenty of practice at pretending to smile today.

‘Mr Vos. How are you?’

‘Not so bad.’ Vos jabs a thumb at the TV set. ‘Are you having a flutter?’

‘No,’ says Father Meagher. ‘It’s a mug’s game. I prefer online poker if truth be told. Have you played at all, Mr Vos?’

‘Can’t say I have.’

‘You should try it. Very exciting. Very addictive, though.’ He takes a sip of his stout. ‘So what can I do for you? One of my flock gone astray again?’

‘As if you’d give a fuck, Father. Have you read the papers recently?’

Father Meagher nods. ‘Ah yes. The fellow in the footballer’s garden. Very mysterious. Do you know who he is yet?’

‘Maybe.’ Vos pulls a photocopied mug shot of the dead man from his coat pocket and passes it over the table. ‘I was wondering if you might have seen him around.’

Father Meagher squints at it, winces, then shrugs. ‘He’s not one of mine. By the look of him I’d suggest you’d be better off asking at the mosque.’

‘His name is Okan Gul. Turkish, out of Amsterdam. Works for one of the local gangs over there. Apparently he’s been doing some business on Tyneside.’

The priest attempts to return the mug shot, but Vos raises his hand. ‘You keep it. Show it to your parishioners, see if they know anything.’

‘I trust you’ll be making a donation to the church roof fund in return?’ Father Meagher says with a glint in his eye.

‘Let’s just say I’ll keep turning a blind eye to your out-of-hours collections.’

The priest laughs and brushes stray crumbs from the bobbles on his jumper. ‘You’re an evil man, Mr Vos.’

‘It takes a man of the cloth to know one, Father,’ Vos says. He makes to leave, but the older man puts a hand on his arm.

‘Why don’t you stay for a while longer,’ he says. ‘You look like you could use a drink. And maybe a listening ear.’

‘Is this your idea of confession?’

‘I’m off the clock,’ Father Meagher says. ‘At least as long as I’m in here.’

Vos sits. The priest calls across to the bar for two whiskies.

‘I haven’t seen you since your sergeant got himself hurt.’

‘He didn’t get himself hurt,’ Vos says. ‘Terry Loomis shot him.’

‘I was sorry to hear that, truly I was.’

The drinks arrive: two fingers each and a small jug of water. Father Meagher dilutes his drink almost imperceptibly.

‘But things didn’t end up too clever for Jack Peel, neither,’ he says.

‘No,’ Vos says. ‘They didn’t.’

‘Hell of a way to go, I imagine. Headfirst onto a hard surface. Just enough time to contemplate your fate.’

‘I guess so.’

The priest takes a sip. ‘Rumour has it you pushed him, Mr Vos,’ he says.

Vos looks at him dispassionately. ‘Well, you know what rumours are like, Father. Funny, though – at the time I recall it was just me and Jack Peel on that fire escape.’

‘Like the ’66 World Cup Final, eh? If everybody who said they were at the match was telling the truth, the attendance would have been fourteen million.’

He picks up his glass again and raises it in a toast.

‘To Geoff Hurst,’ he says.

Vos drains his whisky and stands up. ‘Thanks for the drink, Father,’ he says.

Mayson Calvert has a particularly annoying habit of humming through his nose when he works, but as the new girl in the office, Ptolemy is reluctant to tell him to shut up. She wouldn’t mind if he was humming a tune she knew, but it seems to be emerging fully formed out of Mayson’s head – a complex, multi-tempo, often atonal symphony for the nostrils. And it appears to have no end; for more than two hours now he’s been sitting at his computer, fingers dancing on the keyboard, humming his bloody tune and driving Ptolemy mad.

But perhaps, Ptolemy thinks, it’s only maddening because of her own frustration. While Mayson has been humming, she has been wading through a stack of paperwork, laboriously transcribing digits and notes onto a database and wondering why, if Vos was looking for a number cruncher, he didn’t recruit someone from the Fraud Squad or, better still, some keen school kid with a GCSE in statistics.

‘Mayson.’

‘Yes?’

‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s the story with Sam Severin?’

Mayson stops typing. He looks at her and blinks, and Ptolemy is sure she can hear a whirring sound as his mind reboots to consider her question.

‘Sam Severin works undercover,’ he says.

‘I know that. But does he ever come into the office?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘But he is part of this team. I mean, he answers to DCI Vos, right?’

‘Yes. At least, I think he does. Why do you want to know?’

‘Because it looks like I’m his new admin assistant.’

Mayson frowns.

‘He’s infiltrated a car-ringing gang,’ Ptolemy explains. ‘I’ve been told to input all the paperwork from the stolen cars onto a computer database.’

‘It’ll be needed if the case ever gets to court.’

‘I know that, but—’

What Ptolemy really wants to say is that she can’t understand why she’s stuck in the office doing Severin’s paperwork while everyone else in the squad is busy trying to solve the murder of Okan Gul. But she can see that Mayson’s cyber-brain has already decided this conversation is not worth continuing. His attention, which was fleetingly concentrated on her, has now wandered back to his computer screen.

‘What are you doing?’ she asks.

Mayson’s fingers hover above the keyboard. His face twitches with a momentary spasm of irritation. She is like a fly buzzing around his head. Ptolemy knows this, and more to the point she realizes she is enjoying it. It is sweet, childish vengeance for two hours of unbroken humming.

‘I am checking Border Control CCTV footage from Newcastle Airport and North Shields Ferry Terminal, and crosschecking all incoming EU-registered passports with photo IDs,’ he says.

‘I’m impressed. I thought men weren’t supposed to be any good at multitasking.’

‘You shouldn’t believe everything you read,’ Mayson says.

Ptolemy stands and saunters across to his desk. She sees that he appears to have three computer screens working simultaneously, as well as a flimsy laptop balanced on a stack of case files. ‘So what have you got?’

‘Nothing. Yet. But then it’s hardly likely that Mr Gul entered the country using his own passport. And we are only assuming that he flew into Newcastle. Or indeed that he flew in at all.’

A soft ding announces the arrival of an email in Mayson’s inbox, and with that the dialogue is over. Ptolemy returns to her desk, to Severin’s paperwork, a seemingly never-ending series of car registrations and logbooks.

And now Mayson Calvert has started humming again.


EIGHT

Paralysed from the chest down, Vic Entwistle lies in an intensive-care ward while a heart monitor pulses and peaks silently on a wheeled trolley by the bed and fluid from his chest cavity is siphoned into a plastic container. The noise reminds Vos of someone sucking the last dregs of Coke from a paper cup with a straw. The lower half of Entwistle’s waxen face is obscured by the fogged mask over his nose and mouth. He turns his head slightly so that he can see Vos and rolls his eyes in almost good-humoured resignation at his predicament.

‘Got some good news for you, mate,’ Vos says, pulling up a chair next to the bed.

Entwistle raises his hand and pushes the mask to one side. ‘Oh yeah?’ They have only recently removed the tracheal intubator from his throat and his voice is still little more than a rasping whisper.

‘There’s a guy on ward six who wants to buy your slippers.’

Entwistle smiles. ‘Fuck you, Theo.’

‘Actually I just talked to the nurse. She says they’ll be moving you out of intensive care in the next couple of days. And I got Alex to look up C7 spinal injuries on the internet. Apparently the paralysis can sometimes be temporary. The nerves in the spinal cord are traumatized and—’

Entwistle raises his hand again, this time to stop Vos from talking. ‘The good thing about the doctors in here is that they don’t bullshit you,’ he says. ‘I’m fucked, mate. My dancing days are well and truly over.’

‘Jesus Christ, Vic—’

‘You got to look on the bright side,’ Entwistle says. ‘They brought a young kid in here yesterday who’d come off his Kawasaki at a hundred miles an hour. Poor bastard’s dead from the neck down. At least I can still wipe my own arse. How is Alex anyway?’

‘He’s OK – in a nerdy sort of way. I’m still waiting to catch him staggering home pissed or smoking dope in his bedroom like any normal teenager. What was Jules like when she was sixteen?’

‘The same.’

‘What’s wrong with kids these days? They’re all so fucking serious.’

‘I know, I know. Pass me a glass of water, will you?’

Vos fills a plastic cup from a jug on the night stand.

‘How’s the Ahmed Doe investigation going?’ Entwistle asks. ‘Well, we’ve got a name.’

Vos fills him in on all the details. Entwistle listens without interruption, and even as he’s speaking Vos feels a sudden ache in his chest that his friend and colleague is not part of the case, that he’s trapped in his hospital bed, when he should be marching around the Bug House, his mind whirring as he processes all the details of Okan Gul’s murder.

‘There’s something else,’ he says. ‘Gul was a frequent flyer. Mayson’s isolated CCTV footage of him going through border control at Newcastle Airport on six separate occasions, each time using the same false passport.’

A low whistle. ‘Six visits in as many months. And we still don’t know who he was visiting?’

The use of the word ‘we’ is not lost on Vos. ‘The usual wall of silence,’ he says.

‘Well somebody killed him,’ Entwistle says. ‘We find out who hung him from that bridge, we find out who he was working with.’

‘I know, I know. But I’m getting a bad feeling about this, Vic. You see, I can’t think of one single Newcastle villain that a mob like the KK would even think twice about doing business with.’

‘That’s not very patriotic.’

‘Maybe not, but it’s true. We’ve shaken up Timmy Wok and Ma Breaker and half a dozen more of Tyneside’s finest, and when we’ve told them about the Turks they’ve all looked as if we’re talking about space aliens. Even Father Meagher hasn’t got a clue.’

‘So what are you thinking?’

‘I’m thinking that we might just be navel-gazing,’ Vos says. ‘That it’s bigger than we thought. In other words—’

‘You haven’t got a clue.’

Vos laughs. ‘Well at least you can see nothing changes in the Bug House.’

‘Yeah, but we get our man in the end, don’t we?’

‘That’s the theory.’

Entwistle reaches out his hand and grips Vos’s arm. ‘It’s good to see you, mate. I’m going fucking mad in here. I’d swop that morphine feed for a fix of gossip any day. What’s new in the BH?’

‘We’ve got a new girl,’ Vos says, instantly cursing himself for doing so.

Entwistle smiles. ‘A replacement, you mean?’

‘Temporary,’ Vos says. ‘She’s a nice kid. I’ve got her doing leg-work for Sam Severin on the car-ringing job. Breaking her in gently.’

Entwistle raises one eyebrow. ‘Tits?’

‘I never noticed, Vic.’

‘ ’Course you did.’

‘I’m old enough to be her father, for Christ’s sake.’

‘That’s no longer a valid excuse,’ Entwistle says. ‘You’re old enough to be the father of any girl under the age of twenty-six.’

‘Whatever. If you’re interested, I suggest you ask Phil Huggins’s opinion. In any case, she’s married.’

‘You’re no fun any more. So what else is fresh?’

‘I’m under investigation by the IPCC,’ he says. ‘I spent all day yesterday locked in mortal combat with some fat ex-superintendent from South Wales.’

Entwistle frowns. ‘IPCC? What for?’

‘Peel’s people want an inquiry.’

‘Into what?’

‘They’re still claiming I pushed him off that fire escape.’

‘For Christ’s sake!’

‘That’s what I said. But Anderson wants to play it by the book. Hence the grilling. It’s nothing. They’re just fishing to see if there’s any grounds for a full inquiry. But I thought I’d tip you off in case a fat Welshman comes calling.’

‘Let him come,’ says Entwistle. ‘Even if you did push Peel off the fire escape, I wouldn’t tell him. Good riddance to bad rubbish if you ask me. Have they fixed a trial date for Terry Loomis yet?’

‘They’re waiting until they’re sure you’re fit to testify.’

‘Tell them I’m ready, Theo. I want to look that bastard in the face when they send him down.’

Vos nods, but he knows that Entwistle won’t be giving evidence against the man who paralysed him for a while yet. He looks gaunt, shrunken somehow, and there is an ominous yellowish tinge to his skin – the result, the doctors say, of the damage to his internal organs that nearly killed him.

‘Hey, Dad.’

Entwistle’s drawn face brightens as his daughter Julia enters the room. ‘Hey, sweetheart!’

Vos stands and hugs the girl – although she’s no longer a girl. Julia Entwistle is twenty-five years old and about to be married. It seems only minutes ago that he and Vic were getting good and drunk at her head-wetting party. ‘Good to see you, Jules,’ he says.

‘And you, Uncle Theo,’ she says, and although she is smiling as if everything is fine and under control, Vos feels her fingers digging into him as if she daren’t let him go.

It’s late when Alex Vos gets home. He opens the front door and hears the TV and sees lights on in the living room. His father is slumped in an armchair, snoring erratically, a whisky still gripped in his hand. The packet of Doritos he’s been eating has tipped off the armrest and spilled into his lap.

‘Dad.’

Vos emits a loud snort and jerks awake. Alex swoops down to remove the whisky glass before it falls on the carpet.

‘Hello, son. Everything OK?’

‘I thought you were dead.’

‘So did I. What time is it?’

‘Half ten.’

Wakefulness gradually asserts itself. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Out.’

Vos straightens, and the sound of crunching alerts him to the corn chips between his legs. ‘Jesus,’ he mutters, scooping up the biggest shards and depositing them in the bag. When he looks up again, Alex has gone through to the kitchen and is raiding the fridge. ‘There’s some cheese in there if you want to make a sandwich.’

‘Right,’ Alex says, noting that there is no bread. He’s already taken the precaution of buying a pasta salad from the 24-hour garage. ‘You want anything?’ he says, grabbing a Coke.

‘You could bring me a beer.’

He returns to the living room, dropping the beer like a bomb on his father’s belly before throwing himself down on the sofa. ‘What are you watching?’

Vos stares at the screen uncomprehendingly. ‘Last time I looked it was the end of a Clint Eastwood film.’

‘Well it’s Celebrity Big Brother highlights now,’ Alex says, jabbing his fork into a glutinous mound of cold macaroni. With one stockinged foot he flips the remote control off the coffee table and drags it towards him, then presses the Channel Menu button with his big toe.

‘Look at that—’ Vos begins.

‘ “Six hundred channels and nothing on any of them”,’ Alex says wearily. ‘And to think there were only three when you were my age, Dad.’

Vos scowls. ‘Watch it, you. One of the few privileges of old age is being able to sound like a broken record. Anyway, where have you been?’

‘Round at Chris Jesperssen’s.’

‘Oh yeah? How’s he getting on?’

‘OK. You know he’s just started at art college?’

‘I seem to remember . . .’

‘He says it’s great.’

‘I’m sure it is. But the answer is no.’

‘Dad—’

‘The world is full of unemployed art-school graduates, son.’

Alex says nothing. He knows there is no point in arguing. For the next few minutes they sit and watch two people talking in a whirlpool bath. Then the commercials come on and Alex prods the Mute button.

‘Mum called today,’ he says.

‘Oh yeah? How is she?’

‘Trey’s youngest son is in jail.’

Vos looks over with an expression of wonderment. ‘Why?’

‘He got wasted at a party. Drove his car into a tree.’

‘That is the best news I’ve heard all day,’ Vos says truthfully.

‘Thought you’d like it,’ Alex says.

‘Trey will be devastated.’

‘Apparently he is. The kid was driving his car.’

A squawk of unalloyed joy. ‘It gets better and better.’

The commercial break ends and Alex prods the remote with his toe one more time.

‘I’m going to bed,’ he says. ‘What about you?’

‘Yeah, I’ll be up in a minute.’

‘Are you going to sit in that deckchair all night again?’

Vos gives him a stern look. ‘And if I do?’

