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      1998

      When he flexed his fingers they cracked and a spiral of rusty flecks floated onto the cream duvet. For a second he stared at them, each piece testament to his actions the previous night. His blood was unwired now, his heart anguished and guilt-filled. The crushing, numb awareness of the way he’d snapped was all too clear. He knew what he’d done and he felt sick.

      His hands were still covered in her blood – a hard patina over a sticky smear. His wife lay amid the carnage, a motionless, amorphous bundle. Her hair, sweat-matted and bloody, hid the worst of the damage. She moaned. Crossing himself, he sent up a quick prayer of thanks. Cautiously, he left the bed to run a bath, then returned to lift her broken body through to the rose-scented bathroom. Impervious to the tears flooding his cheeks, he lowered her listless body into the warm suds. He flinched when the sting of the water against her raw body made her whimper.

      Despite everything, she lifted a trembling hand, reached out and squeezed his arm lightly. Their eyes met and his heart shattered when her swollen, cracked lips broke into the sweetest smile. Leaning forward, he kissed her forehead and, blubbering like a post-tantrum toddler, swore that this was the last time. Never again would his uncontrollable demons force him to hurt her, punish her, for not being what his unquiet soul craved. No, he’d find his release elsewhere. He’d never hurt her again, no matter if the devils called or how dark his soul became.

      He fussed over her with chicken soup and Lemsip as if she had flu, then much later, left her sleeping and took his first decisive steps forward. The phone calls he made would change his life forever. They heralded the hell that was to descend on so many… Strange that each lasted only minutes.

      The first call, to the builder, was easy and, at the time, he didn’t realise just how profitable it would be in the long run.

      ‘I want it done as soon as possible.’

      He could hear the sound of paper being flipped over then, ‘Mmm, yes, ok I can juggle a bit. I’ll come this afternoon.’

      As quickly as that, the fate of both men was decided. Of course, it didn’t happen immediately. As the progress on his Decompression Room continued, they became aware of a common interest. Initially, they skirted tentatively around the subject, each conversation leading ever closer to the revelation that would ultimately unite them.

      The second phone call proved even more profitable. Individual anger management sessions created a familiarity with the counsellor that highlighted their similar interests. They were like-minded people – fellow travellers indeed. Their patient–client relationship soared to a whole new level.

      Within the year he’d pulled together a small group and created his own private sanctuary. His wife was safe, and, for now, his unquiet soul was sated.
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            2015

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday 10am

      Detective Inspector Angus McGuire looked around the waiting room. He hated it, from its cloying vanilla-scented candles to the china clutter on the mantelpiece to the seaside paintings on the chimney breast. The only thing remotely bearable was the oversized aquarium that stood dead centre, providing a 360-degree view of tank life. He didn’t particularly like fish, but, in this tank, he’d found one he could relate to. He’d named him Nemo out of sheer bloody-mindedness because his Nemo was neither a clown fish, nor orange and white. His Nemo was, by aquarium standards, a monster, lurking in solitude near the bottom of the tank. Its lazy eye blinked rarely. Cold and dead, it reminded him of Becky’s eye. The one without the knife protruding from it. The one that blinked reproachfully at him in his nightmares.

      He tapped the glass and Nemo moved, the frondy things springing from the back of its head floating in the water. They reminded him of his own short dreads which he kept at the regulatory ‘above-the-collar’ length to avoid hassle from DCI Hussain. Gus’ finger trailed across the tank. He’d happily spend the whole hour painting abstract patterns for Nemo to follow. However, such carefree indulgence with a friend – a bottom feeder, but no less of a friend for that – was not to be.

      The door opened and Dr Sabrina Mahmood beckoned him into her lair. Gus walked past her, quads clenching painfully, forcing himself not to limp. Ever conscious of her role in his future and resentful of it, he’d trained himself to exhibit no weakness. For Gus, these bi-weekly sessions were the equivalent of a siege. She was the negotiator trying to worm her way under his defences and he would not comply. Not when so much depended on her assessment of his mental stability.

      Despite his pain, he strode towards his usual chair, opposite her desk. In here, vanilla was replaced by occasional wafts of Chanel No 5. No amount of careful lighting and magnolia paint could disguise the age of the building but, Gus had to admit, she’d tried really hard. Little touches, like the fluffy turquoise rug thrown over a threadbare blue carpet, and the coffee table with fresh flowers in the corner were an obvious attempt to humanise the process. Dr Mahmood took her place behind the desk and waited for him to sit. Gus stretched his legs, feeling the pull of scar tissue in his upper thigh. Immediately, he found the damp spot on the wall above her right shoulder. With a practised half-smile, he focussed on the spot and waited for the usual ducking and diving to begin. These sessions were like a strategic ballroom dance and Gus wasn’t a great dancer. All he wanted was to immerse himself in his sole salvation – work. Dr Mahmood, he felt, was hell-bent on making him dance to her tune. A dance Gus was determined not to share.

      Elbows on the desk, fingers steepled against her lips, Dr Mahmood studied him. Efforts to disguise his limp probably hadn’t deceived her but, it was less pronounced and his physiotherapist had given him the all-clear to return to work. Shoulder, still cushioned in a sling, was healing as expected. His thigh was improving daily but his physical improvements weren’t her remit. Her concern was his mental health. Gus felt sure that, despite the well-meaning concern in her brown eyes, she’d have him carted off to Linfield Mount psychiatric hospital if she realised just how fragile he sometimes felt.

      She tapped her pen on the desk, her varnished nails flashing in Gus’ peripheral vision. She looked tired today, less effervescent. Thank God; no woman in her sixties, no matter how well preserved, should display quite so much vitality. It drained him.

      ‘How have you been this week, Angus?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Fine. And you?’

      He heard the smile in her voice. ‘This is your session Angus, not mine.’

      ‘Thought you looked a bit tired today, that’s all.’

      ‘Thanks for your concern, but let’s crack on with the session.’

      ‘That’s why I’m here.’

      ‘Have you had any night sweats since our last session?’

      Eyes on the damp spot, Gus shook his head. Well, none he was telling her about!

      ‘Panic attacks or palpitations?’

      ‘No.’ Only at night, when he had the nightmares.

      ‘Insomnia?’

      ‘No.’ But his heavy eye s belied this.

      Her skirt rustled as she got up and moved to the front of the desk. With a small grunt she hefted her ample bottom onto it. This was different. He risked a glance at her. She’d hoiked her skirt up slightly and her chubby legs dangled a few inches from the floor. Her smile was motherly but Gus thought her tone sounded distinctly sarcastic. ‘Since we’ve made such good progress over the months, I thought we’d try something different today.’

      Gus’ eye twitched. He hated this shit but he’d no choice.

      ‘This is about you getting fit for work, Angus. I’m on your side.’

      When he didn’t reply she continued, ‘Right, this is how it works. Close your eyes.’

      Stifling a groan, he did as she asked.

      ‘I want you to respond to what I say, ok?’

      Automatically recreating the wall with the damp spot in his mind’s eye, he strained to hear her quiet words.

      ‘Tell me about when Greg plunged the knife into his wife’s eye.’

      His eyes sprung open making the wall with its damp spot disintegrate. Not believing he’d heard her correctly, he glared at her but she nodded. Closing his eyes again, fingers clenched over the arms of the chair, he deliberately slowed his breathing.

      ‘How do you think I felt, doctor?’

      ‘These sessions are about you Angus. You’ve got to give me something to work with. Please answer the question.’

      He wanted to shout ‘fuck off!’ but instead, he complied, his tone robotic. ‘I felt angry and frustrated, but I’m sure you probably guessed that already.’

      ‘Good start. Now, tell me how it happened?’

      Feeling the colour drain from his face, he hesitated. He could feel the tell-tale sweat under his armpits and, concentrating even more firmly on his breathing, remained silent. The last thing he wanted was to have a panic attack in front of her. That would really screw up his chances of returning to work.

      Eventually, voice low, he opened his eyes and stared right at her. ‘I don’t remember.’

      Licking her lips, she held his gaze. ‘Sometimes, talking about our traumatic experiences helps us to heal.’

      He responded through tightened lips. ‘Yes, so you’ve said, doctor. But, the operative word is ‘sometimes’ isn’t it? Not everyone responds to baring their soul. Not everyone needs it.’

      ‘How do you know you don’t if you’ve never tried?’
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      Sunday 12pm, Cambridge

      The Matchmaker inhaled deeply each time he pulled himself up: chin to the bar, toes pointed, naked sweaty torso rigidly straight, the smell of his own perspiration giving him an almost sexual pleasure, spurring him on to complete each agonising repetition. Finally, he was done. Dropping gracefully to the floor, he towelled his soaking body and, frowning at the silent phones on his desk, walked through to the en suite. A cursory two-minute shower, change of clothes and he was back at his desk.

      Leaning back in the soft leather chair he waited, his impatience betrayed only by the jig of his right knee and his fingertip’s measured tap on the polished mahogany desk. It had taken years, combined with the creation of his Decompression Room, to achieve this level of self-control.

      He pumped the number into a safe phone and waited. The idiot still wasn’t answering. Deliberately, he replaced the phone on the desk. His fingers and knee continued their languid dance, but his breathing was strained. Leaning over, he pressed a button. Immediately, relaxing music filled the room. Eyes closed, hands resting on his abdomen he allowed the calm to embrace him until his anger receded.

      At last, pulling his chair closer to the desk, he looked at his computer. The order form was on the screen. Granted the client had made a particularly difficult request but, he’d also paid handsomely for their delivery agreement. Now, three days before the due date the acquisition form remained invalidated. The client was becoming nervous. So was he and, to make matters worse, The Provider was uncontactable. Not acceptable… not acceptable at all. It was beginning to look like the delivery would fail or, at the very least, be delayed. The resultant financial loss would be catastrophic, to say nothing of the damage to their reputation.

      The phone dedicated to his extra- curricular business rang three times before he answered. ‘Speak.’

      It wasn’t the voice he’d expected but, nonetheless, the call was important.

      ‘Client 21 has returned damaged goods again.’

      The Matchmaker frowned and pulled the relevant file up on his computer. ‘That’s becoming an issue.’ He listened. ‘You’re right. Client 21 is becoming careless and arrogant, putting us all at risk. We’ll make him pay.’

      The Facilitator laughed. ‘Yeah, hit him where it hurts most… in his pocket.’

      The Matchmaker considered the client’s file before responding. ‘I think a £100,000 damage fee should teach him. No more supplies till he’s settled, ok?’ Hanging up, he typed a note on the file and glared at the silent phone.

      ‘Fuck!’ He spat the word into the empty room, grabbed the phone and hit redial. This time it was engaged.

      He stood, filled his lungs with air and held it for ten seconds before slowly releasing it. Before he’d finished exhaling, the phone rang. Allowing the remaining air to spew out, he paused before lifting the receiver. ‘Where have you been? We’ve been awaiting confirmation.’

      The Provider laughed. ‘You are so easy to wind up, my friend. Relax, chill out. Everything’s under control.’

      ‘You have the delivery?’

      ‘Well, not exactly–’

      ‘You knew how difficult this would be. The rest of us deferred to your decision. You assured us you could meet the demand. You told us to accept the order and now you tell me you don’t have the delivery.’

      Another laugh. ‘Let me finish will you? It’s all in hand. It’ll be en route to our client as scheduled.’

      ‘Then why the silence? Why haven’t you filled in the acquisition form?’

      ‘God, give me a chance. Everything’s ok’

      ‘Fine, so long as it is ok. There’s a lot of money at stake, not to mention our reputation.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah… So you keep–’

      The Matchmaker hung up. He breathed deeply until he was calm. Then, he smiled.

      

      Monday 1pm, Gorce, Poland

      This was the third time he’d observed the boy and his big sister traipsing down to the village, but today was different. Today was D-day. His abdomen tightened and a surge of adrenalin flooded his huge body. He trained his binoculars on the girl and felt a responding tingle in his scrotum.

      ‘Mmm, Mr Happy, you are one lucky boy.’ His oil-stained hand drifted to his crotch and briefly rubbed his erection through his jeans.

      With her dark hair and soft tanned skin, she was perfect. How lucky was he to have found her? It had taken him a fair amount of time. The client was a fussy bastard. Bloody pervert wanted a boy, younger than eight, with blue eyes and brown skin. The Provider couldn’t understand some of the clients they supplied to. ‘Dirty poofter bastards! It wasn’t normal, not right.’ Never mind, as long as he got paid for his efforts and had a few little bonuses in the process, he was happy.

      He started the engine. ‘Not long now, Mr Happy, not long now.’ By the time they reached the car park near the village he’d be in position and they’d be his. No questions asked. ‘After all, who cares about two mucky Roma kids?’ That was the beauty of this job: one for the client and one for him. It was the proverbial win–win situation.

      

      Thursday 10am, Gorce, Poland

      Sergeant Jankowski, overcoat pulled tightly round his skinny middle, watched the crime scene team process the rocky hillside. The girl’s body had been taken away, but horrific images of ten-year-old Magdalena Lauk would give Jankowski nightmares for months.

      Abruptly, he walked away, signalling his constable to follow. When they were out of earshot, he turned frosty eyes on the man. ‘So, Magdalena Lauk was reported missing three days ago, and what…’ He flung his arms in the air, ‘You did nothing?’

      The young constable, hat in hand, looked distraught. He mumbled something indistinguishable.

      ‘Speak up! I can’t hear you.’

      Risking a sideways glance at Jankowski he said, ‘She was Roma, sir.’

      Jankowski swore. ‘And?’ He stepped closer, his jaw tight. ‘You’re saying that because she was Roma, you didn’t investigate fully?’

      The constable paled. ‘I thought she’d turn up, sir. That sort usually do.’

      Jankowski stepped back, fists clenched. He was tempted to punch the constable’s face. Instead, he spat on the pebbles at the man’s feet. ‘Well, you were right, constable. She did turn up, didn’t she?’

      He strode off, but the constable called his name.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘What about her brother, sir? Where do you think he is?’

      ‘Fuck!’ Jankowski turned slowly. ‘Her brother?’

      ‘Yes, sir. They were both reported missing.’

      Without stopping to reprimand him, Jankowski, spun on his heel and headed up the track, bellowing orders to extend the search for a boy.
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      Saturday 2:30am, Bradford

      With sheets tangled round his sweat-drenched legs, Gus lurched upright, painfully jerking his shoulder. Breathing unevenly, his heart pounding, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and, elbows resting on knees, supported his head in his hands.

      Movement in the hallway told him he’d wakened his parents. He cursed. The dream was somehow more vivid tonight. He blamed Dr Mahmood. Why the hell did she have to keep banging on and on about it? He wanted to forget the whole fucking thing not hash over every bloody stab wound Greg had inflicted. It was bad enough that he revisited the incident most nights without having to put up with her solicitous enquiries over his mental health. He didn’t need anyone to confide in and, if he did, it wouldn’t be a fucking shrink.

      He took a slug of water from the glass on the bed side table and downed two naproxen before getting up and walking naked to the en suite. Allowing the warm water to trickle through his dreads and soothe his aching shoulder, he stood arms splayed against the tiled wall. Head bowed, he thought about Greg pacing up and down the living room, a kitchen knife in, his hand, another stuck down the waistband of his jeans. Off his meds and out of control he didn’t know what he was doing. Greg loved his wife Becky and adored little Billy. If he’d been in control he’d never have done it. Slapping his palm against the wet wall, Gus railed against the sobs that clogged his chest. He could still hear Greg raving on about Satan and devil’s spawn. As vividly as if he was still in the room, he saw him thrust the knife into Becky, the hilt quivering from her eye. The other blinked twice and then she was gone... Just like that. Gone. Little Billy, head against her breast, her arms still round him, screamed as she died. And then Greg began thrusting the second knife into Billy’s small body.

      This was Gus’s last memory of Billy and he saw it every bloody night. In his mind he could see the blood, smell it even now. He’d never forget it, or what he did next. Knowing only too well that when he jumped over that coffee table he had to stop Greg, he did the only thing he could. He dived on top of Billy, hoping that the weight of his body would staunch the blood. He barely felt the rain of knife blows to his own body. Twisting onto his back he saw the insanity in his friend’s eyes and did the only thing he could. Stretching up, he yanked the knife from Becky’s eye and plunged it into his best friend’s neck.
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      Detective Sergeant Alice Cooper’s boot connected with the car tyre, sending a puff of snow into the blizzard. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck, fuck, fuck!’

      She stomped, covering her trousers in slush and yanked open the door of her Mini Cooper. Scrunching her coat round her waist she flung herself into the driver’s seat and gripping one woolly fingertip between her teeth, she teased her glove off, before jabbing the number into her phone. The last thing she wanted was to ask newbie Detective Constable John Sampson for help, but she had no choice. Her Mini couldn’t stutter up a feeble cough, never mind propel her to the crime scene.

      In more temperate weather, Alice hand-washed and valeted her beloved car each week, but in the freezing Bradford winter she’d been neglectful and now her treasure was retaliating. She couldn’t really blame her. She had been lashed by rock salt and now scum covered her beautiful green body. The hand-painted black flowers billowing over her doors, along her roof and across her bonnet were filthy. Cursing the northern weather, she waited for Sampson to answer. It wasn’t that she disliked Bradford. On the contrary, she loved it. As cosmopolitan as London, but with much more heart and warmth, well… not at this precise moment, she acknowledged, shivering in her frozen tomb. Sampson answered at last.

      ‘Pick me up at my house, ASAP.’ She hung up before he could reply. She didn’t dislike Sampson. He was keen and competent; what was there to dislike? She just felt out of her depth. This was the first suspicious death.  She had been effectively running the Violent Crimes Unit ever since her boss Detective Inspector Angus McGuire had gone on sick leave six months ago. She felt less out of her depth lately, especially after what happened in Brent last year.  Truth was she was still reeling from that and she did not need the added pressure of mollycoddling a newbie. When Sampson arrived, she tramped over like a miniature Michelin man, her scarf hiding her disgruntled expression as she got in.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      Obediently, Sampson edged onto the icy road. Slipping into second gear he said, ‘Good morning, DS Cooper.’

      Alice, fiddling with the heater, muttered a reluctant greeting and sank deeper into her seat. Sampson edged up the hill, wipers frantically battling the sloppy drops of snow that landed relentlessly on the screen. Nearing their destination, the snow slowed and the juddering screech of wipers across the drying windscreen made her fingers itch to flick the wipers off, but she contained herself. Instead, she studied the row of shops that made Heaton a village in the heart of inner city Bradford. A café, chippy, chemist, post office, pub, Chinese takeout and One Stop grocery store – what more did a community need?

      ‘The gates at the bottom of the graveyard are open, so park in there,’ she advised Sampson. ‘You don’t want to get stuck on those cobbled side streets.’

      Edging between the ornate gates, Sampson parked beside a Mercedes. Alice knew it belonged to Gus’ dad, Dr Fergus McGuire, the pathologist. They got out and signed the crime scene log. The graveyard stood on a slope, with Emm Lane running along the bottom. Sandstone terraced houses dominated the right and a row of newer houses stood on the left. A low drystone dyke stretched along the top with a gap leading to the children’s playground. The white forensics tent rose like an incongruous igloo amid the tombstones with an ice-covered climbing frame looming behind.

      ‘Damn creepy, having a graveyard next to a kids’ playground.’

      Sampson laughed. ‘Bet the kids love it. Playing hide and seek round all those spooky graves.’

      ‘Morbid little bastards,’ thought Alice with a shudder, as she braced herself to face the crime scene. She trudged towards the tent, Sampson trailing behind. A raised walkway allowed them access without contaminating evidence. Outside the tent, a police constable with a runny nose thrust body suits and bootees at them. Alice struggled to pull the suit over her bulky coat. ‘What do we have?’

      ‘Woman,’ said the constable, launching into a coughing fit. When it finally subsided, he added, ‘She’s in her night clothes. Wound to the head. Bloke who found her, a Mr Bates, lives over there. Says she’s local.’ He gestured to the houses behind them. ‘He’s in a police car on Quarry Street. He was out looking for his escaped pet rabbit when he found the body. Doesn’t want to go home till he’s found the rabbit. Trying to avoid a ticking off from his wife, I reckon.’

      Wishing a missing rabbit was her only worry, Alice poked her head through the tent flap. ‘Alright to come in?’

      A lumbering yeti, encapsulated in a crime scene suit, turned round, arms spread wide. ‘Och Alice, grand to see you!’

      Alice grinned at the bulbous turnip face peering at her from inside the white hood.

      ‘Hi Doc, what’ve we got?’

      Dr McGuire moved to offer her a clearer view of the body. Alice had trained herself to deal with the horror of murder by starting at the victim’s feet, which were rarely the most horrific part of a murder scene. By focussing on them first, the rest became more manageable. Still awful, but less in your face.

      A soggy pink slipper hung from one of the woman’s feet, the other slipper protruded from the snow nearby. Her toes were skinny and looked as if they’d been mangled by years of being crammed into too-small shoes; chipped varnish clung to raggy nails. Emaciated legs with the blue thread-lines associated with drug use, escaped from her sodden nightie. A sad polyester dressing gown lay open under her body like a picnic blanket. Pock marks and macabre drizzles of mascara, tainted pink with blood, lined her face. Her hair, like rats’ tails, surrounded her head. She looked forty, but experience told Alice, she was probably in her twenties. Doc McGuire would find out during the post-mortem.

      ‘Poor sod.’ She turned to Sampson. ‘What’s your feeling?’

      ‘A bit unusual to be out in just your nightie.’

      Alice nodded. ‘Yeah, for you and me maybe, but she shows signs of being a junkie. Societal conventions aren’t top priority when you need a hit and, according to our witness, she’s local.’

      She turned to Dr McGuire who was packing his things away in his battered old case. ‘What can you tell us, Doc?’

      ‘Well, as you can see, we’ve got two blunt force trauma injuries to the head. The first, just above the eye, knocked her over and the second, to the back of the skull was caused by hitting her head on the gravestone as she fell.’

      Alice opened her mouth, but before she could ask her question, he spoke. ‘Och, Alice, you know I can’t tell time of death with any accuracy yet.’ He patted her arm, ‘Come to my post mortem party later and find out more but, for now, I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Hissing Sid.’ He lowered his voice, ‘And believe me he’s in excellent hissing form today.’ He leaned forward, kissed Alice’s cheek and executed a skilful shuffle past her on the narrow boards. Alice saw Sampson raise an eyebrow and smiled. ‘I lived with the Doc and his wife when I first moved up from London. DI McGuire gets really pissed off by his affection, but I think it’s funny.’

      They followed Dr McGuire outside and Alice caught up with him. ‘How’s Gus, Doc?’

      For a second the pathologist’s smile faded. ‘He’s physically fit to return to work, but that bloody shrink is farting about. She doesn’t understand that the best therapy for Angus is to get back to work.’ He shrugged. ‘Bloody experts!’

      Stripping the nitrile gloves from her hand, Alice shoved them in her pocket. She knew that his physical injuries were the least of Gus’ worries. It was what was going on in his mind that mattered and that cow Gabriella hadn’t helped by ditching him. She kicked one of the plastic boards and felt marginally better. Then, catching Sampson’s eye, she turned her attention to the Chief Crime Scene Officer, Sidney Denby, nicknamed Hissing Sid because of his ability to foully contaminate every crime scene with his noxious farts.

      Barely five foot two, Sid strutted over to Alice and pulled his mask down, revealing a neatly trimmed goatee. He handed Alice a plastic bag containing a bloodied sandstone chunk.

      ‘We’ve found the weapon. It’s the right shape and of course the blood smear’s a dead giveaway.’

      Alice took the bag, then abruptly covered her nose. ‘For fuck’s sake Sid! You’ve bloody dropped one haven’t you?’

      He grinned. Alice handed the bag back as he moved away, laughing.

      She surveyed the surrounding area before speaking to Sampson. ‘Look like an opportunistic crime to you?’ She blew on her hands. ‘Reckon she brought a punter back here for a shag and it all went wrong?’

      Sampson hesitated. ‘You don’t think she was dumped here then? She’s not wearing the usual prostitute gear is she?’

      Alice shrugged. ‘We’ll have to consider every possibility.’

      She stripped off her ‘abominables’, her name for the cumbersome white suits, and pulled on her woolly gloves. ‘Not a very private dump spot is it? He’d have to have parked in Garden Street, and then lugged her up those narrow steps.’ She pointed to the entrance. ‘Then get her into the park, in full view of those houses, before hauling her into the graveyard.’ She brushed her hair back from her face. ‘Or, if they parked in Quarry Street, they’d have to lug her past people’s front doors to get to the park entrance over there.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m not buying that. I think it’s a local crime and, going by the blood on that stone, probably an opportunistic one. Come on, let’s go and see what Mr Bates has to tell us.’

      Alice and Sampson climbed the few steps into the park and made their way through the gap onto the playing field. Unusually for a snow covered park, it was unblemished. The first responders had done a good job securing the scene and the hordes of eager sledgers that would normally have made their way through the park down towards prime sledging ground in Heaton Woods had been thwarted. As they trudged over the raised pathway to the park entrance, Alice was aware of anonymous faces in the upstairs windows of the houses overlooking the crime scene. They took a right into a cobbled ginnel that led them alongside snow covered gardens, before turning left onto Quarry Street itself where the police car waited, its windows steamed up and the engine on for heat.

      Alice tapped gloved fingers on the driver’s window and it immediately cracked open. She nodded at the PC behind the wheel. ‘Off you go and join the house-to-house, while I chat with Mr Bates here.’

      She stood back to allow the PC to scramble out of the car and then took his place behind the wheel, while Sampson slipped into the back seat beside Simon Bates. Mr Bates was in his forties, slightly balding, unshaven and wearing a pair of baggy joggers with a slice of striped pyjama escaping from the elasticised cuffs. He’d slipped his anorak off and now sat slumped against it in the back seat, an empty takeaway coffee cup in one hand. He looked expectantly from Sampson to Cooper as they introduced themselves.

      Alice turned sideways in the driver’s seat so she could see him and smiled. ‘Just tell us in your own words what happened this morning, Mr Bates.’

      He rubbed his hand over his stubble. ‘Well, I fed the rabbit, Floppy, yesterday and mustn’t have latched the hutch properly. She’s always trying to escape, is Floppy. Anyway, when Jane went to feed her this morning she was gone. Jane wasn’t right happy, so she dragged me out of bed to go and find her.’

      Alice nodded sympathetically and he continued. ‘She told me not to come back till I’d found her or she’d make me sleep in the office. She’s done that before and it’s not that warm. So I got up and started trekking through the graveyard. That’s usually where the stupid thing goes when she escapes. Anyway, I’d done all of the area nearest to our house.’ He grinned and for a minute his worried frown disappeared. In a proud voice he said, ‘I used that grid method like they do in CSI, you know?’

      Sampson smothered a giggle which earned him a frown from Alice who continued to smile encouragingly. ‘Good idea, but no luck, eh?’

      The worried frown returned. ‘No, damn snow hid any rabbit tracks, so I wandered further up towards the park and that’s when I saw her.’

      He shuddered and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I could see she was dead. You know, with the snow covering her and the blood on her head? So, I phoned 999 and then Jane came over to see what I was doing.’

      Alice frowned. ‘You mean your wife came over to see the body?’

      ‘Eh? Oh no. No, she came over to see why I’d stopped looking for Floppy. She saw me on my phone from the back bedroom window and she was in one of her moods.’ He used his index fingers to emphasise the word.

      Alice and Sampson exchanged amused glances. ‘Did either of you recognise the woman?’

      He nodded. ‘Oh yes. She’s always hanging around the pubs, trying to get money from folk and that, she’s a bloody nuisance. Jane says she’s a…’ he raised his eyebrows, ‘you know… a prostitute?’

      Alice raised one eyebrow as if surprised, ‘Oh?’

      Mr Bates folded his arms over his chest and nodded. ‘She’s got kids at the school. He gestured behind in the direction of the primary school at the back.’ Not right, her being allowed a kid when she’s like that, is it?’

      Alice shook her head in acknowledgement. ‘Don’t suppose you know her name do you?’

      ‘Oh yeah, Jane did a bit of phoning around and found out she’s called Sharon Asif.’ He pursed his lips. ‘I sometimes see her when I’m working late. She’s always drunk or stoned or something. Jane says the kids were always in a right state.’ He lowered his voice, with a look that reminded Alice of her long dead Nan who’d always thought the worst of everybody and enjoyed a damn good gossip. ‘Nits and smelly clothes and stuff.’

      ‘Do you know where she lived?’

      He delved into his pocket and brought out his mobile. ‘Yes, Jane’s just texted me her house number. She asked the neighbours, you know?’

      Alice bit back the sharp retort that came to mind and tried not to imagine the crowds that would turn up in the next hour, not only at the crime scene, but also at the dead woman’s house now that the news was out.

      ‘Yes here it is, 9 Inkerman Street. That’s just opposite the bottom end of the graveyard, near the Catholic boy’s school.’

      Alice thanked him for his time and was just about to open the door when someone knocked on the window. She pushed the door open and saw a massive PC holding something in his hands.

      ‘What’s that, Ken?’ she said, recognising him immediately. ‘Something for us?’

      The huge PC grinned and held out his arms. ‘Not exactly, boss, more of a surprise for Mr Bates. We’ve found his rabbit!’
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      Friday 5:30pm, Cambridge

      Sergeant Hedges scratched his belly and yawned. Only an hour till his shift ended, then a couple of pints and a pie down the White Horse before home and bed. For now, the waiting room was empty. From the holding cells, he could hear the distant yells of Jacko, a harmless drunk, who was being processed for urinating against an ornamental tree by the entrance to Marks and Spencer.

      Just as he thought he was going to have a quiet changeover, the station door opened and a skinny woman with a sleeping baby balanced against her shoulder walked in. The first thing Hedges noticed was her eyes. They bulged from puffy, red cheeks: two dull discs floating in misery. She looked barely old enough to have a child. Hedges, with twenty years’ experience under his rather extensive belt, instinctively knew she’d come to report an abusive husband. He smiled encouragingly, hoping that she’d have the courage to go through with her complaint; so many of them lost heart, gave up and went back to their abusive spouses.

      ‘Can I help you, dear?’ Just watching her discomfort made his eyes crinkle. At first her voice cracked, so Hedges quickly poured her a plastic cup of water and pushed it across the partition towards her. She took a sip and tried again. ‘It’s my…’ her eyes flitted around the room, double checking they were alone. ‘It’s my husband.’ Her face hardened and she raised her hand protectively to her baby’s back, before spitting her next words out as if they were toxic.

      ‘He’s a paedophile.’

      Before Hedges could respond, she continued hurriedly, ‘I have proof.’

      Expertly balancing the baby in one arm, she fumbled in her jacket pocket and pulled out a CD. Immediately, she thrust it towards Hedges as if it was a live flame. ‘It’s all on there. I downloaded it from his PC.’

      Hedges took the item from her trembling fingers and studied her face for a moment. Satisfied that she was genuine and knowing that this was well above his pay grade, he rang the bell for another officer to staff the front desk and buzzed her through the side door. Gently, he guided her and her baby into the lift.

      Cambridge CID was housed in a huge room on the top floor with glaring fluorescent lights and startlingly bright walls. It was divided into cubicles, by a series of shoulder-high dividers, set at strategic angles that, supposedly, created an illusion of privacy. Hedges hated it, but there was nowhere else for Cathy Clegg and her daughter to wait. Embarrassed by the noise and activity in the room, Hedges watched as, using her bundled up coat and a cushion, she barricaded her sleeping child safely against the back of a soft chair. Mrs Clegg looked barely the same age as his niece, Shannon, who was doing her GCSEs this year. Like Shannon, Cathy favoured baggy hoodies and skinny jeans that made her frame look emaciated and fragile. As she sat down on the uncomfortable plastic chair near the desk, tugging her cuffs over her fingers, he deposited a mug of sweet tea in her shaking hands.

      Whilst the experts analysed the USB stick, Hedges listened to her story.

      ‘I was only using his damn computer to get a recipe ’cos my laptop crashed. I got impatient and kept clicking to try and hurry it up. Suddenly this completely new window opened with a whole load of weird labels. It asked for a password.’ She took a sip of her tea.

      ‘He never lets me near his techie stuff when he’s at home… but he’s away on business at the minute.’ She grimaced and her face paled. ‘Oh my God! What if he’s not on business? What if he’s hurting some poor boy? Oh my God.’ And she picked up her phone and frantically flicked through it.

      Sergeant Hedges grabbed her hands ‘What are you doing, Cathy?’

      She glared at him wide-eyed. ‘What do you think I’m doing? I’m phoning James so he’ll stop. I’ve got to stop him hurting any more kids.’

      Hedges gently prised the phone from her unresisting fingers and she collapsed against him sobbing.

      Hedges mumbled meaningless words of comfort and patted her back until his soothing words calmed her. Red-eyed and spent, she hiccupped to a shuddering stop and took another sip of her tea before continuing the story.

      ‘I saw him typing his password one day. I didn’t intend to ever use it, you know? It was just sort of good, knowing that I had it and he didn’t know about it. He could be a bit of a control freak.’ She clenched her fist tightly and spoke through gritted teeth. ‘I wish to hell I hadn’t gone near his fucking computer. I wish to hell I’d never met the bastard.’

      Sergeant Hedges reached over and gently squeezed her arm. ‘Look Cathy, when CID has finished with the data one of them will come and speak to you. You’ll be here for a while so, if there’s anything you need, just let me know.’

      

      Friday 7:30pm

      A development like this necessitated speed and Detective Inspector David Wentworth was nothing if not fast. He stalked across the room, a vision of colour co-ordinated perfection, from the tips of his expensive leather shoes right up to the diagonally pin-striped tie, which echoed the exact hue of his cashmere socks. To Detective Sergeant Nancy Chalmers, this sort of affectation was unnecessarily showy and she seriously questioned the sanity of any man who dedicated that amount of time to his wardrobe. She had noticed with amusement, how he surreptitiously appraised other officers for their dress sense, often following up with a barely concealed smirk and a preening puffed out chest that made him look like a fat canary.

      To Nancy, Wentworth’s almost colourless eyes made him appear cold and distant, which, in fact, he was. At present they were intently focussed on Cathy Clegg. Behind him, Nancy made no attempt to match his speed as she glided across the room with a smile and a friendly wave to fellow officers. Nancy was well aware that her blouse was slightly crumpled around the shoulders and the hem of her Marks and Spencer skirt was beginning to unravel. Despite her inability to iron, she’d never been one of those masculine, trouser and jacket-type women officers who hid their femininity behind a patina of angular cuts and dark colours. Instead, she’d held her ground in the male dominated environment and been herself; slightly scatty, very feminine and as honest and straightforward as she could be. It worked because she was well liked and, more importantly, well respected

      By the time Chalmers reached the cubicle, Wentworth was already mid-flow. His staccato voice reminded her of a persistent woodpecker, chipping unsympathetically at Cathy. Nancy could almost see the younger woman shrink into herself. Inwardly she cursed Wentworth. She’d been working with him on the child abuse unit for six months now and couldn’t get used to his inability to empathise with fellow humans. She sat down and listened with a sinking heart.

      ‘Tonight, our surveillance equipment will be installed throughout the suspect’s house and you will be moved back before your husband returns from his business trip.’ Wentworth rocked back on the heels of his Italian suede shoes and rubbed his hands together, like a gleeful banker foreclosing on a loan. ‘Then, we settle in for the floorshow. You just carry on as usual. We’ll do all the hard work and sooner or later the bastards will slip up and we’ll catch the lot of them.’

      Turning to Cathy, Nancy noticed globules of sweat dotted her forehead, despite the shivers that wracked her small frame. Suddenly, Cathy lunged forward, grabbed a bin and vomited into it. The acrid stench enveloped the quartet and a few stray flecks of vomit landed on Wentworth’s shoes. His face contorted and he jumped back with an annoyed squeak.

      Nancy rubbed Cathy’s back, murmuring soothingly until she finally leaned back, clutching a handful of tissues to her face.

      Nancy glared at Wentworth and said, ‘Perhaps I should take over here for the time being, DI Wentworth? Mrs Clegg is obviously distressed and needs time to understand what we’d like her to do.’

      Wentworth, preoccupied by the sick marks on his shoes, was suddenly all too eager to pass the responsibility of Cathy Clegg over to his sergeant. He nodded and without another word to Cathy turned on his heel and strutted away, no doubt heading to the toilets to attempt a rescue operation on his shoes.

      Nancy sat down opposite Cathy, her legs wide open, her floral skirt scrunched inelegantly between them. ‘He’s a bloody arse, isn’t he?’

      Cathy’s head jolted up and her eyes met the sergeant’s uncertainly. Then, raising her eyebrows, she conceded. ‘Yeah, that’s one way to describe him.’

      Nancy smiled. ‘Right, now we’ve got that out of the way, I’ll explain what’s going on.’ She leaned forward and held Cathy’s gaze. ‘Basically, the information we are currently collating from the data you copied indicates that James is a key member of a child trafficking ring we’ve been trying to track down for months. Now, this is where it gets tricky. We’ve enough evidence to ensure your husband goes away for a long time…’ she paused ‘…but we don’t have enough evidence to identify the other key members and the clients they’ve supplied… not yet anyway.’

      Cathy’s eyes narrowed and Chalmers nodded. ‘This brings me on to what DI Wentworth blurted out earlier. Basically we’ve got three options: One, you refuse to co-operate with us and we’re forced to arrest James now. This would give the other traffickers the heads-up. They would disband and regroup later on, resulting in hundreds of children and their families suffering.’ She paused to allow the implications of her words to sink in.

      Cathy bit her lip and Chalmers continued

      ‘Option two, you leave Cambridge with your daughter without seeing or contacting your husband and we continue to investigate, hoping he doesn’t suspect you know anything and then, when we’ve got our evidence on the rest of the group, you can return and testify at trial. The risks of that are that any sudden, unexpected changes in your behaviour will make them jittery. Maybe they’ll panic and disband before we have a chance to nab them. But, and this is the crux of it Cathy, they won’t stay disbanded. They’ll re-form and start doing it all again.’

      Nancy sighed. ‘This brings us round to option three, which is the one we’d really, really like you to take.’ She hesitated and then took Cathy’s hands in hers ‘I’m not going to deceive you Cathy, this option will not be easy, but I promise you we will put things in place to protect you and your daughter.’

      Cathy held Nancy’s gaze then nodded for her to continue.

      ‘What we want is for you to return home and try to live normally until we get our evidence. As DI Wentworth already explained we’re already setting up all sorts of surveillance and monitoring equipment in your home. We just need you to keep things ‘normal’ for as long as it takes us to compile more info on the other traffickers. Then, after the trial, you can leave this all behind you and start again.’ Chalmers raised her hand as Cathy opened her mouth to interrupt

      ‘I know, I know. You’re wondering how you could possibly go back home as if you don’t know about your husband’s seedy perverse hobby. I’ll be honest with you Cathy – that’s the hard part and I’d completely understand if you said no.’ She sighed and lifted her hands palm up. ‘But, and I’m being honest with you – these bastards kidnap children from Eastern Europe and sell them to the highest bidder. They steal kids to order for paedophiles throughout Europe. They have been responsible for hundreds of abductions and many of these kids end up dead and thrown into a canal after suffering unspeakable indignities. You’ve seen for yourself what they do!’

      Cathy bit her lip, leaned away from Chalmers and folded her arms defensively over her chest. Tears rolled unchecked down her cheeks.

      Chalmers pushed home her advantage. ‘We don’t just want the ring. We want access to their clients so we can close the whole thing down once and for all. And put every single one of these perverted bastards away.’

      Cathy shook her head ‘I can’t do it. I can’t. I never want to see him again. There’s no way I can go back there and live like normal and I won’t put Ali at risk. My baby’s going nowhere near that pervert ever again.’
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      Sunday 12:30pm

      Despite the layers of snow and ice, it was clear that Inkerman Street was well cared for. The two facing rows of large terraces, many with loft extensions, were in good repair. Most paths were shovelled clear of snow and gritted. Alice allowed herself a smile at the jaunty snowman that stood guard in one of the gardens. Even before they reached number 9, she knew which house they needed. It was the only house in the street that looked dirty and unkempt. The windows were mucky with closed curtains hanging half off their rails. The windows in the loft extension were boarded over with plywood and nobody had bothered to clear a pathway to the door.

      Even with the snow covering, it was clear that the little patch of grass was overgrown. The paint on the rotten front door was flaking off. The gate was ajar and judging by the yellowing snow near the gate post, something had left its mark. Alice and Sampson trudged through the ankle-deep snow and climbed the steps. Alice pressed the doorbell, but not trusting it to work, also rattled the knocker a few times and added a couple of bangs with her fist for good measure. She didn’t know whether to expect an answer or not. She knew that the victim, Sharon Asif, had two young girls at primary school, an older boy who was at high school and a toddler. Alice, concerned the children were home alone, was desperate for access to the house.

      A voice came from behind them. ‘Why don’t you try the back door? That’s the one the kids use to go in and out, poor little buggers. It won’t be locked.’

      Alice turned round and held out her warrant card, ‘And you are?’

      The woman tugged gently on the dog lead she was holding, ‘Wait a minute, Shaggy.’ Then turning back to Alice she frowned, ‘Oh! She’s not got summat to do wi’ you lot being in the graveyard has she? I’m Lola Jones by the way.’

      Alice ignored the question. ‘Do you live nearby?’

      Lola Jones nodded. ‘Yeah, next door to her, for my sins. She’s a foul-mouthed bitch and she shouldn’t be allowed those kids. Poor Jamal does his best but he’s only a kid himself, you know?’

      ‘Jamal?’

      ‘Yeah, her eldest. He’s fourteen but he tries his best to look after the kids when she’s drunk or stoned or high. Bloody disgrace, it is.’

      ‘When was the last time you saw Mrs Asif then, Mrs–’

      ‘Ms Jones. Last time I saw her? Now, let me think? Yeah, it was last night.’ She nodded and folded her arms under her substantial boobs. ‘I was just taking Shaggy,’ she gestured to the highland terrier that shivered morosely by the kerb, ‘for his last walk and it had just started to snow again. The stupid bitch came flying out the front door wearing nowt but her bloody nightie and a dressing gown.’ She snorted and pointed a stubby finger in Sampson’s direction, ‘and she wouldn’t be running to get some food for them kids, you know?’

      Ms Jones turned to smile at an elderly woman in a heavy coat with a black and white PLO scarf covering most of her grey hair. She was pulling a sledge along the snowy pavement, much to the glee of the toddler, who was so well wrapped up the only part of his body visible were huge mischievous eyes and the tip of a red nose. ‘Hello there, Mrs Khalifa. Damn cold today isn’t it?’

      Mrs Khalifa smiled.

      ‘Looks like all the bother over on the hill is to do with her,’ and she jerked her head towards Sharon Asif’s house and snorted.

      The older lady stopped pulling the sledge and spoke in Urdu to the toddler on the sledge. The child responded with an exaggerated sigh and then directed his attention to Ms Jones’s dog, who was now licking his nose enthusiastically. His Nan smiled at the two police officers and, in good but accented English said, ‘Are the children alright? My worry is always for them. I often hear them crying as if their little hearts will break.’ She shook her head ‘Poor things. She shouldn’t have them but social services do nothing. Nothing! I have called them and my daughter-in-law Nusrat has called them. Sometimes they send people out, but she refuses to let them in and they just go away again. It’s not right.’

      Alice smiled sympathetically and leaned over to pat the elderly lady’s arm.

      ‘Don’t worry now, I’m sure you’ve done all you can and we’ll make sure the children are taken care of now. A police constable will be over later to take a statement, if that’s ok?’

      Gesturing for Sampson to follow her, Alice headed to the ginnel at the end of the row of houses, while the two neighbours watched.

      Alice counted the back gates as she passed until they arrived at number nine.

      When Sampson pushed the gate there was an ominous screech. The gate listed to the side and hung, half off its rotten hinges. A furrow of snow had gathered behind it holding it at a lop-sided angle and frozen it tight. Alice poked her head through the gap and groaned when she saw what lay in the yard. ‘What a fucking state.’

      Inches of snow covered discarded bin bags that clogged up the cramped space. Ripped open by the foxes that prowled Heaton at night, their guts spewed out rotten food, filthy nappies and empty vodka bottles. Alice noted that no human prints were visible in the snow as they picked their way around the detritus. She hammered on the door.

      Sampson leaned over cupping his hands on the glass to peer through the grimy window. ‘Can’t see a bloody thing through this muck.’

      ‘Never mind, we’ll have to go in regardless. Can’t risk leaving her kids in there alone.’

      She tried the wobbly handle and was pleased when the door opened easily. ‘Fuck!’ She stumbled back from the stale whiff wafting through the door. ‘Bloody stinks!’

      With Sampson following, she entered the kitchen. Their feet stuck to the lino and it didn’t take long to identify the source of the stink. A pile of soiled nappies flung haphazardly in the corner of the room. Alice raised an eyebrow as Sampson coughed and cupped his nose with his hand.

      ‘Yuck, how the other half lives.’

      She shook her head. ‘Welcome to the real world, Sampson.’ Then, frowning she cocked her head to one side. ‘You hear that?’

      The muffled sound of a TV drifted through from behind the door leading into the hallway. Alice sneaked over and pulled the door open revealing a dark hallway with a staircase going up to the right and a door leading into the living room just beyond it. She put one finger over her lips and edged forwards.

      ‘Peppa Pig.’ Sampson had joined her by the door and his breath tickled her ear as he spoke.

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘Kids TV programme. My sister’s kids love it. It’s about a pink pig called–’

      ‘Peppa. Yeah, yeah I get it. If her kids are in there, get straight on to social services and get someone over here. ASAP!’

      With Sampson on her heels, Alice moved along the threadbare carpet to the living room door. She pushed the handle down and the door opened to reveal a huge flat screen TV in one corner of the room and a grubby sofa opposite with three young children huddled on top. The oldest of the three, a girl of around eight, glanced at Alice for a second before turning back to Peppa Pig. ‘She’s not in.’

      Alice smiled and glanced surreptitiously at Sampson, who with a brief nod, got out his phone and edged into the hallway to make the call. The oldest girl sat in between two younger children; a girl of around five and a boy who, judging by the eye-watering shitty smell that had Alice gipping was clearly still in nappies and in desperate need of a change. All three, wearing too-small well-worn pyjamas, huddled tightly under a thin blanket.

      The older girl held an open tin of best buy baked beans in one hand and, in the other, a spoon which she loaded with cold beans before offering it to each sibling in turn. Alice’s heart hitched momentarily. As an only child with no cousins and parents whose only friends were of the four-legged variety that ran around cages in a sterile science lab, she felt hopelessly out of her comfort zone. She could hear Sampson murmuring behind the door and knew she was on her own. Teeth gritted, she willed herself to ignore the smell and stuck a smile on her face. ‘Think someone needs their nappy changing.’

      The older girl, eyes glued to the screen said, ‘None left. She was meant to get some last night but she didn’t come back.’

      ‘Okaaay.’ Alice mentally cursed Sampson for taking so long. ‘What are your names?’

      Still focussed on the antics of the pink pig, the girl sniffed and shoved an overflowing spoon of lurid orange sauce into her brother’s mouth. ‘I’m Rehana.’ She pointed, first at her sister, then at the toddler. ‘That’s Maryham and he’s Imam.’

      Alice released a long slow breath, desperate now for Sampson to get his arse back into the room. Children were an alien species to her and she’d no idea how to proceed. Give her a dead body any day over this. As he came back into the room Alice sighed and raised both hands upwards in a what should we do with the kids? sort of gesture. Sampson’s grin, in her mind, was a bit too gloating but as he quickly moved past her, crouched down next to the couch and began speaking to the kids she decided she’d let him off.

      ‘You know, if Imam doesn’t get his bum changed it’ll get really sore.’

      No response.

      Alice raised her eyebrows. Sampson shrugged, ‘I know it’s not strictly procedure but we’re going to have to sort this out.’

      Alice blinked rapidly. ‘We?’

      Sampson turned to Rehana. ‘Well, me.’ He winked at the girl, ‘… and Rehana.’

      Rehana continued to shovel beans into mouths that opened as automatically as chicks in a nest receiving regurgitated worms from their mum’s beak.

      ‘So, can you help me clean him up?’ said Sampson

      Rehana glared at him, then, just when Alice thought she was going to refuse, she shrugged pitifully bony shoulders and said ‘Okay.’

      Alice watched Sampson lift the small wriggling boy who immediately began to sob, arms stretched towards his sister. Sampson held him at arm’s length, manfully managing not to grimace. Alice shuddered when she saw the brown sludge trailing down the leg of the toddler’s Thomas the Tank Engine PJs.

      She followed them through to the kitchen, cleared mouldy dishes from the sink and stood back to watch as Rehana, with the air of an expert, put on the tap and let it run for a minute, flicking her hand under the flow of water periodically. She turned to Sampson, who was making faces to distract Imam. ‘It’s as warm as it’ll get’

      Holding her breath against the foul smell, Alice watched Sampson remove the nappy flinching at Imam’s screams when the dried up shit pulled the tender skin. Ferocious blisters caked in faeces covered his butt. Alice, bit her lip as Sampson lowered the boy into the barely warm water. Imam whimpered and struggled in Sampson’s arms until, finally, he lifted him from the water. Alice handed him the cleanest towel she could find and watched as he gently dried the open sores before wrapping a tea towel loosely round him.

      They returned Imam to the settee, where Rehana hugged him close, murmuring soothing words as she rocked him. Alice, copying Sampson’s earlier actions, squatted beside the children and spoke quietly. ‘Someone will come soon to take you somewhere safe.’ Then, remembering that there was an older, fourteen-year-old brother, she asked, ‘Is there anyone else in the house?’

      Rehana bit her lip and shook her head, but Maryham, who’d remained silent till now spoke for the first time. ‘Rehana…?’

      Rehana glared at her sister and in a sharp tone said ‘Choop curr. Chup kar’

      Maryham stuck her thumb in her mouth and pulled the blanket up to her chin.

      Alice pursed her lips and exchanged a glance with Sampson.
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      Tuesday 3pm, Cambridge

      The Matchmaker was at work. Wary of the flow of people around him, he channelled his anger into his tapping fingers as he re-read the damning report. ‘Fucking idiot, fucking damn idiot.’ The refrain pulsed in his head until, unable to bear it any longer, he thrust the report into the shredder imagining it was the idiot’s head. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but if it did… so be it.

      Desperate for fresh air, he slung on his coat and left the office. He walked briskly through the drizzle towards the canal and, turning into a park three streets from his office, found a secluded seat before pulling out his safe phone.

      The Facilitator answered almost immediately. ‘You just caught me. I’d just finished with a client. What’s up?’

      ‘Two things,’ said The Matchmaker, his voice low as he glanced around making sure no one was in earshot. The first is annoying and concerns The Provider. Fortunately, for his sake, it should be relatively easy to deal with, so I won’t bother you with that. The second is much more serious and needs urgent attention.’

      ‘Hmm, sounds ominous.’

      ‘You could say. My sources tell me that The Treasurer has been compromised. He has been careless. His wife discovered incriminating data and reported it to the police, who now have access to his computer activity. Fortunately, thanks to your genius, we are safe. However, many of our clients will be compromised and scrutiny of his activities will be intense.’

      ‘Damn!’

      ‘Exactly.’ The Matchmaker’s leg did its involuntary jig as he once more glanced around.

      ‘What shall we do?’ asked the other man.

      The Matchmaker laughed. ‘That’s easy. We cut him loose and let him take the fall for all of us, but, I’m telling you now, I will exact revenge on the idiot’s wife. We will lie low for a while till I discover the extent of the damage. Dispose of this phone, transfer the accounts, leaving only shadow ones so as not to alert him and then sever all links with The Treasurer immediately.’

      ‘Right, I’m on it.’

      The Matchmaker hung up and took a deep breath, before dialling a different number. It rang for ages but just as he was going to hang up, it was answered. He spoke quickly not allowing The Treasurer to speak first. ‘We’ve got a couple of issues to resolve.’

      The Treasurer sighed. ‘Hold on, let me get my laptop and some privacy.’

      The Matchmaker heard a child’s voice in the background and then the sound of his colleague repositioning the phone before he spoke. ‘Sounds serious, what’s up?’

      A moment’s silence as The Matchmaker chose his words. He wanted The Treasurer to deal with The Provider’s mess before he cut him off completely.

      ‘The Provider has left a smell in Poland.’

      ‘Fuck! Traceable back to us?’

      The Matchmaker frowned. ‘Well, the murder of a young Roma girl and her missing brother have been referred to Interpol and then circulated to Europe. It’s potentially trouble for us, but if he can be contained it might blow over.’

      ‘Stupid little fucker. Why does he always take extra for himself?’

      ‘Hmph! Because he lacks finesse, that’s why. His appetite needs curbing.’

      The Treasurer grunted. ‘What do you suggest?’

      ‘His behaviour warrants a freeze on his cash flow till he toes the line.’

      ‘Ok, I’ll sort it now.’

      ‘See you do.’ He paused. ‘Dump your phone too, time we used some new ones.’ He hung up, took the battery out of his phone and walked back along the river towards his office. Stopping on the bank, he dropped the battery into the water and then repeated the process with the phone a few hundred yards later. Shoulders back, he headed away from the river, feeling satisfied that, once more, things were under control.
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      Sunday 1:30pm

      Alice and Sampson crept upstairs and were faced by three closed bedroom doors, a bathroom door and one that led up to an attic space. The door was padlocked. Alice could hear the two social workers’ voices, drifting upstairs, as they escorted Sharon Asif’s three children out of the house. She turned her attention back to the doors, her heart thudding as she eyed the heavy padlock. Biting her lip, she made her decision and turned to the first of the unlocked doors. Catching Sampson’s eye she nodded towards it and in unison they moved to either side of the door. Alice raised her voice. ‘Police! If anyone is there, please make yourself known to us now!’

      Silence.

      ‘We’re coming in, please make yourself known to us.’

      No response. Alice quickly turned the handle and pushed. In the darkness she fumbled for the light and quickly flicked the switch. The single bare lightbulb emitted a jaundiced glow, revealing a double bed with no sheet and a dishevelled duvet. The broken side board held a scattering of cruddy make up and cheap jewellery. Empty spirit bottles and dirty clothes were strewn over the threadbare carpet. Alice scrunched her nose and moved in to look under the bed.

      Nothing.

      With a shrug she gestured to the second door and was about to repeat the process when a bang from above made her pause. She looked at Sampson. ‘Upstairs? Attic room?’

      He nodded and Alice studied the padlocked door. ‘Where’s the fucking key?’

      She moved towards the bedroom, but turned back at Sampson’s sudden, ‘Got it!’ She watched as he stretched his hand up to a ledge above the door and grinned when he turned and presented her with a small key.

      Taking the key, she slotted it into the lock. Soundlessly, she threw the padlock aside, yanked the door open and peered up the dark narrow staircase. There was just enough light for her to see another padlocked door at the top. With Sampson following her, she crept up listening for any further sounds, but the silence hung heavy.

      Nearing the top of the stairs, a familiar smell hit her. She’d smelled that smell once before when she worked in London. She’d been one of the first responders to a crime scene involving a homeless man who’d set up home in a huge disused pipe. Trying not to breathe in too deeply, she took two pairs of nitrile gloves from her pocket and silently handed one pair to Sampson.

      On tiptoes she reached up and felt along the door frame for the second key. With trembling fingers, she undid the padlock and thrust both the lock and key into an evidence bag.

      With a final glace at Sampson, she thrust the door inward till it hit the wall, fully releasing the contained stench. Behind her, Sampson slapped his hand over his nose and coughed. Alice schooled herself to take shallow breaths through her mouth and, when her breathing settled, she stretched her hand into the darkness and flicked the light switch. Her eyes darted round the room and, before she could fully absorb the scene, an anguished cry escaped her lips. She stepped back, knocking Sampson off balance and sending him stumbling backwards down the stairs to land in a wide-eyed heap at the bottom. She looked down at him. ‘Get an ambulance and DCI Chalmers down here now!’
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      Fergus McGuire opened the door of his refurbished, fully modernised farmhouse and was greeted by the aromas of singed meat and over-boiled vegetables and by the sight of his diminutive wife coming out of the kitchen, afro hair wild and even more tightly curled than usual due to the humidity.

      He’d signed the body off at the morgue and dropped in to check on Gus’ house on Marriner’s Drive. Gus hadn’t been back there since the incident and Dr McGuire took it upon himself to check it out at least once a week. As always, when he saw his wife Corrine, his heart lifted and a smile tugged at the corners of his lips. She stood on tiptoe, kissed his chin and with a hand on either side of his stubbly cheeks, she pulled his head down till she could repeat the kiss on his lips.

      ‘You’re just in time. Lunch is ready when you are.’

      Enveloping her in a bearhug which allowed him to bury his face in her coconut scented hair, he hid his grimace. Much as he adored his wife and marvelled every day at his good fortune in being her husband, he had a hard time coping with her culinary endeavours. Intelligent as she was, she was unable to master the art of cooking edible food and equally unable to realise that, what she considered culinary masterpieces were actually indigestion-inducing atrocities that her doting family felt unable to reject. As he continued to inhale her special scent, Fergus McGuire knew he would rather eat her worst concoctions than ever be without this remarkable woman.

      Laughing she patted him lightly on the arms till he reluctantly released her.

      ‘That bad, was it?’ she asked.

      He shook his head and followed her towards the kitchen. ‘Actually, no. Well, no more traumatic than the usual waste of life from a drug-propelled existence.’

      ‘Prostitute?’

      He nodded. ‘Probably. Definitely a drug addict though. Where’s Angus?’

      Corrine McGuire’s face fell as she flicked the kettle on. ‘He left an hour ago for one of his walks.’ Her blue eyes, unusual for a black woman and so like their son’s, studied him intently from her smooth café au lait face. ‘Did you hear him again last night?’

      Fergus grimaced; he’d been wakened at around 3am by his son thrashing about in bed, and had been unable to get back to sleep even when Gus’ nightmare had abated. He nodded. ‘It was bad last night.’

      Corrine wrung her hands and her blue eyes filled with tears ‘What can we do Fergus? He can’t go on like this for much longer. Whatever happened with that psychiatrist on Friday has just made him worse.’

      ‘I know, my darling.’ He moved over to hug her but was interrupted by his phone ringing. With a ‘tut’ he grappled in his pocket for the offending item. ‘McGuire!’ Head cocked to one side, he listened intently. ‘Ok, Alice, I’ll be right there.’

      He turned to his wife. ‘Seems they discovered a lot more than they expected when they visited the dead woman’s house.’

      Corrine frowned, ‘Another dead body?’

      Fergus nodded. ‘Two it seems.’ He shrugged back into his jacket, ‘and they’re both children. Alice seems upset. Very upset indeed.’

      Corrine leaned over and patted his arm ‘Off you go, then. I’ll save your roast dinner for later.’

      Fergus grinned ‘Don’t wait for me. You and Angus eat yours. Don’t know how long I’ll be.’ He headed back out to his car, knowing he could grab a burger or something on his way home.

      Just as he was about to climb into his car he saw his son approach the house from the woods. Fergus hesitated for a moment, studying him, noting that although he still had a slight limp it was less obvious than it had been a month ago. But what worried him was Angus’ rounded shoulders and sullen expression. Even his usually ebullient dreads seemed flatter and less awry somehow.

      Fergus lowered himself into his car and decided he would exert pressure to get his son signed fit for work as soon as possible. He knew his son and he knew he needed something to occupy his mind, never mind the namby-pamby stuff the shrink spouted about ‘sharing’ the experience. Why the hell should Angus have to share the gory details of the day he failed to prevent his schizophrenic paranoid childhood friend from executing his wife? Why should he relive the moment he stabbed his sick friend to death to save his own life, whilst trying to stop his godson bleeding out?

      No, an active case was what Angus needed to help him move on and he’d bloody well pull in favours until they let his son back to work.
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      Monday, 10am, Cambridge

      DS Nancy Chalmers sat with a tall man who wore a Colombo raincoat despite the sun that had penetrated the last few days’ drizzle. She wore her trademark floral dress slightly too tight over her breasts, a pair of wedge heel sandals and no tights. Her blazer, flung haphazardly over the back of the chair, had on the lapel a blob of strawberry jam that had fallen from her doughnut earlier. She glanced up as the door to the CID room opened and Sergeant Hedges walked in, accompanied by Cathy Clegg. With a half-smile on her face, Nancy stood up and moved to greet the other woman. Cathy, she noted, looked dreadful. Already skinny the woman had become positively emaciated over the past few weeks. Her face was haggard and pallid with wrinkles around her mouth and across her brow.

      Nancy directed her to a chair next to the other man, asked Hedges to bring coffee and then sat down. ‘This is Sergeant Jankowski, Cathy. He’s from Poland and he has come here for a very specific reason that we’ll discuss in a bit.’

      Jankowksi smiled at Cathy, his hand extended in greeting. Nancy waited till the greetings were complete before she continued. ‘How have things been?’

      Cathy snorted. ‘If you’re asking what it’s like to share your bed with a paedophile and act like you don’t know how sick he is, then it’s fucking shit.’

      Nancy nodded, but kept her face neutral despite her pounding heart. She felt for the woman, she really did, but she knew that Cathy was their only hope of reeling the bastards in. ‘You’re doing really well Cathy, really well.’

      Cathy put her head to one side and crossed her legs. When she spoke her tone was accusatory. ‘So, does that mean you’ve made progress? Have you nailed down the rest of the gang? Are you going to arrest him so my daughter and I can get back to normal?’ She rapped her finger on the table to emphasise her point. ‘It’s been three fucking weeks and I’m not sure how much longer I can do this.’

      Nancy waited till Hedges had deposited mugs of coffee and a plate of digestive biscuits on the table before gesturing for him to join them. He and Cathy had built up a rapport and she wanted him there to support her when she disclosed the new information they had.

      ‘Well Cathy, it’s not as easy as that.’ She lifted a folder and tapped it lightly on her desk. ‘We’ve been working closely with Interpol and about a month ago two young children from the Roma community were abducted in Poland. There have been similar abductions throughout Poland and Eastern Europe over the past year and we think your husband’s paedophile ring is responsible for this. What makes this momentous for our investigation is that normally the children disappear completely. When they’ve been found it’s been in another country and usually dead.’ She paused. ‘This time a girl, ten-year-old Magdalena Lauk, was sexually assaulted, killed and dumped near her home. Her brother Paul was taken. The only good thing to come out of this is that Magdalena’s post mortem revealed DNA evidence that we can use to convict her killer and her brother’s abductor.’

      Cathy, face taut, jumped to her feet. ‘Good news? Not for her parents is it? Not for that poor girl’s parents.’

      Sergeant Jankowksi cleared his throat, then in good but accented English said, ‘Cathy, nothing can bring Magdalena back. Nothing. Her parents are desolate by her death. The fact that we now have some physical evidence is a good thing. Combined with the information we are gaining daily from your husband’s computer activity we are much closer to shutting these animals down.’ Cathy looked at Jankowski, nodded briefly and sat back down, shoulders hunched, fingers clenching and unclenching in rapid succession.

      Nancy bit her lip and leaned forward, elbows on the desk. ‘Cathy, we found Magdalena’s brother Paul.’

      Cathy’s head jerked up, the expression in her eyes hopeful.

      Nancy quickly shook her head. ‘Oh Cathy, I’m sorry but Paul was found dead in the Thames estuary. His body had been what we call ‘sanitised’. In other words, whoever dumped him removed any physical evidence we could use to identify his killers. We feel sure he was brought over here by your husband’s colleagues, sold to a ‘client’ and then dumped.’

      Cathy groaned. ‘Why are you telling me all this?’

      Nancy glanced at Jankowksi before she replied. ‘We need you to stay on track, Cathy. We need you now, more than ever. Through James’ activity we’ve identified some of the people who’re ordering these children. We just need a bit longer, that’s all.’
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      Sunday 4:15pm, Inkerman Street, Bradford

      Sleet drove at a 45-degree angle onto the muddy alley. It hammered relentlessly on the sides of the ambulance and police cars that were squashed into the alley and it rattled against the buildings. DCI Nancy Chalmers moved rapidly through the trampled snow, her coat flapping behind her like a super hero’s cape, her sturdy winter boots sploshing through puddles. Her gaze was intent on Alice huddling against the fence, a polystyrene coffee cup in her hand, her black hair matted and damp. Spheres of hail mottled Alice’s coat and clung to her woollen scarf. Her eyes looked huge in her ashen face and Nancy noted the slight tremor in her hand as she lifted the cup to her mouth.

      Nancy followed Alice’s gaze and saw that her eyes were trained on the ambulance that was parked, one wheel embedded in a slush-filled pothole, as if it had been abandoned. The back doors were ajar and a huddle of children with vacant eyes, wrapped in blankets, sat unmoving on the row of padded seats in the back. A small female paramedic leaned over to fasten their seat belts and the smallest child flinched. The paramedic smiled reassuringly, muttering nonsensical soothing words as she completed the task and moved on to fasten the other kids’ belts. Nancy saw Alice’s fists clench at her side and guessed she wanted to slam her fist into the wall. The paramedic slammed the doors shut, blocking out the final huddle of children waiting to be transported to Bradford Royal Infirmary.

      An angry thrum pulsated in the air. Paramedics, social workers and translators worked professionally but without their customary ribaldry. Each one was profoundly horrified by the discovery of the children and each was directing their anger into doing their best for the victims. Chalmers knew the aftermath of today would have long and lasting repercussions for each and every professional here. The attic crime scene had been compromised in deference to treating the children DS Cooper and DC Sampson had rescued. Most of the children were in a fugue state, all were irreparably damaged physically and mentally. Two were dead.

      Chalmers stepped in front of Alice. Deliberately removing all emotion from her voice she said, ‘DS Cooper, fill me in.’

      As Chalmers had intended, Alice responded to her authoritative tone. She pushed herself away from the wall and straightened. Hesitating only to take a sip of coffee, Alice, her tone dull, summarised. ‘Eighteen living, ten boys and eight girls. Two dead. All abused, malnourished and severely traumatised. From what we can gather so far, none are British; most appear to be Eastern European.’

      Chalmers bit the inside of her cheek and stamped her boot into the icy ground. ‘Fucking Hell!’

      ‘I don’t think I’ll ever forget this,’ said Alice, her voice trembling.

      Chalmers drew her coat around her and with fumbling fingers began to fasten the buttons. Giving up after three, she put her arm round Alice and hugged her firmly. ‘No, you won’t ever forget this, Alice. And nor should you. But what you can, and will do is your best to find the sick fuckers who did that to those kids.’ She turned and saw Sampson approaching. He looked equally shaken but she noticed with approval his firm determined stride. ‘Not the best initiation into CID is it, Sampson?’

      He shook his head and she placed her hand on his arm. ‘Both of you have done good. Bloody good!’

      Alice nodded abruptly. ‘Yeah, but I wish Gus was here.’

      ‘Well, he’s not here so you’re just going to have to hold it together till he gets back. Hopefully that’ll be soon. Anyway, what’s the state of play?’

      ‘Social services pulled in huge favours and have managed to secure a weekday only ward at BRI for most of the children. The Yorkshire Clinic have provided two rooms for the most traumatised. We’ve kept them as near as we can in national groups and where possible have employed female translators. The hospitals have pulled in as many Eastern European nurses as possible and we’ve asked for secrecy, but as you can see the lions are already prowling.’

      Chalmers turned to see that already the Yorkshire-based representatives of the national papers were already congregating behind the barrier alongside their local news counterparts.

      Alice continued, ‘Forensics are working the attic. Doc McGuire, the pathologist on call, has already been and he’s fast-tracking the PMs on the two dead children. Says he’ll start first thing tomorrow.’

      Hissing Sid approached, still wearing his white suit but with the hood pulled down. He nodded at DCI Chalmers but directed his words to Alice and Sampson. ‘You can come up if you like. We’ve got what we can from the stairs and, for what good it’ll do, we’ve paved off a viewing area.’ He turned to Chalmers. ‘It’s not pleasant, you know.’

      Chalmers bristled. ‘Don’t you patronise me, Sid. I’ve seen more fucking crime scenes in my thirty years on the force than you have. Cheeky bloody brat!’

      Sid smirked. ‘I stand corrected, DCI Chalmers. Didn’t mean to offend.’

      Hissing Sid and DCI Chalmers moved towards the dilapidated gate leading into the yard. They’d almost reached it when Nancy realised Alice wasn’t with them.

      She turned and saw her, hands in her pockets; scarf bundled haphazardly round her neck. Her head was tilted towards the upper window of the row of terraced houses that sandwiched the alley they stood in. Chalmers followed her gaze and saw that most of the windows were filled with the silhouettes of ghoulish bystanders gazing down on them. She took a step towards Alice and saw her small body tense as a flash from one of the windows evidenced the extent of their morbid curiosity. Before she could intervene Alice’s hand was out of her pocket and her small fist waved angrily at the offending photographer. ‘What the hell are you sick fucks doing?’ she yelled. ‘You didn’t fucking notice what was going on in your own back yards, but now you want to document it!’

      Nancy strode over, grabbed Alice by the arm and pulled her towards the gate. She nodded to one of the constables. ‘Go to that house and threaten the bastards that if we find evidence that they’ve spoken to the media, allowed them access or posted anything pertaining to this on social media, we will lock them up for perverting the course of justice. In fact, get that message over to all these bloody people.’

      The constable hesitated, then turned abruptly on his heel and scurried away. Alice, breathing heavily leaned on the gate. ‘I’m sorry. ‘Chalmers shook her head, ‘You’re not the ghoul taking photos Alice. You don’t need to apologise.’
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      Sunday 5pm, Manchester

      The Green Man pub nestled under the arches beneath Victoria train station in Manchester. With its reclaimed wooden pews it could have been an old church; a chapel for worshipping real ale, with a congregation praising the good fortune that led them into its holy precincts. It was dotted with incongruous sinky-soft leather couches. Before each stood hefty coffee tables, sprinkled with scriptures offering advice on motorbikes, ‘sins of the flesh’ and Mary Berry recipes. The fervour of students intent on debating testament, chapter and verse buzzed throughout.

      After that drug-whore was found in Bradford, The Facilitator had panicked like the girl he was and, as usual, The Matchmaker had been obliged to meet him. Preferring a bit of distance from Bradford, he’d suggested Manchester because here he could remain anonymous. Looking round the pub, he nodded in approval and, with his overcoat slung carelessly over one arm and his expensive leather man-bag hanging over his shoulder, he was satisfied that he blended perfectly with the other patrons. Carrying a pint of Theakston’s, he made his way toward his friend who sat uncomfortably on the low couch, skinny knees bent awkwardly and a pint of soda water and lime on the table. The Matchmaker’s grin widened as he approached, savouring the fact that his friend felt the need to keep his wits about him for this meeting.

      He slid gracefully into the empty space beside him, took a long sip of his real ale, sighed appreciatively and licked the froth from his lips with relish. He turned to the man beside him, amused by his nervousness. For all his keen organisation and dedication to their business, he knew that The Facilitator still hadn’t found a way to master his stress and he relished his obvious discomfort. It kept him on his toes and gave him the edge.

      He waited, a benign smile curving his mouth and his head cocked enquiringly until the other man coughed and glanced furtively around the pub. He leaned in so closely that The Matchmaker caught a waft of mint on his breath. He covered his grin by taking another long draft of ale, amused that they looked as guilty as a couple of old faggots sharing illicit drinks whilst their wives explored the Sunday shopping malls.

      Finally, The Facilitator spoke. ‘You heard the news? She’s dead! Murdered! Don’t know what the fuck we’re going to do now.’

      The Matchmaker frowned watching as the other man shredded a napkin with his long fingers. Flakes of it fell on to his trousers like desiccated skin. He waited without speaking until the other man continued.

      ‘We won’t be able to fulfil our orders and who knows what they’ll find in her house.’

      The Matchmaker took another sip before replacing his glass on the scarred coffee table. With one finger he idly traced the ‘I love sex’ logo that had been etched into the varnish, encapsulated in a love heart. Then, he turned and, casually feeding the gay scenario he’d already built in his mind, he flung his arm round his friend’s shoulder before speaking. ‘On the contrary, we know exactly what they’ll find in her house.’ He laughed and, much to the other man’s disgust, leaned close, kissed his cheek and winked lewdly at him. Rising to his feet, he swung his bag back onto his shoulder in an exaggeratedly camp manner, casting a regretful glance at his still half-full glass and continued, ‘After all, we deposited the packages there, did we not? You and I both know that there’s no trail back to us and, as for fulfilling orders,’ he shrugged, ‘the commodities are ten a penny. Anyway it’s time to move on to operation revenge.’ Seeing The Facilitator’s grimace, he rubbed his hands together and grinned. ‘I can’t wait.’
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      ‘Charles… is that you?’

      ‘No, No. Charles is, em, well he’s unavailable at the moment I’m afraid.’

      ‘It’s Fergus McGuire here. Is that you Hazel?’ He didn’t wait for the woman’s response before ploughing on. ‘What do you mean he’s not there? Where the bloody hell is he then? I’ve been trying to catch him at The Fort but he’s not there either and DCI Chalmers says he’s not at the crime scene, so where is he?’

      Hazel’s voice trembled as she spoke and Fergus felt contrite. He could imagine the woman biting her lip and wringing her hands which, in his experience, seemed to be her default mode. Fergus had always thought Detective Chief Superintendent Charles Bowles and his timid wife, Hazel, an unlikely pairing. Bowles himself was self-assured, some would say arrogant, yet, despite his frequent peccadilloes, he seemed to genuinely care for his rather nondescript wife.

      ‘I’m not sure. He left after lunch, just after Nancy phoned to tell him about the house in Bradford. I thought that’s where he’d gone. I’m sorry.’

      ‘No, no, Hazel, hen, there’s no need to be sorry’ Fergus said, ‘I didn’t mean to snap but it is important I speak to Charlie, ASAP.’

      He listened for a minute as Hazel executed a stammering apology ending with the promise to pass on his message as soon as her husband made contact. He was just about to hang up when Hazel’s voice, raised in agitation, stopped him. ‘Oh hold on a minute, Fergus.’

      He heard her wittering tones, followed by a deeper tone and then Charles’ voice boomed down the phone. ‘Is that you Fergus? What can I do for you? I’m just about to head into The Fort so you better be quick. We’ve got a lot on at the moment, you know.’

      Fergus pursed his lips. He didn’t like the other man, but now wasn’t the time for a pissing contest, so he responded in a mild tone. ‘Yes I appreciate you’re busy, I’ve got three bodies lined up myself, but I just wanted a few words.’

      DCS Charles Bowles sighed, ‘Look, Fergus, I know why you phoned.’

      Fergus frowned. ‘You do?’

      ‘Well of course I do! It’s the same bloody reason you always phone. You want me to exert pressure on Gus’s psychiatrist to get him signed fit for work. And you think that the current discovery of abducted foreign children, as well as the murder of the prostitute, who rented the property where they were found, is reason enough for me to do so.’

      Fergus chuckled. Through the phone he could hear the other man’s relentless tapping. It was such an irritating habit, but he’d more important things to think about. ‘Couldn’t have put the argument better myself.’

      Fergus heard the other man’s slow exhale before he responded ‘I know your boy’s an excellent detective. He shows initiative, thinks outside the box and has exceptional closure rates. The question is whether he’s mentally fit to return to work’.

      ‘Poppycock, Charles. You’ll not get a better detective to lead on this than Angus. He needs to get back to work and no amount of pussy-footing around with a bloody shrink is going to help him. He needs to be on the job. Using his brain, getting things done.’

      ‘Dr Mahmood is a well-respected psychiatrist. If she has reservations, it’s with good reason.’

      Fergus’s voice got louder, his already flushed face becoming hot. ‘That’s just it. The physio has signed him physically fit for work but that damn shrink’s playing silly buggers. Fannying about wasting his time. How the hell does she know what will help him? He needs to be back at work and this case will help him. You know he’ll deliver on this. He always does.’

      Charles sighed. ‘What do you expect me to do, Fergus? You know he can’t come back to active duty till he’s been signed both physically and mentally fit. Dr Mahmood is excellent at this sort of PTSD stuff and if she thinks he’s not ready then, he’s not ready.’

      ‘Och, come on Charles, you know as well as I do that all that touchy feely stuff doesn’t work with everyone. She doesn’t know him like I do. He’s my son and I know that what he needs is to get back in the saddle. And more to the point, you need him now.’

      The continued drumming of fingers drifted down the line, then Charles spoke. ‘Look this is a Catch 22 situation. I desperately need Gus back at work but I can’t go against the psychiatric evaluation. The last one I read said that Gus was unco-operative and so, in Dr Mahmood’s opinion, was still not ready for active work. Besides this is going to be a highly emotional case and, it involves children. Is Gus really ready to be thrown into such a horrific case after what he’s been through? Christ man, he’s probably still grieving the death of his godson; what was his name now… Bobby?’

      ‘Billy. The wee laddie’s name was Billy not Bobby.’

      ‘Billy, then. That’s what I meant. Look Fergus, my hands are tied, there’s nothing I can do, sorry.’

      Fergus bit his lip then, phone clenched tightly, he lowered his tone to a whisper. ‘Oh, by the way, how’s Nancy, Charles? Haven’t seen her for a while, have you? After all I know you two work very closely together, some might think too closely perhaps.’

      Charles paused, then, ‘Are you blackmailing me, Fergus?

      Fergus laughed. ‘Who me? No, no, not at all. I’m just looking out for my boy, Charles. Just looking out for Angus. You’d do the same if you had kids, I’m sure.’
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            Sunday 10pm

          

        

      

    

    
      Surveying his kingdom was rather fanciful but, it was how DCS Charles Bowles regarded his office in The Fort, in the heart of Manningham. He had an enviable 180-degree view. To his left stood the large and newly renovated Lister Mills, with its sandstone tower and Scandinavian-style one- and two-person flats securely snuggled inside a gated complex. Why the hell anyone would want to pay a fortune to live in bloody Manningham, he just couldn’t understand. Straight ahead, past the medical centre on the corner and down Oak Lane was a clear view beyond Manningham Lane to Bolton Royd woods. He loved watching the ant-people toddle round their daily business. Tonight, however, the streets were quiet because of the snow. Charles enjoyed watching the white flakes dance against the dark sky and amber street lights. It was a welcome distraction from the earlier phone call from Fergus McGuire. God but that man was insistent.

      Sighing, he settled himself into the chair behind his desk and swung it round so he could continue to look out the window. A familiar sense of anticipation surged through his body and, knowing this was neither the time nor the place to become agitated, he concentrated on his breathing and the soothing effect of the softly falling snow. The scent of Chanel No 5 reached his nostrils before he’d even registered her footsteps entering the office. He quickly stood as she slammed the door behind her, flung herself into his arms and held tightly. Charles flicked a glance to make sure the office blinds were closed before returning her embrace. He felt himself harden as he did so.

      DCI Nancy Chalmers was everything his wife was not. She was confident self-assured, sensuous and completely natural. His wife on the other hand was reserved, nervously solicitous and, he hated to admit it, bland. He loved Hazel. Of course he did. She was his wife and he’d do anything for her, but for years now there’d been something lacking in their physical relationship. He knew why and accepted that it was his fault. Her reticence plagued him, her dutiful acquiescence unsettled him and her obvious disassociation filled him with guilt… So, he had Nancy. He frowned. Actually, he wasn’t entirely sure he did have Nancy. Not fully anyway. Their relationship was tantalisingly uncomplicated and impulsive. No strings, and yet Charles was hopelessly addicted to her. After all, a man in his position was used to being in complete control.

      Reluctantly he extricated himself from her grip and reached over to flip the lock on the door before guiding her over to the sofa in the corner of the room. He sat down and pulled her down onto his knee, enjoying her delicious curves. She pushed herself slightly back from his chest and ground her buttocks against his erection. Then she twisted her body round so that she straddled his thighs. Ever so gently she nipped his lip with her teeth. His groan deepened. She raised her hips and he gently tugged her skirt up.

      As his fingers found her naked beneath her skirt, she whispered, ‘You like my surprise?’

      Before he had a chance to reply, she unzipped his trousers and impaled herself on him. He held her frenzied gaze as she worked him like a rutting pig until she was spent. Then, he climaxed. Still breathing hard, he felt her lean away from him.

      ‘We need Gus back. Now, Charles. Now!’ Her words had the same effect as a bucket of icy water.

      Trying hard to refocus, he watched her stand and smooth her skirt down. Fuck, but the woman was unpredictable. She’d barely finished fucking him and already she’d moved on, leaving him feeling like a horny school boy. He swallowed the angry words that sprung to his lips and began to put his trousers to rights. He felt thoroughly used. With a lingering frisson of desire still twitching at his penis, he watched her pour the coffee he’d prepared earlier. If it wasn’t for her mussed hair and the delicious flush spreading over her cheeks he could almost believe he’d imagined their perfunctory mating. She added milk and sugar to his drink, handed it to him and then sat down in one of the two leather chairs on the other side of the coffee table.

      Gazing seriously into his eyes she continued. ‘I mean it, Charles. We need him back. Rogers is still out of action and Aziz and Panesar are tied up with the drug ring in Thornbury. We need Gus back ASAP. That stupid bloody Mahmood woman is dragging her heels. I’ve spoken to her and Fergus has spoken to her but she won’t budge.’ She lifted her coffee and took a long sip. ‘This one’s bad. Twenty kids imprisoned on our doorstep, two of them dead and the rest… well,’ she placed her cup back on the coffee table with trembling hands. ‘Well, the rest of the poor sods have been used every which way you can imagine and many ways nobody but those sick bastards could imagine.’

      With a long sigh, Charles lifted his cup, crossed his legs and leaned back on the sofa before drinking. He met Nancy’s eye and in a slow drawl said, ‘Most of my DCIs just put in a written request for things like this, you know? Not saying I didn’t enjoy the extra attention to detail but, if I didn’t know you so well Nancy, I could feel decidedly manipulated.’

      Nancy frowned and then laughed. ‘Oh the sex wasn’t for you, Charles. No, that was for me.’

      He raised his cup in a ‘touché’ gesture.

      She smiled and continued, ‘Anyway, I know you well enough by now to know that you don’t kowtow for sexual favours.’

      He inclined his head. ‘Good to know you think I’m incorruptible.’

      They drank their coffee in silence and then she stood up. ‘So, will you put a bit of pressure on Mahmood then?’

      Charles studied the tense way she held herself as she paced in front of the coffee table. ‘Why is it all so imperative now, Nance?’

      She flopped down next to him and threw her hands in the air. ‘Apart for Gus being the best there is?’ She hesitated, biting her lip. ‘Today… just took me back to Cambridge, that’s all. Seeing those kids made me think about The Matchmaker again.’

      Reaching over he placed his hand on her knee and squeezed. ‘That was in 2003. You need to let it go. You can’t keep letting it affect you. You didn’t let Cathy Clegg down. Her husband did that.’

      With a tremulous smile Nancy placed her hand over his. ‘You’re right, of course.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this case and I’d feel better if Gus was back.’

      Placing his empty cup on the coffee table, he picked up a folder. From it he took out a print out of an email conversation and handed it over.

      She glanced at it and then smiled. ‘You’ve already made the request and she’s agreed.’

      Returning her smile, he nodded, noticing the tension leave her shoulders. Leaning over, she kissed him before heading for the door leaving behind the lingering smell of their sex mixed with undertones of expensive perfume. As the door clicked closed, his smile faded and his eyes darkened. Charles Bowles did not like to feel controlled and now, twice in the one evening, he felt out-manoeuvred.
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      Alice massaged her throbbing temples. She’d just got off the phone to the last of her Interpol connections and had established initial contact outlining the highlights of their findings in the attic room in Heaton. She’d called in their technical whizz kid, DC Compton – Compo to his mates – who was working to match the attic children’s photos with missing children from Poland, Romania and Croatia. DCI Chalmers had provided another detective constable, Sadia Hussain, who to date, had looked down her supercilious nose and isolated herself in the corner inputting witness statements. Alice felt like she was swimming upstream through mud, with rabid crocodiles nipping her feet.

      DC Sampson, on the other hand, was proving to be her saviour. He supported her decisions, made relevant and useful suggestions and above all worked like a Trojan. Still, she wished Gus was back. He’d know exactly what to do. Despite Sampson’s support and encouragement, the uneasy feeling that she’d missed crucial actions hung heavily on her mind. She stood up and walked over to the coffee machine in the corner of the room. Caffeine was the last thing she needed with her headache, but she had to keep going. With treacle-thick coffee in her Mini Cooper mug she went back to her desk, pushed her chair back and sat, feet on the table, eating an out-of-date Mars bar she’d salvaged from the bottom of her handbag.

      Images of those staring, expressionless eyes kept popping into her mind, distracting her. Maybe if she let them in and ‘owned it’ she’d be able to move on. She closed her eyes and took herself back to that attic room. The first thing was the smell. She’d identified it correctly before they’d even opened the door. She was expecting a corpse. What she hadn’t expected was eighteen pairs of eyes blinking at her through the semi-darkness. As her eyes moved round the room she’d seen that the most animated bodies in there were the dead ones; putrid and writhing with maggots. The living bodies were empty, soulless, drained of vitality and so beaten they were accepting of anything. Two buckets in the middle of the room overflowed with human waste and around the walls of the room huddled on filthy mattresses were twenty children. All were clearly victims of horrific abuse. Their clothes, sodden by pus leaking sores, fell in rags from their emaciated frames. She’d spoken to them but they didn’t respond; not a flinch or a blink or the turn of a head. Stepping forward, Sampson close behind, one child, a boy of maybe eight or nine, raised his head. She stopped and knelt beside him. ‘You’re safe now. We are the police.’

      He uttered one word in a hoarse voice. ‘Polski.’

      Glancing at Sampson she saw the same shock reflected in his eyes. How had Sharon Asif managed to keep twenty children captive in a terraced attic in Heaton with nobody noticing? How long had they been there? And where did they come from?
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            Monday 9am, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus had been looking for Nemo in the aquarium when Dr Mahmood came out from her office and wordlessly gestured for him to come in. She’d perched on the edge of the desk like she’d done on Friday, tucked her hands under her thighs and stared at him. ‘Right Angus, no messing about, how have you been since our session on Friday?’

      Frowning at the damp spot on the wall, he tilted his head to meet her gaze, puffed out a breath of air and shrugged his good shoulder. ‘Same as usual.’

      Despite her usual professionalism, Gus noted the slight tightening of her lips. He guessed she was frustrated with him, but didn’t care. He couldn’t spill out his woes like the rest of the bleeding hearts she treated. It just wasn’t his way. Looking away from her he sighed. ‘Truth is Dr Mahmood, we both know these sessions are going nowhere, yet still I’ve turned up religiously for every single one. Surely it’s time to let me go back to work.’

      Cocking an eyebrow, she tapped a finger on her lip. ‘Would you say you’ve participated fully in the sessions, Angus?’

      ‘Yes, of course. To the best of my ability.’

      Smiling, she shook her head slightly before reaching behind her to grab a cardboard manila folder. Tapping it once on her thigh she hesitated then, with a resigned expression handed it to him.

      Slightly puzzled, Gus took it. ‘What’s this?’

      Splaying her hands before her like a conjurer, she said, ‘Ta Da! Your wish fulfilled.’

      Intrigued, he flipped the folder open and there, at the top, was a single sheet of paper with the words ‘Detective Inspector Angus McGuire is hereby certified fit to return to active duty.’ Underneath was Dr Mahmood’s sprawling signature.

      ‘You signed me fit for work?’ His voice held a note of scepticism.

      She nodded. ‘With a few provisos.’

      Still unconvinced, Gus read the paper once more. ‘You’d already signed me fit for work before this session?’

      Jumping down from her perch, Dr Mahmood sighed. ‘Seems somebody was impatient for your return and, in all honesty, after Friday’s session I was at a bit of a loss how to deal with you. Maybe you’re the exception to the rule. Maybe immersing yourself in work will be your salvation.’ Looking unconvinced she shrugged. ‘Well, we’ll see now, won’t we?’

      Slowly, he got to his feet and, aware that he was grinning like an idiot, only just managed to quell the urge to lift her off her feet, twirl her round the room and kiss her cheek. ‘Thanks, Doc.’

      Smiling sardonically, she waited till he opened the door, then said, ‘Oh Angus, same time Friday?’

      Eyes narrowed, Gus stopped abruptly. ‘But, I thought you said–’

      She waved her hand at him. ‘I said there were provisos, Angus, and that’s one of them. You still need to see me twice a week for as long as I think you need to, ok?’

      It was far from ok. But, with as much good grace as he could muster, he nodded and opened the door. Before stepping out, he turned back. ‘Well, since we’re into provisos Doc, do you think you could lose the vanilla smell? It’s truly nauseating.’

      Dr Mahmood blinked twice. Feeling that he’d got the upper hand for once he continued. ‘How about a rose-scented candle or jasmine even? I don’t mind jasmine.’

      Her face transformed into a huge smile that made Gus feel good. He winked at her and left the room. ‘See ya Friday.’

      Now, after his adrenalin-fuelled meeting with the psychiatrist, he felt like a fizzled-out firework. His leg ached, and, as was typical of Bradford in the snow, no buses were running so he was destined to walk. With a longing glance at The Branch pub, Gus hefted his bag onto his shoulder and began to limp towards Manningham. His joy at being allowed to return to work sped him on, in spite of the sleet pebble-dashing his face as he walked.

      His relief when he reached the welcoming statue of Sir Samuel Lister at the gates of Lister Park pushed him on and, as he entered the bottom end of the park he smiled, ignoring the pain in his hip and groin. This was his territory now. His old house, which he’d avoided since the attack that nearly cost him his life, nestled at the end of Marriner’s Drive, opposite the park. His habit had been to jog through Lister Park and up Oak Lane to work whenever possible. He grimaced as his foot caught some ice and he slipped sending a shooting pain through his leg and into his shoulder. He wouldn’t be jogging for a while but maybe it was time he moved out of his parent’s house and back home. Gabriella, according to his dad had taken everything she wanted from the house so there was no reason not to reclaim it.

      As he skirted the boating lake, he watched two young lads dressed in woolly jumpers and hats tentatively make their way onto the frozen water. They appeared to be coaxing and daring each other in an Eastern European language to move further onto the ice where it was thinner. Gus was about to holler at them when from behind a stream of angry-sounding words flew past his ears. The boys, faces stricken, glanced up and then scrambled quickly to the side, before running off laughing.

      The old man nodded at Gus and spoke in accented English. ‘Bloody fools. They forget that in Poland the winters are harsher and the ice thicker.’

      Gus smiled, as the old man shook his head and lit up a cigarette. This was the Bradford he loved – a melting pot of culture, variety and life.

      Slowly, he walked up the slight incline that ran between the statuesque Moghul Gardens and Cartwright Hall Art Gallery. He felt envious when a trio of women, chatting in Mirpuri Punjabi, power-walked past him. The contrast between their black burkhas and the flash of neon pink and orange Nike trainers made him smile. They were followed, at a more leisurely pace, by the group of elderly men Gus often spotted playing crown bowls on the green in summertime.

      For months, Gus had adopted a strict regime of exercise to strengthen the muscles shredded by Greg’s attack, and the truth was he had improved greatly. His mobility was certainly better and the fact that he’d just walked about five miles battling through snow and ice should have made him happy. A month ago he’d barely been able to walk to Somerset House in Shipley because the pain had been excruciating. Now he’d even managed to reduce his pain meds. However, he was well aware that the journey ahead would be a long one. Reaching the top of the incline, he chided himself for being defeatist and determinedly trudged along the path that was lined with flowerbeds neatly tucked under a snowy duvet. When he reached the main gate leading to Oak Lane he knew he’d finally be able to rest for a bit.
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      Two tiny bundles lay abandoned on steel trolleys, flanked by another one containing a larger bundle. Fergus McGuire stood in between the two smaller bundles, suited up, masked and ready to go. His assistant, Hardeep, completed the final preparations and then they were ready. Alice, pale beneath her mask, stood to the side, her eyes filled with a steely determination not to succumb to the anguish she felt.

      Fergus walked round to the gurney containing Sharon Asif. ‘Might as well do them in order.’

      With Alice watching he began. Two hours later, three Post Mortems complete, Alice felt like she’d been subjected to a head on assault by a four-by-four. Her shoulders radiated tension and she felt sure her face shared the hue of the corpses.

      ‘Come on, Alice. A recuperative drink is in order, I think. Get rid of your scrubs and we’ll go to my office.’

      After a toilet stop, during which she sluiced her face in ice cold water, a dazed Alice found herself in the only comfy chair in Dr McGuire’s office, with a fine Glenlivet in her hand.

      Fergus held his crystal glass up to the light and studied the amber liquid with as much concentration as he’d studied the bodies earlier. Then, when she felt his gaze shift to her, Alice took a single restorative sip of the whisky. Immediately, she felt the warming sensation drift down to her stomach, chasing the chill she’d felt since the previous day. She looked at Dr McGuire with a smile. ‘Go on then Doc, I’m ready now.’

      Swirling the whisky round his glass, Dr McGuire sighed and settled his bulky frame comfortably in the chair. He took a sip and rolled it round his tongue before speaking.

      ‘Basically, Sharon Asif died from blunt force trauma to the back of the head from when she landed on the gravestone. The strike to her forehead is consistent with a blow from a heavy rock or stone, as evidenced by the granules of, what appear to be, sandstone in the wound. It sent her flying backwards with such force that, when her head hit the gravestone, it caved in. She would’ve died almost instantaneously. Hardly unexpected, were the usual indicators of a drug addict; mashed liver, malnourishment, kidney and heart damage.’ He waved a hand in the air. ‘My report will have all the technical details when the lab results come back.’

      Alice placed her glass on the table and leaned forward and waited.

      Dr McGuire took another sip and continued. ‘The first child, Child A, a girl of around eight or nine, pre-pubescent certainly, was severely malnourished. External signs despite the condition of the body, show extensive bruising and cuts to her torso and limbs. She had been sexually assaulted both vaginally and anally and her insides were ruptured. We’ll know more when the entomologist has processed the maggots we took from the body.’ He slopped more whisky into his glass and offered Alice some more which she declined. Doc McGuire may be finished for the day but she still had an investigation to lead.

      Inclining his head, he said, ‘I already phoned Corrine to collect me in a bit. I’ve had enough for one day.’ He gazed into space for a second then continued. ‘The wee lassie has been dead for at least a week. She probably died of a combination of infection caused by the abuse and starvation. Again the lab tests will tell us more and hopefully some of the fibres and fluids we managed to find will help when you catch the bastards!’

      Alice said nothing. What could she say? She’d seen what had been done to those children and now she needed to use whatever Dr McGuire could tell her about the dead children in order to get justice for the living.

      Dr McGuire looked at her, ‘You know Alice, maybe I’m getting too old for this. Or, maybe I’ve just seen too much of it.’ He shrugged. ‘Whichever it is, I find it increasingly difficult to deal with, to paraphrase Rabbie Burns, ‘man’s inhumanities to man’ than when I was younger.’ He reached over and patted her leg. ‘Ignore me, I’m just being maudlin.’

      Alice was unsure how to respond. She knew it had been a difficult few months for Dr McGuire, with Gus’s injuries and the situation with Gabriella as well as his own grief for Greg, Becky and Billy. She’d thought he handled it all with his usual bluff optimism, but apparently not. She placed her hand over the older man’s hand and said, ‘We’ve just got to take strength from the fact that we make a difference. Sometimes not a very big one, but all those little differences add up, Doc.’

      He took a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose before continuing. ‘The second child, a boy, Child B, exhibited similar signs of abuse and malnourishment. He was slightly older than the girl, twelve or thirteen maybe and hadn’t been dead for quite as long. Maybe a week tops. Again, trace evidence will help nail the perpetrators.’

      Alice sighed. ‘I don’t really understand this. From what I can gather Sharon Asif was a nobody, a petty drug addict, sometime prostitute, certainly no criminal mastermind. So, how the hell did she come to be housing twenty trafficked children?’ She shook her head angrily. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

      Fergus shrugged. ‘Maybe she was just a pawn in the trafficker’s game. Do you reckon she was killed by the traffickers?’

      Alice shook her head slowly ‘I don’t think so. Why would they kill her and leave the children in that attic for us to find? No, I reckon her murder was coincidental; it seems more personal to me. If she’d not been murdered, those poor kids would still be there.’ She closed her eyes and shuddered. ‘It just doesn’t bear thinking about.’

      Dr McGuire leaned over and rested a huge hand on her arm. ‘Don’t dwell on this Alice. Focus on the important thing, catching these animals.’
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      ‘Palpable,’ Alice thought as she glanced round the room; the tension was palpable and her stomach was knotted tight .

      Compo, as usual sat behind his array of IT equipment with a smile on his face and a bacon butty in his hand. The new DC, Sadia Hussain sat with her body angled away from Compo as if he was infested with a contagious disease. Sampson leant against the wall near the boards ready to add to them as the briefing continued. He nodded encouragingly and winked. Alice narrowed her eyes and frowned. What the hell was he playing at, winking at her like he was her friend?’ She barely knew him after all and she was senior to him.

      She took a deep breath and ignoring Hussain’s sullen stare, she began to outline the key points. ‘We’ve identified ten of the children, thanks to Compo’s liaison with Interpol, and their database of missing children. Three come from Estonia and the other seven from Poland. Their parents are en route as we speak. A senior detective from Poland, Inspector Detective Jankowski, who DCI Chalmers has worked with in the past, has been seconded to help liaise between the countries. He’ll arrive with the parents later today.’

      She paused and took a moment to order her thoughts. ‘This is a two-pronged case. We’ve got the investigation into who murdered Sharon Asif; and the investigation into how and why those children were in her attic and who was responsible for it.

      ‘The priority is to find her older child, Jamal. Her ex-husband is in Pakistan apparently. We’ve arranged for a trained officer to interview the younger children and we’re still compiling information from house-to-house enquiries. We’ve got a DCI Wentworth coming up from the serious child crimes unit in London to input on organised child trafficking links.

      ‘Oh, and on a positive note,’ she smiled, ‘DI Angus McGuire is returning to work later and will head up the rest of the investigation.’

      Studying the crime board with all those haunted faces staring at her left Alice feeling sick to her stomach so, when she sensed DC Sadia Hussain sidling up to her, she was relieved to have a distraction. Her smile, however, was met with a sullen look and a curt monotone. ‘Got an address for Jamal Asif’s half-brother,’ said Sadia, handing Alice a sheet of paper with a scribbled address on it. ‘He lives up Great Horton. Road. You should send somebody up there in case Jamal’s with him.’ And swivelling on one foot, she walked away.

      Alice, already stressed, was irked by the other woman’s attitude and the mild directive in her wording and she responded more aggressively than she would normally have done. ‘I’m the senior investigating officer on this one, DC Hussain, and I’ll issue the directives, if you don’t mind.’

      Sadia paused for a second and then turned to face Alice, a slight flush blooming over her cheeks. ‘Well, excuse me for making a suggestion. I thought you’d appreciate the advice, what with you being new to the job and so inexperienced.’

      Aware that both Sampson and Compo were ear-wigging and annoyed that her cheeks were similarly flushed, Alice stood up and stepped towards Sadia. Her smile was sugar-sweet and her tone deceptively conversational. ‘I didn’t know you suffered from IBS, Sadia. How unfortunate for you.’

      Sadia frowned, her eyes darting between Alice and the other officers. She shrugged. ‘IBS?’

      Alice’s smile widened and she winked. ‘Irritable Bitch syndrome.’ Then, before Sadia could respond she added. ‘You might think you’re too good for us because of who your Dad is but, believe me, when DI McGuire comes back, he won’t stand for your rude sullenness. In this team we work together co-operatively, regardless of how we come to be here.’

      Sadia’s face darkened. ‘How do you know who my dad is? It was supposed to be kept quiet.’

      Alice tapped the side of her nose ‘DI McGuire trains us well and I like to know who I’m working with.’

      Sadia glared at her, then with barely contained anger said, ‘My dad’s got nothing to do with me being here. I’m here on merit, ok?’

      Alice moved away. ‘If you say so, but if you want to be accepted here then start showing a bit of team spirit. Now you go and interview Jamal’s brother and if Jamal is there, bring him back for interview. You’ll need to organise an appropriate adult to accompany him if his brother can’t make it. Take a PC with you. Singh’s good with kids. Oh and while you’re at it, double check that Jamal’s dad really is in Pakistan will you? Be good to get at least one suspect ticked off our list.’

      Sadia bit her lip, then turned on her heel and marched out. Alice waited till she’d left the room before looking over at her colleagues. ‘No, don’t ask me who her Dad is. It’s up to her to tell you, even if she is a bitch.’

      Compo mumbled something that sounded like ‘spoilsport’ from behind a Kit Kat, making her laugh. She winked at him. ‘Of course it wouldn’t require a degree in rocket science to work it out, Compo, especially if you’re a clever detective.’

      Sampson grinned. ‘IBS? Sure that wasn’t just a bit too much Alice?’

      She grimaced. ‘Yeah, it was really. She got my back up.’ Alice settled in her chair behind her desk and looked at Sampson. ‘So, what are your thoughts on all this?’

      Sampson perched on the edge of Alice’s desk so they could both study the board. ‘I reckon you’re right about it being two distinct cases with an overlap.’

      Alice nodded. ‘The way I see it is that Sharon Asif was killed by someone with a personal motive – maybe a relative, maybe a punter or dealer. Shame really, that both of her ex-husbands are out of the question, considering the first is in Pakistan and the second died of a drug overdose a couple of years ago.

      ‘Sharon Asif’s not had much luck has she?’

      ‘Nope, but maybe her kids’ll get lucky now she’s dead.’

      ‘I hope so. How do you reckon the children came to be in her attic?’

      ‘Damned if I know. Hopefully young Jamal will be able to shed a bit of light on this. All I know is that it reeks of child trafficking on a grand scale and Sharon Asif didn’t have the brains to be a key player in it. Maybe we’ll be able to repatriate some of the kids and if we’re damn lucky, find the bastards behind this.’
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      The bright red sign proclaiming ‘MO’s sa MO’sas the best in Bradford’ beckoned from across the road. Gus waited for a break in traffic then crossed and peered through the steamed up window. Inside, he could see his friend, Mo. Greg, Gus and Mo had become inseparable during their high school years at Belle Vue Boys’ School and even though they chose different career paths after school, they’d remained staunch friends. Well, that was until Gus killed Greg. He didn’t know how Mo felt about that, having avoided him since the funerals, and truth be told, he’d been too drugged up on painkillers to have a meaningful conversation then anyway.

      When Gus had gone on to university to study forensic psychology, Mo had set up his first café here in Oak Lane, got married to his high school sweetheart and had four beautiful daughters. Greg began a law degree, dropped out, held down a variety of different jobs, met Becky, got married and had Billy. Somewhere in amongst all that, Greg’s mental health had declined and he had been diagnosed with schizophrenia.

      Mo, short and burly with full tattoo sleeves visible below his T-shirt, crashed the till drawer shut and began wiping the counter. Two young Pakistani lads, jeans halfway down their buttocks, Calvin Klein’s thankfully covering their arses, swaggered over to the plastic tables by the window carting yellow polystyrene trays filled with samosa and, what looked to be, mushy peas in one hand and cans of Rubicon mango in the other.

      Gus pushed the door open. A bell tinkled, alerting Mo to his arrival. He glanced up, did a comical double-take cloth paused mid-sweep on the counter and said nothing. Gus immediately felt like spinning on his heel and leaving. Stifling the impulse, he raised his good arm in a half wave. ‘Hi’

      A huge grin broke over Mo’s face and in one fluid movement he braced an arm on the counter and effortlessly jumped over. ‘Fucking hell, Gus! Good to see you, mate.’ He enveloped Gus in a hug that, despite the pain it caused in his shoulder, filled him with love. When Mo finally pulled away both men wiped away a tear causing the boys by the tables to dissolve into juvenile giggles. Mo mumbled ‘Shut the fuck up’ as he and Gus moved over to the high stools at the end of the counter. Mo left Gus taking off his coat and approached the kitchen door where he swept aside the beaded curtain that dangled in the doorway. He poked his head through and yelled in for some chai and samosas, before joining Gus at the counter.

      Neither said anything until after the tea was delivered by a young Asian woman wearing salwar kameez and an apron. Mo studied Gus’s face, his expression full of concern.

      ‘You alright, Gus?’

      Gus shrugged and sipped the near-scalding spicy chai. ‘Ah missed this Mo, nowt better than spicy chai.’

      Mo tipped some of his chai into his saucer, and blew on it before drinking straight from the saucer. ‘Ok, so you’ve missed the chai, but what about you? How’s your leg and arm? Have you seen Gabriella yet? When will you get back to work? Heard there’s been a murder up Heaton Hill and some kids or something found in a house. Sounds like they need you back.’

      Gus grinned, happy to hear his old friend’s infectious chatter. ‘Yeah, Dad got called out twice yesterday. Won’t say what’s gone off but … he had a few more whiskies than usual for a Sunday.’

      Mo gestured to Gus’s tea and Gus obediently took another drink before he said, ‘So, you heard about Gabriella leaving, did you?’

      Mo snorted. ‘Bitch! Picked her fucking time well didn’t she? Naila and me were furious. Wouldn’t have killed her to wait till you were better!’

      Gus leaned over and squeezed Mo’s arm, ignoring the jeers from the boys by the window. ‘You’re a good mate, Mo’ and for the first time in what seemed a lifetime, he flung back his head and laughed. Mo studied his friend with an indulgent grin on his face.

      When Gus finally stopped laughing he said, ‘Your wife leaves you at death’s door and you find it funny?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘To tell the truth, it didn’t matter much when she left. We’d drifted apart and even before all this I thought she’d found someone else.’

      Mo looked away.

      ‘You know something I don’t, big man?’ said Gus, blowing on his tea.

      Mo shrugged and began to clean the counter. ‘Not my place to say, Gus. Ask her yourself, eh?’

      Gus inclined his head and bit into the meaty samosa that had been deposited on the table. He sighed in pleasure. ‘Anyway, I’ve just been to see the psycho– oops I mean psychiatrist and… drum roll please….’

      Mo obediently tapped a rhythm on the counter.

      ‘At long last she’s signed me fit for work. After this I’m heading up to The Fort.’

      Mo grinned and clicked his fingers together ‘Yeah, man. Now you can get back to normal and move on.’

      Unexpected tears filled Gus’s eyes and the thick samosa pastry clogged up his throat. Mo averted his gaze. ‘That’s something I’ll never forget Mo. Never! Killing Greg was bad enough.’ He shrugged ‘but not saving wee Billy and Beth… Well that kills me, bloody kills me!’

      Mo nodded and squeezed his arm again. ‘I know, Gus, I know.’

      Fiddling with the samosa crumbs, Gus said, ‘I miss him. I really miss him.’

      Wiping a tear from his own eye, Mo squeezed his friend’s arm. ‘I do too, but it happened and I for one am bloody glad it panned out the way it did. If he’d killed you, he’d have been locked up for good and medicated. He’d know what he’d done. It would have been hell for him and, being purely selfish, I’d have lost two best mates not just the one.’

      Considering the veracity of his statement, Gus sipped his drink savouring the warm spiciness as it spread down to his stomach.

      Mo got out photos of his girls and for a while the two of them chatted. Then, with a furtive glance towards the beaded curtain, Mo leaned over and lowered his voice so much that Gus had to hunch over to hear his words. ‘I’ve got a bit of a problem.’

      Cocking an eyebrow, Gus waited whilst Mo again looked towards the beaded curtain. ‘Business has gone through the roof recently and I’ve not been able to keep up with the samosa-making. Understandably, Naila doesn’t want to help out after working all day so we decided to get some women in for a few hours a day to mass produce the samosas.’

      Mo’s wife, Naila, was a social worker and worked long hours with the fostering service. When Gus nodded, Mo lowered his voice even more and leaned towards his friend. ‘Well, their samosa making’s fine and they work hard, but–’

      Gus swirled his hand in front of him in a get a move on gesture.

      ‘They sit round the table in there.’ He gestured towards the curtained kitchen. ‘They’ve got a sort of production line going. One rolls the dough, the second shapes them into triangles, the third fills and the fourth seals them.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah Mo, I get it; they make bloody samosas. What’s the problem?’

      ‘That’s just it.’ Mo caught up in his tale, forgot to lower his voice. ‘I’ve got no problem with their samosa making. It’s their…’ he swallowed and lowered his head, ‘It’s their conversation.’

      Gus frowned, not getting it. ‘You can’t expect them to work in silence, Mo.’

      Mo wafted his hands in front of him. ‘No, no, I don’t. Course they can talk.’ He flung his hands up into the air. ‘It’s not them talking that’s the issue. It’s what they’re talking about that’s the problem.’

      From the corner of his eye, Gus saw the beaded curtain twitch and was about to warn his friend, when Mo said, ‘They’re always going on about their underwear and what their husbands like them to wear and Ann Summers and stuff.’ Mo raked his fingers through his thick hair. ‘It’s not like I can talk about it to Naila, is it? And if I say owt to them they’ll think I’ve been ear-wigging into their conversations. They might think I’m a pervert and tell their husbands. It’s driving me bloody mad.’

      Gus, aware that the women from the kitchen were gathered in the doorway listening with huge grins on their faces, tried to shut Mo up, but he was in full flow now. ‘I’m no prude. I couldn’t care less about their red thongs and black bras and what not. But, it’s just a bit … TMI, you get it?’ He shifted on his stool. ‘Especially when I see their husbands at the mosque.’ He wrung his hands. ‘I shouldn’t know that sort of stuff about my friends’ wives. I wouldn’t want you to know stuff about Naila’s… you know... knickers.’

      Gus, really struggling not to laugh, saw one of the women put a finger over her mouth and wink. She crept quietly up behind Mo, carefully positioning the curtain behind her so the strands wouldn’t click together.

      Oblivious to Gus’s amusement, Mo continued in a pleading voice. ‘What shall I do, Gus?’ and then nearly fell off his stool when the woman behind him spoke right in his ear.

      ‘Oh, get a grip, Mo. We’ve been winding you up! Do you really think we’d discuss our knickers with you around?’

      The other three women high-fived each other as she prodded Mo’s arm. ‘You’re bloody daft Mo. Your Naila put us up to it, you know?’

      Mo gawped at them, speechless then wiped the back of his hand over his forehead. ‘So, Naila’s behind this is she? I’ll get my own back on her later. Thank God it’s all a joke. I was seriously thinking of changing mosques because of you lot. Now instead I’ll just dock your wages for cheeking me.’

      The women laughed and traipsed back through to the kitchen.

      Grabbing a napkin to wipe his streaming eyes Gus said, ‘You know, Mo? I’ve not felt so good for ages. Thanks for this.’

      Mo, hands on hips looked indignant ‘Thanks a lot for your support, mate. I think it’s about time you got back to work now. Get some normality back in your life. Go on, piss off.’ And he made shooing motions with his hands as, still laughing, Gus shrugged his coat back on, hugged Mo, and left.
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      The Facilitator studied the spreadsheet on his computer. ‘This is a disaster. Losing those assets has made a huge dent in the profits. Knew we shouldn’t have trusted that whore, but The Distributor vouched for her.’

      ‘Hmm.’ The Matchmaker lounged on the double bed, not caring that his shoes, still wet from the snow outside, were leaving muddy, damp marks on the white duvet. With his fingertips he rapped a rhythm on the bedside unit. ‘It’s not as if we need to justify our losses with the taxman, is it?’

      ‘Suppose not; but it’s a fucking mess. We’re going to need to acquire more assets to meet the current orders.’

      ‘Don’t worry about that: The Provider has it in hand. What’s more important now is moving forward. It’s time to deal with that other bitch. Her comeuppance is long overdue. Twelve years overdue, in fact. We need to get that little job started.’

      The Facilitator’s voice rose, ‘Look, you know I’m not convinced about this. Can’t you just let that lie? Our business is flourishing again now. Why rock the boat?’

      ‘I spent ages locating her and now that things are in place I’m not walking away. I will have my revenge. Have you forgotten how close we were to being caught? How much revenue we lost, not to mention the damage to our reputation? All because of her interference.’

      Head bowed, The Facilitator’s next words were spoken in a quiet voice. ‘I still think we should focus our energies on the current problems, namely reassuring our clients and acquiring new assets.’

      The Matchmaker’s mouth opened in a silent snarl. With effort, he relaxed his facial muscles before speaking. ‘There’s nothing to say we can’t combine the two, is there?’ He stood and took the single step necessary to reach the Facilitator and gripped the other man’s arm just a little too tightly. ‘Are you with me on this?’

      The Facilitator’s nervous swallow satisfied him that his lead would be followed. He released his grip and sat down on the edge of the bed avoiding the damp patch left by his shoes. Crossing his legs, he waited for the other man to speak.

      ‘Are we ready? Is everything in place?’ said The Facilitator, fiddling with the strap of his laptop bag.

      The Matchmaker grinned. All trace of his previous displeasure eradicated from his face. ‘Oh yes everything’s in place. It’ll happen tomorrow!’ He rubbed his hands together and jumped to his feet. Retrieving his coat from the flimsy wardrobe, he slipped it back on. It was still faintly warm. Sensing his colleague’s anxiety, he said, ‘Don’t worry. Everything’s under control. Trust me.’

      The Facilitator nodded once. Satisfied, The Matchmaker turned and left the hotel room. It had been risky meeting in a rooms-by-the-hour hotel, but he knew they weren’t too fussy. And, of course, he’d taken the usual precautions to protect himself, and he assumed The Facilitator would have done the same. Striding back toward Bradford City centre, beanie hat pulled over his forehead and scarf wound round his mouth, he knew he was unidentifiable. As he walked, he planned his next conversation. When he was ready, everything clear in his mind, he stepped inside an empty bus shelter, speed-dialled The Distributor’s number from his safe phone and waited.

      ‘Yep!’

      The Matchmaker scowled at the abrupt greeting, imagining the other man’s graceless bulk lounging in an unsavoury stained couch, beer cans and discarded food scattered around, the air soured by the pervading odour of days-old sweat. He began without preamble, his tone clipped and disapproving.

      ‘Yet again you’ve fucked up and, yet again, I’m not impressed. Damn shoddy work if I’m honest, damn shoddy.’

      Hearing the other man’s laboured breathing down the phone, the Matchmaker, added the presence of a drugged-up whore and the lingering stink of stale sex to his previous image. His mouth curled in distaste as he paced back and forth in the confined space of the shelter. The Distributor really was an abominable creature.

      When he’d caught his breath enough to reply, The Distributor sounded defensive. ‘Well, it’s not as if we’ve lost much is it? Most of the little buggers were well used. Past their sell by dates. I think we got our money’s worth from them.’

      The Matchmaker snorted. ‘That’s really not the point, is it?’ he said, his voice curt.

      The Distributor remained silent.

      ‘This is bad management and now the problem isn’t that the police have our assets. It’s that they’ve also got a credible witness. One that isn’t too traumatised to speak!’ He paced his office and waited for The Distributor to realise who he meant.

      It took a minute, then in a stunned whisper, The Distributor said, ‘Shit, you mean her son?’

      ‘Exactly! Now we need to nullify the risk of him revealing crucial information.’ He hesitated then delivered his final thrust. ‘Like a detailed description of the idiot who delivered the kids to his mother’s door. Do you understand?’

      The other man swallowed, and a satisfied smile spread over The Matchmaker’s face.

      ‘What shall we do?’

      The Matchmaker laughed. ‘We won’t do anything. You, however, need to nullify him.’

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Yes, you! You messed up, you sort it out. Today!’

      A moment’s hesitation, then reluctantly, ‘Yes, yes, ok, I’ll deal with the boy.’

      ‘Good, that’s sorted then.’ The Matchmaker smiled and, pacing suspended, delivered his sucker punch in a conversational tone. ‘Oh and we’ll be moving on to phase two tomorrow, by the way.’

      ‘What?’ Disbelief resonated through the phone. ‘Tomorrow? You can’t be serious!’

      ‘Oh but I am. Perfectly serious. School’s on holiday and they’re vulnerable right now. It’s the perfect opportunity. Don’t let me down.’
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      Mo’s samosa and spicy tea sat nicely in Gus’s stomach as he began the hike up Oak Lane to Lilycroft Police Station, home to Bradford CID. As he passed the bright blue painted medical centre he saw a group of women, two in headscarves and one in a full Burkha, with pushchairs approach it and realised it must be baby clinic day. A faint cry from one of the buggies made him smile.

      A crossroads marked the end of Oak Lane and the start of Lilycroft Road. Waiting for the lights to change, Gus studied the towering building opposite that he and his colleagues nicknamed The Fort. He sympathised with the local communities who’d protested that the huge sloping walls surrounding the station gave it a threatening air. So much for community policing, huh? Even the few children’s drawings, blown up and stuck to the walls failed to soften the ‘Big Brother’ feel of the building. Opposite The Fort, in complete contrast was the sand-blasted, newly refurbished Lister Mills Apartment Complex. Maintaining the outward appearance of the old wool mill, the complex consisted of up-market apartments. The force’s local spoon, The Chaat Café, was situated just along from it.

      Gus’s older sister Katie had bought one of the apartments, yet, despite its close proximity to his work, Gus rarely visited her. Something about the minimalist, too clean, too sparse décor made him yearn to muss up her Laura Ashley cushions and leave sweat marks on her glass coffee table by propping his feet on it, preferably after a long jog. Maybe he reverted back to childhood roles with Katie because they’d always been so different. He loved to annoy her and she loved to be annoyed with him… Natural sibling rivalry according to his mum.

      Since ‘the incident’ he’d avoided everyone, including Katie, whose insistent hovering had gradually reduced to the odd phone call and occasional family Sunday lunch, in light of his steadfast refusal to interact. He felt guilty that despite her best efforts, he’d shut her out, just like everyone else.

      The green man beeped and Gus crossed the road, the twinge in his hip telling him he’d overdone the walking today. A sudden impulse to see his sister, combined with the need for pain relief before facing his team, made him cross the road to her apartment complex rather than continuing up the incline to The Fort. Maybe he’d be lucky and she’d be home. If she was in, he’d share his good news, pop some painkillers and then head over to the station.

      Gus pressed the buzzer at the gated entrance and before long he saw a figure wearing a security guard uniform approach. The navy jumper stretched over the man’s generous belly and his peaked hat was tipped at a jaunty angle. If he hadn’t already known about ex-copper Frank Hobson’s leg injury, he wouldn’t have noticed the slight drag of his right leg.

      ‘Well, well, well, if it isn’t DI Dread McGuire. Hold on and I’ll buzz you through.’

      Gus grinned, as the gate opened. He stepped through and was immediately pulled into a gentle hug. ‘Good to see you, Frank, didn’t know you’d started here. How’re tricks?’ he said, extricating himself.

      ‘Started last week. Wife got fed up with me at home.’ Frank grinned. ‘What about you? Heard you’d been through the mill a bit yourself.’

      Gus nodded and pointed to his shoulder. ‘On the mend now, Frank. I’ve only popped in to see my sister, then I’m headed over there. Signed fit for work again at last.’

      ‘Didn’t know your sister lived here,’ said Frank. He lowered his voice. ‘Bloody tragic, that case your team caught yesterday. Bet they’ll be glad to have you back. Young Alice looked drained when I saw her in Chaat’s this morning.’

      Gus frowned. ‘I’m not up to speed yet. I know my dad looked pretty frazzled yesterday and Mo says it’s something to do with kids?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I heard too. It’s always a fucker when there’s kids involved.’ He pointed over Gus’s shoulder. ‘Must be serious because the vultures are out.’

      Gus glanced back towards The Fort where Frank was pointing. A huddle of hacks stood on the pavement, smoking and laughing, whilst a young Muslim woman with a pushchair struggled to edge past them without stepping onto the road. A yell came from the top of the station’s steps. Gus recognised the duty sergeant shouting at the reporters to stop causing an obstruction or risk spending a few hours in the cells. Gus smiled when he heard one of them shouting back that ‘It’d be a damn sight warmer in the cells’, whilst the others apologised profusely to the woman and moved to the side, leaving the pavement clear.

      With Frank, Gus walked across the square open-topped atrium that nestled under the surrounding flats. When they reached the shiny new lifts that snuggled discreetly near the entrance to the underground car park, Gus pressed the button.

      Frank jerked his head upward. ‘Can’t be doing with them flats, Gus, too damn clinical for my liking.’

      ‘God, I know, I prefer my own shabby, cluttered gaff to this, but each to their own, eh?’ said Gus, wondering what clutter he’d find when he returned to his own house.

      The lift door opened silently and with a nod to Frank, Gus stepped in and was whisked to the second floor. He exited and walked over to Katie’s front door – expensively fashioned from Nordic wood with overly-shiny chrome fittings – and pressed the bell. Moments later the intercom buzzed and a distorted female voice spoke.

      Gus, presuming the disjointed voice required identification, replied. ‘It’s your younger and much more attractive sibling, Katie, open up and let me in before I collapse in a heap at your door. My leg’s killing me.’

      There was a moment’s silence before Gus heard someone fumbling with the lock. Then the door was pulled open. The smile on his face faded. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

      The woman gripped the door tightly and said, ‘You look well, Gus.’

      Absent-mindedly rubbing his throbbing thigh, he studied her, trying to make sense of his estranged wife’s presence in his sister’s flat. Last time he’d seen her had been when she had told him she was leaving him, just before he was released from hospital. Now, three months later here she was. He released a guttural laugh and clicked his fingers together. ‘Do I? Of course you wouldn’t know how I am, Gabriella, because you haven’t seen me for three months, have you? Not since you dropped your little bombshell and then fucked off.’

      Gabriella’s eyes flashed at his words, but she remained silent, which annoyed Gus even more. What the fuck was she doing here, in Katie’s flat? He knew she’d cleared all her belongings from their marital home because his dad had told him, but no one seemed to know where she’d gone. Except Katie? Why the hell wouldn’t Katie tell him if she knew where she was? It didn’t make sense and now here she was looking up at him with those enormous chocolate button eyes shimmering with unshed tears. A flash of irritation made him glower at her. No way was her ‘poor little me’ act going to work on him. No fucking way. He’d been there and done that during their tempestuous marriage and, despite feeling let down when she’d walked out, his overwhelming feeling had been one of relief. He wouldn’t fall for her tears now. She’d behaved despicably and he wanted to know why her exit from his life had been so abrupt.

      ‘Aren’t you going to invite your husband into his sister’s flat, huh, darling?’

      He saw a spark of anger in her eyes, but she opened the door wider and stepped back. ‘Come in then. Katie’s at work, though.’

      Stepping through the door onto the virgin wood floor he momentarily considered removing his shoes to protect the polished surface, but, all of a sudden, he felt drained and it seemed like just too much effort. Besides he felt angry with Katie for providing a safe haven for his estranged wife without telling him. A bit of melting snow on her beloved floor felt like just retribution.

      In tracksuit and slipper socks, brown hair tied in an untidy knot on the top of her head, Gabriella led the way through to the open-plan sitting area. Without waiting to be asked, Gus plonked himself down on the cream leather sofa and began to massage his thigh. She walked over to the adjoining kitchen area, leaned against the breakfast bar and folded her arms across her chest. Her fingers clenched and unclenched repeatedly against her upper arms. With a wary expression, she gestured to Gus’s leg. ‘You ok?’

      His dreads bounced as his head jerked up and he lasered her with a look. ‘What the fuck do you think, Gaby?’

      Her face paled and before she could reply Gus pushed himself from the soft cushions and walked over, stopping just in front of her. ‘Don’t try to excuse your behaviour, Gabriella,’ he said, each word staccato. ‘Three months you’ve had to make contact, three fucking months!’ His voice rose, ‘but no, not as much as a letter or a phone call. Nothing! Not a fucking thing!’

      Gabriella flinched as miniscule drops of spittle hit her face.

      He snorted and took a backward step. ‘What? You think I’m going to hit you?’

      She shook her head. He watched as a single tear ran down her cheek and he felt drained. When he finally spoke his voice was low. ‘Have I ever touched you? Hit you? Beat you?’

      More tears ran down her face and she shook her head furiously. ‘No, no of course not Gus. It’s just…’ she wiped her sleeve over her cheek and tried to control her breathing. Gus studied her face and then, stepping back, returned to the sofa and flopped down. ‘Just what, Gaby?’

      Her chest heaved, she whispered. ‘I’m sorry, Gus, truly sorry.’

      Running fingers through his dreads, he sighed. ‘You and me both Gaby. But fuck, you shouldn’t have done it the way you did.’ He shook his head and smiled sadly. ‘I’m not stupid. I know things weren’t going well with us. I knew it was only a matter of time, but fuck’s sake, what made you do it like that?’

      Hands shaking, she walked round the breakfast bar and switched on the kettle. ‘Coffee?’

      Knowing how much Gabriella detested the smell of coffee, Gus usually opted for tea. This time though, no longer the dutiful husband, he nodded, adding, ‘and a glass of water.’

      She gave him his water and he popped a couple of painkillers from his packet swallowing them with a slug. As she busied herself with the kettle, he studied her. Her head was bowed and tension radiated from her shoulder muscles as she spooned coffee into a cafetière.

      Finally, she spoke. ‘Things were complicated Gus, really complicated and…’ she sighed. ‘I panicked when you got hurt and was scared that if I didn’t leave straight away, then I’d never leave.’

      ‘Thought you’d be too guilt-ridden to leave a cripple, is that it, Gaby?’

      She glanced at him over her shoulder. ‘Yes, maybe. It’s not as if things were rosy between us, is it?’ She poured boiling water into the cafetière and took a mug from the wall unit. ‘I’m sorry. I should’ve been in touch, should’ve explained things before now.’

      ‘Damn right you should. Five years of marriage deserved an explanation at the very least. Not a kick in my already rather painful groin!’

      She carefully placed his drink on the coffee table and moved back to her previous position by the breakfast bar, as if in need of its support to hold her upright.

      ‘I don’t get why you’re here though, in Katie’s flat.’

      Exhaling slowly, she bit her lip and looking directly at him, said, ‘Don’t you? Can you really not guess?’

      Gus frowned and glanced round the room, knowing he was missing something. Dotted about along the window sill and on the book shelves were a few familiar objects. Ornaments that had once been in his home. Next to a vase of lilies, was a photo frame with two radiant people smiling from the top of The Cow and Calf rocks. He moved his eyes back to her face. She held his gaze as the pieces began to slide together. Then she nodded.

      Gus swallowed hard to release the lump that had materialised in his throat. ‘No, Gaby, please, not that.’

      Wringing her fingers, Gabriella looked straight at him as she spoke. ‘I’m sorry, Gus. We both are. We didn’t mean it to happen.’ Her gaze fell to the floor. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Ignoring the protests from his stiffened muscles, Gus stood up. Swinging his man bag onto his shoulder, he knocked his coffee cup over the cream rug that lay beneath the coffee table. His lips curled in a sneer as he walked towards the door. ‘Fuck you, Gaby, and fuck Katie too!’

      He slammed out of the flat and down the stairs, not responding to Frank’s cheerful ‘Goodbye’. Fighting for breath, he stopped when he reached Lilycroft Road and looked up at Katie’s flat. Gabriella watched him from the window. He turned away and dodged through a gap in the traffic and, with a sudden surge of relief, climbed the few steps to The Fort and, ignoring the insistent jabber of the journos, he went back to work.
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            Monday 11:30am, Rosalind Street, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamal Asif stood on the top step in front of a house halfway along the row of terraces. His clothes were mucky and he knew he stank. His head had been pounding since the previous morning and he knew it was because of his hangover. He hoped Ishaq wouldn’t smell the alcohol on him.

      Driving sleet had emptied the street of all but a few locals determined to buy their cigs or booze from the One Stop at the end of the road, but still, he glanced up and down before pounding on the door with his clenched fist. His entire body shook and veins of dried tears slashed his face; as soon as his half-brother Ishaq opened the door he threw himself into his arms, reassured by his familiar soapy scent.

      ‘What’s wrong, Jamal?’

      Jamal felt himself being hefted through the door and into the warm house. The familiar smell of pakoras frying made Jamal’s stomach gurgle. He was starving. He’d slept in the village hall doorway the night before because Frankie’s mum wouldn’t let him sleep over on a school night and he hadn’t dared go home. Anyway, it hadn’t been much colder than it was at home and he’d managed to get a newspaper and a smelly blanket in exchange for a blowjob from the old perv that lived near the chippy. He wouldn’t tell Ishaq that though – he wouldn’t understand. He’d just think he was a poof and make him go to the mosque and pray. The Imam would go on and on about upholding the faith and shit. They’d no idea… no idea at all.

      As Ishaq released him, Jamal fell to the carpeted floor, curled into the foetal position and all bravado gone, sobbed like the fourteen-year-old boy he was. He heard Ishaq calling in a panicky voice for his wife. Asma ran from the kitchen and then she was on her knees by his side, her cool hand pushing his hair back from his eyes. She looked concerned and the small frown crinkling her forehead made him feel guilty for bringing his troubles to them when they had a new baby to look after. He allowed her to rock him back and forth until his sobs faded to sporadic hiccups and then, when he was spent they helped him through to the small cellar head kitchen at the back of the house. He slid into a chair at the table next to the high chair, dropped his head into his palms and groaned.

      ‘What’s wrong, beta? Has that bitch done something to you?’ Ishaq raked fingers through his thick black hair and, unable to pace effectively in the small space, he fell into the chair opposite Jamal. ‘I’ll kill her! I bloody will. I’ll kill the bitch!’

      Fresh tears rolled down Jamal’s cheeks and he saw Asma direct a stern look at her husband. Ishaq pushed himself away from the table as she spoke to Jamal. ‘Sssh, beta, ssh! Your brother will sort it all out. Just tell us what’s happened. What has she done this time?’

      Jamal looked from his brother to his sister-in-law. His head felt heavy and his eyes sore. Exhaustion descended on him like a dark cloud and his shoulders slumped. Then, a cry from upstairs made him sit up. His nephew was awake. What was he thinking of, troubling Asma and Ishaq like this? He grabbed a handful of tissues and scrubbed his face as Asma, with a final quick hug left to tend to her baby.

      Jamal, hands clasped on the table waited till she’d gone before speaking. ‘She’s dead, Ishaq! My mum’s dead. They found her yesterday and they’ve taken the kids into care!’ Tears rolled down his cheeks and dropped onto the table as Ishaq stared at him before saying, his tone resigned, ‘Well, it was only a matter of time before she ODed. It’s no loss to us, Jamal. Now you’re free of her and the children will have the chance of a half-decent life.’

      Jamal wiped an already grubby sleeve over his snotty nose and glared at his brother. ‘Fuck off Ishaq, just fuck off. I know you hate her but she’s me mam. She was me mam.’ Fresh tears rolled down his cheeks, his fists clenched on top of the table as he stared his brother down for a second before lowering his gaze.

      Ishaq moved round and put his arm round Jamal. ‘I’m sorry, Jamal.’

      Nodding abruptly, Jamal said, ‘It weren’t drugs, Ishaq – she were murdered.’

      ‘Murdered?’ said Ishaq, exhaling a long slow breath.

      Jamal nodded. ‘She were drunk on Saturday, so I stayed over at Frankie’s in Frizinghall. When I went back this morning the house was all covered in crime scene tape and Mrs Khalifa told me what had happened.’

      For a minute or two the only sounds in the small house were the muffled tones of Asma comforting her baby upstairs. Ishaq pushed his chair back from the table and stood up.

      ‘You need to get cleaned up. You stink of alcohol and Allah knows what else.’

      Jamal, head bowed said ‘I’m sorry, Ishaq. It were Frankie that made me.’

      Ishaq tutted. ‘I’ve told you before. You can’t hang out with the white boys, Jamal. There’s too much temptation to stray. Now that woman’s dead you’ll start coming to the mosque with me and learn how to be a proper Muslim.’

      Jamal’s heart sank. He loved his brother dearly, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to live the devout life Ishaq did. There was nothing he could do about that now, so he dutifully nodded and headed upstairs to shower.
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            Monday 11:30pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s an odour that pervades most police stations and Lilycroft police station, home of Bradford’s CID, was no exception. It was a mixture of sweat, disinfectant, urine and hard work. Gus breathed it in eagerly as he walked through the doors. He’d missed this smell. It signified purpose and justice to him. The place where, above all others, he felt at home, felt that he, personally, made a difference. He was damn glad to be back. Regardless of Dr Mahmood’s reservations, Gus knew this was the one place capable of healing him.

      With the same single-mindedness that had always been a bone of contention between him and Gabriella, he put their earlier encounter to the back of his mind. Walking unnoticed into the incident room he took a moment to devour the scene before him. Without warning his eyes welled up and with an angry shrug he blinked the tears away. Compo, surrounded by a complicated system of IT equipment, drink cans, mugs, a variety of food containers ranging from Chaat’s cafe sandwich bags to Tupperware containers, rocked to whatever beat thrummed from his earphones. He was casually dressed, as per usual, in jeans and a retro band t-shirt – today’s was Bowie’s Aladdin Sane. The beanie hat, which, combined with his unusual computer talent had earned him his nickname, sat firmly on his head.

      DS Alice Cooper, unfortunately named by parents who lived a sheltered existence in the labs of academia at Oxford University and had no idea that another more famous Alice Cooper existed, had her head immersed in reports and interviews. She was his right-hand woman and he had utmost faith in her abilities; a faith she occasionally lacked. Clad in gothic black from her black skin tight polo neck jumper down past her black dress trousers to her black kick ’em in the head bovver boots, sat in front of the crime board. His gaze was drawn to the twenty pairs of bruised eyes that looked back at him. Momentarily, he was reminded of the confused look in little Billy’s eyes, before they’d fluttered closed forever, but he quickly shut the thought down. This was work, no time for sentiment.

      The new addition, DC John Sampson, recently recruited to CID and requested by Gus for the team months ago, was typing rapidly on his computer in the corner. Suddenly, a scuffle of chairs, a high pitched screech and a hug that squashed his sore arm, told him he’d been spotted. Gently, he pulled away from Compo’s limpet embrace, smiling as Alice and Sampson jumped up to greet him in a clatter of enthusiastic chatter

      Practically stammering in excitement, Alice jumped up and down. ‘You’re back. Great. We weren’t expecting you till tomorrow.’

      Grabbing Alice in a one-armed hug, he said, ‘It’s good to be back, Al. Hope you’ve got everything under control.’

      Her face clouded and she tapped the floor impatiently with her foot. ‘Don’t know about that, Gus. This one’s bloody bad.’

      Shaking hands with Sampson, Gus, itching to crack on, flicked a glance at the children on the board and nodded. ‘I can see that, Al. Come on, get me a coffee and fill me in.’

      Alice pouted. ‘Get your own bloody coffee, Gus. I’ve got a murder and a paedophile ring to investigate and I’m expecting some VIPs, at DCI Chalmers’ request.’ She paused and grinned at him. ‘Of course, you’re perfectly welcome to sit in. It’ll bring you up to speed and then you can take over, ok?’

      ‘Who are the VIPs?’

      ‘Well, the first one is an Inspector Detectivee Jankowski from Poland who was investigating the disappearance of three of the children we’ve discovered.’ She pointed to three faces on the wall. ‘He’s bringing the parents with him. One set of parents will be identifying their dead child.’

      She bit her lip and then turned back to Gus. ‘The second guest is an ex-colleague of Nancy’s from Cambridge, a DCI Wentworth who specialises in this sort of thing. Nancy’s got it into her head that there are similarities to a case she worked in 2003. They should be here any minute.’

      Gus walked over to the coffeemaker, poured himself a coffee and depositing his bag on the floor next to his chair, slouched out of his jacket and flung it across the back of the chair as he listened carefully to Alice’s update, the PM findings and the actions she’d initiated. When she finished he said, ‘Good job, Al. I think you’ve covered everything for now.’

      He walked over to the children’s photos and, reciting each name silently to himself he committed their ages, details and images to memory. His responsibility was to them now.
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            Monday 12:30pm, Rosalind Street, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘At least there’s usually two pigs in the car when they’re staking out a house,’ thought The Distributor, fidgeting in his seat. He was desperate to piss and wasn’t sure there was enough room left in the coke bottle he’d brought with him for that purpose. He’d been here for over an hour now and despite his bulky coat, gloves and hat, he was freezing. He didn’t dare risk putting the engine on. Didn’t want to attract attention, even if the car was stolen. No doubt some nosy git would question what he was doing and the last thing he needed was to be noticed.

      Trying to distract himself he peered through the slightly iced windscreen and scowled at a loved-up couple, snuggled together, oblivious to the wet sleet that froze as soon as it landed. Jiggling his leg, he hoiked up a glob of phlegm, cracked the window a slit and gobbed it out onto the slushy road. The lad suddenly stooped, scooped up a handful of snow and shoved it down his girlfriend’s neck, dancing away laughing as she screeched and jumped on the spot trying to dislodge the snow. Then she too started to giggle, scooped up a handful of snow and ran after the lad.

      ‘Idiots!’ said The Distributor and tilted his head to glare once more at the terraced house with its cheery red door. Nothing, not a bloody thing. He dipped his hand into the gap in the door, grabbed the coke bottle and cracked the window again. Within seconds he’d upended the bottle and a flood of piss cascaded onto the road forming a trickle that froze into a puddle like a discarded lemon ice lolly. Shuffling his hand down his trousers to release his penis, he sighed with relief as he peed into the receptacle. Glancing at his mark, he cursed, jerked upright dislodging his penis and depositing droplets of urine over his hand and trousers.

      ‘Fuck!’ he quickly screwed the lid back on the bottle and watched as two police officers approached the house he was watching. ‘How the fuck can you have a bloody wog with a turban over his uniform and a bloody Paki bitch in a man suit enforcing law and order? No wonder the country is in a fucking recession if they are depending on the likes of them to keep crime at bay.’

      He rested his hand on the steering wheel, hesitated and then reluctantly took his phone out of his pocket and pressed redial on a familiar number. ‘We’ve got trouble,’ he said when his call was answered. ‘Two oink-oinks just went into the kid’s brother’s house. What’ll I do now?’

      The silence from the phone filled him with foreboding. The Matchmaker was completely ruthless and he dreaded being told to ‘Off the pigs and the kid.’ He was still holding his breath when The Matchmaker responded. ‘Wait and watch. You might get an opportunity to intervene when the police leave.’ He paused for a second and then continued. ‘I’ve reconsidered by the way. Don’t kill the boy. Bring him to the depot. We may be able to recoup some of our losses.’ He laughed. ‘Some of our clients like a, shall we say, slightly more mature challenge. I’m not averse to that myself.’ He laughed again and hung up.

      The Distributor shuddered and took a deep breath. Thank God. Abduction was more his thing than killing. When the police left he’d knock on the door, push his way in, threaten them with the gun and take the boy. He reached over and pulled a black balaclava onto his lap. Yes, that was a much better solution all round.
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            Monday 1:30pm, The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      The visitor strutted into the incident room like a prize ram suffering from testosterone overload. Gus winked at Alice indicating that she should take the lead. She turned, hand outstretched to greet him. ‘DCI Wentworth?’ So pleased to meet you. We really could do with your help on this one. I’m DS Cooper and this is–’

      Wentworth placed his hand momentarily in hers and then, without bothering to disguise his actions, wiped it down his trouser leg, walking away before Alice could introduce Gus. She raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Instead, she gestured to the pictures pinned on the crime board. ‘These are the children we found in Sharon Asif’s attic. We’ve already made headway into identifying some of them and repatriation is in process.’

      Wentworth nodded dismissively, hoisted his bottom onto the edge of Compo’s desk and, rubbing his chin with one hand, studied the photos. Alice stood by his side until from the corner of her eye she saw Sampson discreetly waving his hand at her. She stepped out of Wentworth’s line of vision and mouthed, ‘What?’

      He pointed at DCI Wentworth’s bottom wedged on Compo’s desk. Alice frowned and looked. Then, understanding dawned. Protruding from beneath Wentworth’s expensively suited bottom was the greasy remnants of Compo’s latest bacon butty. Her face tensed and she glared at Compo who didn’t seem overly concerned that his bacon wrapper was now stuck on the arse of a visiting DCI. Her eyes fluttered up in disgust and then she shrugged, plastered an insincere smile on her face and spoke to their guest, ‘Coffee?’

      Wentworth grunted and Alice, assuming it meant ‘yes’, gestured to Sampson to get it for him. She glanced at Gus who, with a small shake of his head, indicated he wanted her to continue. Alice cleared her throat. ‘Is there anything else I can get you, DCI Wentworth?’

      He swivelled his bottom on the table and Alice inwardly cringed at the damage he was surely inflicting on his very expensive looking trousers. Folding his arms across his chest revealing sparkling cufflinks he said, ‘DCI Chalmers not about?’

      Alice shook her head. ‘No, she had another appointment. She said she’d drop in when she got back.’

      His lips tightened and he tugged gently at his jacket sleeves. ‘Not important enough for her to cancel her appointment, huh?’ The smile he flashed nearly blinded Alice as he continued. ‘Left me with her minions, despite me heading up from Cambridge at a moment’s notice.’

      Alice’s eyes narrowed. She was tempted to take the coffee Sampson had made, fling it over his supercilious head and watch it cascade down his designer Italian suit. Instead she kept her face expressionless. ‘I’m sure DCI Chalmers appreciates your prompt arrival and I’m sure she’ll be here just as soon as she can.’ Thankfully the door opened interrupting her before she clicked her heels together and sieg heiled Wentworth. A haggard, dishevelled, bald man in his fifties entered, escorted in by one of the duty constables.

      ‘Inspector Detective Jankowksi, from Poland, DS Cooper.’ The constable spotted Gus behind his desk and his face broke into a grin. ‘Nice to have you back, DI McGuire.’

      Wentworth immediately turned to Gus, a look of annoyance on his face. ‘Why didn’t you introduce yourself if you’re the senior officer? Why are you allowing a sergeant,’ he spoke the last word with distaste, ‘to brief me?’

      Gus remained seated, his ice-blue eyes scouring Wentworth’s face for a few seconds before he spoke. ‘DS Cooper, is more able than I to brief you. In fact, she’s just done an excellent job of briefing me as I’ve only just returned to work an hour ago.’ He allowed his gaze to drift up and down Wentworth before adding. ‘Oh, and by the way, in Yorkshire we don’t tolerate arses lightly, no matter their rank. Show a bit of respect for my team whilst you’re here, please.’

      Wentworth’s face flushed and he opened his mouth to respond, but Gus already turning to greet the new arrival, said, ‘DS Cooper will brief you both.’

      Complete silence reigned until Wentworth stood and pointedly turned away from Gus, issuing a ‘We’ll see what DCI Chalmers has to say about your behaviour,’ over his shoulder. He then nudged Alice out of the way in order to greet the Polish Inspector.

      As he turned away from her Alice noticed the bacon wrapper on his arse and reached out to remove it, then with a smirk she withdrew her hand and let the bag remain in place, hoping the grease was seeping right into the fabric.

      ‘Jankowski, good to see you again. Been a long time, huh?’ said Wentworth in a loud voice, as he pumped the other man’s hand up and down with unnecessary vigour.

      Jankowski peeled his hand away and took a step back, looking over Wentworth’s shoulder at Alice who scowled ferociously. With a small half-smile he side-stepped Wentworth, extended his hand and in near perfect English greeted her before turning to Gus and nodding.

      Gus smiled back as Alice returned Jankowski’s handshake and led him over to a chair between their two desks. She nodded at Sampson who appeared almost immediately with a steaming coffee. Detective Jankowski settled heavily into the chair, sighed, ran his hand over his bald head and studied the pictures on the wall.

      Finally, he said, ‘This never gets any easier, but at least this time we’ve managed to reunite some of these children with their parents. Now their healing process can commence.’

      Alice and Gus both nodded, allowing him the time to sip his coffee whilst Wentworth tapped his fingers impatiently on the desk, his knee bobbing up and down in rhythmic annoyance as Alice began to brief the two detectives on their investigation.

      Halfway through Alice’s update the door burst open and in an effervescent wave of expensive scent, DCI Nancy Chalmers burst in waving her arms in all-encompassing greeting as she walked smartly across the room towards the two visitors. ‘Oh, I’m so glad you’re both here. How was the flight, Jankowski?’ She grimaced. ‘Awful, I expect. Are the parents settled with their children now?’

      Jankowski stood and took two steps towards Nancy, his eyes lighting up for the first time as he stretched out a huge hand which she took between her two smaller hands and gripped tightly. ‘It’s good to see you again, Nancy, and yes, the parents are reunited with their children, both living and dead.’ He grimaced and Nancy patted his hand reassuringly before turning to the other man who’d remained seated.

      Flashing an insincere smile, Wentworth said, ‘So, you’ve finally deigned to turn up Nancy?’

      ‘Had a physio appointment, David. Did you want me to cancel it?’

      Wentworth shook his head. ‘Oh no, of course not, Nancy. Back problems is it?’

      Her eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘No. Women’s problems, David.’ She leaned towards him, looking straight into his eyes. ‘But don’t worry my pelvic floor is in tip top condition. In fact, the physio says if I keep doing my exercises I’ll be smoking fags from my fanny again before long.’

      Wentworth’s smile faded, as a thunderous guffaw erupted from Jankowski. Nancy winked at Alice. ‘Come on let’s have lunch before we get down to business.’

      As the two men left the office, she turned to Gus. ‘Wasn’t expecting you back till tomorrow, Gus, but it’s good to see you back. We’ll catch up later.’
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            Monday 1:30pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Look, all I want to know is, what are the implications of them finding those damn brats in Heaton? All I’m concerned, all we’re all concerned, about is that they can’t trace them back to any of us.’

      The Matchmaker wanted to tell the old bugger on the other end of the phone to piss off, but he knew that this needed to be handled with care. After all their reputation was at stake here and, as they were all too painfully aware, their business had taken a long time to rebuild after the debacle twelve years previously. Their clientele needed to feel safe doing business with them and it was his job to make sure they did. He didn’t like the pompous little bastard but he was influential with their other clients, not to mention undeniably rich. His finances had been crucial to them regrouping so quickly.

      The Matchmaker had just got back from a lunchtime run when the call came and he could smell the sweat on his skin. He needed to get showered, changed and back to work ASAP. Things were hectic and he couldn’t afford to be gone for too long. On the other hand, he couldn’t very well fob this client off. He wiped his face and slung the towel round his neck before replying. ‘There’s no need to worry. We’ve got everything under control. This was an isolated incident that cannot be traced back to us and certainly not to you.’

      ‘Yes, well, you would say that, but I had contact with at least one of those brats and I don’t want this coming back to bite me on the ass, forensically speaking that is!’

      The Matchmaker bit his lip. He wasn’t entirely sure how clean the kids had been at the end. He’d taken his eye off the ball on that one. Leaving it to The Distributor to negotiate a safe house had been a mistake and he had no guarantees that established protocol had been utilised after each meeting, but he wasn’t going to admit that.

      Instead he put on his most disdainful voice and replied, ‘We’re not amateurs you know. That’s why you and your friends are happy to pay the big bucks. You know when you rent from us, you’re guaranteed complete removal of all evidence. It’s part of the deal.’

      ‘Well, just so you know, I’ve got eyes on the periphery of this investigation so I’ll know if you’re bullshitting me.’

      The Matchmaker laughed, ‘And I’ve got eyes inside the investigation. Nothing gets left to chance with our organisation.’

      ‘Who are you?’ asked the other man, his voice quiet.

      Again The Matchmaker laughed. ‘All you need to know is that I’m extremely well-connected. Even more well-connected than you.’
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      The Distributor sat in the stolen car opposite Ishaq Asif’s house in Great Horton. Bored, he watched the two stupid loved-up kids heading back down the street, each with bulging Tesco bags swinging from their wrists. Their free arms were wrapped round each other, making them look like a pair of Siamese twins. The Distributor, pissed off by the brooding Adele song on the radio, leaned forward and with half an eye on the red door, fiddled with the dials trying to find Capital. At least it was usually quite lively. The door had remained resolutely shut for the past three-quarters of an hour and he wondered exactly what the brat was telling the police.

      Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Born to Run’ flooded the car. As he tapped along to the beat he admitted to himself that it had been a mistake to use Sharon Asif’s grotty house as a storage facility. It was cheap, if not cheerful, and he’d enjoyed being able to syphon off some of the rent that he’d have had to pay for a more anonymous place, but as a long-term strategy it had been a mistake. He bit his lip and was cursing his short-sighted greed when the door finally opened. The two police officers stepped forward, turned and the woman spoke to the tall skinny Pakistani, probably the brother, who held the door slightly ajar. At last the brother nodded and shut the door. The two officers walked down the steps and turned towards their car, not bothering to look in his direction.

      He pulled balaclava on, slipped the gun into his waistband and, with his hand on the door handle, waited till they started their car. He was just about to open the car door when Jamal and his brother, both wrapped up for the winter weather stepped out of the house and quickly ran down the steps. A black Corsa at the kerb beeped and, before he could do anything, the two of them were inside.

      A quick glance down the road told him the police car was still there. Fuck, he’d have to do it now. Quickly he flicked the key in the ignition, opened the window, grabbed the gun from his trousers and took aim. Two shots in quick succession hit the black Corsa sending an avalanche of glass into the car. The two loved-up kids turned, hands to their mouths as The Distributor quickly took off. The boy took a step towards the speeding car and, without thinking, The Distributor poked the gun through the window and fired before accelerating past the police car that now drew level with the Corsa. Glancing in his mirror he saw Tesco bags strewn in the snow and the boy lying on his back, his girlfriend kneeling by his side. Behind them the female officer jumped out leaving the Sikh officer to follow.

      The Distributor took advantage of his head-start, screeched down side streets, turning twice before reaching Great Horton Road. He accelerated. Driving on the wrong side of the street he stormed down towards The Mumtaz restaurant before screeching suddenly to the left at the traffic lights, in front of cars that had been intending to go straight. His manoeuvre caused the cars to swerve and three cars collided, stopping the police car from following. Quickly nipping into the Asda car park on Cemetery Road, he parked up between two people carriers. His heart was hammering and he was sweating profusely. He grabbed his belongings, gave the car a final cursory check and left the car park on foot, glad he’d kept his gloves on the whole time.
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            Monday 2:15pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time DC Hussain had contacted The Fort about the shooting in Great Horton, DCI Chalmers had lunched the visitors. Then, reassured by Gus’s return to work, she had excused herself and departed to oversee a major liaison involving Leeds and Bradford Drugs units. Quickly, Gus updated them on the recent shooting on Rosalind Street and informed them that they were waiting for Jamal and his brother to be checked over at the hospital before they were transported to The Fort for interview.

      Jankowski was the first to speak. ‘Your detective Compo worked very quickly to identify the children from the Interpol missing children’s files. I believe there are only a few still unidentified and he has managed to identify both of the dead children, too.’ He inclined his head with a smile towards Compo, who had remained by his computer rather than join the rest of the team at the table.

      ‘Yes, Compo worked overnight yesterday to match the children,’ said Gus.

      Wentworth, still upset by the grease mark he’d finally discovered on the back of his trousers, snorted. ‘Humph, that explains the ripe stench of BO accompanying the bacon smell.’

      Turning steady blue eyes on Wentworth, Gus waited till the other man looked away before speaking. ‘I think we all agree that the smell of bacon butties and the sweat of hard work is a minor discomfort compared to what each of those poor children suffered since their disappearances. If bacon butties and all-nighters get results, then I’m all for it. My team work hard and some of them haven’t been home since yesterday. If it bothers you that much we’ll open the windows, but what is most important right now is the need to move quickly on this.’

      Jankowski caught Gus’s eye and smiled before turning to Wentworth. ‘Do you see the similarities?’ he said

      Wentworth frowned. ‘Similarities? Not sure I get what you mean.’

      It was Jankowski’s turn to frown. He tutted dismissively, using his entire body to emphasise his annoyance before speaking again and when he did he enunciated each word crisply. ‘DCI Chalmers requested my involvement in this. I suspect that is because she fears that The Matchmaker and his group have resurfaced.’

      Gus looked from one detective to the other wondering what exactly Jankowski meant by this, and feeling annoyed that DCI Chalmers hadn’t shared this information with him before she left. He was aware she’d barely had the time but he hated feeling like he was on the hop.

      Wentworth nipped his trouser leg between his index finger and thumb and gently tugged it up before crossing his legs. His lips pursed up and he glared at Detective Jankowski as if he was a stool specimen.

      ‘Why in heavens name would they regroup in Bradford of all places?’

      ‘Why wouldn’t they choose Bradford?’ said Jankowski, ‘Liverpool and Hull are close enough. Most trafficking security is concentrated down south and major motorways make transporting children north or south very easy from Yorkshire. Plus, their overheads will be lower.’ He smiled and Gus could tell by the anger flickering in his eyes that he didn’t rate Wentworth. He warmed to Jankowski.

      Seemingly sensing the other man’s antipathy, Wentworth flushed. ‘I think you’re looking for connections that aren’t there. We all feel bad about not getting the entire ring twelve years ago but you can’t keep imagining links that aren’t there. This isn’t a very organised group is it?’ He splayed his hands in front of him ‘For God’s sake, they wouldn’t have used a bloody druggie whore to house their assets if they were experienced would they?’

      Jankowksi sipped his coffee, holding Wentworth’s gaze over the top of his mug, then very quietly said, ‘Assets?’ He placed his mug deliberately on the table and leaned toward Wentworth. ‘You mean children.’ He raised his hand and punctuated each word with his pointing finger, ‘Never, ever, forget: these are children. Poor defenceless children, not fucking assets!’

      Silence resonated round the room, then Gus cleared his throat and turned to Jankowski. ‘Perhaps you could tell us what happened twelve years ago?’

      Jankowski pulled his gaze away from Wentworth and leaned forward in his chair, his fingers steepled against his chin. ‘Twelve years ago, a major international paedophile ring, based in the Cambridge area, was identified. Despite our best efforts, we were unable to apprehend the ringleaders.’

      Wentworth then took over to explain how things had gone wrong for the investigation. ‘We got a lucky break when the wife of the man known as The Treasurer, James Clegg, came forward with evidence. Cathy, his wife, agreed to maintain her normal life whilst we tried to get more information about the ring.’ He shook his head. ‘We managed to prosecute many very high profile clients, judges, barristers, senior consultants, politicians, and of course, James Clegg.’

      Jankowski slammed his fist on the table. ‘The boss called himself The Matchmaker. Can you believe it? Why would he call himself The Matchmaker   It disgusts me.  The Provider took those children from Eastern Europe and The Facilitator arranged the meetings between the children and the clients.   He took many children from Poland’.  Jankowski looked away.  ‘We never managed to identify or catch him.’

      Clearing his throat Wentworth said, ‘James Clegg was in fear for his wife and child’s safety so he gave us zilch and the clients knew nothing of use about the organisers so although we locked over twenty paedophiles away for a very long time we didn’t get the head of the organisation. We’ve been waiting for them to reform, but I’m not convinced this is the work of The Matchmaker.’

      Jankowski looked at Gus and on the fingers of one hand counted off each point as he made it. ‘We can’t ignore this. Firstly, these Eastern European children are all disenfranchised in some way; either they are Roma children or very poor children with little recourse to the law. Secondly, they are being trafficked, seemingly in groups, to the UK. Thirdly, we have, what appears to be, systematic abuse of these children by multiple perpetrators. Fourthly, both Europol and Interpol have flagged up an increase in child abductions in Eastern Europe over the past three years. Fifthly, I don’t believe in coincidence. Do you?’

      Gus bit his lip. No, he didn’t believe in coincidence either. Jankowski hadn’t given any hard facts, yet both he and Nancy seemed to be in agreement on this one. He turned to Compo. ‘Get what you can from the files about this case and let’s consider it as an option.’ He rubbed his thigh surreptitiously under the table before standing up. ‘Now gentlemen, I’ve got a dead prostitute’s son to interview. If you want to observe, follow Alice.’
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      The corridors echoed with their footsteps as Alice guided Detective Jankowski and DCI Wentworth toward the observation suite. At the other end of the corridor a door opened and their interviewee, Jamal Asif, jeans sitting uncomfortably low on his hips and head bowed, entered the corridor accompanied by both an older Asian man and a constable. The older man wore a western suit with a tie and a prayer hat. He sported a permanent scowl on his face and his arm was draped round the younger boy’s shoulders. As they approached, Wentworth who’d already expressed his reluctance to observe the interview cursed and turned abruptly on his heel and retraced his steps. ‘Forgot my phone. I’ll catch you up.’

      Mumbling something in Polish under his breath, Jankowski smiled at Alice. ‘Mostly he’s an idiot but, occasionally he’s an excellent detective and so I give him the benefit of the doubt. He thinks Nancy and I are wrong about this being the work of The Matchmaker and so he won’t invest his time.’ He shrugged. ‘We are not wrong so I will invest my time.’ He tilted his head towards Jamal who had entered the interview room. ‘The attack on this young boy demonstrates that he must be in possession of some very important information.’ His lips tightened. ‘And this time The Matchmaker will not get away.’

      Alice ushered him into the observation suite with its hard chairs and listening equipment and grimaced at the stale air resulting from too many sweaty bodies, unemptied bins filled with discarded food scraps and the gritty, almost tangible stench of coffee grounds. She reached over, lifted the bin and placed it in the corridor. Then extracting a lavender room spray from her handbag, she sprayed it round the room. ‘No point in sitting in a stink, is there?’ she said looking slightly embarrassed.

      Jankowski grinned and settled down, arms folded over his skinny chest. Looking through the one-way mirror, he studied Jamal and his older brother.

      ‘I hope Jamal can tell us something.’ said Alice. ‘But remember, the first part of the interview will be about his mum’s murder, not the abducted children or the attack outside his brother’s house.’

      Jankowski nodded, his eyes boring through the mirror as if sheer will power alone could get him the information he desired.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

      

    

    







            Monday 3:35pm

          

        

      

    

    
      The streetlights clicked on just before the first drops of rain began to fall, turning the pavements into treacherous slides for the unwary pedestrian. Gus had just nipped into the major incidents room for some painkillers before interviewing Jamal. Against his better instincts, he glanced over and saw a light in his sister’s flat. He sighed heavily and raked his fingers through his tight dreads. He knew that later, when he found the time to analyse his emotions, he’d feel angrier by his sister’s betrayal than by his wife’s defection, and that in itself concerned him.

      He heard a throat being cleared in the exaggerated manner of someone wanting to gain your attention, without being so crass as to intrude in your thoughts. Lifting the coffee mug to his lips, Gus swigged back his pills, grimacing as cold, bitter coffee flooded his mouth. Turning around, he rested his aching thigh on the low window sill. ‘Hi, Compo, you ok?’

      Compo bit his lip and moved his weight nervously from one leg to the other. His eyes darted around the room checking that they were alone. ‘I just wanted to say, I’m sorry I embarrassed you earlier.’

      ‘Embarrassed me?’

      Wringing his fingers, Compo clarified. ‘With the visiting detectives, you know?’

      Realisation dawned. ‘Oh, do you mean that smarmy git Wentworth and his stupid comments about bacon smells?’

      Compo flushed. ‘And BO, sir. He said I stank!’

      Taking two steps towards him, Gus flung his arm round the shorter man’s shoulder. ‘The man’s a pillock, ok? You’ve been on the job in this office in front of a damn computer screen for twenty-four hours and that’s what the arse focusses on?’ He gently shook Compo. ‘It was you working through the night that got those kids matched to their families quickly. That’s the important thing.’ He paused, catching Compo’s eye. ‘Now, you’ve done your job. Go home; get some sleep and tomorrow the bacon butties are on me.’

      Smiling lopsidedly, Compo raised one nail bitten finger. ‘Just got one little girl to match, sir, then I’ll go.’ He turned away and then turning back his normally cheery face dark with tension he said, his voice so low Gus had to strain to hear him, ‘I tried to grab an hour last night but every time I closed my eyes, those little faces kept swimming in front of me.’ He wiped his sleeve over his eyes briefly. ‘Does it get any better, sir?’

      Gus squeezed his arm. ‘You know what? It might take a while but what will help is the fact that you’ve done your bit to help those kids. It’s the only thing to cling to.’ He released Compo’s arm and lowered his own voice. ‘And believe me, I know. I still relive that thing with Greg. Every damn night I wake up and they’re all dead and I’m still alive.’ His mouth tightened briefly. ‘But now I’m back at work …and life goes on.’ He knew it was crap, but if he said it often enough, who knew, one day it might be true.

      Sounds from behind made him spin round. DC Sadia Hussain stood in the doorway. Gus raised an eyebrow at Compo in a ‘how long has she been there gesture?’ In return Compo pursed his lips and shrugged.

      ‘Em, excuse me, DI McGuire, but DS Cooper asked me to tell you they’re waiting for you in Interview Room Two.’

      Gus studied her tall slender frame and perfect complexion for a second, before moving past her and through the door. This was the new DC. The one Alice didn’t rate very highly. He smiled. Alice was a stickler for being a team player and this Sadia had got off on the wrong foot with her. He suspected more sparks would fly between the two before long. Two steps further down the corridor and he turned to face her with a frown. ‘Was it you who witnessed the attack on Jamal Asif?’

      She nodded briefly. His blue eyes bored into her face until she flushed. ‘Are you ok?’

      Again, she nodded, but remained silent.

      ‘Anything worth knowing before I go into the interview?’

      Her eyes flicked up and to the left as she thought about his question, then she reluctantly shook her head. ‘No, sir. We were parked too far back to see the attack clearly.’ She grimaced. ‘Should’ve checked the bloody parked cars before we went in, though.’

      Gus shook his head. ‘Don’t be silly. That’s guilt talking. You’d no reason to check the parked cars. I wouldn’t have thought to check them either on a routine call. Let it go and move on, ok?’

      Her mouth drooped sulkily and his eyes narrowed. She’d need to lighten up a bit and take advice if she was going to fit into his team. ‘I mean it. Forget it and move on. You’re no good to anyone brooding about mistakes anyone could’ve made. Don’t be such a bloody diva.’

      The sulkiness left her face to be replaced by outrage. Satisfied that he had provoked a reaction, Gus nodded briefly and as he left the room, he heard Compo say. ‘He’s right, you know, you can’t dwell on the little parts of the picture when there’s a whole painting to finish.’

      She snorted. ‘Who the fuck are you, anyway? Leonardo Da Vinci?’

      Then, just as the door was about to close behind him he heard Compo’s quiet response. ‘Well, you’re definitely no Mona Lisa.’

      Laughing, he headed along the corridor. Good for Compo, sticking up for himself with Hussain. God, was he glad to be back at work!
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      The tall man pacing the small square that constituted the largest interview room in The Fort paused when Gus and Alice entered. Painted nondescript beige and lacking character it did nothing to calm a nervous interviewee, but then, on the whole, the design was functional, with the purpose of aiding the extraction of confessions from villains.

      Jamal was slumped in the plastic chair. With his legs sprawled under the table, he barely glanced at them, but the tall man extended his hand and introduced himself. ‘I’m Jamal’s brother, Ishaq Asif.’

      Gus took the slightly sweaty hand and shook firmly. He gestured to an uncomfortable-looking red plastic chair next to the younger boy. ‘Sit down, Mr Asif. I’m DI McGuire and this is DC Cooper.’ Alice held out her hand. The man looked at it for a second before pointedly ignoring it. He pulled out the chair and sat down next to his brother.

      Gus winked at Alice. They were used to sexist arseholes and Gus knew Alice would be fuming about the handshake slight. He also knew that she wouldn’t let it affect her dealings with the man. Moving his chair away from the table to allow him leg room, he sat down and waited till Alice had pulled her chair right up to the table and rested her elbows on top.

      ‘I’m very angry about the attack on your brother, too,’ said Gus. ‘I’ve been informed that the hospital checked you over and, apart from mild shock, you are both ok. Is that right?’

      The older man nodded sternly.

      ‘We’re conducting this interview in two parts, Mr Asif, and because we think the shooting is related to the second part of the interview, we’ll discuss that then, ok?’

      Ishaq Asif looked puzzled, ‘What do you mean the ‘second part’. Surely it’s all related to that whore. It was probably some supplier wanting paid that shot us.’

      Gus blinked, momentarily thrown by Ishaq’s words, then said, ‘That’s what we need to determine, so shall we crack on?’ Leaning over, he pressed the recording equipment and asked each person present to state their name for the record. Then he sat back, arms crossed and waited as Alice flicked through the folder she’d brought in with her.

      Ishaq Asif glanced at Gus, who met his gaze but remained silent. Frowning, Asif tapped his fingers on the table. Ignoring him, Gus focussed on Jamal, who stared at the wall above Gus’s head. Jamal’s eyes were red-rimmed, and his nose looked raw as if he’d rubbed it too hard with a coarse tissue. Gus wondered if his slumped posture indicated defeat, grief or shock or, indeed, a mix of the three.

      ‘How long are you going to keep us here?’ said Ishaq in a strident voice. ‘We’ve already been waiting for an hour and, now you’re here, you’re not even speaking to us.’

      Gus bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from intervening and watched as Alice smiled, laid the folder on the table and carefully positioned it before she said, ‘I was just refreshing my memory before I got started, Mr Asif. We’ll not keep you any longer than is necessary.’

      Mr Asif looked at Gus. ‘Aren’t you doing the interview?’

      Shaking his head in a flurry of dreadlocks, Gus smiled. ‘No, Mr Asif, DS Cooper’s my best interviewer and so she’ll be leading on this.’ He cocked an eyebrow. ‘No objections, I hope?’

      The other man looked as if he’d like to complain but, finally shaking his head, he clasped his fingers on the tabletop and waited, the lines on his face expressing every ounce of frustrated anger he felt.

      Jamal, with what appeared to be a huge effort pulled himself up and leaned heavily on the table, his eyes meeting Alice’s. ‘Where are the kids? My brother and sisters, are they ok? Can I see them?’

      Patting his arm gently, Alice said, ‘Your brother is in BRI at the moment. His nappy rash was severely infected, but he’s on antibiotics and will soon be released into the care of a foster parent. Rehana and Maryham are fine. They’re with a foster carer but you’ll be able to see them later, ok?’

      Rubbing his sleeve across his face to soak up the few tears that rolled down his cheek, Jamal nodded and slumped back in his chair.

      Ignoring Ishaq, Alice looked directly at the younger boy when she spoke. ‘Jamal, you know your mother was found murdered on Sunday morning?’

      She waited but got no response. ‘Jamal?’ she said firmly. He looked up and nodded.

      ‘You’ve got to speak for the tape, Jamal.’

      Reluctantly, Jamal spoke. ‘Yeah, I know. Good fucking riddance to her.’

      Jumping to his feet, his voice sharp, Ishaq said, ‘Jamal!’ He looked at the police officers. ‘He doesn’t mean that. He’s just upset. Despite her obvious flaws, she was still his mother.’ Turning to Jamal, he said something in their mother tongue.

      Jamal cowered slightly in his chair.

      Gus looked from one brother to the other, fleetingly wondering just how scared Jamal was of his brother and wishing he’d got a translator in. What had Ishaq said to Jamal to provoke that reaction? After all, Ishaq Asif was much older than Jamal. However, on balance, Gus felt that Asif was just being over-protective and it was only a few hours since they’d both been shot at. They had the right to be a bit twitchy and on edge. In a firm tone, he said, ‘Sit down, Mr Asif. You are here as an appropriate adult because Jamal is only fourteen, but you mustn’t interrupt the interview unless you feel your brother is becoming unnecessarily upset, ok?’

      Ishaq’s mouth flattened into a thin line and he slowly sat down. ‘Yes, ok, fine.’

      Looking at Jamal, Alice continued. ‘How did you know your mother was dead, Jamal? Who told you?’

      He shrugged. ‘Dunno’

      Alice smiled. ‘Was it one of your neighbours?’

      With a sideways glance at his brother, he said, ‘Yeah, suppose so.’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘Dunno.’

      ‘The reason I ask is that none of the neighbours have seen you since Saturday afternoon. I’m wondering how one of them could’ve told you about your mum if they’ve not seen you since her death.’

      He sniffed. ‘Overheard some of them talking in One Stop.’ The One Stop shop was a focal point of the small village and was frequented regularly by most of the locals. The owner and the shop workers had been interviewed twice already, the last time being only that morning.

      Alice raised her eyebrows. ‘Oh, when was that? Because the One Stop manager doesn’t remember seeing you or your mum in there since Saturday tea time.’

      Ishaq frowned. ‘You said Mrs Khalifa told you, Jamal.’

      Scowling, Jamal fidgeted on his chair, eyes drifting round the room as though seeking a means of escape.

      ‘We need to know who told you about your mum, Jamal.’ Alice said, keeping her tone calm.

      Sighing loudly, Ishaq nudged his brother. ‘Come on, Jamal answer the question, for goodness sake.’

      Tears welled up in Jamal’s eyes and when he spoke it was too quiet for the recorder to pick up. ‘I found her.’

      Biting her lip, Alice said, ‘Sorry, Jamal, I’m going to have to ask you to repeat that for the tape.’

      His head jerked up. His cheeks a swollen ruddy mess as he rubbed furiously at them with a rapidly disintegrating tissue. ‘I found her!’