‘Chris was telling me about his dog. It’s a Labrador, thirteen years old, spends all its time lying in the boot of his dad’s car, growling at people. Apparently that’s what they do when they get old.’

‘Well in dog years I’m nearly three hundred,’ Vos says. ‘I’ve also got a lot on my mind.’

‘Chris says they’re going to have to get the dog put down,’ Alex says. ‘The vet thinks it’s lost its mind.’

Then he finishes his pasta and goes to bed, leaving his father watching five people in a kitchen saying nothing to each other. Eventually it becomes too much to bear and he switches the TV off.

Upstairs in the bedroom Vos opens the sliding door and steps out onto the balcony. There’s an autumnal chill to the air tonight; he can feel it on the breeze scudding down the Tyne. Soon enough if he wants to sit out here he’s going to need one of those Arctic survival suits. But it’s not too cold just yet. He takes his whisky and his tin of Café Crème cigars and lowers himself into the camping chair. For a while he watches the lights dancing on the calm water of the marina; above the silhouettes of the terraces is the orange glow of the city. He lights one of the cigars and smokes it like a cigarette, with rapid, addictive puffs. Then he lights another.

Maybe Alex is right, he thinks. Maybe he is becoming like an old, ornery dog that just wants to be left alone to die in peace. Then again, he thinks, he’s only forty-two. He could have another fifty years left – although he doubts it. But then that’s the trouble with forty-two: you never know if you’re middle-aged or on the cusp of death. Forty-two has none of the certainty of twenty-two or even thirty-two.

Vos does not care for uncertainty, and right now there is too much of it in his life. Uncertainty about the Okan Gul case, uncertainty about his career.

He drains his whisky. It is now officially too cold to be sitting out here. He takes a last drag of his cigar, then flips it over the rail with his finger and thumb and watches the ember floating like an orange firefly into the black water below.


Part Two


NINE

Severin is late again, but Ptolemy is used to it now. Every day for the last week she has been at the supermarket car park at the appointed time, watching the colleagues milling around the entrance of the store, waiting for the doors to be opened, but without fail it’s thirty, forty minutes before the black Ford comes hurtling through the entrance. There is never any apology; there is barely a word spoken as they exchange packages, and then he is gone to wherever it is he goes.

Today it’s different, though. Today she is in Vos’s car, parked up on an access road next to a scrap-metal yard south of the river. Fifty yards further on is an unmarked Transit van containing a dozen officers from the Police Support Unit. Nearby, out of sight of the road, another van with a dog-handling team.

‘You OK?’ Vos asks.

‘Yes, boss.’

‘Here he comes.’

Ptolemy glances in the wing mirror. A fat-wheeled Porsche Cayenne has turned onto the access road and is approaching at a rapid clip. She instinctively lowers herself in her seat as it flashes past, raising her head in time to see it swing in through the gates of the scrapyard.

‘All units, wait for my signal,’ Vos says calmly into a comms handset.

Ptolemy wishes she had just a small amount of his self-assurance. Her heart is thumping and right now there is a part of her that wishes she was back at her desk in the Bug House, sifting through paperwork and listening to Mayson Calvert’s humming.

Delon Wombwell brings the Cayenne to a halt outside the site office Portakabin and his two passengers climb out. Philliskirk removes a hand-rolled cigarette from behind his ear, jams it in his mouth, lights it greedily and blows the smoke high into the air, where it drifts like mist between the teetering stacks of wrecked cars. He turns and looks at the vehicle appraisingly, gently running his finger along the lines of its roof.

‘Fucking nice motor,’ he says. ‘Wouldn’t mind one of these myself. No doubt destined for some yummy mummy in Essex, though.’

‘Keep your grubby hands off it,’ Severin says sharply.

Philliskirk looks wounded. ‘OK, OK, keep your fucking hair on. I don’t know what’s up with you today. Time of the month, is it?’

Delon giggles at that one. But then Delon giggles at anything Philliskirk says.

‘I was out with the North Shields crew the other day,’ Delon says. ‘We got an Alfa. Fucking nice cars, Alfas.’

‘You should ask Tiernan if you can have it,’ says Philliskirk. ‘As a thank-you for all your hard work driving car thieves around Tyne and Wear.’

Delon’s eyes widen below the bill of his baseball cap. ‘You think he would?’

‘Course I don’t, you fucking muppet.’ Philliskirk sucks down the smoke. ‘Personally I’d just settle for the commission. Did you talk to him about the commission, Sammy?’

‘You’ll get your money,’ Severin says.

‘How much do you reckon we’ll get for this one, Sammy?’ Delon says.

Severin looks at the Cayenne. It’s new, barely out of the showroom when they stole it this morning. Eighty, ninety grand of precision German engineering. What’s a quarter of a per cent of that? Two hundred quid between the three of them? Not bad for two minutes’ work, when you include first cloning the key and installing the GPS tracker. He has to hand it to Tiernan: he has a bloody good racket going here. Had he kept away from the luxury car market and stuck with ordinary motors, he might well have stayed under the radar.

But of course he didn’t.

People like Tiernan never do.

Here he is now, sweeping into the yard in his Range Rover. He gets out, spits onto the dirt, then saunters round with his hands in his pockets, nodding appreciatively at the Cayenne. He’s wearing a fetching pink V-neck pullover today. He must be off to the golf club once his business here is concluded, Severin thinks. Eighteen holes with the great and the good, then back to his big house in Darras Hall. Meanwhile the Cayenne will be on its way to the warehouse, then on the back of a low-loader to its new owner, complete with forged paperwork from a similar vehicle exported to Cyprus a month ago, and Delon and Philliskirk will be getting mortal on their commission.

Everybody’s happy.

At least that’s the plan.

‘Never liked Cayennes,’ Tiernan says, smoothing the paintwork with a monogrammed handkerchief. ‘Nice ride for the ladies, but if you’re going to drive a Porsche it’s got to be a Carrera. What do you think, Sammy? Are you a Cayenne or a Carrera man?’

‘I don’t give a shit either way, Mr Tiernan. They’re both way out of my price range.’

‘You could have one if you really wanted.’

‘I’m happy with the car I’ve got,’ Severin says. ‘Do you want me to put this one with the others?’

‘That’s it,’ Vos says in to the comms handset. ‘Let’s go.’

‘What the fuck?’ Philliskirk says.

‘It’s the polis!’ Delon exclaims.

Tiernan says nothing. He just turns and runs.

The others have already seen the Transit van speeding through the gate. Philliskirk is scrambling back towards the Cayenne, where Delon, gripping the wheel, is frantically pumping life back into the ticking engine. There’s a roar and the big SUV is suddenly careering towards the gate, Philliskirk cursing and hanging on to the open door briefly before cartwheeling to the ground in a heap. Up ahead the Transit has screeched to a halt, blocking the exit as it disgorges its cargo of police officers. They fling themselves to the ground as the Cayenne spears into its front end, then skews round on two wheels and smashes against one of the stacks of mangled cars.

Ptolemy and Vos arrive on foot in time to see the topmost layer of cars shear off the stack like boulders from a crumbling cliff face and land with a deafening crash on the bonnet of the Porsche.

Jesus . . . Ptolemy thinks, staring at the scene of carnage in the scrapyard.

A uniform is staggering blindly from side to side towards them, cursing, his face covered in blood. Another is sitting on the floor beside the open rear doors of the Transit, staring stoically at the way his leg is twisted at right angles from his knee. Two others are wrestling a pair of cuffs onto the flailing Philliskirk, who squeals with indignation as his right arm is shoved up between his shoulder blades so the hand almost reaches the nape of his neck.

‘Get your hands off me, you bastards,’ Severin snarls as he is led away to a waiting custody van by two officers.

Vos watches him go impassively. ‘Get to the cabin,’ he says to Ptolemy. ‘I’ll see what’s happened to Tiernan.’

Ptolemy runs through the dust and the noise and the chaos. The cabin door is open. She steps inside, sees a desk with a computer screen and a shelf full of box files, a black metal filing cabinet and a printer, invoices stacked in in-trays, trade books, mechanical manuals, a copy of the Evening Chronicle. Her job is to collect up all the paperwork, seize the computer hard drive, ensure that she has anything that might incriminate Tiernan.

Outside she hears men shouting and the barking of dogs.

*   *   *

Tiernan is running, but he won’t get far. The chain-link perimeter fence is ten feet high and topped with barbed wire.

‘Come on, Dale,’ Vos calls out, using the Christian name he knows Tiernan hates. ‘It’s over. Let’s not fuck about any more than we have to, eh?’

He pauses. Listens. Sighs. Tiernan is clearly intent on dragging this out as long as possible. In the distance Vos can hear the dogs barking. Six months’ undercover work and it has come to this: a squalid game of hide-and-seek.

‘The dogs are coming, Dale,’ he says. ‘There’s no way out of this.’

The scrapyard is a labyrinth of twisted metal, with the huge crusher at its heart. Towering above it are two cranes with claw attachments. Vos pauses beside one of the caterpillar treads, waiting, listening. The noise has receded now; all around is a supernatural calm, as if he is in the eye of a storm.

Suddenly there’s a noise like tearing fabric and before Vos can react a muscular, flat-headed dog explodes from a gap between two cars. It gets to within a foot of his throat before the heavy chain securing it to the axle of one of the cars snaps taut around its neck and jerks the animal in the air. It lands on its back in the dirt but scrabbles to its feet and, eyes bulging white with impotent fury, continues to lunge at Vos.

‘Is this what you’re looking for, sir?’

Vos looks up to see one of the uniform squad sergeants standing nearby with a smirk on his face. Beside him is Tiernan, cuffed and on his knees, his face as furious as the dog’s.

‘Found him hiding under a Datsun,’ the sergeant says. ‘The fat bastard was wedged tight.’

‘That’s what they always say about Datsuns,’ Vos says, gingerly getting to his feet out of range of the dog. ‘No gut room.’


TEN

Father Meagher’s route from the pub to the community centre leads him through the heart of the Benwell council estate. The estate has been his ministry for more than twenty years now, yet still he cannot fathom any logic to its layout. Once, on a visit to the council offices, he saw an aerial photograph and it reminded him of a thumbprint: vaguely concentric but with random whorls, pointless diversions and inexplicable cul-de-sacs. The only constant is the uniformity of the houses, block after block of semi-detached brick squares, each with its postage-stamp garden at the front, each front door with its own concrete porch supported by twin metal uprights. His own house, on the other side of the estate, is exactly the same. He could walk blindfold into any of them and know precisely how many footsteps before the stairs (one), through the front room to the kitchen (another eight), and how many to the back door (three more).

He crosses the street and cuts the corner through a narrow tarmac playing area consisting of a swing-less iron frame and a defaced sign which once read STRICTLY NO BALL GAMES. Now he can see the church a hundred yards ahead: St Joseph’s, squat and modern with long rectangular windows of frosted glass and a truncated steeple made of asphalt panels. Beside it, across a short expanse of wasteland, is the flat-roofed community centre.

Pausing in the foyer to check that no one is looking, he unwraps a half Corona from his breast pocket and puts it to his lips. He hastily removes it as a young woman emerges from one of the internal rooms carrying a toddler. An older boy, maybe eight or nine years old, walks beside her, pushing a baby in a buggy.

‘Linda Gourlay!’ he exclaims. ‘And how are you?’

‘Fine, thanks, Father.’ She is painfully thin and white. The child in her arms has recently been crying and there is a patina of pale green snot between its nostrils and its top lip. Father Meagher pulls a tissue from his trouser pocket and swabs its face.

‘And how’s young Kaden?’ he asks, ruffling the older boy’s head. The youngster regards him dumbly. Father Meagher stoops to the other child in the pushchair. ‘And little . . . ?’

‘Shannon,’ says Linda.

‘Shannon. Yes, of course. How lovely.’ He stands, feeling a twinge in his back. ‘Anyway, nice to see you, Linda. God bless.’

Hurrying away, Father Meagher sighs with relief as he enters his cubbyhole office at the rear of the community centre. It is a haven from the world, a place he feels increasingly loath to leave these days. He slips the cigar into his mouth and fumbles in his jacket pocket for his lighter.

‘Afternoon, Father.’

Vos is sitting in a canvas-backed chair by the door, flicking through an old edition of Auto Trader.

‘Jesus, Mr Vos, you scared me,’ the priest says.

‘You forgot about our appointment?’

‘Not at all. But to be honest I’ve spent all morning avoiding parishioners who might take exception to a man of the cloth enjoying a good Cuban cigar. I feel like a fugitive.’

‘Well you’re among friends now,’ Vos says.

‘God be praised.’ Meagher goes across to his small, cheap desk and collapses in a chair to light his cigar.

‘You said you might have some information for me,’ Vos says.

‘Maybe I do. Or maybe it’s nothing. I’ll let you be the judge of that. This fellow you were asking about the other day.’

‘Okan Gul.’

‘That’s the one. Only I heard a whisper that somebody might have been entertaining friends from across the water, if you see what I mean.’

‘Anyone I know?’

The priest expels a perfectly circular smoke ring. ‘Oh, you know him all right,’ he says. ‘In fact there are some people who say you killed him, Inspector Vos.’

Mayson Calvert has spent a very agreeable morning at the forensic laboratory discussing the relative strength of aramid fibre compared to other man-made fibres, such as those made from polyethylene terephthalate and polypropylene, and in particular compared to human ligaments and cartilage. The conclusion he has reached with George Watson, not surprisingly, is that there is no contest – but it has been fun anyway.

On the screen in front of them is an electron-microscope image of the fibres, which are commonly used to make Kevlar vests, flame-resistant clothing, sailcloth, high-performance bicycle tyres and, in this case, the rope that was used to secure Okan Gul to the struts of the railway bridge by his left ankle. When the train hit, the impact immediately destroyed the weakest link in the chain, which was Okan Gul’s joints.

‘I suppose the good news,’ Watson says, ‘is that the rope is so unusual. Find out where it came from and you’re well on your way to finding your killer.’

Mayson Calvert is not so sure. Perhaps, he thinks, Watson is still under the impression that the only outlet for speciality products like aramid fibre ropes are speciality shops that keep handy receipts and records of purchasers. Perhaps, he thinks, Watson is forgetting that virtually any product is now freely available on the internet, from anywhere in the world, and that tracking down online sales – assuming there are legitimate records – is a process that could take thousands of man-hours to complete, even for a man like Mayson Calvert, who needs only four hours’ sleep a day.

No, Mayson thinks the aramid fibre rope, while certainly unusual, is not the key to identifying the killer of Okan Gul. He is far more interested in the electron-microscope images currently visible on a second screen at the other end of the laboratory bench. These are of particles no bigger than a speck of dust that were discovered on the dead man’s clothing and also on the aramid fibre rope. The particles have been isolated because of their unusual content and structure, which appears to be densely compacted organic material. Identify the particles, Mayson thinks, and you are getting somewhere.

Identify where the particles came from, and you may well catch a killer.

The picture attachment arrived in Vos’s inbox thirty seconds ago. Now his desk phone is ringing.

‘Do you have it, Inspector?’ says Chief Inspector Krelis Remmelink.

‘I have it,’ says Vos. ‘I’ve just opened it.’

‘One of my men said we should be holding this conversation on Skype so we can see each other.’

‘No offence, sir, but I prefer the telephone.’

‘Of course! We are men of the telephone generation! Besides, one must maintain a certain air of mystery. In your mind, perhaps, I am like James Bond, eh? Sitting here in my office in a dinner suit, sipping a martini?’