      ‘When did you find her, Jamal?’

      Gus felt sorry for the lad. He knew the sort of life Jamal must have had to date. A drunken mother, no money, no food and now she was dead and his siblings were in care. He handed him a clean tissue. Jamal wiped his face dry and blew his nose. ‘Saturday night. Don’t know when, about seven, I suppose, before the snow got heavy. She’d left the kids home alone again. I’d told her off about that but she did it all the time. She didn’t care about them. All she cared about was getting drunk or high.’

      Ishaq glowered at Jamal. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? I’d have come to you. I’d have taken care of the kids. You know that. You should have phoned the police straight away.’

      Gus cleared his throat and caught Ishaq’s eye, silently warning the other man not to intervene. Throwing his arms in the air in disgust Ishaq tutted loudly as Alice continued.

      ‘How did you come to find her Jamal?’

      ‘I was in the Chinky’s getting chips and I saw her pass by coming from the King’s Arms. She was staggering so I knew she’d had a drink. I finished my chips inside the Chinky’s, then I saw one of them alkies that hang around the church staggering up the road after her and I knew she was going to the graveyard.’ His face flushed and his fingers clenched on top of the table. ‘That’s where she always took them for a shag.’ Alice pushed a cup of water towards him. He took a drink and then placed the plastic cup back on the table.

      ‘You’re doing really well, Jamal.’

      ‘I was angry. She was always leaving the kids. It’s not right. They’re too little and I knew she’d spend her shag money on booze, not on chips for the kids so I decided to go round to Quarry Street and wait till she’d got paid and make her give me some money for the kids’ tea.’ He looked round at the three faces round the table. ‘So, I waited at the corner of Quarry Street, near Spicy Delight, for fifteen minutes and when she hadn’t come back I headed round to the graveyard. The snow had got quite thick by then and when I got there I didn’t see her at first and then I looked down and she was there lying near that big broken gravestone, her head was mashed in and she was dead. I could see she was dead.’

      He laid his arms on the table and, resting his head on top, allowed great sobs to rattle his bones and wrack his skinny body. Ishaq got up and kneeled beside Jamal with his arms round his half-brother’s shoulders. ‘Oh beta, you should have told us. You should have told us.’

      Gus raised an eyebrow at Alice, indicating she should allow Ishaq to calm Jamal before she continued. Observing them, Gus could clearly see the love and care that flowed between the two brothers. He could almost forgive Ishaq his earlier sexism on that basis alone – almost, but not quite.

      When Jamal was calm, Alice said, ‘I need to ask you a few more questions. Are you able to continue?’

      Eyes glazed with worry, Ishaq frowned at her. ‘Can’t you give him some time? You can see he’s upset.’

      Alice met his gaze calmly. ‘I have a murderer on the loose and someone just this morning tried to shoot you and your brother. I don’t have the luxury of time. If Jamal could continue, it would be helpful.’

      Jamal shrugged his brother’s arm off his shoulders and straightened in his chair. ‘It’s ok, Ishaq. I’m ok. I’d rather get it over and done with.’

      Alice smiled. ‘Good boy, Jamal. This is really brave of you and we appreciate it.’

      Taking another sip of water, Jamal looked expectantly at Alice.

      ‘Did you see anyone when you walked round to the graveyard?’

      He shook his head and then belatedly glanced at the recorder and added, ‘No.’

      ‘Ok, Jamal, you mentioned earlier that you saw a man follow her round. Did you recognise him?’

      Jamal screwed up his face. ‘Not really.’

      ‘Could you describe him?’

      Jamal pursed his lips. ‘Old. Fortyish probably. Tall and bald with a long dark coat.’

      ‘Would you recognise him again, Jamal?’

      Jamal shrugged. ‘Doubt it.’

      Alice shuffled the folder on the table in front of her and said, ‘Do you have a phone, Jamal?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So why did you not phone the police or an ambulance for your mother?’

      He froze, his face expressionless for a second and then he hung his head and mumbled, ‘I was scared. I saw she were dead and I just ran off.’

      Alice’s tone dropped and became almost caressing. ‘Where did you go Jamal? You’d just found your mother dead, so where did you go?’

      He sniffed and lifted the tissue to wipe away a stray tear. ‘I went to Frankie Robb’s house in Frizinghall. He’s my mate from school.’

      ‘Just write his name and number down here, will you, Jamal?’ and she pushed a pad towards him. He took his phone out and scribbled a number and address on the paper. She ripped the sheet off the pad and handed it to the uniformed officer that stood by the door. ‘Check this out, please?’

      Returning to the table, she sat down. ‘What time did you arrive at Frankie’s?’

      ‘Probably eightish. I walked down through Heaton woods.’

      ‘Jamal, you said you were concerned about your siblings, so why did you not go back home to take care of them instead of going to your friend’s house?’

      Sobbing heavily, desperation tingeing his voice he said, ‘I was too scared. I thought I’d get in trouble. That you lot would think I’d done it.’

      Alice exchanged a glance with Gus. He nodded and Mr Asif, misinterpreting the nod, thought they could go. He stood up and turned to Jamal. ‘Come on then, Jamal, let’s go.’

      Gus stood. ‘Sorry, Mr Asif, but we’re not quite finished yet. We’ve still got a few more questions to ask Jamal, but we’re going to get in some drinks and sandwiches for you before we move on. Halal?’

      Nodding half-heartedly, Ishaq slid back onto his chair as Gus and Alice left the room.

      ‘What do you reckon?’ asked Alice.

      Walking slowly down the corridor, his shoulders hunched, Gus ran his fingers through his dreads. ‘You know what? I reckon Jamal knows more than he’s letting on and we’ll need to tease it out of him carefully.’ He took a further few steps and then added, ‘And I’m not sure that Ishaq being in the room will help Jamal share everything.’

      They were halfway along the corridor when they heard the interview room door open. Gus turned back and saw Ishaq Asif closing the door quietly behind him. He walked smartly along the corridor towards them.

      Wondering what had made the other man follow them into the corridor, Gus leaned against the wall. When Ishaq drew near he glanced from Alice, who remained expressionless, to Gus who smiled encouragingly. ‘Is there something you need to tell us, Mr Asif?’ asked Gus.

      Shuffling his feet slightly, Ishaq Asif sighed heavily. ‘I think there is something that I’m not aware of and I’m concerned that Jamal may need some sort of legal representation?’

      ‘Well, Mr Asif, it’s entirely up to you of course, but at the moment Jamal is only helping us with our enquiries and you, as his responsible adult, will be able to request legal representation at any time.’ Gus placed a reassuring hand on the other man’s shoulder. ‘I know it’s very stressful and upsetting for both of you, but why don’t you eat some tea and then we’ll continue in a bit?’

      ‘I also wondered about my cousins, Detective Inspector?’

      Gus frowned. This was the first he’d heard of any cousins. ‘Which cousins?’

      ‘Jamal’s half-siblings are also my cousins. Didn’t you know?’

      With a glance at Alice, Gus raised his eyebrow. Alice shook her head and Gus turned to Mr Asif. ‘Maybe you should explain what you mean?’ he said.

      Ishaq screwed his eyes shut for a second, as if to clear his mind. ‘Jamal and I share a father. My mother died a long time ago and our father now lives in Pakistan with his third wife.’ He glanced at Gus who nodded to show he understood.

      Ishaq continued, ‘When my father divorced Jamal’s mother, she became dependent on drugs and alcohol. Whilst he lived in Bradford my father managed to keep her partly in check, but when he moved back to Pakistan things got out of hand.’

      He snorted and glanced round the corridor. ‘She married my father’s younger brother, Khalid. Unfortunately, he was not a good man and was happy to encourage his new wife’s addictions. Khalid is the father of her younger children.’

      ‘But, he’s dead now, is he?’ asked Gus

      Ishaq nodded. ‘Yes he died two years ago.’ He laughed humourlessly. ‘Of a drug overdose. This was before Iman, her youngest, was even born. Sharon,’ he hesitated, ‘didn’t cope well. I’m afraid she became more and more addicted and erratic. My wife, Asma, and I tried our best. We sent food back with Jamal for the little ones and twice we contacted social services.’ He snorted in annoyance. ‘For all the good that did. Anyway, I am the little ones’ closest living relative and I want custody of them.’

      Gus released a long breath. ‘Well, Mr Asif, I can’t help you with that: you’re going to have to contact social services. First you need to eat and then we need to finish interviewing Jamal.’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Monday 4pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘You did what? Are you a complete idiot? No don’t answer that. Are you somewhere safe?’ The Matchmaker waited for the other man’s response then, tapping his fingers lightly on his desk, said, ‘Let me think.’ He tilted his head to one side. Aware of his leg bobbing up and down, he forced his body to relax. The bobbing stopped. ‘Is the car clean?’ He paused. ‘Any eye witnesses?’

      Noting the slight hesitation before The Distributor responded in the negative, The Matchmaker flicked a glance towards his office door. Last thing he needed was his PA walking in whilst he was talking to this fool. Reassured that she was firmly ensconced at her desk in the outer office, he said, ‘Are you sure? It’s your neck on the line, after all.’

      The Distributor responded in a sulky tone. ‘Well, there were a couple of kids in the street. When I drove past the girl looked into the car, but it was only for a second and I had a balaclava on. She can’t identify me.’

      Standing up and moving over to the window, The Matchmaker deliberately controlled his breathing before saying, razor sharp. ‘Liar!’ He heard the other man’s breathing quicken and was satisfied. ‘You shot at the boy, but, fortunately for you, all you hit was his shopping. What a debacle.’

      ‘How did you know?’ said The Distributor, his voice shaking.

      The Matchmaker laughed. ‘Don’t you know by now? I know everything.’

      The Distributor hesitated and then asked, ‘Will you postpone the girl tomorrow?’

      Lightly tapping his finger on his lip, The Matchmaker deliberated. ‘No, we won’t cancel our plans. This could turn out alright. It’ll stretch the police a bit further and they won’t be expecting it. After all, they don’t know anything about Cathy Clegg, do they?’ He laughed. ‘Clean up the house you’re in, move to the depot and keep a low profile till tomorrow.’
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            Monday 4.35pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      The Distributor had made his way to the depot by public transport. He’d taken a circuitous route, jumping on and off buses and doubling back. The debacle in Great Horton had rattled him and he felt shaky but he knew The Matchmaker would expect him to be on the ball ready for the next day. He’d made a slight detour on his route along Thornton Road to make sure the car he was going to jack for the next day’s activities was still in place. Now, looking out the window, the Thornton Viaduct seemed to loom threateningly from the snow-covered fields. Each arch looked like the spaces between a gargoyle’s huge teeth. The fields beneath were dotted with children pulling sledges and laughing. On another day The Distributor may have been tempted to go down and get closer, just in case a distracted parent left their child vulnerable. But, not today. Today he was chastened and, though a distraction would provide release, he knew he needed to focus. Pity it was so damn cold. He switched on the portable gas fire and when it ignited, flicked it to full power before making the phone call he’d been putting off since he arrived.

      ‘Everything’s in place! It’ll happen tomorrow morning!’

      ‘Good.’ The Matchmaker hung up abruptly, leaving The Distributor feeling slightly on edge.

      Monday 4.40pm, Bradford

      In another part of Bradford, The Matchmaker slipped the throw-away phone into his inner pocket and re-joined the group of smokers huddled against the cold sleet in the doorway. He didn’t smoke but he liked to get down with the trolls occasionally, after all, he often picked up juicy bits of information from the careless mouths of the minions and in this day and age knowledge was key. Subduing his inner exaltation, he turned to the man nearest him, ‘Have you heard the one about…?’
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            Monday 5:30pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus saw the apprehension in Jamal’s eyes and decided to play on that. He pulled his chair under the table, so he was sitting directly opposite the boy, and signalled for Alice to reload the tape and introduce them. When she was ready he began.

      ‘So Jamal, any idea what I’m going to be asking you about?’

      Jamal’s eyes flitted from Gus to Alice who no longer looked friendly and reassuring. Ishaq frowned but remained silent.

      The corners of Gus’s mouth turned down. ‘No?’ He leaned his upper body across the table and looked right at Jamal. ‘So, no ideas?’

      Jamal shook his head and Gus said, ‘For the purpose of the tape, Jamal Asif, in response to my question, shook his head.’ Turning back to the boy he continued conversationally. ‘So Jamal, what do you know about the twenty children in the attic of your home – two of them dead?’

      Ishaq gasped and jumped to his feet. ‘What? Are you mad?’

      Gus ignored Ishaq and looked instead at Jamal’s pale face. The boy’s hands shook so much he nearly spilled the remains of his water cup over the table.

      

      Monday 5:31pm, Bradford

      Nancy opened the door and quietly stepped inside the observation room. Holding her briefcase in one arm, her coat slung haphazardly over the other, she was worried. In the reflection from the one-way mirror she saw the telltale lines that snaked out from her eyes. They seemed dull, their customary sparkle dissipated by the tensions of what had seemed to Nancy, not only an interminable day, but one of the worst she’d experienced since The Matchmaker case twelve years previously.

      Even another bout of mindless sex with Charles wouldn’t be enough to make her feel better. She felt drained, every sinew of her body cried out in protest and she couldn’t begin to think about how Gus must be feeling. For the first time since she’d double-tagged with Gus’s dad to convince DCI Bowles to exert pressure on his psychiatrist she wondered if she’d made the right decision. What of it all backfired and Gus ended up wrecked? What if they’d both misunderstood his needs? What if Dr Mahmood was right and Gus wasn’t ready? She sighed and shook her head. What the hell was she thinking?

      None of them were ready, none of them would come out of this unscarred, but Gus… well, he was special. This could be his salvation. The case that pulled him back from the brink. The case that gave him back his soul after his best friend ripped it out and left him full of guilt, physically compromised and emotionally damaged. She leaned back against the wall, welcoming the soothing lavender fragrance that lingered in the air and allowed her briefcase and coat to slip to the floor. Pasting a customary smile on her face she walked over and sat beside Jankowski to watch Gus interview the Asif boy.

      

      Monday 5:32pm, Bradford

      ‘Well, did you know about the children in the attic?’ Gus was persistent.

      Jamal used his sleeve to wipe the tears from his face. ‘Yeah, yeah I did know about them. But I never knew any were dead.’

      Ashen-faced, Ishaq rubbed his hands over his cheeks. ‘Oh Jamal, what’s been going on? Why didn’t you tell me and Asma?’

      Watching the interaction between the two brothers, Gus’s mind drifted to his own relationship with Katie. They’d always been close, always had each other’s backs. But now? Well, that was anyone’s guess. With effort, he drew his mind back into the stuffy interview room. Jamal and his brother had been well fed. Raja’s pizzas, judging by the spicy, cheesy smell pervading the room. They needed information quick and Jamal was their best bet. The earlier attack on him indicated that he knew more than he’d told them so far.

      The way Jamal’s head swivelled between the detectives and his brother would have been comical in different circumstances. Today, it was sad. No fourteen-year-old should have a mother like Sharon Asif, or live in a house with abducted children in the attic.

      ‘He told me he’d kill my brother and sisters if I told anybody. So, I didn’t. I couldn’t.’ Picking at a ratty piece of wool on the sleeve of his jumper, he looked at Gus. ‘They’re safe now aren’t they?’

      ‘Yes, Jamal, your brother and sisters are safe now. Nobody can hurt them. But you can help those other kids now. If you’re brave, that is.’

      Swallowing hard, the boy nodded.

      ‘Go on then. In your own words, Jamal, what happened?’

      Ishaq hugged Jamal briefly and then let go, moving one hand to rest on his arm. ‘Go on Jamal, tell them everything.’

      Taking a deep breath, Jamal sat up straight and began.

      ‘One night while I was asleep this man came in and dragged me from my bed. He hauled me across the landing and he stank of sweat and garlic. He didn’t put the light on, so it was dark. He started to push me down the stairs too quickly and I fell and ended up at the bottom.’

      He touched his forehead and continued. ‘I bumped my head and it was bleeding, but he just laughed. He shoved his fat arms under my armpits and yanked me into the living room. He put the hall light on, but not the living room one so I couldn’t see right well. She was sprawled on the couch, stoned as usual, and another man was in the corner. He spoke right posh. He said I’d to help the sweaty man and if I told anyone what were going on, he’d give my sisters and brother to the men who liked to do bad things to kids. I knew what he meant. He meant he’d give them to the paedos. Then, the sweaty man made me follow him out the back door. He’d parked a big van in the alley between our house and the ones in front. He opened the door right quiet and when I looked in there were two boys in the back. They were all bloody and crying. He’d put something over their mouths. He told me to take them up to the attic. The next night he came in a black car and there were another two in the boot. Every few nights he’d come. Mostly in the van, but sometimes in a car. He’d drop kids off and sometimes he’d make them have a shower and he’d put new clothes on them and take them away.’

      As Jamal continued his story, Gus felt a cold coil of anger in his stomach. These bastards had to be stopped and he was determined to do it. Jamal was on a roll now. He didn’t need prompting to continue. It was as if the dam had burst and nothing could stop the lad from spewing everything out.

      Aware of Alice’s tense body beside him and the distress on Ishaq Asif’s face, Gus kept his eyes firmly on Jamal. There was no space for anyone else’s emotions in this room. They had a job to do and they owed it to Jamal and the other children to be professional, no matter how disgusted they felt.

      Jamal hiccupped and squeezed his eyes tight shut. ‘I knew where he was taking them, but I couldn’t do owt, and when they came back they were always hurt. I hated that man, but I hated my mum more. She made me empty the buckets of piss and shit and every time that man came he’d look at Rehana and Maryham. Once I found him right in their room and he was touching Maryham’s hair. I told him if he ever went in their room again I’d yell till the whole neighbourhood woke up. He just laughed and kissed her cheek whilst she still slept, but he never went in their room again, ’cos I locked them in at night.’ Jamal’s fists clenched and unclenched at the memory. His face was a mask of anguish.

      Gus poured him a glass of water. ‘Jamal, you’ve done really well, but I need to just ask a few more questions, ok?’

      Ishaq, face rigidly angry, squeezed Jamal’s shoulders reassuringly and nodded at Gus, silently acknowledging that it was better to for Jamal to continue and get it all out now.

      ‘Did you ever see the posh man again?’

      Jamal shook his head. ‘No, never, but you know what? He scared me more than the sweaty man. Sweaty man was evil but that posh one… he was worse.’

      ‘Had you seen either of them before?’

      ‘Yeah, sweaty man. I’m sure he worked at the school for a while. Think he was a builder or something.’

      ‘Which school? Your school?’

      ‘Yeah, Carlton Wood.’

      ‘Right, Jamal, can you tell us any more about either of those men?’

      ‘No, except my mum was shagging the sweaty one and he gave her money and drugs for keeping those kids up there.’

      ‘I want you to work with a police artist to try to get a picture of those two men. Will you do that?’

      ‘I’ll be able to do that for sweaty man, but I’m not so sure about the other man.’ Jamal’s fingers worked more rapidly on the piece of wool and he looked down at the table. Gus realised that the boy was terrified and said, ‘Jamal, I promise you we’ll take care of you. We won’t let this man anywhere near you or your siblings.’ He paused to allow his words to sink in, ‘But, we really need to catch him. You want him caught, don’t you?’

      Jamal nodded, but his eyes held a glazed look. ‘I’ll try’ was all he said.

      Gus, realising that this was as much as he’d get for now decided to move on. ‘Now, you mentioned a van and a car. Can you tell us about them?’

      Frowning, Jamal thought for a second before replying. ‘The van was white with doors that rolled up at the back. It wasn’t right big, but it had sort of shelves and on some of the shelves were mattresses. New ones mind, not been used or owt.’

      ‘Where were the children?’

      ‘They were sat on the floor or on one of the shelves. They didn’t speak English ’cause I tried to speak to them upstairs but they couldn’t understand me.’

      ‘What was the van like outside. Did you get a number pate?’

      ‘Nah, not a number plate, but there was a picture of a mattress on the side and a name. Can’t remember what the name was. It was like it was a delivery van for mattresses.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      Shrugging, Jamal shook his head.

      Ishaq leaned forward. ‘Surely he can go now, detective. He’s exhausted and he’s only a kid. He needs to rest.’

      Holding up one hand, Gus smiled. ‘Only a few more, Mr Asif, please.’ He turned to Jamal. ‘Did you see the man who shot at you today?’

      ‘No, it all happened so quickly. We didn’t get the chance before he’d driven off, did we, Ishaq?’

      Ishaq shook his head. ‘All I saw was the black car, like I told the other officer.’

      ‘Ok, Jamal, you need to take a break, but after that shooting today we don’t want you to go back to your brother’s.’ He smiled at Ishaq. ‘We’ve had an officer outside your house all day, but we want to move your family and Jamal to a safe house for a few days, just as a precaution.’

      Looking like he would’ve liked to argue, Ishaq grimaced, but then, with a tired sigh, he nodded.

      ‘We’ll take you and your brother to the house. Your wife and child will be brought over, too, and we’ll send the police artist to you tomorrow morning.’

      Ishaq stood up, but Jamal hesitated and then picking up his phone, he started flicking through it.

      Gus, sensing the boy’s excitement. waited until, face flushed, he yelled. ‘I’ve got it!’ A smile stretched over his face as he handed his phone to Gus. Gus took it and saw a photo of a man taken in dim light. He was lying down with his eyes shut in profile, but it was a start.

      ‘Sweaty man?’ said Gus

      Disgust on his face, Jamal nodded. ‘I took it ages ago when he was asleep in my mum’s bed. It’s pretty crap because I was too scared to use the flash but I kept it just in case he ever touched Maryham or Rehana again.’

      Heart thundering with excitement, Gus smiled. ‘You did good, son, you did good. But I’m going to have to keep your phone till our techie expert’s had a look at this.’
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            Monday 8:30pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Nancy watched as Gus, unaware of her presence, stood in front of the board that held the photos of the children. Nancy could tell by the way he stood that his right leg was playing up. The sling supporting his left arm was twisted at the back over his shoulder and she guessed he’d only put it on when the rest of the team had gone home. She’d have words with him about that. After speaking in detail to his physio, she knew that, although he needed to strengthen his torn shoulder muscles by letting them support themselves for increasing periods, he also had to support it regularly to avoid over-stretching. She suspected Gus was blithely forgetting to pace himself and was reluctant to show weakness in front of the team.

      He stretched out his right hand and traced the faces of each child individually. Nancy knew he would have committed to memory every detail about each child. Seeing his shoulders slump, she frowned and pushed herself away from the wall as he gently lowered himself onto the edge of his desk, arms crossed. Heedless of the paperwork being crushed beneath his buttocks, he remained engrossed in the photos. Three mismatched mugs stood among the disarray of folders cluttering his workspace. Circular coffee stains adorned its wooden surface with a couple of screwed-up wrappers and a half-full foil pill packet strewn alongside. Clearly he’d been there for a long time.

      Summoning a bright smile from her drained reserves, she gently coughed. Gus started and then pivoted round on one heel to face her. Fleetingly, his handsome face looked haunted and involuntarily, Nancy shuddered. Doubt clenched her stomach and she felt nauseous. He’d worn that same look in the hospital six months ago and Nancy wanted to gather him in her arms and rock him like a baby. Her mind flashed to his mother, one of her best friends. Corrine would never forgive her if she’d made a mistake. Imagining what the tornado that was Gus’s petite half-Jamaican mother would do if she hurt her baby, Nancy touched her crucifix. Gus’s mum was no pushover. She’d fought her upbringing in a Scottish orphanage to become a paediatrician, first at the Sick Kids in Edinburgh and then at Jimmy’s in Leeds, until she’d packed it all in to do charitable work and explore her many artistic hobbies. Nancy was in no doubt that she’d suffer greatly if Gus flipped through coming back to work too soon.

      Limping towards Nancy, his face transformed into a welcoming smile. She moved in and hugged him whispering in his ear. ‘It’s great to have you back. We’ve missed you.’

      When he replied his voice was thick with emotion as he returned her hug. ‘Good to be back, Nance. Good to be back.’ He gestured to the kids on the wall behind him, his brow furrowed in anger. ‘We’ll get these bastards. I’ll make sure of it.’

      ‘I know you will. Now, what the bloody hell does a girl have to do around here to get a coffee?’

      Flinging his head back, Gus guffawed; a sound that lifted her heart. He was so like his big bluff dad in many ways, yet he also had the gentle empathy of his mother. She watched as he went over to the coffee machine and poured them both a brew. When he’d added milk and sugar to hers and carried it back to his desk, she moved over and slid the chair out from the opposite side. Slipping her shoes off, she collapsed into it and with a sigh crossed her feet on the desk, revealing a hole in her tights. With an annoyed tut, she reached down and pulled it, making the hole substantially bigger in the process.

      ‘Maybe just stop pulling at it or it’ll unravel up to your armpits,’ said Gus.

      She cast him a sharp look, then gave up and sank back in her chair, accepting the steaming mug he offered her. ‘New on today these were. Damn waste of money.’ She took a sip of her drink and spluttered in an exaggerated way before giving him a coy look. ‘Bloody awful coffee this, Gus. Got anything to take the edge off?’

      Pushing his dreads back from his face, Gus laughed and opening his bottom drawer, he presented her with a bottle of twelve-year aged Glenmorangie Lasanta malt whisky. Pursing her lips, she nodded approvingly. ‘Better taste than your dad. I’ve always preferred a Glenmorangie to a Glenlivet. It’s the chocolatey toffee flavour that does it for me. It’s like drinking a Crunchie with an extra kick. Humph. But there’s no budging the old bugger, dead set in his ways, he is.’

      Gus tipped a liberal amount into her mug and a much smaller amount into his own. ‘Not sure that this isn’t sacrilege, mixing this quality of whisky with coffee. Doesn’t come cheap, you know.’

      ‘Ah, I see you inherited your old man’s penny-pinching ways.’

      When he laughed, she was pleased to note that his face seemed less strained than before. Tipping her mug in a cheers motion, she sipped, content to chat about trivia as, soothed by the alcohol, the tension of the day slowly left her body.

      Twenty minutes later she banged her empty mug down on the desk and pushed her feet back into her shoes. ‘Right, let’s get you home then, Gus my boy!’

      Slightly disorientated and relaxed by the small amount of whisky he’d allowed himself Gus looked puzzled. ‘Eh?’

      Already putting her coat on, she paused. ‘Get your coat on. I’m dropping you home. Tomorrow will be another busy day and you,’ she said, prodding his chest, ‘Need your rest. You still at your mum and dad’s place are you?’

      Gus looked about to protest, so Nancy cocked her head to one side and raised her eyebrow. Gus shook his head and laughed before grabbing his bag from under the desk. He meekly limped after her. No need to tell her that he never managed to sleep for more than a couple of hours a night.
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            Tuesday 7:30am, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus’s habitual scowl transformed into a reluctant grin that made his eyes sparkle. On entering the kitchen he’d witnessed his tiny mum twerking energetically to Miley Cyrus’s ‘Wrecking Ball’. His dad, with a decidedly lascivious look on his spherical face made the odd thrusting movement in time to the music and the pair of them lip-synced the lyrics in near-perfect time. Laughing and slightly breathless, his mum stopped when she saw him and hands on her hips, she caught her breath.

      ‘Your mum’s still got the moves,’ said Fergus McGuire, wrapping his huge arms round his wife’s shoulders and hugging her tightly.

      Corrine McGuire’s face reddened and she wafted a tea towel at him. ‘Och, away with you, Fergus. It’s you who spins me round the dance floor till I’m all hot and bothered.’

      Still grinning, Gus pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. ‘Well your twerking looked like it was getting Dad all hot and bothered just now. Since when did you twerk to the radio in the morning?’

      Corrine raised an eyebrow and pouted. ‘You’re never too old to try something new Angus, that’s my motto. Scrambled eggs coming up!’ She turned to the stove and ferociously stirred the steaming pan that she’d forgotten during her impromptu dance session. The extractor fan made a valiant effort to suck up the thin trail of grey smoke, but the smell of singed scrambled eggs still hovered accusingly in the air.

      Gus glanced at his dad who stuck his tongue in his cheek but wisely kept quiet as a plate of brown speckled eggs was placed in front of Gus. Two slices of toast, both bearing the remnants of half scraped burnt ash slathered with yellow and black speckled butter lay, defeated, under the eggs. Thankfully, a large mug of delicious coffee accompanied the burnt offerings before him. If there was one culinary skill his mother had mastered, it was how to make a damn fine cup of coffee.

      Casting a sidelong look at his Dad who was hiding his grin behind The Guardian, he waited till she’d turned away before quickly slipping half of her loving offering into the dog’s bowl, where, after a friendly lick from Heather, his dad’s bull terrier, the evidence of his treachery was quickly disposed of.

      Fergus winked at him and poured some more coffee. ‘How’re things going, Angus?’

      Twiddling his fork around the remains of his food, he shrugged. ‘Compo pulled out all the stops and matched the kids to their families. Alice got the enquiry up and running efficiently. Nancy enlisted help from Cambridge and Poland respectively because she’s worried a known paedo ring has reformed and Sharon Asif’s son Jamal was shot at yesterday just before we brought him in for questioning. He’s given us a few leads on the men who brought the kids to the house. We’ll follow up today.’

      Both arms extended before him, Fergus shook his newspaper in front of him. ‘Even The Guardian’s leading on this today. Bet they’ll be camping outside The Fort and BRI all day. Bloody vultures.’

      Gus groaned. He hated dealing with the press but, when they got wind that he was back at work and leading the investigation, they’d hound him. After all it wasn’t so long ago that he was the Telegraph and Argus front page news.

      With his mum’s tuneless humming providing a soothing background noise, he shovelled a few forkfuls of food into his mouth, immediately washing it down with a huge gulp of coffee. His thoughts drifted to his meeting with his wife the previous day, making him scowl. He fixed his gaze on his dad, who shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Reluctantly, Fergus folded his newspaper away and placed it on the red and white polka dot tablecloth. He exchanged a glance with his wife who turned resolutely to the sink and pulled on a pair of rubber gloves preparatory to doing the washing up.

      ‘I dropped in on Katie yesterday,’ said Gus

      ‘Aye, we know. Katie phoned last night.’

      Remaining stubbornly silent, Gus waited for him to continue.

      ‘Look, I’m sorry, laddie. I should’ve told you but… well, your mum and I didn’t know how.’ Hands splayed in supplication, he looked all of his sixty two years. ‘Not when you were in such a bad way.’

      Eyes closed, Gus cursed under his breath. ‘It wasn’t up to you to tell me.’ He glanced at his mum, who now leaned against the sink, tears in her eyes, wringing a tea towel between her gloved fingers. ‘Or you, Mum. Katie and Gabriella were the ones who should have shared their happy news. But, of course, they were too cowardly.’

      Seeing his mother flinch at his words, Gus was immediately contrite. He jumped to his feet and gathered her in a hug. ‘Don’t worry, mum. It’s really strange but I actually don’t care that Gaby’s left me. Well, my pride’s a bit wounded, I suppose, but to be honest I’m more pissed off that the two of them didn’t have the decency to tell me.’ He dragged his fingers through his hair. ‘Gaby and I were finished a long time ago and quite clearly she had issues with her sexuality. We were going through the motions for months before I killed Greg and, to be honest, it’s as well it’s over. Time for all of us to move on.’ He held his mother slightly away from him and kissed her cheek. ‘When I can bring myself to forgive them that is.’

      Corrine tutted, and pulling completely away from him she placed her hands on her hips in an all too familiar pugilistic stance. ‘Don’t you dare say that you killed Greg, Angus McGuire! Don’t you dare! You know as well as we do that you had no choice.’

      Blue eyes flashed, but when he spoke his voice was gentle. ‘Hey, it doesn’t matter how we dress it up. The bottom line is that I killed Greg,’ he held up a finger to stop her from interrupting, ‘and I did have a choice, no matter what you say. I could have chosen not to save myself, not to kill him, but I didn’t.’ He smiled. ‘And I’ll learn to live with it, ok?’

      A tear trickled down his mum’s face so he dropped a kiss on her corn-rowed hair and hugged her. ‘I regret killing Greg, but I don’t regret saving myself.’

      Lips still trembling, she reached up and cupped his cheek with her palm. ‘I’m glad you made the choice you did, darling. I truly am.’

      Squeezing her shoulder Gus turned to his dad who had remained silent during the exchange. ‘Drop me off at The Fort, Dad?’

      With a heavy sigh, Fergus lumbered to his feet and kissed his wife on the cheek. ‘Come on then, let’s get cracking. You’ve got some murdering bastards to find and I’ve got a death by stewing in filth to post mortem’

      ‘What?’

      Shrugging dismissively, he said deadpan. ‘Death by drowning in bathwater. Daft git! Was probably pissed and dozed off in the tub.’

      As his old man left the kitchen, Gus turned to wave bye to his mum. ‘No more twerking today. At your age you’ll end up causing an accident.’

      He quickly shut the door behind him as his mum sent a balled up tea towel flying towards him.
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            Tuesday 7:45am

          

        

      

    

    
      The Matchmaker couldn’t resist it. He knew it was dangerous, but still he did it… and it was so easy. Wearing a hoodie and trackie bottoms he skulked in the dreary early morning drizzle inside the doorway of a charity shop. Already he’d received a couple of pounds from a middle-aged woman in high heels, trotting along to some appointment or other, protecting herself from the sleet under one of those dome shaped clear brollies. With a clear view of Keighley’s Wetherspoon’s he eyed with interest the myriad of people entering the pub for their early morning breakfast. From retired couples treating themselves to a fry-up, to young singles taking time out for a cuppa and toast on their way to work, The Golden Crown was bustling. The Matchmaker knew exactly what he was looking for and it wasn’t long before he saw the perfect candidate.

      Yawning as he got out of his blue Fiat, the man ferociously rubbed his face in an attempt to wake himself up. Hair still flattened by sleep, he pressed his key fob and the car emitted a double bleep. It had a dint in the front bumper and suited the Matchmaker’s purposes perfectly; nondescript and commonplace. The car owner wore cement-streaked jeans and a dust-infused, mucky, white t -shirt from which muscled arms hung, chimp-like. Following him discreetly into the pub, The Matchmaker was pleased when he saw him join the man who’d driven up in a white builder’s van ten minutes earlier. The car owner ordered a full English breakfast with extra toast. Feeling peckish himself, The Matchmaker also bought a full English and paid in cash, before heading over to a table nearer to the door where he could continue his scrutiny of the men. Shortly afterwards a third bloke joined the other two. He was young, clearly the gofer and, despite his slender build, they called him Big Al and clapped him robustly on the back. ‘Hey Big Al, want a cop of page three before we go? Set you up for the day, hey!’

      ‘Aw leave him alone; he still thinks tits are for his mammy’s milk. Don’t you, Big Al?’

      The lad grinned good-naturedly. ‘Fuck off! I’ve seen plenty tits you know? And not them wrinklies that your missus has, Bill.’

      Bill raised his hands in mock protest. ‘Oooh, you’ve hurt my feelings now.’

      Fifteen minutes later, having belched and slurped their way through their breakfasts, rustled through The Sun and effed and blinded enough to support the typical builder’s stereotype, the three threw their napkins onto greasy plates and headed for the door.

      Oblivious to the shadow observing them from the doorway, they walked over to the white van and bundled in. Grinning at his good fortune, The Matchmaker pulled on a pair of gloves and waited for a few minutes before heading over to the Fiat. Taking a small electronic gadget from his pocket, he aimed it at the car. It bleeped twice. Opening the door, he slid behind the wheel and within seconds the engine was running.

      With the adrenalin rush quickening his heartbeat, he drove along the A629 towards Steeton, caught the A6034 to Addingham, followed by the A65 to Ilkley and, although the rush hour was abating, he got caught behind a people carrier laden with children and a huge slavering dog that stuck its head out the nearside rear window. Frustrated with the driver’s erratic steering he was tempted to peep his horn but caution dictated he swallow his anger. Eventually, after what seemed miles, but was in actual fact only a few hundred yards, the car turned off and he took a right off the main road onto Cunliffe Road. Turning onto Springs Lane, he passed Betty’s Tea Rooms and continued on till just before he reached Ilkley’s pride and joy, the ornate King’s Hall and Winter Gardens. Anticipation rising as he neared his destination, he indicated and turned onto the little-used Dales Way Link, with its few isolated houses looming behind the trees that bordered their properties. This was the heart of moneyed Ilkley, home of the west Yorkshire affluent, though the narrow road and potholes would belie it. Eager now, his hands gripped the wheel tighter and he pulled himself forward to peer out the snow-specked windscreen. The wipers left a fuzz of streaked water across the screen, but he was still able to view the narrow road in front of him. He slowed as he approached the huge house that loomed up to the right from behind a tall fence. Dense foliage marred his view of the house, but previous reconnoitres had told him that behind the heavy security was a forbidding building with an attached granny flat in expensive Yorkshire stone.

      Aware of the extensive CCTV coverage around the house, he pulled into the side of the road just outside camera range and studied the entrance with its high ornate gates with sloping spikes on top to discourage climbing and the equally oppressive fence that fanned out from the gates and circled the entire property. Amazing what selling your story to the papers can give you.

      His breathing quickened. Slamming his fist on the steering wheel he imagined Cathy Clegg living in the lap of luxury, whilst her husband rotted in prison. ‘Bitch!’ He hated that woman. He hated her spoilt brat and her new life too. But, more than anything, he hated her for being the instrument that caused their downfall twelve years ago. He slid the car into gear and still breathing angrily he moved off. ‘Stupid bitch, did you really think we’d let you get away with it? Did you really think we’d let you off the hook?’ He laughed aloud, executed a five-point turn in the tight space and drove back towards the main road and Keighley. ‘Your time has come, Cathy Clegg. Your time has come and you will pay dearly for your actions!’ he said aloud.

      When he arrived back in the Wetherspoon’s car park he deliberately parked the Fiat two spaces away from the spot he’d liberated it from an hour earlier. A cursory glance around the driver’s seat satisfied him that he’d left nothing incriminating behind, so he slammed the door shut and walked away, hood obscuring his face from any CCTV cameras. He felt good. Very good.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

      

    

    







            Tuesday 8:30am

          

        

      

    

    
      Holding a plastic bag packed with bacon butties in one hand, his bag hanging over his good shoulder, Gus stood by the kerb, waiting for the flow of traffic to allow him to cross. He’d just left the warm Chaat Café with its mouth-watering aromas and cheery familiarity and was keen to eat a proper breakfast after feeding half his mother’s offerings to the dog earlier. His heart sank as glancing across the road he saw the unmistakeable presence of the journos huddled on the pavement outside The Fort. Hopefully they hadn’t sussed out that he was senior investigating officer in what they’d dubbed ‘the babies in the attic’ case.

      ‘Fucking miserable weather,’ said a voice behind him. DCI Wentworth in a raincoat, his breakfast in a similar carrier bag dangling off a wrist that held a massive black umbrella. His smile was much too bright for 8:30 on a Tuesday morning. Gus, mindful of the briefing he was about to conduct, nodded brusquely and concentrated on the traffic. The man hadn’t endeared himself to Gus the previous day and Gus didn’t have the time or the inclination to offer second chances.

      From the corner of his eye he saw a familiar BMW pull onto the road to his left blocking the oncoming traffic and giving him the opportunity to cross the road. His sister, Katie, sat in the driving seat. Ignoring her tentative smile, he glared at her.

      ‘Someone you know?’ said Wentworth.

      Gus strode across the road, Wentworth following on behind. ‘Not any more.’

      Head bent against the rain, he’d barely reached the steps to the Fort before the flurry of bedraggled journalists flocked round him like flies to a turd.

      ‘DI McGuire, is it true you’re leading on the murder at the graveyard and the babies in the attic case?’

      Gus’s heart sank. He’d hoped for at least a few days’ grace, time to find his feet, before being hounded. He lowered his head and ignored them.

      ‘DI McGuire, are you fit for work after the tragic events of last year?’

      ‘DI McGuire, have the children discovered on Sunday been identified yet?’

      ‘Is a paedophile ring at large in Bradford?’

      Hunching his shoulders, customary scowl in place, Gus shouldered past them, followed by Wentworth who, taking Gus’s lead, remained silent. Cameras flashed around them and the strident voices vied with one another to be heard. Gus tuned them out, concentrating instead on the children he was desperate to avenge.

      Aware of Wentworth following him along the corridor Gus, having forgotten to take his painkillers earlier, felt pain gnawing just below his groin with each step he took. At the far end of the corridor a trio of men stood in a semi-circle, backs to the huge water cooler watching his progress with interest. Gus groaned inwardly when he saw them. There was no way he could access the water to take his medication without interacting with them and he was in no mood for their stupid one-upmanship. DS Steve Knowles was no friend to him and neither were Knowles’s two sidekicks, DCs Jazz Panesar and Alfie Redmond. Envious of Gus’s place on the university fast track scheme and jealous of his solve rate in the Bradford Major Crime Team, they took every opportunity to taunt him.

      The smile on Knowles’s stubbly face told Gus they were waiting for him. Straightening his shoulders, he held the other man’s gaze as he approached. Tweedledee and Tweedledum, like the idiots they were, cast sycophantic looks to their glorious leader.

      As he drew level, Gus nodded abruptly. He’d taken only two steps past them when they burst out laughing and whispering, raising their voices so he would only hear part of their conversation. With the words ‘dyke’ and ‘carpet muncher’ hanging in the air Gus clenched his fists. Visions of him landing one on Knowles, breaking his already bent nose and sending his arrogant head flying backwards to rebound, with a sickening crunch, off the wall behind, ran through his mind. He imagined turning his attention to the other two pricks that, master down, would cower like the cowards they were. Only the knowledge that their pet, DCI Hussain, would relish such a reaction from him kept Gus from making good on his thoughts.

      A sudden shout of. ‘Oi, watch where you’re going!’ made Gus turn round in time to see DS Knowles bent double and DCI Wentworth hands splayed before him in apology.

      ‘So sorry, didn’t see you there. Did my elbow get your stomach?’ Wentworth grimaced. ‘Fuck, have I winded you?’

      Realising who Wentworth was, Knowles red faced and still clutching his stomach backed away, but not before throwing a threatening look in Gus’s direction. Gus frowned, wondering what had prompted Wentworth’s action. Maybe he wasn’t such an arse after all.

      Wentworth, checking to make sure he hadn’t damaged his bacon butty shrugged and said to Gus, ‘Always been clumsy, me.’
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            Tuesday 8:45am

          

        

      

    

    
      The space was dire, damp and smelling of must and old cat piss but hopefully it was only for a short time. He kicked the grubby settee, releasing a cloud of dust and cursed. Fucking crap idea, doing this in such a rush. He’s finally losing it, and it’s not his neck on the line. It’s me doing the bloody kidnapping. The Distributor with barely disguised anger, mumbled and cursed under his breath.

      The plan was in place, had been for months now. Making the initial contact with the girl had been easy. Preying on her insecurities about the new baby, building up how much her dad loved her and how bad her Mum was for lying, telling her he was dead, not letting her have contact with him.

      He smiled, he liked kids, not just for the money they made him and his friends, or even for the fantasies they fulfilled for him, but also as small people. He was good with them. Got their trust easily, which of course had had its benefits over the years. Pity The Matchmaker had warned him off touching the girl.

      Anyway, it was all systems go now. He’d given her a secure pre-paid phone and she’d been keen to meet up with him for short amounts of time. This time he was counting on her sneaking out from that fortress they called home and meeting up with him at the end of the road where there was no CCTV. He doubted she’d tell anyone. Why would she? She knew what was at risk and the last thing she wanted to do was lose the daddy she’d missed for so long. But he didn’t want to be hanging around for too long either. Too many nosey parkers in this sort of area. No, she’d better be quick and then they’d be off, change car a couple of times before heading to their final destination and the final reality for little Miss Clegg! He rubbed his hands together and set off, adrenalin pumping at the thought of what was to come.
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            Tuesday 9am

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly Graves was fed up. It was half-term and all everyone did was coo over that stupid baby. Her Mum was too knackered to take her anywhere and Granny Jessie only wanted to help with her brother. Never mind, though. She had a secret, one that none of them would ever imagine. Not even in a million years. One that was more precious than that stupid bawling kid. Even if Mum and her stepdad, Alex, didn’t love her, she knew someone who did. Someone who’d spent a long time trying to find her and who listened to her and wanted to spend time with her.

      In the privacy of her en suite bathroom she carefully locked the door before taking the phone from her pocket. It wasn’t a fancy one like her iPhone. No, this was a poxy, cheap one, but she didn’t care. Her dad had given it to her, besides, she’d not need it for very much longer anyway. Closing the toilet seat she sat down and switched the phone on, keeping her fingers crossed that there’d be a message. The screen flashed and then she smiled. There it was – a text. Her fingers flew over the keys and her message came up on the screen. She raised one fisted hand and punched the air. He was going to pick her up at the end of the street at 10:30. Now all she had to do was escape the grown-ups. That shouldn’t be too difficult, for all the attention they’d given her since ‘it’ was born.

      A frown spread across her face for a second. She knew she’d be in real trouble when she got back. Mum was so bloody strict… too strict, always checking up on her and not letting her out of her sight. She shuddered. Too damn claustrophobic, yes, that was the word.

      She brightened. It would be worth being grounded, anyway, to spend some time with her dad. The dad her mum had told her was dead.

      Flushing the toilet, she left the bathroom and began hatching her plan to get out of the house and away before anyone spotted she was missing. Easy. She’d done it before, after all.
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            Tuesday 9:15am

          

        

      

    

    
      Fuelled by a bacon butty and strong coffee, Gus leaned against the desk at the front of the room and, despite feeling slightly nervous, was keen to start his first briefing in many months. Compo, sat behind his suite of computer equipment, a splodge of ketchup on one cheek, devoured his third bacon butty of the day. Frowning slightly, Alice scoured the incident board, checking for omissions that Gus knew weren’t there. Efficient and intuitive, she’d done a good job in his absence. The newbies to the team, DCs John Sampson and Sadia Hussain, were checking through witness statements and the visiting officer DCI Wentworth hovered at the back of the room. Inspector Jankowski was on his way back to Poland, having facilitated the transport of Andrzej Bielski’s body on the same flight as his parents. The other children were being repatriated when they were fit to leave the hospital.  Gus had never seen so much despair as he did in the faces of the parents.  They still needed to ID the dead girl, but hopefully with Europol and Interpol on the case that should be soon.  Jankowski had left behind strict instructions to keep him in the loop with the rest of the investigation.

      Clearing his throat, Gus rustled his notes and began. ‘Any word on the photo from Jamal Asif?’

      Sampson stood up. ‘It’s been shown to neighbours, shops et cetera in the village, but so far no hits.’

      ‘What about Jamal’s school and the builders that were there?’

      ‘Schools are on holiday this week so we’re still trying to get hold of someone. The head teacher’s on maternity leave. We’re dealing with the deputy who’s acting head and didn’t oversee the building work. She’s getting back to us as soon as she’s found the building records.’

      ‘What about the transit van? Anyone see that?’

      Sampson shrugged. ‘Vague recollections of a van from a few neighbours, but no sightings of children getting in or out of the van.’

      ‘Shit!’ Gus pushed himself away from the table and began to pace. ‘Surely someone, somewhere, noticed the repeated presence of a bloody van with a mattress logo on the side.’ Dragging his fingers through his hair he stopped. ‘Right Sampson, you and her.’ He frowned at DC Hussain. ‘What’s your name again?’

      Her eyes narrowed, but she answered promptly. ‘DC Hussain, sir, Sadia.’

      ‘Right, you and Sampson will get out on the streets and magic up a sighting of the van and the guy driving it. We need an ID on him ASAP!’

      He turned to Alice. ‘Al, you still on to observe the child psychologist interviewing the Asif children?’

      Grimacing, Alice nodded.

      ‘Right after that I want you to chase up the acting head teacher and follow up on the builders. Compo, I need you liaising with Interpol and individual detectives involved in the original missing kids investigations. We need to know how these bastards get the kids out of their countries without detection.’

      Alice raised a hand. ‘I’m on that, Gus.’

      ‘What’s the status on the other children? Any chance of interviewing them?’

      Alice said, ‘It looks like our best lead from those kids will be through evidence acquired from their clothes and bodies. None of them are fit to be interviewed and the results aren’t back from the lab yet.’

      Taking a sip of coffee, Gus turned and tapped the picture of Sharon Asif. ‘Now, on to the Asif murder. Anything from the door to doors on that?’

      Alice sighed and shook her head. ‘Both her and Jamal were spotted in front of the Chinese Restaurant. The restaurant confirms that Jamal bought chips. The King’s Arms confirms that Sharon Asif was in making a nuisance of herself at around eightish. She’s banned from there so they chucked her out. She went to The Delver’s Inn, just down the road, but nobody can confirm she left with anyone. No one’s come forward on the hotline either to say they saw her heading to the graveyard.’

      Pausing, she shuffled the papers on her desk. ‘We did get one interesting phone call from the old folks’ home that overlooks Sharon Asif’s terraced row. An old woman was interviewed by a PC yesterday and couldn’t remember anything. She phoned back last night to say she remembers something now, but will only talk face to face.’

      Gus shrugged ‘Well, I’m not getting my hopes up that she’ll have anything concrete for us, but it’s worth a shot.’ He turned to Sampson. ‘You’ll manage to fit that in, won’t you?’

      As Sampson scribbled in his notebook, Gus noticed Sadia Hussain’s scowl. What’s her problem he wondered? Surely she’s not petty enough to resent Sampson having the lead on that interview. After what Alice had told him the previous evening he wouldn’t be surprised. If she expected to continue working on his team, though, she better acquire some team spirit pretty damn pronto.

      ‘Anything else?’ Gus asked.

      ‘Yes, a car reported missing yesterday fits the description of the one used in the attempted shooting of Jamal Asif. It was discovered in the Asda car park on Cemetery Road. Forensics are on it.’ Alice grinned. ‘They found a coke bottle filled with piss so maybe they’ll get some DNA to go with the fingerprints they found on the underside of the driver’s seat, where it looks like someone adjusted the seat.’

      ‘Not to burst your bubble Al, but the most info we’ll get from that urine sample will be the sex of the pisser. Urine doesn’t carry much DNA. However, let’s hope the fingerprints don’t belong to the car owner. We could do with a break.’

      Glancing round the room, he rubbed his hands together. ‘Right, let’s crack on.’
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            Tuesday 10:15am, Ilkley

          

        

      

    

    
      The Distributor preferred Bradford with its hills and mills.  It was like home to him.  Well- used like one of the older prossies you’d get on Thornton Road, but great value for money..  Ilkley, on the other hand was all arty crafty and designer boutiques. He preferred Bradford’s Aldi, Lidl and pound shops.  Couldn’t see the attraction of Marks and Sparks, Waitrose or that over-priced Betty’s Cake Shop. What was wrong with a good Greg’s?  He’d yet to see a clump of dog shit on the pavements, although he had seen plenty of dog owners pooper scoopering up their dog’s shit.   He felt like jumping out of his car and hoiking up a green gob and depositing it in front of one of the snooty cows who wiggled her arse out of the hairdressers.  He laughed aloud.  That’d show them how the other half lived.

      He parked in a side street. It was nearly time, anyway, so he engaged the clutch and, driving the car he’d scoped out the previous evening and had hotwired this morning, he moved past a gourmet pub called The Duchess of York. The trio of medium-sized residences on his left told him it was time to turn off and within seconds he trundled over a cattle grid and into the sparsely populated wooded area of Dales Way Link, where a near-neighbour lived a good twenty-minute walk away. Very secluded and very lonely, he thought. Especially for a young girl. From the miles of snow-covered fields and moorland sprung the occasional large custom-built house, cleverly designed to reflect traditional Yorkshire architecture.

      Here the properties were elevated in price range from expensive to exorbitant and security was de rigueur. Unfortunately, for the owners that is, public money didn’t stretch to CCTV cameras on this isolated road. Mind you, strangers stood out like a sore thumb here so he hoped the little bitch wouldn’t keep him hanging around. He didn’t need the owner of one of the properties further up to pass by and notice him parked here. Peering along the icy road he saw a small figure in leggings, knee-length boots and a red coat approach. With a sigh of relief, he plastered on a smile and started the engine. Molly was right on time.
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            Tuesday 10:30am, Great Horton

          

        

      

    

    
      Having gained entry to the Marigold Court Old Folks Home, DC Sampson and DC Hussain stood outside Mrs Louise Brown’s flat. The old lady, hunched, with arthritic hands and the cloudy eyes of those with cataract problems, glared at them and shook her head. ‘You can’t come in you know.’

      Sadia shuffled impatiently, but DC Sampson smiled widely and in his pleasantest tone said, ‘We won’t take up much of your time, Mrs Brown. We just want to chat to you about what you saw.’

      Still not giving an inch the old lady glowered at him from behind the half-closed door. ‘It’s Tuesday! You can’t come in,’ she said, glancing at Sadia, whose face, Sampson noticed, resembled a skelped arse. What the hell was wrong with the woman?

      Sadia moved forward, but sensing that all would not end well if she led the discussion, Sampson nudged her gently out of the way, ignoring her annoyed tut. Once more, he smiled at the old lady. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Brown, I’m not sure I understand.’

      Her mouth pursed into lip-sticked creases and in a tone that made no attempt to disguise her annoyance at Sampson’s stupidity she said, ‘It’s laundry day. Every Tuesday. Without fail.’

      Sampson shook his head to indicate he still didn’t understand.

      The old lady sighed theatrically and, with over-emphasised enunciation, said ‘Tuesday. Laundry day.’ Jerking her thumb towards the lifts, she continued, ‘she takes my laundry every Tuesday.’ Then, lowering her voice to a whistling hiss she said, ‘But I don’t give her my knickers.’ She shook her head ferociously. ‘No bloody way!’

      Ignoring the sound of Hussain’s foot tapping impatiently behind him, Sampson said, ‘Ok. It’s Tuesday and it’s laundry day, but I still don’t understand why we can’t come in for just a few minutes. After all, you requested a home visit.’

      A whoosh of air suggestive of recently eaten garlic hit Sampson’s nostrils as she all but yelled. ‘My knickers are in a bucket.’

      Sampson blinked. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘I’ve got my knickers soaking in a bucket so you can’t come in. Come back tomorrow,’ she said, as if addressing an imbecile.

      Momentarily stymied, Sampson gawped at her. Then, seeing that Sadia was ready to step into the breach he wedged himself firmly in front of her again. Dredging patience from a previously untapped source he smiled. ‘Am I right in thinking that you’re not letting us in because you’ve got your… er… delicates soaking in a bucket?’

      Her over-rouged face split into a huge grin and she gave a guttural whoop of laughter. ‘Not sure I’d call my knickers ‘delicate’, lad. But yes, you’ve got it at last.’

      Risking her garlic breath, he bent his head closer to her. ‘Where do you keep your bucket? The one with your…er.’ He glanced sideways, caught Sadia’s eye and was annoyed to feel himself blushing. ‘Knickers?’

      ‘Where do you think I keep them, sonny? In the bathroom. Where else would I keep them?’

      ‘In that case, if we promise not to go near your bathroom would you let us in so we can have that little chat?’

      Cocking her head to one side for a second, she considered his proposal. Then, she shuffled back from the door, allowing them entry into her flat. Standing in front of the bathroom door like a sentry on duty, she watched as they settled themselves onto the settee in her living room. The first thing he noticed on entering the flat was the faint smell of mints. The second was the overabundance of greenery. Every conceivable surface boasted a plant of one kind or another, giving the small living room the look of a greenhouse. The gas fire, fastened to the wall beneath a painting of cancan girls in red corsets, blasted out enough heat to allow Mrs Brown to grow exotic fruit, should she so desire. She shuffled in and sat opposite them on her padded high-backed chair. ‘Well?’

      ‘You phoned last night requesting a home visit because you had some information for us?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. But, I distinctly remember telling that girl on the phone that Wednesday would be best.’ She flapped her hands, a frown flitting across her face, then she said, ‘anyway, it must have been about three weeks ago in the middle of the night. I’d got a dose of diarrhoea.’ She leaned towards Sampson and whispered, ‘Actually had a couple of accidents, if you know what I mean.’

      Despite Sadia’s slight snigger he managed to keep a straight face. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’

      Folding her arms under her breasts, she smiled. ‘Well, I were up and down all night. It were fair running right through me and my tummy was sore. I couldn’t settle. I saw the lights shine across the curtains and so I looked out and there it was. One of them white vans like my window cleaner has. Only it weren’t his, ’cos his is blue.’

      ‘Do you remember what time this was?’

      ‘Yes I do as it happens. I thought it was strange, so I looked at the clock. It was 3:20am.’

      ‘Did you notice anything else?’

      ‘Well, it were there for a while. I saw this man get out the front and move round to the back and open the door. I think he were talking to someone but he could’ve been on the phone. Those young ’uns are always on their phones these days.’ She directed an accusing look in Sadia’s direction as if suspecting her of being a prime phone culprit.

      Bringing her back on track, Sampson said, ‘What did the man look like?’

      ‘No idea I’m afraid. Too dark and besides I don’t see right well either. But, I did notice the mattress picture on the side. Thought it were a damn funny time to have a new mattress delivered.’

      Realising they’d exhausted Mrs Brown’s knowledge of the van and its driver, Sampson thanked her as he and Sadia stood up to leave. With surprising agility, Mrs Brown sprang to her feet, elbowed past Sampson and sprinted to take up her sentry position in front of the bathroom door, as the pair trooped out of her flat.

      With the door shut behind them, Sadia burst into hysterical laughter placing her hand on Sampson’s arm to support herself.

      ‘Oh, so you do have a sense of humour then, Hussain?’ said Sampson, surprised by the change from the dour-faced, monosyllabic woman she’d been earlier.

      Sadia winked at him and straightened up before resorting to her normal stern demeanour. ‘Yeah, but don’t tell anyone, will you?’ She punched him lightly on the arm. ‘Bet you’re glad we didn’t come calling the week she had her shitty knickers soaking in her bucket.’
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            Tuesday 11:30am

          

        

      

    

    
      The baby was screaming and Beth Graves was nearly pulling her hair out. She couldn’t remember it being as bad when Molly was a baby. Why was he always crying? Colic, they said, but this was so relentless. She looked down at Sam’s scrunched up red face and immediately her earlier anguish was replaced by concern. The poor thing was pulling his little legs up to his tummy and was clearly in pain. She laid him on his back and very gently, with two fingers, pressed on his little tummy following a circular movement round his scabby umbilical cord like she’d learned at baby massage class when Molly had been a baby. His screaming subsided slightly until finally, with a series of tired hiccups, he closed his eyes and fell asleep. Rather than disturb him, Beth covered him with a blanket and stretching herself out on the floor beside him. She fell into a fitful doze with one ear tuned to the rhythmic breathing of her baby.

      An hour later, stiff and cold she started awake when Sam began to whimper, his tiny arms and legs building up momentum as they kicked and waved. She straightened herself, rubbed her eyes and gingerly got to her knees before lifting him and moving to the wooden rocking chair to feed him.

      Smiling she looked up when the bedroom door opened and Granny Jessie poked her head round. Her smile faded when she saw the look on Jessie’s face. ‘What is it?’

      Jessie waved her hand dismissively. ‘Probably nothing, it’s just– I can’t find Molly. Is she here with you?’ Her anxious gaze travelled round the room hoping to see the red-haired girl hiding behind the curtains or some piece of furniture.

      Beth felt her heartbeat quicken and she stood up deftly refastening her bra as she did so. ‘She’s not here Jessie; I’ve not seen her since breakfast.’

      ‘She didn’t go to work with Alex then?’

      Beth frowned and shook her head. ‘No, no. Why would she? She’s hardly speaking to him since he withdrew her internet rights for being cheeky the other day.’ She handed the gurgling baby to Jessie. ‘Can you change his nappy? I’ll check outside and then I’ll phone her. She can’t have gone far. She knows not to wander off without permission.’

      Nevertheless, at the back of Beth s mind was the knowledge that her twelve-year-old daughter had been feeling jealous since the arrival of her brother and was playing up. Pushing the boundaries more than usual. But she wouldn’t have left the grounds would she? She knew how dangerous it was out there. She’d always instilled the need for caution in her daughter. Surely she wouldn’t have risked her safety to go off on her own? Then, unbidden, the headline from the previous night’s news sprung into her head. Children found in attic room in Bradford. Paedophile ring suspected. She flung her hands over her face and shuddered. ‘Oh please, not again. Please, God, don’t let this all happen again!’
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      DCI Nancy Chalmers threw open the door and stood there until, sensing her presence, Gus looked up. Her face was ashen and her hands shook as she pushed a stray curl behind her ear. Immediately, Gus tried to jump up to go to her but he’d been going over interviews and notes for hours and with the strain of being in one position for too long, his leg gave way on him. Frustrated he slumped back into his chair, as she made her own unsteady way towards him.

      ‘What the fuck’s wrong, Nancy?’

      Gus watched as her eyes quickly surveyed the room. Compo was fully engrossed in his computer screen with headphones on and his head bobbing to some erratic beat that seemed to send vibrations along the floorboards to his feet. Sadia Hussain, looked up, but when Nancy glared at her, her mouth tightened and she averted her eyes.

      Pulling out a chair Nancy plonked herself down. Tentatively stretching his leg before standing, Gus got up and walked over to pour her a large mug of coffee. Noting that her hands still shook slightly he added two lumps of sugar before returning to his desk and depositing the mug in front of her. ‘Drink,’ he said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      As she sipped it, Gus looked over at Sadia, whom he suspected was faking absorption in her computer screen. Pursing his lips, he dipped his hand into his pocket, withdrew a tenner and turned to Sadia. ‘Nip over to The Chaat café and get us a bacon butty and some cookies, Sadia.’

      Sadia grimaced. He didn’t know whether it was at at his peremptory tone or at the thought of the bacon butty which, Gus acknowledged, some might consider to be an insensitive request to make of a Muslim. For Christ’s sake though, he wasn’t asking her to eat the bloody thing.

      Huffing, she snatched the money from his hand and left the room.

      Nancy shook her head and smiled slightly. ‘You do know who she is, don’t you?’ Gus shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter who she is as long as she does her job and doesn’t get too nosy.’

      Nancy gave an inelegant snort. ‘You were just like her when you were a DC. Impatient to move up the ranks and too keen to know everything.’ He felt her eyes on him as she continued, ‘And it’s not a bad trait.’ She paused. ‘As long as you’re on the right side.’

      Gus frowned ‘… and she’s not?’

      ‘I don’t know. You’ll have to find out for yourself.’

      Gus sat back down. ‘So, who is she then?’

      Some of the colour had returned to her cheeks as she placed her mug on the desk. ‘She’s DCI Hussain’s daughter. His only daughter. And he’s very protective of her. Word is he didn’t want her to join the force after her degree, but she was insistent.’

      ‘Shit, I don’t need him breathing down my neck on this investigation. It’s complicated enough as it is.’

      ‘Don’t worry, when I was asked to take her on I insisted he keep his rather large and disdainful nose out of our business and away from my team.’

      Grinning, he imagined Nancy going head-to-head with the tiger of the station. Gus had had a major run-in with the man just before he’d been injured. A drug bust gone wrong due to the shoddy, gung-ho work of some of DCI Hussain’s team (namely Knowles & co). This had led to a minor altercation, which had escalated in part due to Hussain’s heavy-handedness. When Gus had intervened, the other man had made some rather harsh aspersions regarding Gus’s ‘credentials’ as an inspector. It seemed DCI Ishmael Hussain wasn’t a fan of the fast-track option for officers with degrees. Unfortunately, Hussain was the big boss’s favourite. He was trotted out every time Bradford Police was accused of racism.  Gus wasn’t the only one to doubt the man’s sincerity or his commitment to equal opportunity, but his misgivings weren’t shared by the powers that be.

      Face serious, Nancy, placed her elbows on the desk. ‘Things have just got even more complicated, I’m afraid.’

      Nodding, he waited for her to continue. Biting her lip and drumming her slightly chipped varnished fingernails on the table, she sighed. ‘A young girl has gone missing in Ilkley. It’s safe to assume she’s been abducted.’

      Gus frowned and opened his mouth to speak, but Nancy held up her hand to stop him. ‘It’s linked, I know it is, without even a shred of doubt. Jankowski was right and the identity of the current victim confirms it.’

      ‘Who is this young girl?’

      Getting to her feet, she paced the length of the room. ‘Look, I know you’re up to your ears in this investigation. And I know it’s a lot to ask of you when you’ve only just returned to work, but I want, no scrap that, I need you on this case. I don’t have time to go into everything right now but I want you on the ground in Ilkley. I want you there at the house and the parents will explain everything. Trust me, Gus. This is important and it’s got to be kept quiet for now.’

      The fluttering in his chest was caused not so much by Nancy’s words, as by her tortured expression.

      ‘I need more information than that, Nancy.’

      ‘Trust me Gus, it’s better you hear it from the mother, Beth Graves.’

      Gus tossed his head, his face sullen. ‘For God’s sake, Nance, you know how busy we are here. Can’t you send someone else?’

      She held his gaze. ‘I’ve told you, this is crucial to your ongoing investigation. Just do it!’

      Smarting from her harsh tone, Gus snatched the address from her hand, and grabbed his coat and bag. He reached the door just as Hussain, face flushed with exertion, burst through.

      ‘You! With me now!’ said Gus.

      Sadia barely had time to grab her bag and cast a quick bemused glance at Nancy before trotting out of the room after her irascible boss.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Ilkley and you’re driving, hurry.’
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      With Sadia proving to be a fast and capable driver, they drove over the tops to Ilkley. Bracken and heather, smothered by snow drifts, flashed past the window. It was beautiful and if a child hadn’t been abducted, Gus would have enjoyed the drive. However, his head was full of questions. Why was Nancy so convinced this was linked to the current cases? Why was she so shaken? And why break protocol to have the major crimes unit involved so early for a possible abduction.

      Thankfully, unlike Alice who always chattered like an express train, Sadia seemed content to listen to the radio, leaving him with his thoughts. Normally, he’d have chosen Alice to accompany him, but Nancy’s assertion that he’d been more than a little like Sadia Hussain when he was a lowly DC had made him choose Sadia. He hoped his instincts wouldn’t be proved wrong. If she was some sort of spy for her dad, who openly disapproved of Nancy, Gus and the major crimes unit, it was wise to keep a close eye on her.

      The confined car felt stuffy, so Gus cracked the window open. This earned him a pointed frown from Sadia. Despite himself, he smiled and cracked it another inch. As cool air infiltrated the car, the whoosh of wind drowned out Sadia’s annoyed tut. However, seconds later his thoughts were interrupted when his window whirred back up. Casting a sideways glance at Sadia, he noticed the slight smile on her face. Cheeky bitch used the central control to close my window. He turned to look at her. She was, despite the sulky look she often carried, quite beautiful. Flawless complexion, long blue-black hair and eyelashes also long and dark that framed deep brown eyes.

      Smothering his grin, he resumed his silent contemplation of the scenery for a few seconds before pressing the button to open the window again. The urge to grin increased when he realised she’d locked the passenger window.

      Driving through the well-gritted town centre, Sadia turned left at a road leading towards the woods. At the bottom end of the moor, she slowed slightly. ‘Sir?’

      Gus turned towards her as she negotiated round a parked car. ‘Yes?’

      ‘What’s the big urgency in Ilkley?’

      Gathering his thoughts, Gus rubbed his shoulder. He’d had to strap it up again and it was throbbing like shit. ‘A child’s gone missing, suspected abduction. DCI Chalmers says this is a ‘sensitive case’. That’s about all I know. We’ll find out more when we get there.’

      She checked her rear mirror. ‘Haven’t we got enough on with the trafficking case and Asif’s murder?’

      ‘DCI Chalmers thinks there may be a link between this and the other two cases. Who knows? But, if she wants us on it, it’s because it’s important.’

      Nodding, she turned onto the Dales Way Link. Gus braced himself as they juddered over the cattle grid and studied the isolation that fanned out to the side of the narrow road. The snowy landscape made the area seem even more desolate. The few houses they passed were situated quite a distance from the road. Some people, it seemed, really craved solitude.

      They drifted to a standstill, the engine humming gently. Sadia leaned over the steering wheel and peered through the windscreen.

      ‘This is it. What sort of people live here?’

      Gus shared her surprise. Not content with just having security cameras dotted periodically up the length of the winding drive, the owners had created a double-gated access. Three-metre high railings spread out from either side of the gate. By the looks of it, they surrounded the entire property. Gus glanced at the slip of paper Nancy had given him. The number and house name tallied with their GPS destination. They’d arrived at Four Oaks.

      ‘Well, I’ll be damned!’ he said, under his breath.

      ‘So, this is more important than twenty abused kids?’ said Sadia, her face flushed.

      Gus studied her heightened colour and the way her hands gripped the steering wheel with interest. Why the hell was she so enraged by this? Before he had a chance to ask her she thumped the steering wheel with her leather-gloved fist. ‘It’s disgusting. Someone with a bit of money reports their kid missing and all of a sudden that takes precedence. Couldn’t the locals have dealt with it?’

      Gus began to reply when she engaged the clutch. Putting her foot down, she wrenched the wheel to the right and swung onto the tarmacked waiting area. Taken by surprise, Gus lurched forward, the seat belt tightened agonisingly across his shoulder. Before he could react, her window whirred open and her right arm extended towards the security bell. His sudden expletive halted her. She turned towards him, mouth open in surprise.

      Rubbing his shoulder, he glared at her. When he spoke his words were staccato. ‘What. The. Fuck, Hussain? That stupid trick of yours could have landed me back in hospital.’

      Under his angry glare, her face blanched.

      Gus took a deep breath and when he spoke again his tone was calm. ‘Look, Sadia, we’re all under a lot of strain at the minute. These cases are hard going.’ He paused to adjust his sling, then raised his sharp, blue eyes to meet her gaze. ‘You’ve got to learn to control your reactions. You can’t go off on one. Let’s get the bigger picture before we jump in with guns blazing, eh?’

      He smiled and pointed to her open window. ‘You better press the bell.’

      Lips tight, she nodded and did as instructed.

      A fuzzy voice addressed them through the intercom. Moments later, once they had shown their warrant cards to the minute camera, the first gate slid open. Driving forward, it slid shut behind them before the second gate opened, allowing them access to the curved drive leading to the house.

      Gus shook his head. ‘How the hell did someone manage to abduct a child from here?’

      Looking subdued, Sadia swallowed hard. ‘Beats me.’

      Following the cobbled drive up to the front of the house, they parked between a Land Rover, and a marked police car. As they got out a uniformed officer approached, hand outstretched. ‘Hi, Sir. PC Owens.’

      Gus, pointing to his strapped shoulder, offered his left hand to the officer, who, with a smile, quickly swapped hands.

      ‘What’s going on, Owens?’ asked Gus, after introducing himself and Sadia.

      ‘Got a report this morning about a missing school girl; Molly Graves. Then I was told you lot were coming.’

      ‘What’ve you done so far?’

      ‘Two officers searched the grounds and surrounding area. Sent another one to the neighbours.’ He opened both hands wide in an encompassing gesture, ‘But, as you can see, the neighbours are miles away. Nobody’s seen owt so far. I also sent two officers to Molly’s friends’ houses.’

      As Gus nodded approvingly, the front door opened and a diminutive figure stepped out.

      ‘That’s granny,’ said Owens.

      Telling Owens to request a family liaison officer, Gus, followed by Sadia, walked towards the small porch where a middle-aged woman waited.
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      The transaction had been successful and the girl was in their clutches. Now, the exquisite torture he’d planned so carefully over the years could begin. In anticipation, The Matchmaker phoned The Facilitator. When the call was answered, he said, ‘she’s in the depot.’

      The Matchmaker knew that, despite his reluctance to risk what they’d recouped over the years, The Facilitator had the utmost faith in him. After all, where would they be if not for him? The Matchmaker had been the brains behind the operation for so long and, for that, he knew, the other man would allow him this indulgence. It would be so good to make the bitch pay. She’d cost them a lot. Nearly broken them, if the truth were told. He looked forward to making her suffer.

      Thinking he heard movement outside his home office, he walked to the door, opened it and glanced down the stairs. They were empty. He stepped back inside, locking the door behind him. The last thing he needed was for his wife to get curious and listen in to his private conversations. ‘Let’s get this show on the road,’ he said, sitting down at his desk.

      ‘We’ll keep our distance. The Distributor will take the risks.’

      ‘Oh yes, he’ll have to do a lot to do to redeem himself,’ said The Matchmaker drumming his fingers on the desk. ‘And we’ll make sure he does. For now, we still need him.’

      A nervous laugh rumbled over the phone. ‘Have you sorted things out at your end?’

      ‘The idiot’s stupidity has left a few loose ends, but we’ll let them play out. Nothing implicates us.’

      He hung up and walked over to the mirror. Straightening his tie, he assessed his reflection with a critical eye. Tall, handsome, some might say, debonair. Flicking a piece of fluff from the shoulder of his suit, he smiled. The mere thought of his appointment with the ten-year-old boy made him hard. Leaving his office, he went downstairs and kissed his wife perfunctorily on the cheek. Happy that he was about to devour fresh meat, he headed to their safe house in Leeds. Occasionally, The Provider excelled himself.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            48

          

          

      

    

    







            Tuesday 3pm, Ilkley

          

        

      

    

    
      The woman led them through to a spacious kitchen without uttering a single word. As soon as they entered the room, she scurried over and sat down at the table. Gus frowned and made a mental note to encourage the family to have a doctor look at her before he left.  The last thing this family needed was for grandma to lose it. Heat belched from the Aga that stood, bright red, between bespoke kitchen units. Gus immediately felt at home in the clutter that marked this room as the centre of family life. The large American-style fridge-freezer was covered with pictures of a young girl with curly red hair; petting various animals, in climates as diverse as the snow-capped hills of northern Scotland, the Greek isles and a rain-swept Yorkshire moor.

      Well-thumbed books lay across the work surfaces and four pairs of wellies were lined up in size-order by the back door. The window above the sink looked out over a huge garden with what looked to be a mega-sized, snow-covered trampoline in the far corner. Eight chairs stood round a large pine table, which was definitely not courtesy of IKEA. One of them was occupied by a man in his late thirties with prematurely greying hair cut close to his scalp. In a second chair sat a woman with short brown hair, breastfeeding a new-born baby. Shirt sleeves rolled up loosely and tie awry, the man stood up, hand outstretched, and introduced himself as Alex Graves, Molly’s stepdad. Resting a protective hand on her shoulder, he introduced his wife, Beth. Then turning to the older woman he said ‘And this is Molly’s granny, Jessie Graham.’

      Beth looked up. ‘Jessie is my previous husband’s mother.’

      Gus studied each adult in turn. Alex was clearly distressed. His white shirt had a splodge of what looked and smelled like baby sick down the front. His wife, by contrast, looked uncannily self-possessed. Her gaze was direct, dark and uncompromising and, apart from a tightness round her eyes, it was hard to detect how she felt.

      Clearing his throat, Gus pulled out a chair, sat opposite Beth and introduced himself and Sadia. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m in dire need of a coffee and I think you all need to keep up your strength.’ He turned to Sadia. ‘DC Hussain here will rustle up some toast and drinks for us and you can tell me what’s happened.’

      Sadia’s eyes narrowed, but Gus held her gaze, daring her to refuse. Normally he’d have made the coffee himself, but his shoulder was killing and, to be honest, he quite enjoyed winding her up. After a few seconds her shoulders sagged. Pasting on a smile, she picked up the kettle and turned to the trio. ‘What’ll it be? Tea or coffee?’

      As if startled out of her trance, Jessie jumped to her feet. ‘I’ll do it. God, what am I thinking? I should have offered.’ Agitated, she turned to her daughter-in-law. ‘You need to keep your liquids up when you’re breastfeeding.’ She blew her nose on a rapidly disintegrating tissue and took the kettle from Sadia.

      Minutes later, with steaming mugs and a plate of buttered toast in front of them, Beth settled her sleeping baby in his pram. Popping a couple of naproxen, Gus observed her sympathetically. ‘Tell me what’s happened?’

      Wringing her hands, Beth said, ‘I fell asleep. I fed and changed Sam and then we just fell asleep.’ She grabbed her husband’s hand. ‘He’s not a good sleeper, you see. We’re all exhausted but I should have used that time to be with Molly.’

      Alex put an arm round her shoulders and squeezed. ‘Oh, Beth. You can’t think like that. Molly knows she shouldn’t leave the premises.’

      Picking up another slice of toast, Gus said, ‘How do you think Molly was taken?’ He gestured towards the gates and cameras outside. ‘This place is like Fort Knox; so how could the system have been broken?’

      Alex sat up straight. ‘It couldn’t. No way. I own the company and we’ve spared no expense. There’s just no way anyone could have infiltrated the system. I’ve made sure Beth feels safe. It’s what I do. Security is my business and this security system is state of the art.’

      He pulled the laptop that lay on the table towards him. Pressing a few buttons, he turned the screen towards Gus. ‘I’ve already set it up. This shows Molly leaving the house at 10:13.’

      Sadia and Gus leaned closer and watched. The girl, in black boots and skinny jeans, curls bouncing jauntily, walked down the drive. When she reached the pedestrian gate she hesitated briefly and glanced around. Pulling off her glove, she pressed her thumb to the biometric pad by the pedestrian gate. Before the gate had opened fully, Molly slipped through. They watched her walk slowly along Dales Link Way towards the main road until she moved out of view.

      Gus tapped his lip gently with one finger. ‘So, Molly left the house on her own.’

      Beth looked blankly at Alex and then nodded slowly. ‘She must’ve done.’ Her voice rose to a strangled cry. ‘Why the hell would she leave the grounds without telling us? Without asking permission? We’ve drummed into her how unsafe it is outside.’

      Gus wondered if perhaps little Molly Graves had got fed up with all the restrictions. Maybe she realised her friends weren’t so restricted and had decided to break the rules.

      ‘Did Molly ever express an interest in visiting somewhere locally? Somewhere she might have gone on her own?’

      Both Beth and Alex shook their heads. ‘No, nowhere.’ Beth cradled her face in her hands. ‘But she was jealous of Sam.’ She grabbed Alex’s hand. ‘Her nose was pushed out of joint when he arrived.’

      Gus exchanged a glance with Sadia, ‘And you’ve phoned round all her friends and given all their details to PC Owens?’

      Beth closed her eyes and sighed. ‘Yes, yes, yes. I can’t think of anyone else to try.’

      Gus looked at each of the three faces in turn. He could almost taste their desperation. ‘Right then. I’m going to bring my expert in to see if he can identify a weakness in your security.’

      Puffing up his chest, Alex said, ‘There is no weakness. I’ve told you that.’ He gestured to the screen. ‘Anyway, we can see that she left of her own accord.’

      Beth frowned at her husband, ‘Alex, someone’s taken her. After she left here someone took her, or else she’d be back by now.’

      Gus looked from husband to wife. ‘Why would you say that, Mrs Graves? Often when children go missing they’re with someone they know.’ He inclined his head apologetically to Jessie. ‘I hate to ask this, but you mentioned that Jessie is your previous husband’s mother. Could Molly be with him?’

      Stillness descended on the room. Beth and Jessie exchanged furtive glances. Alex’s jaw tightened and his hand automatically drifted across the table to meet Beth’s.

      Beth leaned forward, her face lined in frustration. ‘We’re under witness protection and Molly’s dad is in prison.’ She turned and stared at Jessie. ‘Those bastards have taken our little girl.’

      As if sensing his mother’s anguish, the baby let out a high-pitched shriek that hung in the air like a giant exclamation mark.

      ‘Witness protection?’ repeated Gus.   He knew it was called UK Protected Persons Service now, but no-one could get out of the habit of calling them WP.  For a moment the only sound in the room was the sound of a tap dripping. Then, Gus felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Sampson. He shrugged apologetically and moved into the hallway.

      ‘Sir, we got the results back on the gun. Compo input it into Interpol’s records and the ballistics matches the gun with one used in Gorce, Poland, twelve years ago. Guess what it was used for?’

      Gus felt Sampson’s excitement reverberate over the line. ‘Go on.’

      ‘To shoot an elderly man during a child abduction. The perp got away.’

      ‘Shit! Right, tell Compo good work, then get on the phone to Jankowski; he should be back in Poland by now. Get him to pull the files and send them to us. We need to act fast. Tell him to correlate any other child abductions in the area at that time.’ Gus released a slow breath. The links to Poland were very telling. It seemed Nancy was right to think these two cases might be linked. He needed to get more information from Beth Graves.

      ‘Any word from Alice about the bloke in the photo?’

      ‘She’s just phoned in. She’s heading off to interview the builder who employed him. Er, where are you? Compo said you and Sadia left in a rush. Is everything alright?’

      ‘No. The shit just hit the proverbial fan and, unfortunately, the animal doing the shitting is a great hulking elephant, not a bloody Chihuahua.’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘Never mind. Can you get Compo to head over here with all his stuff? We’ve got a missing child, possibly abducted and I need him to hook us up in case we get a ransom call.’ Gus reeled off the address and then hung up.

      He slipped his phone back into his pocket and took a minute to consider the bombshell Beth had dropped before Sampson’s call. Witness protection. No wonder Nancy had been on edge. He ran his fingers through his dreads. She should’ve warned him to expect this. He’d have words with her on his return to The Fort. A child was missing and he had a really bad feeling about this. The local Bobbies had started door to door, but in this neck of the woods it was unlikely anyone had seen anything.

      When he re-entered the kitchen, three pairs of panicked eyes followed his progress into the room. He turned his chair round and straddled it, leaning his arm, supported by his sling along the back. He revelled in the slight stretch the position offered his tender thigh and shoulder

      ‘Right, witness protection? I presume you’ve already contacted your handler about this?’

      Beth Graves nodded.

      ‘So, tell me everything.’

      Beth shuddered and closed her eyes briefly. ‘This is related to those children isn’t it? The ones in the attic, I mean. It’s all linked, I know it is.’

      Gus tapped his fingers on the chair back. ‘I don’t know, Beth. Why don’t you fill me in and we’ll take it from there?’

      Her hand trembled as she massaged the bridge of her nose. She leaned heavily against her husband and glared at Gus. ‘I’ve already told the police all this. You should have this on file. Why don’t you stop bothering us and go find Molly?’

      Gus kept his tone calm. ‘Look, Beth, I’m sorry if you think we’re wasting time, but it’s essential that you tell me everything I need to know. It’ll be quicker for you to tell me than for me to access your files.’

      For the first time Jessie spoke. ‘He’s right, Beth. Just tell him what he needs to know.’

      With a sigh Beth began her story, while Jessie wept silently beside her.

      ‘Twelve years ago I was called Cathy Clegg.’

      Gus’s eyes narrowed and his gaze remained on Beth as she continued.

      ‘I discovered some awful pictures on my then husband’s computer. The vilest images you can imagine. I did the right thing. I went to the police in Cambridge and reported it. It transpired that he was part of a group of paedophiles who abducted and imported children, mainly from Eastern Europe, into the UK. His paedophile ring sold the children or hired them out to the highest bidder. They, in turn, used them any way they wanted. Some made snuff movies. Some uploaded videos.’ A single tear rolled down her cheek. ‘All of the clients were very rich. Surgeons, barristers, even politicians…’

      Gus felt Sadia tense beside him at the table. A quick glance told him she felt as angry as he did. Trying to maintain a neutral expression, he nodded at Beth. ‘You’re doing really well.’ Fuck, what had this poor woman been through? And now this. He knew coincidences didn’t happen often in his line of work and his concern over Molly’s safety had just spiralled.

      Beth swallowed, and linked her arm through her mother-in-law’s. ‘The police begged me to help them close the ring down completely. They promised me Molly and I would be safe. I did what they asked.’ She laughed humourlessly. ‘It was clear from the images that my husband’s interests weren’t young babies, so we knew Molly would be safe from him. That didn’t stop me worrying about his friends.’ Her mouth curled up as she said the last word. ‘I made sure I kept Molly safe. She spent a lot of time with Jessie during those weeks, didn’t she?’

      Jessie her voice trembling, nodded and said, ‘Yes, she did. Of course, I didn’t know what was going on at the time. I just thought Beth… Cathy… was ill. She looked terrible.’

      Beth leaned over, took a swig of coffee and grimaced. Gus nodded to Sadia who quickly rose and brought her a glass of water. Beth sipped, then continued.

      Gus digested the information Beth had revealed. How the hell did she cope knowing her husband was a paedophile? What strain did it put on her to continue living with him, having seen the sort of things he had done? His estimation of the woman sitting opposite increased. ‘What did the Cambridge police do next?’ asked Gus.

      Beth took a minute to compose herself before responding. ‘They set up cameras and surveillance equipment throughout our home. They hacked his computer and phone lines. They accessed his work PC and laptop. For seven months, Molly and I lived with him and pretended nothing was wrong.’ She looked down and mumbled. ‘What else could I do? I’d seen those images. I had to help stop them.’ Alex squeezed her arm and she acknowledged his support with a weak smile.

      Gus didn’t know how to respond to the anguish he saw on Beth’s face. What could you say to a mother who’d risked everything, picked herself up and started again, only to have her daughter disappear? ‘That must have been sheer hell for you, Beth,’ he said at last, knowing his words were inadequate.

      Beth snorted and placed her glass on the table. ‘Of course, when it came down to it, they were too bloody clever for the police. After all that sacrifice, and the toll it took on my health, they couldn’t catch the ringleaders. Oh, they caught many abusers and, of course, James, but the ringleaders remained unidentified. Although the ring was disbanded, I knew they’d regroup. My ex-husband warned me after I’d testified that The Matchmaker would get me. That he’d want revenge. Now he’s taking it, isn’t he?’

      As tears rolled unchecked down her cheeks, Gus’s eyes narrowed – The Matchmaker. That was the name Jankowski and Wentworth had argued about yesterday. The name of the man Jankowski was convinced was behind the attic children’s abduction. Now it was clear why Nancy had been so keen for Gus to hear Beth’s story first hand. Taking a deep breath, he kept his voice calm. ‘Nothing’s certain yet, Beth. We just don’t know enough. We don’t even know for sure that Molly’s been abducted. She could just be with friends.’

      Shaking her head furiously, she glared at him. ‘I knew. Deep down in my heart I knew when I heard about those kids in the attic on Monday. It’s him. I’m certain. Molly wouldn’t go off on her own. Don’t you understand? That bastard has taken her.’

      Feeling in his gut that she was right, Gus waited till she was calm before asking his next question. ‘You said your ex-husband warned you about The Matchmaker. Why didn’t he just identify him to the police?’

      ‘According to him, only The Matchmaker and The Facilitator knew each other personally. The rest of them were only contacted online or by phone.’ With one finger she traced a bubble of water as it trailed down her glass. ‘For all their monitoring and everything the police couldn’t seem to access anything to identify the rest of the ring.’ She looked at Gus. ‘They disappeared without trace.’

      Gus sucked in one cheek and bit it as he thought. No wonder she’d gone into witness protection. How could she feel safe otherwise? ‘What did your WP agent tell you?’

      Beth’s shoulders seemed to flop. ‘She told us to sit tight and then contacted your boss. She’s adamant there’s been no breach from their end.’

      ‘I’ll need their contact details.’

      Beth pushed a piece of paper across the table to Gus. ‘She says this is a safe number. Her name is Angelica Battacharya.’ And as Gus scrabbled in his pocket for a pen she added ‘You can keep that. I’ve got a copy of it.’

      Gus folded the paper into four using only the fingers of his left hand, like a practised roll-up maker, then slipped it into his trouser pocket. ‘If they didn’t break the WP, who do you think did?’

      Beth blew her nose and shook her head. ‘I haven’t got a clue. We’re always so careful. Jessie, Molly and I left the country for six months. You may not believe it but I was a bit of a celebrity during the trial. Ended up with the press on my back accusing me of being complicit in James’s actions. I was harangued on my way to and from court. We had to live in a safe house for months. Anyway, when the trial was over I sold my story to the highest bidder and used the money to change mine and Jessie’s appearances. Molly was a baby, so we changed all our names and disappeared. I got a degree and trained as a teacher. I’ve worked hard. We moved to Yorkshire about six years ago. No-one could have found us.’

      ‘Who knows this?’

      ‘Only us and our contact in witness protection. For God’s sake, I only told Alex the truth two years ago, just before we got married. The witness protection people checked him out first.’

      If WP were adamant they’d not breached protocol, then it stood to reason that someone from the Graves’ home had, Gus thought to himself. Was the person even aware that they’d slipped? He decided to pursue that later when he could separate the family. Maybe something would come to light then. But for now, he felt that the sooner he met with this Battacharya woman the better – get an outsider’s view of the family.

      Jessie began to sob again. Gus glanced at Sadia meaningfully and said, ‘Look Jessie, why don’t you let DC Hussain take you to your room and you can have a wee lie down. You’re exhausted and we need you to have a rest, ok?’

      If Sadia was half as good as Alice she’d take the opportunity to get Jessie’s take on things. Briefly he pondered the different reactions displayed by Jessie and Beth. Jessie seemed by far the more emotionally volatile, yet he sensed a brittleness underneath Beth’s calmer exterior.

      Wringing her hands, Jessie reluctantly followed Sadia from the room.

      Gus turned back to Beth. ‘I want you to think really hard now, ok? Has there been anything strange you’ve noticed recently? Anyone following you or anything like that.’

      The couple looked at each other, then shook their heads.

      ‘PC Owens is going to make sure someone stays outside all night. When the Family Liaison Officer arrives she will be your direct link to me. I need you to tell us immediately if you think of anything, no matter how small, that might have a bearing on Molly’s disappearance.’

      Beth and Alex looked crushed. Gus wanted to offer some solace but he felt reluctant to be too positive. ‘Look. Molly may well have just taken off. Lots of young girls her age do.’ But even as he spoke, Gus wasn’t convinced. Sometimes in this job you just knew.

      Alex’s laptop made a pinging sound at almost exactly the same time as a bell sounded in the hallway. Immediately he moved the mouse activating the screen. ‘There’s a car in the drive with a woman in the driver’s seat.’

      Gus moved behind Alex to look at the screen. ‘It’s Janine Roberts,’ he said, ‘She’s the Family Liaison Officer I was telling you about. She’s excellent. She’ll look after you.’

      Alex stood and walked over to a cupboard near the door. Inside were the controls for what Gus assumed was Four Oaks entire security system. Alex pressed a button and the gates opened.

      Minutes later Janine, small, plump and homely, entered; her afro was covered by a brightly coloured scarf. Her calming presence immediately filled the room.
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            Tuesday 3:15pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice hated schools. She’d spent too many years being shunted from one to another. Her parents had followed one scientific research grant after another, leaving Alice to uproot, re-settle and cope with the ridicule her unfortunate name elicited. Then, to top it all, was the struggle to maintain grades that wouldn’t have her parents pulling their hair out, wondering why, with their above-average brains, their daughter averaged out at no more than a B.

      This one, however, seemed less formal and smelled better than the ones she’d attended as a child. No sweat, no piss, no disgusting boiled veg. Kids these days didn’t know they had it so good. Nevertheless, she had to forcibly remove her frown and replace it with a smile. The slightly flustered acting head teacher had struggled through the snow to access the records for the building work they’d had done before Christmas.

      ‘The head teacher, Mrs Graves, is on maternity leave. She deals with buildings.’ The woman ran her fingers distractedly through her short spiky hair and opened a filing cabinet. ‘It’s in her remit, you see. I deal with staff and student absence and she deals with buildings and curriculum. Of course, Mrs Jackson, the administrator, would probably know just where it is, but she’s in Tenerife for half-term.’

      Alice smiled reassuringly. ‘I’m sure you’ll find it. Maybe under ‘buildings’ do you think?’

      Flicking through khaki folders that dangled from silver hooks, Mrs Horan nodded. ‘Yes, yes, of course. It’ll be under B. B for ‘Buildings’. That’s if she filed a hard copy. You know, nowadays, we seem to rely more and more on computers. Of course, I can’t access Beth’s computer.’ Finally, her slender fingers found the Buildings folder. She plucked it out of the cabinet. ‘Oh dear, it seems rather thin.’ As she opened it, a single sheet fluttered to the floor. Picking it up, Alice noticed that it was dated 2010. Heart sinking, she handed it back to Mrs Horan.

      ‘Looks like Mrs Graves didn’t keep paper records of the building work? Do you think she kept it in a shared file?’

      Seeming flustered, the other woman bit her lip, then moved over to the head teacher’s desk. Clearly uncomfortable sitting there, she perched in front of the computer. After a few minutes, it booted up. She typed a few words and a file opened on the screen. With a relieved smile, she said, ‘Here it is. Guttering, tiling and an additional classroom added to the annex in the science department.’ She turned the screen to Alice, who took a note of the builder’s name, address and phone number and left the relieved acting head teacher to shut up the school.
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            Tuesday 3:45pm Fagley

          

        

      

    

    
      Jacko Dinwoodie had been a builder for nearly thirty years, following in his father’s footsteps. His office was a small and probably illegally erected lean-to attached to the side of his terraced house. Its position at the end of the row afforded him a large side-garden area denied the other houses in the street. He spent fifteen minutes moaning about the weather and the adverse effects it had on the building trade. Alice listened with impatient sympathy, realising that he was the sort of bloke that would deliberately be obstructive if he wasn’t treated with the respect he felt a man of his professional talents deserved. When he finally wound down and leaned back in his chair, tipping it precariously to balance on two legs, he sniffed, looked her up and down and then said, ‘Right what can I help you lot wi’? I don’t do owt illegal, so I’m betting you’re just gonna waste my time.’

      Smiling her friendliest smile, Alice wondered how many possible building illegalities she’d find if she looked. She said, ‘Oh, I hope not, Mr Dinwoodie.’ Leaning over conspiratorially, she added ‘you see, we really need your help to find this man and we think he may have helped you out on the job up at Carlton Wood Secondary School. Do you recognise him?’ She handed over the photo taken from Jamal’s phone. The older man studied it carefully before handing it back to her. Sniffing a glob of phlegm into his mouth, he swirled it round his mouth before swallowing it.

      Struggling not to retch, she was finally rewarded by an abrupt nod. ‘Yeah, I recognise him. He was one of the subcontractors, I reckon. Lazy sod if you ask me, but I didn’t employ him. It were probably Dougie Kaczynski that pulled him in to help with the labouring.’ He lowered his voice and winked. ‘Between you and me, lass, he probably paid him cash in hand.’

      Having retrieved Kaczynski’s contact details from Mr Dinwoodie, Alice stuffed the photo back in her pocket, thanked him and left his office, noting that it was marginally warmer outside than it had been in.

      She found Dougie Kaczynski on a building site in Fagley. The snow had done its worst and the site was a quagmire of cement-stained mud. Alice found it hard to imagine the 20 one-bedroomed homes that Kaczynski assured her would be there before the summer. In direct contrast to Jacko Dinwoodie, Dougie Kaczynski was angular and gave the impression of perpetual motion. His face was almost fleshless with sharp cheekbones and a pointy chin. From his elongated torso jutted blade-sharp shoulders and spiky elbows. Each gesture was delivered with staccato precision. His arms moved around him as he spoke – a windmill on caffeine overload. Ceaselessly he directed his men using the builder’s equivalent of semaphore.

      ‘He’s going under the name of Sid Smith, probably not his real name. He was employed cash-in-hand for the school job. Didn’t work right hard and disappeared after only a few days’ work.’ Pausing briefly, he scratched his chin and cocked his head to one side. ‘Didn’t collect his pay for the last day either, from what I remember. Not that he deserved it anyway.’

      ‘You got an address for him?’ asked Alice, doubting that any address given would be authentic.

      Kaczynski snapped his fingers. ‘You might be in luck there, you know? We picked him up near the Odeon a couple of times. And if my memory serves me, the address he gave was in that area too. Hold on, love, I’ll just get it.’

      Alice, still not completely comfortable with the Yorkshire ‘love’, bit down a retort. Gus had told her ‘love’ was used regardless of sex, but it still grated. Kaczynski returned from the makeshift office moments later, a piece of paper with a nearly indecipherable scrawl on it, in his hand. She took the grubby sheet, made sure she could read the address and thanked him. As she left, a sudden thought occurred to her. ‘Don’t all your workers need to be DBS checked if they’re working in a school?’

      Kaczynski grinned. ‘Yeah, that’s right. All of mine are.’

      ‘Even Sid Smith?’

      Kaczynski, like a magician produced a piece of paper from the bib of his dungarees. ‘Course he was. More than my life’s worth these days not to comply with the law.’ He handed over a DBS certificate with Sid Smith’s name on it. ‘The school photocopied them for their records, too.’

      ‘But you still thought he was dodgy?’ said Alice, pissed that, whilst she’d nearly forgotten to check the DBS, Kaczynski had been on the ball.

      Kaczynski shrugged. ‘Maybe. But he had the paperwork and that’s all I needed.’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            51

          

          

      

    

    







            Tuesday 4pm, Ilkley

          

        

      

    

    
      On arrival at the Graves’s home, Compo was overcome by an acute case of bashfulness. Never before had he been in such posh surroundings, not even at his graduation ceremony. Thankfully, Gus had appeared at the door as he’d stood, chin hitting his shoes on the drive beside his bashed-up old van. He wanted to rub his sleeve over the more obvious muck and bashes, but realised that, given, the overall condition of the vehicle, he’d be fighting a losing battle. PC Owens helped him into the house with all his equipment and he was soon settled in a spacious room off the main corridor near the kitchen.

      Having glimpsed the homely disarray of the kitchen as he walked past, Compo surmised from its neatness that this room, by contrast, was rarely used. He stood in front of the table, a variety of monitors, PC towers and peripherals surrounding him. Spinning slowly on his heel, he gave a low whistle. Wow! This was posh. Every oversized chair and sofa in the room matched. Each had a liberal dotting of plush cushions in contrasting shades. The carpet was so thick he felt himself sink into it with each step he took and the wooden table was so dense he doubted it could be moved by an army. Hesitant to place any of his equipment on its shiny top, he bit his lip. Then, with a deep breath he left the room and hesitantly crossed to the kitchen. Inside, Gus was still debriefing the parents. Shifting from foot to foot, Compo hovered near the door till Beth Graves looked up with a questioning frown.

      ‘Sorry to intrude, but I wondered if you had a cloth or owt to cover the table in the other room? I don’t want to scratch it with my equipment.’

      Confusion momentarily crossed her face, then, ‘Oh, don’t worry about it. It’s an old thing anyway.’

      Catching Gus’s grin, Compo raised an eyebrow, nodded and left the room. Bloody hell if that’s an old table, his one at home must be positively antique. Wonder if it’d be worth a bob or two?

      He called Gus and together they watched the girl press the security button to get out the pedestrian exit and turn left. Within a few yards she was out of sight.

      ‘Right, Compo. We know there’s no more CCTV footage along Dales Way Link but what about just at the access point? Is there any there? Can you maybe isolate cars that entered and or left the road in from say nineish this morning?’

      Compo swung round on his chair, plugged in his earphones and began to nod his head rapidly, his fingers flying over the keyboard faster than a granny on methamphetamine.

      Gus tapped him on the shoulder and Compo pulled one bud from his ear releasing a barrage of metallic sound that made Gus take a step back. ‘Christ, Compo, you’ll knacker your ears listening to it that loud.’ Compo shrugged. ‘Have you hooked up their landlines so we can trace any calls that come through?’

      With a smile, Compo nodded, adding, ‘And their mobiles, too, boss. Owt else?’

      Gus smiled and shook his head.

      ‘I’m going to post it all through to The Fort so I can monitor it from there rather than hanging out here. That ok?’

      Sensing the other man’s discomfort at his surroundings, Gus nodded. ‘That’s fine. The FLO’s here anyway.’
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            Tuesday 4:15pm, Thornbury

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘I’m at this Sid Smith’s last known address in Thornbury, Gus. Singh and Dobson are meeting me here.’ Alice sat in a pool car, having elected to leave her distinctive Mini at The Fort. Looking across the road she had eyes on the front door of the grubby property just off Dick Lane. How appropriate she thought, her lips curled in distaste. ‘The builder, Kaczynski, reckons it’s a false address but we’ve got to try. It’s probably a false name, too, but they’re checking it out for me.’

      After listening to Gus’s instructions to be cautious she hung up, flung her mobile onto the passenger seat and humming tunelessly to Mark Ronson’s ‘Uptown Funk’, tapped her gloved fingers on the steering wheel, her eyes never straying from the blue door. Nearby, she could hear the growl of engines at a standstill at the huge Thornbury roundabout, but Hawthorne Lane was quiet. She fidgeted, feeling chilled and wishing she’d thought to nip into McDonald’s for a coffee before turning off Leeds Road. Seeing Dobson and Singh pull up behind her she realised it was too late to ask them either. Never mind. She didn’t mind missing a coffee if they caught this bastard.

      Getting out of her car she joined the two constables by the gate to the property. ‘I don’t really expect him to be in here but if he is, be prepared for him to try to do a runner.’

      Singh, tall, gangly and a practised sprinter, grinned. ‘Let him try, just let the bugger try.’

      Gingerly walking up the slippery path to the door of the ex-council house, Alice was alert to any signs of movement, but the house remained annoyingly still. No curtains tweaked, no lights flickered in the dulling light, no signs whatsoever of occupancy. Slipping off her glove, Alice hammered on the door with the side of her hand, then rattled the rusty letterbox for good measure. Three pairs of ears strained for sounds from within. Nothing.

      Then a voice said, ‘If you’re after that bugger, yer out of luck. Saw him head off that way with one of them roller cases, t’other day, like.’

      Alice turned to see a woman, in hair curlers huddled in the doorway of the next door property. Despite the freezing temperatures, she wore a crop top and a pair of skinny jeans. A cigarette hung from her lips. Blowing out a spiral of smoke, she sniffed. ‘He was a right tosser, you know. Didn’t like the way he looked at my kids.’

      ‘What day did you see him with his roller case?’

      The woman screwed up her eyes and flicked ash from the tip of her fag. ‘Yesterday, around sixish, I reckon, because it was before I gave the little ’uns their tea.’

      ‘Don’t suppose you know where he was going, do you?’

      ‘Nah, he got the bus though. Johnny told me he saw him getting on at McDonald’s. Mucky bastard that he is.’

      Unsure whether the ‘mucky bastard’ was Johnny or Sid Smith, Alice thanked the woman and turned to Dobson. ‘See if you can get CCTV footage of him from First Direct buses. We might be able to track his movements from here.’

      Then with a wink she cocked her head to one side and said, ‘You know, I’m sure I can hear someone calling out in there. Can you?’

      Following her lead, the two constables, copied her actions then, grinning, agreed with her.

      ‘Well, best check it out then.’

      The neighbour watched with interest as Dobson raised a sturdy boot ready to bust the lock open. ‘Why don’t you just use the spare key?’ she said, ‘He keeps it under that plant pot ’cause he’s always locking himself out.’

      Alice ignored Dobson’s smirk as he lowered his foot and, retrieving the key, she thanked the woman and unlocked the door. ‘Gloves on, boys.’

      The yellow light in the hallway barely illuminated the area immediately under the unshaded bulb. Fortunately, Dobson and Singh both carried torches. The trio, Alice in the lead, walked down the hallway opening doors as they went.

      Certain that the downstairs was empty, Alice sent the two constables to clear the upstairs, whilst she perused the living room and kitchen. Sid Smith was indeed a ‘mucky bastard’ she thought, wrinkling her nose against the stale acrid smell of sweat and decomposing food that hung heavily in the air as she poked through his kitchen dustbin.

      Satisfied that there were no bills or paperwork in the kitchen to give clues to his whereabouts, she moved into the living room to be met with an avalanche of cluttered dirty dishes and overflowing ashtrays. Again, no clues to his whereabouts jumped out at her.

      Dobson called down to tell her they’d cleared upstairs so she joined them. There were two bedrooms and a bathroom. The bathroom, Alice noted, would provide the crime scene investigators with a wealth of DNA. If they were lucky some of it may come in useful for matching purposes at a later date. Whilst Singh got out his phone to make the request for a forensic team, Alice continued to explore the bedrooms.

      The largest was clearly where Smith had slept. The sheets, stained with various body fluids, made Alice shudder, but apart from that he’d left nothing incriminating behind. The second bedroom was the cleanest room in the house and had clearly never been used by Smith.

      Alice sighed and moved back downstairs to await the forensic team.
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            Tuesday 9pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Gus left the Graves’ home and returned to The Fort, his leg and shoulder felt like they’d been savaged by a Rottweiler, yet he’d never felt more alive. Tired, sure, but alive and raring to go. He was determined to find both Molly and the bastards who’d abducted those other kids. Each of their names was indelibly engraved across his heart.

      On the drive back, Sadia had maintained a stony silence for most of the way. He’d been happy to ignore her. His mind was buzzing with his own thoughts anyway. Then, without warning, two miles from Bradford, she exploded like a firework. Brown eyes flashed sideways at him as she drove, hands gripped the wheel firmly in the ten to two position. She was pulsating with anger. ‘With all due respect, Detective Inspector McGuire, I’m a Detective Constable and my job is to detect, not to make endless cups of tea and toast.’

      Gus noted the formal use of his rank and hid a smile. He wasn’t really into the formal stuff. Firmly believed respect was earned, not inherited automatically with a promotion. Angling his body for a better view of her flushed face he listened to her rant, which was suitably punctuated by frequent emphases.

      ‘Have you any idea how demeaning it is to be asked – no ordered – to make tea and toast like some bloody lackey? That, with all due respect, is the FLO’s job not mine and I don’t expect to be put in this position again. I’m entitled to my opinion. I’m not a robot. I have skills and abilities equal to, and in many cases, surpassing the male officers.’

      When she finally fell silent, Gus continued to study her. Wisps of dark hair curled at her cheek and her face was flushed a delightful pink. The only things marring her beauty were the thinned lips and the angry scowl that puckered her forehead, ageing her by ten years.

      When she’d finally ground to a halt, Gus, surreptitiously rubbing his aching thigh, said, in a mild tone, ‘Look, Sadia, word is that you have trouble with authority. I get that. I got a bit frustrated myself, with all the red tape shit when I was a DC. However, you don’t do yourself any favours by not trying to mix with the rest of the team. In a tight spot they’re the ones who’ll have your back. They need to feel you’ll have theirs, too.’

      Tight-lipped she continued to drive. Gus frowned. Was that a glimmer of tears in her eyes? In the fading light it was difficult to be sure. Knowing this was his best chance to pull her into the group he continued, ‘Your job is to follow orders issued by your superior officer. In this instance, me. Whether I ask you to make tea, or to mop up a pile of shit, you will do it because, rest assured Sadia, it will be because I deign it imperative to the ongoing investigation.’

      He paused to let his words sink in. ‘You may feel some sort of entitlement because of your dad, but let me tell you now, so we’re completely clear about this, I do not, never have and never will hold with nepotism. I’ll treat you the same way I treat any of the other officers on this team.’

      Sadia snorted. ‘My dad’s been more of a hindrance than a help with my career. I’m here despite him not because of him.’

      Gus inclined his head. ‘Then all the more reason to try to fit in. Prove him wrong. It doesn’t matter to me who your dad is as long as your loyalties lie with the team.’

      They continued in silence. Gus wondered if he’d hit the right tone with her. He was a bit out of practice. He sensed she could be a good officer if all her edges were smoothed a bit. He’d needed to exert his authority, something he hated doing, but he also needed her on-side.

      When Sadia finally pulled into the police yard and parked the pool car in its bay, he turned to her and grinned. ‘Just so you know, I’m as likely to make the tea and toast in those circumstances, as to ask one of the DCs to do it. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not exactly operating with two hands at the minute.’

      She paused, her body twisted to exit the car.

      ‘I have many faults, Sadia, but sexism is not one of them, ok?’

      She nodded and began to pull herself out of the car.

      He sighed. ‘And I don’t hold grudges. This is done and dusted with a line drawn under it. We move on as if this didn’t happen… unless of course you’re going to continue isolating yourself?’

      Sadia took a deep breath and then slid back into her seat. Her face flushed and her back stiff, she turned to face him. When she spoke it was in grudging tones. ‘I’m sorry, sir. I shouldn’t have said what I did and I’d like to move on.’

      Realising just how much effort that half-apology had taken, he inclined his head in acceptance. ‘It’s Gus. We’re not into formality much on my team.’

      Opening the car door again, she had one leg out before she twisted back towards him. Not quite meeting his eyes, she said, ‘I know it’s not an excuse but,’ she risked a glance at Gus, ‘I guess it makes me a bit touchy when I think my dad’s influencing how I’m being treated by fellow officers.’

      Holding her gaze, he smiled slowly. ‘Ok, so now we both know where we stand. Prove yourself on my team, Sadia, and you’ll get the kudos you deserve.’ He held out his hand. Sadia glanced at it and then raised her gaze to meet his. She extended her own hand and they shook.
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            Tuesday 9:10pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      On entering the incident room, Gus was aware of nothing but the building’s minute creaks and the soft whirr of Compo’s computers, crunching data unsupervised through the night. He was alone and glad of it. Then, moving a few steps into the room using the light from the hallway to guide his path, he heard it; the unmistakeable sound of gentle snoring coming from the chair in front of his desk. He walked closer. DCI Nancy Chalmers lay asleep, half-slouched in the chair, a thick saliva trail hanging from her chin. Her bare feet rested on the desk. Her floral skirt had flicked back, revealing the top of her stockings. She mumbled incoherently in her sleep. Smiling he went over to the coffee machine and flicked it on, before clearing his throat loudly.

      Disorientated, she began to struggle upright, wiping the trail of saliva from her cheek with her sleeve. ‘What? Who’s there?’

      ‘It’s just me,’ said Gus as the machine gurgled and groaned through its coffee-making cycle. Spying a familiar Tupperware container next to the coffee machine, he grabbed it, deposited it on the desk and flicked on the desk light. As Nancy pulled her skirt down, blinking rapidly against the light, he tapped the tub lightly with one finger. He said, ‘Looks like mum’s been in with some offerings. We can have a burned biscuit with our coffee. Whoopey doo!’

      He plonked a steaming mug in front of her. ‘Come on, dunk a biscuit while the coffee’s still hot. That way you won’t break a tooth.’ He moved to sit behind his desk.

      She laughed. ‘Compo’s already eaten most of them. Constitution of an ox, that boy. Good job too, or Corrine would think we don’t appreciate her baking skills.’

      Looking mournfully at the distorted biscuits Gus said, ‘We don’t.’

      ‘Now Gus, that’s not true. We do appreciate her efforts; it’s just the end result that we find less admirable.’

      Awkwardly he bent down to pull a bottle of whisky from the bottom drawer of his desk. Pouring a generous shot of twelve-year-old Glenmorangie in each mug, he sat down and waited.

      Nancy took an appreciative sip, but avoided meeting his eyes.

      ‘How was Cathy?’

      Gus shifted in his chair. He always found it hard to remain annoyed with Nancy for too long. She’d been his mentor since she moved up from Cambridge and he trusted her implicitly. However, he was really pissed off with her right now. He couldn’t understand why she hadn’t given him a heads-up before sending him off to the Graves’s house. When he spoke, his tone was measured and taut. ‘You mean Beth. Her name’s Beth Graves now. Why the hell didn’t you give me the background before sending me off there?’

      Nancy’s eyes drifted round the room. She sighed and sat forward resting her elbows on her knees, her head bowed. Pulling at her skirt she said, ‘I got a shock when her witness protection officer contacted me. I hadn’t realised Cathy, I mean Beth, was in Bradford.’ She risked a glance at Gus and when he didn’t respond she continued. ‘Jankowski thinks The Matchmaker is at work again and, to be honest Gus, Beth’s little girl going missing just confirms it.’

      Gus interrupted her with a ‘You don’t say.’

      Throwing him an apologetic look she continued. ‘I wanted you to hear the story from her. Not my version. Cathy – or Beth rather – was the one living through it all. I was just another sergeant making the poor girl go through hoops so we could bring down the ring. But we couldn’t even do that. The whole damn investigation was a bloody mess. I wanted you to connect with her without my influence.’

      Savouring the warmth of the whisky-laced coffee, Gus relented. ‘When she mentioned Cambridge, I wondered if you’d been involved in the initial investigation.’

      ‘I was sergeant. Wentworth was the DI on that investigation. It was fucking awful, Wentworth was an arse and Beth,’ she heaved a sigh that spoke volumes, ‘poor Beth was a young mother, guilt-tripped into helping us in a tenuous plan to catch the entire team. We knew it was risky and far from infallible. Still, we convinced her she’d be instrumental in bringing down the whole ring. As it was she did do a lot of good. We caught her hubby, made the ring untenable so they disbanded and we caught a hoard of influential paedophiles.’

      ‘So how the hell did she get so rich; and why is she a target?’

      Taking another fortifying sip of her drink, Nancy placed the cup back on the table before replying. ‘Well, some arse in one of the tabloids thought it would sell papers to demonise her. They got in touch with an extreme group, Parents Association of Vigilant Parents Protecting Children. They said she was as culpable as her husband and that her actions in remaining under his roof were tantamount to child abuse. Egged on, and possibly funded in part, by the press, they decided to take out a private case against her and tried to sue her for culpability in child abuse, aiding and abetting a known paedophile and knowingly endangering her child.’

      Nancy’s face reddened. ‘Of course it was slung out as ridiculous. However, the tabloids jumped on it. From the day we arrested James Clegg till the day he was sentenced, Cathy was stalked by those lunatics. They pelted her with eggs when she turned up at court, posted shit through her door. No matter how many times we moved her, they found her.’

      ‘Leak from inside the investigation?’

      She shrugged. ‘Who knows? But, she was only a kid herself and as the trial date approached, she became more and more aloof.’ Frustrated, Nancy slammed her hand on the desk. ‘The press didn’t like her. Painted her as a cold, unlikeable character and basically made her life hell. The amount of pressure that girl withstood was enormous. Good job James’s mother had the dignity to support Cathy.’

      ‘Yes, I wondered about that. Bit unusual isn’t it?’

      Nancy smiled. ‘She was an exceptional woman. She loved her son, but she knew Beth was right to do what she did. Besides, she didn’t want to lose her granddaughter either. I’m not sure Beth would’ve survived if she’d not had that support.’

      ‘And the money to afford that house and Fort Knox security system?’

      Sighing, she shrugged. ‘She did what she had to. Sold up her house and her mother in law’s, signed an exclusive for half a million with one of the tabloids, employed a ghost writer and got a publishing deal for another £100,000 and then disappeared into witness protection. I’d hoped never to see her again.’ She smiled, ‘for her sake, not for mine. I liked her. For all her youth, she was strong and principled.’

      ‘Still is from what I’ve seen. Married again and got a newborn baby. A boy called Sam.’

      ‘That’s good. She’ll need a big support network if The Matchmaker’s got Molly.’

      Dunking one of his mum’s biscuits into his coffee, before lifting it dripping to his mouth, he pondered Nancy’s words. ‘Tell me about the trial and this Matchmaker arse.’

      Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath before replying. ‘At the sentencing her ex-husband James yelled an impassioned warning for her to disappear with their daughter because The Matchmaker had threatened revenge on the child. It was awful. He was screaming, tears pouring down his cheek as he was dragged away.’

      ‘Did you believe the threat?’

      Nancy looked straight into his eyes. ‘I did, Gus. The powers that be tried to brush it off as hyperbole, but I knew.’ She banged her fisted hand against her chest. ‘I knew in here that it was true. I suspected we’d had some sort of leak in the department, because all the key players, bar James Clegg, AKA The Treasurer, disappeared without trace. There had to have been a leak.’

      ‘Bit of a coincidence that Beth’s in Bradford and you are too.’

      She laughed. ‘You accusing me of being the leak?’

      Waving his hand dismissively, he continued. ‘No, but I remember someone once telling me that there was no such thing as coincidence in our line of work.’ He clicked his fingers, grinning at her. ‘Hell, that was you.’

      She laughed. ‘Yes, usually that’d be right, but in this case, I just don’t see how me being in Bradford’s linked. I followed Charlie Bowles up here from Cambridge when the DCI job came up. No-one could have planned that. Anyway, witness protection is as tight as a cow’s arse. No one could know she was here and she’s changed her appearance, so that rules out a chance encounter. Besides, The Matchmaker doesn’t leave things to chance. This has all been planned.’

      ‘If this is the work of The Matchmaker, then there must be a leak in WP somewhere. I’ll have to find it.’

      In silence they finished their drinks. When she got up to leave, Nancy turned to Gus.

      ‘When I saw that attic on Sunday and all those children, I knew he was back. That’s why I called Jankowski and Wentworth. If we don’t find that poor kid, I dread to think what these bastards will do to her in revenge.’
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            Tuesday 9:45pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus hadn’t been in the Kings Arms for months. Heck, he’d barely had a drink in months, either; not with all the pain meds he was on. But right now he needed one desperately. So despite his misgivings he crossed the road diagonally from the station and pushed past the smokers’ club that huddled in the doorway. He didn’t recognise any of the faces, so he doubted they were police officers. Once inside he took a deep breath as the heat from the real wood fire hit him. It was busy, but not as busy as he’d seen it.

      Standing in front of the bar were the three twats who’d hassled him yesterday in front of Wentworth. He frowned and then, straightening his back he walked over to the other end of the bar and hoped he could avoid another run-in with them. When the barman, Jakey Boocock, approached with a welcoming grin and an outstretched hand, Gus grinned back and ordered a half of lager and a double Glenmorangie whisky

      ‘Heard you’ve been off on sick leave Gus. You back now?’

      Handing over a twenty he nodded. ‘Yes, back at work now, just got to watch my arm and leg but otherwise I’m fighting fit.’ Lifting the whisky to his lips, he took a sip, savouring its warm peaty flavour. A yell from the other end of the bar told him his presence had been noted by the trio of officers. Studiously, he ignored them and downed the rest of his whisky in one, before gesturing to Jakey to refill his glass. ‘Same again, Jakey.’

      Jakey nodded and then spoke under his breath. ‘Those pillocks at the end have been here for hours. If they start owt, I’ll toss them out.’

      ‘Don’t bother on my account; I’m just here for a drink. Alice been in yet tonight?’

      Jakey shook his head. ‘Nah, not yet. Too early for her.’ He laughed ‘She’s a night owl that one. Never see her before ten.’ And he placed Gus’s refilled glass in front of him.

      Glad to take the weight off his aching thigh, Gus pulled himself onto a bar stool and glanced round the bar. It was a proper old fashioned bar with empty whisky bottles sitting on a shelf that surrounded the entire room. Sepia photos of old Bradford dotted the walls showing images of the old fashioned trams that used to be a frequent sight throughout the city. Ignoring the voices from the other end of the bar rising and falling punctuated by raucous guffaws and pointed stares Gus savoured his drink, knowing that it wouldn’t be long before one of them said something directly to him. Pissed off by their pettiness in comparison to the situation of the kids they’d rescued on Sunday and the little girl who, he was sure, had been abducted by the same group of men, he growled under his breath and downed his second double whisky, before catching Jakey’s eye again. He pushed his empty glass across the bar. ‘Same again, Jakey.’

      With a shrug, Jakey filled the glass and placed it in front of Gus. As he turned to serve another customer the noise from the other end of the bar suddenly increased. DC Knowles shouted across the space to Gus. ‘Hey, McGuire, how’d you manage to turn your missus into a carpet muncher?’

      Gus caught Jakey’s eye and shook his head slightly telling him not to intervene. The other men, flushed faces and slurred voices revealing just how drunk they were, continued to throw jibes in Gus’s direction.

      ‘He’s probably not man enough to keep a woman interested. Maybe his butch sister’s more of a man than he is.’

      Hand clenching round his glass and the muscle in his cheek pulsing, Gus took another long sip.

      ‘What’s wrong, Angus? Not even man enough to defend yourself?’

      ‘Maybe he’s a poof! A fucking shirt-lifter. Maybe that’s why she went off with the butch Doctor McGuire, and I don’t mean his dozy Scottish Dad either.’

      Feeling a hand land on his shoulder and assuming it was Knowles or one of his crew, Gus jerked his arm up and spun round. Unfortunately, with whisky induced disorientation he stumbled, lost balance and fell off the stool. Stepping forward Alice applied her shoulder to his stomach and hefted him upright, her small frame tensing with the effort. Back on the stool now he peered at her through glazed eyes. ‘Hiya Al, what’re you having to drink?’
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            Tuesday 9:55pm Thornton

          

        

      

    

    
      It was freezing outside but The Distributor didn’t care. The gas heater kept him warm and he had the TV for company. Ok, it wasn’t The Ritz. He laughed, not unless the Ritz had started putting battered old mattresses on the floor. Never mind: he had his own minibar and it was a damn sight cheaper than any posh hotel would be. A microwave meal and a few cans, that’s all he needed. And, of course, he deserved a drink after the stress of the last few days; first the fiasco over in Great Horton with the Asif boy and then today’s abduction.

      Never mind, it had all gone off without a hitch. Thank God. The Matchmaker wouldn’t have been happy if he’d fucked this up, too.

      He glanced at the screen that stood on the table. Pity those goods were out of bounds, he thought studying the little girl’s prone figure. Curly red hair mussed up over the scratty pillow, still wearing her boots, the coverless duvet half falling off her skinny frame. Maybe he should go in and take her boots off for her. Nah, won’t bother. Might be tempted to take off more than her boots. Anyway, she might wake up and then he’d have to dope her up again. Best let her wake up in her own time. That way he could avoid temptation.

      He stuck his hand down his trousers and lazily scratched his groin with one hand whilst lifting a can of cheap lager to his lips with the other. Itch suitably appeased he lifted nail bitten fingers to his nose, sniffed deeply and frowned. Maybe it was about time he risked the dilapidated shower that was cordoned off in the corner of the room.
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            Tuesday 10:15pm

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Fuck’s sake, Gus! How much have you had?’

      His upper body swayed slightly as he squinted at her.

      ‘Sorry Al, thought you were one of those arses.’ He jerked his head towards Knowles and his posse, nearly slipping off the stool again in the process. Alice sighed and rolled her eyes, wishing she’d come to the pub a lot earlier. Tight lipped she glared at the other officers who having noticed his near fall, were now whooping and slapping each other on the back as if they each deserved personal congratulations for Gus’s clumsiness.

      ‘Fucking wuss, can’t even hold his booze. Total tosser!’

      Seeing Alice’s stern look sent them into even more uproarious laughter. Disgusted, she drew a bar stool over and pulled herself up. Trying to deflate the situation, she leaned forward to block Gus’s view of the idiots at the other end. Ordering herself a pint of lager she tutted when, running the words together Gus said, ‘Minesawhisky.’

      Putting on her sternest face she prodded his good arm. ‘I don’t bloody think so, matey you’ve had enough as it is.’ Then turning to Jakey, she said accusingly. ‘How much has he had?’

      With intense concentration Jakey coiled a bar towel into a cone and stuffed inside a pint glass before corkscrewing it round to dry the glass. He shrugged, refusing to meet her eyes. ‘Only two.’ Then placing Alice’s pint glass in front of her added, ‘…doubles.’

      ‘Shit, he’s on strong painkillers, Jakey. He shouldn’t be drinking at all. Bring him a pint of water now, will you?’ Then turning back to Gus whose gormless lop-sided grin made her smile despite her annoyance, said ‘you’re not supposed to drink with painkillers. What the hell are you thinking?’

      Momentarily sober he stared right at her and enunciated carefully. ‘What I’m thinking, Alice, is that I don’t want to think. Not for tonight anyway. Just for tonight, I want to forget that there are eighteen damaged kids out there and another one out there being subjected to fuck knows what sorts of atrocities, whilst my fucking wife’s shagging my sister.’ Defiantly, he slurped some more whisky before sloshing his glass back on the bar. Seeing her opportunity, Alice slid the glass out of his reach, replacing it with the pint of water Jakey had brought over.

      ‘Wahay, lightweight poofter can’t hold his drink. Look at him, on the water now.’

      A glance towards Gus told her that he’d fallen into an oblivious stupor and was completely unfazed by the drunken insults being thrown his way. Jakey, on the other hand, had stalked down the bar and was admonishing the men. Egged on by each other, they seemed to be beyond persuasion. A couple, sitting near the fire, sent disapproving glances at them.

      ‘Come on, boys, quieten down, you’re losing me customers,’ said Jakey

      Knowles stretched over the bar and flung an arm round Jakey’s neck. ‘Aw, come on Jakey, it’s just a bit of fun. No harm meant.’

      Extricating himself, Jakey leaned away from Knowles’s beery breath. ‘Final warning, right?’

      Mumbling and giggling like flushed schoolgirls caught necking behind the bike sheds, the three men became quiet for a short while.

      Alice, using Knowles’ quietness as a chance to leave Gus alone for a minute, said to Jakey. ‘I’m going to the loo. Don’t you dare give him any more whisky.’

      She quickly skirted past the men at the bar, ignoring their whispered taunts about her sexuality and how hanging around with a McGuire would soon turn her into a lesbo too. Minutes later, on her return their volume had increased again as they loudly listing all the homosexual insults their limited intelligence allowed.

      Furious now, Jakey vaulted the bar and tried to reason with them, but was largely ignored. Approaching them from the side, Alice grabbed Knowles’s arm and spun him towards her, whilst quickly stepping forwards and slamming the heel of her boot into his instep. ‘You are well out of order, Knowles, and I’ll be filing a written report on your appalling behaviour tomorrow morning. So right now I suggest you leave the premises or I’ll be forced to arrest you for disturbing the peace.’

      His friends circled Alice, invading her space and breathing alcoholic fumes over her. ‘Aw get lost, Cooper, we’re off duty and we’re just having a good time.’

      She held her ground. ‘You are police officers all the time and right now your behaviour is moving into homophobic hate crime territory. Just get out. The landlord’s asked you to leave and if you don’t, I will arrest you.’

      Somewhere in his drunken state DC Redmond realised she was deadly serious and grabbed his friend’s arm. ‘Come on Andy, it’s not worth the hassle. The bitch will cause trouble. Let’s just go.’

      With a final glare in Alice’s direction, Knowles turned and stumbled unsteadily from the pub. Alice heaved a sigh of relief and turned back to Gus who, head resting on the bar, snored gently.

      ‘Keep an eye on him, will you, while I get my car,’ she told Jakey

      Minutes later the pair of them pushed a semi-conscious Gus into the back of Alice’s mini. ‘Talk about playing sardines’ said Jakey, as with one final shove he managed to slam the mini’s door shut. ‘Will you be ok with him now?’

      Nodding, she got into the driver’s side. ‘If he’s sick in my car, I’ll bloody skin him!’

      Grinning, Jakey went back into the pub as Alice turned the car left and headed down Oak Lane till she could cut across to get to Gus’s house on Marriner’s Drive. Hearing snoring from the back seat, she smiled slightly. Gus had been living with his parents since he got out of hospital but Alice had no intention of taking him back there in this state.

      ‘Don’t know if you’re ready to move back into your marital home or not Gus, but tonight you’ve got no option. It’s there or the side of the road!’
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            Wednesday 6am Thornton

          

        

      

    

    
      It was cold and dark when Molly finally woke and she wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep. Her eyes were gritty and her head felt heavy and fuzzy. She laid, eyes straining to see the ceiling that disappeared into darkness high above her. Disorientated and afraid, she knew this wasn’t her room at home. The dimness made her imagine all sorts of monsters lurking in the oppressive shadows. She didn’t really believe in ghosts or monsters but, with a choked cry, she flung the foul smelling duvet over her head to block out the things that loomed unfamiliarly at her, and tried to collect her thoughts.

      It was morning when she’d got into her dad’s car and it wasn’t that much later that he’d veered off the main roads and drove into the countryside. She’d been a bit puzzled because he’d promised to take her to Maccy D’s and then shopping, but he’d said they were going to Leeds. Frowning, she tried to remember the journey but as usual she’d been too busy wittering on about her mum and the brat to notice where they were. It wasn’t until he’d braked and pulled onto a bumpy little lane surrounded by huge buildings that she realised something was wrong.

      ‘Where are we?’ she’d asked straining in her seat to see why they’d driven in here. When he’d turned towards her with a hankie in his hand and the air filled with a metallic antiseptic smell, she’d known for sure that something was badly wrong. Flinching, she remembered his hand coming towards her like it was in slow motion. For the life of her though, she couldn’t remember a single damn thing since then. Shivering, she closed her eyes and, wrapping her arms round her body, she cried in the dank, dark room.
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            Wednesday 7am Marriner’s Drive

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus woke with a headache to the smell of fresh coffee and the sense that things had changed in his universe. He opened his eyes and realised he wasn’t in his old room at his parents’ house. For a second he was puzzled, wondering why Gabriella was making him coffee when she hated the smell of it. Then, realisation dawned. Gabriella was gone and he was alone in their marital bed for the first time since he’d left hospital. He screwed up his face and raised a hand to his forehead and groaned.

      A vague memory of Alice pulling him out of her mini, pushing him up the hill to the front door and then him violently vomiting in the flower pot next to the open door as she laughed none too gently at him, flooded his mind. Moving even slightly elicited such a pain behind his eyes that he lay, head cocooned in a pillow as fragmented memories of The Kings Arms and Knowles and crew flitted in his head. Shit, he’d really overdone it on the booze last night. He was pissed off with himself because drinking was not how he dealt with things. ‘Fuck’s sake, Gus,’ he admonished, ‘get your head in the game.’

      At last, with some effort, he lifted the covers and saw with relief that he was still fully dressed. He couldn’t have borne it if Alice had undressed him and put him to bed. Bad enough that she’d rescued him from the pub and got him upstairs and inside the bedroom. He swung his legs round and realised that both his shoulder and thigh were throbbing viciously. A wave of dizziness washed over him. He groaned. When it passed he crawled over to the en suite, turned the shower on, stripped and got in. The warm water flowed soothingly over his shoulder and head for long minutes before he felt able to continue. Finally, nausea fading, he soaped his body, washing away the faint sick smell that hovered around him. Showered and dressed in clothes he’d almost forgotten he possessed, he followed his nose downstairs in search of coffee. Sitting at the kitchen table, one foot on the chair opposite, Alice lifted a slice of toast slathered in jam and margarine to her mouth. She grunted. ‘Oh, you’re alive then, are you?’

      Ignoring her, he made his way over to the coffee machine, poured some into a mug, topped it with a dash of milk and slammed two slices of bread into the toaster. He pulled a chair out from under the table, grimacing when it scraped across the floor, and sat down. Taking a single sip of coffee, he paused before his second, allowing it to settle in his stomach. Then, deciding it was going to remain there, he looked at Alice ‘So tell me the worst. Did I do anything stupid last night?’

      Face expressionless, Alice studied him for a full minute before grinning. ‘Nah, you got pissed, avoided clouting Knowles, puked in a plant pot and slept through the night.’ She stood up, grabbed the toast that had just popped from the toaster, flung them on a plate and pushed it across the table to Gus with the marg and jam she’d nipped out to get from Sainsbury’s earlier.

      ‘To be honest Gus, it’s the first normal thing you’ve done since before, well…’ she waved her hand in the air. ‘Since before – you know? Take your painkillers and eat your toast and then I’ll take you to work. We’ve got a lot to do today.’

      With a melancholy look on his face he stared at the toast. ‘I think I’ll pass.’

      ‘Like hell you will. Get that damn toast down you, whilst I put my face on.’

      A sideways glance at her told him that he had no choice in the matter.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            60

          

          

      

    

    







            Wednesday 8am

          

        

      

    

    
      The sharp sleepies dug mercilessly into Molly’s eyes making them water. She rolled onto her back, nose wrinkling at the mildew smell and opened her eyes. It was lighter than it had been earlier. Above her she could see huge metal pipes stretching across a stained brown ceiling and meeting the breeze-block walls on either side of the room. As it all came back to her she whimpered and screwed her body into a tight foetal shape. Tears welled from between closed eyes, moistening the harsh crud that had gathered there as she slept. Her mouth felt dry and the lingering clinical taste of chloroform remained. Remembering ‘him’ her eyes flew open and scoured the large room for his presence. Relieved to see no sign of him, she sat up on the filthy damp mattress, pulled her legs up to her chin and wrapped her arms around them, trying to stop her small frame from shivering.

      What an idiot she’d been to believe that horrible man was her dad. She should have believed her mum and gran. After all, why would they tell her he was dead, if he was actually alive?

      As she sat shivering and hungry an unwelcome pressure in her bladder made itself felt. She looked round the room, wondering what to do. Finally, she got to her feet and began to explore. The door was a huge metal concertina roll up one like her stepdad had on the garage at his work. She pulled it, but soon realised it was locked or padlocked on the other side. The walls were damp with liquid rust stains streaking them. In places she could see water dribbling down the concrete and puddling in the crevice between the wall and the floor. She followed the water flow backwards and realised that the pipes had sprung leaks periodically where their seals had corroded. A stream of yellowing water flowed along the pipes to the walls reminding her of her pee dilemma.

      Moving round to the huge window, she scraped her nails over the thin ice coating. When her hands got too cold, she breathed on the small area she’d cleared before finally wiping the remaining ice away with her sleeve. Peering through the hole she saw snow covered fields undulating away from her. The snowfall had resulted in an onslaught of people congregating on the fields, building snowmen and sledging down the slopes. Looming over the moving dots was a familiar viaduct. Where had she seen that before?

      Molly could see sheer icicles dangling from the window sill as she pressed her nose to the gap and strained to see if she could attract anyone’s attention. With a sinking feeling in her chest she gulped back a sob, realising she was too far from the fields for anyone to notice her. Her bladder now felt uncomfortably full as she resumed her aimless walk round the room. From nowhere a strange crackle flooded the room, followed by a voice she knew belonged to her abductor; the man she’d so foolishly believed was her father.

      ‘Morning, Molly. Did you have a good night?’

      Glancing fearfully round the dimly-lit room, she wondered where the voice had come from. Before she could identify the source he spoke again, his voice sharper and angrier.

      ‘Answer me, girl! Did you have a good night?’

      Molly’s legs seemed to liquefy as she nodded and then shakily said ‘Yyyess!’

      She spotted four small cameras, one in each corner of the room. A speaker dangled from the network of pipes.

      ‘If you need to piss use the bucket. I’ll bring some food later.’ His laugh made Molly’s heart flutter. ‘Later on you’ll find out just how bad things can get, Molly Graves.’ With a further crackle of static the room fell silent again.

      Molly stared nervously at the cameras. Her bladder was bursting but she didn’t want to go if he was watching. Suddenly all the scenarios her mother had so earnestly warned her about flew through her mind. Any one of them could be more than a possibility. All the stories of children being abducted, ripped from the safety of their families’ loving arms by bad men with evil desires buzzed in her mind. She flung herself face down on the mattress and sobbed her heart out, wishing she’d listened to her mum, wishing she’d not been jealous of her gorgeous little brother and cursing the man she’d been only too willing to believe.

      Finally she sat up, rubbed her raw face dry and began to think. Feeling slightly more empowered, she whipped the filthy sheet from the bed and wrapped it loosely round her bottom half. Then, manoeuvring her knickers and skinny jeans down to her knees before perching precariously a few inches above the bucket, she peed; satisfied that at least he couldn’t see her privates.
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            Wednesday 8:30am, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      It was early and everyone had gathered for the briefing. Although Gus led it, DCI Chalmers stood, arms crossed, in the corner, a serious expression on her drawn face. Everyone knew by now about Molly Graves’ abduction and the atmosphere in the room was alert and serious. Gus cleared his throat and began. ‘We’ll do a quick update on Sharon Asif’s murder, the attack on Jamal and the abducted children and then move on to Molly Graves, ok?’

      He nodded to Alice, who stood up and moved to the front of the room. ‘The gun used in the attack on Jamal and his brother has been identified as the same one used in a fatal shooting in Poland twelve years ago.’ Alice glanced at Gus, shifting her weight in her heavy black boots. ‘This coincided with a series of child abductions. Detective Jankowksi identifies these abductions as probably being the work of a paedophile ring headed by The Matchmaker. This ring was broken up by Cambridge police in 2003 with the help of the wife of the only member of the ring to be apprehended, James Clegg. This is the first concrete lead on the abducted children in Sharon Asif’s house, but more importantly it also links into the current kidnapping of Molly Graves, which Gus will explain more fully later.’

      Gus nodded and Alice continued. ‘I also observed the first session between Sharon Asif’s two daughters and the child psychologist. From what the girls said it seems that although they were aware of the children upstairs they hadn’t seen them arrive and hadn’t actually set eyes on them. They did hear them crying and were concerned about them but when they mentioned them to their mother she hit them. The psychologist is going to continue with therapy sessions and he will report back to us. The girls are physically thriving in the care of foster parents and so is the little boy, who has been released from the hospital. Although they are traumatised, the psychologist thinks they may survive with minimal emotional damage because they’re so young.

      ‘Sessions with the abducted children are less positive. The psychologists involved in those sessions all recommend that we bring in child psychologists from the corresponding countries to work with the children. The need for translation causes additional stress and they are reluctant to continue. I’ve arranged with Detective Jankowski and the police in Latvia to send recommended experts over. Bradford’s chief child psychologist Dr Kaur, will liaise with them. None of the children are fit for travel so they will remain here for the immediate future. It’s going to be a long and slow process.’

      There was a moment’s complete silence as Alice sat down and the officers present processed the information.

      Gus stood up and waited a second or two before continuing. ‘In terms of Asif’s murder, we’re no further forward. No one, except Jamal, saw her or anyone else entering or leaving the graveyard. The weather was so bad that the odd few people who were about had their heads down and were focussing on getting home quickly. Forensics has not shown up any significant clues so we’re a bit stuck. The only information we have is what Jamal Asif volunteered. To be honest, I think we need to talk to the lad again, but that’ll have to wait for now. Alice has got some info on the photo that Jamal took of the man who threatened him and left the children in his house.’

      Alice stood up again. ‘Been to the school and the builders employed by the school. The bloke in the photo was recognised as a casual. We visited the address he gave and found the premises empty. Forensics are going over it now. However, we did have information that he caught a bus into town at around 6pm on Monday. Compo’s narrowing down CCTV footage in the hope we get a hit. Who knows, maybe we’ll be able to track him to his current location. We’ve got a team on that, but anyone with free time should help out there too. Also, got forensics going over the car they found in the Cemetery Road Asda car park. They found a couple of prints on the lever that adjusts the seat so hopefully we’ll hit a match on those, either here or through Interpol.’

      Gus nodded and moved over to the new board that had been erected at the front of the room. ‘Right, that brings us on to yesterday’s abduction.’

      He pointed to the picture of a young girl with a big smile and curly red hair. ‘This is Molly Graves. Security cameras on her home have her leaving the premises around 10:15am yesterday. She hasn’t been seen since. The reason we’ve inherited this case is that Molly Graves and her family were under witness protection and living here under assumed names.

      ‘Her mother was instrumental in breaking up the paedophile ring Alice mentioned earlier. This was a particularly insidious ring that set up an extremely lucrative business enterprise selling and or renting abducted children for high-profile, rich paedophiles. Molly’s mum’s intel and bravery was key to catching nearly fifty rich and powerful paedophiles in the UK and making it impossible for the ring to continue their operations. The coincidence between the children found in Sharon Asif’s attic in Bradford, Beth Graves settling in Bradford, the gun used against Jamal being associated with the initial ring twelve years ago and the subsequent abduction of her child are too coincidental to be ignored. During the initial trial, Beth was on the receiving end of a lot of threats from an extreme group called Association of Vigilant Parents renowned for violent and intimidatory practices. Her husband begged her from the dock to disappear, saying the ring leader, known as The Matchmaker wouldn’t rest till he had revenge against both him and Cathy. Clegg believed he’d abduct their daughter in pay back. So, we’re taking this very seriously.

      ‘It seems that Molly left voluntarily, without her parent’s knowledge, but I suspect somehow their witness protection security was compromised. She hasn’t been seen since. Compo, I want you to analyse their security system and get as much access to the stepdad’s online activity. WP did all that before he and Beth were married but I want nothing left to chance. We need to rule him out. Alice, Sadia and I are going to re-interview the immediate family and Sampson, you will interview Beth Graves’s colleagues, a Mrs Wendy Horan, deputy head at Carlton Wood High school.

      ‘Shit,’ said Alice. ‘That’s Jamal’s school and the one where the builder was working before Christmas.’

      Gus nodded ‘Exactly! It’s all getting more and more linked. Witness protection was broken and we need to discover exactly how that was done. Their contact at WP insists the break wasn’t from them. I’m meeting with her tomorrow in London after I’ve interviewed James Clegg.’
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            Wednesday 9:30am

          

        

      

    

    
      It was cold but at least he’d brought her an extra blanket which he’d bundled through the door with a Morrison’s carrier bag containing two snickers bars, two cans of coke and a tube of Pringles. Molly’s mum didn’t let her have coke, but Molly reckoned she’d be ok with it, since there was nothing else to drink. She lay listlessly on the mattress. She’d got used to its mildewed smell and now, with the blanket wrapped round her as well as the duvet, at least she was warm.

      A tear trickled down her cheek, swiftly followed by another, as she thought about her mum and her gran and even that wrinkled red baby with its screwed up face and its nice clean smell. She rubbed the tears away with the back of her hand and blew her nose on the corner of the sheet. It was fully light now and she wondered if she should go over to the window. Maybe someone was playing in the fields outside. Maybe some kids building a snowman or something. She’d just swung her legs over the side of the mattress when she heard a metallic clunk from outside her room. She held her breath and, head tilted to one side, listened intently. There it was again. A grating metal noise, then a big clunking noise followed by a bang. She heard footsteps outside the room. She tiptoed over to the door and pressed her ear to it. Was that voices she could hear?

      Another door further along opened. She heard a laugh. She frowned. Then there was the sound of shuffling followed by a high-pitched scream. For a second her heart stopped beating. That sounded like a child. She was sure of it. It was too high to be an adult. She shivered and, clutching the sheet around her, too frightened to move, stood trembling behind her door. Another yelp and then muffled crying. Definitely another child.

      A door slammed shut. Metal clanked loudly and more footsteps approached, slowing outside her room. Molly scuttled back across to the mattress and flung herself on top. Heart hammering, she pulled the duvet up to her chin and stared wide-eyed at the door. Muffled thuds came from outside followed by muted voices and a horrible scraping sound. It was the rusty old lock being opened.

      With just the tip of her nose and her eyes visible over the blanket, she held her breath, ignoring the burning sensation in her lungs. Slowly, the door swung open and she could see him standing there. Then her gaze lifted to the other man. Her eyes widened and her bladder voided.

      She screamed and screamed and screamed.
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            Wednesday 9:30am, Ilkley

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessie Graham’s granny flat adjoined the main property and was spacious and airy. An imitation wood fire, positioned on the feature wall, threw out some welcome heat. Alice held her hands in front of it and then rubbed them together, enjoying the sensation of warmth flooding her body. The drive to Ilkley had been miserable. The pool car’s heating system had given up the ghost before they’d even set off. Despite muffling herself in scarf and gloves the chill air had insinuated its way through Alice’s layers and into her bones. When Gus had told her that she, accompanied by Sadia, was to interview Jessie whilst he and the FLO interviewed Beth and her husband, Alice’s heart had sunk. Why did she have to get paired up with Ms No-Personality 2015? Alice glanced over at Sadia who, since they’d entered the room, had stood like a sergeant major by the door looking as if someone had set about her face with a wet fish.

      Whilst Jessie made some tea, Alice took the opportunity to look around the living room. Bookshelves filled with an eclectic mix of authors including Jean Plaidy, Karen Rose and Stuart MacBride made her smile. It appeared that despite a romantic leaning Jessie wasn’t averse to a bit of blood and gore. On the large table near the kitchen, lay a couple of teen books by Sophie Mackenzie and Jane Casey, probably Molly’s. Beside them a scattering of pens with floral toppers and a froggie eraser spilled out of a cupcake-covered pencil case which sat on top of a closed jotter. Above the fire was a trio of photographs. The first was of Molly as a baby. The second featured Beth, Jessie and Molly at the seaside and the third was Beth and Alex’s wedding photo. A very low key affair thought Alice, judging by the smart but non-weddinglike outfits and the absence of flowers. Jessie had disappeared through one door into the kitchen so Alice reckoned the other doors led to the bedroom and bathroom.

      Jessie appeared carrying a tray in shaking hands and Alice rushed forwards to relieve her of the load, carrying it over to the coffee table that had two chintzy over-stuffed Laura Ashley chairs on one side and an equally floral three-seater sofa on the other.

      Chattering inconsequentially, Alice busied herself pouring teas into mugs with owls on, while Jessie, with a glance at Sadia, settled herself on the sofa. Pushing Jessie’s tea towards her, Alice lifted her own mug and perched on the edge of the chair opposite Jessie. Glancing at Sadia, she said, her tone barely hiding her annoyance with her insensitivity, ‘here’s your tea, Sadia. Come and join us. I’d like you to take notes whilst Jessie and I have a little chat.’

      Sadia opened her mouth to protest but Alice narrowed her eyes and nodded to the sofa. Sighing heavily, Sadia walked round, lifted her mug and moved over to the sofa. Rather than sitting next to Jessie as Alice had wanted, she placed her mug on a rickety table at the far end of the sofa and wedged herself into the corner as far away from Jessie as she could. ‘So much for a nice cosy chat,’ thought Alice, as Sadia ran her hands down her trousers and took out her notebook. She looked at Alice, head cocked to one side in a let’s get on with it gesture. Alice contented herself with a scowl, which, in Alice’s opinion, Sadia deliberately chose to ignore

      Turning to the older woman, Alice scrunched forward in her chair. Hands clasped loosely on her knees she smiled. ‘I know you’re upset right now, Jessie, but you really need to focus for us, so we can find Molly.’

      She stretched out her hand and gently pressed Jessie’s arm. ‘Anything, anything at all that’s stuck in your mind over the last few days? Any strange folk around or maybe something Molly said or did?’

      Jessie screwed up her face, and, shaking her head from side to side she snuffled into a tissue. ‘That’s just it, there’s nothing. Not a thing I can think of. I mean she’s been a bit jealous because of the baby, you know? But that’s only to be expected, isn’t it? A new baby in the house and all our attention diverted. But she’s a good girl, is Molly.’

      Sadia’s phone rang, making Jessie jump. Sadia stood up, mouthing an apology and left the room to answer it. When she returned, Alice could tell from the glint in her eyes that she had something good. Sadia raised her eyebrows to Alice, who gestured that she should continue.

      Walking round to the front of the couch, Sadia faced Jessie. ‘That was one of the PCs on the phone. He’s been chatting to one of Molly’s friends, and one of them,’ she looked at her notebook where she’d jotted down the name, ‘a Chelsea Robson, said that Molly was excited because her ‘real’ dad was taking her shopping.’

      Jessie paled and one hand feebly gripped the arm rest. ‘What? Molly doesn’t have a real dad.’ She flushed and waved her arms in agitation. ‘What I mean is, Molly doesn’t know anything about her real dad. She thinks he’s dead. That’s what we told her.’ She bit her lip, her gaze going first to Alice and then to Sadia. ‘It was for the best. She didn’t need to know what her daddy was.’

      Hesitating, Sadia flicked a glance at Alice, before continuing. ‘Well, Chelsea was adamant that Molly was going to meet her real dad. The PC thinks she’s being truthful. Yesterday, he felt that she was hiding something. That’s why he went back today.’

      Again, Jessie shook her head. ‘That’s impossible. You know he’s in prison.’ She flung herself back in the chair, looking like a bedraggled rag doll.

      Alice caught Sadia’s eye and indicated she should sit down. Taking the hint Sadia resumed her previous position on the sofa, leaving Alice to continue.

      Taking a deep breath, Alice waited for a moment before beginning. ‘Look Jessie, can you think of any reason Chelsea might have said that?’

      Eyes huge and bloodshot, the worry of the past day clearly etched in her face, Jessie looked up and shook her head.

      ‘Is Chelsea the sort to make things up?’

      Again, Jessie shook her head. ‘No she’s the sensible one out of Molly’s friends. The worrier. She’d never make up something like this.’

      Alice lowered her voice slightly. ‘Well, if Chelsea’s not lying, it looks like Molly was going to meet someone she thought was her father.’

      Head bowed Jessie began to weep. Alice stood up and squeezed herself between the two women on the couch. Sadia, whose head had been down as she scribbled in her notebook, her expression hidden by a cascade of dark hair, immediately moved to the chair Alice had vacated.

      Clearing her throat, Sadia leaned forward and began to speak, ‘Well, you must know something.’

      Alice held up a single finger and narrowed her eyes in warning. She put her arm round Jessie’s heaving shoulders and squeezed reassuringly. ‘We’re working on the assumption that Molly’s abduction relates to what happened in 2003.’ She waited to let her words sink in. ‘That means that somehow, somewhere, your witness protection has been breached.’

      Jessie gasped, her head jerked up and her hands flew to cover her face. ‘Oh my God, no!’

      Alice exchanged a glance with Sadia. ‘Your key witness protection officer maintains the breach isn’t from their side. Do you have any idea how your true identities could have been revealed?’

      Pale and shaking, Jessie grasped frantically at Alice’s hand. ‘Oh my God. But that was years ago. I’d never have done it if I thought this could happen. Never. I swear, never.’

      From the depths of the house a bell rang, breaking the resultant silence. Sadia jumped up and cracked the door slightly. She turned to Alice. ‘It’s just Beth’s work colleague.’

      Alice nodded and lifted Jessie’s cold hands into her own. Looking her straight in the eye, she said in a tone that demanded the truth. ‘You need to tell me what happened, now. We can’t waste time. We need to know.’

      Gulping back tears, Jessie began to speak. ‘It was years ago. Probably about four years. I got a phone call from our operator at witness protection on the burner phone we use. Occasionally, she’d touch base to check that we were ok and to let me know any updates on my son. You know, like if he’d moved prison or whatever. I still write to him. He’s my son after all.’ Jessie swallowed hard and took the tissue Alice handed her.

      Sadia shuffled in her seat as Jessie focussed her attention on Alice.

      ‘It’s a real palaver. I have to put my letter in an unsealed unaddressed envelope and then I have to put that in another unsealed unaddressed envelope. Finally, I put both envelopes in a third one. My operator texts a different address each month and that’s the one I use on the outer envelope. They check the contents to make sure I’ve not put any detail in that I shouldn’t. They black out anything that might reveal our whereabouts. I don’t send photos or talk about anything Molly’s involved in: no school plays, no sport activities. I’m really careful. When his letter arrives it’s always from a different address and it’s usually in a plain envelope, like a bank statement or something.’

      Alice nodded. ‘That all seems really secure, Jessie, but you were going to tell me about something that happened four years ago?’

      With desperate eyes, demanding understanding, Jessie maintained eye contact. ‘He’s still my son you know; even after all he’s done. He’s still my son.’

      Alice nodded, ignoring the quiet tut from Sadia, but deciding to have words with her about it later.

      Jessie sniffed. ‘Well, the operator told me James had been attacked by another prisoner and was in ICU in London. He told me he’d be ok and he’d keep me updated. But– you know… I couldn’t just sit and do nothing, so I went down to see him. I didn’t tell Beth.

      ‘When I got there he was out of ICU and in a side room with a guard outside the door. They’d handcuffed him to the bed.’ She blew her nose. ‘I stayed in the waiting room until the guard went to the toilet or for a fag break. He probably wasn’t supposed to leave, but James was handcuffed anyway. I thought James would be pleased to see me, but he wasn’t. He shouted at me and told me to get out. Said I was risking everything and that’s what they wanted. I was so shocked; I ran out and came home. I was scared for months after, but then nothing happened and I thought he was exaggerating and so I forgot about it. He wasn’t though, was he?’

      Alice shook her head. ‘Perhaps not Jessie, but we’ll investigate everything.

      Jessie began to cry again. ‘Oh my God, it’s all my fault. They’ve got Molly and it’s all my fault.’

      Pulling the weeping woman to her chest, Alice jerked her head towards the door, telling Sadia to go and tell Gus what they’d discovered. Talking soothingly to Jessie, Alice rocked her back and forth as if she was a baby. Sadia had opened the door to leave when an explosion rocked the house. Alice quickly sprang up and with Jessie following, she and Sadia ran through the door, into the corridor to the kitchen.
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            Wednesday 12pm, Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      DCI Nancy Chalmers gave a perfunctory tap on the door and walked in. DCS Charlie Bowles glanced up frowning, but when he saw who his visitor was, his face immediately transformed to a smile. He pushed the paperwork he was sifting through to one side. ‘Hello Nancy, it’s good to see you. Take a seat.’

      As she walked across the room, Charlie noticed the slump of her shoulders and the dark bruises under her eyes. When she sat opposite him, he could see the tension lines around her mouth and eyes. He leaned forward, pressed a button on his intercom and asked his PA to bring in coffee for two.

      Nancy smiled. ‘Just what I need, Charlie. It’s been a shit couple of days and it doesn’t look like it’s going to get better any time soon.’

      Standing up, Charlie moved round to the front of his desk and resting his bottom on the edge, he stuck his long legs out before him, crossing them at the heel. With his arms folded loosely over his chest he studied her.

      ‘Is it the trafficked kids or the abducted girl?’

      He knew Nancy had tried to contact him the previous evening, but he’d been ‘unobtainable’ when she’d first been notified about the Beth Graves situation. It was too sensitive to put in a memo, so he’d given her the first free slot of the morning.

      With a grimace, she said, ‘Well, actually, Charlie. The two cases are linked.’

      Charlie rested his elbow on his folded arm, raised his hand to his mouth and tapped his lip with one finger. He was just about to speak when, with a perfunctory knock Julia, his PA, opened the door. Using her ample butt to wedge it open, she entered the room backwards carrying a tray filled with coffee, mugs and Kit Kats.

      ‘Oh Julia, you’re a bloody star. I love Kit Kats. Thanks so much’ said Nancy, her eyes lighting up.

      Julia grinned, as she deposited the tray on the coffee table near the comfy chairs. ‘You’re looking a bit peaky today, Nance, so I thought a bit of spoiling was in order.’

      Charlie winked at Nancy and put on a mock pout. ‘Hmm, so she gets preferential treatment does she? When was the last time you ever spoiled me?’

      Julia threw a disdainful look at Charles. ‘Phew, when’s the last time you ever looked peaky? You and that fake tan of yours, you look like that bloke off Bargain Hunt.’

      Hiding the slight spark of annoyance her cheek had provoked, Charlie flung back his head and released a huge guffaw. Best to keep on Julia’s good side. After all, she had control of his diary. No need to give her an excuse to scrutinise it too closely, not with all his extra-curricular activities.

      Nancy laughed. ‘You’re a tonic, you know, you really are.’

      Julia winked and made her way back to the door, hesitating only when Charlie called her name. ‘No interruptions till Nancy’s gone, ok?’

      Julia nodded and left, closing the door behind her.

      Charlie stood up and gestured for Nancy to follow him to the soft chairs. He made himself comfortable, then began to pour coffee. Dropping a single sugar cube into one of them, he swirled a teaspoon round and then pushed the mug towards her.

      Nancy grabbed a Kit Kat, ripped the wrapper off, snapped one of the chocolate fingers and rammed it into her mouth. Charlie watched her eat. Her voracious appetite was one of the reasons he was attracted to her. He found it incredibly sexy, the way she embraced everything with such fervour.

      Lifting a biscuit, he carefully slipped the paper wrapper off and folded it in half. Then slipping a fingertip under the foil flap, he opened it with great care. Placing the chocolate wafer on the tray, he folded the foil in four before placing it neatly on top of the paper. Next, he lifted his biscuit and carefully snapped it in two, shook the excess crumbs off and began to nibble it slowly, interspersing each bite with a sip of coffee as he waited for Nancy to speak.

      ‘It’s bad, Charlie. You remember that case in 2003? The one with the paedophile ring? The Matchmaker?’

      Charles pursed his lips and thought for a moment before nodding. ‘Yes, the one where the wife came forward and reported her husband?’

      Nancy nodded, ‘Well, she went into WP and now, would you believe it; she’s turned up here in Ilkley. It’s her daughter who’s gone missing. It’s looking increasingly likely that the daughter’s been abducted and that the trafficked children are linked to this.’ She leaned forward, eyes anguished. ‘That bastard appears to have accessed her new identity.’

      Charles, a sceptical look on his face, replaced his mug on the tray. ‘Oh come on Nancy, you can’t be sure it’s the same ring, surely?’

      Face completely serious, she bit her lip. ‘I’ve never been more sure, Charlie. I’m convinced.’ Hands shaking, she put her half-full drink down, slopping some onto the teak table. Not noticing Charles’s quickly hidden glare she continued. ‘Never in a million years did I think I’d come across Cathy again – or Beth, as she’s now called. And now, here she is. It’s bloody awful. As if that poor kid didn’t suffer enough ten years ago. It’s bloody shite, that’s what it is, shite!’ She roughly wiped her sleeve across her face to get rid of the tears that had sprung to her eyes.

      Charlie walked round the table and stood behind her, his hands gently kneading her shoulders. Staring into space, a half-smile on his face, he said in a voice that, even to his own ears, sounded doubtful. ‘Well, maybe you’ll have better luck catching him this time, Nancy.’

      Shoulders tightening beneath his fingers, she said, ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ She began to shrug his fingers off but he soothed her with a smoothly delivered ‘I’ve got every faith in your abilities. You know that. Just keep me in the loop.’

      For a moment she resisted his ministrations and then as he increased the pressure on her muscles, she moaned and allowed his firm fingers to work their magic.

      ‘How’s Gus coping with it all? He’s had a busy first few days back at work.’

      Eyes closed, she sunk farther into the chair. ‘Gus’s fine, coping remarkably well. Still looks in pain sometimes but he’s focussed and seems to be on the ball.’

      ‘Hmm, well I hope he is. We went out on a limb to get him back to work so quickly. I only hope it doesn’t come back to bite us on the arse.’

      ‘Tut tut, Charlie. It won’t. Trust me, Gus is fine.’

      Stepping away from Nancy, he walked back round to his chair and sat. ‘And you’re sure this all links back to Cambridge all those years ago?’

      She sighed. ‘It certainly looks that way, especially now they’ve abducted Beth’s daughter. It’s The Matchmaker at work again. I’m sure of it. Gus is trying to get to the bottom of who breached the Witness Protection protocols. WP say it wasn’t them and you know how stringent they are, so I suspect the family somehow revealed their true identities.’

      Charlie grinned, wiggling his eyebrows nock suggestively. ‘Fancy a little, eh… physical activity to get rid of the last of your stress?’

      Nancy grimaced and jumped to her feet. ‘How inappropriate, Charles. With Julia next door? Yeah right.’ She cocked her head to one side and bent over to caress his cheek gently. ‘You’ll just have to wait till Friday, as planned. Of course, that’s if I’m not too busy.’

      She snatched up her bag and headed for the door. ‘Looks like the shoulder massage and Kit Kat did the business for me. Now you can get to whatever mega complex paperwork you stopped when I came in.’ And with a wink, she exited his office.

      For a moment, Charlie remained by the coffee table, a thoughtful look on his face. Then, tapping a rhythm on the wood, he inhaled deeply. Nancy had out manoeuvred him and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit. Standing up he moved over to his PC and seconds later, calming flute music flooded the room.
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            Wednesday 1pm, Ilkley

          

        

      

    

    
      Sadia and Alice, followed more slowly by Jessie, burst into the kitchen. Gus, Janine Roberts, Beth, Wendy Horan, and Alex, mouths agape, stood round the large pine table looking at the scorched remains of a cardboard box that was still smoking in the centre. Gus held up a hand as they entered, stopping them from coming right in.

      ‘There’s a metal tin in the middle of the box. We don’t know what’s in it. Get the bomb squad out here ASAP, Alice.’ As Alice scurried out of the room to make the call, Gus turned to the other four shocked adults. ‘We better get out of here now. We don’t know what other little surprises the bastard who sent this has left.’

      Beth gulped and suddenly jumped into action, rushing from the kitchen and up the stairs. ‘Got to get Sam,’ she shouted, her voice shaky.

      Janine, quickly recovering from her initial shock, began to herd the others from the room. Before Alex could follow his wife upstairs, she was running back down with a squawking, blanketed bundle in her arms. Gus quickly herded them through the front door and down to the end of the garden, where he reckoned they would be safe. On Gus’s instructions Alice and Sadia ran back and started up the two unmarked police cars that sat in the drive in front of the house. Quickly, they reversed them until they rested half on the cobbles and half on the lawn, throwing up sods of icy grass and leaving huge welts in the turf and. Once there, the Graves family and Wendy piled into one car. Leaving the engine on for warmth, Alice got out and approached Gus.

      ‘Bomb squad’s on its way.’ she said, as Sadia climbed out of the other car and joined them. Gus, panting with the adrenalin rush, gathered Sadia and Alice a few feet from the car. In the distance they could already hear the sirens approaching. Alice pale and shaking slightly said ‘What the fuck happened there?’

      Gus ran his fingers through his dreads, ‘Bloody bastards left a parcel at the bottom of the drive and Beth’s friend brought it into the house with her when she came.’

      Alice glanced at the woman who was comforting Beth in the car. ‘Yeah, that’s Wendy Horan. She’s doing Beth’s job at Carlton Wood while she’s on maternity leave.’

      Gus nodded. ‘That’s right. Anyway, before I had a chance to stop her, Beth began to open it. As she pulled the lid open, there was a flash and a hellish bang. The bastards wanted to frighten her, so she wasn’t hurt, but God knows what’s in the tin. I’m taking no chances.’

      Sadia, who’d remained quiet, spoke for the first time. ‘I’ll get someone on to checking CCTV and their personal security cameras to see who dropped it off. There’s no CCTV on this road but we may catch something on the access roads.’

      Gus nodded. ‘And get forensics here too. They might find something, once the area’s been cleared by the bomb experts.’

      Sadia walked down the garden to meet PC Owens, who was walking up the drive towards them, having abandoned his car on the lawn near the bottom to allow emergency vehicles access.

      Rubbing his shoulder, Gus looked at Alice. ‘I got sod all from Beth and Alex about the WP breach. They’re both adamant that they’ve not breached it in any way. Did you get anything from Jessie?’

      Alice explained what Jessie had told them.

      ‘Shit’ said Gus when she’d finished. ‘Good job I’m meeting with their WP agent tomorrow. I want you to grab Sadia and get over there and re-interview Molly’s friend.’ He chose to ignore Alice’s disgusted expression when he mentioned Sadia. ‘Get as much detail as you can. Try to find out how this bloke made contact with Molly and see if we can catch that bugger.’

      ‘Do you think he’s The Matchmaker, then?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘Nah, that’d be too fucking easy. Whoever he is, he’s just a minion. Maybe even the same bloke that shot at Jamal.’

      He frowned and tapped his lip. ‘Get Compo to check CCTV to see if the car abandoned on Cemetery Road has been spotted in Ilkley in the last couple of days. And tell Owens to request some extra bodies. When the newspapers get wind of this they’ll come sniffing around like dogs after their own arses.’

      As Alice walked away, Gus spun on his heel and walked over to speak to the bomb squad officer who’d just arrived in record time. He was just getting out of an open-backed army truck when Gus reached his side.

      Extending his left hand to the burly man in army fatigues, he said, ‘DI Gus McGuire. Didn’t expect you within the hour, but I’m glad you’re here.’

      The man took in Gus’ injured shoulder, smiled and shook Gus’s hand with his left one. ‘Sergeant Cecil Ormerton.’ His voice was pure English public school. He nodded to Gus’s strapped arm. ‘Looks like you’ve been in the wars?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Minor injury.’

      The other dipped his head and moved round to the back of his truck. ‘I was on the moors, doing controlled explosives training with a bunch of squaddies when your call came through. Lucky for you, really, or you’d still be waiting.’

      Gus grinned. ‘Could do with a bit of luck on this case.’ He looked into the truck’s cabin. ‘You on your own, then?’

      Pulling equipment out of the truck Ormerton said, ‘Someone’s heading over from headquarters, but I’ll do an initial assessment on my own. If necessary, I’ll wait till they arrive before dismantling it. Now, is the house completely cleared?’

      ‘Yeah. They’re all waiting in that car over there. Do you think that’s a safe enough distance away?’

      Ormerton assessed the distance between the house and the vehicle. ‘Which room is the package in and where is it located?’

      Gus told him. Ormerton nodded. ‘If it’s at the back of the house they should be fine there for now. Now, tell me about the package.’

      Ormerton listened carefully as Gus explained, as succinctly as he could, what had happened. He drew a quick diagram of the layout of the kitchen and the parcel’s position on the table.

      Finally, the other man nodded. ‘Ok, I’ll get my suit on and then I’ll go in to assess. You’re right to be cautious. Nowadays with all this easy access to bomb components and the internet instructions to make the fuckers, it’s better to take precautions.’

      Gus smiled slightly at the sergeant’s swearing. Whistling, Ormerton strutted over to his army vehicle, spoke to another officer on his radio and began to don a padded suit and helmet before entering the house. Gus stood, eyes focussed nervously on the front door. Within minutes, Ormerton was back.

      ‘Designed to create a loud bang rather than do any actual damage. I can’t see anything explosive attached to the tin but I’m going to open it under a controlled unit. Fucks up your forensics I’m afraid but better than getting your balls blown off.’

      Feeling his own balls shrivel at the very thought, Gus moved over to the squad car and got in. He wished he’d grabbed his coat from the back of the kitchen chair before he left the house. A few minutes later Ormerton’s colleague arrived and the pair of them, similarly clad and carrying a metal structure, re-entered the house.

      Gus felt edgy. Despite the welcome warmth, he couldn’t settle in the car so when he saw PC Owens approach with a plastic mug of steaming coffee and a blanket, he got out. Handing both to Gus, who wrapped the blanket round himself, they leaned against the car and waited. Gus didn’t know about Owens, but he knew his own body was tense, bracing itself against the sound of a blast. Fortunately, it never came.

      Ten minutes passed, then Owens nudged him gently and nodded to the right. Alex Graves, also coatless, had left the confines of the heated car and was approaching. It was clear from the slump of his shoulders and his nervous glances towards the house that the morning’s events had taken their toll on the man. Gus sympathised. He wasn’t so emotionally involved, but he still felt like he’d been dragged through a thorn bush in the scud. He was hoping against hope that The Matchmaker, because he was certain that’s who was behind this, had contented himself with frightening them with the first big bang and hadn’t left any more surprises for Sergeant Ormerton to find.

      ‘Any news?’ said Alex.

      Gus shook his head. ‘No, we’re still waiting. The bomb expert’s inside as we speak and as soon as he’s done we’ll send the forensics team in. Maybe you and your family should head off somewhere warm till the house is declared safe.’

      Alex thrust his hands into his pockets and shrugged. ‘I don’t think we want to leave just yet. Beth’s feeding the baby and at least they’re warm in the car.’

      Standing side by side the three men continued their vigil. Then, with a sideways glance Gus said, ‘Did you know Jessie visited her son four years ago?’

      Alex tensed and then his head swivelled towards Gus. ‘What?’ He sighed and swept his hand over his hair. ‘Christ, she breached the witness protection.’

      Gus nodded slowly. ‘Looks that way.’

      A heavy silence hovered between them, until finally Alex said in an anguished voice, ‘That’s why she’s nearly catatonic. She’s not said a word since we left the house.’

      Gus nodded again. ‘Probably shock. She’ll be ok.’

      When Alex replied, it was with venom. ‘She might be ok, but what about Molly? She could be dead for all we know. Who knows what those bastards are doing to her.’

      Gus was about to place his good arm round Alex’s shoulder, when he heard a shout from the house. Ormerton still wearing his protective clothing and helmet stood at the door. One hand was raised in an unmistakeable thumbs up.

      Turning to Alex he said, ‘Stay here,’ before walking towards Ormerton, who was divesting himself of his heavy armour as he approached.

      ‘All clear in there now, Inspector.’

      Gus turned and nodded to the forensic team, who’d arrived a while back and were currently waiting a few feet away. Immediately, they jumped into action. Gus walked over to join Ormerton who’d stopped a few feet away from his truck.

      ‘Find anything useful?’

      Ormerton shook his head. ‘Whoever sent that parcel is a fucking bad bastard. He left a little gift behind and in my mind it’s as bad as a fucking bomb.’ He shook his head as if to rid himself of an awful image. Then he pulled his hand out from his pocket and offered his card to Gus. ‘You ever need me for anything, call any of these numbers. I’m working here for another three weeks and it would be my pleasure to help bring this bastard down.’

      Gus narrowed his eyes. ‘What are you not telling me?’

      Ormerton glanced back at the house. ‘Go and have a look.’ He jerked his head back towards Alex, ‘But don’t let him in till everything’s cleared away.’

      Gus’s eyes narrowed and then with a nod he headed to the house.
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            Wednesday 4pm

          

        

      

    

    
      Sampson, eyes red with tiredness, opened the door to the incident room. It was deserted, except for Compo, who was devouring a tuna mayo sandwich at his computer. Sampson walked over to him. He was wired by a combination of too much Red Bull, caffeine and adrenalin. The brainstorm had hit him minutes ago, just as he finished compiling the file he was about to pass on to Compo.