‘How did you guess?’ Vos says, although his mental image of the chief of the Amsterdam bureau of IPOL is more like some sort of crumpled Columbo figure, complete with grubby mac.

‘You have it now?’ Remmelink says.

‘I’ve got it.’

The picture attachment is a long-range surveillance photograph of three men sitting at a table in the window of a bar.

‘You recognize them?’

‘I recognize two of them,’ Vos says. ‘The man sitting next to Okan Gul is Jack Peel. He’s a local nightclub owner and wannabe gangster.’

‘You don’t sound surprised.’

‘Let’s just say it confirms information I have already received from a contact earlier today. Who’s the third guy?’

‘His name is Wayne Heddon. You have heard of him?’

‘I can’t say I have.’

‘He is from Manchester. I understand the people he represents were previously active in importing heroin from Hamburg, until the authorities there closed down the pipeline. It seems Mr Heddon has been looking for new outlets; the drug squad here in Amsterdam have had him on their radar for several months now.’

Wayne Heddon is a bull of a man with an intricate tapestry of ink down his bare arms.

‘When was this taken, Inspector?’ Vos says. When Remmelink tells him, he nods. ‘I should really print it out and give it to Jack Peel’s widow.’

‘Peel is dead?’

‘Yes. Two days after this picture was taken.’

‘A nice memento,’ Remmelink says. ‘The bar is on Stoofsteeg. This is a well-known thoroughfare in the red-light district.’

‘Do the police in Manchester know of your interest in Wayne Heddon?’

‘Oh yes,’ says Remmelink. ‘In fact our drug squad has been working closely with the CID in Manchester on this matter. You did not know?’

‘No,’ Vos says grimly. ‘I did not.’

The warehouse is situated in an industrial estate on the outskirts of Cramlington, north of Newcastle. It is an unassuming prefabricated building made of concrete and corrugated steel, identical in almost every way to the dozens of other units that surround it in the bleak complex. There is one significant difference, however: inside it is over £3 million worth of luxury cars, all of them stolen to order from locations across Tyneside, Wearside, County Durham and rural Northumberland over the last eighteen months.

‘Of course, nobody noticed all these flash cars going in and out on low-loaders,’ says Sam Severin. ‘Nobody thought it was a bit odd.’

‘They never do,’ Ptolemy says. ‘So how did you get on to the operation in the first place?’

‘One of the gang couldn’t stop his mouth flapping when he’d had a few drinks. An off-duty officer overheard him in some pub in North Shields telling everyone how he’d been driving a Humvee.’

‘He’ll be in trouble when it all comes out in court.’

Severin nods. Right now Delon Wombwell is on police bail in the General Hospital after being cut from the wreckage of the Porsche Cayenne back at Tiernan’s yard. But a broken leg will be the least of his problems once Tiernan and Philliskirk get to hear about the drunken indiscretion that led to Major Crime getting interested in the car-ringing operation. If they don’t get him in prison, they’ll certainly get him when they get out. In terms of time served, a probable three-to-five stretch for conspiracy to steal is nothing when you’ve got something to wait for.

But that’s Delon’s problem. Not Severin’s.

The stolen vehicles are parked up in neat rows that virtually fill the warehouse. The scene reminds Ptolemy of the inevitable news footage taken in some corrupt dictator’s lair after he’s been deposed; the gold Rollers, the Jags, the Porsches and the Aston Martins the tangible evidence of his vanity and acquisitiveness. Yet this is not Baghdad or Tripoli or some godforsaken African city; this is Newcastle.

‘Recession? What recession?’ says Severin, reading her thoughts. ‘It’s hard to have sympathy for the victims of crime on this occasion, isn’t it?’

‘How many are there?’ she says, running her finger along the glossy flank of a £130,000 Bentley Continental with personalized plates.

‘In here? Thirty-six. But we reckon Tiernan’s processed over two hundred since he got started.’

They climb a flight of metal stairs that in turn lead to an office overlooking the warehouse floor.

‘Welcome to Lost Property Central,’ Severin says. ‘This is WPC Millican. She’ll be helping you.’

Millican, who looks barely old enough to be out of school uniform, let alone wearing one that is police issue, smiles across the room.

‘Looks like we’re going to be busy, WPC Millican,’ Ptolemy says.

The floor of the office is covered with cardboard boxes, each containing bagged belongings salvaged from the stolen cars. It will be the job of Ptolemy and Millican to catalogue the contents of each one.

‘I suppose this is where you just disappear on another undercover job,’ she says to Severin.

Severin gives her a raffish grin through a face full of stubble. ‘The greatest trick I ever pulled was convincing the world that I exist,’ he says. ‘Have fun, Ptolemy – and if you find anything interesting, let me know.’

They meet on the Quayside near to the Swing Bridge. Vos gets there early and drinks coffee from a polystyrene cup as he stares out at the fast-moving river and waits for her to arrive. At 7 p.m. precisely she materializes beside him, her overcoat buttoned to her chin against the cold westerly wind howling down the Tyne.

‘I bought you one,’ he says, handing her a coffee. ‘From the van over the road.’ Anderson nods gratefully and clasps the cup in her hands for warmth. ‘I would have got you a kebab—’

‘I’m on my way out to dinner,’ she says.

‘That’s nice,’ Vos says. ‘Anyone I know?’

‘No,’ she says, ending that particular line of conversation. She brings the cup to her lips and blows steam from the surface of the scalding liquid. ‘OK. What have you got?’

‘Okan Gul’s contact in Newcastle was Jack Peel.’

‘You’re kidding me.’

‘It gets better. Peel was just the middleman. The KK were really looking to do a heroin deal with the Manchester mob using Newcastle as the entry point for their shipments.’

‘Nice to know we’ve got our uses,’ Anderson says sniffily.

‘So what happened? Why did Gul end up dead in Stannington?’

‘Well, Jack Peel died for a start.’

‘But that was two weeks earlier.’

‘So we have to assume that his death didn’t affect the deal,’ Vos says. ‘At least at first.’

‘They found another middleman?’

‘I’m guessing. I’m also guessing whoever it was wasn’t as good at international diplomacy as Jack Peel.’

Anderson nods. ‘Things went wrong and the Manchester mob killed Gul?’

‘Making sure to do it on our patch and with the minimum of discretion. Thereby sending a message to Amsterdam and Newcastle that you don’t fuck with the Mancs.’

A dredger passes serenely on its way downriver, and they watch its grimy wake splash against the stonework below them.

‘I never did like the Mancs,’ Anderson says. ‘Not since the ’99 Cup Final.’

‘Me neither,’ says Vos. ‘That second goal was a mile offside. And you’re not going to like this either: Greater Manchester CID knew all about the deal. They’d been following the operation for months, tailing a negotiator called Wayne Heddon.’

She looks at him in astonishment. ‘And they didn’t fucking tell us? Cheeky bastards. Who’s in charge down there these days?’

‘Frank Maguire.’

‘Oh, well. That explains everything. Maguire wouldn’t share the cure for cancer if he thought it would compromise one of his operations.’

‘True,’ Vos says. ‘But if Heddon’s mob killed Okan Gul, then it becomes our operation, too. And we’d need to see Maguire’s files.’

Anderson knows Vos’s tone of old. ‘And you think Detective Superintendent Frank Maguire will be swayed by my womanly charms? Is that it, Theo?’

‘I was thinking more about your shared heritage, guv’nor.’

Anderson gives him a hard stare. ‘Maguire’s from Antrim. My people were from Fermanagh. There’s a big difference.’

‘I’m sure you can bury the hatchet. Especially as he’s been investigating one of our own without telling us.’

‘Jack Peel’s one of our own now, is he?’

Vos shrugs. ‘He is now.’

Anderson leans over the rail and pours the dregs of her coffee into the river. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ she says. ‘Meanwhile I want you to find out who Peel’s replacement was as middleman in this deal. If some other small-time Charlie is looking to make a name for himself now Peel’s gone, I want them hammered down.’

‘I can certainly make inquiries,’ Vos says. ‘But there is a quicker way.’

‘I know. Al Blaylock.’

‘Lawyer to the stars.’

‘Go and lean on him.’

‘I thought I was under investigation by the IPCC? I imagine Gilcrux would take a very dim view of me approaching Al Blaylock.’

Anderson reaches into her bag. Produces a manila envelope. ‘Gilcrux’s interim report and recommendations,’ she says.

Vos stares at the envelope. ‘And?’

‘Don’t you want to read it?’

‘Not really.’

‘It’s quite clear he doesn’t trust you as far as he can throw you.’

‘I guessed that.’

‘But he can find no grounds for an investigation.’

‘So that’s it?’

‘That’s it, Theo. You’re in the clear.’

‘Good,’ Vos says.

‘So go and lean on Blaylock,’ Anderson says.


ELEVEN

The cloud hangs so low over Newcastle that it is almost raked by the barbed spires jutting up from the fourteenth-century tower of St Nicholas’s Cathedral.

From across the street Vos peers through the spitting rain as the congregation begins to file in through the great wooden door. He has been standing here for thirty minutes, watching the great and the good of the Tyneside underworld arriving with their tarty wives and bullet-headed minders. How they’ve loved every minute of the exposure, these two-bit villains, pretending it’s the mid-sixties all over again, or what they’ve been led to believe the mid-sixties were like. The solemn handshakes on the steps. The fraternal embraces. The bullshit platitudes about what a great guy the dead man was. All that is missing is the glass-sided hearse, drawn by a couple of plumed horses, containing the pearlescent casket, and Jack Peel’s name spelled out in flowers.

But then this is the memorial service, not the funeral. They have come to celebrate Peel’s life, but the man himself has been dead for nearly a month.

Presently a dark saloon pulls up and the driver gets out. Dark suit, close-cropped blond hair. Jack’s driver-cum-bodyguard for fifteen years. He opens the rear door and Melody Peel exits, pushing a pair of oversized sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose. In her knee-length fur coat and designer fascinator she looks every inch the gangster’s daughter. She takes a moment to sweep a disdainful glare at the crowd of onlookers who have filled the corner of St Nicholas’s Street and Mosley Street, bringing the rush-hour traffic to a standstill on two of the city’s busiest thoroughfares. Then the driver offers his arm and walks her to the door of the cathedral, where Al Blaylock, the lawyer, is waiting with a solemn expression.

Meanwhile a second car has arrived. This one contains Kimnai Su, Peel’s Thai bride, in a black dress and wide-brimmed hat. This time Blaylock comes forward, taking the tiny woman by the elbow and leading her inside.

Now Vos crosses the street. He is wearing a dark overcoat with the collar turned up and a sober scarf.

‘Friend of the family.’

The heavies at the door have no reason to doubt him and let him past. Vos enters the church and takes a seat on the back row of pews, next to a white-haired man in an expensive camel-hair coat, who explains he has come all the way from northern Cyprus for the occasion.

‘Bloody good turnout,’ he says. And he’s right. There must be two hundred people crammed into the cathedral.

‘It’s what he would have wanted,’ Vos says.

The service lasts forty minutes. There are speeches and eulogies and then ‘Wonderful World’ comes on the speakers as the congregation files back out into the drizzle. If Vos had a pound for every villain who chose Louis Armstrong’s life-affirming ballad to send them off into the next world, he would already be a rich man.

Kimnai Su and Melody are standing at the door accepting the platitudes, the fat lawyer at their side like an obedient pot-bellied pig. Vos keeps at the back of the queue, his head down, until he feels the draught on his face. Then he looks up and his eyes meet theirs the first time since that hot day by the swimming pool.

‘Hello, Mrs Peel,’ he says to Kimnai Su. ‘Lovely service.’

Al Blaylock’s eyes are out on stalks, but Kimnai Su does not flinch. Beside her, Melody regards him quizzically.

‘What’s he doing here, Al?’ she says. ‘What’s the murderer doing here?’

‘I’ll sort it, dear,’ Blaylock says hurriedly. ‘You get yourself back to the car.’ He calls for the driver, who hurries across from the top of the church steps. ‘Take Miss Peel back to the car, will you?’

‘Everything all right, Mr Blaylock?’ the driver says, glaring at Vos.

‘Everything’s just fine. Just take her back to the car.’

At first Melody shakes off the driver’s outstretched arm, then allows herself to be led out of the church.

Throughout the exchange, Kimnai Su has remained her usual impassive self.

‘Thank you for coming, Mr Vos,’ she says deliberately, careful to get her mouth around the unfamiliar English words. ‘We having a reception now. You most welcome attend.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Vos says, somewhat taken aback by the invitation. ‘But actually it was Mr Blaylock I came to see.’

‘I’ll see you at the hotel, my dear,’ Blaylock says.

Kimnai Su nods and turns away, leaving Vos and Blaylock alone under the cathedral portico with Satchmo’s rubbly voice echoing on the ancient stone.

‘You’ve got a fucking nerve showing up here,’ Blaylock growls.

‘Believe me, Al, if I had something better to do I’d be doing it.’

‘Aren’t you supposed to be under investigation?’ Blaylock says, moving towards the door. ‘Don’t you think this is a very bad idea?’

‘If I was still under investigation I would agree,’ Vos says. ‘You obviously haven’t had your letter from the IPCC yet.’

Blaylock pauses and flashes Vos a look of pure venom. ‘So what do you want?’

‘I want you to look at this picture, Al.’

From his overcoat he produces a print of the picture attachment emailed by Remmelink. Blaylock makes a show of putting his spectacles on before peering at the grainy photograph.

‘What am I looking at?’ he says.

‘You’re looking at Jack Peel, Okan Gul and a very unpleasant man from Manchester called Wayne Heddon. The picture was taken in a bar in the red-light district of Amsterdam a week before Jack died.’

Blaylock shrugs. ‘I’m none the wiser.’

‘Do I really have to spell it out, Al?’

‘As far as I can see, this is a photograph of three men having a drink in a bar. One of them is Jack Peel. I have no idea who the other two are. Now if you’ll excuse me—’

He makes a move to leave the cathedral portico, but Vos steps in front of him.

‘Let’s talk about the Kaplan Kirmizi from Amsterdam. And the Manchester mob.’

‘I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘I think you do. You see I think Jack was in the middle of setting up a nice little import business with them when he met his unfortunate demise. Okan Gul was a regular at Jack’s club, Al. They were seen together on more than one occasion.’

‘Says who?’

‘Lots of people use the casino,’ Vos says. ‘People see things. Thing is, I can’t imagine Jack would do any sort of business without his lawyer to hold his hand.’

‘You can go to hell.’

They are on the street now. The traffic is moving. The people are going about their business. Blaylock speeds up as he heads to the kerb, his hand extending for a nonexistent taxi.

‘Okan Gul is dead, Al.’

The lawyer stops. His arm lowers fractionally.

‘Somebody tied him to a railway bridge over the East Coast Main Line. The Edinburgh express did the rest.’

A minicab has turned the corner of Mosley Street and is making its way towards the cathedral.

‘Maybe you read about it in the papers,’ Vos says. ‘We just didn’t release the name.’

Blaylock seems visibly shaken. But is that because he didn’t know Okan Gul was dead, or because he didn’t know how he’d died?

‘Who took over as middleman when Jack died, Al? Was it you? Or did they ask you to find another one? After all, most of the villains in this city are clients of yours.’

‘Like I said, you can go to hell.’ Blaylock is trying to look insouciant, but there is fear behind his eyes.

‘Right now I don’t give a shit what dirty little deals Jack was involved in,’ Vos says. ‘What concerns me is when dead Turkish gangsters end up in footballers’ gardens – because I don’t ever think it’s going to end there. So if you know something, I’d really like you to tell me.’