      Now, he stood next to Compo’s untidy desk, his face alight with excitement despite his fatigue, and waited for Compo to look up. When he’d explained his idea, Compo, equally enervated, high-fived him. He quickly dumped his half-eaten sandwich haphazardly on the desk behind him, oblivious to the smear of mayo he left on a file marked ‘Urgent and Private’. He wiped his hand down his Rolling Stones T-shirt, Mick Jagger’s pouting lips open to receive the large blob of mayo he deposited there. Once he was satisfied that his hands were clean enough, his danced his fingers quickly over the keyboard. When Meatloaf’s ‘Bat out of Hell’ suddenly blared from the speakers, he turned round and high-fived Sampson again, before rubbing his hands together like a Yorkshire version of Fagin.

      ‘Yippee, cowboy, let’s bring ’em in.’ he said.

      Slightly bemused, Sampson watched as, head bobbing ferociously to ‘I’ll be gone, gone, gone’, Compo uploaded the footage he’d retrieved onto the PC. Maybe it was the Red Bull, maybe it was Compo’s infectious enthusiasm, but all of a sudden Sampson found himself executing a complicated riff on an air guitar as Compo worked.

      Sampson had been trawling through CCTV footage of the three roads that led to Dales Way Link. He’d been logging each vehicle’s details and comparing them to a list of residents’ vehicles, in the hope they’d identify the car used to drive Molly Graves away from the area. He’d completed the last tape and had inputted the vehicle reg numbers into the ANPR system and was waiting for it to churn out details of the various cars’ whereabouts, when he had a sudden thought. If the Molly Graves’s abduction was linked to both the trafficked children and the attack against Jamal Asif, then maybe, just maybe, the abandoned car found in the Cemetery Road Asda car park had been used to stake out the Graves’s residence prior to being abandoned.

      Sampson realised that if he correlated the movements of that car between the time it was stolen and the time it was found, then they’d have a rough idea where the driver had been in the car. Hopefully, that would then throw up areas of interest where they could access CCTV and cross-match to ID the shooter and get some clues to where he was holed up. Sampson didn’t know a quick way to do this, however, he knew a man who did. Which was why, half an hour later, while one of Compo’s special little computer programmes did its thing, the two of them were letting off steam in the deserted incident room.

      That was when the door opened and in walked DCI Hussain. Noticing the senior officer first, Sampson tried to attract Compo’s attention by coughing and allowing his hands, mid riff, to drop to his sides. When Compo finally realised, he was in the process of executing an ungainly half-split. Immediately, he toppled over onto the floor, knocked a pen pot off a nearby desk and then quickly scrambled up to silence Meatloaf.

      DCI Hussain looked unamused. His body was tense, hands clasped behind his back. His normally patrician face was lined with a frown that started at his forehead and didn’t stop. When he spoke, he enunciated each syllable in an accusing monotone. ‘What exactly is going on here?’

      Sampson and Compo exchanged nervous glances, then realising they were expected to reply, Sampson spoke. ‘We just got a bit of a breakthrough and… er… whilst the computer programme was running we thought we’d… em… well, celebrate.’ He splayed his hands in an apologetic gesture, while Compo, head bowed beside him, remained silent.

      Hussain’s eyes narrowed. ‘Idiots! I’ll be bringing this up with DCI Chalmers. I always thought DI Gus McGuire didn’t run a tight enough ship and this just proves it.’ He glanced round the room, his mouth curled up in distaste at the less than pristine evidence of hard work. ‘I’m looking for my daughter. Where is she?’

      Sampson all but saluted. ‘Sir, she’s in Ilkley with DI McGuire.’

      ‘Hmmph, she’d have been better off here, keeping an eye on you two fools.’

      Sampson, slightly narked by the inference that Sadia was superior to him, reddened but stood his ground. ‘With all due respect sir, DC Hussain is of equal rank to both myself and DC Compton and as such she’s not in a position to ‘keep an eye’ on me.’

      Hussain’s frown deepened. ‘Are you contradicting me, Sampson?’

      Compo, agitation making him bounce on the spot, glared at Sampson and said, ‘No, no, sir. DC Sampson wasn’t contradicting you. You wouldn’t dream of it, would you, John?’

      ‘For goodness sake, stand still. Does McGuire not have a single normal officer, other than my daughter, on his team?’ And before they could reply he spun on his heel and left the room, slamming the door behind him.
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      The house was freezing as Gus walked along the hallway, his shoes dripping slush on the highly polished real wood floor. Ormerton had switched off the Aga and the scene of crime officers had been trailing in and out with their equipment leaving the doors open. Before entering the kitchen, he grabbed a bunny suit from the box by the door, hitched his tall frame into it, donned some nitrile gloves and covered his shoes. Ready, he walked through the door.

      A very faint smell of burnt cardboard lingered. The exploded box had been moved to the work surface and now all that lay on the table was the tin box that Ormerton had cleared. Gus’s jacket still hung on the back of the chair, which was pushed out as he’d left it. He grabbed it and shrugged it over his shoulders. He nodded at Hissing Sid, the senior Scene of Crime Officer, who waved him over to the table where a few scattered pieces of scorched cardboard lay with the red metal tin open in the centre.

      ‘Not a lot we can pull from here really, Gus. Soon as you’ve seen this in situ, we’ll bag everything up and be out of your way.’

      Gus’s eyes strayed to the tin. When he saw what was inside a muscle twitched in his cheek. Now, it looked like they had the confirmation they needed that Molly Graves had been abducted. Tresses of golden red curls, on a scrap of white fabric lay in the centre of the open tin.

      ‘Fucking sick bastard, eh?’ said Sid

      Gus nodded.

      Sid pointed to the pictures on the fridge. ‘It’s hers, isn’t it? That hair’

      ‘Yep, looks like it.’ Gus’s gaze moved to a scrap of paper that had been unfolded and lay beside the tin. It had four creases showing where it had previously been folded. Gus read the words that were scrawled in red crayon. ‘You’ve got email.’

      He turned to PC Owens who had followed him in and now stood at the door. ‘Get the family back up here now and see if you can find either DS Cooper or DC Hussain.’

      Owens nodded and left. Gus looked at Sid. ‘Child’s writing, you reckon?’

      Sid looked at it. ‘Probably, yes. But we’ll know more when I’ve analysed it.’

      ‘Can you bag it open like this? I’ll show it to the parents see if they can identify the writing as Molly’s.’

      ‘Sure thing.’

      Gus turned and saw Alice entering the room. Her gaze immediately fell to the tin and the note. Her hand flew up to her mouth as she took a single step nearer. ‘Fuck.’

      ‘My sentiments exactly,’ said Gus

      He turned to Alice. ‘When this lot have gone, I want you to bring the family back in. We need to access their emails. And get Compo here.’ Leaving Gus to strip off his bunny suit and flick the kettle on she left.

      By the time Beth, Alex and Jessie, accompanied by Janine Roberts the FLO, had returned to the house and settled baby Sam in his pram, Gus had mashed a pot of tea and was busy pouring it into mugs. He sat down opposite Beth. ‘I’ve got something to tell you and it’s not pleasant but I need you, for Molly’s sake, to hold it together, ok?’

      Beth paled and she clutched her husband’s hand. With a single nod, she indicated she was ready for Gus to continue. Knowing there was no way to lessen the blow Gus spoke slowly and clearly his gaze never wavering from Beth’s face

      ‘We found tresses of curly golden red hair that seems to match that of your daughter. They were in the tin that was inside the cardboard parcel.’

      Beth scraped back her chair, rushed over to the sink and vomited. The acrid smell hung heavy in the air, as Alex rushed to join his wife at the sink. Quickly, he rinsed the sick away and took her into his arms. She collapsed against him, shoulders heaving for a few seconds and then, abruptly straightened and walked back to the table. Wordlessly she sat back down. Meanwhile, Jessie sat at the other end of the table weeping silently, tears flowing unchecked down her cheeks. Janine Roberts had her arm round the older woman’s shoulder.

      Beth looked at Gus and he resumed. ‘We’ve sent it off for analysis but at the minute we’re assuming the hair is Molly’s.’ He paused. ‘There was also a note.’ He turned the bag over and pushed the note closer to them. ‘Does that look like Molly’s writing?’

      Beth took a quick glance and nodded.

      Gus tapped the bag. ‘Then we need you all to access your email. It looks like the kidnapper has communicated with one of you.’

      Alex jumped to his feet and took the laptop from the cupboard that housed the security equipment. Laying it on the table, he booted the laptop up. ‘We’ve not even looked at our emails today. Too busy worrying about Molly.’ Then when it was ready he said, ‘Whose mail shall I check first?’

      ‘Beth’s, I think. If it is this Matchmaker character, then it’s Beth he wants to hurt,’ said Gus.

      With trembling fingers Beth accessed her email. Gus moved round the table to stand behind her so he could see the screen over her shoulder.

      ‘Anything?’

      Beth scrolled down her mail and stopped at an email with the subject heading ‘I’m coming to get you’.

      Gus grabbed her hand as she looked about to open it.

      ‘Wait! Don’t open it yet.’ He turned to Alice. ‘Is Compo on his way?’ Turning back to Beth he said, ‘I want my IT expert to check this out. I don’t want any clues that might lead us to the sender to be erased if we open it without taking precautions.’

      Beth sagged back in her chair her eyes never leaving the screen.

      Ten minutes later, Gus met Compo at the door. Looking slightly dishevelled, Compo stomped up the steps and into the hallway lugging a huge bag over one shoulder and pulling a trolley case. ‘Vultures are gathering out there now, Gus.’

      ‘Suppose it was only a matter of time really. You manage to get everything you need?’

      ‘Yes, brought most of it yesterday but we expected them to communicate via phone. Never mind, I’ve got all I need here. I’ll have to hook up to their PC though.’

      Compo shuffled into the kitchen behind Gus. When Gus turned round he recognised the other man’s nerves and smiled encouragingly. Compo looked at the spacious kitchen table where Alex’s laptop sat and turned to Beth. ‘You ok for me to spread out here?’

      Beth nodded abruptly and continued to stare open-eyed at the screen whilst her baby nuzzled greedily at her breast.

      Compo hooked up various pieces of gadgetry to the computer and then moved back to monitor his own screen. He pressed a couple of keys and then said, ‘You can open it now’

      Beth, hand trembling, leaned forward and clicked on the email. There was no message, just a video attachment. She glanced up at Gus, who waited till Compo nodded before saying. ‘Right, Beth, open it.’

      At first it was unclear what they were seeing as the camera wobbled all over the place. Gus frowned as he realised that it was pointing at the roof of what looked like an old warehouse. Then, it panned down and steadied. There in front of the recorder was a young girl with a head full of golden red curls, sitting on a mucky mattress, her knees curled up to her chest, and a soiled sheet draped round her skinny shoulders.

      ‘Molly!’ Beth rammed her knuckles into her mouth to stop herself screaming.

      Molly’s face was tear-stained, her hair dishevelled, making her eyes look huge in her pallid face. A muffled distorted voice addressed the girl and then a figure wearing a Scream mask and a white coverall, walked over to her. She screamed and scrambled back up the bed, her feet kicking frantically against the mattress. When she could go no further, she turned to her side and tucking her head in she curled into a ball. Frantic, hiccupping sobs rent the air. Her shoulders heaved. The figure in the Scream mask turned, sneering into the camera and then the distorted voice spoke, echoing into the kitchen. ‘Now you’ll see what it is to suffer, bitch!’

      As Gus rested his hand on Beth’s shoulder he could feel the tension radiating from her. After his experience with his godson Billy, he had some idea what Beth was feeling. He also knew that nothing he or anyone else could do would make this any better for Beth. He could only watch the events on the recording unfold with her.

      Scream man grabbed Molly and pulled her upright, as effortlessly as if she weighed nothing. A chair skidded across the room landing on its back at his feet. Holding the girl in one arm, he flicked the chair upright and flung her onto it. In a fluid movement he spun it round, so the frightened girl stared straight into the camera. Then, from his pocket he took out a bundle of cable ties. He yanked her arms behind the chair and wrapped one round each of her wrists. With a vicious tug, he secured Molly to the chair. Then he pulled her legs together and yanked another tie round both feet.

      Again he paused for effect, seemingly leering at the camera through his mask. ‘Now for the action!’ He dug into his pocket again and took out a substantial tool wrap, which he laid on the mattress. With tantalising precision, he opened it and took each item out of its sleeve. One by one he held each tool up before the terrified girl’s eyes. With his gloved finger he caressed each blade and sharpened edge before replacing it in the wrap. Finally, he lifted a pair of shears and snapped them open and shut repeatedly, close to Molly’s nose. She whimpered and struggled against the ties.

      In the kitchen, Beth groaned.

      Gus swallowed hard, dreading what this man would do next.

      In a weirdly, distorted sing-song voice the Scream man turned to the camera. Snapping the shears open and shut, he said, ‘Bitch, you wouldn’t believe the damage these lovely little things can do.’ He laughed and then moved round behind the chair. Gently he moved Molly’s curls to one side, revealing a delicate ear. His head jerked towards the camera, as he opened the shears and positioned them so that Molly’s ear lay between the blades.

      ‘Oh my God.’ Beth’s voice was barely a whisper.

      The camera panned in and out as Scream man taunted them. Gus realised that someone else was operating the camera. Probably the elusive Sid Smith, he thought.

      Then, with a sudden movement, Scream man jerked the shears backwards catching Molly’s ear lobe with the blade. She yelped and a small rosette of blood bloomed on her lobe for a second, before dripping onto her t-shirt. He laughed, low and guttural. Then, casually reached out with one finger, caught a drip of blood on the tip and raised it to the mask. His tongue slithered out from the leery mouth hole and lapped up the blood.

      ‘Mmm, the first taste of revenge. So sweet.’ And he spun round, grabbed a handful of Molly’s curls and yanked it above her head. The skin on her face pulled taut and her neck muscles pulsed as she strained upwards to try to release the pressure. Tears rolled down her face and dripped off the end of her dimpled chin. With the shears snapping widely behind her, the man laughed again. Abruptly, he whooped in imitation of a Native American warrior and snipped twice. Dancing away from the chair, he held a handful of curls in his raised fist like a scalp. Raggedy clumps of hair fell sparsely around Molly’s head. She looked like a bedraggled scarecrow.

      Still whooping, the camera followed the almost maniacal man, as he danced round the room then abruptly stopped. ‘Rest assured, bitch, this first blood is not enough to calm my unquiet soul. Speak soon.’ The screen went blank.

      Beth screamed, jumped from her chair and lunged towards the blank screen. ‘Molly.’ The single word sent shivers up Gus’s spine. He moved to help her back into her seat but before he could do so she turned. Face red, eyes flashing she hurled herself at Jessie, her arm outstretched. Her hand connected with the other woman’s cheek in a resounding slap. ‘This is your fault. You just couldn’t stay away from that piece of vermin could you? Now look what you’ve done to Molly.’

      Jessie lifted a shaking hand to cradle her cheek. Eyes clouded in anguish, she stared at her daughter-in-law.

      With flashing eyes, her anger unspent, Beth raised her arm to strike again. Janine sprung to action, but it was Alex who reached her first. He was a second too late to prevent her delivering a second resounding slap to Jessie’s already red cheek.

      ‘Come on now, Beth. You can’t do this,’ said Alex, but Beth shrugged him off and stood towering over the shell-shocked woman.

      ‘Get out of my sight. Just get out of my fucking sight.’

      Janine, professionally unflappable, gently manoeuvred the older woman from her chair and guided her out of the kitchen, saying as she went, ‘I’ll take Jessie to her flat.’

      Beth turned to Gus, her face hard and emotionless. ‘Find my daughter before those bastards hurt her any more.’

      Gus nodded once and turned to Compo. ‘Get as much as you can from the recording and the email, ok?’ He turned to Beth and Alex. ‘Does he have permission to access all your devices?’

      Beth waved her hand dismissively. ‘Of course.’

      ‘Right, we’ll need that in writing. Compo, get on to it, please.’

      Relieved to leave the tension that reverberated in the kitchen, Gus walked through to the room where Compo had set up his equipment the previous day. The two officers who were monitoring the phone lines greeted him as he entered. With a tense smile of acknowledgment, Gus said, ‘You lot answer to Compo, ok? He’s in charge of all things technical. Any activity on the phones?’

      The older of the two men stretched his arms out in front of him. ‘Not a bloody peep.’

      Gus left them, hoping things were quiet in the kitchen now. Alice was talking quietly to Beth when he walked back in. Alex, tea towel flung over one shoulder was washing a few dishes and Compo was working some sort of magic on his PC. Gus smiled when he saw that someone had placed a plate of biscuits next to him, which he was absent-mindedly devouring as he worked.

      ‘Beth,’ said Gus, pulling a chair out and straddling it. ‘I take it, from your reaction earlier, that Alex told you that Jessie visited her son?’ When Beth inclined her head, he continued. ‘I know you’re upset and I know this is a hellish time for you, but there must be no repeat of your behaviour tonight.’ Beth refused to make eye contact so Gus continued. ‘You want us to find Molly, don’t you?’ When she responded with a slight nod he thrust his point home ‘Well, in that case you won’t distract us by attacking Jessie again, will you?’

      Her head jerked up and her eyes met his. When she spoke her tone was subdued. ‘I won’t touch her again. I want you to focus on getting Molly back. That’s all I want.’

      Gus turned to Alice. ‘Can I have a word, DC Cooper?’

      Alice followed him into the hallway and as soon as the kitchen door closed behind them, she released a huge sigh. ‘That was bloody awful, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Emotions are running high.’ He raked his fingers through his dreads. ‘Hopefully my meeting with the WP agent tomorrow will throw up some clues. I’m also going to visit James Clegg in Littlehey, Cambridge. I want to see if he can throw any light on the matter. Maybe he’ll be a bit more forthcoming now his daughter’s at risk. You’ll head up the briefing in the morning, but before that, I want you to drop me at the airport.
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      Alice manoeuvred down Marriner’s Drive to Emm Lane. The road was a death-trap and she wished she’d asked Gus to meet her on the main road. The slight drizzle the previous night had frozen and Alice was sure she was in danger of skidding into one of the parked vehicles. As she finally turned left followed by a right at the traffic lights onto Manningham Lane she heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Thank God that’s over with. Thought I was going to hit that blue Rover.’

      Gus slowly released his grip on the dashboard and glared at her. ‘Fuck’s sake Alice, couldn’t you have got a pool car? This thing of yours is like a sardine tin. By the time I get to the airport my leg’ll have seized up.’

      Alice, glanced sideways at him, lips pursed. ‘Stop bloody moaning. At least my Mini smells better than a dead rat’s arse, unlike a pool car.’

      Gus snorted. ‘Dead rat’s arse! Now that’s funny.’ He took out his phone, pressed a speed-dial number and held the phone to his ear.

      Alice fiddled with the radio and listened to Gus’s conversation with DCI Chalmers.

      ‘Hi Nance, just to update you, I’m on my way to interview James Clegg in Cambridge and then I’m meeting the Graves’ WP agent. Alice is leading the briefing.’

      She saw Gus tilt his head to one side as he listened and wished the traffic light would hurry up and change.

      ‘Janine got the GP to make a house call and he sedated Jessie so hopefully Beth will have calmed down a bit by the time she’s awake again. Janine’s on hand and is alternating between the main house and the granny annex. Compo’s set up base there with another two techies for now, so we’re on hand if and when they contact her again.’

      Seeing Gus rubbing his thigh, Alice felt slightly guilty that she’d not opted for a slightly bigger pool car. Gus caught her eye and still speaking to Nancy said, ‘Hope the media are a bit more lenient with Beth this time around. Can you keep the WP thing under wraps for a bit longer?’

      He listened for a few minutes longer and then hung up.

      ‘Looks like the vultures are on the trail. Nancy says they’re camped out in Ilkley and at The Fort.’

      Alice tutted. ‘And you know what that slimy git Jez Hopkins is like. He’s got a nose like a cadaver dog in a butcher’s; and the morals of one. Remember what he was like last year. Your dad nearly got physical with him when he wouldn’t sling his hook.’

      Gus looked startled. ‘Really?’

      Alice flicked him a glance. ‘Yeah, really. You were a bloody zombie at that time. The rest of the press had all gone back under their stones, but Hopkins wouldn’t let up. Your dad just lost it.’ She laughed. ‘Mo had to pull him away.’

      Gus shook his head. ‘Wow.’

      Alice grinned and changed lanes. ‘Is someone picking you up at Heathrow?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve got a PC for the day. Hope to fuck they’ve got a pool car. They’ll chauffeur me around and then take me to the station for my train back’

      ‘Aren’t you flying back?’

      ‘Couldn’t get a seat. Catching the train from King’s Cross instead. It’ll give me a chance to do some paperwork.’

      Seeing the sign for Leeds Bradford airport, Alice indicated and pulled in. ‘Maybe you’ll discover another leak that will exonerate Jessie, but I doubt it. WP are notoriously efficient.’

      ‘Yeah, I think we’ve found the leak, but maybe we can trace it back from the hospital. Someone must have followed Jessie back to Ilkley.’

      ‘After four years. You’ll be lucky.’

      Gus shrugged and grabbed his bag as Alice slid to a stop outside terminal one. ‘You’re in charge Al, ok? Keep things moving onwards. Compo’s on with the technological stuff. Sampson’s brainwave could point us in the right direction. Make sure the FLO does her job and get Sadia working. Get in touch if there’s any action at all, ok?’

      Gus jumped out and with a brief wave he was off. Alice watched him for a second before putting the car in gear and heading back to The Fort.
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      Gus was met at Heathrow by a Welsh uniformed officer called Leonard Marconi. To Gus, he looked more Italian than Welsh, yet his accent was pure Cardiff. Leonard grabbed Gus’s bag and flung it effortlessly across his muscular shoulder, leaving Gus feeling slightly wimpish. Apparently not one for a lot of chatter, Leonard headed towards Cambridge’s Littlehey prison, stopping at a Little Chef en route for Gus to grab some breakfast. Gus was glad of the quiet to prepare for his interview with James Clegg.

      On arrival at Littlehey, Gus felt the institution’s inevitable claustrophobia closing in on him. It always unsettled him to think that the prison walls contained a concentration of evil that but for diligent policing and more than a handful of luck would otherwise roam freely in our cities. Prisons dedicated solely to the incarceration and rehabilitation of sex offenders, had, in Gus’s opinion, a more malevolent feel to them. Littlehey was no exception. Gus knew that it had once been a boy’s borstal and that now it housed only Category C sex offenders – Max Clifford being one of its more famous inmates. Mixed crime prisons were sparse and restrictive, but despite that, there was some hope. Here, Gus felt nothing but despair, and his hat went off to the wardens who worked here.

      Prison Governor Madeline McCulloch was tall and slim with bobbed hair and an expressionless face that brooked no nonsense. Her office was devoid of any personality. Gus felt it was almost as if she’d left her own self at the door and was challenging visitors to find a single iota of character in the room. Probably not a bad ploy for the governor of a sex offenders’ prison.

      She shook Gus’s hand and motioned for him to sit down. Without asking, she poured him a coffee. He inclined his head slightly and in response to her assumption that he’d have coffee, he walked over to the water cooler that stood in the corner of the room, pulled a plastic cup out and filled it with ice cold water, before returning to his seat. Smiling at Governor McCulloch, he rummaged in his trouser pocket till he found his painkillers, quickly popped two from their bubble pack and swallowed them. Sensing the underlying annoyance that tightened her face and pulled a frown between her eyes, Gus looked at her quizzically. ‘No biscuits?’

      McCulloch inclined her head and folded her arms across her chest. Ignoring his comment, she nodded to the pills. ‘Pill popping, Inspector?’

      Relishing the dance they had embarked on Gus smiled. ‘Prescription medication, Governor McCulloch. No need to have me thrown in the cells just yet.’

      She gave a sudden sharp bark of laughter and unfolded her arms. ‘A policeman with a sense of humour? Few and far between in my experience. I know you want to speak to James Clegg, but what exactly can I do for you?’

      Gus explained the situation, ending with a question. ‘What can you tell me about Clegg? I mean how he is now? What sort of prisoner is he? Who are his friends? What’s your gut reaction about him?’

      McCulloch rested her elbows on the arms of her chair and steepled her fingers before her lips. She sighed. ‘Well, one thing I do know about Clegg is that he’ll be gutted to hear about his daughter, absolutely gutted. Throughout his time here, he has consistently adhered to the WP process regarding his mother and child. This news will devastate him.’

      She paused as Gus sipped his coffee and frowned. ‘Regarding friends? Well, the truth is, he has none. He’s a loner. He complies with every request we make and participates in every initiative, but he adamantly refuses to consider rehabilitation. He maintains that his family is safer with him in prison. Anything else, Inspector?’

      ‘I’m interested in the knife attack four years ago that hospitalised him.’

      Swivelling her chair slightly she pressed a key on her PC and tutted. ‘Hm, in my opinion that was a bit strange. There had been no history of aggro between the two prisoners and the attack, by all accounts, was unprovoked. Gordon Redwood, otherwise known as Gogs, was a small-time thief who’d got done for cottaging and grooming underage boys. He’d been due out in a matter of months. He often played pool with James.’ She popped specs on the end of her nose and studied her PC. ‘He admitted it after we found the blood-covered shiv in his cell. He said, and I quote, ‘Clegg dissed my wife’. Apparently he called her, and again I quote, ‘A fat whore who gives blow jobs to black bastards and Pakis down Leith Docks.’ Gogs’ wife lives in Edinburgh.’ She leaned back and tapped the leg of her specs on her front teeth thoughtfully. ‘That never really rang true with me, though. For all Clegg’s paedophilic tendencies, he was an educated man and certainly no racist. I can’t imagine him using that sort of vernacular.’ She shrugged. ‘On the other hand, he didn’t deny it.’

      Gus sipped his coffee, enjoying the caffeine hit from the smooth blend. ‘So, if ‘dissing’ his wife was a fabricated motive, what do you think the real motive was?’

      McCulloch leaned forward. ‘That’s just it. No one was snitching and Clegg refused to identify Redwood as his attacker. It was all very strange. We put Clegg in protective custody and moved him to another wing, but really, there was nothing else we could do. Redwood got a year added to his sentence.’

      ‘Ok,’ said Gus drawing the word out. ‘So, what was James Clegg like as a prisoner?’

      McCulloch smiled. ‘Now, I can tell you that, Detective Inspector McGuire. James is a model prisoner. Obedient, quiet and toes the line. Keeps himself to himself. He goes for therapy for his ‘condition’.’ She drew quotation marks round the last word with her fingers.

      Gus snorted and mimicked her actions. ‘By ‘condition’ I take it you mean his propensity to defile young boys?’

      McCulloch sighed and nodded. ‘Exactly. I think it torments him that he has these feelings. He’s one of the few sex offenders I’ve come across who requests chemical castration on a regular basis.’ She grimaced. ‘The powers, influenced by his psychiatrist’s report, have to date, refused this. Physically, he has deteriorated since first being incarcerated and I see no sign of that reversing.’

      ‘My heart bleeds.’

      ‘Well, I can see you’re no bleeding heart liberal, Inspector. But these men are under my care and so,’ she caught his eye and held his gaze, her expression firm, ‘you will treat him with the utmost respect during your interview. He is being punished for his crimes and you will not seek to torment him in any way.’

      Gus straightened in his chair and smiled lop-sidedly. ‘Whilst, of course, I respect the motive behind your ‘directive’, I will remind you that I am interviewing him to gain intelligence on a series of child abductions and both sexual and physical abuse of the said children. His own daughter has also been abducted. I will use whatever means I have at my disposal to get the answers I need. He could be key to putting the rest of his little gang of merry men behind bars, where they should have been twelve years ago.’ He stood, dreads bobbing round his head. ‘I’ll need to speak to Gogs Redwood too. Any idea of his current whereabouts?’

      McCulloch stood and walked round her desk. ‘Well, as it happens, you’re in luck. Gogs Redwood reoffended and is currently serving an eight-year stretch at Her Majesty’s pleasure.’

      Head on one side, Gus held crossed fingers up to her. ‘Please tell me he’s in Littlehey.’

      McCulloch threw back her head and laughed. ‘He certainly is. I’ll arrange for you to see him this afternoon. He’s got a therapy session that can’t be changed this morning.’

      Gus rolled his eyes, but said nothing.
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      Opening her eyes felt like the most difficult thing Molly had ever done. She’d wakened a few minutes previously with the sinking dread that the horrible man in the Scream mask had come back while she was sleeping and she didn’t even know if it was night or day. She remembered him slitting the cable ties on her wrists and legs, fluttering his fingers in a cheerio gesture and saying, ‘Can’t wait to see what fun we’ll have tomorrow, Molly, can you?’

      For ages after the roll down door had clanged shut behind her tormentors, she’d been too scared to move from the chair. Her soaking jeans clung to her legs and an acrid urine smell assaulted her nostrils. Finally, the robotic voice had beamed eerily into the room, telling her to get off the chair and sit on the mattress. Legs stiff with cold and fear, she’d hobbled over and perched on the edge, away from the area where she’d weed when Scream man came in. Reaching behind her, she’d bundled up the sheet and scrubbed the damp mattress with it, before tossing it on the floor. Then, using her old trick with the blanket, she’d peeled her sodden jeans and pants down her legs and over her feet. Shuffling over to the barely aired radiator, she’d draped them over it.

      The sudden sound of the doors opening had her running, stumbling as she went, back to the mattress. He, the one who pretended to be her dad, had come into the room carrying a plastic bag. He’d thrust the bag at her, handed her a bottle of water and two pills and told her to swallow them. Too scared to object Molly had put them into her mouth, one at a time and swallowed them. Maybe they were poison and she’d die. She didn’t really care right then. All she wanted to do was see her mum, or if that wasn’t possible, curl up into a ball and pretend this wasn’t happening.

      ‘Eat,’ he’d said, and left as abruptly as he’d arrived. She’d eaten an egg and cress sandwich from the bag and wrapped herself tightly in the duvet and blanket and that was the last she remembered.

      Now, she listened to the quiet drip of water from the leak and strained to hear signs that she wasn’t alone. There were none, so she slowly opened her eyes and without moving the rest of her body she scanned her peripheral vision. Winter sunlight shone through the windows casting shadows that she identified as belonging to the chair and table. She appeared to be alone so she stuck her skinny arms out from under the blankets and then when the cold air hit them, quickly pulled them back under the covers and shimmied herself to a seated position, keeping the blankets tight round her small frame.

      For a long time, she sat motionless, her eyes vacant, then nature’s call made her shift to the edge of the bed till her feet in their mucky socks dangled over the edge. She wriggled forward till her toes swung just above her boots and pushed herself off the bed, hooking her toes into them and shuffling over to the foul-smelling bucket that stood in the corner. She hoiked her blanket up, held on to it with one hand and positioned the blanket round her thighs with the other, before squatting over the bucket. She’d nothing to wipe herself with so when she stood up a warm trickle dribbled down her leg. Feeling dirty for doing it, but with no option she used the corner of the blanket to dry herself.

      Shuffling back to the mattress, Molly touched the area where she’d weed earlier. It was nearly dry, but it stank like the boys’ toilets at school. She curled her nose up, bent over, yanked the carrier bag onto the mattress and plonked herself down before rummaging inside. He’d left her crisps, more Snickers bars, a Mars bar, a packet of Jaffa cakes and some cans of Pepsi. She ran her tongue over her teeth. They felt furry and the taste in her mouth made her feel sick. Maybe if she had something to eat she’d feel better. Listlessly, she took a packet of crisps, a can of Pepsi and the Jaffa cakes from the bag, screwed it shut and placed it at the top of her mattress before crossing her legs and snapping open the can. Her nose crinkled as the fizzy liquid tickled her nose.

      With indifference she opened the crisps and shoved a few in her mouth and chewed slowly before swallowing them. Then, she stuffed a Jaffa cake in her mouth, washing down its gluggy sweetness with another sip of Pepsi. Her head throbbed from when he’d yanked her hair up from her head and a small scab had formed on her ear where he’d nipped it with the shears. Remembering her snipped hair, she lifted her fingers up and ran them through the uneven greasy mess that sat roughly over her tingling scalp. Her eyes narrowed and under her breath she said, ‘Bastard, fucking bastard!’ She grinned, the unfamiliar words giving her strength, as she repeated them. ‘Bastard, bloody, fucking Scream bastard!’ She punched the mattress once, then again and again and again until her breath came in rasping puffs. Molly knew what the Scream man did. She’d seen bits of it at Charlotte’s house when she had a sleepover once. Charlotte’s big brother had let them watch it. She’d been terrified, but she hadn’t shown it, not in front of Malcolm. No way was she going to let him call her a baby. She frowned. It had been scary though, she remembered the music and the way Scream man just suddenly pounced. She shuddered. At least this Scream man hadn’t killed her. She put her head to one side remembering his tool bag and thought, ‘Not yet, anyway.’

      After she’d finished her unhealthy breakfast she felt a bit better. ‘Probably the sugar rush,’ she thought, recalling her mother’s words when she’d got a bit giddy after eating Smarties. She shuffled back off the bed and over to the radiator. Her jeans smelled bad, but they were nearly dry. With a few contortions she managed to pull them back on and immediately, despite their rich aroma, felt better. She slipped her feet into her boots and walked over to the huge window with her laces trailing behind her. The window was covered in a velvety sheet of ice, so Molly, standing on tiptoe, leaned up and breathed on it through her cupped hands till the ice began to melt. Then taking the edge of her blanket, she wiped at it till she could see through. It was snowing. A real blizzard so hard she could hardly see beyond the window. Her heart sank. No-one would be out there in that.

      She sighed heavily and turned away tapping her foot impatiently on the concrete floor. That was when she remembered the slamming doors and cries she’d heard yesterday before Scream man came in and cut her hair. She was sure it had sounded like other kids. She tapped her foot again and then turned to her right and went over to the breeze-block wall and began to bang on it with the flats of her hands. She cocked her head and listened… Nothing.

      So she banged and banged again and then opened her mouth and yelled as loudly as she could. ‘Halloooooooooo!’ Again nothing. The palms of her hands stung and her throat felt hoarse but still there was no response. Frustrated, she lifted her foot and kicked the metal pipes that ran from the radiator, up the wall and along the tall ceiling. A loud echoing crash made her jump as the metal reverberated. With a smile, she kicked and kicked them again and again and again, till her foot throbbed. Then, in frustration, she strode back to the mattress flung herself down and began to sob so loudly, that at first she didn’t hear the distant metallic sound. When it finally penetrated her grief, she sat up, rubbed her eyes and looked round the vast space. Then, forgetting her blanket and her bruised foot, she ran back over to the pipes and kicked them again.

      She waited hopping from foot to foot, her hands nervously pulling at a tuft of hair. There it was again, another clink of metal, someone else was there. She kicked her pipe again and waited for the clinking reply. There it was. Grinning she kicked again and then putting her mouth near the pipe, she shouted. ‘Halloo, who are you?’

      The pipe clanked again, then with her ear to the pipe, Molly heard a very faint voice. ‘Halloooo!’ Molly kicked the pipe, her heart beating excitedly. ‘Hallo, I’m Molly who are you?’ Then she heard the unmistakeable sound of the door along the corridor scraping open, followed by a bang and a scream and finally the sounds of the door scraping shut again.

      Moments later the voice of the man who wasn’t her dad came through the weird tannoy system. ‘You little bitch! Try that again and they’ll be punished, ok? No more shit from you, you little cunt. And don’t forget I can see you.’ And with that, the camera placed high on the wall, spun round with a creak. ‘Get back on the bed, right now.’

      Molly stared defiantly at the camera for a second and then, shoulders slumping, she walked back to the bed and sat down. She’d forgotten he could watch her and now he’d hurt the other kid. She wrapped her arms round her body, rocking back and forth, as hot tears ran down her cheeks. Why were they doing this to her? Why had they recorded her tied to the chair? Then it clicked. They were going to send that recording to her mum. Something halfway between a groan and a snort of relieved laughter gurgled in her chest. If they sent that recording to her mum, then she’d get the police to look for her. All Molly had to do was make sure that the next time Scream man came she had a clue to give her mum. Thinking back to her Jane Casey books, she realised what her protagonist Jess Tennant would do. She’d find a clue and then find a way to deliver the clue.

      Pulling the blankets right over her head, Molly clenched and unclenched her fingers until she was exhausted. She would stay on the mattress for a while and then risk going back to the window. After all, he couldn’t watch her all the time could he? She knew the window was her best chance. She’d been sure when she’d looked out yesterday that she’d recognised the area. All she needed to do was work out where they were before Scream man came back.
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      Pleasantly surprised by the absence of the odour of male sweat and over-cooked meat and veg, Gus sat on an uncomfortable red, plastic chair in the interview room. A clean pine detergent smell lingered in the room, making Gus think it had been recently mopped. Maybe we should employ these cleaners at The Fort. He’d been impressed by Governor McCulloch’s demeanour during their interview. She had a difficult job to do in impossible circumstances and he felt she did it well. The men in here, regardless of their crimes, were under her care and, as unpalatable as their crimes were, they were entitled to her protection.

      The door opened to admit an emaciated male with a receding hairline, a stoop and a permanent tremor in his hands. His pallor had the unhealthy tinge of a man who saw too little sunshine. He shuffled over, hoiking up jeans that kept slipping down his skinny hips and sat down in the chair opposite Gus. His eyes flicked from Gus to the floor and back again with the occasional spin round the perimeter of the small room. The guard who’d accompanied him in backed out of the room saying, ‘Just give us a knock when you’re done.’

      Keeping his gaze focussed on the man opposite, Gus nodded. He’d tried not to build a mental picture of Clegg, but even so he was shocked by how different he looked from his trial photos. He let the moments stretch until Clegg could stand the silence no more and shuffled briefly on his chair, before speaking in a rapid panicked rush ‘What’s happened, why’re you here?’

      Gus took his time before answering. He leaned across the table and in a low firm tone said, ‘Look at me, James.’ He waited till the other man lifted his gaze to meet his steady eyes. Almost immediately, they flicked away again. Gus clicked his fingers and the other man’s gaze lifted again. ‘You need to look at me, ok?’

      Clegg nodded and with obvious effort kept his gaze on Gus. All the while his hands kneaded the fabric of his jeans in his lap.

      ‘Your daughter has been abducted and an email video of the perpetrator slicing off her hair has been sent to your ex-wife.’

      If it was possible, Clegg’s face paled even more. ‘No.’ His trembling hands flew to his greasy hair and raked through it, his face contorted in pain. As his eyes began to flick round the room, Gus clicked his fingers again. ‘Focus!’

      The word was like a gunshot in the quiet room and Clegg, visibly jumped before his gaze returned Gus. Breathing heavily, he tried to speak but his words came out rough and muddled as if his throat was parched. Silently, Gus pushed a plastic cup of water towards him. ‘Drink, then speak.’

      With hands barely able to hold the cup he lifted the water to his dry lips and drank. Replacing it on the table, he began again. ‘It was my mum, wasn’t it? That’s how they found them.’

      His voice held desperation and Gus knew that this man would give him any information he had, if it helped to find his daughter. He nodded. Clegg moaned deep in his throat before straightening in his chair. ‘What can I do?’

      ‘Tell me about the day Gogs Redwood shanked you.’

      Involuntarily, Clegg rubbed his side. He’d been stabbed repeatedly by a prison-made shiv and lost his spleen as a result. He’d be on medication for the rest of his life. He swallowed. ‘Gogs never said so, but I know he was paid to do it. See we got on ok, me and Gogs.’ His kneading hands took on a new fervour. ‘They arranged it… He arranged it.’ His voice lowered. ‘The Matchmaker.’

      ‘How could The Matchmaker have arranged it?’

      Running his hands through his hair again, Clegg hesitated. Then, he took another faltering sip of water. ‘He’s got contacts everywhere.’ He straightened in his chair again. ‘He– no not just he, but we… the organisation had many contacts in high places. At least one of them was high up in the police force. I’m sure of it, but I’ve got no proof. That’s how they escaped, The Matchmaker, The Provider and The Facilitator. None of us knew each other, but The Matchmaker.’ He stopped his kneading action and tapped one finger on the table for emphasis. ‘He knew everyone. He was the lynchpin that kept everything running.’

      Resuming his kneading motion, he continued. ‘I’m certain he paid Gogs to do this to me, in the hope that my mum would break the witness protection,’ he bowed his head and groaned, ‘and the stupid bitch did.’

      Gus gave him a moment to recover.

      ‘You’re sure there was no other reason for Gogs Redwood to attack you?’

      Shaking his head slowly side to side, Clegg propped his forehead on the table and sobbed.

      Despite his knowledge of the atrocities this man had committed Gus felt sorry for him. His anguish was clear. Gus leaned over and squeezed his arm until he stopped crying. ‘You’re going to go back to your cell now and you’re going to write down every single thing you can remember about The Matchmaker or the others and the things you did. I need names, places, feelings, hunches, anything. Your daughter’s life is at stake, ok?’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            72

          

          

      

    

    







            Thursday 1:30pm

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus’s head was throbbing. He’d escaped to grab some lunch, giving the Governor time to organise his interview with Gogs Redwood. He’d already delayed his return train to Bradford by two hours and was determined to catch the later train. He’d had to delay his meeting with Battacharya. He desperately needed to get back, but not until he’d found out what Redwood had to say for himself.

      Unlike Clegg, Redwood had the cocky stature of a recurring offender. He was likeable and probably popular among wardens and fellow prisoners alike.

      ‘What’s up?’ His Scottish accent was undiminished by his years in an English prison. Taking the chair, turning it round and straddling it so his tattooed arms rested across its back, he studied Gus across the table. Gus leaned back casually in the chair ignoring the twinge across his shoulder. He’d taken his strap off for this interview, determined to show no weakness. He grinned at the prisoner and flung a packet of twenty cigarettes across the table.

      Gogs’s eyes lit up. One colourful arm snaked out and snatched the cigs quickly, before Gus could reconsider.

      ‘I need you to cast your mind back four years to the time someone contacted you and arranged a substantial payment in exchange for you jibbing James Clegg in the spleen.’

      Proudly displaying a set of yellowed ferrety teeth, Gogs said, ‘Don’t know what you mean, Inspector.’

      Gus nodded. ‘Ok, so when I tell my colleagues north of the border where the money in a certain bank account really came from, you’ll still have no idea what I’m on about?’

      Gog’s eyes narrowed fractionally. ‘You lost me, mate, sorry.’

      Gus winked at him and touched the side of his nose with his finger. ‘Oh, I get it. You’re trying to keep quiet about the large payment that went into your account in 2012, am I right?’

      Nail-bitten fingers rasped Gog’s stubble as he considered his options. Gus raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Police Scotland accessed your bank accounts. They’ve reported unusual spending by your wife.’ Gus took a sip of the lukewarm coffee he’d brought in in a Styrofoam cup. ‘The purchase of a new car… a Porsche, I believe. A large deposit on a house in Morningside and a holiday booked to Disneyland, Florida. You can explain it all away, can you?’

      Gogs’s face flushed. ‘Stupid fucking bitch, I told her to lay low and not draw attention to herself. What the fuck’s she thinking?’

      Gus kept his smile hidden. He’d not had the chance to liaise with Police Scotland on the matter and he’d fabricated everything he’d just said in the hope that Gogs was stupid enough to take the bait. He leaned forward and made his final thrust. ‘The thing is, I can arrange for a blind eye to be turned, if you come clean about this, ok?’

      Gogs glanced round the room.

      Smelling the scent of fear on him, Gus continued. ‘If you don’t co-operate, we’ll drag your wife through the courts. Your kids’ll go into foster care and well, with you being in the nick, it wouldn’t be too hard for them to get a court order to take them away from her permanently now, would it?’

      Gogs swallowed and scratched his groin in agitation. ‘Fuck man, this is crap. Fucking crap.’

      Gus nodded, arms splayed before him, his expression sympathetic. ‘I know. It stinks doesn’t it? But it doesn’t have to be like that. Just tell me what you know about the bloke that paid you to jib Clegg and I’ll make it all go away.’

      Gogs rested his forehead on his arms and then, abruptly his head jerked up and he looked straight at Gus. ‘Ok, ok. I found a note under my pillow one day telling me what I had to do and how much I’d get paid for doing it. If I was up for it, I had to drop my dinner on the floor that night and someone would contact me with more instructions.’

      ‘How did you get paid, Gogs?’

      ‘Fifty grand up front and fifty on completion. I reckoned it was worth a year on my sentence.’

      A hundred grand to the likes of Gogs Redwood must have felt like winning the lottery. No wonder he’d done it.

      ‘Well, at that point I didn’t know the target was going to be Cleggie. I didn’t mind him really, even if he was a nonce, you know?’

      Gus wondered what went through Gog’s mind to allow him to label James Clegg a nonce, but to absolve himself of the same title. Perhaps it was best he didn’t know. Feeling slightly nauseous with the whole business, he leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. ‘Hurry up, Gogs. I’ve limited time at my disposal.’

      Gogs sighed. ‘Well, I dropped my dinner that night, but nothing happened. I thought it was someone taking the piss. Then about two weeks later another note appeared under my pillow. This time it told me to get my wife to check our account. I phoned her the next day and when she checked there was fifty grand in our account. So I was committed.’ He sucked air through his teeth. ‘Anyway another few days passed and then I got another note under my pillow. My instructions were clear. Stab repeatedly, lower belly. Enough to get him into a proper hospital away from here, but not enough to kill him. Still didn’t say who, though. It was like the fucking tooth fairy, you get me?’

      ‘I only ever got 10p from the tooth fairy, Gogs, not fifty grand.’

      Gogs snorted with laughter, phlegm rattling in the back of his throat. ‘Me too. Till now. Anyway, the next night I got a shiv. The note just said the name and ‘Tomorrow’.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘So, I did it.’

      ‘So who was your mystery tooth fairy?’

      ‘You what?’ Gogs looked startled.

      ‘Who was leaving you the notes?’

      He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Could’ve been anybody. Another prisoner, a warden, anybody.’

      Gus leaned in closer, his tone conversational. ‘But who do you think it was?’

      Gogs glanced away, nervous now. ‘Reckon it must’ve been one of the guards. Who else could it have been? None of the prisoners could get the notes to me. No way.’

      Gus nodded and stood up. ‘We’ll need access to your account Gogs, and you better be prepared to testify to this in court.’

      Gogs looked alarmed. ‘But, I thought you were going to pull strings… get me off?’

      Rapping his knuckles on the door Gus turned. ‘You testify in court and we’ll see, ok?’

      In the corridor outside Gus stretched. He wasn’t looking forward to telling Governor McCulloch that she now had a major investigation of corruption amongst her guards to conduct.
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      The Starbucks in King’s Cross concourse was busy with commuters, tourists and the few homeless people who had, somehow, evaded the various police patrols that roamed the area to evict buskers, beggars and the like. Gus bagged himself one of the comfy seats in a corner near the window overlooking the concourse and sat with his cappuccino and pesto chicken Panini.

      He felt vaguely nauseous and put it down to a desperate need for carbs to counteract the fatigue of his early start and the intensity of the various interviews he’d conducted. He took a deep bite of the Panini and savoured its rich flavour as he waited for his contact from witness protection, Angelica Battacharya, to turn up. He’d asked her to meet him here because he’d managed to book a seat on the next train back to Bradford at 19:05.

      He was early and when he finished his food, he slumped back in his chair, sipped his coffee and watched the world of King’s Cross unfold before his eyes; the young couple, eyes bright, arms entwined tightly round each other’s bodies taking a fond farewell, the dumpy woman in the red raincoat held together by virtue of its wraparound belt, her bosoms spilling over the top, as she nervously glanced at the huge clock near the meeting place. Her eyes darted back and forth between the passengers exiting the barrier. And the scruffy youth, headphones jammed in ears, shoulders slumped oblivious to his surroundings engrossed in the beat that pumped into his head.

      Gus finally began to relax and had soon drifted into a light doze. The sound of someone clearing their throat in an exaggerated fashion above him startled him out of his reverie. Abruptly, aware of the slaver dribbling down his cheek, Gus jerked upright to grab the napkin off the table, only to be stabbed by a piercing pain in both his shoulder and thigh simultaneously, that caused him to yelp and fall back into his chair. The tall Indian woman in her thirties standing next to him frowned, and then, quickly plucked the napkin from the table and handed it to him, before pulling out the red leather chair opposite him and sitting down.

      She waited till he’d wiped his cheek and slowly struggled into a more upright position before thrusting her hand out. ‘Hi, I’m Angelica Battacharya and I sincerely hope you’re DI Angus McGuire?’ She tilted her head to one side and looked at Gus through shiny walnut-coloured eyes.

      Gus returned her handshake with a frown. ‘How the hell did you know who I was? Oh, and it’s Gus, by the way. Can’t stand Angus.’

      Tapping the side of her long nose with one finger, she grinned. ‘My powers of deduction know no bounds.’ Then with an infectious grin she added, ‘Actually, I googled you before I left the office.’

      Gus inclined his head in a touché gesture and braced his hand on the table ready to make another attempt at standing. ‘What’ll you have to drink?’

      Shaking her head, she stood up. ‘After your previous attempt to stand up, I think it’s better if I went. I’m gasping for a coffee. It’s been a hectic day. What do you want?’

      Relieved not to have to risk embarrassing himself again, Gus said, ‘I’ll have an Americano and a bottle of water if you don’t mind.’ He struggled to get his wallet from his back pocket, but with a wave of her hand Angelica told him to put it away and she joined the mercifully short queue. As she waited in line, Gus tentatively swivelled his shoulder. Grimacing at the sharp pain that the manoeuvre elicited, he surreptitiously tried to massage his thigh back to life.

      On her return Angelica deposited the tray with their drinks and two plates, each containing a double choc chip cookie. ‘I need a sugar rush and I thought you might, too.’ She said, gesturing to the cookies. Tilting her head to the side, her smile revealing a perfect set of even white teeth, she leaned forward and lowered her voice. ‘You know, if I were you, I’d be a bit more discreet at massaging your thigh. From a distance it looks like you’re, em, well, you know?’ And she wiggled her perfectly plucked eyebrows salaciously,

      Gus, who’d just lifted his coffee to his lips, jerked, spilling some of the hot liquid onto his saucer and released an explosive bark of laughter. ‘Christ, does it?’ And he glanced round nervously.

      Opposite him Angelica chortled, her brown eyes sparkling with laughter, ‘Watch you! I’m only joking.’

      Caught slightly off guard by the woman’s openness he studied her for a second. A slight smile hovered on her lips and her eyes sparkled with amusement. She cocked her head to one side. ‘Not what you expected, hmm? Didn’t expect someone with a slightly bawdy sense of humour?’ She pretended to cringe and then shrugged. ‘Life’s too short to be serious all the time and in my job you realise that pretty damn quick. It’s my coping mechanism and you won’t be the first person to be offended.’

      Gus flung his head back and laughed. He liked this woman with her down-to-earth, no airs and graces approach. ‘I was surprised, not offended, Ms Battacharya. It’s refreshing to meet someone who’s not up their own arse the entire time. You’ve certainly broken the ice, but unfortunately we need to get down to business as I’ve got a train to catch in forty minutes.’

      Face serious now, she lifted her cookie and began to nibble before she spoke. Gus took the opportunity to pop his painkillers.

      ‘My department is not responsible for the leak, Gus.’

      Gus nodded. ‘No, I don’t think you are either, but we needed to cover all the bases.’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘The mother-in-law?’

      Gus sipped his drink. ‘Educated guess or evidence?’

      She smiled. ‘Deduction based on my extensive investigation since we were alerted to Molly’s abduction.’ She paused, placed her cup and cookie on the table, wiped her fingers on the napkin and began to count off the points on her fingers. ‘One, she was notified of the attack on her son four years ago. Two, the idiot who notified her told her which hospital he’d been taken to. He was disciplined for that error of judgement, by the way. Three, mother’s instinct: no matter that your son is one of the most reprehensible deviants around, he’s still your son. How did I do?’

      Gus, lips narrowed said ‘Spot on. But you’re sure there were no other possible leaks?’

      Before he’d even finished the question, she shook her head. ‘Absolutely not. Witness Protection is sacrosanct and access to information is confined to the agent in charge of that case. Documentation is coded with numerical references to each ‘client’.’

      ‘What about the police? What access do they have?’

      Again, Angelica shook her head. ‘None. Even if the highest ranking officer in the land puts in a request for information on particular clients, both they and their request are scrutinised thoroughly by an independent body and over ninety per cent of requests are denied.’

      ‘What about officers involved in the original investigation?’

      ‘Again, they have no information about the relocation programme. They will probably know that the client has been put under witness protection but as soon as their protection is activated all contact – and I mean all contact – with their previous life ceases.’

      ‘But, Jessie Graham still sent and received letters from her son?’

      Angelica’s mouth hardened into a straight line. ‘That decision was against normal protocol and it was opposed at various levels of the process, but unfortunately both Jessie and the daughter-in-law refused to go into protection if their wishes were not implemented. As such we took extreme precautions to preserve their new identities.’ She shrugged. ‘However one cannot plan for human frailty.’

      ‘What were the precautions?’

      Angelica opened her laptop and accessed a file. She smiled at Gus. ‘After I open this file I have three minutes to tell you the contents before it will be deleted from my laptop, so don’t interrupt, ok?’

      Impressed, Gus nodded and Angelica pressed a button. ‘The agreement was that there would be no actual visitation. Contact was limited to a monthly letter from her to him and vice versa. The rules were as follows. One, she typed her letter, omitted details of family life other than a single reassurance that ‘his daughter was fine’. No references to weather, locations or activities considered to be of regional relevance, no photos. In short, nothing very much. Two, she put her letter in three separate envelopes. The first and second envelope had no address the final one had a PO Box address which varied regularly. She was notified of changes to the address by phone call to her unregistered phone. When her letter arrived in the PO Box the initial envelope was incinerated. The letter was assessed by three separate agents to ensure she’d not inadvertently left any clues in the communication. Then another PO Box address was put on the second envelope. The same occurred on receipt of that (sometimes that PO Box was in a foreign country). The third and final envelope had James Clegg’s handwritten address added, written by a different person each time, and was posted from a different location each time.’

      She glanced at Gus who gestured for her to continue. ‘James Clegg’s letters to his mother underwent a similar process in reverse and were often edited if he complained about treatment or anything emotive. In actuality, the records show that he refrained from complaining and was at great pains each time to tell his mother he was fine and sorry and, that at all costs, she must adhere to the WP protocols and to take care of his beautiful daughter.’

      She snapped her laptop shut and looked at Gus ‘No leaks from our end, apart from that stupid mistake of telling his mother which hospital he was in.’

      Gus shrugged. ‘That one mistake was enough, though.’

      Angelica bowed her head. ‘It seems like it. I hope you find that little girl, Gus, I really do!’
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      Governor McCulloch opened the top drawer of her desk, took out a framed photograph and gently traced her finger over each of the three faces. She’d learned long ago not to display any personal items in her office, not just so the prisoners didn’t have a way into her inner psyche, but because her male contemporaries, in the main, seemed to view any ‘feminine’ affectations as a sign of weakness, and weak was one thing Madeline McCulloch was not.

      Ruthlessly, she’d worked her way up the ranks from warder in a women’s open prison in Stirling to one of the highest ranking prison officers in the UK. She had often demanded her family uproot themselves so she could go and do the trouble-shooting that had got her where she was today. She was fiercely protective of them, refusing to bring anything of them into her workplace. And just as ferociously she didn’t take her work place home with her in the evenings. Her one concession was the photo she now held in her hand and kept zealously hidden in her locked drawer. It worked on the whole, but today had been a bugger.

      She’d spent hours with her deputy in a locked room after DI Gus McGuire had dropped his bombshell and they’d narrowed it down to the possibility that one of her three most trusted and experienced wardens had taken a bribe that led to James Clegg being shanked and hospitalised. They’d contacted and interviewed two of the three but then had been unable to get a hold of Felix Broadfoot, the most senior of the trio. He’d been on holiday and should have reported for duty on Monday, but had failed to show. He wasn’t at home and he hadn’t answered his mobile.

      McCulloch had been forced to hand it all over to the prison authorities for a full internal investigation and now she nursed a sick feeling in her gut. She was almost sure that neither of the other two officers was involved and she hoped the investigation would prove that. However, her gut also told her that Felix Broadfoot was involved and now, not only had a little girl been abducted, but he had aided and abetted child traffickers.

      She sighed and rested her forehead on her hand for a second. When she’d narrowed it down to Felix she’d made some discreet enquires and had discovered that he put himself up for more than the normal amount of overtime. Then her deputy had revealed that there were rumours about a gambling problem and the breakdown of Broadfoot’s marriage.

      In the dim light of her desk lamp, she slipped her shoes off and wiggled her toes, before stretching her shoulders. Finally, with a sigh, she moved the mouse to activate her PC. She couldn’t put it off any longer: she had to email DI McGuire with her findings. She picked up the lists that she had prepared for McGuire and sifted through them one last time before scanning them, ready to attach to her email. Pressing send she exhaled. Who the hell had put Felix up to delivering those notes to Gogs Redwood, and, worse still, that shiv? She shuddered at the thought of the resultant uproar if the media got access to this information. As if the prison service wasn’t in enough disarray as it was.
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      The train journey had been long and the confined leg room made his thigh throb so much that when the journey finally ended he hobbled from the train, each step painful. For the last forty minutes of his journey, heavy sleet had been falling and as he alighted at Frizinghall Station, the platform was slick with a slight covering of snow. His feet nearly gave under him and he slipped jolting his shoulder painfully. Hesitantly he limped down the stairs and barely managed to hobble over to the car without scrunching his face in pain. He was relieved beyond measure when he saw that he didn’t need to squash himself into Alice’s Mini for the second time on one day.

      He’d barely opened the door when she spoke. ‘You look rough.’

      Gus edged his leg into the car and slowly eased his bottom onto the seat. Releasing a thankful sigh, he closed his eyes, pulled the seatbelt gingerly over his shoulder and clicked it in place. ‘Not done my physio exercises since Monday and it’s caught up on me now.’ He glanced at her from the corner of his eye as she edged left on Manningham Lane to head back to The Fort. ‘I’ll get up and go for a swim tomorrow morning.’

      ‘Well, see that you do. We can’t do with you being immobile,’ she said in a motherly tone.

      Gus smirked, turned to look out the window, and said, under his breath, ‘Nag, nag, nag, that’s all I get.’

      ‘If your shoulder wasn’t in that damn sling, I’d thump you for that, Detective Inspector McGuire.’

      Gus grinned and turned towards her. ‘Right, what’s going on? Any word on Gogs Redwood’s account?’

      Alice shrugged. ‘Don’t know why all these fucking criminals are so smart, you know. Sadia’s been on it and was getting the run around with the banks soooo…’ she held her breath and kept her gaze firmly ahead. ‘She went to her dad and got him to light a fire under their arses and we finally got some info.’

      Gus released a slow breath and counted to ten before replying. ‘What possessed her to go to Hussain for God’s sake? Does Nancy know?’

      Alice shook her head. ‘Nancy was uncontactable, so she used her initiative… and got the results.’

      Gus nodded. ‘Yeah, yeah, you’re right. What did she find out?’

      ‘Well, not a lot, as you’d expect really. The deposit was made from the Royal Bank of Scotland to The Clydesdale Bank by a Robert C. Nesbit.’

      ‘Aw, for fuck’s sake! Talk about taking the piss. Rab C. Nesbit? Really?

      Alice nodded. ‘It gets worse. Rab C’s account was bogus. The funds had basically been sent round the block, to accounts under the names of every whimsical character the bastards could think of. The most the IT department could discover was that they’d originated in some dodgy account in the Canary Islands that has since been closed. So, basically a dead end.’

      Gus tapped his knee in agitation. Alice glanced at him.

      ‘Er, before we get back I probably should let you know that DCI Husain had a bit of a go at Sampson and Compo earlier. He’s complained to Nancy.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Well, apparently he caught them dancing with ‘Bat out of Hell’ blaring, in the incident room.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows. ‘Now, that I’d have loved to see.’

      Alice grinned. ‘Yeah, well Hannibal Hussain lived up to his name and nearly ate them alive. They’d had a bit of a techie breakthrough and our intrepid duo decided to celebrate with a bit of air guitar strumming to Meatloaf.‘

      Gus shook his head ‘That bloke’s got no sense of humour, fucking arse!’

      ‘Yeah, but now we owe him for the bank stuff and so Nancy couldn’t just tell him to butt out. Compo and Sampson are a bit worried you’ll be pissed off with them.’

      ‘As if,’ said Gus, as they pulled into The Fort car park.

      On entering The Fort Alice headed with her customary enthusiasm for the stairs whilst Gus, who’d only just managed the short walk from the car, headed for the lift, saying he’d meet her upstairs. By the time Alice had run up the three flights of stairs and burst into the investigation room, he was lying on the floor, his plastic physio band stretching from his thigh to the leg of his desk. With a pained grimace on his face, he executed a series of exercises. Alice grinned when she realised that the music blaring out from his PC speakers was Meatloaf.

      Panting slightly, a sheen of sweat on his forehead, he said, ‘Thought I’d welcome my rock star detectives back in style.’

      Laughing, she headed over to put the coffee on. ‘They’ll be here soon. Mo’s dropped off a delivery; fancy a samosa?’

      At that minute the door opened and Sampson and Compo, both looking sheepish, entered. Ignoring their surprised expressions, Gus continued with his exercises. A big grin spread over their faces when they realised what music was playing. From the floor, Gus winked at them. ‘Welcome back, boys. Heard you had a bit of a run in with Hannibal while I was away.’

      Hearing Gus’s teasing tone, Compo’s shoulders relaxed. Then, his nostrils flared and he headed across the room like a sniffer dog. ‘Samosas?’

      The microwave pinged. ‘These are for me and Gus. Get your own. That is, of course, if you can put your air guitars down for a minute.’

      As Gus finished off his thigh exercises and began his shoulder ones, Compo and Sampson faffed about near the microwave. He was half-way through his second rotation and could already feel the tightness lessen when Sadia came in. Seeing Gus mid-stretch she hesitated, then, straightening her spine, she walked over and stood in front of him.

      ‘Sir, earlier today I broke protocol, in the absence of both yourself and DCI Chalmers, by asking Hannibal Hussain to lend his weight to my request for information re the bank account in Scotland. I am sorry if this was the wrong thing to do, particularly in light of his arsy behaviour earlier with Compo and Sampson.’

      Gus studied her for a minute, his face expressionless. ‘Did you just in the space of two sentences call your own father and superior officer both Hannibal Hussain and an arse?’

      Sadia’s face reddened. ‘I’m sorry, sir.’

      Gus waved a hand in the air and winked at her. ‘Welcome to the team Hussain… at last. Now, have a samosa and let’s get down to business. It’s late and we all need to sleep at some point tonight.’

      The air smelled nicely of samosas and fresh coffee and despite the whirling snow that fell relentlessly outside Gus and his team felt warm and satisfied. Some things were coming together for them and that was good. Sampson pointed at the triangle he’d drawn on the map.

      ‘Compo and I followed the CCTV footage of the Asda car backwards to the time it was stolen and although the driver was smart enough to avoid being captured directly on the cameras, I think he fits the description of Sid Smith, on all the wide indicators of build and colouring and stature. He’s been busy as you can see. A lot of activity in the Ingleby Road, Cemetery Road areas and on up to Great Horton and along Thornton Road. He filled up at the self-service Asda petrol station where we found the car.’

      In full swing now, Sampson’s arm gestures became more pronounced, making Gus smile, happy that his protégé was in the zone. With a quick glance at Compo, whose face was full of samosa, he nodded encouragingly for Sampson to continue.

      ‘But, what we found interesting was that he’s made a couple of forays to Ilkley and we’ve caught that car on CCTV heading into Dales Way Link three times in the past two weeks. On each occasion, he was caught exiting the road around fifteen minutes after he entered. The last time was on the morning of the shooting at Jamal Asif’s brother’s house.’

      They all studied the footage for a few minutes more. Then, turning to Sampson, Gus said, ‘Good work, John. Looks like our man took a drive-by to check out the location. Any chance of enhancing it further, Compo?’

      Compo jerked his thumb at his computer that was purring away happily in the background. ‘On it, boss, but I don’t hold out a lot of hope. The footage is crap.’ He moved from his slouched position to a more upright one, pulled his hat down more firmly on his head and sniffed. ‘John’s not finished yet.’ He practically bounced up and down on his seat. ‘Go on, John, tell him the rest.’

      Face flushed to be on the receiving end of more attention, Sampson shuffled his feet and studied the floor for a second. When he raised his head a slight frown flitted across his forehead, before disappearing as he started to speak. ‘Well, we ran the number plates for all the cars that didn’t belong to any residents, or couldn’t be identified by them, and two stood out.’ He nodded to Compo who flicked a switch, making the interactive whiteboard split in two. On one side was a photo of a green Renault Cleo and on the other a blue Fiat. Both vehicles had been snapped turning into Dales Way Link. Using the laser pointer Sampson indicated the Renault Cleo and Compo immediately focussed in on the driver’s head. He was wearing a hat pulled well down over his forehead and a scarf bundled over his mouth.

      ‘This vehicle was reported stolen from a Rhodesway, which is slap bang in the middle of the area the shooter was recorded in. This footage was taken at 10:10 on Tuesday and the car exited the road at 10:32.’ Again Compo homed in on the front of the vehicle.’

      Sadia gasped. ‘There’s clearly a passenger in the front.’

      Compo zoomed in more. ‘I’d say it looks like it’s Molly. Those curls of hers are a bit of a giveaway.’

      Leaning forward, eyes narrowed, Gus studied the still. ‘Yes, looks like it, Compo. Have you two been able to get a current location on that vehicle?’

      ‘Working on it, Boss.’ Said Compo, grabbing the last samosa and taking a huge bite from it, sprinkling an avalanche of crumbs down his front.

      Alice looked at the other vehicle. ‘What’s the story with the Fiat, John?’

      Sampson grinned. ‘Well, this was pure luck really. We popped the reg in the system and a curious incident report was flagged.’ He nodded to Compo who obediently replaced the green Renault with footage of the blue fiat in a car park. Sampson pointed his magic dot at the car entering Dales Way Link. ‘This was taken at 8:57 on Tuesday morning. The Fiat exited the road a mere seven minutes later. What’s interesting is that on Tuesday evening this car was reported as being stolen from the Wetherspoon’s in Keighley.’ He paused and looked round the room, his face alight with anticipation. ‘And returned there, too, later on that same day.’

      Sadia’s mouth turned down. ‘What do you mean?’

      Sampson looked at her. ‘Well, it actually wasn’t reported as ‘stolen’ it was reported as being moved. The owner parks his car in the same spot every day, has his breakfast with his work mates and then gets in the works van to head off to wherever they’re at that day. He swears that when he returned that night, his car was in a different parking place. He insisted on looking at the Wetherspoon’s cameras and sure enough his car was hotwired not long after he left in the works transit and returned later. Bit of a coincidence, huh?’

      He nodded towards Compo again, who brought up another image. ‘This is the man doing the hotwiring,’ said Sampson.

      Alice frowned. ‘You know, I’m not sure those two are the same bloke. The Renault driver seems shorter and burlier than the second. The second one looks more toned and possibly taller. Maybe the first one’s an accomplice. Maybe we’ve got eyes on another member of the team.’

      A buzz of excitement went round the room. Gus stood up and executed a left-handed high five with his two officers. ‘Great work lads, great work. Now, can you get the two images cleaned up for us, Compo, and get one of the experts in the tech team to have a look see what they can come up with. Sadia, get forensics to check out the blue Fiat and see if you can get someone in the Wetherspoon’s to give us a better description of this man.’

      Sadia, arms folded, looked thoughtful.

      ‘What’s up, Sadia,’ asked Gus.

      ‘I agree it’s too much of a coincidence to ignore, but I don’t get why he’d drive to Beth’s two hours before Molly’s abduction. Seems a bit risky to me.’

      ‘Maybe it’s a false lead. Maybe it is just a coincidence, but we need to follow it through. In my experience coincidences don’t happen very often.’

      ‘Yes, I know. I hope it is linked. We need something to go on.’

      Gus smiled at her and then addressed the rest of the room. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘I’ve got a message that Jamal’s friend wants to come in. His mum says he’s got some information for us, so I’ve arranged for them to come in tomorrow morning. I’ve also got them doing another run round the Heaton area to see if we can get any more info about either the kids or the Asif murder. Got Customs running through their records for around the time the kids were abducted. See if we can get some leads from them.’

      ‘Right, if that’s all, we’ll meet back here 8am tomorrow, ok?’
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      Gus slipped into the pool, savouring the warm sensation of water sliding over his shoulders as he dipped beneath the surface before starting a slow crawl to the other end of the pool. He was used to the surreptitious glances of the other swimmers as he walked from the changing rooms into the pool. Their curious eyes were drawn to the knotted angry scarring that cabled in jagged lines across the front and back of his shoulder and along the top of his left thigh, but as soon as he was in the water, he forgot about them and concentrated on stretching his healing muscles. Two lengths of front crawl were all he could manage at a time.

      Then he swapped to breast stroke, which stretched the muscles but didn’t cause as much discomfort. He continued at a steady pace, feeling the residual tension brought about by his previous night’s tortured dreams drain away as he cleaved through the water.

      Half an hour later, showered and dressed, he paused by the water fountain to fill his bottle and slugged back his pain relief before heading back to his car. Frosty patterns decorated his windscreen and he knew he’d have to scrape it for the second time that morning. Cursing, he pulled on some gloves and did a half-hearted scrape using his left hand, before deciding to huddle in the car with the heater full blast until the ice had melted enough to sweep away with his wipers. Getting behind the wheel, he flexed his shoulders and thigh muscles before turning the ignition on and felt slightly more heartened when ‘Uptown Funk’ blasted from the Capital FM followed by Hirsty and JoJo’s irreverent humour. Finally, windscreen clear, he tentatively manoeuvred out of the car space.

      Today was the first time he’d driven himself since his injures and judging by the pain every time he pushed the clutch in and wrenched the wheel with his right arm, he wasn’t ready for it yet. He’d have to give it a miss for now, he decided as he drove away from the University Pool at the bottom of Great Horton Road and, with a fresh burst of pain, veered onto Shearbridge Road, past Bombay Stores.. Driving up Legrams Lane, he noticed a new Polish shop had opened which prompted him to wonder if Jankowski had got any new leads for him. He hoped, too, Madeline McCulloch would have something for him from Littlehey; and maybe some of Compo’s computer programmes would have come up with the goods. He indicated right onto Ingleby Road, groaning as his left shoulder burned, and wishing he’d asked someone to drive him or booked a taxi.

      By the time he edged his way through the gates and parked next to Alice’s mini in the reserved parking he knew that all the benefits from his early morning swim had been eradicated by the drive back to work. Resigned to another day of pain, he edged his way out of his car and took the lift up to the incident room. He’d no sooner got in when his phone rang. Shrugging out of his jacket and looping his bag over his chair he sat down at his desk, booted up his PC and answered his call.

      ‘You got something juicy for me, Jankowski?’ He listened for five minutes and when he hung up he was grinning. He glanced round the room and saw that everyone was there. Compo, as usual, was behind his PC with his mouth full of sausage roll, judging by the flakes of pastry down the front of his smiley face T-shirt. Alice was flicking through the faxes that had arrived last night and Sampson was going over the CCTV reports with Sadia.

      Gus filled his mug with coffee and raised his voice. ‘Listen up! Jankowski’s come up with something. Going back over the reports from the Polish abductions, Jankowski noticed no less than six references to a large truck bearing the logo ‘Cosy Nights’ on the side. He then cross-matched this with the 2003 abductions and discovered that there were references to a similar truck then too. So, he got on to Customs to verify. Turns out they have references to this truck entering and leaving through Calais on corresponding dates. The thing is,’ Gus paused and looked round the room at the expectant faces, ‘there’s no such business registered in the UK or in Poland or in any other country it drives through between the UK and Poland. Looks like we might have got a lead. Let’s get our Customs on to it. Sampson you get on to CCTV. See if we can spot this van heading up north from Dover or from any of the other ferry ports.’

      As Sampson took a note in his book, Gus continued. ‘Also, when Jankowski looked at the repatriated kids’ files, he discovered that there were another two boys reported missing at around the same time. He’s sending us the details. Looks like we may still have at least two other children to find, as well as Molly.’

      Alice moved to the front of the room and turned to face the other detectives. ‘Just gone through the faxes sent by Governor McCulloch. She’s tentatively identified the warden she thinks facilitated Gogs Redwood’s attack on James Clegg. A Felix Broadfoot. An internal investigation is ongoing and she’ll keep us updated. Apparently, Broadfoot was due back to work after a holiday but hasn’t turned up yet.’

      ‘Get a warrant for Felix Broadfoot’s bank accounts. See what that throws up. Ask McCulloch if she’s already got them. I think she’ll share if she does.’

      Alice turned to Gus, her face flushed. ‘But, another bit of interesting news, which may or may not mean anything, is that one of the officers that investigated the attack on James Clegg was…’ she turned to her colleagues, ‘Any guesses?’

      As they all shook their heads, she smiled and announced, ‘DCI Wentworth.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, well, well, that’s interesting, Al. Doesn’t prove anything, but it is a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it? He was involved in the initial investigation and everyone concerned seems to think there was some sort of leak from above.’ He walked over and refilled his coffee cup. ‘Put in a request, via Nancy, for Wentworth to come and assist. Now we know there’s a link to Cambridge, it’s perfectly natural to request his assistance. And if he’s here under our noses we can keep a bit of an eye on him.’

      Alice frowned and pulled herself up onto a desk. ‘You know, he was a bit weird when we had Jamal in for interview. I was taking him and Jankowski to the interview suite when Jamal and his brother were in the corridor and Wentworth really abruptly turned and headed back the way we’d come, saying he’d left his phone in the meeting room. Thing was, I know he hadn’t because as the doors swung shut behind him, I saw him speaking on his phone.’

      ‘Right,’ said Gus, ‘we won’t jump to conclusions, but we will investigate this. Compo, get what you can on Wentworth. Now, anything else?’

      Alice raised a hand. ‘Mrs Robb, the mother of Jamal’s friend, Frankie, has phoned in again. She says she’s on her way in with her son because he’s got something to add to his statement.’

      Gus tilted his head to one side. ‘You’ll deal with that, Al?’

      She nodded.

      Gus flicked through the report that Governor McCulloch had sent, absentmindedly sipping his coffee as he did so. Alice’s phone rang and after a quick glance at caller ID she answered it. She turned to Gus. ‘That’s the FLO from the Graves’ house. Jessie Graham went out for her usual morning walk in the woods at the back of their house and she’s not back yet.’

      ‘Is that unusual?’

      Alice nodded. ‘Janine says so. Says she’s usually gone no more than an hour but it’s been three hours now and Beth’s worried.’

      Sadia raised an eyebrow. ‘Even after yesterday’s temper tantrum?’ When she’d heard about the incident the previous day, Sadia had voiced her lack of sympathy for either party.

      Gus shook his head slowly from side to side. ‘You really do need to work on your compassionate side, Sadia. Course she’s concerned about her. She’s the closest thing to a mother Beth’s got and though she flipped yesterday I’m sure she’s worried about her now.’

      He turned back to Alice. ‘Tell them to get one of the local PCs to have a look for Jessie in the woods and I’ll head over to Ilkley with Sadia in a bit. Should touch base with them anyway. I want to show Beth the photos of Gogs Redwood and the prison warden Felix Broadfoot to see if she ever came across either of them.’

      He turned to Compo. ‘Anything from the video email?’

      Compo laid down his bacon butty, sucked ketchup from his fingers and pressed a few keys. ‘This is the best I can get it. I’ll put it on the whiteboard so we can all see.’

      They sat down and watched the screen. ‘Don’t forget we’re looking for clues to where this building is. What sort of building it is, anything at all that gives us a clue, ok?’

      Compo slowed the footage right down so they could focus scene by scene. ‘The beginning bit of the video, with whoever’s doing the filming being all over the place, shows us the ceiling. I think it’s a warehouse with that sort of high ceiling and breeze-block walls.’

      Alice pointed. ‘Look, the walls are all stained brown as if the pipes have leaked and the paint’s flaking. I reckon it’s old warehouses.’

      ‘Could be a mill,’ said Sampson, ‘there are a lot of them in Bradford and some of them are disused.’

      ‘Get warehouses and mills checked out, say, within a ten-mile radius of that area you pinpointed yesterday, for starters,’ said Gus, ‘but hold on a second to see if we can get any other clues from the footage.’

      ‘The next bit was very focussed on Molly and the bloke in the Scream mask. I’ve tried to focus in on him where I can, but I’ve not found much as the overall covers his clothes. He’s wearing gloves, so we can’t even be one hundred per cent sure of his race. He’s pretty average build. There’s a flash of a necklace. Gold, I think, but that’s the best image I can get.’ They focussed on the slight flash of gold that protruded under the mask. He’s wearing a watch. You can see its shape under the gloves but no chance of IDing the make or owt. And of course his voice is distorted, although I’ve sent it to the voice people to see if they can clean it up or hear any other identifiable background sounds.’

      Compo fast forwarded the recording till just after the Scream man cut Molly’s hair. ‘When he starts to dance around, after the hair thing, whoever’s recording moves with him and focuses in so we get quite a good view of this.’ He pressed a button and an enlarged image of a huge window with the Scream man framed in front of it flicked onto the screen.

      ‘It’s iced over, so it must be freezing in there, but someone’s obviously cleared a bit of the ice off because you can just about see out the window. Looks like it’s quite high up, but when you focus into the distance you can see this. It’s some sort of structure in the distance, but it’s too hazy to be clear what it is. But, what’s also interesting is what you can’t see. There doesn’t appear to be any houses or buildings in the foreground. Any idea what it is?’

      Compo moved the frame in and out for them, but nobody could identify it.

      ‘Never mind, when we get a list of possible buildings it might help narrow down the list a bit.’ Gus slapped Compo on the back and continued. ‘Listen up. Watch that film again and again, when you’ve got a spare minute, ok? You might be lucky and just catch something. Compo send it to the Polish officers. Edit it so it only shows the images of the room and ask them to see if any of the children can identify the room or give us any more information on it. Some of them won’t be able to do this, but try. At this stage anything’s worth a shot we need to find out where they are. They may have been held there at some point.’

      Gus’s phone rang at the same time as Alice’s. They exchanged a glance and answered. Then, with a quick look at Sadia, Gus grabbed his jacket and his bag from his chair and headed for the door. ‘Come on, Hussain, you’re driving. They’ve just found Jessie Graham.’
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      Alice walked into Interview Room Six, the one they used for interviewing children. It was bland but lacked the residual sweaty odour that hung like dirty laundry in the other rooms. A sofa and two padded, supposedly comfy armchairs surrounded a small coffee table and replaced the hard wood tables and functional plastic of the other rooms. In one corner was a cupboard containing anatomically correct dolls, toys and leaflets concerning children’s welfare.

      Alice smiled and extended her hand to the tense mother whose unrealistically long bleached hair fell to her waist in perfect crinkled curls. She perched on the very edge of the sofa, looking as if she was ready to set off at a run if a sudden noise disturbed her. Alice turned to the gangly youth, wearing jeans and a hoodie, who slumped beside his mother. ‘Hi Frankie, good to see you again. Your mum says you’ve got something you want to add to your statement.’

      Frankie grunted and glared at his mother from the depths of his hood. His mother nudged him, smiling apologetically at Alice. ‘Tell her, Frankie. It could be important.’ She turned her head to Alice and shrugged. ‘I never liked that Jamal, you know. Not ever and his mum was nowt but a whore.’

      Frankie rolled his eyes. ‘It’s not Jamal’s fault his mum’s a whore.’

      ‘Don’t you use that word, Frankie Robb.’

      Alice heard Frankie mumble something that to her ears sounded very much like ‘Well you just did.’ And, she had to admit, the lad had a point.

      In an attempt to defuse the building tension, Alice cleared her throat and caught the boy’s gaze as she placed a small recorder on the coffee table before them. ‘I’m going to record this, so I don’t have to take notes while you’re speaking.’ She introduced the people in the room and gave the date and time before leaning back, legs crossed. ‘Go on then. When you’re ready, ok?’

      Frankie glared at his mum. ‘It’s not important, you know.’ His face was screwed up in the insolent look of a teenager, both embarrassed and slightly afraid. Alice had seen the look before and sympathised. It wasn’t easy speaking to the police and it was always worse in the presence of a parent.

      Finally, Frankie sighed and leaned towards the recorder. ‘Jamal told me he did it.’ He leaned back and gazed round the room, as if he’d said all he was going to say.

      Alice waited until she was sure he wasn’t going to expand on his statement. She glanced at Mrs Robb, who was nodding her head vigorously in an ‘I told you so’ manner. Alice cleared her throat again and tried to catch Frankie’s eye. ‘What exactly did Jamal say he did?’

      The boy breathed out an exaggerated nicotine breath and rolled his eyes again.

      Alice wanted to give him a shake and tell him to get on with it, but instead she pasted on a smile and said in a reasonable tone. ‘I know this is all a bit of a hassle for you, but you need to expand on what you just said. What did Jamal say he did?’

      With an exaggerated sigh Frankie rested his elbows on his knees and stared right at Alice. ‘He said, ‘I battered the old bitch to death in the graveyard’, that’s what he said. He said he fuckin’ battered the old cunt to death in Heaton graveyard.’

      ‘Frankie,’ said his mum before Alice had a chance to continue, ‘don’t you dare use that language.’ She smiled apologetically at Alice.

      Frankie scowled. ‘She asked me what he said and I told her. Now you’re telling me off for swearing.’ He huffed a huge sigh and flopped back on his chair.

      Before Mrs Robb spoke again, Alice placed a hand on her arm and shook her head slightly, before speaking to Frankie. ‘When did he tell you this?’

      Frankie sniffed a phlegmy snort and grinned at her. His mother prodded him with one perfectly manicured finger. ‘Stop that! How many times have I told you that’s disgusting? Just stop it.’

      Frankie sneered at his mother and repeated the phlegmy snort before turning back to Alice. ‘That night. The same night he did it. He came straight to my house, he’d swiped a bottle of vodka from One Stop and he told me. Then we got pissed, ok?’ He stood up and stepped towards the door.

      Alice moved between him and the door. ‘Sit back down Frankie, I’m afraid I’ve not finished with you yet.’

      Hands thrust deep in his pockets, he turned and flung himself back onto the sofa with such force it moved back a foot, making his mother screech as she nearly toppled from her perch on the edge of the seat. ‘Little bastard,’ she said, glaring at him.

      Frankie grinned and with a half-sneer curving his lip looked up at Alice. ‘Come on then, get on with it. I don’t have all day.’

      Alice stared right back at him and then in a stern voice said, ‘you’ve got as long as I need, ok? Unless, of course, you want me to detain you for perverting the course of justice? Which, so you’re clear, would mean throwing you in a cell.’

      ‘Fuck’s sake! Talk about the fucking Nazis.’

      Alice sat down. ‘Just answer my questions and you’ll be done quicker.’

      He nodded.

      ‘Right, I’ll ask again. When exactly did Jamal tell you he’d ‘battered his mother’?’

      ‘That night. I’ve already told you.’

      Alice smiled sweetly. ‘When exactly did he tell you? Was it as soon as you answered the door, or after you’d drunk the vodka?’

      ‘I opened the door, and he was pumped, bouncing up and down on the doorstep. So, I asked him what was up and he said, ‘I’ve done it. I’ve fucking done it, battered the old cunt over the head with a stone in the graveyard and she’s dead.’ Then he pulls the vodka from his pocket, opens it, takes a swig and says ‘Come on mate, we’re celebrating.’’

      ‘Had he been drinking before he knocked on your door?’

      Frankie thought for a second then nodded. ‘Yeah, the bottle was only half full and he was slurring his words an’ all.’
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      The ancient pool car had only just begun to warm up as Sadia pulled into Dales Link Way and even from this distance, Gus could see that the news vultures had descended on their carrion. White vans were abandoned at intervals half-off the road, their tyres sunk centimetres deep into the snow, evidencing the length of time they’d been stationed there. The layers of snow on the un-gritted path had been smoothed to ice rink standard by the unprecedented flow of traffic.

      Sadia slowed and looked questioningly at Gus. He gestured for her to pull over to the side. As she slowed, he felt his phone vibrate against his leg. Frowning, he retrieved it and glanced at the number. Shit! Dr Mahmood. A quick glance at his watch told him he was late for his appointment with her. Taking a deep breath, he answered with a gruff ‘Hallo.’

      ‘You do realise that you’re now forty-five minutes late for your appointment?’ She spoke without preamble and her arctic tone made him flinch. He imagined her standing by her desk tapping an impatient finger on her phone.

      Injecting as much regret into his voice as possible, he turned away from Sadia and addressed Dr Mahmood. ‘Look, I’m really sorry, but something came up and I forgot to cancel.’

      Her voice came back at him with all the force of a slapped face. ‘I thought I made it clear. Cancellations are not an option. Be here at 6pm or I will revoke your fitness to work status.’

      Gus began to reply but was met with the distinctive sound of the call being terminated.

      Sadia glanced at him. ‘You ok?’

      Lips set in a grim line, he nodded abruptly and set his phone alarm for 5:15. ‘Just the bloody mind police on the warpath.’ He punched in the Graves’ number and requested immediate access before indicating to Sadia that they should drive on. As they approached the drive, the car was immediately besieged by a flurry of yelping reporters leaning in to take photos.

      Sadia, cursing under her breath, tried to maintain her speed but it was impossible with a  pack of determined bloodhounds, baying around the car. Then, as the gate began to open in front of her she accelerated loudly and, with a greater speed than Gus would have risked with the journos in front, moved forwards. Two PCs walked out to push the reporters back, allowing the first gates to close behind them before the second set gave them access.

      Instead of entering the house, they were directed round the side and followed the constable who guided them towards the large gate at the back that led into the woods.

      ‘SOCOs are already there, sir. Just walk straight ahead a couple of hundred yards and you’ll see the cordon.’

      Gus nodded his thanks and, wishing he’d brought a heavier coat, pulled his collar up to his ears and braced the blizzard that swirled around them. Before he reached the scene, he heard his father’s Scottish brogue reverberate through the trees and groaned. He’d hoped to avoid his father’s parental concern since he’d moved back into his own home, but now he had no choice. He knew his dad would make a complete mental inventory of Gus’s appearance to report back to his mum and would, undoubtedly, also comment loudly on anything that popped into his mind. Gus could only hope that he’d refrain from embarrassing him completely.

      Signing into the scene, they suited up. Gus, feeling like an abominable snowman in light of the frigid conditions and driving snow, walked over the markers left by the SOCOs. Within a few seconds they found themselves in a clearing where a white tent had been erected. He opened the front flap and poked his head through. ‘Alright to come in?’

      His father’s huge frame turned towards him and his voice rumbled like thunder. ‘Well hallo, Gus laddie. Nice to see you. Wish the circumstances were better though. Such a shame, such a shame.’

      The head SOCO waved them into the tent and, after donning their forensic suits, Gus moved over to his father. Down on one knee, his arm resting on the other, Dr McGuire looked like a huge, artistically positioned yeti. Clad from head to toe in a forensic suit, with his head tilted towards the body, he was completely white. It was only when he turned back to Gus that his spherical, ruddy face broke that illusion. ‘Couldn’t have happened very long ago. Gunshot wound to the side of the head, blood spatter in the snow and,’ he pointed to the other side of the tent, ‘indents in the snow indicating someone walked off that way. Unfortunately, the snow’s filled most of the prints, so not sure how much use they’ll be.’ He turned back to Jessie Graham. ‘I’d say death was instantaneous.’

      Gus, hands thrust deep in his pockets, looked down at Jessie, feeling sad that she’d been caught up in this and hoping she’d had the chance to make up with her daughter-in-law before she died. He stepped onto a tread that took him nearer to the snow-filled footsteps. One of the SOCOs knelt before the footmarks with a little brush in her hand. She glanced up as Gus approached. ‘We might be lucky here. There might be a print in the ice under the fresh snow.’

      Thrusting his good hand in his pocket and trying to ignore the insidious cold that penetrated the flimsy nitrile glove he’d managed to pull over his bad hand he inclined his head in acknowledgement. Another SOCO approached, holding a plastic bag containing a single sheet of paper. ‘This was thrown on top of the body.’

      Gus took the bag and read the words on the paper. Again they looked to be written in a child’s hand. ‘You’ve got email!’ read Gus. Eyes narrowed, he handed the bag to Sadia. ‘The bastard’s playing with us.’

      He thanked the SOCO, laid a hand on his dad’s arm. ‘Text me when you have the PM time and I’ll be there.’

      Gus began to retrace his steps when his dad spoke. Unfortunately, despite his obvious attempts to whisper, his voice seemed to reverberate around the small forensic tent. ‘Are you ok, Angus? I mean…’ Doctor McGuire struggled to a standing position and shuffled his feet. ‘I mean with all this Gabriella stuff.’

      Gus saw Sadia’s curious look and felt his face redden. The last thing he needed was a public dissection of his wife’s sexuality. When he replied his voice sounded strained, even to his ears. ‘Not here, Dad.’

      His dad reached out and placed a hand on Gus’s arm. ‘It’s just your mum,’ he shrugged his huge shoulders, looking like a sad Pierrot marionette, ‘She worries. That’s all.’ His voice lowered, ‘and so do I.’

      His father’s despondent figure pulled at Gus’s heartstrings and his shoulders relaxed. Of course they were worried. They loved both him and his sister and this thing with Gabriella must be really awkward for them. He patted his father’s arm and grinned. ‘Honestly, Dad, I’m fine. Gabriella and I weren’t getting along anyway. But, I’m not going to pretend that Katie’s betrayal doesn’t hurt, because it does. I just need some time. Tell Mum that. Oh and tell her thanks for the biscuits she dropped off. Compo devoured them.’

      Seeing the relief flood his dad’s face, Gus turned with a wave and indicated that Sadia should follow him. Together they headed back to the house. ‘Looks like we’ve got another video to watch.’
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      Even after only a few days, Gus could see the effects of the strain on Beth. Her cheekbones jutted like razors over deep hollows and tension furrows were etched under each eye. The skin of her forehead stretched paper thin and translucent, like an icy Norwegian fjord, but still she sat erect, expectant almost, in front of the table, her hands clasped tightly before her, with her husband’s arm stretched stiffly across her shoulders. In the tense atmosphere, the kitchen clock continued its bizarrely cheery tick tock, accompanied by the low hum from the fridge.

      Beth’s eyes bore into Gus’s. ‘She’s dead isn’t she?’

      Gus held her gaze and nodded briefly. ‘Yes. Gunshot wound to the head.’

      Beth bit her lip and nodded slowly. She sniffed once and abruptly wiped away a single tear. Gus waited, conscious of her grief and reluctant to cause her any more distress. He knew he’d have to question her, but five minutes would make little difference.

      An angry frown settled on the bridge of her nose. ‘This is all about revenge, isn’t it? Revenge for breaking up their sordid paedophile ring. They’ve waited twelve years and now they want to take everything away from me, just like I took their disgusting money-making perverted business away from them. First Molly and now Jessie. Who’s going to be next? Alex or even my baby?’

      Gus placed his hand on her arm and squeezed slightly. Immediately, Beth jerked away and jumped to her feet. Dragging her fingers through her dank hair, she glared at him. ‘Why are you here? You need to get out and find those bastards. Go on, get out. You need to find them before they hurt Molly.’

      Alex jumped to his feet and tried to embrace his wife but she pulled away, continuing to glare at Gus. Janine, the Family Liaison Officer, bustled over a mug of tea in one hand. ‘Here, Beth sweetheart, take this.’

      Beth, a look of sheer desperation on her face, glared first at Janine and then at the proffered mug. Without warning she snatched the mug from Janine and in one smooth swivel, she spun round and threw the mug at the far wall. It smashed sending porcelain shards flying through the air. A brown splodge of tea circled the wall like a piece of abstract art, before beginning its meandering trickle to the skirting board below.

      No one spoke. Alex looked helplessly at the wall and Janine, never breaking stride walked over to get a cloth from the sink. Sadia, Gus noted, followed her and the pair began to clean up whilst Beth stood statue-still, staring expressionlessly at the mess she’d made.

      Gus remained seated, but gestured to a chair. ‘Sit down, Beth. We’re doing everything we can, but we do need to talk to you.’

      She hesitated and then slowly, robotically, pulled out her chair and sat back down.

      Meeting her eyes, Gus said, ‘Did you get the chance to make up with Jessie before this morning?’

      Beth’s eyes narrowed. She scraped her chair back from the table slightly and extended her arms in front of her, crossed at the wrists as if she expected to be handcuffed. ‘What! So you think I did it, do you? You really think I’d take a gun and shoot Jessie, the one person that’s stayed by my side all this time?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘That’s not what I meant Beth. I know you didn’t kill Jessie. I just hoped you’d had a chance to make up before her death. Did you?’

      Beth’s arms sank back to the table and her head fell forward as if its weight was too heavy for her fragile neck. ‘Yes. Yes we did. We spoke last night, or rather early this morning. She would never deliberately have put Molly in danger and I know it. I’ll never forgive myself for hitting her.’

      ‘Your daughter is in danger, just as her son was when she went to him. You both acted like the protective mothers you are. Jessie knew that. She knew she’d put Molly in danger and she understood your anger.’

      ‘Doesn’t excuse my actions though, does it?’

      ‘No, but at least you got the chance to make up and that’s important. Now, Beth there’s something I have to show you.’ He took out the plastic bag containing the note found at the scene. ‘Is this Molly’s writing?’

      Beth read the note and blanched. She nodded. ‘Yes that looks like Molly’s writing. Have you looked at this email yet?’

      Gus shook his head and gestured towards the laptop that sat on the table. ‘My experts have. As you know all activity on your laptops and phones is being monitored. They’re enhancing it as we speak, but I’ve not seen it. I want you to be aware that it does show Jessie being shot, but I need you to watch it to see if you can add anything. Do you think you can do that, Beth?’

      She picked up a glass of water, took a sip and then reached out and squeezed her husband’s hand. She nodded. ‘Let’s just get on with it.’

      Gus nodded to Sadia, who left the room returning seconds later with the on-duty tech officer. He drew the laptop towards him and quickly pulled up Beth’s emails. There it was, under the subject heading. ‘You’ve got new mail.’

      He clicked on the attached video. Jessie, wrapped up in a red winter coat with the hood up, strolled through the woods behind the house. From the looks of it she was heading back home. The person videoing seemed to have come through the woods from behind her and was stepping in her footprints. The footage was blurry because of the blizzard, but it was clear Jessie had no idea she was being followed at first.

      Then, something flew through the air and hit her squarely between the shoulder blades. It was a snowball. Jessie spun round and peered through the blizzard, back towards the trees she’d just passed. Then, as if she couldn’t see anyone, she turned back to continue her walk, but another snowball flew through the air, catching her this time on the side of her face. She turned round and started to speak ‘What do you…?’

      Her voice tailed off and she raised a gloved hand to her mouth and began to back off towards the house. ‘Go away, go away, there are police just over the fence, you know?’

      A guttural laugh that Gus recognised from the previous tape drifted through the speakers and then there he was, moving ahead of the camera, in a black coat. He turned his head back to the camera showing the Scream mask that covered his face then turned back towards Jessie. Slowly he advanced, forcing her backwards until she stumbled against a tree. Then from the pocket of his coat he pulled out a gun. With one gloved hand he grabbed Jessie’s neck and spun her away from the tree. She tripped, but he yanked her back up and turned her so her back was to the camera. ‘Zoom!’ he said.

      And then he placed the barrel on the side of her head. Jessie looked up at him for terrified seconds, her hands scratching uselessly against his. Then a sudden bang and a shower of red joined the white blizzard. He let her fall to the snowy ground and stood directly in front of the camera. ‘Second blood! Be warned! My unquiet soul is still not satiated. Who’ll be next, bitch?’

      For stunned seconds everyone just looked at the blank screen, then Gus spoke. ‘We’ll get this enhanced, Beth, but do you have any idea who the man in the Scream mask is?’

      Wrapping her arms round her shivering body as if for warmth, Beth turned stunned eyes on Gus and shook her head.

      Gus persisted. ‘Look at his height, his build, the way he moves. Does any of it look familiar?’

      He gestured to the tech to replay the recording, instructing him to stop before the actual gunshot. ‘You too, Alex. Study this carefully. Does it ring any bells?’

      They watched the recording twice more but neither Alex nor Beth could add anything.

      Concealing his frustration, Gus, taking Sadia with him, left the Graves’ home, promising to keep them updated of any new developments.
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      Gus had bitten his tongue to avoid a string of profanities leaving his mouth when their car had been mobbed by journos on leaving the Grave’s place. He now felt distinctly disgruntled. Ever-conscious of the fact that time was running on and, although they were making progress on the case as a whole, they were actually no closer to finding Molly. He dreaded to think what The Matchmaker had in store for her next, but he was under no illusion that both Molly and Beth Graves would have to endure a whole lot more trauma before this was finished.

      There had been a thaw between him and Sadia since their run-in the other day and he appreciated the effort she was making to fit in with the team. She had the makings of an excellent detective. Her tenacity would stand her in good stead and if she could just quell her propensity to judge and condemn she’d be an asset to his team.

      They had nearly reached The Fort when Gus’s phone rang. ‘Yeah, Compo, what’s up?’

      Gus listened, ignoring Sadia’s questioning glances as she drove. Then, he flipped his phone shut, exhaled and leaning his head on the rest, he closed his eyes and said, ‘Find a place so we can turn round. We’re heading back to Ilkley.’

      ‘Bad news, sir?’

      Immediately, his eyes sprung open and he turned towards her. ‘Well, you could say that. Compo’s found some encrypted images on Alex Graves’s computer hard drive.’

      She flicked a glance at him. ‘And? Are you going to tell me what they are?’

      He nodded slowly. ‘Child pornographic video files and photos.’

      ‘Fuck!’

      ‘My sentiments exactly. Fuck!’
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      The Matchmaker’s Decompression Room, or what most people would call ‘Man cave’ was similar to the original one he’d had built in his Cambridge home years previously. It was a necessity. He loved his wife but, as he knew only too well, unless he had his own space to decompress when the tension got too much, he’d take it out on her and that just wasn’t on. This space was his and his alone. No-one else had access and he invited no one else in.

      Here, he had his heavily protected equipment with enough encrypted files to upset a huge number of Britain’s richest and most influential figures. Then, of course there was the gym area in the corner and his en suite. Up here, he could be self-sufficient until his darkest moments dissipated, leaving him free to return to family life.

      His wife didn’t question his withdrawal, relieved that he’d found a way to deal with the darkness that took him over body and soul. Now, he stood naked at the window looking out over the moors from his three storey Haworth home, enjoying the warmth of the central heating drying the sweat on his body after his workout. The contrast between the warm room and the blizzard that had darkened the sky and covered the moors with a heavy fall of snow made him smile. Up here looking out over the wilderness he felt very Heathcliff. There were no other houses around and he was so high up that, apart from the odd pigeon, no one could see him.

      They’d had a busy morning, him and The Distributor. It had left him pumped, so he’d come straight home rather than heading into his work in Bradford. Now he felt more composed. They’d done what he set out to do. He laughed aloud, remembering the shocked look on The Distributor’s face when he’d pulled out the gun. When he’d pulled the trigger he’d nearly ejaculated there and then. God, but it had felt good. He pursed his lips, remembering the other man’s frightened expression as they’d retraced their steps. The stupid fucker had been trembling like a baby by the time they’d hiked back down to the main road. If he wasn’t careful, The Distributor would find himself dispensable. Rubbing his hands together the Matchmaker wondered how Beth Graves felt right now. The net was pulling in behind her. There was no escape for her now, and she knew it.

      Humming under his breath, he watched his semi-erection become flaccid in his reflection, before padding over to the shower and flicking the temperature dial to cold. Thirty seconds of freezing water, followed by twenty of very hot before he soaped himself all over, rinsed and stepped out to towel himself dry. Barefoot, he shrugged on a hoodie and pulled on a pair of trackie bottoms.

      Sitting at his desk he rested his legs, crossed at the ankle on his desk and phoned into work. ‘I’m working from home today’ he told his long-suffering PA. ‘Direct any calls here.’ He flicked the sound system to quiet and leaned back steepling his hands across his chest as he listened to the waves of gentle music that filled the room.

      Finally, relaxed, he turned his attention to work and pulled open the drawer where he kept his supply of untraceable phones. He selected the correct phone and dialled. Within three rings he was connected.

      ‘How are things with our accounts?’ he said without preamble.

      The Facilitator hesitated and The Matchmaker could hear him moving and then the gentle click of a door. ‘Right, I’m in my office now. Things are fine, as you’d expect. The Provider has managed to locate the necessary produce in Poland and is at present en route to the UK. He should be here before the weekend, in time to meet our orders. The respective clients have initiated their deposits and we’re all systems go.’

      The Matchmaker rocked back in his chair, smiling widely. ‘Fantastic! Things are certainly moving along nicely.’

      The Facilitator cleared his throat. ‘Em, I wanted to talk to you about that. Don’t you think that we should cool things down until after the current orders have been fulfilled?’

      The Matchmaker frowned and his voice became icy. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, we’re creating a bit of a stink right now. First with the kids in Heaton and The Provider having to acquire more stock at short notice, then with Molly and now Jessie. Just thought it’d be sensible to back off until the current order is fulfilled.

      ‘Back off?’

      ‘Well, obviously we fulfil our existing orders and work towards fulfilling future ones – keep the money rolling in. But I just thought maybe we should just forget about our revenge for now. ‘

      He allowed a frigid silence to drift down the phone. He knew The Facilitator was weaker than him. He knew he’d be sweating like a pig right now and he used his silence to threaten him even more, to back him into a corner and make him work.

      When The Facilitator broke the silence his voice was rushed and pleading. ‘What I mean is, why don’t we just get rid of the kid? Maybe even use her first, Client 51 likes that type after all, and then just get rid. That’ll teach the bitch and it’ll be payback for us.’

      The Matchmaker’s leg began to bounce up and down, his face taut and pinched. ‘I hope you’re not suggesting we let the bitch off with just losing her brat?’

      ‘No, no. Of course not. But maybe, just for now, we could back off for a bit. Let things cool down, let her stew in her grief and then move on to the next stage.’

      The Matchmaker laughed. ‘No fucking way! We’ve waited too long and we’re going to end it, just like we agreed. We’re going to leave the bitch with nothing. Not a fucking thing, just like she left us.’ His voice quietened to a chilling whisper. ‘We’re going to systematically destroy every part of her family, bit by bit and she’s going to know that she’s responsible for it.’

      He heard The Facilitator swallow, then he said, ‘I’m not sure I can do the next bit.’

      The Matchmaker issued a snorting laugh, ‘Course you can. I’ve got the utmost faith in you. You concentrate on your side of things and leave me to take care of everything else.’

      Ending the call, The Matchmaker threw the phone on his desk and with an abrupt toss of the head he stood up and began pacing. ‘Bloody weaklings. I’m surrounded by bloody weaklings. Not one of them prepared to take a risk to defend our honour.’ He stripped off his clothes, strode over to the chin pull and began to do pull-ups, his face strained, veins standing out on his neck as his biceps bulged.
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      When Gus and Sadia arrived back at the Graves’ home, Alex was in his office. The FLO, Janine, let them in and after greeting them with a worried frown, Beth called her husband to come through. ‘He doesn’t like to be interrupted when he’s working but under the circumstances I’m not sure he’s managing to do very much work anyway.’

      Sadia exchanged a glance with Gus who looked stern and uncompromising, his customary easy smile banished for now. The sickly sweet smell of baby puke combined with dirty nappy pervaded the kitchen as Gus explained why they had returned so quickly.

      Beth jostled the baby on her hip, her face ashen, her lips thinned to a hard line across her face. Alex, by contrast was flushed and waved his arms about in agitation. ‘You can’t be fucking serious, what the fuck. Why are you wasting time on me when you should be looking for Molly?’ He turned to Beth ‘You don’t believe them do you?’

      Beth dipped her head and began to walk from the room, ignoring her husband. ‘I’ve got to change Sam’s nappy.’ As she walked from the room, avoiding her husband’s gaze, Janine followed her.

      Gus called her name and Beth turned round. Expecting tears or rage, Gus was shocked to see instead, Beth’s neutral expression. He glanced at Janine who shrugged slightly and then stepped closer to Beth, saying, ‘Look Beth, let me phone someone for you. You shouldn’t be on your own. Not with all this going on.’

      Beth flinched. ‘What? I take it that ‘by all this’ you mean the fact that, somehow I’ve managed to marry a paedophile for the second time or the fact that he’s probably responsible for taking my daughter from me, as well as murdering my Jessie?’ Beth pointedly held Gus’s gaze until he looked away.

      Sadia nodded to Janine, who stood uncertainly by the open door. ‘Get her friend, the deputy head teacher over here pronto, ok? Her name’s Horan I think.’

      Talking gently to her baby, Beth walked upstairs without looking back. Alex, still proclaiming his innocence, followed her to the bottom of the stairs and then hesitated before shouting up to Beth. ‘I’ve never looked at any of that filth, Beth. I never would. I swear I haven’t and I’d never ever harm Molly or Jessie.’ He waited for a reply but when there was none forthcoming he continued. ‘Beth,  you should move in with Wendy Horan till all this is over. DI McGuire will offer you protection at their house.’ He waited for a reply, but when none was forthcoming, he shrugged and nodded briefly at Gus before continuing to the door. ‘Might as well get this over with.’
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      Molly, wrapped like an Indian squaw in the grubby duvet, stood on tiptoe atop the thick metal radiator pipe and hefted herself onto the wide window sill. She leaned forward on her knees till her mouth was close to the frozen window. Then she pursed her lips into an O-shape and breathed on the heavily frosted glass. The ice crackled and fractured into small, wet jigsaw pieces which she impatiently wiped away with her sleeve. She pressed her forehead to the pane and peered through the small hole she’d made. It wasn’t big enough to see much so she jumped down and looked around the room. When she saw the empty Pepsi bottle, she grinned. That would do the trick. She picked it up, took aim and tossed it onto the sill before clambering up after it. Lifting the bottle, she unscrewed the lid and used the rim to scrape a wider hole in the ice. A few minutes later, she’d cleared most of the ice and despite her frozen fingers, she was happy.

      The activity was a welcome distraction to the monotony of her day. She’d not seen anyone since the previous night, when he’d turned up with a soggy sausage roll, a little lamp that he placed next to her bed and a heater. He’d plugged both items in and told her she should be ‘grateful’ to him. Molly didn’t like the way he’d said ‘grateful’, nor did she like the look on his face. And he’d made her write another one of those notes to her mother.  She hated him.

      Anyway, the heater had made absolutely no difference whatsoever to the temperature. Initially, she’d been happy with the items. She didn’t like the dark and it was freezing, even with the extra blanket. However, after he’d gone, she’d realised that the addition of a heater and lamp probably meant she wasn’t getting out anytime soon. She’d flung herself down on her bed and cried for a long time, until she fell into an exhausted sleep. Finally, she woke up with a cold nose and the new day well underway. Her eyes rested on the lamp. It was switched off. She’d left it on when she went to sleep. Quickly, she scooted across the mattress and pressed the switch. A faint yellow glow immediately came on. That meant he must have been in here when she was asleep. Molly shuddered at the thought of that creepy man watching her and suddenly her small body was infused with a desire to do something… anything, to get out of this horrid room. She’d peed in the bucket, noticing it was empty. Another sign that he’d been here. Stuffing yet another Snickers bar in her mouth, the thick chocolate clogging her throat, she vowed never to eat another one for the rest of her life. Then she began to plan.

      Panting slightly after her exertions, Molly craned her neck to see out the window. Snow had fallen heavily overnight and the fields were blanketed in soft white. In the distance troops of miniature people in bobble hats and winter coats with scarves swinging from their necks frolicked in the snow. She sighed, imagining their whoops of glee as they slid down the gentle undulations that led to the valley. She wrapped her arms round her skinny frame and watched as snowmen appeared on the distant fields and the unblemished snow became a maze of footprints and sledge trails.

      Molly saw a girl that looked about the same age as her, wearing a similar red coat and blue bobble hat. She was with another girl; probably her sister and they were taking it in turns to slide down the slope. Molly got on her knees and stretched her neck to see if she could see where they finally stopped.

      It was then that she noticed the viaduct thrusting out of the valley like a huge snake on legs. She held her breath, hands on either side of her head and peered at the structure. She recognised it. She’d seen it before with her mum. Now, she knew where she was. She knew exactly where she was. Now all she had to do was get out.
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      The earlier snowfall had increased to a blizzard and Gus was glad to be back at The Fort. The business with Alex Graves made him feel slightly dirty. He hadn’t really considered the man a suspect, partly because he knew he’d been strenuously vetted by the WP programme. The Incident Room was buzzing. The new information had taken the investigation forward and everyone was on a high. Even Sadia had gone to get everyone’s sandwiches with good grace. The only downside was that the journos had picked up on their quick return to The Graves’ house and some had followed them back to The Fort. Fortunately, Alex had been content to sprawl along the back seat to avoid being seen by them.

      ‘Right, while we’re waiting for Alex Graves’ lawyer to turn up, is there anything else going on I need to know about?’

      Alice, who’d just walked into the room, spoke up. ‘I’ve just taken a statement from Frankie Robb, Jamal’s friend. He said Jamal admitted that he had, and I quote, ‘fuckin’ battered the old cunt to death in Heaton graveyard’. Thing is, he seems quite convincing. It only came out because he had a row with his own mum and said, and again I quote, ‘Maybe I should do what Jamal did to his old mum and crack you over the head with a stone.’ His mum, understandably, was shocked and quizzed him some more about it. Eventually he admitted that Jamal turned up with a bottle of vodka swiped from the One Stop shop to celebrate killing Sharon Asif.’

      Gus puffed out his cheeks. ‘Okay. That’s a development I didn’t see coming, Al. Bring him in with his social worker, not the brother. I want him on his own, don’t want him feeding off his brother’s bravado.’ He sighed, ‘It all adds up though, doesn’t it? The stories from his neighbours saying he was playing up over the last few months, throwing shit-filled nappies and empty bottles into their gardens. Poor bugger was crying out for help. We’ll play that line with him when we bring him in and, if he admits it, we’ll have a word with the CPO, see if we can get him a good deal. He’s only a kid and no kid should have had to put up with the shit he did.’

      Alice nodded, ‘I’ll go get him myself, Gus. You gonna interview him?’

      ‘We’ll do it together, ok? After I’ve interviewed Alex Graves. Wait an hour before you go get Jamal. Get the social worker briefed and a duty solicitor who has experience with kid’s law in place first. I want to be up-front with them from the start.’

      He walked over to Compo, who was nodding his head to some heavy bass beat that thrummed through the floor despite him having earphones in. Gus placed a hand on his arm. Compo jumped spilling Tango from the can he was holding over Gus’s hand. Chewing the lump of Mars Bar that was in his mouth and swallowing it quickly with a quick swig of Tango to ease its passage he jumped from his chair and tried to wipe Gus’s hand with a scrap of ketchup-covered tissue he found on his desk. Gus waved him away with a grin and grabbed a tissue to wipe off the sticky mess.  ‘Calm down, Compo. Look, just wondered if you’d got any more information on those files you found on Graves’s laptop.’

      ‘Just working on that. They’ve been well encrypted. Almost missed them. And I’m having a hard time working out where they originated. They’ve been bounced all over the place. They’re weird. I sent them off to the sex crimes unit to see if they rang any bells with them, but I’ve got nowt back yet. I’m gonna keep on with this.’

      After checking carefully for stray food debris, Gus sat on the edge of his table and lowered his voice. ‘Compo, is there a chance those files could’ve been planted on the laptop?’

      Compo pushed his chair back and looked up at Gus his eyes sparking with interest. ‘What are you thinking, boss man?’

      Gus carefully moved the remains of a sausage roll to the back of Compo’s desk and leaned in closer. ‘Look, this is probably just me over-reacting but I just wondered what the chances are of the same woman managing to marry two separate paedophiles?’

      Compo’s eyes widened and he snapped his fingers to show he was on Gus’s wavelength. Gus smiled and continued, ‘Then, I thought about something Beth said this morning after Jessie was shot. She said this was all about getting revenge on her.’

      Compo snapped his fingers again. ‘Of course, first he captures Molly, then he cuts off her hair then he kills Jessie. So, maybe, just maybe, he planted incriminating images on Alex Graves’ laptop, knowing we’d find them. The bastard’s slowly but surely isolating Beth. He’s taking his revenge one bit at a time.’

      Gus glanced round the room, ‘Look Compo, we don’t know this yet. We’ve got no evidence, so I want you to look forensically at everything to prove it one way or the other, ok? If he is a paedophile, I’ll have the bastard. But if he’s not I want you on the case, because you’re the best there is.’ He patted the other man’s arm. ‘But this stays between you and me for now, ok? Till we know one way or the other. When I interview him, I’m going to go in hard, as if we’ve got no doubt of his guilt. Got to keep things above board in case he’s guilty.’

      Compo winked, ‘You can count on me.’ and he put his earphones back in and pumped up the volume. Gus stood and stretched. Grimacing, he limped over and got out his elastic physio band and, ignoring the bustle around the incident room, he began to methodically do his exercises, allowing his mind to drift as he worked.

      By the time he’d finished an idea had occurred to him. He jumped to his feet groaned at the pain and yelled over to Sampson. ‘Hey Sampson, get on to Customs North and South and check if they’ve eyeballed that Cosy Night van. Also spread that around patrol and motorway police. If the business doesn’t exist, the only van with that logo will be the one belonging to our gang and considering we’ve just relieved them of most of the kids they may be urgently acquiring more. Get on the phone to Jankowski and tell them to monitor clusters of missing children, boys or girls.’

      Gus turned to the room at large. ‘Any ideas how they get the kids past Customs?’
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      Gus, a brown folder under one arm, walked into Interview Room 2 followed by Sadia. Hunched over the table, Graves restlessly peeled the label off a half-empty water bottle. Eyes completely focussed on his task, he didn’t react when Gus pulled a chair out, flung the folder down and sat down opposite. With raised eyebrows Sadia sat next to Gus. Gus took his time, letting the tension build, then, banged his hand on the table. Graves jumped and his gaze flew to Gus’s face.

      ‘Look, you’ve been caught fair and square,’ said Gus, his face stony cold. ‘The evidence is on your laptop. You’ve not got a leg to stand on, so you might as well just admit it,’

      Graves’ lawyer, Jacob Foreman, a tall stern man in a funereal suit with an incongruously bright pink polka dot tie, looked down his nose. ‘My client declines to comment, other than to maintain his innocence in this matter.’

      Gus’ blue eyes sparked angrily at the lawyer then turned to laser straight into Alex’s. Each word he spoke was incisive. ‘This is no time to remain passive. The evidence is here on the files taken from your laptop.’ He tapped the folder that sat between them on the table. Shall I show you the images? The filth that you stored on there. The things you did to those children?’

      Alex dropped the bottle and let it bounce onto the table with a slight bang. Rubbing the palms of his hands over his face, he shook his head quickly from side to side. Then with a sigh he took his hands away and looked at Gus, his hand plucking nervously at his ear lobe. Gus scraped his chair back from the table and began pacing the room.

      ‘Speak to me! Tell me all about it. Your nasty little perverted fantasies. The disgusting things you did to those kids and shared with the other nonces. How it felt when you abducted your own stepdaughter and murdered Jessie.’

      Alex dropped his head into his hands and moaned.

      ‘You have not arrested my client in relation to either the abduction of his stepdaughter or the murder of Jessie Graham, so restrict your questioning to the data found on his laptop.’

      Gus glared at the lawyer. ‘Would you like to see the images your client had on his laptop?’

      Mr Foreman shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Not my thing.’

      Gus jumped to his feet fists clenched by his side, eyes narrowed. Sadia who had sat quietly till now turned to the lawyer and before Gus could speak said, ‘No, your thing seems to be specialising in getting the bastards who sodomise and rape kiddies off, isn’t it?’

      Mr Foreman turned a steely gaze on her and, raising an eyebrow said, ‘If you can’t control yourself, officer, I will terminate this interview.’

      Gus turned to Sadia and frowned a warning. She shrugged and lowering her eyes issued a mumbled apology.

      Alex’s sobs broke the tension in the room. ‘I didn’t do this. I didn’t upload or download any images and, to be frank, if I had, do you really think I’d have let you have access to my laptop? I’m a security expert. I could hide anything I didn’t want you to see so deep you’d need to tunnel to Australia to find it.’

      As he spoke snot dripped down his nose to the edge of his chin. Foreman surreptitiously moved his chair further away from his client’s. Mouth screwed up in distaste, he dropped a tissue onto the table near Alex.

      Gus sat down and taking a deep breath, lowered his tone. ‘All I’m telling you is this; if you come clean with us about this stuff on your computer and help us find Molly it’ll be better for you.’

      Face wiped clean his head jerked up. ‘If I knew anything that would help you find Molly I’d tell you. I love that girl like my own, ok? Now I’ve nothing more to say.’

      Gus pushed his chair away from the table and nodded to the PC who waited by the door. ‘Take him back to his cell for now.’
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      Alice and PC Singh walked Jamal from the lifts through the fourth floor corridor to the interview room. Despite her diminutive figure, Jamal felt shrunken beside Alice. He was tense and, despite being aware that he was clenching and unclenching his fists, he couldn’t stop himself. He tried to walk with a swagger, but his heart wasn’t in it. He was scared and all he wanted was to see Ishaq. Ishaq would sort everything out. He’d explain how bad it was for him and the kids. He’d make them understand that he hadn’t meant to kill his mum.

      He’d just been so angry. She’d laughed at him and said she wasn’t giving him any money. He’d flipped then and just grabbed the stone. He hadn’t meant to do it, it had just happened and then it was too late.

      Alice pushed open the door of the interview room and smiled at the two women who waited inside. ‘This is Amy Winters, Jamal. She’s a lawyer who specialise in children’s law. You’ve already met your social worker, Naila Siddique. I’ll leave you for half an hour or so.’ She turned to the lawyer. ‘We’ve already read him his rights. Let me know when you’re ready. I’ll bring some drinks when we come back.’ She squeezed Jamal’s shoulder as she left.

      Naila, a small slender woman wearing a salwar kameez but no head scarf, jumped to her feet and walked over to Jamal. Gently she took his arm and led him over to the table. ‘Sit down Jamal. Both of us are here to help you, ok? But you need to tell us what happened.’

      Biting his lip, Jamal sat down on the edge of the chair between the two women and risked a glance at his lawyer. She was tall and, although she didn’t smile, Jamal thought her eyes looked kind. She smelled nice too, like strawberries.

      With her black ringlets bobbing, Amy nodded at him. ‘I’m here to get the best outcome for you, ok?’ She waited for his nod before continuing. ‘Well, you need to tell me the truth. Did you do it? Did you kill your mum?’

      Jamal nodded once then began to sob. Naila handed him a tissue and both women waited. When he was calm enough to speak, Jamal looked at Amy through reddened eyes. ‘What’s going to happen to the kids if I go to jail?’

      Amy frowned and said, ‘Your siblings will be taken very good care of Jamal. You mustn’t worry about that.’ She smiled. Jamal thought her dimples were very pretty and he immediately felt a little better.

      Looking straight into his eyes Amy continued, ‘It’s time for you to tell your story Jamal. You’re only fourteen and your school and your neighbours and your big brother all say you’re not a bad lad, and we want the best possible outcome for you. In order to do that you need to tell us everything. The fact that you co-operated with the police earlier is a good thing and that you helped them with their investigation into the children they found in your attic.’

      She paused and adjusted the papers that were strewn over the table before continuing. ‘You need to start at the beginning and tell us everything about that night and then when I have everything I need we’ll bring the police back in and they will conduct a formal interview. I’d like us to co-operate with them again. But, for your sake Jamal, you must tell me everything. No secrets, huh?’

      When Jamal nodded, she crossed her legs and opened an A4 pad of paper and they began.
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      ‘Forensics have come through on the gun used to kill Jessie Graham. The bullets match the ones retrieved from the shooting at Jamal’s brother’s house in Great Horton,’ said Sadia

      Gus smiled. ‘Great, it’s all coming together now. Let’s keep on it. When Naila and the lawyer are finished with Jamal we’ll get on with the interview. Don’t want to hang about on this one.’ He grabbed his elastic physio band and began his exercises, barking out orders at the same time to distract him from the monotony.

      The door opened and almost immediately the room fell silent. Gus, still on the floor beside his desk mid-stretch, paused when he heard a voice cutting through the room like a laser. ‘I’m here to speak to DI McGuire, Sadia. Where is he?’

      From his position on the floor, Gus saw Sadia shuffle her feet under her desk. From his vantage point, he smiled, noting that even her smooth calf muscles tensed in reaction to her father’s voice. Deciding to put her out of her discomfort, Gus raised his voice. ‘I’m here, DCI Hussain.’

      The man took two steps towards Gus’s desk and stopped abruptly. His mouth became pinched, as he looked down his patrician nose, his head swivelling from Gus’s smiling face to the elastic band round the desk leg. His voice when he spoke came out like a stuttering firework. ‘What exactly do you think you’re doing, McGuire?’

      Gus continued to smile amiably. ‘Physio exercises, sir.’ And he demonstrated with a diagonal stretch that pulled his thigh muscles taut and deliberately held the stretch for the count of ten.

      A muscle played on Hussain’s cheek. ‘Do you really think the investigation room is the place for this sort of nonsense?’

      Gus thankfully was saved from answering by DCI Chalmers’ arrival. She bustled over and stood between the two men, gesturing to Gus to continue his exercises. When she spoke her tone was brisk. ‘What brings you here, Imran?’

      Turning to face Nancy, Imran looked her up and down, his disapproval of her colourful floral dress demonstrated by the sneer in his eyes as they slid up her frame. ‘I wanted to bring McGuire’s attention to the behaviour – in his absence yesterday – of two of his officers.’ Gus who’d used Nancy’s arrival as a distraction to get to his feet glanced over at Compo and Sampson, both of whom had tensed on Hussain’s arrival. Their wary glances swung between Hussain and Gus. Gus winked at them and stepped forward to stand beside Nancy. Nancy continued to smile and raised one eyebrow in a questioning manner indicating Hussain should continue.

      He cleared his throat and, arms behind his back, legs apart, stood erect and glared over at Compo and Sampson. ‘I’m very sorry to have to bring this to your attention, Chalmers. Yesterday, I found two officers from your team behaving in an inappropriate manner.’

      Nancy raised one hand and stepped closer to Hussain. ‘Were they abusing prisoners, or for that matter the public?’

      Hussain irritated by the interruption shook his head, but before he could speak she continued. ‘Maybe they were doctoring evidence or conducting some other nefarious and illegal activity?’

      Hussain tutted. ‘You are trivialising untoward behaviour, Chalmers and that’s not on. If you weren’t so… erm… close, with DCS Bowles, I’d be in his office now making a formal complaint.’

      Nancy blushed at his sneering use of the word ‘close’, then shrugged noncommittally. ‘Of course, you must do as you see fit, Imran. Although, I hardly think that two officers who’d been on the job for over fourteen hours non-stop and who had just uncovered two very important leads that pushed our investigation forwards, jamming out for ten minutes in the empty investigation room, is a major transgression.’ She grinned, ‘Hell, if I’d been here, I’d have joined in myself.’ She turned her back dismissively on Hussain, who opened his mouth to reply. Before he could speak however, Nancy turned back and glared at him. ‘Especially in light of the fact that two of your officers are currently under investigation by internal affairs for their behaviour towards a fellow officer in public. An incident to which we have numerous witnesses.’

      Hussain frowned. ‘What are you talking about? I thought we’d agreed to brush that silly incident in the pub the other night under the carpet. I’ve spoken to the officers involved.’

      Nancy turned back and smiled. ‘Yes, we did have a verbal agreement. Nonetheless, I covered my back by taking witness statements just the same. Like you, I don’t like my police force being brought into disrepute.’ She stepped closer to Hussain and continued. ‘I’d thank you to clean out your own stable and allow my officers to behave as efficiently and impeccably as they always do. And I include in that statement their momentary release of healthy tension through a jamming session. Now if you’ll excuse me, Gus has an arrest on the Sharon Asif murder to make.’ and she all but shepherded Hussain out of the room.

      When Hussain and Nancy had left, Sadia released a long breath and turned to Gus, her face flushed.

      ‘Look, about my dad–’

      Gus interrupted. ‘Look, when we’re at work, he’s not your dad. He’s a senior officer. It’ll be easier for you if you keep that distinction in mind, ok?’

      She nodded and turned back to her computer screen. ‘Yeah, especially if he’s going to be a dick!’
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      Gus and Alice looked through the one-way mirror at Jamal, Naila and Amy. Jamal looked like he’d been ravaged by a Pitbull. His face was mottled. As they watched, his fingers worried at a ragged hole in the sleeve of his jumper. Alice moved away and pumped some money into the vending machine. When the can of Pepsi Max thudded out, she picked it up. ‘That’s for Jamal. The others don’t want a drink. You ready, Gus?’

      Gus nodded and together they left the room and approached the interview room. Rolling the tension from his shoulders, Gus hesitated then opened the door. As soon as it opened, Jamal’s head jerked up and Gus saw that he’d bitten his lips to a scabby mess. He smiled at Jamal, patted him on the shoulder and walked past to take the seat opposite. Alice placed the can in front of Jamal and joined Gus at the other side of the table.

      Gus looked at the three people sat opposite. ‘Are we alright to continue?’

      The lawyer nodded, adjusted her pad on the table and sat back. Gus nodded to Alice who inserted a tape in the recorder and introduced the participants before Gus took over.

      ‘Ok Jamal, we’ve already got on file your previous statement relating to the weeks leading up to and including the period of incarceration of the children in the attic at 9 Inkerman Street. In this interview, we want to focus on the day and evening of the death of your mother Sharon Asif. Is that clear?’

      Jamal nodded and his solicitor nudged him. With a smile she gestured to the recorder. Jamal sighed and said, ‘Yes, I understand.’

      Gus leaned back, stretching his legs under the table and keeping his body as open and unthreatening as possible. ‘When was the first time you saw your mother, Sharon Asif, on Saturday the seventh February?’

      Jamal’s fingers continued to pluck at the woollen fabric of his jumper, his head remained bowed as he spoke. ‘I stayed at my mate Frankie Robb’s place on the Friday. Went there straight after school and stayed over till the Saturday. Then he was going to the football and I knew I should go back and check on the kids. I never liked to leave them with her for too long.’

      ‘When you say ‘her’, Jamal, do you mean your mother?’

      ‘Yes, my mother.’ He sniffed and then wiped a tissue over his nose and eyes. ‘When I got in, they were watching telly in the living room. She was lying in her bed, wearing that bloody dressing gown and a short nightie. She stank. The whole fucking house stank… piss, sick, shit… everything. Imran’s nappy was full and even he stank. His little Babygro was covered in muck and shit, but there was nothing else. I changed his bum. It was sore, so I slathered Sudocrem over it. She didn’t buy that for him. Mrs Khalifa next door gave it me. She never bought owt for us.’

      Jamal paused, his fingers working like a piston on his jumper. His eyes were glazed and he stared blankly at the ceiling. Gus exchanged a glance with Naila, who gently placed her hand on Jamal’s arm.

      ‘You’re doing really well, Jamal,’ she said.

      Jamal swallowed before continuing. ‘I woke her up – my mum that is – and told her I’d used the last nappy. Told her she needed to buy more. She just grunted, so I got a cup of water and threw it over her.’ A faint smile flickered at his sore mouth, before his eyes clouded over. ‘She was mad then. She jumped up. I could smell the sweat and booze and… sex on her.’ Jamal’s fists clenched on top of the table. ‘Fucking whore bitch! She grabbed my wrist.’ His fingers moved from the jumper to the skin underneath, Gus could see the yellowing remains of a bruise on his wrist. He leaned over and touched Jamal’s arm with one finger.

      ‘Jamal, I can see an old bruise on your wrist. How did you get that?’

      Jamal stared up at Gus with a frown. ‘I just told you. She did it. She grabbed my wrist and twisted like she always does.’ He stood up quickly. Turning round he hoisted his jumper up to reveal a series of bruises on his skinny back. ‘She did those too, kicked and punched me for waking her up.’

      Gus released a long breath. ‘Ok, Jamal you can sit down, love.’ He glanced at the lawyer whose face revealed her shock. Gus knew that things had changed dramatically. Jamal now had a motive and possibly an excuse for killing his mother.

      Gus inclined his head towards Naila. ‘I’m going to terminate this interview for now, Jamal, because you’ve made allegations of abuse by your mother and shown us injuries we previously didn’t know existed. What will happen now is that a doctor will come in and do a medical examination to document your injuries. You’ll have some tea and then we’ll continue,’ he looked at his watch. ‘Probably tomorrow now.’

      Confusion clouding his face, Jamal looked from Naila to his lawyer for corroboration before giving a single exhausted nod.

      Gus noted the time and signed off from the tape.
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      As Gus and Alice walked along the corridor, leaving Jamal in the capable hands of his lawyer and social worker, his phone vibrated in his trouser pocket.

      Rummaging awkwardly Gus found it, glanced at the screen and scowled. ‘Shit, that’s my alarm to remind me I’ve got to go see the shrink. Drop me off will you, Al.’ He flexed his bad shoulder. ‘I discovered this morning that I’m not fit to drive yet.’

      ‘Sure,’ said Alice, changing direction and heading towards the escalator, with Gus following behind, cursing under his breath.

      When they got in Gus said, ‘What the hell’s so funny?’

      Alice pouted and looked toward the roof of the lift. ‘Not a thing, Gus. Not a thing.’

      Lashing snow made the short drive along Manningham Lane and onto Bradford Road, in rush hour treacherous. Gus spent most of the journey cursing and bemoaning the stupidity of psychiatrists and their unreasonable demands on patients who were perfectly fine, whilst Alice smiled and ignored him.

      She followed him into the waiting room and was introduced to Gus’ soulmate Nemo. Alice, like Gus, took a liking to the hulking fish and seemed happy to entertain him whilst Gus was with Dr Mahmood.

      Force of habit had Gus walking towards his chair and focussing on the damp patch on the wall above Dr Mahmood’s head, whilst she sat behind her desk and, elbows resting on her chin, studied him. ‘How have you been, Angus?’ she asked.

      Gus pursed his lips and shrugged. ‘Busy, very busy. In fact, so busy I’m going to have to cut this appointment short. I’ve got lots to do.’

      Dr Mahmood stood up and walked to the front of her desk. Placing her hands on her hips, she stared so hard at him that he almost flinched. When she opened her mouth to speak, Gus expected an avalanche of annoyance but, instead, she spoke very quietly. ‘The thing is Angus, it’s not up to you when this appointment terminates.’ She held up two hands, palms facing upwards. ‘You see these two hands of mine?’

      Gus directed his gaze to her hands and then immediately swung his gaze back to his patch with a curt nod.

      She continued. ‘Well, these hands carry a heavy weight on them. Do you know what that weight is?’

      Gus shook his head, suspecting he wasn’t going to like whatever revelation she was about to make.

      Dr Mahmood lowered her voice even more. ‘It’s the weight of power. I have power over many things Angus. However, the power pertaining to you is my ability to revoke your fitness to work status, should I deem it necessary.’

      Gus narrowed his eyes and directed his gaze straight at her.

      She inclined her head, in what Gus could only describe as a regal fashion. ‘I have no desire to revoke that status, Angus.’ She said, moving round her desk and sitting back down. ‘Nonetheless, I will not accept tardiness or a ‘no show’. I’m aware that in your line of work, there are occasions when you may need to postpone our appointment and that’s fine. However, you will have the courtesy to notify me to schedule an alternate time. Is that understood?’

      Gus had the grace to acknowledge that he had been rude to her and that he should have set his phone alarm for his earlier appointment. He would still have needed to cancel, but it would have been courteous to contact her first. He nodded and said, ‘Perfectly.’

      With a smile she said, ‘Right, let’s crack on. How have you found your return to work? Be warned, I expect a proper answer this time.’

      Gus bit his lip and then described his working week in detail.

      Afterwards, he felt a lot of the tension he’d carried into the room had dissipated.

      Dr Mahmood looked at him across the table with narrowed eyes. She shook her head slowly from side to side and then rested her forehead in her hands. ‘If you’d only loosen up about your accident like you did just now about your current case, I’d be a lot happier with your return to work.’

      With a slight smile Gus said, ‘I’m fine. Honestly. Being back at work is all the therapy I need.’

      Dr Mahmood exhaled a deep breath. ‘I’m not one hundred percent sure of that. At some point you will have to let it all out in order to heal. I only hope it doesn’t break free when you’re in a compromised position.’ She reached across and flicked the mouse to bring her diary onto the computer screen. Monday 8am suit you?’

      Gus took out his phone and made a show of setting his alarm for it. ‘Fine.’
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      Laden with bacon butties and chocolate chip cookies newly bought from Chaat’s, Alice and Gus went into the incident room and deposited their goody bags on his desk.

      ‘Dive in, troops!’ Gus glanced round, spotted Sadia sitting at her desk, phone glued to her ear. He walked over and dropped a greasy paper bag on top of her desk. ‘Egg for you.’

      Sadia looked up, her brown eyes flickered momentarily in confusion and then she mouthed ‘thank you’.

      Gus gave a single nod and walked back to his own desk grabbing the last bacon sandwich and shouting to Compo to get the coffee on.

      When she’d finished her phone conversation, Sadia sidled over to Gus. ‘Thanks for the egg butty. I didn’t order one.’

      Gus glanced up and wiped ketchup from his fingers. ‘You’re welcome. No one ordered owt.’ He grinned. ‘You could say impetuosity got the better of me.’

      As he looked up at her from beneath his dreads she grinned at him. Her almond shaped eyes were huge and lidded by lashes that, on anyone else, he’d have assumed were false. On her, he knew they’d be natural. Her smile revealed perfectly white teeth with an endearing overbite at the front. He stared at her, then shaking himself he turned back to his paperwork.

      Sadia laid her hand on his arm and squeezed lightly. When she spoke, the carefree tone of minutes ago was replaced by an urgency that immediately had Gus’s full attention. ‘That was Janine, Beth’s FLO on the phone. Two things. Well three really, first DHL just delivered an identical box to the one that came the other day. They’ve obviously realised that, now the press have taken up residence at the gate, they can’t drop things off so easily.’

      Gus’s blue eyes narrowed as she continued. ‘Janine has contacted forensics and, as a precaution, she’s left the box in the middle of the garden with a PC on guard. The second thing is that Beth’s moving in with Wendy Horan, her deputy head, for now. She’s requested police security, but won’t countenance a safe house. She said she’s not ever doing that again.’ Sadia sighed, ‘And the third thing is, she’s relieved Janine of her duties. Said she’s fed up with having a minder and it’s causing her too much stress.’

      ‘Ok! Get a police presence at the deputy’s house and get a team to go over it for security. I want a panic alarm in each room and I want the premises covered front and back twenty-four seven.’

      He put his hand into his pocket and fingered the card Sergeant Ormerton had given him. ‘Tell forensics not to touch the box. I want it checked over by my contact in the army before they touch it. Does Beth know it’s there?’

      Sadia shook her head. ‘No, Janine opted to keep it quiet till she’d heard from us.’

      ‘Good, tell her to try to keep Beth there for now, but away from the windows if possible.’

      He picked up his phone pumped in Ormerton’s number and gestured to Sadia to get her coat. ‘Get a squad car. You can come with me. Compo, tell Alice I’ll be back ASAP.’
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      Blinding sleet and icy roads made the drive to Ilkley take longer than Gus had anticipated. When they pulled into the drive, the reporters, remembering Sadia’s earlier impatience, crowded the sides of the vehicle, but wisely left the front free.

      Gus grinned at them through the side window as they swept through the first gate into the area he privately thought of now as ‘the paddock’, before being buzzed through to the drive. The forensic team had arrived and Gus saw an army vehicle parked near the door. He got out of the car and raised his arm in greeting to Ormerton who strode towards him.

      Ormerton shook Gus’s hand vigorously. ‘No bombs or explosives of any description this time. The bastard clearly didn’t want to risk damaging the contents of the box.’ His eyes narrowed. He hoiked, deep in his throat and spat a glob of phlegm onto the snow in a gesture that jarred with his posh accent. ‘Fucking animal!’

      ‘Is it bad then?’ asked Gus.

      Ormerton nodded abruptly and glared at the gob of phlegm before kicking some fresh snow over it. ‘Best go and see for yourself. I’ve extended my stay by a few days. I’ve taking a bit of a shine to those buns called fat rascals in Betty’s cake shop down the road.’ He grinned. ‘…and, of course, the rather less fat, but just as delicious Charlotte, who works there, is an added attraction. Call if you need me,’ he said and saluted Gus, before climbing back into his truck and driving off.

      Gus, face grim, headed round the corner to the white forensic tent. Sadia trailed behind, muffled in a huge Puffa coat that dwarfed her slender frame. Before he pulled the flap back he glanced towards the kitchen window where Beth was silhouetted, holding her baby against her shoulder and staring straight at him. Wendy stood beside her, but he could tell from Beth’s body language that any comfort from her friend had been rejected. He raised a hand in the air and waved it once. Beth nodded slightly in response and kept her gaze locked on him as he suited up. With a deep breath, Gus stood aside allowing Sadia to precede him into the tent. Hissing Sid walked towards him and shook his head. ‘Doubt we’ll get much from the box or its wrappings but we wanted to let you see it in situ.’

      Gus approached the box, pre-warned by the solemn expressions around him that it would not be pleasant. The SOCOs had left the box open on the snowy ground. Gus looked in and saw a white sheet of folded paper. A quick glance at Sid gave him permission to lift it and open the sheet. It was written in the same child’s hand as before, but with a darker colour, and in ink, rather than crayon.

      Sid saw Gus’s frown as he studied the message. ‘You’ve got new email.’

      Gus glanced up and then followed his gaze back to the box where a pad of cotton wool covered whatever lay beneath. A muscle twitched in Gus’s cheek as he leaned over and with his gloved fingers lifted the pad.

      ‘We reckon the note’s written in blood, Gus!’ said Sid as Gus looked at the small item lying in the box.

      With an abrupt nod Gus turned to Sadia. ‘Get the techs to access Beth’s email, ASAP. I need to know what’s on it.’

      Sadia turned to do as he’d asked whilst Gus spoke to Hissing Sid.

      ‘See if you can get a DNA match on that quickly, will you?’

      Sid nodded and gestured to one of his team to bag the box up.
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            Friday 7:40pm

          

        

      

    

    
      Sampson slammed his phone down, jumped up and punched the air. ‘Fucking ace!’

      Alice glanced up and smiled. ‘Good news, John?’

      ‘Hell yeah. Customs have only just gone and identified a lorry with the logo Cosy Night on the side. It’s been logged getting on a ferry bound for Hull from Rotterdam. It’s due to berth at 9pm. Bingo!’

      His flushed, excited expression was contagious, so Alice stood up and high-fived him. She knew that the incident with DCI Hussain had affected Sampson. He’d seemed down and a bit wary since then. Hopefully this would set him back on the right path. ‘Get on the phone to Gus. He’ll be chuffed to get some good news. Tell him I’ll organise a search warrant for the lorry and a police team from Hull to apprehend it and the driver, in liaison with the customs crew.’ She put her head to one side. ‘I’ll warn them to expect you to co-ordinate the operation and bring the driver back to Bradford. Take PC Singh with you.’

      Sampson paused as he lifted his phone to his ear, his jaw nearly hitting the floor. ‘Me?’

      Alice paused and then said, ‘You did good to get that alert up and running as quickly as you did. We could so easily have been too late. You deserve the chance to follow your lead through to the end. Gus is all about that, you know?’

      Sampson turned away to make his phone call to Gus revealing a tell-tale blush running up his neck and to his ears, which Alice found very endearing.
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            Friday 7:50pm

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus left the forensic tent and immediately his eyes were drawn to the pale face at the window. Beth’s eyes pierced him, drawing him towards her despite his reluctance to pile yet more horror on her shoulders. How much more could she take? Her daughter had been abducted, her mother-in-law murdered and her second husband was under suspicion for possessing pornographic images of children. Now this.

      He and Sadia began to walk through the sleet to the kitchen door. He felt his phone vibrate. ‘Hope this is some good news,’ he said to Sadia and angled himself away from Beth, who continued to watch them from the window. ‘Sampson?’

      Hearing Sampson’s report lifted Gus’s spirits and he allowed himself a few seconds of elation before he updated Sadia. Then, he told her the bad news. ‘Looks like they’ve bailed Alex Graves, and he’s coming back here. Maybe it’s just as well Beth’s moving out. She won’t want to see him.’

      ‘Hell no,’ said Sadia her nose crinkled in disgust. ‘It’s not right is it? That bastards like that get to roam our streets.’

      Kicking the snow aimlessly, his shoulders hunched, Gus agreed with her. He hated it when the legal system let criminals loose. However, he’d enough time on the job to realise that it was pointless letting these things get in the way of an ongoing investigation. He shared these thoughts with Sadia and then bracing himself, he continued towards the back door and into the kitchen where Beth waited.

      Beth led them over to the table, carrying the baby who appeared blissfully unaware of the trauma surrounding him. She sat down and looked at Gus. The shadows under her eyes were even more pronounced and her frame looked fragile with her bulky cardigan dwarfing her. Her hands rested on the table clenching and unclenching, her knuckles protruding like blunt herbivorian teeth. Gus pulled out a chair and sat opposite her.

      ‘It isn’t good Beth, not good at all. He’s left another message and our techs have already watched the email video he sent. I don’t want you to watch it, ok?’ His blue eyes held her gaze steady and strong, but he knew already that she wouldn’t listen to him. Beth chewed on her lower lip, dislodging flakes of dry skin tinged with blood. Gus flinched as the sight evoked memories of what he’d seen in the box. She reached across the table for her laptop. ‘You can’t stop me from looking at it, can you?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘No, Beth, I can’t stop you. I can only advise. But,’ he flicked a glance at Sadia. ‘If you choose to watch this, we will do all we can to support you, ok?’

      She swallowed once and smiled thinly. When she spoke her voice was hoarse, ‘Thank you.’

      Gus nodded and moved round to stand behind her, as she accessed the recording.

      It opened with the camera operator panning round the warehouse room where Molly had been filmed before. Gus, eyes narrowed in concentration, saw the huge window with its puddle of ice scraped off. The camera zoomed onto the chair with little Molly sitting, legs tied to the chair legs and a rope round her middle. This time her hands were free. From nowhere, manic laughter erupted followed by the image of the man wearing the Scream mask bouncing into the frame. His voice was again distorted when he spoke.

      ‘Come on Molly, sweetheart. Tell mummy how much you miss her.’ He slid behind Molly and ran his fingers through her savaged hair, lips close to her ear as he spoke. Molly flinched, but kept looking at the camera. He prodded her and his voice rose an octave.

      ‘Come on tell her!’

      The muscles on Molly’s throat spasmed as she tried to swallow. Then, after another prod, she spoke. ‘Mummy, I’m sorry I ate the sausage roll. I’m still veggie. I love veggie food. I won’t eat any more meat.’

      Scream man slapped her across the face, making her head ricochet back. A drop of blood gathered at the corner of Molly’s mouth. He lurched back from her, threw back his head and guffawed. ‘Stupid bitch! She’s losing it. Fucking veggie indeed. You would make her a fucking veggie. Well, let me tell you, bitch, she’ll be eating meat before too long.’ He laughed again and looked towards the camera. ‘Get it? She’ll be eating meat before too long?’

      He turned back to Molly and said, ‘Tell her what I told you to say.’

      Molly, despite her tears, glared at him and lowered her head. ‘He says this is all your fault, mummy, and he’ll be coming for you soon. ‘Her voice cracked. ‘He says he’s killed Grandma Jessie. Has he mum? Has he?’

      Gus felt Beth tense and made to stop the recording.

      ‘Don’t!’ The word came out like a bullet and with a final glance at Beth, Gus allowed his hand to fall to his side as the recording continued.

      Scream man’s laugh drowned out Molly’s sobs. When he finally stopped laughing, he walked out of the frame, returning seconds later with his tool bag. He laid it on the mattress and unwrapped it. Slowly and deliberately he withdrew scalpels and knives and saws. One by one, he pressed each against Molly’s cheek just hard enough to leave an indent, before removing it and replacing it in the bag.

      Finally, he chose a tool and raised it to the camera.

      Recognising the clippers, Gus flinched.

      Scream man, head on one side, his voice echoing eerily said, ‘This one I think, don’t you?’

      A voice of assent drifted from behind the camera. Scream man, beckoned to the camera man to zoom right in on Molly’s crotch. A wet patch grew on her jeans and urine dripped to the floor. ‘Disgusting child. Just like her fucking mother. She’ll pay for pissing herself.’

      With no warning, he grabbed Molly’s right hand and strapped it to the chair arm, using a roll of duct tape he’d extracted from his pocket. She tried to jerk her arm away but he was too strong for her.

      Gus groaned and glanced at Beth. Her hands were clenched tightly together. He flicked a glance at Sadia, who stared back wide eyed. Inhaling deeply, Gus laid his hands on Beth’s shoulders and squeezed as if he could absorb her pain.

      On the screen, Scream man placed the clippers round Molly’s little finger. Molly looked straight at the camera. Tears coursed down her raw cheeks, her voice wobbled when she spoke. ‘We’re all square, mummy. Remember, we’re all square.’

      Then, he pressed the handles together.

      Molly’s scream reverberated round the kitchen and her small, delicate pinkie fell to the warehouse floor.

      A whooshing sizzle coated the screen in darkness. The leaky tap’s rhythmic drip punctuated the air of desperation with inappropriate frivolity. Beth stared at the fizzing screen, hands twitching ineffectually in her lap. Wendy wept quietly beside her, tissue held tightly against her nose. Then, abruptly, Beth scraped her chair back and jumped to her feet. Her motions were erratic and uncoordinated. Quickly, she walked to the pram, checked the baby and then grabbing the handles, she swivelled the pram round and clumsily manoeuvred it towards the door. Wendy Horan jumped to her feet. ‘Beth what are you doing? Come and sit down?’

      Beth shook her head and shrugged the other woman’s arm off her shoulders. ‘Leave me alone. I need to get out of here. I’ll come to yours later, ok?’

      Gus stood slowly and walked over to Beth, who glared up at him, her eyes shining with unshed tears. ‘Beth, you can’t just go. We need you to help us. We need you to tell us what you can about the tape.’

      Beth took a step towards him, her eyes flashing. She prodded his shoulder. Gus bit back a grimace of pain as she spoke. ‘You need to catch those bastards. That’s what you need to do. What fucking good are you doing hanging around here? You need to get off your arses and find them. Before they hurt her any more.’ Then, she was crying. Great heaving sobs lifted her chest up and down.

      Gus put his arm round her shoulder and gently led her back to her chair, whilst Wendy repositioned the pram. He nodded to Sadia and mouthed the word ‘coffee’. Sadia immediately moved to the kettle and began filling it. Gus fleetingly remembered the last time they’d been in this kitchen and he’d made that same request. Sadia had been reluctant to comply then, but now she worked quietly without protest, her brow furrowed in a worried line. It was hard to believe only a few days had passed since then.

      He’d been reluctant for Beth to view the tape initially, however, in retrospect, he was glad she had. It had thrown up some things that needed clarifying and he was sure she could help.

      Sitting opposite her, Wendy Horan by her side, he said, ‘Beth, there were some things Molly said in the tape that we need you to consider. I’m going to ask you to watch it again and tell us if there’s anything, anything at all, that we can use to pinpoint where they’ve got Molly. Can you do that?’

      Beth wiped her sleeve over her eyes and swallowed. She turned to Wendy and mouthed ‘sorry’, before taking a deep breath and turning back to the screen. ‘Go on, play it again.’

      Gus pressed play and they watched the recording again, stopping just before the final scene.

      For a minute, Beth remained quiet, then. ‘We’re not vegetarian. Molly’s a chicken or beef burger girl. She loves her meat. Don’t know why she’d say those things about being veggie. It doesn’t make sense does it, Wendy?’

      Wendy shook her head. ‘No it doesn’t. Remember when we took her for lunch at that lovely little veggie café in Thornton. She kicked up such a fuss; we had to take her to McDonald’s on the way home.’

      Beth smiled. ‘Yeah. Such a little drama queen, isn’t she?’

      Wendy squeezed her arm. ‘Yes, a real live wire.’

      Beth lifted a shaking hand to her forehead and swept a tendril of hair back. ‘I’m tired, Wendy. Really tired. I don’t know how much more I can take.’

      Sadia placed steaming mugs on the table and sat down beside Gus. She looked at Beth and said, in a tone Gus had never heard from her before, ‘You need to rest Beth. You’re in shock and your body’s shutting down. The best thing you can do for Molly now is rest. Believe me, I know what shock can do to your body and mind.’ She smiled at the older woman. ‘Drink your coffee, I made decaff, and then let Wendy take you and Sam back to hers. Get some rest. When Molly comes home she’s going to need a strong mother there to look after her.’

      Beth studied Sadia’s face and whatever she saw there seemed to reassure her for she smiled weakly, lifted her drink to her lips and nodded. ‘Ok, DC Hussain, you win.’

      Gus looked at Sadia, wondering what Beth had seen in her to make her give in. As he watched her, Sadia flushed and looked away.
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            Friday 9:30pm

          

        

      

    

    
      Sampson and PC Singh had broken all records to collect the necessary documents to hotfoot it up to Hull in time. Sleet and traffic build-up had made conditions hazardous. However, a bit of weather wasn’t going to stop them and PC Singh, flashing lights on and accelerator pedal pressed to the floor, got them to the docks in record time with only a few near misses to their names.

      Warrant in his pocket, a determined look on his face and purpose in his stride, Sampson marched across the Customs area at Hull docks, hand outstretched to greet Matthew Dubois, the customs official who had secured the driver of the Cosy Nights lorry. Before long, Dubois had guided them inside and updated them on the apprehension of Devlin O’Rourke.

      Sampson and Singh, steaming hot chocolates in their hands, were just beginning to thaw out as they observed him through the one-way mirror. Sampson, seeing O’Rourke sprawled nonchalantly in the plastic chair, felt a sudden surge of anger flooding his body. The memory of the children found in Sharon Asif’s attic merged with the image of little Molly Graves and the insouciant demeanour of the man in the room incensed him He turned to Dubois. ‘Does his passport seem legit?’

      Dubois nodded. ‘The local police are running it through HOLMES as we speak.’ Sampson took his phone from his pocket and texted the name with a request to cross-reference the name with Interpol, to Compo.

      ‘You seized the lorry?’

      Dubois hands were behind his back, and, as was the habit of many short men, he rocked on the balls of his feet in an attempt to expand his body space. He glanced sideways at Sampson, looking mildly pissed off. ‘Of course. Forensics are on their way; we know how to do these things in Hull.’ He jerked his thumb towards the window, ‘He’s not the first trafficker, excuse me, suspected trafficker, we’ve caught.’ He winked. ‘We know our job here, son.’

      Heat spread over Sampson’s cheeks. He quickly side-stepped the confrontation he felt was coming, by moving back from the window. ‘Shall we let him stew for a bit whilst we have a look at the lorry?’

      Dubois held his gaze for a second and then relented, ‘Come on then, this way. We’ve had the dogs out but they’re acting strangely. Asked the forensics to get a move on in case there’s someone inside the lorry. But we needed to wait for the warrant. Kids, is it?’

      Sampson nodded once and Dubois nodded back. ‘Thought so, the kids always have a bigger impact don’t they.’

      Sampson, Singh and Dubois walked along a chilly tunnel that acted as a funnel for the cool sea breeze. It led to a huge hangar, lit with strobes that flickered irritatingly and a combined smell of salt air and oil layered the atmosphere. It was empty, except for the lorry bearing the red Cosy Nights script, flashed on a yellow background on the side panel. It stood in the middle surrounded by various suited-up forensics folk, ready to open the back of the lorry.

      Sampson knew the sniffer dogs, in light of the previous detonation in Ilkley, had checked for explosives and found none. They were clear to go ahead now and open the lorry.

      Sampson handed the warrant to a detective sergeant from Hull who swiftly read it and then with a perfunctory nod, signalled for the forensic team to begin. Sampson and Singh suited up and waited by the plastic crime scene tape that marked the periphery, held up by a series of traffic cones.

      The team sprang into action with an energy that left Sampson breathless. Two suited figures converged on each side of the lorry. One jumped agilely into the cab, carrying a huge case of tools. Two technicians shimmied on their backs under the lorry, wearing goggles and head torches. Another two swabbed and photographed the external areas before raising the roll up door to the storage space at the back.

      Sampson, on tiptoes, strained to see inside, but even with the assistance of the extra strong lights that flooded the cavity, he could see only a pile of mattresses laid flat in the truck bed one on top of the other. Each was separated by two metal prongs that created a bed frame for each mattress. Sampson’s heart slowed. He’d been half expecting to see a huddled group of malnourished traumatised children cowering in the corner, a stream of steaming excrement flowing down to the door as testament to their suffering. Now that he’d been denied the image he’d mentally prepared for, he felt a curious disappointment tinged with relief.

      A yell from the lorry’s bowels accompanied by frantic activity – smothered conversation and suddenly a masked earless bunny head was at the door, eyes flashing, hands frantically waving.

      ‘Ambulance, now!’

      And then a human bunny chain was sliding mattresses out of the lorry, placing them gently on the floor and the most surreal scene Sampson had ever witnessed unfolded before his eyes. Mattresses were unzipped and flipped open, revealing child-sized hollows within. Inside each was a sleeping child attached to a ventilation system that was in turn connected to an oxygen cylinder, nestling in a separate hollow next to the child’s ghostly frame.

      Sampson’s hands raked through his hair. Ten fucking mattresses, ten children. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Disregarding the preservation of evidence, the SOCOs scurried to care for the children while ambulances screeched to a halt at the entrance to the hanger. In stunned silence the SOCOs stepped back and were replaced by paramedics who ascertained that all ten children were still alive. A spontaneous cheer erupted as the last child, breathing independently although still unconscious, was transferred from his cushioned coffin to the ambulance.
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            Friday 9:45pm

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘That bitch got the latest little offering then, did she?’ The Matchmaker laughed and rubbed his hands together. He and The Facilitator were back in the same hotel room as before. The Matchmaker had arrived first, making sure he wasn’t followed and as usual his hat and scarf made him virtually unidentifiable. Lucky really, as he was almost certain he’d seen a lackey of that prude DCI Hussain escorting a barely-legal hooker into one of the rooms further down the corridor. He imagined how Hussain would look if he told him that his favourite officer was knocking off prossies in his spare time. He smiled inwardly. Hussain would look down his patrician nose as if he’d just encountered a foul smell. If it wasn’t for the existence of the daughter, Sadia, The Matchmaker would doubt that Hussain had ever got down and dirty in the bedroom. Too bloody stuck-up to indulge in the baser activities of mere mortals.

      The Facilitator looked tense. As well as his crumpled clothes and obvious fatigue, The Matchmaker thought he carried a defeated air. He wondered if the last few stressful days, although integral to their plan, had knocked The Facilitator off kilter. They’d discussed it all thoroughly and The Facilitator had agreed that a smokescreen was their best protection. So, that’s what they’d implemented. Soon the ‘truth’ would be revealed. The Facilitator could breathe easy then.

      As the other man paced the room, The Matchmaker’s eyes narrowed. He had to stop him from flaking out. Keep him on board. God, why couldn’t the idiot just grow some balls. Did he always have to be the one carrying everything?

      The Facilitator stopped pacing, and avoiding The Matchmaker’s gaze, he replied abruptly, ‘Yes, she got it. But you need to start playing this safely. You’re getting too hell-bent on revenge. We’ve got business commitments to meet and that’s got to be our priority. The Provider is off the radar, so we don’t know where our next shipment is and we’ve got orders to fulfil.’

      The Matchmaker’s fists clenched. He stepped closer. ‘Watch your tone! I’ve worked on this business for two decades. It was my brainchild and I don’t need reminding about my obligations to our clients. You, on the other hand, seem to need reminding about who salvaged the debacle when James Clegg got caught. I’ll get my revenge on that bitch because she needs to pay.’ He grinned and backed off slightly. ‘Don’t forget, I’ve got my finger on the pulse. I know that the police are dithering with that damaged DI McGuire floundering around. Humph, it’s laughable, really.’

      The Facilitator flinched. ‘He doesn’t seem as out of the game as you think. He seems on the ball, organised, efficient. Don’t underestimate him. That could be our undoing.’

      The Matchmaker grabbed The Facilitator’s shoulder and squeezed lightly. ‘Don’t be such a wimp. We’re into the endgame now. When I’ve got my last revenge we’ll relocate and continue as before. We’ll be in the clear.’

      The Facilitator jumped to his feet, rubbing his hand over his short hair. ‘For God’s sake, can you hear yourself? We’ve left a whole load of soiled goods in an attic for the police to find. We’ve attempted to kill Jamal Asif, abducted Molly Graves and proceeded to amputate parts of her body. Oh and did I mention we killed the kid’s granny too. Do you really think Gus McGuire, will let all that slide? Because I don’t. He seems far too efficient and driven for that.’

      The Matchmaker sat down on the uncomfortable desk chair and crossed his legs. With one hand slung behind him resting on the tabletop, his tapping fingers were the only indication of his anger. He waited till The Facilitator looked away before speaking in a controlled tone. ‘Don’t ever question my actions. Things are under control and I’m nearly done. Two more days and operation ‘Annihilate Beth Graves’ will be over. They can’t link any of us to those brats and our client’s confidentiality is intact. We’re fine, ok?’

      The Facilitator, head down, said nothing. Then the Matchmaker’s phone rang. Eyes resting on The Facilitator’s bowed head, he answered. As he listened, his fingers tightened on the phone. Abruptly, without speaking, he hung up. The Facilitator met his gaze as the Matchmaker said, ‘Our eyes on the ground say The Provider’s truck has been stopped in Hull. He’s been arrested and is en route to Bradford.’

      The Facilitator visibly paled. ‘And I suppose you can sort that one out too?’

      The Matchmaker cursed and began to pace in the confined space. Finally, he spun round on his heel. ‘We’ll cut him free. We’ll begin to relocate tomorrow, ok?’
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            Saturday 9am

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus walked into the interview room with Alice. Jamal, his lawyer, Amy Winters and Naila Siddique, his social worker, were already sitting at the table. Jamal was slumped in the chair, his head bowed. His shoulders were tense and his fists were clenched by his sides

      Gus pulled out his chair, turned it round and straddled it, leaning his arms across the back rest. ‘You ok, Jamal?’

      Jamal’s head jerked up and his eyes flashed venom at Gus before he resumed his previous position. Gus blinked. Wow! What the hell had caused this sudden animosity? He flicked a glance at Naila who shook her head, clearly as puzzled as Gus by the boy’s reaction.

      ‘Did the doctor check you out, Jamal?’

      Jamal shrugged. Naila nudged him gently with her elbow. ‘Come on, Jamal. Tell DI McGuire how you are.’

      Jamal’s gaze remained on the floor. ‘You tell him, if you’re so keen.’

      Amy Winters butted in. ‘The doctors have catalogued Jamal’s injuries and have accessed his medical records and have found evidence of significant injuries that may indicate long-term abuse. There are no immediate concerns over any of his injuries and he’s fit to interview.’

      Gus smiled at her and then turned back to Jamal. ‘What’s up, son? Are you frightened?’

      Jamal snorted and pushed himself upright, his eyes sparking. ‘I’m not your fucking son, ok? And yeah, I am fucking frightened. You lot are all bloody bastards. I don’t fucking trust any of you.’ He jumped to his feet and towered over the table, glowering at Gus.

      Naila stood up quickly and grabbed his arm. ‘Come on Jamal, what’s got into you? This isn’t like you. Inspector McGuire wants to help you.’

      Gus held Jamal’s gaze and waved a hand at Naila telling her to stand down. What the hell had happened to this kid between yesterday and this morning? Was it that they’d discovered the extent of his injuries? Gus didn’t think it was that and he really wanted to find out what was causing the boy to act so aggressively.

      Naila plonked herself on the edge of her chair. Amy leaned forward and spoke sharply. ‘Sit down, Jamal. This isn’t helping you.’ Jamal glared at her, his chin thrust forward, then he slumped back into his chair still glaring at Gus.

      Gus pressed his lips together wondering how to proceed. Eventually, his voice calm and low he said, ‘What’s up, Jamal? Yesterday you left here happy to work with us, knowing we were going to do our best for you and now,’ he splayed his arms, palm up before him, ‘you’re acting like we’re the enemy. That tells me something’s happened to upset you. What the hell is it?’

      Jamal chewed on his lip and sniffed. His leg juddered up and down, his knee banging periodically on the table.

      ‘He’s one of you lot. The fucking bastard who brought those kids to our house is a fucking stinkin’ pig.’ Without warning, Jamal jumped to his feet and before any of them could stop him, he punched the wall.

      Gus, open mouthed, swung his gaze to Alice who looked as stunned as he felt. Naila, after a single shocked glance at Gus, approached Jamal and put her arm round his heaving shoulders. She guided him back to his chair. Gus nodded to the constable by the door ‘Get an ice pack and call the duty doctor please.’

      Jamal lowered his head onto his arms on the table. His injured hand was grazed and beginning to swell. She pushed a tissue through the gap between his head and his arms. Jamal snatched the tissue and with his forehead balanced on the edge of the table blew his nose and used the tissue to wipe his eyes before thrusting the sodden rag on the table.

      Gus waited till he’d quietened down and had an ice pack on his hand. ‘Jamal, did you see the man who brought the kids to your house? The one in the photograph at the police station?’

      Head still on the table, Jamal spoke in a mumble. ‘Not the one in the photo. The other one. The scary one who came that first time.’

      ‘Jamal, where did you see this man?’

      Jamal jerked his head toward the door and said grudgingly. ‘Just out there in the corridor.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows and looked at Amy and Naila, who both looked shocked. What the fuck was going on? Gus felt like his head was about to explode. He mentally counted to ten and then said calmly, ‘Jamal, you told us previously that you could hardly see the other man. That you couldn’t describe him to us.’

      Jamal slammed his uninjured hand on the table. ‘Fucking knew it. Knew you lot wouldn’t believe me. You always just want to protect each other.’

      Gus reigned in his emotions, said, ‘Look, Jamal, it’s not that we don’t believe you. It’s that we need to be clear about this for the tape. What you’ve just told us is really serious and we need to get it right, ok?’

      Jamal nodded and scrubbed his sleeve across his face. Naila handed him another tissue.

      ‘Right,’ said Gus. ‘Tell me how you know the man in the corridor was the same one you saw in number 9 Inkerman Street.’

      Jamal glanced at the interview room door as if scared the man would walk through.

      Gus said, ‘This is in confidence, Jamal. Until we’ve investigated this, we’ll keep this between us. You’re perfectly safe.’

      Jamal glanced at Naila who gave him a reassuring smile. He began to speak, hesitatingly. ‘I didn’t see him clearly that time, you know. But there was just something about him. The way he held his head and that.’ He scrunched his fingers together and rested them on the table. His eyes flicked between Amy and Gus. ‘It were him, you know. I’m certain. It were his voice too. I know it were him. It were his voice. Posh an’ all… and his watch. Only a posh fucker or James Bond would have a watch like that.’

      Exhaling heavily, Gus looked at Amy and Naila. He jerked his head to the door and then turned to Jamal. ‘DC Cooper will stay with you for a minute, Jamal. I just want to have a quiet word with Naila and Ms Winters.’

      Jamal snorted. ‘Cooking the fucking books, covering your arses.’

      Gus could detect anxiety in Jamal’s eyes. He smiled slightly at the boy’s bravado and pushed himself off the chair and walked to the door. ‘I won’t let you down, Jamal. If a police officer is involved in this, then I’ll find him. You have my word on that.’

      Once in the corridor, Gus raked his fingers through his hair and looked from Naila to Amy. Both women looked shocked. Gus gestured down the corridor and led them into an empty interview room. Again, his fingers raked through his hair. ‘This is a fucking mess, isn’t it?’

      Amy pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘Well, seems to me that if my client is right and he can identify a police officer as the man behind this child trafficking, then he needs to be in protective custody. Away from Bradford.’

      Gus sat down opposite her and clasped his hands on the table. ‘Look, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Jamal’s description is sketchy to say the least. Let’s try to identify the person in question as quietly as we can before going official. Jamal’s fine at the moment with Alice.’

      Amy frowned. ‘Yes, but if the man he saw also saw him, he could be at risk.’

      Gus nodded. ‘I agree and that’s why we need to narrow this down as quickly as possible. You two walked with Jamal through the station. Let’s see if you can come up with a list of officers you saw on the way back to the interview room. Then, I can get their photos for Jamal to identify.’

      Amy’s eyes narrowed. ‘You think he’s lying, don’t you?’

      Gus looked straight into her eyes and shook his head. ‘No. No, I don’t get the sense that Jamal’s lying. I get the sense that he’s petrified because he thinks he saw that bloke.’ He paused, ‘I only hope to God he’s mistaken. However, I don’t think he’s lying. Now let’s sit down and get this sorted.’

      He pulled out a chair, sat down and took out his notebook. ‘Right, think back to who you saw on your way back to the interview room. Remember, it may have been admin staff or other lawyers or anybody. Jamal wouldn’t necessarily know which were police officers and which weren’t.’

      Amy snorted. ‘Clutching at straws, Gus clutching at straws.’

      ‘Damn right I am,’ said Gus. ‘But not for the reasons you think. I hope Jamal’s right so we can nail this bloke. However, I would prefer it not to be a serving police officer, for obvious reasons.’ He crossed his legs and rolled his aching shoulder. ‘However, police officer or not. I will do my damnedest to send the guilty person down for as long as I can.’

      Naila pulled a pad out of her handbag and said, ‘Right, let’s get started.’

      Fifteen minutes later, Gus studied the list of names that Naila and Amy had produced.

      ‘Any you think capable of this, Gus?’ asked Naila.

      Gus shook his head. ‘God, Naila. There’re some arses on this list, Knowles for one, but none I believe could do this. However, you know as well as I do that sometimes the most successful criminals are those we’d least suspect.’

      Amy stood up. ‘I want to get back to my client; can you expedite your investigation into this so we can get him out of here as quickly as possible?’

      Gus nodded. ‘I’ll get Compo on the case. We still need to finish the interview regarding his mum. I think we should get it over with and sent to the CPS. I’ll get Alice to finish up interviewing him with DC Hussain. After that get Jamal out of here for some lunch. Be back by 1pm. By then, hopefully, I’ll have some photos to show him. Sadia can take you down the back way, so you’ll avoid seeing anyone.’
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            Saturday 10am

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus felt his heartbeat speed up. He knew they were close. Things were coming together beautifully now. First Sampson locating the truck in Hull and then Jamal recognising one of the men in the station. Ok, not so good news that one of the key players could be a police officer, but it didn’t matter to Gus. No matter who the bastard was, Gus would see he went down for a long time for this.

      As Gus paced the interview room, Compo cross-referenced the enhanced images they’d obtained from the recordings. He’d also printed photos of all the officers on the list Naila and Amy Winters had given, ready to show Jamal later.

      When Sampson burst into the room to say he’d deposited Devlin O’Rourke the truck driver in Interview Room 2, everyone crowded round him. Gus slapped him on the back. ‘Well done, Sampson. You did good. What’s the update on the kids?’

      ‘They’re all fine. Traumatised, of course, but physically they’re ok. We got them in time and Detective Jankowski is working with missing persons in Poland to try to repatriate them.’

      ‘Right,’ said Gus. ‘Grab a drink. We’ll let O’Rourke sweat for a bit, then I want Alice and Sadia to observe whilst you and I interview the bastard, ok?’

      Alice raised her eyebrow. Then with an apologetic glance in Sampson’s direction said to Gus, ‘Sampson?’

      Gus grinned at her. ‘Yeah, Sampson. Jealous, Al?’

      She laughed at his teasing tone and shook her head. ‘No offence Sampson, but he’s a bit green for such a key interview, don’t you think?’

      Gus frowned at her. ‘God, Al. You get promoted for five minutes and you think you know better than me?’

      ‘No, it’s not that.’

      Gus cut her dead with a dismissive wave of the hand. ‘Sampson did the bust. He deserves to be there and he’ll learn from this. I’ll lead. Now head up and make sure everything’s in order. I want this to run as smoothly as a stripper on a pole.’

      Gus could tell Sampson was a bit nervous about doing the interview, but the lad deserved it. He’d hotfooted up the motorway in crap weather, had witnessed first-hand what O’Rourke had done to those poor kids and was still standing. Gus had to admit that the boy did look a bit frazzled and the bags under his eyes told Gus that Sampson had probably not slept well the previous night. Still he was here, stoically waiting for Gus as he limped along the corridor. When he drew level with Sampson, Gus smiled. ‘You ready?’

      Sampson shrugged, ‘As I’ll ever be, I suppose.’