The minicab is approaching. Blaylock sticks out his hand and flags it down.

‘I thought you were walking to the hotel, Al,’ Vos says.

Blaylock gets into the taxi and slams the door behind him. The cab pulls away, and Blaylock stares straight ahead.


TWELVE

Until now Ptolemy has never realized just how much crap people keep in their cars. As well as the usual junk – CDs, umbrellas, phone accessories, notepads – she has unearthed a top set of dentures, a clarinet, the collected works of Franz Kafka, three wraps of cocaine, a box of 800 studded condoms, a wig, and, most disturbing of all, a pair of soiled underpants. Every item has been fastidiously logged, along with the relevant details of the vehicle of origin, and it strikes Ptolemy that, were she a psychologist, the results would make for a fascinating study of human behaviour.

She rolls her head in order to stretch her stiff neck, but it provides only momentary relief from the gnawing ache that has now crept down to her shoulder blades. Through the office window, the rows of stolen vehicles are bathed in an eerie turquoise glow from the security lights in the warehouse below.

‘Would you like a cuppa, ma’am?’ says WPC Millican.

Millican insists on calling her ‘ma’am’, even though there’s no more than six years between them. Yes, it’s protocol, Ptolemy thinks, but it still sounds weird.

‘If I have any more tea I’ll be piddling for England,’ she says. ‘But I will have one of those chocolate digestives.’

Millican giggles and goes across to a table on the other side of the office, where over the course of the last twenty-four hours she has systematically assembled a small life-support pod containing a kettle, tea, milk and, most importantly, a tin of chocolate biscuits.

Ptolemy thinks back to her days in uniform, to her first secondment to CID as part of a door-to-door inquiry team investigating a fatal hit-and-run. The detective in charge was a DI from Carlisle called Barrie Doggart, a quiet, pensive man with grey skin and a permanently furrowed brow. Aged eighteen and fresh out of training school, Ptolemy had thought Doggart was the most thrilling man she had ever met. She imagined him as a lonely maverick, existing on the margins, living his life to a soundtrack of Miles Davis and the rhythm of a whisky bottle. Later she found out he lived with his wife in a semidetached new-build on the outskirts of Workington, spent most of his time on the sick with a bad back and was therefore regarded not only as a malingerer, but as the detective with the worst clear-up rate in Cumbria CID.

Ptolemy wonders what Millican thinks about her. What she will say five or six years down the line when she looks back at her first CID investigation.

Yeah, I was stuck in a warehouse with this biscuit-scoffing DC who was obviously a useless bitch, because they’d given her all the paperwork to do. What a fucking loser she must have been.

It wasn’t even as if she led a glamorous life outside of work, Ptolemy reflects glumly. Ray had called this morning from Tallinn to say one of the other truckers had suffered a suspected heart attack, and that he was now expected to drive on to Riga to fulfil the contract. That meant he wouldn’t be back home until the middle of next week at the very least, and she could tell from his voice just how utterly thrilled he was at the prospect of another four days driving on Eastern Europe’s potholed roads and staying in its primitive truck stops.

Almost as thrilled as she is at the prospect of another night on her own with only the prospect of a frozen dinner and some backed-up episodes of EastEnders on Sky+ to look forward to.

As she drags over another box, she wonders what Severin will be doing tonight. Letting his hair down? Toasting his success in cracking the car-ringing gang? Just how did an undercover detective let his hair down? Presumably the nature of his job meant there were limited places he could go. A darkened cinema, perhaps? The idea of inviting him round for dinner skitters unexpectedly into her mind; two lost souls, all dressed up with nowhere to go, sharing a lonesome spaghetti bolognese and a tragic bottle of cheap red wine.

Stop it, Kath.

She reaches into the box, removes the attached paperwork and keys the VIN and the registration number of the vehicle in to the computer database, along with the name of the registered owner and insurance details. Beneath it, something bulky inside a plastic grocery bag. What now? she thinks wearily. She picks up the bag and tips it upside down. Its contents fall with a thud on the desktop.

‘Naughty, naughty,’ says WPC Millican, who has come across with a plate of biscuits. She reaches down for the object on the desk. ‘I thought these were illegal.’

‘Don’t touch it!’

Millican recoils and the biscuits fall to the floor. Ptolemy reaches into her pocket for a pair of thin rubber gloves. She puts them on and picks up the object. It is the size and shape of an electric shaver, except instead of blades it has two raised nubs.

‘Get me an evidence bag,’ she says.

Millican hurries across to her desk and returns with a clear Ziplok bag. Ptolemy drops the object in the bag and seals it.

There is something else in the box.

It is a rope, coiled like a sleeping snake.

Detective Chief Inspector Frank Maguire, head of the Greater Manchester Police Drug Squad, is a tall man with the languid demeanour of someone who has ruled his particular fiefdom for so long that he has outlived all his enemies.

But Newcastle is not his patch – and Mhaire Anderson, while not strictly an enemy, is not beholden to him either. Furthermore, Maguire has been conducting an investigation on her patch, without telling her. And if there’s one thing that pisses Anderson off, it’s a lack of professional courtesy.

‘Six months?’ she exclaims disbelievingly. Then, noticing the other diners in the restaurant looking at her, she lowers her voice to a hiss. ‘You’ve had Wayne Heddon under surveillance for six months? And how many fucking times has he been to Newcastle?’

Maguire, trying to remain calm under fire, offers a weak smile and plucks distractedly at the moules marinière in the bowl in front of him.

‘Listen, Mhaire,’ he says in his smooth Ulster brogue. ‘You know the form. If Heddon had had meetings at the Savoy we wouldn’t necessarily have told the Met about it.’

‘You fucking liar, Frank. You would been round at Scotland Yard kissing their arses for permission to be on their patch. But just because this is Newcastle, you think you can do what you bloody well like.’

‘That’s not true and you know it. I have the utmost respect for—’

‘Ah, don’t give me that slaver, Frank. I’m too old and I’m too ugly. I ought to make an official complaint and bugger your six-month surveillance operation.’

Maguire shrugs. ‘Look, we could have done this over the phone, Mhaire, but I came up to see you personally as a gesture of good faith.’ He hands her a slim file. ‘And I’ve brought this with me, in a renewed spirit of cooperation.’

‘What’s this?’

‘It’s a log of Wayne Heddon’s visits to Newcastle. All his meetings with Jack Peel and Okan Gul. Where he stayed. What he did. When he went for a shit. It’s all there.’

Anderson flips through the file suspiciously, but from what she can see it’s as thorough as Maguire claims.

‘OK,’ she says. ‘Then answer me this: who tied Okan Gul to the railway line?’

Maguire shakes his head. ‘I have no idea. I didn’t even know he was dead until you told me.’

‘You don’t seem terribly bothered about it, considering Gul was central to your investigation.’

‘If I thought it had anything to do with my investigation then I assure you I would be.’

Anderson narrows her eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean on the night Okan Gul died in Newcastle, Wayne Heddon was in a hotel in Amsterdam having a meeting with several high-ranking representatives of the Kaplan Kirmizi.’

‘You’re saying Gul’s last visit was nothing to do with the drugs deal?’

Maguire smiles, sensing that after all his discomfort, he has finally gained the upper hand.

‘Not unless it was a social visit to catch up with his Newcastle middleman. In which case, I wouldn’t be interested anyway.’

‘His Newcastle middleman had been dead two weeks, Frank,’ Anderson reminds him.

‘Jack Peel was dead, yes,’ Maguire says, ‘but heroin abhors a vacuum. The deal still needed to go through.’

‘So who was the replacement, Frank?’ Anderson says.

Maguire avails himself of a long, feline stretch. ‘I know it’s frowned on in these politically correct times in which we have the misfortune to live,’ he says, ‘but I don’t suppose you’d care to discuss this over a glass of whisky back at my hotel, Mhaire? Bushmills, of course. County Antrim’s finest.’

‘What sort of relationship do you have with your ex-wife?’ Gilcrux asks.

‘None of your business.’

‘I understand she left you. And left you holding the baby, as it were.’

‘Alex was ten years old and he chose to live with me,’ Vos says. ‘But like I say, it’s none of your business.’

‘Must have been difficult looking after a kid, holding down a job with antisocial hours.’

‘We got by, Mr Gilcrux. We managed.’

‘Well-adjusted boy, is he? Does well at school?’

‘He still gets a bit of teasing sometimes,’ Vos says.

Gilcrux rolls his pen between his fingers. ‘About what?’

‘The scars.’

‘Scars?’ The rolling becomes faster.

‘On his back,’ Vos says. ‘From when I used to thrash him with my belt. Poor little bastard. I hate his mother, but I should have never taken it out on him.’

The pen is still. Gilcrux blinks slowly.

Vos sits back in his chair and crosses one leg over the other. ‘Like I said, Mr Gilcrux, it’s none of your fucking business.’

‘Hey, kiddo. What’s happening?’

Alex looks up from his Iain M Banks novel. Then he looks at his watch. ‘You’re back?’ he says. ‘Before nine? Did you forget something?’

Vos picks up a cushion from the end of the sofa and throws it at his son. ‘Thought we could have some quality time together. Go for a curry or something.’

‘Jesus. No, Dad. That’s so creepy.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’ Vos collapses in his armchair and kicks off his shoes. ‘It was a terrible idea.’

‘It’s the sort of thing Trey would say.’

‘I know, I know. I’m sorry.’ He presses the remote and some Spanish football match comes on, featuring two teams he has never heard of.

‘What’s the latest on his son, anyway?’

Alex sniggers. ‘Dufus? They’ve got him enrolled in counselling.’

‘What, for crashing into a tree?’

‘ “Managing life/alcohol expectations”.’

‘You are kidding me.’

‘This is Florida, Dad. They have counselling for everything. If you’re not in therapy, you need to have counselling to deal with the fact you’re not in therapy.’

‘Christ.’ He pops the ring-pull on a can of lager. ‘This country might be fucked but at least we’ve still got the stiff upper lip, eh?’

Alex grunts and returns to his book. Vos watches the match for a while, then clicks off the sound. ‘Listen,’ he says. ‘You don’t have any issues, do you?’

‘Issues?’

‘You know. About me and Mum. About my job. Anything like that?’

Alex looks at his father. ‘Piss off, Dad,’ he says.

‘I’m serious, Son.’

With a sigh Alex puts down the book. ‘What’s brought this on?’

‘I dunno. Just thought I’d ask, that’s all. We don’t really talk much.’

‘Thank God.’

‘I just want you to know that if there’s anything you ever want to—’

‘I will,’ Alex says. He picks up the book and, shaking his head, begins to read again. Then he stops. ‘It’s Chris’s birthday day after tomorrow. There’s a group of us going out.’

‘Nice one. Where are you going?’

‘Out.’

‘Oh yeah? Whereabouts?’

‘I don’t know. Anywhere we can get served.’

Vos regards his son with surprise. ‘You’re going out drinking?’

‘Underage drinking, Dad,’ Alex says. ‘We’re relying on Chris’s advanced ability to grow facial hair to get us served.’

‘Well, that’s great!’

‘It’s against the law. You’re a police officer.’

‘Yes, but you’re not.’

‘Then you don’t mind?’

‘As long as you don’t fall in the river, then no.’

Alex seems uncertain. ‘Why are you being so liberal and open-minded about this, Dad?’

‘Maybe I trust you not to make an arse of yourself,’ says Vos. ‘And because underage drinking is one of the pivotal experiences in a man’s life.’

‘Does this count as quality time, then?’

‘Yeah. Now shut up while I watch the match.’

A moment later his phone rings. It’s Anderson. Cursing, he hurries upstairs and takes the call on the balcony.

‘Guv’nor. Not dining this evening?’

‘Yes I am. And unfortunately I’m dining with Frank Maguire.’

Vos stifles a laugh. ‘His treat, I hope.’

‘Never mind about that. I think the fucking eejit’s just made a pass at me.’

‘Then it’s going well.’

‘The things I do for Northumbria Police, Theo. But now it’s your turn. You know we were talking about Jack Peel’s replacement as middleman in the drugs deal? Well I know who it is.’

‘Al Blaylock?’ Vos says.

There’s a pause. ‘How do you know?’

‘Because it makes sense. There are plenty of monkeys in this city, but only one organ grinder.’

‘So you made me sit through a meal with Frank Maguire and you already knew?’

‘I just made an educated guess, guv’nor. It was your sacrifice that confirmed it.’

‘You owe me one, Theo Vos,’ Anderson says.

‘I shall carve your name with pride, Superintendent Anderson,’ Vos says.


THIRTEEN

Al Blaylock’s office is on the third floor of a building on Grey Street, the great Edwardian thoroughfare that sweeps down from the city centre to the Quayside. The legend on his window, inscribed in gold paint, reads BLAYLOCK & ASSOCIATES, PARTNERS IN LAW – but this is misleading, as Blaylock is the only associate, and the only law he practises with any regularity involves protecting the city’s criminal fraternity from police investigations. He has a secretary, however, and it is she who informs Vos that her boss has not shown up to the office this morning and nor has he called to explain where he is – which is strange, because he had two important meetings with clients in the diary.

Instead Vos drives to Blaylock’s house, a large stucco residence overlooking the Town Moor. The door is opened by his wife, who says she hasn’t seen her husband for six months, not since she caught him screwing a topless croupier at one of Jack Peel’s casinos, and furthermore she doesn’t give a damn where he is. Pressed on the subject, Janet Blaylock says she thinks he might be renting a flat on the Quayside. Pressed further, she gives him the address.

It’s a modern block with a curved roof, near to the Crown Court. According to the names on the secure intercom console, Blaylock’s flat is on the top floor, although there is no answer when Vos presses the button. He waits until one of the residents comes out, then slips into the building and takes the stairs. Blaylock’s door is one of four on a curved hallway and when Vos goes to knock, it swings open.

The flat is like something out of a Sunday supplement, with low Scandinavian furniture made of leather and stainless steel and a view over the river. Vos goes into the bedroom, which is dominated by a vast sleigh bed with black satin sheets. There is a walk-in wardrobe containing a dozen or so suits and a rack of shoes, but the drawers are open and there are clothes and underwear lying discarded on the floor.

Blaylock is long gone, and it looks like he left in a hurry.

It is five months since Vos last drove through the gates of Jack Peel’s mansion; the beech hedges that grow on top of the perimeter wall have turned golden brown and the birch trees lining the driveway have shed their leaves. Somewhere in the grounds a bonfire is burning; the rich, pungent smoke hangs at knee height above the lawn and swirls around the paddock, where a rider is expertly guiding a horse around a series of low jumps in the distance. On the stone-flagged patio the whirlpool bath has been drained of water and covered with tarpaulin and the wrought-iron outdoor chairs are tipped up against the table.

The summer, Vos thinks, is well and truly over.

He stops the car on the driveway and gets out. The paddock is fifty yards away across thick, wet grass. It is surrounded by a wooden, barred fence, and at the far side is a small stables complex. The horse and rider are still going through their paces on the jumps and Vos, who knows nothing about equestrian sport and cares even less, cannot help be impressed by the agility of the horse and the dexterity of the rider.

After a few moments the horse and rider approach the fence. Melody Peel glares down at Vos from the saddle. She is wearing a protective helmet and her hair hangs in a fat, milky plait over her left shoulder.

‘You’re looking good out there, Melody,’ Vos says. ‘Keep it up and you could win gold at the next Olympics.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I came to see Kimnai Su. Is she in?’

‘No.’

‘Where is she?’

‘How should I know?’

‘She didn’t tell you?’

A bitter smile. ‘Maybe she did; I don’t understand a fucking word she says.’

‘Has she gone to see Al Blaylock?’

‘Like I said, I don’t know where she’s gone and I don’t really care.’

‘Al’s gone missing,’ Vos says. ‘I need to find him. Do you know where he is?’

‘Why? So you can kill him too?’

Vos shakes his head. ‘You don’t get it, do you, Melody?’

‘Al says there’s going to be an investigation. He says they’re going to hang you out to dry for what you did.’

‘There was an investigation,’ Vos says. ‘And I was cleared. So here I am. And I’m very sorry for your loss, but you need to face up to the facts. Your dad fell. People keep saying that I pushed him, but I didn’t.’

‘Fuck you.’

She pulls the reins and the horse’s head moves, but Vos reaches across and grabs the bridle.

‘You’re a big girl, Melody. You know what Jack was.’

He feels the animal’s hot breath on his hand as it pulls to get away, and when he looks at Melody he sees her for what she really is: a confused, grief-stricken child. For a fleeting moment he feels a twinge of guilt for Jack Peel’s death. But the sensation is replaced almost immediately by anger at Peel himself – for his selfishness, for his abdication of responsibility, for choosing to lead the sort of life that was going to bring him up against Vos, that was one day either going to get him jailed or killed.

‘Your dad was a criminal,’ he says. ‘A drug dealer. An extortionist.’

Melody Peel’s face is twisted with fury and sorrow in equal measure. ‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘But he was my dad.’

And then, with a tug on the reins, she brings the horse around and sets off at a gallop towards the stables.

When he gets back to his car he sees there are three missed calls, all of them from Seagram.

‘What is it, Bernice?’

‘Ptolemy found something in one of Dale Tiernan’s stolen cars,’ Seagram says.

‘Don’t tell me: a winning Lottery ticket.’

‘Better than that, boss. You should get back. You’ll want to see this.’


FOURTEEN

‘I know this guy,’ Huggins says through a mouthful of Big Mac. ‘From way back. Works as a freelance journo in the Midlands somewhere. Last time I saw him, he gave me his number and told me to give him a call if ever anything came up that needed wider exposure. I’ll never forget that phrase he used: “wider exposure”. What he meant was, he wanted me to be a whistleblower. His very own Deep Throat. I, of course, told him to fuck off. But I was thinking about him the other day with this Turkish business. You know what I mean? I mean, all the billions of pounds the taxpayer has forked out for the new, improved border control and yet Okan Gul – a known fucking drug dealer – can enter the country on six separate occasions with six separate passports and nobody raises an eyebrow. Now I’m not saying I’m going to ring my journo guy, but if anything needed wider exposure it’s that.’

‘Phil.’

‘What?’

‘What the hell happened at Timmy Kwok’s?’

Huggins stares at Fallow open-mouthed, a mound of masticated burger visible in his lower jaw. ‘What?’

‘Timmy Kwok. The meat cleaver.’

‘Oh, that.’ Huggins shrugs and continues chewing.

‘Yes, that,’ Fallow insists.

‘What’s the problem, Johnny-boy? He talked, didn’t he?’

Fallow’s eyes flash with anger. ‘You threatened him with a fucking meat cleaver, Phil!’

‘Don’t be so dramatic. I didn’t threaten him.’

‘Waving the fucking thing above his head? That’s threatening in my book. Christ, I thought you were going to take his fingers off.’

Huggins shakes his head and carefully places the remains of his burger in its cardboard box. ‘Have you been stewing over this all this time?’

‘I’m still trying to get my head around the fact that you did it in the first place.’

‘Ah, grow a pair, John. I don’t know what’s happened to you lately.’

‘I could say the same thing about you. It’s like you’re in your own fucking Dirty Harry movie.’

‘So what are you saying? That we treat these fucking lowlifes like they’re some sort of social-work project? That we’re nice to them? Jesus Christ, Johnny-boy, you’re further gone than I thought.’

Fallow stares out through the windscreen as Huggins finishes his Happy Meal.

‘Here he comes,’ he says presently.

‘It’s about fucking time,’ Huggins says, dabbing his mouth with a napkin.

Fifty yards ahead a man has emerged from a betting shop. He is in his mid-fifties, wearing a donkey jacket and a knitted bobble hat. He pauses to light a cigarette, eyes screwed shut against the smoke and the daylight. Now he is now plodding blankly towards them on the main street, hands shoved into the pockets of a grubby jacket, head down, watching the progress of his trainered feet.

‘You’re not going to beat the shit out of him, are you?’ Fallow asks sardonically.

‘Might do,’ Huggins says.

The two detectives get out of the car.

‘Howard Iley?’

‘Yeah?’

‘DCs Huggins and Fallow. We’d like a word.’

‘What about?’ Iley says, his eyes flicking from one man to the other.

‘About twenty-five years, give or take, with no parole or time off for good behaviour.’

‘Eh?’ says Howard Iley in a strangled voice. He smiles, but it is the smile of a man who has just been told he has terminal cancer.

‘It’s an O-Mega Stun Gun,’ says Mayson Calvert, holding up the object that Ptolemy had found in the warehouse. ‘American-made. A basic model but still highly effective. It produces 150,000 volts from a 9-volt battery. More than enough to incapacitate an adult male.’

‘What about the rope?’ Vos says.

‘Aramid fibre. Similar to the rope that was used on our victim.’

‘Similar?’

‘George Watson is making a comparison at the lab,’ Seagram says.

Vos turns to Ptolemy. ‘And the car?’

‘A 1986 Jaguar XJ6. Registered to one Howard Paul Iley, age fifty-six, last known address Murchison Street, Shieldfield.’

‘Huggins and Fallow have just picked him up,’ Seagram says.

‘When was it stolen?’ Vos says

‘That’s the thing, sir,’ Ptolemy says. ‘It was never reported stolen.’

In an interview room at Byker Police Station, close to where he lives, Howard Iley has removed his bobble cap to scratch his head, only to expose a fist-sized, fleshy protrusion rising from the top of his skull like a purple hillock.

‘Jesus, Howard, what happened?’ Huggins says, staring at the lump with horrified fascination. ‘Is that where your mum dropped you on your head when you were a baby?’

Iley quickly replaces the hat. ‘I’ve got a condition,’ he says. ‘Lymphangioma.’

‘Nasty,’ says Fallow. ‘Now I understand the stupid hat.’

‘What do you want?’

‘What do you do for a living, Howard?’

‘I’m on sickness benefit,’ Iley says.

‘What, because of that thing on your head?’

‘Nah. Chronic sciatica.’

Huggins whistles. ‘Bloody hell. Chronic sciatica and lumpy-headitis or whatever the fuck it is. It’s a miracle you can get to the bookie’s.’

‘Answer me this, Howard,’ says Fallow. ‘How does a bloke on benefits afford a Jaguar XJ6?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Take your hat off, Howard,’ snaps Huggins.

‘Uh?’

‘I said take your stupid fucking hat off.’

Iley removes his hat.

‘You’re lying to us. You know how I know you’re lying, Howard?’

‘No.’

‘Because every time you tell a lie that fucking lump on your head starts glowing red.’

‘Tell us about the car, Howard,’ says Fallow.

‘It’s mine!’ Iley says. ‘It’s legit! I bought it from scrap and did it up.’

Huggins stares at him disbelievingly. ‘Oh yeah?’

‘Took me five years. I haven’t always been on the sick, you know. I used to work in a body shop. I was bloody good at it, too. Doing up old wrecks is a passion of mine. Or was, till my fucking sciatica kicked in.’

‘So why didn’t you report it stolen?’

‘I didn’t know it was stolen.’

‘Your lump’s glowing, Howard,’ says Huggins.

‘I’m telling you the truth.’

‘Nice car like that, your pride and joy, you’re telling me you didn’t give it a polish every day?’

‘Is this what this is all about? A stolen car?’

‘No, Howard,’ says Fallow. ‘It’s about a murder.’

Iley goes white. ‘A murder?’

‘You see a 1986 Jaguar XJS, registered to you, was stolen last week. In the boot was a stun gun and a rope.’

Now Iley’s mouth drops open.

‘Fucking hell, Jimmy,’ he says. ‘What have you done?’

‘Jimmy Rafferty, age twenty-three. Howard Iley’s nephew. Apparently Howard lent him the car six months ago so he could go to job interviews.’

‘He lent him the car?’ says Vos.

‘Jimmy’s just come out of prison,’ Seagram says. ‘Four years for aggravated assault. Apparently he beat some kid half to death with a wooden paling as he was walking home through Scotswood Park. Claimed the kid had been “disrespectful” to his girlfriend at the time.’

‘Christ almighty. Just the sort of person you want driving your wedding car.’

‘What’s his connection to Okan Gul?’ Ptolemy asks.

‘Good question,’ Seagram says.

‘Huggins and Fallow are at the house now?’ says Vos.

‘Yes, boss,’ says Seagram. ‘That’s their car there.’

Seagram brings her own car to a shuddering stop in the middle of the road, and she, Vos and Ptolemy jump out. Fifty yards away, armed officers from the Rapid Response Unit have already battered down the door of the ground-floor, two-bedroomed flat that Jimmy Rafferty shares with his mother, Barbara, on the Meadow Well Estate in North Shields. By the time they reach the gate, the flat has already been cleared.

‘Rafferty’s not there,’ says Huggins, emerging from the front door. ‘His mother is, for what it’s worth.’

‘That’s him?’ Vos says, staring at a mug shot of a young man with short brown hair parted sharply from the left and a jagged S-shaped scar running from the base of his neck up along his jawline to his left ear.

‘Yeah,’ says Huggins. ‘That’s him.’

Barbara Rafferty is a breathtakingly ordinary-looking woman of forty-eight, with the same forgettable face as her brother, Howard Iley, and the same lank brown hair as her son Jimmy, except hers is worn to shoulder length. Her features are slack and her eyes are dead. She is sitting in an armchair in the front room, still staring at a fifty-inch plasma screen TV, which until a few moments ago had been showing Cash in the Attic.

‘Where’s Jimmy, Mrs Rafferty?’ Vos says.

‘I don’t know.’ When she speaks, it’s in a low, dreamy monotone.

‘Come on, Barbara, I don’t have time for this.’

‘He’s gone.’

‘Gone where?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘When did you last see him?’

‘Wednesday.’

‘And he didn’t say where he was going?’

‘Jimmy is very . . . He keeps himself to himself.’

‘He’s very what, Barbara?’ Seagram says.

She taps her temple with a stubby finger. ‘Up there.’

‘Mad? Schizo? What, Barbara?’

Jimmy Rafferty’s mother snaps briefly out of her dreamlike state. ‘Intelligent,’ she says. ‘He’s a very intelligent boy.’

Vos looks around the flat. The furniture is functional but the room is utterly lifeless. There are no pictures on the wall, no indication of any personality at all. Barbara herself looks like a faded painting. There is something about this whole setting that gives him the creeps.

‘Sir.’

Ptolemy is gesturing to him from the doorway. He follows her into the bathroom, where Fallow is staring at the mirrored medicine cupboard above the sink. Its shelves are packed with bottles of pills, mostly prescription antidepressants.

‘That explains a lot,’ Vos says.

‘He’s cleared out,’ Fallow says, returning from Jimmy Rafferty’s bedroom. ‘All that’s left in his cupboards are a couple of pairs of socks.’

Vos is thinking this is starting to look like déjà vu.


FIFTEEN

There are six beds in ward 26A of Newcastle General Hospital. The one occupied by Delon Wombwell is positioned between an elderly man crazed by a bladder infection and another man in his thirties, with pancreatitis, who does nothing but lie on his front all day moaning with pain. Delon is trapped, unable to move due to the fact that his shattered right leg has been bolted to a metal frame, which is in turn suspended from an intricate gantry arrangement above his bed. To take his mind off his predicament, he listens to Slipknot and Metallica on his iPod and stares blankly at the subtitled daytime shows on the flatscreen TV on the wall at the end of the ward.

The hours blend into one on ward 26A, delineated only by mealtimes and bed baths. But Delon, numbed by pain medication, lost track of time long ago. When Severin and Ptolemy arrive shortly after lunch, he is asleep – but only because his body clock still works independently of his brain.

‘Wakey-wakey,’ Severin says, tickling Delon’s bare foot with his fingernail while Ptolemy draws the privacy curtain around the bed.

Delon stirs and his eyelids flicker. ‘Fuggov, Sammy,’ he says dreamily. Then his eyes snap open and terror freezes his features. He knows all about Sam Severin by now. Knows he is polis; knows what happens to people who talk to the polis. ‘Sammy?’ He tries to shift backwards but succeeds only in clanging the back of his skull against the iron rungs of the bedstead.

And now he emits a tiny yelp of fear and pain as Severin grabs his big toe between finger and thumb and begins to twist it.

‘DC Ptolemy and I don’t have long, Delon,’ Severin says calmly. ‘That’s why we’ve come to see you instead of Philliskirk – or Mr Tiernan for that matter.’

Half-formed thoughts smash against each other in the void behind Delon’s eyes. ‘What do you want, Sammy?’

‘I want you to tell me about a 1986 Jaguar XJ6.’

‘Wha—?’

‘It was stolen last week. I want to know where from.’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know.’

‘Of course you know, Delon. You were the designated driver for all of Tiernan’s crews.’

‘I don’t remember,’ Delon says.

‘Delon,’ says Ptolemy in her sweetest voice. ‘Do you know what will happen when Mr Tiernan goes to court? DC Severin here will be called to give evidence, and the first question they will ask him is, “Who tipped you off about Mr Tiernan’s operation?” Do you know what he will say?’

‘I’ll say it was you, you fucking halfwit,’ Severin says, giving Delon’s toe another painful tweak. ‘And Mr Tiernan will be sitting in the court when I say it – and he’ll be looking at you, Delon. He’ll be looking at you and working out just how soon he’ll be able to break every other bone in your body.’

‘But—’

‘No buts, Delon,’ says Ptolemy.

‘So think again, my man,’ says Severin. ‘Think nice and hard, and maybe I’ll say it was Philliskirk who was pissed and running his mouth off in that pub. Where was the XJ6 taken?’

Delon needs no more encouragement. He blurts out the location.

‘There now,’ says Severin. ‘That wasn’t so hard, was it? And now I’ll get the nurse to bring the bedpan, shall I?’

*   *   *

In a smart house in the sprawling Newcastle suburb of Heaton, Alex Vos is staring at the gently smoking neck of a glass bong being held under his nose by his best friend, Chris.

‘Come on you fucking dweeb,’ Chris says. ‘Get your lips around it.’

His words are met with a murmur of approval from the three other teenage boys sprawled in Chris’s attic bedroom.

‘I’ll be sick,’ Alex says.

‘So you’ll be sick,’ says one of the other boys. ‘So fuck?’

‘Everybody’s sick, Alexei,’ says Chris. ‘That’s why you’ve got to do it.’

‘That’s not terribly logical, C.’

‘Fuck logic, you tool! Who the fuck are you? Mr Spock?’

Another boy, who happens to have brought the weed to the party, makes a stoned lunge for the bong, but Chris flaps him away.

‘It’s Alex’s turn,’ he says firmly. Then he pushes the bong even closer to Alex’s face. ‘It’s your turn,’ he says.

With a deep sigh of resignation, Alex takes the bong in both hands and brings it to his lips. He takes a hit of the tangy smoke and immediately begins coughing.

Chris grins, taking back the bong and patting his friend on the back. ‘You da man,’ he says. ‘Now let’s go out.’