      Gus smiled, remembering how nervous he’d been at his first big interview – A woman who’d killed her husband by slicing his throat because he said her new dress made her look fat. ‘You’ll be right, let me take the lead.’

      Together they walked through the door. Gus thrust it open so hard it bounced off the wall a few times before Sampson gently clicked it shut. A uniformed officer stood against the wall unsmiling and still and the duty solicitor, a man named Cadbury, sat beside O’Rourke. Gus noticed that Cadbury had angled his chair slightly away from his client. Gus thought Devlin O’Rourke looked too big for the chair he was sitting in. He hoped he felt as uncomfortable as he looked. O’Rourke’s hands, cuffed in front of him, rested on the table. His face remained impassive as Gus scrutinised him. A few days’ stubble covered his lower face and his heavy brows made his eyes look hooded.

      Gus strode round to the other side of the table and made an exaggerated show of sniffing the air. ‘Fuck’s sake, it stinks in here. When’s the last time you had a bath?’ he rested his fists on the table and leaned over O’Rourke, ‘or is that just the stench of fear?’

      Sampson followed Gus round the table, pulled out a chair and sat. Slowly scraping out his own chair, Gus kept his eyes on the prisoner. O’Rourke’s expression slipped into a sneer but he didn’t reply to Gus’s taunt. Holding Gus’s gaze, O’Rourke leaned back, legs spread widely revealing a bulging crotch covered in tight jeans. He allowed his cuffed hands to slip loosely between his legs.

      Gus sat down and when Sampson had set up the recorder, he introduced the people present and re-read the prisoner his rights before beginning. ‘You’re well and truly fucked now, aren’t you? Found in possession of a truck load of sedated kids hooked up to oxygen and hidden in cut out mattresses. What’s the betting the DNA found on those kids in the attic will be a match to yours? Yep, you’re fucked.’ Gus grinned at O’Rourke. ‘Care to tell me how those children got in your lorry?’

      O’Rourke tensed one arm so the muscles rippled up his arm, giving the impression that his snake tattoo was alive and ready to pounce on Gus. He smirked. ‘No comment!’

      Gus shrugged, his expression bored, as he slipped a packet of chewing gum out and offered it to each of the room’s occupants, pointedly omitting to offer any to O’Rourke. ‘Of course, the fingerprints we found on the oxygen bottles and the hoses match yours, so there’s really no doubt that you hooked the kids up. The big question is, how much of the rap are you prepared to take for the whole operation? Give us The Matchmaker and maybe you could spend your sentence in solitary away from all those other prisoners who, despite their own transgressions, still adhere to a moral code that compels them to want to castrate kiddy diddlers like you. What do you say?’

      The sneer remained in place. ‘No comment!’

      Gus popped a stick of chewing gum in his mouth and chewed, before speaking again. ‘Well, I’ll just offer the same deal to one of the others you know. Maybe the one that we picked up in Thornton. The one who had Molly.’

      O’Rourke’s flinch was fleeting, but Gus noticed it with satisfaction. He smiled ‘Oh, didn’t I tell you we’ve got Molly?’ Gus tapped the table with one finger. ‘You’re not the only route to the big man, you know. Oh no. Whichever one of your little band of merry men squeals first, is the one who’ll get the best deal.’

      O’Rourke lifted his hands and rested them on the tabletop. He began to scratch his wrist with a rasping sound, releasing a flurry of dry skin.

      ‘Fuck off,’ he said, but Gus was sure his tone was less certain than before.

      Gus looked pointedly at O’ Rourke’s wrist. It had begun to bleed slightly now. ‘Oh, ok.’

      Gus stood up and moved to the door with Sampson following, before the other man turned slightly in his chair. ‘Let me talk with my lawyer and then we’ll talk a deal.’

      Gus smiled. ‘Really? Well, you can talk to your lawyer for as long as you like; as for the other, well, I wouldn’t hold my breath if I was you. First piglet to squeal gets the deal… Oink, oink.’
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            Saturday 11:30am

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been snowing for hours. Gus had got nothing useful from Devlin O’Rourke so he’d been put back in the cells where he could wallow in his own filth. Now it was time for Gus to speak with Jamal Asif again. Armed with the photos in a manila folder, Gus and Sadia entered Interview Room six where Jamal waited with his solicitor, Amy Winters.

      Amy looked up when he came in. ‘Look Gus, I know this is important but as soon as Jamal’s IDed the man he saw, I’m taking him back to the safe house for the night. The weather’s not improving and Jamal needs his rest. He’s frightened and tired.’

      Jamal sniffed. ‘Am not frightened. Just let’s get on with this. Let me see the photos.’

      Gus took them out the folder. Sadia switched on the recorder and Gus introduced those present before handing the pictures over to Jamal. He explained, for the tape, that Jamal had been given fifteen photos to look at.

      ‘Take your time Jamal, there’s no rush. It’s important you don’t make a mistake, ok?’ said Sadia.

      Jamal nodded and began to look at the photos one by one whilst everyone else looked on. Finally, he got to the last one. He looked at it and then scowling he flung them all on the table.

      ‘He’s not there. I knew you lot would all stick together. He’s not fucking there.’ And with no warning he scraped his chair back and jumped up abruptly, sending his chair flying and glared at them. Amy gently led him back to the chair that Sadia had set upright again. Tears poured down his cheeks and his shoulders heaved.

      Gathering the photos together into a pile, Gus tried to think. He had no doubt that Jamal was telling the truth. So, who the hell had he seen? Who the hell was The Matchmaker? He waited till Jamal hiccupped to a halt before speaking. ‘Look Jamal, the photos we showed were only of the people Ms Winters and Naila could remember passing in the corridor in the way back. We’re not giving up on this. I’m going to see if I can do some more prying to find out who else was around at the same time as you and we’ll bring you back in tomorrow to look at more photos. We’re not doubting your word, nor are we trying to cover up. If the bastard who did that to those kids works in this police station, in whatever capacity, we will find him and we will punish him. You have my word on that.’ Gus thrust out his hand towards Jamal who glared at it for a good ten seconds before grudgingly taking it and giving it a quick shake.

      ‘Now Jamal, I’ll send a sketch artist over this afternoon and I’ll come by some time tomorrow with Naila and Ms Winters to show you some more photos. I don’t want you to talk about this to anyone. No point risking word getting to him.’

      Gus was frustrated. His gut told him Jamal was telling the truth, but he was running out of options. He hoped the sketch artist would come up with the goods.
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            Saturday 6:30pm

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus felt frustrated. He’d got nothing more out of O’Rourke; and Compo was still running possible locations in Thornton. He felt like the day had been wasted and all the while Molly Graves was enduring God knows what sort of trauma. By the time it’d got to 5:30pm, he’d told everyone to pack up and get home and he’d left to brief Nancy before leaving himself.

      The walk back through Lister Park made Gus’s thigh ache unbearable, but at least it cleared the caffeine fuzz from his head. Snow fell in vertical sheets, covering Sophie Ryder’s Minotaur and Lady Hare sculptures with a frosting that made them look vaguely aggressive, in a comic book way. By the time he reached Marriner’s Drive, he was wet, cold and dragging his leg slightly. His shoulder muscles bunched together like a clump of herniated intestines. When he finally reached his drive, he sighed deeply, bit his lip and almost crawled up the steep slope, before falling through the door into his hallway. Slamming the door shut behind him he lay on the carpet and allowed the welcome warmth of his central heating to engulf him, as he painfully massaged life back into his dead thigh.

      Showered and medicated, he lay on his couch flicking through the TV channels – a spare part in his own home. He wore a pair of trackie bottoms and his oldest t-shirt, one with Bob Marley’s righteous dreads flowing across his chest. If he turned his head slightly to one side, the faint whiff of Gabriella’s overly-expensive perfume wafted into his nostrils from the cushion cover. Cursing, he pulled the cushion from behind his head and lobbed it at the telly, knocking over the framed wedding photo that taunted him from above the screen. Of course, it hit the table as it fell and shattered, sending slivers of glass all over the carpet. Cursing some more, he pulled himself up and bending to pick up the frame, stood on a shard of glass. Hopping into the kitchen, he lobbed the frame and photo into the bin, before slapping a plaster on the blob of blood that had appeared on the sole of his foot.

      Focussed now, he dragged out the hoover and cleared up the glass. Then, black bin bag in hand, he sauntered round the living room, tossing in the few photos of Gabriella that remained. Satisfied, he surveyed the room with a grim smile. He gathered up the floral cushions that had always given him a headache and tossed them in the bag too. Next went in the stupid John Lewis paintings that he’d always hated because they had no meaning, other than they matched the wallpaper. What the hell was that all about? Buying random pictures of squares because they matched the colour of your walls?

      With a sudden whoop, he hurried into the hallway and opened the cupboard under the stairs. He knew it was in there. He’d refused to get rid of it and Gabriella had refused to hang it. Stretching right to the back, he finally found what he was looking for. A few seconds later, he exited the cupboard, a stray cobweb hanging from his dreads and a smile on his face. In his hands was a huge picture frame. Holding it out at arm’s length, he studied it for a minute and then he went through to the living room and positioned the picture where the discarded canvases had been.

      He stood back, arms folded across his chest and studied the charcoal sketch of Bob Marley. Each of his dreadlocks had been sketched in the form of a serpent, intertwining in a sinewy riot of life. He stretched out a hand and touched the inscription at the bottom of the drawing: ‘To my best friend, Dread McGuire, love you mate, Greg.’

      He was just wiping away a tear, when he heard hammering on his door. Who the fuck could that be? Before turning away to answer the door, he cast a final glance at the picture and in a quiet voice said, ‘Love you too, mate.’

      Walking along the hallway, the security light illuminated a quartet of familiar heads against the pane. He flung open the door and cocked an eyebrow at the four people huddled on his doorstep, shivering and covered in snow.

      Alice’s huge eyes peered out from between her oversized black bobble hat and the coils of her equally large scarf. ‘We walked all the way here from The Fort, Gus. We’re frozen and wet and sooo tired and…’ she hesitated, ‘we brought provisions.’

      The last sentence was delivered in triumph. On cue, Sampson and Compo stepped forward brandishing bulging bright orange Sainsbury’s bags. Sadia stepped forward and pushed a bottle, tightly wrapped in the same familiar orange plastic into his hands ‘… and libations!’ she said.

      Gus grinned. ‘Funny, I don’t remember inviting you lot over.’ He shrugged and unwrapped a bottle of Glenmorangie. ‘But what the hell, come in, let’s have a party.’

      Alice kicked slush from her Doc Martins and stepped through the door, followed by the others. ‘We got snowed in, Gus. Traffic’s at a standstill on Manningham Lane and we couldn’t face hanging out at The Fort all night. You don’t mind do you?’ She shrugged out of her coat, thrust it at Gus, kicked off her boots, rubbed her hands together and marched through to his living room.

      ‘Fuck’s sake! You’ve given the place a makeover since the other day.’ She flung her small frame onto the couch and, head on one side, studied the picture on the wall. ‘Better taste than Gabriella, I have to say.’

      Sadia, who’d followed Alice through more hesitantly, stood transfixed, hands on her hips before the picture. When Compo and Sampson joined her, she turned to Gus her brown eyes glistening with unshed tears. ‘That is gorgeous, bloody beautiful. I once saw something similar online. It was of Marc Bolan with his curls drawn as serpents. It was great. But this?’ She shook her head ‘Phew, this is amazing, what a talent!’

      Gus felt himself choking up, but he managed to smile. ‘Yeah, Greg, the artist, was really talented and I was lucky to have him as my best friend.’

      Alice reached out her hand and squeezed his arm. ‘He was lucky to have you as his best friend, too, you know?’

      Gus tilted his head to one side and laughed humourlessly. ‘Yeah? So fucking lucky I killed him!’

      Alice shook her head and jumped to her feet, standing right in front of Gus glaring up at him. ‘Don’t you go all fucking maudlin on me, Dread McGuire. You were there for him always. Do you think he’d have been able to live with himself if he’d survived after killing Becky and little Billy? No fucking way.’ She prodded Gus firmly in the chest ‘You, on the other hand, can and will live with yourself, because you know you did the only thing you could in the shittiest of circumstances, ok?’

      Gus looked down into her fierce little face, and then glanced round at the other three members of his small but very effective team. Sampson, Compo and Sadia looked embarrassed, but each of them held his gaze. He smiled and slung his arm round Alice’s shoulder. He pulled her towards him, in a quick bear hug, before spinning her towards the kitchen. ‘Go get glasses, we’ve got a fine malt whisky to open in Greg’s honour.’

      Alice grinned and got the glasses. An hour later the phone went and Gus, as mellow as his whisky, picked up. ‘Yo? Hey Naila, how’re you?’

      As he listened, his expression became serious. His forehead creased in a frown and he stood up and began to pace the room. ‘Shit, are you sure? Ok, thanks.’

      He released a huge breath and turned to face the others. ‘Naila’s just remembered who else she saw when she was with Jamal and you’ll never believe who it was.’
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            Sunday 8am

          

        

      

    

    
      Scrunched up on the sofa in Wendy’s front room, Beth gazed unseeingly at the fading embers in the fire place. She hadn’t slept the previous night. Her thoughts kept replaying that awful moment when Scream man snipped off Molly’s finger. Molly’s scream, even now, reverberated in her ears. She was thankful to Wendy and her husband Paul for putting her and Sam up, yet she felt she was intruding. Paul was kind, but despite her dazed state, she was well aware of the concerned looks that passed between the couple. Now, Wendy had sent Paul off to Morrison’s. Beth felt guilty at hounding him out of his house, yet at the same time she knew he was probably secretly relieved to get away from the oppressive atmosphere.

      In her hands, Beth cradled a mug of cold coffee with a scummy milk layer on top that rippled every time she moved her hand. Wendy reached over and took the mug from her, before picking up a log and throwing it onto the fire. Beth didn’t respond. Sam slept soundly upstairs and Radio Four played gently in the background. Wendy sat back down opposite her, her eyes worried. ‘Beth, what are you thinking?’

      Eyes huge and dark-rimmed, Beth turned to her and stretched out her hand gripping Wendy’s arm firmly. ‘Why did Molly go on about being veggie? It makes no damn sense.’

      They sat in silence for few minutes. Then Beth turned to Wendy her face serious. ‘That’s it. Molly was giving us a clue. She was telling us she’s near South Square café in Thornton. That’s why she went on about being veggie. That must be where they’re keeping her, she must have recognised the area. Why else would she say that stuff? And what was it she said at the end – we’re all square or something like that.’ Beth jumped up, grabbed her phone from her bag and with trembling fingers called Gus.
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            Sunday 8.15am

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the litre bottle of Glenmorangie that they had demolished the previous night, Gus’s team were energised. The phone calls from Naila and Beth had injected some purpose into the investigation.

      The snow had continued to fall steadily overnight and Gus had issued sheets, blankets and towels to his team and was pleased they’d come over. Until Naila’s call, the atmosphere had been jovial and, for Gus, their presence in his home and the addition of Greg’s picture had obliterated all lingering traces of Gabriella.

      Now, after a fry-up provided by Sampson and a trek through the crisp snow, they were back at work and the buzz in the incident room was almost tangible. Frissons of excitement seemed to ricochet off the walls, sparking adrenalin as it went. Gus barely noticed the tension in his shoulder and thigh as he watched his team work. The smell of coffee combined with the sweat of hard work was like perfume to him. He knew they were getting somewhere. Compo had initiated a geo-profile programme to try to locate the hazy images they’d extracted from the kidnapper’s recording. He’d limited it to a ten-mile radius round South Square in Thornton. One of the images, Compo reckoned, was of a distant bridge type structure, but unfortunately they couldn’t make it very clear.

      Pouring himself a mug of black coffee and downing his pain meds Gus turned as Compo banged him on the shoulder. Despite having breakfasted at Gus’s house not an hour earlier he held a bacon butty in one hand. Gus grimaced slightly, as a dollop of brown sauce landed on his T- shirt. Seeing Compo’s flushed face, he just picked up a tissue and mopped up the spillage without saying a word.

      Compo’s woolly hat was pushed so far back on his head it was barely holding on. Strands of brown curls escaped, making him look a combination of a scarecrow and a mad scientist.

      ‘Finished the analysis of those images on Alex Graves’ PC, Gus. Looks like they were bounced around about a trillion times, but I eventually got it. He didn’t upload the images. They were planted.’

      Gus frowned. ‘Planted?’

      ‘Yes, I’ve not finished investigating yet, but it looks like they were uploaded to his PC by a third party who, wait for it, uploaded them from the police child sex offenders’ image database. They then bounced it around the globe and finally inserted it into his hard drive. Clever.’ He bit into his butty. Gus tried to ignore his masticating jaws and the contents of his mouth as he continued. ‘…but, although it was clever, it weren’t next level clever, you know?’

      Gus grinned and shook his head.

      Compo swallowed a large mouthful, coughed dislodging splatters of soggy bread over Gus and said, ‘Well, too hard for you to do, but quite easy for the likes of me.’

      Alice who’d wandered over to listen hid a smile and winked at Gus who ignored her.

      ‘What are you saying, Compo?’ asked Gus.

      ‘Well, it’s almost like whoever put those images on Graves’ PC, weren’t right bothered about us realising they’d been planted. Maybe even wanted us to find that out.’

      ‘Hmm.’ said Alice, ‘that adds up really. It’s another way of punishing Beth isn’t it? Sow the seed of doubt about her current husband. Torture her by thinking she’d exposed her family to a paedophile, not once, but twice. Clever really.’

      Gus perched on the edge of his desk. ‘Sounds logical. My only worry is why would they make it easy for us to find that out, Compo?’

      Compo shrugged, took another bite of his butty and chewed. ‘Obviously either they’re just not that computer savvy, or, like Al said, they wanted us to know they’d been planted.’ He frowned. ‘But if they could hack our databases to get the images that indicates a greater computer awareness than the way they uploaded it to his PC.’ He shrugged again. ‘Don’t know what to say, Gus.’

      Gus tapped his finger on his lip, then took a slurp of coffee, turned to Alice and said, ‘We better let him go. Get that arranged through his solicitor and then contact Beth to explain the situation. Oh, and let the officers keeping an eye on her know to expect him to turn up there. Meanwhile, Compo, you keep on with that and see if you can come up with anything else, ok?’

      Gus had printed off more photos to show Jamal, including an image of DCI Wentworth. Sampson looked at it. ‘Do you think it’s him, Gus?’

      Gus shrugged. When Naila had described the other officer to him the previous night, he’d known immediately it was Wentworth. Whether or not he was The Matchmaker remained to be seen. Although, Gus acknowledged internally, it would be a whole lot better for Bradford if the dodgy officer came from Cambridge. ‘I don’t know. I bloody hope not, but I don’t know. It could have been him Jamal saw and he was around during the initial investigation in Cambridge.’ He shrugged. ‘We’ll have to wait and see.’

      ‘Yeah, but it would be better if it was him, rather than one of our own, wouldn’t it?’ He flushed ‘When I say better, I mean for us. Not for the kids. Fuck nothing could make it better for them but–’ his voice trailed off.

      Gus squeezed his arm. ‘I know what you mean, Sampson. But no matter who it is the shit’s going to hit the combine harvester with a vengeance.’

      Sampson sniffed, ‘Well if we’re employing combine harvesters, sir, I know which body parts I’d like to see hit those blades.’

      Gus bit back a laugh and moved to the front of the room. ‘Right, listen up. I want everyone to leave the room except Cooper, Compo, Hussain and Sampson.’

      The officers sifting through and inputting data, paused and looked expectantly at Gus.

      He raked his hand through his hair. ‘Now!’

      At once a hustle of activity ensued as the officers left the room. When the door closed behind the last one, Gus turned to his small team. ‘This is big, ok? Fucking big and we’ve got to make it airtight.’

      They all nodded.

      ‘Compo, I need you to make our entire PC trail invisible and inaccessible to anyone outside this room – including DCI Chalmers.’

      Compo saluted and turned to his computer, clacking the keys at a rate of knots.

      A smile flicked quickly over Gus’s face and then just as quickly disappeared to be replaced by a worried frown.

      ‘I know I can trust you. That’s why you’re here. However, this is sensitive, in capital letters. Alice, as soon as I’ve briefed you all, I want you to personally contact DCI Chalmers. Don’t do this on the phone. Find her and speak to her face to face.’

      Alice nodded. In the ensuing silence, Compo’s computer pinged making everyone jump. Then three things happened almost simultaneously

      Firstly, a collective indrawn breath, secondly every phone in the room simultaneously began to ring and thirdly the door burst open and one of the officers who’d just been evacuated burst in. ‘Sir, you’ll never guess what’s happened!’

      Gus answered his phone, listened and then turned to the officer with a curt nod ‘I’ve just heard thanks.’ He turned and grabbed his coat. Scooping the manila folder with the photos off his desk, he thrust it into Sadia’s hands. ‘Get these photos to Jamal. I want an ID, ASAP.’ He turned and headed to the door. ‘Come on, Sampson and Alice, with me. The officers guarding Beth Graves are dead.
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            Sunday 8:30am

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly, curled in the foetal position under the duvet, with only her face visible, stared, through red-rimmed eyes, at the wall. She felt numb. Her entire body was ice-cold and the shivers that wracked her body, had only recently shuddered to a stop. Now, the only sensation that registered in her head was the dull throb in her bandaged hand. Time and time again, she saw him place the snippers round her pinkie. She could still feel the sharp, almost unbearable pain that followed when he pressed the handles closed and her finger fell to the ground.

      Within seconds he’d picked up from the floor the small cook’s blow torch, an exact duplicate the one her mum had for her famous creme brûlée. His horrid Scream mask face loomed towards her. His laugh was wild and scary and then… the stench of burned meat accompanied by unimaginable pain, then darkness. When she woke, it was dark and she was on her own, lying uncovered on the bed. A bandage had been unskilfully wrapped around her tender hand and blood was seeping through its folds.

      That had been yesterday morning, yet the pain was still there. She’d dozed off and on all day and most of the night. Now, she felt hot and feverish. She knew she should eat something from the bag the other man had brought, but she couldn’t face it.

      She looked at her hand as if it was an alien part of her body she’d never seen before. It would never, ever look the same again. Her finger wouldn’t grow back. With tears trickling down her cheeks, she reached for the bottled water that someone, probably the creepy bloke, not the masked maniac, had left beside the mattress. She locked the bottle under her arm to hold it steady and using her good hand, she opened it. Balancing the bottle in the space between her crossed legs, she scooped up the pills that had been left beside the bottle and flung them into her mouth. Grimacing at their sour taste, she flung her head back and swallowed them down with a glug of water. Awkwardly, she replaced the lid and let the bottle fall to the floor, before edging her way under the duvet and pulling it up over her head and round to meet under her chin. She knew now that there was no way she was ever getting out of this warehouse alive. No way would she ever see her mum or her dad or her grandma or even the squealing brat. Unable to stop herself, she let hot tears dribble down her face until her pillow was soaked.
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            Sunday 9:15am

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus, face pinched, leaned forward in his seat, as Sampson edged his way down Oak Lane and onto Manningham Lane which, thankfully, had been gritted. The roads were quiet and Sampson made good tracks onto Keighley Road, past The Branch Pub and The Hop in Saltaire and onto the bypass where the traffic thickened. Alice perched on the back seat stretched her belt till she could lean, her arms one on each of the front seats. She poked her head through the gap between the two. ‘Fuck, Gus. This is shit. Just fucking shit.’

      Gus nodded abruptly and pulled his jacket round so he could retrieve his phone from the pocket. ‘Al, get on to the officer in charge and find out all you can about the scene. I’m phoning Compo.’

      Alice leaned back and made the call, whilst Gus waited for Compo to pick up. ‘That you, Comps? I know we’ve not had a firm ID from Jamal, but I want you to ask around. See if anyone knows where Wentworth was last night and the day of Molly’s abduction. See if you can get some sort of alibi for him.’

      Compo’s reply was slow to come, then in a strained husky whisper, he said, ‘Ok, I’ll attempt to expedite that last instruction immediately.’

      Gus frowned. What the fuck was Compo playing at? ‘You ok, Compo?

      ‘Not completely, sir. No, I’m not on my own. DCI Wentworth is here in the office now. Shall I tell him you’ll contact him when you’re free?’

      ‘Christ, Comps, he’s in the office with you? You need to engage him in conversation, ask him casually where he was last night and then check it out.’

      Gus heard Compo swallow hard. He knew Compo and Wentworth had got off to a bad start but he needed the information. Compo would just have to man up and get over it.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            104

          

          

      

    

    







            Sunday 9:20am

          

        

      

    

    
      Compo tried out a few different smiles and settled on one that felt manageable, before standing up and walking over to where DCI Wentworth was studying the investigation board, one arm folded over his chest, the other bent upwards from the elbow. With one hand cupping his chin, he tapped his lower lip rhythmically with his index finger. Compo approached, tugging the hem of his t-shirt with one hand as he shifted from foot to foot, his manic grin still pasted on his face.

      Wentworth glanced at him. ‘Yes?’ his tone was supercilious and immediately made Compo want to run back to his computer, where he’d be in control. Mindful of Gus’s instructions, though, he manned up.

      ‘DI McGuire’s been called away, but I’m under strict instructions to look after you. Can I make you a coffee?’

      Wentworth spun round on his handmade Italian leather shoes and with a slight frown, studied Compo. Compo immediately flushed. His grin stretched even further across his cheeks.

      Wentworth shrugged and turned back to his perusal. ‘Yeah, a coffee would be good. Hot and black, soon as you like.’

      Compo barely managed not to salute before ambling over to the coffee machine. With relief he released his rictus smile as he pushed the appropriate buttons and waited till the rich dark liquid filled the mug. He opened and closed his mouth to relieve his cheek muscles, before reinstating the grin. Lifting the mug, he slowly carried it over to Gus’s desk, where Wentworth now sat. He noticed that the other man was flicking through the few files Gus had left on his desk. Eyes narrowed Compo glanced at Gus’ computer screen and was relieved to find that flashing on the screen was the icon asking for Gus’s access codes. Wentworth hadn’t managed to get into sensitive records, thank God! With barely a dribble, Compo deposited the mug on the desk and then, at exactly the same moment as Wentworth did, he noticed the mug’s slogan. ‘I’m the Office Queen and proud of it!’

      Wentworth snorted. ‘Not the most appropriate mug for a visiting senior officer, is it?’

      Compo all but snatched the mug back, stumbling over his words as he did so. ‘I’m sorry, I never thought. I’ll change it, Sir’

      With a magnanimous wave of his hand, Wentworth said, ‘Don’t bother. I’ve become used to slumming it since I came up to Bradford. Compared to the Indian restaurant, and I use the term restaurant very, very, loosely, I visited last night with DCI Chalmers, this is positively silver service.

      Compo relaxed slightly and replaced the mug. ‘Oh, which restaurant was that then?’

      Wentworth sipped his coffee experimentally before replying. ‘Mumtaz, I believe. Bloody expensive but, would you believe, they didn’t even serve alcohol. What sort of restaurant doesn’t serve alcohol?’

      Compo, head on one side, replied, deadpan, ‘A Muslim one, sir?’

      Wentworth made an explosive sound from his mouth. ‘Bloody stupid if you ask me. Half the people in there weren’t even Muslim. Where the hell is their customer service? The whole British concept of ‘the customer is always right’?’ He took another sip of coffee, ‘And the food was too bloody hot. I spent most of the night on the toilet last night. I, for one, won’t be recommending that restaurant to anyone.’

      Compo, realising he’d got the information Gus wanted, relaxed his grin slightly. ‘Well, Sir, with all due respect, Mumtaz has won many awards and is considered to be one of the best Asian restaurants in Yorkshire.’ He made to walk back to his computer, then hesitated, ‘There’s a huge sign at the entrance explaining that it is a Halal restaurant and therefore alcohol-free. Perhaps you need glasses?’

      Wentworth spluttered on his coffee, but Compo ignored him and picked up his phone to text Gus with the information. He reckoned Gus could confirm Wentworth’s alibi with DCI Chalmers.
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      As they drove into Wendy Horan’s cul de sac, Gus noticed that, though it was less private than Beth’s street, Roseberry drive had a decidedly posh feel to it. The detached houses were spaciously placed with long flowing drives punctuated by well-tended evergreen trees and perfectly positioned windows to allow complete privacy from the neighbours. Of course, today the evergreen branches were hanging low with the weight of the snow. As a teenager, Gus would have delighted in using his extra few inches in height to reach up to twang the branch sending an avalanche of snow over his much shorter sister. He doubted Katie would be any more impressed if he repeated those actions today.

      Gus could already see the dead police officers’ car. It was parked in front of number 44 with a swarm of crime scene investigators doing their stuff around the vehicle. As they pulled in behind a SOCO car, the mortuary van, carrying the two deceased officers drove off. Gus’s stomach clenched as he steeled himself to get out of the car and engage with the first responders. He walked over to an officer with a pale strained face and introduced himself and his team before ducking under the crime scene tape and donning protective coveralls. A female officer from Ilkley approached him, hand extended, face serious.

      ‘Inspector Jain?’ Gus gripped her hand and nodded towards the house. ‘What’s inside?’

      The officer grimaced. ‘Not good, not bloody good at all.’ She kicked a chink of ice that lay on the frozen path. ‘Two dead bodies in the living room, both shot. The pathologist is just finishing up the paperwork for the two dead officers.’ She swallowed hard and directed her gaze away from Gus before continuing. ‘There was a woman upstairs with a syringe hooked up to her arm. She’s drugged and groggy. We’re not getting a lot of sense from her, but I reckon she’s your Beth Graves. The paramedics are just getting her ready to take to the BRI now.’

      ‘And the baby?’ asked Alice.

      Inspector Jain’s lips tightened and she shook her head.

      Gus exhaled slowly. The Matchmaker was really escalating now. He presumed the two dead bodies downstairs were Wendy Horan and her husband. Shit, the death toll was increasing by the minute. Shoulders hunched, he wondered how Beth was feeling. How the hell had he managed to kill the two officers and creep into the house, kill the Horans and drug Beth without alerting anyone? Just as he was considering just how much heat he’d get from Nancy, he felt his phone vibrate. Nancy! Gus braced himself as he answered. For a good minute he listened, then said goodbye, promising to phone her back when he had anything to report.

      ‘Nancy’s just got back from informing the officer’s next of kin. They’ve called in an emergency pathologist from Leeds to do the PMs and Nance says she’ll attend,’ Gus told Alice.

      ‘She give you much heat?’ asked Alice,

      ‘No more than I can handle. Although I suspect Bowles is being an arse and the press office is on at her to get a quick result. Lucky she knows what we’re up against or she’d be hauling us across the coals.’

      He turned to Sampson. ‘Make sure the door-to-doors are activated. I want to know how he got to our officers. Someone must have seen something.’

      Gus turned to see two paramedics wheeling Beth out of the house. She was hooked up to a drip with her eyes closed. A sudden shout erupted from behind the crime scene tape and a figure wrenched himself away from the police officer who tried to detain him and began to sprint towards Beth. The officer beside Gus started to sprint towards him but Gus grabbed her arm. ‘It’s her husband, leave him. Let him go with her.’

      Gus reckoned Beth Graves could do with as much support as she could get and now her husband had been cleared of possession of child pornography, he was best placed to provide it.

      The paramedics glanced over and, when Inspector Jain nodded, they allowed the now weeping man to climb into the ambulance before closing the doors and driving off.

      Gus turned back to Jain. ‘Did you find a baby?’

      Jain bit her lip and shook her head. ‘No, you best come see the scene for yourself. There was a baby’s travel cot in a single room with a note left on top.’

      Gus and Alice followed Inspector Jain up the steps leading into the house, following the blocks placed by the SOCOs. ‘Take me to the baby’s room first,’ said Gus.

      Jain walked to the inner stairs and began to climb them, followed by Gus and Alice. The room she took them to was large for a single and was obviously the spare room. A single bed stood under the window. The duvet cover and curtains matched and a dressing table and single wardrobe stood to one side. Next to the bed stood a travel cot. A suited SOCO approached and showed Gus the bagged note. As he looked down at the travel cot with the hand-knitted baby blue blankets thrust roughly aside Gus’s heart sank. Alice craned over his shoulder as he read the note. ‘Number two down. Wonder how hard it’ll be to snip a baby’s little, bitsy pinkie. Maybe I’d be as well opting for the whole hand. You’ve got email!’

      Alice shuddered. ‘Fuck’s sake, Gus, we’ve got to close this down.’

      ‘Do you think I don’t know that, Al? Maybe you think you’d be better in charge.’ As he spun on his heel to retrace his steps he saw the surprise on Alice’s face and felt like an arse. What the hell was he playing at, letting his emotions take over like that?

      He headed downstairs to the living room, his shoulders hunched and his fists clenched tightly inside his coat pocket. As he approached the open door the cloying metallic smell reached him. Immediately, his stomach spasmed and his heart began to thump uncontrollably in his chest. Bile rose in his throat and he felt the colour drain from his face. He felt like he’d been thrown into some sort of time warp. He felt like he was back with little Billy trying to staunch the flow of blood. Half-turning to Alice, he gestured for her to go in and stumbled away toward the kitchen where the back door stood open.

      Slumped against the door frame shivering, Gus gulped in huge breaths of frosty air. Closing his eyes, he slowly sank down on the back step where he remained until a huge, firm and wholly reassuring hand descended on a shoulder like one of those grab machines at the funfair. Instantly, the smell of blood was replaced by his dad’s familiar tobaccoey, Old Spice smell. Gus turned glazed eyes to his dad, whose striking blue ones twinkled back at him. With the tightly fitting white hood circling his face, he looked like a white smiling moon.

      ‘Och, son,’ said Fergus, and his huge arm engulfed Gus in a hug. Tears sprang to Gus’s eyes. He knew his dad understood exactly what he was feeling and he was grateful for his support.

      ‘Come on, laddie, we’ll go in together. You’ll be fine,’ said Fergus

      Gus breathed deeply and then, helped by his dad, got to his feet. ‘It was the smell. Soon as it hit me I was back in that room with Billy and Becky and Greg.’

      Dr McGuire dipped his hand into his pocket, rummaged for a second and then produced a pot of Vicks. ‘Here, dab a bit under your nose and the blood smell won’t be so bad.’

      Face still pale, Gus smiled weakly and dabbed a liberal dose of menthol-scented goo above his upper lip and, with a firm nod, they walked back down the corridor.

      When they arrived in the living room, Alice looked at Gus with anxious eyes and then, with a nod, turned to Dr McGuire. ‘Hiya Doc, here’s body number one.’

      As Alice moved away from the door, Gus saw a man’s body prone on the floor with blood pooling under his head from what appeared to be a gunshot wound.

      Taking a hard swallow as his dad knelt beside the body, Gus turned to Alice. ‘Wendy Horan’s husband?’

      Alice nodded and pointed behind to the second body that lay on the floor near the settee. ‘And there’s Wendy.’

      Gus sighed and looked back at his dad, whose bulky frame was struggling to stand. Extending a helping hand, Gus smiled as his dad grunted to a vertical position.

      Still looking down at the body Fergus began. ‘Hmm, cause of death – gunshot wound to the head. Rigor’s not set in, so fairly recent. From the position of the body and the slight bruising around the neck I’d say he was grabbed by the throat from behind and shot by a right handed person, then dropped on the floor.’ He moved over to the second body and grimaced. ‘The perpetrator probably almost immediately swivelled and shot her in the stomach. She didn’t die immediately like her husband, but bled out.’ He shrugged probably was unconscious within a few minutes from loss of blood. I’ll know more after the PM, which I’ll do this afternoon.’

      He turned to the SOCO who hovered nearby. ‘You can bag them up now, Charlie...’ Then, he turned concerned eyes on Gus. ‘Do yourself a favour laddie and send someone else to the PM.’

      Gus had always had trouble at PMs. But, he made a point of attending them in person. He saw it as part of his duty to the victims he represented. However, on this occasion he knew his dad was probably right. Besides which, he had a psycho to catch. ‘OK, but when you get the bullets I want them expedited to ballistics– Oh and get that time of death narrowed down, too.’

      Gus and Alice left the Horan house and walked towards their car.

      ‘If The Matchmaker is Wentworth we need to pin down his movements. Compo texted saying he was with Nancy last night, but that doesn’t let him off the hook – yet. He could have done it later. We need TOD to rule him in or out,’ said Gus.

      Opening the driver’s door Alice looked across the car roof at Gus. ‘Should we let Nancy know our suspicions?’

      Gus shook his head ‘No, not yet. We need more on him. A positive ID from Jamal would be good. I’m going to start surveillance on him.’

      ‘Tricky without letting Nance know first.’

      ‘Yeah, but if we’ve got it wrong, the buck stays with me.’ He rapped his fingers on the roof. ‘Let’s get back to The Fort and check out the email.’
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      It wasn’t the screeching of the roller doors that wakened Molly but an altogether different sound. At first she thought she was dreaming and lay still under the duvet reluctant to waken up and find herself still in the freezing cold warehouse. Then the noise got louder and more insistent. Maybe it was the other kids from the other room through the pipes. She shook her head. No, they weren’t babies and this was definitely crying… a baby crying.

      As realisation flooded through her she sat bolt upright and peered round the room. Where was the sound coming from? Then, in an instant she was out of the bed, ignoring the cold concrete on her bare feet as she stumbled towards the cardboard box that lay in the middle of the room, a couple of carrier bags beside it. Instantly, she was on her knees and peering into the box. Seeing the small fists pumping the air and the red screwed-up face of her baby brother sent a balloon of despair into her chest. Sniffling back her tears she lifted the small squirming body wrapped in unfamiliar blankets and snuggled him tightly to her chest. Rocking back and forth, the squirming bundle in her arms, she wept uncontrollably.

      When the baby’s cries had reduced to mild hiccupping whimpers, she held him away from her. His small face puckered at the sudden lack of body contact and he started to cry again. Gently, she laid him back in the box and leaned over to open the carrier bags. Newborn nappies, baby wipes, a couple of little baby suits and some baby bottles filled with what she assumed was sterilised water and small tubs with measured milk powder inside. A voice boomed into the quiet. ‘It’s your job now to look after your brother. Heat the water in the mini microwave, add the powder and feed him.’ Molly recognised the voice as that of her pretend dad. Her bottom lip curled up in disgust and, heart thudding, she glanced round the room and saw a small microwave on the floor next to the electric fan heater. She sighed in relief. At least she’d be able to feed Sam. As she looked down at the whimpering child she felt less lonely. ‘Don’t worry, Sam. I’m here now. I’ll look after you.’ And she busied herself heating up milk for him.
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      The atmosphere in the car on the way back to The Fort was low and the mood hadn’t dispelled by the time they arrived. DCI Wentworth had left an acidly worded letter of complaint against Compo, which Gus immediately deposited in the bin. Compo meanwhile looked contrite until Gus nudged him good naturedly. ‘Don’t let the bastards get you down, Comps. He’s an arse. Now let’s watch the Matchmaker’s latest recording.’

      Looking relieved, Compo turned back to his computer and set up the footage to run on the large white projection screen at the front of the room. ‘It’s very short this time –

      The image was dark, with falling snow obliterating most of the shot. Then it focussed in on the profile of the two officers sitting in their car, before falling to a sheet of white as the camera presumably pointed downwards. Seconds later, it panned up again showing the driver’s window sliding down, before zooming onto the driver’s face. The officer looked surprised and his lips moved as she spoke.

      Compo paused the footage and fiddled with the controls. ‘Seems we’ve no sound I’m afraid,’ he said pressing play again. ‘Wonder why?’

      Immediately, the driver’s expression changed and a spurt of thick liquid spattered over the dashboard. Her head ricocheted backwards before slumping towards her chest. The second officer, who’d been half swivelled round in his seat, reached over to his partner, but almost immediately, he too ricocheted back and a floret of red bloomed on his chest.

      The camera panned up and settled on the car clock, which read 22:15. After a slight jolt the camera followed a pristine snow carpet up to the Horan’s front door. Gus watched as a gloved hand extended in front of the camera and pressed the doorbell. As Gus’s team watched, Paul Horan opened the door slightly, with only his head visible. His face registered surprise, probably at the camera, and it seemed like he tried to slam the door closed. Then, Horan appeared to reconsider and allowed the door to open fully and the cameraman stepped inside and followed Horan. He backed into the living room. The camera briefly panned to the wall clock and hesitated there for a few seconds. It read 22:20. Gus saw Wendy Horan jump to her feet and move towards her husband. However, as she moved, a sudden spurt of blood came from Paul Horan’s head and he fell to the floor. Almost immediately a second shot hit Wendy in the chest sending her to the floor, too.

      For Gus it felt like he was watching a horror movie in slow motion. The cameraman’s actions were almost carelessly casual; as if the lives of the two officers and of the Horans were worthless. Gus glanced at his team and saw that each and every one of them had their eyes, shining with horror, glued to the screen. It would be his job to harness their shock and transform it into determination to catch this bastard.

      The camera operator retraced his steps into the hallway and proceeded upstairs. Entering the room where Beth Graves lay, he zoomed so close to her sleeping face, that Gus could see a globule of moisture in the corner of her mouth. Then, from the angle of the camera, it appeared he’d laid it down on the bed. When he picked it up again a few seconds later and zoomed onto Beth, Gus saw the decompressed syringe hooked up to her arm. Gus dreaded to think what the syringe had contained but he knew the hospital would analyse it.

      The Matchmaker, for by now Gus felt sure that’s who it was, backed from Beth’s room and entered the one where baby Sam slept. Without preamble, the cameraman focussed momentarily on the sleeping child then he lifted him and left the room. Abruptly the footage stopped and for long seconds nobody in the investigation room spoke.

      Then Gus turned to Compo. ‘Get this enhanced as clearly as you can. Anything we can get on this man the better. See if some sort of gait analysis will give us anything on his height. Get a lip reader in to see if we can find out what the officers or Horan said to him.’ He turned to Sampson. ‘CCTV footage from around 9 to 11pm last night, Sampson.’

      Sampson nodded and scurried over to his desk. His movement seemed to galvanise the rest of the team who immediately sprung to action.

      Gus looked up as Sadia came in. She stood leaning against the door her eyes locked on Gus, a manila folder hugged tightly to her chest by whitened knuckles.

      ‘You ok, Sadia?’

      She nodded and stepped towards him. ‘Just been to Jamal with the rest of the photos.’ She bit her lip.

      Impatient, Gus waved his hand in a get on with it gesture. ‘And?’

      She swallowed and handed him the folder. ‘He IDed the top photo. Was very insistent too.’

      Gus glanced at her before taking the folder. Her eyes flashed with a mixture of what looked like excitement and dread. Gus felt his heartbeat increase in direct response. He flicked open the folder. His eyes widened and he glanced again at Sadia. ‘And he was 100 per cent sure?’

      Sadia held his gaze and gave an abrupt nod.

      Shit, this was much worse than he’d anticipated. He needed complete lockdown on this till they were sure. He punched his fist lightly on his thigh and sat down at his desk. Sadia remained standing in front of his desk. Wordlessly he gestured to the chair opposite him and Sadia almost fell into it. ‘Let me think for a minute,’ was all he said and he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

      After ten tense minutes, he reopened his eyes, pushed himself from his chair and cleared his throat loudly out attract everyone’s attention. In a serious tone he said ‘First up, I need to clear the room of all personnel not on my immediate team.’

      The officers in question looked at each other, then with a few moans about making his mind up whether or not he needed them, they left the room.

      Gus glanced round at his team. Alice looked at him expectantly from her desk. Sampson, near the coffee machine, stood uncertainly, a mug in his hand and Compo continued working on his computer as if Gus hadn’t spoken. With a rueful smile, Gus acknowledged to himself that he quite probably hadn’t heard him. Seeing Gus looking at Compo, Alice got up and pulled one of his headphones from Compo’s ear. ‘Boss man wants a word, Comps.’ Quickly straightening himself, Compo pressed a key and then removed the headphone from his other ear.

      ‘I’m not going to give a big preamble about discretion and secrecy. You’re all on this team because I trust you. So here goes.’ He moved to the centre of the room. ‘The picture I’m about to show you is the person Jamal IDed as being The Matchmaker.’ He waited to let his words sink in and then turned the photo so they could all see it. The resultant gasps were expected. This was momentous, so Gus let them have time to process the implications. When silence fell across the room he continued. ‘Our investigation from here on in will be scrupulous and detailed, but there will be no leaks.’ He scanned the shocked faces before him. ‘I need a complete background on him. Compo, can you do that without instigating any red flags?’

      Uncharacteristically motionless, Compo gave an abrupt nod. As he leaned towards his computer, it broke the silence with a resounding ping. He glanced at the screen and, momentary inertia banished, jumped up, punching the air. ‘Got a hit, Gus. Got a fucking hit on Molly’s whereabouts.’

      Immediately the entire team rushed over to Compo. He stabbed the screen with his stubby nail-bitten finger. ‘There, fucking there! Look there’s South Square café, there’s the viaduct and there is Prospect Mills.’ Compo pressed a key and a series of lines and trajectories showed on the screen. This is her view from the mill. I reckon she’s on the top floor probably third window along.’

      Gus gripped Compo’s shoulder tightly. ‘Well done, Compo, bloody well done.’

      He turned to his team. ‘Right Sampson, you’re going to the PMs. Alice you’re coordinating back-up and firearms unit from here. Get Chalmers here and update her. We need to track our prime suspect. Meanwhile, Sadia and I will head over to Prospect Mills. Get things moving ASAP. We’ve no time to spare and we don’t know exactly how many men he has under him.’

      He’d just finished speaking when the door burst open. Beth and Alex Graves burst in. ‘I demand an update now!’

      Alex was grubby and distraught, Beth pale and drawn. Gus had no time for distractions so he turned to Sampson and spoke quietly. ‘Keep him away from us without revealing anything, before you go to the PM.’

      Sampson nodded and moved over to lead the Graves to a seat in the room. Leaving Alice and Compo to help Sampson, Gus and Sadia sidled out of the room and ran to the car park.
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      Sleeting snow and pile-ups were not conducive to getting anywhere very fast. Gus sat on the edge of his seat peering through the windscreen where snow splatted like prehistoric birds shitting in unison. Then, a loud boom reverberated throughout Rhodesway. Gus slammed the palm of his hand on the dashboard and cursed. Sadia started, but was too scared to take her eyes off the treacherous road. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Did you hear that bang?’

      ‘Yeah, rotten day for a wedding, if you ask me, but you got to hand it to them. They’re not letting the weather get in the way of their celebrations.’

      Gus snorted, blue eyes flashing. ‘That’s not wedding fireworks, Sadia. There was only one bang. Give it a minute and there’ll be one more bang and then nothing. It’s the bloody Bradford drug lords letting their runners know the drugs have been delivered.’ He ran his fingers through his dreads, ‘which means, as it does twice a month every fucking month, CID will be running around like Pomeranians with hair straighteners stuck up their arses trying to locate the big ones. Which means, in turn, that our back-up will be severely diminished because that idiot, Hussain won’t prioritise our operation over his.’

      Sadia’s mouth made an almost perfect O.

      With a quick glance at her, Gus said ‘I’m sorry I shouldn’t have said that about your old man. That’s not good.’

      Sadia shrugged and when she spoke her tone was bitter. ‘I’ve lived with him for twenty-five years. You don’t think I know how stubborn and focussed he is? He can’t ever deviate from a previously determined course of action. Surprised he’s lasted so long in the job really. Oh no. Shit!’

      At her last words Gus directed his gaze back to the road and saw a huge, unpassable gritter turn into the road in front of them.

      He flung up his hands. ‘Would you believe it? Now they bloody grit!’

      Sadia clenched her teeth and turned off down an even narrower side street. ‘I’ll cut down here and, fingers crossed, we’ll be able to get onto Thornton Road at the bottom.’

      Half an hour later, they approached the huge mill on their left. Despite being set back off the road it dominated the landscape, looming threateningly over the pub on the main road in front of it.

      Sadia drove past the entrance to the Mill’s pot-holed car park as Gus peered up at the huge blank windows. ‘What’s the plan?’

      Gus gestured ahead. ‘Pull into the South Square car park and we’ll walk back. We’ll see if the pub’s open and if they’ve noticed owt.’

      The Flappit Hen pub was dully lit and, despite the roaring fire in the grate, the air held a distinct chill that was matched by the frosty look the barman gave them on their entrance. He paused half-way through a lacklustre polish of the bar and straightened up to his full five foot three inches. When he crossed his over-worked tattooed biceps over his chest, Gus was reminded of Popeye. The barman’s bald head glistened slightly in the overhead lights and his frown was venomous as his gaze shifted between the two police officers.

      Gus smiled. ‘I’d like to speak to the manager, please.’

      ‘Why?’ The other man turned his sneering gaze to Gus and tensed his bicep making the red swastika symbol on it dance.

      Gus inclined his head. ‘Nice ink, crap sentiment.’

      The small man made a growling sound in his chest. ‘You don’t like it, you know what you can do?’

      Gus grinned at Sadia whose face had tightened in anger. He shrugged. ‘Oh, suppose it’ll be something dully predictable as befits someone of your limited capacities like ‘piss off back to your own country’. Am I right?’

      Face twisted in rage the other man pressed his knuckles down hard on the bar and made as if to vault over, when a sharp voice preceded a taller man through the door. ‘What have I told you about causing trouble, Jemmy? If you can’t get on with my customers, you’ll have to look elsewhere for a job, brother-in-law or not, ok?’ When Jemmy nodded, his face still distorted in anger, the taller man jerked his head through the door. ‘Take a fucking break.’

      When Jemmy had sidled away Gus looked at the other man. ‘Nice staff you have. Welcoming.’

      The manager shrugged and offered his hand. ‘Laurence Carmichael. He’s not my first choice of employee, but family is family. What can I do for you? I take it you’re on duty?’ and he raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Gus took out his warrant card. ‘Yeah that’s right. DI McGuire and DC Hussain. Wanted to ask if you’ve noticed any activity in the Mill behind the pub recently.’

      Laurence snorted. ‘There’s always activity there. If it isn’t kids pratting about, it’s druggies, or teenagers shagging. Always summat going on back there.’

      Sadia pulled herself onto a bar stool. ‘Inside the Mill or just in the car park?’

      ‘Both really. Usually in the car park but they sometimes manage to get into the ground floor. Can’t get any higher up though. It’s all blocked off and the lifts don’t work.’

      ‘Mind if we have a look from one of your upstairs windows?’

      ‘Nah, help yourselves.’ He called Jemmy back to the bar, lifted the bar flap and gestured for them to follow him through a narrow hallway and up some stairs on the right. At the top of two flights they came out on a dimly lit chilly landing. Laurence yanked a door open and gestured for them to precede him into the room. In the middle was a double bed with a dated floral duvet cover on it. Mismatched curtains hung at the window.

      Gus moved over and pulled the curtains back. He and Sadia looked down into the Prospect Mill’s car park. The snow had been compacted in places and in others there was clear evidence of old tyre tracks

      ‘Looks like there’s been a lot of vehicular activity down there,’ said Gus standing on tiptoe. ‘There’s a car parked right in the corner too.’ He glanced at Sadia, who despite being five foot seven, was having difficulty seeing out the window. ‘You’re probably too short to see it from here.’

      Sadia pushed herself up with her knuckles on the window sill and craned her neck. ‘Yep, you’re right. Do you think it’s his?’

      ‘Don’t think so, but that doesn’t mean he’s not driving it.’ He stared over at the gaping Mill windows. ‘We’re at the wrong side to see anything. Any signs of life would be at the other side near the fields and the viaduct.’

      Sadia jumped off the sill and turned to Gus. ‘What shall we do? Backup’s at least twenty minutes away.’

      Gus sighed and turned to the door. ‘Let’s take a gander round the car park at least.’

      Sadia moved to join him, but Laurence who was now peering down into the car park spoke. ‘There’s another car just turned in and parked up out there.’

      Gus and Sadia ran back to the window in time to see a tall man, face muffled in a scarf, slam the door of a red Mini shut and stride across the snow to the roll up concertina door of the mill. He bent and did something near the bottom of the door, then, with a quick glance around him, flipped the door up a few feet, ducked and went in, lowering the door behind him.

      Gus barely glanced at Sadia before taking off, coat flying behind him as he thundered down the stairs shouting instructions to her to put a stick of dynamite up someone’s arse to get the team there ASAP.

      Sadia, grabbing her phone from her pocket followed more slowly, dialling Alice’s number as she moved. When Alice replied she quickly filled her in on what they’d discovered, explaining that Gus had hared off to the Mill. Alice cursed and, as Sadia exited the pub, she cursed too, because all she could see was Gus, dreadlocks flying as he rounded the corner into the car park, slipping slightly on the icy path as he went.

      Running after him, Sadia saw him flip the roller door up. He extracted his extendable baton from his coat pocket before stepping through. He turned back waved at her then lowered the door slightly behind him.

      What the hell was she supposed to do now? Sadia hesitated, uncertain whether to follow Gus or wait to direct the back-up. Still undecided, she moved towards the red mini. She had a hunch it didn’t belong to the driver, so she texted the reg through to Compo and then did the same for the other vehicle that stood in the corner. It was clear by the height of the snow around the tyres that this vehicle had been parked up since the previous afternoon at least.

      Finally, fearing that Gus may need help, she phoned Alice and told her she was following him in as there appeared to be at least two people in the building. When Alice directed her to stay put until back-up arrived she switched her phone to silent and hung up.
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      Vague sounds reached Gus’s ears as he stood just inside the doors trying to get his bearings in the near-dark. He frowned in concentration, trying to identify them. They came from above – metal on metal. Gus nodded, realising it was the sound of the industrial lift creaking its way slowly upwards. So, Laurence had been wrong. The lift did work, but Gus knew he couldn’t risk calling it back down: he’d have to use the huge concrete stairs and hope the sound of his footsteps wouldn’t echo upwards.

      By the time he reached the first floor, his thigh was throbbing with a vengeance. The steps were wide and uneven meaning he couldn’t set a proper pace and the lack of light made it hard going. He hesitated in the stairwell listening for signs of activity. A sudden screech of metal from upstairs told Gus that another roller door was being opened. He slowly began to edge himself up the stairs. He didn’t hesitate on the second landing, but continued up to the third floor.

      In front of him was a huge metal door. He edged slowly over and pressed his ear to the cool steel. He wasn’t entirely sure but he thought he could hear muffled sounds from within. His gut told him this was the right level. Slowly, hoping they’d oiled the hinges, Gus turned the handle and pushed the door open. Thankful for the silence that accompanied this action, he stepped inside the gloomy corridor, closing the door quietly behind him. He moved quickly into the shadows at the side of the corridor and looked around. Someone had fitted dull night lights periodically along the corridor and they sent semi-circles of amber across the floor. Along one side of the corridor were a series of rooms barricaded off by huge wooden batons criss-crossing their metal doors. Along the other side were a series of roller doors. The one nearest the entrance was open, but the room within was in darkness. Further along, a thin glow shone from beneath the third door indicating that the room might be occupied.

      Gus crept slowly towards the open door. Keeping his back to the wall, he crab-walked along till he reached the gap. Quickly, he dipped his head into the room, did a rapid scan of the room’s sparse contents and, seeing it was empty, stepped inside.

      In one corner stood a chemical toilet beside a grubby shower cubicle. In another corner stood a bed with the covers flung back. On a shelf next to the bed a microwave balanced precariously. In the centre of the room was a chair and a wobbly wooden table, strewn with empty cups and pizza boxes. A gas heater was on full blaze a few feet away, but what was of most interest was the TV screen that sat atop a wooden packing case opposite the table. Gus moved closer and saw the screen was divided into two sections. One section showed a room of similar size to the one he was in. Inside was a group of around ten children, huddled together in the corner seemingly clinging to each other in terror. Their sexes and ages were indiscernible. Their hair lay matted across their scalps. Gus immediately felt a wave of nausea as the images he’d seen of holocaust victims came to mind. His stomach tightened and his breathing shallowed.

      He flicked his gaze to the other section of the TV. The Scream man was jumping around, looming over a child that Gus identified as Molly only from the bandage round her right hand and her clothes. Her shorn hair was matted, her cheeks hollow and her eyes huge and frightened. In her lap, she held a bundle of rags that Gus barely registered until a small hand escaped and waved for a moment in the air. Molly tenderly replaced it within the covers. It was Beth’s baby, Sam. Gus began to back towards the door watching the screen as he saw a second man who matched the description of Jamal’s pursuer, begin to set up the camera on its tripod. Scream man paced the floor and appeared to be screaming periodically at Molly, who rocked her bundle to and fro, tears pouring down her cheeks.

      As he passed the table, Gus grabbed the bunch of keys that lay half-hidden under a newspaper and crept along the corridor to the next room. Pressing his ear to the door he heard silence and, reassured that the men in the room further down, would be occupied for some time, he reached down and studied the lock at the bottom of the door. On his second attempt he unlocked it. He opened the door a few feet and ducked through.

      It was then that he heard movement in the corridor and a male voice. One of the men had left Molly’s room and was walking towards him. Gus quietly closed the roller and darted into a dark corner. Placing a finger on his lips to tell the frightened children to be quiet, he waited, holding his breath and hoping that whoever had moved along the corridor wouldn’t glance at the TV screen and notice Gus in the corner.

      The children seemed to sense that Gus wasn’t one of their attackers and remained still, their frightened eyes piercing him in the semi-dark. After a few minutes, he heard whistling followed by footsteps walking past the room he was in. He released a slow breath and then crept slowly over to the children. ‘Are you English?’

      One of the older boys shook his head. ‘Polski.’

      Gus put his finger on his lip once more. He had no time to assess their injuries or their state of mind. He needed to get them out of there as fast as possible. He pointed to the door and mimed opening it, then replaced his finger on his lips. The older boy whispered to the other children in Polish and then nodded to Gus. Gus moved closer and held out a hand to the smallest child. Her eyes whipped to the older boy who said something, patted her back and nodded. Tentatively, she took Gus’s hand. He smiled at her, and gently squeezed her trembling hand. Gus pointed to another of the smaller children and mimed holding hands with the little girl. The older boy seemed to understand Gus’s intentions and quickly paired up the other children. Gus moved to the door and rolled it up. He poked his head into the corridor and listened. Then, turning to the older boy gestured him forward. Gus showed him the door at the end and indicated that on his say so they would go through the door and downstairs. The boy nodded and spoke to the other children in a low voice.

      Gus made his way to the huge metal door and opened it. Then, he waved his hand to the boy who quickly pushed two children out of the room towards Gus. Gus waved again and two more followed. When they reached the door Gus pushed them towards the stairs and said, ‘Run.’ Within a few minutes all but two of the ten children were running down the stairwell towards where, Gus hoped, Sadia waited.

      Gus glanced along the corridor, wondering why the last two children hadn’t appeared yet. The older boy poked his head out and gestured Gus to come back.

      Heart pounding, Gus crept back to the room. Inside he saw the older boy trying to lift a slightly younger girl to her feet. The girl looked barely conscious and was acting like a dead weight. Gus’s heart sank. What could he do? She probably shouldn’t be moved, but the two men in the other room had at least one gun between them. She couldn’t stay there. Making an instant decision, he hefted her into his arms, and jerked his head for the other boy to follow. When they reached the stairwell, Gus draped the girl over the boy’s back and said, ‘Go, go.’

      Nodding, the boy linked his arms round the girl’s legs and began to climb down the stairs as quickly as he could. Gus waited till he’d rounded the corner.

      Sweat dripped from his dreads as he whipped them back with a flick of his head. He made his way back along the corridor, rolled the door down in the hope the missing children wouldn’t be noticed. He moved on to the room where Molly and her baby brother were being kept. He strained to hear what was happening behind the door but only the deep rumbles of The Scream man’s rants reached his ears. Gus’s mind flicked back to the last time he’d been outside a room where a raving man held hostages. He was damned if the outcome was going to be the same this time.

      The faint strain of the lift moving reached his ears and he grinned. Thank God. Back-up was there. He took his extendable baton from the back of his trousers where he’d lodged it earlier. Then, Molly screamed and without thinking, Gus yanked the door up and rolled through it, his extended baton crashing into the camera man’s legs. He fell with a shout to his knees as Gus jumped back to his feet and spun towards Scream man.

      Molly, taking advantage of the momentary confusion ran towards Gus, the baby bouncing precariously in her arms. Gus shouted, ‘Run, Molly, run! The police are outside.’

      From the corner of his eye he saw Scream man draw a gun. Gus dived to cover Molly as she crouched to crawl under the door, never releasing her precious bundle. Instincts kicked in and Gus spun on his heel and then dove to the floor baton extended to whip Scream man’s feet from under him. The gun clattered to the floor and Gus kicked it away from the camera man, who he recognised as Sid Smith from Jamal’s photo. He was now edging on to his knees. Gus grabbed Scream man, yanked his arm up his back and cuffed him, before turning to grab the gun. He pointed it at Smith.

      ‘On your knees now. Hands behind your head.’

      Hesitating briefly, he complied and Gus slid the gun towards the door, quickly cuffed him. Then he turned back to whip the scream mask off the bigger man.

      When he saw that Jamal’s ID had been accurate he said, ‘No fucking disguises now.’

      DCS Charles Bowles grinned insolently at Gus. ‘Pity you couldn’t find those reserves of ingenuity to rescue your little godson, isn’t it?’

      Gus clenched his fists and took a step forward but was stopped by slow clapping coming from behind him. He turned slowly to find Alex Graves holding a struggling Molly in one arm and the gun in the other.

      Gus frowned. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

      Alex inclined his head. ‘Not sussed it out yet, Gus? Didn’t think my little double bluff with the planted child images would work so well.’

      Alex jerked his head first towards Bowles and then towards Sid Smith ‘Cut them both free.’

      Gus glared at him and then did as he was told.

      Bowles moved over to his bag and extracted another gun and then went over to Alex and high-fived him. ‘Good save.’

      He turned to Smith, who raised his hand to high-five too, but before he could complete the action, a blast blew him a few feet across the room and a spray of blood covered the floor. Bowles looked down at him with a grin on his face. ‘When needs arise, sacrifices must be made.’

      Molly was sobbing uncontrollably now and Alex shook her roughly by the throat ‘Shut up, or you’ll be next.’

      Gus glared at them. ‘Back-up’s on the way. Why don’t you just give up?’

      Bowles began to laugh. ‘No, no, no. That’s not how this will play out.’ He grinned at his friend. ‘What’s going to happen is this. Alex here will escape down the external fire escape and over the fields.’ And he turned and fired two shots in quick succession into the padlocked chain that locked the fire door shut. It burst open in a cloud of searing metal.

      Before Gus had a chance to react Bowles spoke again. ‘Of course we’ve planned escape routes out of Europe, so he’ll follow one of those. Your lot will never catch him. Meanwhile, I’ll dispose of you and the brat and say he did it.’ He pointed to Sid Smith. ‘I’ll be the hero and our revenge on Beth Graves will be complete and, just so you know before you die, our little ring will continue with barely a blip. Nice thought to take with you to the grave, don’t you think?’

      Then he grabbed the squealing baby from Molly and pushed her across the room towards Gus. Instinctively Gus grabbed the red-haired girl, then immediately released her and thrust her behind him. As he dived towards Bowles, Beth Graves flung herself through the door and propelled her husband forward onto his knees. Not stopping to wonder where Beth had materialised from or where Sadia was, Gus grabbed Alex’s gun as it clattered to the floor. Beth, screaming like a banshee, grabbed Alex’s hair and yanked whilst biting his ear. Gus took up the baby, passed it to Molly and quickly cuffed Alex, as Bowles headed for the fire escape.

      The fire exit door had slammed shut by the time Gus reached it. He felt the muscles in his shoulder pull as he wrenched it open and darted through. Bowles clattered down the rusty metal steps, braying like a crazed donkey as he ran. Gus followed and began to gain on the older man. A final jump into knee deep snow and Gus was half-stumbling, half-running after him. Bowles turned and pulled something from his pocket. Seconds later a shot rang out and Gus felt a sharp pain in his arm followed by a warm numbness. Fuck. The bastard had another gun. Using his good arm to support his shot one, he gritted his teeth and kept running, determined not to let him get away.

      Gus could hear the sound of sirens approaching. His sane mind told him he should stop and let the reinforcements take over, but the visions of the traumatised children he’d herded down the stairs and Molly’s scared yet defiant face made him continue. Adrenalin pumped through him giving him the boost he needed to continue running despite the gradually increasing pain in his arm. Why the fuck couldn’t the bastard have aimed at his already damaged arm?

      Bowles, not too far ahead of him, paused to glance backwards. His face a mask of fury, he turned and stood both arms extended towards Gus, gun clasped firmly between his hands. Gus hesitated, aware of his warm blood dripping onto the snow.

      ‘Really, Gus?’ said Bowles, his tone controlled, a false smile on his face. ‘You really want a repeat of last year, with you in hospital, or worse, a coffin.’ He shrugged. ‘The latter option would be my preference, I have to admit.’

      ‘Just drop the gun,’ said Gus. ‘You’re not going to escape now. Surely even you can see that.’

      Bowles cocked his head to one side and then shrugged. ‘Maybe, maybe not. However, the least I can do is… this.’

      And as Gus took a step forward, another shot rang out over the sound of the sirens. This time Gus fell to the ground. Moments later he heard another shot and everything went black.
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      Sadia was halfway up the second flight of stairs when she heard footsteps coming from above. Two children appeared, followed almost immediately by two more and then more. Sadia realised that Gus must have released them and sent them down the stairs. Quickly, she herded them together. Finally, an older boy appeared, panting and sweaty, with a girl dangling from his shoulders. The girl seemed unconscious. ‘Fuck!’ thought Sadia as, with an ear cocked for signs that the children had been followed, she hefted the girl onto her back and, with whispered encouragement, herded them down to the bottom and outside.

      ‘Where the hell was Gus?’ she wondered as she did a silent inventory of the pale, wide-eyed faces that looked up at her so expectantly. The girl she’d carried down leaned against the wall where Sadia had positioned her. She desperately needed a doctor and Sadia knew that the men could come downstairs at any moment. Where the fuck was back-up? Smiling in what she hoped was a reassuring manner at the oldest boy, she indicated the girl and said ‘Help me.’

      Immediately, he released the small girl whose hand he was holding and stepped forward to help Sadia hoist the girl back onto her shoulders. Glancing round in desperation Sadia noticed a movement in her peripheral vision. With relief she saw that the landlord from The Flappit was waving to her from the window, gesturing that she should bring the children round to the pub. Sadia would have kissed him if he’d been closer. He’d clearly stayed to watch the proceedings when she and Gus had left and now he was providing a lifeline.

      As she hurried the children across the snowy car park towards the pub, she noticed the landlord had left his position by the window and by the time they’d reached the main street, he’d appeared to help her bring the children into the pub.

      ‘Phoned your lot, and an ambulance’ he said, gazing in horror at the children who huddled together silently by the fire. He’d relieved Sadia of the unconscious girl and now gently laid her on a long settee. Looking down at the girl, he took a deep breath and then exhaled before turning back to Sadia, ‘You best go and find your partner, love. I’ll get this lot something to eat while we’re waiting for the ambulance. We’ll be ok here. I’ll lock the doors after you.’

      Sadia reached over and squeezed his arm and nodded. She could already hear sirens coming along Thornton Road, so she knew help was near. However, she’d also seen exactly what these men were capable of and the last thing she wanted was to leave Gus on his own with them. What the hell was he doing? With a sinking feeling she realised that if he could, Gus would have followed the children out of the mill. So, what the hell was keeping him?

      Leaving the pub, she noticed a car with two figures in it turn into the car park. Who was that she wondered? Back-up, maybe. But then why hadn’t Alice alerted her that they were so close. She sprinted forward and round the corner into the mill car park just in time to see Beth Graves climb from the passenger side of the car and glance around her. Sadia opened her mouth to shout and then paused. Where was the driver and what was Beth Graves doing here?

      Sadia edged forward and watched as Beth walked towards the open roller door and went inside.

      ‘What the fuck is going on?’ Then, reluctant to let the woman wander into the building unaccompanied, Sadia followed. Re-entering the mill, she heard Beth’s hurried footsteps echoing above her. Following as quietly as she could, Sadia had reached the top of the second flight when the first gunshot rang out. Heart hammering, she increased her pace. Then, there was another shot followed by screaming. Not knowing whether to be relieved that the screaming was female or not, Sadia increased her pace and finally, arriving on the third floor, she rushed down the dimly-lit corridor towards the room where a flash of light escaped. Cautiously, she looked into the room and was just in time to see Gus exiting through the fire escape. A wave of relief surged through her body as she realised he was unhurt.

      Still wary, she entered the room and, glancing round, she assessed the scene. Seeing that Beth, Molly and the baby seemed to be ok and not caring what state either Sid Smith or Alex Graves were in, she rushed over to the broken fire exit and poked her head out.

      Heights weren’t her thing so she sent a quick prayer off to Allah and stared down. She could see Bowles, hotfooting across the snowy field. Just when she thought something must have happened to Gus, she saw him half-jump, half-sprawl off the ladder. Relieved, she watched him follow Bowles and, swallowing her fear, she tentatively stepped onto the metal landing. It was icy so she gripped the rickety handrail and began to descend, keeping an eye on Gus’s progress as she went. The cold metal rail seared her palms as she held on for dear life. Then, she stumbled. Her stomach flipped and a wave of nausea swept over her. She closed her eyes for a second to allow the dizziness to pass and when she opened them again, she saw Bowles turn and face Gus, a gun in his hand. Words left her mouth, but later she couldn’t say what they were. As if in slow motion, she saw Gus’ left arm jerk and then blood splattered onto the snow.

      ‘Nooooo!’

      Bowles laughed and then took off again. Gus stumbled but righted himself and followed. Sadia half-slipped, half-ran the rest of the way to the bottom and had just stepped onto the solid ground when she heard another shot and Gus was lying on the ground, blood melting the snow around him. Like an echo in her brain she was half-aware of the sirens and then a loud hailer voice telling Bowles to put his weapon down.

      Finding her feet she ran across to Gus and instinctively felt for a pulse. She could find none so she straddled him and began CPR. Unaware that she was crying, she continued frenziedly till the paramedics edged her out of the way. Soaked and cold, she turned and saw two armed officers guiding a beaming DCS Bowles towards the front of the mill. Unable to stop herself she walked over and spat in his face.

      He laughed.
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      A crumpled DCI Nancy Chalmers quietly entered the side ward where Gus lay staring at the arctic wall. He hated being here. He’d been remembering the cold snow contrasting with his warm blood pooling beneath him. He’d had déjà vu. He’d thought he was back in Becky’s living room with Greg in a rage. He’d tried to roll onto his side, desperate to find Billy. He’d known he had to stop the bleeding. Where was Billy? Then he’d felt a heaviness across his middle and something was bouncing repeatedly on his chest. He’d felt himself fade away and then soft, cold lips covered his mouth, blowing, warmth into him. His eyes flickered but wouldn’t open. Warm fingers touched his frozen cheek and soft hair tickled his head as someone began to gently slap him. ‘Don’t you bloody die on me, Gus McGuire. Don’t you bloody dare.’ Too many memories from before and he was desperate to get out.

      Contrary to Sadia’s assumption, his heart hadn’t stopped… he’d fainted, like a bloody wimp. Anyway, a through and through wound on his upper left arm, combined with the strain he’d placed on his already injured right shoulder, made it barely possible for him to do anything for himself. Bowles’s second bullet had given him a flesh wound to the side and his third had missed. Gus was glad Bowles hadn’t been to the firing range in a while.

      Sensing Nancy’s presence, he turned and met her eye. ‘You look worse than I do, Nancy.’

      She snorted and moved slowly over to the chair next to Gus’ bed and plonked herself down, kicking off her shoes and lifting her feet onto the edge of the bed. ‘Feel bloody hellish, too. Can’t believe that bastard. I’ve worked with him for years and never suspected a damn thing.’

      Gus moved his hand and awkwardly patted her foot. ‘None of us suspected, not one of us. Has he confessed?’

      Nancy leaned down, rummaged in her copious handbag and produced a half bottle of Glenfiddich. She got up and poured a sizeable measure into the plastic cup that stood next to a water jug by Gus’s bed. Toddling through to the toilet, she returned with another one which she also filled. Handing one of the cups to Gus she took a big swig and said, ‘Here’s to you, Gus. You and your team did well on this.’

      Gus took a small sip, shuddered and handed it back to her. ‘Not in the mood to celebrate really, Nance.’ He smiled ‘Anyway you know my tipple’s Glenmorangie.’

      She tipped her cup at him and then sipped. Gus studied her as she drank. He’d heard the rumours about Nancy and DCS Bowles. His dad had all but confirmed it when he’d visited earlier. However, Gus also knew that Nancy wouldn’t let her personal feelings get in the way of securing a sound prosecution.

      ‘What about the kids?’ he asked.

      ‘Sadia was coming up the stairs to help you and met them coming down. She escorted them into the car park. Apparently the landlord of The Flappit was still watching from the upstairs window so she waved him down and went back into the mill. He took them into the pub and kept them till the paramedics took over.’

      ‘They going to be ok?’

      ‘They’ll be fine. Jankowski’s in charge of repatriation. The best thing for them is to get home to their families.’ She sipped her whisky. ‘As for the mental stuff. Well, who knows?’

      Gus hadn’t had time to check their physical injuries in the mill, but his own experience told him that the physical wounds would heal far quicker than the mental ones.

      ‘And what about Molly and Beth?’

      ‘Traumatised. Bowles achieved what he set out to do. Beth’s got no-one. Jessie’s dead, her best friend is murdered and her husband is going down for a long time. He’s singing like a bird, by the way. Beth’s strong, but how is she going to pull back from this?’

      Gus shook his head. He’d been thinking about that before Nancy came in. How was Beth Graves going to learn to trust anyone, least of all herself, again? She’d married two different paedophiles and, although she was in no way to blame for this, he knew she’d blame herself. His thoughts were interrupted when Nancy spoke again.

      ‘You had us worried back there, you know, Gus. Thought you were a gonner.’

      With a wry grin he said, ‘I come from good old McGuire stock. No way will a couple of bullets stop me.’

      Flushed from the whisky, Nancy matched his grin. ‘Well, in that case, the sooner you get your arse out of that bed and down to The Fort, the sooner you’ll be able to watch me interviewing Charlie.’

      Gus snorted. ‘You need me to hold your hand?’

      ‘No. I need you to see this finished. Tomorrow, 9am sharp.’

      She pushed herself to her feet, downed the whisky Gus had left undrunk and walked to the door and opened it. ‘By the way, I’ve cancelled your appointment with Dr Mahmood tomorrow.’ Then seeing Gus’s triumphant grin, she frowned at him. ‘Back to normal next Friday, though. Get the woman convinced you’re ok and stop wasting taxpayers’ money.’

      Suitably contrite, Gus nodded, relieved when the sudden cacophony of hospital noise was cut off by door swinging shut behind her.
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      Behind the one-way mirror, in the tiny viewing room, Gus struggled to get comfortable. In the end, he found that leaning his butt on the table edge offered the most respite from pulling stitches, aches and bruises. He was with Sadia who, from the moment he’d arrived, had refused to meet his eyes. What was that all about? She’d had his back in the mill. He owed her one for that. Surely she wasn’t embarrassed about crying when he got hurt. He was pretty sure he’d be in tears if one of the team were injured. Anyway, it hadn’t stopped her trying to help him.

      Gus’s body tensed as the door to the interview room opened and former DCS Charles Bowles was escorted in by a uniformed officer and his lawyer, Vincent Jacobson. Exhaling loudly, he focussed on unclenching his muscles. No way was that bastard going to give him any more pain than he already had. Bowles, although dressed in prison clothes, still looked like the arrogant sod he’d always been.

      Nancy had decided to let him stew in the least hospitable of The Fort’s interview rooms, and as Gus watched he saw a few chinks appear in the other man’s armour. First it was the bouncing of one knee, then when he got no reactions from the arrogant statements he directed at the one-way mirror, he began to tap the table. At first it was a slow rhythm, but as the minutes passed it became more frenetic. After fifteen minutes, he seemed to collect himself. With a final glance at the mirror he, took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Slowly, the knee and finger movements stopped. Gus made a note to advise Nancy to interrupt his relaxation. Setting him off kilter might make him reveal more than he intended.

      Gus had thought he looked bad, but quickly revised his opinion when Nancy and Alice walked into the interview room.

      Nancy’s straight back and determined stride couldn’t conceal her pallor and the tension lines around her mouth. Bowles kept his eyes closed until she scraped a chair across the lino and sat down. He took his time studying Nancy, and then smirked. Gus’s fingers balled into fists. He was relieved that Nancy had insisted that she conduct the interview with Alice. Nancy dragged her chair further under the table and Gus saw her shoulders relax. God knows what internal reserves of calm she was using up during this interview.

      ‘Well, well, well, Nancy.’ said Bowles, his smug tones carrying clearly into the viewing room. ‘Your golden boy not up to interviewing me?’ He rubbed his hands together, ‘or did I crack him? I know I didn’t kill him or Vincent here would have told me.’

      Jacobson, Bowles’ lawyer, laid a cautionary hand on Bowles’s arm. ‘Come on now, Charles. We agreed you’d co-operate.’

      Bowles’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t break eye contact with Nancy when he answered the other man. ‘I will co-operate. I agreed, didn’t I? Nevertheless, I want to have a bit of fun, too. After all it might be the last I have for a while.’ He cocked an eyebrow. ‘That right, Nance?’

      Nancy had her back to the mirror, so Gus couldn’t see her expression. However, her shoulders tensed visibly before she replied in a conversational tone, ‘How could you do this, Charlie? To all those kids, to your wife, to the police force? Tell me how it all came about.’

      Leaning back, Bowles crossed one knee over the other and with meticulous care positioned his trouser leg until the non-existent crease lay exactly central to his knee cap. His eyes sparkled with what, in another man, could have been benevolent humour, but in him took on a malevolent air. ‘How can you show concern about Hazel when for the last two years you’ve been happy to drop your French knickers and bend over my desk at the drop of a hat? You were panting for me all those years ago in Cambridge and when you followed me up here, you couldn’t wait to spread your legs.’

      Gus heard Alice’s gasp over the speakers and saw Sadia, beside him, cover her mouth in shock. Nancy, except for a slight twitch of her arm, didn’t react. ‘Good try, Charlie. However, consensual sex between two adults pales into insignificance in the light of over twelve years’ worth of child abuse, trafficking abduction, murder and torture, wouldn’t you say? So, bearing in mind that your lovely colleagues Devlin O’Rourke, AKA The Provider, and Alex Graves, The Facilitator, are singing like larks and the fact that you shot Sid Smith, The Distributor, in front of witnesses, I’d say you better start talking.’

      Bowles tapped the table with his forefinger and pursed his lips. ‘You know what Nancy? I don’t think I will play your game, after all. Do your worst. I’ve done what I wanted. I’ve had my revenge on that bitch. I might rot in a cell, but at least I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing that she’s in hell too. Knowing that she alone is responsible for everything; her daughter being tortured, her mother-in-law and her friends dead.’ He laughed, ‘The stupid bitch married a paedophile, not once but twice. Oh yes, I’ll rest easy in my cell knowing that her freedom is as restricted as mine. So from here on in my response to you will be ‘no comment, no comment, no comment’.’ He folded his arms across his chest, focussed his gaze on a point above Nancy’s shoulder and refused to speak.

      As Gus watched, Nancy continued with a few more questions. Each time, Bowles drawled an elongated ‘No comment.’

      Finally, Nancy nodded to Vincent Jacobson, gathered up her paperwork and with Alice following, left the interview room.

      Minutes later Nancy stormed into the viewing room. ‘What the fuck does he think he’s playing at?’ she said, dragging her fingers through her hair.

      Gus stood and stretched tentatively. ‘Doesn’t matter, Nancy. O’Rourke and Graves are both talking and we’ve got witnesses to him shooting Sid Smith. He’s going down for a very long time. They all are. That’s what matters.’

      Nancy inhaled deeply. ‘And Graves has supplied us with a list a mile long of all their clients.’ She bundled her dress between her legs and hopped up on to a table facing the mirror. At Nancy’s exit, Jacobson had requested that the recording system be turned off, so there was no sound. It appeared, though that Jacobson was losing his argument with Bowles, who with a grin kept shaking his head. Abruptly Jacobson stood, went to the door and left. Seconds later the uniformed officer returned. Bowles stood, and, with a ‘ta ta for now’ wave towards the mirror, was accompanied from the room by the officer.

      Nancy rubbed her eyes. ‘We’re starting to arrest the client list today. Believe me, there won’t be a political, financial or religious leader in the UK who’ll sleep well tonight.’
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      Gus, still aching, lay on the sofa in his living room, trying to dispel the haunting image of Beth, her daughter and her baby at Jessie’s funeral that morning. Mother and daughter clung to each other, frames skeletal, faces pale and expressionless, eyes bleak and empty; Molly’s bandaged hand was cradled against her waist. Then baby Sam began to cry and immediately they were on their feet both bending over his pram, eyes suddenly alive. Mother and daughter shared a small smile when he immediately quietened at their attention.

      Beth had told Gus they were leaving the UK for somewhere warm, somewhere they wouldn’t be haunted by their memories. Gus had smiled at them and wished them well, but at the back of his mind he knew their memories would follow them wherever they went. His did.

      He sighed and closed his eyes, savouring the solitude of his home. Then the doorbell rang accompanied by a loud familiar voice calling through the letterbox. ‘Hallooooo, Angus. It’s me and your mum. Got a wee surprise for you, to liven the place up.’

      Gus groaned, wishing he could put a cushion over his ears and pretend he wasn’t in. As a second round of ferocious knocking began, he pushed himself to his feet and headed through the hallway to the door. He’d no sooner opened it, when a ball of white catapulted itself at him from his mother’s arms, barking loudly.

      ‘What the….?’ He looked from his father’s large, florid smiling face to his mother’s beautiful, smooth, grinning one.

      ‘Thought the house might feel a wee bit empty with Gabriella gone, so we got you a wee gift… His name’s Bingo.’

      Gus looked down at the squirming creature in his arms and his frustration died as the wiggling puppy yapped twice and then poked out a pink tongue and liberally wet Gus’s face.

      ‘Aw, he likes you’ said Fergus McGuire placing his arm round his wife’s shoulders and squeezing tightly. ‘Told you it was a good idea, Corrine. It’ll help with his therapy… and it’ll be company for you when Gus is working.’

      Feeling bulldozed, Gus followed his mum through to the kitchen where she began unpacking various meals she’d made. With a sinking heart Gus realised that for the next couple of hours his solitude would be interrupted. He grinned. What the hell. He couldn’t do without them… even if he knew that he’d be forced to bin his mother’s unappetising concoctions the minute she left. He sprawled on the sofa, dog still in his arms, and allowed his parents to feel useful.
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      November 5th

      The Catherine wheel sizzled and whirred, before crescendoing to a screech that had Sadia clambering onto the sofa. Her hands gripped the back and her eyes blazed in excitement. The stained-glass panes rattled as she pressed her nose against them, searching the sky for the floral shower that should have accompanied the firework. The sky remained dark. Disappointed, Sadia’s mouth drooped, but, as she turned to slide from the sofa, an orange flicker appeared outside. With a frown, she rubbed a clear circle onto the steamed-up window. Strange sputtering sounds, followed by a low hum, drifted through the darkness. It sounded like the distressed ‘moos’ of cattle on their way to slaughter.

      Then, the meaty smell of overdone barbecue seeped through the rotting wooden window frames, making her retch. With the fingers of one hand pinching her nostrils and the other kneading the sofa cushions, she stared, all trace of excitement replaced by horror, at the ball of flames outside her gate.

      The distorted human form weaved from side to side; a ghastly puppet, arms flailing against the flames. Suddenly, a sharp pop rent the air and blue sparks burst from the eye sockets. The puppet fell to the floor, melting like a grotesque ice lolly before her eyes.

      She screamed and dived off the sofa landing on her knees before the coffee table. Her skinny arms reached up to cover her head and, as she lay there, she heard the sounds of sirens approach.

      Her father’s strong arms lifted her up and crushed her against his chest. The rough fabric of his jacket was soaked in the fetid stench of burnt flesh and petrol. The girl struggled, pulling away, lashing out blindly at imaginary flames.

      ‘Beti, beti! It’s okay. It’s me.’ Her father gently cupped her cheeks and pulled her head to his until their foreheads met. ‘Shh, Shhh. It’s all over now. Finished.’

      Sadia breathed deeply, hiccupped and fell against him, sobbing. He held her, rhythmically smoothing her long dark hair. When her cries faded to the occasional hiccup, he glanced at his wife who stood by the door, arms folded tightly round her chest. Her face was strained and her fragile body trembled. His smile was sad as he held his hand out to her. She pushed away from the doorframe and approached him, pulling her dupatta over her hair as she walked. For long seconds they looked at each other, each understanding that protecting their daughter was the priority. Bowing her head, she joined her daughter in his embrace.

      He cradled Sadia’s head against his shoulder, protecting her from the scene outside, as he and his wife watched the paramedics work on the burnt lump that had been Millie Green. Firemen, no longer needed, loitered nearby, their helmets respectfully removed. Sadia pulled away from her father and, despite his pleas not to, peered outside. At the very back of the crowd was Millie’s daughter, Jessica. A tear rolled down Sadia’s cheek as she watched Jessica struggle to reach her mother, her cry a mewing monotone.

      Behind her, Jessica’s half-brother, Shahid, yelled at the police officer. His pleading words so loud they almost rattled the brittle windowpane. ‘Let me have her. I’ll look after Jess. She’s my sister.’

      Jessica twisted round and spat in his face.

      ‘I’m not going with you,’ she shouted, kicking him in the shins. ‘You fucking bastard! You did this! You burnt me mam! You and your fuckin’ dad.’

      Sadia felt her father’s hands firm on her shoulder as they watched a police officer, aided by a woman in a heavy coat, pull Jessica towards a police car. Shahid lifted his arm and, with his sleeve, wiped the spit from his face. As the car drove off his final words drifted through the Hussain’s window and hung in the air. ‘I didn’t burn your mam, Jess! I didn’t!’

      With a sigh, Sadia’s dad guided his family through to the hallway. Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, he knelt before Sadia. ‘I’ve got to go to work now, beti, okay?’

      Sadia sniffed and nodded. ‘Yes, Bapa, I know.’

      He ruffled her hair and turned to speak to her mother. ‘You two go straight upstairs and have a shower. Get out of those smelly clothes and put them in a bin bag – we’ll chuck them tomorrow.’ He looked directly at his wife and his tone changed. ‘You will do this now, won’t you, Amina?’

      Sadia, puzzled, looked to each parent in turn. Her mother avoided her husband’s eyes and nodded.

      A loud knock on the door startled them, then a male voice yelled through the letter box. ‘DS Hussain, sarge says we need you outside.’

      Hussain pushed Sadia towards her mother. ‘Go now.’

      Sadia slid her small hand into her mother’s and together they walked upstairs.

      Running his fingers through his hair, Hussain replied, ‘I’m coming, I’m coming!’ and, with a single backward glance at his wife and child, he shrugged his overcoat on and left the house to join the rest of his team.
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      19:50 Leeds Road

      Halfway up Leeds Road, past the Sikh gurudwara, Pakeezah Halal Food Depot and half a dozen Asian Restaurants, Shahid Khan’s club, The Delius, stood back from the road with a car park fronting it. It had once been an enormous single-storey sandstone hardware store owned by a Sikh family. When the parents retired, after years of working thirteen and fourteen hour days to send their kids to medical school, they found they had over-educated their family and done themselves out of someone to take over their family business.

      When Shahid took the opportunity to buy it, he had immediately added an upper level to house his office and the administrative side of his various businesses. The Delius became one of his legitimate concerns.  Securing the area behind the club with huge metal fences, he had reduced the risk of trouble making its way into the club and of guilty parties disappearing into the labyrinth of terraced streets that could provide cover all the way up to the Thornbury roundabout through the mainly Pakistani-owned residential area. Near the building stood a canvas-covered deck with gas heaters and picnic tables for the smokers. He made sure to keep good relations with the long-established neighbouring communities. Especially as when his father died and his step-mother moved back to Pakistan he and his stepbrother Imtiaz had remained in the family’s four-storey terraced house, on Upper Rushton Road.

      Inside The Delius, the bass beat bounced against the walls drowning out the singer and the rest of the band. Thursday night was fifteen-and-overs night, yet still an assortment of manufactured mood lifters circulated the dance floor. The scent of less than subtly shared spliffs drifting in through the open fire-door, added to the edgy, adrenaline-fuelled atmosphere

      In the mosh pit skanky girls in too few clothes shrieked, making odd little darts into the pit only to turn and run back to their friends, giggling like the teenagers they were. Only a few of the less flighty girls braved the centre. Boys wearing tight jeans that skittered down their arses pronouncing their trendiness alongside their support of Calvin Klein jerked and jolted their pointy limbs at right angles in an effort to inflict maximum damage on their best mates: ‘What happens in the mosh stays in the mosh.’

      Tonight it looked like the bouncers’ job would be easy. Doors were shut and none of the troublemakers or gang factions had made an appearance. Keeping an eye on the mosh pit involved nothing more than Imtiaz sending a cursory glance at regular intervals and keeping a full ice bucket and first aid kit on the ready for the odd few daft enough to risk endless slagging for being a ‘soft dick’.

      Imtiaz Khan worked the bar and still managed to oversee the rest of the club through carefully positioned mirrors that revealed activities in even the darkest corners. His best skill, though, was an uncanny ability to detect trouble from the unlikeliest sources. The hench Eastern European, talking to the young woman at the end of the bar looked more of a ‘trouble certainty’ than any of the mosh pit lads. Although he recognised the woman, Imti was sure he’d not seen the bloke before – he’d definitely have remembered him with his closely cropped hair and the distinctive snake tattoo slithering down his neck, as well as the prison tattoos; one on his eyelid, the other just under his eye. Imti’s mate Petrov had warned him to look out for those tatts; said they were a symbol of a notorious Polish gang known as the Grypsers. Petrov was shit-scared of anyone who wore them and said they were toxic. Imti made a mental note to double check with the bouncers later. Find out if they’d seen the man before.

      The girl had been propping up the bar with an orange juice since around 7pm. The bouncers had clearly allowed the bloke in early. That would have been fine, except Imti had seen the way the girl had tensed when he’d slid on to the bar stool next to her and the sudden flash of fear that had flickered across her face. A quick glance at the clock told him that it was nearly time to usher the younger kids out. He raised both arms, fingers splayed to signify ten more minutes to the DJ. The DJ’s distorted voice broke over the thrashing bass, ‘Ten minutes mosh time left, kids.’

      The kids groaned, making Imti smile. He loved these Thursday nights and insisted on providing this ‘youth club facility’ despite Shahid’s moans that they never made any profit. Imti knew that it would pay off in the long run. When they turned eighteen, they’d be back, spending real money.

      As he poured a Diet Pepsi at the other end of the bar, he flicked the switch to focus the CCTV on the Eastern European. This would alert his brother Shahid, who was in the upstairs office with a bank of TVs in front of him. Imti edged his way up to that end of the bar and, using the unobtrusive panel behind the till, buzzed the bouncers who edged their way from their various stations to the bar.

      Despite the pounding beat, Imti could hear the couple arguing in Polish. Their voices were loud, with the man making the majority of the noise. The man jumped off the bar stool, his aggressive posture putting Imti on alert as he towered over the woman. She’d begun to climb down from her bar stool when Imti saw the man’s fist hammering into her cheek, knocking her into a sideways sprawl. One leg tangled in the stool and her head bounced off the floor. On Imti’s nod, four of the bouncers grabbed the man. His head flung back and his mouth stretched into a snarl of dental decay. Imti watched as the man’s skull swung, with force, towards his biggest bouncer, Jai. Jai twisted round, taking a glancing blow to the shoulder which he followed through with an upward thrust that caught the hulk under the chin.

      The kids from the mosh pit swarmed over. Imti could see from their eyes that they were feral with adrenalin and the promise of blood. Their phones, held high, were set to record. Jeers of ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’ took on momentum as the crowd jostled forward. Imti signalled to the DJ to cut the music and raised his voice. ‘Right you lot, time to head off. Phones off or I’ll confiscate them. Go on, off you go.’

      He turned back and saw Jai still struggling. Two more bouncers joined the fray. Snake tattoo man’s thick muscled arms strained against the bouncers’ hold as they dragged him through the back door, chucking him into the empty alley.

      Action over, the teenagers, grumbling in low voices, lowered their phones and, with good-natured high fives, left the premises through the front doors where their dad taxis awaited.

      Flicking the CCTV control to focus on the back alley, Imti watched as the man, both arms stretched out to either side, palms upward in a ‘what the fuck?’ gesture, kicked the door. Baring his teeth, he dropped into a boxer’s stance and punched the door in a series of jabs, before hoiking up a glob of phlegm and ejecting it onto the paintwork. He looked directly into the camera and raised his middle finger before swaggering off into the dark.

      Nice, thought Imti, jumping over the bar, and approaching the woman. She’d been helped to her feet by two girls wearing startlingly white makeup, punctuated by black lipstick and eyeliner. He grinned at them, ‘Thanks, girls. I’ve got it from here.’

      Grabbing two clean tea towels, he dumped a handful of crushed ice in each and gave her one for her cheek, which was beginning to bruise, whilst he held the other at the back of her head.

      ‘You need an ambulance?’

      She shook her head, grimacing as she prodded her cheek. Then, in a clear but accented voice she said, ‘No. When I get home my mother will look after me and...’ She jerked her head towards the back exit, ‘my brothers will look after him.’

      Despite her nonchalant head jerk, Imti thought she didn’t look convinced. To be honest, he didn’t blame her. The guy was a thug… and a big one at that. Her brothers would have to be huge to stand a chance against that brute. Hiding his scepticism, he said, ‘Just hold on. I’ll get Jai to drop you back home.’

      He walked over to the bar to buzz Jai, but by the time he’d turned back, all that was left was a blast of chill air as the fire exit slammed shut behind her. Imti lifted his eyes to the TV screen and saw her outside in the alley. She stopped to pull her coat on before, with a glance towards the shadows on her right, she began to run in the opposite direction from her earlier companion.

      

      21:00 Lilycroft Allotments

      The uneven earth was dotted with sludge-filled holes. Strewn amongst the filth were empty spray cans, discarded condoms, used syringes and… the woman’s body.

      Her hair trailed like long rats’ tails through the sludge. She resembled a discarded doll wantonly tossed aside. Streaks of mascara marbled her face, giving her the look of a painted Celt. A silk scarf was pulled tight enough to cut into her neck and her mouth gaped like a gargoyle revealing insufficient oral hygiene and the caries born of a drug habit.

      She wore the uniform of her trade – halter T-shirt, fake leather jacket, short denim skirt and stiletto sandals. Whoever had killed her had scrunched her skirt up to her waist and prised open her skinny, pock-marked legs to reveal the wine bottle thrust, neck first, inside her vagina.

      Jessica’s pulse pumped as she stared at the body. Then, she shoved her fist in her mouth to stifle the anguished scream that clawed for release at her chest. She shivered uncontrollably, searching the dark shadows for movement. Slowly, she backed down the alley, closer to the street lights. Hands shaking, she fumbled in her jeans pocket for her phone. Cursing her trembling fingers, she finally managed to dial 999 and blurt out the details before tears coursed down her cheeks. Wrapping her arms round her body, she squatted in a frozen huddle, her gaze focused on the shape halfway down the alley. The shape that had been her friend. She twisted toward the fence and, half falling into the weeds, she vomited until her throat nipped and her stomach muscles protested.

      

      21:50 Marriners Drive

      Detective Inspector Gus McGuire hardly registered the insistent whining at the door.

      He was rapidly losing awareness of his surroundings. Every nerve vibrated, as her hair tickled him. His entire body was on fire. First his thighs, then his belly and his chest, before she worked her way up until, finally, it fell curtaining their heads in dark satin, their tongues thrusting, plundering as they kissed.

      Gently… tantalisingly, she raised her hips and, taking her time, brought herself down taking his erection inside her. He groaned against her open mouth as she moved with a lazy languor. Reaching up, he pulled her to him and caught one tight dark nipple between his lips. His tongue rasped over it and, when she groaned, he nipped very gently and then moved to the other breast. He sighed, enjoying the building sensation in his stomach as she clenched her muscles around him. As their breathing quickened, the whining at the door increased, punctuated by a few pitiful yelps. Gus moaned against her lips as she teased him with a slower rhythm.

      The harsh ringing of his phone stilled them. Sadia’s head jerked up. Still panting, her body slick with sweat, she glanced from the phone to Gus and back again, before sliding off him with a sigh.

      Gus’ erection rapidly diminished. ‘Bloody Hell! Why now?’

      Sadia giggled and flung herself full length onto the bed beside him. ‘Probably divine intervention, to stop the poor Muslim girl from sinning.’

      Gus slapping her gently on the arse, leaned over her prone body to grab the phone. ‘A bit bloody late for that, my girl.’

      She pouted and, standing up, padded over to let the still whinging dog in.

      Gus took a moment to admire the perfection of her bottom and her long hair that skirted her buttocks, before, with regret, lifting the receiver at the exact same moment as Bingo launched himself past Sadia and landed right on his crotch. Gus’ ‘Yeah?’ became a strangulated yelp.

      ‘You all right, sir?’ came the voice from the phone.

      Glaring as Sadia, with a smile, lifted a struggling Bingo from his lap, Gus said, ‘Just the dog, Harry. What’s up?’

      ‘There’s been another one.’

      ‘Shit.’ Gus caught Sadia’s eye, she put Bingo down and sat next to him, her face immediately transformed from relaxed flushed lover to focussed, alert police officer as Harry continued.

      ‘Same as t’other two, sir.’

      ‘Fuck!’ Gus transferred the phone to his other hand and scratched his stomach. The last thing he’d wanted was a third dead prostitute on his hands. The damn vultures would be out in force yelling ‘serial killer’ and citing Bradford’s existing reputation with The Yorkshire Ripper and The Crossbow Cannibal. Gus didn’t need them lending gravitas to these killings. Especially when he felt his team hadn’t made much progress on the first two murders. The press had already been eager to slate them for not apprehending anyone and quick to imply their slow progress was due to lack of concern because of the women’s employment. His lips tightened as he listened.

      ‘But that’s not all...’

      Gus could hear the hesitancy in Harry’s tone. ‘Spit it out, Harry.’ He heard the other man take a deep breath before speaking.

      ‘She’s not one of Shahid Khan’s this time. ‘Barely able to contain his excitement the desk sergeant’s voice rose. ‘She’s Bazza Green’s.’

      ‘Tit for tat?’ asked Gus frowning

      Harry hesitated, ‘No, no I don’t think so. Not heard about trouble between those two for ages’

      ‘Hmm.’ Gus wasn’t convinced. Khan and Green had been enemies for years. He knew there was always trouble brewing between them. ‘Whereabouts?’ he asked, already getting out of bed.

      ‘Lilycroft allotments. Shall I contact DS Hussain? DS Cooper’s already on her way.’

      Gus glanced at Sadia and winked. ‘It’s okay, Harry, I’ll contact Hussain.’

      He slammed the phone down and rested his head momentarily against the wall before saying, ‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’

      Sadia, already pulling on her bra and knickers, threw Gus his trousers. ‘Another girl?’

      ‘Yep. Bazza Green’s this time, down by the Lilycroft allotments.’

      Dragging her hair back into a ponytail and, with practised speed, pulling her clothes back on, Sadia grimaced. ‘He’s a sleazy little bastard isn’t he?’

      ‘Hmm.’ Gus pulled his jumper over his head and looked at Sadia. ‘But so is Shahid Khan. Only difference is, Khan’s a more polished kind of scum. They’re both pimps, both in the business of screwing working girls.’

      ‘Don’t start, Gus. I know exactly what Shahid is, but Imti’s not like that.’

      Gus shrugged. ‘I know you’ve got a soft spot for Imti but you need to be careful. What would your dad say if he knew you still saw them?’

      Sadia thrust her chin out, hands on hips. ‘You’re using my dad as leverage, Gus… really?’

      With an apologetic grimace, he dropped a kiss on her forehead, clicked his fingers for the dog and headed downstairs to the kitchen. ‘Come on Bingo. Go do your business in the pooey grass.’

      With a raised eyebrow, Sadia followed, shaking her head from side to side, as she stepped from the bottom step. ‘Distraction tactics? Shame on you, Gus, and what’s with the pooey grass? You out of your mind? Who the hell says “pooey grass”?’

      Realising that her joking hid her underlying anger, Gus avoided eye contact and opened the back door for Bingo. He was right to express his concern about her being friends with Shahid Khan’s brother Imti. On a number of levels their friendship was ill-advised. On the other hand, Gus knew by now that confronting Sadia about it was just going to make her dig her heels in even more. With a sigh he watched Bingo scamper round in circles before heading over to a small square of grass in the corner of the garden. Linking arms with her by the back door, Gus nodded to the dog. ‘I put in that little square of grass especially for him to do his doings on when I first got him. Took me ages to train him not to crap all over, but look, he learned. Now I only need to pooper scooper that area.’ He risked a glance at Sadia and was pleased to see her face relax. Despite Bingo’s dislike of Sadia, he knew she thought the dog was sweet. He squeezed her arm and grinned at her.

      Unlinking her arm from his, she grinned back. ‘Okay, okay, I admit it’s cute, but the truth is Bingo is a bit of a passion killer and he hates me.’

      Gus grabbed his over-sized fisherman’s coat from the chair and whistled for Bingo.

      ‘He’s not used to you, that’s all. He’ll get used to you.’

      Bingo, paws skittering over the lino, ran past Sadia, snarling as he went.

      She sighed. ‘I bloody hope so.’

      Taking advantage of her change in mood, Gus dropped a kiss on the top of her head and walked over to take two mini Irn Bru bottles from the fridge. Thrusting them into the pocket of his jacket, he locked up and then walked through the hallway saying over his shoulder, ‘Stay Bingo, stay.’

      Stopping only to slip his trainers on, he opened the front door and waited for Sadia to shrug her coat and shoes on, before, together, they walked outside.

      Their cars were lined up in the drive of his detached house. Gus got into his and poked his head out the window. ‘You coming with me, Sad?’

      ‘God, no! Last thing I need is us arriving together and my dad finding out.’

      Gus tutted. ‘Wish you’d just man up and tell him, Sadia. What’s the worst he can do?’

      Sadia pointed her key towards her car and waited till it beeped open. ‘You don’t want to know’ And, with a tiny wave, she headed towards her vehicle and climbed in.

      Wishing life was a bit simpler Gus watched her start up her car, and then, with a careless wave and an unnecessary rev, she was off. It’s a pity, thought Gus, following her at a more sedate pace, that her dad is also the boss.

      

      22:00 The Delius, Leeds Road

      ‘Pick up for fuck’s sake!’ Shahid Khan paced the floor in front of his desk, phone tight to his ear. When the number he’d dialled went to voicemail yet again, he turned and flung it, scattering the paperwork from his desk onto the floor. With a growl, he kicked the chair that stood nearby. Anger reverberated through every muscle and laboured pants wracked his body as he tried to control himself. Why wasn’t she picking up? She’d promised him she’d phone at nine. What was she playing at? Shahid didn’t know who he was most angry with – her for letting him down or himself for caring so fucking much. He’d vowed never to let a woman have the sort of hold on him that Millie Green had once had on his dad.  When she’d dumped him, and who could blame her after the way he treated her, his dad had been devastated and now here he was dangling on the end of the phone like an idiot. He took a deep breath, bit his lip and reminded himself that Trixie wasn’t like Millie and he was certainly nothing like his dad, but still the anger bubbled in his chest. He knew he’d have to do something about it before he exploded.

      ‘Fuck!’ He spat the word into the empty room and strode over to the annex in the corner where his punch bag hung – a hulk of malevolent shiny black leather, dangling in ominous silence, lit by a single spotlight casting its shadow over the real oak floor. Not bothering with the boxing gloves that lay on a shelf beside his weights, he thumped a bare-fisted one-two-one rhythm into the bag making it swing widely, forcing him to jump on the balls of his toes to avoid being hit on the rebound… again… faster.

      After two minutes of pummelling, he was panting, sweat dripping from his brow. He stopped to catch his breath, relaxed his shoulders and looked at his bloodied knuckles. How many times had his trainer told him always to use the gloves? He flexed his fists, savouring the stinging stretch that made more blood ooze over his hands and gather in the creases between his fingers. Breathing steadier, he walked to the sink, flicked the cold tap on and watched as the water splashed his blood in abstract patterns onto the pristine ceramic – like one of the paint blot paintings Imti used to bring home from school when he was a kid. He smiled remembering how, in the absence of his dad’s loving presence and, with his step-mum’s indifference like a weight on his shoulders, he’d hugged the boy and carefully pinned Imti’s proud offerings all over the kitchen. He’d lost his sister years ago, but he wasn’t going to lose his baby brother – not a bloody chance!

      Now, Imti was all grown up and managing the club, like he’d been born into it. His smile faded and once more his thoughts turned to Trixie. He could thing of only one reason for her not picking up. But she’d promised him she wouldn’t. That she’d stall Bazza. He hated feeling out of control, but, more than that, he hated the thought that maybe Bazza had one up on him.

      He took a deep breath and grabbing two hand towels, he wrapped them round his fists. After a quick glance in the mirror, he walked back to his desk, flung himself into the swivel chair and cast a cursory glance over the bank of TVs which were positioned on the wall opposite his desk. This was his power station. He could work at his desk and a single glance allowed him an overview of the club without him having to move a muscle. Putting Trixie out of his mind for the moment, Shahid assessed the activity in the club. It wasn’t as busy as he’d have liked, but, then again, it was a Thursday and the weekend trade normally more than made up for a mid-week lull. After the earlier hassle with the Polish brute, things seemed quiet. He’d seen the girl slip out the fire exit when Imti went to get Jai. He’d also seen Imti’s face when he’d turned and she was gone. He smiled. Imti liked the girl. It was written all over him. He’d never been able to hide anything from Shahid. Shahid could read the boy like a book. He frowned, then reached for his phone and pumped in a number. ‘Jai, get someone to find out where that Polish bint lives will you?’

      Nothing was too much trouble for Imti. Nothing at all.

      Still unsettled, he re-checked his phone for calls or texts. Nothing! Where the hell was she? He’d made her promise not to go to Bazza’s tonight. Not tonight of all nights. Why the fuck couldn’t she just walk away from him? It wasn’t as if he couldn’t exert a bit of influence on her behalf. After all, he and Bazza had a lot of history together.

      He pumped her number into his phone again, but, like before, it rung out. Shahid glanced at his PC for the time. Getting on for 11pm. Where the hell was she? His phone vibrated in his hand and he nearly dropped it in his eagerness to answer. ‘Imti’ flashed on the screen and his heart sank. Glancing at the TVs, he located Imti behind the bar, phone to his ear, aimlessly wiping the bar down. Shahid’s smile was tight when he spoke. ‘I’ll be down in a minute, Imti.’

      He listened as Imti moaned on about how they’d be late and how he hated being late. Fuck’s sake, the boy was a real old woman at times. Cutting over his brother’s whining, Shahid said, ‘I know, I know, we’re late. We’ll get there when we get there. God, Imti, Birmingham’s only a couple of hours’ drive. Call Uncle Majid and explain we’ve been held up. He’ll understand. He knows we’ve got a business to run. Get the bags in the car.’

      Imti looked up at the camera and Shahid thrummed an impatient rhythm on his desk when he saw his brother’s frown. Imti mouthed the words, ‘Get a fucking move on’ to the screen and then grabbing a sheet of paper, he turned to Jai who’d just sat down on a bar stool opposite him. Shahid smiled and shook his head. Poor Jai. Looked like he was in for yet another lecture on the dos and don’ts of running The Delius for the weekend.

      

      22:30 Lilycroft allotments

      Emerging from the car, Gus rubbed his hands together. It was cold enough to freeze the balls off a snowman. Stuffing his hands back into his pockets, he studied the scene.

      A row of terraced houses stood behind a high wooden fence, separating them from the alleyway skirting the allotments. The houses were brightly lit, the occupants no doubt wakened by the police activity outside. At some of the upstairs windows, family groups were silhouetted against faint landing lights as they watched the scene below. Gus grimaced, feeling sorry for them. Whilst enjoying the excitement of the moment, they would soon become angered by the police’s insistent questions, frustrated by the relentless journalists and scared of the unknown murderer.

      Gus knew that in the summer these allotments were a focus for all sorts of community activities. By day, kids played in the nearby park after school. The local mosque was as well attended as the Ring O’ Bells pub, and both served the diverse needs of the community. Each allotment proudly grew a masala of Asian and English vegetables. Now, with autumn turning to winter, there were only drifting leaves and wind-blown trees casting jagged shadows over the area.

      After dark, the locals left the fenced-in allotments with their maze of interlinking paths to the night scavengers. Dense shadows provided enough cover for punters to grind against disinterested, stoned prostitutes, who remained upright solely by virtue of leaning against the wooden panels. Dealers, too, enjoyed private meetings, seen only by vagrants too pissed to bear witness to their dirty deals. Drug paraphernalia sprawled among the weeds; a detritus of bent cutlery and used syringes. Like most cities, Bradford’s dregs came to life at dusk, hidden, in the main, until some brutal act lifted them out of the darkness and into the spotlight.

      Gus sighed and pulled a Wee Bru from one pocket and his anti-depressants from another. Watching the police officers beavering under the artificial light, he popped two pills into his mouth, undid the lid from his drink and slugged straight from the bottle.

      Detective Sergeant Alice Cooper approached, dressed from head to toe in black, her scarf coiled a zillion times round her neck, her coat dwarfing her.

      ‘No sign of the press yet then, Al?’ he asked.

      ‘No, not yet. Thank God!’ she peered from beneath her black beanie. ‘The longer they stay away the better. Bloody parasites, especially that smarmy git Jez Hopkins. Two faced bastard – can’t trust him an inch.’

      ‘Thought you had a thing going with him?’

      ‘Duh? Only till I realised he was more interested in that drugs bust in Keighley than the finer workings of my mind.’

      Gus grinned. ‘What have we got?’

      ‘Victim’s called Trixie – no surname so far. Runaway, according to her flatmate, who, coincidentally, found her. Apparently, Trixie’s mentioned Bridlington in the past. Maybe she came from there. I’ll get Missing Persons onto it.’

      Gus nodded, turning as Sadia approached. She’d set off before him but had clearly decided to do a detour to avoid wagging tongues, ‘About bloody time, too.’

      Alice jumped lightly on the spot, flapping her arms, presumably to keep warm. ‘Ignore Mr Grumpy, he’s only just arrived himself.’ She rubbed her gloved hands together before continuing. ‘Come on. The scene’s just down here.’ Shoulders hunched, she led them down a semi-lit side path that took them to the cordoned off area and out of eyeshot of the houses.

      Before following, Gus pulled his jacket closely round him, partly to harness heat, but mostly to minimise the risk of contamination from the less than salubrious surroundings.

      Before they’d taken half a dozen steps into the alley, Sadia stopped abruptly. ‘Shit I’ve stood in something... and it’s squishy.’

      Gus smirked. She’d put on new shoes earlier because before they’d gotten distracted they’d intended to go out. She’d be well pissed off.

      The path opened onto a rough surprisingly large open area, bordered by a hotchpotch of wooden panelling that divided the individual allotments. Each fence was tall, some had coiled barbed wire at the top and a few had illegally placed broken bottles sunk into a thin layer of cement at the top. Huge padlocks hung from the gates and Gus noted some walls were reinforced by criss-crossed iron bars. He shrugged. He couldn’t blame the owners for taking extreme security measures, but he wondered just how successfully they deterred unwanted visitors. In his experience the more visible your deterrent the more your premises appealed. Probably assumed there would be rich pickings inside in the form of lawn mowers and tools. The bottom corner of the square was sectioned off. Crime scene blocks were positioned at frequent intervals between the outer and inner cordons. The harsh lights made the shape of the body visible. Alice nodded towards a figure standing twenty yards to their right with a police-issue blanket draped over her shoulders, slender arms holding it together under her chin.

      The girl stared straight ahead, seemingly paralysed, as she watched the activity.

      ‘She found the body and phoned it in,’ said Alice.

      Gus nodded and looked at the girl, whose eyes never wavered from the crumpled body that lay unmoving on the floor.

      ‘I tried to move her up to one of the cars but she got hysterical, so I left her there. She seems calmer, now.’

      ‘She a user, Alice?’

      Alice shrugged. ‘Didn’t see any tracks on her arms, so maybe not.’

      He nodded towards the body. ‘What about her?’

      ‘Don’t know, didn’t get too close. We’re still waiting for the pa–’

      ‘Halloo all!’ came a cheery voice from behind them. ‘Ah, it’s you, Angus laddie. Good to see you.’

      Gus closed his eyes and mumbled ‘Shit!’, before turning with a forced smile to greet the huge man who lumbered over, swinging his medical case by his side. Gus would have preferred almost any other pathologist to his dad. As he watched the older man approach, he said in a strangled voice, ‘What the fuck is he wearing?’

      ‘Looks like a kilt to me, Gus.’ Alice raised one hand to her brow in an exaggerated manner and peered through the gloom. ‘Yep, definitely a kilt.’

      When the pathologist, kilt undulating jauntily, reached them, Alice turned to him and said, ‘Well, don’t you look handsome, Doc?’

      Gus snorted as the man’s already ruddy face glowed even pinker at the compliment.

      ‘Ah, the lovely Alice,’ Dr McGuire said smiling. ‘Always ready with a compliment and the good grace to make an old man feel welcome.’ He pursed his mouth and glowered at Gus who stood, shoulders slumped, with a grudging half-smile on his face.

      ‘As you can see, Alice, I was at my Scottish country dance club when I got the call.’ He turned to Sadia and smiled. ‘Hallo my dear, you do look lovely tonight.’

      Almost spluttering, Gus interrupted. ‘It’s not a bloody fashion parade you know. What the hell’s going on? You can’t come to a crime scene dressed like that!’ He glared at the kilt as if it was infectious.

      Dr McGuire smoothed his kilt with a paddle-sized hand. ‘Och, don’t worry, Angus ma lad, ah’ll be careful. It’ll dry clean, you know?’

      Gus’ mouth fell open, ‘I’m not bloody worried about your damn kilt! I just don’t think it’s appropriate for the pathologist to trundle up to a crime scene dressed like Bonnie Prince Bloody Charlie.’

      Doc McGuire lowered his voice, leaned towards Gus and jerked his head towards the body. ‘Ah hate tae tell ye Angus, but the lassie’s already deid. So, ah doubt she’d be bothered if ah wore ma damn birthday suit.’

      As Alice turned a giggle into a cough and lowered her mouth into the folds of her scarf, Gus realised he’d hurt his dad’s feelings. He felt a momentary pang of guilt which dissipated when he glanced back at his dad and once more saw the offending article of clothing. How long would it have taken him to pull a pair of damn trousers on? Two seconds that’s all, just two bloody seconds! But no! He’d got to turn up like some tartan avenger in a Braveheart spoof.

      His scowl deepened as Dr McGuire continued, ‘I’m not a bloody eejit, Angus. Like always I’ll suit up, kilt or no bloody kilt.’ And he marched off to examine the body.

      ‘Well done there, Gus,’ said Sadia, trying not to laugh, ‘If you’d upset him any more that kilt of his would be swinging high enough for us all to see if he’s a true Scot.’

      Gus let out a puff of air and slouched further into the coat. ‘Course he’s a bloody true Scotsman. He doesn’t do owt by half, does he?’

      Alice patted him gently on the arm, ‘I’m sure he didn’t put it on just to annoy you, Gus.’

      Gus looked at her, scepticism shining in his eyes. ‘You think not, Alice? I’m not so sure. I think my father’s main aim in life is to humiliate me in every way imaginable.’ He exhaled loudly and rubbed his hand through his hair. ‘Bloody silly auld goat!’

      Alice laughed. ‘Why don’t you suit up and join him? At least you’ll be able to hold his kilt down for him. After all, it is a bit breezy over there.’

      Gus raised an eyebrow. ‘Yeah, right.’ Trying to throw off his annoyance with his dad, Gus, shoulders hunched, turned towards the skinny girl who was now watching his dad don his white suit. Arms wrapped round her frame, she looked so alone and frail; as if a slight breeze would knock her off her feet. He felt sorry for her, knowing from personal experience that the numbness she felt right now would soon give way to something much worse. He sighed and nodded to one of the PCs. ‘Get her a cup of coffee or something and a seat. Make sure she’s okay.’

      Sadia glanced over at the girl and frowned. ‘Wait a minute Gus, I think I know her.’ She continued to stare at the girl with troubled eyes and then nodded with certainty. ‘Yes, it is her. I haven’t seen her for years, but I was at school with her. She’s a year younger than me, but she lived next door to us when we lived in Thornbury.’

      Sadia turned to her colleagues. ‘She’s Arshad Khan’s daughter.’

      Gus and Alice looked at her. Seeing their blank faces, Sadia tutted and rolled her eyes. ‘God, keep up, why don’t you? Shahid Khan is Arshad’s son. Jessica is Shahid’s half-sister. They don’t get on. She hates him. Holds him responsible for her mum’s death.’

      Ah, that’s why the name had seemed vaguely familiar to Gus. He remembered hearing about Arshad Khan. It was well before his time but everyone knew he’d been an evil bastard, dealing in drugs, women and weapons. For a while in the late nineties many of Khan’s rivals had ‘disappeared’ and, although Khan had never been implicated, it was widely believed in the force that he had been responsible. Shahid had a slightly better reputation than his father, but, nonetheless, he still exploited Bradford’s vulnerable, and was smart enough to get away with it.

      Studying Jessica again, Sadia lowered her voice. ‘I was there that night. Saw the whole bloody thing. Jessica’s mum set fire to herself.’ She sniffed. ‘Haven’t seen Jess since then. Dad says she went to live with some relatives the other side of Bradford.’

      Well, that was a memory that wouldn’t go away in a hurry, thought Gus, wishing he could comfort Sadia. He was relieved when Alice put her arm round Sadia’s shoulder. All three of them studied Jessica, the fragility of her frame, highlighted by the harsh glare of the crime scene lights.

      There was something niggling Gus, though. Something just out of reach. What the hell was it? Shit! That was it. Eyes narrowed, he turned back to Sadia, ‘What did you say her surname is?’

      Sadia shrugged, ‘Khan, I suppose. That was her dad’s name.’

      Gus lifted his Irn Bru to his lips and swallowed a mouthful. ‘Sure it’s not Green?’

      Sadia began to shake her head and then paused. ‘Shit… her mother was called Millie Green. You’re not suggesting that…’

      Gus nodded. ‘Looks like it’

      Alice, who’d remained silent, looked at Sadia. ‘Someone going to let me in on your little secret then? Telepathy’s not my strong point.’

      Gus grinned and put the lid back on his bottle before replying. ‘Looks like Shahid Khan’s estranged half-sister is also Bazza ‘The Bampot’ Green’s niece.’

      Alice’s eyes narrowed and she flicked through her note book. ‘Shit, you’re right. Uniform told me her name was Green.’

      Running his tongue over his teeth to rid them of the sticky residue, Gus considered Sadia’s revelation. Looked like there was personal animosity between Shahid Khan and Bazza Green as well as ‘business rivalry’. Had something kicked off to trigger a turf war between these two? After all, for years they’d rubbed along together. Each sticking to their own neck of Bradford. Token rivalry taking the form of low level disruption that, in their infinite wisdom, they’d policed very effectively themselves. Hopefully, Sadia’s past relationship with Bazza’s niece would elicit some pertinent info. Three working girls dead in Bradford did not augur well. The papers would soon be chuntering on about serial killers and dredging through their archives for some of their favourite stories to regurgitate. Never mind the hysteria their unfounded hypotheses would cause. He sighed. If this was some sort of turf war, Gus wanted to nip it in the bud soon, before anyone else ended up dead.

      He looked at Sadia, taking in her pale face and the slight furrow in her brow as she studied Jessica Green. ‘Reckon you want to re-establish the link?’

      Sadia’s lips tightened. She pulled her coat more tightly round her body, and then nodded with a sigh. ‘Yeah. Poor sod hasn’t had much luck, has she? I’ll take care of her for now. Get her preliminary statement.’

      Gus and Alice both said, ‘Good luck,’ as Sadia walked through the fallen leaves towards Jessica.

      

      22:30 Killinghall Road

      Soon as he’d heard her name he’d known she was his. ‘Serafina Nadratowski’! He laughed. What more proof could there be? Serafina; the snake. It was a sign from above that their destinies were linked. It couldn’t be clearer. He caressed the snake tattoo that slithered from the collar of his T-shirt. The serpent was his symbol. Their fates were sealed.

      He frowned. She hadn’t been convinced though. Had back chatted him and refused to accept his logic. Maybe he shouldn’t have punched her… not then… at least not so soon… and probably not in that club where they had CCTV coming out of their ears. He shrugged. Chances were the Paki bastards would want to hush it all up anyway. They’d not pass it on to the police. Too busy hiding their own secrets and, of course, Serafina would keep schtum. Well, he hoped so anyway. The Old Man had warned him to keep a low profile, had promised him he could have Serafina if he wanted, but not now. Not till after they’d achieved what they’d set out to achieve.

      He slammed his fist into the wall, sending sprinkles of plaster fluttering to the floor. He’d have to be more on top of things. He was in the UK now, not in Poland with his network of snitches. He’d have to be a lot more careful. No way did he want to be shunted on to a plane at Leeds Bradford airport bound for Poland and a lifetime in Piotrkow. Especially not with his track record with the Grypsers. If they got their hands on him his ‘life’ would last no longer than a gnat’s.

      It pissed him off that he was beholden to The Old Man though. Mind you he had a lot to lose, too. So, in a way, he was dependent on Anastazy. No way did he want to reveal his true identity to the community. He’d managed to cover up for so long in Poland, portraying himself as the perfect family man. Well, until he’d messed up that is. Until he’d pissed off the wrong folk and nearly lost everything. That was when the old man had made a quick exit amid the exodus of Poles to the UK. Luckily for Anastazy, he’d needed his help to do that. Now, although the old man pulled most of the strings, Anastazy had a few of his own to pull. The Old Man may have knowledge of the upper echelons of the Polish underworld, but he, Anastazy had currency too. He knew where the bodies were buried, both literally and figuratively; The Old Man’s secrets were like gold and Anastazy knew that, in this game, loyalty was only as deep as the next power struggle.

      He exhaled a long breath and turned his thoughts to Serafina again. Frowning he remembered the way she’d thrust her chin out at him so aggressively. She needed taming. He shrugged again. Plenty of time to teach her how to behave later, when he had her hooked. She’d be more pliant then. Much more pliant. He rubbed his jaw. The big beefy bouncer had hit him there and it was tender now. He wouldn’t forget. Anastazy Dolinski never forgot and he never forgave. That was his strength. The bouncer would get what he was owed.

      Anastazy had managed to escape the Polish authorities. He laughed, remembering how easy it had been to evade the bumbling police with their infighting, corruption and sheer incompetence. A new passport with a new name and Anastazy had, quite literally, resurrected himself. Just like his new name, he was the resurrection.

      It would soon be time to exact revenge on the families of those who’d betrayed him in his motherland. Those vermin responsible for tarnishing his name, his reputation. He would not let them off lightly and now, here in Bradford, he had, with The Old Man, created an infrastructure in which his business could rise from the ashes – a glorious phoenix of destruction. He’d ruin the status quo. The Paki and the English scum would, by the time he was finished with them, beg for his lenience.

      As for The Old Man, well maybe Anastazy would turn the tables on him and take over the dynasty he was trying to recreate here in Bradford. His anonymity was what made him feared throughout Poland. That’s why he would be feared throughout Bradford, and then Yorkshire, and then throughout England as his empire extended and his reputation for ‘decisive action’ went before him and when the time was ripe, Anastazy would stab him in the back and take everything he held dear. After all the man’s family were worthless. His sons were not strong enough to take up the mantle of leadership… no, with the old man gone the way would be clear for Anastazy.

      But first, Serafina. It wouldn’t be difficult to own her, but in the meantime he’d make do with an inferior product, after all, he had money and knowledge… and the community knew the risks if they refused him. After all, everyone had wives, mothers, daughters, sisters, didn’t they?

      

      23:15 Lilycroft Allotments

      Suited up in their abominables, Gus and Alice stood next to Dr McGuire. Having swallowed down his earlier annoyance with his dad, Gus was now focussed on the job in hand and he knew his dad would be too. Gus studied the girl, who was sprawled like an unwanted sack of potatoes at his feet and said, ‘Well, what do you have for us?’

      Resembling an oversized baby with his kilt bundled up like a nappy under his suit, Dr McGuire replied, ‘Well, let me see. She was strangled with her own scarf. A rather pretty pink and mauve one as it happens – cheap, but pleasant.’ He moved the scarf slightly away from her neck to reveal an angry ruddy welt.

      Irritated by his dad’s commentary, Gus grunted. The pathologist turned towards him. ‘What’s that you say, my boy?’

      Knowing better than to engage him in a discussion about keeping to the point, Gus waved his hand in a ‘get on with it’ gesture. ‘Any idea of time of death?’

      ‘Oh, that’s easy. The body was still slightly warm. Sometime after eight tonight, I’d say – provisionally though, you understand?’

      Gus nodded. The only bonus of having his dad as the on-call pathologist, as opposed to ‘the old school’ Geoff Chalmers, was that his dad was happy to share his initial impressions with the team, albeit with ‘provisionally’ tacked on the end. His philosophy, as verbalised to Gus ad infinitum in the past, was that his duty was to the victim and, if his initial thoughts could move the investigation forward, he’d voice them. He was also a stickler for following up if he later found something at the PM to contradict his initial findings.

      ‘As you can see, there’s a wine bottle inserted into her vagina.’ He continued pointing with a gloved finger, ‘Same as the young ladies I examined last week – Camilla and Starlight, I believe they were called.’ He bent down to look at the bottle and frowned. ‘Doesn’t seem to be as much blood as with the other two. Hmm! Maybe he didn’t use as much force or maybe it wasn’t broken at the neck. Never mind, we’ll see when I do the PM tomorrow. Are you coming to that, Angus?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll be there,’ said Gus, feeling the colour leave his face at the mere thought of it. After all these years, he still found post-mortems difficult, but, out of pride, he rarely delegated the responsibility.

      Fergus patted his arm. ‘I’ll see you then, son. Well, must get off, lots to do and I fancy a wee dram before I retire for the night.’

      Relieved to see his dad finally departing, Gus began to walk carefully over the slabs laid by the crime scene techs to help preserve evidence. Hearing his father’s voice calling his name he turned back.

      ‘Oh, one more thing, Angus.’

      With an exaggerated sigh Gus, hoping his dad would take the hint and hurry up, looked at his watch. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Your mother says you’ve to come for Sunday lunch and bring your mystery lady with you – she wants to vet her.’

      Scowling at Alice’s chuckle, Gus’ shoulders slumped. He knew everyone was listening and, no doubt, finding it all very amusing. Whilst they all loved Dr McGuire’s little eccentricities, Gus had, on numerous occasions, wished the ground would open up and swallow him. Was it too much to expect him to behave with a bit of professional decorum at the damn crime scene? Somehow managing to keep a level tone, Gus said, ‘How many times do I have to ask you not to mix work and family?’ before turning on his heel and moving away.

      ‘Oh, Angus!’ his father’s sing-song voice rang out, the epitome of innocence.

      Gus halted and counted to three under his breath. He really didn’t want to lose it with his dad, but he could feel himself coming very close. Shit! Why was he so tightly wound these days? ‘What!!!’

      ‘Are you coming to lunch on Sunday?’

      ‘What?’ The word came out sharper than he intended and all of a sudden he was aware of his heart’s rapid thud against his chest. His breathing shallowed and became rapid. A wave of dizziness hit him. He swallowed. Not a panic attack. Please, not a panic attack. Not now! Not here! Using all his inner strength, he relaxed his shoulders and forced himself to take slow, deep breaths until the dizziness passed. As if from a distance, he heard his dad still waffling on about lunch and how much it would mean to his mum. With his heart rate slowing, he risked a glance round and was relieved to see that his momentary lapse appeared to have gone unnoticed. Feeling rattled and off-kilter, he looked at his dad who, head tilted to one side, waited for Gus to respond.

      Wishing he had something solid he could grip on to for support, Gus tried to focus, ‘Sorry?’

      His dad threw up his arms and tutted. Then, as if speaking to an imbecile, he said, ‘Your mum, she’ll want to know.’

      With barely concealed irritation, Gus swallowed the words he felt like saying and instead, between half gritted teeth, said, ‘I’ll be there. On my own, okay?’

      ‘Maybe you could bring Alice with you?’ His father persisted. Then, lowering his voice to three decibels louder than an explosion, he dropped his final bombshell, ‘Gabriella and your sister are coming too.’

      Gus froze. Around him everyone went silent. Then, as if orchestrated by an invisible conductor, they broke into loud chatter. Gus glared at them but they all avoided looking at him. Raising his chin, Gus turned to face his dad. Enunciating each word with slow precision, he said, ‘I don’t need to hide behind anyone. I’m not the guilty party here.’

      Clearly uncomfortable, Dr McGuire said, ‘You’re right, son. Of course, you’re right.’ And, looking like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders, he turned and walked away.

      Gus felt guilt wash over him. What the hell was he playing at? His dad was just looking out for him. After The Matchmaker fiasco earlier in the year Gus’ already fragile mental health had spiralled downwards and it was only the dedicated support of his parents and work colleagues, combined with the persistence of his psychiatrist Dr Mahmood and his medication, that had got him functioning again. He knew he shouldn’t take his frustrations out on his dad and he knew he had to get his snappiness under control. It all seemed beyond him at the moment.

      His thoughts were interrupted by Alice. ‘Em, Gus? I just sort of wondered, do you have a mystery lady?’

      Gus tutted and then dropped to his knees beside the body, feeling like a grim suitor about to propose, before responding, ‘The old man’s imagining things, as usual.’

      Eyebrows raised, Alice pursed her lips, ‘Oh, well, I thought he seemed quite sure of himself. Maybe he has a point. Maybe you should take someone with you for moral support. It’ll be the first time you’ve seen them both together since…’ she waved her hand in the air.

      Gus ignored her and continued to study the dead prostitute.

      Alice cleared her throat. ‘Look, I’m free on Sunday if you’re stuck. I’ll come with you.’

      Standing up, Gus looked at her, a slight grin on his face. ‘If it was anyone other than my lovely mum cooking, Alice, I’d assume you were after a free slap-up meal. But, seeing as you’re familiar with my wee mammy’s culinary limitations, I’ll just assume you’re a masochist.’

      Alice shrugged. ‘Just a good friend, that’s all.’

      On the point of telling her he could fight his own battles, he re-considered. Alice was a good friend and she was clearly worried about him. He shouldn’t take his bad mood out on her either. He grinned and nudged her arm. ‘Okay, Al, you can come… but no using food poisoning as an excuse for bogging off work on Monday, okay? Now, can we get on with some work?’

      Alice beamed at him and clapped her gloved hands together, ‘I only meant it might be awkward. You know? With Gabriella and Katie there.’

      ‘Alice!’ said Gus, his tone brooking no argument. ‘Drop it now. Focus. What can you see?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Alice, immediately professional and focussed as she studied the crime scene. ‘We have a dead female apparently strangled to death by her own scarf. No visible trauma to torso or limbs, but notable drug tracks on legs and arms. Violated, probably post-mortem, with glass wine bottle, inserted neck first. The surrounding scene is heavily covered with debris such as syringes, alcohol bottles, used condoms and spray paint cans, indicating a place regularly used by prostitutes and drug addicts.’

      Pleased with Alice’s assessment of the scene, he asked, ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Well, we’re going to get a lot of trace evidence and it’ll be hard to match most of what we get to our killer,’ she said.

      Gus knew what a nightmare an environment like this could be. Too much trace evidence could be worse than too little and he knew his budget didn’t run to analysing everything. They’d just have to hope they got something from the bottle and the area nearest to the body. ‘We might get lucky and make a match that will be enough to get the bastard sent to jail.’

      Gus, looked round at the crime scene investigators, who were rapidly filling box after box of evidence bags and acknowledged that the chances of that were getting slimmer with every evidence bag logged.

      ‘How do you know the scarf’s hers?’ he asked, looking back at Alice.

      ‘Oh.’ Alice paused. ‘Well, you’re right, we don’t know that. Your dad said it, but we don’t really know that. I just assumed that because the other two girls were killed by their own belongings, Camilla her tights and Starlight her belt.’

      Gus rolled his eyes at Alice’s use of ‘dad’ but let it go. ‘We can’t make assumptions. Until we know for sure that these murders are linked we treat this as we would any other crime scene.’

      Alice nodded, ‘Yeah, each crime scene stands on its own till we find the link.’

      ‘Now,’ said Gus satisfied, ‘How about age. You never mentioned age?’

      Alice frowned. ‘The makeup adds years, but Jessica says she’s only eighteen.’

      Gus shook his head and sighed. His gaze fell on the girl’s skinny, drug-ravaged frame. Eighteen, alone in the world, with only Bazza Green’s dubious protection. He wondered if she had a family somewhere or if what she’d run from was worse than the new life she’d carved for herself. One thing Gus was certain of was that he’d find out – for her sake, for her family’s sake and, perhaps, for his own sake. As he walked away from the body he muttered, ‘What a bloody waste. Come on, Alice, let’s see what Sadia’s got.’

      

      23:15 Lilycroft Allotments

      Sadia walked towards Jessica carrying two polystyrene cups of coffee. When she reached her, she hesitated before thrusting one under her nose. With a quick glance, Jessica took the cup and turned her gaze back to where the Gus and his dad were talking.

      The crime scene lights illuminated the entire area, allowing Sadia to study Jessica as she cupped her drink in two hands, taking the occasional sip. Beneath mascara tear stains, Jess’ face was pallid. Her blue eyes looked unnaturally wide, their pupils dilated. In different circumstances Sadia would have assumed she was on something, but, in this case, she knew the shock and adrenalin rush were enough to account for it.

      Despite being slim, Sadia felt like a giant next to the girl. Jessica’s arms looked fleshless under the harsh lighting and her joints protruded from her body at the shoulders and hips. Her hair was lank and unnourished. Sadia wondered what had happened to the once cheeky, lively girl after her mother had died. Nothing good, she surmised.

      ‘Had a good enough look then, Sadia?’ Jessica glanced at her from the corner of her eye. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t recognise you? Or maybe you don’t recognise me?’

      Sadia smiled and shrugged. ‘Oh, I recognised you, Jess. You always had a filthy face when you were a kid, too.’

      Jessica snorted and, despite her best efforts, a crooked half-smile made it to her lips. ‘Cheeky cow! And you were a bloody know-it-all back then, too.’

      Sadia put her arm gently round the other girl’s shoulders and squeezed. ‘I’m sorry, Jess.’ She wasn’t sure if her words were related to the present circumstances or to what had happened when they were kids.

      Jessica nodded, maintaining her silent vigil over her dead friend. Together, they watched Gus walk over to the body, both engrossed by the way he studied the dead woman. A low cough behind them made them jump. Sadia withdrew her arm as they turned round and saw Dr McGuire, his kindly eyes focussed on Jessica.

      ‘I just wanted to say how sorry I am for your loss, my dear,’ he said and patted Jess’ arm.

      Jessica’s eyes welled up and Sadia felt a pang of pity for her when she saw her swallow and, with a sniff, rub her face. The girl asked in a tear-gruff voice, ‘Will you cut her up?’

      Dr McGuire’s lips rose in a half-smile. ‘Yes, dear. I’ll do the post-mortem on your friend, but I promise I’ll take good care of her and, when I’m finished, you’ll be able to see her so you won’t have to remember her like this.’

      Jessica bowed her head and mumbled, ‘Thank you.’

      The large man raised his hand in a wave. ‘Goodbye, my dear.’ And then he turned to Sadia. ‘Nice to see you again, DC Hussain. Perhaps we’ll be seeing a bit more of you in future?’ With a wink, he walked off swinging his case by his side.

      ‘Why would you want to see more of him?’ Jessica’s voice was curious.

      Sadia watched the retreating figure with a frown. ‘Hmm, Not sure about that.’

      Jessica hoisted the blanket more tightly round her shoulders. ‘So, you’re in the force then, Sad? Like your old man?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

      ‘I suppose you want to interview me, get a statement and all that sort of stuff.’

      ‘We’ll need a preliminary statement from you, but then I think you should try to get some rest and we’ll finish up tomorrow, okay?’

      Jessica wrapped her hands round her body and shivered as Sadia took her notebook and pen from her pocket.

      ‘Come on, we can do this in a car, Jess. There’s no need to freeze out here.’

      ‘I don’t think I’ll ever be warm again. No matter where I am.’ Jessica’s voice was quiet, her gaze on the crime scene team who were placing bags over her friend’s hands and feet.

      Sadia’s heart skipped a beat at her friend’s forlorn tone. It took all her willpower not to allow the tears that stung her eyes to fall. She wiggled her nose and swallowed hard. As they began to put a bag over the dead woman’s head, Jessica stepped forward, a strangled cry leaving her lips. Sadia gripped her arm. ‘No, Jess. They have to do it. It preserves the evidence.’

      Jessica bit her lip and gulped back her tears.

      In a quiet voice, Sadia said, ‘What was her name?’

      Jessica sniffed and looked away from her friend as they lifted her body onto a trolley ready to transport to the morgue.

      ‘Trixie. That was her name. Or that was the one she gave us anyway.’

      A snort of laughter came from behind the two women. Sadia frowned and ignored it, moving closer to Jessica. ‘Trixie what?’

      Jessica shrugged. ‘Just Trixie. She didn’t give any of us another name.’

      As the laughter from behind got louder, Sadia looked over and saw three uniformed officers. One of them had his back to her and was clearly holding forth to his audience, whilst the other two looked uncomfortable and embarrassed. The one who was mouthing off laughed. His head jerking towards the mortuary van. Although she couldn’t hear the substance of his conversation, the words ‘worthless whore’ and ‘prossie bitch’ reached Sadia’s ears. She tensed, debating whether to intervene or just move Jessica to a car and speak to Gus about it later. However, when, the words, ‘deserves all they get’, splintered the night and hung, loud as thunder in the air, Sadia glanced at Jess and saw her mouth curl.

      Crunching autumn leaves beneath her heel as she spun, Sadia said, ‘Hold on just a minute, Jess. Something to sort out.’ She marched towards the constables.

      She’d just reached them, when the one with his back to her spat on the ground and said, ‘Bloody whores – bet those two did a double act together – “Trixie and Dixie, twice as risky”. Don’t know why we waste our time on that sort. You ask me, they get what they ask for.’

      Sadia prodded his back. ‘Is that so?’ Her voice was clipped.

      The constable turned round and looked her up and down. His gaze seemed to linger on her breasts. Sadia tensed. How dare he?

      He stepped closer to her, using his large frame to intimidate her, holding his hands in loose fists by his side.

      Cocking her head to one side, Sadia, beyond angry now, mirrored his action and stepped right up to him, her mouth taut. ‘Whilst you’re on the job, keep your sexist opinions to yourself, okay? Every murder victim gets the same respect, whether or not you like it. Each victim leaves behind a heritage of loss and we respect that heritage by making damn sure we find the scum that did it. Got it?’

      ‘Yeees,’ he said and saluted her, his elongated agreement and mocking eyes belying respect.

      One of the other officers bit his lip. ‘For God’s sake, Brighton, don’t you know who that is? You better watch what you say. She’s Detective Chief Superintendent Hussain’s daughter.’

      Sadia rounded on the other man. ‘Doesn’t matter who my father is. When we’re on the job we represent the force and your colleague,’ she glanced at Brighton’s badge number, ‘PC 6312 has demonstrated an appalling breach of our equal opportunities in front of witnesses… you are witnesses to that breach aren’t you?’ Her gaze moved to encompass the other man, who until now had remained silent.

      Both officers nodded, the younger one glaring at Brighton. ‘You’re a pillock, Brighton. You deserve to be reported. That lass heard you, you know? And she’s only just found her mate’s body. Poor thing.’

      Sadia suppressed a smile as Brighton glared at his colleagues, his face red with anger as they walked away. Then he turned back to her, his hands splayed before him in a placating manner, ‘I was only joking… having a bit of fun. Crime scene humour you know?’

      Sadia’s eyes narrowed. ‘Trouble is, that wasn’t funny. Now, who’s your superior officer?’

      Brighton’s eyes narrowed, ‘I’ve just been allocated to DI Gus McGuire for training on the MIT.’

      Sadia maintained a neutral expression. Gus had moaned earlier about the ‘idiot’ her dad had assigned to the major incident team. Looks like Brighton was the ‘idiot’. Gus had said the officer had had ‘issues’ before and that despite strenuous arguments to have him transferred elsewhere, her father had been adamant that he was to join their team. Presumably his current behaviour was a display of some of his ‘issues’.

      She smiled. ‘Is that so? Well, we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other, PC Brighton, because I’m on DI McGuire’s team, too. If I were you, I’d practise keeping your bollocks hidden, because if they get in my way, I might just stand on them.’

      Sadia spun on her heel and began to walk back to Jessica when she heard Brighton say in a voice loud enough to reach only her ears, ‘Can’t abide this positive discrimination. The amount of women in the force is bad enough but when they start giving the Pakistanis detective status it makes you wonder whether it’s who they know further up the ladder, who they screw or the colour of their skin that got them in.’

      Sadia turned back abruptly, ‘What did you say?’ But Brighton had already walked off whistling under his breath, leaving Sadia clenching and unclenching her fists. Gus was going to have his work cut out with this one.

      After several deep breaths and a few quiet curses Sadia felt calm enough to return to Jessica. ‘You heard all that?’

      Jessica nodded, hands thrust in her pockets. ‘Thanks for sticking up for us, but there was no need to. I’m used to pricks like that. In my line of work there’s always some like that.’

      Sadia shook her head. ‘There was every need, Jess. He’d no right. I’ll make sure he gets an official reprimand.’

      Jessica rested her hand on Sadia’s arm. ‘Leave it, Sad. It’s not worth it and he’ll only make trouble for you.’

      Sadia shook her head. ‘He can’t make trouble for me.’

      ‘Well, watch your back, anyway. His sort are nasty’

      Sadia guided Jessica over to a waiting police car. ‘Tell me what you can about Trixie and how you found her. Then I’ll get you home.’

      Jessica slipped into the back seat of the car and scootled over to allow Sadia to climb in beside her before speaking. ‘We shared a flat. She was one of Bazza’s, like me, and at the minute she is his pet, which meant free rent for us.’

      ‘What do you mean, his “pet”?’

      ‘Well, you know? His pet, his girl, his screw – whatever. She only had to work weekends; the rest of the time she was Bazza’s – well, mainly Tuesdays and Thursdays – and, in return, we got free rent.’

      ‘Uggh, Jess, that’s horrid.’

      Jess grinned. ‘Better the devil you know, Sadia. It’s much safer doing Bazza than a stranger. At least with Bazza, it’s always over quick.’

      Sadia shook her head and grinned at the girl. ‘You’re terrible, Jess.’ Then, as the import of Jessica’s words sunk in her face fell. ‘You mean…? He’s your uncle, Jess!’

      Jessica shook her head. ‘Don’t get your knickers in a flap, Sadia. Just winding you up. Not me. He wouldn’t fucking dare. Nah, just telling you what the other girls say.’

      Sadia frowned, concerned that comparatively, it seemed almost acceptable for Bazza to hold one of his working girls to ransom for free rent rather than screw his niece. What the hell was she thinking? Bazza Green wasn’t acceptable in anybody’s world. Mind you, she didn’t have to survive in Bazza’s world – thank God! ‘Where did Trixie come from?’

      Jessica frowned, ‘I’m not sure, you know. She was sort of secretive. But she did talk about Brid a lot.’

      ‘You don’t know much about her, yet you say she’s your best friend?’

      Jessica looked at the ground. ‘She was my best friend and I’m going to miss her like hell. But you don’t know what it’s like in this world, Sadia. Your parents were always there for you… I lost mine.’

      ‘I know, Jess. I was there. I saw it.’

      Jessica lifted her head and met Sadia’s eyes. ‘You were there that night?’

      ‘Yeah, I saw it from our living room window.’

      Jessica sniffed and straightened her back in a gesture Sadia remembered from their childhood. ‘Hmm, well that’s done now. Fact is Trixie and I trusted each other, but we didn’t confide about the past. We both wanted to move on and so we lived for now.’

      ‘How old was she?’

      ‘Younger than me – ’bout eighteen, I suppose.’

      ‘How long had you known her?’

      ‘Two years, give or take.’

      ‘Jessica, I want you to think really hard about this one, okay?’

      Jessica nodded.

      ‘Do you have any idea who might have done this to Trixie?’

      Jessica thought for a minute and then shook her head.

      ‘No dodgy punters, or a dealer she’d pissed off?’

      ‘Don’t know why you’re asking that, Sadia. Surely it’s the same sicko that did them other two last week?’

      Sadia laid a gentle hand on Jess’ arm. ‘We don’t know that for sure. We need to make sure we cover every possibility. We wouldn’t be doing our job, otherwise.’

      Pursing her lips, Jessica hesitated then nodded. ‘Yeah, okay, Sad. I see what you mean, but I just can’t think of anybody who’d want to hurt her. She was popular, you know? The punters and the other girls liked her.’

      Sadia tapped the tip of her pencil on her notebook and frowning said, ‘Why was she here tonight though, Jess. You said she was always with Bazza on a Thursday, so she wasn’t turning tricks tonight, was she?’

      Jessica shrugged, ‘No, she should’ve been with Baz. He phoned, said she wasn’t picking up her phone, so I came looking for her. Thought she might’ve been,’ Jess’ eyes flitted round the car, ‘you know? Like, looking for a hit. She’d been clean for a couple of months, but round here it’s easy to slip off the wagon.’

      As tears rolled down Jessica’s cheeks, she used the corner of the blanket to wipe them away.

      Sadia shut her notebook with a sigh. ‘Come on, Jess, I’ll get someone to drive you home. We’ll call round tomorrow. You left your address with someone?’

      

      23:30 Lilycroft Allotments

      Gus watched Sadia bundle the girl into the car with a gentleness she didn’t often show; well, at least not in the incident room anyway. ‘Anything useful?’ he asked, watching as the car carrying Jessica drove off.

      ‘Not a lot.’ Sadia tossed their empty coffee cups into the black bin bag that had been hooked on the fence. ‘She’s about eighteen. Trixie. No surname. Like Alice said she may have come from Bridlington – may not. Been here two years or so. Worked for Bazza Green and,’ her mouth screwed up, ‘at present she was his “pet” or regular screw. According to Jessica there were no dodgy punters or crazed dealers after payment. No reason for anyone to kill her. What about you?’

      Gus hunched into his coat and shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘Apart from catching Alice taking a fiver off an unsuspecting plod after winning a bet about what my dad wore under his damn kilt, not a fucking lot. The MO looks almost exactly like the other two girls. We’ll have to wait for the PM tomorrow.’

      Sadia frowned and stepped closer to him. Her tone sounded accusing when she spoke, ‘Do you think your dad knows something?’

      Gus turned and studied her face. Judging by the sparks in her eyes, she was in a mood. What had he done now? He cleared his throat. ‘About what?’

      Before Sadia could reply, Alice bounced towards them balancing three Styrofoam containers in her outstretched hands. ‘Does who know something about what?’

      Sadia maintained eye contact with Gus, who frowned thinking, looks like I’ll be in for it later on. With a sigh, he rearranged his face into a smile and turned to Alice. ‘Nobody, Al. That’s the problem. Nobody seems to know anything.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Alice handed a fresh coffee to each of them. Sadia accepted hers with an abrupt ‘Thanks’ and marched away from them towards her car.

      Seeing Alice’s lips tighten as her eyes followed Sadia, Gus stifled a groan. What the hell was it with those two? Ever since The Matchmaker case there had been an uneasy truce between them and he always seemed to be the one that got it in the neck from one or other of them. Bracing himself, he waited for the onslaught, which wasn’t long coming.

      Planting her small frame in front of him and pinning him with her dark eyes Alice said, ‘What’s going on with you and Sadia?’

      Gus ran his fingers through his dreads and, feeling like a naughty schoolboy, puffed out a huge waft of air. He hated deceiving Alice. She’d been great earlier in the year and he hated cutting her out of the loop. ‘Aw, Al, come on give me a break. I’m not holding anything back. You know we share everything on this team. It’s how we work. How I work. Now, come on, let’s see if the door-to-doors have got owt for us, and then we can call it a night. Briefing at 7am prompt, okay?’

      Alice shrugged and allowed him to point her in the direction of the waiting officers

      

      23:40 Lilycroft Allotments

      As the heater blasted away the last of her shivers and the wipers cleared away the odd specks of rain and wet leaves, Alice sat in her Mini Cooper thinking about Gus and Sadia. She’d known they were keeping something from her earlier and now she’d seen them huddled together between their cars before they drove off separately.

      They’d looked furtive and she couldn’t rid herself of the uneasy feeling that their furtiveness was connected to her. She wasn’t altogether convinced by Gus’ denial earlier. She’d felt excluded for a few weeks now. Nothing too damning, too specific, just the feeling of conversations cut short when she entered the room. Then, there was that one time she’d asked them for a drink after work and they’d both made up an excuse, but later on she’d seen them heading off together in Gus’ car. Didn’t they trust her? Did they think that because of what happened down in Brent last year she was a detriment to the team? A weak link? Hadn’t she proven herself in the child trafficking case? She’d always thought so, and Gus had told her she’d done a good job. After all, she’d headed up the investigation at the start before he was fit to come back to work.

      Alice heaved a great sigh and banged her hand on the steering wheel. Of course! God, how could she have been such a fool? Sadia’s dad, DCS Hussain, was keeping tabs on her via Sadia and Gus. And now DCI Nancy Chalmers wasn’t here to watch her back. She should have expected repercussions after everything in Brent, but she’d been lulled into a false sense of security since then. Like the stupid, gullible thing she was, she’d put it behind her and assumed everyone else had too. Well, she’d just have to show them wouldn’t she? She’d prove to them she was up to the job – even if it killed her.

      

      23:45 Lilycroft Allotments

      Standing in the shadows, he flicked the cigarette butt into the air with his index finger, sending a cascade of orange sparks into the petrol-marbled puddle, where they hissed briefly before being extinguished. He pushed himself upright and watched, with a grin, as Alice’s brake lights flickered at the end of the road before she turned left. He’d seen her huddled in her car watching the mighty Gus McGuire flirt with that sanctimonious Hussain cow. The light from the passing police cars as they headed back to The Fort had been enough to tell him she was not a happy bunny.

      Maybe she fancied a bit of brown cock for herself or maybe she just didn’t like her hero showing interest in another bit of skirt. Made no odds to him what her reasons were. He was just pleased to have a bit of inside info. After all, info was currency at The Fort and by the way the Hussain bitch and McGuire were cosying up together it looked like he’d just hit the jackpot. Wonder what DCS Hussain would say to his little Paki bint screwing her boss.
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      07:00 Birmingham

      Shahid woke to a dim light breaking through a chink in the floral curtains. An orchestra of snoring assaulted his ears. Uncle Majid’s low rumble provided the bass; Imti’s sporadic snorts were the flutes; and cousin Aftab’s high pitched yelps, the strings section.

      Shahid groaned and rolled onto his back, making the precarious bunk bed wobble alarmingly. The attic room was large enough to house two bunk beds and the massive Ikea wardrobes that lined one wall. On the floor were Shahid’s and Imti’s roller cases. The lids were thrown back and their clothes hung out from when they’d rummaged through them the previous night for something suitable to wear when sharing a room with your uncle.

      Shahid’s eyes felt gritty and a glance at his phone told him he’d only been asleep for a couple of hours. It’d been late when he and Imti had arrived the previous night. Traffic on the M1 had been appalling and flash flooding compounded it. Then, of course, when they’d arrived, tired and longing for bed, Uncle Majid had wanted to catch up on things in Bradford and Shahid had felt duty-bound to sit with the men, talking about nothing very important, whilst the women served them samosas, bhajia and soft drinks. The atmosphere was festive with wedding garlands strung up inside the house and Shaadi Mubarak lights blinking on and off through the darkness in red and gold. His huge extended family were all staying over and for Shahid it was all a bit too much. Imti loved all this stuff, but he hated it. He hated the old aunties teasing him about getting married and threatening to get him a nice girl from Pakistan. His Mirpuri Punjabi was poor and he was well out of practice so he ended up with a headache from trying to concentrate on the various conversations in the crowded room. If Imti hadn’t insisted, Shahid knew he would have missed the wedding altogether. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his cousin. On the contrary, Aftab was a good bloke, but Shahid hated the air of superiority some of his uncles carried. The way they judged him and Imti because of the things his father had done. Imti seemed oblivious, but he heard every sneering word and saw every hateful smirk. Shahid could’ve done with a beer but, even though his uncle was Western in many ways, he still didn’t countenance alcohol and Shahid was sensitive enough to respect that.

      He had kept slipping out of the room to check his phone, but there was still nothing from Trixie. From the surreptitious glances Imti kept sending his way, Shahid could sense that he was getting annoyed with him. He probably thought he was checking his phone for some dodgy deal or other. On the journey to Birmingham Imti had done nothing but natter on about cleaning up the business, making it legitimate… on and fucking on. In the end Shahid had turned on the radio and suffered the pounding Bollywood station Imti loved so much in order to get him off his back. As Imti sang along in tuneless Hindi, he’d pretended to doze and instead spent his time worrying about Trixie.

      Their cousin Aftab was due to be married later on today. They’d done the civil ceremony last month; today was the Islamic one with the Imam. Shahid was pleased Aftab had broken the mould and married a Gujarati Muslim called Jasmine instead of one of his cousins from the village in Pakistan. Shahid had seen some of his friends marry their cousins only to end up having kids with congenital heart conditions and the like. It was about time things changed. You only had to look at the royal family’s history to see how fucked up that had been in the past. He, for one, had no intention of marrying his cousin. Well, he had Trixie now anyway. And he was happy with her. As soon as they could they’d get married and then maybe he would consider what Imti said about cleaning up the business.

      Thinking of Trixie, he picked up his phone again and looked at it. Still nothing from the bloody girl. Where the hell was she. Then he smiled. Bet she’d lost her phone again. She was always losing the bloody thing. He scratched his groin and waited for his morning glory to go down, before throwing aside the girly pink duvet and swinging his legs over the edge of the bunk. The faint aroma of Comfort fabric conditioner with faint undertones of male sweat, made him happy. It’d been a long time since he’d shared a room with his cousin, uncle and brother; not since they were kids. Aunt Nusrat had been insistent that they share as the house was full up with wedding guests and though he’d initially balked at the idea, he had to admit it had been fun. They’d reminisced for hours until finally, Aunt Nusrat had banged on their door telling them that Aftab needed his sleep in preparation for his big day

      His uncle and cousin, in each of the bottom two bunks, didn’t so much as falter in their music-making as Shahid jumped onto the thick carpet. Standing at eye level to Imti who lay with one leg hanging over the side of his bunk, his mouth wide open, made him smile. He leaned over and pushed the stray leg back onto the bunk. Imti mumbled something in his sleep and rolled over.

      Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Shahid pulled on a shirt and left the room. Leaning against the door he quickly punched in Trixie’s number, but again it rung out. At this rate he’d have to risk phoning Jessica. Not that he expected any joy from her. If she could make things difficult for him, then she would – and she didn’t even know about him and Trixie yet. It’d be damn awkward to try to explain to her why he wanted to know where her flatmate was. He grunted, deciding to hold on till later and was just about to go back into the room when he heard his aunt’s voice calling his name.

      Popping his head over the bannister he looked down. She was still fully dressed, so Shahid assumed she hadn’t been to bed yet. Too busy looking after them last night and then, knowing her, she’d have tidied up after they’d gone to bed. ‘What is it, Auntie?’

      She looked up at him, her lips tight, a frown furrowing her forehead. When she spoke her voice was clipped. ‘I don’t want you involving your uncle in all this trouble in Bradford, Shahid. We’re out of that sort of life now and I don’t want to go back.’ She folded her arms under her small breasts, her elbows jutting out as sharply as her cheek bones. ‘If you’ve got trouble with gangs in Manchester or Sheffield, you are on your own. We will not be involved.’

      Shahid bit back the angry words that rushed to his mouth and merely nodded before turning back into the room. Clearly she’d been listening to their conversation last night. He knew exactly where she was coming from and, in some ways, he couldn’t blame her; but she was a hypocrite. She was happy to take money from him to cover the cost of her precious son’s wedding as long as it wasn’t her husband or son putting their necks on the line. Where the fuck did she think the money he’d given for the deposit on this house had come from?

      Shahid closed the door quietly behind him, climbed back onto his bunk, and tried to get comfortable. It was true that he had spoken with his uncle about the possibility of Johnny The Gerbil from Oldham or The Cockroach from Sheffield being responsible for Camilla and Starlight’s deaths. Somehow, he didn’t really think Bazza had it in him to instigate a turf war and there were no reports of dodgy punters, so it was reasonable to assume that at some point gang bosses from other cities would want to make inroads in Bradford to extend their empires. Hell, he’d thought more than once about extending to Manchester and Sheffield himself, but he’d always considered their fragile truce more beneficial than a turf war.

      He punched his pillow and rolled over. Fuck, but he hated family dos. Always full of strife. He wished he was back in Bradford with Trixie. Things were always simple when he was with her.

      

      07:00 The Fort

      Two huge whiteboards crammed with details, written in a variety of colours, stood against the back wall of The Fort’s biggest incident room. Each board had a photo of the previous two victims stuck to the top. Next to them was a third board, which, in vivid contrast to the others, was virgin white. The only addition was a stark crime scene photo of Trixie, taped to the top. In addition to Gus’ major incident team a variety of uniformed officers assigned to these murders sat round the huge table in the middle of the room. Others leaned against the back walls and a few had snagged the unoccupied chairs from behind the various computers around the periphery. Replacing the traditional police station odour of stale sweat and cigs was the aroma of bacon sandwiches and fresh coffee – a perk supplied by Gus who couldn’t abide instant and didn’t see why his team should have to put up with it either.

      ‘Right, settle down folks,’ shouted Gus above the chatter. He reeled off a series of instructions to the uniformed officers and sent them on their way before speaking to his team. ‘I’ll do a quick review of what we’ve got so far, then open it up for comments, but before that I’d like to introduce our new member. DC Tim Brighton.’ He gestured one by one round the table, ‘DI Sadia Hussain, DS Alice Cooper and DC John Sampson.’

      Gus took a swig from his Wee Bru before continuing. ‘For DC Brighton, who’s new to the team, I’ll just clarify a few things. First of all, you are lucky to be here. We are the first of this type of unit in the country. After our success in nailing The Matchmaker, the powers that be decided our team’s diverse skills are “cutting edge”.’

      He had heard from Sadia about Brighton’s behaviour the previous evening and he was determined to be clear, without giving him a rollicking on his first day, that a repeat performance would not be acceptable. He hadn’t been allowed the privilege of selecting this new recruit and, though Gus had made his irritation known, DCS Hussain had proved inflexible on this count. Gus knew the DCS, not his biggest fan, was waiting for him to mess up. Gus had decided to give Brighton the benefit of the doubt for now. He’d worked with racists and sexists before and knew that sometimes, despite their obvious personality defects, they had skills that he could use. Hopefully, Brighton was the same – otherwise he’d be out on his arse, DCS Hussain or no DCS Hussain. Gus looked directly at Brighton.

      ‘Our MIT works under the CID umbrella and specifically tackles crimes like this one. This allows the Anti-terrorist and Vice units to continue their specialism, whilst sharing and pooling information that is of relevance to each. In other words, we are a streamlined unit with, so far, a proven track record of speedy, accurate results. To be blunt, we work our balls off, we work as a team and we get the job done. Any questions?’

      Brighton cast a glance at Sadia. Gus noted with a smile that she ignored him. He continued. ‘I work on the basis that each team member’s input, regardless of their rank, is of equal importance. That means that on any investigation you will all be proactive. I don’t want just paper-pushing sheep. I want you all thinking, putting in your opinion. Yes, some of us have more experience than others, but that doesn’t mean we don’t all still have something to learn.’

      Gus rested one buttock on his desk. ‘If you have a thought, no matter how vague or weird or embarrassing, let’s hear it, because sometimes the smallest, weirdest things can be what sets an investigation off in the right direction. I want you all thinking. The DCs on my team don’t only do the plod work, they input the investigation any way they can, okay?’

      Brighton nodded, leaning forward on the table, notebook at the ready as Gus moved on.  ‘Right, we’ve had three victims in the space of a week and so far nothing concrete to go on. When we interviewed the working girls last week they said bugger all, as did their pimps. I’m hoping this last murder will have loosened their tongues a bit.’

      Gus paused and looked at his team. ‘I want this fucker caught before he kills again, okay?’

      A low mumble of agreement spread round the table.

      ‘Okay, let’s recap.’ Gus walked over to the first whiteboard and touched the corner of one of the photos that hung there. ‘This is victim number one. Camilla Grant, aged twenty-two years, known prostitute, working for Shahid Khan.’

      Gus tapped the photo sharply with his knuckles causing everyone to jump. ‘Look at her.’

      All eyes were drawn to Camilla, who smiled shyly into the camera. She looked like any other twenty-two-year-old girl, thought Gus.

      ‘Camilla was found last Friday, in Bradford Moor Park by two males taking a shortcut through the park to Killinghall Road after closing time. Cause of death was strangulation by what was later identified as her own belt. However, pre-mortem the bastard savagely and repeatedly rammed a wine bottle, broken at the neck, into her vagina, causing multiple lacerations and severe blood loss. The wine bottle is, unfortunately, available in most supermarkets. There was no semen and no prints.’

      ‘Sick bastard,’ said Alice.

      ‘Yeah, this one is a real sicko,’ said Gus. ‘Now, moving on. This is Starlight.’ He glanced round and saw that the team were focussing intently on the photo of the brown skinned beauty with the wide grin and flirtatious eyes.

      ‘The bastard got Starlight on Monday. Again, in Bradford Moor Park. Again, she was one of Shahid Khan’s. Nineteen years old, mother of a five-year-old boy.’

      He paused to take another swig from his Bru bottle and his cheek muscles contracted as he considered his next words. ‘Starlight was discovered by a 7-year-old girl on her way to school with her older brother. She’d chased her ball into the bushes and stumbled on the body. Her mum tells me she has nightmares and has started to wet the bed. She won’t talk about it to anyone and has become withdrawn and uncommunicative. Just another one of the unacknowledged victims.’

      He allowed his words to sink in before continuing. ‘Starlight was strangled with her tights. Again, pre-mortem a broken wine bottle, bearing the same brand name was repeatedly and violently thrust into her vagina.’

      Gus shoved his hand in his pocket and moved along to the final board. ‘Meet victim three, Trixie (surname unknown) aged around eighteen, probably a runaway according to her flatmate. I’ve only got the crime scene photo so far,’ said Gus. The close-up photo of Trixie with her eyes bulging and her hair splayed behind her like a mane of mucky straw, contrasted sharply with the happy vibe of the other photos.

      ‘Bloody hell!’ said DC Sampson drawing everyone’s eyes towards him in surprise. He flushed and took a sip of coffee to cover his embarrassment. Alice caught his eye and winked at him, which, unfortunately, rather than reassuring him, made him flush deeper.

      ‘Trixie was found at approximately 9pm last night, in the Lilycroft allotments. She was found by her best friend and flatmate, Jessica Green. Trixie was a known prostitute working for Bazza Green. Again, cause of death appears to be strangulation by, possibly, her own scarf. Same or similar MO. For more details, we need to wait for the PM, which I will attend.’

      DC Sampson coughed and fidgeted on his chair. ‘I was wondering, sir, if maybe we’re looking at a sort of prostitute turf war?’

      Gus smiled at the young DC, but, before he could comment, he heard a snort from the other side of the table. Gus turned and looked at Brighton. ‘Yes?’

      Brighton stretched his arms out in front of him palm upwards. ‘Well, that’s a pretty basic question isn’t it?’ he said, smirking at Sampson.

      Gus jumped to his feet and, eyes sparking, he pierced Brighton with a look. ‘I don’t care how you managed to wangle your way onto this team, but you need to learn pretty damn quick that I don’t tolerate petty point scoring. Everyone is entitled to voice their thoughts without being ridiculed. I don’t have time for arses who want to disrupt team dynamics. We’ve got too serious a job on for that so, let me issue this warning, loud and clear. You do that once more, Brighton and you’re out. Nobody, I repeat nobody, stays here if they’re not a team player. Got it?’

      Brighton flushed and sent a glance round the table. Taking a deep breath, he nodded once. ‘Look, that probably came out wrong. All I’m trying to say is that it’s obviously a sicko prossie serial killer. After all, this one is the third one isn’t she? And we all know that three kills equal a serial killer.’

      Gus raised an eyebrow. ‘At this point, how can you be sure? It could equally be just what Sampson suggested – a turf war. We rule nothing out until we’ve investigated it and found it doesn’t stand up.’

      He turned to Sampson, whose face was as bright as a beetroot. ‘That was a valid point, John.  Now, what are the pros and cons for either the “serial killer” or the “turf war” theory?’

      Alice smiled at Sampson and said, ‘Word on the street is that there’s a lot of competition for territory at the moment. Apparently, some of the new Eastern European immigrants look like they’re trying to stake a claim. With the job market being what it is some of them are desperate and, according to Vice, more of the women they’re picking up are Polish or Romanian and they don’t seem to be from either Khan or Green’s stables. Interpol reckon some of their more lucrative known criminals have snuck into the UK with the sole intention of cashing in on drugs, weapons and prostitution.’

      She rubbed her nose with her hand. ‘Then, of course, there’s our own homegrown criminals. Colin “The Cockroach” Roache, from Sheffield’s been sighted snooping around and so has Mac Harrison from Glasgow and Johnnie “The Gerbil” Butler from Oldham.’ She waved a sheet of paper in the air and continued. ‘Vice say they’re looking mainly at the drug market so far, but that doesn’t mean they won’t venture into prostitution and firearms if they can frighten off Bazza or Khan.’

      Gus nodded. ‘So we may be looking at a turf war after all. Any thoughts on the serial killer angle?’

      Again, Alice spoke. ‘All the reports from the women indicate that they’ve not had any dodgy punters. It would be unusual for a serial killer targeting prostitutes to strike three times without leaving some sort of marker… You know, being too rough or asking for kinky stuff outside the girls’ comfort zones or the like. Although the MO’s and victims match in each of the three incidents, it seems like we’ve got nothing to go on in that respect. Unless of course he’s operating outside Bradford but hunting inside Bradford.’

      ‘That’s something we need to follow up on, anyway. I’ll get Compo to check out similar crimes outside the district when he gets back from court.  Any other thoughts?’ When everyone shook their heads, Gus continued. ‘Right then, Alice, you and Sampson interview Khan and Green. Get statements from the working girls from both sides.’ He grinned. ‘That’ll be an initiation for Sampson.’

      Alice laughed and banged Sampson on the shoulder, ‘Oh, you’re in for a treat today. I’ll be introducing you to aspects of Bradford you’ve never imagined, not even in your wildest dreams.’

      Gus winked at Sampson and then addressed Brighton. ‘Contact Missing Persons to see if we can identify Trixie and her family and I want you updating the files. Go through every statement and correlate anything interesting. After we’ve been to the PM, Sadia and I will interview Jessica Green, see what we can get from her about her uncle and her friend Trixie. Also, to keep everyone up to speed, Jessica is Shahid Khan’s half-sister and there is no love lost between them. Worth bearing in mind in case it somehow plays into the investigation.’

      After Sadia had updated them on the Bazza Green–Jessica–Shahid Khan triangle, Gus wound up the briefing. ‘Right any other thoughts?’

      Brighton raised a hand, ‘Just still thinking about the serial killer thing. It would be difficult to subdue a girl, remove her clothing and force her to stay still while he violated her. I’m thinking maybe there was a second guy to hold her down.’

      Gus nodded, but it was Sampson who responded. ‘If there were two perps then I think that supports the turf war theory more than the serial killer one.’ Taking a deep breath and, ignoring Brighton’s frown, Sampson continued. ‘Research shows that, although not unknown, it is much less likely for a serial killer to have a partner.’

      Sadia glanced at Sampson. ‘Actually, you’re perfectly right, John.’ She turned to Brighton, her expression neutral. ‘I can see your point too, Tim, but both girls’ tox screens came back with an alcoholic and ketamine level way off the scale. They were so out of it they probably couldn’t have put up a lot of resistance. However, if there were two perpetrators it would make it easier. Worth bearing in mind, anyway. I’ll add it to the board.’

      ‘What about the door-to-doors?’ asked Alice.

      ‘Brighton will liaise with them. A phone line has been set up for information so I want you to be responsible for weeding out anything noteworthy from that, too. Meet back here at 1pm for pizza and feedback.’

      

      07:45 The Fort

      Alice glanced over at Gus and Sadia huddled in front of the crime boards and felt a pang. When Gus threw back his head, sending his dreads bouncing as he laughed at something Sadia had said, Alice knew her pang had been a combination of jealousy and anger. Since she’d joined the MIT with Gus, she’d been his right-hand person. Now it seemed like Sadia was slowly ousting her and that, combined with her suspicions from the previous night, sat heavy in her chest. She felt side-lined and confused. The cold light of day had made her question her doubts about Gus. Surely, he wouldn’t be so duplicitous as to keep tabs on her for DCS Hussain.

      What was really bothering her right now, though, was the fact that Gus had elected to take Sadia to interview Jessica. Okay, Sadia knew the girl and had taken her preliminary statement, but Alice had interviewed the other witnesses and she thought she’d done a good job. For continuity’s sake, she felt she should be the one to interview Jessica. Deep down she knew she was being unreasonable and that Gus was perfectly justified in his decision, but somehow, she just couldn’t let it go. She hated this feeling and yet, at the same time, she knew she had to do something about it.

      Reflected in the large window she saw her multiple ear piercings glistening under the overhead lights as she turned to Sampson. She lifted her hand and touched each one with her fingertip in an attempt to calm herself down saying in a mock cowboy accent, ‘Head outside, partner, I’ll catch you up in a minute.’

      She watched Sampson walk from the room, noting how he avoided looking at Brighton who swaggered behind him, whistling under his breath. Alice waited till they’d left before approaching Gus. ‘I interviewed all the key witnesses in the previous two murders so I think I should be the one to interview Jessica, too.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Gus, scratching his head, as he read through the notes on the boards. ‘What did you say?’

      ‘I want to interview Jessica Green, Gus.’ Her tone came out sharper than she intended and she cursed herself.

      Gus glanced up and as he observed her, the smile faded from his lips.

      Alice knew that she looked pissed off, standing legs apart, hands on hips and her chin stuck out at a pugnacious angle, but it was too late to change her stance.

      Gus frowned. ‘What’s up with you, Al? You and Sampson have enough to do as it is. Surely you’re not fighting for extra work?’

      Sadia walked over, smiling, making Alice want to slap her superior-looking face. Keeping her eyes on Gus she ignored Sadia when she spoke. ‘I took Jess’ preliminary statement last night. I know her and her history. I’ve already got a connection with her.’ And she reached out and touched Alice’s arm.

      Alice pulled away. ‘I wasn’t asking you, Sadia. I was speaking to Gus.’

      Gus looked at the two women and then, his tone puzzled said, ‘Have I missed something?’

      Sadia put her pen down and shrugged as Alice threw a glance in the other girl’s direction. ‘I should be the one to take her statement.’ Even to her own ears, she sounded churlish. She felt a wave of heat spread up her face as Gus’ blue eyes darkened until it was difficult to distinguish the blue of his iris, from the black circle that surrounded it. A sure sign he was pissed off.

      ‘For God’s sake, we’ve got, at worst, a serial killer at large and, at best, a turf war between two rival gangs and you’re questioning my decisions. What the fuck’s wrong with you?’

      Alice swallowed and then straightened her back. ‘I feel I’m being side-lined. Maybe my abilities are in question?’

      Gus stuck his pen into his dreads. Alice knew from his expression that he was completely flabbergasted. ‘What? You think I’m excluding you? Where the hell’s that come from?’

      Feeling slightly foolish but not wanting to back down, Alice lifted her small chin ‘Well, are you?’

      Gus sighed. ‘I don’t know what you’re on about, Al. I really don’t, and I don’t have time for this.’

      Having come this far Alice was determined not to let it go now. ‘Is it because of Brent? Because the inquiry’s findings will be published soon?’

      Gus’ face cleared. ‘Aw for God’s sake, Al. You’re in Bradford now. You know you’ll be exonerated, so stop dwelling on it.’ He walked over to her and placing his hands on her shoulder, he gave them a gentle shake. ‘I trust you completely.’

      Alice bit her lip. She’d seen the way Sadia rolled her eyes and wanted to slap her but, maybe now wasn’t the time. Vowing to keep an eye on the other woman, Alice shrugged, feeling like she’d made a complete tit of herself.  ‘As long as you do.’

      Gus glanced from Alice to Sadia and shook his head, ‘God, you two are high maintenance.’

      

      07:20 Thornbury

      Serafina stretched. allowing the ebb and flow of the household wakening up to cocoon her. She supposed she was lucky. Her father had lost his job in Poland and they’d been forced to move to Bradford. It had been a real come-down for the entire family and money was tight. Their home in Poland had been palatial in comparison to this little three-bedroomed terraced house but Serafina was beginning to settle now. She’d made friends, she liked her school, and being the only girl in a family of three boys meant that she had her own room and she savoured it. Okay, it was only a tiny box room with a single bed and small wardrobe squeezed in and hardly enough room for her to move around when she was standing, but it was all hers and it provided her with a place to study, away from the boisterous teasing of her siblings. Not that she minded their teasing. It was all part of family life and most of the time she enjoyed it.

      From downstairs her mum’s gentle scolding tones drifted into her room and Serafina smiled, visualising her oldest brother, Jacob, who was always first up, standing shamefaced among the remnants of his breakfast. Her tiny mother, just back from her cleaning job at Barkerend Primary School, would be standing, hands on hips glaring up at her brother. This routine happened every morning. She could hear Jacob’s deeper tones now apologising in Polish and she knew he’d be swiftly gathering up his dishes, plonking mum in a chair and switching the kettle on ready to make her a well-deserved cup of tea.

      Jacob and her mum had been forced to make the biggest adjustments in their new life. In Poland her mother had enjoyed being a housewife, now here in Bradford she’d been forced to take on a menial job. Serafina knew she hated it. Her mother was an educated woman. She’d been a teacher before Jacob had arrived, but now, speaking little English, and needing to contribute to the household income she’d taken the only job she could find. Serafina knew it caused conflict between her parents. She’d heard her mother crying and her father’s harsh tones as he berated her for her selfishness. Once or twice, she thought, he’d even hit her mother. She loved him, of course she did, but at the same time it scared her that he could be so harsh. In Poland, he’d been away on business a lot, but now they were all packed together in this small space and he, too, was forced into a job he hated.

      Her alarm clock beeped and, pushing the covers down from under her chin, Serafina grimaced. Ouch! The bruises from that idiot at The Delius last night were making themselves felt. She sighed. She’d enjoyed going to The Delius on a Thursday night. It was something for her to do and was a welcome break from her studies. She was desperate to go to university and her parents and her two elder brothers worked so hard to make it happen for her. Sometimes she felt guilty that they were all contributing to the family income whilst she gave nothing. She knew they all wanted her and Thomas to have the same opportunities as they would have had in Poland if the recession hadn’t struck.

      It had been a huge decision to move from Gorce, from their extended families, but when her father’s business dried up, they’d had no choice. Now, he worked nightshift on a zero hours’ contract at Farmer’s Boy on Cemetery Road, cleaning the huge vats that processed the peas and other vegetables. Her mum’s cleaning job didn’t bring in much – but it was permanent. Jacob’s interest in motorbikes had paid off for him and he’d got a job at Champion Motor Spares on Leeds Road. He’d blagged his way in and shown how much he knew about engines and cars and had just been made permanent. Luka, her middle brother was happy to shelf stack at Pakeezah halal supermarket on Leeds road and was after a bar job at The Delius too. Maybe the cute guy behind the bar, Imti she’d heard the bouncers call him, would give him one if she asked. She sensed he liked her; and she liked him.

      Then she grimaced. Best not go back to The Delius for a while, not with that idiot on the loose. She touched her bruised chin and frowned. She’d seen him before. Knew he’d been watching her for a while now and she knew who he was. She really needed to avoid him. She’d heard the rumours from the Polish girls at school. He was bad news and she knew he’d not think twice about using her family to make her do what he wanted. Best if she kept a low profile for a while.

      The previous night she’d briefly considered confiding in her brothers but she knew how headstrong they could be and felt that they’d go all-out to protect her regardless of how powerful Anastazy Dolinski was. They’d all heard the rumours of his real identity and knew that he had contacts within their community both in Bradford and in Poland. They’d heard rumours of the sort of things he did and they made Serafina’s blood run cold, but that wouldn’t stop her brothers trying to protect her. No, her best bet was to avoid him and hope and pray that he’d gradually forget about her. Maybe develop a new fixation. She lifted the small crucifix she wore round her neck and, stroking it with her fingers, she sent up a quick prayer.

      

      08:00 The Fort

      ‘Do you like it then?’ asked Alice, startling Sampson, who was staring at her Mini Cooper. She was used to people staring at it; after all, it was a particularly virulent shade of green. Damn near fluorescent really. To crown it all, she’d added a series of aubergine coloured flowers to the intricately painted black ones that intertwined down the doors, up over the roof and down to the bonnet. She loved it. It was like an extension of her personality. She’d always felt like the odd one out as a child but, as an adult, she’d decided to embrace her individuality. She worked very hard at not letting other people’s opinions affect her.

      Sampson walked slowly round the car, studying the effect from all angles. ‘It’s different,’ he said at last.

      Alice pouted, ‘You don’t like it? Well, I suppose it’s an acquired taste. Hop in.’

      The gangly officer sighed as he opened the passenger door and bent his frame to squeeze through the opening and into the seat. Stretching his legs, he leaned back. ‘Bit roomier than your old one.’

      Alice’s old Mini had also had a garden on the paintwork but, with that one, she’d restricted herself to black flowers. The purple flowers were a new addition and had taken her ages to apply. She’d looked on it as therapy after the darkness of The Matchmaker case in February and was really chuffed with the outcome. She slid into her seat, inserted her key into the ignition and said, ‘New design.’

      Sampson grinned. ‘And does this new design include the purple pansies?’

      Alice stopped mid-way through fastening her seat belt. ‘They’re not bloody pansies, you idiot.’

      Sampson raised an eyebrow. ‘No?’

      Alice pulled her seatbelt over her coat and clicked it in place, ‘They’re lilies! You’re a peasant, Sampson, you know that?’ She started the engine before adding, ‘But at least you’re not an arse like our new sidekick.’

      ‘You got that right. Brighton’s a prize dick. He got himself in trouble last night mouthing off about the victims in front of Sadia. Word is she gave him a right earful.’

      ‘That’s not good.’

      ‘Nah, and then he had the nerve to make comments about how Sadia got onto the team.’

      Ouch, thought Alice, that wouldn’t have gone down well with Sadia. She wasn’t surprised Sadia had told him off because she was very touchy about her dad at the best of times. ‘Yeah well, don’t worry about him. Gus has got his mark. He’ll deal with him.’

      Sampson nodded and as Alice screeched out of the parking lot, he crossed himself, mumbling something about insurance under his breath.

      Alice smiled enjoying his discomfort. ‘Now, how do you want to handle this? Tell you what, we’ll start with Bazza and I’ll take the lead, okay? Then you can take the lead with the girls.’

      He nodded with a sigh, ‘As long as you stay nearby. Those girls are always touching me.’

      Alice laughed. She could see why they’d want to wind him up. He looked like a teenager with that endearing blush. Besides which, he was tall, cute and probably one hundred per cent more attractive than most of the johns they put out for. ‘Experience with the working girl then, Sampson?’

      ‘Yeah, mainly booking them and trying to get them in the cells overnight without losing any item of clothing.’ He put his head to one side and added, ‘Mine, not theirs, I hasten to add.’

      She laughed and in a mock American accent said, ‘Don’t worry, babe. I’ve got your back.’

      ‘Actually, it’s more my front I’m bothered about’ and he nodded towards his groin.

      Alice sucked in a breath. ‘Ah, I see what you mean. Never had that problem with them but I have just the thing you need.’ She brought the car to a screeching stop outside a kebab shop on Duckworth Lane and reaching behind her, she came up with a large UK road atlas. ‘Keep that on your lap during the interviews. That’ll save you.’

      Sampson laughed and got out of the car to join her on the street. ‘Not got satnav, Alice?’

      ‘Always like to have a backup, Sampson. You never know when you’ll need a good solid road map.’

      Sampson followed her as she strode along the street.

      ‘Over here.’ She nodded towards a small alley between the kebab shop and the Asian clothes shop next door. ‘He lives above the shop.’

      ‘Is the kebab shop his, then?’

      ‘Yeah, he rents it out. Same with the clothes shop, I’ve heard.’

      The alley was dank and carried an overpowering stink of urine. As they walked, Alice tried to avoid taking a breath as she dodged the puddles. The stairs leading to Bazza Green’s official residence were crumbling. Alice, who’d had occasion in the past to visit both his gym and his ‘penthouse’ in Manningham was surprised by how neglected his flat looked. Clearly, he ploughed all his money into his business enterprises. The paintwork on the door was peeling and the knocker hung by one screw. There was no doorbell so Alice pulled her glove off and rapped with her knuckles, keeping her hand poised to knock again should Bazza be slow to respond. However, within seconds she heard the sound of an internal door opening and muttered cursing that increased in volume as Bazza neared the door. He opened it a few inches and peered out at them, then with another muttered curse, just loud enough for them to hear, Alice presumed, he yanked it open fully and stood there, proud and arrogant, in all his unkempt glory. Alice met his gaze, not bothering to hide the disgust she felt at the sight of his shrunken, pulled woollen waistcoat and stained trousers.

      Angular but stooped, Bazza ‘The Bampot’ Green was of average height. He was in his fifties and bald and grey in equal measure. When he smiled, Alice noticed that his few remaining teeth were brown and jagged. His fingers were yellow as he beckoned them through and even from this distance she could smell his BO which vied with the smoke and grease that seemed to burst from the flat in a fetid cloud of filth.

      With an exaggerated bow, he gestured for them to enter. Alice, wishing she’d thought to wear her old anorak rather than her new winter coat, marched in after him, her face impassive. The heavy, smoke-filled air and the fact that Bazza had already discarded one cigarette and lit up another confirmed Alice’s impression of a chain smoker. A wave of pity for Trixie rolled over her. Was it really worth the free rent to bed this disgusting creature?

      Once in the small living room, Bazza gestured to a stained sofa and, whilst Sampson took advantage of the offer, Alice shook her head, wary of contaminating her clothing any more than was absolutely necessary. She began to wander idly round the room, taking in her surroundings. The conglomeration of cheap knick-knacks combined with the peeling, yellowing flock wallpaper and faded floral three-piece suite told her that Bazza hadn’t done any decorating since his mother died a few years previously. She wandered over and stood in front of the gas fire that was on full burn. ‘You heard about Trixie then, Bazza?’ she asked.

      Bazza sighed. ‘Yes, very sad. One of your delightful little PC’s came with the news in the early hours of this morning.’ He shook his head. ‘Very sad indeed. A little cracker she was. Amenable.’ He glanced at Sampson and winked, ‘in every way.’

      By the time he’d glanced over to her to gauge her reaction, Alice had banished the disgust from her face, replacing it with a disinterested expression as she walked over to the heavy wood sideboard that ran along the back wall behind Bazza’s chair. Objectionable little scrote, she thought taking a deep breath which she immediately regretted when smoke clogged her throat, making her cough. Damned if I’ll ask him for a glass of water, I’d rather choke to death than risk consuming anything in here. She waved a hand at Sampson telling him to take over, until she’d recovered.

      ‘I see you’re heartbroken,’ said Sampson, deadpan.

      Bazza leaned back in his chair and flicked ash towards an overfilled ashtray. For a moment, he craned his neck to observe Alice who, having recovered from her coughing fit, was looking at the collection of tat on the sideboard. With a shrug he brought his attention back to Sampson. ‘No, not heartbroken. That would be a bit too strong a word. More like… dissatisfied.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Alice, standing directly behind him, forcing him to strain to see her.

      ‘She’s a business asset or, rather, she was. Now, she’s a loss. Causes me a lot of hassle you know? Finding a new girl and all that.’

      ‘You know pimping is illegal, don’t you, Bazza?’ said Alice, lifting a dirty ornament off the sideboard and looking at the ‘made in China’ label on the underside, ‘Nice stuff you’ve got here.’

      ‘Now, there’s no need to be nasty. I’m co-operating because I don’t like murder. I’m not a pimp. No. The girls come to me to be looked after and that’s what I do. Look at the flat I gave Trixie and Jessica. Rent free it was, though of course I’ll have to reconsider that now.’

      ‘Surely not completely rent free, Bazza?’ said Sampson ‘We heard there were conditions attached. You know, free rent for services rendered?’

      Bazza lit another cigarette, threw back his head, and laughed. ‘Now, you’ve got that wrong son. Trix and me, well, we had a relationship. I treated her right. Took her to my penthouse, bought champagne and such like and we enjoyed ourselves.’

      Alice muffled a laugh that had Bazza whirling round in his chair, ash flying from his cigarette as he moved. ‘That’s not the word on the street, Bazza. Word is that you got the enjoyment and she anaesthetised herself on the free booze to get through it.’

      He screwed up his face and turned back to Sampson. ‘She’s got a nasty tongue in her mouth, that one.’

      ‘Yes, well,’ said Sampson, straightening up. ‘Let’s get to business, shall we? We want to catch this guy and we wondered if you’d any thoughts on the matter?’

      Bazza shrugged and leaned back, narrowing his eyes against the haze of smoke he exhaled from his nose. ‘Well, seems to me that after that business last week it’s obvious. Some sicko punter’s out there offing the whores and you’re wasting time talking to me. I’m bereaved, I am. You should have more respect.’

      Behind Bazza’s back Alice pretended to stick her fingers down her throat. Little weasel had the cheek to pretend to be grieving over Trixie. She was glad she’d given Sampson carte blanche to take over. Somehow or other he’d managed to establish a rapport of sorts with Bazza… and, with Sampson asking the questions, she was at liberty to explore the room.

      Sampson raised his eyebrows, ‘Hmm, last week when you were questioned about Camilla Grant’s murder, you claimed that Shahid Khan was behind it to incriminate you. Changed your mind now, have you?’

      ‘Well, looks to me like it could well still be him, now I think of it. He might have thought it was me that did Camilla and that other one. He might have done Trixie. You know tit for tat like? Or he might have offed the two whores to send a message.’

      ‘A message to whom?’ asked Sampson.

      Alice wandered back to her previous position by the fire. Bazza smirked and leaned back in his chair crossing his legs, then, chin raised in a challenging manner, he stuck his finger up his nasal cavity and wiggled it around before extracting it and, like a little boy at Christmas, he studied his findings, rolled them between his index finger and his thumb and flicked the bogey ball onto the matted carpet, where it landed close to Alice’s feet.

      Alice felt her stomach heave, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of reacting as she said, ‘You’re all class, you are, Bazza.’

      Bazza grinned and grabbed his crotch. ‘You know you want me, bitch.’

      Before Alice could respond, Sampson interrupted. ‘Answer the question, Bazza, a message to whom?’

      Bazza shrugged. ‘To any of his girls that were getting a bit bolshie. That Paki, Khan, wouldn’t think twice about offing them. Their sort never does.’

      ‘You got any evidence of that?’ asked Alice.

      ‘Nah, just offering an opinion, trying to do my civic duty, that’s all.’

      Alice snorted. ‘It says here that your alibi for Camilla’s murder was Trixie. It says here you and Trixie have a regular Tuesday night date. That right, Bazza?

      ‘Yeah, that’s right Mondays, Tuesdays and Thursdays were mine.’ He prodded his sunken chest with a bony finger. Wednesdays she had a rest and weekends, you know, she worked.’

      ‘So, she was with you this Monday, Tuesday and Thursday?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

      ‘Let me get this clear, the night she was murdered, she was with you?’

      ‘Eh, oh, last night was Thursday. I forgot. No, no I didn’t see her last night.’

      He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and flicked another one out of the packet, dropping three or four onto the floor. Sampson bent to pick them up and waited whilst Bazza lit up with shaking hands. Alice moved behind Bazza’s chair and, against her better judgement, leaned on the head rest so her mouth was close to his ear. Ignoring the staleness that wafted from him, she said, ‘So, Trixie wasn’t with you last night, even though it was a Thursday and we have it on record that Thursday was one of your “romantic nights” together?’

      Bazza inhaled deeply, ‘She wasn’t well, see? She phoned. Said she was puking and on the rag too. I don’t do messy stuff like that.’

      ‘Oh, right,’ said Sampson, smiling at Bazza and gaining a nervous smile back. ‘So she wasn’t with you?’ Sampson wrote something in his notebook and then said, ‘So, who were you with Bazza?’

      ‘Me? Well I was on my own, like, at the penthouse.’

      Alice, still behind Bazza, grinned. Sampson was doing a grand job of getting Bazza confused. She nodded to Sampson and he continued. ‘Who saw you there, Bazza? Come on, we need to eliminate you. You need an alibi. Who can vouch for you?’

      ‘Nobody. I was there on my own, maybe Khal saw me going up at around eight but nobody after that.’

      Alice whispered in his ear. ‘What were you doing, Bazza, up there, all on your own?’

      ‘Drank the champagne and went to bed, that’s all.’ Bazza began to pull himself up from the chair but Alice gripped his shoulder and pulled him back.

      ‘Come on, Bazz,’ she said. ‘No porno films on telly last night to keep your right hand exercised, huh?’

      Bazza glared up at her, ‘You’re a cheeky cow, aren’t you?’

      Alice nodded and, releasing her grip on his shoulder, moved away.

      ‘What DS Cooper means,’ said Sampson, ‘is that if you could provide us with titles and a description of the contents of your viewing last night, we could verify your statement and that may be enough to convince us of your innocence.’

      Bazza stared open eyed at Sampson, ‘What?’

      ‘Too many syllables, DC Sampson,’ said Alice and walked round to stand in front of Bazza. ‘What my colleague means is that you give us the ins and outs (pardon the pun) of your TV viewing last night, along with proof of payment, and that’ll go some of the way to establishing your alibi. Understand?’

      He nodded, licked his lips and said, ‘Well the first film I watched was Gina and her Amazing–’

      Alice waved her hand in the air. ‘Stop right there. I’m not wasting time listening to replays of your private sexual promiscuities. You’ll go down to Lilycroft Police Station before 11am today and give a detailed, recorded statement to this sergeant, okay?’ And she scribbled a name on a card and handed it to him.

      Bazza took the card and tapped it on his knee. Alice was pleased to note that some of his earlier swagger had vanished. ‘What we really need to know is where Trixie came from. Any ideas?

      ‘She appeared a couple of years ago, trying to work on her own. Jessica found her on the street and brought her to me. I’ve looked after her ever since.’

      ‘Didn’t she say where she came from? What her real name was?’

      Bazza shook his head. ‘Nothing. Just Trixie, that’s it, nothing else.’

      Minutes later, Alice and Sampson stood outside eagerly inhaling the car fumes, which were a welcome relief after the stench of Bazza’s flat. Glad to be away from the disgusting little man, Alice said, ‘Wonder what his penthouse is like?’

      Sampson grinned. ‘Not sure I want to know.’

      Thrusting the arm of her coat under Sampson’s nose Alice said, ‘Smell that! It bloody stinks. I’ll need to have it dry cleaned now. Yeauch!’ and without waiting for Sampson’s response she marched towards her car yelling at two kids who were touching her paintwork, ‘I’m a copper, you leave fingerprints and I’ll be able to find you.’

      The kids grinned at her and ran off. Sighing, Alice slapped Sampson on the arm, with enough force to make him yelp. ‘Let’s forget about Bazza for a bit, I’m taking you to The Prossie Palace.’

      Sampson stopped and stared at her. ‘The what?’

      Alice grinned and opened the car door. ‘You heard right.’

      After they’d settled back into the car, Sampson said, ‘And what exactly is the Prossie Palace?’

      ‘Ah ha, you’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you?’ Alice pulled smoothly into the flow of traffic.

      

      08:15 Leeds Old Road

      The doorway of the closed laundrette stank of stale sex but at least it kept the slight drizzle off Anastazy as he watched the bus stop further down the road on the opposite side. He drew deeply on his cigarette before flicking it onto the pavement, narrowly missing a Pakistani woman with a pushchair who was dragging her school-age child behind her. She turned and opened her mouth as if to say something to him but stopped when he stepped towards her, his large body threatening.

      Her expression changed from anger to fear as her eyes drifted from his snarling face with its tear drop inks, past his snake tattoo to his muscled upper arms, bulging from the sleeves of his T-shirt. Her fear made his groin twitch. He flexed his muscles and his tattoos coiled and trembled up his arms. ‘What, Bitch?’ he said, enjoying the power. The woman’s face blanched, so he stamped his foot into a puddle, sending splashes of rain onto her shalwar and laughed as she scurried off, urging the child forward and steering the pushchair with one hand. Turning to the group of mums who had witnessed the incident and were now giving him a wide berth, he bowed, his gesture slow and flamboyant, before stepping back into the doorway and lighting another fag. He loved commanding respect and he enjoyed seeing other people’s fear. Mind you, he needed to keep a bit of a rein on his natural instinct to dominate. No point in drawing too many people’s attention to him. Not when The Old Man had told him to keep a low profile. He didn’t want to piss him off too much.

      Five minutes later his patience was rewarded when he saw Serafina walking down the road towards the bus stop. As usual, she was with her younger brother who towered above her, his limbs all edges and angles as he loped along. To avoid her noticing him, Anastazy took a step backwards into the doorway and continued his secret scrutiny. She seemed more aware of her surroundings than usual. Her eyes darted around her as if she was looking for someone. Anastazy grinned. He knew he’d scared her the previous night and that she was looking for him. Good. Sometimes it was better to keep them on edge. Keep them off kilter.

      She wore a hoodie today and he suspected that the hood was up, not only to keep off the rain but as a disguise. She clearly didn’t know that he’d been watching her for days and knew exactly where she lived, the places she went and who she hung around with.

      He knew that she’d get on the bus down to the Interchange and then get the 626 up Manchester Road to City Academy. He’d followed her before. He drew on his cigarette and frowned. When she was his, she’d be giving that crap up. No way would he let her continue going to school. Not when she could be earning for him. Not as if she’d need A Levels doing what he had in mind for her. A paroxysm of coughing racked him for a second. He hoiked up a glob of phlegm and, using his tongue to direct it, blew it from his mouth in an arc, laughing when it landed on the back of a kid in a poxy blue uniform. The kid didn’t notice the green slime dribble down his back, which amused Anastazy even more.

      Smiling, he watched as Serafina stood huddled in the bus shelter with her brother and a couple of Polish kids and two Asian lads. They all seemed to be chatting. He frowned as a tall Asian lad put his arm round her shoulder and pulled her into a hug. What the fuck was he playing at? Anastazy was on the point of moving over when he saw Serafina push the boy away with a loud, ‘Fuck off, Hasnain!’ which caused the other kids to laugh and slag the unfortunate Hasnain off.

      That’s my girl, thought Anastazy, pleased with Serafina’s feistiness. He’d keep an eye on that Paki, Hasnain, though. Damn right he would. Where the fuck did he get off, groping his girl?

      The bus pulled up and, one by one, the waiting school kids got on. Anastazy watched Serafina pull her hoodie down and move along the bus. She slid into a window seat, her brother next to her. Stepping from the doorway, Anastazy approached the side of the bus as the rest of the people lined up to get on. Standing on the kerb next to Serafina’s seat, he raised a hand and when Serafina’s startled eyes met his through the bus window, he grinned and winked. Then, he pointed to Hasnain who sat in the seat behind her. Making a gun shape with his fingers, he pretended to shoot the boy. Anastazy laughed when Serafina’s panicked eyes followed his aim and her mouth formed a small O.

      

      08:20 Leeds Old Road

      She’d been no more than mildly irritated by Hasnain’s stupid attentions. For weeks now he’d made no secret of the fact he fancied her but Serafina hadn’t been remotely tempted. Not when there was Imti from The Delius. It was a no-brainer. Imti was gorgeous and, although Hasnain was nice enough, he acted like the adolescent boy he was, burping and farting in front of her. As if that would attract her. No Serafina wanted someone a little bit more suave and mature. Yeah, Imti fit the bill for her.

      Then, when she got on the bus and settled into her seat next to Thomas she saw him standing outside the bus, staring at her. She’d been so careful; keeping her hoodie up, walking a longer way to the bus stop, much to Thomas’ annoyance, and still he’d found her. She felt her breath quicken in her chest and then he pretended to shoot Hasnain with his pretend gun. Shit! Shit! Shit! What should she do?

      As the bus drew away from the bus stop and Anastazy’s face faded from her vision, she turned her face to the window and ignored Hasnain, hoping he’d back off. She’d have to find a way to warn him off. Make him realise that, if he didn’t back off, his health could be in serious danger. She’d wait till break time, when Thomas wasn’t around. The last thing she wanted was for her younger brother to find out about Anastazy and tell her older ones. If Jacob and Luka found out that he was following her all hell would break loose and the new life they’d carved for themselves in Bradford would be at risk. It would all be her fault. She had to try to deal with Anastazy on her own, without the assistance of her hot-headed brothers. But she had a sneaky feeling that would be easier said than done.

      

      09:15 Halifax Morgue

      When Sadia arrived with Gus at the autopsy room, Doc McGuire had already started the post-mortem on Trixie. She smiled as Gus, with his usual stoicism, marched along the corridors with their antiseptic smell, looking as if he was eager to reach his destination. Sadia knew, however, that the tension in his angular face was caused by his teeth being clenched tightly as he fought against nausea. Nearing the morgue, Sadia became aware of a change in the balance between clinical antiseptic and fetid body smells. There was no mistaking the odours that seeped along this corridor in the bowels of the hospital.

      With amused sympathy, she watched Gus take a deep preparatory breath through his mouth before pulling his hankie from his pocket. He thrust it under his nose and breathed deeply from the depths of its pristine white folds. Sadia could smell the Vicks and grinned. Gus hoped it would disguise the God awful smell, but she knew that the only way to acclimatise was to start off taking shallow breaths, gradually deepening them until you were used to the smells. Never mind, the Vicks would serve as smelling salts when the grinding and sawing noises became too much for his queasy stomach and he landed flat on his back. Sadia grinned: she knew it wouldn’t come to that. Gus had too much willpower to faint in public.

      She’d never been squeamish around the autopsy room. From a young age she’d been fascinated by the Muslim butcher at the end of her road. She’d watched in fascination as he chopped the chicken or meat into small pieces, frequently asking which parts were which. Sometimes, if she was early enough he would allow her to watch as he slaughtered the chickens by a cut to the neck, from which the bird’s blood would drain as he recited the Bismillah, thanking Allah for the food and sanctifying the animal Halal. Sadia smiled remembering how her mother had told her off when she’d caught her, telling her that her role was to learn how to cook the chicken not slaughter it. Her father, though, had leapt to her defence, declaring that it was a good thing to understand where food came from and how it should be prepared to make it Halal.

      She got changed into her scrubs and by the time Gus had donned his and folded his greasy hankie beneath the mask, Sadia was already in the room, standing as close to the trolley as she could, determined not to miss anything. She glanced back at Gus who stood at the back of the room, leaning against the metal sink. He’d confided to Sadia that he found it reassuring to have the sink within hurling distance, although, to date, he hadn’t had to use it.

      Dr McGuire winked at Sadia from above his mask and, ignoring Gus, he turned his attention back to Trixie’s body and continued to remove, examine and weigh her liver. In admiration, Sadia watched his nimble fingers at work and wondered how Gus hadn’t managed to develop a thicker lining to his stomach. He  had told her that Dr McGuire’s hopes of him following in his footsteps had taken a nosedive when, at the tender age of twelve, he’d thrown up watching a cow give birth.

      She caught the glance that Dr McGuire threw in his son’s direction, interpreting it as a combination of concern that Gus would actually faint this time and admiration that, despite the revulsion that gripped him at each PM, he was still strong enough to attend them, time after time.

      Dr McGuire directed most of the general data to Sadia as he weighed and dissected organs. ‘The cause of death was strangulation, Sadia. From the bruising on her neck, I’d say she was attacked from the front. Look, these are knuckle marks just above her larynx.’ He pointed to the front of Trixie’s neck. ‘Her assailant obviously used his or her knuckles to increase the pressure and strengthen their grip as they pulled the scarf tighter and tighter round her neck’

      ‘Isn’t it harder to strangle someone from in front?’ asked Sadia

      ‘Well, that depends really on all sorts of things, like the comparative size of victim and assailant, the condition of the victim. Was she drunk like the other two or stone cold sober? Was it erotic asphyxiation?’ He shrugged. ‘You’ll remember, though, the other two victims were definitely strangled from behind.’

      Sadia glanced at Gus with a raised eyebrow. Maybe Trixie had turned round at the last minute and surprised her assailant at the point of attack. She supposed it was too early to say. ‘What else can you tell us, Dr McGuire?’

      ‘Well, Trixie was a drug addict as shown by the state of her organs and the obvious tracks on her legs and arms. This will no doubt be validated when the tox screens come back. I think the age she gave her friend is about right, no older than twenty-one or so, but probably closer to eighteen. In terms of her attack there’s another couple of interesting things.’

      He moved to the bottom end of the body and, pointing to Trixie’s genitalia, said, ‘Firstly, the wine bottle was inserted post-mortem, whereas on the other girls they were inserted pre-mortem.’

      Sadia frowned. Why would the killer change that part of his MO. Was Trixie not zonked out enough for him to do it pre-mortem or did he decide for some reason to change his MO. Maybe, if Trixie surprised him he had to strangle her quickly and was unable to complete his MO in the correct order. Whatever his reasons though, this deviation was very interesting. ‘So, this time our killer changed his MO big style?’

      ‘He certainly did,’ continued Fergus. ‘He also didn’t use a broken bottle and he didn’t use nearly as much force as with the other two girls.’

      Sadia frowned. ‘Do you think he was rushed for time? Disturbed maybe, and had to finish off quickly?’

      Fergus shrugged. ‘Could be either, I suppose, but the other odd thing was that I found traces of semen this time.’

      ‘What?’ said Sadia. ‘That’s weird. Why after being so careful has he suddenly left us a semen trace? Or, wait a minute, it might not be his. It might be a punter she had earlier.’

      ‘Or a boyfriend,’ said Gus from his position by the sink. Sadia had been so engrossed in the post-mortem that she’d forgotten Gus was there. A quick glance told her he was fine. She smiled at him. ‘Yes, she’s less likely to use a condom with a boyfriend than a punter.’

      ‘Unless she was desperate for a fix and the punter offered a good rate,’ said Gus.

      ‘Well,’ said Fergus interrupting their suppositions, ‘I’ve sent it off to the lab, so we’ll know soon enough if we have a match. But, I think you might be most interested in this, though.’

      He paused, presumably for dramatic effect and leaned against the trolley. ‘I removed her womb before you arrived and guess what? She was pregnant. About six weeks along, I’d say. I’ve also sent the foetus to the lab for analysis. Might support the theory that she had a boyfriend or that she was getting careless to feed her habit. Who knows?’ He pushed himself away from the trolley and slipping his gloves off he threw them in the bin. ‘I’ll leave the whys and wherefores for you super sleuths to find out but, meanwhile, I must say good bye and get on to my next PM. Car crash victims; the male minus his dick after losing control of the vehicle at, I’d hazard a guess, roughly the same time as he orgasmed. The man he was with certainly had strong jaws, is all I can say.’

      As the implications of his words sank in, Sadia released a chirp of laughter and made to follow him from the room. Suddenly, Dr McGuire stopped and swivelled to face them, directing his words at Sadia. ‘Ah, Sadia, has Angus invited you to lunch on Sunday?’

      Sadia flushed and, caught off-guard, looked at Gus. ‘No.’

      

      10:45 Halifax Morgue

      Gus grabbed his father’s arm and pulled him from the autopsy room. ‘What the hell are you playing at? Last night you embarrassed me, and then you ask Al to come to lunch with me and now Sadia. What is this?’

      Fergus looked at his son and sighed. ‘Look Gus, your mother’s determined to mend bridges between you, Gabriella and Katie. Sunday is just the start of her shenanigans. You know what she’s like. I just thought you’d fare better with a bit of external support around. Besides which, your mother’s sure you’ve got a new girlfriend and she thinks now’s the time to parade her in front of those other two.’

      Gus looked at his dad’s anxious face and his anger evaporated. He pulled his huge father to him in an embrace. ‘Thanks, Dad, but I’m a big boy now. Got to face my battles on my own.’

      Untying his scrubs and blowing his huge nose, Fergus nodded. ‘Aye, Angus laddie, I know. But it’s been hard for your mother and me too, you know? Not wanting to take sides. Trying to be fair and seeing you hurting so much. Especially after young Billy’s death and then that whole case with The Matchmaker.’ He patted Gus on the arm. ‘Just come on Sunday, Angus, and bring who you like. It’ll be fine. Anyway, you don’t need to stay long as we know you’re in the middle of a big case, but at least it’ll be a step forward… for everyone.’

      Still smarting from his previous conversation with his dad, Gus felt like a complete heel. He’d been so busy thinking about himself that he’d failed to realise that this thing with Gabriella and Katie affected his parents too. Fuck, but he was such a selfish bastard at times. After all their support the least he could do was turn up on Sunday and just get on with it. It’s not as if he had any feelings left for Gabriella and, as for Katie… well, he was hurt, but she was his sister at the end of the day.

      Climbing into the passenger seat, Gus said, ‘What the hell do you make of all of that?’

      Sadia shook her head. ‘Em, you mean your dad or Trixie?’

      With a sideways glance at her as he put on his seatbelt, Gus said, ‘Let’s leave my dad for later and think about Trixie first?’

      Sadia tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. ‘I’m not sure. Maybe Sampson’s right and there are two perps and they swapped roles for Trixie. That would explain the change in MO. Or maybe he just got disturbed, or maybe it’s a copycat or maybe it’s the baby’s father trying to make it look like the other two girls.’

      ‘Well, you’ve about covered every possibility there, Sadia. Let’s go and see if Jessica can shed any light on possible boyfriends.’

      ‘Should we mention the pregnancy?’

      Gus thought for a minute. ‘No, let’s keep that quiet for a while, see if she tells us. If she’s as close mates as she says she is, then she’ll probably know about it anyway. If she doesn’t already know, it’ll just upset her more and she may be less keen to share names with us if she thinks they may get into trouble.’

      Sadia nodded and sliding into gear headed towards Jessica’s flat on Oak Lane in Manningham whilst Gus mulled over the PM results. When he couldn’t come up with anything else concrete, he turned sideways and looked at Sadia. ‘Why didn’t you come back to mine last night?’

      ‘Don’t know. I just got rattled when I thought you’d told your dad about us and, after this morning’s little episode, it seems he at least guesses.’

      Gus sighed and rubbed at his temples. The after effects of too much Vicks was beginning to make itself known. ‘For God’s sake, Sad. My dad wouldn’t go mouthing off to your dad. Anyway, he doesn’t know anything. He’s just trying to make me take someone to this damn Sunday lunch, that’s all.’

      Sadia’s lips tightened, but she remained silent.

      Gus looked out the window, his fingers tapping an erratic rhythm on his knee as he brooded. It was really getting to him that Sadia wouldn’t tell her dad about their relationship. He was twenty-nine years old for goodness sake. The last thing he wanted was to be ducking and diving as if they were doing something wrong. ‘If we told your dad, we could avoid all this subterfuge. He’d have to get used to it, eventually.’

      Sadia’s shoulders slumped and she abruptly swerved into a lay-by, earning annoyed hoots and an obscene hand gesture from the car behind. ‘We’ve been over this before Gus. He wouldn’t “get used” to it. That’s the problem. He’s changed over the years, especially since mum died. He’s down the mosque all the time these days and when he comes back he comments on everything. Suddenly my clothes are immodest and suggestive. My make-up too tarty.’ She turned and glared at Gus her eyes blazing. ‘He even suggested I start covering my hair. My mother never covered her hair – he never expected her to, but all of a sudden he’s become so judgemental.’

      Tears began to pour down Sadia’s cheeks. Heedless of her mascara running she dragged her palm across her eyes leaving streaks down her cheeks. Gus sighed and reached over for her, smoothing her hair and holding her till at last she settled. Looks like I’m on a roll today. First I upset my dad and now Sadia. What is wrong with me? The truth was he didn’t really understand why Sadia couldn’t just bite the bullet and he was getting more and more impatient with her. After all, what could her dad do? He knew it was hard for her. Equally, he knew his reactions were part of his illness and that sometimes his anger got the better of him.

      Finally, Sadia pulled away from him. Flicking down the mirror, she began repairing the damage to her makeup. ‘I know you find it hard to believe, Gus, but I swear, he’s a different man at home. As soon as he comes in, he changes into his shalwar kameez and heads for the mosque. He reads the Qur’an constantly. He’s always interrogating me about where I’ve been and who I’ve been with… and, I suspect he reads my emails. I have to keep my phone with me at all times because I’m sure he’d check my texts.’

      Making a conscious effort to be sympathetic Gus said, ‘What’s happened to change him?’

      Sadia shrugged. ‘I just don’t know. He’s always been a great dad and when Mum died he tried his best to make sure I didn’t suffer. We don’t have any relatives in the UK. Maybe as I got older and more independent he got lonely and the mosque and the friends he’s made there have filled the gap. I just know he’s not tolerant like he used to be. He wants me to go to Pakistan with him and get married there.’

      Gus sat up and turned sideways in his chair to observe. Surely she was joking. Surely in this day and age her father couldn’t have those attitudes. His eyes blazed. ‘What! When did he say this?’

      ‘He’s been saying it off and on for a while, but he’s started suggesting we go at Christmas.’

      ‘And what have you said?’ asked Gus, looking her straight in the eyes.

      Sadia met his gaze. ‘I’ve told him no, of course, Gus. How could I say anything else when I love you?’

      Gus cocked his head and smiled. ‘Well then, Sadia, the sooner we tell him about us the better. I can’t have him dragging you off to Pakistan, can I?’

      Sadia grabbed his arm. ‘Don’t be so daft Gus. He’d never agree to me marrying you. When I told him I’d make my own choice of husband he grabbed me by the arms really tightly and said, “I’ll only allow you to choose if he is Muslim.”’ Sadia rubbed her arms, as if she could still feel his hands on her.

      Seeing her reaction, Gus felt his own hands clench. What the fuck was Husain thinking? He must know he couldn’t force her into marriage against her will. Then the first part of her sentence sunk in. She wanted to marry him? Shit! He ran his fingers through his dreads. Marriage wasn’t something he’d considered. His divorce from Gabriella had only just come through and the last thing he wanted to do was to rush into another marriage. But seeing how upset Sadia was he couldn’t tell her that right now, could he? Gus was glad when she looked away from him. Maybe she wouldn’t see the hesitation in his face.

      She continued in almost a whisper, ‘That’s the first time he’s ever threatened me.’ Her brown eyes were swimming with tears as she turned to him and gripped his arm, her look earnest. ‘If you were to revert, he may be persuaded?’

      Gus’ heart sank. What the hell was she talking about? Revert? Gus knew that Muslims believed that everyone was born Muslim and that those who came to the faith later in life were considered to ‘revert’ not ‘convert’ to Islam. Dreads bouncing, Gus slammed his hand on the dashboard. ‘Bloody hell, Sad, you know I’m a Humanist. I can’t convert or revert or whatever. No bloody way. You know I can’t.’

      ‘Well then,’ said Sadia, her voice tight, ‘There’s not much else to say is there?’

      Gus turned to stare out the window as Sadia started the car up and headed for Bradford. This had been a complete bolt out of the blue. First the marriage thing and then the conversion thing. Neither of which he was happy with. He loved Sadia, course he did, but it was really early days and he wouldn’t be pushed into something he didn’t want. No damn way. Sadia would just have to get used to it.

      

      10:05 Prossie Palace, Manningham

      The Prossie Palace was just off Manningham Lane and it turned out to be a building that Sampson did know. The old Victorian mill owner’s semi had eventually become an auction house. Sampson’s Uncle Pat had been a regular here, often bringing Sampson along for company when he was a lad as he looked out for bargains to sell in his antique shop. Looking up at the imposing, four-storied building, Sampson could almost smell the musty air and hear the familiar rumble of deep voices speaking in a code that only they could decipher.

      They moved towards the solid wooden door and Alice rang the bell. When a tinny voice came from the wall speaker, she looked into the video camera and said, ‘Hi, it’s Alice Cooper. Can I speak to Carla?’

      There was a buzz and Alice pushed the door open and gestured for Sampson to follow her into the airy hallway beyond.

      Sampson looked around him at the colourful paintings of old Bradford on lemon painted walls. ‘Wow! This has changed a bit since I was last here. Not a musty smell around.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s been renovated since Haines, the auctioneer’s, had it.’ Alice gestured through a doorway. ‘It’s a charitably-funded health centre and refuge for vulnerable women and their families. Amazing what the lottery funds, isn’t it?’ She pointed along a bright narrow corridor. ‘Along there are the medical rooms. Some local doctors volunteer their services on a rota basis to provide routine testing for STIs, HIV and AIDS. They also give contraceptive advice. Once a week there’s a drug service clinic and an AA meeting. The working girls find it easier to come here rather than the infirmary when their pimps or a punter have gotten a bit too heavy handed. The agreement is that, whilst any victim here is treated anonymously, the details of their injuries are officially noted and passed on to us. The doctors and counsellors do a good job trying to get the girls to speak with the designated police officer and offer ongoing support and shelter as necessary.’

      Sampson nodded, impressed. To his mind, it was a massive improvement on the auction house and a damn sight more useful. It felt to him like it had the right balance between homely and practical. He pointed to a white gloss-painted door that Alice hadn’t mentioned. ‘What’s through that door?’

      ‘That’s the gym and meeting rooms.’

      He raised an eyebrow. ‘A gym? Can’t be bad. Very corporate.’

      Alice laughed, ‘You sound like bloody Brighton, now. Wait till you see it before you sit in judgement.’

      Alice pushed the door open and Sampson followed her along another carpeted corridor that smelled of lavender potpourri. At the end, she held a door open to let him precede her into the room beyond.

      Rotating slowly on the spot, Sampson took in the worn wooden floor, dull despite the smell of floor polish that hung in the air. Bright white walls were punctuated by posters about correct usage of equipment, diet and exercise information and aerobic exercise routines. In one corner lay a pile of floor mats that had seen better days. Against the far wall stood an old fashioned mechanical treadmill next to a mechanical rowing machine. Further along in a blue plastic box Sampson could see a handful of mismatched weights next to two red exercise balls that looked like they needed pumping up.

      He caught Alice’s eye and grinned. ‘This is the gym?’

      Samson walked over to the treadmill and stepped on, using his feet to start the machine moving. It creaked and protested before the mechanism kicked in and momentum urged it on. Within seconds he was panting. ‘Hope they get a discount in their membership in lieu of the danger factor,’ he said, rubbing his back.

      Alice laughed. ‘Let’s just say we could use an influx of new and updated equipment but we get by. We use the gym for other things as well, like self-defence and personal safety classes.’

      Hearing the enthusiasm in her voice, Sampson said, ‘We?’

      ‘Well,’ she shrugged. ‘I help out sometimes. Do a bit of self-defence with them. Look for grants to get a really good personal safety instructor I know, to do a few sessions. They’re usually very well attended.’

      Feeling miffed that she’d not shared this with him before now, he said, ‘I’ve been working with you for nearly six months, Al, and you’ve never once mentioned that you do this in your spare time.’

      She bit her lip and bent to shuffle the weights about in the box. When she blushed Sampson realised she felt embarrassed and changed the subject. ‘What are the other rooms down here used for?’

      ‘Oh, they’re just the meeting rooms I told you about before.’

      Alice was leading him back to the door when it burst open and a middle-aged woman rushed through, carrying an overflowing box of books in her arms.

      ‘Hey, Al,’ she said.

      Sampson watched, grinning at Alice’s discomfort as the woman slipped an arm round her shoulders and squeezed hard. A handful of books fell to the floor and he bent to retrieve them as Alice kissed the woman on the cheek and extricated herself. ‘Hey yourself, Carla. How’s it going, girl?’

      When Carla hesitated, Sampson, sensing that he was the cause of her uncertainty, thrust out a hand and introduced himself. Punching him on the arm, Alice added, ‘Sampson’s okay. He’s one of the good ones. Sampson, meet Carla Terrelonge. chief cook, bottle washer and supervisor of the Prossie Palace.’

      Sampson grimaced at Alice’s use of the name Prossie Palace. Carla, noticing his expression, grinned. ‘Ah, don’t worry, John. The girls themselves nicknamed it that. It’s a lot easier to say than our official title.’

      He waited for her to explain, never imagining what a mouthful it would turn out to be.

      ‘We’re officially called The Outreach Centre for the Health and Wellbeing of Bradford District’s Alternatively Employed Women. Or, if you prefer T.O.C.W.B.A.E.W. I think some politically-correct jackass had a touch of the verbals when he thought that one up, don’t you?’

      John laughed aloud, enjoying the mischievous twinkle in the woman’s eye. The atmosphere in this place was indeed friendly and he reckoned, after some of the things he’d seen on the streets that the working women needed somewhere safe to hang out away from their pimps and the punters.

      Alice grabbed the box from Carla, dumped it on Sampson and linking arms with her friend said, ‘Can we go upstairs, Carla. We need to talk.’

      Carla, all trace of humour gone from her face, nodded. ‘About Trixie?’

      Alice nodded. Carla told Sampson to put the box in the corner and led the two of them back through the hallway and up a flight of stairs to the first floor.

      ‘These are all offices and storage space’ she said, as they walked. ‘Up the next flight of stairs are the bedsits for those in need of temporary shelter. Not ideal to be so high up if you’ve got a child, as we’ve got no lift, but at least it’s further away from the front door if we get any unwelcome visitors.’ Carla’s grim expression told Sampson she’d seen a few unwelcome visitors in her time.

      As he expected, Carla’s office was an extension of her personality; full of bright coloured throws and just enough ornaments to avoid fussiness. As well as a functional desk and chairs, Carla had created a cosy seating arrangement to one side. It was to this that she led her visitors.

      As his unsuspecting bottom hit the loose sofa springs, Sampson released a small yelp. ‘Oops, Should’ve warned you.’ said Carla with a grin. ‘It’s all second-hand and this sofa has had a lot of wear and tear.’

      Knowing he’d have a bruise on his backside, Sampson eased himself forward until he found a slightly more padded part to perch on. He could tell by the smug look on Alice’s face that she’d known about that particular chair and had chosen not to warn him. He made a mental note to get his own back on her at the first opportunity.

      Carla and Alice sat opposite on two old but, judging by the absence of pained yelps, comfy chairs.   ‘Carla,’ began Alice, leaning forward. ‘What’s the word on the street about these killings? Anyone mention a sicko punter or anything odd?’

      Carla tutted and shook her head. ‘To be honest, the girls from this side of Bradford have been pretty blasé about it all. Well, that is until last night. Now that it’s one of their own they might start talking. The officer I spoke to last week seemed to want to put it down to a turf war, but, I wouldn’t go down the Bazza–Hussain vendetta route. That’s a waste of time.’ She flapped her hands to accentuate her point. ‘They’ve co-existed happily till now and I’ve heard nothing to contradict that.’

      Leaning forward, elbows on her knees, her expression serious, Carla continued. ‘As for a sicko? Well, after Camilla’s murder I put the word out and got nothing back, so, when Starlight was killed, I went in hard. I personally questioned every girl that came through those doors last Friday and not one of them reported a pervert. I don’t think they were lying.’

      She inhaled and leaned back against the cushions. ‘The only cause for alarm was a report of a couple of new girls, probably underage, on the streets. As required, I passed that info on to Vice.’

      Sampson digested her information in silence for a few seconds. ‘You said earlier that you cater for the whole of Bradford district. Don’t you get any of Hussain’s girls in?’

      Carla looked at him. ‘Yes we do. Not as many, I have to admit, but I suspect that’s geography rather than a disinterest in the place. Plenty turn up for the medical checks and suchlike, but only a few hang around, whereas the local girls pop in at all hours of the day and night. We’re like a youth club for prossies in that respect.’

      She paused, and for a moment Sampson saw a flash of sadness dull the vibrancy in her eyes. ‘I knew both of the girls that were killed last week; Camilla and Starlight. They were popular and often came in together. They mixed well with all the girls. They were friendly and happy. I was sad to hear what happened to them. Now word has it that Trixie’s gone?’

      She looked to Alice as if for confirmation. Alice nodded. ‘What do you know about her, Carla?’

      Carla sighed, ‘Sometimes I wonder what I know about any of them. Trixie, hmm?’

      She steepled her fingers in front of her mouth and thought for a minute. ‘Trixie was troubled. She’d clearly suffered some sort of abuse that had led her to run away from home, but she refused all counselling services and refused to discuss her past at all. In the end we backed off rather than lose her. Jessica brought her in and the two became close. When Bazza chose Trixie as his pet,’ she said the words with a shudder, ‘Jessica and Trixie moved into that little flat together. When she came to us two years ago she was an addict – coke and heroin but, recently, over the past couple of months, she’d been seriously trying to quit. She spent a couple of weeks here at the beginning to get her through the cold turkey and then attended regularly for sessions with the drug advisor. Jessica always stayed with her throughout, even when she stayed in. I doubt Trixie could have done it without Jess.’ She threw her hands in the air. ‘Lot of damn good that did her in the long run. Poor child. You’ve got to catch whoever’s doing this, Alice… and soon!’

      Whilst Alice assured Carla they would do everything in their power to catch the culprit, Sampson mulled over what they’d learned about Trixie. ‘Any idea what made her want to quit drugs, Carla? It’s unusual for an addict to opt to get clean without some sort of enforced treatment. Had she been compelled by the courts to attend rehab?’

      Carla smiled. ‘No. Trixie had a few minor run-ins with you lot – a bit of shoplifting but nowt serious. No, I suspect that Jessica nagged and nagged until Trixie gave in. Jessica has a persuasive way with her and has often, in the past, helped the girls take the first steps to cleaning up their act. In another life, I think she’d have been a social worker.’

      What a waste, thought Sampson, allowing his mind to dwell on the what-ifs of Jessica Green’s life. ‘So, no weirdoes and no turf war between Bazza and Hussain? What else is there?’

      ‘Weell’ said Carla drawing the word out, ‘You know those underage girls I told you about?’

      Alice and Sampson nodded.

      ‘I think they’re Eastern European. New immigrants. You know how it is? They come expecting a Brave New World and end up with dull Yorkshire sandstone, crap weather, no jobs, no benefits and little option but to peddle themselves on street corners. We’ve had a few Poles and Ukrainians in here, but they’ve been older and seemed to be working for either themselves, Bazza or Hussain. We’ve not seen any younger ones, but, as I said, a few of the girls did mention it.’ She shrugged. ‘And Charlotte brought a girl in one night a couple of weeks ago. She was paralytic, covered in blood and bruises; quite clearly sexually assaulted. Charlotte had heard her with a punter in the allotments and didn’t like what was going on so she created a fuss throwing stones and banging things. The bloke legged it.’ She hesitated, ‘…and so did the girl – as soon as she could. We cleaned her up, dressed her wounds, popped her a morning after pill and as soon as she was sober, she checked her phone, started getting agitated and eventually barged her way out, pockets filled with condoms. Charlotte went out looking for her, but she’d disappeared: probably got picked up by whoever is running her.’

      ‘So, you think there’s someone else running girls apart from Green and Khan?’

      Carla shrugged. ‘Might be. Can’t be sure. Might be a cousin or brother wanted her to do it for a short time to pay some bills. Who knows?’

      Sampson wondered if they could find out more about this. He might ask a few of his contacts, but, he suspected, the girls themselves were the ones with the info. Maybe they’d strike gold with them.

      Alice straightened her legs in front of her. ‘Look. You know I hate to do this Carla, but can you set us up with a room and see if any of the girls will talk to us. I don’t really want to be here with my detective hat on but I reckon it’s better me and Sampson than some of the mutts we have on the team at the minute.’

      Carla smiled. ‘Great minds think alike, Alice. I’ve already arranged a meeting room for you. Some of the girls are already waiting there. Most of them drifted in this morning when news of Trixie’s death reached them. They want to help, but they are wary. Don’t push too hard and they might spill something juicy.’

      

      10:15 City Academy, Manchester Road

      Where the hell was he? Serafina desperately needed to speak to Hasnain before school finished for the day and she had the sneaky suspicion his last lesson ended at lunch time. Knowing him, he’d head straight home and she might miss him.

      Seeing a group of his mates bunched together by the sixth form lockers, Serafina walked up and raised her voice to be heard over their chatter. ‘Any idea where Hasnain is?’

      Hasnain’s best mate Benny turned towards her, a slow grin spreading over his unshaven face when he saw who it was. ‘Well, well, well. Maybe Serafina isn’t as hard to get as she makes out, hey guys?’

      Serafina rolled her eyes. ‘Grow up, idiot. Where is he?’

      Benny grinned and glanced round as if to make sure he had a willing audience. ‘Ooooh, she’s getting annoyed boys.’ He stepped through the group of boys and, eyeing her up and down, said, ‘Do you want to get all hot and sweaty with Hasnain, is that it?’

      Spinning on her heel, Serafina flung a dirty look in Benny’s direction and started to walk down the corridor away from them. Why the hell were boys so stupid? Full of testosterone and slathered in Lynx. Didn’t that idiot Benny realise how much of a twat he looked with that stupid patchy beard of his? She’d nearly reached the top of the stairs when two lads tumbled off the top stair and, in their haste, barged past her calling Benny’s name.

      Sensing their panic, she hesitated, holding the bannister and looked back at the group of boys. For some reason her heart began to thump in her chest and a sense of dread overtook her. Please don’t let this be something to do with Hasnain she thought. She was glad that she had something to hold on to for, all of a sudden, her knees weakened and she felt as if she would slide to the floor as their words drifted back to her.

      ‘Fucking hell, Benny! Hasnain’s in an ambulance. It’s fuckin’ bad mate. Some Polish geezer grabbed him when he came out of Lidl. He pulled a knife on him. Fuck! It looked bad! Really fucking bad.’

      Everything seemed to slow down for Serafina. Her heart seemed to jump up to her throat as she realised what she was hearing. Somehow or other Anastazy had got to Hasnain. She’d been too late. Too damn late. The story of her life. Why hadn’t she grabbed him when they got off the bus?

      She saw Benny push through the crowd and head for the stairs. The other boy followed still talking. ‘There was blood everywhere man. All we could do was phone the pigs. Fuck, Benny, what if he dies?’

      Benny turned and lunged at the boy, grabbing him by the throat and thrusting him up against the wall. ‘Shut the fuck up, right? Just shut the fuck up. Hasnain’ll be alright, okay?’

      Tears welled in Serafina’s eyes as, when Benny released his friend, she saw him wipe a sleeve across his eyes. Then, taking a deep breath he spoke in a more controlled tone. ‘Did they get the bastard?’

      The other boy, visibly pale and shaken shook his head as he adjusted his T-shirt. ‘Nah. The bastard ran off. He just looked at Hasnain lying on the ground. He fucking spat on him and kicked him in the ribs. Then he said “That’ll teach you to mess with my girl, you Paki bastard” and he kicked him again and ran off.’

      Benny took a deep breath and turned towards Serafina. With her heart thumping in her chest, she met his eyes, watching as Benny, all trace of swagger gone, walked towards her. ‘This got summat to do with you, bitch?’

      

      10:45 Killinghall Road

      It had been so fucking easy to deal with the Paki. Anastazy could, of course, have ordered it done but where would be the fun in that? This was a message he wanted to deliver in person. He’d plenty of minions who could do it but it was good to keep his hand in and, despite the risks, he felt it would be well worth it to deliver this particular memo. After all, recently all his ‘work’ had been completed by a third party. He was wise enough to realise that, for the big issues, he needed to keep a distance between himself and his ‘people’.

      He was determined to gain a steely hold on the Bradford punks. Punks like Shahid Khan and Bazza Green were slowly but surely being dealt with. Eliminating competition was just phase one of the plan. Phase two; saturating the various markets with their produce and cornering the more specialised markets was already underway. He was pleased. In fact, the only blight on the horizon as far as Anastazy was concerned was Serafina’s reluctance to submit gracefully. He grinned, making his teardrop tattoo crinkle. He didn’t really mind. He liked them feisty; all the better to break!

      He’d gone for a fry-up first. Planning always made him hungry. When he’d finished his breakfast, he’d jumped on his motorbike and headed up Manchester Road. He was smart. He knew they had CCTV all over the Lidl car park, so he’d ridden up to Morrison’s and parked up, then jogged back down the hill to the Lidl opposite the school. He was wearing his biker’s helmet and leathers so they’d have no way to identify him if they did happen to catch a fleeting glance of him on one of their cameras. He didn’t go into the shop but hung about at the bottom end of the car park. He knew it was only a matter of time before the little bastard left school and headed over to the shop. He’d seen him do it before – strutting over the road with his poxy mates, full of swag and shit. Thought he was all that, didn’t he? Well, he’d soon discover that meddling with Anastazy’s belongings was not a good idea.

      When he seen the boy cross the road to the supermarket, Anastazy had thrown his half-smoked cigarette away and dodged behind a car. The boy was so full of himself, laughing and joking with his mates; the idiot didn’t even see him. Anastazy had waited, shuffling his feet as the anticipation built. At last, he’d spotted him as he left the shop carrying what looked like a bag of doughnuts. He’d drawn his knife from the leg of his biker’s boot.

      He’d considered just blasting the bastard but, in the end, decided that Hasnain’s crime warranted a more close-up and personal approach. Looking like any other shopper, he approached the group of lads. God, but they were so stupid. Never paid him any notice at all, too busy being jerks. When he got close enough, he waved the knife in their faces, enjoying the way their smiles died. The tingle in his crotch told him the adrenalin was kicking in. As he took a step towards Hasnain, his hard on pushed against his leathers. He felt great. Invincible. Strong. He flung his head back and laughed, a rough guttural sound that started in his belly and erupted like a volcano of bad breath from his snarling mouth. The boys started to back away, stumbling over their feet in their haste, but he stepped forward and thrust the knife right into the Paki bastard’s stomach. Blood, warm and metallic spurted onto his hand. He breathed deep, letting the scent stimulate him even more.

      As Hasnain fell to the concrete, his fingers cupped his stomach but the blood was already pouring between them. Anastazy studied the startled look on the boy’s face and, with his sleeve, wiped away the drops of blood that had landed on the visor of his helmet when he’d pulled the knife out. Turning his head, he noticed, with satisfaction, that the other boys had begun to run, snatching at their phones, trying, no doubt, to phone for help. Anastazy laughed at them and turned back to Hasnain. The other boy’s cowardice meant he could devote the little time he had before the pigs showed up making sure the Paki got the message.

      

      10:45 Prossie Palace, Manningham

      Alice led the way back downstairs to the room Carla had designated for their meeting with the prostitutes. She hadn’t expected much more information from Carla, but it was good to get some background on Trixie. The more she heard the more inclined she was to think it was some sort of whacko serial killer. Just what Bradford needs. She dreaded to think what sensationalist headlines would greet them over the next few days. They really needed to get a handle on this. Hopefully the working girls downstairs would come up with something useful. Her thoughts were interrupted when Sampson spoke.

      ‘Do you think she’s right about it not being a turf war between Bazza and Hussain?’

      Pushing open the fire door at the bottom of the stairs and starting along the corridor, Alice sighed. ‘Well, let’s put it this way, Carla knows these girls. They trust her and as a result word gets back to her. I’d say she’s pretty much on the ball. As for the “sicko” theory – just because there have been no earlier reports of sicko behaviour doesn’t mean we don’t have one on our hands. These sick bastards have to start somewhere, don’t they?’

      When they reached the door labelled Meeting Room Three, Alice popped her head round. ‘Hi all,’ she said with a smile and marched into the room, leaving Sampson to follow.

      ‘Woho, Alice, who’ve you brought for us to play with today?’ The girl who sat straddling a chair, arms draped casually along its back, rose to her feet and kicked the chair away. Alice grinned as the girl eyed Sampson with a predatory look in her eye.

      Despite Alice’s earlier suggestion that he show no weakness Sampson blushed as the tall blond with multiple facial piercings approached him, every part of her slender body undulating suggestively as she moved.

      Alice grinned and tutted in mock disapproval. ‘For God’s sake, Armani, can’t you see he’s too green for you? You’re old enough to be his granny. Now, just sit down and behave.’

      The other girls in the room dissolved into raucous laughter. Under cover of their catcalls, Alice gestured for Sampson to move over to the table, where he pulled a chair out and wedged himself behind it, looking to Alice like he was barricading himself in. Probably a good strategy, she thought, concealing her smile. She turned her attention to the rest of the girls in the room. There were ten of them and Alice wasn’t surprised to recognise only about half of them. Their line of work was transitory and the turnover of clients attending the Palace was high. The women sat around the table. Some were slumped in a mock relaxed pose on chairs, some on adjoining tables, using their elevated position, Alice knew, to show their opposition to any authority she may have thought she had. Truth was, Alice didn’t want to hold authority over these women. Too many people already had power over them and she was damned if she was going to be yet another one. So, she sat down next to Sampson and waited.

      When they quietened, Alice stood up intending to kick off and frowned when Sampson also stood up. His hand on her arm indicated he wanted to speak. Alice frowned at him. Her eyes asked him if he was sure. When he nodded, she shrugged and sat down. If he wanted to present himself as a lamb to the slaughter, then that was all part of his learning curve. He needed to toughen up and this was a sure way of doing that.

      Sampson cleared his throat and slid his gaze round the room. Alice thought he looked ready to run. She didn’t really blame him but, to give him his due, he held his ground. He looked at each woman individually and Alice realised he was implementing his training from the ‘crowd control and public speaking’ course he’d attended. Hats off to him: he had guts. Realising that she’d inadvertently crossed her fingers, Alice uncrossed them and sat up ready to intervene if necessary. Sampson started to speak, his voice calm with just the right amount of self-deprecation to sound authentic. Alice glanced at the woman and saw they were all looking at Sampson, listening, she thought, as he spoke.

      ‘Well, now that you all know I’m the “new kid on the block”, I hope you’ll be gentle with me.’ Some of the women giggled and Sampson winked at them, letting them know he’d set himself up on purpose.

      Alice grinned and relaxed. He was fine. He could handle this. Now, she could just sit back and enjoy the floorshow.

      ‘My name’s John Sampson and, despite my rather obvious embarrassment earlier, I am out of nappies and I am old enough for this job.’

      The room erupted in laughter. Alice groaned wondering if she’d relaxed too soon. Was he about to lose them? Armani struck a pose with one hand on her hip, chest stuck out in provocation, ‘Well darling. You’re one John I’d do for free. What do you think girls?’

      More laughter and whoops of ‘Hell yeah’ reverberated through the room. Alice was pleased to see Sampson just ride them out in silence, a benign smile on his lips.

      When their catcalls faded away he continued, ‘I’m as serious about catching this sick fucker as Alice is. I’m pleased to meet you all and hope we can find him before he strikes again.’

      He began to sit down, but seemingly as an afterthought he stopped and said, with a brilliant smile, ‘Oh by the way. My granny didn’t look like anything like you, Armani.’ Amidst hoots of laughter, he continued, ‘And for that, I thank God. For, sure as hell, me and my mates would’ve been down to see Father Lowry every day to confess our filthy thoughts.’

      The girls nearest Armani jostled her teasingly.

      Alice stared at Sampson and then, under cover of rummaging in her bag she whispered, ‘Well done.’ He’d broken right through their defences and she reckoned they would trust him now. Sampson smiled and took out his notebook, ready to take notes.

      ‘Right,’ said Alice, remaining in her chair. ‘Are you all happy to speak to us in a group?’

      ‘Don’t usually do groupies,’ said one girl, to the accompaniment of a few nervous giggles, ‘but for you, Alice, I’ll do anything. Just ask away’

      Alice raised her eyes heavenward and grinned. ‘All right Cat, enough of the gutter humour. Let’s be serious shall we? First, is there anyone who isn’t here who you think might have something to contribute?’

      Armani spoke up. ‘Only Jess. Her and Trixie were mates.’

      A babble of catcalls and jokes began, ‘And the rest, Armani, and the rest,’ said one woman.

      ‘That’s a new name for it,’ said another.

      Armani glared at them, ‘Shut the fuck up, you lot, this is serious. Trixie’s dead and who knows? It could be one of us tomorrow.’

      They settled down and Alice said, ‘Yes, we know about Jessica. Someone else is interviewing her.’

      ‘Hey, Alice is it true, she found Trixie?’ asked an emaciated woman with greasy black hair.

      Alice bit her lip and nodded. ‘I’m afraid so.’  She waited a moment to give them time to digest this before continuing. ‘Any ideas who Trixie was meeting last night at the allotments?’

      With a few furtive glances at each other, they remained silent. One woman tapped ragged nailed fingers on the table until Armani stretched over and placed her hand over hers. Alice watched as the woman cast a glance at Armani and then drew her hand away. Wonder what she knows, thought Alice, deciding to ask Carla a bit more about her later. Might be worth catching her away from the other women.

      ‘No ideas at all?’ asked Alice looking round the group. Again silence. Deciding to mix things up a bit Alice changed tack. ‘She was Bazza Green’s current pet, wasn’t she?’ and was pleased when this was met with a few nods of agreement.

      ‘Well, shouldn’t she have been at Bazza’s last night? It was a Thursday and that’s one of Bazza’s nights, isn’t it?’

      Again silence and then another woman spoke up. ‘Yeah, she should have been at Bazza’s, but she’s been making excuses for not going. Saying she was on the rag or summat.’

      ‘Why, Charlotte?’ asked Alice, leaning back in her chair and holding her arms by her sides in what was a classic “I’m being open with you, please confide in me stance”. Hell, if Sampson could employ trust tactics then, so could she.

      Charlotte looked at the other girls. Armani shook her head slightly and Charlotte looked back at Alice. ‘No idea, but I don’t blame her. Do you?’

      Thinking back to their earlier interview with Bazza Green, Alice repressed a shudder. ‘No I don’t blame her. He’s a filthy, smelly, little weasel, isn’t he?’

      A giggle came from behind Armani as the women nodded. Alice thought she heard someone whisper, ‘Trix had her hat set on better fish than Bazza.’

      Keeping her face expressionless, Alice looked at the speaker. ‘What was that?’

      But, before she could respond, Alice saw Armani nudge her. The woman blushed and rubbed her arm. ‘Nothing,’ she said looking at the table.

      ‘Okay,’ said Alice with a sigh. ‘So, you’re telling me you don’t know why she’d feed excuses to Bazza and you don’t know who she was meeting in the allotments?’

      Nods from all round the table.

      ‘Okay then. Were any of you in or near the allotments last night between say eight and nine?’

      One by one the women gave their whereabouts the previous evening. Some were off work. Some were working but in other areas and some were at home with their children. Eventually, Armani spoke again. ‘Thursday’s usually a quiet night, Alice, so we don’t all work. All the johns are waiting for payday on Friday, you see?’

      ‘Did Trixie or anyone you know mention a weird punter? Anyone you felt afraid or nervous of? Anyone who was just a bit odd?’

      Two or three girls shook their heads. ‘Nah. We’re old hands at this. You know if there’s owt dodgy. We pick up on it straight away and pass the word round. We look out for each other.’

      ‘What about any of the girls who aren’t here today, any of them said anything?’

      Silence.

      Alice sighed and leaned forward. ‘Okay, let’s do it this way. If you want to tell me something that you think might be related to Trixie’s, Camilla’s or Starlight’s deaths, you tell me.’

      She sat back and waited. John kept his head down focussed on his notes.

      ‘Well’ said Charlotte, with a shrug. Alice nodded encouragingly.

      Charlotte hesitated and then said. ‘Well, it’s about that foreign bird.’

      ‘The one you helped?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s her.’

      Charlotte lit up a cigarette and took a deep puff. Alice had long since accepted that to implement the smoking laws in the Prossie Palace would alienate the girls so she ignored it. Thankfully, Sampson had the sense to ignore it, too. ‘Tell us what happened?’

      ‘Well, I’d just finished with my john, you know? I was feeling a bit flush so I bought myself a bottle of Asti Spumante. I wandered into the allotments to drink it in peace when I heard a fuss at the other end near the big conker tree. I ignored it for a while. Just wanted to mind my own business, like. Then, I heard a bit of banging against the fence and I knew it was one of the girls with a punter.’ She looked at Alice. ‘Shagging, you know?’

      Alice nodded and Charlotte took another draw on her fag before continuing. ‘Suddenly I heard a really big crack and then someone crying, like. It sounded like a cat. I moved a bit closer until I could see them. There was this huge bloke in a baseball cap holding onto this skinny little girl and banging her head on the fence. She was crying and with the moon and that I could see summat shining on her face. It were blood.’ Charlotte looked round at the other women, nodding all the time as if she thought they would disagree. ‘Then he slapped her across the face and said something. Something foreign like, in another language, not one o’ them Paki languages though, a different kind. Then, he shouted summat and this other bloke appeared from the shadows. He turned her round and pushed her face against the fence. Next thing he was pulling her skirt up and jerking her legs apart. He were going to give it to her up the arse. By this time she looked like she’d fainted, so I ran back down the other end and round the back of the allotment near the houses and I started throwing stones and shouting in a right deep voice. Then, I smashed my Asti bottle on the fence and kept banging it and banging it till I heard them run away.’

      ‘Good for you, Charlotte.’ said Alice quietly, as the other woman ran her sleeve over her eyes. Charlotte swallowed and sat up straighter. ‘Phew, wouldn’t have minded so much but I’d hardly drunk any of my Asti. Bloody waste.’

      Everyone laughed and Cat put an arm round Charlotte’s shoulders. ‘Way to go, girl,’ she said.

      Alice gave them a moment, then said, ‘How did you get her back to The Prossie Palace?’

      ‘Well, I dragged her along till she were near the other entrance. Then I ran and got Armani.’

      Armani nodded, ‘Yeah, we carried her back here.’ She shook her head. ‘Poor kid was in some mess. Covered in shit and blood and spunk. That bastard Charlotte stopped obviously wasn’t the only one she’d had to do, that night. The only saving grace was that she was so drunk, she maybe didn’t feel all of it.’

      Charlotte shook her head. ‘But she’d have felt it the next day, poor cow. Those injuries would take ages to get over.’

      ‘Was she treated by one of the rota doctors?’ asked Alice

      Charlotte sniffed. ‘Yeah, that nice Pakistani one, Dr Kauser. She were nearly in tears herself when she saw what they’d done to the girl. Then, after we got her sobered up, she got a text. Next minute she looked petrified and were fighting her way past us like we were the enemy. I ran after her, but she’d gone.’

      ‘Have you seen her since?’

      Armani and Charlotte shook their heads.

      ‘What about the two men you saw? Have you seen them since?’

      Again Charlotte and Armani said, ‘No’, but another girl said, ‘I’m not sure, but I saw a big bloke skirting round the allotments last week. He had a baseball hat on and looked as big as Charlotte said, but it could’ve been someone else.’

      ‘Anything else? Anything at all?’  Sensing that she’d got all she was going to get from them for now Alice smiled and stood up. ‘Well, you know you can talk to me in confidence any time. Just get Carla to phone me, yeah? Okay then, thanks.’

      Alice began gathering her stuff together and began walking towards the door. Without notice she swung round, her gaze narrowed in on Armani

      ‘Oh, by the way, Armani, what’s the big secret about Jessica and Trixie you’re all trying to hide?’

      Armani glared at Alice, then lowered her gaze. ‘Don’t know what you mean. You must be imagining it. There’s no big secret?’

      ‘No?’ Alice inclined her head. ‘Next you’ll be telling me you haven’t a clue who her boyfriend was?’

      Armani paled and then stared straight into Alice’s eyes. ‘We don’t know owt else, Alice.’

      Alice shrugged and pulled the door open. ‘Oh, one last thing, have any of you seen Trixie wearing a mauve or crimson coloured scarf.’

      Charlotte laughed. ‘That’s Jessica’s. She’ll go daft if she finds out Trixie borrowed it. She hates it when Trixie does that.’ She stopped and stared at Alice. ‘You don’t mean he used her scarf? That scarf? Oh fuck!’ and Charlotte fell back onto a chair. When Alice and Sampson left Armani and the other women where shoving Charlotte’s head between her knees.

      

      11:45 Oak Lane

      For the rest of the journey from the mortuary in Halifax they remained silent. To Gus it felt like the air had been sucked out of the car and he hated it. Stony silences weren’t his bag, but he knew better than to attempt a reconciliation with Sadia right now. Better to let her work off some of her anger in her own way. Anyway, she’d floored him too with the ‘M’ word and he needed time as well.

      As they drove past the bottom end of Lister Park, Gus recognised the group of women; one in a shalwar kameez, two in Burkhas and two in lycra jogging pants, power-walking at a rate of knots round the boating lake. One was Mo’s wife, Naila, and the others worked for Mo in his samosa shop on Oak Lane. They were going nearly as fast as the men in prayer hats with heavy beards who were all out jogging round. When he’d jogged through the park before work this morning, the bowling green had been covered by a slight mist of dew and the park had been all but deserted. Only a few weeks earlier, during the summer, it had been alive with mixed cultural groups enjoying the fresh air. The play park had been filled with children and parents whilst youngsters idled on bikes or bounced balls around the basketball courts. It was still one of the best used parks in Bradford, though, even in this drab weather.

      Sadia turned off onto Oak Lane, drove up as far as Mo’s Sa‘MO’sa’s and pulled into a vacant spot on the main street outside a small vegetable shop with trays of chillies, garlic, ginger and onions lined up in front. Pointing through the windscreen to the mucky windows above the shop she said, ‘That’s where Jessica lives. Apparently, we have to go round the back to get in.’

      Gus pulled his lanky frame from the car, rolling his tense shoulders, well aware of the iciness coming off Sadia in waves. He stopped on the pavement and glanced at her, wishing she’d lighten up a bit. The job was hard enough without her being in a bloody mood. She really needed to compartmentalise or they wouldn’t be able to work together effectively. Sadia reached into the back seat to retrieve the MacDonald’s bag with the Big Mac she’d insisted they bring for Jessica and then brushed past him on the pavement. He reached out and grabbed her arm, spinning her towards him, ‘Come on, Sadia. It’ll all work out, I promise, we can make this work.’

      Sadia nodded, but the tightness round her mouth told Gus she was unconvinced. Stretching out his hand, he made to touch her face; she jerked her head away, glancing round and looking nervous. ‘Don’t, Gus. Not here, not outside, someone might see us.’

      Gus sighed and glanced round too. This was Manningham, heart of the Muslim area and very close to The Fort. Knowing Sadia was worried about one of her dad’s friends reporting back to him, Gus took a deep breath to calm himself. This was so bloody stupid and he was getting more and more fed up of the subterfuge. From the corner of his eye, he saw a movement from Jessica’s window. The raggedy curtain swayed as if someone had just moved away from it and as he glanced at Sadia, she raised one precisely plucked eye brow as if to say ‘see’.

      Gus turned with a grimace and made his way between the bags of onions and potatoes that were piled high under a makeshift shelter. Sadia followed, pushing her way through the haze of fruit flies that, attracted by the pulp of vegetation scattered along the alley, whizzed around their heads. Once clear of the odour, they climbed worn concrete stairs that led to a faded door with peeling blue paint on it. Before Gus could raise his hand to knock, the door swung open and Jessica stood there. The bags under her eyes and her pallor told Gus she’d hardly slept. She stood aside without speaking and indicated that they should follow her through.

      The flat smelt fresh and looked tidy except for a handful of woman’s magazines and two cups scattered on the small well-used coffee table. Realising that he was surprised by this fact, Gus smiled ruefully, making a mental note not to be so judgemental in future. Just because Jessica was Bazza Green’s niece didn’t mean she lived by his less than salubrious hygiene standards.

      ‘Sit,’ said Jessica, and looking as though her skinny legs couldn’t hold her upright a moment longer she sank into an enormous armchair. Sitting childlike between the oversize padded cushions, she scrunched her legs up beneath her and proceeded, with agitated movements, to fold and unfold the tissue she held in her hands. At some point since the previous night she had showered and changed into skin tight jeans and a bobbled old woolly jumper. Replacing the dark mascara smudges, on her face were angry red blotches and flaky skin. Further evidence of her tears lay in the bundles of screwed up tissues that filled the waste paper basket and overflowed onto the threadbare carpet.

      Despite feeling sorry for the girl, Gus knew that the best way they could help her would be to get down to business. He’d dealt with too many victims in the past to allow their sorrow to submerge him. He could pity her later, but for now he needed to extract whatever information she had.

      ‘Jessica,’ said Gus, positioning himself on a chair opposite her, his arms loosely draped over his knees as he leaned towards her, deliberately maintaining a non-threatening stance. ‘I’m Gus McGuire and I’m in charge of finding out who did this to Trixie.’

      Jessica’s lips trembled as she nodded, her eyes flicking over to Sadia as if for reassurance. It was clear that Jessica and Sadia had a rapport so, Gus with a brief nod to his colleague, indicated that she should take over.

      ‘Look, before we start I’ll make us a cup of tea.’ said Gus, ‘and I bet you haven’t eaten?’

      Jessica shook her head, looking slightly confused, presumably by Gus’ solicitousness. Like a magician, Sadia drew a bag from behind her. ‘Dada – MacDonald’s Big Mac with cheese. Dig in, Jess, or I’ll be offended.’

      A ghost of a smile flitted over Jessica’s face as she pushed her sleeves up her arm and accepted the bag. Withdrawing the boxes, as eagerly as puppy would unearth a bone, she said, ‘Oh, Sadia, you got me, girl!’ Then took a huge slurp of milk shake. ‘Chocolate’s my favourite.’

      As Jess stuffed her face, Gus sidled into the small kitchen that had been created by placing a grubby plaster board partition in the corner of the room. Busying himself making the drinks, Gus took the opportunity to glance round the cramped space.

      A variety of brightly coloured magnets on the fridge held a selection of photos of Trixie and Jessica, arms round each other, cheeks together. Gus placed a finger on Trixie’s face. She was slightly shorter than Jessica, and he thought she had an air of sadness about her – as if her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. His eyes moved to a jumbled pile of letters that lay next to a plate with a smear of jam on its rim and covered in crumbs. Humming to cover the noise, Gus sifted through them. They were mainly bills addressed to both girls, but amongst them was a single sheet of scruffy paper without an envelope. Gus glanced through to the other room where Jessica was still stuffing fries into her mouth.  He flipped the single page over and read: Lost your phone again? Thursday 8pm. If you can’t make it text me. Luv Sx

      Interesting, thought Gus. Wonder which of the girls it was for and wonder who ‘S’ is. No date so nothing to say the meeting was arranged for last night but, this ‘S’ is a definite person of interest. As the kettle pinged off he put the letters back, tossed a couple of Bettabuy tea bags into the teapot and sloshed in the boiling water. A final glance round showed him another picture of Jessica and Trixie together. This time Trixie looked vibrant and smiled widely straight into the camera, whilst Jessica looked intently up at the other girl, with a faint smile on her face. Gus frowned and leaned over to get a better look. He shook his head and moved away. There was something about the picture but he couldn’t think what right now. It would come to him later, if he didn’t push it.

      When Sadia came to help carry the tea cups through, he brought her up to date on the scribbled note.

      ‘Good snooping, Hercule,’ she whispered following him through with a cup of tea in each hand.

      Jessica, looking slightly better for having eaten, leaned back balancing the tea on the arm of the chair. Sadia took out a small recorder and placed it on the table between them. ‘You don’t mind do you, Jessica? It saves me having to worry about missing anything out when I’m taking notes.’

      Jessica shook her head and Gus leaned forward. ‘First of all, Jessica, have you remembered anything that might help us with finding Trixie’s family?’

      Jessica sipped her tea and shook her head.

      ‘Nothing at all?’

      ‘Nothing. She said I was all the family she needed.’

      Gus smiled and in a gentle tone said, ‘I’m just wondering if her family could have something to do with this. It would be good to eliminate them from our enquiries.’

      ‘She hasn’t been in touch with them since she left. They don’t even know where she is. I mean was.’ Her voice caught slightly and she grabbed a tissue and rubbed her eyes.

      ‘Okay, Jessica. You’re doing really well. Any idea what she was doing at the allotments last night?’

      Jess shrugged, ‘Seeing a john, I suppose’

      ‘Didn’t you tell each other when you had appointments? You know for safety and that.’

      ‘Well yes, if we knew in advance but, if we were picked up off the street we’d just go.’

      Sadia leaned forward. ‘Jessica, last night was Thursday.’

      Jessica looked puzzled. ‘Yeah, I know.’

      ‘Didn’t you say that Trixie was Bazza’s pet and didn’t have to work during the week? Wasn’t Thursdays one of his nights?’

      Jessica glanced quickly from Gus to Sadia and frowned. ‘So what? She shouldn’t have been working, but she’d done it before. I told her Bazza would kill her if he ever found out.’ She paused, hand to her mouth, ‘Oh Fuck! I didn’t mean that. Bazza wouldn’t kill her.’

      ‘Would Bazza arrange to meet her there, Jess… at the allotments?’

      ‘What? Down the allotments?’ Jessica laughed. ‘No way! Bazza took his pet to his flat and used his king-size bed. Fed them champagne and strawberries like in that Pretty Woman film. It’s the only way he could get off. He even had a picture of Julia “Blow Job Lips” Roberts, above his bed. He wouldn’t shag down the allotments. He thought he was a cut above that sort of thing…’ She paused, head to one side, ‘… not that nylon sheets, carpet sticky with spunk and Millions scent with an underlying tone of Eau de BO Bazza, was upmarket by anyone else’s standards.’

      How the other half live, thought Gus.  Jessica’s words were conjuring up images he’d rather not see. Poor Trixie… it was a toss-up whether she was better off on the streets or holed up with the delectable Bazza Green. ‘Okay then, not Bazza. But, would she meet someone else down there in secret, maybe?’

      Jessica looked down at her hands, her chin trembling, ‘No, she wouldn’t. We didn’t have secrets, me and Trix’

      ‘Do you think Shahid could have something to do with this?’ asked Sadia.

      Jessica reached for her tea and carried it to her mouth too quickly, spilling it on her jeans. She shoved her mug on the table and jumped to her feet, grabbing tissues to soak up the tea. Gus raised an eyebrow and Sadia grimaced.

      ‘Don’t know who you mean?’ said Jessica finally sitting back down

      Sadia leaned towards her and clasped Jessica’s hands in hers. ‘Come on Jess, don’t be a pain, we need your help. For Trixie’s sake.’

      Jessica threw a tissue in the general direction of the bin and said nothing.

      ‘Come on, Jessica, we’re asking about your brother, Shahid Khan.’

      ‘I’ve not got a brother.’ And tears began to roll down her cheeks.

      ‘Oh, Jess,’ said Sadia, ‘Shahid Khan is your half-brother and he pimps the girls in Bradford 3. Last week two of his girls, Camilla and Starlight, were killed just like Trixie. We need to find out if we’ve got some sick fucker out there doing this or if it’s a turf war between Bazza and Shahid.’

      Jessica sniffed and rubbed her eyes vigorously. ‘Look, Shahid is not my family. Trixie was. If he did this, get him and string him up by the balls. If he didn’t do this, still get him and still string him up because he killed my mother on his dad’s orders, so he should die anyway.’

      ‘Jessica! Come on, this is about Trixie, not your mum. Help us!’

      ‘Look, there’s no turf war going on. Bazza has a few girls that work this area but Shahid’s got the biggest business.’

      She stared Gus in the eye and continued, ‘Bazza’s happy with what he’s got. He doesn’t flaunt us in the Muslim community, so they ignore us.’ She grimaced. ‘Well, them that don’t visit us ignore us, anyway. We’re discreet. But, more than that, Bazza’s just not the sort to kill the girls. Or order anyone else to do it either,’ she added quickly, as if sensing that would be their next question. ‘Shahid, on the other hand has the morals of his father. He deals in drugs, guns, knives, organises robberies and everything.’

      ‘Don’t you and Shahid share a father?’ he asked.

      Jessica snorted. ‘Arshad Khan was no father to me… I’m glad he’s dead.’

      Gus decided to change tack. ‘How do you know so much about Shahid’s business?’

      ‘He hassles me sometimes. Doesn’t like that I work for Bazza. Doesn’t like the work I do. Says I can have an office job with him if I leave Bazza. I’d rather die than earn anything from him.’

      ‘Has he told you what he does?’

      Jessica shrugged. ‘Look, he’s capable of killing Trix. My mother damn near brought him up. He was always at our house. He hated his mum, hated his dad too but still, despite everything she did for him, the bastard poured petrol over her, threw a match on her and watched her burn. So, no, I don’t think he’d struggle too much with strangling a whore, do you?’

      Gus studied her silently and then said very quietly, ‘Jessica, why are you so sure he was responsible for your mother’s death?’

      Jessica looked straight at him. ‘He was there that night just after it happened and when I ran to help my mum, he grabbed me and stopped me. He stank of petrol. He did it.’

      ‘Did you tell anyone at the time, Jessica?’

      Jessica gulped. ‘Phew, do you think I’m stupid? No, I ran straight to Bazza as soon as I could and he’s looked out for me since.’

      Sadia shook her head. ‘Your mum wouldn’t have wanted that for you.’

      Jessica shrugged. ‘No, but I’m sure burning to death wasn’t in her plans either. You do what you have to, Sad.’

      Gus pushed his hand through his hair, and considered his next move. Could Jessica’s relationship with Shahid and Bazza be at the crux of this whole business? It didn’t really seem credible to him. Not after so long. If they’d wanted some sort of retaliation surely it would have happened when Shahid’s dad was still alive. Unless something drastic had happened that he didn’t know about, he didn’t think their animosity was enough to have them popping off each other’s girls. It just didn’t make sound business sense and these men were nothing if not business men.

      ‘So,’ he said finally, ‘Could you be a source of animosity between the two men?’

      Jessica jumped to her feet, agitated, ‘For God’s sake, I thought you were here to find out who killed Trixie not to make up stuff about Bazza and Hussain. They didn’t like each other. Khan may have wanted Bazza’s business but, he wouldn’t do owt to him… for my sake. For some reason he feels responsible for me.’

      ‘Okay, okay settle down,’ said Sadia. ‘I know this is hard but we really do have to ask these questions.’

      Jessica flung herself back into the chair and glared at them.

      ‘What about dodgy punters?’ asked Gus. ‘Any talk of a weirdo amongst the girls?’

      Jess thought for a moment and then shook her head, ‘They’re all bloody weird if you ask me, but nobody new on the scene. Nobody that we couldn’t handle. You know, just the usual.’

      ‘What about boyfriends? Did Trixie have a boyfriend?’

      Jessica picked up a tissue, blew her nose and looked down at her knees before answering. ‘Nah, no boyfriends. Not easy in this line of work.’

      Bullshit antennae on the alert, he persevered. ‘Are you sure? No boyfriends? Nobody new in the last couple of months? Somebody she might not tell you about, maybe?’

      ‘Fuck sake, what do you want me to do? Lie?’ shouted Jessica, glaring at him ‘I said no boyfriend and I meant it, okay? We had no secrets, none at all. I’d have known if she had a boyfriend, and she didn’t – right?’

      Gus raised an eyebrow. Well, that line of questioning had certainly provoked a response. ‘No need to get agitated. What about condoms? She always use them or what?’

      Jessica stared at him and then at Sadia. ‘Is he for real? Condoms? Of course we bloody use condoms.’

      Leaning closer, he said, ‘We know Trixie was an addict, and we know that addicts get desperate, and we know that, when addicts get desperate, they get careless. You get my meaning?’

      Face sulky, Jessica nodded.

      ‘So, think again. Did she always use condoms or were there times when she was so desperate for a fix that she’d let a punter do it nude for a few extra pounds?’

      ‘She was clean.’ Her voice was barely audible as she continued, ‘She’d been clean for weeks. Nearly two months in fact. She was going to do it this time. She really was.’   She looked pleadingly at Sadia.

      ‘Ssh, Jessica, ssh, I’m sure she was,’ Sadia put her arm around the distraught girl’s shoulder.

      ‘She used to sometimes do it without a condom. Just when she was desperate like. But not anymore. Not now she was clean.’

      ‘Did she owe anybody any money?’

      ‘Nah, I don’t think so. I helped her pay off her debts two months ago, so I’m sure she was clear.’

      ‘Who was her dealer? Was it Bazza?’

      She shook her head, ‘Not Bazza. He only deals in ecstasy and tranqs for raves. I think she sometimes went to one of Shahid’s fences and,’ she frowned, ‘yes, now I think about it there was one bloke with an accent I caught her dealing with a few months ago. But I think it was a one-off. I’ve not seen him again.’

      ‘What was he like? White? Asian? Tall? Short?’

      ‘White, medium– I don’t know, didn’t pay attention. Ask one of the other girls who do drugs, they’d know.’

      Gus paused. ‘You know, when she was with Bazza, did he use a condom?’

      Looking pale and defeated, she nodded. ‘Yes, Bazza always looked after his health. He’d never do it without a condom’

      Gus stood up. ‘We’re nearly finished here and you look like you could do with a good rest. We’ll get your statement typed up and someone will bring it round for you to sign tomorrow. But, before we leave I’d like to have a look through Trixie’s things, okay?’

      She pointed him towards a door leading off the living room. ‘That’s Trixie’s room.’

      Entering the room, he closed the door behind him, pulled on a pair of latex gloves and took out a small hand-held tape recorder. Standing, by the door, he glanced around and, in a low voice, recorded what he saw.

      ‘Very small box room with a single bed against the wall under the window, dressing table against opposite wall, with a single wardrobe beside it. Barely enough room to walk between the bed and the other furniture. The room is neat but feels empty. There is no clutter and no personal bits and pieces on the dressing table... Has Jessica cleared it out?’

      He moved over to the dressing table and drew his finger through a layer of dust and then opened the drawers. ‘Thick layer of dust covering dressing table. Top drawer contains two pairs of old panties and an open pack of Tampax. Second drawer contains an assortment of pens and paper – no diary or address book. Third drawer contains two shrunk T-shirts and a jumper.’

      

  




Since when did any woman own only two pairs of knickers, and scruffy ones at that? Moving over to the bed, he pulled back the duvet, ‘no sheet on bed… Query… washed or hidden or what? Mattress has an assortment of old stains.

      He spun on his heel and glanced round. Never had he been in a room so lacking in personality. Seemed like Trixie was a minimalist but, even to Gus’ male eyes her lack of belongings seemed extreme. Maybe she’d packed up ready to move. Without telling Jessica? That could explain it and it would certainly put a different complexion on things. He didn’t get the impression from Jessica that Trixie was planning on moving out.

      Opening the wardrobe door, he moved a few empty hangers around and studied the two pairs of old jeans and the parka jacket that hung there. Then, he stepped to the foot of the bed and stopped, slowly turning in a circle, taking in all that he saw. ‘Query: where are all the posters and pictures on the walls, the cuddly toys, make-up, shoes?’

      On a whim he fell to his knees and looked under the bed. Nothing. He stood up and went towards the door then, nodding to himself, he went back and lifted the mattress up. There flattened against the wooden slats was a Morrison’s bag. He picked it up and opened it. Inside were two cards. One was a Valentine’s card with ‘To T luv S xx’ on it. The other was a birthday card addressed ‘To Trix’ and signed ‘Love forever Shahid xx’.

      Gus sprang to his feet flipped his hand in the air and said, ‘Gotcha!’

      

      12:15 Oak Lane

      Glancing at Jessica for the fifth time, Sadia wondered what the hell was keeping Gus. Jessica looked ready to drop off and she felt guilty for keeping her up when she was so clearly exhausted. ‘Come on, Jess,’ she said, pulling the girl to her feet, ‘Let’s get you to bed, huh?’

      Jessica made to protest, but Sadia said, ‘Look you’re knackered. A sleep will do you good, okay?’

      With a quick nod, Jessica got to her feet. As she turned to head to her bedroom she turned and gripped Sadia’s arm, her fingers pressing so hard Sadia was sure they’d leave a bruise. ‘Sad, will you do me a favour? For old time’s sake?’

      Sadia felt her heart sink. She had a sneaking suspicion about what Jessica was going to ask and she just didn’t know how she’d be able to refuse this girl; the girl whose mother she’d seen burn to death outside her childhood home.

      Before she had a chance to respond, Jessica continued, her voice earnest. ‘I need you to look into it for me, Sad. I need to know for sure. No-one else will take me seriously but you were there. You saw it.’ Tears welled up in her eyes. ‘I need you to prove once and for all that Shahid did it.’ She let go of Sadia’s arm and began kneading her hands together. ‘Especially now, Sad. Especially now I’ve lost Trixie too. I need to know.’

      Sadia took a deep breath. What could she say to this girl who’d already been through so much? She glanced at the closed door of Trixie’s room cursing Gus for taking so long. If he’d been quicker she could’ve avoided having to answer. However, one look at the girl’s anguished face and she knew what her answer would be. Jessica needed closure. She handed the other girl a tissue and said, ‘Dry your eyes.’ When Jessica had wiped her face and blown her nose, Sadia continued, ‘Okay, Jess, this is what I’ll do. I’ll look into it. I can’t promise anything but, I’ll have a look at the old files and see what I can find out.’

      Jessica began to thank her but Sadia interrupted, ‘Look, I’m not promising I’ll find proof that Shahid did it. Personally, I don’t think he did but, I promise you, I’ll look into it and if I find something – and I’m telling you now, Jess, it’s a very big if – I’ll try to pressurise the powers that be to reopen the case. This is a real long-shot. Do you understand that?’

      Jessica nodded but Sadia knew that she didn’t really believe it. She knew Jess had pinned her hopes on Shahid being discovered culpable for her mother’s death. The thing was, she knew how unlikely that was. Shahid had been pretty much a kid himself when it happened and Sadia knew he’d loved Millie to bits. No, she didn’t think he was responsible but, if she could find something to prove his innocence then at least Jessica would have closure and perhaps she, Shahid and Imti could be reunited.

      ‘Now, bed for you.’ Sadia pushed open the door leading to the second bedroom and guiding the girl into the room, she gently pushed her onto the huge double bed that stood against the central wall. Eyelids already drooping, she scootled over to the far side of the bed and, pulling the duvet up to her chin, fell asleep.

      Feeling sorry for her, Sadia studied the sleeping girl for a second before turning to look round Jess’ room. Two bedside cabinets with matching alarm clocks stood on either side of the bed. The room was filled with pictures, cuddly toys and junk ornaments, the sort you could win at fun fairs. Two slim wardrobes stood side by side with a dressing table beside it covered with make-up and bits and pieces of jewellery. Sadia was glad that Jessica’s flat was at least homely. She thought momentarily about setting one of the alarm clocks, decided against it and left the room to find Gus waiting for her by the door.

      ‘What?’ She whispered when she saw his smile

      ‘Love letters from Shahid.’

      Sadia grinned back and then with a finger to her lips, she gestured to the door. Setting the lock they left the flat.

      

      12:30 Off Ingleby Road

      The courier had delivered, not just the guns as scheduled, but also some unexpected news. News that upset The Old Man very much. When he’d enlisted Anastazy’s help, he’d known he was taking a risk. The man was unpredictable with no boundaries and, despite being made aware of the benefits of keeping a low profile, he’d gone and done something stupid. The Old Man knew it was because of Serafina. From the minute Anastazy had set eyes on the girl he’d been besotted and that had been all right… until now. He had no quibble with Anastazy pursuing her; the girl meant nothing to him and, if it kept him happy, then that was a bonus. But now he’d gone and drawn attention to himself by stabbing the boy. Serafina would not keep quiet about Anastazy… it wasn’t in her nature. They’d have to come up with a solution quickly. Things were still too fragile for him to dispose of Anastazy and, unfortunately, Anastazy knew too much about his operations for The Old Man to allow him to be caught.

      Packing the guns away in the storeroom at the back of the warehouse, The Old Man was content. The smell of gun oil and metal had always soothed him and, as he checked each gun to ensure the serial numbers had been properly removed, he felt relaxed. Putting Anastazy’s stupidity to the back of his mind, he reflected on his life. His moniker, The Old Man, was misleading in itself, something the stupid Polish police hadn’t realised. For thirty years they’d been searching for an old man, never stopping to consider that the nickname was designed to mislead. He wasn’t old now and he certainly hadn’t been old when he first started out. It had taken them thirty years to even get close and in that time he’d amassed a wealth that should have taken him gracefully into his retirement. That was until that Detective Jankowski had begun to peel away the layers and close in on him. He spat on the concrete floor. Now, most of his wealth was tied up in Poland and he had been forced to escape to the UK. He’d started from nothing before, so this time it would be easier. He had contacts, he had some money, maybe not the huge wealth that was unavailable to him at the moment but enough to make a dent. Most importantly though, he had knowledge… information that afforded him certain benefits that he fully intended to exploit. He’d chosen Bradford because he wanted to hide among his own community. Only a few people knew who he really was and, of course, he had leverage… they all had people they cared for and that was their weakness, one he had no compunction about exploiting.

      He himself had no time for women and family. He considered them a distraction. Yet getting married and fathering children had provided the smokescreen he had needed in Poland and again when he’d had to uproot. He had always maintained the illusion of a perfect family with almost religious fervour. The fruits of his many enterprises had, until recently, provided his wife and children with a near decadent lifestyle. The only proviso he made of his wife was that she keep their sham of a marriage secret from the children and uphold their pretence. He didn’t love her, or the children… was that strange? He didn’t dwell on that much, preferring to concentrate on how useful they were. When the Polish authorities had gotten a little too close he’d been able to utilise the privilege of family to keep them off the scent long enough for him to flee.

      Of course, Anastazy, with his ability to transfer his assets, had been an essential requirement. Sometimes he wondered if, perhaps, he’d overestimated the influence he held over the younger man. He knew that as soon as Anastazy had outlived his usefulness, he would have to be disposed of, before he tried to dispose of The Old Man… but, for now, he needed him. He needed Anastazy to implement every stage of the takeover, whilst he himself fine-tuned the planning. From a safe distance

      Guns counted, The Old Man entered his office space. When they’d taken over the old supermarket warehouse, he’d spent a lot of money having it soundproofed and secured. He felt completely safe here. When he needed to, he could bring reluctant contributors here to convince them of the error of their ways, secure in the knowledge that they would not be interrupted. It was distant enough from the squalid little terraced house that was his temporary home, yet close enough to get to quickly. He was satisfied with his headquarters. Now, as he waited for the drug delivery that was due shortly, he considered how to minimise the damage caused by Anastazy’s rash actions. He trusted Anastazy not to have revealed himself to the boy so, that only left Serafina to consider. He needed to make sure she would keep quiet and there was only one way to do that.

      

      12:30 Birmingham

      Imti had spent a futile half-hour looking for Shahid. His uncle had been asking where Shahid was and Imti was getting fed up lying and making excuses for him. Why the hell couldn’t he just be there for their uncle? After all, it was their cousin’s wedding. He could at least make an effort, even if family stuff wasn’t his top priority. For God’s sake it was only for a few more hours. Wasn’t too much to ask was it?

      Imti walked round the back of the mosque to the small meditative garden that the community tended. Plants and shrubs were beginning to die back with the onset of the colder autumnal weather and the slight drizzle meant that the guests were mainly indoors; the women in their gold embroidered Lengha with ornate Mehndi decorating their hands and feet were in the main hall with the bride, and the men in less ornate, but none the less exotic-looking kurta pajama chatted in the smaller hall. Imti knew this sort of segregation irritated Shahid. He often told Imti it was backward, but as far as Imti was concerned that was just the way it was. It was their culture and although he himself wasn’t fully supportive of it, it didn’t rile him in the same way it did Shahid. Imti saw it as just part and parcel of being a community, a community that, at the moment, seemed to be constantly under attack in the media and, sometimes, even in the streets. It wasn’t as if he had such a huge family anyway: he’d no intention of alienating the relatives he did have by being arsy about things he knew he’d never change.

      He walked down the crazy-paved path to the Moghul-style gazebo. Shahid was sitting inside it, huddled over his phone. He and Imti wore matching suits. Shahid had railed against wearing traditional dress but Imti had ignored him. He’d gone along to Bombay Stores in Bradford and spent ages choosing the matching kurta in cream with traditional hand-sewn gold threading and midnight blue skinny pajama cuffs, collar and scarf. Shahid had moaned at the expense but Imti knew deep down he liked them… besides they looked smart, as smart as any of the Birmingham lot, anyway.

      Another wave of annoyance hit him as he strode towards his brother. He knew fine and well he was chasing around after that girl of Bazza Green’s. Idiot! Didn’t he get that this was all going to end in tears? He’d heard on the rumour mill that not only was she Bazza’s pet but she was also Jess’ friend. This was not going to end well for anyone. He suspected. Bazza would be pissed off that Shahid was diddling his girl and Jess would be absolutely furious. It’s not as if she and Shahid were even on speaking terms. Jess hated him and this would do nothing to pour oil on troubled waters.

      As Imti climbed the two shallow stairs that led into the gazebo, he saw the look on Shahid’s face and his earlier anger died away. Shahid looked bereft as he stared at his phone. So lost in his own thoughts was he that he didn’t even hear Imti’s approach.

      ‘You okay, bro?’ asked Imti, wiping a hand over the marble seating before sitting beside Shahid.

      Shahid looked startled and then, seeing it was Imti he smiled. ‘I’m fine Imti. You should be up at the wedding, not looking for me.’

      Imti nudged his brother on the arm. ‘Missed your scintillating convo. Everyone was asking where “the light of the party” was.’ He made bunny ears with his fingers and laughed at Shahid’s incredulous expression. ‘Okay, okay, I’m exaggerating. The only person that missed you was Uncle Majid. Auntie Nusrat was quite glad that you weren’t around, I suspect. She doesn’t really like you much, does she?’

      Shahid grinned. ‘No, miserable old cow. Had a go at me this morning. Just want to get this fucking wedding over so I can get back to Bradford.’

      Shahid jumped to his feet and started to walk towards the steps. ‘Come on, Imti, let’s get this charade over with.’

      Imti stood and put out arm to make his brother stop. ‘What’s wrong Shahid? Your face looks like a slapped arse.’

      Shahid raised an eyebrow, his lips twitched into a near smile and then settled into a sigh. ‘It’s nowt. Just can’t get a hold of Trixie, that’s all. She was supposed to phone me last night but, she didn’t and I’ve been texting and phoning her all morning. Nothing.’

      ‘She’s probably just busy or lost her phone or summat, Shahid. Don’t get why you’re so worried. She’s bad news, you know?’

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Imti!’ said Shahid pulling his arm away, ‘This is serious, right? Not just a silly fling – she’s pregnant, okay?’

      Imti watched open-mouthed as Shahid strode up the path back towards the mosque, then he ran down the steps and ran towards his brother. This was bad news, but he’d have his brother’s back, same as Shahid had his. Guilt for upsetting Shahid when he was already so distraught flooded through him. Catching up with him, he grabbed his shoulder and pulled him into an embrace. ‘Shit, I’m sorry, Shahid. Really sorry, okay? If she’s your girl, then that’s fine. We’ll deal with Bazza together, you and me.’

      Shahid allowed Imti to hold him, then pulled himself away, ‘And Jess?’

      Imti exhaled and then grinned ‘Hell yeah, and Jess. She’ll just have to get used to it, won’t she? Maybe this baby will make her forget all her silly accusations.’

      Shahid looked uncertain. ‘Not sure it’ll be as easy as that. It’s not like she thinks I stole her sweets, for fuck’s sake. She thinks I killed her mum.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah I know, but she’ll come round. Now, come on, let’s get this wedding over with and we’ll head back to Bradford in a bit and look for your Trixie.’

      Arms linked, the two brothers walked into the mosque.

      

      12:30 Oak Lane, Bradford

      After leaving Jessica sleeping in her flat, Gus and Sadia emerged onto Oak Lane. Something niggled in Sadia’s mind but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Maybe she was just still pissed off with Gus. For God’s sake, did he have to be such a bloody man about things. All she wanted was a bit of commitment. Maybe some compromise. It’s not like she could just cut herself off from her own father. His faith was important to him. More important even than the damn job and she knew just how important that was to him.

      All those weeks, when her mother was so ill and he’d still worked all the hours he could. Maybe he just wanted to escape the claustrophobic atmosphere at home. Sadia’s lips tightened… maybe he should have considered that she might have wanted a break from it all too. Funny how, now she’s gone, he seems to have eased back a bit at work. All of a sudden he’s got more time for the mosque. She could’ve done with him being there with her when her mother was upstairs dying, instead of leaving her with a series of ‘aunties’ who swanned in, cooked, gossiped, cleaned and tended her mum but, through no fault of their own, couldn’t provide what a teenage Sadia needed. How could they give the things her mother had? Not that her mum had ever been overly demonstrative but at least she was always there and Sadia knew deep down that, although distant, she loved her.

      What she’d missed most during that time was her father’s hugs and kisses. He’d always been more loving, more affectionate than her mother. He’d always been the one to provide relief from her mother’s more serious nature. He’d been the light and laughter in the house. Not any more, though. Gradually, she’d become aware, since her mother’s death, of a tightening of his emotions. A more controlled way with him, a stricter, more judgemental attitude. She’d first noticed it when she’d told him, expecting him to be over the moon, that she wanted to follow in his footsteps, that she wanted to join the police force. He’d almost exploded before her eyes. You’d think she’d told him she wanted to pose nude for Playboy the way he went on, quoting the Quran and saying it was no job for a young Muslim girl.

      She shrugged off her thoughts and brought her mind back to the present. She wasn’t quite ready to forgive Gus. For fuck’s sake, being a Muslim wasn’t so bloody bad after all and, if he loved her, surely he could revert, just to placate her father. She jumped when Gus spoke, interrupting her thoughts.

      ‘We’re going to have to re-interview her later, Sad.’

      Pulling her coat up against the persistent drizzle, Sadia took a step back to allow a group of girls in Grammar School uniforms to walk past, before replying, ‘Yeah I know. Clearly there’s a link between Shahid Khan and Trixie which could’ve complicated Jess’ relationship with her friend. You’d think she’d have mentioned it if she knew though, wouldn’t you?’

      Gus looked thoughtful. ‘Maybe Trixie kept it secret, knowing how much Jess hated Shahid.’ He pursed his lips. ‘What’s the betting he’s the father of the baby?’

      ‘Hmm, he seems the most likely candidate so far, doesn’t he? Wonder if he knows about it.’

      Gus’ phone rang. Retrieving it from his pocket, he nodded. ‘Yeah, well, it’s time to bring him in again, I reckon.’ Then, looking at his phone, he cursed. ‘It’s my mum. You take the car back. I’m going to nip home to let Bingo out. I need to clear my head a bit and my leg’s stiffening up. See you at the briefing.’ He smiled in what Sadia took to be a half-hearted apology and answered his phone.

      Sadia watched him, standing with his habitual hunch, his short mucky brown dreads speckled with droplets of rain, his coat unfastened and his blue eyes sparking with affection as he spoke to the woman he loved more than any other; his mum. She had noticed the way the Grammar School girls had eyed him up as they passed earlier. Not surprising really. He was one handsome bugger. From his side of the conversation, she deduced that his mum had dropped off some of her inedible cookies to the station and that Compo, who’d been testifying at court for the past week in a fraud case, looked very handsome in his suit. A fact Sadia found difficult to imagine, as Compo was, in her experience, not only incapable of looking smart but actively opposed to it. Some reference to hell dog Bingo told Sadia that Gus’ mum, Corrine, planned to take the mutt for a long walk at some point. Hopefully she’ll lose the bloody thing, thought Sadia and then, immediately, felt guilty, for she knew Gus would be devastated if the dog was cut from his life. He’d had more than enough losses to contend with recently.

      She took her keys from her pocket and unlocked her car. Slipping behind the wheel, she watched Gus stride down Oak Lane to the ornate gates that marked the entrance to Lister Park, phone still held to his ear. An unexpected wave of emotion flooded her and turning the key in the ignition she came to a decision and, instead of heading up Oak Lane to The Fort, she headed towards the traffic lights at the bottom and took a left, heading along Keighley Road.

      

      13:30 Marriners Drive

      When he arrived home, Gus was surprised to see Sadia’s car sitting in the drive and assumed there’d been a breakthrough on the case. He sped up and burst through the front door to find Sadia standing at the bottom of the stairs waiting for him. He knew at once, from the look on her face, that she had something other than work on her mind and, after the debacle on the way back from Halifax in the morning, he was only too willing to comply. Without uttering a word, she held out her hand to him and when he clasped it, she led him upstairs, her arse swaying as she moved, making him feel like one of Pavlov’s dogs as he all but salivated in anticipation.

      ‘This is so naughty,’ murmured Sadia heading over to the bedroom window. As she stretched to pull the curtains closed, Gus came up behind her and, nuzzling her neck, he slipped her jacket off her shoulders and propelled her over to the bed. As soon as the back of her knees hit the side of his king size bed, he pushed her so she landed at an angle, smiling up at him. There earlier disagreement thrust aside, Gus returned her smile. He didn’t want the hassle with her father to get in the way of their relationship. He knew it was going to be a very fine balancing act, but she was worth it. He knew they’d find a way forward that kept everyone happy, but for now he was going to live for the moment. He slid on top of her and began placing small kisses along her jawline. ‘You started this, Sadia, besides, we’ve worked all morning and we’ve been at that damn PM. We deserve a half-hour’s break before we head back.’

      He continued to kiss her until the sound of paws half scampering, half skidding on the laminate flooring had him groaning in frustration. He pushed himself up, ignoring her grin and loped over to kick the bedroom door shut, narrowly avoiding Bingo’s snout. Bingo scraped loudly at the woodwork and, from the depths of his belly, emitted a woebegone whimper. Gus cast a disgruntled look at the door and ambled back to the bed kicking off his shoes as he went.

      Sadia lay, eyes smouldering behind dark lashes. God, she was beautiful, thought Gus as he pulled her to him again. But Sadia pulled away and looked him straight in the eye, her eyes pleading. ‘Gus, I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t expect you to revert. How could I? I’m hardly an advert for a good Muslim myself, am I? I just hate all this deceit. It wears me down and I suppose I was looking for an easy option.’

      ‘Look, Sad, it doesn’t matter. Let’s just take this one step at a time, yeah? Let’s just enjoy being with each other. We’ll deal with the shit when it hits the fan, okay?’

      He rolled on top of her, moulding her body to his and with an exaggerated wink said, ‘I know you’re not keen on this but, I’m the boss and, well, the boss gets what the boss wants, right?’ As she giggled, he kissed her gently on each eyelid and pulling her hair from its band, he smoothed it over the pillow.

      Sadia, already unbuckling his belt, laughed. ‘That, sir, smacks just a little bit of sexual harassment. I might just have to do something about it.’

      ‘It’s your own fault Sadia, all morning that perfume of yours has been egging me on. It’s been driving me crazy.’

      ‘Has it now?’ she asked, pulling up her skirt to reveal that she’d already removed her underwear.

      ‘Oh, I’m in heaven,’ he whispered, as he slipped inside her. ‘I think you’re doing something about it right now.’

      ‘Yes, but be quick, darling’ she arched backwards, wound her legs round his waist and thrust upwards, ‘I don’t want to miss the samosas.’

      Gus threw his head back and laughed. Then, very slowly he pulled himself out from her. ‘Oh, you know, I never rush a good thing.’

      With a growl, she tensed her legs and pulled him back into her before suddenly flipping him over onto his back so that she was straddling him.

      Gus closed his eyes and giving himself over to the sensations flooding his body, thought I’ve died and gone to heaven. Without warning, he sensed her body tense and she stilled. His eyes flew open and he too became aware of the thud of footsteps ascending the stairs accompanied by his mother shouting, ‘Bingo, Bingo walkies!’

      He looked at Sadia. ‘Shit!’

      Sadia scrambled off him cursing under her breath and Gus, still half-dressed, shot up and to the door, zipping up his trousers as he went. He stepped onto the upstairs landing, closing the bedroom door behind him. ‘Oh, hi, Mum. What’re you doing here?’

      ‘What do you think I’m doing here, Gus? I’m collecting Bingo for a walk. More to the point what are you doing here? And who does that car in the drive belong to?’

      Gus hated lying to his mum but he was damned if he was going to tell her the truth. Knowing her she’d be delighted to know he had a woman in his life but he wasn’t sure Sadia was ready for his mother’s inimitable presence. Feeling as if his face gave him away he tried to avoid eye contact with her as he replied. ‘I do live here, you know?’ Then as his mum put her hands on her hips he shrugged, ‘I just nipped back to let Bingo out. I borrowed DS Hussain’s car.’

      Corrine nodded and clicked her fingers for Bingo, who was gazing up at Gus, his tail wagging nineteen-to-the-dozen, to follow. She turned to retrace her steps downstairs and then, foot poised to step off the bottom step, she looked up at Gus. ‘You do realise L’Eau d’Issey is a woman’s fragrance, don’t you Angus?’

      Momentarily flustered, Gus raked his fingers through his dreads, ‘Eh?’

      His mum sniffed in an exaggerated manner. ‘I smelled it as soon as I came in. It just happens to be one of my favourite scents, too.’ She stepped onto the hallway carpet, before adding, ‘And, of course, you are, and always have been, a dreadful liar. Say hi to DS Hussain for me, won’t you?’ and with a wink, she headed along the hallway to the door. Bingo, tail wagging in anticipation of a walk, followed, leaving Gus staring after them, feeling like he’d been exposed as a fraud of mammoth proportions. He mentally kicked himself. He should have known better than to try to get one over on his mum. Hearing the front door bang closed, he re-entered the bedroom to find Sadia still lying on the bed, grinning. ‘Your mum’s bloody awesome, isn’t she?’

      Gus sunk to the bed and pulled Sadia to him, feeling that ‘awesome’ was the last word he’d use to describe his mum at that precise moment. ‘Katie and I could never get away with owt when we were kids, but you’d think I could pull off a minor deceit as an adult. Seems I was mistaken.’

      Sadia laughed and ruffled his hair. ‘Now, where were we before we were so rudely interrupted?’ she said, nibbling his lip before he could reply.

      Later, sweaty and satisfied Gus lay panting on the bed, ‘Bloody hell Sadia! Where in heaven’s name did you learn to do that?’

      Sadia grinned at him and wiggled her eyebrows. ‘That’s for me to know and you to worry about.’

      She jumped from the bed winding her hair into a bun so it wouldn’t get wet in the shower. Gus laughed and threw a pillow at her naked bottom as she wandered at a leisurely pace to his en suite. As the shower ran, Gus contemplated joining her but knowing they were cutting things tight for the briefing, he got dressed instead.

      When she’d done, Sadia brushed her hair back into its ponytail, whilst Gus opened the curtains and looked out the window.  ‘Wonder if that’s the neighbour’s new car,’ he said, watching a red Vectra idling part way down the hill. Sadia circled her arms round his waist and looked over his shoulder at the car.

      ‘Mmm, nice model isn’t it? She pulled him round towards her and pirouetted on the spot. ‘Do I look sexed up or will I do for work?’

      Gus turned to look at her. ‘You look sexy, but you’ll do for work.’

      

      13:30 Marriners Drive

      What a stroke of luck that he’d recognised her car as she turned left onto Emm Lane. He’d been at the Subway next to The Turf pub for his lunch and was heading back to work when he’d noticed her turning off Keighley Road. So, he’d quickly slipped into the right hand lane and followed her in time to see her turning into McGuire’s street.

      He couldn’t have planned it better if he’d tried. He’d seen her pull into McGuire’s drive and managed to get a few photos of her taking the key out of her pocket and using it to gain access to Gus’ home. The fact that she had her own key was a loaded gun as far as he was concerned.

      He’d driven past the car and gone down to the bottom of the road that was blocked off by bollards to stop people using it as a shortcut to avoid the lights. He’d done a U-turn and ended up parking halfway up the incline in prime position to see Gus heading along the road on foot. Things just got better and better. He picked up the camera from the passenger seat where he’d put it moments earlier and thanked God for digital dates and times. More incriminating evidence. He fired off a few more shots as Gus glanced at Sadia’s car and then ran up the few steps, slipped his own key into the lock and entered the house.

      Wonder what those two will be getting up to… in the middle of the day too. Naughty, naughty!

      Barely five minutes later he was aware of movement at the upstairs front window; the master bedroom, he presumed. He raised his camera on zoom and laughed to himself as he took a series of pictures of Sadia arms raised to close the curtains and Gus’ distinctive dreads bouncing in the frame as he nuzzled her neck and slipped her jacket off. You beauty! Conclusive, indisputable evidence. He giggled, knowing exactly what was going on behind those closed curtains, and knowing he’d captured enough to prove it. Putting the camera down, prepared for a long wait, he picked up his Subway roll and unwrapped it. He’d taken only a single bite when another car pulled up at the bottom of Gus’ drive. Shoving the roll onto the dashboard and hastily wiping his fingers, he grabbed his camera and took a few photos of the diminutive woman who alighted from the Range Rover. Catching a glimpse of the woman’s features as she walked round her vehicle, he realised that she must be McGuire’s mother.

      Again, he watched as she went up the steps and used a key to enter the house. Maybe McGuire should be a bit more discerning about who he gives a key to. He smirked, wishing he could be a fly on the wall right now. Wonder what Mumsie will make of her son bedding a Paki. Mind you, half those bloody blacks’ll shag owt that moves by all accounts.

      Minutes later he saw Gus’ mum leave the house with a yapping dog, which jumped into her car before she drove off. He grinned. Wonder how McGuire reacted to coitus interruptus. Wonder if Mumsie’s presence put the kybosh on him getting his leg over. Fifteen minutes later the curtains opened and he saw Gus silhouetted against the window. Seconds later Sadia joined him resting her chin on his window, as they looked out. Brighton flicked his cigarette out the partly open window and again took a few photos. Happy with the day’s work he put the camera down and headed off before Gus and Sadia came out and saw him waiting there.

      

      14:15 The Fort

      ‘Right, dig in,’ said Gus dropping three huge boxes of Mo’s samosas on the table. He was a firm believer in rewarding hard work and he knew his team deserved a treat, so he and Sadia had stopped off at Mo’s to grab the food and cans of Rubicon Mango for everyone.

      Compo, nose in the air sniffing like a bloodhound, jumped to his feet and dived on the box marked ‘meat’. ‘Bloody starving’ he said, ‘Takes it out of you giving evidence in court you know?’

      Gus laughed, ‘Thought you’d already had cookies from my mum.’

      Mouth half filled with samosa, pastry flakes floating down to land on his white shirt, Compo nodded. ‘Yeah, great. Had some earlier. I’ve left a few in the tub by the Tassimo machine.’

      Alice nudged Compo out of the way and homed in on the veggie samosas. ‘You’ve left crumbs, Compo. Just crumbs and, to be frank, I’m surprised you didn’t hoover them up too.’

      Compo stopped chewing and looked up at Gus, contrite. Alice nudged him again ‘Idiot! I’m only teasing. You should know by now you’re the only one that ever eats Mrs McGuire’s cookies – they’re perfectly vile.’

      Shaking his head, Compo gulped down the last of his samosa and hand outstretched to grab another said, ‘I think they’re great. Dunk them in some hot chocolate and you’d never even know they’re slightly charred.’

      Gus patted him on the back, ‘Just glad you’re here to eat them, Compo. She’d be right offended if no-one ate them.’

      After the others had gathered round and helped themselves to samosas, Gus called the briefing to order. ‘Updates? Who’s going first.’ He perched himself on the corner of his desk and looked round his team. Alice and Sampson looked like they were buzzing. Sampson was grinning and Alice was flushed. Brighton sat at his desk, his expression guarded. He was the only one who hadn’t availed himself of Gus’ hospitality stating that he’d eaten his lunch already. Gus didn’t like the vibe the other man was giving off. He felt there was an arrogance in the way he swung on the back two legs of his chair like a know-it-all adolescent cheeking the teacher. He hoped Brighton had come up with the goods in his absence. That would go a long way to dispelling some of the doubts Gus had about the man.

      ‘Sampson and I’ll start, if you like?’ said Alice, bouncing in her chair like an eager schoolgirl.

      God thought Gus what is it with the school analogies today. Anybody’d think I was a damn head teacher or something. He nodded at Alice and, picking up the marker pen, stood to update the crime board as she spoke.

      When she’d finished he said, ‘So, none of Bazza’s girls added anything other than possible underage girls from Eastern Europe and a big foreign guy in a baseball hat. Better check that out with Khan’s girls. See if they’ve seen him. You and Sampson’ll do that this after?’

      Alice nodded, ‘Sure. Mind you, Gus, I think there was something they were holding back. Something to do with a boyfriend, I’m sure, but they wouldn’t spill. What did you think, Sampson?’

      Sampson’s habitual flush stole across his cheeks. ‘Yeah, they looked edgy. And Armani shut them up before they slipped up.’

      A loud snort interrupted Sampson and everyone turned to look at Brighton. ‘Yes?’ said Gus, his expression stern.

      Brighton shrugged and dropped his chair back onto four legs with a bang. He grinned, ‘It’s just some of the names they come up with. Makes me laugh.’

      Gus stared the other man out, then, ‘You have a strange sense of humour, Brighton, and it’s not one I appreciate, so just can it, eh?’

      Brighton held Gus’ gaze and swung his chair back onto two legs. Whilst his voice sounded contrite when he apologised, his look said otherwise. Gus was unconvinced of his sincerity, but let it pass.

      Alice, sending a dirty look in Brighton’s direction, said. ‘I’ll try with them again tomorrow, if we don’t get anything else to go on. I’ll take Sampson with me. He earned his stripes this afternoon at The Prossie Palace, didn’t you, Sampson?’

      Sampson nodded with a slight smile. ‘Think I did all right.’

      ‘All right?’ Alice looked at Gus. ‘This guy had them eating out of his hand and you know how hard that can be.’

      Gus grinned, remembering his first encounter with the working girls at The Prossie Palace three years previously, when it had first opened up. He’d barely made it out alive, especially after Scarlet, the ringleader had taken a fancy to him. Hats off to Sampson if he coped so well on his first visit. ‘Well done, I’m in awe. I embarrassed myself totally on my first visit and couldn’t get out of there quickly enough.’

      Gus turned to Brighton. ‘Well how did you get on this morning? Anything from the door-to-doors or the phone line?’

      Brighton frowned, ‘Not a bloody thing. Selective hearing and vision if you ask me. Half of them don’t want to get involved, according to the troops on the ground.’

      ‘You’re probably right, but keep on top of it, will you? Something might pop. Any luck with tracing Trixie or possible similar crimes elsewhere?’

      ‘Well, I did have a go looking for crimes with a similar MO, but nothing so far. I’ll keep at it though, there’s still a lot to get through. I’ve sent a photo of Trixie to the Bridlington area Missing Persons in the hope that something’ll pop. If it’s okay with you I’d like to enlist the media to circulate her photo so we reach a wider audience. Maybe that’ll help.’

      Gus nodded, wondering if his blow up earlier had done Brighton some good; he seemed to be pulling his weight, even if his attitude left a lot to be desired. ‘Yeah, good idea. Get onto that.’

      Sadia took over updating the crime boards whilst Gus updated his team on the preliminary PM report and what they’d discovered in Trixie’s room. ‘So, I sent two PCs to The Delius to pick Shahid Khan up, but they were informed that he’s attending a family wedding in Birmingham and isn’t due back till Sunday. Naturally, the bouncer in charge doesn’t know where the wedding is. Anyway, I’ve got onto my contact on the Birmingham force and he’s looking into checking out Arshad and Shahid’s relatives in Birmingham. Hopefully they’ll get back to us with an address this afternoon.’

      Compo raised his hand, looking, to Gus, like a naughty schoolboy with his white shirt, now splodged with the ketchup he’d dipped his fourth samosa in. His tie hung loose with one bit flipped over his left shoulder.

      ‘Is the baby Shahid’s, then, Gus?’

      ‘Well, until we get proper confirmation we can’t be certain but, clearly, we need to get that clarified ASAP.’

      ‘Well, in that case, do you want me just to bypass the Birmingham lot and get Shahid’s relatives’ addresses in Birmingham. It’ll only take five minutes or so.’

      Gus nearly got up and kissed Compo. ‘You’re a whizz kid, Compo. Do it.’

      

      15:15 The Fort

      As everyone got back to work, Brighton sidled over to Sadia who was inputting her report from the morning’s work into her computer. In a quiet voice, he said, ‘You feeling okay, DS Khan?’

      Sadia glanced at him, looking puzzled. Brighton smiled, satisfied that he’d put her on the back foot, as she said, clearly forcing a neutral tone, ‘Perfectly, DC Brighton. Why?’

      He shrugged. ‘Just thought you looked a bit flushed like. And your hair looks a bit damp. Wondered if you’re running a temperature. You know, coming down with something? Maybe you’ve been overdoing it?’

      Sadia frowned, but continued writing. ‘I’m fine, Brighton, but when I’m poorly you’ll be the first to know, okay?’

      Brighton nodded. ‘That’s good, wouldn’t like to think the boss has been taking advantage of you.’

      Sadia darted a glance at him, but Brighton stood, hands in pocket, an innocent expression on his face. He knew she was wondering what he was up to and he enjoyed the feeling of power that gave him. He disliked her supercilious expression, her arrogant assumption that everyone would jump when she asked. Her dad was nearly as bad, but, as far as Brighton was concerned at least he was a male, albeit a Paki, so he had the right to act a bit superior. Enjoying toying with her he continued, ‘Maybe you should get a bit of exercise. They say getting a bit of a sweat going is good for the endorphins, you know?’

      This time when Sadia looked at him, he replaced his innocent expression with a blatant smirk. Let the cow wonder what he was on about. Make her squirm. She deserved it after the way she’d treated him the previous night and judging by McGuire’s reaction today she’d indulged in a bit of pillow talk. Well she’d soon see. The last laugh would be on him.

      She narrowed her eyes and glared at him. ‘Something on your mind, Brighton?’

      With pointed arrogance, he increased his smirk, raising one eyebrow to accentuate his amusement and said, ‘No, nothing at all.’

      He walked over to the table and helped himself to a samosa. He took a bite and then, raising his voice, said, ‘DNA on the sperm’s come through.’

      ‘What?’ said everyone at once, all turning to look at him.

      ‘Came in earlier. They put it on your desk, Gus, but I picked it up in case it got misplaced.’

      Gus stood up, swallowed a too large mouthful of samosa, coughed and spluttered crumbs all over his desk before moving over to Brighton and in a quiet voice said, ‘What the fuck were you doing, removing things from my desk? What you should have done is contacted me straight away. What the hell were you thinking?’

      Brighton glanced at Sadia, ‘I thought you might be busy.’

      Gus slammed his hand on the table, but kept his voice low. ‘Busy? Course I’m busy. We’ve got three unsolved murders here. That evidence is crucial to the investigation. Why didn’t you include it in your report a minute ago?’

      Brighton blanched and his shoulders tensed. Who the hell does McGuire think he is, talking to me like that? He wouldn’t even have noticed the fucking report on his desk of it wasn’t for me. Worst case scenario that idiot Compo would have spilled something on it or, at least, it would have got covered with the rest of the files everyone kept piling up there. He should be grateful to me. He handed the report to Gus, annoyed when he noticed his hand was shaking.

      Gus glanced through the report and then punched the air with his fist. Ugly bastard, thought Brighton as Gus’ dreadlocks bounced around in his enthusiasm. Looks downright manic with those dark rims round his pupils. Like the fucking devil. How the hell does a darkie end up with blue eyes anyway?

      With effort, Brighton managed to maintain a bland expression as Gus told the team, ‘Right the sperm matches DNA on file from Shahid Khan. That places him with Trixie sometime before she was killed.’ He snapped his fingers at Compo. ‘Got that address in Birmingham?’

      Compo nodded and pointed to the printer which had just whirred into action. Gus grabbed the printout and thrust it at Alice. ‘Get Shahid Khan picked up, ASAP.’

      Whilst Alice scurried off to activate the request, Brighton cleared his throat again. He knew he was pushing his luck but, if he played his cards right, he’d wouldn’t have to worry about DI Gus McGuire for much bloody longer. He’d have someone with a bit more clout in his pocket. He lowered his head and feigned an apologetic look, ‘Em, the fingerprint results from the bottle came through too.’

      ‘Give me bloody strength’ said Gus, grabbing his head with both hands ‘Don’t tell me the fingerprints are Hussain’s too?’

      Covering his smirk, Brighton continued, his tone placatory, ‘No, No they’re not. They belong to one Patrick O’Donnell, previously arrested on public disorder.’

      Gus ran his fingers across his forehead. ‘Please someone tell me why Patrick O’Donnell sounds familiar?’

      Sampson stood up. ‘Well, sir, when I was in bookings, I remember one Patrick O’Donnell got picked up most weekends. Special needs like, you know? Alcoholic but simple as well. Tended to sit outside the church singing hymns all night so the locals couldn’t get to sleep on a Saturday night. That church near the allotments, now I come to think of it, St Augustine’s, I think it is.’

      ‘Right, Sampson, see if you can locate him and bring him in. If he’s drunk, try to sober him up with black coffee and sandwiches.’

      Gus turned back to Brighton and said, ‘I suppose Doc McGuire’s written report’s back too?’

      Brighton sifted through a pile of papers on the desk. ‘Yes, it’s here too. Looks exactly like you said; cause of death, strangulation. Evidence of unprotected sexual activity. No evidence of rough sex, unlike with whore one. Tox report’s not in yet, though.’

      For seconds everyone in the room stood still, waiting for Gus’ response. Brighton knew he’d blown the placatory attempt. Fuck’s sake, why’d they have to be so PC about everything? The girl was a whore and no using fancy terms, like sex worker, changed the fact that they opened their orifices, in exchange for cash, from any punter that happened to take a fancy to them.

      Gus’ response blasted across the room like a firebrand. ‘Are you a fucking arsehole on purpose or can you just not help it, Brighton? If you’ve got Tourette’s, get it diagnosed and I’ll ignore your disgusting unfeelingness for the deceased, otherwise get yourself a dictionary and look up some respectful ways to refer to murder victims. You are seriously trying my patience and its only day one.’

      Gus turned away, but swiftly swivelled back his sharp features pinched in anger ‘and while we’re at it my “dad” as you call him, has a title. He’s a renowned and well respected pathologist and it is in that capacity, not in the capacity of being my parent, that he makes his post-mortem reports.’ And prodding Brighton fiercely in the chest he ended, ‘Use his bloody title.’

      

      16:15 M1 North

      Shahid was content to let Imti drive. He was by far the better driver and he didn’t get stressed by the motorway queues in the same way Shahid did. Besides which, Shahid had enough to worry about. They’d finally dragged themselves away from their cousin’s wedding. He’d noticed that despite his uncle’s obvious sincerity in begging them to stay longer, his aunt had looked distinctly relieved to see the back of them. There was no love lost between Shahid and her, although to give her her due she did always treat Imti as if he was one of her own kids and that redeemed her in Shahid’s book. She could be a prize bitch to him as long as she kept her toxic attitude away from Imti.

      What had started as mild annoyance with Trixie for not picking up the previous night had escalated to outright anger after a couple of hours. However, now, nearly twenty-four hours later, Shahid’s anger had given way to a deep and persistent sense of foreboding. This was so not like Trix. Yeah, she could be a bit erratic but they had something to celebrate now. She was happy and he was getting ready to move her away from Bazza. He bit his fingernail, grimacing when he drew blood and wondered if Jessica had something to do with Trixie’s radio silence. He’d promised Trixie he’d let her break the news to Jess, but who knew how she would’ve reacted.

      His phone rang, breaking him out of his thoughts. He flicked the screen, saw Jai’s name on the screen and answered. ‘What’s up, Jai?’

      Frowning, he listened as Jai explained that the police had been round looking for him. What the hell did they want? He’d not got anything dodgy on the go at the minute. Nothing that warranted a piggy visit anyway. When he hung up, he glanced at Imti who had turned the music down in order to listen into the conversation. He was tempted to ask Imti to contact Sadia Hussain to see if she knew what was going on, but decided against it. It was probably about Camilla and Starlight and, as he knew nothing about their deaths, he reckoned he needn’t worry about the police for now. Not when he had Trixie to worry about.

      Halfway through explaining to Imti what Jai had said his phone rang again, this time it was his Uncle Majid. Assuming that Imti, as usual, had forgotten something, Shahid grinned at his brother and answered, ‘What’s he forgotten this time, Uncle?’

      However, when he heard the police had gone to the trouble of tracking him down at his uncle’s house, Shahid felt the first stirrings of unease form in the pit of his stomach.

      This didn’t seem like just routine enquiries. This had the feel of something altogether more serious. Why else would they track him down in Birmingham when he was due back in Bradford soon?

      Hanging up, he looked at Imti. ‘Put your foot down, Imti, something’s not right.’

      He just hoped it wasn’t anything to do with Trixie.

      

      16:30 The Fort

      Gus walked over to a chair carrying his umpteenth mug of coffee of the day in one hand and a sheaf of papers in the other. He sat down and rolled his shoulder. A stab wound to that shoulder had been followed, a few months later, by a bullet wound earlier in the year and it was prone to seize up if he didn’t move it regularly – and for the past couple of hours he’d been hunched over his desk doing paper work. The office radiators, which, for some obscure reason  were regulated centrally, blasted out heat making him feel lethargic. Raising his arm up to stretch his stiff shoulder, he exhaled before pulling his jumper off. He tucked his shirt back into his jeans, grimacing when he noticed the numerous creases he’d hoped would stay hidden under his jumper when he’d put it on this morning. He really did need to get on top of his laundry. Either that or invest in some crease-free shirts for work.

      Glancing up, he saw Alice grinning at him. God, couldn’t a man forget to do his ironing without getting found out? He jutted his chin out, ‘Yeah, got something to say, Cooper?’

      Her grin widened, ‘Not a word boss. Your sartorial elegance is, as usual, unsurpassed by us mere mortals who utilise irons.’

      Trying to hide his embarrassment he opted for an indignant response. ‘Hmph! Waste of bloody time ironing clothes. All it does is add to global warming.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah if you say so.’ Alice took a bite of a Mars bar and chewed. ‘You know you could just pay someone to do your ironing if it’s an issue.’

      Gus looked at her, assuming she was taking the piss but she looked quite serious. Did people really pay to have their ironing done? Hmm, maybe he could ask Mo’s wife if she knew someone who’d do it… then again, maybe not. He could imagine the slagging he’d get from Mo. Pushing the pile of paperwork away from him, Gus stood, stretching his leg. ‘Apparently, Shahid Khan’s on his way back from Birmingham. What do you reckon to the DNA results, Al? Think he’s the father?’

      ‘I think those letters you found in her room combined with the fact that it’s his sperm is pretty conclusive evidence of some sort of relationship with Trixie.’ Alice perched on the edge of Gus’ desk and, popping the last of her Mars, into her mouth, she chewed furiously before continuing, ‘Maybe a relationship gone bad? I mean the unprotected sex makes me think “relationship” as opposed to a quick shag. I mean, why would Khan, with all those girls of his, fraternise with one of Bazza’s if there wasn’t something more to it?’ She licked her fingers and popped the wrapper into an empty Irn Bru can, which stood on Gus’ desk. ‘Most of the women are pretty health-conscious, you know? The Prossie Palace drums it into them. Mind you,  Trixie was a recovering addict, maybe she lapsed and took a risk in exchange for a quick fix… but it doesn’t seem Shahid’s style, does it?’

      Gus had been thinking that himself. Khan wasn’t the sort to fraternise with the enemy’s girls, nor was he the sort to take unnecessary health risks. Besides which, Trixie’s tox screen results had come back. ‘There were no drugs in her blood. Jess said she was clean and it looks like she was right. Hopefully, we’ll find out more from Khan when we pull him in. What I’m having difficulty with is working out if the three murders are linked or not. Trixie’s makes me feel uneasy’

      ‘Okay, we have a relationship between Trixie and Khan, but what about the other girls? Are all three murders linked or not?’ asked Alice

      ‘Why were Patrick’s fingerprints on Trixie’s bottle when the others were wiped completely clean?’ said Gus standing up and stretching his leg using the rubber physio band that looped around one leg of his desk.

      ‘Well,’ said Alice, jumping down and moving back to her own desk, ‘My money’s on two perps, the second being a copycat. I reckon Khan did Trixie in a fit of passion and then tried to cover up by using the bottle. After all, he knows exactly how Camilla and Starlight died.’

      ‘It’s one theory, but let’s keep our options open. I’m still intrigued by the report from The Prossie Palace of the Eastern European girl being beaten by an unidentified punter. We need to look into a possible takeover bid from an external company. I’m waiting on reports from Vice about that.’

      ‘I suppose Sadia will be interviewing Khan with you, Gus?’

      Gus shook his head. He knew Alice still thought he was favouring Sadia but he couldn’t be arsed getting into that at the minute. ‘No, Alice, it’ll be you and me. Sadia’s close to his brother Imti and she knows Shahid. She’ll not be involved in this aspect of the investigation.’

      

      16:45 The Fort

      Sampson heard Patrick O’Donnell before he saw him and, following his dulcet tones along the corridor, he also smelled him first. Alcohol fumes floated after him, strong but unfortunately, not strong enough to cover the fetid stench of his unwashed body or the waft of dried urine that seemed determined to clog Sampson’s throat. Raising an eyebrow at the duty officer who had escorted O’Donnell up to the interview room Sampson said, ‘Give him a trough full of black coffee will you, Bob. Maybe he’ll sober up enough to be interviewed in a bit.’

      Bob humphed, shaking his head, ‘It’ll take more than coffee to sober him up.’

      Sampson suspected he was right but he knew he had to try anyway. Neither he nor Gus held high hopes of the interview with Patrick O’Donnell proving fruitful but they had to try. It seemed likely that O’Donnell had just chucked the empty bottle in the allotments and the killer had just grabbed it to use on Trixie. Mind you, that didn’t explain why he hadn’t wiped the prints off this time like he had with the other two women. Maybe he had been disturbed.

      Sampson looked through the peep hole and saw Patrick O’Donnell sprawled on a chair, legs spread out, revealing a spreading wet patch blossoming out from his groin area. From the bottom of his trouser leg urine dripped in an expanding puddle. His head was flung back and quite clearly his lungs were in excellent working order as he belted out an upbeat rendition of Onward Christian Soldiers. Lovely! No wonder the locals complained. O’Donnell’s singing was bloody tortuous.

      By the time he’d managed to interview O’Donnell, Sampson had been regaled with The Lord’s My Shepherd, All Things Bright and Beautiful and a rather ponderous rendition of Once In Royal David’s City. It appeared that O’Donnell’s choices were not entirely seasonal. It was also very clear that the only murder committed by the warbler, was of the songs he sang with unmelodious gusto.

      

      17:00 The Fort

      Gus’ nerves felt frazzled and he knew it was because he’d drunk too much coffee today. He usually limited himself knowing that an excess of caffeine often preceded a panic attack, but, in the middle of a big case he often found it difficult to find the time to make a pot of decaffeinated. He was just considering making himself some when Sadia walked over to his desk. He raised an eyebrow and waited. He knew from her expression and the way she looked round at her colleagues, who were engrossed in their work, that she was about to ask him something he might not be happy with. She bit her lower lip. Yes, she was after a favour of some sort. He hoped it was nothing to do with cutting Shahid Khan some slack. No, he corrected himself. She wouldn’t ever ask him to compromise an investigation, especially not for the likes of Shahid Khan. He leaned back, linking his hands behind his head and waited.

      ‘I want to look out the files of Jessica’s mum’s death. Maybe we’ll find something there that’ll give us an in with Shahid. It’s quite interesting that Khan was there that night and smelling of petrol and we’ve got a witness who will say that.’

      Gus studied her for a moment. He knew from the way she avoided meeting his eyes that there was more to this than she’d revealed. He considered his response then said, ‘That was a long time ago, Sadia. It’s a cold case and it’s not directly relevant to this. I’m not sure I can justify one of my officers spending time looking into something with such a tenuous link to our current case.’

      Sadia’s shoulders slumped and he saw a tell-tale flush spread across her cheeks as she glanced at Alice and then lowered her tone. ‘It’s Jess. She begged me to look into it and…’ biting her lip, she wrung her hands together, her face anguished, ‘I sort of promised. I know it’s not related really and I know it happened years ago, but Jessica is convinced Shahid killed her mother. Stands to reason that if he did that, he might just as easily be responsible for these murders.’

      ‘There’s a vast difference between the isolated killing of a woman twenty years ago and the current three murders linked by a similar MO, Sadia.’

      ‘Yeah, I know, but maybe there’s something to it. Stranger things have happened.’

      On the one hand, Gus was sceptical but, on the other, he had to admit to some curiosity about the Millie Green case. It seemed strange that no-one had ever been held accountable for it. Especially, with Millie’s links to Arshad Khan. He’d have thought the police would’ve been all over it, hoping to get something on him. Aware that Alice was earwigging Gus said, ‘And what do you think? Don’t you think you’re a bit too emotionally involved in all of this?’

      Gus hated interrogating her like this, but he’d no intention of treating her any differently from the rest of the team. If she wanted to follow a lead away from the main investigation then she’d have to justify it, just like any of the others would.

      She sighed, ‘I’m not sure. Maybe I am. It’s just I saw it, Gus. I saw Millie Green burn to death that night. I was just a kid myself but I know Shahid loved Millie. She was like a mother to him. I can’t see that he’d do it. Not really. His dad maybe, but not Shahid… but someone did, didn’t they? And, whoever it was, they’ve got off scot free.’ She brushed away and tear and sniffed. ‘I just want Jess to have some closure. If I can prove that Shahid didn’t do it, maybe Shahid and Imti and her could be a family together.’

      ‘And if he did?’

      ‘Well then he deserves to rot in hell then, doesn’t he?’

      As Alice walked over to join them, Gus saw Sadia tense and he wanted to bang their heads together. Why the hell couldn’t they just get on? He had enough to think about without their damn nonsense. He hoped Alice wasn’t going to stir things up.

      ‘Look, Sad,’ said Alice, ‘what if you do prove Shahid didn’t kill Jess’ mum, but then we find out he killed her best friend. What then?’

      Sadia’s eyes narrowed and, still looking at Gus, she said, her tone abrupt, ‘At least Jessica would know Shahid hadn’t killed her mother and she’d see him put away for Trixie’s murder.’

      Lowering her tone as if to exclude Alice she continued, ‘I don’t want to cover owt up, Gus. I just want to help Jess out. She’s had a shit life to date and this is hanging over her. Just let me have a look at the files. I’ll do it in my own time.’

      Gus looked from Sadia to Alice. Alice grinned at him and nodded moving slightly closer to Sadia. ‘Can’t do any harm can it, Gus? She says she’ll do it in her own time, so where’s the harm?’

      Never in a million years would he understand women. First they’re at loggerheads now they’re acting like co-conspirators. He threw his arms up in the air. ‘Fine. In your own time only though, okay?’

      Shaking his head, he watched, incredulous as Sadia turned and hugged Alice. He saw Alice’s blush as she extricated herself from Sadia’s hold and judged she was happy. He was just about to say something about a group hug when the door clattered open and DCS Hussain walked in. He looked briefly round the room, acknowledging the officers and then looked at Gus, his face stern.   ‘Update, please, McGuire.’

      Hiding his annoyance at being spoken to so abruptly in front of his team, Gus moved round to the boards and began to explain where they were with the case and that they were waiting on Shahid Khan’s imminent return to Bradford to interview him. He noticed that, on her father’s entrance, Sadia had moved to sit next to Alice at her desk, where she now sat, hands clasped in front of her and her head bowed. From the corner of his eye, he saw Alice flash her a supportive smile and was pleased that the tension between his two detective sergeants appeared to be easing, at least for the time being.

      Whilst Gus summarised, DCS Hussain, pulled out a chair and sat next to Sampson. Gus inwardly groaned when he saw Sampson’s face flush. Sampson and the DCS had had a run-in on their previous case and he knew Sampson was nervous in his vicinity. He wished the lad wouldn’t exhibit any weakness because, in his experience, the likes of Hussain fed on their victim’s insecurities.

      DCS Hussain frowned at Sampson and said ‘Don’t slouch boy, you’re a police officer, for goodness sake. Look like one!’ After ascertaining that the long cold pizza was halal, he helped himself to a slice. Gus hoped he choked on it, supercilious bastard that he was, and catching Sampson’s tightened lips he realised he too shared the sentiment.

      With the DCS nodding periodically, Gus, hoping that the creases in his shirt had fallen out or that Hussain wouldn’t notice them and see fit to humiliate him any more in front of everyone, mentioned Jessica’s assertion that Shahid Khan had murdered her mother and was surprised when DCS Hussain got abruptly to his feet, and interrupted him.

      ‘Solving these current murders seems to be stretching your limited capabilities quite enough without you bothering about a case that’s well and truly in the past.  I’m very disappointed in your performance thus far, McGuire.  I’d have expected results by now, not a hotchpotch of loose ends. For goodness sake, you haven’t even interviewed your main suspect in this case and yet, you’re thinking about a red herring from twenty years ago. Not satisfactory, McGuire, not satisfactory at all.’

      Gus felt his heart accelerate in response to the other man’s antagonistic voice. There was no need for him to adopt that tone and especially not in front of his team. Never in his police career had Gus come across anyone as abrasive as DCS Hussain. His previous boss, DCI Chalmers, had an emotional intelligence in dealing with the team, that brought the best from them. Hussain, on the other hand, seemed to believe that humiliating, criticising and badgering was the way to get results. He felt a compulsion to slam his fist into his boss’s face, yet, when he spoke, he somehow managed to kept his tone neutral. ‘A crime’s a crime, sir. If I can rattle Hussain by using Millie Green’s murder, then I will.’

      DCS Hussain’s expression darkened, ‘I don’t want you wasting time and resources on the word of a prostitute, McGuire… and that’s an order!’

      Gus heard Sadia’s sharp intake of breath, but he kept his gaze on her father who was too busy smirking at Gus to notice that she’d stood up, until she spoke.

      ‘Excuse me, sir,’ she said.

      Gus winced, hearing the insincerity dripping from each word and hoping that her father would be so far up his own arse that he’d be oblivious to her tone. What exactly was she playing at? This was not the time for her to put herself in the firing line. He was perfectly capable of withstanding whatever acerbic slights Hussain could throw at him.

      DCS Hussain turned towards his daughter, frowning, as if surprised to see her there. With an abrupt hand movement, he gestured for her to sit down. ‘Yes, Sadia, what is it? You don’t need to stand on ceremony; I’m your father after all.’

      Sadia, hands clenched into fists by her side, did not move. ‘I’ll stand if you don’t mind, sir.’

      Hussain sighed and waved his hand in a dismissive manner that again made Gus want to clock him one. ‘Have it your own way, child.’

      Gus thrust his hands into his pockets, his face like thunder, wondering if the other man chose his words deliberately to patronise, or if he was just an arse. He suspected a combination of the two.

      Sadia, her cheeks flushed, thrust her chin out and continued. ‘Jessica Green is a prostitute but, she wasn’t one when her mother burned to death before her eyes. She was a child, younger than me. No one ever listened to her or helped her. She believed Shahid Khan killed her mother on his father’s instructions and I think she’s got a point. Surely we can at least investigate it, sir?’

      Noting the pointed hesitation before she said ‘sir’, Gus sighed, willing her to take the challenging look off her face, as she glared at her father. Why did she always have to be so bloody confrontational? Didn’t she realise that this was a battle she wasn’t going to win and that drawing attention to it would just make it more difficult for her to look into the Millie Green case without her father finding out. Whilst finding her honest bravery commendable, Gus thought she had a lot to earn about diplomacy.

      DCS Hussain shook his head, in a way that reminded Gus of his nursery teacher when he’d done something silly. ‘You were always too impetuous, Sadia. Too quick to believe what you’re told. That’s not a good trait in a DS. Insh’Allah, you will outgrow it one day and then, maybe, you’ll be worthy of your position.’

      Gus opened his mouth to respond but before he could object to his superior officer’s assertions, Hussain continued. ‘No, I won’t sanction reopening that investigation. It was investigated robustly at the time. Clear up here and I’ll be happy. Is that understood?’ he glared, first at his daughter and then at Gus, adding, ‘You need to keep better control of your team, McGuire.’ He glanced at Sampson. ‘We’ve had trouble with them before.’

      Taking another slice of pizza, he looked at Gus. ‘As the investigation isn’t progressing as quickly as I’d like, I’ve taken the liberty of making an appointment for you to consult with a forensic psychologist. A Professor Carlton. Tomorrow at 2pm, Leeds Trinity University. There is a serial killer at large and you could do with some expert help on this one.’

      A sudden flash of anger, burst through Gus. Not because he’d been told to consult with a forensic psychologist – he admired their skills and welcomed their contributions to profiling offenders. No, Gus was pissed off that Hussain had made the appointment without consulting him first. When he replied, his tone was clipped but polite. ‘With all due respect DCS Hussain, much as I welcome the input, I’d rather make my own appointments. If you give me the number, I’ll reschedule the appointment to a more convenient time.’

      Hussain stood, his thin lips in a semblance of a smile. ‘No, McGuire. I’m issuing a direct order to you. You will consult with Professor Carlton at the time given. I thought you’d be champing at the bit to get some input from a renowned psychologist who has worked for a number of years at Quantico. Or… perhaps you think you’re better qualified.’

      The last statement, Gus knew, was a dig at his own degree in forensic psychology that had got him on the fast track scheme in the first place. He knew Hussain devalued the work of fast-tracked graduates at every opportunity. Gus was fine with that when it was merited. He was all too aware that some of his fellow fast-trackers had fallen short of the expectations their superiors had placed on them. However, he was equally aware that he was one of the success stories, with a proven track record behind him.

      Feeling ready to explode at the man’s arsiness, Gus took a deep breath as Hussain walked out, closing the door behind him. For seconds the air held a palpable chill before, as one, everyone released a huge breath. Then, just as they relaxed, the air was sucked from the room, when Hussain popped his head back round the door and spoke to his daughter.

      ‘Shamila phoned for you last night, Sadia. Strange really, as I was sure you said you were with her.’ He shrugged and his smile reeked of insincerity. ‘Never mind, beti, we can clear that little mystery up tonight after prayers, can’t we?’ and he pulled the door closed with a sharp click.

      Sadia’s face paled and she glanced at Gus, who shook his head with a worried smile. Shit, it looked like Sadia would be in for it tonight. Although she’d told him repeatedly how domineering and controlling her father was, Gus had, until now, thought she must be exaggerating. However, the behaviour he’d just witnessed left him in no doubt that every word Sadia had told him was true.

      The next thing he knew was that Alice had grabbed Sadia’s hand and was dragging her from the room announcing, ‘Toilet break, now. Come on.’

      

      17:25 The Fort

      Brighton had watched the interaction from behind his computer screen feeling smug. Earlier he’d seen what appeared to be a thaw in relations between Alice and Sadia when they’d been blabbing on to McGuire about something or other. They’d lowered their voices, so he’d been unable to work out what had caused this. However, from the bitch’s reaction to her father’s orders regarding the Millie Green murder, followed by Alice’s almost immediate evacuation, Sadia in tow, he surmised it had been concerning this.

      He intimated to Gus that he was taking a smoking break and, humming under his breath, left the incident room in time to see the two women disappear into the ladies’ loos. He’d give anything to be a fly on the wall during their conversation in there.

      Finding himself alone in the smoker’s shelter to the side of The Fort entrance, he used the time to consider his next actions. How soon should he give DCS Hussain the evidence he’d compiled about McGuire and the DCS’s spoilt daughter? He’d do it anonymously if he could. He knew only too well how often it was the messenger who was shot and he’d no intention of succumbing to that fate. However, Hussain had entrusted him to keep an eye on his precious daughter and the rest of McGuire’s team, and he’d agreed. With the prospect of a promotion looming on the horizon, Brighton couldn’t risk DCS Hussain finding out about Sadia and McGuire himself. No, he’d just need to bite the bullet and hope things would work out.

      He inhaled deeply, savouring the hit of smoke in his lungs. He’d print the photos off tonight and take them personally to the DCS in the morning. He grinned. Then he could sit back and watch the fireworks fly. DI McGuire’s days would be numbered and that bitch would be put on a tight leash. She’d probably be shipped off to Pakistan to marry her cousin or something… that’s what Pakis did after all. Yeah, that would be even better, and whilst McGuire was busy sorting out his career, Brighton could get his feet under the table by playing Hussain and McGuire off against each other. He frowned. He’d have to play it carefully though. He’d maybe been a bit too obviously disruptive earlier with the DNA and PM reports. Better ingratiate himself a bit more with McGuire and not rock the boat.

      Brighton flicked his cigarette towards the large metal ashtray and made his way back indoors as two bits of skirt from the offices walked into the shelter. As the women lit up Brighton eyed them up. One was a bit fat for his liking but the other? Well, he wouldn’t kick her out of the bed for farting, that’s for sure.

      

      17:25 The Fort

      Sadia followed Alice down the corridor and into the ladies’ toilet where she watched with barely concealed amusement as Alice checked each cubicle and, after ascertaining that they were empty, locked the external door and turned to face Sadia. Hands on her hips, she looked like an indignant elf. ‘Bloody hell, Sadia, what are you up to?’

      Sadia raised one eyebrow, feigning puzzlement. ‘What, Al?’

      Alice snorted, inelegant as ever. Again, Sadia refrained from smiling, sensing the other girl was in no mood to be teased.

      ‘Don’t you “what?” me, Sadia. Spit it out, right now!’

      In an attempt to delay responding, Sadia turned and began to fill the sink with cold water. A single glance in the mirror that ran behind the row of sinks confirmed that her face looked clammy and pale after the run-in with her father. Reaching round Alice, she grabbed a handful of paper towels and dampened them in the basin before mopping her face. Studying Alice’s reflection, she wondered what exactly it was that Alice wanted her to ‘spit out’. Not wanting to give anything away, she hedged her bets. ‘Not sure what you’re on about, Alice. It’s not news to anyone that my dad and I don’t get on very well.’

      ‘Look, I’m not a bloody idiot, you know?’ Alice huffed and, folding her arms over her chest, she leaned her bottom against the adjacent sink and glared as Sadia began to dry her face.

      Turning to face her, Sadia knew that Alice wasn’t going to let her get away with this so easily and she was proved right when Alice straightened and, chin jutting out, said, ‘How long’s it been going on?’

      Sadia tossed her used towels into the bin, ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘You and Gus aren’t keeping an eye on me because of what happened in Brent are you?’

      Sadia frowned. God, had Alice really thought she was spying on her? No wonder things had been chilly between them for the past few weeks. ‘Hell no, Alice. I wouldn’t do that. Neither would Gus. If someone wanted you monitored, Gus would have told you up front. He doesn’t do stuff behind the team’s back.’

      Alice grinned. ‘Yeah, that’s what he said too. So, you and Gus have nothing going on that you’re keeping from the rest of the team?’

      Sadia felt her cheeks colour as she tried to maintain eye contact with Alice without flinching. Finally, when it was clear Alice wasn’t going to budge she flung her hands in the air. ‘Okay, what do you think you know?’

      Alice’s grin deepened, ‘Well, judging by the way Gus looked ready to clout your dad when he spoke to you like that, I’d say Gus has more than just a professional interest in you. It’s me you’re talking to, Sad, and in case you wondered, I’m not bloody stupid.’

      Deciding that one more bluff was worth a try, Sadia looked straight at Alice and, tone firm, said, ‘Rubbish! You’ve got an over-active imagination, Alice, that’s all.’

      Alice laughed. ‘Yeah, right, and the way you looked when your dad was being arsy with Gus wasn’t more personal than professional, was it? I knew it. I should have guessed last night, but I got myself all aerated about Brent’

      ‘Oh Alice,’ said Sadia, her voice angry, ‘Let London go. It’s finished. Over. You’ve been exonerated. Graham Willis was the bad officer, not you. We all know that.’

      Alice shook her head, ‘Stop deflecting, Sadia.’

      Sadia closed her eyes and shook her head slowly from side to side for effect.

      Alice nudged her. ‘Again, at the risk of repeating myself, you and Gus are getting it on.’ And, in what Sadia considered to be a childish tone, but one that nevertheless had her creasing up with laughter, Alice began to sing, ‘Gus and Sadia up a tree K.I.S.S.I.N.G…’

      Sadia, realising that she was beaten, nudged Alice. ‘Okay, okay shut up! Yes, we’re in a relationship. We didn’t want everyone to know. Mainly because of what my dad would do, but also because it’s new and with him being my boss, it’s a bit iffy. Not that he makes any exceptions for me.’ As soon as the words left her mouth Sadia felt a huge weight lift from her shoulders. The past few months had been a strain. Keeping secrets wasn’t in her nature and she was relieved to finally share it with someone other than Gus.

      Alice sniffed. ‘Well, I’m relieved to be honest. I was going round the twist thinking you two didn’t trust me.’ She cocked her head to one side. ‘Professionally that is, because of course you didn’t actually trust me on a personal level.’ She paused and face serious, she looked at Sadia. ‘What are you going to do, Sad?’

      Sadia shook her head. After her dad’s performance, she felt even more confused. She loved him, course she did, but right at this minute, she wanted to disown him. Did he have to be such a pompous git with the team? And the way he’d treated Sampson? That was just unforgiveable… it was nothing short of bullying. ‘Gus thinks I should tell him but I can’t. He’d destroy Gus. His career, his life and maybe even Doc McGuire’s, too. He’s got weight, you know, he could make sure Doc McGuire doesn’t work for us again.’

      ‘I don’t get it. Gus is great. A good guy. Doesn’t womanise, holds a good job.’

      Sadia smiled. She was well used to this sort of reaction. At school she’d constantly had to explain aspects of her culture to her non-Muslim friends. But this was something she didn’t really have an explanation for… it just was. ‘Gus isn’t Muslim, Alice, and if he’s not Muslim, my dad won’t even consider him.’

      ‘It’s serious, then?’

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ said Sadia, tears rolling down her cheeks, ‘but I know how it will end.’

      Alice frowned. ‘How?’

      ‘Gus hurt again and me married to some bloke I hardly know.’ She hated the tone of self-pity in her voice.

      Alice snorted, ‘Oh, get real, Sadia. You’re twenty-five. You’re a woman not a little girl. He can’t decide for you.’

      Sadia realised how limp she was being, but she just didn’t know what she could do about it. How could she keep everyone happy when they all wanted and expected very different things?

      ‘No, you’re right. My dad can’t decide for me. He’ll just make the options very clear and then leave it for me to decide.’

      ‘Well, that’s okay then.’

      ‘You don’t understand Alice. I’ll have to let Gus go. Since my mum died I’m all my dad’s got left. He brought me up almost single-handedly. My mum was never in very good health and I can’t repay him in this way.’

      ‘Have you spoken to Gus about all this? Surely there’s a solution.’

      Sadia smiled. ‘I did mention the possibility of him reverting to Islam, but as you can imagine that didn’t go down too well.’

      Alice snorted. ‘God, I can imagine. Gus has got no time for religion, I can’t see him becoming Muslim, but, at the end of the day, Sadia, your dad’s not God. He can’t touch Gus or the Doc, for that matter.’

      ‘Hmm, you don’t know my dad.’

      

      17:30 Thornbury

      Serafina had stayed late at school hoping to find out how Hasnain was doing, but the last she’d heard was that he was still critical in Bradford Royal Infirmary. Of course, she felt responsible. Hasnain’s friend Benny’s words kept reverberating in her mind. She was certain in her own mind that Anastazy was behind the attack and it was her fault that he’d done this. Now, her mood matching the drizzle that speckled the streets and the darkness that the warm glow of streetlights did little to dispel, she trudged home. Anxiety had made her restless so she’d walked down the side streets to the interchange before catching her bus up Leeds Road to Thornbury. The hustle of crowded bodies, in damp steaming clothes, had done nothing to restore her spirits as she waited for her stop, near the Pakeezah supermarket.

      Memories of Anastazy’s taunting face at the bus window before he ‘shot’ Hasnain, merged with the hatred on Benny’s face when he’d heard about Hasnain, until both became contorted in the pool of blood she’d seen in the Lidl car park. She felt like throwing up and even her crucifix offered her no comfort as she jumped from the bus, and headed home.

      Pushing open the front door and stepping into the warm hallway, Serafina felt a frisson of fear. Something was different, the atmosphere felt heavy, the air malevolent and stagnant. She hesitated, head cocked to one side and then it clicked. The Polish radio station her mum normally listened to was silent. Her mum’s gentle humming, as she pottered about the kitchen was absent and there was no sign of her father upstairs getting ready for his night shift. Heart hammering, she threw her school bag in the corner near her brothers’ discarded trainers and, coat half-fastened, she burst through the kitchen door and ground to a sudden halt.

      Seeing her mother standing by the sink, her father beside her with his arms round her shoulders she felt immediate relief followed by the realisation that something must be very wrong for her father to hold her mother so. The most affection they ever shared was her mother’s clipped civility in response to her father’s silent expectations.  Her eldest brother, Jacob, leaned against the back wall and, as Serafina’s glance drifted over him to the figure seated at the table, she noted his fists were clenched by his side. A jolt of fear had her raising her hand in silent warning, her eyes wide and pleading as she willed him to be quiet. Thankfully, neither Luka nor Thomas were present.

      She turned, eyes flashing, to Anastazy, who straddled a chair, his arms balanced along its back grinning and swallowed. Her instincts told her to march over and pummel him till he admitted what he’d done to Hasnain, but, fortunately, her survival instincts kicked in before she could move. Anastazy had hurt Hasnain because of her and now, his presence in her home was a clear threat against her family. This was his way of telling her that not only could he hurt anyone she cared about, but that he most definitely would.

      Unable to contain herself, Serafina glared at him, her chest heaving. Finally, speaking in Polish she said, ‘You are an animal. Why did you do that to Hasnain? He’s just a boy. You had no need to hurt him.’

      Anastazy’s grin deepened. He glanced at her parents. ‘Your daughter has spirit, but maybe she needs to be taught respect.’ He scraped his chair back and jumped to his feet in one fluid motion. Before either Serafina or Jacob could protest, he grabbed her mother by the hair and dragged her to the centre of the room.

      Serafina looked at her dad but he stood motionless his expression unreadable. Why didn’t he react? Why hadn’t he done something? Cursing in Polish under her breath, Serafina ran over, tears flooding her face, and managed to grab Anastazy’s arm as he pulled it back, his hand formed into a fist ready to punch her mother. ‘Okay, okay. I am sorry. I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn. Please don’t hurt my mother.’

      Anastazy jerked away from her grasping hands and followed the punch through, hitting her mother on the jaw. He let her arm go and she slid to the ground. Serafina hands covered her mouth, as she looked with appalled eyes from Anastazy to her father, who remained glued to his position by the sink. With her eyes she beseeched him to do something, but he looked straight through her a strange half-smile on his lips. Realising he wasn’t going to move to help his wife, Serafina stepped forward and helped her sobbing mother to her feet.

      Behind her, Jacob roared and she felt a waft of air as he lunged towards Anastazy. Releasing her mother, Serafina spun on her heel and placed herself between the two men. ‘No Jacob, no! Let me deal with this. It’s me he wants. I’ll handle this.’ She forced her brother to look her in the eyes, her eyes that were begging him to back down. Breathing heavily, Jacob took a step back and lowered his arm.

      Anastazy laughed and spat in Jacob’s face. Head on one side, eyes narrowed he waited for a reaction. Jacob, a muscle in his cheek the only outwards sign of his anger, looked at Serafina, who shook her head. He backed off to the sink and running cold water on a cloth, he began to dab it on his mother’s bleeding lips. Serafina kept her eyes lowered in what she hoped looked like supplication to Anastazy but, beneath her lowered lashes they sparked in anger. ‘What do you want?’

      Anastazy leaned close to her, put his index finger under her chin and jerked her head upwards. Serafina made her expression neutral. He leaned in closer until she could smell a nauseous combination of nicotine and garlic. Trying not to flinch, she held her breath and waited. As if in slow motion, he lowered his mouth to hers and captured her lips, thrusting his tongue between them, as if he owned her. Then his hands reached up and grabbed her breasts, squeezing tightly, causing a small squeal to leave her mouth. Serafina heard her brother’s sharp intake of breath, as if from a distance and a single tear, escaping her closed eye, rolled down her cheek. Reaching up, she surreptitiously touched her crucifix, praying that, Jacob would find the strength to ignore Anastazy’s provocation.

      After what seemed like an eternity, he lifted his mouth from hers and leered into her face before tugging her hair hard. ‘You are mine, Serafina, don’t you forget it!’ He pushed her away and marched over to the door. Hesitating, he turned and allowed his malignant gaze to drift over each of them in turn before speaking. ‘You know what will happen if you speak out of turn about that boy, don’t you?’ When Serafina nodded, he smiled and said, ‘I’ll be back!’

      After the bang of the front door had signified his departure, Serafina stood motionless, her eyes closed. Had that really just happened? Her heart began to slow and her thoughts became more ordered. Anastazy had just issued a warning and she knew it was one she would have to pay heed to. The way he’d punched her mother made his intentions perfectly clear. She glanced at her mum who Jacob had seated at the kitchen table. She held a damp rag to her mouth and her eyes shimmered with tears. Jacob spoke reassuring words into the silent room. Her father hadn’t moved since Anastazy’s departure.