In the Bug House meeting room, the incident board is now dominated by a blown-up image of Jimmy Rafferty. Beside it is a photograph of the 1986 Jaguar XJ6.

‘Do you really fancy this kid for Okan Gul’s murder, Theo?’ says Mhaire Anderson. She is sitting in a chair facing the board, peering at it over the top of her new spectacles.

‘He’s not a kid, guv’nor,’ Vos says. ‘He’s a violent offender. Four years ago he was a whisker away from being a murderer. Plus the rope that was found in his car is a match to the rope used on Okan Gul, the stun gun has his fingerprints all over it, and there are fibres from Gul’s clothes in the boot. Which perhaps explains why he never bothered to report the car stolen and why he has subsequently vanished off the face of the Earth. You want more?’

‘You know me,’ Anderson says. ‘I always want more.’

‘Rafferty’s Jag was stolen to order from a car park in Morpeth the day after Gul was killed less than four miles away at Stannington. So in answer to your question, yes, I fancy him for the murder.’

‘OK. But what’s the connection with the Turkish mob?’

‘We’re assuming there is a connection.’

‘Jesus, Theo! You said it yourself: Gul was kidnapped, zapped with a stun gun and tied to a railway bridge,’ Anderson points out. ‘You can’t tell me that this was a random killing. That Jimmy Rafferty did this because Gul happened to spill his pint.’

‘All I’m saying is we’ve looked into his history,’ Vos says. ‘There is absolutely nothing to connect him to Jack Peel or the Manchester mob.’

Anderson takes off her glasses and polishes them on the lapel of her jacket. ‘So what’s his motive?’

‘I don’t know. But you’re right: there’s nothing random about this. It’s totally premeditated. I just think we’re being distracted by this big heroin deal. Don’t forget, Gul’s last visit to Tyneside took place when Heddon and the KK head-bangers were meeting in Amsterdam. So why was he here? Who was he meeting?’

‘Well, I don’t imagine it was a cultural visit.’

‘Me neither. I’d bet the house he was setting up another import deal, only this time with one of the Newcastle gangs. And not necessarily heroin. The KK are capable of supplying anything from cheap coke to cheap fags. They’re the Matalan of illicit, smuggled goods.’

‘Anyone in mind?’

Vos shrugs. ‘You know this city as well as I do. Timmy Wong, Ma Breaker, the Tunstalls, the Gilotis – take your pick. Or maybe it was all of them. And maybe that’s what got Okan Gul killed. In Amsterdam he’s a big-time gangster. Used to getting his own way. Maybe he just pissed someone off. Someone who decided to teach him a lesson.’

‘Then how do you want to play it, Theo?’

‘We have to go back to the tried-and-trusted methods, guv’nor,’ Vos says. ‘We need to rattle some cages.’

At the Excelsior Bingo Hall on Shields Road, Ma Breaker has five cards on the go and a blotting pen in each hand.

At Aspers Casino on Stowell Street in the heart of Newcastle’s Chinatown district, Timmy Wong has three grand on red at the roulette table.

At Sandro’s Ristorante on the quayside, Sandro Giloti and his brother Italo have opened a second bottle of Sangiovese and Sandro is pouring it into the glasses of two attractive escorts who have been hired for £1,000 each from an agency in central Newcastle.

At Close House Country Club on the outskirts of Newcastle, Eddie Tunstall is watching football on a flatscreen TV in the members-only bar and drinking mineral water on his doctor’s advice.

And by the end of the evening, all of them will have had their evenings’ entertainment unceremoniously interrupted by members of the Major Crime Unit.

Meanwhile, in a bar on a side street near the river chosen specifically for its cheap alcohol and its less than scrupulous policing of the under-eighteen drinking regulations, Alex Vos walks with as much dignity as he can to the nearest toilet, where he locks himself in a cubicle and throws up.

When he emerges, several minutes later, there is a girl standing by the door, leaning on the beer shelf. Alex recognizes her as the same girl who has been smiling across at him all night. She is blonde and beautiful, and he does not for one second think that she is waiting for him until she smiles again to reveal perfect white teeth and says, ‘Hi.’

‘Hi,’ Alex says, aware of his vomit breath and of his friends sitting over in the far corner of the bar, laughing heartily at something – at him? No, they can’t see him because of the throng at the bar, and they can’t hear him either, because Dexys Midnight Runners are singing ‘Come On Eileen’ on the jukebox and the music is so loud he can hardly hear the girl when she leans over to him and says, ‘Do you want to go somewhere quieter?’

And then he doesn’t know what time it is or where his friends have gone, but he is with the girl and they are walking along the Quayside, where the evening is just beginning; the dwindling pub crowd has been boosted with a transfusion of clubbers, and the late-night bars are open for business. He is weaving along the pavement, his footsteps dipping in and out of tempo with the thudding bass-drum beat from bars on either side, and he can hear the girl’s laughter, although he cannot understand what she is saying. Faces come and go like streetlights in his peripheral vision, their words cut-and-pasted in his mind, then instantly deleted. He pauses to be sick once again in an alleyway, and when he staggers back into the streetlights a white van is parked by the side of the road with its engine running; and the girl – the girl with kaleidoscope hair? – is gesturing for him to get in; and he tells her where he lives and she smiles and laughs and gestures and says, ‘Come on, get in, I’m heading that way anyway.’

And by four in the morning even the clubbers have called it a day, and an unnatural calm has fallen over the city.

In his flat overlooking Jesmond Dene, Mayson Calvert, soothed by Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto in E Minor and by the pulse of his own thoughts, is bathed in the glow of his laptop computer. He is working on a theory, one that he has worked on for several hours, one that has involved a great deal of research on the internet, trawling through sites so obscure and specialist that they would not even register on a popular search engine.

And now, after chasing up several blind alleyways, he has found the answer. Or at least he has found an answer. What it means is not clear at all, but Mayson knows that in his experience, answers are merely the catalyst to more questions.

But he has time. It is 4.15 a.m. and everybody is asleep.

By the time they are ready to begin the day, he may well have worked out what it all means.


SIXTEEN

The buzzing of Vos’s phone is insistent. He opens his eyes and is confronted by the sight of an empty whisky bottle and a full ashtray next to his chair on the balcony. He cannot remember coming to bed but is cheered by the fact that he obviously did. After a night’s excess, any evidence of good sense is a triumph.

He reaches for the phone on the night stand. The number on the display is Seagram’s. The time is 7 a.m.

‘Bernice,’ he says.

‘Morning, boss. Didn’t wake you, did I?’

He detects the mischief in her voice. ‘What have you got for me?’

‘Put the kettle on and I’ll tell you.’

Vos gets out of bed and goes out to the balcony. Seagram is standing on the pavement opposite, grinning up at him. One hand presses her phone to her ear, the other is waving a bacon sandwich.

‘I’ll be down in a minute,’ he says, pulling on a dressing gown.

‘Couldn’t sleep?’ he says. He waves her through to the kitchen. ‘Or have you found Jimmy Rafferty?’

‘We did a tour of the usual suspects last night,’ Seagram says. She places something on the counter and sheds her coat onto the back of a stool. ‘Of course nobody had heard of him, but we let it be known in the strongest possible terms that we were very keen to speak to him.’

Vos fills the kettle. ‘So what’s up?’

‘Mayson Calvert called me just before six. I was passing, so I thought I’d give you the heads up before he started blinding you with science in the office.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘He says he’s worked out what the dust particles are.’

He regards her blearily. ‘Dust particles?’

‘On the rope. On Okan Gul’s clothing. In Jimmy Rafferty’s car.’

‘Tea or coffee?’ Vos says, opening the cupboard.

‘Compressed wood pellets,’ Seagram says. ‘They’re a type of man-made fuel made from compacted sawdust. They’re very popular now that gas and electric prices have gone through the roof, apparently. Oh, and coffee please. Do you have decaf?’

‘You must be fucking joking.’

‘About the coffee or the wood pellets?’

‘Both,’ Vos says, shovelling granules into two mugs. He sees the object on the counter. ‘What’s this?’

‘It was on the doorstep,’ Seagram says. ‘You must have dropped it when you were trying to get your key in the lock last night. Anyway, Mayson was terribly excited, although I think he was more excited about beating George Watson to the punch.’

‘On the doorstep?’ Vos says. He picks the object up. It is a wristwatch with a cheap rubberized strap with the words BOCA RATON printed on it. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah.’

‘This is Alex’s. His mum gave it to him last time she was over.’

‘Thought it must be,’ Seagram says. ‘He must have dropped it . . .’

Vos takes the stairs two at a time. He opens Alex’s bedroom door. His son’s bed has not been slept in.

‘Everything all right, boss?’ Seagram shouts up the stairs. ‘The kettle’s boiled.’

‘Did you see anyone hanging around outside, Bernice?’

‘No. Why?’

In the bedroom, Vos grabs his mobile and dials Alex’s number, but it is switched off. He returns into his son’s room. His movement is calm and unhurried, but his mind is racing. What the fuck is Chris’s surname? Swedish-sounding. Johanssen? Jorgenssen? He scans the room for a contacts book or a directory or something where Alex might have kept a list of numbers. Don’t be fucking stupid. Kids keep all their numbers in their phones these days.

‘You sure you’re all right, boss?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

And Alex is fine too. He’s crashed at Chris’s. He dropped his watch as he was leaving the house last night.

Except Alex would never do anything like that. He’s far too precise.

Precise. Where has he heard that word recently?

He rips open Alex’s desk drawer. Right up against the corner at the back, almost hidden among the piles of paperclips and thumb tacks, is an old Nokia handset. Alex’s first phone, only a couple of years old but already centuries out of date to any technologically savvy teenager. Vos grabs the phone and goes downstairs.

‘The batteries have gone on this,’ he says, handing the phone to Seagram. ‘How the hell do I get it working to open the contacts book?’

Seagram looks mystified. ‘Have you got a power adaptor?’

‘Probably. Somewhere. Let’s just assume that I don’t.’

‘I’ve got a Nokia phone. Maybe I can switch the SIM cards.’

She forces the back off Alex’s phone, picks out the SIM and places it in the slot at the back of her own phone. She activates the Power button, waits for it to spring to life and then goes to her contacts book.

‘There you go,’ she says, smiling uncertainly. There’s a look on the boss’s face that seems close to panic.

‘Look up Chris Jorgenssen. Or Johanssen. Or something Scandinavian.’

Seagram scrolls down the list of names. ‘Jesperssen?’

‘That’s it.’

Vos grabs the handset and presses the Call button. Presently someone answers with a grunt.

‘Chris, this is Theo Vos. Alex’s dad.’

‘Uh, oh yeah. Hi, Mr V.’

‘Is Alex there?’

‘Alex? Uh, no.’

‘You mean he’s left?’

‘Uh, no. He’s not at home?’

In the pit of his stomach, Vos feels tremors of unease growing steadily. ‘You mean he didn’t stay at yours?’

‘No.’

‘What about the other guys?’

‘They stayed here.’

Vos takes a breath. ‘Listen to me carefully, Chris: what happened to Alex last night?’

‘I dunno. We were in this, er—’

‘Look, I know you were out drinking. Just tell me what happened.’

‘We kind of lost him.’

‘You kind of lost him?’

‘Yeah. He was a bit pissed and I think he went to the toilet and then I think he must have just left. We looked for him, but he’d gone.’

‘What time was this?’

‘Half ten, something like that.’

‘Which pub were you in?’

‘The Ship.’

‘And you didn’t see him after that? He didn’t call or leave a message?’

‘No. What’s going on, Mr V? Is Alex all right?’

‘Chris, I want you to think very carefully. Was Alex wearing his watch last night?’

‘His watch?’

‘His watch from Florida. Orange strap with BOCA RATON written on it.’

There’s a pause and then another grunt. ‘Yeah. Now you mention it. There was this girl he was talking to in the pub who took a bit of a shine to it. Took a bit of a shine to him, actually.’

‘I need you to think, Chris,’ Vos says. ‘Can you remember the girl’s name?’

‘Nah, Mr V,’ Chris says. ‘They were only talking for a minute. We were at the other end of the bar.’

Vos can feel the his fingernails digging into his palm. ‘What did she look like?’

‘Blonde. Fit-looking. Yeah. Really fit-looking.’

‘Did he leave with her?’

This time there is a bark of derisory laughter. ‘Nah, man. She was with some big guy. Like a cage fighter type, you know? Biggest scar you ever saw on his face.’

Vos’s blood runs cold. ‘What sort of scar, Chris?’

‘Like he’d been knifed or something.’

Vos closes his eyes. ‘S-shaped? From his neck to his left ear?’

‘Yeah!’ Chris says. ‘That’s it. Why? Do you know him, Mr V?’


SEVENTEEN

‘It’s Jimmy Rafferty,’ Vos says. ‘Jimmy Rafferty’s got him.’

‘You can’t be sure of that, Theo,’ Mhaire Anderson says.

‘Yes I can.’

‘But why?’

‘Because it’s fucking payback, that’s why. Because my people were rattling cages all over Newcastle last night. Because we’ve been rattling cages ever since this Okan Gul thing happened. Or maybe it’s for Jack Peel? How the fuck should I know, guv’nor? All I know is Rafferty’s got my boy.’

Anderson runs her fingers through her short hair. She looks tired, beaten down. The rain is drumming against her office window again and even though it is now 8 a.m., it’s still as gloomy as first light outside.

‘You need to calm down,’ she says. ‘Think about this rationally, Theo. These people aren’t stupid. Okan Gul is one thing, but going after a copper’s family? All that will achieve is to bring a whole world of shit down on everyone’s head.’

‘You really think there’s still this mythical golden rule out there?’ Vos says. ‘This unspoken code between coppers and villains? Do me a favour, guv’nor. They don’t give a shit any more.’

‘Enough!’ Anderson smashes her fist on the desk. ‘Enough, Theo. This is getting us nowhere, and it’s certainly not helping to find Alex.’

Vos feels the anger drain out of him, replaced by a deep, throbbing despair. But Anderson is right. Arguing the toss over the whys and wherefores is no use at all. They will only have a chance of finding his son if they can find Jimmy Rafferty.

‘What about CCTV from the pub?’ Anderson says.

‘It’s a drinking hole, not a city centre bar. The nearest camera is five hundred yards away and pointing in the wrong direction.’

‘Witnesses?’

‘Huggins and Fallow are on their way round to Chris Jesperssen’s with Rafferty’s mug shot, see if they can confirm it was him last night.’

‘And what about the girl?’

‘All we’ve got is a description. Blonde, good-looking, young.’

‘OK. Well let’s work those angles and see what we can get. Meanwhile it might be worth reminding the criminal fraternity of the consequences of holding back on this one.’

‘I’m on it.’

‘Not you, Theo.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m putting every available detective on the street. But I want you back at the Bug House.’

Vos stares at her. ‘Why? You think I might not be able to control myself? That someone might take a dive off a fire escape during the course of questioning? After all, I’ve got a reputation to uphold.’

‘Damn right you’ve got a reputation to uphold, DCI Vos,’ Anderson says. ‘You’re the best fucking detective I’ve got – which is the only reason I’m letting you within a hundred miles of this case.’

The shakedown begins in earnest within ten minutes of Vos leaving Anderson’s office. Within an hour every known villain in the city is in no doubt of the seriousness of the situation, having either been approached personally or having had the message relayed to them by their associates. It’s like water being dripped into a balloon: sooner or later the balloon is going to burst. It’s just a matter of time.

But in his office in the Bug House, Vos knows that time is the one thing he does not have.