      Serafina pushed out her tongue to lick her dry lips and the sharp taste of nicotine made her stomach heave. She rushed over to the sink and vomited.

      

      19:25 The Fort

      It was one of those nights when all Gus wanted to do was get out of The Fort. He’d already taken an hour out for a swim up at the university but it didn’t seem to have hit the mark… He still felt lethargic and although some of his anger with DCS Hussain had receded, the lingering tension in his shoulders persisted. He knew he needed to let it go before it consumed him. He was also pretty fed up that Shahid Khan had still not been found. The police had gone to his uncle’s house in Birmingham, interrupting the wedding and, no doubt, doing sod all for community relations in the process, but Shahid had already left for Bradford. To date, there’d been no sight of him.

      Looking out the window, the heat from the radiators blasting onto his face; he wished he was anywhere but here. Heaton woods would be a great place to be. Well, maybe not at this time of night in the dark and probably not in the torrential rain that had just begun to splatter against the window, distorting his reflection in the glass. He turned away, considering packing up for the night when his desk phone rang. It appeared that Shahid Khan had presented himself voluntarily for interview and was now in an interview room. According to the duty officer, Shahid had said he’d learned of Trixie’s murder from his bouncer, on his return from a family wedding in Birmingham and had come to ‘help you lot catch the bastard who did this.’

      Gus walked down the corridor to the interview room with Alice in tow. The duty officer had, as per Gus’ instructions, put Shahid in one of the less hospitable rooms and Gus had waited half an hour before entering the room. No reason to make it easy for Khan: after all, at the moment, he was one of their main suspects. Gus was intrigued that Khan had opted to come into the station. There was no love lost between him and the police, so what had prompted his compliance?

      Khan, Gus presumed, was still wearing his wedding clothes. The Asian suit was far too ornate to be normal daily wear, besides which Gus reckoned Khan wasn’t the sort to wear traditional clothes if it wasn’t for a special occasion. Gus nodded at Shahid and sat down, Alice beside him, whilst Shahid continued to pace the floor, the fabric of his suit rustling as he moved. Gus’ eyes narrowed as he tried to gauge the younger man’s mood. Shahid looked upset, his eyes were red rimmed and Gus wondered if this was because of Trixie’s death. Clearing his throat, he began, ‘Well, Mr Khan, it’s really good of you to come for this little chat. Could you confirm that you are Shahid Khan?’

      Khan, pulled a chair out and sat straight backed in the chair. In an exaggerated gesture he raised his arm, elbow bent and flipping his cuff back with a finger, he looked at the state-of-the-art Rolex watch on his wrist. He looked at Gus and inclined his head. Gus could almost feel the frustration oozing from the other man’s pores. He didn’t feel bad for keeping him waiting. Gus had had too much experience of being messed around by Khan to spare him even a moment’s sympathy. He’d waited for hours for this interview and he was bloody sure it would be on his terms.

      ‘Could you confirm verbally, Mr Khan?’ said Gus, his voice pleasant. As ever the contrast between the two pimps struck Gus. Where Bazza Green was seedy and made your skin crawl, Khan was smooth, clean shaven and, when not decked out for a Muslim wedding, could easily pass for any young professional working in a bank or office. His usual clothes were designer smart and, if the thick gold chain that hung round his neck had anything to do with it, top of the range. No Asda sale items on his shoulders, thought Gus, making a mental note to reassess his own wardrobe. Khan was a living advertisement that crime actually did pay… and big bucks by the looks of it.

      Gus was pleased that for the time being, Khan had opted not to contact his lawyer. He seemed perfectly relaxed. Obviously got a good alibi, thought Gus. Leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table, Gus noted with interest, the way his right leg jogged on the spot, as if he were channelling all the nervous energy contained in the well- muscled body into that one limb.

      ‘Good wedding?’ asked Gus sifting through a pile of papers he’d brought into the room with him.

      ‘What?’

      Whatever Khan had been expecting, it wasn’t that. He frowned and then leaned forward. ‘Yeah, great wedding. Loads of hot totty and booze. Bridesmaid was a bit of a goer.’ Then scraping his chair back from the table he jumped to his feet and shouted, ‘What the fuck’s the wedding got to do with owt?’

      DS Cooper tutted and tapped her foot on the floor whilst Gus raised an eyebrow but remained silent.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ said Shahid, running his fingers through well gelled hair. He hooked the chair with his foot and dragging it towards him he sat back down. ‘Typical Muslim wedding, you know? Never got near any girls, stayed with the blokes and compared cars and watches. Satisfied?’

      Gus nodded, ‘Glad you enjoyed yourself. Tell me where you were on Thursday night?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Thursday night?’ repeated Gus ‘You got a hearing problem? I can speak louder if you like.’

      Shahid shook his head. ‘You can’t think I did this. Fuck! Trixie was my girl, you know. Bet it were the same fucker that offed Camilla and Starlight. You should be out looking for that sicko. I came in to try to help you lot, cos I care about her… cared about her.’ He took a deep breath and looking beyond Gus’s right shoulder he added, ‘We were going to get married.’

      Gus considered this for a moment. Shahid did look distraught. His usual arrogance was toned down a notch and Gus’ experience told him that Khan was covering up just how cut up he was about Trixie’s death. The fact that he’d turned up without coercion was a first for Khan. In Gus’ previous dealings with the man it had been like pulling teeth.

      ‘You care about Trixie, right?’ he waited for Shahid’s nod, then, ‘Well answer the question.’

      Khan shrugged. ‘Here and there, you know? Round and about.’

      Gus released an exaggerated sigh and leaned back, crossing one leg over the other as if he was settling in for the long haul, ‘Look we’re all here for the same thing. Be more specific and we’ll be able to rule you out of our enquiries. Where’s here, there, round and about?’

      Shahid raised an eyebrow, that told Gus in no uncertain terms that he was sceptical of Gus’ good intentions. ‘Forgive me if I don’t fully believe that you’re not trying to fit me up for this. You know fine and well you had me in here and raked me over the coals about Camilla, poor cow, then again after Starlight. Stands to reason you’re trying to put Trixie on me but, you see, this is different. She was my girlfriend. I wouldn’t hurt her.’

      Gus leaned forward, ‘You still haven’t answered my question, Shahid. Thursday night. Think back. I want all the gory details’

      ‘Oh, for crying out loud, why are you wasting time with me? It’s obviously a sicko punter on the loose. You should be out there looking for him, not hassling me. That’s what I pay me taxes for. To fund the likes of you.’

      ‘Well, I’m not so sure about your taxes, Shahid but, if you like we can go into that another time?’ Gus looked Shahid straight in the eyes until the younger man looked away, seeming a little less sure of himself. ‘Right, Shahid. Last time. Thursday night, where were you? And I promise I won’t bring up your tax situation again.’

      ‘Fuck’s sake. If it’ll get you off my case, I was with Trixie till about eight or so, then I was at The Delius. Imti does this underage disco thing on a Thursday night, so I worked upstairs in the office. Trixie was supposed to phone me at tenish, but she didn’t. I kept ringing and ringing her but she didn’t pick up.’ His voice caught and he rubbed his sleeve over his eyes and bit his lip. He stared straight ahead for nearly a minute then, with a belligerent expression on his face he looked at Gus. ‘I was in the office all night till closing. Then me and Imti drove to Birmingham for the wedding.’

      Shahid looked down at the table and sniffed. ‘I was cursing her, you know? Thought she was with Bazza. She’d promised me she wouldn’t go with him, no more. Not now. Bastard made Trixie his pet. She hated it, his sweaty paws all over her. Made my skin crawl. But I were taking her away from all that.’

      When he saw another tear roll down Shahid’s cheek, Gus signalled to Alice. ‘DS Cooper will get you a drink. What do you want?’

      Shahid shook his head. When he spoke his voice was full of despair, ‘The only thing I want is Trixie. Find who did this to her.’

      ‘That’s the plan.’ said Gus, ‘Where did you go with Trixie on Thursday? Somewhere nice and quiet?’

      Shahid nodded.

      ‘Aah, yes, I know the sort of place you mean. Quiet and secluded where you can be a bit intimate, yeah?’

      Shahid nodded, ‘Yeah, that’s right’

      Gus continued, ‘Dim romantic lighting? Maybe moonlight and a few stars?’

      Again, Shahid nodded, his shoulders hunched. He looked defeated but Gus wasn’t finished yet. He needed to be sure. Glancing at Alice, he continued, ‘What have I missed out, DS Cooper’

      Alice folded her arms and shook her head, ‘Beats me, sir’

      Gus snapped his fingers. ‘Oh that’s it. I’ve got it. It’s the scent I forgot?’

      Shahid looked puzzled, ‘What scent?’

      ‘That distinctive aroma of rotten vegetation, stale sex and sweat from the druggies that can only be found at Lilycroft allotments.’

      Shahid’s mouth gaped open and his face paled. Without waiting for him to recover, Gus said ‘That’s where we found Trixie’s strangled body.’

      Shahid shot to his feet, his chest heaving. He put his hands over his ears like a small child. ‘Shut up, shut up, shut up.’ He chanted backing into the far corner of the room.

      Gus glanced at Alice who shrugged, her eyes telling Gus she was as unsure of Shahid’s guilt as he was. Gus leaned over the table and in a quiet voice said, ‘Sit down, Shahid, sit down.’

      But Shahid was too far gone to respond. Leaning against the wall for support he allowed his body to sink to the floor and with his elbows resting on his knees he cradled his head and wept. Gus stood and walked over to stand beside him. He gently pulled the other man by the arms until he was upright and, arm round his shoulders he walked him over to sit back down at the table. Meanwhile Alice had gone to the door and ordered a mug of tea for Shahid. When it arrived she poured in two sachets of sugar and pushed the mug over to Shahid saying, ‘Drink.’

      She handed him a tissue and then sat down beside Gus. After a few sips of tea, some colour returned to his cheeks. He pushed the mug away and wrapped his arms round his body, rocking to and fro, in the same way he’d learned as a boy in mosque school, when he was learning the Quran.

      Gus broke the silence. ‘Look at me, Shahid. We know you were with her cause we’ve got a DNA match to your sperm. Do you deny it?’

      Shahid shook his head ‘No, she was my girl so I met her Thursday cause I was going to be away for a few days and yes, we had sex. Why shouldn’t we? We’re getting married?’

      ‘Not any more, you’re not.’ said Gus, his voice gentle.

      Shahid nodded in acknowledgement and fresh tears flowed down his face. ‘Where is she? I need to see her.’

      Gus laid a gentle hand on his arm, ‘Later, son, later, okay? I need to get your statement.’

      Shahid nodded and straightened up. Taking a deep breath, he said, ‘Okay, I’m ready. Trix and I met up around twoish. She told me that she’d told Bazza she was on. Having a period, like?’ He glanced at Alice as if for confirmation, and when she nodded he continued.

      ‘We walked about in town for ages but we were always on the lookout in case somebody saw us so we ended up at the allotments and, well, you know we were having a laugh and we made love.’

      ‘I don’t get it Shahid. You’ve got plenty of dosh. Why didn’t you take her to a hotel? I mean, if you were getting married, I’d have thought you’d have wanted to treat her… not shag her down Lilycroft allotments like any old whore?’

      Shahid rubbed the heels of his hands against his eyes. ‘I know, I know! We normally did go to a hotel. Don’t know why we ended up there. We were just mucking around like and one thing led to another and then I needed to get back and she needed to avoid Bazza. I wish to fuck I’d never gone near that fucking place with her.’

      Gus waited to give Shahid a chance to compose himself, then when he seemed to have calmed down he said, ‘So, when did you leave, Shahid?’

      ‘Well at around eight or half past. We thought we heard someone and she were worried that it might have been Je–’ He hesitated and then said, ‘One of the other girls, who’d tell Bazza she was with me. Then she’d lose her free rent and all.’

      Gus nodded, stood up and paced the room for a few seconds.

      ‘Look Shahid, don’t get me wrong, I sympathise with your loss but I’m just not getting it. Why was she still working for Bazza if you two were getting married? What did it matter if she lost her free rent – you’re loaded? Why was it all kept such a secret? Do you see where I’m coming from, Shahid? It doesn’t add up.’

      Shahid’s face flushed and some of his earlier arrogance returned. ‘It’s true. I loved her and I wanted to get married, look after her.’ He lowered his eyes and wringing his hands together on the table top, he added in a voice so quiet, they barely heard his words, ‘She were pregnant. We were going to have my baby.’

      ‘Then why not just whisk her away from Bazza? You’re not scared of him, are you? Unless of course that’s why Camilla and Starlight were killed. Was that Bazza’s way of warning you off his pet?’

      Shahid shook his head, ‘Nah, he’s not got the guts to do owt like that, not Bazza!’

      ‘No, then who killed the girls? We’ve got three dead working girls, one of whom is your girlfriend and who works for Bazza. It stinks of turf war to me, Shahid. Especially when you tell me Trixie was scared to leave Bazza. That doesn’t tally with you saying he didn’t have the guts to kill your girls. Makes me wonder if you and Bazza were sorting things out between yourselves. If Bazza’s so gutless why was Trixie so scared of leaving him?’

      Shahid glared at Gus. ‘It weren’t fucking Bazza that was the problem. It were Jessica, okay?’

      Gus frowned and pretended to be confused. ‘Why would Trixie’s best friend not want her to get out of this life?’

      Shahid snorted. ‘You having a laugh? You know damn well Jessica’s my half-sister and you also know, because that fucking Hussain bitch will have delighted in telling you, that Jess and I don’t get on. That’s why it was so awkward for Trixie. She didn’t want to tell Jessica she were seeing me. Jess would’ve gone ballistic if she found out.’

      ‘You telling me Jessica didn’t know about you and Trixie?’

      ‘Nobody did. It were a secret.’

      Gus felt that Shahid’s words rang true. Going by what Sadia had gleaned from Jessica, she wouldn’t have been happy at all about Trixie and Shahid, but was that enough of a reason to keep it all a big secret. He decided to push a bit more, ‘Still don’t get it Shahid. You sure it’s not all about Jessica blaming you for her mother’s death? After all Jessica thinks you killed her, doesn’t she? Maybe you did. Maybe if you were capable of killing Millie Green all those years ago, you’d be capable of killing two of your “girls” and your girlfriend now.’

      Shahid groaned, ‘Aw for fuck’s sake, maybe I should just lawyer up now. I didn’t before because I just wanted to help you find who killed Trix, but now you’re just taking the piss. Dragging up Millie. Fuck! I loved her. She were like my mum. I’ve spent the last twenty years trying to convince Jess I’d nothing to do with it and now you lot are dragging it all up. If I knew who’d killed Millie, I’d have given them up and, sure as fuck, if I knew who killed Trix, I’d make sure they were sorted, okay?’

      Gus nodded at Alice to take over and watched as she rested her arms on the table and with a sympathetic look on her face said, ‘See Shahid, what DI McGuire is wondering is, that maybe Trixie wasn’t so keen to settle down and play happy families with you. Maybe she heard how you Muslim lads make your white wives cover their bodies and hair and stay at home looking after the kids?’

      ‘Get a life,’ said Shahid. ‘It’s not like that now. I wanted her to have the chances she’d missed as a kid. I wanted her to train as a nurse, like she wanted. All I wanted was Trixie.’

      Gus decided to push one last time. ‘Yeah, but you see where we’re going? If she kept rejecting you, saying no, refusing to get married… Well, it’s understandable that a hot-blooded lad like yourself might lose it and hurt her. Course you didn’t mean it, did you Shahid? Didn’t mean to strangle her.’

      Shahid shook his head. ‘That’s not what happened. I’ve told you we made love and then I went when we heard a noise. She was fine when I left. She was supposed to phone me later, after she’d told Jessica about us.’

      Gus gathered up his papers and walked to the door with Alice following.

      Shahid stood up. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Giving you a chance to reconsider what you’ve told us. Oh, and here.’ Gus handed Shahid a piece of paper and a pencil. ‘Write down anything Trixie told you about herself. Where she came from, birthday, all that sort of thing, so we can locate any family she may have.’

      Shahid took the paper and crumpled it and threw it on the floor. ‘No way would I give you that information. Those people aren’t fit to see her again or go to her funeral.’ And he flung himself back into his chair.

      Gus looked at him and then said quietly, ‘I’d get yourself a lawyer now, Shahid, I think you’re going to need one.’

      Shahid looked up with tear-filled eyes and nodded.

      Back in the incident room, Alice brewed some coffee whilst Gus discussed what had happened with the rest of the team. ‘I really don’t think he murdered Trixie. I’ve interviewed him plenty of times before and he’s always cool as the proverbial cucumber. Today he was distraught. I’m not saying he didn’t have something to do with the Camilla and Starlight’s deaths but, I’m not convinced about that either. We need to re-interview Jessica, see if she knew about the relationship between Shahid and Trixie; and Bazza too. We need to find out more about the Eastern European girl and what happened to her. Who knows? That could be related.’

      

      20:45 Killinghall Road

      Anastazy sprawled on a large sofa in front of a 48-inch state-of-the-art TV set that dominated his living room. The volume was at least two notches louder than necessary but Anastazy liked the feeling of being surrounded by constant movement. It made him feel secure. Solitude, on the other hand freaked him out. He wasn’t one for enjoying his own company and much preferred to be out and about – but some things were best done in private.

      His large detached house stood at the corner of the crossroads separating Leeds Old Road from Killinghall Road. He loved that his address was Killinghall, thought it was apt, bearing in mind his chosen profession. He lived rent free, having secured the house from a Polish landlord in exchange for allowing the man’s mother back in Poland to live out the rest of her years in safety. Of course, that deal was open to negotiation. As far as Anastazy was concerned, nothing was written in stone and any ‘deal’ was subject to reassessment whenever he fancied. For now, though, it served his purpose to keep his side of the bargain.

      He glanced round the spacious living room and compared it to the cramped space that was Serafina’s home. As befitted his tastes the décor was sparse but clean. The landlord’s daughter came in and ‘did’ for him. He grinned: she also did the housework. Anastazy had no respect for any man who’d prostitute his daughter but, then again, he’d made it only too clear what would happen to the rest of the man’s family if he didn’t comply and, if he got fed up with little Mathilde, well, that was okay; for Mathilde had three younger sisters, each as ripe for the picking as she.

      On the glass coffee table in front of him was a bag of throwaway mobile phones. He selected one that was already charged and pumped in a number. After a rapid exchange in Polish with one of his contacts, he sat back and started flicking through the TV channels. He felt happy. He’d considered ramping up the pressure on Shahid Khan, especially since his sources told him the pigs had been practically camped out at both his home and The Delius, but his ‘unfinished business’ with Khan’s brother Imti had felt more pressing… well, that was until Serafina’s brother, Jacob, had dared to challenge him. He’d consulted with The Old Man and, with his usual callousness, the boss had agreed that Jacob should be the final message to keep Serafina on-side.

      Much as taking Imti Khan down a peg or two was tempting, Anastazy was a business man at heart and he agreed with The Old Man that taking care of business should be his first priority. His anger with Anastazy for stabbing the boy on Manchester Road had been scorching. Clearly, The Old Man didn’t like his people going off-piste and, in hindsight Anastazy couldn’t really blame him. It had been risky and if they hadn’t worked out a plan to get Serafina on-side, it could have been disastrous. If she’d gone to the police with her suspicions, it could have jeopardised everything. Anastazy was glad The Old Man had had his back on that one, although he was still smarting from the scathing words he’d used.

      Anastazy’s instructions to his contact had, therefore, been twofold. First, deliver another blow to Bazza Green’s infrastructure then, as a reward, the man could employ his carving skills on a big Polish turkey. For this one, Anastazy was keeping his hands well and truly clean. No point in alienating Serafina any more than the blow to her mother had already done. He was convinced that after his man was done with Jacob, Serafina would be only too willing to acquiesce to his every demand. After all, she had the health of her other two brothers to consider.

      

      21:15 The Fort

      Gus sprawled in his chair with his legs stretched out in front of him and a glass of whisky in his hand, glad, for once, to be on his own with his thoughts. The interview with Shahid Khan had lent a different complexion to the investigation and, to his mind anyway, Khan could be taken off the list of suspects. His earlier lethargy was replaced by a slow burning desire to think things through so he’d sent everyone home and lowered the lights, creating a less sterile, more productive atmosphere. He knew his shoulder would suffer for his bad posture later but, right now he was too knackered to move, besides which, from where he sat he had a prime view of the crime boards, illuminated as they were by a single spotlight above. He still couldn’t decide whether the three murders were connected. The MO was the same and popular opinion in the press appeared to be that there was a serial killer, targeting prostitutes, on the loose.

      Gus felt the other option of a turf war had its own merits too. But a niggle at the back of his mind made him doubt that it was a turf war between Khan and Green. They’d lived reasonably amicably in their own stables for nearly twenty years and ears on the ground reported no stressor that would have escalated their passive hostility to this type of activity. He shook his head. Bazza Green wasn’t above a bit of firebombing and Shahid Khan wouldn’t have to lower himself far to rough up some of Bazza’s girls, but this felt way too extreme for either of them.

      He took another sip of whisky, rolled it round his mouth allowing the chocolatey warmth to spread down his oesophagus as he swallowed and considered the other information that had just come in from one of the special constables. Apparently, a young lad, stabbed on Manchester Road, had come round and identified his attacker as being Eastern European. His description of his attacker was circulated to the specials and one of them had got back to the officer in charge saying that she’d had a similar description from a Polish man on Leeds Old Road. This man claimed that he was being forced to ‘allow’ his daughters to work for this man. He’d been too scared to name the man, but had demanded police protection. Although the specials increased their patrols in the area, the man was found stabbed to death the following week and his family had disappeared.

      What had piqued the special constable’s curiosity was the similar description of the attackers alongside the fact that both were stabbings and that both victims lived in Bradford Three. She’d also wondered why the Eastern European community in that postcode had closed rank when she questioned them about the incidents. She’d thought that they seemed frightened. This, for Gus, resonated with Alice’s report from The Prossie Palace about the young Eastern European girl being attacked and then fleeing in fear from The Palace. The question was whether this was related to his murders or not.

      He heard the door open behind him and, for a moment, imagined that it was his boss DCI Nancy Chalmers. Of course it wasn’t. After the Matchmaker case, Nancy had taken a sabbatical and, as far as Gus knew, was sunning herself in the South of France. He wished she was here right now. He’d gotten used to running his ideas by her over a whisky.

      He shrugged and spun his chair round as Sadia approached.

      ‘You okay, Gus?’

      As she plonked herself down in the chair opposite his desk, he held up his whisky glass to offer her a dram too.

      Shuddering, she shook her head. ‘Hell no. Drain cleaner, that is.’

      Gus laughed and pushed himself upright, feeling the tension in his shoulder as he did so. ‘The trouble with you is, you’ve got no bloody taste.’

      Pouting she inclined her head to one side. ‘Well I admit my taste in men’s a bit dodgy, but I’ll have you know I’m a connoisseur of vodka.’

      ‘Sacrilege,’ said Gus, swirling the last of the amber nectar in his glass, before swallowing it and depositing his empty glass on the desk. ‘Thought I told you to go home.’

      ‘Yeah, well I decided to do a bit of digging about Millie Green before you gave me the direct order not to.’

      Gus smiled. ‘I’ve no intention of telling you to leave that alone. Far as I’m concerned it’s part of our ongoing investigation.’ He paused. ‘Just try to keep it on the QT though. No sense in inflaming an already volatile situation with the “high heid yin”.’ The last three words were a reasonable imitation of his dad’s accent. ‘Maybe best you keep me out of the loop unless you find anything. That way, I can claim no knowledge of it if your dad happens to ask.’

      Sadia grinned. ‘Thank God for that, thought you might shut it down before I’d even started.’

      Gus stood and grabbed his coat from where he’d flung it over the back of his chair. ‘Nah, too scared of you,’ he said, dodging as she jumped to her feet and aimed a playful punch in his direction.

      ‘Drink?’ he said, heading towards the door.

      Sadia grabbed her coat from the coat rack and followed him. She’d just flicked the switch to plunge the room into darkness when Gus’ mobile rang.

      Fumbling in his pocket, he pulled it out. Head to one side, he listened to what the desk sergeant said and then, with a glance at Sadia, said, ‘Get DS Cooper and DC Sampson to meet us there. DS Hussain and I are on our way.’

      He shoved his phone back in his pocket and said, ‘Northcliffe Park, Sadia. There’s been another attack and I’m presuming she’s one of Bazza Green’s.’

      

      22:05 Bradford Royal Infirmary

      Serafina huddled in the corner of the waiting room holding her mother in her arms. Her father sat in silence opposite them, spinning his cigarette lighter between his fingers. Her brothers Luka and Thomas sat, heads bowed, on two of the blue plastic chairs that were lined against three of the waiting room’s four walls. Thomas stared at the blood that coated his hands. Serafina would have given anything to be able to go to Thomas, but her mother had fallen apart when she’d heard how critical Jacob’s condition was and her father was useless. He’d not said a word since they’d contacted him earlier. Initially they’d been unable to contact him. Bloody Farmer’s Boy switchboard kept saying they had no Mathias Nadratowski working night shift. Fortunately, he’d eventually picked up his mobile and arrived at almost the same time as she, Luka and Thomas.

      Stretching one of her legs, she kicked Luka and nodded towards Thomas. ‘Luka, help him. Get him cleaned up.’ Then, she reached into her mother’s handbag and took out her purse. ‘Get hot drinks for everybody. Put in plenty of sugar.’

      Her father stopped his pacing and turned to his daughter, his face expressionless, despite the venom in his words. ‘This is your fault. You’ve brought this down on our family.’

      Serafina felt the colour fade from her face and a chill settle in her belly. She lowered her head. ‘I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so sorry.’ She knew from experience that her father’s wrath was to be avoided at all costs, but for once he was right. It was her fault so she was happy to absorb his anger. She began to sob.

      Her father made a tsch! sound and standing up, began pacing the room. Serafina’s mother, face tear-stained and pale, pulled away from her daughter and stood up. Walking towards her husband on unsteady legs, she gripped his arms, forcing him to stop moving and spoke in quiet Polish. ‘This is not Serafina’s fault. The only person to blame for this is that monster Anastazy Dolinski. As a community, we stood by and let him kill David the other week. I will not stand by now and let him get away with what he’s done to Jacob.’ She shook her husband, seemingly oblivious of his darkening expression, and continued in a louder voice. ‘Nor will I let him split our family up. He is to blame, not Serafina, and I will make sure he pays. Are you with me?’

      Serafina watched as her father’s face hardened. He shrugged away from her mother nearly knocking her to the floor and swore. ‘Serafina is no angel, you understand?’ He glared at Serafina, making her blood freeze in her veins. ‘And as for Jacob? He would have done better to stay quiet. We all know what Dolinski’s like. He should have kept his mouth shut.’

      Her mother, eyes wide shook her head, ‘No, Mathias. You can stop this. You need to speak to Dolinksi. He’ll speak to you.’

      Mathias Nadratowski spun round, his eyes flashing with an anger that had Serafina’s mum backing away from him. ‘Mind your tongue, woman. You need to be quiet right now. Do you understand?’

      As her mother crumpled into her chair, wringing her hands together, Serafina again put her arms round her. What the hell was going on? How could her father speak to her mum like that when she was so upset? The way he was behaving was vile. She almost wished things were like they’d been in Poland when they hardly ever saw him. At least there wasn’t this atmosphere all the time.

      As if he knew what Serafina was thinking, he looked at her, his dark eyes seemingly boring into her soul. ‘We will not retaliate, is that understood?’ His gaze moved from Serafina to each of her brothers in turn.

      Serafina opened her mouth to respond, but her mum shook her head her eyes pleading. Nodding, Serafina bit her lip. Her mother was right: now was not the time to contradict him – but she was at a loss to understand why he was behaving like this. Maybe he wasn’t thinking straight. After all, his eldest child was battling for his life right now. That was enough to make any parent erratic.

      Serafina had no doubt that her brother was now in surgery because Anastazy Dolinski did not like the way he’d defended his sister. That in turn made her remember how little her own father had done to defend her. She sighed. Why was her family, and her dad in particular, so difficult? She turned and gently pushed Thomas and Luka to the door. ‘Get cleaned up.’

      Sitting apart from her parents, who now sat stony faced and opposite each other, their faces pale, Serafina took deep breaths trying to calm the pounding in her chest. First Hasnain and now Jacob. From the moment she’d seen Anastazy leering at her she’d known he was trouble, but she’d underestimated just how dangerous he was. The man was pure evil. If he hadn’t actually stabbed her brother, she knew he had arranged it. She shuddered. If Thomas hadn’t come home early and found Jacob lying in a pool of blood in the front garden, she dreaded to think what would have happened. Thomas saved Jacob’s life. For someone so young, he’d acted responsibly, applying pressure to the wound in Jacob’s abdomen and yelling as loudly as he could for help. The paramedics had arrived in record time and, as her mum stumbled into the ambulance beside her deathly pale brother, Serafina had arranged a taxi to take them BRI.

      Now, an hour and a half after they’d arrived, all they knew was that Jacob was in surgery and was critically ill. It was likely that he’d lose his spleen, if not his life. Serafina tried to quell the last thought from surfacing but she knew that they were all thinking it. She summoned a half-smile as Thomas, wearing a borrowed hospital gown to replace his bloodied clothes, thrust a mug of tea into her hand. He settled himself beside her and blew on his drink. ‘The nurse let me make it in the staff room. Nice of them.’

      Serafina nodded, grimacing as the too-sweet liquid made her teeth throb. She felt Thomas’s gaze on her face and looked up.

      ‘He stabbed Hasnain too, didn’t he?’ said Thomas, his voice quiet for her ears only.

      Serafina glanced away with a single nod. Thomas moved closer. ‘Hasnain’s okay. I bumped into Benny earlier this evening and he told me. Missed all his vital organs. Lot of blood but a few stitches and a few week’s rest and he’ll be okay.’

      Serafina heaved a relieved sigh. ‘Thank God. I’ve been so worried about him.’

      Thomas nodded. ‘Yeah, I know. I saw that Anastazy watching us at the bus stop when Hasnain was pratting about. Didn’t think he’d do that, though.’

      She snorted, ‘No, neither did I.’ Tears flowed unimpeded down her face. ‘After what happened to Hasnain, I should have known he’d do something to Jacob. Jacob cheeked him earlier. I should’ve known he’d do this.’

      Thomas grabbed her hand in his, ‘No, you shouldn’t have known. Why would you think he’d do that? You’re normal and normal people don’t do this sort of thing. Anastazy’s a psycho. We need to sort him out.’

      Serafina glanced at her dad to see if he’d heard Thomas’ words and shook her head. ‘No, we don’t need to sort him out, Thomas. We need to let the police do that. We need to get the community to unite on this. We can’t do it on our own. He’s got too many friends.’

      Thomas looked doubtful, but Serafina grabbed his arm, ‘I mean it, Thomas. We do this properly, okay? Promise me? No matter what dad says, we get the police involved and we direct them to Anastazy?’

      Thomas nodded and, satisfied, Serafina rested her head on the wall, closed her eyes and waited to find out the fate of her brother. She may have told Thomas they should go to the police, but in her own mind she wasn’t at all sure what they could do. After all, she’d no real proof of any of it; Anastazy was too clever to make mistakes like that.

      

      22:55 Northcliffe Park, Shipley

      Gus nodded at the officer who was securing crime scene tape across the outer cordon and, with Sadia following, marched over to the paramedics who were positioning a trolley at the back of the ambulance prior to raising it into the back. He could see a young woman lying prone on the stretcher, an oxygen mask obscuring her features.

      ‘What’s the prognosis?’ he asked, as the female paramedic jumped into the ambulance beside her patient and the other medic ran round to jump into the cab. With a brief smile at Gus, she said, ‘Stable, unconscious and we’ll know more later. We’re taking her to BRI.’

      Gus backed off as the doors slammed shut. The engine started and the blue ambulance lights flashed as they turned right and sped off along Keighley road towards the hospital. Turning, he saw that Hissing Sid was approaching from the entrance of the park. He gestured to Gus and, as he and Sadia approached, he thrust two bunny suits at them. ‘Suit up and follow me. I’ll show you the scene. At least this girl’s alive. One of her mates found her. Apparently, they’re doubling up where they can these days.’

      Struggling into his suit, Gus peered into the depths of the park where he could see the crime scene lights shining. ‘What you got for us, Sid?’ Then, hearing Sadia groan, he turned towards her and saw her wriggling her nose moments before Hissing Sid’s offering hit his own nostrils, ‘Fuck’s sake, Sid. That’s bloody toxic.’ It never ceased to amaze Gus that so intelligent a man in his late forties could still reap such childlike enjoyment from producing noxious gasses.

      ‘Well, you asked what I’d got… and I showed you. You should be careful what you wish for.’

      Gus could see Sid’s eyes sparkle behind his mask and, despite himself, a grin spread over his face as he chided, ‘No need to be so bloody proud of yourself. Come on, let’s go before we need to fumigate the area.’

      Chortling, Sid, after waiting for them to sign in, led them towards the scene. ‘As you can see the bastard violated her with a broken bottle – that’s where all the blood has come from.’ He shook his head. ‘That poor girl will never be the same again, you know?’

      Seeing the glitter of tears in the other man’s eyes before he blinked them away, Gus sympathised. He knew that at scenes like this, Sid normally worked around the dead bodies and his focus was on reading the scene. This was one of those rare cases where Sid was faced with a living victim and that was hard. To see the pain and trauma in a living person was always different. Not that Sid wasn’t sympathetic to the dead. Gus knew he was and that’s why he did his job so well – but there was always one case or situation that hit you in the solar plexus and kept you awake at night. Gus suspected that this was one of those cases for Sid.

      Sid turned to his right and pointed to a girl who, bundled in a blanket, sat sideways on in the passenger seat of a paramedic first responder van. ‘That girl over there saved her life. Her name’s–’

      ‘Armani’ said Alice, who’d approached, without them hearing her.

      Gus turned, ‘Hi Al, you know her then?’

      Alice nodded. ‘She’s a regular at The Prossie Palace. She was in the group Sampson and I spoke with earlier on today.’ She frowned, ‘We both got the idea that she was the leader and that she was stopping the other girl’s from telling us something. Maybe this’ll change her mind. Who’s the girl who was attacked?’

      ‘Charlotte something or other,’ said Sid walking off to direct his team.

      Alice exhaled. ‘She was there today too. She was the one who brought the Eastern European girl to the Prossie Palace. She seemed to be a friend of Armani’s, poor thing. I’ll get her statement if you like, Gus?’

      Knowing how heavily invested Alice was in The Prossie Palace, Gus nodded. ‘Great. Sadia and I will head to BRI see if we can talk to Charlotte.’

      He turned back to Sid, ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got anything else?’

      Sid walked over to a marker and crouched down, indicating that Gus should follow suit. ‘Because of all the damn rain we’ve been lucky.’ And he pointed to the floor.

      Gus grinned. ‘Footprints in the mud. Brilliant!’

      ‘They’re clearly from the struggle as he tried to subdue Charlotte. You can see some are overlapped with Charlottes shoes but there are a few prints that are notably clear and, luckily for us, we’ve been able to cast them before the rain started causing more deterioration.’

      The prints indicated quite a ferocious struggle. Charlotte clearly fought hard yet he’d still managed to subdue her enough, presumably through asphyxiation, to violate her with the bottle. She must have been absolutely petrified and, because of the previous murders she’d have known what was to come. He hoped she’d recover well, but he knew her injuries would be as much psychological as physical.

      ‘Yep,’ continued Sid, clearly pleased with himself. ‘You find me the footwear and we’ll match these prints to the bastard. It’s practically indisputable in a court of law because everyone’s gait is different. It would be almost unheard of for two different people to produce the same footprints from the same brand of shoe, or in this case trainer. My folk will get back to you with make and size et cetera later. All you need to do is bring me the suspect and the trainers.’

      Gus could’ve kissed Sid. This was the first concrete piece of evidence they’d found so far and when they found the bastard who was doing this it’d go a long way towards ensuring a conviction.

      

      23:15 Wyke

      With a sizeable glass of Bombay Sapphire and tonic on the table beside him, Brighton flicked through the photographs he’d taken earlier. He’d printed them off minutes before on his home printer, after selecting the clearest, most incriminating ones from the bunch. Living on his own, he enjoyed the freedom that came from being divorced. He had everything he needed: his gin, the adult channels on his TV, and a pile of takeaway menus from every continent, from the Chinky’s down the road to the Iti’s and the Paki’s in Wyke village itself. Then, of course, there was the odd visit from Sam from across the road. She knew he was always willing when she fancied being serviced by a real man rather than a poncy banker with a limp wrist.

      Taking a sip of his gin, he picked up the photos one by one, twisting them this way and that. He was particularly pleased with the close ups. They clearly showed Gus nuzzling Sadia’s neck as she closed the curtains. No room for misinterpretation there, he thought. Clear view, steady hand; I’ve excelled myself. Almost up to a professional standard, he thought. Then he frowned. It was all fine and well that he’d done what he was asked to do, but he suspected that this wasn’t evidence DCS Hussain had expected and he didn’t want to be shot as the messenger. He’d seen that happen too many times before and he’d no desire to incur the wrath of Hannibal Hussain. On the other hand, needs must. He’d been entrusted by the man himself to ‘keep an eye on his daughter’, and he took his responsibilities very seriously.

      He might not actually like DCS Hussain, but he accepted that Hussain was his ticket forward. He’d blotted his copy book too many times in the past and he knew that this unlikely alliance with Hussain was his last chance to progress in the force. The fact that he’d managed to ingratiate himself with Hussain by covering for his three stooges after that unsuccessful drug raid two months ago, had put him in prime position to exploit his advantage. Hussain was blinded by his fears for his daughter’s moral well-being and he hated her being on Gus’ team so it had been easy for Brighton to get him to agree to reward his loyalty by placing him on the team with her. In DCI Nancy Chalmers’ absence, Hussain was in charge. The move out of uniform was something Brighton had wanted for ages and Hussain had been more than happy to oblige. His displeasure with Gus was well known at the Fort, and Brighton was happy to exploit that.

      He spread the photos across the table and sipped his gin. The thing he had to consider was the risk factor in giving Hussain the incriminating photos at this point. Who knew how the man would react to his Muslim daughter screwing a half-caste wog. God, these Pakis could be really defensive when it came to their daughters. Last thing he needed was for Hussain to flip and do one of those honour killings. He laughed out loud at the very thought of the staid Hussain doing something so crass. As Pakis went, he supposed Hussain wasn’t too bad. At least he didn’t waltz around in one of those bloody nightdresses like some of them did.

      He drained his glass and poured himself another. He’d gone above and beyond the call of duty in staking out McGuire’s house and following Sadia, but it had paid off. He just wasn’t too sure if the results would weigh in his favour, or if Hussain might think he’d gone too far. He was quite unpredictable. He’d a bit of a reputation of being a stickler for the rules, but he’d been happy to bend them to save his minions earlier.

      Sighing, Brighton swept the photos into a pile in the centre of the table and decided to make up his mind in the morning. Standing up, he checked the living room curtains were drawn fully, grabbed the bottle of baby oil he hid in his kitchen cupboard, settled himself in his comfy sofa, undid his flies and put on one of the adult channels he liked so much… nothing like a good wank to round off a productive day.

      

      23:45 Bradford Royal Infirmary

      It had taken two minutes for Anastazy to sweet talk his way into the Critical Care Unit. He’d lied and said he was Jacob’s brother and, whether it was because she liked a ‘bad boy’ or because she was nervous of him, the little nurse with the red hair had smiled and directed him to the relatives waiting room.

      He stood outside the door, staring through the small window into the room. They’d dimmed the lights, but he could clearly see four distinct bundles slumped in chairs pulled together to make makeshift beds where they could rest their feet. Serafina had scrunched up her coat and was using it as a pillow, whilst her brothers had pulled their hoodies up over their heads and down past their foreheads to cover their eyes. Her parents sat at opposite ends of the room – very telling, Anastazy thought, smiling. He glanced towards the entrance as a trolley burst through the doors. It was carrying a young woman attached to various monitors and with an oxygen mask covering her face. The wheels squeaked obscenely, jarring with the silence of the unit as it was guided by the same red haired nurse into a room further along. A registrar in green scrubs followed looking frazzled. Looks like Jacob’s not the only one having a rough night tonight. Anastazy turned his attention back to the occupants of the waiting room.

      Pushing the door open, he slithered in without making a noise; a silent snake prowling for sustenance. Taking a single step towards Serafina, he felt someone’s eyes on him. He spun round and saw that her mother was awake and watching him, her face pale and her skinny frame dwarfed by the padded chair she sprawled in. He nodded once and refocussed his attention on Serafina who, eyes shut, rubbed her thumb over her crucifix. No doubt praying for Jacob, a stupid gesture that irked Anastazy beyond reason. He couldn’t understand the faith people put in God even after being dealt so many harsh blows. His lips tightened. When she was his she could forget about that stupid crucifix and her stupid God. The only person he’d allow her to worship would be him. He stepped towards her, intent on ripping the necklace from her hands but, before he reached her he felt small fists pummel his back.

      Annoyed by the interruption, he reached behind him and, with one hand, effortlessly circled both of Serafina’s mum’s wrists. He yanked her round to stand in front of him like a ragdoll and, aware, but uncaring, that the scuffle had drawn the attention of her dad and brothers, he raised his free hand, bunched his fingers into a fist and, before the petite woman could react, he hit her, putting all his weight behind the punch. A dark bubble rose in his chest as his fist connected with flesh. What was wrong with this woman? Twice in the one day he’d had to reprimand her. He felt his breathing quicken and white lights flashed in his eyes as he lifted his hand ready to punch her again. From somewhere in the depths of his consciousness he heard a voice telling him to ‘stop’. It may have been Serafina’s but he didn’t know for sure. The flashing lights faded and were replaced by the dazed expression of Serafina’s mum. Her eyes were dilated and already he could see a bruise forming on her jaw. He’d expected her to have raised her hands to protect herself but instead they hung limp by her side. Her complete recapitulation left him drained. He was better than this. More powerful, stronger. He didn’t need to dominate Serafina’s mother to make her do his bidding… not when she had two brothers who were much more interesting adversaries.

      He turned to the two boys who, still half asleep, were attempting to process the scene. With a sneer, he raised two fingers in a horizontal V to his eyes and then flicked them to each boy in turn, in the universal ‘I’ve got my eye on you’ sign. Their bodies tensed, but as they each took a step back, Anastazy laughed, flicking a glance at their dad who’d remained in his chair, his eyes hooded, betraying no emotion.

      With a derisive snort he directed his attention to Serafina. As he released her mum, allowing her to slip to the floor like a discarded marionette, he heard a gasp catch in the girl’s throat. Stepping over her mum’s prone figure, he approached Serafina as she scrambled to her feet. Seeing the anger flashing from her eyes and the way her entire body seemed to shudder in reaction, he felt himself harden. God, but she was beautiful, exquisite even. He looked forward to savouring her. When she launched herself at him, he laughed, enjoying her spirit and, more importantly, the prospect of taming it, as he blocked her ferocious, but ineffectual, punches. Behind him he was aware that her brothers were helping her mother to her feet, but he didn’t care. The older woman had been an obstacle and he’d dealt with her with his usual efficiency. Perhaps a step too far… But, he just didn’t care.

      Using his superior strength, he pulled the struggling girl into his embrace, sniffing her hair, breathing her in. Then, with a suddenness that took Anastazy by surprise, Mathias prised his daughter away from the younger man and inserted himself between them. When he spoke, his voice was chilling. ‘You forget yourself, Anastazy. My son is in intensive care and my family are distraught, yet you come here and assault my wife and my daughter?’

      For long seconds the two men stared each other out, then Anastazy smiled, splaying his hands before him in apology. ‘You’re right, Mathias, I’m sorry.’ He turned to Serafina’s mother. ‘I’m sorry, you took me by surprise and I was momentarily disorientated. Thought I was under attack. I hope you are okay?’

      Drawing the back of her hand over her mouth, Sofia left a smear of blood on her chin. She looked from Anastazy, to her husband and back. Her puzzlement was clear, yet she nodded before resuming her seat. She pulled her coat up under her chin as if it were a suit of armour that could protect her from everything that was going on in the room. Her fear fed Anastazy, who savoured the euphoria that surged through his veins. Now he knew he had the Nadratowski family exactly where he wanted them and it felt good… damn good.

      Ignoring the rest of the family, he directed his words to Mathias. ‘I heard what happened to Jacob and rushed straight here to offer my support to you all.’

      Serafina snorted; chin raised, eyes narrowed she glared at him. ‘You did this. I know you did. Just as you stabbed Hasnain this afternoon, you stabbed Jacob.’

      Feigning anguish, Anastazy frowned. ‘Serafina, my sweetheart, how can you think I am responsible for this. I wouldn’t hurt someone you hold dear.’

      ‘You just punched my mother, didn’t you, and you hit her earlier too. You are an animal, Anastazy.’

      Anastazy’s lips tightened. ‘I’ve explained that, Serafina. She took me by surprise and I regret my reaction. But, you know as well as I do that in the area of Poland I’m from, quick reflexes are essential. Now I’m safe here, in Bradford, I need to learn to control my instincts a little bit. Please forgive me.’

      Mathias glared at his daughter and said in a warning tone, ‘Serafina!’

      After a second, Serafina, avoiding eye contact with either of them, nodded once.

      Satisfied, Anastazy lifted his gaze to encompass Luka and Thomas. For a moment, he studied the boys’ sullen expressions. Recognising that they would not be easy to appease, he smiled and held out a hand to Luka. The boy looked at it but made no move to reciprocate until his father, with a growl, ordered him to. After repeating the gesture with Thomas, Anastazy nodded to Mathias and said, ‘A word please. Outside?’

      

      23:55 Bradford Royal Infirmary

      Gus pressed the bell for entry to the Critical Care Unit at BRI. Charlotte had been admitted to the CCU after being stabilised in A&E. Gus had been told the bleeding had been extensive but had been stopped. Charlotte was now in an induced coma for the shock. She’d been strangled repeatedly and they were unsure how long she’d been starved of oxygen. He’d been told that bruising covered most of her body and he knew there was no way they’d get a statement from her any time soon. Nonetheless, he wanted to introduce himself to the ward staff and see her for himself. He always felt this way about the victims he represented, whether they were alive or dead… fortunately for Charlotte, she’d been found in time… or so he hoped.

      A smiley red haired nurse who inspired confidence walked them along the corridor. As they reached the door to Charlotte’s room, she turned to greet two men who were leaving the ward. ‘Everything okay, Mr Nadratowski?’ she asked.

      Gus saw the older man, his face set in a grim expression nod. The younger man didn’t even acknowledge the nurse’s greeting.

      Entering the room, Sadia said to Gus in a quiet voice, ‘Did you see those tear tattoos on the younger man? They give me the creeps.’

      The nurse hesitated at the door then said, ‘I noticed them. They’re scary. His brother was stabbed earlier on tonight. The family’s distraught.’

      Gus shrugged, preoccupied with studying the fragility of the girl lying in the bed. Gus hated hospitals at the best of times but he was full of admiration for the work the doctors and nurses did. If it hadn’t been for the dedicated staff at BRI he’d have died, so he knew Charlotte was in the best possible place. He reached out and touched the girl’s hand, his fingers gentle. ‘You’re safe here, Charlotte,’ he whispered. ‘We’ll catch the bastard who did this to you. Just you get well. That’s all you need to think about right now.’

      He glanced round the spartan room with its pale blue paint and yellow blinds. His gaze drifted over the various monitors that beeped and flashed rhythmically, and came to rest once more on Charlottes face. A series of bruises were beginning to bloom over her cheeks and eyes making her barely recognisable. The raw welts around her neck were swollen and a tube ran into her mouth, presumably to help with her breathing. Gus and Sadia spent a few more minutes with Charlotte, then left, after issuing instructions that they were to be contacted as soon as there was any change in her condition.

      As they were leaving the hospital via the main entrance Sadia nudged Gus and pointed to the smoking shelter that was illuminated by the light from the wards to the rear. ‘There’s those two men again. The ones from the CCU. Can you see the tattoos now?’

      Gus rolled his eyes, ‘For God’s sake, Sadia, I’m not going to stare at the relatives of some poor kid who’s been stabbed just because you find some tatts creepy.’

      Sadia pulled her coat tighter round her body and grunted. ‘Okay, point taken. Come on, its bloody freezing, the wind’s picking up and I’m knackered. Take me back to my car so I can get home.’

      Gus opened the car and slid into the driver’s seat. ‘Not coming to mine then?’

      Sadia grimaced. ‘Not tonight, no. Don’t want to push my luck with my dad. He’s already on my case and now I have to convince him that he misheard me say I was with Shamila last night when in reality I was with Jamilla. Not sure he’ll fall for it.’

      Gus laughed. ‘With your powers of persuasion I think you’ll convince him.’
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      8:50 The Delius

      The wind hadn’t blown itself out overnight and as Sadia pulled into The Delius car park, she shuddered. After last night’s events and having heard Gus’ account of the interview with Shahid Khan, Sadia felt compelled to check up on Imti. Whatever affected Shahid would have an effect on Imti, too, and she wanted to make sure he was okay. A driving rain hammered against her windscreen and the short drive from her house had barely allowed the car heating to kick in. Bracing herself, she struggled out of the car and pulling her hood over her head, she ran to the entrance. Hopping from foot to foot, wishing they’d hurry up and answer, she brayed on the door, glaring up at the not-so-discreet camera that was angled downwards. When, after a few seconds, the door still hadn’t opened, she raised her hand to hammer again and, her vision obscured by her furry hood, nearly hit Jai on the chest as he yanked it open. He raised one eyebrow without saying a word, which made Sadia giggle. Jai always treated her with a degree of reluctant indulgence making her want to tease him to provoke a response.

      ‘Sorry, Jai. Mistook your taut pecs for the door. Imti around?’

      With a snort, Jai, mouth pursed in what Sadia took to be disapproval, shook his head and stepped back to allow her to enter. Once inside Sadia shrugged out of her coat and shook it sending droplets of rain all over Jai’s very shiny black shoes. Glancing up, she saw his resigned expression and bit her lip to cover her smile. Knowing it would irritate the hell out of him she stood on her tiptoes, raised her hand and, with more pressure than was strictly necessary, she pinched his cheek in mock affection. ‘Lighten up Jai. It’s only a bit of rain,’ she said, before flouncing past and making her way into the main bar, where she assumed Imti was.

      Two steps in she registered the presence of another man wearing a prayer hat and sporting a full Muslim beard. She stopped and glanced at Imti who was behind the bar setting the coffee machine up for the day’s trade not, thought Sadia, that The Delius made a roaring trade in coffee. Never mind, she’d welcome one right now to heat her up. As the other man turned round Sadia’s heart sank. It was Councillor Majid who attended the Leeds Road Mosque – the one her father frequented. Clearly recognising her, Councillor Majid, took a step towards her. ‘Assalamu Alaikum, Sadia. How lovely to see you.’ He frowned, ‘Mind you, I’m not sure your father would appreciate you frequenting such premises.’

      Sadia tensed but, with great effort, she maintained a neutral expression. ‘Wa Alaikum salaam. I’m here on official business.’ She frowned and continued, her tone deadpan, ‘Bit early in the day for you to be in for a drink, isn’t it?’

      The flicker of anger that crossed the councillor’s face was so fleeting that had Sadia not been waiting for it she’d have missed it. She risked a glance at Imti who, shaking his head, was trying not to laugh at her cheek.

      The councillor clasped his hands in front of him, disapproval written all over his expression. ‘Now, now, Sadia, there’s no need for rudeness, is there?’

      Sadia, instantly bounced back to when she was a little girl at Mosque school, bowed her head. She knew she was being deliberately provocative, and also that there was no need for it. Councillor Majid had never been anything but kind to her and he deserved better from her. It wasn’t his fault she was having a crisis with her father at the minute and her doubts about the faith were hers to sort out. She had no need to take it out on him. ‘I’m sorry, you’re right, that was uncalled for.’

      Seemingly not completely mollified he continued. ‘Maybe your father is right, Sadia. Maybe you need to spend a bit more time at the mosque. You should join the unmarried girls’ group. I’m sure you’d find it very useful to receive guidance in your marriage preparations from your Muslim sisters.’

      Sadia opened her mouth to reply that she, most certainly, was not making any wedding preparations, but he directed his gaze over her shoulder and took a step forward, arm outstretched, as he said ‘Assalamu alaikum, Shahid. Imti said you were indisposed, so I’m very glad to have bumped into you. I really need to speak with you.’

      Sadia turned round and saw Shahid standing just inside the bar running his fingers through his hair. He looked dreadful. Sadia could see he still wore the previous day’s clothes. His shirt was half untucked and unfastened at the neck, but it was his eyes that affected Sadia the most. They were red and glazed and, despite her reservations about Shahid as a person, she felt sorry for him. He looked desolate. Without acknowledging the councillor, Shahid walked round and joined Imti behind the bar. He picked up a glass, went over to the optics and took two measures of whisky, which he downed in one.

      Sadia heard Councillor Majid’s disapproving intake of breath and bit her lip wondering how this scenario was going to play out. She knew from experience that both men could be stubborn irascible characters and this seemed like an explosive situation in the making. Imti took a step forward, placing himself between the two men. ‘Shahid’s had some bad news. He’s not himself. Perhaps we can leave this for a few days, till he’s feeling better?’

      Sadia could tell from his focussed expression that Councillor Majid wouldn’t be deterred and she felt for Imti. As always the two brothers did their best to protect each other, but she knew Imti hated confrontation. Councillor Majid stepped to the side and, as if Imti hadn’t spoken, addressed Shahid. ‘We’ve had complaints in the community about rowdy, drunken behaviour from some of the patrons of The Delius.’

      Shahid, in the process of refilling his glass, grunted, ‘So what?’

      Councillor Majid’s shoulders went back, in a gesture Sadia recognised as being the precursor to a major challenge. He ran one hand down the length of his beard as if attempting to smooth out its unruly curls and leaned on the bar. ‘It’s your responsibility, as a Muslim, to ensure the community is not disrupted. You assured us that when you opened this den of infidels that you would make sure  the community was not adversely affected.’

      Sadia caught Imti’s eye and grimaced. This was not going to end well. Shahid had clearly had more to drink than the two doubles he’d just downed and the Iman was not about to be deflected from his self-righteous indignation.

      Shahid turned round, his eyes flashing, ‘Aw shut up, you sanctimonious prick. You and your fucking mosque get more than enough money from me to compensate for the inconvenience of a few kids enjoying themselves of a weekend.’

      Imti’s gasp was audible and, for a second, the tableau before them seemed frozen. Then, Jai appeared as if from nowhere and, at Imti’s nod, he wrapped his arm round Shahid’s shoulders and guided him out of the bar, leaving Imti to build bridges with the angry Imam. Minutes later, anger only partially abated, he flounced from the bar leaving the words ‘You haven’t heard the last of this’ hanging in the air behind him.

      ‘Shit!’ said Sadia, ‘I only came in to see how you were and have a quick coffee before briefing, but I could do with some of what Shahid had and it’s barely nine o’clock.’

      Imti pushed a coffee across the bar to her as she climbed onto a bar stool and watched him prepare the tills for the afternoon’s trade. ‘You’re getting sorted early today, Imti.’

      He shrugged. ‘Been away. Need to check the tills and stuff.’

      Sadia nodded and studied the boy. She had a soft spot for him. She’d known him since he was a baby. Shahid used to bring him next door to Jessica’s house and she and Jess had enjoyed having a real live doll of their own to play with. He’d been an angel and, even after Millie’s death when Jess had disappeared, she’d still bump into Imti when Shahid took him to Bradford Moor Park. She only realised later that Shahid had been the younger boy’s main carer since he was born. She’d discovered that Shahid’s dad was always too busy with his crime empire to bother with the boys and Imti’s mum was twenty years younger than her husband and ill-quipped to look after herself, never mind an unruly teenager and a baby.

      Millie Green had been the only mother either boy had ever known. Sadia couldn’t believe that Shahid would have killed Millie, even under instruction from his father. Or… maybe she just didn’t want to believe that the earnest teenager that she’d had a secret crush on all those years ago could do something so awful.

      ‘How’s Shahid?’

      Imti snorted, ‘You saw how he was, Sad. He’s broken.’ He slammed the till shut and took a deep breath. ‘He didn’t kill Trixie. I know Jessica thinks he’s a cold-blooded killer but I know him, Sad. He’s not capable of that. He loved her.’

      Sadia’s lips tightened, ‘Don’t try to romanticise your brother to me, Imti. We all know he’s a drug dealer, pimp and God knows what else.’

      Imti flushed and looked at her, his eyes full of suppressed anger, ‘…but he’s not a killer.’

      Sadia exhaled. They’d been through this so many times but his loyalty to his brother was unshakeable. He loved him and, though he didn’t condone Shahid’s career choices, he would never hear a word against him.

      Sadia bit her lip and then with a shrug said, ‘Look, Imti, I’m not on duty right now but, between you and me, we’re desperate. Rack your brains for anything you can tell me that’ll give us a clue. Anything about Camilla or Starlight? Anything you or your bouncers have heard in the club? Anything at all?’

      Imti busied himself polishing glasses for a minute. And Sadia, savouring her coffee, allowed him the time. Finally, he said, ‘Camilla and Starlight were really nice, you know? When they were working they got tarted up and put on a front but, the rest of the time they were just normal. They’d have a laugh with us, tease Jai and they wouldn’t let Shahid undercut them. They stood up for themselves.’ He smiled. ‘If I knew owt I’d tell you, Sad. Promise I would, but there’s nowt. Not a bloody thing.’

      Sadia leaned over and squeezed his arm. ‘Thanks for trying, Imti. If you do remember something will you let me know?’ She jumped from the stool and pulling her coat back on, headed for the door with a final wave in Imti’s direction. Nearly through the door, she heard Imti call her. ‘There is one thing, though.’

      Sadia turned round and stepped towards him one eyebrow raised in question.

      Imti shrugged, ‘It’s probably nowt, but the other night, Thursday it were, some bloody thug caused a bit of a scene here in the bar… punched a girl in the face. Took three of the bouncers to chuck him out.’

      ‘Really?’

      Imti nodded and pointed to the CCTV screen behind the bar, ‘Come round here and I’ll show you. We recorded it.’

      Sadia moved round the bar as Imti set up the recording. As she watched her face broke into a big smile, ‘I recognise him, Imti. Saw him yesterday at BRI.’

      ‘Hope he was in plaster’ said Imti, his voice gruff, ‘That girl will have a shiner, I reckon. She said her brothers would deal with him.’

      ‘Nah, he was visiting his brother who was stabbed not far from here last night.

      Imti frowned. ‘Jacob?’

      Sadia shrugged ‘Is that the name of the lad who was stabbed?’

      ‘Yeah, but Jacob has two brothers, Luka and a younger one, Thomas, I think, and none of them are him.’ He jerked his thumb at the now still footage on the TV that showed the tattooed man making a crude gesture towards the screen. ‘Friend of mine told me that guys with those tattoos are ex-cons from Poland. Violent ex-cons from Poland. The worst kind.’

      Sadia looked at the man on the screen. His snake tattoo and his tear drops weren’t the only scary thing about him… even from here she could see that his eyes were vacant… lacking in emotion. She shuddered.

      

      09:30 The Fort

      When he arrived at The Fort, Gus was surprised to find Brighton already huddled behind his computer, fingers flying over the keys, a steaming mug of coffee on the desk beside him. In light of the fact it was a Saturday and the absence of any further developments since Charlotte’s attack the previous night, he’d scheduled the briefing for ten o’clock and had expected to have the room to himself. He glanced over and saw that Brighton had also filled the coffee machine. Maybe he’s turned over a new leaf, thought Gus. He was happy to give Brighton the benefit of the doubt when fresh caffeine first thing on a Saturday morning was on offer.

      He nodded at the other man and, shaking the rain from his battered fisherman’s jacket, he hung it on the coat stand before grabbing a steaming coffee for himself and settling behind his desk. He hadn’t slept well the previous night. Worries about Sadia and her dad had jostled for prime position with his thoughts about the ongoing investigation. Alice had reported that Armani had been too hysterical to say much other than that the man who attacked Charlotte had been ‘a big fucker’. Not really enough to go on, thought Gus, smiling as he imagined the reactions of the press if they released a description like that. Didn’t bear thinking about. Mind you, if they didn’t give the press something to work with soon, there’d be an even bigger backlash against the police.

      Scrutinising a report that told him there was no evidence of any moves by other gang leaders onto Bradford’s turf, Gus felt frustrated. He sighed, pushed the paperwork to the side and leaned back in his chair, feet resting on top of his desk, mug in hand, and thought.

      Three working girls dead, one critically ill. Two were Shahid Khan’s, two were Bazza Green’s. Judging by the various forensic reports, all but one of the girls were penetrated by a broken bottle pre-mortem. Which begged the question, why the hell was Trixie different? Why was she violated post-mortem? The rest of the MO was consistent with the other victims. Even Charlotte, the survivor, had been injured this way. Had Trixie died quicker than her attacker intended? Is that why she’d been violated post-mortem? It seemed that he’d throttled them to unconsciousness and revived them a few times before the fatal strangulation.

      And where the hell did Shahid Khan fit into all of this? His relationship with Trixie complicated things. It added another dimension to the attacks. Khan had lawyered up and been released late the previous night but, in truth, Gus wasn’t that bothered by that fact. He’d felt Shahid’s grief was genuine and, although he knew that didn’t necessarily signify innocence, he felt inclined to believe him. He couldn’t see any reason for Shahid to kill either his own girls or his girlfriend. His past experience with Shahid made him doubt his culpability.

      A constable came in with the day’s newspapers, and as Gus spread them out side by side on his desk he felt his stomach clench in anger at the way they dehumanised the victim’s. They emphasised their ‘professions’ and ‘vulnerable lifestyles’ rather than the fact that their life had been snuffed out violently by a monster and that they left behind family and friends who cared for them. The police, as usual, came in for a huge amount of stick with words like ‘incompetence’ being a common thread throughout the tabloids. He knew to expect a visit from DCS Hussain before the day was over. No way would he be able to resist twisting the knife. He’d clearly missed the emotional intelligence training that was, supposedly, compulsory for all police managers, regardless of rank. Not for the first time, Gus wished DCI Nancy Chalmers was back from her sabbatical. Not only was she fully supportive of Gus but, her clear thinking made her a valuable asset to any investigation. And she also provided a useful buffer between him and the DCS.

      As the room filled up, Gus began the briefing. In light of a lack of additional information, he focussed on directing Compo and Brighton to continue trying to track down Trixie’s relatives. He decided to change tack with Jessica Green, who he was sure was hiding something, and directed Alice to accompany him in a follow-up interview after which they’d re-interview Armani and, he hoped, Charlotte, if she regained consciousness. Then, of course, he had to waste precious time driving to Horsforth to consult with Dr bloody Carlton. As if he hadn’t got enough to do today. Never mind, he’d take Al with him and they could use the drive to bounce some ideas about.

      After the briefing, he pulled Sadia and Sampson to the side. He’d been thinking about Millie Green and Jessica and the more he thought about them, the more he felt compelled to help Jessica. ‘Today we’ve got a bit of a lull going on. The groundwork’s being done by uniform and we’re waiting on all sorts of results to come through, so, before all hell breaks loose again, I want you to use the time to review the Millie Green case.’ He looked at Sadia, saying, ‘You mayn’t get another chance for a while, so make the most of it. Fill Sampson in and, until further notice or until something else breaks on this case, he’s at your disposal.’ He glanced at Sampson and grinned. ‘Look on this as a little training project for you, but keep schtum about it. I know nowt about this, okay?’

      Sampson, face flushed, clearly pleased to be chosen, nodded.

      Smiling, Sadia looked at Gus. ‘Before I go I just wanted to run something by you about that bloke with the tear tattoos we saw at BRI yesterday.’

      When Gus nodded, she recounted what Imti had told her earlier. Gus raised an eyebrow, ‘Hmm, interesting, I’ll make a point of finding out a bit more about him when I head up to BRI later. Maybe that nurse will be able to tell us something about the family. Worth keeping an eye on him if he’s inclined to violence. Get Compo to see if he can get an ID on him. Chances are he’ll turn up again. The type that’re prepared to hit a woman in public aren’t usually the sort to suppress their violent tendencies for long.’

      Sadia grinned. ‘If he can get an ID on the girl he hit, that’d be useful too. Our Imti’s got a soft spot for her, I think.’

      Gus shook his head. ‘Playing matchmaker now, Sad?’

      

      11:05 The Fort

      Brighton had waited till after the briefing to make his move. Seeing that sanctimonious cow sucking up to McGuire and acting all coy had made him determined to bring the bitch down. She deserved every piece of shit that was about to descend on her. He chuckled. And he’d have the added satisfaction of seeing her snooty dad wrong-footed. No matter how much he was prepared to bend over backwards for Hussain it still irked that the bastard felt superior to him. Never mind, not for much longer. His decision to pass on the good news himself had the added bonus of allowing him to witness Hussain’s reaction. Well worth braving the ‘shoot the messenger’ scenario.

      After making sure McGuire was otherwise engaged chatting up Sadia, he slipped out of the room. Not that McGuire could really say much to him: he’d been in early this morning and besides, chances were he’d assume he was on a cig break. Walking along the corridor to Hussain’s office, he tried to ignore the flutters of unease in his stomach. Hussain’s PA was absent from her desk so, after a tentative knock and the resultant instruction to enter, he opened the door and walked into Hussain’s inner sanctum.

      The room was pristine; white and devoid of the usual sweaty, greasy smell that permeated the rest of the building. Despite The Fort’s very efficient central heating, in that room the starkness lent a chill to the air. Brighton moved over to take the chair offered by the DCS. His desk was bare, except for a computer, a nearly empty in-tray and a framed photo. There were no coffee mug stains on it and all his pens were neatly organised in a pen holder. The scent of furniture polish teased Brighton’s nostrils as he sat down.

      ‘Well?’ Hussain’s tone was clipped, as if Brighton was some sort of time waster.

      The unjustness of this combined with the other man’s superior air annoyed Brighton, who barely managing to suppress his grimace managed a weak smile. ‘I’ve got something to report, sir, but I don’t think you’ll like it. Are you sure you want to go down this route?’

      Hussain glared at him, making him want to flinch. Instead he raised one eyebrow, feigning indifference and pushed the A4 padded envelope across the oak desk. This was exactly the tone he’d aimed for. He knew that the air of mystery would make it near impossible for Hussain to back out now. As Hussain made to pick up the envelope, Brighton slapped his hand on top. ‘Again, this will not make you happy. You will be upset and I want you to know how deeply sorry I am to be the bearer of this news.’

      Seeing a frown spread across Hussain’s forehead, Brighton felt a wave of pleasure engulf him. He’d made Hussain nervous and that made him feel good. About time Hussain felt at a disadvantage. He was altogether too used to having the upper hand and Brighton was pleased to be the one to bring him down a peg or two.

      He lifted his hand from the envelope allowing the other man to lift it. Picking up a wooden letter opener – pretentious twat, thought Brighton – Hussain slit the envelope open. He held Brighton’s gaze as he opened the envelope and pulled the contents out. When he looked down at the topmost photograph, Brighton saw the colour drain from DCS Hussain’s face and only just managed not to smile.

      Hussain quickly scanned the other photos then, without looking at Brighton, he said in a quiet voice, ‘Get out.’

      Milking the situation, Brighton pushed his chair back and, taking his time, got to his feet and walked to the door. Once there he looked back, hesitating, and in his most sombre voice said, ‘I’m very sorry, sir.’

      Exiting the office, Brighton closed the door behind him with a quiet click and leaned on the door for a moment as a grin spread across his face. Hussain’s expression had been even more than he had expected. The man was clearly devastated and Brighton, feeling ecstatic at being the bearer of such bad tidings, was jubilant.

      11:10 The Fort

      Hussain sat unmoving, staring at the photo of Gus, his dreads clearly silhouetted in the window as he nuzzled Sadia’s neck. Her arms were raised, each hand gripping the curtain on either side of the window. Her smile was evident. Their intentions were clear.

      Thrusting the photos back into the envelope, Hussain threw it on his desk and whirled his chair round until he could look out the window. A cold sweat covered his entire body making him shiver in his shirt sleeves. He felt his right eye twitch and the beginnings of a headache niggled behind it. He hadn’t expected this. No, the most he’d expected was a minor infraction by Sadia. Maybe a bit of clubbing or being too friendly with that Alice girl or those two buffoons, Sampson and Compo but not this. Never this.

      What the hell was she thinking? McGuire of all people, for heaven’s sake, she could do better than that. There were so many eligible Muslim men around and she needn’t be confined to Bradford… she could have her pick.

      His face grim, he smiled without humour. He should have stuck to that old policing mantra, ‘Only ask the question if you know the answer’. It had served him well for the past thirty years… until now. He’d asked the question and the answer he’d received was wholly unpalatable. The question now was, what could he do about it?

      With a blank gaze, he looked up as his PA knocked and entered his office, carrying a mug of coffee in one hand and a sheaf of paperwork in the other. He saw her expression falter as she approached his desk and asked, ‘Are you okay, sir?’

      Pulling himself together, he waved a hand, indicating she should put his coffee on the table and then, his tone abrupt, he said, ‘Come back later. I’m not ready for you.’

      He saw her look of disbelief but he didn’t care. For once in his life he’d abandoned his routine. He needed to think. So what if it disorientated his staff? She got paid enough to do what she was told. When she clicked the door shut, he looked at the steaming mug. Sadia had decorated it years ago at one of those pottery events. In gaudy colours and with an unsteady hand she’d written ‘To the best daddy in the world. I love you, love Sadia xxx’

      He reached out a finger and traced the words then, he grabbed the full mug and with an anguished roar he hurled it at the wall next to the door. Almost immediately, his PA burst through the door, her expression startled. Her gaze moved from her boss to the wall next to the door. Hussain saw her eyes widen as she took in the splatter of sludgy coffee dripping down the wall to pool in droplets on the carpet among the broken pieces of coloured china from the mug.

      He grinned, feeling a strange satisfaction that he’d discombobulated the woman. Without uttering a word, she once more backed from the room. Hussain knew his uncharacteristic behaviour would be the topic of conversation among the other PAs for the rest of the afternoon but, with atypical bravado, he realised that, for once, he didn’t actually care what anyone else thought about him.

      He exhaled and stood up to pace the room. When his pacing slowed he went over to the window and looked out onto Oak Lane. From his position he could see the steps leading from The Fort’s entrance and the queue of traffic lining up outside. As he watched he saw Sadia jog down the steps followed by that idiot Sampson, seconds later McGuire and Cooper also walked down the steps. McGuire, he noticed, was still limping slightly. Pity that bastard last year hadn’t had a better aim. If he had, none of this would be happening. As he watched McGuire’s dreads bounce around his head with ebullient energy, he felt an almost uncontrollable anger engulf him.

      He didn’t register the fact that his hands had clenched into fists until he felt the force of his well-manicured fingernails break the surface of his palms. Taking a deep breath, he unclenched them and eyes narrowed observed Sadia’s surreptitious glance towards Gus as she crossed the road and Gus smiling back, equally surreptitiously. He wanted to thrash the man to within an inch of his life. How dare he lay hands on his daughter? It had been a struggle to bring Sadia up alone after his wife died twelve years ago; a young teenage girl and a busy police officer were a difficult combination but, somehow, they managed. She was the apple of his eye and, until fairly recently, he’d been her hero. He frowned. That had all changed when she insisted on joining the force. He’d wanted more for her. She was clever, pretty and would make a wonderful wife and mother. Was it really too much to expect her to do the right thing? Why couldn’t she just do get married to a nice Muslim boy like his friends’ daughters. But no, Sadia had always had an independent mind and somewhere, it seemed, he’d allowed her to drift away from what was right. It was time to change this, redirect her and end this damn, foolhardy ‘relationship’ she’d forged with the devil. He didn’t care how he’d achieve it but, he knew that he would ensure that Gus McGuire suffered greatly for what he’d done… and Sadia? Well, Sadia would be forced to toe the line.

      

      11:30 The Chaat Café, Oak Lane

      Sadia decided that, rather than risk her dad finding her poring over the Millie Green files in The Fort, she and Sampson would work in The Chaat Café. Relieved that the perpetual rain had faltered to a drizzle, she left the police station with Sampson and made her way across the road, ignoring the huddle of paparazzi that jostled her for a quote. Fortunately, they lost interest in her and Sampson when Gus and Alice alighted onto the steps behind them. With a sneaky glance at Gus, she waited at the kerb.

      As Sampson took advantage of a gap in the traffic, Sadia glanced to her right and saw a car she recognised. Distracted she faltered, craning her neck to confirm that it was indeed, Gus’ wife, Gabriella, with his sister, Katie, in the passenger seat. The car had come out of the Lister Mills complex and was heading up Lilycroft Road. Looking behind her she saw that Gus and Alice had already rounded the corner to The Fort’s car park. Thank God! The last thing she needed was Gus getting riled up again by his sister and ex-wife’s betrayal. That wound was still very raw and a chance sighting of the two lovebirds would only add a liberal dose of salt – not something she wanted for Gus. Not when the prospect of the dreaded Sunday lunch loomed like a dark cloud on the horizon.

      Sampson, who’d already bounded across the road, waved as she took her chance and jogged across to join him after Gabriella’s car had passed her. She hated to admit it to herself but seeing Gabriella made her feel a little bit jealous. Gabriella was gorgeous and, although Gus assured her their marriage had been over before Gabriella left, Sadia still felt a bit like one of the ugly sisters compared to his ex-wife.

      ‘What held you up?’ asked Sampson.

      ‘Aw, just got distracted. Come on, coffee’s on me.’ And she marched past him through the revolving glass doors and into the entrance to the building.

      The Chaat Café, as its name suggested, did a mean spicy chick pea and yogurt salad but, it also catered for a wider palate with a range of home-baked cakes as well as fry-ups of every variety from halal to veggie to red-blooded meat. It was a regular haunt of most of the officers working in The Fort as well as the locals. It was a community project with funding from charitable organisations and Bradford Council. One of its main remits was to provide culinary catering training for adults with learning disabilities. Its various rooms were available for groups from armchair aerobics to Zumba classes to mindfulness training and were well attended.

      Sadia walked past the security guard stationed at a desk covered in leaflets and continued past the various community rooms, following the corridor to the café. If her nose was to be believed, a fresh batch of scones were either ready or soon to be ready. God, but she loved those scones. Approaching the counter, her eyes flicked across the array of cakes until they alighted on the still steaming scones piled up at the end of the line. Eyes sparkling, she smiled at the head chef, Tony, ‘Great timing Tony. Two cappuccinos, please, and two scones with butter and jam.’ She looked beyond Tony to a figure wearing an apron and pink Marigolds, who was drying a pile of plates by the sink. ‘Hey, Rizwan. You make the scones?’

      Rizwan turned and his face creased into a huge smile. He stripped off his gloves, rushed over and threw his arms round Sadia. ‘Yeah, Sadia, I did and they’re delicious.’

      Sadia caught the chef’s eye and winked, ‘I hope you made them specially for me.’

      When Rizwan replied, ‘Yes, just for you’, she smiled, envying him his ability to lie so blatantly to please her. She knew she could do with taking some lessons from Rizwan in that area as her customary bluntness had gotten her into trouble in the past.

      Leaving Tony and Rizwan preparing her order, she joined Sampson at the table he’d chosen in the corner of the room. She was pleased that, without being told, he’d chosen the most discreet table right at the back behind a pillar. She sank into the faux leather chair next to him and cast her eye round the walls of the café. They’d recently changed the artwork on display and, as ever, Sadia was fascinated by the skill of the local artists. The current artwork was textile collages inspired by the work of International artist Imran Qureshi that provided welcome splashes of colour on the magnolia walls and combined with the baking smells and muted background music made the café one of her favourite coffee stops.

      Coffee served and scones demolished, Sadia pushed the thin file across the table to Sampson. ‘This is the file on Millie Green’s death.’

      Sampson used a napkin to wipe his jammy fingers and weighed the folder in one hand. ‘Not very substantial, is it?’

      Sadia grimaced. ‘Tell me about it. I’ve not had a chance to look through it properly myself yet, but it is a bit too thin for my liking.’

      Head to one side, Sampson flicked the cover open and Sadia continued. ‘I was there that night. Saw it from my living room window. It was bad. No way would Millie have chosen to commit suicide that way – who the hell would?’

      ‘So, you think Jessica may have a point? You think Shahid Khan may have done it?’

      ‘Not sure. I’m keeping an open mind. Jess thinks he did. But, me? I just don’t know.’ She gestured to the file in Sampson’s hand. ‘Maybe the answer’s in there.’

      Sampson pursed his lips, then shuffled the papers in his hands and handed Sadia a small pile. ‘Half for you, half for me. Won’t take long to shuffle through these, will it?’

      Sadia could have kissed him for his understated acceptance, and taking her share of the paper work, she settled down to reading the details of the police investigation into Millie Green’s tragic death.

      First, she glanced at the post-mortem report, but quickly put it to one side – after all, she knew what had caused Millie’s death. Gritting her teeth, she flicked through the post-mortem and crime scene photos, which made up part of her bundle, feeling like a masochistic voyeur but, nonetheless feeling the need to see each and every one. When she’d done that she picked up the witness statements and scowled. Why were there so few witness statements? A quick glance told her that Sampson was nearly finished scrutinising his paltry share of the file, so where was all the rest of the paperwork? Most murder books were much heftier than this. Interview statements took up a lot of space. Could things have been misfiled? Unlikely. She remembered that night, vividly. The whole street had been out and the police had surely interviewed everyone at the scene. She knew her dad wouldn’t have missed a trick like that, even as a young officer.

      Frowning, she jotted down the names on the few interview statements and then took a plain piece of paper and concentrated on drawing a plan of the street as she remembered it. If she had the time tomorrow, she’d drive through to make sure her street plan was correct. Satisfied that she’d got it as accurate as she could for now, she marked the name of the families she remembered who had lived in each of the houses at the time of Millie’s death. When she was done she was pleased to see only three houses where she couldn’t identify the inhabitants.

      So engrossed in her work was she that she didn’t notice that Sampson had left the table for more coffee and now, depositing a fresh cup before her, was curiously studying her plan.

      ‘We could google them,’ he said pointing to the names Sadia had listed

      Startled Sadia looked up and flicked her hair from her face. ‘What?’

      ‘It’ll only take me a minute to find out who lives in those houses you’ve not named. Then, I can cross-reference it with the list from 1998 and see if any of them are still there. I’ll probably be able to get current addresses for those that’ve moved too.’

      Sadia studied him. His enthusiasm was commendable but she needed to reinforce the fact that they were working under the wire on this one. ‘Did you hear what DCS Hussain said yesterday regarding this case?’ She tapped the file with her manicured fingernail.

      He shrugged. ‘Yeah, but Gus also asked me to help you and that’s what I’m doing. Let’s cross-match the statements we have with the names you’ve remembered and see if any are missing. We could take it from there.’

      Sadia smiled at him. ‘Two minutes on the job and you’re already taking risks. Good show.’ She lowered her head, matching the few statements she had to the house numbers, before handing him the sheet. ‘Take it from there, Sampson.’

      With Sampson busy beside her, she buried herself into the file again until with a frown she threw her pencil across the table. ‘Half this bloody file’s missing. I know damn well they interviewed my dad and my mum, so where the hell are their interview statements? So bloody frustrating.’

      Sampson mumbled an agreement, but was clearly concentrating on his task.

      Sadia sighed, leaned back closing her eyes, and racked her brain to remember. Yes, that was right, she’d just jumped off the sofa, trying to escape from that God awful image of Millie Green burning on the pavement outside when her dad rushed in and grabbed her. Even in that short space of time, his clothes seemed impregnated with the foul stench of burning flesh and petrol.

      The police constable who’d taken her parents statement was on the drugs squad in Manningham now. Sadia remembered how he’d stuttered and stammered through his questions, embarrassed at interviewing a superior officer’s daughter. She remembered her dad patting him on the arm and saying, ‘Pretend you don’t know me, lad, and it’ll be easier.’

      Her mother, she remembered, had looked shocked. She’d stared straight ahead, her eyes glazed, as she answered each question in a robotic tone. Throughout the interview, her dad had kept his arms round her shoulders and held her shaking hand. Sadia doubted she’d even been aware of his presence, so affected had she been by the tragic death of her neighbour and friend.

      Her parents’ statement was missing, as was Mr Malik’s from number 38 and Mr Amjad from 49 as well as Mr and Mrs Dhosangs’ from next door. Annoyed by the incompetent filing, Sadia scanned the rest of the statements.

      It was quite clear from two eye-witness statements that Millie Green had been standing just inside her gate when something made her turn round. As she had turned the witnesses saw her raise her hands to her face and then back away, towards the gate. According to them, Millie then opened the gate and seemed to be trying to run away when a flash of light sailed through the air and landed on her. It was later discovered that someone had managed to cover Millie in petrol, before throwing a lit petrol filled milk bottle at her to ignite the petrol. An empty bowl, containing traces of petrol was also found later under the hedge. It was clear of prints.

      Millie had run from her gate to the street engulfed in flames and screaming and, soon after, the fire brigade and paramedics had arrived bringing the police with them. By then it was too late. Jackie Oliver stated that he saw a young Asian lad run round the side of Millie’s hedge. Sadia stopped and considered. Yes, that tallied with Jessica saying Shahid appeared behind her stinking of petrol and holding her back whilst she listened to her mother’s screams. He could have thrown the petrol and the milk bottle and ran round the side to arrive through the back garden.

      As Sadia made a note to check out Jackie Oliver, someone she couldn’t remember from that time, Sampson cleared his throat. ‘Got those names, for you. It looks like quite a few people still live there. Want me to ask around tomorrow? See if I can find anyone who puts Shahid Khan at the scene.

      ‘You don’t have to do that. You heard what Gus said: we have to play this under the radar. You could end up on the wrong side of my dad and, believe me, that’s the last thing you want this early in your career.’ She stood up and drew her coat on.

      ‘Yes, I got that impression today but the thing is, I’m like a dog with a bone. I can’t let it alone once I’ve started. Anyway, you can’t interview them. They’ll still remember you as the wee lass that lived in the street.’

      She laughed, ‘Okay, you’ve got a point. But be careful and don’t get caught! Anyway, I’m off home now. Good work, Sampson.’

      Sampson began to shuffle the paperwork together into a neat pile. ‘Night Sadia. Oh, and good luck.’

      She frowned, surprised, ‘What do you mean?’

      Sampson blushed, ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to get personal. It’s just, well, after yesterday I sensed a bit of family conflict between you and your dad. Believe me, I get on the wrong side of my sisters often enough to know how hellish a “family situation” can be.’

      Sadia grinned, ‘Yeah, you’re right about that.’ Then realising she knew practically nothing about Sampson she asked, ‘how many sisters have you got?’

      ‘Only the six still at home.’

      Unable to hide her surprise she said, ‘What?’

      He grinned, ‘Two married sisters and six still at home… and me and my mum and dad, of course.’

      *‘Hells bells! I thought us Muslims had big families.’

      Sampson laughed, ‘No, the Catholics will beat you every time. Anyway, you’re an only child so obviously not all Muslims go down the big family route.’

      ‘Yes, but, in my parents’ case, it wasn’t through choice. They’d have liked more after me but after many miscarriages they decided it wasn’t to be.’ She scrunched up her face as, thinking that perhaps her dad wouldn’t be such a control freak if she had siblings. Then she shuddered. No, knowing her luck she’d have been lumbered with a herd of over-protective brothers who would be as bad as her dad. After all, she had friends who complained that their brothers put the kybosh on half the things they wanted to do. On the other hand, she also had girlfriends whose parents were much more reasonable than her dad had become in recent years. Suppose it’s the luck of the draw really.

      Sampson settled back in his chair and began to flick through the PM report.  “What the hell?”  Scanning the document his eager eyes had picked out the words pregnant.  How could Sadia have missed this.  He shrugged.  He’d known how upset she’d been just thinking about Millie’s death.  No wonder she hadn’t wanted to read the gory ins and outs of it too.  But bloody hell this was hot.  He glanced up to see if he could see her, but she’d gone.  He considered phoning her but then decided not to bother.  Exciting though it was, it could wait  until tomorrow.

      How had it not come to light before now that Millie Green had been eleven weeks pregnant when she died?  Looks like we’ve got the beginnings of a motive.  Maybe Shahid didn’t want another little half-brother or sister.  Or maybe his dad didn’t want to support another kid from his mistress. Well, it stood to reason. All the neighbours said he paid her rent and gave her money.  It seems logical he got something in return… and, of course, he was Jess’ dad.  This was certainly interesting.

    

  


  
    
      15:08 Killinghall Road

      Anastazy lay back on the fluffed up pillows of his king-sized bed ignoring the muffled sobs coming from the girl who lay shivering by his side. Mathilde was becoming a bit of a pain, sniffling and whimpering like a bloody kitten. The bruises on her skinny body were a real turn off, too. Maybe he’d lay off her a bit… at least for a while. He kicked off the duvet, uncovering one hairy leg and kicked the girl so hard in the kidneys that she fell out of the bed, her head ricocheting off the bedside cabinet before she landed in a heap on the floor.

      ‘Piss off, you little whore!’

      Not waiting to be told again, the girl grabbed her clothes and stumbled out of the room as Anastazy, scratching his groin area laughed at her scared retreat. He was physically sated, yet, still, he felt unsettled. He knew it was because of Serafina, but there was nothing he could do about that right now. He was pissed off that she hadn’t appreciated the fact that he’d come to BRI to see her after Jacob was stabbed. Ungrateful bitch! He grinned. Slapping her mother had been a real bonus. She was a cow and she deserved it, interfering. What had she been thinking, attacking him like that? He’d only been defending himself when he retaliated… self-defence, that’s what it was. Shame Serafina didn’t feel the same way, really.

      He’d enjoyed his little talk with her dad though. He’d set out his intentions regarding Serafina and, although Mathias was less than happy about it, in the end, he’d agreed. What choice did he have when Anastazy had so many shots?

      Now, he had to decide on his course of action. The old man wanted to increase the pressure on Shahid Khan – and he was more than happy to do that. The only thing was that The Old Man wanted him to target another girl but Anastazy had a different plan. He had a better way to increase the pressure on Shahid… one that would have a harder impact, a more personal one, than offing one of his whores. Been there done that. Time now to change the boundaries… get them on the hop, keep them on edge.
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      The drive from Bradford through Rawdon was pleasant. The rain had stopped and autumnal foliage dressed the roadsides in a range of deep golds, yellows and maroons. Gus liked autumn. He liked the changing of seasons. His friend Mo was always going on about how he’d like to avoid the winter months in Bradford by spending them in the warmth of the Pakistani climate. Gus, on the other hand, liked the variety. Yes, he moaned about the snow and rain and wind but, in general, the changing seasons grounded him, made him more attuned to his environment, more appreciative of the beauty each season provided.

      He’d gotten over his earlier annoyance at having to make the trip to Horsforth. He and Alice had already had a relatively unproductive day, so he was optimistic that this Professor Carlton would be able to give him some pointers. He’d got Compo to email over the files, such as they were, yesterday so hopefully the psychologist would have had time to give them the once over.

      Despite Alice’s best efforts, Armani had remained stubbornly silent and Gus had been unsure whether to attribute her reticence to shock or fear. Her description of Charlotte’s attacker was sketchy but it had been dark, with limited lighting. She refused to comment on Alice’s suggestion that she’d held something back about Trixie during her previous interview. Gus had felt sorry for the girl who chain-smoked her way through their questions, her hand shaking, her fingers barely able to keep hold of the cigarette she seemed to rely on for sustenance. At the same time he admired her bravery; the pugnacious way she stuck out her chin and the fire that shone in her eyes.

      Their trip to the hospital hadn’t garnered much more information. Charlotte was still sedated. Her internal injuries meant the chances of her being able to carry a baby to full term in the future were slim and that, apparently, was if she could even conceive. It made Gus’ blood boil that men used their superior strength to inflict such atrocities on women and it saddened him that it was the most vulnerable in society that suffered the greatest harm. However, what made him despair the most was when women themselves were instrumental in facilitating this sort of abuse. Charlotte’s mother had recently been released from a five-year stretch in New Hall prison in Wakefield for prostituting Charlotte and her sister from their home in the Canterbury Estate.

      Now, sensing something in it for herself, the woman had come crawling out of the woodwork. That morning, Gus had read in one of the Nationals the story – largely fabricated, he suspected – of the miscarriage of justice that led to Charlotte and her mother being separated. He was well used to the mercenary actions of addicts and the disenfranchised, yet it still stuck in his throat when it was a mother selling her daughter out for a poxy fifty quid from an unscrupulous journalist.

      They’d also been unsuccessful in re-interviewing Jessica who, according to the shop owner downstairs, was at home, but refused to answer. He understood that. Sometimes it was easier to grieve on your own. Both Jess and Armani had refused the services of a family liaison officer and Gus was damned if he’d waste any resources on Charlotte’s mother. He’d stationed a uniformed officer at the door of Charlotte’s room and issued strict instructions that under no circumstances was Charlotte’s mother to be allowed access to her daughter.

      As Alice and he had been leaving the ward, the red-haired nurse from the previous day had turned up to start her shift. Gus, remembering Sadia’s comments about the man with the tear-shaped tattoos, had taken a moment to ask her about that family. She clearly remembered the man and suggested that he didn’t seem to ‘fit in’ with the rest of the family. The young man who’d been stabbed was Jacob Nadratowski and, according to the nurse, was the second of two young men to be stabbed in Bradford yesterday. She said there seemed to be a spate of stabbings recently, with a Polish man being killed in the Thornbury area only the previous week. Despite Alice’s teasing afterwards about working his charm on the nurse, Gus made no apologies for asking her to keep her eyes and ears open for any more information on the tattooed man.

      He’d got Compo scrolling through reams of CCTV footage of Bradford Road as well as accessing ANPR records for that area in the hope that he could cross-match a vehicle with one picked up in the Bradford Moor area around the time of either Camilla or Starlight’s murders. He knew a lot of the information Compo came up with would only be useful when they had a viable suspect but it all had to be done. He’d also asked Sadia to call in to BRI to get an update on Charlotte. He knew she and Sampson were working under the radar on the Millie Green case but they needed to pull their weight on this case, too.

      As Alice, who was driving, turned into the main entrance of the university, Gus’ phone rang. Seeing it was his mum he answered, ‘Hi, Mum, you okay?’

      As Alice pulled into a vacant spot next to the university doctor’s reserved parking space, Gus listened. Rolling his eyes at Alice, who, he was sure, could hear his mum’s voice from where she sat, he wondered if he’d ever be able to get a word in. His mum, like his dad, seemed to think that you had to raise your voice to a near shout when on the phone. Gus suspected that both parents could forgo using the phone altogether and just shout their conversations the length and breadth of Bradford.

      After five minutes of Gus being unable to interject, his mum got to the point of her call. ‘I’m just making sure you’ve not forgotten about Sunday lunch tomorrow, Angus. I’ll expect you at 2pm with both Alice and that lovely girl, Sadia.’

      Gus rolled his eyes at a smirking Alice. ‘Well, the thing is, Mum, another woman was attacked last night and, what with the investigation into the three murders still ongoing, I doubt I’ll be able to afford the time.’

      He held the phone away from his ear as his mum’s ‘Tut’ followed by a tirade, threatened to do permanent damage to his ear drums. ‘Mum, Mum, listen. I’ll see what I can do, okay? Yes, I know we all have to eat. Yes, I know you love cooking.’ At his mum’s last assertion about her love of cooking, Gus risked another glance at Alice who now sported an even bigger grin on her face and was rubbing her tummy in an exaggerated way whilst mouthing the words, ‘Yummy, Sunday lunch.’

      Gus, grinning, turned away before he started to laugh and focussed on trying to wind up the conversation. ‘Okay, okay Mum, I give up. I’ll be there. Yes, yes I’ll bring the whole bloody team with me if you want.’ His tone held a note of warning. ‘But, if something crops up on this case, it may be a flying lunch date, okay?’

      He could visualise his tiny mum’s satisfied smile as she ended in a sweet voice, ‘Oh that’s great, Angus. We’ll see you then.’ And he was left with the dialling tone buzzing in his ear. He turned to Alice and shrugged. ‘I’ve just been played, haven’t I?’

      Alice opened her door and got out. ‘Yup, by the master. Now, let’s get a move on. Don’t want Professor Carlton reporting back to Hannibal Hussain that we were late for our appointment now, do we?’

      Gus scowled,  and shoulders slumping, followed her.
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      The McDonald’s on the Thornbury roundabout was heaving because it was October half-term. Kids in clown masks carrying plastic machetes ran amok, making Sampson wonder at the sanity of their parents, bearing in mind the reported epidemic of clowns terrorising people. The children’s Happy Meal toy was one of a choice of wind-up Halloween characters. Sampson’s preference was the orange pumpkin that the little girl on the next table was playing with, but he also had a grudging admiration for the red devil with its trident and the ultra-white spook that appeared to issue a ghostly wail when wound up.

      Trying to ignore the background noise he took out his notebook and began to make a list of possible questions he could ask the Dhosangs, should they prove willing to be questioned. He’d decided to get a better picture of what happened that night by speaking with some of the neighbours whose statements had apparently gone missing, regardless of the possible risk of word getting back to DCS Hussain. Despite the scone he’d eaten earlier he was hungry and the McDonalds was handy. As he was stuffing the last of his fries into his mouth, his appetite wholly unsatisfied, Sampson looked through the window and caught sight of the huge elephant that stood outside the renowned Aagrah Restaurant on the opposite side of the roundabout. To Sampson it was the equivalent of a ‘Welcome to Bradford’ sign. He wished he’d opted for their buffet instead of the Maccie D’s meal he’d just consumed.

      Pocketing his notebook, he exited onto Leeds Road and, dodging two young lads on bikes, headed towards Rushton Road. Once there he walked part way along before turning off, realising that if he hadn’t been looking for it, he might have missed the entrance to Rushton Crescent. As he walked into the cul de sac, he tried to imagine a dark night filled by a woman’s screams of agony and the stench of burning petrol vying with burning flesh. It was difficult in the autumn sunshine to imagine the horror of that night but Sampson hoped that the few residents who had remained living here since 1998 would still remember. It was hard to imagine they would be able to forget.

      He paused near a broken fence about six houses in and gazed at the semi-detached house. In the front yard a child’s swing and sandpit sat atop concrete slabs each one edged by a liberal growth of weeds. This was where Sadia had lived. For a second, he looked at the front window and imagined a small Sadia, gazing out through the darkness expecting to see a colourful firework display. The rattly wooden windows Sadia had described had been replaced by double glazing and, despite the neglected garden, Sampson could tell that the house had been upgraded during the intervening eighteen years.

      The house was separated from its neighbour by a privet hedge, badly in need of a trim. As he studied the house that had once belonged to Millie Green, the front door opened and a young woman began struggling to bump a pushchair carrying a squawking toddler down the front steps to the path. Pushchair safely deposited on the flat ground, she turned to lock the door, before mumbling something that Sampson couldn’t hear to the child and started to push the pram through the gate. Sampson nodded with a smile as she passed. It was good that the house was occupied – a young family starting out, children’s laughter to chase away the despair that must have hung over the house after Millie’s death.

      Walking on, Sampson laid his hand on the gate of the house adjoining Millie Green’s, and pushed it open. He knew that it was still occupied by the Dhosangs. According to the electoral roll, only Mr and Mrs Dhosang remained in residence. Presumably, their kids had grown up and moved away. He wondered what their memories of that fateful night were. He hoped they’d be able to add something to the information contained in the meagre file he and Sadia had read earlier.

      Before he’d even knocked on the door, it swung open and a small woman, grey hair pulled back and falling in a long plait over one shoulder, stood there. She wore a shalwar kameez and Sampson thought the brown eyes that looked up at him held a sparkiness that belied her advanced years.

      He smiled down at her. ‘Hallo, Mrs Dhosang?’

      The old lady frowned. Her skinny hand was firmly on the door jamb and looked ready to push it shut in his face if she felt at all threatened. Her tone held a challenge that made Sampson smile. ‘Yes, and you are?’

      Her English, though accented, was perfect. Sampson took out his ID and introduced himself explaining why he was there.

      ‘Hi hoi!’ said the old lady, using the same sing-song words Sampson remembered his old school friend Ranjit using. It was an expression of surprise universally used in the Indian sub-continent. Opening the door wider and gesturing him in, Mrs Dhosang continued. ‘It was a tragedy. A terrible, dreadful tragedy. That poor girl left without a mother. Hmm, and all for nothing.’ She shook her head woefully from side to side. ‘All for nothing.’

      ‘You remember that night, then?’

      Mrs Dhosang snorted, ‘Course I remember that night. How could I ever forget? I’m not in my dotage yet, young man.’ She gestured for him to follow her into a room heavily scented with incense, where a large man wearing a turban sat in an armchair. Sampson noted that the turban was an exact match to the blue of his tie. Mrs Dhosang addressed the man who laid the newspaper, folded in quarters, onto his lap. ‘We both do. Don’t we?’

      The man barely glanced at Sampson, as if he were used to his wife bringing unfamiliar people through his house. With a frown he removed his glasses and waited as Sampson held out his hand and introduced himself.

      ‘Sit,’ said Mr Dhosang, leaning back, his fingers stroking his silver striated beard. ‘You’re only about twenty years late.’

      Sampson grimaced his acknowledgment of the older man’s words and perched on the edge of a matching settee that had antimacassars draped over the back and arms, putting him in mind of his granny’s house in County Cork. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well,’ said Mr Dhosang, his eyes twinkling, ‘I know the police are busy, but eighteen years before being interviewed is ridiculous.’

      Sampson glanced at Mrs Dhosang who stood by the door, arms folded across her chest. As if satisfied that the point had been made she nodded before exiting the living room leaving Sampson alone with her husband. ‘Are you telling me that no one interviewed you at the time, Mr Dhosang?’

      ‘That’s right. No-one interviewed us then. Not that we could have said any different than anyone else, but perhaps we might have felt that the poor girl’s death was important to someone if we’d seen the police looking for reasons.’

      Mr Dhosang certainly has a point, thought Sampson. What he couldn’t decide was whether it was just police incompetence or something more sinister that had led to a half-baked investigation. He sincerely hoped that he wouldn’t discover that the police had been in the pocket of Arshad Khan or that they just didn’t care enough to investigate an ex-prostitute’s death. The world, so his dad always said, was very different in the 90s.

      On her husband’s instructions, Sampson waited until Mrs Dhosang came back, carrying a tray with a plate of biscuits and three china tea cups containing steaming, aromatic, spicy tea. Fearing that her fragile hands weren’t strong enough to carry the weight, Sampson jumped up, took the tray from her and deposited it on the large glass coffee table that separated the settee from the fireplace. ‘You shouldn’t have, Mrs Dhosang,’ he said, smiling at her.

      She shooed his protests away and busied herself with the cups. ‘I was making it when you knocked, anyway.’

      She handed Sampson his cup on a saucer and offered him a KitKat, then repeated the process with her husband before settling back with her own tea. ‘We felt he’d covered it all up, didn’t we, Perminder?’

      Despite the fact that her feet dangled three inches above the floor, Sampson sensed that this woman was a force to be reckoned with and that her husband willingly submitted to her personality. He was sure that nothing slipped past her eagle eyes.

      He took a sip of the milky tea, savouring its sweet spiciness. He loved masala chai and he’d not had any for years. Not since Ranjit got married and left Bradford, in fact. ‘Who’d you think covered it up, then?’

      Mrs Dhosang glanced at her husband, ‘Him next door to her on t’other side.’

      ‘You mean DCS Hussain?’

      ‘Oh, that’s what he is now, is it?’ she said and pursed her lips up as if she wasn’t impressed. ‘Well, he wasn’t so high up then but, he still had enough clout to keep things quiet.’

      ‘Stop talking in riddles, Harpreet,’ chided her husband. ‘Just tell the young man. He obviously needs to know now, even if it is a bit late.’

      Mrs Dhosang again pursed her lips. ‘He visited her, you know? All times of the day and night. Thought he was being careful sneaking through the hedge halfway up the back garden, but I could see him letting himself in her back door.’

      Sampson frowned in confusion. ‘Who did?’

      Her lips tight, Mrs Dhosang jerked her thumb towards Sadia’s old house, ‘Him! Hussain, that’s who.’

      Sampson bit his lip, considering the implications of Mrs Dhosang’s words. ‘Are you telling me that DCS Hussain was having an affair with Millie Green?’

      Mrs Dhosang slapped her thigh, ‘That’s right! He was having what they call “illicit relations” with Millie.’

      Shaking his head, her husband interrupted. ‘Too many soaps… she watches far too many soaps.’

      Sampson, torn between smiling at Mr Dhosang’s deadpan delivery and being horrified by his wife’s revelation, said, ‘Are you sure about this?’

      Although he’d directed the question to Mrs Dhosang it was her husband who replied. ‘Yes, she’s sure. The whole cul de sac knew about it. It was one of those sort of open secrets. Everyone felt sorry for Mrs Hussain. She was the only one who didn’t know.’

      ‘Ach, Perminder. That’s not true. She must have known. A woman always knows when her man is unfaithful. She must have known. She wasn’t blind after all.’

      Mr Dhosang shrugged, clearly intimating his disagreement with his wife’s assessment of the situation. Mrs Dhosang glared at him and then, jumping to her feet, she grabbed the saucer from his hand. From the startled look on the other man’s face, Sampson surmised he hadn’t finished with his drink. However, it didn’t seem like he was going to complain, as his wife continued, her tone brooking no argument. ‘Well, I know it wasn’t Shahid. No matter what Jessica thought, that boy loved Millie. He was heartbroken when it happened. It must have been Hussain. That’s what we’ve always thought, isn’t it?’ She looked to her husband, who nodded.

      ‘What about Shahid’s dad?’ asked Sampson ‘Arshad Khan?’

      Mr Dhosang flicked his hand as if swatting a fly. ‘No, Arshad wasn’t interested enough. He’d moved on and anyway, wasn’t he abroad when it happened, Harpreet?’

      ‘Yes he was, but he could have hired a hitman if he’d wanted to,’ said Harpreet, her eyes sparkling as if she were relishing the thought.

      Mr Dhosang sighed and spoke in a side tone to Sampson. ‘Too much CSI too, I’m afraid. In fact, altogether too much TV, full stop.’ He turned back to his wife. ‘You know he didn’t do that. You know that he, although not a nice man, just couldn’t get enough of Millie. That’s why he paid her rent. But she knew what he was like and wanted nowt to do with him.’

      Nodding, Mrs Dhosang agreed, ‘Yes that’s true. He wasn’t interested in changing his ways.  Not interested in his daughter. Only in her mum.’ She threw her hands up in the air, ‘He paid for the house and absolved himself of responsibility. And that’s how Millie liked it. She owed him nothing.’

      Sampson thought for a moment. ‘But she kept in touch with Shahid and the baby and they weren’t even her blood relatives.’

      ‘Well, Shahid didn’t like his father’s new wife but he doted on Jessica and that little lad, what was his name? Imtiaz, I think. Shahid used to bring him over all the time and Millie didn’t mind.’

      A few more questions ascertained that the Dhosangs hadn’t been alerted to what had happened until after the fire brigade arrived; nor had they heard anyone pointing fingers at anyone. So, sensing that he’d learned all he was going to from the Dhosangs, Sampson put his empty cup on the tray and stood up. He headed into the hallway, Mrs Dhosang following behind. As she removed the chain and unlocked the door for him she said, ‘One thing I never understood though, was how did he manage to cover up about the baby?’

      ‘What?’ Sampson looked down into the old woman’s eyes.

      She nodded, ‘She was pregnant, you know? Early days no more than three months gone. She told me in confidence one morning when I went over with a letter that had come to us instead of her. Just as she opened the door, she had to rush to be sick. Well, there was no point lying to me. I knew morning sickness when I saw it, so she admitted it and swore me to secrecy.’

      She paused and looked up at me with steady eyes. ‘I’ve always wondered why the Hussains moved house so suddenly after the fire.’

      Sampson nodded and then turned away, wondering what to make of everything. It seemed that the neighbourhood knew about Millie’s pregnancy and now he had another contender for the paternity of her child. Why did things have to be so complicated?
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      By the time Gus and Alice had ascertained the whereabouts of Professor Carlton’s office and weaved their way past the hordes of students milling about for the university’s open day, they were running late. Gus hated being late. It made him feel at a disadvantage and he knew that some of these academic types could be real sticklers for punctuality, regardless of the fact he was running a major investigation.

      Ignoring the twinge in his upper thigh, he took the stairs two at a time leaving Alice puffing and moaning behind him. Following the directions he’d been given at the reception he walked along a corridor, reading each of the names on the office doors as he went. At the second to last door, he paused. It bore the name Professor Carlton, and was half open. Gus could see two people inside. An elegant woman sat at the desk wearing a flowing skirt, her hair bundled on top of her head in one of those messy buns Sadia sometimes sported when she wasn’t working. Pacing the small office was a short dumpy man in an ill-fitting suit, wearing a pair of luminous green Nike trainers. A pair of thick lensed glasses, one leg held together with parcel tape, were perched at an angle across his nose. Gus hoped the professor would be able to get rid of the man quickly as he didn’t want to waste any more time than he had to.

      With Alice standing behind him, Gus rapped lightly on the door with his knuckles. Professor Carlton looked up, so he took a step into the room, hand extended and introduced himself. However, before she had a chance to shake his proffered hand, the other man snorted, ‘You see, Andrea, that’s just the sort of reverse fucking stereotyping I’ve been talking about.’

      Professor Carlton looked apologetic as she shook Gus’ hand. ‘I’m pleased to meet you, DI McGuire but, I’m not actually Professor Carlton. This,’ she turned to her male colleague, who with his chest thrust out, looked like a triumphant penguin, ‘…is Professor Sebastian Carlton.’

      Gus blinked, trying to reconcile the fact that he’d probably offended Professor Carlton with the information that the man in front of him bore the comparatively exotic name of Sebastian. He’d never met anyone less like a Sebastian. Looking sheepish, Gus grinned, realising that the other man’s ‘reverse stereotyping’ comment was all too accurate. He hoped that Carlton didn’t bear grudges.

      Professor Carlton gripped Gus’s hand in a very firm hold and continued as if he’d not been interrupted. ‘Just been talking to Andrea here about how, in this day and age of being “PC”,’ he enclosed the letters PC by bending two chubby nicotine stained fingers in the air, ‘we’re at risk of introducing reverse stereotypes. Take what happened just then. ‘He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, making them wobble even more. ‘You knew one of us had to be Professor Carlton and, rather than opt for the male “Prof”,’ again air quotes with his chubby fingers, ‘which, statistically, would have been correct seventy-eight per cent of the time, you opted for the PC option which, had only a twenty-two per cent chance of accuracy, as reported by the Higher Education Statistics Agency 2013 to 2014.’

      He peered at Gus and grinned. ‘As I said, reverse stereotyping.’

      Gus couldn’t prevent the smile that spread across his face. There was something incredibly likeable about this man. ‘Actually, Professor Carlton, not that I want to burst your bubble, but my deduction wasn’t based on reverse stereotyping by sex, but rather, I’m ashamed to admit it, through stereotyping by appearance.’

      Carlton studied Gus for a minute and then, flinging his head back, he chortled, reminding Gus of a smaller, non-Scottish version of his dad, ‘Ah, the fucking scruffy man with his glasses taped up is statistically less likely to be a professor than the à la Primark elegant Andrea? Well, that’s another variable I’ll pose to my third-year imbeciles. They need something to get their brains geared up.’ He waved his fingers at Andrea, ‘Toddle off then, I’ve got to talk to the police now. You can bail me out later if they arrest me.’

      Andrea shook her head in way that told Gus she was well used to her colleague’s idiosyncrasies, ‘Yeah you’ll be lucky. If you’re banged up, I’d have peace and quiet. What makes you think I’d jeopardise that by bailing you out?’

      Carlton sashayed over to the chair she’d vacated and plonked himself down, clasping his fingers together over his chest, ‘Ah, but you’d miss my suave wit and incisive humour.’

      Andrea snorted and turned to Gus and Alice, ‘Well, good luck with him… you’ll need it.’

      Sebastian Carlton waved them into the two visitor’s chairs opposite his desk and placed his elbows on the table, steepling his fingers under his chin. After Gus had moved a pile of paperwork onto the edge of the already overflowing desk and sat down, Carlton spoke. ‘So, what do you expect me to tell you?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘To be honest, we’d be grateful for anything that would point us in the right direction.’

      Carlton nodded and moved his computer mouse. After a few moments studying the screen he said, ‘Well, let’s see. First up, because of the limited amount of time I’ve had to study this, my offerings are purely provisional, okay?’

      Gus nodded.

      Seemingly satisfied, Carlton continued, ‘Your DCS is a bit of an arse, isn’t he?’ He winked at Alice. ‘Don’t answer that. I’ll make my own judgements. His agenda wasn’t for me to help you. He just wanted to piss on your parade. I could have emailed you my findings, saved you some time but he was insistent you trail out here to get them. Fucking wasting my time too. Hmph! Never mind, I’ll tell you what I’ve got but it’s not much… nor, I suspect, is it anything you’ve not considered yourselves.’

      Gus risked a glance at Alice. It was good to have his own opinions of Hussain’s motives reinforced by a renowned forensic profiler and judging by Alice’s smug expression, she was pleased, too.

      Carlton pushed his specs back up into position. ‘The first two women and the fourth one were attacked, I reckon, by the same person. The third one was a “copycat”. I’m only giving you the highlights now. I’ll send you the reasoning later.’

      That tallied with Gus’ thoughts on the killings too, which of course meant they were dealing with not one but two murderers. He hoped that Trixie’s killer wouldn’t opt to increase his body count to match the other one.

      With a sniff, Professor Carlton pursed his lips, as if gathering his thoughts before beginning, ‘It’s not a crazed serial killer as the press are speculating. The MO and forensic reports indicate that Camilla, Starlight and Charlotte were attacked by the same perp, excuse the Americanism, but I’ve just got back from Quantico.’ His expression indicated he wasn’t wholly enamoured with his most recent foray to the FBI headquarters,

      ‘However, none of these girls have been displayed with any precision. No ritual, no specific placing of the body or manoeuvring of the limbs… and more importantly, no apparent trophy taking.’ He looked over the top of his glasses. ‘That’s not to say the “perp” isn’t a sociopath; he probably is. He certainly gets off on pain: why else violate them when they’re conscious? But, each of these three is dissimilar in looks and stature. There’s no sign that he’s unravelling, yet the attacks have no clear time frame. He doesn’t appear to be evolving either. He’s not “fine-tuned” his approach, he’s left no calling card, other than the bottle which, your forensic report states, contain trace evidence indicating they’ve been left discarded in the vicinity. Thus, he’s not brought the bottle with him, but relied on finding one nearby. If he was an organised killer, he’d wouldn’t rely on that chance. So, what would he do if he couldn’t find a bottle? Would his MO vary? I suspect he’d use anything that came to hand to make his point.’

      So, thought Gus, although we’re looking for a sociopath of some description, we are looking for a sadist. It would be worth finding out more about the Eastern European girl Charlotte had found being beaten and brought to the Prossie Palace. Maybe when Charlotte came round she’d be able to say if it had been the same man who attacked her.

      Carlton continued, ‘He enjoys dominating his victims, there’s no doubt of that. He’s clearly a misogynist and yes, he has committed a series of killings, but he seems to employ a quite arbitrary victim selection procedure… unless his motive reaches beyond just killing and maiming prostitutes.’

      He turned his computer screen showing photographs of the bodies of Camilla and Starlight in situ. ‘The way Camilla is lying face down whilst Starlight is rolled partly onto her side, seems like the attacker finished his “job” and just left them however they landed. Why go to the bother of doing his thing with the bottle if he wasn’t going to display his work? That makes me think it’s more of an execution type of kill. He strangles them repeatedly because he enjoys watching them suffer. He waits until they’re unable to struggle any more before using the bottle and then he strangles them one last time and just leaves their bodies as they are. This smacks to me of murder to order… gang related? Turf war? And, if it is territorial, there will be other similar crimes, stabbings, strangulations going on locally too. They will be linked but they probably haven’t crossed your radar yet. Follow the patterns of low-level crime and it’ll lead you to the organisers… this perpetrator will, more than likely, be a sadist employed by bigger fish.’

      Without warning, he jumped to his feet and headed for the door leaving them still sitting, ‘Got to go, got a lecture to prospective students to deliver… lucky little fuckers! You need owt else, email me.’ And he was off, leaving Gus and Alice looking at each other, speechless.

      On the drive back to Bradford, Alice said, ‘Well, if what he says is right, and I think it sounds reasonable, that doesn’t rule out Shahid Khan for Trixie’s murder does it?’

      Gus had been thinking along those very lines himself, but he still couldn’t work out why Shahid would kill Trixie. He seemed serious about wanting to settle down with her and raise the baby. His grief seemed real and, although he’d seen murderers display seemingly real grief for their victims in the past, Gus felt disinclined to think that Shahid’s masked culpability. He’d been wrong before though, so he wouldn’t rule it out. ‘No, it doesn’t, and it makes me think we need to look a bit more closely at those stabbings that nurse told us about. See if we can find a link. I’ll get Compo on it when we get back.’

      ‘Maybe Charlotte will come round soon and give us a positive ID on her attacker.’

      ‘That would be great but, she’s been through a lot and we don’t know what her prognosis is yet. We’ll keep digging and we will eventually come up with something, Al.’
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      Shahid sat slumped over his desk, his eyes fixed on the bank of TVs that looked over The Delius. He felt numb. He knew he was stewing in his own sweat but he’d no energy or inclination to do anything about it. What was the point? He’d lost Trixie, he’d lost his baby. He had nothing left. Nothing to look forward to, no future. He opened his desk drawer and rummaged about until he found what he was looking for… three packets of an antidepressant that had been prescribed to his step-mum years earlier. Probably out of date by now but they’d do the job. He peered into the depths and, lurking in the corner, found two packets of Paracetamol. That should do the trick. He slammed the drawer shut and opening the lower one, he took out the bottle of whisky he kept there for emergencies.

      He rubbed his hand over his stubbly chin and then rubbed his sore eyes, savouring the gritty sensation beneath his lids. Sniffing, he began to pop each pill from its blister pack until they lay in a sizeable pile on his desktop. Strangely calm now, he poured whisky into a pint glass and lifting it to his lips he took a preparatory sip. Ready now, he raised his eyes to the TV monitors to take a last look round the most important part of his empire. As he watched, Imti opened the back door and, swinging a black bin bag in one hand, he walked across the concrete paving to the huge industrial bins that stood against the back wall. Without warning, a figure emerged from between two of the bins. Shahid saw the figure look straight at the camera and then, smirking, he raised his hand and pulled it back. Before Shahid had time to register what was in the man’s hand, he heard a crash through the speakers and then the monitor covering that area flickered and died. Fuck! thought Shahid, his heart thudding as he jumped to his feet. ‘Imti!’

      In his haste he scattered the pills and upturned his glass over the desk, where it soaked into a pile of paperwork before dripping onto the wooden floor splashing whisky onto his jeans. Storming out of his office, he took the stairs two at a time, yelling for Jai to ‘Get to the fucking back door. Pronto.’ What the fuck had he just seen? He’d recognised that bloke but, for the moment, couldn’t think where from. All he knew was that his brother was in danger and he had to get to him quickly.

      Reaching the door, seconds before, Jai appeared from the lounge area, he barrelled into the metal fire escape bar and when it bounced open, he fell out into the back yard. All of his earlier lethargy dissipated now; Shahid regained his balance and whirling round he ran towards the bins. He was praying frantically to a God he’d never depended on before and his breath came in short gasps. Please let Imti be all right. I couldn’t bear to lose him too.

      Aware of Jai pounding at his heels, he reached the spot where he’d last seen Imti. He stopped momentarily when he saw the dark oozing liquid seep across the concrete from the side of the bin and with a primal yell, he rounded the corner and there, sprawled in an unmoving heap like a discarded pile of rubbish was Imti, the contents of the black bin bag he’d carried scattered all around him.

      Shahid fell to his knees, heedless of the blood soaking into his jeans and seeing Imti’s eyes flutter, he pulled his T-shirt up to check out the wound. Sensing Jai beside him, he yelled, ‘Get an ambulance here, now.’ And, as Jai got out his phone, Shahid pressed his hands onto the oozing wound in Imti’s stomach, barely aware of Jai’s urgent mutterings on the phone.

      When Jai knelt beside him, Shahid, ignoring the tears that streamed down his face and diluted the blood on his hands, said, ‘It was that bastard from the other night. Saw him on the monitors. See if you can find him. He can’t have got far. Get him.’
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      18:00 The Hare and Hounds, Toller Lane

      Sampson had left the Dhosang’s house with his head reeling and had gravitated to The Hare and Hounds on Toller Lane, craving the homely comforts of wood fires, friendly faces and a good pint. He also knew that the chances of bumping into someone from work were miniscule. Most of his colleagues frequented The Kings Arms right next door to The Fort and, until he got his head round all he’d discovered earlier, he needed some space. His mind was full of too many questions and no bloody answers.

      What was he supposed to tell Sadia? How could he tell her that her dad was having an affair with Millie Green? Was it even relevant? He’d fleetingly thought that, maybe, he could avoid sharing that information with Sadia, but he knew deep down that that would be impossible. He’d have to bite the bullet and tell her.

      Fuck, this was a car crash. He wished he hadn’t been so keen to work with Sadia on this when Gus had suggested it. Not only that, but Gus had made it plain that he wanted nothing to do with it. Deniability or some such thing. Now, he was in the firing line and he’d no idea what to do. Nodding to Adam, the bartender, for a refill, Sampson settled in for a long night of worry.
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      Having reprimanded three teenagers in clown masks who been running around the grounds frightening hospital visitors when she’d parked up, Sadia wasn’t in the mood for visiting. She’d spent the afternoon avoiding her dad when she’d have liked nothing better than to go home, run a warm bath and have a long soak. She guessed that by now, Councillor Majid would have reported her earlier visit to The Delius and was certain that this would prompt yet another lecture from her dad about who she mixed with, the unsuitability of her job and, of course, the old chestnut about going to Pakistan to get married. She just didn’t have the energy for it.

      She felt physically and mentally exhausted. It had been a long day following on from a longer night and all this emotional stuff combined with the pressures of the current investigation just added to her anxiety. Gus was at the end of his tether and she wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to keep a lid on their relationship without confronting her dad. A confrontation between Gus and her dad was the last thing she wanted. It could only end badly.

      It infuriated her that her father, who’d had the freedom to choose his own wife, albeit it within the Islamic community, could employ such double standards where she was concerned. Apart from the fact that things were getting serious between her and Gus, did her dad really think that she’d find a better life partner by trolling for a spouse in Pakistan than in scouring the streets of Bradford? It’s not like there was a dearth of Muslims to choose from in the district. But the problem for Sadia was that she didn’t want that. No, she wasn’t prepared to forsake her independence and that was one of the reasons that Gus was so appealing. He put no constraints on her independence. In fact, he expected her to be her own woman, make her own decisions. It was sexy as hell to know her opinions were valued… and of course he’d a great body, too. She smiled. Thinking of Gus always made her smile.

      Realising that she’d attracted the attention of the security guard at the main entrance by grinning like an idiot, she waved at him, before heading up to the intensive care wards to check out Charlotte. If there had been any significant change in her condition, they would have been informed but Gus wanted to make sure that whichever officer on duty was aware that Charlotte’s mother was definitely not allowed near her.

      Buzzing through the entrance, she was pleased to see that the nursing staff had provided the uniformed officer with a chair, a cup of tea and some toast. Sadia grinned and threw the officer the bag of crisps and chocolate bar she’d brought. ‘Any change?’

      Ripping the wrapper from the chocolate, the officer shook her head. ‘Not really. The consultant’s been in and they’ve reduced her meds but, she’s still not stirring. They’re not worried though. Say it’s a matter of time.’

      Remembering from her own experience, how mind-numbingly boring guard duty could be, Sadia sent the officer off for a fifteen-minute break. Taking her coat off, she flung it over the chair and prepared to watch the ward activity. It was busy, but quiet. The nurses moved around the ward with a purposefulness that Sadia envied. She wished she felt as purposeful. Instead, she felt that the Millie Green investigation was a dead end. They seemed to be treading water on the murders and her home life was tense. The only thing giving her any satisfaction, at the minute, was Gus.

      Standing up, she looked through the square window into Charlotte’s room. She was hooked up to a range of monitors that stood around the top of her bed. Flashing numbers, zig zag lines accompanied by the occasional beep accentuated the desperation of her condition. Her already fragile frame seemed dwarfed under the tightly secured sheets that covered her body. From the back of her skinny hand sprouted a cannula which led to a drip that hung like a towering triffid beside the bed. From where she stood, Sadia could see that Charlotte looked ashen, the healthy coffee complexion she remembered replaced by a deathly pallor. Beneath her bruised eyelids, her eyes flickered but as far as Sadia could see, she was otherwise motionless. Sadia bit her lip as angry tears sprang in her eyes. What sort of bastard did that to a young girl? As the intensive care nurse took Charlotte’s pulse, Sadia turned away with a sigh. It looked like it could be a long wait before they could speak to Charlotte.

      Down the corridor, a young girl walked out of the relative’s room and approached one of the side rooms. Sadia frowned. The girl looked vaguely familiar. She shook her head… no, probably mistaken. As she watched, the girl hesitated and then waved to a figure who was walking up the corridor from the ward entrance. It was a boy, maybe a couple of years younger than the girl. As he approached the girl, Sadia heard them speaking in Polish and the girl turned and walked back up the ward with the boy. Clearly siblings, she thought. Then, as they got nearer the girl flicked a glance in Sadia’s direction and Sadia froze. She did recognise this girl. She’d seen her on the CCTV Imti had shown her from The Delius. According to Imti the tear tattooed man was not her brother, so what had he been doing at the hospital the previous night? From the footage she’d seen, there was no love lost between the two of them.

      The girl had her hand ready to push open the door of a side when Sadia spoke. ‘Excuse me, I just wanted to have a quick word with you.’

      The boy turned, angling himself slightly in front of his sister as if to protect her. Sadia smiled and held out her warrant card. ‘I’m DS Sadia Hussain. I wanted to speak with you about an incident at The Delius club in Thornbury on Thursday night.’

      The boy raised an eyebrow and looked at his sister as she took a step forward. Darting what Sadia took to be nervous glances back down the corridor towards the ward entrance, she spoke in a quiet but rushed tone. ‘I can’t speak to you here. Please wait. I’ll come when I can.’

      Not wanting to cause the girl any discomfort, Sadia nodded and backed away, allowing the girl to push open the door and, with a grateful smile, disappear inside. Moments later the main ward door buzzed open admitting the man Sadia assumed was the girl’s father. Looks like the girl wasn’t too keen on letting her dad know she was willing to talk to the police. Wonder why?

      Trusting the girl to make an appearance and knowing she couldn’t leave without passing her, Sadia chatted with the uniformed officer, who’d returned from her break. Sadia had recognised the flicker of fear in the Polish girl’s eyes when she’d flashed her warrant card, but, if she was right, that fear had quickly been replaced by a look of determination. She felt sure this girl had something important to share.
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      Since dropping the bombshell on DCS Hussain earlier, Brighton had busied himself trying to trace Trixie’s relatives. If they were anything like that Charlotte’s mum, the whore would probably have been better off without them anyway. He grimaced. No matter how bad her parents had been though, it didn’t mean she’d got to go whoring herself for the likes of Bazza Green. Plenty of help out there for young girls without them slutting around like that. Half of them probably deserved what they got anyway, flaunting themselves on the streets, playing hard to get and then backing out last minute. Yes, he’d had a few girlfriends like that. Gagging for it to begin with and then all of a sudden crying ‘no’. He’d soon set them straight, though. He shrugged. Since his last divorce he was happy on his own. A bit of porn and a gin and tonic of an evening were a lot less hassle than a woman any day.

      He’d not managed to get a line on Trixie by the time Sadia got back from whatever little rendezvous she’d had with Sampson. Stupid bitch thought he hadn’t noticed her sodding off with the lad. Probably letting him get his leg over as well. So when she got up to leave a while since, he’d decided to follow. Hussain hadn’t told him to keep following her, but, then again, he hadn’t instructed him to stop either. Besides which, the way the bitch, McGuire and Sampson had cosied up earlier, made Brighton sure he was being kept out of the loop on something important… and that would never do.

      So far she’d not done anything very exciting. He’d heard Gus tell her to check on the whore that was in intensive care and that seemed to be what she was doing. Brighton was too smart to park in the BRI car park so he’d parked near Bradford Girls’ Grammar School and walked up to Duckworth Lane. He could see her car from where he stood on the opposite side of the road, but he doubted she’d notice him from the car park. When she came back, he’d have time to run back to his car and be ready to follow her.

      Standing under a tree, which protected him from the light drizzle that had started, he wondered what Sadia’s dad would do. He’d seen the man’s Paki face lose colour when he’d looked at the photos and recognised his daughter. The way his hands had bunched into fists on top of the desk had made Brighton wonder for a second if he was going to punch him. Then he’d relaxed and his expression had loosened. Brighton had breathed a silent sigh of relief. He didn’t want to take a punch from the DCS but he knew that he’d be quids in if Hussain had lost control and lashed out. He’d mentally prepared himself not to retaliate should that happen, but the other man had managed to keep control. He wondered what Hussain was thinking about him. The last thing he wanted was to be in his bad books. He suspected he’d got off lightly, so far.

      Mind you, it was early days. Hussain could still turn round and take it out on him if he wanted to. He could make his life miserable but, then again, maybe he’d decide to keep him sweet. Maybe he’d realise that, if he wanted to keep his precious daughter’s reputation intact, his best option would be to keep Brighton on-side. After all, he’d kept copies of the photos and he knew that the press were all too keen to soak up any stories to discredit the police. Yes, Hussain would do well to remember that Brighton held a royal flush.

      Lighting up another cig, he grinned. Oh, how he’d love to be a fly on the wall of the Hussain house when Sadia finally got home.
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      The heat of the hospital made Sadia feel sleepy and, when the girl from The Delius came out of the side ward, she was stifling a yawn. The girl approached Sadia, her eyes scanning the length of the ward, reinforcing Sadia’s feeling that she didn’t want to be seen talking to her. Sadia was glad she’d thought to ask the ward sister earlier for permission to use the nurse’s staffroom.

      Smiling, she led the girl to the room and once inside she closed the door behind them. ‘I reckoned the relative’s room may not be private enough for our chat,’ she held out her hand, ‘I’m Sadia, I don’t know your name, though.’

      Tentatively, the girl shook Sadia’s hand, ‘Serafina. My name’s Serafina Nadratowski.’

      Sadia sat down and waited for Serafina to join her. Despite the fact they were in a private space, away from the main ward, Serafina kept darting glances towards the door as if she expected someone to burst through at any moment. Sadia could see the faint remnants of a bruise at the girl’s chin and knew it was from when she’d been hit at The Delius on Thursday. Serafina’s lips looked dry and cracked and, as Sadia watched, she chewed on her bottom lip and fiddled with her hair, twisting strands of her long ponytail round and round her index finger. Sadia stretched out a hand to stop her, ‘Serafina, you look petrified. Can you tell me who you’re so afraid of and why? Is it the man with the teardrop tattoos?’

      Serafina snorted in what was half hiccup, half tearful gasp, then shook her head from side to side. The words ‘like a rabbit caught in the headlights’ sprung to Sadia’s mind and she wished there was an easier way to do this. ‘Look, sweetheart, why don’t you give me the name of the man from The Delius for starters and we’ll go from there.’

      Looking down at her hands, Serafina said, ‘Anastazy. Anastazy Dolinski. That’s his name and he’s a monster.’ She spat the last word out as if it were a poisoned sweet she’d been forced to taste.

      Seeing how distraught Serafina became at the mere mention of the man’s name, Sadia changed the subject. She’d revisit the subject of Anastazy later but, for now, she wanted the girl to relax. ‘Who are you visiting in the CCU, Serafina?’

      The tightness round Serafina’s lips eased and her mouth twitched in a tired smile, ‘My brother, Jacob. He was stabbed. Anastazy stabbed him. He lost his spleen, but they say he’ll be okay.’

      Sadia allowed the words to sink in before speaking again. ‘So, Serafina, why, if Anastazy was the one to stab your brother, was he visiting your family last night?’

      Serafina’s eyes again darted to the door. She shifted on her seat, shrugged, but said nothing.

      ‘Look, sweetie, you’ve come this far; said this much. I think you want to tell me. I think you need to tell me. If this Anastazy stabbed your brother, then we need to know, don’t we?’

      Pulling the sleeves of her jumper down over her palms, Serafina gripped the cuffs with her finger tips, swiped one arm over her eyes and swallowed hard. ‘He stabbed Hasnain yesterday too… but my dad made me promise not to speak to the police about it.’ And she broke down, sobs wracking her body. Sadia moved closer to her and put her arms round the crying girl. Holding her tightly, she smoothed Serafina’s hair and muttered reassurances. All the while, Sadia was remembering the conversation she’d had with Gus earlier. The forensic psychologist had intimated that he believed the MO to be more akin to a turf war scenario than the work of a serial killer. He reckoned that, alongside the attacks on the prostitutes, this villain would likely indulge in lower level violence to enforce his will over others. Was this what the psychologist meant? Could this Anastazy be linked to or even responsible for the murders and the attack on Charlotte, which had been intended to create confusion and antipathy between Bazza Green and Shahid Khan?

      When Serafina was calmer, Sadia teased out the details of the attacks on her friend Hasnain and her brother Jacob. ‘What I don’t understand though, is why your dad has prevented you from reporting this. Is he scared too?’

      Serafina scowled, ‘No. I don’t think he’s scared of Anastazy. Not like I am.’ She thought for a moment before continuing, ‘It’s more like he wants to keep him sweet, no matter what he does to the rest of us. Like Anastazy has something on him maybe.’ She waved her arms. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I just don’t know. After my dad spoke to him, he told us that Anastazy hadn’t stabbed Jacob and that we better not say otherwise to anyone.’

      ‘Is that typical of your dad?’

      Serafina laughed, ‘Don’t know. We didn’t see him much before we moved to the UK. In Poland we were well off, not like we are here, but then something happened and he lost his job or something and we moved to Bradford.’

      ‘Any idea where Anastazy lives?’

      Serafina shook her head. ‘Bradford Three, maybe Killinghall Road area?’

      Sadia texted Anastazy’s name to Compo, asking him to see what he could find out about him. Then she texted Imti asking him to email the footage of Anastazy to Compo and Gus to let him know what she’d discovered. Feeling pleased with her evening’s work she stood and, after checking no one was on the corridor, they left the staff room.

      Sadia decided to take one last look at Charlotte before she left and, making sure she walked behind Serafina, she headed along the corridor. When she drew level with her brother’s door, Serafina paused and mouthed, ‘Thank you,’ to Sadia, but before she could enter the room the main ward door burst open, ricocheting off the wall. Both women spun round and Sadia spotted the other girl’s sheer panic as she instinctively grabbed her crucifix, her eyes wide, pupils dilated. In an instant, all thoughts of Serafina were driven from Sadia’s mind when she saw who had entered the ward.

      Heart hammering, Sadia ran towards the figure that stood unsteadily in the entrance. A nurse approached but Sadia waved her away. ‘It’s okay, I’ve got this,’ she said and, concerned, she put her hand on the man’s arm. ‘Shahid, what’s happened?’

      It was then that Jai approached like a towering brick wall behind Shahid, breathing heavily as if he’d exerted himself. When Shahid stared blankly at Sadia without responding, Jai interjected. ‘It’s Imti.’ His usual patronising arrogance was absent from his tone for once and Sadia felt her heart skip a beat. It must be bad for both Shahid and Jai to be so strongly affected. Her gaze fell to Shahid’s hands. In a surreal Lady Macbeth type action, he kneaded them together sending little flakes of dried blood floating to the floor. The front of his T-shirt and the knees of his jeans were splodged a deep red colour and waves of alcohol wafted from him as Sadia tried to make sense of the tableau before her.

      Jai, his voice catching in his throat put his arm round Shahid as he spoke. ‘Shahid saw someone on the CCTV attack Imti when he was putting out the rubbish. He ran down and tried to staunch the blood.’

      Sadia, wide-eyed, stepped forward and began to guide Shahid towards the relative’s room. Her hands shook, but she wouldn’t allow the tears that clogged her throat to fall. Not until she knew everything. ‘…and Imti? Where is he now?’ She felt like her heart was about to implode. How could this have happened? She’d only just seen him this morning. Who the hell would do this to Imti? Everyone loved him. But as this last thought flitted through her mind, Serafina, who had followed her to Shahid, spoke, her voice trembling. ‘Anastazy. It was Anastazy.’

      Jai, eyes narrowed looked at Serafina, then nodded once before turning back to Sadia. ‘Imti’s in surgery. They wouldn’t let us come in the ambulance, so I drove Shahid over. It was bad, Sadia, really bad.’

      Settling Shahid on a chair in the relative’s room, she sent Serafina for coffee. ‘You stink, Shahid. You been drinking?’

      Jai shook his head. ‘I think he spilled whisky down himself. He’s not as drunk as you think.’ He glanced at Shahid and then moved closer to Sadia and said, for her ears alone, ‘I think he was going to top himself, Sad. I found a whole bunch of pills scattered over the table in his office.’

      Sadia ran a trembling hand through her hair. ‘Because of Trixie. God, I could kill him. Didn’t he stop to think about what that would do to Imti?’

      Jai laid a warning hand on her arm. ‘That’s not important now, though, is it?’ and he inclined his head to where Shahid sat staring into space, seemingly oblivious to the tears pouring down his cheeks.

      Sadia took a deep breath. ‘Get a nurse, Jai. He’s in shock.’ She slipped her coat off and wrapped it round an unprotesting Shahid’s shoulders. In another time the image of Shahid Khan, her pink coat with its fur collar draped round his shoulders, would have made her laugh… right now she wondered if things could get any worse.
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      Brighton kicked at the small pile of cigarette ends he’d thrown at his feet whilst he’d been waiting for Sadia’s return. Where the fuck was the stupid bint? How long did it take her to check on a comatose whore? If it wasn’t for the fact he could still see her car sitting where she’d parked it earlier, he would have thought he’d missed her. It was bloody freezing and he was getting fed up growling at kids in stupid clown masks to piss off and leave him alone.

      Talking of piss, his bladder was protesting strongly now. If she didn’t turn up soon he’d have to go. He glanced around. It was too busy here though, what with the never-ending flow of car headlights spotlighting him and the regular pedestrian activity. No, he’d have to risk heading up to the hospital and if he missed her… He shrugged. Well, so fucking what? Not as if he was being paid hard cash for this. Besides, if he went up there he’d be able to get a warm drink too. He blew on his hands. God, but he’d murder for a scalding hot coffee right now – even one of those poncy ones McGuire drank.

      He pushed himself away from the tree, stamped the cig butts into the ground, crossed the road when the lights turned red and scurried up the steps into the hospital grounds. If the bitch saw him, he’d just tell her he was worried about the whore and was checking up on her. He grinned, not that he’d call her a whore though. No, he’d be as polite as he could and wrong-foot the cow. Make her think he’d turned over a new leaf.

      Near the entrance to accident and emergency, he saw an ambulance screech up, sirens blaring and, even when the paramedic jumped out of the driver’s seat and rushed to the back, the lights continued to rotate in a blaze of blue. Hands thrust deep in his pockets, he began to cross the asphalt, thinking ‘probably some drunk started early on a Saturday night and over done it’. Typical fucking Bradistan. If it weren’t the damn Pakis rioting and dealing drugs, it was the scumbags from Holme Wood and the like, dragging the city to the ground.

      Heading for the illuminated ‘Main Entrance’ sign, he was distracted when a car braked hard near him, skidding to a stop. A man all but fell out of the passenger seat, slamming the door shut behind him and nearly rolling over the bonnet of the car in his haste to get to the entrance. Brighton glanced at the driver and recognised him as the bouncer from The Delius. He swung his gaze to the other man who had reached the disabled access slope and was grabbing the handrail to propel himself over like an Olympian hurdler before slamming through the double doors. As the light from the reception fell through the door, Brighton saw that it was Shahid Khan. Wonder what the fuck’s got into him now, he thought, following at a more sedate pace.
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      Leaving the cloying heat of the hospital, Sadia welcomed the blast of cold fresh air that hit her as she exited the double doors. Her head felt fuggy and she could feel the beginnings of a tension headache behind her eyes. Feeling as if she was moving through sludge, she walked towards her car and as she approached she saw that she’d been ticketed. She’d only put in enough money for an hour earlier and, after everything that had happened, she hadn’t given parking a moment’s thought. She lifted a leaden arm and pulled the plastic bag from beneath her wiper. Scrunching it up, she shoved it in the pocket of her coat, unable to even summon the energy to curse.

      Climbing into her car, she savoured the stillness after the frenetic activity of the hospital and leaning forward, she rested her head on the steering wheel and closed her eyes, feeling the tension leave her body. She suspected that she’d suffer in the morning after holding her body so taut all day. However, now she could relax a little. Imti was out of surgery and in the CCU. He’d lost a lot of blood but they’d managed to stop the bleeding in time and the knife had missed all his major organs. Thank God! For the first time in years, Sadia had prayed, as she’d waited for news with Shahid and Jai.

      Gus had arrived with Alice, but then quickly left to deal with the crime scene and to see what headway they could make locating Anastazy Dolinski. He’d reported earlier that they were no further forward, but that Compo had made contact with Detective Jankowski, the Polish detective they’d worked with on The Matchmaker case, and would report back as soon as he had anything.

      Serafina had alternated between visiting her brother and keeping Sadia company in the relative’s room. Her father had left shortly after Imti had been admitted and Serafina said she had no idea where he’d gone. Sadia texted his name to Compo too, on the off-chance it flagged something up.

      Now, thankful that Imti was stable, Sadia turned the key in the ignition. She needed to get some rest, but she knew Gus would worry if she didn’t see him so she made her way there, oblivious to the red car that followed her along Duckworth Lane, through Heaton and down Emm Lane, before turning into Marriners Drive.

      When she pulled into the drive the security light came on and, even before she’d climbed out of the car, Gus opened the front door, holding a barking Bingo in his arms. A wave of longing engulfed her as she watched Gus, with his mucky blond mussed up dreads, trying to control the dog. She walked up the path, smiling when she detected the change in tone of Bingo’s bark when he realised it was her. The welcoming tail wagging and barking became a pitiful whine accompanied by drooping ears and enlarged eyes. Sadia ran the last few steps and threw herself at Gus, grabbing his head with both hands and pulling his mouth to hers as she kissed him thoroughly, ignoring Bingo’s squirms as he struggled to escape from between their embrace.

      ‘Wow! Someone’s pleased to see me,’ said Gus.

      Sadia laughed and ruffled Bingo’s head. ‘And someone’s pissed off to see me.’

      Gus laughed and led the way indoors and, as Sadia refused to take her coat off, saying she needed to get some rest, he said, ‘Tomorrow’s going to be a hellish busy day, but,’ he shrugged, ‘I’ve sort of promised my mum we’ll go to hers for lunch. I’m planning on taking anyone who’s on duty, but I thought I’d better give you a heads-up. No doubt she’ll give you the third degree.’

      Sadia sighed. There was nothing she felt less like doing than dodging questions from Gus’ over-enthusiastic parents. ‘Aw, Gus, can’t you just take Al and the rest of the team for moral support? I feel like crap and I’ll need to visit Imti.’

      Gus shrugged and put Bingo down on the couch, ‘Gabriella and Katie will be there.’

      Sadia turned to him and wrapped her arms round him, squeezing tightly. She knew how difficult this would be for Gus. He hadn’t seen his sister and his ex-wife together in the same room since he’d found out about their relationship. She kissed the side of his mouth and summoning an enthusiasm she didn’t feel, said, ‘then I’ll definitely be there, but first I need to go home and grab some beauty sleep.’
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      Sadia parked in front of her home. The warm glow of the porch light warned her that her father was expecting her and, after the events of the day, the last thing she needed was a confrontation. She sat for a moment looking at the home she’d shared with her parents for most of her life. They’d moved here soon after Millie Green’s death. It had been difficult for a young Sadia. The trauma of what she’d witnessed that night stayed with her in the form of nightmares for many months afterwards and she could see why her parents had thought a move to a different area would be best for her. However, she’d felt isolated.

      She was used to Thornbury, where the colour of her skin had never seemed to be an issue. At school she’d happily played with children from all faiths and cultures but the Idle of the 1990s was a completely different ethnic and class mix. In school she had found herself ridiculed for her skin colour and her faith and had quickly learned to stick up for herself. Slowly, she’d made friends and, as her school became more ethnically mixed, things improved. It angered her that, in Bradford in 2016, it appeared that the concept of not ghettoising children into mono-cultural schools was being largely ignored by the local authority, despite the rigorous report by Lord Ousely that had emphasised a cohesive community policy. Through her work, she knew that schools were becoming less and less mixed and this made her worry about how Bradford’s children would rub along together in the real world if their cultural experiences in childhood were so narrow.

      She switched off the ignition and geared herself up for the lecture that she knew was due to happen. Her father, not convinced she’d been with Shamila the other night, was clearly ready to have another go at her. No doubt he’d bring up the option of travelling to Pakistan for a husband. Ever since her mother had died her father had become more devout, spending more time with the Quran, both at home and at the mosque. Sadia knew loneliness made him seek the company of his own people but, over the years he’d become less cosmopolitan in outlook and held less open-minded views. She knew he loved her and that he worried she was putting her career before marriage and settling down. She knew he wanted to feel secure in the knowledge that she was taken care of should anything happen to him. Unusual among Muslim families, Sadia was an only child, and her only relatives lived in Lahore in Pakistan. She could not remember the last time she’d seen them.

      Her father wanted her to visit his home country with him again, but Sadia’s memories of heat, mosquitoes and basic toilets put her off and she’d refused. Maybe she should go with him, she thought now. What’s a couple of weeks of hardship if it makes him happy? Of course, she’d have to be clear that looking for a groom was not on the agenda. Maybe it’d deflect him from questioning her too much if she were to suggest a visit after this case closes.

      With a heavy heart, she got out of the car and trudged up the path. Opening the porch door, she bent down to take her shoes off and as soon as she opened the inner door her father called out, ‘I’m in here, Sadia, come in, please.’

      She grimaced. He was in his office and that meant that he wasn’t going to give up easily. She knew to expect the third degree. Walking through the hallway with its lush green carpet, she pushed open the office door. Her father sat with his hands clasped together on the desk in front of him. He wore his prayer hat and a plain white shalwar kameez. His beard was freshly trimmed and his eyes looked stern as he gestured her to sit down in the opposite chair.

      ‘I’ve been praying tonight that Allah will give me the strength to know the right path to take with you, Sadia beti’

      Sadia frowned. ‘What do you mean, Apo?’

      ‘Ah, Sadia, I wonder if perhaps I have been too lenient with you. If I’ve allowed some of the rules of Islam to go unheeded. If I’ve neglected to teach you the ways of our religion. Perhaps, that is why you lie and are deceitful to me?’ He rose to his feet and shouted the last sentence at her. His tone hit her like a slap and she flinched. This was so much worse than she’d expected. What had gotten into him?

      ‘I don’t understand. What have I done?’

      He paced around her, making her feel like prey to a trapped tiger in a zoo. She swallowed, scared because she’d never seen him in this mood before.

      ‘When is the last time you prayed, Sadia?’ he asked, his voice quiet.

      Sadia hung her head, completely forgetting her ardent prayers for Imti earlier. ‘I’m not sure, Father. You know I’m not as devout as you.’ To her own ears her voice sounded weak and pleading and she resented feeling like a naughty child when she was a grown woman.

      ‘Well, you must change your ways, Sadia. From now on, I expect you to follow all of Allah’s rules. Maybe that will teach you right from wrong and prevent further sinning.’

      ‘Sinning?’ asked Sadia, standing up to face her father now. ‘I haven’t sinned.’

      Her father slammed both hands on the desk and glared at her. His voice when he spoke was razor sharp and accusing. ‘So, you haven’t been sleeping with a man out of wedlock, then?’

      Sadia took a step back and shook her head, less in denial of the situation than of his accusation. What was going on? Did he know something about Gus? But how could he? Other than herself and Gus, Alice was the only other person who knew and Alice wouldn’t betray her, would she? She rested a hand on the desk and stared at him. All tiredness had left her body, replaced by the adrenalin surge brought on by the charged atmosphere. He closed his eyes and, when he spoke, it was in a whisper. Sadia had to strain to hear his words. ‘I see from your expression that your accuser is not wrong.’

      He sat down in his chair and threw a brown envelope towards her. A bundle of photos fell out landing in a heap on the polished surface. Sadia glanced down at them. The envelope had no address on it which puzzled Sadia, but what drew her attention was the topmost photograph. She could clearly see that it was of her and Gus at his bedroom window. Sadia picked it up and looked at the next photo before sifting through the remaining photos. The realisation that someone had been stalking and spying on made her heart skip a beat. Then, a bubble of anger started in her chest. Who the hell would do this? What would anyone have to gain by giving these photos to her father?

      Sadia grabbed a handful of photos and ripped them in half, her face flushed, her chest heaving as she looked at her father. As he ran one hand through his hair she became aware of how much he seemed to have aged. Guilt that she’d caused this flooded through her. He looked old and frail and her heart went out to him. With tears in her eyes, Sadia went over to where he sat and kneeled beside him. Gently, she took his hand in hers. It was frozen cold. She lifted it to her cheek and whispered, ‘I’m so sorry, Bapa. I’m so sorry that I can’t be what you want me to be. I’m sorry that I’ve hurt you, but I still love you and I am your daughter, always.’

      Her father let out a keening sound and then, with unexpected force he whipped his hand from Sadia’s and smashed it backhanded across her face, causing her to fall backwards and bang her head on the wall. He jumped to his feet, towering over her. ‘Enough! You. Are. A. Muslim. And. You. Will. Behave. Like. One.’

      Sadia, hand held at her cheek, eyes wide, looked at him in disbelief. He had never hit her as a child! How dare he do it now? Without stopping to think of the consequences, Sadia scrambled to her feet and pushed past him.

      

      He let her go assuming she was headed upstairs. It wasn’t until he heard the front door rattle on its hinges as she slammed it shut behind her that he realised she’d left the house. He leapt after her, rushed through the house and pulled open the porch door, noting that she hadn’t even waited to collect her coat or put her shoes on. As he ran into the drive, all he saw were her brake lights as she turned the corner at the end of the street.

      He threw his hands in the air and yowled like a werewolf at the moon. Then, falling to his knees, heedless of the dirt on his white clothes, he wrapped his arms round his body. Tears stormed down his face, landing among the puddles already gathering on the crazy paving. Where had he gone wrong? He looked up to the sky and asked Allah where he had failed.
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      The hammering on the door jolted Gus awake. After Sadia had left, he’d fallen asleep on the sofa with Bingo sprawled over his chest. Disorientated he pushed a reluctant Bingo onto the floor and rubbing his eyes, walked through the hallway. He could hear thrashing rain against the window and, as he approached the door, he saw Sadia’s silhouette through the glass. Wondering what the emergency was, he pushed Bingo out of the way and stepped closer, hoping that Imti’s condition hadn’t worsened.

      As he pulled the door open, Sadia stumbled in, giving Gus barely enough time to see that she had no coat on, was barefoot and drenched. Her hair hung in dripping lengths to her shoulders and mascara blackened her cheeks. Even Bingo, appearing to pick up on her distress, whimpered and nudged her legs with his nose, his eyes looking up at her until, with a half-hearted motion, she patted his head.

      Gus’ heart contracted as he closed the door behind her and guided her through to the living room. Her vacant expression told him she was in shock so, after settling her onto the sofa and bunging a couple of extra logs on the fire, he headed into the kitchen, flicked on the kettle and rushed upstairs reappearing moments later with his skimpy robe. As he sat beside her gently chaffing her frozen hands between his own hands, he saw the bruise blossoming on her cheek and the trail of blood where her lip had cracked. Had she been in a car accident? He glanced down at her feet, wondering where her shoes were. Bingo jumped up beside her, resting his chin on her leg. A faint smile appeared on Sadia’s lips and Gus released a grateful sigh. He hadn’t realised until that point that he’d been holding his breath.

      Leaving her with Bingo, Gus disappeared into the kitchen, reappearing minutes later with buttered toast and a steaming mug of hot chocolate. Sadia smiled when she accepted the mug and, nursing it in her hands, she allowed Gus to minister to her injuries.

      First, he applied a cold compress to her swollen cheeks before gently wiping away her blotched mascara and the trail of blood from her lip. Then he soaked and washed her scraped feet and administered a few arnica pills to help with the swelling. As he worked, his brain was in overdrive, wondering what had happened to her in such a short space of time. He felt sick and was struggling to control his own panic. It was only the knowledge that she needed him to be calm right now that prevented him from losing it. It was clear that, although she was distressed, her injuries were superficial and he understood that any questions could wait until she was calmer.

      When he’d finished, he was relieved to see that some colour had returned to her face and she’d stopped shivering. Time to find out what was wrong. He pulled her into his lap and as he smoothed her hair back off her forehead, she told him what had happened. When she got to the part where her dad hit her, Gus felt an almost overpowering urge to rush over to Idle and deal with him there and then. How dare he lay a hand on Sadia? It was only her beseeching look and the way she gripped his hand so tightly that kept him there. Sadia needed him right now but, as soon as he was able, he would have it out with her father. No way was he going to get away with this.

      Between them, they’d tried to work out who’d taken the photos. Gus remembered the red car he’d seen hanging around and made a mental note to check that out. They’d thought they were being discreet, but obviously they hadn’t been careful enough. Someone, though, had decided to stalk them and that someone had done so with malicious intent. Were they both targets, or was it just one of them?

      ‘Nobody knew about us, Sadia. We didn’t flaunt it, so maybe it was just by chance,’ Gus snorted. ‘Nah, strike that. There’s no way somebody could, just by chance, have been outside my house at the exact same time we were having an afternoon quickie. No, it seems like premeditated stalking to me. Which brings us back to the question of who knew about us?’’

      ‘Alice did,’ said Sadia. ‘She confronted me in the loo yesterday.’

      ‘Yeah, she got at me too.’ Gus grinned, remembering Alice’s serious face as she’d chided him for not confiding in her. ‘She warned me to be careful… but it wasn’t a threat Sad. She was just concerned because of your dad.’

      Sadia nodded. ‘I agree. Alice hasn’t got a bitter, nasty bone in her body. It wasn’t her. Besides which, I don’t think she rates my dad much. Doubt she’d give him any ammunition.’

      Cuddled up next to him, with the heat from the fire making her drowsy, Sadia continued, ‘Do you reckon Brighton or Sampson would do something like that?’

      Gus didn’t even have to think about it. He shook his head, ‘Not Sampson, but Brighton… well, who knows? He’s a nasty piece of work.’

      ‘I gave him a rollicking that first night and yesterday I came down on him like a tonne of bricks,’ said Sadia. ‘He doesn’t like me and I’m afraid the feeling is very definitely mutual. My money’s on him.’

      Gus grimaced. ‘I know what you mean. He’s an “eejit”, as my dad would say, and a nasty one at that. Worth keeping an eye on him.’

      ‘Yeah and he made those weird comments at the briefing, about me being flushed and my hair being damp. I thought he was just being an arse at the time but, what if he’d followed us?’ She pulled away from Gus and opened her mouth to expand on her thoughts but that was as far as she got before Gus had swooped her into his arms and stood up. ‘We’ll think about all this in the morning. Right now, I think we both need our bed.’ And with a lascivious grin that had Sadia laughing he took her upstairs.

      Sadia lay on the bed, her eyes huge, her lashes skimming her cheek bones when she looked down. Gus lay beside her and undid the tie on the oversized terry bath robe. He opened it and looked down at her. Slender, soft and inviting, her skin the colour of a good whisky. ‘You’re beautiful,’ he whispered.

      Her eyes filled with tears as she reached for him. He kissed her eyes, her nose, her swollen cheek and her lips. Then, breathing in the scent of her, he moved down to kiss every part of her. His tongue explored every contour of her perfect body as he enjoyed her whimpers. No rush this time… Sadia was staying the night.
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      The air was heavy with smoke and, even from halfway up Leeds Road, near the Hindu Temple, Gus could hear the screeching of fire engines against the backdrop of flames that lit up the distant dark sky. When the call had come in, Sadia hadn’t even stirred beyond burrowing her head further into the pillow and when Gus had crept from the bed and got dressed in the dark she hadn’t moved a muscle. He’d made the decision not to wake her, reckoning that the events of the previous day warranted her having a lie in. He knew though, that when she found out, she’d be furious… but hell, he’d deal with that later.

      Now, he parked on Leeds Road just beyond the cordon and, flicking the tape up and over his head, he marched through uniformed officers and fire fighters looking for Alice or Sampson, both of whom he’d called earlier. When he found them, Alice was standing beside Jai. For the first time since Gus had met him, the bouncer looked dishevelled. His normal taciturn expression was replaced by an angry curling lip and frown lines on his forehead. Alice had her notebook out and was scribbling furiously by the light from the blaze.

      Gus let her get on with it and, instead of approaching them, he studied the fire. It seemed like it was concentrated at the back of the building and, although it looked and smelled bad, Gus thought that the Khan brothers had been lucky this time. It looked like the administrative part of the club had suffered most of the damage but the main area had escaped lightly. Gus knew that, bearing in mind everything that had gone on recently, the likelihood of this fire being an accident was miniscule. He suspected the fire officer’s official report would define the cause of the fire as arson. Taking out his phone, Gus shot an email to Compo who had headed into The Fort, asking him to access CCTV footage along Leeds Road and Lower Rushton Road, which backed onto The Delius.

      As Alice shut her notebook, clearly having completed her interview with Jai, Gus saw a man in a prayer hat, wearing a duffle coat over what looked like a pair of striped pyjamas, approach Jai. With interest, he noted how Jai bristled when the man touched him on the shoulder. When he turned to reply to whatever the man had said, Gus saw the anger on his face. Jai gesticulated with his hands and then strode off towards one of the firefighters.

      ‘Wonder what that was about,’ said Gus, as Alice joined him.

      ‘Well, my money’s on that man being Councillor Majid from the local mosque. Jai said he had a run-in with Shahid yesterday. Moaning about the rowdiness of some of The Delius’ patrons.’ She grinned. ‘Jai was pretty pissed off, said, and, I quote, “the old bastard’s an ungrateful git. Shahid paid the mosque thousands, so he should put up and shut up”.’

      ‘Not sure how strong that motive is if he was getting money from Shahid. Stands to reason that if The Delius stopped bringing money in, the mosque would lose out.’

      ‘Jai also went on about that Anastazy bloke. He’s convinced he’s behind it.’

      Gus couldn’t really fault his logic, but so far they’d been unable to find anything concrete on the bloke or even establish an address. It was like he was a ghost.

      ‘Who discovered the fire, Al?

      ‘That would be our trusty bodyguard bouncer, Jai. Shahid’s still up at BRI with Imti so Jai was kipping on the couch in Shahid’s office. Said it was so uncomfortable he couldn’t sleep, lucky for him, because he smelt the smoke and phoned 999 straightaway. If he hadn’t acted so quickly the damage would have been much more extensive.’ She glanced over Gus’ shoulder. ‘Oh and here’s Sampson. He’s been chatting with the fire officer.’

      Watching Sampson yawn widely as he approached made Gus smile. ‘We keeping you up, Sampson?’

      With bleary eyes, Sampson peered at Gus. ‘Well, I’d no better offers, sir, so I might as well be here.’ He began to rub one eye with his knuckle, leaving a sooty mark on his face.

      Gus thought it made him look as if he’d got lost on the way to a Halloween party. ‘What did you get from the fire officer?’

      ‘Not much really. He reckons from the flash points it was set by pouring petrol through the letterbox at the back. Clearly an arson attempt, but he’ll know more later when he can sift through the rubble.’

      A flurry of activity near one of the fire engines had Gus turning his head in that direction. A firefighting team was running to the engine nearest the cordon and almost before they’d all jumped in, it began to back out with its siren on. Another fire officer, recognising Gus shouted ‘There’s another fire over in Bradford Nine. Looks like we’ve got a spree on our hands.’

      Bradford Nine? Shit, thought Gus, I bet I know where that fire is. Just then his phone began to vibrate, followed almost immediately by Alice’s and Sampson’s. Gus took off back towards his car, with Alice and Sampson following.
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      The incident room in The Fort was steeped in a strange combination of petrol fumes, smoke and coffee. The petrol and smoke were from Gus, Alice and Sampson’s clothes. Having attended two fires in the space of as many hours, they had lost any residue of fabric conditioner, perfume or deodorant that might have otherwise lingered. The coffee was down to Compo, who’d got the machine up and running in readiness for an all-nighter as soon as he’d arrived in the early hours of the morning.

      Gus could’ve kissed him when he’d walked through the door and been greeted by a piping hot mug of coffee and the promise of a bacon butty, which was being delivered by Tony from the Chaat café. Nothing like two arson attacks to build up an appetite, thought Gus, relieved that there’d been no injuries from either fire except for Bazza Green who’d fallen flat on his face in his haste to jump off the young girl he was screwing and get out the door first. Stupid bastard had broken his nose and bruised his knee. Served him right, thought Gus, who’d felt like punching him when the seventeen-year-old had told him what had happened.

      Gus had had an uncomfortable phone call with Sadia, who, as expected, was angry that he’d let her sleep through all the activity. However, the fact that she had a huge bruise on her cheek that she couldn’t disguise meant that she was reluctant to face everybody, especially as she’d left home with no make-up to cover it. Besides which, she didn’t feel ready to risk bumping into her father yet. He’d been phoning and texting her off and on all night but Sadia wasn’t in the frame of mind to respond. Gus didn’t blame her. He knew she was in shock. Not just about her dad’s aggressive behaviour but also about Imti. Gus had told her to get her friend Shamila to bring her some clothes and makeup and told her to work from home. There were plenty of reports she could be filling in. He grinned. It wasn’t her favourite job but, at least it’d keep her out of harm’s way for now.

      When he’d entered The Fort this morning he’d hoped he wouldn’t bump into DCS Hussain. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to contain himself if he saw the man. The memory of Sadia’s swollen cheek and the anguish in her eyes was just too fresh for Gus to take a dispassionate stance just yet. He knew he’d have a ‘conversation’ with the other man, but he was determined that, when that time came, it would be on his own terms and away from The Fort. This was personal, not professional and he’d be damned if he would allow Hussain to pull rank on him.

      From the incident room he could see that Hussain’s parking space was empty. Maybe he was too ashamed to show his face here. He bloody well should be too, thought Gus, anger resurfacing in his chest as he thought about what he’d done to Sadia. What sort of parent does that to his daughter? He ignored the sneaky little voice at the back of his head that whispered, one who’s desperate and scared he’s losing his daughter. As far as Gus was concerned, that was no excuse.

      Butties eaten, Gus opened the briefing, recounting the events of the previous day. Brighton, who Gus had decided not to call to the fires, looked clean and relaxed. The way he swung back on the back two legs of his chair annoyed the hell out of Gus. He looked like a bloody overgrown schoolboy and Gus had an almost uncontrollable urge to knock the legs from under the chair. Besides which, Gus had a sneaky suspicion that he was the secret photographer. Although he’d like to challenge the man about it, Gus decided he’d get clarification from Sadia’s dad before doing anything rash. For the time being though, visions of Brighton landing on his fat arse would have to do. Brighton raised a hand. ‘What is it, Brighton?’

      ‘Just wondered where DS Hussain is? We could do with her input on this couldn’t we? Especially as she took the statements from Shahid Khan and the Polish bint, whassername?’

      Gus, with difficulty, refrained from snapping at the other man… but only just. ‘DS Hussain is pursuing other enquiries and, for your information the female witness who, presumably, at considerable personal risk, is helping us in our enquiries, is called Serafina. Please call her that from now on.’

      Brighton nodded, ‘Yes sir, will do. Just not familiar with a lot of those foreign names, you know?’

      Alice tutted. ‘Hardly a bloody tongue twister, is it Brighton. You pronounce it phonetically – that means you say it as it’s spelled. Too difficult for you?’

      Gus sighed, ‘Right you two, stop it, okay. We’ve too much to do to be argy-bargying amongst ourselves. Brighton, you need watch your attitude. It’s distasteful and unproductive. Wise up, huh?’

      Head down, Brighton mumbled what Gus suspected was a half-hearted apology. He knew he’d have to deal with the other man at some point, but now wasn’t the time. He’d have to put up with him till after this case was over. He shot him a warning look and then explained the forensic psychologist Professor Carlton’s assessment before turning to Compo. For once the computer whizz kid looked marginally better groomed than any of them. Amazing how the absence of soot grime and smoke could elevate you to the best dressed person in the room. ‘What have you got for us, Comps?’

      Shoving the last of his butty in his mouth, leaving a residue of greasy ketchup round his lips, Compo took a swig of coffee, gargled it round his mouth a bit and took a deep swallow before speaking. ‘Well, I spoke with Detective Jankowski earlier. Thought I’d have more success going to him directly. The name Anastazy Dolonski meant nothing to him, but he put it thorough the system and still came up blank. Then I sent him the CCTV footage from The Delius and …’ he looked round the room grinning as if he’d just invented the wheel, ‘He recognised him. He’s one bad son of a–,’ he blushed, ‘you know what I mean.’

      He pressed a button and the interactive whiteboard sprung to life revealing a much clearer photo of Anastazy Dolinski. ‘This is our man. His rap sheet is extensive.’ Another document appeared next to the photo, revealing a list that went from petty crimes like carjacking and shoplifting as a teen, through to gang activity involving murder, rape and prostitution offences. ‘According to Jankowski, Dolinski was part of the notorious Grypsers gang – note the teardrop tattoos on the face – until he got on the wrong side of them. The trouble is, the only way to leave the Grypsers is in a coffin. Dolinski apparently thought he’d find another way and tried to set up a rival gang with funding from a renowned Polish gangster. However, that all fell through and after raping and murdering the gangster’s wife and daughter, Dolinski went in the wind. That’s probably when he escaped Poland to come to the UK.’

      Another series of mug shots came on the screen. ‘These are his known associates. The ones at the top are known to have fled Poland, so may well be in Bradford as we speak. Jankowski’s got someone to locate and interview the others to see if they can shed any light on Dolinski’s plans.’

      ‘Good work, Compo,’ said Gus, studying the profiles on the screen.

      Compo held up a finger, ‘One more thing, Gus. Detective Jankowski said that another Polish kingpin, much more influential than Dolinski, made a dodgy drug deal that screwed with a rival gang with international connections. This guy ended up being hounded out of Poland. The only thing is, he’d always played it clever until that point. He had someone fronting for him to conceal his identity. The authorities had their suspicions but could never confirm his identity and he always seemed to fly under the radar. However, they have no proof.’

      Gus frowned. ‘What’s the relevance of this?’

      Compo slapped his hand down on his desk making Alice jump. ‘That’s just it, Jankowski says this bloke, codenamed ‘The Old Man’ is desperate. His sources tell him he’s left Poland and is seeking to make new liaisons in order to re-establish an empire somewhere in Europe. Jankowski’s sources reckon he’s in the UK and they reckon he’s just about desperate enough to make a deal with the devil, in the form of Dolinski.’

      ‘Well, it all seems a bit tenuous to me,’ said Brighton, ‘There must be loads of criminals hot-footing it to the UK from Poland. Seems a bit much to link these two together.’

      Gus noted how Compo’s cheeks flushed at Brighton’s condescending tone and was just about to intervene when Compo, turned and faced Brighton. When he spoke his tone was firm, ‘If Detective Jankowski is suggesting there may be a link between these two men then it is because he believes it to be a very real possibility. He says “The Old Man is losing his grip in Poland. Allies he previously relied on are coming under the scrutiny of the Polish police and some are beginning to realise that their knowledge of The Old Man is the best bargaining tool they have.” Detective Jankowski would like him returned to Poland to face the Polish courts for his crimes. He reckons that hiding his identity is crucial to The Old Man and that might be enough for him to strike up a deal with Dolinski. If Dolinski knows who he is then he has a very strong hold over The Old Man… maybe strong enough to warrant a partnership.’

      Gus grinned at Compo. ‘From our previous dealings with Jankowski, I trust him implicitly. Keep working with him. Get Dolinski’s photo circulated and see about getting a photo of the other man too. Any word in placing Anastazy Dolinski at either of the arson sites? Or better still any word on the ground regarding where he lives.’

      Compo shook his head. ‘Nah, still working on it.’

      ‘Right then. This morning we’ll focus our energies on re-interviewing everyone, armed with these mug shots. Alice and I will take Jessica Green and Shahid Khan. Sampson, you work with the fire officer and co-ordinate the arson investigations. The focus of these attacks on Bazza Green and Shahid Khan are too co-incidental not to be part of Dolinski’s apparent takeover bid. Brighton, you’re co-ordinating the paper trail from here, okay?’

      As everyone gathered up their paperwork, he added, ‘Oh and by the way, Sunday lunch at my parents’, 2pm sharp. You’re all invited.’

      Compo jumped to his feet and punched the air, ‘Yippee!’

      Gus exchanged a glance with Alice who shook her head. ‘Constitution of a bloody ox, that boy,’ she said.
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      Huddled in Gus’s oversized towelling robe, Sadia sat on the couch, legs curled up beneath her, nibbling toast liberally slathered in butter and jam. Despite everything that had happened, she felt happy. She’d phoned the hospital and found out that Imti was out of danger, stable and comfortable. The relief that flooded through her made her have a little weep but now, tears wiped up, she was doing her best to forget about her dad. She knew she’d never forgive him for hitting her but, in truth, his actions had made it easier to admit the extent of her feelings for Gus. The weight of secrecy she’d carried for months was gone now and, in spite of her father’s reaction, she felt optimistic for the future. Hell, even Bingo had declared a truce for now and was curled up beside her on the couch. She leaned over and ruffled his head, smiling when his small tail wagged.

      In a daydream bubble, Sadia was only half aware of the door rattling and, forgetting it was a Sunday, she assumed it was the post. Seconds later, Bingo’s little feet jumped over her, his bottom wiggling from side to side in excitement as he dived for the living room door, barking an energetic greeting. Sadia smiled assuming it was Gus then when a voice Sadia recognised only too well drifted through the door, her smile faltered

      ‘Halloooo! Anyone home?’

      Frozen to the spot, Sadia was debating what to do when the door was flung open and Corrine McGuire stood there. The two women stared at each other; Corrine with a grin illuminating her face, Sadia with her mouth open like a stranded goldfish.

      Corrine reacted first, moving into the room, hand extended. ‘I’m Gus’ mum, Corrine, and you, I take it, are Sadia?’

      Conscious of the shortness of her robe and the fact that she was naked underneath it, Sadia tried to pull it down with one hand, whilst shaking Corrine’s with the other.

      ‘Gus not in?’ said Corrine, settling herself into the armchair opposite Sadia.

      Sadia shook her head, ‘No, no, there were a couple of arson attacks last night that we think are linked to our current case so he went into The Fort. Not sure when he’ll be back.’

      She felt like she should explain what she was doing here, in Gus’ house in his absence but she really didn’t know where to begin. As a first introduction to her partner’s mum, this left a hell of a lot to be desired. She uncurled her legs, trying to retain what modesty she could, preparatory to heading upstairs to get dressed, but as if anticipating her actions, Corrine waved her hand, to stop her, an amused look on her face. Sadia wanted to curl up and die, but Gus’ mum seemed intent on prolonging her agony by having a conversation.

      ‘I only popped in on my way back from Sainsbury’s. Don’t really need him for owt. I was going to take Bingo back with me, but you could always bring him with you when you come for lunch.’

      Shit, she’d forgotten about lunch at Gus’s parents. She wasn’t sure she was looking forward to it any more than Gus was, especially not with a huge bruise on the side of her face. Without thinking she raised her fingers to touch the swollen skin then, seeing Corrine’s gaze follow her actions she lowered them, hoping Corrine wouldn’t notice it. Chance would be a fine thing. By the look of concern that flitted across the other woman’s face she knew those laser eyes that were so like Gus’ had homed in on the mark. Thankfully though, Corrine diverted her gaze to Sadia’s bare legs. God, this situation was getting worse and worse. The last thing she needed was for his mum to let slip to the rest of the team that she’d caught her nearly naked in Gus’ living room… and that was before you considered the atmosphere that would surely erupt between Gus, his sister and his ex-wife. Not a lunch made in heaven, she suspected.