Shortly before 11 a.m. Seagram arrives outside the offices of AAA Taxis and pushes the buzzer.

‘Where to?’ says the disembodied voice.

‘It’s me, Jean,’ Seagram says.

Ma Breaker is sitting behind her desk, face like thunder. Ryan, her youngest and stupidest son, is slumped on the leather settee looking decidedly uncomfortable.

‘First of all,’ she says, ‘I am not very happy with you, Bernice.’

Seagram shrugs. ‘What can I say, Jean?’

‘I appreciate you’ve got a job to do, but there’s a time and a place for everything, and the bingo night at the Excelsior is not one of them.’

Seagram notices that Ma’s fingers are still stained with red ink from the blotting pens.

‘Jean, I really don’t have much time.’

The old woman raises her hand and then points an accusatory finger at her son. ‘Tell her what you told me.’

‘Aw, mother!’ Ryan says.

‘Tell her!’

Ryan twists like a fish on a line. ‘Jimmy Rafferty, yeah?’ he mumbles.

‘What about him, Ryan?’

‘Well I don’t know him that well, right? But I sometimes see him about.’

‘Do you know where he is, Ryan?’ Seagram says.

Ryan shakes his head earnestly. ‘No. Honest. Like I say, I just sometimes see him about.’

‘Tell him about the lass, Ryan,’ Ma says ominously.

‘He’s seeing this lass,’ Ryan says. ‘He said it was a secret, that nobody was to know, but—’

‘But you’ve got a gob like the mouth of the Tyne,’ Ma says disparagingly.

‘Who is she, Ryan?’ says Seagram.

‘I don’t know her name. Honest, he wouldn’t tell me her name. Only that she’s posh. Rich, like.’

‘What’s a toerag like Jimmy Rafferty doing with a posh rich girl, Ryan?’

‘I dunno. He met her at this club in town a couple of weeks ago. He says she likes a bit of rough. Says she’s always gagging for it off him . . .’ Ryan stops himself, conscious of his mother’s disapproving glare.

‘Go on, Ryan.’

‘Yeah. Well, Jimmy’s well smitten. He was on about how he would do anything for her, you know? That they were going to run off together.’

‘But he didn’t say who this girl was?’

‘It had to be a secret, he said.’

Seagram stares at him, repulsed by his eager eyes and his damp red lips.

‘When did you last see Jimmy Rafferty, Ryan?’

Ryan hangs his head. ‘About a week ago.’

‘Where?’

‘Snooker hall on Byker Road.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘I dunno. Can’t remember.’

A stapler flies from Ma Breaker’s hand and strikes her son in the chest with a hollow thud. ‘Tell the police officer, Ryan, or so help me God I’ll rip your ears off.’

‘He said it was going to happen,’ Ryan says sullenly, rubbing his chest.

‘What was going to happen?’ Seagram says.

‘They were going to be together. He said things had changed and he’d done what she asked and now they were going to be together and nothing was going to stop them.’

Seagram goes across to the settee, and Ryan Breaker flinches like a whipped dog as she hunkers down in front of him.

‘That’s very good, Ryan,’ she says, smiling icily. ‘You’ve been a big help. Now I need you to think: what had Jimmy done?’

Ryan’s face is contorted by his natural instinct not to say a word to the police and by his total and complete fear of his own mother.

‘There was this bloke. Foreigner. Friend of her dad’s.’

‘Go on, Ryan.’

‘She told Jimmy that he’d tried it on with her. Feeling her up and that. She wanted Jimmy to sort him out for her.’

‘And?’

‘He did,’ Ryan Breaker says. ‘Jimmy sorted him out.’

Seagram stares at him. ‘The girl, Ryan. I need you to remember everything Jimmy told you about her.’

‘He didn’t say much—’

‘Everything, Ryan.’

Ryan Breaker sighs. Seagram can almost hear the gears clanking in his thick skull. Then he looks up, and there is a light burning dimly behind his eyes.

‘The club where he met her; Jimmy was working on the door that night. That’s why he was so pleased with himself when she started chatting him up.’

‘I don’t understand, Ryan.’

There is a pause while Ryan assembles his thoughts. Then he licks his lips and nods. ‘The club was Aces High. Down on the Quayside.’

‘Yes, I know it,’ Seagram says.

‘The girl was – well, Jimmy never knew this, it was one of the other bouncers that told him afterwards.’

‘What about the girl, Ryan?’

Ryan looks at her in triumph. ‘It was her dad that owned it,’ he says.

Ptolemy is staring at the wall map of Northumberland when Vos finally emerges from his office. He’s been there all morning, hidden behind drawn blinds, and she can only imagine what sort of personal hell he must be going through as the minutes tick by with no word about Alex. Part of her wants to go in and see him, to offer him at the very least the consolation of human contact, but she knows that the best thing she can do for Vos now is to help find his son.

‘It’s a big place when you look at it like that,’ Vos says, nodding at the map.

‘Yes, sir,’ she says.

Vos goes across to Mayson Calvert’s desk. On it is a plastic sack marked EGROS WOOD PELLETS. He dips his hand in and scoops up a pile of cylindrical pellets no more than a centimetre in length.

‘So this is Mayson’s elusive wonder fuel, is it?’ he says, letting the pellets trickle through his fingers into the sack.

‘I’ve had the full rundown this morning,’ Ptolemy says. ‘Apparently their high-density, low-moisture content allows them to be burned with a far higher combustion efficiency than traditional fossil fuels. I can even tell you the chemical compound if you like, sir.’

‘No, thanks,’ Vos says. ‘Where’s Mayson now?’

‘He went out for a sandwich.’

‘What about you?’

‘I’m OK.’

‘You’ve got to eat.’

‘I kind of got sidetracked, sir.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘I was thinking about those pellets, and why the dust ended up on the victim and on the rope and in Jimmy Rafferty’s car. And then I saw them – and I remembered that when I was a kid I used to help with the mucking out at the stables down the road. The woman who ran the stables used pellets just like these as bedding for the horses. And then there’s the rope; I checked it out online and aramid rope is used for securing horses in transport boxes. It’s flexible, but it’s also incredibly strong.’

Vos frowns and sits on the edge of the desk. ‘So what are you getting at, Ptolemy?’

‘Jimmy Rafferty’s car was stolen from Morpeth. Okan Gul was killed at Stannington, just down the road. But Jimmy’s from North Shields. What’s he doing all the way out there? How come he knows the area so well? And then I thought about the horse connection and – oh, I don’t know, sir. It’s probably nothing.’

But Vos has now gone across to the map. He traces his finger north along the line of the A1 motorway first to Stannington, then to Morpeth. ‘Go on, Ptolemy.’

‘Stables, sir,’ she says. ‘Livery for horses.’

‘What about them?’

‘There are only three working stables within a twenty-mile radius of Morpeth,’ Ptolemy says, joining him at the map. ‘I rang them and none of them use wood pellets. But then there’s this one, sir.’ She puts her finger on an otherwise barren expanse of map midway between Morpeth and Stannington. ‘High Plains, on the outskirts of Tranwell Woods. It closed down five years ago.’

Vos stares at the map. The only features he can see are the rudimentary green tree symbols of the wood, and, bisecting them, a spidery road that meanders southeast for about five miles until it joins the more substantial B-road running parallel to the East Coast Main Line past Stannington.

‘Have you got directions to this place?’ he says.

‘The website’s still up, sir. There’s a map.’

‘Print it out, Ptolemy. I’ll meet you at the car.’

Severely hung over, Chris Jesperssen and the rest of Alex’s friends have nevertheless identified the mug shot of Jimmy Rafferty as the man from the pub the previous night.

‘Good work, men,’ Huggins says brightly, casting his eye over the four sorry teenagers sitting in the Jesperssens’ well-appointed front room. ‘You can go for a pint now. You look like you could use a hair of the dog.’

Chris looks at him with a wretched expression. ‘What’s the news on Alex?’ he says. ‘You think he’s had a run-in with this cage-fighter guy?’

‘We’re just making a few routine enquiries. Meanwhile, if Alex gets in touch with any of you boys, I want you to call me straight away, understand?’

There’s a general murmur of assent.

Fallow hurries in from the garden, where he’s been taking a call from Seagram. ‘One more thing,’ he says. ‘You know the girl you saw Alex with? The one with the blonde hair? Is this her?’

He hands his phone to Chris.

‘What are you doing, John?’ Huggins mutters out of the side of his mouth.

‘Seagram got something from Ma Breaker,’ Fallow whispers as the phone is ceremoniously passed from one boy to the next. ‘She got Una to send the pic through.’

Presently a consensus is reached.

‘Yeah,’ Chris says, ‘that’s her.’

‘You sure?’

‘She’s a babe,’ Chris says. ‘You don’t forget babes like that.’

‘Oh, she’s a babe all right,’ Fallow says, handing the phone to Huggins. ‘Don’t you think?’

Huggins stares at the face on the display.

‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,’ he says.


EIGHTEEN

Jimmy Rafferty has always been a nasty bit of work. An in-built sadistic streak combined with a hair-trigger temper – never a good combination.

When he was a kid they’d put him on Ritalin and Dexedrine and Strattera and so many other drugs he used to rattle when he walked. But that was because they assumed, wrongly, that his violent tendencies were linked to hyperactivity and attention-deficit disorder when in fact that was just the way he was hard-wired. Eventually they started giving him prescriptions for antidepressants – which was great news for his mother, Barbara, who had already developed a chronic addiction to them. With his mother doped out of her mind and his father – well, who knew where his father was – Jimmy was pretty much left to his own devices. These manifested themselves in truancy and petty theft and the occasional minor assault; but fortunately he had his Uncle Howard to vouch for him, which meant he stayed out of care. But Howard Iley wasn’t there the night he’d battered the kid in the park, which was why he ended up doing four years in Frankland.

These were the best years of his life. The years when he really got his shit together. Learned about life. About taking care of his body and his mind. Treating each as a vital component of a unified whole. When he went into prison at eighteen he was a skinny runt of a kid. When he came out at twenty-two, after four years of steroids and pumping iron, he was more like a god.

*   *   *

Like most sociopaths, Jimmy is highly intelligent. He is also a narcissist, and like most narcissists, what he craves most is attention. When he gets attention, Jimmy is a pussycat.

He will do anything.

Right now he’s got Alex Vos tied to a chair and he’s taking pictures with his phone to check the lighting levels and shooting angles. He knows that everything has got to be perfect and he is determined to make it so, even down to cleaning the puke off Alex’s shirt to make him look presentable for the camera.

She is waiting for me, he thinks, pausing to drain a can of Red Bull down in one, and the prospect makes his caffeinated blood flow even faster through his pounding heart. For a moment he feels light-headed and has to hold on to the wall until the sensation passes. When it does he catches sight of himself in the darkened glass of the phone and he pauses again, this time to flip the video viewer so that he can see himself on the screen.

Yes, he thinks, pressing Record.

He moves across to the other side of the room, where the natural light spills in through the open window, and he props the phone against the brickwork so that it faces him. Slowly he peels off his T-shirt and the contrast between light and shade creates deep, scalloped shadows across the sculpted ridges of his chest and torso.

Yesss.

Eyes fixed on the screen, he tilts his head and draws a finger down from the point of his chin to the base of his throat, following the raised line of the ugly scar. The finger continues down, following the contours of his pectoral muscles, slowly circling the puckered areola around the nipple and then teasing the nipple itself. He wishes she could be here to see him now, because he knows this is what she likes. What she has always liked: his maleness, the animal within him. He is already hard, but when he thinks about her looking at his body he becomes harder still.

‘Uuuuuuhhhh.’

Jimmy stops. His head twitches with annoyance. He turns and glares at Alex Vos, who is moving slowly in the chair as consciousness returns. The cocktail of drugs they’d put in his drink last night is wearing off. Alex groans again and Jimmy swipes him across the face with the back of his hand, a blow of pure spite.

‘Shut the fuck up,’ he says, standing over Alex and wanting nothing more than to stamp his head to a pulp. But if he did that, he knows that she will not be pleased, because her instructions are very precise.

He reaches down and effortlessly straightens the toppled chair with one arm. He brushes the dust from Alex’s hair and shirt and he checks to ensure his hand has left no mark on the boy’s face. Satisfied, he retrieves the phone and begins the laborious process of calculating lighting and shooting angles once again.


NINETEEN

According to the ghost of its website, High Plains Stables is a high-class livery yard with custom-built Loddon boxes, an all-weather floodlit area, permanent round pen and year-round grazing on well-managed permanent pasture.

But that was five years ago.

The access road through Tranwell Woods is now a glorified single track that only sporadically changes to a metalled surface. Because of the rain, large sections of it are underwater; the potholes that lurk beneath the surface could be anything up to a foot deep, more than enough to crack the axle of Vos’s saloon. The two detectives are a quarter of a mile from the stables when Vos decides they will abandon the car. They leave the track and continue through the wood on foot until eventually the trees begin to thin and the track terminates at the remains of the stable complex itself.

The entrance is set in a low wall, and beyond is a collection of low buildings dominated by a large barn made of brick and corrugated iron. There is a white Ford panel van parked outside the barn, spattered with mud.

‘Turn your phone off,’ Vos says.

‘Don’t you think we should call for back-up, sir?’ Ptolemy says.

Vos says nothing. A figure has emerged from one of the far buildings and is now walking towards them, dodging the puddles and the mud slicks as he makes his way to the van. A man: tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in a T-shirt and three-quarter-length cargo pants despite the chill. Filthy blue Crocs on his bare feet.

S-shaped scar across his neck.

‘Well, where the hell are they, Mayson?’ Seagram shouts.

‘I don’t know. I went to get some lunch and when I got back, they had gone.’ Mayson Calvert’s calm voice is piped like soothing mood music though the speakers of Seagram’s car as she speeds along the winding country roads, one hand on the wheel, the other clamped around a menthol cigarette. ‘Have you tried phoning him?’ he says.

‘Of course I have. But his phone must be turned off.’

‘That’s strange,’ Mayson says. ‘I’d have thought that under the circumstances he’d have it turned on all the time. What about Ptolemy?’

‘The same.’

‘What do you want me to do, Bernice?’

‘Call Anderson. Tell her what’s going on. Tell her where I’m going and tell her that Huggins and Fallow are meeting me there.’

‘What about back-up?’

‘Get some back-up as well. And forensics. Just get everybody, Mayson.’

Jimmy Rafferty is whistling as he opens the rear doors of the van. He reaches in and drags out a large metal toolbox, which he effortlessly flips on to his shoulder. Then he turns, kicking the doors shut, and makes his way back through the stable yard. Vos and Ptolemy move forward from the trees to the entrance of the yard, past a rotting wooden sign showing a smiling cartoon child in riding gear mounted on a pot-bellied horse.

Rafferty has reached the round pen, a circular brick building with a conical steel roof, punctuated around its circumference by open rectangular viewing windows. The entrance is a large double door with a rusting padlock hanging loose from its hooks. He pauses to take the toolbox down from his shoulder, then goes inside, leaving the door ajar.

‘Call Seagram,’ Vos says. ‘Tell her where we are and that we need back-up.’

‘What about you, sir?’

I’m going to get my son.

Bernice Seagram is doing eighty when she enters Whalton village and only slightly less when she swerves off the main road and through the gates of Jack Peel’s drive. She sees Fallow’s car parked at an angle by the house, doors hanging open; there’s a couple of patrol cars nearby with their roof-mounted arrays activated and a yellow-jacketed traffic cop standing guard by the front door of the house. Yet the scene fills her with sick apprehension, because there is no sign of Alex Vos.

She brakes hard and her seatbelt is disengaged before the vehicle skids to a standstill on the gravel. Now she is out of the car and running towards the house, ID in her hand, and then she is in the house itself, hurrying along the plush-carpeted hallway towards the sound of voices coming from the drawing room, where Huggins and Fallow are standing with their backs to her; and when she calls their names they turn and separate and there is Kimnai Su, perched on the very edge of a high-backed armchair in the drawing room, her tiny hands clasped on her knee, her tiny feet so close together it looks like they are bound at the ankle, dressed in subdued black – a high-collared cotton tunic with just a hint of brocade at the hem, wide-bottomed silk trousers, canvas slippers.

‘Where is she, Mrs Peel?’ Seagram hears herself say in a voice so measured she would not have believed it was hers.

Kimnai Su tilts her head to one side as if listening for the faint sound of running water.

‘I don’ know,’ she says.

Which is when Seagram slaps her hard across her face.

‘Where’s Melody?’

*   *   *

Jimmy Rafferty learned many things in prison – how to steal, how to fence, how to extort, how to kill – but most of all he learned how to hate.

It is a skill that he prizes more than any other on the outside.

To hate is to rid yourself of every last molecule of emotion and then ensure that the vacuum remains intact. Emotion is the enemy. The disease. It is the minuscule crack in the wall that can bring the whole building crashing down.

Only hatred is pure.

When Melody told him what the Turk had done to her that day when they were alone in her father’s club – where he had put his filthy hands, the disgusting suggestive words he had spoken – Jimmy had been insanely angry and jealous and vengeful, just as he had been that night when he was eighteen and he’d caught that kid talking to Shona in the bar. But that night he had been out of control. His actions had been fuelled by emotion and he had paid the price.

This time it was different. He knew what to do, how to purge himself. And when she told him what she wanted him to do, he was ready.

The plan was simple: she’d contacted him, invited him over to see her in Newcastle. Got him up to the hotel room at the airport, where the filthy bastard must have thought all his Christmases had come at once.

But it was Jimmy who was waiting for him.

‘I want him to die screaming, Jimmy,’ she’d said.

And that’s precisely how he’d died.

Vos runs to the pen, keeping low until he reaches the brick wall. He creeps around the perimeter, away from the door, until he is crouched down beneath one of the viewing windows. Now he can hear Rafferty inside, pacing, muttering to himself. Thumping himself in the chest, slapping his own face with his open palms. The noise reminds Vos of a boxer preparing to go into the ring.

A cage fighter.

Then there is silence.

Slowly, agonizingly, Vos raises himself up until the top of his head is level with the bottom of the window. He takes a breath, holds it and then lifts his head above the ledge.

The pen is probably sixty feet in diameter, with a bare concrete floor, except for stray patches where it is covered in dirty wooden pellets. Rafferty is standing in the centre of the pen, feet astride a drainage channel, facing the far wall. He has removed his shirt, exposing a broad, tattooed back. His arms are raised, his hands pressed together above his head. He is breathing heavily, the powerful exhalations bouncing sharply off the bare brick walls and the sloping metal roof. On the floor by his feet is the toolbox. Directly in front of him, tied to a wooden chair, his head lolling on his chest, is Alex.

Vos ducks down again. He closes his eyes, but the image of his son is seared on his retina like pure bright light.

No. This is not going to happen. I am not going to let you harm him.

Inside the pen, Vos hears a soft moaning sound. It is getting louder and louder and he realizes it is Rafferty. He raises his head again and sees Rafferty now with his arms wide and his head thrown back, howling up at the roof.

Now.

Oh, she’d loved him for what he’d done. Told him he was a real man, someone she trusted to look after her now that her daddy was gone. She’d told him that soon they would run away and be together forever.

But there was one more thing she wanted him to do for her.

One more act she required as proof of his devotion.

And she told him about how her daddy had died, pushed from a fire escape by a bent copper who would never face the consequences because of who he was and what he represented.

‘I want him to suffer like I did, Jimmy,’ she whispered into his ear. ‘I want him to know what it’s like to lose someone you love.’

*   *   *

With a single movement, Vos vaults through the window. He lands heavily but regains his balance and starts running towards Rafferty. The sound of his shoes is deafening on the concrete and Rafferty half turns, a puzzled look on his face as if he’s just woken up. At that moment Vos crashes into his exposed midriff with all his power, knocking the younger man flying backwards with a roar of pain and surprise.

The two men crash to the floor just a few feet from Alex’s chair. Vos is momentarily on top and although Rafferty is the stronger man, he has enough of an advantage to allow him to dig the point of his elbow into Rafferty’s throat. He can feel Rafferty’s hands clawing at his shoulders, his neck, his face; he feels his own flesh ripping, sees his own blood dripping down onto Rafferty’s contorted face. Yet he feels no pain, just the energy of his own rage channelled through his arm as he bears down on the man who meant to kill his son.

‘Boss!’

You will never take away from me the thing that I love the most. I will kill you myself before I allow that to happen.

‘Boss. That’s enough!’

He stops. Looks down at Rafferty, at the lolling tongue and the bulging eyes. Hears the faint whimper of his fading breath. Suddenly the energy evaporates and he slumps to one side, allowing Ptolemy to rush in and snap the cuffs on Rafferty’s wrists.

Alex.

He crawls across to his son and cradles his head in his hands. The smooth skin is warm, the breathing heavy but regular.

Thank God.

Alex is alive.


TWENTY

Beer-gutted, red-faced and with a fine set of side whiskers, the duty sergeant at Keswick police station could have been dreamed up by some shrewd marketing expert at the Cumbria Tourist Board. There is a reassuringly old-fashioned look about him that puts visitors in mind of the idealized, chocolate box Lake District of Beatrix Potter and William Wordsworth. Every year thousands of holidaymakers flock to the Lakeland town to walk in the hills, camp by the shores of Derwentwater, sail on the lake or just wander round in the tea rooms and gift shops – and, if he was so inclined, the sergeant could make more than a few quid on the side posing for photographs with the tourists.

Except the sergeant hates tourists. Tourists clog up his narrow roads like silt. They leave their chip wrappers in his hedgerows. They get pissed up and have fights in his pubs.

In other words they cause him grief.

Like the bloody idiot in the holding cell right now. The one who walked in off the street not half an hour ago demanding to be locked up. Spouting all sorts of nonsense about being in fear of his life. Unshaven, dishevelled, stinking of drink, looking like he hadn’t slept for a week.

Of course the sergeant had been civil at first. He’d politely informed the gentleman that it was not Cumbria Police policy to go around locking up members of the public for no reason. At which point the man had picked up a chair in the waiting room and thrown it with all his might against the reinforced glass screen erected around the reception desk.

Once he was in the cell, the man had become noticeably calmer, as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He’d pulled out a business card from his wallet, scribbled a name and number on it, and asked if it would be possible for the sergeant to contact that person on his behalf. And the sergeant could not help but be intrigued.

Now he is in the back room, tapping the number into the telephone on his desk.

‘This is Sergeant Stamper from Keswick station,’ he says when his call is answered by a switchboard operator. ‘Could you put me through to a Detective Chief Inspector Vos, please?’

‘I don’t think life as a fugitive suits you, Al,’ Vos says.

Al Blaylock has been transported ninety miles from Keswick in the back of a Cumbria Police patrol car and is now sitting nursing a mug of Northumbria Police coffee in an interview room at West End station. Even though he has combed his hair he looks like shit.

‘ “Fugitive” suggests I have done something illegal,’ he says primly. ‘I assure you I haven’t.’

‘Well let’s not argue over semantics. Where have you been?’

‘My soon-to-be ex-mother-in-law has a caravan on the shore at Ullswater. I thought it would be a pleasant enough place to spend some time, but that was before the rain. Have you read about the rain in Cumbria, Vos? About the floods that washed everything away? It was fucking biblical. I spent two nights trapped in a village hall with the rest of the refugees before I could get to Keswick.’

Vos cannot help but laugh.

‘I’m pleased you think it’s funny,’ says Blaylock. ‘I most certainly don’t.’

‘OK. So what’s going on? Why the moonlight flit to the Lake District? I’ve been worried about you.’

Blaylock regards him through bloodshot eyes. ‘If you’ve been worried about me, then I think you know precisely what’s been going on.’

‘Are we talking about Jack’s Turkish friend?’

‘Of course we are.’

‘So tell me all about it, Al. I’m all ears.’

Blaylock takes a deliberate sip of coffee and winces as the scalding, bitter brew sluices his tastebuds. ‘I assume you know about the Manchester connection by now,’ he says.

‘I know about Wayne Heddon. I know that Jack was the middleman in the negotiations to turn Newcastle into Heroin Central. And I assumed that you knew all about it, because I know Jack needed help to tie his own shoelaces.’

Blaylock shrugs. ‘The fact is Jack was never a practical man. He enjoyed the glory but never considered the possible consequences.’

‘He was out of his depth, you mean.’

‘I counselled against getting involved in the deal.’

‘You counselled against it? That sounds rather grand, Al.’

Blaylock waves away the insult. Now he is safely in custody he has recovered much of his poise. All he needs, Vos thinks, is a shave, shower, a good night’s sleep and one of his £1,500 suits and he’ll be the Al Blaylock of old.

‘After Jack died, they approached me to act as middleman. I refused. A bunch of psychopaths from Manchester doing a drug deal with a bunch of psychopaths from Amsterdam? That was never going to have a happy ending. And so it proved.’

‘Okan Gul was murdered, you mean.’

Blaylock nods wistfully. ‘I quite liked Okan; he seemed very professional. But Wayne Heddon was a loose cannon.’

‘Either way, when I told you about Gul you panicked,’ Vos says. ‘You thought the deal had gone bad, that the Manchester mob had killed Gul, and that you were next for the chop.’

‘Wouldn’t you? You saw what those animals did to the Turk. You saw what message they were trying to send. It was a declaration of war – and in war there are always casualties.’

Vos smiles at him. ‘Well, it’s nice to have you back, Al. For a while I was seriously worried about you.’

‘I’ve told you all I know,’ Blaylock says. ‘All I ask in return is some police protection until this matter is sorted. You’re right, Vos – I’m not the fugitive type.’

‘We can certainly arrange that. I know for a fact that Greater Manchester Police Drug Squad will be very keen to keep you safe. Any information you can give them about Wayne Heddon would be gratefully received.’

The lawyer looks up from his scalding coffee. ‘Greater Manchester Police?’ he says suspiciously.

‘Yes, they’ve had an eye on your operation for several months. I can see you’re surprised, Al. It was news to me as well.’

‘I’m not going to fucking Manchester,’ Blaylock says.

‘I’m afraid officers from Greater Manchester CID are already on their way to pick you up.’

‘Aren’t you going to tell him?’ Mhaire Anderson says.

‘No,’ Vos says. ‘I’ll leave that to Maguire. Although it would be nice to see his face when he finds out who really killed Okan Gul.’

They are standing at the window of his office, looking down over the car park two floors below, where Al Blaylock is being led, with as much remaining dignity as he can muster, into the back of a police car that will take him to the nearest custody suite.

‘In any case,’ Vos continues, ‘he’d probably insist on representing Melody. He’s got his faults has Al, and his biggest is loyalty to Jack Peel and his family.’

‘That’s the problem with loyalty,’ Anderson says. ‘It’s always blind. Look at Jimmy Rafferty: he thought Melody loved him, but all the time he was just her hit man. Then again she’s Jack Peel’s daughter. What do you expect?’

‘She’s smarter than Jack ever was,’ Vos says. ‘Believe me, she’s smarter than the lot of us.’

‘Maybe so, but she’s also a deeply disturbed individual, Theo. She ordered Okan Gul killed because he groped her. She invited him over from Amsterdam to his own execution.’ Anderson sighs and turns away from the window and slumps in a chair next to Vos’s desk. ‘Anyway, she’ll have plenty of time to reflect on how smart she is when she’s behind bars.’

Vos can see the scars on his face reflected in the glass. He’s not so sure. When they apprehended Melody Peel she was in the middle of a spa treatment at her health club in Newcastle. She is now downstairs in the interview room where, despite twenty-four hours’ questioning, she has repeatedly denied all knowledge of Jimmy Rafferty, of asking him to kill Okan Gul and Alex Vos, and apart from Rafferty’s word, there’s nothing to prove otherwise. Even the positive identification by Alex’s friends will be swatted away by Melody’s expensive defence team on the grounds of alcohol and narcotic impairment. The rest of the evidence is just circumstantial.

In less than an hour they will have to make the decision to charge her or let her go.

No, she’s smart all right, Vos thinks, running his finger along the crisp ridge of stitches running down his cheek. And somehow he doesn’t think he’s seen the last of Melody Peel.


TWENTY-ONE

‘They say he was a Satanist, you know,’ Phil Huggins says.

‘Really?’

‘Oh, yeah. He may have been the father of the Newcastle City Police, but he had a cellar full of virgins and regularly indulged in midnight orgies on the Town Moor.’

Ptolemy looks appraisingly at the stern, patrician features of W James Buglass. ‘Then I’d say he’s right at home,’ she says.

‘For Christ’s sake, Phil,’ Fallow says. ‘Give her the bloody pen.’

From behind his back, Huggins produces a black marker pen and solemnly offers it to Ptolemy. He looks at Fallow, Seagram, Mayson Calvert and Sam Severin, all of whom are standing in a semicircle in front of the battered old portrait.

‘What do you think, guv?’ he says to Seagram. ‘Can she sign the sideburn?’

‘I think so,’ Seagram says. ‘Welcome to the Bug House, Kath.’


TWENTY-TWO

Nine a.m. Monday morning, and in a joyless room in central Newcastle two men sit opposite each other. One is Detective Chief Inspector Theo Vos. The other is a trauma assessment counsellor.

‘So how is he?’ says the counsellor.

‘Alex?’

‘Yes. How do you think he’s coping? Be honest.’

‘Better than I would. He’s a strong kid.’

‘No nightmares? Flashbacks?’

‘He’s more concerned about getting to the next level of Call of Duty.’

‘And what about you?’

‘Me? I’m fine.’

The counsellor chews thoughtfully on the end of his pen. He has interviewed dozens of police officers in this room during the course of his work and knows that by nature they are a taciturn, emotionally retarded breed. Yet he has never come across anyone quite like Vos, no one as genuinely opaque. He looks into those dark eyes and he genuinely sees nothing behind them. Vos’s defences are total.

‘I’m sorry that you didn’t want to continue with our sessions,’ he says. ‘I thought we were making genuine progress.’

‘You make it sound like I need therapy.’

‘Well, therapy can be an emotive term. But we all need someone to talk to, surely?’

‘I talk to people every day of my life,’ Vos says. ‘Sometimes it’s just nice to sit and look at the view.’

‘And what view do you see?’

‘Depends. Sometimes I see me and Alex having a laugh. Father-and-son stuff. Sometimes I see him when he’s my age. Sometimes I see his mother with that stupid fucking dentist in Florida and I wonder what might have happened if we’d stuck it out.’

The counsellor sits forward. ‘Go on.’

‘Sometimes I see Vic Entwistle lying there in a pool of his own blood on the floor of Jack Peel’s casino. I see Peel bleating for his miserable life on that fire escape. And sometimes I see myself throwing him off.’

The counsellor has a startled expression. He swallows hard.

‘Did you kill him, Mr Vos?’ he says.

Theo Vos says nothing. Outside the rain is beating against the windowpanes again.

‘You’re the counsellor,’ he says presently. ‘You tell me.’
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