      ‘Em, I’m not sure I’ll be able…’

      But before she could finish her sentence, Corrine again waved her tiny hand in the air, effectively brushing off Sadia’s excuses. ‘Rubbish! Course you’ll be there… Everyone will.’

      Corrine settled more comfortably into the chair, letting Bingo rain her with kisses as she fondled his ears. Was she ever going to leave! Sadia would have jumped up and offered her a drink… anything to escape for a moment, but her inability to extricate her legs from beneath her bum without flashing her arse, followed by the prospect of a walk to the kitchen with her buttocks barely covered squashed that idea. No, far less embarrassing to risk being considered rude than to expose herself further to her boyfriend’s mum.

      With Bingo calmed down a fraction, Corrine studied Sadia, then she touched her own cheek and in a tone that dripped with concern said, ‘What have you done? That looks really sore.’

      Feeling like a complete fool, Sadia found that her eyes were full of tears and that despite her trying to blink them away, they began to roll down her cheeks. She sniffed and wiped them away with her sleeve.

      Corrine tutted, ‘Oh dear, now I’ve upset you. Gus will be so cross.’

      Sadia, in the face of Corrine’s distress found herself smiling. Deciding that honesty would be the best policy with this woman, she shook her head. ‘No, no, it doesn’t matter. What happened was that my father discovered I was seeing Gus and he hit me. That’s why I’m here, trying to work out what to do next.’

      Corrine gasped and a look of horror crossed her face, ‘That’s awful, Sadia. It angers me when men use their strength to physically punish women because of their own inadequacies but it saddens me when a father uses violence against his daughter.’ She leaned over and squeezed Sadia’s arm. ‘There is never an excuse for violence in the home… never… and I should know. I suffered it enough as a child.’ She paused, a slight frown marring the smoothness of her forehead. Her unusual eyes narrowed, as if, perhaps, she was remembering a very bad memory. Then, her face broke into a smile that left Sadia wondering if she’d imagined the desperation of Corrine’s earlier expression.

      Standing up, she looked at Sadia. ‘Thank you for being honest with me. I much prefer straight-talking, sensible women and I sense that you’re one of those.’ She raised an eyebrow and winked. ‘Maybe if Gabriella had been a bit more straight-talking in the first place, Gus wouldn’t have been hurt. I’m sorry your dad found it necessary to resort to hitting you. Some men have an unfortunate habit of trying to offload their guilt for their actions on their victims. Don’t allow him to, Sadia. You’re worth so much more than that.’

      She leaned over and hugged her, ‘I’ll leave you to your thoughts and look forward to seeing you at lunch.’ She placed two fingers under Sadia’s chin and raised it slightly so Sadia was looking into her eyes. ‘You’ll be fine. I know you will. Now, I’ve got a lunch to prepare and you, my dear, will feel much more comfortable when you meet me later on with your clothes on.’

      And with another wink, she headed for the door, leaving Sadia feeling as if she’d just endured a tsunami.
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      Alice and Gus chose to walk the short distance from The Fort to Jessica’s flat. Oak Lane, despite it being Sunday morning, had a steady flow of traffic heading down towards Manningham Lane. Gus’ thoughts were partly on the interview ahead and partly with Sadia. She’d texted earlier to say his mum had dropped in. Gus hoped his mum hadn’t embarrassed him too much. Why did he have to be lumbered with two lovely but extremely eccentric parents? Mind you, according to Alice, he didn’t have the monopoly on weird parents.

      As they waited to cross the road at the Oak Lane traffic lights, he was aware of Alice studying him. She’d been throwing covert glances at him since they left the briefing and he’d known it was only a matter of time before she said whatever was on her mind. He suspected it was something to do with Sadia and he was proved right when she spoke moments later.

      ‘Come on, Gussy boy, spill the beans.’

      Gus seeing a gap in the traffic stepped onto the road, grinning when he heard Alice’s ‘bloody hell’ as she ran to keep up with his long strides. ‘That’s no way to talk to a superior officer, Al,’ he said when they reached the other side.

      ‘Well, the thing is,’ said Alice, popping a chewing gum in her mouth before offering the packet to him, ‘I’ve got one of those new breeds of DIs who believe that respect is earned and isn’t always denoted with a yes sir, no sir, let me lick your arse, sir!’

      ‘Touché, young Alice, you do me proud.’ said Gus. You could always rely on Alice to make you laugh.

      ‘How is she?’ asked Alice, her tone serious now. ‘You, for some strange reason look happy as Larry, humming that stupid Robbie Williams song to yourself, but Sadia’s off work, which isn’t like her and I haven’t seen the DCS today either.’

      Gus realised that, despite worrying about Sadia, he had in fact been relieved at the turn of events. He was pretty sure he hadn’t been humming Robbie Williams but, he wasn’t entirely certain. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed it is a Sunday and the powers that be don’t often deign to grace us with their presence on a weekend… well not unless it’s to give us a rollicking.’

      Alice gave an expressive humph that told Gus she wasn’t going to be put off so easily, so he continued. ‘She’s at mine.’ Anticipating Alice’s next question, he added ‘…and she’s fine.’

      ‘And?’ said Alice, her impatient tone telling him to get a move on.

      Shaking his head at her persistence, he said, ‘okay then Al. You win but this is strictly confidential.’

      ‘God yes, I wouldn’t gossip about you two.’ Alice looked shocked at the mere suggestion of her betraying him, making Gus feel like an arse for spelling it out to her.

      ‘The thing is, Al, the bastard hit her… well, slapped her really. Her cheek’s bruised. It happened last night after she got home after all the Imti trauma. She ran out and came to me.’

      Alice stopped dead in the street, one hand raised to her mouth. ‘Oh, my God! Poor Sadia, she must be gutted. Why would he hit her? He dotes on her. Don’t tell me he’s done it before?’

      Gus sighed, ‘No, no he’s never hit her in the past. Some bastard’s been stalking us and he took incriminating photos of me and her together. As expected, Hannibal Hussain wasn’t happy about it. He snapped and hit her.’

      ‘Fucking hell!’

      ‘She wants it kept quiet. She’s not going to do anything about it. Not going to report it. But me? Well, that’s a different matter. I’ll be paying him a visit later on today.’ He started walking again, ‘If we ever bloody get there, that is.’

      Alice grabbed his arm and pulled him to a standstill again. ‘Gus, you can’t do that. You can’t hit a senior officer. Not even a bastard that hits his daughter.’

      Gus smiled. ‘Who said anything about hitting him. I don’t need to use my fists on an old man. I’ll just verbally pulverise him… and I’ll make damn sure he never touches her again.’

      ‘Oh, well,’ said Alice with a shrug. ‘That’s okay then.’

      Gus frowned. ‘It is?’

      ‘Yes, because you’ll take me with you as your witness that you did nothing but talk,’ she said and folded her arms across her chest as if that settled the matter. Then, she added, ‘but, if I were you, Gus I’d be more worried about who’s been following you two, and why.’

      ‘You’ve got a point there, Al. I’ve been wracking my brains to think of someone who’d be malicious enough to do that, but short of Brighton, I can’t think of anyone.’

      ‘Brighton? Don’t think he’d have the brains to do that… unless of course Hussain asked him to. He’s Hussain’s lapdog isn’t he? Maybe he put him on the team to keep an eye on Sadia.’

      Gus, hands in his pocket, shoulders slumped, frowned. ‘Nah, surely not?’

      Now that Alice had planted the thought in his mind, Gus began to wonder if she was right. Brighton was an unwelcome addition to the team and was there purely on Hussain’s insistence. There was no doubt it was all a bit coincidental.

      Nearing the greengrocer’s underneath Jessica’s flat Gus became aware that a crowd had gathered. At first he thought they were looking at the boxes of tomatoes, chillies and fresh coriander that were displayed on upturned crates on the pavement, but then he heard the raised voices. He turned to Alice, ‘What the hell’s going on?’

      From the alleyway leading to Jessica’s flat he could hear banging and a man’s voice shouting, ‘Come on, Jessica. Let me in. We’ve got to talk. Please.’

      ‘Fuck off! I’ve nowt to say to you.’

      ‘Jessica, we both loved her. You’ve got to let me in. Come on, Trixie wouldn’t want me to leave you here with Bazza. I need to speak to you about Imti, too. He’s been hurt.’

      Gus heard a door opening and, as Alice made to go down the alley, he grabbed her arm shaking his head. This wasn’t the time to rush in guns blazing. He turned to the crowd and told them to disperse, before edging forward to get a view of what was happening at the end of the ally.

      Jessica stood at the top of the steps, her face pale and grimy, her hair tangled and dank. She was wearing the same clothes she’d worn at their first interview on Thursday and Gus suspected she hadn’t left the flat since then. She appeared oblivious to Gus and Alice standing behind Shahid. Her furious gaze was focussed only on Shahid Khan who, hands stretched out before him, pleaded for her to hear him out. Jessica was having none of it though. ‘You’ve got a fuckin’ cheek. You’ve no right to say her name, you’re not good enough to say it. She’d never have gone with you, Shahid, never. She loved me!’ and, before Gus could react, Jessica darted down the stairs and began pummelling Shahid with her fists.

      Shahid lowered his hands to his side and took it, until, without warning, Jessica fell at his feet crying as if she’d never stop. Shahid bent down and put his arms round Jessica. With tears pouring down his cheeks too, he pulled her to him, smoothing her wild hair and patting her back as she cried, holding onto him as if for dear life.

      ‘Sssh, sis. It’s okay. I’ve got you now. Sssh.’ He rocked her back and forth like a baby until eventually her tears subsided to the occasional hiccup.

      Gus watched in silence as Shahid pulled her to her feet and, still holding her, led her to the stairs. Turning, Shahid looked at the small group that still loitered at the end of the alley and said, ‘Show’s over folks.’ Turning to Gus, he said, ‘I’ll leave the door open, but give us five minutes, huh?’

      Gus nodded and walked back round the front to wait, with Alice following him.

      Alice rubbed her hands together, ‘Great! I’ve got time to grab one of Mo’s samosas.’ And she darted across the road, leaving Gus to wonder where the hell she put it all.

      Ten minutes later, samosa taste still in their mouths, they climbed the stairs to Jessica’s flat. Shahid, true to his word, had left the door open and, with a cursory knock, Gus and Alice walked in.

      Jessica sat, legs curled under her in her usual seat. Shahid, looking dishevelled but cleaner than he’d looked at the hospital the previous night, popped his head out from the kitchen. ‘Tea?’

      His tone was grudging and Gus nearly laughed out loud when Alice smiled and spoke in a too-sweet tone. ‘How lovely. Yes, please, Shahid.’

      She got a grunt for her efforts, which amused Gus even more. There would never be any love lost between the police and the likes of Shahid Khan, but Alice’s sassiness at least took the sting out of it. Sitting down, Gus watched as Alice wandered around the room. It was her first visit here and he knew she wanted to get a feel for the place. It was a technique he also employed. He’d done his snooping last time but he’d be interested to hear what her thoughts were. He grinned as she threw a glance at Jessica, making sure she wasn’t watching, before poking her head through the open bedroom door. Leaving her to her exploration, Gus turned his attention to Jessica. Staring at the carpet in front of her, cigarette between her fingers, the faint whiff of stale sweat hanging heavy in the air, Gus thought she looked worse than she had on Friday. Poor thing was taking Trixie’s death very hard. Maybe she’d have thought of something for them. It still worried Gus that Trixie’s death varied, even if only slightly from Camilla and Starlight’s. He’d put his money on Professor Carlton being right about it being a copycat. He just hoped Jess would give them something to work on… a punter who’d taken too much of a liking to Trixie or a dealer she owed money to.

      Shahid walked through carrying a plate of toast for Jessica and mugs of tea for everyone else. Gus was surprised that Jessica had capitulated so much in the space of ten minutes that she was allowing Shahid to look after her. Maybe the news of Imti’s stabbing had been too much for her so soon after Trixie’s murder. He found it hard to believe that all the animosity she’d felt towards Shahid had vanished so completely.

      ‘Surprised to see you here, Shahid,’ said Gus, smiling.

      ‘Why? Jess is my sister in’t she? She needed to know about Imti … and Trixie was her best mate.’

      ‘Half-sister,’ said Alice, taking a sip of tea

      Shahid snorted, ‘What’s the difference? Sister, half-sister? What’s it matter?’

      Gus shrugged, ‘Last time Jessica took great pains to make sure we knew you were only her half-brother. She really didn’t want to acknowledge you as her brother, did you, Jessica? So, what’s changed?’

      The look of hatred Jessica threw at Shahid was unmistakeable, but so was the leaden way she moved and the dullness in her eyes. Jessica was very near to breaking point. Speaking quietly with no inflection in her tone, she said, ‘Nothing’s changed. I still hate him. Just make him go.’ She raised her hand, fingernails bitten to the quick, and clumped her hair in it, her palm resting on her forehead as she spoke. ‘I’m just so tired. Please make him go.’ Letting go of her hair she wrapped her arms diagonally round her shoulders and began to rock back and forth. Gus felt his heart contract at the pitiful picture she made. He wondered if she’d eaten anything since the MacDonald’s that Sadia had brought her. Lowering his voice, deliberately making his tone gentle, Gus pushed the toast towards her and said, ‘Eat this, Jess. You need to eat.’

      He turned to Shahid, who looked as if she’d slapped him. ‘Jessica wants you to go, Shahid. Why don’t you just go and stop upsetting her. I thought you’d have had enough to worry about, what with Imti and the arson attack on The Delius this morning.’

      To Gus, it seemed that Shahid’s body caved in on itself. Instead of the confident young man, full of swagger, he looked like a bereft little boy. Despite himself, Gus felt a momentary pang of pity for Shahid as he ran a trembling hand through his short black hair and stood up. Then he remembered all the things Shahid did and his face hardened.

      Shahid looked at Gus and shrugged. ‘Only bricks and mortar, innit? Imti’s safe and that’s all that matters right now.’ Hesitating, he looked at Jessica. ‘Jess?’

      She refused to lift her head. Shahid stepped nearer and knelt in front of her, ‘Come on, Jess. Now Trixie’s gone it’s just you, me and Imti. Imti needs us now. Please.’

      Feeling like a jerk, Gus deliberately made his voice dismissive, ‘Oh, that’ll be why she’s accusing you of setting fire to her mum then, Shahid? Because she needs you? Because you’re family? It didn’t stop you frying her mum, did it?’

      Shahid jumped to his feet, ‘What? That’s fuckin crazy. I’ve told you before. I was with Jess that night. How could I have done it?’

      ‘She smelt the petrol on you?’ said Gus, watching for a reaction. ‘Says you weren’t with her all the time.’

      Shahid shook his head, ‘We all smelt of fuckin petrol that night mate.’ Gus appreciated what Shahid was saying. After all The Fort smelt like a bonfire right now because he, Sampson and Alice had spent a couple of hours near a fire.

      Shahid, his Adam’s apple visibly moving as he swallowed, glared, wide-eyed at Gus. ‘It was fucking awful.’ He wiped a tear from his eye and looked down at Jessica. ‘I didn’t do that to your mum. I’d never have done that to her. She was good to me. More of a parent than my dad was. I didn’t ever know my real mum, so yours was the next best thing. My dad didn’t like me visiting your house, but I still did. I didn’t kill her, Jess. I swear, I didn’t. I’ve told you again and again, it weren’t me.’

      Jessica’s head whipped up. Her eyes flashed and her mouth curled, ‘Then who did Shahid? Who the fuck did?’

      Shahid took a deep breath. ‘It weren’t my dad either, Jess. He was in Pakistan. God! I’d tell you if it were him, but it weren’t. Maybe you should ask them from next door. Maybe they’ll know.’

      Jessica frowned. ‘Who from next door?’

      Shahid jerked a thumb in Gus’ direction, ‘Their mate and her fucking dad,’ he said and marched to the door. ‘Maybe their lot did a big fucking cover-up for all I know. But I swear it weren’t fucking me, okay?’

      Well that was interesting thought Gus when Shahid had gone, banging the door behind him. He’d felt Shahid was telling the truth about Millie Green’s death when he’d interviewed him, and he felt the same today. He really did believe Shahid about this… he wasn’t so sure about Trixie’s murder, but he was convinced that he was innocent of Millie Green’s. Which posed the question, who did murder Millie Green?

      Jessica’s eyes narrowed. ‘He means, Sadia doesn’t he? He thinks Sadia knows something about my mum’s death. But how could she? She were only a kid herself. How could she know owt about it?’

      ‘I don’t think she does, Jess. Sadia got the file out to look into it again. She’s as much in the dark as the rest of us.’

      Jessica picked up a piece of toast and took a bite. ‘Look, I’m done in. Ask whatever you need to ask and then just let me get some sleep, okay?’

      Pleased that she was at least eating some toast, Gus smiled. ‘That’s fine Jess. We just wanted to see if you’d thought of anyone who might have had it in for Trixie.’

      Jessica sighed and shook her head. ‘Just that tosser, Shahid. Trix was going to dump him. She told me so.’

      Gus leaned forward. ‘Jess, last time we spoke you told me Trixie didn’t even have a boyfriend. Now you’re telling me you knew she was seeing Shahid Khan. Why wouldn’t you have told us that last time.’

      Jessica’s eyes darted from him to Alice and she shrugged. ‘Must’ve forgot.’

      ‘Really, you forgot that your very best friend was in a relationship with your enemy, Shahid Khan. That seems a bit odd to me? What do you think, Al?’

      Alice tilted her head to one side before responding, ‘Yep, seems odd to me too.’

      Jessica flung the half-eaten slice of toast onto the plate, ‘Fuck off! I was upset, got confused, that’s all. It’s no big fucking deal, okay?’

      Gus leaned back and crossed his legs, ‘So, it’s no big deal that Trixie was pregnant with Khan’s baby, either?’

      Jessica jumped to her feet, ‘What? What the fuck did you say?’ Before Gus could repeat his words, she turned and ran from the living room into her bedroom.
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      The combination of crisp fresh air and warm memories sat well on Anastazy’s shoulders; the one out-weighing the other, creating a temperate feeling. Being outside like this, the cold nipping his nose and ears, reminded him of being a child back in Poland. They’d never had very much and, especially in the colder months; the meagre food supplies they had never seemed enough to fill his belly. However, the thrill of doing something he shouldn’t have, whether it was stealing knickers off a clothes line, watching his neighbour give his dad a blow job or stealing from shops, had always kept him warm. When he’d gotten older, the pleasure of hurting his friends’ animals and knowing he’d caused their distress when they’d discovered their maimed pets had made him feel powerful… like a hunter. Even now he craved that feeling… there was no drug like it. The feeling of forced ownership and the fear that generated was an aphrodisiac. He thrived on it and, having found the latest subject of his desires, his addiction was intense... he needed his fix… his Serafina fix.

      He’d positioned himself on the corner of Serafina’s road and was waiting for her to leave the house. Twice now the silver haired woman from the house behind him had knocked on the front room window, telling him to ‘sling his hook’. Anastazy had laughed and keeping eye contact with her had pulled himself up on her garden wall. If she knocked again, then he’d pay her a little visit and make sure the old cow didn’t bother him next time. But for now, his focus was on the house further down the street with its blue door, which remained stubbornly closed, giving him time to reminisce about Poland and his early morning activities.

      The Old Man had been keen to increase the pressure on both Bazza Green and Shahid Khan and, as far as Anastazy was concerned, the arson attacks had been an inspired choice. An acceleration in pressure and a clear intention of malicious intent. Both men would now be aware that this was very personal. Any lingering doubt would have been replaced by the certainty that they were both under attack from an, as yet, unknown entity.

      Anastazy laughed: the idiots would be running scared. As well as the arson attacks, Anastazy had flooded both the Thornbury and the Manningham markets with Eastern European girls with orders to undercut the regulars. Anastazy prided himself on the fact that the girls he employed would provide even the most ‘unusual’ services. His army of men, funded by The Old Man, were more prepared than any of Green’s or Khan’s thugs. Lack of competition in the past had rendered those two idiots sluggish. Now, they were falling without a safety net. Under this amount of pressure, they would fold. Already Khan was grieving his dead girlfriend and attending his injured brother. He’d taken his eye off the ball, making it easy for Anastazy to slip in and set fire to The Delius.

      His Manningham spies told him that, rather than sort out his affairs, Khan was hanging about Oak Lane trying to get that half-sister of his on side. As for Bazza, apparently he’d come squealing out of his flat, a little towel round his skinny waist, leaving the whore he’d been screwing inside, to make her own way out. By all accounts he’d been snivelling like an idiot whilst the fire brigade doused the fire. Ha, neither of those two were worth worrying about now.

      So that left him free to concentrate on Serafina… she knew now what would happen if she didn’t comply. She was defenceless.
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      Alice followed Jessica into the bedroom. The girl was snuggled into the far side of the bed, the duvet pulled right up to her chin; her head was tilted towards the window. Through the dim light that shone through the thin, drawn curtains, Alice could see Jessica’s shoulders heaving as she cried. The room smelt stale. Alice presumed the girl had spent most of the last few days holed up in here with her grief. She knew Gus had offered her a FLO and that Jessica had refused. Having met her uncle, Bazza Green, Alice felt sure that he wouldn’t have paid his niece a welfare call. She screwed up her mouth. The obnoxious little toad was probably more concerned with getting himself a new pet than with Jessica’s mental health.

      Alice turned to go and then turned back. Something was niggling at her. She looked first at the bundle on the bed before casting another glance round the room. Then, it clicked.

      ‘Who sleeps on the other side of the bed, Jessica?’

      Jessica’s shoulders stilled, then she sat upright glaring at Alice through swollen eyes. ‘What are you on about? Nobody sleeps there.’

      ‘Then why are you all bundled up to one side, like you’re leaving this side free for someone else?’

      Jessica looked at her, her face sullen. ‘Fuck right off, okay? Just fuck off!’ and she flung herself back under the duvet.

      ‘You got a boyfriend Jess?’

      Two fingers emerged from beneath the duvet and made a V sign at Alice. Very touchy, thought Alice, pursing her lips. Did Jessica have a mystery boyfriend? Someone capable of killing Trixie, maybe?

      Ignoring Jess’ continued sobs, Alice walked to the bedside drawers at the side nearest to the door. ‘Why do you need two alarm clocks, Jess?’

      Silence, so Alice opened the drawer. ‘Nice line in sex toys. Oh and some dog tags on a cheap chain. Very classy.’ Alice picked it up and looked at the inscription on the back, With all my love, J xxx.

      She dropped the chain back in the drawer, rolled it shut and said, ‘Sweet dreams’ before leaving the room, closing the door behind her.

      The pair of them exited Jessica’s flat. As they began to head back up Oak Lane towards The Fort, Gus said, ‘What was that all about, Alice?’

      Alice grinned at him, ‘I’m thinking that maybe Jessica has a boyfriend or…’ she cocked her head to one side, ‘maybe a girlfriend…’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well… the double bed, Jess curled up to one side, two alarm clocks, sex toys and a cheap necklace inscribed from someone called ‘J’ in the opposite bedside table drawer.’

      Gus frowned. Although what Alice said was interesting, he felt there was little substance to it and probably less relevance. ‘Hardly conclusive is it?’

      Alice shrugged. ‘Perhaps not but I’m sure she is, or has recently been in, a relationship.’

      Gus laughed, ‘What are you, Manningham’s answer to Cilla Black?’

      Laughing, Alice said, ‘Just struck me as strange that Jessica was bundled up to one side of the bed if she slept alone, that’s all. I’ve got a double bed and I make full use of it, sprawling right over the middle.’

      Gus nudged her. ‘Yeah, cos you’re so huge you need a king-size, never mind double bed.’

      Alice thumped him and continued. ‘Why have two clocks in the bedroom, if only one person sleeps there?’

      ‘Hell, I don’t know, do I? Maybe she’s got a thing about clocks.’

      ‘Maybe… but what if this person had it in for Trixie for some reason and Jess is covering up for them? Maybe Jess’ unknown lover killed Trixie.’

      ‘Hey, hold on a minute Al. You can’t go tearing off making assumptions based on a necklace and a double bed.’ Gus didn’t buy the idea of Jess’, as yet unidentified, lover killing Trixie. Who knew how long that necklace had been in the drawer and he still slept on ‘his’ side of the bed even though Gabriella left months ago. Alice needed to rein in her imagination a bit.

      Alice pouted and shoved her hands in her pocket like a naughty schoolgirl. Her sulky expression made Gus want to laugh as she strode a couple of steps ahead of him before stopping abruptly and spinning on her heel to face him. ‘Okay, Gus. I get what you’re saying but when I think back to the interview Sampson and I did at The Prossie Palace, there was something off. Armani and the girls knew something we didn’t about Jessica. I’m going to check it out later. Bet I’m right… bet it’s a girl.’

      Gus laughed. ‘Alice Cooper, sexuality police.’

      Alice thumped him again. ‘Just cause my gaydar’s better than yours.’

      Gus grinned. ‘Yeah, wondered how long it would be before you brought up Gabriella.’

      Alice bit her lip, ‘Shit, Gus, that’s not what I meant.’

      Gus shook his head, ‘Don’t be daft, Al. I know my gaydar’s well off.’

      Alice glanced over the road and nudged Gus. ‘Yeah, you can say that again, look over there.’

      Gus swing his head round in time to see a car with his sister and ex-wife in it, swing out and up the road towards Duckworth Lane.

      Gus felt suddenly exhausted. It had been a long and emotional night and he knew he was in for a tricky afternoon, too. ‘Come on, Al. There’s nothing else we can do now. I’m going home for a shower and a quick kip before the big lunch.’

      Alice wiggled her eyebrows. ‘God! Can’t wait.’ She laughed. ‘Wonder what overdone atrocity your mum’ll serve up today. Mind you, I think you do right to bring the gang… less for us to eat and, besides, Compo’ll make short work of whatever’s on offer.’ She tilted her head to one side. ‘Safety in numbers and, with the two witches coming, you’ll need all the support you can get.’

      As Alice walked towards the stairs leading into The Fort’s main reception, Gus called her back. ‘What did you think of Shahid Khan, Al?’

      ‘He seemed really upset about Imti,’ she shrugged, ‘A bit defeated really. Poor sod.’

      ‘Mmm,’ said Gus, ‘That’s what I thought but, now I’m wondering. This is Shahid Khan we’re talking about. He’s not a bloody pushover. Wouldn’t you expect him to be all out to string up the bastard who stabbed Imti? What’s he doing approaching Jess who’s had nowt to do with either him or Imti for years. It all seems a bit off to me, you know?’

      ‘You might have a point I suppose, but I thought he was quite convincing. He’s still reeling after Trixie’s death, too.’

      Gus nodded. He still wasn’t convinced. Shahid Khan was a nasty piece of work and he was sure he wouldn’t just lie still and let someone piss on him. Gus would be keeping an eye on Khan…. And Bazza Green, for that matter… for the foreseeable future.
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      The building was set back from the road and had no signs to show its purpose. It looked similar to many of the larger sand stone buildings dotted around Bradford that had been converted into Mosques, fast food outlets or dress shops. Perhaps some of its patrons treated it with the same religious awe that the devout afforded their religious buildings.

      However, Bazza Green’s gym was, unlike its more ‘modern’ counterparts, a place for serious weight lifting, boxing and martial arts. Brightly coloured lycra was notably absent, as was an offer of yoga, pilates or zumba classes. This was most definitely a man’s gym – the only two female regulars were serious weight lifters and had the sculpted bodies of those seriously committed to their art. Their only concession to their gender were the sports bras they wore as they worked out.

      At the hospital last night, when he registered where he knew Serafina from, and heard about her friend and brother, Shahid became certain that Anastazy was responsible for attacking Imti too. When news of the dual arson attacks on his and Bazza’s properties had come in, he’d made further deductions. Then, information about an influx of Eastern European girls undercutting his stable of girls, and about cheaper coke and heroin circulating in the clubs and streets reached him and he understood what was happening. A few calls outside the district reassured him that neither Johnny The Gerbil from Oldham nor Colin The Cockroach from Sheffield were making a bid against him. On the contrary, Shahid’s news had filled them with concern and Shahid was in the position to pull in a few favours should he need to. And that was why he was here, at Bazza’s gym.

      He’d wanted to talk to Jessica about it first, get information about Bazza’s girls, but McGuire and the skinny goth had shown up and he’d not been able too. Jess was too upset anyway, so he’d pretended that all he’d wanted was to tell her about Imti. No point alerting McGuire to his real intentions.

      As Shahid and Jai walked into the testosterone-filled lobby where the walls seemed to ooze with the sweat of years of activity, the man behind the reception desk grinned in a way that left Shahid in no doubt that he was unwelcome. Then, he straightened and, before Shahid’s eyes, the man’s muscles seemed to swell, making the matching lions rampant adorning his upper arms, ripple with a ferocity that Shahid knew was intentional.

      He smiled. ‘Nice tatts, but I’ve not come for a show. Bazza around?’

      Muscleman glared at him and then repeated the look in Jai’s direction, before lifting a phone receiver up in a paw so big Shahid wondered that he didn’t break it. He growled into the phone and then nodded towards a line of plastic chairs by the door.

      Ignoring him, Shahid stayed where he was, with a slight smile on his face.

      Hearing a door to the side open, Shahid turned and saw Bazza walk through accompanied by two over-muscled thugs. With an effort, Shahid managed to maintain a neutral expression. The very sight of Bazza Green made him want to throw a punch at the man – but that wasn’t why he was there today.

      He nodded, but made no move to offer a hand to Bazza. Bazza, in turn, looked Shahid up and down, before saying, ‘You want to sign up? Looks like you could do with bulking up a bit.’

      Ignoring the sheer stupidity of Bazza Green, who weighed all of seven stone, commenting on his physique, Shahid said, ‘We need to talk.’

      Bazza’s face lost its sneer. He gave a single nod and, without speaking, walked back through the door. His henchmen stood aside for Jai and Shahid to follow.

      The room they entered was clearly Bazza’s office and Shahid looked round with interest. If he’d been going to set fire to one of Bazza Green’s properties this one would have been high up on the list. It was the centre of Green’s enterprise. It made Shahid realise that the reason they’d gone for his penthouse flat was purely to frighten Bazza: they were not trying to damage the infrastructure of his business. That figured. Bazza, unlike Shahid, had no emotional ties with anyone, not even his niece Jessica. Bazza himself was the only person he loved.

      Like the rest of the gym, Bazza’s office was functional. It lacked in the hygiene department. The sour sweat smell replaced by the equally pervasive stink of smoke. Judging by the overflowing ash tray on Bazza’s desk he’d been chain-smoking. Shahid barely refrained from shuddering at the sight. He hated smokers with a vengeance and the smell made him feel nauseous… although, today his olfactory system was probably over-sensitised by the hangover that still throbbed at his temples

      Shahid made a point of walking the circumference of the room before speaking. At last he turned to Bazza. ‘You’ve got the place looking nice, Bazz.’ Without waiting to be invited, he hooked his foot round an uncomfortable-looking chair arm, and spun it round before straddling it and leaning his arms over the back. Jai folded his arms Mafia style and stood by the door, staring straight ahead.

      Bazza laughed out loud, revealing a mouthful of caries and yellowed teeth. Had the man ever heard of toothpaste, never mind floss? As if in answer, Bazza dropped into a chair behind the desk and, picking up a paperclip, he straightened it with nicotine stained fingers before using it to pick his teeth. Shahid cringed at the sound of metal rasping against tooth enamel. What a truly disgusting creature he was. With difficulty, he forced all thoughts of Trixie and what she was forced to do with Bazza to the back of his mind. He’d deal with that in due course but, right now, he had more pressing issues to resolve.

      ‘We’ve got a problem.’

      Bazza pulled the paperclip from his mouth, studied the lump of buttery gunk that was stuck on it then, with gusto, sucked it off, making Shahid’s stomach churn. He threw the clip across the room, presumably aiming for the bin but missing by a foot, and nodded. ‘We certainly do.’

      ‘So, are we going to sort it or are we going to wait for the oink oinks to do it?’

      Bazza laughed. ‘Oh, I think we’ll have to take matters into our own hands, don’t you?’

      The two men discussed the information they had until they eventually had a plan they were both happy with. Bazza wiped his hand down the front of his, less than clean, jumper before offering it to Shahid. Shahid took a deep breath and, wishing he’d thought to wear gloves, he took Bazza’s hand and they shook.
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      With an eagerness that raised Gus’ spirits, Compo bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, champing at the bit, ready to be off. As Alice walked into the incident room, her hair still damp, presumably from her shower, Gus said ‘Okay, let’s do this.’

      Sadia had managed to cover her bruise quite well and Gus thought she looked gorgeous, if slightly nervous. He’d managed to shower, change and grab an hour’s kip before driving them back to The Fort to collect the rest of the team. Sampson and Compo were driving in one car, while Gus took Sadia and Alice in his. Brighton had texted to say he had another commitment, which suited Gus fine. He was beginning to wonder if the mysterious photographer had been Brighton and was glad that he wasn’t bringing the obnoxious specimen to his parents’ house.

      Despite the clenching in his stomach, Gus felt ready for this. After all, he had his friends beside him and Sadia, and, as he kept telling himself, he’d done nothing wrong. Gabriella and Katie were the ones who should be anxious, although, knowing Katie, she’d brazen it out. She’d always been all front, even as a child.

      When they arrived at his parents’ old farmhouse, the dogs, Bingo and his parents’ two, erupted in rapturous barking. Compo, looking very much like he should also possess a wagging tail, gambolled among them, getting them more and more giddy and submitting himself to licks and hugs, before Gus finally emitted a piercing whistle to calm the dogs and Compo down.

      Fergus and Corrine McGuire waited at the front door, his father with one arm draped over his dainty wife’s shoulder, huge welcoming grins on their faces. Gus, sensing Sadia’s nervousness, took her hand in his and, ignoring Sampson and Compo’s less than subtle winks and nudges, he led her over to meet his parents. Fergus stepped forward and engulfed her in a bear hug before bestowing the same greeting on the rest of Gus’ team. Corrine raised her cheek for a kiss to each of them in turn before clapping her hands together, ‘I’m so pleased to have you all over for Sunday lunch.’ And she waved them through to the dining room.

      Relieved that Gabriella and Katie hadn’t yet arrived, Gus helped his dad sort out drinks whilst, Compo, like a bloodhound, raised his nose and sniffed the air. ‘Something smells great, Mrs Mac,’ he said.

      Gus and Alice exchanged a look and Alice, under her breath said, ‘Is there something wrong with that boy’s olfactory system?’

      Gus grinned, even he could discern the wafts of singed meat that drifted through from the kitchen. Doc McGuire chuckled and in a conspiratorial tone said, ‘All the more for the dogs, methinks.’ Then as an afterthought added, ‘…and Compo of course.’

      As the doorbell rang, Dr McGuire, eyebrows raised, looked at Gus. ‘Must be your sister, though God knows why she’s ringing the damn bell. She’s got a bloody key, same as you.’

      Gus slid into his chair between Sadia and Alice and raised his whisky glass to his lips. Under his breath, he muttered, ‘Hell, but I need this.’

      Alice snorted. ‘You don’t need Dutch courage, Gus, you’ve got us.’ Underneath the table, he felt Sadia take his hand in hers and squeeze. Thank fuck for this lot he thought, as the door opened and his sister, tall with blonde streaks striating her dark hair, entered. Her eyes, like Gus’, were carbon copies of their mother’s. Feeling like every ounce of oxygen had been sucked from the room, he inclined his head slightly. Keeping his expression neutral, he was determined to stand his ground. ‘Katie.’

      She reciprocated with a curt nod. Her eyes drifted round the table to the other guests, narrowing when they rested on Sadia. Gus smiled when he saw Sadia’s chin lift as she met his sister’s gaze head on. He could have hugged her there and then. Katie looked away and then stepped to the side so Gabriella could enter. Gus again raised his glass in the air, feeling much more confident now, and said, ‘Gabriella.’

      Unlike his sister, Gabriella looked nervous. Her eyes darted round the room never settling on any one thing. Then, when Gus’s dad came in and, in his usual bluff manner said her name, she visibly flinched. Despite the residual anger that simmered just beneath the surface, Gus felt sorry for her. He flicked a smile in Gabriella’s direction and then when Katie immediately grabbed her hand and glared at him, he grinned. Katie was jealous of him. He felt like laughing aloud. Did she really think he was some sort of competition? Gabriella had made her decision and he’d moved on. He wasn’t interested in Gabriella in that way. It didn’t mean he wasn’t hurt. Course he was. No matter how you looked at it he’d been betrayed by both his wife and his sister; and the betrayal was still raw.

      He turned to his dad and pointed to a large picture that hung, covered by a drape on the chimney breast. ‘What’s with that?’

      Dr McGuire shrugged and shook his head vigorously from side to side, sending his jowls swinging in a slow pendulum style motion. ‘It’s your mum.’ He pointed to the hidden painting. ‘That’s the product of another of your mother’s hobbies and, just so you all know, it’s there against my wishes.’ He prodded his puffed up chest to accentuate his indignation with the situation.

      Gus and Katie, sensing a bone of contention between their parents, glanced at each other, grinning in a shared childhood habit. ‘Something wrong with the painting, Dad?’ asked Katie, more relaxed now.

      Dr McGuire grunted, ‘You’ll see. All I’m saying is, be prepared.’

      The doorbell rang again and Doc McGuire, leaving the room said, ‘Ah, that’ll be our last guest. Your mother’s latest bloody hobby buddy.’

      Half an hour later, everyone, including his mum’s new friend, Tommy Gilchrist, was ensconced around the sizeable dining table. The atmosphere had thawed and plates were filled with slightly singed lamb, too soggy sprouts and lumpy mash and gravy when Corrine McGuire stood up and clinked her fork on the side of her wine glass.

      ‘It’s usually Fergus who delivers the toasts for family meals but today I’ve decided it’s my turn. So, here goes.’ She glanced around the room, her brown face creased into a wide all-encompassing smile. ‘As a family, I think it’s fair to say that we’ve had quite a challenging year. However, now things have improved and we’re in a better place. It’s my delight to welcome, Sadia, Gus’ partner, to the family.’ As Gus and Sadia shared an embarrassed glance, Corrine tilted her glass in their direction and continued, ‘and to acknowledge Katie and Gabriella as a couple.’

      Gus noted with satisfaction how embarrassed both Katie and Gabriella looked, but also how Gabriella kept sending curious glances in Sadia’s direction. Taking the opportunity to deposit some of his meat under the table where the dogs sat, waiting in anticipation, he refocussed on his mother’s continuing toast.

      ‘This year, I’ve looked for another outlet for my creativity and am pleased to announce that, thanks to Tommy here, my painting classes have paid off. It is with great pleasure that I want to reveal a project I’ve been working on for a number of months now.’ She nodded to her husband, who Gus thought looked less than delighted, to remove the drape.

      For long moments when the drape came off, there was a stunned silence. Corrine, hands clasped in front of her, looked round the table, a satisfied smile on her face. Gus realised that she’d mistaken everyone’s stunned reaction for awe and admiration. He caught sight of his father’s thunderous expression and, swallowing the laughter that threatened to bubble from his mouth, he risked a glance at Katie. She met his eye and shook her head slightly, her face a combination of shock and amusement. Feeling Alice’s shoulders jiggling against his, he knew she was in danger of laughing aloud as, he noted, were Compo and Sampson. Sadia too, was having difficulty keeping her face straight.

      Biting the bullet, Gus stood and raising his glass saluted his mum. ‘Well, you certainly hid your light under a bushel, Mum.’

      He ignored his father’s mumbled, ‘Might’ve been better if Tommy Gilchrist had kept his hidden under a damn bushel.’

      Gus continued. ‘We’d no idea you were doing life drawing, but, I have to say, you’ve captured the subject perfectly. It’s a very good likeness of Tommy.’ He turned and raised his glass in Tommy’s direction. ‘Well, of course, I can only vouch for the bits I can see at the moment.’ He added causing a series of coughing fits to erupt around the table.

      Tommy Gilchrist, in his crisp shirt and spotty bow tie with a perfect crease running down the centre of each trouser leg, was the least likely candidate for life modelling that Gus had ever come across. Risking a glance at his dad, who looked very glum, Gus said ‘What do you think, Dad?’

      Before he had a chance to reply, Gus’ mother snorted. ‘Silly bloody galoot’s got all jealous over it. Your father, Gus, is a philistine, a complete philistine, who can’t appreciate the finer points of art.’

      His dad snorted. ‘Och, I’m not bloody jealous, Corrine. I just don’t want to have to see Tommy’s bloody gonads when I’m eating my damn tea. Gives black pudding a whole new meaning.’

      ‘Hmmph,’ Corrinne folded her arms over her chest as Katie got to her feet and wrapped her arms round her mother’s shoulders. ‘Look, Mum, why don’t we put it at the top of the landing instead. Then, we’ll get the full benefit of it as we come up the stairs. It’s a bit too close to get its full impact here, isn’t it?’

      Dr McGuire spluttered, muttering under his breath, for Gus’s ears only, ‘Benefit? Bloody impact? More like revulsion and despair. In fact, that’s what I’m going to call it. Either that or ‘Gone to bloody seed’.’ But, he got to his feet and walked over to his wife and deposited a big kiss on her cheek before hugging her close. ‘You’re beautiful when you’re angry, you know that?’

      ‘Och, away wi’ you, ye bloody old goat,’ she said, smiling. ‘Come on everyone, tuck in. I think I’ve surpassed myself today,’ and, seemingly oblivious to  her guests’ dubious glances, she sat down and lifted her cutlery to dig in.
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      Sampson had struggled during lunch at the McGuires’ home. Truth be told, he’d been struggling since his meeting with the Dhosangs the previous afternoon. He hated being so undecided but, seeing Sadia so happy with Gus and knowing how determined she was to find out the truth about Millie Green for Jessica, he’d finally come to a decision. It wasn’t one he relished implementing but, it was the right thing to do. So, he’d made his excuses and left the warmth and friendliness of the McGuires’ home and made his way here.

      He had no idea how this would play out. He knew it could all go horribly wrong and he could find himself out of a job… as for Sadia, he knew he was exposing her, and Gus too, to her father’s wrath. He shook his head taking a deep breath. That couldn’t be helped. At least this way, if the Dhosang’s suspicions amounted to nowt, he’d have saved Sadia that trauma. He knew he could have approached Gus for help and he knew Gus would have taken the responsibility on himself, but that wasn’t Sampson’s way. It was his problem, so he’d sort it out. At one point he’d considered snagging Sadia’s hair and getting a sibling DNA comparison done on the DNA from Millie Green’s foetus, but that didn’t sit right with him. It smacked of dishonesty and, if there was one thing Sampson hated, it was deceit.

      So, here he was outside Hannibal Hussain’s house, crapping himself. The mere thought of confronting DCS Hussain made him feel like throwing up. He’d suffered humiliation at the DCS’s hands before, so he knew exactly what the man could dish out. On the other hand, though, Sampson didn’t very much care what Hussain thought. He didn’t respect him whatsoever, so Hussain’s opinion of him mattered not one jot. Keeping that thought to the forefront of his mind, Sampson grabbed the door handle and got out of his car.

      The air was crisp and the faint smell of burning out bonfires hung in the air. Yesterday would have been twenty years since Millie Green’s tragic death so it seemed a fitting way to mark the anniversary by trying to work out what had happened on that fateful night. Wiping his sweating hands down his trouser legs, Sampson flung his shoulders back and walked through the ornate archway onto the crazy paved path that led to the Hussain’s front door. The doormat had, what Sampson assumed, was an Arabic welcome painted on it in red. Through the double-glazed porch windows he could see shoes, some female, probably Sadia’s, and some male stacked in neat rows on an Ikea shelving unit. He reached out and rung the bell. A silhouette appeared behind the inner door and seconds later, when the door opened, Sampson saw it was DCS Hussain. Contrary to his normal working attire of a black or navy suit, shirt and tie, today the DCS wore traditional Pakistani shalwar kameez and had a pristine white prayer hat on his head.

      Hussain frowned when he saw Sampson. He opened the porch door and uttered a single word, ‘Yes?’ His contempt was clear in the abruptness of his tone.

      Sampson thought the other man looked tired. His face had the unhealthy pallor of an exhausted man, but Sampson knew that wouldn’t make him any weaker a combatant. Arms folded behind his back, Sampson gripped his hands together, gaining courage from the way his nails bit into his palms. ‘I need to talk to you, sir, and I thought it would be better if I approached you away from the office.’

      Hussain frowned, then turned to re-enter the house, pointing to the shoe rack, issuing a monosyllabic order, ‘Shoes.’

      Sampson, in his haste to take his boots off and follow the older man inside, hopped about on one foot trying to pull his boots off without unlacing them fully. Defeated, he bent over and fully aware of Hussain’s disapproving glance on his back, he loosened them and finally kicked them off, before, mindful of the stern look on Hussain’s face when he’d pointed at the shelves, he picked them up and placed them beside a pair of Sadia’s stilettos.

      Seeing Hussain looking at his feet, Sampson followed his gaze downwards and flushed when he realised that, not only did he have on one blue and one red sock, but that the red one had a hole in it from which his big toe protruded. He felt heat fill his face as Hussain snorted before leading the way along a carpeted hallway to a room at the end.

      Sampson followed, his heart thumping harder with each step further into the lion’s den and, when inside the office, he took the seat across from Hussain at the desk. He was immediately aware that his seat was much smaller than the other man’s and knew that Hussain had chosen a smaller chair for his guests to keep them at a height disadvantage. Unwilling to let Hussain have it all his own way, Sampson straightened his upper body to minimise the disparity.

      Hussain, as if realising Sampson’s ploy, snorted, ‘Right, this better be good, Sanders.’

      Sampson somehow kept his face straight and, despite his blush, he maintained eye contact with Hussain. ‘Sampson, my name’s Sampson.’

      Hussain’s lips curled and he wafted one hand as if to say ‘I don’t care what you’re called’.

      Sampson cleared his throat, ‘I visited Mr and Mrs Dhosang yesterday. Do you remember them? They were your neighbours when you lived next door to Millie Green.’

      Hussain, leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other. One hand drifted up to his beard and his fingers ran down it from his chin to the pointed end. His eyes narrowed. ‘And why, may I ask, would you do that, Sanders?’

      Sampson knew that using the wrong name was strategy to maintain the upper hand, so he ignored it. Taking a deep breath, he said, ‘I wanted to find out what they knew about Millie Green’s death.’

      Hussain’s already thin lips tightened until they disappeared completely beneath his beard. ‘I gave very specific instructions that time was not to be wasted on the Millie Green case. If my memory serves me well, you, Sanders were there when I issued those instructions.’

      Sampson nodded, ‘I only looked at the Millie Green case in my own time, sir.’ And before Hussain could respond he added, ‘Did you know Millie Green was pregnant at the time of her death?’

      If Sampson hadn’t been watching closely, he might have missed the flicker in Hussain’s eyes. Not wanting to lose his advantage, he continued. ‘The Dhosangs knew who the father was.’

      Hussain jumped to his feet, a muscle twitching in his cheek. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. They are an old couple with nothing better to do than make up stories to discredit respectable people.’

      Sampson frowned. ‘They seemed respectable enough to me. One of their sons is a criminal lawyer and the other a businessman.’ Sampson hoped the implied threat of the Dhosangs’ lawyer son would push Hussain into being indiscreet but, instead, he moved round the desk and moved to yank the door open. ‘Leave.’

      Sampson glared at him as he stood and walked out of the room. Hussain followed and watched as he put his boots back on. As Sampson opened the outer door, Hussain said, ‘Have you shared this nonsense with Sadia?’

      Sampson looked him straight in the eye. ‘Not yet, but I will.’ He stepped onto the path, then turned back, ‘I’ll tell her after work tomorrow.’

      Hussain nodded and as Sampson watched he closed the door and then, shoulders hunched, he turned and walked back into his home. Sampson exhaled and, as his body relaxed, he felt muscles he didn’t even know he had, begin to throb. He hadn’t enjoyed doing what he’d done but he wanted to make it clear to Hussain that this wasn’t going to go away. He’d given the man ample time to speak to his daughter about it before he passed the information on.
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      Jai didn’t enjoy working with Bazza’s thug, but he’d had no choice. Shahid was up at BRI with Imti and, because of the temporary truce between Shahid and Bazza, they had to work in pairs, one from Bazza’s crew and one from Shahid’s. They’d been sent out, like a swarm of bees, to find the honey pot. Not that Anastazy was sweet by anyone’s standards. From Serafina, Shahid had ascertained that Anastazy seemed to operate from the Thornbury area, so Jai had opted to target that area. After all, when the Polish bastard had attacked first Imti and then The Delius he’d made it personal. Jai didn’t forget personal insults easily.

      Bazza’s thug, a white guy called Jerome, was high on weed, but Jai reckoned that the guy would be equally idiotic without the enhancement of weed. He’d come across potheads like him in the past and knew not to rely on him. Jai was keeping in close contact with the rest of his men and the favours Shahid had pulled in meant that, should they need it, they could pull in the heavies from Manchester and Sheffield too. Together, they’d decided to pull their girls off the streets. Their dealers and distributers were under strict instructions to keep a low profile.

      Jai knew that a coup d’état would be the most effective way to end this. Get to Anastazy and the rest of his crew would fold. Shahid seemed to think that Anastazy wasn’t at the top of the tree, but Jai was unsure. He was prepared to hedge his bets, if Shahid said so, but he was determined to deal with Anastazy himself.

      The streets were empty and a residual firework bonfire smell hung in the air from the previous night. Jai pounded on a door just down from Habib’s restaurant near the Killinghall Road roundabout. From inside he heard shuffling and knew that the door was about to be opened. He stood to the side and as soon as it opened, he inserted his foot between the door and the jamb. Pushing his body against the door, he thrust his arm round, grabbing the man by the throat and bulldozed his way into the hallway. ‘How you doing, Dwayne? All right?’

      Dwayne, unable to reply due to the pressure of Jai’s fingers against his larynx, tried to nod. Jai backed him up against the wall and smiled when he heard Jerome slam the door closed behind them. ‘Check out the rest of this pigsty, Jerome.’

      Grinning, Jerome bounced along the corridor, checking each downstairs room before progressing to the upstairs ones. When he heard Jerome’s ‘Clear’, Jai released Dwayne who fell to the floor rubbing his throat and coughing. ‘What you do that for, Jai? Thought you and me was mates.’

      Jai’s mouth turned up. ‘“Mates” is pushing it, don’t you think, Dwayne? To me you’re the equivalent of vermin in a mousetrap, you get my drift?’

      Dwayne risked a smile. ‘Funny, Jai, really funny.’

      Walking through to the living room, Jai’s nose crinkled at the acrid smell. ‘You know what soap is, Dwayne?’

      Trailing behind, Dwayne shrugged. Jai rolled his eyes. ‘Never mind. What I need from you is information, okay?’

      Still rubbing his throat, Dwayne nodded.

      ‘Good.’ He slapped Dwayne’s cheeks in a friendly warning. ‘I need you to think very hard, because if you lie to me right now, Shahid will see that your dismembered body is disposed of in a pig farm near Holmfirth, okay?’

      Seeing Dwayne’s face pale, he knew his message had hit the mark. ‘We’re looking for a Polish guy. Bit of a psycho. Name of Anastazy. You can’t miss him. He’s got teardrop tatts under his eyes and a snake going up his neck. Recognise that description, Dwayney boy?’

      Dwayne swallowed and glanced at Jerome, who leaned against the living room door, cleaning under his nails with the tip of a very sharp stiletto blade. Flicking a nervous glance at Jai, he held out his arms out in a pleading gesture. ‘Shit Jai, that dude’s into some really bad stuff, you get my drift? I tell you owt and I’m dead meat.’

      Taking a step forward, Jai reconnected his fingers with Dwayne’s neck. ‘Looks like you’ve got a bit of a dilemma to resolve then, Dwayne.’ He tightened his grip, ‘See. You’re dead if you don’t tell us. But the thing is, you know and I know that Shahid’s kind to his friends, so, when all’s said and done, there really is no competition is there? You tell us about the Polish bastard and we’ll protect you.’
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      It had taken Gus ages to get away from his parent’s house. His mum had insisted he help his dad re-hang the portrait at the top of the stairs. Of course, with all his dad’s moaning and groaning, which in all fairness Gus did sympathise with, it took rather a long time. Despite his dexterity in the mortuary, his father, as far as DIY was concerned, appeared to possess two left hands. The result was three separate stoppages caused by injury involving a hammer a screwdriver and a drill. By the end of the process, Gus was more than ready to throttle his dad and only his mother’s smiling gratitude prevented him from making her a widow.

      Sadia, who was exhausted, had bummed a lift back to his house from Compo and Sampson and Gabriella and Katie had sneaked out soon after dessert, which his mum insisted on calling ‘Heaton Mess’, because, as far as she was concerned, Shay Lane was as much part of Heaton as it was a part of Cottingley. Gus personally thought ‘Bloody Inedible Mess’ would’ve been more apt. How could his mother manage to balls up the crumbling of meringue, the whipping of cream and the addition of fruit? But somehow or other, she had. The cream appeared to have clotted, the meringues were chewy and the juice from the fruit made the whole thing into a scummy liquid. Compo scoffed three bowls of it, which made everyone else’s half-hearted attempts go unnoticed.

      As promised, Alice had hung on until the bitter end and now they were making their way to Sadia’s house to confront her dad. Gus still wasn’t entirely sure what he was going to say to Hussain, but at least the passage of time had taken the edge of his anger. He hadn’t told Sadia of his intentions either, mainly because he knew she’d insist that she could fight her own battles. The thing was, this was his battle, too, and he wasn’t about to let anyone get away with hitting Sadia… far less her bastard father.

      He felt more in control of his emotions now and knew he wouldn’t lose it completely with the other man, much as he’d like nothing better than to give him a taste of his own medicine.

      As he drew up outside the house, his heart pounded in his chest. A sympathetic look from Alice told him she knew how he felt. Well, at least one of us knows, thought Gus, not sure if he was nervous about confronting his boss or mad as hell with Sadia’s dad. It was as if he had two different men to confront and the reality and complexity of it made him uneasy. He glanced at the front room windows, looking for signs that his superior officer was at home. Despite the dark, the curtains were open and no tell-tale shadows of life passed across the windows. Hussain was probably at the back in his office.

      Following Alice out of the car, Gus stood for a minute at the kerb and took a deep breath before walking up the drive to the front door. Alice trailed behind him, a wary look on her face. As he rang the bell, she squeezed his arm and said ‘Remember it doesn’t matter who he is. He has committed a crime by assaulting Sadia.’

      Gus grimaced, remembering Sadia’s bruised face and haunted eyes. ‘You don’t need to remind me of that, Al,’ he said, pressing his thumb on the doorbell again, this time leaving it there. He could hear the ringing from where they stood, but there was no movement from inside.

      ‘Bet he’s gone to the mosque,’ muttered Gus, ‘praying for forgiveness.’

      Alice shook her head. ‘Calm down, Gus, he’s maybe gone to get milk or something. Let’s wait in the car. I’ll phone back to the station to make sure he’s not there, okay?’

      With a curt nod, Gus stepped back from the door, turned towards his car and saw a neighbour watching him curiously from her front doorstep.

      Gus smiled at her hoping she hadn’t overheard his conversation with Alice. ‘Don’t suppose you know where DCS Hussain is, do you? We’re colleagues of his.’ He showed her his warrant card.

      The woman returned Gus’ smile but didn’t answer his question. Instead she said, pointing at Sadia’s house, ‘Some to-do over there last night.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows. ‘Really?’

      ‘Oh, God, yes. First a bit of shouting, then Sadia, the daughter, ran out. Looked like she were crying to me. She jumped into her car and screeched off up the road. Seconds later Mr Hussain ran out of the house. He just sort of collapsed onto his knees right there and howled like a bloody werewolf.’

      She turned to pull her door closed behind her. ‘Then, he stayed perfectly still looking up at the sky with his arms out before him like he was praying or something.’ She shook her head. ‘From the streetlights, I could see the tears running down his cheeks. You know, I don’t even think he noticed them. After ten minutes or so I went over to him. Tried to coax him indoors, but he’d not budge. So I went down to that Mosque on Bannerman Street – there’s always lads there hanging around no matter how late it is. Makes some of the white folk a bit nervous like, but not me. I reckon if they’re at the mosque, they’re not mugging old ladies.’

      She laughed and, with a grin, added, ‘Unless of course they’re making bombs… but I suspect they wouldn’t be doing that in the car park.’

      Gus, despite himself, smiled at her sardonic humour. He reckoned there were probably very few in this area who shared her liberal views.

      ‘Anyway, I got one of the lads to tell Councillor Majid. Sure enough, he came up and I explained what had happened, then he managed to coax him indoors.’

      Gus nodded. ‘Did you see Councillor Majid leave?

      ‘Oh yes, he left about half an hour later.’

      ‘Don’t suppose you know if DCS Hussain’s gone out today, do you?’

      ‘I’ve not seen him out today and I’m sure I would have. He’s had two visitors though… a Pakistani bloke and one of yours.’

      Gus frowned. ‘One of ours?’

      ‘Yes, a tall skinny officer, seemed nervous like, but you can tell by the walk he was a copper. Then later on the Pakistani lad came.’

      Gus exchanged a look with Alice, and turned back to the house. Something made him feel a bit uneasy, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. From the neighbour’s description it sounded like Sampson had visited Sadia’s dad earlier. What the hell for, though? As for the Pakistani bloke, well, that could have been someone from the mosque, he supposed. Still, it didn’t explain why Hannibal Hussain wasn’t answering his door – unless, of course, he was asleep. ‘Just try that door will you, Al?’ but Alice had already stretched out her hand to press the handle.

      The porch door opened and they looked at each other. Gus grinned and said, ‘Okay, I’ll try the inner door, shall I?’

      Alice shrugged. ‘Why not? If we’re resorting to entering a senior officer’s home uninvited, then I’d much rather you were the one to do it.’

      Gus tried the inner door and it, too, was unlocked. He sighed: his concerns had just increased tenfold. DCS Hussain did not strike him as the sort of man to leave his front doors unlocked at any time of the day and far less so, after dark.

      Gus sighed and looked at Alice. ‘I don’t like this. Hope he’s not gone and had a bloody heart attack. That’s all Sadia would need. As if she doesn’t feel guilty enough.’

      Alice followed him through the door as he shouted, ‘DCS Hussain, it’s DI Gus McGuire. Your door was open, so we came in. We’re worried about you, as you didn’t answer your bell. Where are you, sir?’

      When there was no reply, Gus gestured towards a door further down the hallway that was only half shut and seemed to have a light on. Brushing his knuckles against the door he knocked and called out again, but still no response. He pushed the door open and stuck his head through the gap, ‘Aw, fuck, Alice. Call it in, please, paramedics and scene of crime.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Dwayney boy had come up with the goods and Jai had him holed up in the office at the Delius now. Little bastard had moaned about the smoke smell but as far as Jai was concerned he was damn lucky not to have been left to rot in his manky house in Killinghall. Little bastard had been doing the dirty on Shahid, getting drugs from Anastazy at a better profit margin and selling them at a discount on the streets. Undercutting them. Well, maybe when all this was done, Dwayne would be the one being cut. For now, though, Shahid had ordered Jai to lock him up in The Delius.

      He’d given them some useful information. Turned out Jerome could be quite persuasive with his knife and, as Jai found was often the case, Dwayne was a coward. Not brave enough to play with the big boys... disposable probably, in the long term. Now, it was all systems go. Shahid and Bazza were pulling in favours left right and centre… building up their armies, so to speak. Amassing their power force, whilst allowing their enemies to expose themselves. The more drugs and women Anastazy and his crew put on the streets, the easier they were to trace.

      The one thing Dwayney boy couldn’t give them was the Pole’s storage facility, but that didn’t matter. They were rounding up the lowlife that had betrayed them on the streets and sooner or later something would pop. Someone would know more than they should and Shahid was out to send a message now. He didn’t care how they got the information… he was past that. He’d turned the corner.

      The minute Anastazy Dolinski had spilled Imti’s blood he’d signed a death warrant, not just for himself but, for anyone who crossed Shahid. Shahid had nearly lost everything and Jai knew what that could do to a man. He loved the Khan brothers like family and he would do whatever Shahid wanted. The pig farm in Holmfirth hadn’t been utilised since Shahid’s dad’s time… Tonight, once more though, the pigs would eat well.
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      From the doorway, Gus could see that it was too late to do anything. The motionless figure, tongue protruding and black, hung from a rope that had been looped through a metal ring in the ceiling. On the floor nearby lay a hanging chair, its chain still attached. It had been removed from the ring to accommodate a rope. The steady drip of urine from the bottom of DCS Hussain’s trousers onto the laminate flooring was the only sound in the whole house.

      ‘Fucking selfish bastard just couldn’t let her be happy. He had to go and pile on more guilt. How the hell am I going to tell her, Al?’

      Alice rubbed his arm, but said nothing. Gus knew that this may be too big a hurdle for him and Sadia to overcome. Deep in his own thoughts, he was startled when he heard a panicked ‘Oh dear!’ from behind them. He and Alice spun round just in time to save the next door neighbour, who had followed them, from falling to the floor.

      Guiding her through to the front room away from the swinging body of DCS Hussain, Alice sat her on a sofa. Gus kneeled before her and ascertained that her name was Mrs Appleby. ‘What made you follow us inside?’

      She shook her head and with a shaking hand brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. As she took a couple of deep breathes, he noticed that the colour was beginning to return to her cheeks. He held her hand and waited till she was ready.

      With a grateful smile she said, ‘Well, I thought you should know what the young Asian lad said. It was clear you were worried, you know?’

      ‘What did he say, Mrs Appleby?’

      ‘Well, I hadn’t actually seen him before but he came knocking on the door about 4 o’clock. Not long after that young officer left. He really hammered and hammered and then went round the back and hammered there too. Then he came back to the front and Mr Hussain opened the door. Mr Hussain clearly knew the lad. They were very angry with each other, but the only thing I heard was the young lad shouting “‘You bleep, bleep, bleep. You know you did it and you’ve let her think it was me all these years. So much for our boys in blue upholding the law.’ Then, Mr Hussain saw me and opened the door wider to let the young man in.’

      ‘Did you hear anything else?’ asked Alice

      Mrs Appleby shook her head. ‘I never even heard the young lad leave, so I presume things had quietened down by then.’

      ‘Can you describe him by any chance?’

      ‘Not really. Mid to late twenties, I suppose. Good looking, nice haircut. Huge gold bracelet and chain. Very effeminate, I thought, considering the rest of his clothes were sporty.’

      At the mention of gold jewellery, Gus raised an eyebrow. ‘We’ll get you to look at a few photos, see if you can pick him out, Mrs Appleby. Now, let’s get you back to your own house before the circus arrives.’

      Mrs Appleby waved Gus’ courteous hand away saying, ‘I got myself here, I can get myself home. You’ve got a crime scene grid to cover. I’ll be okay on my own.’

      As Mrs Appleby exited the front door Alice looked at Gus, ‘Crime scene grid, huh? The wonders of CSI.’

      ‘Hm.’ Gus headed back to the other room and, surveying the scene from the door, said, ‘Might not be a suicide, Al.’

      Alice joined him. ‘You’re thinking that was Shahid Khan, aren’t you?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Fucked if I know, Al. The description fits, but then it fits umpteen others, too.’

      He craned his neck standing on tiptoe. ‘Can’t see a note on the table. You’d think he’d leave one. Maybe we’ll find something on his computer. Looks like there might have been a scuffle. The chairs knocked over, papers on the floor, pictures broken and ornaments knocked over.’

      ‘You think the Asian lad, maybe Shahid Khan, killed him?’

      Gus jingled his car keys in his pockets. ‘Bloody hope not. But we won’t know owt for sure till Hissing Sid and his lot appear.’

      With a last look at Hussain hanging from the ceiling, Gus said, ‘He’s a big man isn’t he, Al? I know Shahid’s built, but I’m not sure he’d manage to rope him up there.’

      She shrugged. ‘Don’t suppose so, but here are the boys to put us right.’

      Whilst the scene of crime team worked, Gus sat in his car, a cup of coffee, supplied by Mrs Appleby, in his hand and tried to work out how to break the news to Sadia. He didn’t want to be the one to break her heart like this, but he knew there was no way out of it. No way he wanted anyone else to tell her. No way she’d want anyone else to see her broken. He didn’t feel anything for the dead man who’d just been taken to the morgue. He’d never liked him. Always found him too stern, too judgemental and, especially with all this business with Sadia, he’d grown to intensely dislike him. But he’d still need to get to the bottom of it and he wanted as much info as possible before he reported back to Sadia.

      He’d already got them looking for Shahid Khan, who was probably at BRI with Imti. He’d still got to make time to see Sampson who had already admitted to paying a visit to DCS Hussain earlier. He pushed his way out of the car and deposited his empty mug on the tray Mrs Appleby had left on the wall between the two gardens. The scene had just been cleared by Hissing Sid, and Sampson, who’d arrived with Brighton half an hour earlier, was sifting through the papers on the floor, looking for anything resembling a suicide note.

      ‘Anything?’ asked Gus, opening a drawer and sifting through it.

      ‘Nah. Don’t reckon there is one,’ said Sampson, stretching his back.

      Gus turned towards him. ‘Come on, let’s get some air and you can tell me what you have. Sounded pretty urgent when you arrived.’

      Sampson, eyes down, followed Gus outside, then recounted his earlier visit to the DCS and the purpose of it. Gus listened nodding every so often and when Sampson had finished he frowned. ‘So you’re telling me Hussain all but admitted that he was the father of Millie Green’s unborn baby.’ This put a whole new perspective on Millie Green’s death and it explained why Hussain hadn’t wanted them reopening the case. Shit, he’d have to tread very carefully when speaking to Sadia. This was a complete mess.

      Sampson nodded. ‘Yeah, when I told him I was going to tell Sadia by close of play tomorrow, I thought he was going to take the opportunity to tell her himself first. Looks like he decided to do this instead. It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have confronted him. I should’ve handled it differently. I blame myself for knocking him over the edge. Sadia will never forgive me.’

      ‘Look Sampson, what you did was brave. Hussain wasn’t the easiest to work with, so I think you did well to confront him. I think that between your visit and Shahid’s – if it was Shahid – he realised the game was up. He decided to take the easy way out.’

      Sampson looked up at Gus. ‘So you think he killed Millie Green too?’

      Gus nodded ‘Looks very much like it, Sampson. We’ll have to investigate that much more fully now all this has come to light.’

      ‘Poor Sadia,’ said Sampson, looking distraught.
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      Brighton had just finished a nice curry when the call came in from Alice. The cow had said it was urgent, that all hands were needed on deck so he’d jumped to it… well actually, he’d taken another chapatti and used it to wipe up the last of his tikka masala sauce, tidied the containers away, wiped the work surfaces down, washed his hands and then, with a last glance round his house, he’d headed over to Astor Avenue.

      The address had been unfamiliar to him and it wasn’t till he’d arrived that he’d learned who’d topped themselves. No denying it, it had been a bloody shock. Not that he felt anything for DCS Hussain but rather because that was his meal ticket off down the fucking Swanee. What was he supposed to do now? Cursing under his breath he followed the stupid cow’s instructions to hold the crowd back and to be on the alert for the media. Meanwhile, every time he glanced over he saw McGuire with a coffee cup in his hand chatting up the neighbours or Sampson. It made his blood boil at the best of times but tonight Brighton had other things to consider.

      What was he going to do? He was sure the photos he’d taken would be found and he was equally sure that it wouldn’t take a mastermind to trace them back to him. When that happened, he’d be in real trouble and with Hussain gone he had no safety net to protect him. He’d relied on Hussain to watch out for him. He’d been his last hope of being able to dodge away the next few years till his pension kicked in, secure in the knowledge that he had something on Hussain. For a nanosecond he wondered if McGuire might be amenable to turning a blind eye to the photos to keep them from being public knowledge… then he caught himself and laughed aloud. No way would McGuire countenance a cover up of any description. Not even to keep his private life secret. No, he was too much of a bloody goody two shoes. He’d make sure Brighton paid for his indiscretion with the camera, regardless of any personal embarrassment to himself.

      Which brought Brighton onto plan B. He hadn’t wanted to go down this route. He was happy with his job and the prospect of a pension but, needs must. He’d have to go cap in hand to his brother and beg for that security job he’d offered last time Brighton had gotten into a bit of trouble at work. He didn’t want to work security for his brother’s building site. He hated the cold and he hated being on his own overnight but, what other option did he have? Fucking Hussain! It was all his fault. Ungrateful bastard paid him back by topping himself. Arsehole!

      Brighton edged closer to where McGuire and Sampson were chatting. Little bit of ear-wigging was in order. After all, how else would he find out if they’d found the photos yet?

      Sampson was banging on about that Millie Green whore… the one who’d burned to death years ago… Bazza Green’s sister.

      Brighton shuffled further into the shadows by the gate and continued to listen. When he heard them talking about how upset Sadia was going to be, he smiled. Served the bitch right. She’d hassled him enough, rollicking him for no damn reason in front of those uniformed officers. Maybe she’d be so upset she’d off herself too. Seemed like no-one had informed the bitch yet. McGuire wanted to do it himself… stupid bleeding heart idiot.

      Brighton sidled back down the lane, shoulders hunched. He felt dejected. There was no other way to describe it. He’d worked hard to curry favour with Hussain and now it’d all backfired and before long he’d be out on his proverbial arse. He shook his head and had taken out his phone, planning to make the uncomfortable begging call to his brother, when a thought struck him. What if he allowed himself one final act of defiance before he went? He deserved it after all. He nodded and after a quick glance round to make sure no-one was watching, he headed to his car.
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      They’d nearly finished in DCS Hussain’s home and Gus felt done in. His head throbbed and his eyes felt gritty. His lack of sleep and the emotions of the day were beginning to take their toll on him but he had one more job to do. The worst one imaginable and he’d give anything not to have to be the one to do it. That, however, was not an option. This was a job he couldn’t delegate. He took his bottle of Wee Bru from his pocket, grimaced at the lukewarm dregs that remained and, fumbling for his pills, he popped his anti-depressants from their packaging. He’d only just swallowed them and was stepping towards the door when it flew open, bringing in a breeze of autumn leaves and Sadia, her hair tangled about her head and her coat flying open revealing a hastily fastened cardigan, buttoned wrongly.

      Her eyes darted around the hallway of her home which was lit by crime scene lights, before resting on Gus. ‘When the fuck were you going to tell me my father was dead, Gus?’ She threw herself at him, her fists pummelling his chest. ‘Too busy to come yourself, so you had to send that fucking creep, Brighton? How could you?’

      Momentarily paralysed, Gus stood open mouthed as she hit him, then frowning he gripped her upper arms and gently shook her. ‘Stop it, Sadia. Look at me. Stop it.’ What the hell was going on? Had Brighton told Sadia about her father, against his express instructions? Surely even he wouldn’t be that stupid. Seeing that Alice and Sampson had rushed into the hallway, he nodded at them over the top of her head telling them to leave them alone. No wonder she was upset. The last place she should be is here in the middle of all this. He was thankful though, that, at least, her dad had been removed from the scene.

      Heaving grating breaths, Sadia rubbed her sleeve over her face and sighed, half falling against him. ‘Aw, honey,’ he said, kissing her hair, ‘I was on my way to you now. The CSI’s have only just gone, sweetheart. But I don’t get it. What the hell was that about Brighton?’

      Sadia hiccupped and pushing agitated fingers through her hair said, ‘He came to the house and told me.’

      ‘He fuckin’ what?’ said Gus, ‘I specifically said I would break the news to you.’ If Brighton had been there right at that moment, he was sure he’d have torn the man limb from limb

      Sadia extricated herself from Gus, her eyes refusing to meet his as she peered along the hallway. ‘Where is he? My Dad? Where is he?’

      ‘They’ve taken him, Sadia. I’ll bring you to see him tomorrow.’

      Her eyes hardened as she looked at him. With a glance laced with hatred, she shook her head, ‘No, Gus, no. I’m going to Shamila’s tonight. I don’t want to see you just now.’ Turning, she walked back out the door. He ran after her but she pulled away from him and got into the passenger side of Shamila’s car. Shamila shrugged and drove away, leaving him on the pavement.

      Closing his eyes, his mouth set in a thin line, Gus exhaled. ‘What a difference a fucking day makes.’ The phrase had never seemed so apt. Deep down inside him, he knew that, whatever happened next, Sadia would always associate their relationship with her father’s death. He suspected that what they had wouldn’t prove strong enough to withstand her guilt. He really wanted to kick something, punch something, so he shoved his hands into his pockets and took deep breaths. He was aware of the few people milling around behind him doing their jobs and casting curious looks in his direction. He wished he was on his own. Right now, all he wanted to do was stand under a scalding hot shower and then collapse into his bed for a week… or maybe a month.

      The sharp bubbles of panic lapped at his chest. Fuck, the last thing he needed was to have an attack now. He’d too much to do. Ignoring everyone, he stumbled out of the house into the street and forced himself to focus on the yellow street light. Slowing his breathing, he waited for the tightness to ease. From somewhere far away, he heard Alice ask if he was okay but he maintained his focus, ignoring her until the light-headedness left him and he was shaken but in control. He felt as if his heart had been ripped from his chest. It felt nearly as bad as when he’d lost Billy. He shook his head. No, this wasn’t that bad… nothing could ever be that bad again. This was painful but he could cope. He knew he would.

      Turning, he saw Alice and Sampson standing by the car, their expressions concerned. He smiled a tight smile and then his eyes narrowed as he saw a figure walking along the pavement towards them. Gus saw the cigarette in his hand and the supercilious sneer on his face. A wave of rage overtook him and, without stopping to think, he marched over to meet Brighton.

      ‘Did you do the death notification for DCS Hussain?’ Each word seemed to tremble in the air as Gus clenched and unclenched his fists.

      Brighton smiled. ‘Thought I’d save you a job… sir. I could see you were busy here.’

      ‘You know the protocol, Brighton. A senior officer designates that role and I certainly did not ask you.’

      Brighton shrugged. ‘Needed doing. Thought I’d use my initiative. Thought you might be too close to the DS, sir.’

      Seeing the self-satisfied look on the other man’s face, a rush of anger hit Gus and without thinking, he raised his hand, clenched his fist and rammed it, with force, straight into Brighton’s face. The resultant squelching sound as his nose burst, sending a spurt of blood onto the pavement, made Gus smile. Brighton cupped his hand under his nose to catch the blood. Turning to Alice and Sampson who’d rushed over, Gus grinned. ‘That felt good, Al.’

      He thought that maybe in the morning he’d regret his actions but, right then, he just didn’t care. Brighton deserved that – and more.

      Alice, concern making her face taut, frowned at him, as Brighton said, ‘You’ll really wish you hadn’t done that, McGuire. Especially in front of witnesses.’

      Before Gus could react, Alice had spun towards Brighton looking, Gus thought, like a gothic avenging angel, as she glared at him. Her tone menacing, she turned in a slow circle to encompass those who stood nearby. Holding her hands out palm upwards in query, she said, ‘What witnesses? Any of you lot see owt?’

      Sampson and two of Hissing Sid’s team shook their heads and Gus grinned. He knew Brighton had rubbed too many people up the wrong way and this was his reward… one he richly deserved.

      Alice, smiling now, turned back to the bleeding man. ‘Bit careless of you to walk into a door, isn’t it?’

      Brighton glared at her, then at Gus, before sidling off back to his car leaving a dripping trail of blood in his wake.

      ‘You didn’t need to do that, Al. I’d have taken whatever was coming.’

      Alice turned round and thumped him hard on the arm. ‘Yes. I bloody did. What. Were You. Thinking?’ each word was punctuated by an additional thump that Gus knew would bruise, but seeing the tears glistening in Alice’s eyes he accepted his punishment, saying only, ‘I’m sorry, Al. It’s been a long day.’

      She nodded. ‘Yeah, but at least we know which dickhead took those photos of you and Sadia.’ And she nodded to the red Vectra pulling away from the kerb further up the road with Brighton at the wheel.
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      The interview with the Assistant Chief Constable had been difficult. Gus had outlined DCS Hussain’s death as a probable suicide and updated her on Hussain’s tacit admission of being Millie Green’s unborn child’s father. Her parting words ‘cluster fuck’ still rang in Gus’ ears and although there was no blame attached to Gus he knew that for the department this was a huge issue. A senior officer committing suicide was bad enough, but the additional aspect of said officer’s possible involvement in a police cover-up, combined with his subsequent implication in his mistress’ murder and what could have been a mild headache, quickly swept under the carpet of ‘personal issues’, now became a mega brain tumour ready to haemorrhage, causing untold damage to the force’s reputation. Of course, as expected Assistant Chief Constable Gracie Kielty had issued a press blackout, which Gus had duly passed onto his team. Not that he or any of his colleagues were ever keen to talk to the press. Deciding to be partially honest with the ACC, Gus had requested Brighton’s removal from the team citing his direct flouting of orders regarding the death notification to Sadia and she had acquiesced, no doubt having enough on her plate without bothering about the petty internal politics of Gus’ team. He would deal with Brighton’s photography later. ACC Keilty had also directed the investigation into DCS Hussain’s death and the Millie Green case to a team from North Yorkshire as per protocol. Gus was glad about that as he had more than enough to deal with already with the prostitute murders, the arson attacks and the rogue Polish thug.

      Now, he needed to focus. Shahid Khan had been brought in and, although the interview was pertinent to Khan’s visit to Hussain, Gus was reluctant to pass him off to the North Yorkshire team without first having a go with him. After all, it appeared that Khan was linked heavily to both investigations.

      Grabbing a coffee, he headed down to interview room one with Alice. Khan was pacing the floor and practically growling by the time they entered.

      ‘What the fuck’s this about, McGuire? You got no respect? They’ve just taken Imti back into surgery and you’ve dragged me back here. I’ve no fucking time for this.’

      He hadn’t known Imti had been taken back into surgery. He fleetingly wondered if Sadia knew. He hoped not. She had enough on her plate as it was. Sitting down, he said, ‘I’m sorry about Imti, but we need to ask you a few more questions.’

      Shahid flung himself into the plastic chair opposite Gus, ‘You couldn’t have just come to the hospital to ask your stupid questions? That’s where I’ve been since that bastard knifed Imti.’

      Gus leaned back, folded his arms and raised an eyebrow at Alice. Alice pulled out a chair and sitting down said, ‘Well, Shahid. We know that’s not strictly true, don’t we?’

      ‘Eh?’ Shahid glared at her.

      Alice smiled. ‘Well we’ve got a witness who places you at the scene of a possible murder earlier on today.’

      Shahid sprung to his feet, ‘What fucking murder? You’re not fitting me up for some murder now!’

      Alice took out her notebook and flicked the pages over. ‘Ah here we are, 4:45 this afternoon. Our witness places you at our crime scene.’

      Gus watched as Shahid made the mental computations. A frown appeared across the ridge of his nose. His eyes flashed and then he leaned forward elbows on the table. ‘You telling me old man Hussain’s dead?’

      Gus nodded. ‘So, you were there at his house?’

      Shahid nodded. ‘But I didn’t kill him.’

      ‘You were heard shouting at him,’ said Alice.

      Shahid turned to her. ‘You never shout at anyone, Little Miss Perfect? Bet you do; but you don’t go around offing them, do you? And neither do I. The old bastard was still standing when I left him.’ He turned to Gus with a grin, ‘Anyway, seems to me you’ve got as much of a motive as anyone, Gussy boy.’

      Gus nodded slowly. ‘Ah, so you removed the photos did you? Wondered where they’d gone.’

      Shahid grinned. ‘Course I did. I was after owt I could get on that old bastard. Always thought he’d had summat to do with Millie’s death and when the Dhosangs told me she were up the duff, I knew exactly who’d done it. Mr “‘holier than thou” Hussain, that’s who.’

      Gus exchanged a glance with Alice. Shahid had seemed genuinely surprised to hear about Hussain’s death and Gus knew that he’d be more likely to use a gun or a knife than to go to the bother of hanging the man. Besides, the absence of a suicide note didn’t necessarily mean murder. Gus looked at Shahid, ‘Where’s the photos, then?’

      Shahid didn’t even pretend not to know what Gus was talking about. ‘If I hand them over, you’ll let me go back to the hospital?’

      Gus considered for a moment, then, ‘Okay, as long as you stay available. Other officers will want to interview you too.’

      Shahid snorted. Then he stood up and unzipped his designer hoodie and lifted his T-shirt revealing a tan envelope tucked into his jeans. He pulled it out and threw it on the table, ‘Screwing the boss’ daughter, McGuire, not a good idea. Maybe you’ve got more of a motive for killing the old bastard than me.’
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      The wind had picked up and the streetlights below cast amber hues over the dusting of leaves that skittered down Lilycroft Road, like a herd of marauding rats following an invisible Pied Piper. Gus shivered, despite the heat that made the incident room feel like a sauna. At least the rain had eased off for now. Compo worked in the corner of the room, headphones on, oblivious to Gus’ presence and with a stack of chocolate biscuits and a pile of crumbs beside him on his desk. He smiled as Compo’s head bobbed to a beat he was thankful not to be able to hear.

      He wished Sadia was here but, despite numerous texts and calls she refused to speak to him. All he wanted to do was comfort her but he guessed his presence was too much for her to bear. He could only hope that, with time, she’d be able to see things more clearly and overcome whatever guilt was making her push him away. He knew that it was becoming more and more likely that, even in the absence of a suicide note, the North Yorkshire team would cite suicide as cause of death. Sadia would be sure to blame herself for driving him to it and Gus wasn’t sure if any subsequent discoveries regarding Millie Green would alleviate that.

      Unable to bear another solicitous look from Alice, he’d despatched her and Sampson to the BRI to check up on Charlotte who, it seems was coming slowly out of her induced coma. Gus wanted a friendly face there when she fully wakened up and you couldn’t get more friendly than Alice.

      Things were falling into place. He had officers on the ground looking for Anastazy; Compo was close to getting a photographic ID of Jankowski’s ‘The Old Man’; and all he could do now was wait. He moved away from the window and was just sitting down when his phone rang. A quick glance told him it was Alice. ‘What’s up, Al?’

      ‘It appears that Shahid lied when he said Imti was back in surgery, Gus. I just asked the nurse on duty and she knew nothing about it. Serafina’s mum, who’s been here all afternoon with Jacob, said that almost as soon as Shahid got back to the hospital, Jai arrived and they high-tailed it out of here without even saying bye to Imti. What’s made her even more anxious is that her other two sons, Thomas and Luka, went with Shahid. She thinks they’ve found Anastazy. She’d also worried sick about Serafina. She’s not seen her since this morning. She’s scared Anastazy’s got her.’

      ‘Shit!’ said Gus. ‘I’m on my way.’ Dragging his coat on, Gus yelled over to Compo, who, blinking like a myopic owl, looked up, pulling his head phones off. ‘I need you to pull up CCTV from BRI, pronto. Start with the main entrance camera and pan out from there. Make it from 10pm tonight. We’re looking for Jai and Shahid.’

      Hanging over Compo’s shoulder as he worked, Gus identified Jai going into BRI at 22:05. ‘Isolate that shot there and zoom in. I want to see who’s with Jai.’

      Compo, zoomed in on the man walking with an unmistakeable bounce, next to Jai.

      Gus prodded the screen, ‘That’s one of Bazza Green’s thugs, Jerome. Looks like they’ve teamed up. This is not going to end well, Compo. Track the footage and follow it so we know where they’re headed and keep me updated. I’ll get the armed response unit on standby. I’m going to meet up with Alice and Sampson at BRI. Keep us updated.’

      Gus was nearly at the lifts when Compo ran after him, ‘This just came through from Jankowski. It’s the image we’ve been waiting for of The Old Man. It’s a bit grainy and a few years old but it’s the best Jankowski could get.’

      Gus grabbed it and glanced at it. It was of a man at his daughter’s birthday party. ‘Shit, I’ve seen this man, Compo. Thanks.’ And after jabbing the lift button once more to no avail, he spun round and took the stairs two at a time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Bazza Green hadn’t accompanied them to the deserted warehouse off Ingleby Road and, to be honest, Shahid was pleased. Bazza was too old for this game, as well as being too much of a coward and he’d only be in the way. He’d insisted on sending his men, though, and Shahid respected that. He’d have done the same. No point in trusting someone else if you could have your own men on the job. To be fair, they’d probably come in handy. Shahid had no idea what Anastazy’s capabilities were, or the extent of his network, so they’d agreed to stake the place out for a bit before going in guns blazing.

      The warehouse had once housed a halal supermarket, but after a fire a few years previously it had never reopened. From Ingleby road the building looked deceptively small but, from the back, where Shahid had stationed himself and some of his men, it was huge and sprawling. It had two floors and jutted out into a huge rectangle that spanned, at least, the length of a football field. Its windows were covered with corrugated metal, but still, the occasional chink of light could be seen. Shahid wondered what exactly Anastazy kept inside. Jerome had seen him entering the warehouse from a shuttered back door earlier in the evening accompanied by an older man. According to Jai’s source the older man was the boss and Anastazy was his deputy.

      Shahid didn’t much care about the hierarchy. As far as he was concerned, Anastazy was his, although he knew that Jai was keen to score him for himself too. His boss would get what was coming to him afterwards. After all, apart from what they’d done to Imti and Trixie, they’d seriously affected his business. Bastards had tried to implement a takeover bid. Tried to disturb the status quo and neither Shahid nor Bazza could tolerate that. They’d rubbed along fine for years, respecting each other’s territory and no fucking immigrant was going to disturb that. No fucking chance.

      Shahid glanced at Jai who sat beside him in the car. He wondered how Jai managed to appear so contained, so emotionless. Shahid’s blood was boiling. The interview with McGuire had wound him up. The fact that Hussain had taken the easy way out had pissed him off. After all this was over, he’d planned on handing him to Jess on a plate, preferably with his balls rammed down his throat. Now, it seemed he’d have to rely on the oink oinks to expose him for what he was. Hmph, and that was as bloody likely as him scoring the winning wicket for Pakistan at Lords. They’d probably cover it all up like they did last time. Well, not if he had his way. No, he’d see to it that they squirmed. He’d make sure the papers learned all about DCS Hussain’s other life.

      Jai nudged him. ‘Ready to go in, then?’

      Shahid pointed to the cameras dotted around the building. ‘You managed to disable them? Don’t want to give them a heads-up, do we?’

      Jai smiled in a rare display of humour. ‘I was thinking more along the lines of a heads off.’ And he pulled a pistol from his pocket.

      Although his heart thumped, Shahid’s mind was crystal clear. He lifted his pistol from his lap and grinned. ‘Right then, we’re ready. Give the signal.’
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      22:35 Bradford Royal Infirmary heading to Ingleby Road

      ‘Compo, you’re sure of their location?’

      Compo’s voice, excited and high, came over the airways. ‘Yes, dead sure. It’s the old Pakeezah warehouse. There’s no cameras round the back of the warehouse but, I managed to get GPS on Shahid’s phone and that’s where he is. ACC Kielty has authorised helicopters and they’re on their way, as are armed response. Her instructions are for you to get eyes on but to wait for back-up.’

      Holding onto the dashboard for dear life as Alice took a right from Thornton Road onto Ingleby Road at the Morrison’s traffic lights, narrowly missing an oncoming truck, Gus cursed under his breath. Sampson squashed in the back of Alice’s mini gasped and Gus imagined that the other man had closed his eyes and was praying. If he wasn’t so bloody scared he’d have done the same.

      ‘Grow some balls,’ said Alice, as she straightened the wheel and sped down Ingleby Road. ‘We’re nearly there.’

      Seeing a gap in the traffic, she swerved out, accelerated and pulled back in, just in time to make the opening into the road where the warehouse back entrance was situated. Gus reached over and flicked her headlights off. As Alice edged forwards, Gus and Sampson checked the cars lined up on the roadside. ‘All empty,’ said Sampson.

      She pulled into the warehouse car park and Gus, hoping they weren’t too late, scanned the windows. ‘I can see lights from inside, faint but they’re there. He flung open his door and, in a crouch, ran towards the building. A sudden gunshot made him duck and run for cover, then as his eyes accustomed themselves to the dimness he saw a group of men huddled in the shadows near the door. One of them was just withdrawing his gun from the door and a taller man, kicked it open before they all filed through.

      They’d clearly not opted for stealth thought Gus, realising the gunshot was them firing at the lock. Not waiting to see if Alice and Sampson were behind him, Gus counted to twenty then followed the men through the door and into a spacious but empty room with a staircase in the right-hand corner. Above him he could hear the other men’s feet thudding on the stairs. They were clearly making no secret of their approach. Never a good strategy.

      Throwing a quick glance over his shoulder, he saw Sampson just behind him and Alice slightly further back, talking into her phone. Good, she was calling it in. He put one finger to his lip and began to climb the stairs, keeping his back to the wall and making no noise. At the top of the stairs he stopped and listened, but all he could hear was his elevated breathing and Sampson’s heavier pants behind him. He poked his head round and saw that a series of large metal doors lined the walls which, no doubt, accounted for the absence of sound. Creeping closer, he saw that all but the first one had padlocks on. He put his ear close to the door and could hear the faint sound of angry voices. Hopefully they were too busy arguing to hear anything.

      Holding his breath, he reached out and depressed the handle, waiting for a sign that he’d alerted those inside. As soon as he pushed the door open the voices became clearer. The door had indeed been heavily soundproofed. Fine, as long as your other security systems hadn’t been disabled… not so good if they had.

      As he pushed it open wide enough to see what was happening inside, there was a tumultuous explosion, followed by the rap of automatic gun fire. Puffs of concrete dust drifted through the open door and Gus realised that someone inside the room had fired repeatedly into the ceiling. He heard coughing, followed by laughter, and then a voice he recognised as being Shahid’s, ‘I’ll kill you for what you did, Anastazy, but shooting you will be too quick.’

      Gus poked his head through the door. The dust was beginning to settle and he could see Shahid pointing his gun towards a metal pillar. Behind the pillar, Gus could just make out Anastazy. A trio of men, one of whom appeared to have been hit either by a ricocheting bullet or some debris, stood, guns drawn at the ready. On closer inspection, Gus recognised the one who was bleeding as Jerome. Nearer to the door, Jai held his gun to the head of an older man. Shahid stood just in front of him. In the corner, Serafina sat on a chair, her eyes wide. ‘Please don’t hurt my dad,’ she said, but Jai ignored her.

      Shahid turned to her. ‘You still don’t get it, do you?’

      Gus could see her shaking her head, tears rolling down her cheek as Shahid continued. ‘This is all because of your dad. He set this monster loose on the streets of Bradford and look what he’s done. Your fucking dad couldn’t control him and look what he’s done. He’s hurt your brother, and your friend, he’s stabbed Imti, he’s killed Trixie and some other girls.’

      Anastazy laughed. ‘I didn’t kill your whore, Shahid. Someone else did that but yes, I killed the others… or rather I had them killed… all so your dad, Serafina, could be the boss again, like he was in Poland.’

      Serafina glanced from Shahid to her father. ‘Dad?’

      Her father looked at her. ‘Where did you think all your fine clothes and everything came from in Poland, Serafina? I worked hard for us, for our family. I did what I had to do.’

      Anastazy laughed again, ‘Tell her, Old Man, what you did to get your money. How many people you ordered killed. How many people you stole from. How much money you took from people’s investment accounts leaving them destitute. How, when the authorities began to link you to all these activities, you had to flee Poland with nothing but your snivelling family.’

      The Old Man, fire in his eyes, took his opportunity and lifting his leg, he kicked Jai in the balls. Jai’s gun clattered to the floor. The Old Man grabbed it and before anyone could react, he shot Jai in the head. Shahid, hand shaking, aimed his gun at The Old Man. Anastazy immediately ducked from behind the pillar and fired a shot, hitting Shahid in the leg. He fell to the one knee. The other three men, raised their guns, but were too slow, as Anastazy with three separate pops floored them. Blood pooled under their bodies leaving Gus in no doubt they were dead.

      Serafina jumped to her feet and, hands over her mouth, glared at her father, who now had his gun trained on Shahid. Anastazy approached her from behind and grabbed her. ‘You’re coming with me. That was the deal.’

      Her father flinched, but nodded once at Serafina.

      She cried out. ‘You sold me? To this monster? Even after what he did to Jacob and Mum? How could you do this. Say you didn’t do all these things?’

      Her father’s lips curled and he shouted something in Polish that made Serafina flinch. She pulled her arm away from Anastazy. ‘I won’t go with you. You’ll have to kill me.’

      Anastazy put one arm around her waist and lifted her off her feet. As she began screaming, he raised his gun and pressed it to her forehead as he walked across the room.

      Gus poked his head through the door and when he was certain Shahid had seen him he yelled as loudly as he could and using all his upper body strength he pushed the door so that it crashed into Serafina and Anastazy. Seeing the Old Man whirl towards him, Gus yelled, ‘Shoot, Shahid!’

      From the corner of his eye, he saw The Old Man fall to the ground and he scrabbled across the floor to claim Anastazy’s gun. As he felt the metal of the gun, Anastazy delivered a scissor kick to Gus’ thigh that made him yelp. The gun slipped from his fingers and skittered across the floor. He rolled away and onto his back and, pulling both legs up to his chest, he forcefully propelled his heels down onto Anastazy’s head, thankful that today he’d worn his boots.

      Undeterred, Anastazy shook his head and, blood streaming from his skull, he crawled towards the gun as Sampson and Alice barrelled into the room. Lifting it with shaking hands, Anastazy, his face a manic grin, extended his hand. Gus on his knees, yelled a guttural cry and lunged for the man as the gun exploded.

      For shocked seconds Gus stared at Anastazy as his eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the concrete, unconscious as if the final firing of the gun had been all he’d remained conscious for. Gus’ eyes flitted round the room assessing the damage. The old Man lay sprawled in a heap, Serafina, screaming, was in Shahid’s arms. Sampson was crouched over a bundled up pile of dark rags. Gus could see his mouth move but couldn’t hear what he was saying. A cold sweat broke out over his body and without knowing how, he was there beside Sampson looking down at Alice’s small frame lying in a dark puddle.

      Dragging Sampson back, Gus knelt beside her and for an instant he was back with Billy. His heart hammered and his breathing accelerated. Then a sudden clarity took hold and he yanked up her clothes looking for the wound. This wasn’t Billy. This was Alice and he wasn’t going to lose her. As he worked, his hands became slick with blood, but he wouldn’t give up. Pressing down on her stomach, he yelled at Sampson to find something to compress her wound.

      Pushing down on Sampson’s rolled up jumper, he spoke to her. Begging her… cajoling her… ordering her, to stay with him. Then, when she stopped breathing he made Sampson take over applying pressure and he moved up to her chest, alternating between compressions and mouth to mouth until finally the paramedics arrived and took over.

      Unaware of the blood streaking his hands or the tears streaming down his face, Gus stood up and looked round at the carnage. The paramedics were working on The Old Man. The bullet appeared to have hit his shoulder and Jai appeared to have suffered a flesh wound to the head. Strangely detached from the scene, the sounds reached his ears as if through a muffler. He saw Serafina stand up and wobble over to her father. The paramedics moved to allow her to kneel beside him. She whispered something in Polish in his ear and then got back to her feet. Before the paramedics could react, the girl turned and raising her leg, kicked him in the kidneys. ‘That is for Jacob and…’ she kicked him again, ‘that is for my mother.’

      Gus knew he should feel a sense of satisfaction at Serafina’s actions but all he felt was numbness. He walked over to Shahid who was applying pressure to his own wound. ‘You know you’re under arrest, don’t you?’

      Shahid nodded. ‘Yeah, you always play it by the book, McGuire.’

      Gus turned and looked around him. ‘Luckily for you, Shahid, not always. Otherwise you’d be dead.’ He walked away, signalling to a uniformed officer to read him his rights, but was halted when Shahid spoke again.

      ‘Just promise me one thing, Gus?’

      Gus tilted his head to one side. He was tired and the last thing he wanted was to do deals with Shahid Khan. He wanted to get off to the hospital to find out how Alice was. Actually, that wasn’t strictly true. He didn’t want to go anywhere near the hospital. He felt he was cursed and the last thing he wanted was to jinx Alice’s recovery. Deep down he knew he was being a coward. He was scared to go in case Alice was dead. He looked at Khan. ‘Depends?’

      ‘Make sure Jessica knows the truth about Millie’s death. Don’t let them cover it up.’

      Gus’ lips thinned. ‘You should know by now that I won’t let that happen, Shahid. Millie Green’s murderer will be exposed and that’s a promise.’

      Hissing Sid arrived to process the scene as Gus was about to go downstairs where Sampson waited to take him to the hospital. ‘Well thank God, no one has to tell your parents you’re in hospital this time.’

      Gus shook his head and continued walking. ‘No, it’s much worse this time, Sid. It’s Alice who’s injured.’
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      Gus hadn’t slept well. A combination of residual adrenalin, a throbbing thigh where Anastazy had kicked him and thoughts of Sadia and Alice had kept him tossing and turning for most of the night. Bingo, sensing Gus’ low mood had tried his best to be endearing, licking his face and wiggling his bottom in a way that normally had him laughing but today he felt flat. He let Bingo out the back, fed him and made coffee on automatic pilot. Finally, knowing he had to do something, he packed his rucksack with work clothes and donned his joggers and trainers and set off jogging to The Fort.

      He knew he should go to the hospital to see how Alice was doing but he couldn’t bear it. The sight of her parents, bruised and fragile, keeping a silent watch over their daughter had sent a knife through his heart. This was all his fault. He should have waited for the armed response team instead of bulldozing in and risking his officers’ lives for a bunch of scumbags. If he’d stayed out, with any luck, they’d have killed each other, saved the taxpayer a shed load of money and Alice would be all right.

      Entering Lister Park by the bottom entrance, he began a slow circuit of the park, heading round the bottom end of the pond as his warm up, before hitting the hill that would take him behind the imposing art gallery, Cartwright Hall. The Hare and Minotaur Bull were gone. Apparently, they were on loan elsewhere and Gus missed them. He took a detour and jogged slowly through the Moghul Gardens, his feet pounding Imran Qureshi’s artwork commemorating the fallen of World War One. Normally, he appreciated the richness of this beautiful city, but today his heart wasn’t in it. Bradford’s diversity gave the city a heart and soul that Gus usually found warming. Today, he barely felt lukewarm. He continued on, doing two more laps of the park, trailing through the autumn leaves, with squirrels snagging conkers from the ground keeping him company. The slight fog that made trees appear suddenly before him, like floating Dementors. The eeriness of leaves illuminated by white LED lights and falling like engorged raindrops matched his mood.

      Sweating and breathing hard, Gus left the park by the top entrance on North Park Road and wound a circuitous route towards The Fort. Heading up Victor Road past The Church of God of Prophecy, its spire protruding like a witch’s finger whilst next door, on Victor Street, was the Jamiyat Tabligh-ul Islam Masjid. Behind these two religious edifices, Lister’s Mill dominated the skyline; a giant’s turret floating off the ground in a cloud of fog.

      By the time he reached the Fort he was drenched by the early morning mist as much as by his sweat. His dreads held droplets of moisture which, like a dog, he shook before entering the station. Feeling the need to cool down after his run, he took the stairs, slowing his pace to normalise his breathing. A mere six months previously he would have struggled to cover even half the distance he ‘d done today. But his thigh muscles were stronger and his shoulder had recovered enough for him to carry a rucksack when he jogged. He shrugged. At least some things were improving for him… if only he could say the same about everything else.

      The incident room was empty and Gus’ entry stimulated the light sensors. He took a swig from his water bottle and set up the coffee machine before heading through to the male toilets where he showered and changed into his work trousers, T-shirt and his usual crew-neck jumper. Applying moisturiser to his face he realised he looked wan. He always felt that his complexion paled into a jaundiced hue when he was off colour. Sadia had told him he was talking shite. That even when he was paler than usual, his skin was like cappuccino. Studying himself now he wondered if she meant the pale froth on top or the rich coffee underneath. Thinking about Sadia whilst Alice lay in a hospital bed made him feel disloyal. So, shoving his damp clothes into his bag, he wandered through, poured himself a coffee and settled down behind his computer to answer his emails.

      As usual, he had loads of emails, some of which he immediately deleted; even Police Yorkshire seemed to get its fair share of spam. Flicking down in order, he came to one dated Sunday at 16:35. Hesitating, with his finger on the cursor Gus frowned. This was completely unexpected. Why the hell would Sadia’s dad have emailed him?
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      Gus hadn’t been surprised to get the phone call this morning. After the email from Sadia’s dad, he doubted he’d ever feel surprised by anything again. He’d suspected it would only be a matter of time before guilt made Jessica come clean. She looked waiflike, sitting in the stark interview room, her clothes baggy and less than clean. Her hair fell in rats’ tails, reminding Gus of how her friend Trixie had looked when they’d arrived at her crime scene. The only difference was that Trixie’s hair was wet whereas, Jessica’s was greasy.

      He’d taken one look at her through the one-way mirror and ordered one of the uniforms to get her a bacon butty from The Chaat café. Now, with the interview about to start, he wished that Sadia could be here for the girl. He knew she’d want to, but maybe it would be easier for her without Sadia. He would have brought Alice in with him but, hell… she was fighting for her life in BRI. He’d been reluctant to bring Sampson in with him, knowing that both the incident with Sadia’s dad and Alice’s injury had hit him hard. However, Sampson had turned up for work and between the two of them and Compo they were trying to make headway with their workloads. Anastazy and The Old Man were being dealt with by North Yorkshire as a favour to ACC Kielty, who knew Gus’ team was overstretched.

      Jessica hadn’t met Sampson in an official capacity, so he hoped it would help her to relax. Sampson had a way about him that relaxed people and made them open up.

      The air carried the lingering aroma of Jessica’s meal when they’d entered and the empty wrapper on the table top told Gus she’d been hungry. He pushed a cup of sugary tea across the table and said, ‘It’s good you’ve opted to come in, Jessica. It’ll make it easier for you, you know?’

      Jessica nodded and using the cuff of her jumper wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. Gus nodded at Sampson who went to the door and requested a tissue box. With the tissue box in the middle of the table, the tape recorder on and the initial introductions made, Gus read Jessica her rights and offered her a solicitor.

      Shaking her head, Jessica sniffed and rubbed her nose with a bunched up tissue. ‘No need for that.’

      Gus nodded. ‘You can start when you’re ready, Jessica, okay?’

      Jessica swallowed and then, hands clasped in her lap, she stared to the left of Gus shoulder as she began to talk.

      ‘It was dark, you know, and raining. It felt like it’d been raining for weeks. I knew Trixie was up to something. She’d changed, you see. Didn’t spend as much time with me. Oh, I knew she was Bazza’s pet but it weren’t that. No, there was summat else going on. I wondered if she were using again.’ Jess looked at Gus, her face earnest. ‘I’d worked so hard to get her off the drugs. I’d stayed with her for weeks at The Prossie Palace and we’d done it together.’ She sniffed. ‘I were so proud of her. She was so strong. I never blamed her for using drugs.’ Jessica yanked her fingers through her hair pulling out long greasy strands in her anguish.

      Gus waited and in due course she continued. ‘Her bastard of a step-dad raped her, you know? She were only ten and he kept on doing it. Then, when her brother were old enough, he made him do it to her too. Then his friends and then folk down the pub and punters and strangers. When she finally got away and came to Bradford she was broken. Not surprising she got hooked. That’s what the likes of Bazza does. They get them hooked and then put them out to work. Fucking animals, the lot of them.’

      She lifted her fingers to her mouth and began gnawing at her cuticles. Speckles of blood oozed around the nail, but she kept on nibbling, as if she couldn’t feel it. Gus wanted to put his hand over hers and stop her but he knew that if he did, if he showed any sympathy, she might not be able to go through with it.

      At last she pulled the sleeves of her jumper down and covered her hands completely. Gus wondered if this was a technique she’d taught herself.

      ‘When I met her she were hooked. She was so young and I was angry. Bazza swore he hadn’t got her hooked but, you can’t trust him. Trixie said it weren’t him either. Said it was some Scottish bloke from Leeds. Anyway, I took her in and I got her clean. We made plans, me and Trix. We were going to get away from all this. Go to Spain or somewhere hot, but not Italy. Not with all them earthquakes.’

      ‘Did you know her real name, Jessica?’

      Jess glared at him, ‘Why? So that bastard can come to her funeral? Don’t fucking think so.’

      ‘No, so that bastard can be locked up once and for all. So he can’t do what he did to Trixie, to other girls. That’s why.’

      Jessica looked at Gus, then her mouth curled downwards. ‘Don’t fuckin trust ya.’

      Gus shrugged, but said nothing. Jessica hadn’t had much cause to trust the men in her life.

      She leaned back in her chair and Gus mimicked her. He knew mimicking other’s body language struck a chord with them. Made them more likely to trust you.

      ‘Anyway, we were best mates, me and Trix.’ She grinned. ‘We had such a laugh. She was so funny, so alive so real.’

      She started to sob. Gus plucked a tissue from the box and placed it in her hand. He lowered his voice. ‘You were more than friends, though, weren’t you, Jess?’

      The girl’s shoulders stilled and for a moment she remained silent then she sat up and rubbed her face dry. Gus sat up too and held her gaze. At last her shoulders fell and she said, ‘Yeah, she were my girlfriend. We didn’t tell the other girls. Didn’t want them calling us dirty lesbos or owt. It was our secret.’

      Gus nodded. ‘So, what went wrong, Jess?’

      She closed her eyes and stayed silent for a long time. When she spoke again her words erupted from her like cold shards of ice. ‘Shahid! That’s what fuckin went wrong.’

      Her hands clenched and unclenched in her lap and her eyes blazed. ‘He took her away from me. He bought her things, made her promises I couldn’t make and he took her away from me!’

      Tears flooded her face but Gus didn’t think she even noticed.

      ‘I knew summat was up so I followed her. She should’ve been with Bazza. It was his night but I heard her telling him she were on the rag. I knew she weren’t so I followed her. I thought she were meeting a dealer or summat. I only wanted to stop her doing drugs again.’

      She looked at Gus so beseechingly that he smiled and said, ‘I know that, Jess. I know you only wanted to help Trixie. You loved her.’

      She nodded. ‘Yeah, I loved her. All I wanted was to help her. But, when I got to the allotments, she were with a punter. Well, that’s what I thought at first. I could hear them you see. I thought she were trying to make some extra money for us to escape, you know. Behind Bazza’s back like. But then, after they’d finished, I heard them talking. I walked closer and I could see it were Shahid. I listened. They were planning to get married. She said they were having a baby. She said she loved him and that she’d sort it out with me. But how could she ever sort that out with me? He killed my mum and now he were taking Trixie away from me too.’

      Gus and Sampson exchanged a glance as she went on, ‘I waited till he’d gone and then I went over to her. She weren’t expecting to see me, she kept glancing round like she were nervous or summat. I don’t know what happened. Next minute she was on the floor and I was on top of her my scarf round her neck and I were pulling and pulling so tight her eyes were bulging. Then, I stopped. But she wouldn’t move. She were all floppy and I didn’t know what to do. I panicked, so I stood up and there, by the bushes, was an empty wine bottle. I shoved it up her fanny like what happened to them other girls and then I grabbed her phone and smashed it and then I phoned you lot with my phone.’

      Gus felt as exhausted as Jessica looked. It must have been sheer hell for her to carry the guilt of what she’d done to Trixie on her own. He knew what it was like to carry the burden of guilt. He leaned across the table and squeezed Jessica’s hand. ‘You did good Jessica, you did good.’

      Then, standing up he walked round and knelt beside her. ‘You know I have to charge you now, Jessica?’

      She nodded. Gus formally recited the charges. Then, with one last look at her, he turned to leave the room. As he reached the door, Jessica said, ‘Wait!’

      He turned and met her eye. ‘Dawn Jones.’

      Gus nodded. ‘Thanks, Jessica. You did the right thing. I won’t let you or Trixie down on this one.’

      As soon as he was out of the room he got Compo to run the name through missing persons. He maybe couldn’t do anything for Alice or Sadia right now, but maybe he could do something for Dawn ‘Trixie’ Jones.
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      This was proving to be the longest morning in all of history. The lack of news from the hospital was wearing the team down. Even Compo was more subdued than usual and Sampson, though professional as always, looked wan. They hadn’t seen Brighton and that seemed to suit them all. Gus’ parents had taken over Alice’s parents’ vigil for a few hours that morning and, although they knew he was busy, he could tell they were disappointed that he hadn’t made the time to visit Alice. As soon as he’d dealt with Shahid Khan and the email from DCS Hussain, Gus was going to take Compo and Sampson with him to see Alice. He put the thought that he was using them for moral support to the back of his mind.

      He hadn’t intended for Shahid Khan and Jessica’s paths to cross but, a delay with the duty solicitor resulted in Jessica being moved back to the cells at the same time as her half-brother was being escorted to interview room two. Gus felt Shahid tense when he saw Jessica, head down, shuffling along the corridor. The panic in his voice was obvious, when he called out to her. ‘Jess, what are you doing here? You hear me? Don’t you say owt to them. Keep schtum.’ He pulled against the uniformed officer trying to squirm round to yell after Jessica. ‘Jess, I mean it! Keep quiet, okay?’

      Watching the interplay with interest, Gus saw Jessica’s eyes dart to her brother and then away again. Her shoulders seemed to slump even more as she walked on in silence. Gus felt sorry for the girl. She’d had a shit awful life and now her future didn’t look too rosy either. He knew Sadia would be gutted when she heard what had happened but, for now, he was more interested in Shahid’s reaction.

      Shahid had been cautioned on various weapons charges and on breaking and entering. As the damage inflicted by Shahid had been done in self-defence and as Serafina was pressing charges against both Anastazy and her father, it looked like Shahid would get off with a caution. So far none of the weapons could be linked to Shahid and, in his first statement, he’d said that he, Jai and Bazza’s men had entered the building unarmed and had picked up the weapons inside the building. Serafina corroborated their story and Gus and Sampson had arrived too late to refute that. Gus had decided to ‘forget’ the gunshot used to gain entry to the building in the first place. After all, he did owe Shahid Khan his life and maybe there was something to be said about ‘better the devil you know’. Besides, he couldn’t see which of the men had actually used the gun and there had been enough residue flying about to make it an academic question anyway.

      Khan had also hired a hot-shot lawyer who, as Gus knew from past experience, could wangle his way out of most things. He didn’t hold out much hope of getting Shahid banged up but, then again, he was more than happy to have so many testimonies against Anastazy and Mathias Nadratowski, AKA The Old Man. At least there’d be some justice for the Camilla and Starlight families even if they were extradited back to Poland for their crimes there.  He knew they’d be spending a long time in prison.

      Shahid’s lawyer was waiting for him in the interview room so Gus went into the observation suite and watched with interest. Although there was no sound, Gus could see that Shahid was agitated. He stalked up and down the enclosed space, running his hands through his hair and was clearly disagreeing with his solicitor about something. Gus had a sneaky feeling it was to do with Jessica, rather than the current charges against him.

      He turned to Sampson, who was also watching the scene in the interview room. ‘Brace yourself. This is going to be interesting.’

      The pair of them walked round to the room. As soon as they entered, Shahid whirled round, eyes flashing. ‘What the fuck’s Jess doing here?’

      His solicitor reached out to touch his arm but Shahid pulled away. ‘Leave me alone, for fuck’s sake, okay?’

      Raising his eyebrow, Gus pulled out a chair and sat down without replying. Leaning back, he folded his arms across his chest and studied Shahid who paced the room like a caged animal. Sampson followed Gus’ lead and took the chair beside him. Shahid’s lawyer darted glances between Gus and Shahid, whose breathing was growing heavier as he paced.

      Without warning, Shahid spun on his heel and slammed both palms down on the table, making the lawyer’s bottled water shake precariously then fall onto its side and roll off the table, landing on the floor with a bump. Shahid towered over Gus, his eyes flashing. ‘You fucking going to tell me what’s going on with Jess?’

      Gus, without flinching, maintained eye contact with Shahid, whilst the solicitor scrabbled on the floor for the bottle. ‘You need to sit down, Shahid,’ said Gus.

      Shahid glared at him for a moment more and then pushed himself away from the table, flopping into the chair opposite Gus. His solicitor, looking flushed and with a sheen of sweat along his top lip sat next to Shahid. Gus noticed with amusement that the solicitor angled his chair away from Shahid, as if to avoid being in the line of fire.

      Gus nodded to Sampson, who started the recording and introduced those present. He looked at Shahid, who now sat shoulders hunched over, his elbows resting on his thighs his hands tightly linked. Gus could feel the tension radiating from him and wondered how best to capitalise on it. Keeping his voice low and calm, he said, ‘You seem upset, Shahid? Care to share what’s bothering you?’

      Shahid’s head jerked up and he began wringing his hands. ‘I’ve told you what’s up. I want to know what Jess is doing here.’

      Gus bit his lip and shrugged. ‘’Fraid I can’t talk to you about Jessica, Shahid. Confidentiality, you know? Anyway, we’re not here to talk about your half-sister. We’re here to talk about what happened at the Pakeezah warehouse.’

      Shahid slammed his hand on the table again. ‘Fuck that!’

      Gus, head on one side, studied Shahid. ‘You know, if you don’t calm down, I could add “threatening behaviour towards a police officer” to the charges against you.’

      His solicitor, finally manning up, cleared his throat. ‘No, no, Inspector McGuire, my client is understandably concerned about the welfare of his sister. It’s been a very stressful few days with extenuating circumstances. After all, he’s recently lost his fiancée, his brother is still in hospital after a vicious knifing and his business premises were the subject of an arson attack. On top of this, he had the trauma of rescuing Serafina Nadratowski only last night. I’d say these circumstances are enough for you to cut my client some slack.’

      Gus nodded and smiled. ‘Okay, I’ll do that, providing Shahid allows me to continue with this interview with no more aggressive outbursts.’

      Hearing Shahid’s sharp intake of breath, Gus turned to him. ‘Okay, Shahid?’

      As his solicitor began to speak, Shahid waved him to silence. ‘Shut up! Let me think, for fuck’s sake.’ Resting his head in his hands, he sat immobile for a few minutes and then, lifting his head, he looked at Gus. ‘I want to confess to Trixie’s murder.’

      Lips pursed, Gus nodded, but before he could reply, Shahid’s solicitor interjected. ‘I want to speak to my client in private.’

      This was a turn-up for the books. Two confessions for the same murder in one day. Could things get any more complicated? Gus pushed his chair back, but Shahid turned to his solicitor. ‘I don’t want your advice, okay? Just sit there and shut up. Don’t worry, you’ll still get paid for your time but I want to confess.’

      The solicitor started to argue but, at Shahid’s glare, the man subsided in his chair with his notepad before him. ‘As you wish,’ he muttered, under his breath.

      Gus sat back down with an exaggerated sigh. ‘So, you killed your fiancée and, in so doing, also your unborn child?’

      Shahid flinched, but held Gus’ stare, stating in a firm voice, ‘yes, that’s right.’

      Gus nodded and rubbed his chin. He needed to be very careful here. If he ballsed this up, he could be looking at weeks of delay in sorting out Trixie’s murder. Finally, happy with his plan of action, he said, ‘Okay, Shahid, but what I don’t get is why you folded her tights up and placed them so carefully on her chest after you strangled her.’

      Shahid swallowed. ‘Just did, that’s all.’

      Gus leaned back, placing his hands behind his head and sighed. ‘So, you admit to killing Trixie by strangling her with her tights.’

      Shahid frowned and glanced at Sampson, who maintained a neutral expression. ‘Yes! Fuck! I’ve already told you that, haven’t I?’

      Gus propelled his chair back until he was balancing on the back legs. He knew exactly what Shahid was doing and he admired him for it. In his own way, Shahid had tried to look out for his sister over the years, despite her hatred of him. ‘Didn’t you think that biting her neck and thighs was just overkill, Shahid? Especially after you rammed that broken bottle inside her, ripping her to shreds.’

      Jumping up, Shahid grabbed the bin from the corner of the room and retched into it.

      Gus went over to him, handing him a tissue and waited until the other man had finished before taking the bin and handing it to the officer waiting outside the room. ‘You no more killed Trixie than I did, Shahid.’

      Shahid, tears streaming down his face, allowed Gus to guide him back to his chair. When he was sitting down, Gus began to speak. ‘Look, I know you want to watch out for Jessica. I know you feel she’s your responsibility but, you can’t do this, Shahid. You just can’t, okay?’

      Shahid sniffed and then wiping his cheeks dry, he looked at Gus. ‘Did Jess do those things to her?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘No, Shahid. She didn’t bite her, nor did she rip her to shreds, but she did kill her.’

      Shahid sniffed. ‘Because of me… because of us.’

      Gus nodded.

      ‘I thought she’d come round, you know? Thought she’d get used to it and maybe even move in with us. She were Trixie’s best mate you know? They were so close. Trixie didn’t want to hurt her. That’s why we kept it secret.’ He shrugged. ‘Jess could never accept that I didn’t kill her mum… and now it’s too fucking late. That bastard Hussain, he did it, and now he’s beyond justice and we’re all still here suffering.’

      Gus leaned across the table, ‘Look Shahid, I know right now it doesn’t seem like much, but, at least, now, Jess knows you weren’t responsible for her mum’s death. Who knows, maybe in time you’ll be able to see her. Do you think you’ll be able to forgive her, maybe not now, but sometime in the future?’

      ‘Maybe… but not right now.’

      Gus looked at Shahid’s solicitor. ‘We’ll suspend this interview for today. I think your client needs some time to come to terms with everything.’
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      If he never had to see a hospital again it would be too bloody soon. Gus was grateful to be there with Compo and Sampson but he was also as guilty as hell. As they climbed the stairs, Gus was aware that their steps had slowed to a near crawl. They hadn’t spoken about what had happened to Alice… not really. They were too scared to put their fears into words, Gus reckoned. He knew he was, anyway. She’d survived the emergency surgery the previous night and was holding her own. The next twenty-four hours would be critical.

      Being here, yet again, in the critical care unit was torture for Gus and the emotional pain was worse because it was Alice in there now, fighting for her life. As he approached her room, Gus could easily have run away. In fact, had Sampson and Compo not been with him, he probably would have. They held back, allowing him to approach the small window first. As he looked inside, all he could think was that Alice appeared to have shrunk. Under the sheet with monitors all around she looked tiny. Her parents sat, one on either side of the bed, their hands touching her arm as if they couldn’t bear to let her go.

      Gus felt his throat clog up as he watched them. The Professors Cooper were exactly as Alice had once described them to him. They were other-worldly. The nastiness and viciousness Alice dealt with on a day to day basis were anathema to them… and yet, here they were, dragged from their world of academia and plunged into the sordid reality of policing in 2016 and he was responsible for it.

      Last night they’d clung to his hand, peering myopically up at him, seeking reassurances he felt obliged to give but, knew deep down inside were not based on anything more than hope. They were scientists through and through and had no religion to see them through this frightening time. Gus knew that they’d have spoken to the surgeon and would know, like he did, how unlikely they were to get Alice back.

      As he watched, Alice’s dad rose and walked round to his wife’s side. Gus realised that she was sobbing, her head bowed in her grief. She put her hand over Alice’s and he put one arm round his wife and placed the other hand on top of his wife’s as if the three of them were making a pact, like he had done with his friends in childhood. Wiping his tears away with the back of his hand, Gus turned and patting Compo and then Sampson on the back, he left.
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      Myrtle Park was resplendent with shades of autumn but Gus couldn’t have cared less. His thoughts were still with Alice and her parents, yet he knew he had to get this over with. He’d phoned Shamila and insisted that she make Sadia meet up with him on neutral territory. He needed to talk to her and he hoped that this outdoor venue would be suitable for what he had to say. When she’d agreed, he’d dropped back home to collect Bingo. If nothing else, Bingo might prove a distraction for both of them. Besides which, Bingo deserved a decent walk with Gus. He’d relied too heavily on his mum to take the dog out over the past few weeks.

      Partly to spend time playing with Bingo and partly to try to compose himself for what he knew would be a difficult meeting with Sadia, he’d arrived early. The park was within walking distance of Bingley so Gus had parked up and he and Bingo had skirted the children’s play area and gone to the huge field where the remnants of bonfire night still scarred the ground.

      He and Sadia had spent many happy hours strolling through the park over the past few months… young lovers savouring their closeness, arms wrapped round each other, hips brushing together as they walked in synch. Finally, tossing Bingo a bone, he hooked the leash over his foot and slouched on the bench where they’d agreed to meet.

      He’d wanted to give her the opportunity for a quick and un-embarrassing getaway, should the need arise, so had opted to avoid Tarquin’s café and gone for the safe outdoor option.

      Alerted to her approach by Bingo’s low growl, he turned his head. Loping easily towards him, her hips swinging, she wore her leather jacket with a glittery blue scarf wrapped round her neck, matching gloves and a hat with a grey fur bobble on her head. As she neared, Gus could see the worry lines across her forehead. Her mouth was tight and her eyes avoided meeting his gaze. He felt his heart sink when she opted to sit at the far end of the bench as far away from him as she possibly could. Earlier, he’d decided not to burden her with Alice’s condition, so it seemed the only thing they had to talk about was her father.

      Nudging Bingo with his toe to make him stop growling, Gus cleared his throat and tried to remember what he’d planned to say but, his mind was a blank. Swallowing, he turned slightly to her. She held herself rigid and, he suspected that one slight push would have her toppling backwards off the seat, so determined was she to distance herself from him. He sighed, knowing that what he was about to reveal wouldn’t ease the situation between them. Hmph, that was probably exactly what her old man had been aiming for when he sent Gus that email. Even from beyond the grave, the old bastard was manipulating her.

      Clenching his hands in his jean pockets Gus took a deep breath and began. ‘I’m really sorry about your father, Sadia.’

      She snorted and in his peripheral vision Gus could see her shaking her head from side to side. ‘Are you though, Gus? Are you really sorry or do you think that his death clears the way for you and me?’ She glared at him and then without waiting for a response she continued. ‘Well, if that’s what you think, you can forget it, okay? You and me are the last thing on my mind.’

      Their relationship, or indeed, lack thereof, was the last thing on Gus’ mind, too, but he couldn’t reveal that to her. Instead he nodded. ‘Yeah Sad, I understand that. I don’t expect anything from you. That’s not why I insisted we meet.’

      She waved her gloved hand at him. ‘Well, in case you don’t know, I’ve already been notified of…’ she swallowed and despite her obvious effort a tear rolled down her cheek. ‘They told me about his involvement in Millie Green’s death. I know what he did to Millie.’ She rubbed her glove over her cheek. ‘And to me … and to my mum. Thank God, she at least knew nowt about it all. Thank God, she died before this all came to light.’

      Gus swivelled round so he was facing her. ‘Look, Sadia, I need you to listen to me.’

      She laughed, the sound hollow and incredulous. ‘Why should I listen to you, Gus? What makes you so worthy of my attention? For fuck’s sake, all you were to me was a quick shag… a bit of a novelty, that’s all. Now, I’ve more important things to think about, like burying my dad, convincing Councillor Majid to bury him in the Muslim cemetery, despite the fact he committed suicide… Fuck, I almost wish he’d been murdered. Why the fuck couldn’t he leave a suicide note like normal people?’

      Gus jumped to his feet and moved closer to her. He knew that the venom streaming from her mouth was caused by grief, but he felt each barb like a bullet piercing his skin. It wasn’t like he was on top of the world right now either. Still, what he felt wasn’t what was important right now. He had to be the one to tell her this, even if she was making it as difficult as hell.

      ‘Look, Sadia, I need to tell you something and you need to listen. This is important.’

      Just when he thought she was going to jump up and flounce off, she capitulated. Her shoulders relaxed and she turned and leaned back. ‘Okay, Gus, you win, but make it quick.’

      Gus sat back down and plunged right in. ‘I got an email from your father dated yesterday at 16:35.’

      Sadia lurched to her feet, her eyes wide. ‘What?’

      Gus ignored her question and continued, ‘I reckon that was after Shahid Khan’s visit. It was your father’s suicide note. I’ve had to pass it onto the relevant officers but, I asked them to let me tell you in person. I couldn’t let anyone else tell you.’

      Sadia exhaled. ‘What did he say, Gus?’

      Gus pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her. ‘I printed it out, Sadia.’

      Pulling her gloves off, Sadia took the paper and looked Gus straight in the eye before opening it. ‘Thank you, Gus.’

      With a shrug, he waited as she unfolded it. As her eyes scanned each word, Gus recited them in his own head. Her father’s last communication was seared in his brain and he knew that it would be seared in her heart forever.

      DI McGuire,

      I have decided that I am too cowardly to face my beautiful daughter Sadia with the truth. I have proved to be unworthy of her love and, despite my intentions to protect her over the years, I now realise I have, in fact, failed her. I am entrusting you with this communication and am sure you will deliver it in whichever way you feel best.

      In recent years, in commune with Allah, I have realised that my actions surrounding the death of Millie Green have had consequences from which I can no longer escape. I now wish to reveal the truth and trust that my punishment will be meted out on the other side by my God.

      Sadia’s mother was unable to have children after Sadia and that left her despondent. She became extremely depressed and for long periods withdrew from both me and Sadia. Thankfully, the full impact of that was lost to Sadia in her early years. However, this lack of comfort at home led me to embark on an affair with Millie Green. I make no excuses for that. I have prayed for forgiveness and stand before Allah to be judged on this.

      I truly loved Millie. She was a remarkable woman; loving, caring and honest. When she became pregnant with my child, I decided that I would leave Amina and take Sadia with me. I was sure that Millie would be a much better mother to Sadia than Amina. However, what I didn’t realise was that Amina had discovered mine and Millie’s affair.

      Sadia’s mother was not in her right mind when she did what she did to Millie Green. I also believe that if she had known Millie was pregnant, she would have taken a different course of action. I was in a unique position to misdirect the investigation. I falsified interviews and drip-fed lies about Millie’s state of mind and about her relationship with Arshad Khan. I disposed of Amina’s clothes and, ultimately, I moved us away from that area and protected Sadia in the only way I could.

      I have made my peace with Allah and trust my sins will be expunged. Suicide is against the will of Allah but I can no longer continue in this life. I give my life and soul to my God and accept his decision for me.

      I love Sadia more than I can say. I am proud of her fierce independence and her resolve. She has been the one true joy of my life and I pray she can forgive me.

      Please accept this as my confession of obstructing the course of justice

      Yours sincerely

      DCS Khalid M Hussain.

      When she had finished reading Sadia folded the paper up, put it in her pocket and with her gloves in one hand, she walked away. Feeling as if his heart had been yanked from his chest, Gus watched her retrace her steps to the car park.

      He stood, picking up Bingo’s leash, then leaned over to traced his finger over the inscription on the back of the bench,

      ‘In memory of Janet and Robert Dingle, who for fifty years shared their lives lovingly with each other.’

      Sadia and I didn’t even make fifty weeks, thought Gus, and, whistling to Bingo, he too made his way back to his car.
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      Listening to soppy songs had never been Gus’ thing but, since Sadia had asked for and been approved a transfer to Scotland, he’d been more susceptible to love songs on the radio, tearing up and getting all emotional. When he’d confided this to Sampson, he’d told him to get a grip and take a leaf out of Little Mix’s book with their ‘Shout Out To My Ex’ song.

      Truth was that although he missed Sadia he knew that the circumstances surrounding her father’s death were too much to overcome and he wasn’t sure he was strong enough to help her anyway. They’d been working flat-out at The Fort in the preceding weeks, what with being four officers down since Sadia had left and Brighton’s enforced transfer – hopefully to outer Siberia – and of course the absence of their DCS. Alice was still in a coma and with each day that passed Gus grew more despondent. Her parents had authorised that, later on today, she be taken off the life support machines. Gus was dreading the outcome of that.

      However, on Friday in a flurry of Chanel and chiffon, DCI Nancy Chalmers had drifted in bringing joy, laughter and a much-needed bottle of whisky. The team were overjoyed to have her back and Gus was thrilled. She’d lost weight since The Matchmaker case, but the old glint was back in her eye and she seemed ready to dig in. Her return was the one bright light in an otherwise dark future.

      A burst of ecstatic barking from Bingo seconds before the doorbell rang, told Gus that his parents were at the door. He pulled himself from the couch where he’d been watching the football and, barefoot, wandered through to open the door, Bingo bouncing beside him.

      At first, he wasn’t entirely sure what he was seeing on his doorstep, but then his mothers’ head poked over the rather large box she was carrying and his father’s voice boomed from behind her saying, ‘In you go, Corrine,’

      Puzzled, Gus stepped back from the door as his parent’s trooped through to the living room. Following them, his heart sinking in trepidation, Gus wondered what they were up to. Much as he loved them, he’d found them quite unbearable these past weeks. He felt like they’d put him on suicide watch. Every time he turned they seemed to be there, eyes anxious, watching him as if they thought he was going to break down. No matter how often he told them he was fine and that he was taking his meds and that he’d re-enrolled with the dynamic counselling, they flapped. He dreaded to think what they were doing here today.

      Seeing his father’s balloon face grinning at him, with a striking similarity to Bingo when he thought he’d been particularly clever, Gus shook his head, knowing that no matter what idiocy they were about to subject him to, he’d submit.

      His mum was practically hopping from foot to foot. ‘Quick, Fergus show him.’

      Holding his breath, Gus watched as his father swept the phone book and a vase from the sideboard and placed them on the floor before bending down to rummage in the box, talking all the while in a baby voice to whatever was inside.

      Shit, thought Gus, please not another bloody dog. Much as he loved Bingo, another dog was not what he wanted. Finally, his father, face jubilant stood upright with a birdcage in his hand. His mum, unable to maintain her silence anymore, said, ‘Look, it’s a wee canary, Angus. Do you see its wee Beatle-style fringe… well, it’s called Ringo!’ She turned to the small yellow bird with its distinctive brown head feathers that, did indeed, make it look like a Beatle and began talking to it as if it were a parrot. ‘Who’s a pretty boy, who’s a pretty boy?’

      Speechless Gus could only watch as his dad looked at his mum. ‘It’s not a parrot, Corinne darling. It’s a wee canary birdie.’

      Gus rolled his eyes and then, as Bingo, paws up to investigate the new addition to their family, gave an approving bark, said ‘Bloody hell, you two will be the end of me. What am I going to end up with next time a relationship of mine goes down the pan? A bloody goldfish called Pingu?’

      Looking sheepish, his dad flung a big arm round Gus’ shoulders. ‘It’ll be company for Bingo when you’re at work.’

      Gus watched the small yellow bird jump from rung to rung, its head nodding from side to side. Smiling, he turned and gave his dad a hug before lifting his mum up and swinging her round, making her squeal. ‘You’re the best parents in the world, you know?’ and he deposited a kiss on their cheeks before heading to the kitchen to turn on the kettle.

      Just as it boiled, he heard his phone ring, followed seconds later by his mum’s ‘phone’ voice. ‘Who is it, Mum?’

      She walked into the kitchen, tears streaming down her face.  Reaching out her arms to Gus she said, ‘It’s Alice…’
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      Look North 19th November 2016.

      ‘The arrest of Tory MP Clive Clementon and his subsequent resignation from the highly-contested Bradford Central seat has wreaked even more havoc on the city. Bradford’s infamous Matchmaker Case earlier this year resulted in many high-profile celebrities, politicians and officials being investigated for their role in historic and current child abuse cases. Despite vigorous denials of his involvement in child trafficking, child abuse and paedophilia, it seems likely that Clementon is the latest in a long line of public figures to be brought to book for such crimes. A by-election early in the new year is a foregone conclusion amid speculation of a possible general election later in the year after Article 50 is triggered.

      ‘The Bradford Central seat was created during a manoeuvring of constituency boundaries, cynically described by some as an obvious move to create more Tory seats in the North of England. Now, with the incumbent MP resigning, and Bradford in turmoil after a series of gang-related killings and the outcome of the Bradford Central by-election in question, we eagerly await confirmation of the candidates … This is Binish Aziz, signing off for Look North, Bradford.’
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          03:30 The Kill Site
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        Friday

      

      

      

      I love frosty mornings like this one. They are so invigorating, energising, full of promise and hope for the future, don’t you think, Tara?’ I smile when she nuzzles against my neck, her breath warm on my ear as she blows gently.

      The other two horses aren’t interested in me and keep their distance. When I run my finger down her long nose, she tosses her head this way and that in response, making me laugh out loud. I know what she’s after. She can smell it, I’m sure. Thrusting my hand into my pocket, I pull out a perfectly formed cube of sweetness. Placing it flat on my palm, I extend it and grin, as in a single lick, she scoops it off and devours it. Her head dips down for more, and I take the opportunity to sink my fingers deep into her flowing mane, scratching long and hard, just the way she likes it.

      Resting my head against hers, I continue to scratch her, savouring the musky horsey scent that erupts around me. I speak to her as if she is my best friend. For sure, she’s the only one I trust with these secrets.

      ‘Two down, and still nobody any the wiser,’ I say, laughing as her ears twitch at the sound of my voice. ‘They’ve found the latest one’s body. Not that it’ll do them any good. Why would it? I’m smarter than them, and I’m doing God’s work. The purification of the human race, bit by bit, little by little, that’s my aim.

      ‘If only more people would take up the mantle and join the struggle. We’ve sat back for too long and look what’s happened. They’ve overrun the city. No more. All it took for me to realise what had to be done was the election of their kind to our Parliament. They think they can represent me? No chance.’

      I get out another sugar lump and give it to her. Tara sees everything, yet she keeps her own counsel. My secrets are safe with her. I pat her rump, not hard, barely enough to send her away. She doesn’t like the noise. It makes her uneasy, skittish. Best if she stays over there, under her tree. It’s funny how she never goes inside the old barn, except to eat her hay. Maybe she’s warm enough with only her rug on. Maybe she prefers being out under the stars. Who knows?

      My fingers tingle at the thought of what I’m about to do. I stretch them, loosening them up, ready to create my masterpiece. I have a torch in my pocket, although the night sky is clear, and the moon lights my way as I walk back inside the old farmhouse. It’s so cold that I almost wish I’d kept my gloves on when stroking Tara. The shelter from the slight breeze that carries a promise of morning frost with it, is welcome. The prone figure on the floor looks up at me, struggling against the ties. I don’t know why they bother. I really don’t. All they do is hurt themselves even more and make the ties tighten around their wrists. Not that I care. I block out their demeaning pleas and busy myself getting things set up. This one came around quicker than the others, and that suits me. The sooner I get this done, the sooner I can dump him. Moving with speed, I pull on a white overall and a pair of nitrile gloves. No point leaving any trace evidence for the police, is there?

      The traditional razor I’ve opted for is sharp, much more precise, and it fits so well in my palm, as if it was made especially for me. I approach him, savouring how his eyes widen and his squirming increases as I near. Placing the razor down on the plastic sheeting, I pull a Stanley knife from my pocket. Humming to myself, I slit up the seams of his T-shirt and then along the shoulders before tugging it loose. I’ve always been a tidy person, so I take the time to fold it before placing it on the floor. Next, after I’ve emptied his pockets, his trousers get the same treatment and then his boxers. I dislike this part, and more so when the smell of excrement hits my nostrils. Disgusting animal! Good job I’m wearing gloves.

      Clothes folded, I carry them out to the van and place them inside. It’s good to build the tension. I find my enjoyment is intensified with their fear. I go back inside and see that he’s begun to struggle again. ‘Tut, tut … can’t you give it a rest? I know your sort lack the intelligence of the superior race, but even you must be able to see that struggling is futile.’

      Blood trickles down his wrists, staining the ties a russet hue. His face is contorted, partly because of the bruising and partly with his struggles. I lift the razor and hold it in front of him. His eyes fill with terror, and I laugh, enjoying the fact he doesn’t know what I’m going to do with it.

      I lift an aerosol and spray shaving foam over his genitalia. He’s really panicking now. His skin’s all mottled and goose-bumpy with the cold. Happy, I begin my task. ‘Save your screaming for later … this is the easy bit.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Saturday 09:00 Bradford Royal Infirmary Mortuary

        

      

    

    
      Dr Fergus McGuire had lined up the post-mortem findings on the large screen in the morgue and was studying images of the tattoos that had been found on both Asim Farooq and Manish Parmar. His son, Detective Inspector Angus McGuire, had been handed the case when the second body was discovered. Two bodies in the space of a fortnight, both displaying the same tattoo on their groin, made it a case for Angus’ specialist team. Neither tattoo showed any finesse, although the swastika was clearly discernible. Bruising around the area indicated they’d been applied ante-mortem. Such a waste! Dealing with death was the pathologist’s job, and Fergus loved it. He loved the science of it all, the feeling his work could provide answers for the grieving families. Sometimes, he could not get his head around the evil that existed in society … this was one of those times.

      He glanced at his son, who was also studying the images, and sighed. Angus was wan, and his eyes, normally so blue, seemed dull, almost lifeless. It seemed to Dr McGuire he was treading on thin ice with him at the moment. He couldn’t seem to do anything right. He knew Angus still harboured guilt about Alice. He felt responsible, Dr McGuire understood that. After all, his son had inherited his mother’s over-zealous conscience. However, at this rate, it was going to kill him.

      Anytime he or his wife asked about the therapy, Angus cut them down cold, refusing to say anything. Instead, he shut them out. He’d lost weight, and it was clear from the bags under his eyes that his insomnia was back. Even the sunshine streaks that threaded through his dreads seemed flat and drab, and his tanned skin had a yellow hue. If he didn’t know that the lad jogged for hours around Heaton every day, he’d think his son hadn’t seen daylight for months. He bit his lip. Why wouldn’t Angus just reach out to them?

      As if sensing his father’s eyes on him, Angus exhaled and turned towards him. ‘Same killer?’

      Nibbling on a few stray whiskers, Fergus made a mental note to get the beard trimmer out that evening. Corrine didn’t like it when his beard got too straggly. ‘Although the second tattoo is marginally more evenly administered, I’d say that’s more to do wi’ the tattooist having had some practise than a second practitioner. The design is the same, only slightly smoother this time. A definite amateur. And definitely a form of torture, unless, of course, the victim was unconscious.’

      Gus pressed his lips together and shook his head. ‘No, I don’t reckon our killer was of a mind to make it painless for them. I think making it hurt was a major element of his MO. Probably got off on it. I suspect they were fully conscious and aware the entire time, poor sods.’

      ‘I tend to agree. Why choose that particular site for the tattoo, if you dinnae want it to hurt?’ He pointed to the area around the ink. ‘This extensive bruising is caused by the needle pricks penetrating deeper than they should. The skin in this area is particularly tender. If the tattooist wanted to administer maximum discomfort, they couldn’t have chosen a better place.’ Dr McGuire shuddered. The thought of the agony these men had endured made his scrotal sack wither. Didn’t bear thinking about. ‘Do you reckon it was sexual as well as racist?’

      Gus’ lips tightened. ‘More than likely. Shaving and tattooing the groin must have a sexual significance, I’d have thought. I’ll check with Professor Carlton.’ Head to one side, Gus continued to study the marks. ‘How does he snatch the men? He somehow gets them out of their cars, moves them to another vehicle, and presumably transports them elsewhere to kill before taking them to the dump site. Neither of these men were small.’

      ‘Ah.’ Fergus McGuire turned and flicked to another image. ‘This is an injection site at the nape of the neck. The first victim had it too. I’ve sent bloods for tox results, although, as you know, many of thon date rape type drugs are undetectable after a few hours. I suspect the killer injected our victims from behind and then, whilst they were unconscious, applied restraints.’

      He flicked a few images to show a ring of bruising around the arms and feet of both men. ‘Restraint marks. Each of the two men struggled forcefully against the restraints, as you can see. Again, an indication they were conscious during the torture. They are consistent with bog-standard cable ties.’

      ‘That explains how he gets them to stay still long enough for him to do it. Compo says it’d take a good half hour to apply that to a willing participant, so the men had to be subdued somehow.’ Angus studied the images. ‘Cause of death?’

      Dr McGuire pulled up a close-up of the neck area. ‘Asphyxiation. It’s clear from the ligature abrasions and the resulting bruising in this area, the victim was strangled with some sort of rope. Again, similar to the first victim. I’ve extracted fibres which I’ve also sent to the lab. Looks like some sort of hemp as opposed to the more modern nylon ropes people favour nowadays.’ He pulled up a series of other close-up images. ‘Petechial dots in the eyes and swelling round the mouth and tongue.’

      ‘Owt else?’ asked Gus.

      Dr McGuire clicked on a new image. ‘Post-mortem hypostasis,’ he peered at Gus over the top of his glasses, ‘or livor mortis to you, indicates that the body has been kept in a horizontal position. Some strange striations across the back and going vertically up parallel to the spine indicate they’ve lain on a board, or something with three-inch-wide vertical columns, before being left at the scene. The columns appear to be joined together by a series of horizontal bars, each four inches wide. The deep purple lividity is, again, consistent with strangulation.’

      Gus studied the marks. ‘Looks like these were caused by whatever the killer used to move the bodies. Any idea how long the bodies were on this surface before they were moved to the dump site?’

      ‘Well, the fact that those marks are fainter than the pressure points at the shoulders and buttocks indicate the victims were only on there a couple of hours before being moved. Full lividity takes about six hours, and I’ve put time of death at between three and six on Friday morning. So, I reckon he was moved no later than eight and, quite probably, earlier.’

      ‘Can you give me anything else?’

      Dr McGuire raised a finger in the air and smiled, ‘There is one thing. I checked for debris from the nails and hair and so on, and came up with zilch. However, we may have been lucky, for it appears I’ve found some saliva specks on the victim’s face. I’ve sent them off to the lab; mind you, it’s no’ open till Monday. Ah’ve no’ put a rush on it. It may belong to the victim, but I’ve got my fingers crossed it’s our killer’s.’

      It wasn’t a lot, nonetheless it was better than nothing. Gus would get Compo to see what he could make of the lividity marks. He was good at sourcing things using his weird and wonderful databases. ‘Swastikas, strangulation and Asian males displayed naked in a cross shape are not good signs. Not good signs at all, especially not in this political climate,’ said Gus. Frowning, he drew his fingers through his dreads. ‘… and, of course, we’re understaffed.’

      Dr McGuire pretended not to notice his son’s shoulders had slumped, and instead, he flicked another glance at the tattoos. He was on the point of suggesting they go for a drink or, at the very least, have a drink in his office, when Gus swung his bag onto his shoulder and walked towards the door with an abrupt, ‘Got to get off. See ya later, Dad.’

      Reaching out, the pathologist grabbed his son’s arm, forcing him to stop. ‘Och, you’ve surely got time for a drink wi’ your old man before you go rushing off?’

      Not meeting his dad’s eyes, Gus said, ‘I’m running late. Dr Mahmood waits for no-one, you know that.’

      Torn between feeling glad Gus was going to see his psychiatrist and hurt he clearly would rather do that than share a drink with him, Dr McGuire released his arm. He waited until Gus was almost at the door before saying, ‘What happened to Alice wisnae your fault, Angus. You’ve got to let it go, son. You can’t carry everything on your shoulders.’

      Closing his eyes for a second, Gus sighed, then, with a grimace, he said in a voice so hopeless, it sent chills down his father’s back, ‘Then whose fault was it?’

      Fergus shook his head as his son left. Sometimes, you just have to let them get on with it, he thought, feeling as if his heart had been ripped out, as well as Gus’. Guilt was a terrible thing.
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          10:00 Somerset House, Shipley

        

      

    

    
      Nemo was gone!

      Gus, breathing heavily, leaned against the aquarium, hands splayed against the glass. Knowing it was futile, he peered through the too-cheery bubbles, hoping the hulking fish he’d named Nemo would swim from behind one of the ornamental rocks. Where was he? Nemo had been his companion for months now, his one ally in the psychiatrist’s camp. He’d grown used to coming in and drawing his abstract patterns on the glass for Nemo to follow. It calmed him … readied him for his session with Dr Mahmood, and now, it seemed Nemo was no more. How much more loss was he expected to deal with?

      From nowhere, an almost uncontrollable urge to smash the glass engulfed him. He imagined the water gushing out, sending a tumble of rainbow coloured fish onto the waiting room’s newly carpeted floor. His chest tightened, and as his breath turned to shallow pants, he knew he was dangerously close to having a panic attack. Stumbling away from the tank, he flung himself onto a cushioned chair and closed his eyes, trying to calm his breathing. The only thing he could see, though, was the damn tank without Nemo. He tried to force his thoughts to the safe place he’d established with Dr Mahmood. Like a boomerang, they stubbornly took him instead to the funeral, and his breathing became even shallower.

      Sweat dripped from his dreads, onto his brow and into his eyes. The salt stung them, making them water. His hands balled into fists, as he struggled against the vision that was so vivid, it was as if he’d been transported back to that day in November.

      It would have been marginally better if the snow hadn’t turned to sleet, making the occasion even darker. Frost bit his fingers as he stood, straight-backed, trying to keep a hold of himself … and he’d managed, just. It had been touch-and-go, but with his parents, one on either side of him like incongruous bodyguards, he’d gotten through it. Now, however, he was tortured by all the things he hadn’t said to her … all the thoughts he hadn’t articulated … all the times he’d remained silent. Now, it was too late … she was gone.
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          19:05 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      The session with Dr Mahmood, even by Gus’ standards, hadn’t gone well at all. So, feeling edgy, he’d dropped his car outside his house in Mariners Drive and headed into Heaton Woods. A foray into the woods normally calmed him; not today, though. Despite the crisp air and a sighting of one of the wood’s elusive deer, Gus’ spirits remained low.

      After strolling aimlessly for hours, he headed down to Sean’s pond and hunched on the bench overlooking the small pool, ignoring the drop in temperature that signalled the prospect of snow. He wished his dog was with him. Bingo, though, was vacationing with his mum for the duration of Gus’ investigation into the tattoo murders. He was working unpredictable hours, and it was easier for his parents to look after the dog. Besides which, Bingo loved spending time with his ‘sisters’ as his mother, much to Gus’ amusement, referred to their dogs. If his parents’ bull terriers, Heather and Meggie, were indeed Bingo’s siblings, then Bingo was, without doubt, the runt of the litter. Nevertheless, his little West Highland Terrier was also the boss.

      When Gus got home, he opened his fridge, found two cans of beer and a mushy cucumber and gave up on the idea of eating. He wasn’t hungry anyway. He seemed to have permanently lost his appetite at the minute. He changed into his jogging gear, complete with the high visibility jacket his mother insisted he wore. Setting off, he took a circuitous route up Emm Lane onto Leylands and down Scotchman Road, before arriving at The Fort, sweating and wet from the sleet shower that was beginning to pick up. His run had left him shaky-legged and hadn’t really done anything to calm him down. He knew the trembling was a combination of the after-effects of his panic attack, lack of food, too much activity and an excess of caffeine. He was dog-tired, yet he couldn’t stop pushing his body beyond the realms of endurance.

      Deep down, he knew something would give soon, and if he wasn’t careful, he’d be in pieces and unable to function. His boss had warned him, as had his parents. He was on a downward spiral, one he had no control over, and he knew if he didn’t get a grip soon, he was in danger of splintering into irreparable pieces. The dynamic talking therapy was hard work, and he knew he was resisting opening up. After Greg’s death, it had taken him time, and as Dr Mahmood kept telling him, he had gone through a lot, what with the Matchmaker Case, followed soon after by the gangland murders. She told him he needed time, which was a shame because time was one thing he didn’t have, and he refused to stop working. So, she’d upped his medication and was monitoring him. Every session now seemed to be about his feelings of guilt and letting those go. He ran up the front steps of the police station, a glower on his face. A homeless man who’d taken shelter on the top step jumped to his feet and ran down the stairs as Gus pounded up. Shit. Now, he was terrorising the public.

      Inside, The Fort’s air conditioning dried his sweat, making him shiver. He waved to the duty officer, who grinned back with a ‘You back again? No rest for the wicked.’

      Gus jogged to the changing rooms. When he got into the shower, he cranked the heat up until it almost scalded his aching body. It felt good, like he deserved it, so he stayed there for as long as he could bear it, until his skin smarted in the heat. He liked weekend evenings at the station. The quietness gave him a chance to think, as well as catch up on the interminable paperwork he was obligated to do. It was only at shift change that it got boisterous and loud, and for that hour, he could almost cope with the racket. Mind you, the uniforms were a nice lot. Gus respected them, and they, he hoped, respected him in return. Gus’ philosophy was if you treated people right, they would repay you in kind. It wasn’t often he was proved wrong. Recently, though, he’d found it hard to live by his own rules.

      He got out, towelled himself dry and got dressed. With his dreads still dripping, he walked along to the investigation room and was pleased to see it empty for a change.

      One of the hardest things for him was interacting with his team. The solicitous glances he often intercepted drove him wild; the concerned looks made him want to yell at his colleagues. He knew this was unreasonable. Knew, too, it was placing excessive pressure on Sampson and Compo. He was two detectives down and only too aware he was functioning below par.

      Photos of the two murdered men were on the board, and Gus moved over to study it. When Asim Farooq’s body had been found in a known dogging area outside Haworth two weeks ago, the media, in particular, Jez Hopkins from the Chronicle, had blown it up into a frenzy of self-righteous spin. The moral majority condemned the man for his supposedly ‘alternative’ lifestyle. The media focus had shifted away from the fact Asim Farooq had been murdered, and instead concentrated on deriding the victim and his relatives. His poor family had been distraught, not only by Asim’s death, but by their community’s reaction to where he’d been found. His pregnant wife had been unable to grieve properly in the midst of the scandal, and his parents and siblings had been denied the comfort of their community.

      Gus had kept an eye on the case, suspecting it would, sooner or later, land on his doorstep. He consulted, on the quiet, with Professor Sebastian Carlton, the forensic psychologist from Leeds Trinity University he’d met the previous year. Carlton had trained agents at the FBI Behavioural Analysis Unit before opting for a quieter existence this side of the pond in Horsforth. His first suggestion had been to keep the tattoo out of the media, and Gus had agreed. They always needed ways of weeding out the few who falsely declared their guilt. Thankfully, the previous senior investigating officer had been of the same mind. Carlton had suspected Asim’s murder would not be a one-off, and when Manish Parmar had been discovered in woodland near Pudsey, it seemed his suspicions were correct. Gus was glad the swastika tattoo had been kept from the press.

      Apart from the tattoo, both men had been placed naked in a cross position, arms extended to either side, legs straight, and feet crossed at the ankle. Their clothes had been sliced off their bodies and folded neatly near their heads with their possessions on top. The forensic reports had come back with very little. This killer was forensically savvy, by the looks of things, and they still were awaiting the tox screen on Manish Parmar.

      Since the previous day, Compo and Sampson had been trying to find links between the two victims. Neither had been killed at their dump site. The tattooing had been done ante-mortem, and Gus knew they’d been killed somewhere where their screams wouldn’t be heard. He wanted his team to find the link between these two men as he was sure that would help them find the killer. Their paths must have crossed somewhere, although it wasn’t clear where, as Asim worked in Manchester as a financial consultant and Manish was a taxi driver. Both men lived in different areas of Bradford, Asim in Harden and Manish in Keighley.

      Both men’s cars had been discovered in areas with few cameras, making it difficult to establish the killer’s possible vehicle. Their locations also supported the idea they led alternative lifestyles. One in a well-known, dogging area and the other in an area notorious for the ‘alternative’ sex trade; S&M and the like. The fact they’d also been dumped in similar areas made Gus suspect both victims had been stalked. He’d also got Compo to source a few tattoo experts in the hope they could shed some light on either the equipment used or the artist, and he’d managed to schedule a meeting with Mo’s tattooist in the morning. With it being Sunday, he was grateful to his best friend for wangling this.

      Slumping in his chair, legs crossed at the ankle and resting on the table, Gus studied the crime boards. This killer hadn’t finished yet, of that he was sure. Not by a long shot. They really needed to get a handle on this and quick. So far, the uniforms had come up with nothing, and Gus was champing at the bit for information to propel the case forward. A sudden weariness made him close his eyes. Only for a minute, he promised himself. The gentle click of the radiator as it cooled and the buzz of the dodgy light in the corner of the room soothed him into a light doze … which was broken when the door was thrust open, and DCI Nancy Chalmers, skirt rustling as she walked, burst into the room. ‘Just the man I didn’t want to see!’ she said, her tone business-like.

      Gus started and pulled himself upright, blinking at her. The last person he needed to encounter right now was his boss. Despite her undoubted professionalism, at times, she fussed around him like a mother hen, and it really pissed him off. He wanted to be left to get on with his job. He didn’t need her pecking her solicitous beak into his business. When he spoke, his tone was sharper than he intended. ‘What!’

      ‘Don’t you take that tone with me, Gus McGuire!’ She glared at him, and then, when he blushed, she shook her head and softened her tone. ‘Get yourself home, Gus. You’re knackered, and you’re no good to me like this. GO HOME!’

      Eyes flashing, Gus stood up and stretched. This was exactly the sort of crap he hated. An image of Nancy’s expression if he told her to ‘piss off’ flashed through his mind, and he found himself more tempted than he should have been to blurt it out. He took a deep breath and banished the thought. He was being ungrateful. Nancy wasn’t solely his boss, she was a family friend, and she hadn’t had it easy either since the Matchmaker Case. Resigned to politeness, he said, ‘I’m fine. Just grabbing a bit of shut-eye, that’s all.’

      Nancy strode over and positioned herself in front of his desk, hands on hips. Gus sighed. He recognised the implacable look on her face. No way was she going to budge on this, and to be honest, he didn’t have the energy to argue. With a short nod, he moved over, grabbed his bag and some folders, and headed to the door. With his hand on the knob, he turned and studied her, taking in the paleness of her face and the wrinkles that had appeared there since the previous year. Feeling guilty for his earlier bad thoughts, he smiled and said, ‘I’m not the only one who needs to get some sleep, Nancy. Why don’t you drop me off on your way home?’

      Nancy held his gaze for a few seconds, and then, shoulders slumping, she nodded. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I could do with an early night. I’ll get my things.’ She walked over to the door, and as she reached Gus, she grinned, a glimpse of her old humour in her eyes. ‘What are we like? It’s a Saturday night, and we’re both heading home to a microwave meal, Ant and Dec’s Saturday Night Takeaway and a lonely bottle of whisky. Not exactly jet-setters, are we?’

      Gus grinned. She had a point, and in all the years he’d known her, first as a surrogate aunt and now as his boss, she’d never been wrong. Her close relationship with his mum often meant with Gus, she blurred the professional boundaries. Sometimes, like now, he hated it; then again, most times, he was glad to know she was in his corner.

      ‘Mind you, some might say I’m past it; on the other hand, you should at least be getting a shag on a Saturday night, lad.’ She stretched out her palm and held it to his cheek. ‘You need to get over yourself and start living a little. Get yourself laid once in a while, instead of moping about Alice and Sadia, and taking all the blame for something you had no control over. As we both know through experience, life’s too damn short for that.’ She sniffed and headed for the door. ‘I’ll meet you at the car.’

      She had a point. It had been months since Sadia. Still, he wasn’t interested in that. Not right now. Especially not after the trouble he ended up in last time. No, things were too raw in that department. Following her from the office, Gus cast a last glance at the pictures of the two dead men before snapping off the lights. He’d do his best to get to the bottom of their deaths, but first, sleep. He needed sleep, and whisky! He grinned. A bit of Ant and Dec and a frozen lasagne would do him for tonight. Besides, he was meeting Mo the following day. Who said he didn’t have any fun?
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          Sunday 10:30 Hebden Bridge

        

      

    

    
      Mo was like a kid on a trip to the seaside, bouncing about the car, chattering on about everything and nothing. It made Gus smile, and he knew that was Mo’s intention. When he’d wakened, he’d been cold, and his leg was cramping from sleeping for half the night on the couch. It was his own fault. To avoid nightmares, he had taken to dozing on the sofa, instead of going to bed. The result was, most mornings, he woke up with an aching back and felt more tired than he’d been before he went to sleep. He knew he had to break the habit, and he promised himself next time, he would sleep in his bed.

      He’d picked Mo up from his huge terraced house off Oak Lane in Manningham. His friend lived with his wife and children in the street behind his café, which was aptly named Mo’s SaMosas. Unlike Gus’ house, Mo’s was homely, filled with scattered cushions and toys. The spacious kitchen was covered with paintings and drawings done by the children, and it had a lived-in feel to it. As soon as he’d arrived, he’d been pulled into their chaotic, loving existence. He’d given sweets and hugs to each of Mo’s five girls, all of whom were as beautiful as their mother, Naila, and as kind and good natured as their father.

      Gus loved them, and after being in their company for a mere ten minutes, his spirits lifted. He knew he should spend more time with them. When he and Gabriella had first gotten married, kids had been part of their plans. Hmph! He couldn’t imagine having them now, though. Couldn’t imagine making that sort of commitment again. According to Mo, the girls were always asking after their Uncle Gus, and it seemed like ages since he’d taken them out. As they climbed over him, each vying for his attention, he was happier than he had been in months. Maybe Mo should hire them out as a therapy for depression.

      Amid moans that he was leaving too soon, he promised them a trip to the cinema in the near future, an offer that was met with whoops of glee. Naila had grinned and said, ‘You do know it’ll cost you a small fortune, Gus? They’ll milk you dry with their demands for popcorn and all.’

      Gus grinned and ruffled the hair of Mumtaz, the youngest. ‘If I can’t buy the prettiest girls in Bradford some popcorn, then there’s something far wrong.’ At last, he managed to extricate himself from their hugs, and he and Mo had set off.

      Today’s outing, despite Mo’s holiday mood, was a work trip. Mo, at Gus’ request, was taking him to meet his friend the tattoo artist, Emily Gilpin. She’d applied all of Mo’s many tattoos, and according to Mo, what she didn’t know about the tattooing business wasn’t worth knowing. Gus hoped she had a solid stomach, as the pictures he’d packed to show her were not for the faint-hearted. She’d agreed to meet them on a Sunday because of the urgency of the investigation, and he was appreciative of that. Feeling as if there was something Mo wasn’t telling him, Gus shook off the faint suspicion his mate had something up his sleeve, and put his friend’s giddiness down to the two of them spending time together for the first time in a couple of months.

      As they drove down the steep slope into Hebden Bridge, with its Victorian sandstone houses apparently shaped on a whim to fit the landscape, Mo directed him past the pretty market square along the main road towards the canal where they parked up in a pub car park. Jumping out of the car, Mo told Gus after their meeting, lunch was on him, and then, the pair of them walked against the bracing wind to the canal. Despite it being Sunday, it was busy with dog walkers and families, and Gus was fascinated with the brightly coloured barges lined up along the canal. With quaint names hand-painted on their bows and smoke spiralling from their chimneys, Gus envied the owners’ uncomplicated lives. A few hundred yards along, on a side street opposite the canal, were a series of artists’ workshops, cafés and a bicycle hire and repair shop.

      A busker, playing a guitar, belted out songs in a less than tuneful tone. Attached with strings to his instrument was a moth-eaten papier-mâché doll with mad woman’s hair and clown lipstick. As the musician played, the toy bobbed up and down in a macabre dance. Gus, thinking it resembled something out of a Saw movie, gave the busker and doll a wide berth. Traumatic memories of his sister Katie’s favourite doll, Gemma, staring at him with her googly green eyes had remained with him into adulthood.

      Emily Gilpin’s tattoo parlour had an intricate spray-painted sign outside. Mo rapped his knuckles on the door three times and entered without waiting for a reply. The waiting room walls were decorated with images in different shaped frames representing all sorts of tattoo designs from Celtic knots to floral displays and peace symbols, and from Indian gods and goddesses to birds of prey.

      Gus made a mental note to suggest Dr Mahmood invest in some of this artwork for her rather twee waiting room. Maybe he’d buy one for her as a leaving present when she eventually signed him off as compos mentis. He grinned to himself. He reckoned it’d be a while before she thought he was anywhere near ready; in the meantime, one of these paintings would go a long way to making her waiting room less soulless. Thinking of her waiting room made him remember the demise of Nemo. He’d tried to appear nonchalant when he’d asked her about the massive dark fish with the trailing fronds coming out its head. Still, he sensed she’d picked up on his grief when she’d told him it had died. He knew it was only a fish; nevertheless, Nemo’s absence left a hole in his gut. He’d grown used to using his brief interactions with the fish as a way to prepare himself for his sessions with the psychiatrist. What would he do now?

      Taking a deep breath, Gus forced himself back to the real world and continued to study the frames. Even when Emily came out from the tattoo room, Gus was reluctant to drag his eyes away from the artwork. No sooner had he finished absorbing one image when another one caught his eye. However, this was work. He grinned at the petite woman before him. And then frowned. He’d expected her to be covered from head to foot in tattoos; instead, she had only a few visible. Each one was delicate, the colours and highlights bright and intricate. They were completely unlike the one he was about to show her and served to emphasise how barbaric the killer was. He had a momentary pang he was going to somehow taint all the beauty around him in the studio.

      However, Mo jumped to his rescue, thrusting out his arm to show her how good her most recently applied Celtic knot tattoo looked, and Gus’ uncertainty faded. He really needed any information she could give.

      Emily led them into the inner room, where a chair and a bed stood with her tattoo equipment beside it. She pointed to the chair, and Gus sat down, looking around in wonder at the images that adorned these walls too. For the first time, he really appreciated how much of a craft it was, how skilled a good tattoo artist was. He’d always slagged Mo off for being addicted to tattooing; now, having seen the delicacy of the artworks in this room, he could begin to understand his friend’s compulsion.

      It wasn’t until Emily said, ‘Roll your sleeve up,’ that he realised she’d been setting up the machine, whilst something was printing off her computer. Hadn’t Mo told her why he was there?

      ‘Oh, no. I’ve not come for a tattoo. I only need some information.’

      Emily frowned. ‘You’re booked in for a tattoo on your upper arm.’

      Gus glanced at Mo, who smiled in what Gus recognised as his false, ‘I’m innocent’ expression. Scowling at his friend, Gus said, ‘I’m sorry, I think Mo’s misled you. I really only want to ask you about some tattoos.’

      Mo exchanged a conspiratorial glance with Emily. ‘What did I tell you? He’s a wuss. A big, fat scaredy-cat.’

      Gus glowered at him. ‘No, I’m not, Mo. I just don’t want a tatt. Besides, you’ve got more than enough to go around.’

      As Emily watched their interaction with a bemused smile on her face, Mo folded his arms over his chest and snorted, ‘Told you. Wuss!’ His tone was full of derision.

      Gus blushed. He knew that Mo was partly right. The thought of hundreds of little needles pricking his flesh combined with the memory of the swastika tattoos on the victims made him wince. There was no way he was going to rush into some foolhardy tattoo because Mo was calling his bluff. ‘Look, it’s not something you rush into, okay?’

      ‘No, I know,’ said Mo, his tone triumphant. ‘That’s why I’ve done this.’ And he showed Gus the template of a small, three-inch square Bob Marley with his dreads made up of serpents. ‘It’s Greg’s painting in miniature. Thought you’d like it. Emily says she can do it really nice. Mostly in black with a bit of red, green and yellow shading for emphasis. You know, Rasta colours.’

      Gus considered the small printed image Mo had sent to Emily. It was perfect. He must have taken a photo of Greg’s painting that held pride of place in Gus’ living room. Tracing the serpents Greg had drawn to replace Marley’s dreads, a lump formed in Gus’ throat, rendering him speechless.

      When his silence continued, Mo jostled from foot to foot, biting his lip. ‘It’ll fit right there on your upper arm, Gus. A nice tribute to Greg, you know? Although, if you really don’t want to, that’s okay.’

      He made to take the template back, but Gus pulled his hand away. His heart swelled in his chest as he glanced from the miniature copy of the painting to Mo’s expectant face. With a tight smile, he nodded once and rolled his right sleeve up until the top of his arm was exposed. ‘This is the perfect tattoo for me. You’re more perceptive than you look.’

      Afterwards, armed with a tube of Bepanthen cream and plastic film wrapped around his throbbing bicep, Gus, Emily and Mo headed to the pub to talk about the swastika tattoos. Tossing the keys to Mo, Gus said, ‘You’re driving. I need a drink after that experience.’

      Mo tossed them back with a laugh, ‘Alcohol thins the blood, so it’s not a good idea after you’ve been tattooed. Looks like Emily will be the only one drinking.’

      Gus shook his head and then laughed. ‘Can’t believe I did this.’

      With a rueful look, Mo nodded. ‘No, neither can I. Naila’s gonna kill me. She made me promise not to force you.’

      Gus flung his arm round Mo’s neck, then instantly regretted it, as he had nudged the tattoo. ‘Ouch! You didn’t force me, Mo. Just used your gentle powers of persuasion.’

      Settled in a quiet corner of the bar near the fire, Gus explained about the current case and made Emily promise secrecy. He showed the close-up photographs of the tattoo and explained where they were located on the body.

      She flinched. ‘My God! That is pure torture. That must’ve killed.’ Then, she grimaced. ‘Oops, you know what I mean.’ She picked up the clearest photo. ‘It’s quite obvious this was done by an amateur. The ink is irregular and lacks the delicate touch of today’s machines. Whoever applied this tattoo exerted too much pressure, and,’ she frowned, ‘it looks like one of the old, two-coiled machines was used. Nowadays, we use electro-magnetic machines. However, at the beginning of the last century, they used two-coiled ones. The tatts they created were similar to this. Marginally better, in the right hands, than prison tatts. However, these,’ she tapped the photos, ‘would have caused a lot of pain in that area, even if a professional had applied them. In the hands of an amateur, those men must have screamed their lungs out.’
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      Light snow fell over Bradford’s Mirror Pool. Each flake was translucent, a mere shimmer in the white LED lights, making the scene other-worldly. The Alhambra and the old Odeon building loomed, shapely turrets and domes like statuesque guardians, defining the skyline on the opposite side of the road. City Hall, its scaffolding removed, dominated the near side.

      Graeme Weston smiled. For him, today had been other-worldly. Never in his wildest imaginings had he expected this. It was like a dream come true. All his hard work – all their hard work – had finally paid off, and he was almost overwhelmed. The series of events leading to this point could not have panned out better if he’d tried. He’d been longing to take up the mantle for Bradford since he was a teenager, and now, with the resignation of Clive Clementon, the climate had never been more in their favour.

      The Greens were superfluous, the Labour Party jam-packed full of Pakis and poofs, and the Tories totally discredited. Besides which, the city was in a mess. The Matchmaker fiasco last year had delivered a resounding blow to Bradford’s law and order. People felt uneasy. Who could they trust, if their public figures were corrupt? That, combined with the recent gang murders, and the subsequent spotlight on the immigrants and the current spate of killings, had bled the city dry and brought drugs and prostitution to their midst. No wonder Bradford had voted for Brexit. In Bradford, the natives were restless. They were ready for a change, and he was ready to offer it. Hopefully, this by-election wouldn’t be followed by an early general election. Who the hell knew what nonsense would occur after Article 50 was triggered?

      His team had made sure the media were there, and every supporter they could find had been dragged out, so a sizeable crowd in winter coats, scarves and gloves huddled at the bottom of City Hall steps. Its regularly changing turret light illuminated the banners and slogans held by his party’s supporters. He knew it would look great on the news and had high hopes of it hitting the national as well as local and regional outlets. The people of Bradford needed to hear his message loud and clear; he was there to fight for them. No more kowtowing to ‘the ethnics,’ ‘the deviants,’ ‘the immigrants’ and, of course, the PC wishy-washiness of Westminster.

      The only slight cloud on the snowy horizon was he hadn’t told Christine yet. She wouldn’t be happy with him putting himself forward in the public eye. Not when they had Jacob to think about. He shrugged. They’d kept their secret this long, and he was sure they could keep it a bit longer. She didn’t fully support his political agenda, so he’d left her in the dark. He’d have to tell her sooner rather than later. However, before he could come clean, he’d have to confront her about that other matter. His lips tightened. She’d disappointed him, let him down again, and he was gutted.

      As the crowd began to chant his name, he put all thoughts of Christine to the back of his mind and stepped forward, both arms raised, waving at the five-hundred-strong crowd who had gathered for this announcement. At the back of the throng, he could see the media cameras aimed at him. Raising his head, he smiled his best smile. The one he’d been practising in the privacy of his bathroom for weeks, the one that would become his campaign smile and would be plastered over every newspaper in the country. If Farage and Trump could do it, then so could he. Turning this way and that, he basked in the attention, soaking up the positive vibes, playing the crowd and making sure the photographers had plenty of material to work with. He was good at this, always had been, and he intended to take full advantage of this opportunity.

      At last, he stopped waving, and taking the microphone from his campaign manager, Michael Hogg, he waited for silence. From the corner of his eye, he saw police cars driving onto the concrete park and officers alighting. Hmm, that could work in his favour. Public opinion of the police wasn’t very high at the moment, and if they made one mistake, a single misstep, it would work in his favour. Still smiling, he began to speak to his acolytes.

      ‘There has been a wave of unrest in this fine city for many years. Our culture has been diluted, our economy shattered, our jobs looted, and our houses taken over by huge litters of foreigners. We, the pure Bradford folk, have been the ones to suffer.’

      A wave of cheering made him pause for a moment. Adrenaline surged through his system at such a positive response. This was what he was made for. This was what he deserved. As the police drew closer, he pulled an envelope from his pocket and waved it in the air.

      ‘This is my nomination to stand as Albion First’s parliamentary candidate for Bradford Central.’

      Resounding roars met his words. He felt like Chamberlain brandishing the signed Munich Agreement. The only difference was he would not make any appeasement pacts. He would stand strong for what his party believed in, for the good of this country. Waving the envelope again, his smile in place, he lowered it, waiting for the cheers and clapping to subside before continuing. ‘This tsunami of rioting and deviance and violence must be avenged, and if Westminster won’t do it, nay, if Westminster can’t do it, then who will?’ He raised his hands in the same way he’d seen his hero Adolf do, and the crowd erupted in a chorus of ‘Weston, Weston, Weston!’

      This felt so good. Bowing his head this way and that, he kept his arms raised, commanding their respect, their adulation. Everything was going exactly to plan. He grinned as the police edged even closer. His team had made sure the Pakis knew he was here and what he was doing. His supporters had wanted to incite anger in them, riling them up good and proper. Looked like they’d succeeded. A nod from Michael told him they’d been spotted converging on the park from the top end. Now, it was time for the carefully choreographed finale.

      Grinning, he calmed the crowd, and as the first group of thugs approached, he raised his voice and said, ‘The time is now. No more concessions to Islam, no more mosques and temples in our city. No more deviant behaviour. No more job stealers, benefit thieves and filth. No more immigrants. We … are … Christian! We … are … British!’

      As the crowd erupted in cheers, groups of angry Asians began to run towards City Hall. The police, on alert, moved to divert the youth. Graeme Weston quietly moved off the steps and, flanked by his bodyguards, sidled to the side car park where the Bradford Chronicle journalist, Jez Hopkins, waited, as arranged.

      As the angry clash between his supporters and the Asians erupted, Weston grinned. It was all part of the plan. His supporters had been instructed to back away. Not to respond. To let the Pakis throw the first punch. Hopkins’ cameraman would record it all, and in the papers tomorrow morning would be vindication of his beliefs.

      He glanced at Michael, who, face red with exertion, ran up to him. ‘Well?’

      Hogg grinned. ‘Exactly as we’d planned. Two Pakis arrested, and our lot are backing off. The police focus is on them now, and that’s what will be reported.’

      ‘Brilliant! You’ve excelled yourself, Michael.’ And he thumped his second-in-command on the back, before turning to greet the waiting reporter. Extending his arms for a double-handed handshake, Graeme shook his head. ‘Freedom of speech in this country, and in this city, is seriously at risk. Those people don’t want to listen to what the majority say. They want to take over our city and make it into a mini Pakistan. Do you know what they call Bradford?’ He shook his head, his lips curled in disgust. ‘Bradistan, that’s what they call our beautiful city. This is unacceptable. We need to reclaim it before it’s too late.’
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          21:30 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Coconut fragrance filled Christine Weston’s bathroom. She inhaled the intense aroma as she lit each of the candles dotted around the spacious en-suite. Steam floated around her, and the gentle gurgle of water flowing into her bath soothed her. With a languid motion, she swirled her hand through the liquid, dispersing the bath oil and creating a luxurious flurry of bubbles.

      Turning the taps off, she pulled her hair up into an untidy knot and began to undress. As she peeled her knickers down her legs, the musky scent of sex teased her nostrils. Remembering what she’d been doing only an hour earlier, she purred deep in her throat like a smug cat with an excess of cream. As she moved, her muscles protested, reminding her of just how athletic they’d been. Her smile widened as she inhaled more deeply, the smell arousing her again. Naked now, she lowered herself into the bath, gasping with pleasure as the warmth engulfed her. Leaning her head back against the plastic cushion, she flopped her knees apart, savouring the sensation of lapping water against her genitals. With a sigh, she closed her eyes and lowered her hand beneath the foam. Allowing herself to relive the experience, she shuddered, once more, to orgasm.

      Afterwards, still glowing in the aftermath, her heart rate returned to normal. She soaped her body to get rid of the evidence. Amazing how a bit of illicit sex can spice things up.

      Later, snuggled in her towelling bathrobe, the belt drawn tightly around her slender waist, she applied moisturiser to her face and body. After a quick squirt of Tiffany eau de parfum, she left her room, pausing to glance in at her son, who, headphones on, was oblivious to her presence at his bedroom door. He’d been poorly again, and she was glad that now he seemed happy, nodding in time to whatever Ed Sheeran song he was currently into. His body looked disproportionate, all angles and gangly limbs, as he waited to grow into his new adolescent frame. Despite tugging his fringe down to try to cover them, a smattering of angry pimples was visible on his brow. Jacob had many obstacles in his life, yet he coped with them all, displaying a maturity lacking in many adults. She was tempted to walk over and ruffle his tousled chestnut hair and drop a kiss on his head, but he wouldn’t thank her for that, so she contented herself with one last glance.

      She headed downstairs to wait for her husband to come back from whichever boring meeting he was at tonight. Switching lights on as she moved through the house, she entered the kitchen and opened the American-sized fridge. She took out the open bottle of white wine and retrieved the packet of Dairy Milk chocolate from where she’d hidden it behind the lettuce in the salad tray so Jacob wouldn’t snaffle it.

      Wine glass in hand, she reached over the sink to close the blind, and glancing into the garden, she was startled to see movement in the darkness beyond. The wine glass slid from her fingers and shattered as she strained to see what had made her jump. The sound of something banging into the recycling bin made her jolt again, and she backed away from the window, one hand to her mouth, the other clutching the top of her robe closed around her throat, as if that would offer protection from whatever was outside. Her eyes became more accustomed to the darkness, and then, with a relieved giggle, she saw the white tip of the fox’s tail as it strolled into the middle of the lawn. It paused, turning its head back towards the side gate before running into the gloom at the back of the garden.

      Ever since they’d moved into this house, Christine had been nervous on her own. It was one of her husband’s property developer builds, and although she hadn’t told him, she’d never liked it. She found the heavy foliage and giant trees around the periphery of the large garden oppressive. She’d have much preferred a smaller, less melodramatic home with a garden that didn’t necessitate a monthly overhaul by a gardener who leered at her. However, such decisions were not hers to make. Her husband, keen to aspire to greater social class, placed great stock by such things. Instead, she’d diverted her anxieties into making the inner décor warm and welcoming for her son.

      Feeling foolish, she shook her head and lowered the blinds before walking over to the alarm control panel by the back door. Hmph, as usual, someone, probably Graeme, had turned off the outdoor motion sensor. Typical bloody skinflint! He’d spend a fortune on a status symbol like Hawthorn Lodge yet, saving a few pennies was more important than her feeling secure in her own home. It wasn’t the first time he’d done this, and it really annoyed her. He always said, he ‘paid the bills.’ As if she didn’t work. As if her job wasn’t worthwhile. Granted, her salary was nowhere near as large as his, but at least she wasn’t idle. Sometimes, she thought that the only reason he allowed her to work was so he could moan about how little she earned.

      She flicked the sensor on and was reassured when the external lights remained off. She shuddered. Surely, nobody was out there. She chided herself. Of course not. Why the hell would there be someone in their back garden on a Sunday evening in February? Anyone that was out there would have had to access their property via the alley behind the lower semis. The ones that Graeme had taken so much care to obscure. Then, they’d have to be determined enough to squeeze their way through dense bushes, work their way up the steep slope and climb the barricades he’d erected as extra protection from the unwashed masses beneath. Stupid. No-one in their right minds would do that. Despite Graeme’s elevated sense of his own value, they weren’t important enough … not rich enough.

      With a sigh, she picked up the larger shards of glass from the sink and wrapped them in newspaper before placing them in the bin and washing away the tiny splinters that remained. Thank God she hadn’t decided to use one of the crystal glasses. Graeme would have gone spare if she had. With any luck, he’d never notice this one was gone. She couldn’t be bothered with yet another lecture about her clumsiness. Taking another glass from the cupboard and picking up her chocolate, she wandered through to the living room, dimming the lights as she went.

      Snuggled in the oversized sofa, she activated the Bluetooth and selected her easy listening playlist before reaching over and picking up the remote control for the curtains. Still unsettled from her earlier fright, she peered out the window. The external lights remained off, yet she couldn’t shake off the feeling of being watched. Pressing the remote, she was happier, more secure, when the curtains closed with a near-silent swish. No bogeyman could get her now! She grinned, poured herself some wine and unwrapped her chocolate. Might as well end the evening in the same spirit of indulgence as the rest of the day … after all, her peace would be spoiled as soon as Graeme got back.
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          22:15 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      The Eccleshill streets are almost empty. The cold night-time drizzle has sent people indoors, and there is that Sunday night feel to the evening. Only a few groups of lads loitering outside the chip shop and a few couples, arms linked, walking back from the Craven Heifer pub, break the silence. Nobody pays me any attention as I edge along the street, head down and hood up. Earlier, I’d parked two streets away from the Weston’s cul-de-sac, on the main road in front of the chippie. Sandwiched between a Land Rover and a Mercedes, my van isn’t noteworthy. Heart still thudding from nearly being caught in the garden, I slide into the seat and flick the ignition on. The rush of adrenaline that had flooded my veins is wearing off now, and shivers are taking over.

      Reaching over, I switch the heating on and breathe in a long sigh of relief. She’d been staring right at me through the darkness. I could see her clearly by the light from behind her, and when she’d been distracted by the dropped glass, my only option had been to sneak away like a thief through the night. It was very annoying, though, that the recycling bin had been in the way. Thank goodness the fox had been startled and run onto the lawn. It had been a close thing. A very close thing, but it was important to be sure Christine was back home where she should be.

      In this game, timing is everything, and after her earlier indiscretions, it pays to be careful. She’d get her comeuppance, no doubt about that. Shame, though, that there’d be no witnesses to her retribution. Couldn’t risk it again. She’d turned on the motion sensor, so there’d be no more prowling until it was turned off again … maybe the chance would come to do that tomorrow or the next day at the latest. In the meantime, a low profile is probably in order. Besides which, I have better things to do tonight. More important things. Things that will teach that silly woman a thing or two. Maybe then she’ll appreciate what she has, and what she is risking.
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          11:15 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      She must have dozed off. The first thing that told her that her husband was home, was the sound of something slamming onto the top of the glass coffee table, sending her glass shuddering across it. Toppling over, it shattered as it hit the table top, sending a gush of wine onto the carpet. Heart thumping, Christine struggled to pull herself out from the depths of the plush sofa that was attempting to swallow her whole. Her eyes blinked at the sudden harshness of the living room lights that, presumably, Graeme had switched to full power when he had come in. Mesmerised, she watched the spilled wine as it pooled by the edge of the table before dripping slowly off the edge. Thank God she hadn’t chosen the red.

      Conscious that the belt of her robe had worked its way undone, Christine pulled the flaps together over her naked thighs and, with frantic fingers, nipped the collar together to cover her breasts. Flashing anxious glances from her husband to the still dripping wine, she struggled to sit up. It was then she noticed the brown envelope that had nudged the stem of the wine glass. Frowning, she glanced at her husband. His eyes flashed, and a scowl pulled his brows together, darkening his expression. He wasn’t a big man, yet when he was angry, he had a tendency to puff out his chest like a bullfrog. His engorged body encroached on her space, dwarfing her. Right now, he seemed to fill the room. His blond hair stood out in angry spikes, his face was a ball of florid anger.

      Christine still clutched her dressing gown, soothed by its softness and the fabric conditioner scent released by her touch. Her voice was tremulous when she spoke. ‘What is it, Graeme? Is something wrong?’

      Graeme Weston spun away from his wife and marched over to the drinks cabinet. With staccato movements that set her nerves even more on edge, he poured himself a large brandy before flinging himself into the chair opposite her. Poised now, on the very edge of the sofa, she forced herself to stop kneading her robe and instead placed her hands in her lap, one on each thigh. She waited as Graeme sipped his drink, his dark eyes never leaving her face. The colour rose over Christine’s cheeks in a hot flush. She refused to ask again what was wrong. He wouldn’t speak until he was ready.

      Casting a sideways glance at the envelope, she wondered what was inside. Probably some manifesto or article he’d written about the dangers of jihadists in Bradford or Muslim immigrants and the Caliphate. She hoped he wasn’t going to ask her to proofread it for him. The poison that dripped so easily from his tongue made her feel sick. Yet, she stayed with him; she had little choice. It wasn’t as if she was strong enough to argue against him. Deep down, she despised herself for failing to challenge him. So, in order to cope, she compartmentalised. Sometimes, she wondered what the liberal people she worked with would think of her husband’s toxic views. If only things were different. If only she was different.

      She heard him release a deep breath. When he leaned back in the armchair and crossed his legs, she knew he was nearly ready to get whatever had put him in such a bad mood off his chest. ‘Go on then, Christine, darling. Take a look.’ He inclined his head to the envelope, his eyes never leaving her face. His voice was steady, although his tone betrayed his underlying tension. She’d seen him like this before, and it never ended well for her.

      Heart beating faster, her palms started to sweat. She wiped them down her robe and hesitated. Whatever was inside the envelope was something she wasn’t going to like. With a trembling hand, she picked it up. Maintaining eye contact with her husband, she opened it and slid the contents partway out. Flicking a glance down, she saw that they were photographs.

      ‘Well, love. Have a proper look.’ he said, his cloying voice at odds with his expression. To an outsider, Graeme would look very calm. Christine, though, knew the tell-tale signs. The narrowing of his eyes, the cynical half-smile, the way he tapped his fingers on his knee… she knew he was barely holding on to his temper. Her breath caught in her throat, and a sinking dread made her mouth dry. She turned the envelope over so the front of the top photo was visible and gasped. Whatever she’d expected, it wasn’t this. How could this have happened? Where had Graeme got these foul images, and who had taken them?

      Tears blurring her vision, she risked a peep up at him, and then, seeing his tight lips, she directed her gaze once more, at the photo. There, in front of her, was an image of herself, mouth half-open, head thrown back, throat exposed, eyes closed in mid-orgasm, as she straddled a man who was not her husband. Fighting against the panic that pounded in her chest when she saw her husband stand up, she, too, jumped to her feet. As her eyes darted upwards to meet his gaze, he backhanded her across the cheek, sending her head ricocheting backwards with the force.

      ‘Stupid bitch! You couldn’t even be discreet, could you?’
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          Sunday 02:30 The Kill Site

        

      

    

    
      It is getting to be a habit, this sneaking away in the middle of the night; however, I am getting good at it. Nobody noticed, and I have to say, it feels good to be doing something proactive. Something productive and meaningful, for a change. This time had been easier than the others. He’d been walking back from the pub – oh, what a good Muslim he is; fornicating, committing adultery and drinking alcohol. The sooner he meets his Allah, the better.

      I laugh, remembering his startled face as he walked past the van, and I jumped out. He was too drunk to react, and I was very quick. I’ve always been agile, and a drunk Paki is no match for me. This one was special to me, almost personal, in a warped sort of way. I knew he’d take the shortcut from the Old Boar in Thornbury, down the back alley behind his house and in his back door. I hid in the shadows of the wheelie bins and waited until he passed before injecting him from behind. Dragging him into the van, I tied him up in less than two minutes. One for The Guinness Book of Records, I would think. Don’t suppose they monitor that sort of thing, though.

      I’m getting fed up waiting for him to come around. Tara’s a bit unsociable as well tonight. She’s had her treat and is now rubbing her neck against the tree. Horses are fickle beasts – well, some of them, anyway. The other two horses have never been over-friendly. Only Tara sees fit to keep me company through the night. I had wondered if I was taking a risk driving right through the gate onto the field. Considering the entrance is so far from the main road and the track is rarely used, I think it’s safe enough. As long as I am gone by daybreak, I’ll be fine.

      Anyway, I don’t leave any trace behind. I bag up my ink cartridges, gloves and suit and dump them in different bins all over Bradford. Some I even fling in the canal, although I don’t really like doing that – polluting our lovely waterways and killing off wildlife. Who knows what toxins are in those inks? After all, they are quite old. They’d come with the machine when I bought it from the old antique shop months ago, and they didn’t have a sell-by date on them. Nowadays, according to the man in the shop, tattooists have all sorts of hoops to go through: sell-by dates on the inks, numbing wipes, sterile wipes, aftercare rules. Not that any of that stuff applies to me. My ‘clients’ don’t need any aftercare, and I don’t much care about the rest anyway.

      He’ll be waking up any minute, so I cast a last look at Tara and head inside to put my ‘uniform’ on. I’m looking forward to hearing Razaul Ul Haq’s cries, and I’ve already chosen my dump site. This was going to be so much better than the others. I might not even wear my ear defenders for this one. Get the full benefit of his pain.
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          08:15 City Academy, Manchester Road

        

      

    

    
      Christine pulled into her usual parking spot in the school car park and leaned her head on the head rest for a second before giving herself a mental shake and sitting up. Flicking the sun shield down, she opened the mirror and checked her face. Her fingers moved over her cheek, and with lips tightening, she studied the slight bruising her foundation failed to conceal.

      Despite the events of the previous night, she’d risen early and had chivvied Jacob to get ready for school. He’d been poorly over the weekend. His condition had flared up, and he’d been in a lot of pain, but it had eased now, and Christine was reluctant to let him stay at home. He was in Year Nine, and she knew he needed to be in school. He’d quizzed her about their argument the previous night, and she’d deflected, saying it was about the broken wine glass.

      Satisfied she’d done the best she could to hide the bruise, she pushed open the door and slid from the car, at the same time as Mr Dhanjal, the physics teacher, got out of his.

      Smiling, she sent a half-wave in his direction and was surprised when he frowned at her and hurried ahead. Looked like she wasn’t the only one with family troubles. Turning to pick up her handbag from the passenger seat, she locked the car and headed towards the ultra-modern school building.

      As she walked, she became aware of a couple of the sixth-form pupils staring at her and whispering. Recognising Seema Patel, who was one of the students she mentored, she smiled and was surprised when Seema scowled at her and turned her back. Christine faltered, debating whether to stop and challenge the girl or wait until class. Then, seeing it was nearly registration time, and she still had to drop her bag in the staff room, she kept on going. Entering the reception area, she smiled at the receptionist as she signed in and was surprised when her greeting was ignored. What was going on? It was as if she was in a play, and everyone else knew the plot, bar her.

      As she moved along the corridor, she was aware of whispers and snide glances and her heart started to quicken. Surely her indiscretion couldn’t have reached the attention of the pupils and staff she worked with. Surely Graeme wouldn’t have broadcast it. She gave herself a shake. What was she thinking? Of course, Graeme wouldn’t broadcast that. Perhaps someone else had. Knowing her cheeks were flushed, Christine pushed open the staff room door and walked in to a babble of chatter. As soon as the teachers registered her presence, their chatter trailed off, and instead of their normal cheery greetings, some of them turned away, heads down, avoiding her glance. Others stared straight at her, their faces tight and scornful.

      The smile faded from her lips as she realised even her closest friends in the school had made no effort to greet her. Swallowing, she took a step forward, ignoring the pools of sweat gathering in her armpits and said, ‘Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?’

      A few of the teachers mumbled under their breath and moved to the side. Mr Dhanjal, on the contrary, stepped forward, waving a copy of the Bradford Chronicle in the air. His eyes flashed, and his voice shook as he almost spat at her. ‘What’s going on? What the hell do you think is going on? Did you expect us not to react to this?’ He thrust the newspaper at her, forcing Christine to take a step back. ‘How can you expect us to work with you now?’

      Christine paled. Surely the Bradford Chronicle hadn’t somehow got hold of those photos. Please, God, not that. Moving like a robot, she stretched out her hand and took the paper from him, almost not daring to look. Glancing round the room, she saw everyone was looking at her, waiting for her reaction. Closing her eyes, she took a deep, steadying breath, and then, opening them again, she flapped the paper so she could see the lead article. Lowering her eyes to the front-page headlines, she gasped. For a long moment, she remained motionless, blinking in disbelief at what she saw.

      Her frown deepened as she absorbed the extent of her husband’s treachery. This was the real punishment for her indiscretion. He knew she worked in the biggest and most diverse inner-city school in Bradford, and he’d left her to walk into the lion’s den this morning unprepared and unaware of this headline. How could she continue to work here after this? Nausea rose in her throat, and she let the paper drop to the floor as she stumbled to the staff toilets, the newspaper headlines branded on her eyeballs. ‘Graeme Weston, local business man, to represent Albion First in the upcoming by-election in newly formed Bradford City constituency.’
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          10:30 Heaton Woods

        

      

    

    
      The early morning drizzle had, as promised by the forecasters, given way to snow at around nine o’clock and grown in intensity in the intervening hour and a half. Dr Fergus McGuire, muffled by a long scarf and wearing a huge overcoat, shivered as he glanced around.

      The cordoned-off area was like a quagmire, having been trampled over by numerous booted feet. Trees, still stripped of their leaves, looked forlorn against the unaccustomed activity, whilst the few evergreens, with their branches bending under the snow, seemed to be bowing in supplication. His feet were cold in his wellies, and he wished he’d taken the extra few seconds to don the second pair of thick socks Corrine had proffered when he had gotten the call. You’d think, after thirty years of marriage, he’d heed his wife’s advice. Corrine was seldom wrong. Perhaps her many years as a paediatric consultant had made her infallible, or perhaps everything she’d struggled against to achieve excellence in her chosen career had necessitated efficiency. Whatever it was, whether in the hospital or at home, his petite wife was a force to be reckoned with.

      Slipping and skidding his way down the crude uneven steps from the top of Ashwell Road into the woods, he hardly noticed his surroundings. A waiting constable guided him to his left into the depths of the woods where the body lay, now covered by a crime scene tent. Dotted around the area were a series of markers and floor plates placed to protect evidence. As the crow flies, he was a mere ten-minute, strenuous trek uphill to his own house at the top of the woods behind Shay Golf Course, on the back road towards Cottingley, but it seemed like a different world.

      He shivered. Never had the prospect of his study with its huge open fire been so appealing. Feeling a tickle at his nose, he plunged his hand into his pocket withdrawing a linen handkerchief, with which he barely managed to contain the explosive sneeze. Glancing around, he had the satisfaction of seeing at least two of the officers had jumped at the sudden noise. He grinned. Good to keep them on their toes.

      ‘Sorry, boys.’ Folding the hanky, he wiped his streaming eyes and reconciled himself to taking off his overcoat and replacing its snug warmth with the thin crime scene suit he so detested. If he could work effectively in his coat, he would, but he knew he’d feel too restricted. Besides which, he wasn’t sure they had a large enough suit to cover both him and his bulky coat.

      A young officer he didn’t recognise appeared by his side wearing a smile that was far too cheery for the weather conditions. Offering a suit and shoe covers to the Doctor, he said, ‘Body’s in there. We’re waiting for the DI.’

      Fergus knew that ‘the DI’ would be Angus in his role as senior investigating officer, and he hoped his son had managed to get some rest since he’d last seen him at the morgue. He took his coat off and thrust it towards the officer before struggling into the overalls, saying, ‘Make sure you keep that dry, laddie. I’ve already got a cold, and if it turns into pneumonia because I’ve had to put on a wet coat after hours wi’ only a bloody bunny suit for warmth, I ken who I’ll be suing, okay?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ The officer, looking apprehensive, bundled the coat in his arms and stumbled through the snow in the direction of a crime scene van that had managed to drive into the woods through the Park Drive entrance. In the process, no doubt, it had obliterated foliage, churned up turf and ground leaves and mud into unsightly whirls. The Heaton Woods Trust wouldn’t be happy about that, however, what was the alternative?

      Pushing one wellied foot into the depths of the overall, whilst attempting to keep the rest of it off the muddy damp ground, was proving difficult. Cursing, Fergus hopped on one foot like a ballet dancing elephant in a tutu. He attempted to pull the suit up one leg to his groin before trying to shove the second in. Without warning, his rubber-soled boot slipped on a clump of squelching muck, and he skidded. Whilst maintaining a pincer grip on the body of his overall with one hand, he reached out with the other snatching at twigs on a nearby tree, and swearing as each one broke under his weight. At last, he managed to grab a sturdy branch and pull himself upright. Maintaining as dignified a stance as his ridiculous antics allowed, he ignored the giggles from the few officers who’d witnessed the event.

      Leaning against the tree, his face hot with a combination of embarrassment and exertion, he manoeuvred his other leg inside, and with a series of wiggles, yanked it up over his rounded belly. Next, he thrust his arms through the sleeves, pulled it over his shoulders and zipped it up, before turning to face the still giggling men. ‘Shut up, you lot! Never seen a man fall before? Well, let me tell youse: if I’d landed on my arse, and you lot had just stood there, wi’ glaickit looks on your stupid puses, you’d be chortling on the other sides o’ yer faces now.’

      One of the officers shook his head and wiped the laughter tears from his eyes. ‘That right, Doc? You and whose army?’

      ‘Och, away wi’ ye. You useless bloody galoot,’ said Fergus, laughing now alongside them. Well aware his capers would have lightened the darkness of the moment, he didn’t grudge them that.

      As he’d been talking, the same PC who’d taken his coat approached. Taking two pairs of nitrile gloves and surgical mask from him, Fergus yanked the hood over his head, dangled the mask round his neck and pulled on both pairs of gloves. As he did so, he noticed Angus, dreads flaring out behind him, gambolling like a sure-footed lion down the very same steps he had traversed, somewhat less elegantly, minutes earlier.

      Taking a moment to observe his son, Fergus was pleased to see his limp had almost gone. All his jogging and the hours spent at the gym were paying off. As the laddie neared, Fergus sighed. Shame the same couldn’t be said for the boy’s mental health. The lines in his forehead and his sunken cheeks showed he was clearly still wracked with grief, and his pallor indicated sleep had not been a large part of his weekend. Fergus would have been less concerned if he’d thought the lad had been out partying. How long could the boy continue like this? Still reeling from the loss of his best friend, Angus had been flung back into two traumatic cases, one after the other. What he needed was a holiday. A complete break away from all this for a while, but would he listen? Would he hell! He was as stubborn as his mother.

      Raising a hand in greeting, he continued into the tent, knowing Angus would join him when he was suited-up and would, no doubt, be full of questions. He already knew it was the body of a young, naked Asian man, and what he wanted to ascertain was just how similar this scene was to the other two. Using the stepping plates set out already by the scene of crime officers, he approached the young man. What a tragic waste!

      Straight away, he saw the body had been laid out like the other two men. The victim’s feet were crossed at the ankles and his arms extended out at shoulder level. His clothes had been folded in a neat pile near his head. Presumably, they’d been cut off him in the same way as the other two; however, he’d wait until he got to the lab to look at them properly.

      He nodded to a nearby SOCO. ‘You can bag these now, if you like.’

      He watched the SOCO open a plastic sheet onto which he placed the clothes. Opening each item, he shook it onto the plastic to catch any debris whilst another SOCO took photos of each part of the process. Didn’t look like there was much forensic evidence there, but you never knew. They might get lucky.

      ‘Sliced off, like the other victims?’ asked Fergus, as the SOCO held up a shirt.

      ‘Looks like it. Up the seams to the armpits and then along each arm.’ Placing the shirt in a paper bag, he moved onto the victim’s jeans. ‘These have been sliced up the outer leg to the waist. Belt’s here too.’

      ‘Any ID?’ asked Fergus.

      ‘No, nothing.’

      ‘Maybe DI McGuire will already have been notified of a missing person. That would certainly help speed up the investigation.’

      As the SOCO repeated the process with each item, Fergus turned his attention to the prone body. Two scene of crime officers waited, one with a camera ready to document his examination, the other ready to assist, where necessary. Above their masks, their anxious glances told him they wanted him to crack on so they could get the body moved. Once they’d erected the tent around the body and searched the wider area, they were obliged to wait for him, before they could transfer the body to the morgue.

      Kneeling beside the victim, Dr McGuire switched on his tape recorder and declared the victim dead. He then commenced his initial observation of the corpse prior to having it removed to the mortuary to await the post-mortem. ‘Naked body of an Asian male, probably early thirties, lying prone in freezing conditions. Significant bruising to the neck, torso and limbs. Groin area shaved, with a fresh tattoo of a swastika inexpertly applied, above the penis. Injection site on neck.’

      As Hissing Sid, the Head Scene of Crime Officer, approached, Dr McGuire nodded. Together, the two men rolled the body onto its front. The pathologist examined the back. ‘Lividity is consistent with the body being moved here soon after death. Pressure marks in a grid type shape show the body lay horizontally elsewhere for a short time after death.’

      He finished his examination, taking note of body temperature and doing as thorough an external check as he could. The rest would wait until he was back at the morgue. As he struggled back to his feet, the insidious cold making his movements stiff, the tent flap was pushed aside, and Angus walked in.

      ‘Hello, Angus. Looks like we’ve got another one. Same puncture site on the neck; and the same swastika, inexpertly tattooed in groin area, probably ante-mortem; along with a similar dump site.’

      Gus, his dreads covered by the hood of his ‘abominables,’ shuffled over and approached the body as Sid said, ‘Can we wrap and pack him, Doc?’

      Dr McGuire rolled his eyes. He was used to Sid’s down-to-earth manner, although treating the victim like a slab of meat was really a wee bit too much. ‘No, but you can wrap him and transport him to the mortuary as respectfully as possible, if ye like.’

      Sid grinned. ‘That’s what I said, Doc, ‘wrap and pack.’’ And bending over to help his assistant transfer the man into a body bag, he released a thunderous fart.

      Taking a step backwards, Dr McGuire banged a fist onto his chest near his heart. ‘Your sensitive nature gets me here every time, Sid. You need to toughen up a wee bit, develop a thicker skin. Dinnae want you letting all this death get to you.’

      As the noxious fumes filled the tent, Gus strode over to the door and opened the flap. ‘For fuck’s sake, Sid, get your stinking arse outside if you’re going to do that.’ As he spoke, his nostrils flared, and his lips tightened. ‘I’m not telling you again. It’s fucking vile … and while you’re at it, show some respect for the dead. I don’t want to complain to your line manager; however, if you don’t develop some professionalism, I bloody well will. Got it?’

      Hearing the simmering anger in his son’s words, Dr McGuire exchanged a quick glance with Sid and shook his head, intimating that the other man should let it lie. Angus didn’t usually let the scene of crime officer get to him like that. He’d worked with the man long enough to accept his idiosyncrasies for the coping mechanism they were. His son’s short temper was another sure sign things were not good for him at the minute; however, he needed to control it. He couldn’t go mouthing off like that to his colleagues.

      As Gus exited the tent, Dr McGuire laid a huge hand on Sid’s arm. ‘Sorry about that. Ye ken he’s no’ in a good place at the minute. He doesn’t mean anything by it.’

      Sid sighed. ‘Yeah, I know, Doc. There’s only so much we can take, though. It’s not only me on the receiving end of his tongue, you know? He’s had a go at most of my staff, and I pity any officers working with him. Don’t know how Compo and Sampson cope. Get my drift?’

      ‘Aye, I ken exactly what ye mean, laddie. He’s no’ coping very well. Grief’s a hard thing to live wi’.’ He bit his lip and sighed, wondering when Angus would move through this.

      Sid nodded to his assistants, who’d lifted the body onto a stretcher. ‘Yeah, well … he needs to get over it, for all our damn sakes.’
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          12:15 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      The February snow continued to fall outside the window as Gus, a mug of coffee in his hand, stared at the mesmerising swirl of flakes. The heat in the incident room was beginning to thaw out his frozen toes, and the coffee mug was doing the same with his fingers. He knew he’d been an idiot with Sid, and he’d noticed the exchange of glances between Sid and his dad. Shit, he was a complete arse, and he knew he deserved more than a few surreptitious glances for his behaviour. Sid did a cracking job in difficult circumstances, and he never ever moaned.

      Sid’s somewhat unorthodox humour was a coping mechanism, and Gus knew that. He’d been completely out of order. The more he tried to subdue the venom that sprung to his lips, the less able he was to contain it. The bitterness burst out against his will. It was as if he was goading them to get a reaction. He did the same with his parents and Sampson and Compo, and there was no damn excuse for it. It had to stop.

      Turning from the window, he thrust his fingers through his dreads and took a deep breath. The two-month delay before the funeral had affected everyone, not him alone, and when it had finally happened, he had felt like she’d broken his heart all over again. Being so close to her and knowing he’d never share a conversation with her again … or touch her … or breath the same air as her, was unbearable. He’d very nearly snapped.

      His dad kept banging on about grief and adjusting and everything. Gus knew it was more than grief … it was guilt. And no-one knew better than him how destructive guilt could be. Hearing Sampson and Compo approach from the corridor, he moved to the coffee machine, refilled his mug and was ready by the crime boards when they pushed the door open and entered.

      Pretending to ignore the nervous looks they exchanged, Gus attempted a smile, which, he noticed, made them look even more nervous. Shit! He really did have a lot of making up to do. Trouble was, he wasn’t sure he had it in him at the moment. Although Dr Mahmood had increased his medication, it made no difference. He barely had enough energy to function, never mind keep up with the niceties of being part of a team. He was no bloody motivational leader right now. Trying to ignore the flutter of palpitations in his chest, he sipped his coffee, hoping to get rid of his dry mouth, and began the briefing.

      ‘Uniform have been able to identify the most recent victim as Razaul Ul Haq, a British Asian of Bangladeshi descent, who has lived in Bradford for all of his 38 years. Although we’re still waiting for the PM, early indications show the same person is responsible for this man’s murder. We need to work out where the three victims intersect, for I’m sure they do. They must have something in common. A common link between them and their killer.’

      ‘You don’t think its random then?’ asked Sampson.

      Biting his lip, Gus considered the question. ‘No. I don’t see how it can be. It seems pre-meditated to me. Like they’ve been targeted. The fact the abductions are so smooth, eliciting no attention from passers-by, smacks to me of organisation. Early reports indicate Ul Haq had been at the pub and was then taken from the alleyway behind his house. I’d say, he was followed.’

      Sampson nodded and wrote a note on his pad, whilst Gus moved over and leaned against his desk. ‘Ul Haq has twin daughters but was estranged from his wife. Unfortunately, we are unlikely to get much information from her, as she is currently in Lynfield Mount, sectioned under the Mental Health Act. The daughters, however, are seventeen and their guardians, Ul Haq’s brother and sister-in-law, have given permission for them to be interviewed at their school, City Academy on Manchester Road. You’ll come with me, Compo.’

      Compo, mouth filled with a half-chewed bacon butty, tried to swallow; instead, he started to choke, coughing so hard, his eyes watered. Sampson jumped to his feet and hammered on his friend’s back until Compo succeeded in swallowing the offending food.

      Eyes still watering, he said, ‘Me? Me? You want me to go with you? No, surely not, Gus. Not me. I’m rubbish at that sort of stuff.’ He wiped the arm of his long-sleeved T-shirt over his still streaming eyes and shook his head.

      Smiling, Gus said, ‘You’re a detective, Compo. I know your strengths lie in the techie stuff, nevertheless, I’d be doing you a disservice if I didn’t train you up in other areas.’ Gus could tell Compo was far from convinced. It made no difference; he was determined to extend the lad’s skill set. He realised it wasn’t only the change in role that was upsetting Compo. It was the prospect of spending time with Gus. Well, it seemed like he had his work cut out for him.

      Splaying his arms in front of him and trying to smile in a non-threatening way, he said, ‘This isn’t a punishment, for Christ’s sake, Comps. It’s called ‘professional development,’ and you’re doing it, okay?’

      Compo opened his mouth to reply, but before he could release the barrage of protestations Gus knew was on the tip of his tongue, the door was thrust open. It banged against the newly painted wall, reverberating for a moment before stilling. Flecks of paint floated onto the carpet from the dent in the wall where the handle had connected. Three heads turned to the door to be greeted by a smiling face, followed by the diminutive body of their visitor.

      Before he had a chance to respond to the interruption, Compo and Sampson, in a flurry of excitement, jumped to their feet and rushed over to greet the dark-haired woman. Incomprehensible chatter spouted from their mouths as they escorted her over to Gus’ comfy chair. Feeling bemused and uncertain, Gus followed behind. From nowhere, it seemed, Sampson produced a mug of coffee, and Compo relinquished one of his coveted supply of Mars Bars to their visitor. With a satisfied sigh, she tore the wrapper off, took a huge bite and chewed. Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she watched them.

      Gus ran his fingers through his dreads and bit his lip. A prickling sensation behind his eyes was making them water, and he didn’t know what to say. He tried to speak, but his throat was clagged up, as if he were the one chomping on the Mars Bar. Stepping forward, he studied the woman. Eyes raking her pallid face, he noted the newly formed lines that flared out across her forehead. His gaze moved down her body. The sight of her too-big clothes hanging on her skeletal frame made his heart clench. He was unsure of himself. How should he react? He moved his eyes upwards again and met her gaze.

      Jumping to her feet, she yanked him into a hug with a strength contrary to her fragile appearance. Almost immediately, she pushed him away at arms’ length, and with a huge grin that lit up her entire face, Alice said, ‘You miss me then, Gus?’

      Swallowing the obstacle that clogged up his throat, he sniffed, and ignoring the muscle that pulsed in his cheek, grinned back. This was the happiest he’d been in months. ‘Missed your damn cheek, that’s all.’

      Frowning, he realised no-one had told him she was coming. This worried him for he was sure she wasn’t fit for a return to work yet. Guilt that he hadn’t visited her in hospital, like the others had, gripped him. He was such a fucking coward. He should have been there for her, instead of wallowing in self-indulgent guilt. What sort of friend was he? When he’d been hurt, fighting for his life, Alice had practically parked herself at the hospital. Yet, when she’d needed him, he’d cowered away like the spineless bastard he was. Even when she’d been released, he’d avoided her, despite his mum and dad’s nagging. Covering up his feelings made his voice come out all gruff and accusing when he said, ‘Should you even be here, Al?’

      Alice’s eyes narrowed, and then, she shrugged. ‘Looks like DCI Chalmers pulled some strings with Doc Mahmood.’

      Gus’ shoulders tightened, and he glared at her, his eyes narrowed. ‘What the fuck do you mean, she pulled some strings with the Doc? I’m not happy with that, Al. You need to recover fully before you come back to work.’

      Alice waved a dismissive hand. ‘You can talk, Gus. Wasn’t so long ago she did the exact same thing for you, didn’t she?’

      Her words hit home. Gus couldn’t deny it; Nancy had pulled strings to get him back to work the Matchmaker Case.

      ‘You and me are the same, Gus,’ she said, ‘We need our work to get us through this shit. You know it, and I know it. I need to be here. It’s the best therapy for me. I’m physically fit too. More to the point, you need me.’ She stared at him long and hard, her eyes serious for a change. ‘I saw how you were at Sadia’s dad’s funeral, and I saw how she ignored you. Your dad says you’re grieving, and your mum says you’re wracked with guilt over what happened to me. Well, you can stop that bloody nonsense right now, okay?’ She prodded him twice in the chest.

      Gus shook his head. ‘Ouch Al … that hurt!’ And, thankful she hadn’t opted to hit him on the arm where his new tattoo was, he rubbed his chest.

      She snorted. ‘That’s because it was meant to. You need to get on top of this stupid, self-pitying guilt shit.’

      Aware Compo and Sampson were grinning like a pair of Cheshire cats, he walked over to pour himself more coffee. His gurgling stomach and the caffeine headache that throbbed at his temples, told him more coffee was the last thing he needed … still. Alice was right. He was a mess. Losing Sadia, on top of nearly losing Al, had almost broken him. It was easy for her to tell him to get over it, though.

      Following him, she placed her hands on her hips and glared. To Gus, she appeared like a more fragile, yet equally assertive version of her old self. Her tone was scathing. ‘You’re in denial, Gus. You barely visited me in hospital. I didn’t want your damn flowers or chocolates; I wanted you. You, of all people, should have known that, especially after what happened with Greg and Billy.’

      Gus bowed his head with a curt nod, however, Alice wasn’t finished.

      ‘You never even spoke to me at that bloody funeral.’

      Gus’ head jerked up, and his eyes flashed, betraying his annoyance. ‘I wasn’t exactly welcome there, Al. Sadia made that perfectly clear, so although I had to toe the police line and be there, there was no way I was going to hang around for the social niceties.’

      He took a slug of coffee and scalded his mouth, cursing as he swallowed it, feeling it burn every inch of his throat on the way down, before continuing, in a quieter voice, ‘You’re right, though, Al. I should have been there for you. Should have visited you, should’ve been your friend. Truth is, I did feel guilty. It was my fault. We should have waited for back-up.’

      Alice exhaled. ‘Aw, get a grip. What’s it with you? The only one to blame was the bastard who pulled the trigger, and if my memory serves me right, he’s been dealt with. So, man the fuck up, Gus, and let’s get on with this case.’

      Gus held her steady gaze for a second more and then smiled. It was so good to have her back. So good to see that she hadn’t changed … not inside anyway. He knew she’d be fine. With a glance at Compo and Sampson, both of whom were trying to look as if they weren’t listening, he sighed and, with a shrug, said, ‘Looks like DS Cooper’s back. Bring her up to speed please, Sampson.’

      And as Sampson updated Alice, he turned to Compo. ‘Looks like you’re off the hook, too. Might be better if I take a woman to interview the Ul Haq girls.’

      Compo whooped and did a dance around the room, high-fiving Sampson and Alice as he went. Gus, a slight smile on his lips, said, ‘Don’t think you’ve escaped this, though. You do need to extend your skill set at some point.’
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          12:35 Weston Property Development, Becks Road, Bingley

        

      

    

    
      With a mega-sized mug of strong Yorkshire tea steaming on his office desk and the morning’s Bradford Chronicle laid out in front of him, Graeme Weston was happy. His grin showed it. Not only had the announcement that he was Albion First’s candidate for the upcoming Bradford Central constituency by-election made the headlines, but Jez Hopkins’ article also spanned over pages two and three. He was in the spotlight, and so were Albion First.

      Albion First had distanced themselves from the BNP over the past few years, and this was their first bid for national recognition. Weston was proud his party had seen him as the way forward. He was no Farage, all soft policies and beer swilling. No, Albion First was a legitimate force for change, and he was the figurehead. Fast tracking Article 50 and Brexit were only the first steps in their plan. It would be swiftly followed by the repatriation of all European scroungers, calls for higher tax codes for non-British citizens working in the UK, and ultimately, the repatriation of second and third generation immigrants.

      Grinning, he toyed with the idea of reclaiming the term ‘white wash’ as a slogan for his repatriation policies. Maybe he’d run that idea by the Generals. He knew it was a long-term strategy, however, he was convinced the political climate had never been more right for this sort of national cleansing. British ideals were continually being diluted by the rise of the jihadist Islamic extremists. He knew at grass-root level, the voters wanted them gone. At rallies, people told him so. His party had researched it, and with Trump’s ascension in the USA, Britain would fall into line.

      His thoughts were interrupted by his office door opening. Marcia Hogg, his PA, slid into the seat opposite his desk, crossed her legs and rested one arm over her knee. He pretended not to notice the length of thigh her actions had revealed. He’d no time for the sort of antics Marcia’s husband Michael was so fascinated by. Although Marcia had a great body, she was his best friend’s wife, and that was that.

      An indulgent half-smile on her face, she shook her head. ‘She’s on the phone again, Graeme. I’m getting no work done fielding her calls all the time. You’ve got to speak to her at some point.’

      Graeme smiled. He’d been ignoring Christine’s increasingly frantic calls all morning and wasn’t ready to speak to her yet. She’d deserved what she’d got. He hadn’t wanted her to take that job in that bloody school. Neither had he wanted her to go around screwing Pakis. Nevertheless, she’d done that, too … as the photographic evidence he’d found on his desk yesterday evening had proved. If it hadn’t been for that, he’d have given her advance warning of his intentions. The stupid cow only had herself, and her inability to keep her legs shut, to blame. Not that he could confide any of that to Marcia.

      Marcia leaned forward, her blouse gaping at the neck. ‘What’s she done this time? You’d think she’d be happy with how successful last night was, wouldn’t you?’

      Graeme smiled. He’d never discussed Christine with Marcia, and he’d no intention of starting now. It didn’t matter to him their marriage had long been a sham. The obsession that had tricked him into marrying her had long since abated, however, she was beautiful … a real status wife, and that’s what counted, wasn’t it?

      He didn’t actually care she had frequent affairs. All he cared about was she was discreet. Now, her discretion was even more imperative. He wondered who’d put the photos on his desk. One of the builders or a client? Hell, sometimes, the place was like Piccadilly Circus, the number of people who trolled through. Especially recently, when he’d been using it as campaign headquarters and the venue for various caucuses he’d wanted kept secret from the wider Albion First members.

      Someone had been following her, and that someone clearly had his back. They didn’t want to go public with the info; they wanted him to stop it before her actions damaged the campaign. Well, that’s what the typed note had said, anyway. That made him wonder if it was Michael Hogg.

      Michael was professional, nothing got by him … and he was loyal. He’d do whatever it took to remove any obstacle standing in Graeme’s way, and he was astute enough to cover his tracks. Michael would see it as his responsibility to make him aware of anything that could threaten the effectiveness of their campaign. Graeme was under no illusion; he’d expect him to deal with it efficiently … even if it was his wife who was the threat. But Michael wouldn’t go in for subterfuge. If he’d found out about Christine’s clandestine bedroom antics, he’d have come straight out and told him. Subtlety wasn’t his strong suit. Thank God Michael wasn’t privy to that other little secret he and Christine were keeping well and truly under wraps. No point prodding a sleeping tiger. Michael would be told only if it became necessary, and Graeme hoped it would never become a necessity.

      He grinned at Marcia. ‘She can stew for a bit longer. Won’t do her any harm.’

      Marcia pursed her lips. ‘Maybe not, though, it’s not you fielding her calls, is it? I’ve better things to be doing with my time. Michael wants me scheduling in some radio and television appearances for you. Of course,’ she tutted, ‘some of the ‘trendy lefties’ are refusing to share a platform with you. So much for freedom of speech, huh?’

      Graeme rubbed his hands together. ‘All the better for us, Marcia, all the better for us. It makes them look foolish. The public want to, no, they deserve to hear a frank exchange of ideas. The lefties’ obstinacy will only play in our favour, mark my words. Albion First are cresting a wave, and with you and Michael at the helm, I’d expect no less. Now, off you go. I suppose I better speak to Christine before she pops a blood vessel.’

      ‘You are incorrigible, do you know that?’ She smoothed her skirt down before standing and walking to the door. Pausing, she turned toward Graeme, her expression serious. ‘Has Christine done anything Michael and I need to know about?’

      Graeme flashed a tight-lipped smile in her direction. ‘Nothing for you to worry your pretty little head about, Marcia. I’m on top of it.’

      Watching her leave the room, Graeme shook his head. Marcia was such an intelligent woman, and yet, she put up with all of Michael’s ‘affairs’ like an obedient lamb. He couldn’t understand it. It wasn’t as if Michael was subtle about it. He laughed. Mind you, he could talk. Look at what he was having to deal with at the minute. Maybe he’d have been better off settling for someone acquiescent, like Marcia. He picked up the phone and steeled himself for the conversation he was about to have with his wife.
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          13:30 The Abduction Vehicle

        

      

    

    
      The tattoo equipment really needs moving. Can’t risk it being found. Not now, when discretion is so important. No doubt it won’t be long before someone leaks the existence of the tattoos to the press. The box looks innocuous enough, although there’s no guarantee some nosy parker won’t decide to stick their neb in. There’s always someone on the lookout for something to pilfer. Best to move things out of temptation’s way. Shame it’s so heavy.

      The newer machines are so much lighter, so much easier to store and move. This one didn’t look quite so heavy in the second-hand shop – but I wasn’t really thinking about weight when I bought it. Never mind. The back of the car will do for now. With the number plates. Just until I find another hiding place. The problem is, it has to be accessible. You never know when it will be needed again. There is no doubt Ul Haq won’t be the last to need tattooing.
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          14:00 City Academy, Manchester Road, Bradford

        

      

    

    
      It had been like turning the clock back for Gus, as he drove Alice from The Fort to City Academy. She sat beside him, singing along to Ed Sheeran and Little Mix in her tuneless yet enthusiastic tones, nodding in time to the music as she looked out the window.

      ‘Don’t you love City Park in the snow?’ she said, when they pulled up at the Jacob’s Well traffic lights. ‘Pity the Broadway complex has obscured the view of the Cathedral.’

      He was so caught up in his own misery he’d barely noticed the Broadway construction taking shape. First, the Matchmaker case … and then, the awful turf war with Dolinski and The Old Man. He glanced at it now and saw Alice was right. City Hall, with its tower illuminated by alternating green, pink and blue lights and snowflakes gently falling, was the perfect backdrop to the well-used City Park. With its Mirror Pool and a variety of eating and drinking establishments circling the busy area, it was becoming ever more popular. Although the fountains were inactive at the minute, it was picturesque.

      ‘You had a chance to visit the Gin Bar in Sunbridge Wells yet?’ he asked on a whim, as the lights turned green and he exited the roundabout onto Manchester Road.

      Shaking her head, Alice said, ‘Aah, the tunnels. No, I’ve not had the chance yet.’

      ‘Right. After this interview, I’ll take you for tapas followed by a gin. You can catch me up on your recovery without Sampson and Compo waiting for me to snap at them.’

      She laughed. ‘Yeah, they told me you’ve been a right miserable old sod since last year.’ As the lights changed to green, and he moved on, she continued, ‘You need to lighten up, Gus. This isn’t like you. You need to let it all go. There’s nothing you could have done about Sadia’s dad or about what happened to me.’

      Gus sighed. ‘Yeah, I know, I know. You’ve made your point. Numerous times, in fact. Now, can we focus on this interview before I regret not bringing Compo instead of you.’

      ‘As if, Gus, as if!’

      After stating his business over the speaker at the entrance to the school’s car park, he was allowed to pull in. Parking up, the two of them sploshed their way through snow that was turning to slush under their feet and mounted the steps leading to the main entrance. Alerted to their visit, the receptionist signed them in and took their photos for their ID badges; Alice in a ridiculous bobble hat she refused to take off, and Gus scowling into the camera.

      The receptionist guided them through corridors filled with pupils’ brightly coloured art work and a series of English grammar posters with statements such as ‘I don’t brother to use a grammar checker every dime.’ When the receptionist knocked on the Head Teacher’s door, a curt ‘enter’ made Gus straighten up and glance at Alice, who had responded in a similar way. He knew Alice’s experience of school had been dire, and she hated visiting these establishments, even now.

      Expecting to see a dragon of a woman inside, Gus was surprised to be greeted by a tall woman whose skin was the warm brown of a rain-drenched beach.  Her eyes sparkled, and her smile was wide. As they walked in, she stood up. With her hand extended, she rounded her desk and walked towards them. Her clothes were stylish and accentuated her slender figure.

      After shaking both their hands, she gestured to a quartet of comfy chairs at the side of the room, saying to the woman who’d brought them up, ‘Coffee for three please, Cath.’ Then, she quirked an eyebrow at Gus and Alice and grimaced. ‘Oops, sorry, should have asked. Coffee okay? Or do you prefer tea? I forget not everyone’s as addicted to the stuff as I am.’

      Nodding, Alice mumbled, ‘Coffee’s fine.’

      Recognising his colleague’s discomfort, Gus cleared his throat and said, ‘I take it Neha and Shamshad Ul Haq’s uncle has contacted you regarding this meeting, Mrs …?’

      As soon as the word ‘Mrs’ left his mouth, Gus could have kicked himself. He knew better than that. Knew better than to use gender specific titles when dealing with the public, unless they requested him to. His instincts told him, before she responded, he’d made a huge mistake.

      Taking the time to cross her remarkably long legs, she leaned back in her chair. Seemingly relaxed, her brown eyes fastened on him. Gus blushed under her scrutiny, and the desire to squirm in his chair was almost overpowering. He knew he’d offended her as he waited for her wrath to fall. Placing extra emphasis on the first word, she said, ‘Ms, please … Patricia Copley.’

      Alice snorted, and Gus’ cheeks reddened even more. Gus saw Cath smirk as she left the room and felt even more of an idiot. This meeting had got off to a bad start, and he was dependent on Ms Copley’s good will to get a sense of the girls’ family situation. He shrugged and smiled. ‘Look, I’m sorry. Don’t know where that came from. Can we start again? I’ve got three murders to investigate, and I think Razaul Ul Haq’s daughters may be able to give me some information. Anything you can share would be greatly appreciated.’

      Ms Copley nodded once and got down to business, a slight smile playing about her lips. ‘No harm done. Let me fill you in on some of the background of the girls before you meet them.’

      Pleased that things had turned onto a more business-like footing, Gus smiled and leaned back to listen. Patricia Copley picked up two slim manila folders from the coffee table that sat between them and handed them to Gus. ‘I’ve copied those records I was at liberty to share with you. I’m sure social services will be only too happy to fill in the blanks.’

      She clasped her fingers together, rested her wrists on her knees and began, ‘Neha and Shamshad are extremely clever girls who will do very well. I expect them to be amongst our top A-Level achievers when their results come out in August.’ She tipped her head to one side. ‘Of course, that’s assuming their father’s murder doesn’t affect them too adversely.’

      She bit her lip and hesitated as if gathering her thoughts. ‘The girls have not had it easy. The break-up of their parents’ marriage, prior to them starting secondary school, made their initial adjustment to life at City Academy … shall we say … difficult? They were withdrawn at times, and then, Shamshad became particularly disruptive, leading Neha to follow suit.’

      Before Gus could inquire about the nature of the disruption, Ms Copley, seemingly anticipating the question, shook her head. ‘Nothing terrible: persistent low-level interruptions such as throwing things, scraping chairs, singing and being generally annoying.’  She flicked a glance at Gus. ‘Initially, we kept them in the same form groups. Then, when things got bad, we split them into different forms in the hope that, away from Shamshad’s disruptive influence, Neha would settle down. The strategy worked in so far as the disruption lessened. However, Neha became withdrawn, and her tutors noticed that, already a slim child, she was becoming even skinnier. Further investigation showed she was also self-harming.’

      After a perfunctory knock, the office door re-opened, and Cath returned carrying a tray with coffee and biscuits, which she placed on the small table, before leaving with a smile.

      Patricia busied herself preparing the drinks, as she continued, ‘After consultation with various agencies, the girls themselves and their mother, we decided Neha would benefit by being in classes alongside her sister. Shamshad, in turn, realised, despite her youth, her sister needed her to be a different, less angry person. She rose to the challenge and modified her own behaviour somewhat. In effect, she became her sister’s support mechanism.’

      Sipping his coffee whilst Alice munched her way through a Breakaway biscuit, Gus thought about what the Head Teacher had said. It sounded like the girls been through the mill, and he was concerned this might knock them back. It seemed their bond was what held them together. A bit like how things had been between him and Katie … before she took off with his wife, that is. Anger rose in his chest, and he sat up straighter, focussing on the matter at hand. ‘Was it solely the break-up of their parents’ marriage that contributed to the twins’ behaviour?’

      Patricia sighed. ‘Unfortunately not. The circumstances of the break-up were quite distressing. The girls’ mother is a very devout Muslim, and their father was, by all accounts, a womaniser.’ Her lips thinned. ‘Apparently, on more than one occasion, Razaul Ul Haq infected his wife with an STI. As a result, Mrs Ul Haq became more and more, shall we say, disassociated from reality? When the break-up happened, Mrs Ul Haq couldn’t cope and became obsessive about her religion, praying continuously, disciplining the girls for imagined slights to her or Islam by locking them in the cellar or whipping them.’

      She took a sip of coffee. ‘Ultimately, after various suicide attempts, Razaul Ul Haq’s brother stepped in and took the girls in, whilst Mrs Ul Haq was sectioned. I believe she is still an in-patient at Lynfield Mount Psychiatric Hospital. Although Shamshad visits her regularly, Neha refuses to. Neither girl has had contact with their father, to my knowledge, although, on occasion, he has made attempts to contact them via social services. I am not sure what effect the death of their father, in these circumstances, will have on the girls. However, I have requested their social worker be present when you interview them. She is with them now and has, at the behest of their uncle, informed them of their father’s death.’

      Although slightly annoyed to have been blindsided by this information, Gus knew Ms Copley would have been negligent in her duty of care to the Ul Haq twins, had she not implemented the strategy she’d just outlined. Gus could only hope the social worker wasn’t a jobsworth who would obstruct his investigation by molly-coddling the girls too much. After all, there was a murderer at large, and they needed to catch him quickly. Any information from the girls might be crucial.

      When he felt the pull of tension between his eyebrows, Gus realised he was frowning and a quick glance at Alice, who shook her head at him, confirmed this. With a conscious effort, he widened his eyes, removing the frown, and hoped his displeasure hadn’t been too obvious. Meanwhile, the Head Teacher appeared to be scrutinising him with an indefinable expression. He cringed. God, he was making a real hash of this. Much to his relief, a sharp rap on the door pulled her gaze away from Gus. ‘Come in.’

      The door opened, and a small woman entered carrying a large shoulder bag from which protruded the edges of two or three different coloured folders. A ready grin was on her face as she moved towards them. Ms Copley stood and with a smile, introduced the woman, ‘This is the twins’ social worker, Naila …’

      Gus jumped to his feet and wrapped his arms round Naila, releasing her only when the Head Teacher’s intake of breath reached him. He turned, conscious he was blinking like a startled doe as he tried to keep his habitual frown from his face. What was wrong with the woman? What had he done wrong now?

      Before he had a chance to respond to the look of horror on Copley’s face, Naila spoke. ‘What’s up with you, Patti?’

      Ms Copley, who, until then, had maintained a professional calm, became flustered, flapping her hands, shoulders taut. ‘Some Muslim women are uncomfortable with men, other than their husbands, touching them.’

      Gus cocked his head to one side and winked at Naila, indicating she should respond. She squeezed Gus’ arm and lowered her bag to the floor beside the empty chair. ‘Don’t know why you’re getting your knickers in a twist, Patti. Gus is Mo’s best friend. He’s like a brother to me. No need to get all aeriated.’

      She turned back to Gus. ‘Patti and I went to Belle Vue Girls School together many moons ago. She was a goody-two-shoes, over-protective mother hen then as well … and too politically correct for her own good sometimes.’

      Risking a glance at the Head Teacher, who had sat down again and was grinning at Naila, he thought he’d never seen anyone who looked less like a goody-two-shoes … or, for that matter, a mother hen.

      Naila sat down. ‘Remember the argument about The Three Little Pigs? You were really angry when Mark told you they’d read it to his class at story time.’ She turned to Gus and Alice. ‘Mark’s her brother. She was all for complaining to the school about it, because there were Muslims in the class. Took all my best efforts to convince her that unless Mark’s teacher was forcing the Muslim kids to eat the ‘little piggies,’ it was okay to hear a story about them.’

      Patti released a belly laugh, surprising Gus by its sheer raucousness. ‘I’d forgotten all about that, Naila. How things have changed.’

      Naila punched her lightly on the arm and turned to Alice. ‘Good to have you back, Al. You look great. Love the bobble hat.’
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          14:15 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Christine stared at the dusting of lily pollen that dotted the windowsill. She’d have already nipped the stamen off, if she hadn’t been distracted last night.

      Remembering, she prodded the slight swell beneath her eye and grimaced. Graeme had been so angry, and she couldn’t really blame him. This was so much worse, though, wasn’t it? How could he not have told her of his intentions? It was bad enough he was involved in all that stuff, but to actually publicise himself as their official representative for the by-election was beyond her understanding. Shuddering, she wrapped her arms tightly across her body. How could he have kept this from her? She’d put up with his sexism because he was a good father and provided her with everything she needed on a financial and material level … this, though … was something completely different. He was risking everything for the sake of his own over-inflated ego.

      A tear rolled down her cheek, and with an impatient hand, she wiped it away. After she’d seen the headline in the Bradford Chronicle and calmed herself down, she went straight to Patti Copley’s office. One look at Patti’s face told her she’d already seen the article, and before she’d even uttered a word, Christine knew what the outcome of the meeting would be. Sure, Patti had re-iterated it was only temporary, ‘til things died down,’ but Christine knew she’d never walk back through those school doors again.

      She was worried about Jacob too. How would he be faring at school? Would his friends know already? How would they and their parents react? No doubt, some would agree with Graeme’s sentiments. Bradford voted for Brexit, so there had to be a fair few Albion First supporters crawling around in the woodwork. Although she knew that most Brexiteers weren’t racists, she was also aware Albion First was gaining more and more supporters. Disagreeing with her husband’s politics, she’d voted remain, although she’d never admit it to him. Best to keep those sorts of things secret. She grimaced. Mind you, someone had other ideas, didn’t they? The bastard who took those damn photos was definitely turning the knife, and judging by Graeme’s reaction the previous night, he was not impressed. In light of the paper’s revelations, Christine understood why he’d been so incensed. Bad enough for the Albion First candidate’s wife to be caught in an adulterous act on the eve of his public announcement, but for it to be with an Asian man was one step too far. Good job the papers hadn’t got wind of it.

      To her, it was obvious who was to blame, both for Graeme’s deceit and for his reckless actions. It was bloody Michael Hogg. There was no love lost between Michael and Christine, although this was extreme, even for him. She could almost hear his fawning tones, stroking her husband’s already elevated ego. Buttering him up, he’d plant grandiose ideas her stupid, vain husband was gullible enough to accept as truth. She hated Michel Hogg with a vengeance. He was despicable and lecherous. On more than one occasion, she’d had to fight him off at the Albion First parties. Sleazy little bastard always seemed to have half an eye on the dark corners where he could feel up one of his brain-dead acolytes. Didn’t seem to matter most of them were married or, in her case, that she was the wife of his so-called best friend.

      It was Marcia she felt sorry for, though. Poor sod wasn’t stupid. Christine had seen the look on her face when she’d spotted Michael disappearing into a corner with some floozy or other. No, Marcia Hogg was well aware of what her husband got up to. Seemed like she and Marcia had something in common after all … duplicitous partners. She wondered what guilty little secret Marcia had. After all, no-one was one hundred percent innocent, were they? Maybe she had a thing for her boss. It wouldn’t surprise her; Graeme could be a smooth operator when he wanted.

      Christine poured herself another glass of wine from the bottle she’d opened when she got home. It was nearly empty now; still, she didn’t care. Its numbing effect was a welcome distraction from the pain. She hit redial on her phone, knowing it would go straight to voicemail. None of the men in her life seemed keen to talk to her today.
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          14:30 City Academy, Manchester Road

        

      

    

    
      Naila needed a private word with the Head Teacher, so Gus and Alice had agreed to wait outside her office. Now, he was beginning to regret it. Kids in coloured polo shirts, arms filled with books, chattering as they walked to their next class, made him feel old. A few of them eyed Gus and Alice with interest as they skirted around them. One smart-ass waited until he was level with them before pushing his friend. The hefty lad fell against Alice, who, in turn, banged her arm against the wall. Straightening, Gus scowled at the perpetrator who lowered his head and sped up, clearly anxious to put as much distance between them as he could.

      He turned to Alice. ‘You okay?’

      ‘It’ll take more than that little scrote to knock me down.’ She reached over and squeezed his arm. ‘I’m fine, Gus. Really, I am. You need to stop worrying about me.’

      Thrusting his hands in his pockets, Gus shrugged. ‘Don’t flatter yourself, Al. I wasn’t worried about you. It was him I was bothered about. Thought you might deck him, and how would I explain that to the very scary Ms Patti Copley, Head Teacher?’

      Alice snorted. ‘Don’t give me that ‘very scary Ms Copley’ shit, Gus. I know you found her attractive. Hell, if I were to ‘turn’ for anyone, it’d be her.’

      Gus nudged her with his shoulder. ‘Inappropriate, Al … and,’ he sniffed and bowed his head, his tone low, ‘if I may say so, under the recent circumstances, just a tad insensitive, don’t you think?’

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Alice’s head jerk up, and then, he was grinning. ‘Got ya.’

      ‘Idiot. I’d forgotten all about Gabriella and your sis. I’ll back-track and take my size tens out of my mouth, shall I?’

      ‘Don’t worry. If you weren’t putting your foot in it, I would think there was summat wrong with you.’

      Looking indignant, Alice banged him on the arm. Yelping, Gus jumped, raising his hand to cradle his arm.

      Alice frowned. ‘What’s up with you? I only tapped you.’

      Attempting to look innocent, Gus pursed his lips. ‘Nothing, you caught me by surprise, that’s all.’

      ‘Don’t believe you. What’s up with your arm?’

      ‘Nothing, I told you.’

      Hands on hips, Alice glared at him. ‘I know when you’re lying, Gus. You’re like a two-year-old, and your face goes all beetrooty.’

      ‘Beetrooty? Beetrooty? You’re mad. How can someone with my ‘deeelicious mocha complexion’ look like a damn beetroot? Just not going to happen.’

      Alice was not to be put off. She glared at him until he gave in. ‘Okay, okay. Don’t tell my mum, though, will you? Promise?’

      Raising an eyebrow, Alice shook her head from side to side in slow motion. ‘How old are you, Gus?’

      He fixed his eyes on her face and folded his arms.

      ‘Okay, okay … I promise.’

      Gus leaned forward and whispered in her ear, ‘I got a tattoo on my arm yesterday.’

      Bursting out laughing, Alice shook her head. ‘You nearly had me then … tattoo indeed.’

      Looking indignant now, Gus narrowed his eyes. ‘I did. Mo took me. I got a small image of Greg’s Bob Marley painting on my arm, so there!’

      Inclining her head, apparently convinced, Alice said, ‘Well, well, well, so you’re not such a wuss after all. You can show me it later.’

      Gus opened his mouth to reply and was interrupted by Naila stepping out of Patti Copley’s room. She led them a few doors down and, chattering nineteen to the dozen, opened another door. Gesturing inside, all three of them entered, and she closed the door behind them.

      Although the room wasn’t quite as big as Patti Copley’s, it was equally calming. One of the Ul Haq twins sat on top of the Deputy Head Teacher’s desk, the other on a comfy chair in front of a small coffee table with two unopened bottles of water on top.

      The girl by the coffee table appeared to be nervous. Her slender fingers were clenched white in her lap. An ornate hijab framed the girl’s face and one of the long-sleeved, floor-sweeping dresses, fashionable with Muslim girls, covered the rest of her. She glanced over at her sister as Gus, Alice and Naila entered and then lowered her head. Seemingly under the pretence of lifting one of the water bottles from the table, she avoided their greeting. Tilting her head, she looked at her sister and said, ‘Sham?’

      Sham, her legs dangling down, her heels drumming a regular rhythm against the wooden table, smiled at her sister and maintained her tattoo. Her shiny black boots were in danger of doing serious damage to the desk. She wore a pair of skinny jeans and a crop top, both in black. The top skimmed her pierced navel, its sleeves cut short above a tattooed Celtic band that circled her upper arm. From her upper lip shone a small diamante and a line of steel studs glinted across the top of each ear with a complimentary row fanning from her lobe backwards. Her hair was short, spiked and purple.

      Naila gave her a look and gestured for the girl to join them. In one lithe movement, she jumped down and plonked herself down beside her sister. Snatching a bottle of water, she stared at them her look a challenge. She opened the bottle and flinging her head back, gulped like a greedy toddler, spilling water down her chin.

      The other girl sighed almost silently and stretched out her hand to touch her sister’s arm. ‘Come on, Sham. Stop it now. I need you.’

      Naila gestured for Gus and Alice to take the other two comfy chairs whilst she wheeled the desk chair over and sat between the girls. Gus took the time to observe the twins. In the back of his mind, he’d been concerned he may not be able to differentiate between the two and may end up forgetting which was which. He found it difficult to focus at the best of times without massive amounts of caffeine, frequent breaks and recapping, but the Ul Haq twins had made his job easy. They were so dissimilar he’d have no difficulty telling them apart. He glanced at Alice, sneaking a wink.

      Patti had told them one of the girls had real issues, and he was nearly certain she’d intimated it was Neha who had the issues and Shamshad who held things together for them. His glance slid from one girl to the other. Either he’d got the names muddled up in his mind, or he’d need to readjust his perceptions pretty damn quickly. The girl in the hijab had called her sister ‘Sham,’ so, if he’d not misremembered, that would mean the goth was the stronger sister.

      Before he had a chance to say anything, Alice, her tone excited, leaned forward on her chair and addressed Shamshad Ul Haq. ‘Love your boots, Sham. Just love them! You don’t mind if I call you Sham, do you? I heard your sister call you that. Is it okay?’

      Gus smiled and settled back. Alice, as usual, was working her charm. Her gushing chatter had put the girls at ease, and the way she identified with Shamshad Ul Haq was something he couldn’t hope to achieve in a million years. As he watched, Alice flashed her smile at Neha and held out her hand to shake. Neha glanced at her sister and then, with obvious reluctance, extended her hand and touched Alice’s fingers. Almost immediately, she pulled her hand away and thrust it inside the sleeve of her opposite arm, repeating the gesture with her right hand. As the fabric fell away, Gus saw the pale white slashes of self-harm on her wrists. To accord the girl her privacy, he averted his gaze and saw Naila watching him. Her sad smile acknowledged the deductions he’d already made. With a slight head shake, Gus turned to observe Sham and Alice.

      Like her old bouncy self, Alice engaged the girl in idle chatter. Gus was relieved. After what she’d been through, he hadn’t been sure what to expect. He still thought she’d returned to work too soon, yet he knew better than to voice his concerns too often. Instead, he’d keep a watching brief on her. Make sure she didn’t over-stretch herself. Mind you, at the minute, she seemed to be having the time of her life, comparing tattoos and boots and suchlike. He was aware of Neha watching her sister with Alice. Her shoulders were hunched, and under the sleeves of her dress, she scratched her arms ferociously.

      Leaning forward, Naila placed her hand on Neha’s arm. When the girl turned to her, Naila shook her head with a gentle smile. The girl gave an almost indiscernible nod and pulled her hands out from her sleeves, resting them on her knees, where they kept up their earlier momentum, this time kneading together as she continued to watch her sister.

      Sham, on the other hand, was sprawled in her chair, smiling as Alice continued her relentless chatter. Gus cleared his throat and waited until Alice stopped speaking. Sham sat up and leaned closer to her sister, her stare warning him that he had better not upset Neha. Smiling, Gus nodded in silent acknowledgement, before beginning.

      ‘First of all, I want to say how sorry I am for your loss.’

      Sham snorted and said nothing. Neha, on the other hand, made no sound. Instead, she increased the intensity of her kneading. Both Naila and Sham reached out to stop her, Naila withdrawing her hand when Sham scowled at her.

      Still holding her sister’s arm, Sham turned to Gus. ‘My father’s death is actually no loss to either of us, DI McGuire. He was a selfish, arrogant bastard, and we’re well rid of him.’

      Neha gasped. ‘Sham, don’t say that. Please don’t say that. I know he was never there for us, but you can’t say that.’

      Patting her sister’s arm, Shamshad said, ‘Come on, Neha. You need to be strong. Really strong. You can’t make him out to be something he wasn’t just because he’s dead.’

      ‘He’s not just dead, though, is he, Sham? He’s been murdered.’ And she broke down completely, her frail shoulders heaving, as great gulping sobs engulfed her.

      Jumping to her feet, Shamshad bent over to hold her sister, while murmuring soothingly in Bangla. When at last, her sister was quiet, she pulled away, revealing a darker patch on her T-shirt, where Neha’s tears had soaked through the fabric. She turned to them. ‘Look, I know you’ve got to ask us stuff about him. The truth is, we really didn’t know him. We haven’t seen him for years. Clearly, my sister is upset.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m not, so I’ll answer your questions. Only, let her go. She’s getting anxious because she’s missing her physics lesson.’

      Gus had seen Neha flinch as her sister spoke. I wonder what she’s hiding from her sister. He glanced at Alice. ‘You know, Al, I wouldn’t mind a drink. Maybe Neha could take you to the drinks machine on her way to her class.’ He smiled at Neha. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’

      The girl jumped to her feet, clearly relieved by the prospect of escaping. Shaking her head, she pulled open the door before Alice had got up from her chair.

      Shamshad, her face screwed into scornful disgust, glowered at Gus. ‘What the fff …? Did you really need to do that? Typical bloody pig bullying tactics.’ She folded her arms across her chest and flung her legs over the arms of the chair. ‘Divide and rule, that’s what this is.’

      As Naila made to intervene, Gus shook his head. ‘Really …? You really think DS Cooper is going to bully your sister? Don’t be daft! I sent them together because I didn’t want Neha going on her own, when she’s clearly so upset. I would much rather have sent you, but,’ he shrugged, ‘you volunteered to talk to me.’ He waited. Sham refused to look at him.

      ‘Ok, let’s crack on. You say you haven’t seen your dad for years? Can you be more specific?’

      ‘Probably about three years, yeah, three years ago. At Eid time. We saw him a couple of times after Mum was put in the hospital, and half the time, he didn’t turn up when he were supposed to, so we said we wanted nowt to do wi’ him.’

      ‘Any other contact? Letters, email, phone calls, anything like that?’

      Sham shook her head. ‘He tried off and on for a while, but we didn’t respond, so he gave up. Bloody bastard couldn’t even be there for his own kids. Too busy shagging white bitches.’

      Now that was interesting. ‘What do you mean by ‘shagging white bitches’?’

      ‘Duh? Do I need to draw a diagram?’

      Stifling a grin, Gus said, ‘No, I think the mechanics of your statement are pretty self-explanatory. I was meaning more, how do you know he was ‘shagging white bitches,’ and do you know which ‘white bitches’?’

      With a grin, Sham said, ‘I suppose I deserved that … you know, the sarcasm and all.’

      Gus returned her smile with a nod. ‘And?’

      With a sigh, she whirled her legs around until her feet rested on the floor and took another swig from her opened water bottle. ‘He’s always done it. Well, for as long as I can remember. I think we were around ten when we first realised he wasn’t the perfect dad. Then, when my mum went loopy, she became indiscreet. She told us loads of things normal mums wouldn’t have. S’ppose she’d nobody else to share it with ‘cos she’d come straight from Bangladesh and hardly spoke English. Poor sod. Don’t suppose it was her fault. But …’ Her fierce eyes met Gus’. ‘It was his fault. He shouldn’t have got married to her. Shouldn’t have brought her over here, and he should have kept it in his fucking pants.’

      ‘You’re right, Sham. He should have kept it in his pants, and he shouldn’t have treated your mum or you in the way he has, however ...’ He held her gaze. ‘He’s been murdered, and we need to find out who did it. Whoever is responsible has now killed three men, and they need to be stopped. Anything you can tell us could give us a lead.’

      Sham drained her bottle and, with remarkable accuracy, threw it into the waste paper bin beside the desk. She stood up and walked towards the door. Gus was sure she had something more to tell, yet clearly, she wasn’t ready to confide, and he couldn’t exactly force her.

      He stood up, ready to follow her from the room, when she turned back, one hand on the door handle. With a grim smile, she said, ‘Maybe there’s two folk you should be checking out, Mr DI McGuire. Christine Weston. She’s been screwing my dad for months now, and she works here at the school.’ She clicked the handle down and opened the door an inch. ‘Oh, by the way, her husband’s the fascist bastard who’s standing as MP for the Bradford Central by-election. That gives you something to go on, does it?’
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          14:45 Bradford City Centre

        

      

    

    
      What a triumph! Better than I ever could have imagined. They found Razaul Ul Haq. Not that they released his name or anything. PC Plod McGuire probably still has his finger stuck up his behind. Not that anyone would notice a bit of extra brown on the nigger … or even the smell. Dirty wog that he is. They all smell like shit anyway, don’t they?

      They’ve even given me a name. Some dozy bastard, more than likely a Paki, has leaked my MO to the press. The Tattoo Killer! Jez Hopkins has excelled himself this time! I smile as I drive through town, along Sunbridge Road and up past the Interchange. There is something very fulfilling about having your work recognised in the public arena. Something very satisfying indeed. Validation. And it is no more than I deserve. After all, I am performing a public service. Hopkins waxed lyrically in his article about the rise of Nazism and right-wing ideals in Bradford. He condemned the Tattoo Killer as a savage, narcissistic racist. What psychology book has that little idiot swallowed whole before regurgitating onto a bit of tabloid newsprint?

      He is out of touch. Well out of touch. The Brexit referendum clearly expressed the views of Bradfordians, and the Great British Public. No more dipping our caps at the masters of immigration and the sordid defilement they bring to our city. We may be small, but we are great.

      With glee, I lean my fingers on the horn, releasing an ear splitting, elongated paaap. The Paki in his stupid dress and prayer cap, his white beard nearly touching the floor, jumps a good few inches, his duffle coat whirling in the wind. Seeing I have no intention of braking, he speeds up, hobbling to the kerb as I drive past. In my rear-view mirror, I see him waving his walking stick at me. Serves him right, polluting our streets.

      It irritates me that, in the fading light, I can see so many Pakis and niggers. That’s not counting the Polish who came, pissing in their gardens and setting up Polski shops all over. Haven’t they seen an indoor toilet? Scum! The women, with their dyed red hair and velour tracksuits, jabbering on unintelligibly, their fat bums wobbling like piles of lard as they walk. No wonder the British obesity rates are high. It’s the damn immigrants and their unhealthy lifestyles. They always have a hoard of kids trailing behind, taking up places in our schools, using the resources paid for by our taxes. The men smoking like there’s no tomorrow, covered in tattoos and smelling of cheap aftershave. Without a doubt, I’ll be adding some of them to my list … and they’ll deserve it. I just need to identify which ones.
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      Despite Alice’s moaning, Gus had parked in his usual ‘free’ parking spot on Vincent Street. The sky was beginning to darken. From the top of Vincent Street, a derelict textile mill and church dominated the landscape with Bradford College buildings cowering beneath.

      Gus was standing on top of a hill surveying the place he called home. The old sandstone spoke to him of hard work and grit. Despite his parentage, he’d spent his formative years in Bradford. With all its rich history, and despite being Leeds’s poor neighbour, this was his home in the same way that West Calder, in Scotland, was home to his old man. He was proud of it. Loved the brooding architecture that mixed with the newer builds to create a unique feel. He loved its hills and its dips. He loved the fact that a five-minute drive could take him into the Dales, and he loved the diversity of the people. In the great tradition of Yorkshire hospitality, Bradford embraced its children.

      He frowned. It still puzzled him Bradford had voted for Brexit. He glanced at Alice who stood next to him, impatiently pulling her coat around herself to ward off the evening chill. She was muttering about how tight-fisted he was with references to moths and wallets.

      He nudged her and said, ‘Come on, the tapas bar in Sunbridge Wells closes at 4pm. If we’re quick, they’ll still serve us.’ Still whingeing, she followed as he set off at a brisk march.

      ‘You do know I’m newly back after a severe injury, don’t you?’

      He laughed. ‘Yeah, thought you were done playing that. Hope I don’t have to report to my superior officers that you’re not fit enough to walk a couple of hundred yards downhill?’ Seeing the dirty look she sent his way, he stopped, and when she’d caught up with him, he linked his arm through hers. ‘The tapas are on me, Al, despite being, em … what was it? Oh, yeah, that’s it. ‘Tight as a camel’s arse in a sand storm.’’

      Keeping pace with him, she said, ‘Oh, well, I was only joking about that. If you’re buying, that’s fine then. Let’s go.’

      Entering by The Little Shop of Soaps entrance off Sunbridge Road, Gus was kept waiting for a few minutes as Alice explored bath bombs and scented soaps, before coming out in a cloud of rose scent, clutching a paper bag. Opening the bag, she thrust it under Gus’ nose, before snatching it back and burying her own nose in its depths. ‘Isn’t this gorgeous?’

      Gus shrugged and marched off towards the steel stairs that would lead to the upper part of the tunnels. What did he know about smelly bath stuff? As Alice followed, he could hear her oohing and aahing at each new discovery. He couldn’t blame her. The tunnels were a delight. He’d been a few times now and had still to explore all the nooks and crannies. Mind you, he had spent an inordinate amount of time in the Sunbridge Lounge and The Gin Bar.

      Leading her into the tapas bar with its solid pine tables and views over Sunbridge Road, they spent ages perusing the menu before Alice finally decided what she wanted. Fed up with the length of time it had taken her to decide, Gus got straight to the point. ‘What did you get from Neha Ul Haq?’

      ‘Well, that was a turn-up for the books, wasn’t it?’ said Alice, sipping her drink. ‘At first glance, you’d think Shamshad was the unstable one. On the contrary, it’s definitely Neha. Poor kid was jumpy as anything. Seems like, apart from her sister, the only thing that keeps her sane is her studies. She refuses to visit her mother, yet despite all the bad press her dad has got, she was visibly upset by his death. More so than Shamshad, I’d say.’

      ‘Hmm, difficult to say, Al. People have strange ways of dealing with grief. I suspect Shamshad Ul Haq isn’t as blasé about it as she makes out. She carries a heavy load, that kid … main support for her sister, seems she visits Mum regularly, and she’s an A student to boot. Lot of pressure on her. Maybe that’s why she rebels in other ways.’

      Alice grinned. ‘Oh, so you reckon her being a goth is a rebellion, do you?’

      Gus inclined his head to Alice’s dark clothing and her barely subdued black eye make-up. ‘Well, isn’t it?’

      She shrugged. ‘Maybe it once was. Maybe when I was a kid at school trying to fit in and being shut out because I was the one with no phone or laptop or trendy clothes, it was my defence mechanism. Not now, though.’ She preened. ‘Now, I choose my image because I look hot!’ She clicked her fingers like some rap artist gone wrong.

      ‘Yeah, okay, if you say so.’

      ‘I do say so, and you needn’t think I’ve forgotten about your tattoo. Let’s have a look.’

      ‘Here?’ Gus glanced around the near-empty restaurant as if expecting a paparazzi attack.

      ‘For goodness sake, show me the damn thing.’

      Peeling his sleeve back, Gus revealed his tattoo and watched to see Alice’s reaction.

      For long seconds, she said nothing and then, ‘Wow, Gus. It really is good. Such a nice tattoo and a lovely tribute to Greg, too.’

      Pulling his sleeve back down, Gus said, ‘Yeah, it was Mo’s idea … one of his better ones, I have to say.’

      Changing the subject, Alice said, ‘I think you’re right, though, with Sham. It’s definitely her coping mechanism. Her sticking two fingers up to the world.’

      ‘Exactly! Did you see the way Neha flinched when Sham said they’d had no contact with their dad for years?’

      Alice nodded, her eyes lighting up as the waitress arrived with plates of sweet potato bhajis, spicy chicken meatballs and stuffed peppers, which she placed on the hardwood tables. Alice pushed her glass of non-alcoholic beer to the side, making Gus smile at her eagerness to start eating.

      Talking around a mouthful of meatball, she continued, ‘She’d definitely had some contact with her dad, though when I tried to broach it, she became quite agitated, flapping her hands and breathing from her chest, like you do before you have a panic attack.’

      Gus raised an eyebrow. He’d always thought he’d managed to either escape to privacy or to cover up the palpitations and tightness, when the first warning signs of a panic attack hit him. He thought nobody else had ever noticed. Apparently not, it seemed. However, now wasn’t the time to explore this. He was more interested in Neha’s reaction. ‘Did she say anything?’

      ‘No. Whatever she’s not telling us, I think she’d also keeping it secret from her sister. Maybe she and her dad were in contact via Facebook or some other social media. I think if we give her time, she may open up. She’s clearly working through some really tough issues. Anyhow, how about you? How did you get on with Sham?’

      Gus filled Alice in on what Sham had shared with him about the Westons, ending with, ‘Like her sister, I’m convinced she knows more. She may not think it’s important, however we need to get as much info from her as possible.’

      Looking thoughtful, Alice wiped her fingers on a napkin and sipped her beer. ‘So, I suppose we better head over to the Westons then?’

      Gus pierced a meatball with his fork and traversed it to his mouth. He chewed before swallowing it. ‘Before I met with you in the hallway, I went back to speak to the Head Teacher.’

      Alice sucked her cheek in and nodded in an ‘I’ve got the measure of you’ sort of way.

      Gus, knowing exactly what she was inferring, chose to ignore her. ‘I asked her about this Christine Weston.’

      Alice cocked her head and waited until Gus had eaten a chunk of stuffed pepper.

      ‘Turns out, she, Christine Weston, turned up at school this morning completely unaware her husband had done the press release last night or, in fact, that he was running for office. Apparently, after chatting, Patti convinced her it would best for her to make herself scarce ‘til things had died down a bit. Seemingly, a lot of the staff and a sizeable proportion of the students were angry and didn’t feel she should be in the school.’

      Alice made an ‘Eeks!’ expression with her mouth. ‘Shit! City Academy is a multi-ethnic school, so if Weston’s husband is standing as an Albion First candidate, that’s clearly going to impact on her relations with other staff members and the kids and parents. What does she teach?’

      ‘She’s a teaching assistant. However, what’s interesting, Al, is two things. First, Patti had no idea Weston’s husband is a racist. Secondly, she’d heard vague rumours Christine was having an affair, although she wasn’t aware it was with one of her pupil’s, or in this case, two of her pupils’ parent. Thirdly, and this is very interesting, she told me Christine Weston had a recent bruise under her eye which she’d clearly tried to disguise. However, because she’d been crying, the make-up had washed away. Patti didn’t ask her about it. She did say it looked recent and was also swollen.’

      ‘Phew,’ said Alice, excitement lighting her face. ‘This could be the lead we need, Gus. Three Asian or black men killed, a racist candidate singing his vitriol from rooftops in City Park, and meanwhile, his wife’s screwing the latest victim.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly. We need to interview them both. The wife first, I think. Patti gave me her address.’

      Gus signalled for the bill and was reaching for his coat, as Alice said, ‘Did you get her phone number?’

      ‘Yeah, her address and phone number. She lives in Eccleshill.’

      ‘I didn’t mean Christine Weston’s number, Gus.’

      Leaving Gus speechless and ever so slightly embarrassed, she flounced out of the restaurant. The fact was, he had found Patti Copley attractive … and also a bit scary. Alice was the last person he’d confide that to. He’d never hear the end of it. Besides which, it was irrelevant; he wasn’t going to see her again. No, he wasn’t going to go there. It was far too soon after Sadia, and judging by the way he felt right now, that wasn’t going to change anytime soon!
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          16:15 Thornbury

        

      

    

    
      Neha Ul Haq had tried her best to hold it together all day. Ever since the police had arrived at the school, she’d been on edge. She was sure Shamshad suspected something was wrong, despite her consistent denials, and in the end, Sham had had no option but to back off.

      Now, locked away in the women’s toilets in the small mosque that served the Bangladeshi community in Bradford Three, she peeled back the sleeves of her dress, wincing as the fabric pulled against the bloodied scratches on her arms. Her eyes filled with tears. She plonked herself on the closed toilet, cradling each of her sore arms in the opposite hand and shut her eyes. She wasn’t using a razor anymore and hadn’t done so for ages. However, it seemed her fingernails could do nearly as much damage. Why, oh why, couldn’t she refrain from this self-flagellation?

      She wasn’t a Shia Muslim, nor was she male, so she knew she had no business doing this. Her mum had always mocked the Shias in Bangladesh who still practised self- flagellation to mark the Ashura commemoration of Husayn ibn Ali’s death. That was rich, really, because Neha knew there was more than one way to self-flagellate, and her mum had it down to a fine art. On a practical level, Neha knew she did it because she felt out of control and unable to express her emotions; that didn’t help her, though. Sighing, she stood and moved over to the sink, turning the tap on. Using a damp paper towel, she wiped away the clots of dried blood, making her arms sting.

      Outside the door, she heard the chatter of the primary school girls who’d arrived for mosque school. In a few minutes, she’d have to go out and settle them down, clear their heads of everything except their purpose in coming to mosque – to be better Muslims by memorising their Sparas. Today, this was the last thing she wanted to do. Normally, this connection to the children through her faith made her stronger, however, the burden of deceit she carried made her feel unworthy of the honour bestowed upon her by the Imam. She was not pure in mind or spirit, so how could she be a role model for these girls? How could she lead them by example in the way of Allah, when she, herself, was not without sin?
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          17:30 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      When she opened the door, Gus saw straight away that Christine Weston did indeed have a bruise on her cheekbone underneath her eye. He also saw she was well on her way to being very drunk. He showed his warrant card and introduced himself and Alice. Without waiting for a proper invite, he pushed the door open, forcing her to take a backward step.

      In a pleasant voice, he said, ‘Thanks very much for inviting us in, Mrs Weston.’

      Not allowing her to gain her equilibrium, he walked through the hallway to the open living room door and stepped through, waiting for her to follow. On a large table in the corner of the room, a teenage boy, with dark hair and brooding eyes, sat with a pile of books open before him. Gus wasn’t an expert at judging children’s ages, but he thought this boy was around thirteen years old.

      He smiled at him and said, ‘Can you take your homework up to your room? We need to talk to your mum for a minute or two.’

      The boy gave an exaggerated sigh and, stretching out the process, piled his books one on top of the other, before lifting the entire pile and walking towards the door. Meanwhile, his mother stood in silence, wringing her hands in front of her. Gus was unsure whether it was because of the alcohol or whether she was indecisive by nature.

      As the boy reached the door, he turned to Gus and, in a voice full of scorn, said, ‘You’ll be lucky to get any sense out of her, ‘cos she’s pissed.’ He hesitated, and then, lip curled in derision, he added, ‘As usual … Good luck!’

      His tone, or perhaps his words, seemed to penetrate his mother’s fugue state, and she shook her head, her voice slurred. ‘Stop it, Jacob. You know fine and well I rarely drink.’

      The boy snorted and turned to Gus. ‘See what I mean? She can’t even talk properly, and she was supposed to be dropping me at the cinema. Selfish cow!’

      Christine Weston blinked and took a wobbling step towards her son. Placing her hand on his arm, she said, ‘Stop it, Jacob! Stop it right now! It’s always me who ferries you everywhere, isn’t it? Anyway, neither of us want to go out again today. Not after what your dad’s done. You said so yourself when you came home from school. You told me you’d had an awful day. That your friends aren’t speaking to you.’ She shook him slightly. ‘Well, that makes two of us … and it’s all your father’s fault, so stop taking it out on me!’

      Jacob jerked his arm away and, with a tell-tale glisten in his eyes, ran out of the room. His feet thudded as he ran upstairs, and seconds later, they heard the slam of a door followed by subdued sobs.

      Christine Weston seemed to be in two minds whether to go after her son or stay and deal with the police, so Gus took the decision from her by settling himself on one of the huge armchairs near the fireplace. Alice followed suit, leaving Mrs Weston no option except to cast a final glance upstairs before settling opposite them on the sofa, a glass coffee table between them.

      Now that he had the chance to study her without Jacob to distract him, Gus saw her clothing was dishevelled, as if she’d been sprawled on the sofa for most of the day. Indeed, the sofa cushions were moulded into a body shape. From the black mascara streaks grazing her face, she’d clearly been crying. Her swollen eyelids and puffy cheeks suggested she’d been doing so for most of the afternoon. Gus glanced around the room. On top of the coffee table was one empty and one half-empty wine bottle, a glass with presumably wine dregs in the bottom and an A4 brown envelope.

      In a cabinet that stood along the back wall were a series of family photos of Christine with her husband and son. Gus squinted at them, trying to see any trace of the suave, sophisticated woman from the photos in the unkempt heap that sat opposite him. It was hard, but he knew from the Head Teacher’s earlier description, Christine had impeccable taste and was always immaculately turned out with full make-up and well-coiffed hair. What a difference a few hours can make.

      In the largest photo, Jacob looked to be about a year younger. Despite his tanned skin, he carried the look of a boy recovering from an illness. His cheeks were sunken, and his eyes carried dark shadows beneath them. Gus imagined the arm Christine stretched around him was a protective one, not merely a pose struck for the photo. Graeme Weston, for Gus assumed that’s who the man was, stood erect, with his portly belly bulging over his trousers. Gus imagined when he moved, he’d have the same swagger many small, yet cocky men carried. That almost rolling gait that seemed to inflate the space they occupied, tricking people into thinking them larger and more important than they actually were.

      As he watched, Christine leaned forward and lifted the bottle. Before she could pour any into the glass, Gus placed his hand over the top. ‘You’ve had enough, Mrs Weston. I need you to focus, for I have some bad news for you.’

      He turned to Alice and handed her the glass and the wine bottle he’d extricated from Mrs Weston’s unprotesting hand. ‘Make some coffee, Al. I know I could do with some, and Mrs Weston certainly needs it.’

      Christine’s head jerked up, and for a split second, her glazed expression vanished, replaced by a look of sheer loathing. ‘You’re not going to tell me my husband’s gone and got himself arrested, are you? Because, if that’s why you’re here, you’re at the wrong house, for I couldn’t care less. He can rot in jail, as far as I’m concerned.’

      Alice and Gus exchanged a startled glance, and then, Alice made her way to the kitchen, leaving Gus to explore Mrs Weston’s words. Gus hesitated, watching as she hung her head, refusing to meet his gaze, almost as if she were ashamed of her words. Drawing her sleeve across her wet eyes, she sniffed. ‘What is it? Has Graeme got himself into some sort of trouble?’

      Then, as if a sudden thought had sprung into her mind, she placed a trembling hand over her mouth, and eyes wide, she whispered, ‘He’s not been attacked, has he?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘As far as I’m aware, Christine, can I call you Christine?’ When she nodded, he continued, ‘As far as I know, your husband is fine, although I am interested to know what sort of trouble you think he may have gotten himself into.’

      Shaking her head, Christine studied her hands.

      Gus tried again. ‘Did you think that maybe the statement he made at City Hall last night or the article in the newspapers this morning may have gotten him into some sort of trouble?’

      Christine shook her head. When she spoke, it was in the precise tones of someone who knew they were drunk, but thought no-one else would notice. ‘It’s a free country, isn’t it? He’s as entitled to stand as anyone else. At least my husband isn’t a dirty paedophile, like the last one was.’

      Returning to the living room carrying a tray with three mugs of coffee, milk and sugar on it, Alice said in a quiet voice, ‘No, he’s a dirty racist with a hateful agenda.’

      ‘Alice!’ Gus’ voice was sharp, but before he could continue, Christine laughed and inclined her head to Alice.

      ‘Of course, you’re perfectly right, DC …?’ She waved her hand as if Alice’s name and rank were unimportant. ‘My husband is a racist, and within these four walls, I can admit I agree with you. His party’s policies are hateful, and I, for one, will not be voting for him. But he is my husband and, more importantly, the father of my son.’ She tried to push herself to her feet and failed. Seemingly resigning herself to remain seated, she continued, ‘If you have something to tell me about my husband, please spit it out.’

      ‘Earlier, you said your husband could ‘rot in jail.’ What might he have done that would warrant him being in jail?’

      Alice handed a mug of well-sugared black coffee to her and then sat down. Christine sipped the scalding liquid, grimacing as it burned her lips. Setting the mug back down on the table, she sighed and rubbed her hair back from her eyes. ‘I know the Albion First supporters can sometimes go off the rails a bit. Graeme never does. He’s the political face of the party,’ she snorted. ‘Christ, he practises that stupid smile of his in front of the bedroom mirror. If he’s got caught up in something, I’m quite sure he’s innocent. He wouldn’t jeopardise his public image, if he could help it. However, I’m the last person you should be speaking to. The person you need to talk to is his ‘publicity guru,’ Michael Hogg.’

      Gus lifted his coffee and took a sip. ‘Actually, Christine, this has nothing at all to do with your husband. This is about Razaul Ul Haq.’

      Christine, in the process of lifting her coffee to her lips, jolted and dropped her drink, spilling it all over the white rug. Alice jumped to her feet, grabbed tissues from a box under the coffee table and tried, with little success, to mop up the dark liquid. Christine remained seated, her eyes fixed on the ever-expanding stain. Then, as if someone had remotely activated her ‘on’ switch, she jumped up, ran to the kitchen and returned moments later with a cloth. Sinking to her knees beside Alice, she frantically rubbed at the stain.

      A sudden flash of his sister Katie, playing Lady Macbeth in a school play, jumped into Gus’ mind: ‘Out, damn’d spot, out, I say!’

      He kneeled beside her and took the cloth from her unresisting hands and handed it to Alice. Christine raised her fingers to her temple and released a long sigh as if trying to focus her blurred mind. With no warning, she turned and fell against him, weeping against his chest. With little option, Gus put his arm around her, and with a glance at Alice, he held her until she was calm. At last, her sobs reduced to the occasional hiccup, he helped her to her feet and guided her back to her spot on the sofa, leaving Alice to finish cleaning the mark.

      ‘You know Razaul Ul Haq?’ he asked, his tone gentle.

      With a deep breath, Christine nodded. ‘Yes, I know him. Has Graeme gone and done something stupid?’ As she spoke, she shook her head from side to side. ‘No, he wouldn’t. Not Graeme. He wouldn’t do anything that would jeopardise his chance at election.’ She frowned and, seeming almost sober now, said, ‘Please tell me what’s happened?’

      ‘So, you do know Razaul Ul Haq?’

      She gave an almost imperceptible nod, and Gus continued, ‘What exactly was his relationship to you?’

      Whimpering like a wounded puppy, Christine said, ‘He’s my lover. He’s my lover, and Graeme found out. He told me last night.’

      Gus glanced at Alice who’d sat next to Christine and put her arm around her to comfort her. ‘Razaul Ul Haq is your lover?’

      Christine nodded, and he continued, ‘When did you last see Mr Ul Haq?’

      Sniffing, Christine pulled away from Alice and turned to Gus. ‘I saw him yesterday. We met up. I left him around eight o’clock last night. Is he alright?’

      Gus sighed. He hated this part the most. ‘I’m really sorry to tell you, Christine. Early this morning, Razaul was found murdered.’

      ‘Murdered?’ She frowned, her expression full of disbelief. Then, her hands fluttered up to her neck before falling back onto her lap. ‘Murdered,’ she said again.

      Watching the woman’s reactions with interest, Gus nodded. Christine Weston was either a very accomplished actress, or she was totally thrown by his revelation.

      ‘No! No! That’s impossible. I was with him only last night. Graeme wouldn’t do this. He just wouldn’t!’

      As she spoke, the front door opened, and Graeme Weston walked in. ‘What wouldn’t Graeme do?’
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          18:30 The Delius, Leeds Road

        

      

    

    
      Perched on a bar stool, Shahid Khan scowled as, through the mirrored panel above the optics, he watched the expanding group of people gather behind him, high-fiving Imti and chattering in their stupid, chavvy accents. Sensing Serafina was watching him, he glanced up in time to catch her averting her gaze. She was always so nervous of him, and since everything that had happened before Christmas, Shahid was too exhausted, both emotionally and physically, to make any effort with the girl. It wasn’t that he disliked her. She was okay, he supposed. More importantly, Imti loved her, so that should be enough for him. She flicked her eyes back in his direction, her smile shy. Shahid shrugged his shoulders and made a half- hearted attempt to smile back. She made his brother happy, so he should make the effort.

      Instead of turning his attention back to his laptop, where he was attempting to bring some sort of order to The Delius accounts, he let his gaze drift back up to the mirrored panel. He didn’t mind Imti hosting these meetings here. He’d rather he was here than somewhere he couldn’t keep an eye on the proceedings. He was being over-protective, but he’d lost a lot in the past year … he was entitled to be over-protective. Imti had been blunt in his accusations of his ‘nannying.’ Tough luck. He was Shahid’s only living relative, and he wasn’t going to let a repeat of last year happen. No bloody way.

      Aware his brother cut him some slack because of what had happened to Trixie, Shahid suspected he was beginning to get annoyed. He sighed; he only wanted to protect him, and what with this bloody Weston character putting himself forward for Albion First slap bang in the middle of Bradford, Shahid could sense the natives were restless.  He remembered what it was like to be young and impulsive, and he had a bad feeling. He knew the kids weren’t thugs. Sometimes, though, you didn’t need to be a thug to get caught in the crossfire. Imti and his mates just wanted to exercise their right to express their youthful outrage at a fascist candidate standing in inner city Bradford. He got that. Fuck, he was pissed off too. The city was on edge, and tempers were frayed. Then, there were the three Asian men who’d been murdered. Who knew what that was all about? He snorted, even the police probably didn’t know. Anyway, it all combined to promote a feeling of fragility and an aura of fear.

      Sighing, he hit ‘save’ on the laptop and swivelled around on his seat. The door opened, and two girls he’d never seen before walked in. His first impression was they made unlikely friends. One wore a hijab and had the demeanour of a mouse. The other was a goth with all the swagger of the kids that came to his Thursday Teens’ Night. When she’d slipped off her jacket, he was sure he’d seen a tattoo on her arm. He smiled. She reminded him a little of himself: from a Muslim family, but determined to make a mark on the world as his own person. Yeah, and that had worked out so well!

      The girls moved nearer, and as Imti moved towards them, they both smiled. Shit! They’re bloody twins. Well, who’d have thought it? Bet the goth one drove their parents wild. He hadn’t seen either of them around the area, and something about their features told Shahid they were probably Bangladeshi. There weren’t too many Bangladeshis in Thornbury, and they tended to stick to their own kind, so it wasn’t surprising he hadn’t seen them before. He wondered how Imti knew them, when Serafina let out one of those girlish squeals that so annoyed him. She rushed over and flung her arms round the goth, before turning, and more gently, hugged the other twin.

      Shahid watched as the girl with the hijab tugged on her sister’s arm and whispered something he couldn’t hear above the din from the other kids. He suspected, from the anxious glances she was sending round the room, she wasn’t comfortable being in a place that sold alcohol. Curious, he moved closer, pretending to adjust beer mats on the nearby tables. She was speaking in Bangla to her sister, and he smiled when the sister replied in English. That was something he had frequently done with his stepmother. It was rebellion, pure and simple.

      ‘Neha, you need to calm down,’ said goth girl. ‘You are doing nothing haram in being here. You’re not drinking alcohol, are you?’

      Neha’s mumbled response was received with a snort from her sister. ‘Look, we’re here to plan a way to stop this fascist, Weston, from being elected, that’s all. Most of the group are Muslim, Neha.’

      Again, Neha spoke in Bangla and took a step towards the door. Her sister grabbed her arm and spun her around. ‘For goodness’ sake. Bradford is our city. We have a fascist standing in the by-election, and three Asian men have been murdered. One of them our own father, useless piece of shit that he was. Anyway, we need to do something, don’t we?’

      Neha closed her eyes and then, straightening her spine, gave an abrupt nod before moving back to join the group. Her sister glanced around and saw Shahid watching. ‘Seen enough, or do you want a fucking photo?’

      Shahid splayed his hands in front of him and backed off. So, the murdered man found in Heaton Woods was their father. What the hell were these girls doing here, then, if their dad had just been killed?
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          Tuesday 07:30 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Gus sat at his kitchen table, reading the news headlines. He was pissed off the tattooing had hit the news. However, he couldn’t waste precious time looking for the leak. It could have been any of the uniforms or SOCO staff. It’d be stupid to direct resources to pursue such a fruitless task. Still, he was fuming about it. He hated it when journalists, like Jez Hopkins, gave these killers validation by naming them. The Tattoo Killer! How bloody sensationalist. As ever, the killer was getting more attention than the victims and their families. Nancy would be well fed up with that. What the fuck! Nothing like egging the bastard on. He’d got Compo to securely email all his files to Professor Sebastian Carlton and hoped, in light of the news leak, he’d get a quick response from him. He really could do with his help.

      Grinding his teeth, he rinsed his coffee cup and upended it on the drainer before putting the milk back into a near-empty fridge. He really needed to get to the shops. There was no excuse. There was a small Sainsbury’s around the corner. It’d take him all of two minutes to grab some bread and marg from there. He just couldn’t be bothered.

      He glanced around. Everything was in its place in the kitchen. Not because he was domesticated, rather because the only items he used in this room were the kettle and the table. The state-of-the art oven that Gabriella, his ex-wife, had insisted they install, stood idle. The posh microwave was used only to heat up his lavender-scented heat pack when he’d overdone it jogging. In one corner, a crumpled pile of clothes dangled from the washer in a tangle of colours and whites. He couldn’t be bothered separating them, despite the odd mishap with bleeding dye. In the opposite corner, lay two empty dog bowls on a mat. Seeing them, Gus sighed. He really did miss Bingo. The sooner he got this case solved and went back to more regular hours, the sooner he could have his friend back.

      Photos of Gabriella and Gus taken at various parties and events had long since been removed from the fridge and replaced with ones of Bingo looking goofy as a pup with a mega-sized bone in his mouth and more recent ones of him scampering about Heaton Woods. The only major addition, since Gabriella had wandered off into the proverbial sunset with his sister, was the dog flap in the back door. Gus had installed it when his father had first given him Bingo, and he’d secured the back garden and built a big kennel near the decking so his dog could have some freedom.

      He admitted the rest of the house could do with a once-over with a hoover. What was the point? It was only him and Bingo rattling about the house … and Bingo didn’t care about a bit of dust. Once more, Gus glared at the offending article in the newspaper, and then, although he didn’t feel like it, he donned his jogging gear and set off.

      Running to work at a steady pace through Lister Park and up Oak Lane was more of a punishment than anything this morning. Neither Mo’s nor The Chaat Café were open, so, when he arrived at The Fort, the only sustenance available were two leftover flapjacks his mum had dropped off the previous day. The fact that Compo, for some strange reason, had failed to gobble them up, was a pretty clear indication of how bad they actually were. Shrugging, Gus tipped them into the bin, then as an after-thought, shoogled the container until they fell to the bottom. There was no telling when his mum would call in, and the last thing he wanted was for her to be offended if she saw her lovingly prepared offerings in the rubbish.

      Wiping sweat from his forehead, he started up the coffee machine and headed for the shower. He could survive on coffee for an hour; nonetheless, he made a point of leaving a message with the front desk for Alice to nip over for butties before briefing. No way could he conduct a briefing and hope to get any sense out of the team, and Compo in particular, if they didn’t have some nourishment in their bellies.

      Letting the water pound down on his bowed head, Gus experienced an almost serene pleasure at the bite of the scalding water. Tossing his head, sodden hair bouncing around, he turned the heat down a notch and began to soap his body. His hand lingered on the scars that stood out pink against his tan skin. Each one told their own tale, some more emotionally painful than others.

      Casting his mind back to the previous evening, he recalled how he’d interviewed Graeme Weston. It appeared that, between the time his wife last saw Razaul Ul Haq and the time his body was discovered, Graeme Weston was fully alibied. Shame, really, the guy was a massive prick, and Gus would have loved the satisfaction of locking the supercilious, racist, bastard up … at least for a while. Mind you, his alibi had to be verified, even if he was sure Weston was telling the truth, even if the man was an animal.

      Gus had tried not to get wound up when Weston had referred to him as half-caste or when he referred to the ‘smaller’ brain capacity of ‘Pakis and blacks.’ The fact it had taken real effort not to react worried him. He’d encountered abuse before in his professional life and had dealt with it, taken it in his stride. Not that it didn’t bother him; of course, it did. The difference was it didn’t usually leave him so drained and lifeless afterwards. He knew he’d come close to planting one on Weston’s ugly little face, and worse still, he knew Alice suspected how close he’d come. This wasn’t like him. He was the one who kept his cool. The one who laughed in their face whilst maintaining an indefatigable calm. What was wrong with him? He was so tightly strung, he could snap. Maybe Dr Mahmood was right. Maybe he did need to attend some mindfulness classes or perhaps some of the meditation drop-in sessions at the Buddha Land Centre in Keighley.

      He switched the shower off and stepping out, began to dry his body. He wasn’t even half dressed, when a hand holding a bacon butty appeared around the side of the cubicle. Despite himself, he grinned, as the tantalising smell hit his nostrils causing an involuntary gurgle in his stomach. He snatched the bread roll and took a bite, before saying, ‘You do know this is the men’s shower room, Al?’

      ‘Phoo, judging by the BO in most of the incident rooms, I suspect you’re the only one who ever uses the showers, so I reckon The Fort’s male population is safe. Besides which, none of them have got owt I’ve nae seen before.’ For the last part of the sentence, she adopted a Yorkshire accent that had Gus laughing aloud as he pulled his jumper on. Grabbing the remains of his sandwich, he stepped out and joined her on the other side of the cubicle. ‘Come on, Yorkshire lass, let’s get this briefing done.’

      Minutes later, Gus pushed open the door to the open-plan space that doubled as both incident room and their offices and stepped inside. Before he’d taken a further step into the room, he was greeted by the words, ‘Unsub’s accelerating!’

      What? A glance around told him that, apart from Alice, who had entered behind him, the room was empty. Then, he saw a head appear over the edge of his desk, followed seconds later by the full figure of Professor Sebastian Carlton. Well, that explained the use of the American term ‘unsub,’ anyway. Gus opened his mouth to ask him what he was doing crawling about on the floor. However, he refrained when Carlton held up a pen in silent explanation, before sliding it into the breast pocket of his too small, well-worn jacket and tapping it into place.

      Gus frowned. Three things about that struck him as strange. The first was the pen, now residing in pride of place in Sebastian Carlton’s pocket, was only a chewed up old Bic. The second was he was sure he had knocked that very pen off his desk when he’d dumped his bag on top earlier that morning. And thirdly, despite his myopic gaze and thick specs, Sebastian Carlton must have the eyesight of a crow to have spotted it in the first place. Professor Carlton, it appeared, was a pen-pincher.

      Alice said, ‘Oops, I forgot to mention that Prof Carlton is here.’

      Ignoring her amused grin, Gus moved over and poured coffee for all three of them. Handing Sebastian a steaming cup and trying not react to the psychologist’s luminous pink trainers, which seemingly had replaced his previous, equally luminous, green ones, he said, ‘So, to what do we owe this honour?’

      Through bottle-thick lenses that sat lopsidedly on his nose – courtesy of the absence of one of the legs – Sebastian blinked at him. This made Gus focus on the remaining leg secured by mucky-looking duct tape. The man’s image was almost enough to convince Gus that even the lowest ranking police officers must gross a higher salary than the Prof. However, over the past few months, he’d come to know Sebastian Carlton and knew it wasn’t lack of money that made him dress that way, but rather a combination of lack of vanity and impatience with what he called the ‘foppery of materialism.’

      ‘Stupid bloody question, Gus, isn’t it? Where else would I be?’ He jerked a chubby thumb towards the crime boards. ‘Got ourselves a bloody serial killer, haven’t we!’ He thrust both hands into his trouser pockets and rocked on his heels, grinning his infectious grin. ‘Told Andrea I’d been called in urgently to assist the West Yorkshire Police.’

      Gus knew Andrea was the Professor’s long-suffering colleague, for whom he had the utmost sympathy. Carlton’s grin widened, and his rocking increased in speed, reminding Gus of the retro Weeble his dad kept on his desk as a keepsake from his childhood in the 70s. He remembered both playing with the wobbly toy himself when he was a child and the refrain ‘Weebles wobble, but they don’t fall down.’ He shook his head and re-focussed on what Sebastian was saying.

      ‘Landed her with my Level Four class. Can’t be bothered with their inane questions. Half of them will be bumped off the course by the end of first year, if I have my way. Can’t be bothered prancing about like a fucking peacock, strutting and preening and shaking my arse to attract a fucking hen, in front of a load of deadbeats who don’t listen.’

      Blinking, Gus wished away the image that had immediately sprung to mind, whilst Alice giggled. She was rewarded with a myopic glare.

      ‘I’m not joking, you know. My time’s better spent drinking coffee, eating doughnuts and helping you lot.’ Carlton glanced around, his expression woebegone. ‘Well, it bloody would be, if there were any damn doughnuts!’

      Smiling, Alice patted his arm. ‘Don’t worry, Sebastian, I’ll get you your doughnuts.’

      Gus was fond of Sebastian after his minor involvement in their previous case. Now, he was glad to enlist the help of someone who knew a bit about serial killers. He’d be sure to clear it with Nancy, though, just to be sure. Sitting at his desk, he stretched his leg in front of him. He hadn’t warmed up properly before his morning jog, and now, he was suffering the consequences. His own fault. He continued to flex his leg to release the knots. ‘What can you tell us, Sebastian?’

      Professor Carlton raised a finger and began pacing back and forth in front of the murder boards. Suspecting they were in for some key information, Gus turned to Alice. ‘Round up Compo and Sampson, will you. Thought they’d have been here by now … oh, and get someone to nip to Tesco for doughnuts for ‘his nibs.’ I know they sell those Krispy Kreme ones he likes so much.’

      As Alice left to order the doughnuts for their guest, Compo and Sampson came into the room. Sampson wore his usual grey suit and tie. This morning, his hair was still damp as if he was newly out of the shower, and he brought with him a wave of Paco Rabanne’s Million aftershave. Compo, on the other hand, brought in a waft of bacon butties and fresh air. Today, he wore a Doors Riders on the Storm T-shirt over a pair of cargo pants and an aubergine coloured beanie hat. Gus smiled as Alice walked back in. His team was complete, and he was happy, well, happier than he’d been for a while … albeit short-staffed. He could feel the niggling pinch of a headache beginning. That was all he needed.

      ‘Right,’ said Sebastian at last. He turned around, his face lighting up when he saw Compo. ‘The cavalry’s arrived, I see,’ he said, eliciting a blush from the lad. For some reason, the two men had hit it off. Gus shrugged; nothing strange about that really. After all, they were both eccentrics and geniuses in their field. Not surprising they had become friends.

      When Sebastian didn’t expand on his previous ‘right,’ Gus prompted him, ‘And?’

      With a shake of the head, Sebastian paused, before speaking. ‘The unsub’s one sick fucker!’

      Sampson almost managed to hide his grin. Alice bit her lip and avoided Gus’ gaze, whilst Compo flicked his hand, making a sharp cracking sound with his fingers and said, ‘I told you so! Didn’t I, Sampson? Didn’t I say he was one sick fucker?’

      Unable to contain his grin any longer, Sampson nodded. Gus, however, was less amused. ‘What the fuck, Sebastian? Is that an official diagnosis?’ He jumped from the desk and ran his fingers through his dreads. ‘I was expecting a bit more than that, I have to say … oh, and while you’re at it, can you quit with the damn Americanisms too. It’s distracting.’

      Pursing his lips, his tone calm, Sebastian said, ‘No, it’s not an official diagnosis. It’s a human one. However, diagnosing this person isn’t going to help catch them. It’s clear the unsub’s a psychopath with narcissistic leanings. Hell, where does that get you? No, what we need to be doing is working out what motivates him … and no, I can’t give up on the Americanisms. They’re inbuilt now, so put up and shut up, or I’ll put in a bill for my expenses. Then where would your flimsy budget be, huh?’

      Gus’ budget wouldn’t stretch to paying a specialist consultant, which meant he had to keep Sebastian sweet. He shouldn’t have been so snappy, anyway. What did it matter what they labelled the killer? His deeds were just as deadly, whether the Prof called him an unsub or Larry the effing Lamb. So, realising he was fighting a losing battle, Gus put out his hands palms upward in a placating gesture. ‘Okay, okay. I’ll put up with unsub. Get to the point, eh? Time’s running on.’

      Shuffling closer to the boards, Sebastian tapped each of the three photos in turn. ‘Usually, serial killers target people within their own racial grouping. I would say, in this case, we can be sure that this unsub is not doing that. Clearly, the tattoo torture and the presence of the swastika indicate a racial motive, so I would say the unsub is most certainly white. Which is good, in that it eliminates a huge section of the local population.’

      Having already deduced that for himself, Gus wished Sebastian would hurry up. In an effort to curb his instinctive, impatient snort, he took a sip of coffee and tried swallow his frustration.

      Meanwhile, Sebastian strode back and forth, as if considering his next words. ‘That said, he doesn’t seem to have a religious bias. Manish Parmar was Hindu and of Indian descent, Asim Farooq was Muslim of Pakistani descent, and Razaul was of Bangladeshi descent, also Muslim. Whether that’s because the victim is ignorant of the cultural and religious differences or whether he just doesn’t care, I can’t tell you … yet!’

      Yeah, yeah, got that, thought Gus. Then, intercepting a look from Alice told him he’d sighed a bit too loudly. He moulded his lips into a semblance of a smile and directed it at Sebastian. ‘So, is racism his only motive? Seems a bit extreme to me.’

      ‘You’re right, Gus. Quite clearly tattooing the victim on the groin area is likely to carry a sexual motive. It’s possible our man’s subduing his own sexual bias, or perhaps he’s impotent. He certainly appears to have a problem with Asian men who are either bisexual, promiscuous or gay.’

      ‘Couldn’t his message be about procreation? And why lay them out in a cross shape?’ Alice studied the crime scene photos of the three victims as she spoke.

      ‘Again, a possibility. The cross position may be about Christianity being the superior religion. Another slight against the victims’ religions.’

      Sebastian turned back to the board. He pointed to a correlation map Compo had configured. ‘The proximity of the dump sites in Harden, Haworth and Heaton indicate local knowledge, and I would be looking for a kill spot in this area.’ He drew a circle with his finger encompassing Baildon, Shipley, Queensbury and Keighley. ‘The choice of sites beginning with an ‘H,’ although alliterative, is unlikely to have any bearing for the killer.’ He paused. ‘Mind you, should the next victim also be dumped in a place beginning with the letter ‘H,’ I may revisit this.’ By the time Sebastian finished speaking, Compo had inserted the circle via his computer onto the map, earning an appreciative smile from Sebastian.

      Gus rose and went over to closer study the map. This was good. At least they had an area to focus on now.

      ‘Okay, so that’s the supposed area for the kill spot. Does that mean he also lives in that locality?’ asked Sampson.

      Sebastian grimaced. ‘I’m inclined to say yes, although at this point, I wouldn’t want you to limit your investigation based on that. I suspect our killer lives near both kill and dump sites, however, it is only a suspicion. On the other hand, I’m nearly certain the kill site is close to the dump site.’

      He splayed his hands. ‘This is based purely on the practicalities of subduing a victim, torturing them, killing them and finally dumping them, all in the space of a few hours. Believe it or not, the whole process will be exhausting for the killer, and he’ll want to minimise the energy he has to expend. Our unsub has a vehicle … although you already knew that.’

      He turned to Gus, who nodded, his gaze still focussed on the map, and then continued, ‘This is all good for you, as you have a narrower geographic area to work with. The torturing process will not be a silent one, so, if I were you, I’d be looking at places in that target area that are remote from their neighbours or have had recent building work done or are vacant or even in extreme disrepair.’

      Sampson frowned. ‘Building work?’

      ‘Building work can mean extra rooms. Extra rooms can be sound-proofed, or, for that matter, existing rooms can be sound-proofed under the guise of renovations.’ Sebastian scratched his nose. ‘Serial killers are notoriously devious. This type of non-spree killer is the hardest to catch, for they earn their title by being able to kill multiple targets whilst eluding detection over a period of time. They plan, and they pay attention to detail. They make use of any and all resources available to them. Be prepared for more victims.’

      ‘Can you tell us anything about the killer themselves, other than them being racially motivated and white?’ asked Alice.

      Sebastian steepled his fingers together at waist level and closed his eyes. When he reopened them, he began talking. ‘Okay, some of this you’ll have worked out for yourselves by implication, so forgive me for stating the obvious. Depending on other factors like proximity, et cetera, I would say the killer is fairly strong. However, that depends on how quickly they subdue their victim, what ruse they use, what transportation they have available, and so on. This killer is making a statement. The tattoo is that statement, and they may have accelerated because their declaration is not being acknowledged. The posing of the bodies in areas known for ‘gay’ activity shows the unsub has issues not only with non-whites but also with homosexuality, and this is borne out by the choice of tattoo and its positioning in the groin area. I also wonder if this indicates our killer is an acolyte.’

      Gus rolled his eyes, as Sampson’s hand shot up. For God’s sake, it’s not like he’s in school. Realising he was being a bit mean, he kept quiet. This was not the time to be moaning on about stupid things. He really needed to lighten up.

      Sebastian grinned, waving Sampson’s question away before it was uttered. ‘By that, I mean he may be posing the body and inflicting that particular tattoo in that particular place to demonstrate to someone else his commitment to a shared belief system.’

      Now that was interesting, thought Gus. The killer may be doing this to impress someone else. ‘Would the other person be participating in this?’ he asked.

      Sebastian shook his head. ‘It’s unlikely. Most serial killers operate alone. However, if proving their worth or superiority by being an acolyte is part of their fantasy, then that person could, inadvertently, encourage them to more extreme acts of violence.’

      ‘More extreme than that?’ asked Gus, pointing at the photos of the dead men.

      ‘It’s all relative, isn’t it? I’ve seen far worse than this.’

      Gus had too, but now was not the time to dwell on that. He thought for a second or two. ‘I thought psychopaths are arrogant. Why would this one take on a subservient role?’

      ‘Ah, good question. You’re right, the killer’s arrogance is the main motivator, but although I’m calling him an ‘acolyte,’ I doubt he would view himself that way. He’s probably convinced himself it is his superiority that makes him carry out the killings in the way he does.’

      He peered around the room before moving on. ‘Although we’ve not had the autopsy, excuse me,’ he rolled his eyes, ‘I forget I’m back in the UK. The post-mortem on Razaul Ul Haq – it seems clear from the crime scene photos of the groin wound, that this was a more vicious torture so …’ He turned to Gus. ‘Either our killer’s getting a taste for inflicting pain, or this kill was more personal than the others.’ He sighed and yanked his glasses off. Holding onto the taped leg, and seemingly heedless of their fragility, he waved them around. ‘The problem is, we won’t know the answer to that until either you catch the bastard, or he kills again. No pressure, huh?’

      The ache that had started, first as a throb at Gus’ temple and then as a persistent thump, had accelerated to a pulsing pounding across his forehead. He knew it was caused by the combination of lack of sleep, too much caffeine and the tension of the investigation. Popping two co-codamol, he washed them down with the dregs of his coffee and then moved to the front to address his team. Sebastian had given them enough to go on for the moment, and he was grateful for that.

      ‘Right, we really need to move on this. I’ve alerted DCI Chalmers, who has organised a press briefing for lunchtime. She will warn the public we are dealing with a serial killer targeting Asian men and confirm he is branding them with a tattoo. She will emphasise the importance for all non-Caucasian men in Bradford to be vigilant and will not release specific details about the tattoo. That information remains within these four walls. She will also ask all tattooists and suppliers in the district to be vigilant and to report anything they notice that may be significant.’

      Turning to the now-circled map on the board, Gus said, ‘Compo, I want you to focus on finding any likely properties using the criteria specified by Professor Carlton in this area. I will be attending the PM with Alice and follow up by re-interviewing Graeme Weston. Seems likely our killer has some things in common with our wannabe MP, and in light of the possible personal element to the attack on Razaul Ul Haq, that makes Mr Weston a definite person of interest. Also, keep tracking old fashioned and traditional tattoo equipment. We may be lucky and catch a lead through that means.’

      Turning to Sampson, he continued, ‘I’m expecting a new detective constable to join the team at some point today. You know what the powers-that-be are like. We’ve got a serial killer on our hands, and they’re still talking budgets, despite us being short-staffed. When he or she arrives, bring them up to speed and get them to crack on reviewing and inputting information from the helpline calls. I want you to go back over all three victims’ histories. Double-check with their families and friends. Was there some sort of secret life they were living that our killer cottoned on to? Is there some mileage in the newspapers’ assertions the first two were gay? We already know that Razaul Ul Haq was a womaniser.

      ‘Is our serial killer cleansing the world of non-white men who don’t adhere to his moral code, or are they just chance victims? Get Compo to run deep background checks on all of them, and instead of approaching their families, why don’t you take the newbie out this afternoon and re-interview some of the victims’ friends? The fact we now have three victims may prompt them to be more talkative.’
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          08:45 City Academy, Manchester Road

        

      

    

    
      ‘Come on, come on, pick up!’

      Sitting on the closed toilet seat in the girl’s loos at school, Neha glanced at the time on her mobile, hoping that Shamshad, for once, would leave her alone and give her some privacy. Ever since they’d found out about their dad’s murder, Sham had been following her everywhere, as if she expected Neha to flip again, like she had when their mum went loopy. What Sham didn’t realise was her continual worrying made it impossible for Neha to share the things that really mattered to her. Although she knew her sister did it out of love, boy, was it wearing. Especially when she had things she needed to do in secret. Things that her twin wouldn’t understand. With one ear listening for the opening of the outer toilet door, she heard the phone cut to voicemail for the umpteenth time since the previous day.

      Something was wrong. She knew it. This was the first time he’d ever not answered her call, and right now, she knew he needed her more than ever before. Hell, they needed each other. The outer door opened, and Neha waited for Shamshad to call her name. When she heard two girls giggling together, she breathed easier. Sham hadn’t followed her into the loos. She dialled the number again and waited. Still, no answer. An almost uncontrollable urge to throw her phone against the wall and scream engulfed her. Instead, she pushed her sleeves up, crossed her arms over and scratched and scratched until they were bleeding and raw.

      Her fingertips ached, and her nails were clogged with blood and flesh. She could smell it and it made her want to gip. Memories of her heart thudding, her breath catching in her chest as she applied pressure to the blade, pressing it against her skin, pulling it downwards, splitting her flesh open like she was scoring an orange, flooded her mind. Next came the release. Her breath slowed, and as the deep thick liquid bubbled to the surface and oozed from the gash, a feeling of serene calm overcame her. Her heart rate fell, and she was at peace.

      Neha blinked. She wasn’t that person anymore. No, she wasn’t, and she wouldn’t allow her memories to lure her back to that place. Not now. Not when she’d been better for so long. This scratching was a blip, a temporary aberration. When things were calmer, she’d stop. Bending over, she lifted her handbag from the toilet floor, and resting it on her lap, she unzipped it and extracted a pack of wet wipes. With care, she wiped each arm clean, pressing the damp fabric against the scratches until the bleeding stopped, ignoring the sting that accompanied it.

      Her sister thought she wore long sleeves in adherence to her faith, and although she didn’t believe it herself, Sham said she respected Neha’s right to her belief and her modesty. Neha sighed. Goodness knew what her sister would do if she could see the scratches running down her thighs and arms. She’d frog march her right back to the psychiatrist, no doubt. Neha laughed. She’d probably end up in the next room to her mother in Lynfield Mount. Best to keep her secrets from Sham … after all, the self-harm wasn’t the biggest one she kept.
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          09:30 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Gus had brought Nancy up-to-date on Sebastian Carlton’s input. They’d agreed to downplay the ‘Tattoo Killer’ moniker Jez Hopkins had come up with, and instead were focussing on warning the Asian and Black communities to be vigilant. Having promised to brief her prior to the lunchtime press conference, should anything critical come from the post-mortem, he was winding up the meeting when Alice ran into Nancy’s office without knocking. Waving copies of the Yorkshire Post and the Bradford Chronicle in her hands, she strode over the carpet, stopping next to Gus. One look at her face told him she was angry. Her eyes flashed, and her mouth was in a tight line.

      ‘Bloody bastard’s homed in on the fact all the victims were found in villages beginning with an ‘H,’ hasn’t he?’

      Gus grabbed the Chronicle whilst Nancy snatched the Yorkshire Post. ‘Since when did that little scrote, Jez Hopkins, write for both papers?’ asked Nancy, hefting her unshod feet onto her desk and leaning back to read the front-page article.

      Alice breathed heavily, her face flushed. ‘Since he’s come up with a sensationalist headline and a mainly unsubstantiated, equally sensationalist story. You’re going to have your work cut out at the press conference later, ma’am.’

      Scanning the article, Gus’ heart sank. Hopkins’ tone was the height of irresponsible reporting. He’d given scant notice of the latest victim, choosing instead to hazard guesses as to where the fourth victim would be found. Worse, he’d misled the public by stating the victims were killed where they were dumped.

      Gus read the Bradford Chronicle headline aloud. ‘‘The Tattoo Killer hunts for his prey in homely Bradford villages!’ Shit. ‘The serial killer who has Bradford police running around like headless chickens struck a third time in the small village of Heaton on the fringes of inner city Bradford. Have the police still not spotted the very obvious link between the kills? If not, let’s ‘spell’ it out. Each of the bodies was discovered in a village beginning with the letter ‘H’ within the Bradford district. First Haworth, then Harden, and now Heaton.’’

      Gus threw the paper on Nancy’s desk. ‘Idiot. He’s drawn a link between the dump sites, and he’s insinuated the victims were selected and murdered there.’ As he reached over to take the Yorkshire Post that led with a very similar story penned by the same journalist, his phone buzzed. Glancing at it, he moved away from the desk and answered. ‘Hey, Seb, what can I do for you?’

      Gus listened for a minute then hung up. ‘According to Sebastian, this jackass leading with this story could result in one of two things. Either the killer will go along with this, assuming that wasn’t already his plan, and dump the next body in a different village beginning with an ‘H.’ Clearly, that will extend our investigative area, spreading our resources even more thinly. Or he will continue on his pre-determined plan, whatever that is. He also cautioned that by tagging the killer, Hopkins has elevated him above the victims. He says this could temporarily satiate his need to kill by appealing to his narcissism. However, on the other hand, it could pique his desires and set him on a spiralling killing spree. Either way, if we don’t catch him, there will be a fourth victim sooner or later.’

      Nancy crossed her right leg over her left knee. Leaning forward, she pulled at her stockings which had got stuck between her toes. ‘Phew, load of bloody codswallop. How does any of that help us? Basically, all Carlton’s told us is he might delay his kill or he might bring it forward … Duh? Like we didn’t know that! Or …’ Having finished prodding at her toes through her tights, she waved her hand in the air. ‘He might dump his next victim in a village beginning with and ‘H’ or, wait for it … then again, he might not. Load of bloody twaddle.’

      She swung her legs off her desk and jumped to her feet. The absence of her usual heels made her of equal height to Alice, nevertheless, the glower she levelled at Gus was ferocious. ‘Go out and catch this bloody racist killer. I don’t care where he plans to dump the next body. Our job is to prevent that, okay?’

      Feeling very much like a dog with his tail between its legs, Gus could only nod.
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          10:30 Bradford Royal Infirmary Mortuary

        

      

    

    
      Gus’ dad looked up from his examination of Razaul Ul Haq. On noticing Alice had accompanied Gus into the room, he squealed, in Gus’ opinion, rather like a schoolgirl. ‘Alice, my dear. When did you get back to work?’

      Although both his father and his friend were wearing surgical masks, it was clear to Gus they were smiling at each other. He scowled. He hated this habit they had of mixing business with pleasure. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t spoken to his dad about it often enough; still, the old goat insisted on rabbiting on, instead of maintaining a degree of professionalism.

      Turning to Gus, Fergus said, his words clipped and accusing, ‘And why didn’t you tell your mum and me Alice was back at work?’

      ‘What?’ Gus banged his forehead with his blue gloved hand. ‘Of course, I should have dropped everything to tell you. It’s not as if I’ve got three dead bodies and a serial killer to think about. God! How remiss of me.’

      Alice nudged him with her elbow, and his dad glowered at him for a long second, a frown pulling his hairy eyebrows into a furry bush on his forehead. He shook his head. ‘Sarcasm does not become you, Angus. Your mother would be very disappointed. She brought you up better than that.’

      Mentioning his mum was a low blow, and Gus nearly said so. Instead, he inhaled. His chest filled with the formaldehyde fumes of the mortuary, and immediately, he wished he hadn’t. Despite the fact his dad hadn’t opened up the body yet, his stomach gurgled, and to make matters worse, he’d forgotten his Vicks VapoRub. He knew it didn’t really work, but it was his prop. No way would he ask Alice if she had any, either. He’d never live it down if he did. He glared at his dad who’d turned back to the body, still shaking his head. He was still annoyed the old man had brought his mum into the equation. Talk about guilt-tripping him. Trying to breathe small breaths through his mouth, Gus took a reluctant step closer and surveyed the remains of Razaul Ul Haq. He was in his late thirties and appeared young for his age. He seemed, apart from being dead of course, to be in good nick, externally anyway. No doubt his dad would soon tell him if that was true of his innards.

      ‘Here’s the injection site, Angus.’ His dad raised Razaul’s head to show Gus and Alice the miniscule spot on his nape. ‘Exactly the same place as the previous two victims.’ He shuffled down the length of the metal table, and lifting first one arm and then the other, he pointed to his wrist. ‘Same sort of bruising as before and on his ankles too. Probably cable ties, which won’t narrow it down for you, I’m afraid.’

      He drew back the cover to reveal the groin area, which Gus had already seen at the crime scene. ‘It was clear when we first viewed him the killer tattooed him much deeper than the other two victims, but after I cleaned it up, the extent of the injuries is even more evident. This must have been excruciating for him, poor sod! Most tattoos go down barely a millimetre. This was applied so heavily, it penetrated almost three to four millimetres in parts.’

      An uncomfortable sensation near his own groin area had Gus cringing. He could almost feel Ul Haq’s agony, as his father dropped the light sheet back onto the body.

      Fergus nodded. ‘Exactly, makes you wince, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Sure does. It also makes me think this must be personal. The level of pain inflicted here is much more than on either of the other two victims.’

      Alice looked at him. ‘You thinking Graeme Weston?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Maybe. He’s definitely worth looking at. After all, he’s got a very personal motive for killing Ul Haq. Just worries me he’d do it when he’s making such a public bid for stardom.’

      ‘Ah,’ said Fergus, lifting the Stryker saw. ‘Weston is that Albion First candidate for the by-election, isn’t he? Perhaps it’s not him doing it. Maybe it’s one of his acolytes.’

      Gus frowned. ‘Funny you should say that; that’s the very word Professor Carlton used.’
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          10:15 Caroline Drive, Dudley Hill, Bradford

        

      

    

    
      Villages beginning with an ‘H.’ Shouldn’t even dignify that with a response. What does that stupid reporter know? He thinks he knows it all, whereas he knows nowt. Not a damn thing. He hasn’t one iota of awareness in his entire body. Look around, Mr Jez Hopkins, see what’s happening to our city? It’s not about ‘H’ villages; it’s about Bradford. Bradford and the stinking Pakis and Blacks and Eastern Europeans, and homos and paedos and the like. That’s what the problem is.

      It is warm inside the car. Too warm. I open the window to let a quick blast of air in but then I have to shut it again, pronto, before the stench of Paki food gets in. Is it too much to ask they don’t cook their stinking curries in the chip shops? Polluting the environment, the clean Bradford air, that’s what they’ve done over the years. Building their mosques and restaurants. Makes me want to puke. Feel sick at the very thought of the garbage they shovel down their throats. They act all holier than thou, too, as if they, with their Islam and their burkas, have some sort of access to God’s heavenly sanctum.

      I was right to think Ul Haq wouldn’t be the last to need tattooing. It’s easy to find them … too easy! Once I’ve chosen them, it’s not rocket science to find out where they go. They thought they’d been discreet, and this one is no different. Getting blow jobs from some crack whore off Thornton Road for a tenner, whilst his wife is laid up, ready to drop. Funny how it is so easy to find them. Funny how it is always the blacks and Pakis. Makes my skin crawl looking at them, watching them in the darkness, hearing them moaning for their cheap thrills, seeing them pervert God’s will. Makes me sick.

      This one though, he is special … special and so, so easy to snare. He’ll be the simplest catch yet. The only question is when and, of course, where to dump the body. Would it be better to go along with the stupid journo’s ‘H’ tag and choose the dump site accordingly? Or should I just do my own thing? No, this time, I’ll make a stance. Make sure they all sit up and take notice.

      There is time still, though. Time to make a final decision. I lay my head back, resting it on the headrest and wait, blocking out the jabber of Paki voices and the drone of their music and the rotting stench of their existence. After all, patience is a virtue!
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          12:30 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Parked in front of the chippie along from the Weston’s street, Gus stared in amazement at Alice as she stuffed ketchup-covered chips into her mouth – as if they hadn’t, less than an hour previously, witnessed Razaul Ul Haq’s post-mortem. What was it with the woman? Gus could still feel his stomach churning, and he couldn’t shake the images of the tattoo that had been inflicted, somewhat inexpertly, on Ul Haq’s shaven groin. The familiar watering at the back of his throat that preceded the act of throwing up, had him thrusting open the car door and breathing in deep breaths of not so fresh air. The coolness seemed to do the trick, for his nausea waned. Trust Alice to insist on fish and chips. The greasy smell had made his stomach roll, and he was not looking forward to re-entering the car.

      The sound of the passenger window whirring down made him turn. Alice, still cheerfully stuffing her face, pushed a bottle of water in his direction. He took it, grateful for the chance to wash away the near sick taste from his mouth. ‘You nearly finished, Al?’

      Stuffing her last chip into her mouth, she balled up the wrapper and handed it to him through the window. Tutting, Gus accepted it, his lip curled downwards as he held it at arm’s length and deposited it in the nearby bin. ‘I’m going to walk round to the Weston’s, Al. You drive, but can you keep all the windows open to get rid of that stink?’

      Gus thought he heard the word ‘wuss,’ as Alice shimmied over into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Grinning, he chose to ignore it and set off at a brisk pace. Eccleshill had once been a predominantly white area of Bradford, however now it was becoming increasingly culturally diverse. The Westons lived in the posh part, in a small street of newly built houses selling for in the region of three quarters of a million pounds. The building and property development trade must be soaring. The Weston’s house was about halfway down the street and was a five-bedroomed detached with a double garage and, according to Google maps, had sizeable gardens to the front and the rear. The front garden was pristine with flowerbeds surrounding an immaculate, if wet lawn. Gus suspected they employed a gardener to keep it so. He couldn’t imagine Christine Weston getting her hands dirty, and he guessed at this point in his career, Graeme Weston was a hands-off kind of guy. The sort who issued orders to his minions and expected everyone else to jump. Gus had been surprised when he’d phoned Weston on his mobile and was told to come to their home address rather than his works one in Bingley.

      As he drew parallel to the house, Alice got out of the car and met him on the pavement before they both walked up the terracotta tiled path to the front door. The previous evening, Gus hadn’t paid a lot of attention when he’d rung the bell, but today, the metallic tones of ‘Rule, Britannia!’ drifted through the door. Gus raised an eyebrow. How predictable!

      The door opened, and there stood Christine Weston, looking a damn sight more groomed than she had the previous day. Gus noticed the dark shadows beneath her eyes and the remains of the swelling on her bruised cheek. Averting her eyes, she clutched the edge of the door, and stammering over her words, she invited them in. She led them through to the same room they were in yesterday, and apart from the absence of wine bottles on the coffee table, it appeared much as it had done then. Graeme Weston, dressed in horse riding gear sat, legs crossed, on one of the armchairs. The TV was tuned to Loose Woman, but on their entry, Weston switched it off. Jacob was curled up on the sofa in a grey faux fur blanket. He was pale and appeared feverish.

      Christine stood by the door, glancing alternately between her son and husband. Licking her lips, she said, ‘Can I get you something to drink?’

      Before Gus or Alice could reply, Weston interrupted, ‘Don’t be stupid, woman, this isn’t a social call. Why would we entertain them? They’re public servants after all, paid for by our taxes.’

      The emphasis on the word ‘servants’ combined with the sneering look he sent Gus showed clearly his opinion of him. Gus put his hands in his pockets to hide the way he’d clenched his fists, and plastering an insincere smile on his face, he moved over and, without being asked, settled himself into the chair opposite Weston. He was pleased to see Weston’s mouth tighten, and responded by widening his smile. He then turned to Christine and said, ‘Could you get a chair for my colleague please, Christine? We wouldn’t want to disturb young Jacob here.’

      Christine, bursting into a flurry of activity, ran across the room returning with a high-backed dining chair for Alice, who accepted the chair with polite thanks and a warm smile.

      Turning to Weston, Gus said, ‘Wouldn’t have had you down for a horse lover.’

      Mouth curling, Weston eyed Gus as if he didn’t really care what the other man’s thoughts were. Then, capitulating, he said, ‘Not that it’s any business of yours, my grandparents owned a stable over Haworth way. Michael was their neighbour. When they died, they left me one of their horses, and Michael is good enough to let it bunk up with his now.’

      He sniffed. ‘We’re taking them for a run across Shipley Glen. That is, if you get a bloody move on, of course.’

      Christine settled herself in the corner of the couch. After tucking the cover around her son, she ran her hand over his forehead and grimaced. With a sigh, she placed the back of her fingers on his cheek. When he jerked his head, she smiled and removed them.

      Thinking the boy was a bit old to be squashed into a couch downstairs, Gus turned back to Weston. ‘Is Jacob poorly?’

      From the corner of his eye, he registered Christine flinched and was further intrigued when Weston barked at him, ‘The boy’s medical history is of no concern to you. It’s irrelevant to your investigation, and I’ll thank you to leave him out of it.’

      Wow! That was a bit of an overreaction. Even Jacob had stirred at his father’s tone. Inclining his head, Gus watched Christine Weston. She held her hands in her lap, her fingers so tightly clenched, they were white. She kept sending surreptitious glances in her husband’s direction, and a small tic at the side of her eye told Gus how agitated she was. Maintaining a level tone, he said, ‘I wonder why you’re so aggressive about what was a very simple solicitous question regarding the welfare of your son, Graeme.’

      The other man tensed, and Gus knew he’d hit a raw nerve.

      ‘Jacob’s welfare is of no concern to the likes of you … and you can address me as Mr Weston.’

      Knowing Weston had barely managed to prevent himself from adding the word ‘boy’ to the end of his sentence and realising exactly how rattled the older man was, Gus leaned back and crossed his legs. He was beginning to enjoy himself. Maintaining a mild tone, he asked, ‘When you say the ‘likes of you,’ are you referring to me as a British police officer or me as a black man?’

      The colour that suffused Weston’s face was that of an aged Burgundy wine, and Gus watched with amusement as it darkened to a Merlot as he struggled to come up with a response. ‘Take it how you like,’ he said at last, almost spitting the words at Gus. He then turned to his wife. ‘Take the boy upstairs, Christine. Now!’

      Christine jumped to her feet and shook her sons shoulder, gently rousing him. The boy was pale, and if Christine hadn’t inserted her arm under his armpits, Gus was sure Jacob would have fallen. As he left the room, each step seemed to drain the boy even more. A flash of rage surged through Gus, as Weston leaned back and watched his wife struggle with their son. What sort of man would behave like that? Fair enough, he was angry with his wife … who wouldn’t be? His own experience made it easy to imagine how Weston felt; however, to allow his wife to struggle on like that was plain nasty. Seemed like this politician didn’t necessarily possess the manners to go with his aspirations.

      Barely concealing his emotions, Gus said, ‘Do you have any tattoos, Mr Weston?’

      Clearly put off balance by the question, Weston gawped, ‘What?’

      Enunciating each word with care, Gus repeated the question.

      Weston frowned. ‘Well, yes, I do, although I don’t see the relevance.’ Then, as if a light had gone on, he nodded his head and laughed. ‘Oh, you’re asking because of that lunatic who tattooed Razaul Ul Haq. Saw it on the news. Well, I hate to tell you, despite having tattoos, I’ve never applied any. You need an expert for that.’

      Gus continued to smile. ‘Yes, I know that. I merely wondered if you had a tattoo like his one.’ He flung a close-up photograph of the swastika applied to Razaul Ul Haq onto the table. It had been taken at such an angle the area of the body it was applied to was unclear.

      Weston gave the photo a cursory glance and shook his head.

      Christine Weston, who’d returned from escorting her son upstairs, gave an audible gasp and averted her eyes at once. Covering her mouth with trembling fingers, tears sprung to her eyes. Gus was sorry he’d had to inflict this pain on her in order to provoke a response from her husband.

      Alice leaned over, and resting her hand on Christine’s arm, she squeezed. Christine exhaled and then eyed the photo again. Gus studied Weston, who was watching the byplay with a smirk on his face. He tapped the photo. ‘Well?’

      Weston screwed up his mouth and rolled his eyes. ‘No, I don’t.’

      Christine gasped again, and Gus swung his gaze to her. ‘Do you disagree with your husband?’

      For a moment, Christine’s eyes drifted towards her husband, and Gus was certain she was going to denounce him. Then, she glanced away shaking her head. ‘No, he hasn’t.’

      Gus stood up and walked out of the room, Alice following.

      Weston stood and called after him, ‘Is that it then? Are you done with us?’

      Gus waited until he reached the front door before responding, ‘Not by a long chalk, Graeme. Enjoy your ride.’
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          13:30 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Graeme Weston paced up and down in front of the fireplace whilst Christine cowered on the sofa. She was distraught. She could hardly believe Razaul was dead. How could he be? She’d only been with him on Sunday night. During the last two days, she’d lost her lover, and now, it seemed, she was in danger of losing both her husband and her son.

      Graeme knelt in front of her and clasped her hands in his. ‘You understand what’s at stake, Christine, don’t you?’

      Feeling numb, she nodded. What else could she do? Graeme smiled and patted her hand. ‘That’s my girl. All we need to do is keep quiet, and make sure that nobody finds out about the lad.’ He stood up and slid onto the sofa next to her and put his arm around her. ‘We’ve kept it on the QT all this time, we can manage a few more years. At least until I’m elected, yeah?’

      Tired of the lies and deceit, but too exhausted to protest, Christine nodded again. Smiling, he pulled her closer and began nuzzling her hair. The insistent pressure of his erection pushed hard against her thigh, and when he thrust his tongue into her mouth and his hand up her skirt, she thought she would vomit.
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          14:40 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Sampson felt like he was drowning in a never-ending pile of paperwork. He was going stir crazy and had even snapped at Compo twice in the past hour for singing ‘People are Strange’ by The Doors. It wasn’t like him. Normally, he’d join in, even if he didn’t know the words, which was the case, in this instance. He glanced over at Compo, who every so often allowed a few words to escape his lips before, seemingly conscious of upsetting his colleague, clamped his mouth shut and resorted to miming the lyrics instead. Sampson had never been able to fathom why Compo put one or sometimes two tracks on repeat and listened solely to them for hours on end. It would drive him crazy, but Compo said he chose the track that fitted the job in hand and stuck with it until the task was complete. Whatever task matched the ‘People are Strange’ song was taking him a substantial amount of time.

      Sampson grinned. It was surprising Compo didn’t use that track every week bearing in mind the sort of people they came into contact with. He rummaged in the bottom of his drawer, found what he was looking for, and laid his findings on the desk in front of Compo. Compo stilled. A moment later, he looked up at Sampson, his round face breaking into a grin, as he grabbed the Mars Bar and ripped the wrapper off. ‘Thanks, Sampson. Was nearly dying without my sugar rush.’

      Sampson laid a hand on Compo’s shoulder and smothered his smile, aware Compo had, only a few minutes earlier, devoured a bag of crisps and a Creme Egg. Having had enough of computer work, Sampson took a note of Asim Farooq and Manish Parmar’s friends’ addresses and was about to head out, when the door opened, and a head poked around.

      ‘DI Gus McGuire?’

      ‘He’s not in. Can I help?’ asked Sampson, as the young man entered the room. To Sampson, he seemed about fifteen, with barely a shadow of a moustache on his baby-soft face. He was one of those lads who were short but burly. He slouched into the room, his arms bent at the elbows and grinned. His eyes sparked with good humour, and Sampson was instantly drawn to his understated charm.

      Flashing a set of perfect, white teeth, the lad held out his hand. ‘I’m Talvinder Bhandir. People call me Taffy.’

      Sampson shook his hand. ‘You don’t sound Welsh’

      ‘Nah, I’m not. I’m Yorkshire,’ said Taffy, his tone serious, the slight frown on his forehead telling Sampson he’d missed the joke.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Sampson, drawing out the word, ‘I got that. I was joking. Welsh folk are sometimes called Taffy.’

      The frown disappeared. ‘Oh, well, it’s my nickname, ‘stead of Talvinder, like.’

      Sampson grinned. All Taffy needed to do was to wipe his sleeve over his nose and he’d look exactly like one of Sampson’s many nephews. Introductions over, Sampson saw Taffy look at the crime boards with rather more interest than he was comfortable with. Wary of confidentiality, he asked, ‘Was DI McGuire expecting you?’

      ‘Oh, yeah, I’m the new DC. First day on the job. Can’t wait to get cracking, like. Done six months as a PC after my degree and got fast-tracked here. Shall I get doing summat?’

      Remembering Gus had told him to expect a DC, Sampson nodded. He’d expected someone a bit older. Bearing in mind Alice had thought he looked young when he’d first joined the team, he decided to give the lad the benefit of the doubt. At least he seemed eager and had no airs and graces like some of the fast-tracked DCs he’d come across. It was unfortunate he’d missed the briefing, but Sampson reckoned he could fill him in on their way to interview the victims’ friends. He checked Taffy’s warrant card and phoned through to DCI Nancy Chalmers for the go-ahead before leaving the incident room in Compo’s capable, if extremely sticky, hands.

      The first of Asim Farooq’s friends available to chat was a friend from university who worked at the Yorkshire Building Society in Bradford and could spare them a few minutes. Sharon Kelly was tall, with flaming red hair and a wide smile. She wore a whopping engagement ring and mentioned her fiancé at least five times during their conversation. Turned out, she’d known Asim’s wife more than she’d known him. Her impression was he was a nice guy, despite the current rumours. Asim had met her friend Humairah at university, and they’d dated throughout their time there. When pushed to expand on the rumours, she shrugged looking embarrassed, and in the end, all she would commit to was the news reports after his death backed up some of the rumours from their time at university. Not, she hastened to add, that she could confirm anything.

      Sampson came away feeling as if his questions had only served to fuel the already over-worked gossip mills. With Taffy in tow, he persevered, and by the end of the afternoon, had managed to pinpoint two men who admitted to having sex with Asim Farooq and one woman who told him she knew Manish Parmar was into S&M in a big way, but purely heterosexual. Sampson got the impression she was his dominatrix, and that’s why she was saved in his phone under the name Dom.

      ‘What do you make of all this, Taffy?’ he asked. He’d soon realised although he considered Taffy to be younger than himself, they were actually the same age. The only difference was Sampson had joined the police straight from school, and Taffy had gone to university to study criminology first.

      Taffy scratched his head. ‘Well, it’s not unheard of for folk to lead a double life, is it?’ He shrugged. ‘Sometimes, the culture gets in the way of people leading the lives they want to. Can be a real conflict for some.’ He met Sampson’s eye. ‘I’m not only talking Asians, though, you know? Every family has its own culture. Its own way of doing things, its own ‘code,’ if you like. I had gay friends at uni who kept their sexuality secret from their families because they knew they wouldn’t accept it. Fundamentalist Christians can be as bad as fundamentalist Muslims or Hindus or Sikhs.’

      Sampson nodded. He knew only too well firsthand how hard families could be on one another. His sister had gotten pregnant fifteen years ago, and because the bloke wasn’t a Catholic, his parents had kicked off something chronic. All sorted now, of course … babies had a habit of making things alright, didn’t they? He tried to imagine what it would have been like for Asim Farooq to have family pressure to get married and to deny his true sexuality. He also empathised with his wife and family, who now had to deal with the aftermath of his secret life in the public eye. It was a complete ball-ache.

      It seemed each of the three victims had lived an ‘alternative’ lifestyle to a greater or lesser degree. Of course, that leant itself to Professor Carlton’s belief that each victim had been targeted by the killer. Now, they could start to cross-match to see if they could work out exactly how they’d come to the attention of their killer.

      Feeling that they’d been productive, Sampson was happy to call it a day and head back to The Fort.
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          15:00 The Hare and Hounds, Toller Lane

        

      

    

    
      Rather than head back to The Fort, Gus had elected to try to unwind a bit after his interview with Graeme Weston. Merely being in the man’s presence made Gus want to shower, a feeling he was aware was entirely mutual. He wanted to bounce a few ideas off Alice, so they sat in the pub’s alcove near the real wood fire, nursing two mugs of coffee. Deposited on each saucer, in lieu of a biscuit, was a handful of chocolate Smarties. Their crisp coating bled a rainbow of colour through the droplets of coffee in their saucers. Alice’s eyes lit up at the sight of the sweet treat, and without asking, she helped herself to Gus’s share.

      Outside, heavy snow clouds flitted across the darkening sky, and already the cars on Toller Lane had their headlights on. For a short while, they sat in companionable silence. Gus used the opportunity to study Alice. She was pale, and her ready smile seemed to take more effort than usual. It wasn’t surprising, considering this was only her second day back. If they hadn’t been in the middle of such a big case, she’d have been able to build up to full-time hours. As it was, she’d been thrown in at the deep end. He was amazed at how well-adjusted she seemed. Unlike him, she didn’t appear to lapse into periods of brooding or struggle to interact. She seemed upbeat, just like she’d been before she was hurt. How could it be that she was so resilient, and he’d fallen to pieces?

      As if she sensed what he was thinking, Alice kicked him under the table and said, ‘Don’t get all maudlin on me now, Gus.’

      Rubbing his shin where her boot had connected, he grinned. ‘I suppose I should be grateful you didn’t wallop me on the arm.’

      ‘If you don’t stop worrying about me, I bloody well will whap you on the arm … hard. Now, get the bloody Bepanthen out, and I’ll put some on for you.’

      Fumbling in his bag for the elusive tube, he said, ‘Ah, Alice, it’s good to have you back.’ Withdrawing the cream, he pulled his jumper off and yanked his T-shirt down from the neck so she could apply the moisturiser. With gentle fingers, she spread it over the tattoo, enthusing again over its appropriateness. ‘Don’t think your mum will like it, though.’

      Gus grimaced. The mere thought of his mother’s reaction made his stomach muscles clench. ‘You promised, Al.’

      Laughing, she pulled his T-shirt back up. ‘Secret’s safe with me, Gus. Lips are sealed, and all that. She’s going to find out though. She’s sure to. You can’t keep it hidden from her forever. Anyway, for goodness sake. How old are you? Twelve? Man up. It’s your body.’

      Gus rolled his eyes. ‘You know how she is – relentless. That’s the only word for it. She’ll go on and on … and bloody on.’

      Alice snorted and flung a Smartie in the air, catching it in her mouth. ‘Idiot!’

      Shrugging his sweater back on, Gus glared at her. ‘Great, say it as it is, why don’t you? Nice to have your sympathy, Al. Don’t know what I’d do without that.’

      She clicked her fingers. ‘Knew it. You missed me. Can’t cope without me. I’m an integral member of the team. The cog without which no machine can run, the –’

      ‘Alright, alright, you’ve made your point. Now, shut up and listen. What do you think is wrong with Jacob Weston?’

      Alice frowned. ‘Don’t know. I was wondering that. He looked feverish and in pain … flu?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Suppose it could be … Didn’t you get the impression they were being cagey about it?

      ‘God, yes! Christine was as jumpy as a flea on a porcupine’s arse. She couldn’t settle. Didn’t know where to put herself. She’s clearly grieving the loss of her lover, but she also seemed to be worried sick about Jacob.  As for that arsehole, referring to him as ‘the boy.’  It’s pathetic. He’s pathetic.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Gus sighed. ‘Jacob looked fine on Monday, so what happened overnight to make him flake out like that, and why would they need to be secretive? Why not just tell us if he’s got flu or a tummy bug or whatever?’

      Alice waved at a little girl who was sitting in a highchair opposite. ‘There’s something dodgy about Weston. I don’t care if his alibi is solid; there’s something off with the man, and as for Christine … why, when your husband’s a member of an extreme right-wing fascist party, would you have an affair with a Bangladeshi man? It’s plain stupid. Especially on the eve of his announcement as election candidate. Very dodgy.’

      ‘We really need to speak to Michael Hogg, his election manager, Al.’

      Alice clapped her hands. ‘Yippee, can’t wait. Hope he’s as nice as his boss!’

      Gus laughed and finished the dregs of his coffee. ‘Come on. I’ll buy you another coffee to fill the time. I reckon I know where Michael Hogg will be in about an hour or so’s time.’
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          15:30 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Dressed in a white terry bath robe that barely skimmed his knees and was loosely tied at the waist, revealing his substantial paunch as well as his manhood, Graeme Weston sat, legs apart on the sofa, speaking into his mobile. His hair was still damp from the shower he’d just had. The overpowering aftershave he’d splashed on filled the room. ‘Well, I think it’s important I show face. Can’t kowtow to pressure from jihadists, can we? Bradford City is mine, and City Park is at the centre of the constituency I want to represent. They cannot and will not scare me away, Michael.’

      He listened for a minute and then smiled. ‘That’s settled then, you’ll sort it. Let’s make those idiots look like the amateurs they are.’

      He lay back on the sofa, a smile on his face. Those bloody lefties could do their worst … Michael had it all in hand. It was all going to backfire on them and serve them bloody well right too.

      Slipping the phone into the pocket of his robe, he made a mental note to dispose of it at the earliest opportunity. The thing about being part of a much-maligned political party on the fringe of society was that you had to be cautious. Throwaway phones were a part of his party’s day-to-day operations. No point giving anyone ammunition against you … and definitely not when you’d just planned an illegal act with your second-in-command.

      He laughed and yelled up the stairs for Christine to make him a sandwich before he set off for City Park. She’d need to apply extra make-up again to cover the matching bruise on the other side of her face. No more than she deserved, but she could do her repair work after he’d gone.
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          16:30 City Park, Bradford

        

      

    

    
      It was hard to believe despite the falling snow, they’d still managed to fill City Park with more than three hundred protestors. Imti was stoked. They’d worked overnight to create banners and placards, and Shahid, despite his irritation, had mucked in and helped. Imti still worried about him. He hadn’t been the same since his girlfriend’s death, and he was pleased to see his big brother participating in something that didn’t involve The Delius. He even carried a ‘No to Albion First!’ placard, and for once, he was actually smiling. Maybe things were improving for them, and about bloody time.

      After Sunday’s announcement by Graeme Weston that he was representing Albion First in the upcoming by-election, the various youth groups in Bradford had mobilised quickly – from Woodcraft to Young Labour to various religious youth groups representing all of Bradford’s faiths. Imti had heard many of the youths who had been ineligible to vote in the Brexit referendum express their anger that Brexit had led to this. He’d also heard some of the people here today had voted for Brexit and were angry with the racist backlash that had occurred in its wake. Bradford had taken a bashing over the past couple of years with the Matchmaker scandal followed by the gang warfare that had resulted in many deaths. Imti did not want his city to be a testing ground for the likes of Graeme Weston and his fascist cronies.

      Imti grinned at Serafina who was supporting the other end of a ‘No to Racism, No to Weston!’ banner. He’d never done something like this before. In truth, he’d never really thought about what he believed in, until he’d met Serafina. Now, seeing how strong she was, made him want to make her proud. She’d been through so much, and yet, she was still here, holding her head high, getting on with her life, thinking of the future and what she wanted to achieve. As far as he could see, things were looking good.

      People from Bradford’s African-Caribbean communities were dancing as if it was carnival time, and the huge papier-mâché puppets, normally used in the lantern parades through Lister Park, bobbed about, colourful and flamboyant. Drums and whistles made it feel like a street party. Passers-by stopped to watch, smiles on their faces, as the dancers weaved among them, engaging them, entertaining them.

      Weston hadn’t even showed his ugly face and nor had any of his band of thugs – well, not as far as Imti knew, anyway. Despite a few dodgy-looking characters being around, no-one had been overtly hostile. All they wanted to do was make a statement that Bradford Central ward was not up for grabs by racists and homophobes in this by-election. The left-wing parties had jumped on the bandwagon, and there were a few Socialist Party members selling their newspapers. The local Labour councillor had agreed to speak later on the steps of City Hall, and so far, the police had kept a watching brief, leaving them to protest peacefully. No-one wanted a repeat of the Bradford riots of 2001.

      Then, as if from nowhere, there was a sudden silence that lasted for a few seconds followed almost immediately by shouting and cries. People had stopped, were pointing fingers. All at once, they surged towards the Mirror Pool. Imti couldn’t see what was happening at first then … he saw it. On the grassy bank that covered the roof of the café stood a large group of people. Some had covered their lower faces with scarves, and many of them were holding banners displaying Union Flags, St George’s Crosses, and swastikas. Right at the front, the burly forms of Graeme Weston and his sidekick Michael Hogg were clearly visible. Their faces were uncovered, and Weston’s trademark smile was in evidence, as he raised his arms in front of him like a priest in a pulpit, addressing his congregation.

      The mood of the crowd below changed as rage simmered and bubbled through them as if by osmosis. This was not good. Not good at all. As the jeers and jostling began to pick up a malevolent tempo, Imti rolled up his banner and pulled Serafina close to him. The protestors surged forward, their chants resonating across the park, and from their elevated position, Weston’s supporters responded in kind, whilst Weston himself stood still, hands held aloft. Around the periphery of the crowd, tense-looking police officers began to move forward in an attempt to place themselves between the rival crowds. All the while, they spoke in sharp tones on their radios, and with extendable batons drawn, they edged themselves through the tightly grouped bodies. The earlier party atmosphere had dissipated, replaced by the heaviness of fear and anger. The protestors continued to push ahead, angered by the way the Albion First supporters towered like avenging soldiers above them.

      All the time, Imti scoured the crowds looking for Shahid, but he was nowhere to be seen. Sensing Serafina’s fear, he smiled down at her before continuing his search. Then, as if from nowhere, someone was pulling Serafina from him and shouting something unintelligible in his ear. At first, he struggled against it, then he recognised DI Gus McGuire and DS Alice Cooper.

      As Alice led Serafina towards the Broadway Shopping Centre away from the park, Gus shouted, ‘Who are you looking for, Imti?’

      Relieved to see his girlfriend heading for safety, Imti glanced round and realised the friendly police, who had been dotted around earlier, had been replaced by officers in riot gear. His heart began to thud in his chest. Things were getting more threatening by the second.

      ‘Shahid,’ he yelled. ‘I can’t see Shahid. He was here a minute ago.’

      In a panic, he craned his neck, pushing against the force of the throng, trying not to be swept into the centre as he searched for his brother. The crowd had got ugly, and as he watched, he saw a hooded figure standing near the café entrance. As if in slow motion, the figure lifted an arm high and with barely a pause to take aim, had thrown something into the crowd standing in the empty Mirror Pool. Imti frowned. He’d seen the man in the crowd earlier and thought he was dodgy. He’d sidled past Imti and Serafina with his hood up and his head low. His eyes had cast side to side, as if scoping out the crowd, and Imti had ducked down on pretence of tying his laces and had looked up into his face. When their eyes had met, the other lad had frowned and swerved away from Imti, keeping his head and face averted.

      The missile arced over the heads of those nearest to the front, heading straight to the centre of the bunched-up people. Imti caught sight of a flame, bright against the fading light. It was a Molotov cocktail. Panic thudded against his chest, as he cricked his neck upwards to follow the trajectory. Was Shahid in the middle of the throng? He couldn’t see him, yet he had a sense of foreboding.

      Gus tried to pull him back, away from the inevitable explosion, but Imti had just seen a placard bearing the slogan ‘No to Albion First!’ He struggled to free himself from Gus’ grip. There was a sudden moment of silence, as the crowd realised what was happening and tried to reverse their forward momentum. It was too late. The homemade bomb exploded, and the air in City Park was rent with shrieks of pain and horror.
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          17:00 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Shuffling along the corridor as fast as she could, DCI Nancy Chalmers slammed open the door and propelled herself through the door, narrowly missing being hit on the face as it rebounded after slamming against the wall. ‘Riot in City Park. All officers needed. Peaceful protest gone awry. We need to be on top of this.’

      As if realising she was talking to a near-empty room, she stopped and glanced around. ‘Gus …?’ Seeing the look on Compo’s face, and the way Sampson had jumped to his feet at her words, she exhaled and counted to five before saying, ‘He’s there, isn’t he?’

      Sampson, grabbing his coat, nodded and halfway across the room, shouted, ‘And so is Alice. I’m on my way. I’ll let you know when I find them.’

      A small man Nancy had never seen before followed behind Sampson, saluting as he passed. ‘I’m DC Taffy Bhandir, ma’am. I’ll help DC Sampson.’

      Bemused, Nancy observed Compo, who, face taut with tension, had his fingers flying across the keyboard.

      ‘Compo …?’

      ‘Shh!’ said Compo, waving his hand in the air in uncharacteristic rudeness.

      Nancy moved over and stood behind him, watching over his shoulder as he worked his magic.

      ‘Accessed the CCTV from City Park. We’ll at least have eyes on what’s going on.’

      Nancy placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed. ‘Thanks, Compo. Let’s see if we can keep tabs on what’s happening from here as it’s unfolding. Get communication up with Sampson so we can co-ordinate with him when he gets there. The riot police will have their own comms up and running, but any extra can only help.’

      With another few key strokes, Compo transferred the grid images from his screen onto the whiteboard, and he and Nancy watched images from the six cameras.

      ‘You take the top three, ma’am, and I’ll take the bottom three.’

      Nodding, Nancy scoured her three frames for sight of either Alice or Gus and was finally rewarded when she saw Gus heading towards City Library with a young lad by his side.

      With a sigh, she sat down on Gus’ chair. ‘Got eyes on Gus, Compo. He seems fine.’

      Thank God. How in heaven’s name does that boy always seems to end up where there’s some sort of trouble? She took her phone out and punched in a number. When Gus’ mum answered, she said, ‘Don’t know if you’ve seen the news about City Park, Corrine, but he’s fine. Gus is okay.’

      Corrine erupted into a series of questions, and across the line, Nancy could hear her moving around. Then, the sound of the muffled voices told her that her friend had switched the TV on to see for herself what was happening.

      Nancy smiled. Corrine was ferocious when it came to protecting either of her two children. She may be small, but Corrine McGuire had the survival instincts of a tigress. She’d had to, having suffered abuse as a child before being taken into foster care in Scotland. Nancy’s smile faded as she recollected that those childhood experiences were not the only trauma her friend had suffered. Despite all the odds, the mixed-race Scottish girl had excelled in her chosen field, and until she’d taken early retirement, had been a renowned paediatrician. Nancy listened to Corrine for a few seconds more, a faint smile alleviating the tension from her face, then promised to get Gus to phone her when he got back to The Fort before she hung up.
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          17:15 City Park Bradford

        

      

    

    
      Fire engines, screams, ambulances, tears, police sirens. The noise was deafening. However, what was worse was the smell of petrol fumes, and the overlying stench of singed flesh that clogged up Gus’ throat. He had bodily dragged Imti away from the blast, and within ten minutes, the police in riot gear had cleared the area of everyone, except the injured. In record time, two fire engines drove straight onto the park. The City Library had opened its doors as a base for triage, and the surrounding restaurants and cafes distributed hot drinks to the emergency services and those in shock.

      As he’d pulled Imti away, Gus had spotted Shahid towards the back of the crowd, looking as desperate as his younger brother. He’d managed to reunite the brothers, and now, the three of them were helping the paramedics do triage. The most serious injuries had been whisked off to BRI, but many people with non-life-threatening injuries remained in the library where, at least, they were warm.

      Gus suspected an investigation into the bomb would establish some combustive commodity had been added to extend the effects of the explosion. Imti had told him he saw who had thrown the bomb, and he said it had come from the protestors’ side. One of the riot squad had stated various witnesses had reported seeing the bomb in the hands of one of the protestors in City Park. It didn’t make a lot of sense, and it would be a nightmare to prove until the fire investigator had done her full and thorough investigation.

      As they worked in the freezing conditions, Gus was aware of Jez Hopkins and the other journalists snapping photos and trying to interview people. On the parapet above the café, Graeme Weston delivered an interview which, no doubt, would lead on most national news channels as well as local news. A few words drifted downwards, and Gus’ body tensed as he realised Weston was using this to paint a picture of an immigrants’ riot.

      Behind him, he overheard one firefighter say to another, ‘If I’d known that Brexit would release the floodgates for scum like him, I’d never have voted for it. All I wanted was independence from Europe, not a bloody race war.’

      Unfortunately, many people Gus came across during his working week held similar views, and he knew they would be horrified with this outcome. Looking around him at the broken people, with their heads bowed in defeat, a wave of anger wracked his body. The delicate balance of his city was at risk, and whilst these people licked their wounds, Graeme Weston and his cronies stood, Union flags stretched between figures in balaclavas, too cowardly to reveal their true identities to their neighbours. Their fists raised in cheers, as if this had been some sort of victory for them. It made his skin crawl.

      At least with UKIP, most of their members were accountable for their views. Most expressed their views honestly and openly. The worry with the Albion First members was that many of them were under the police radar. Their insidious beliefs and propaganda were covert until … like now … they weren’t. Until, like now, they fanned the flames of unrest from behind their balaclavas and voiced their vitriol, with only their topmost ranks brave enough to show their faces. It was sobering to think you could be living next door or sharing a drink, or working with one of them, and not know just how deep their hatred was. Deep enough to murder? wondered Gus. Was one of those faceless figures responsible for the deaths and torture of three men? It was a scary thought.
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          18:05 Caroline Drive, Dudley Hill, Bradford

        

      

    

    
      It was amazing and so damn simple. All eyes had been focussed on the wogs, Pakis and gay sympathisers gathered in the Mirror Pool. Their man had got himself into position early. Then, arm up and over, leaving a trail of flames like a huge firefly, as it sailed through the snow and landed – plop! – right in the middle of them. Lambs to a slaughter. Couldn’t have been planned any better. The idiots didn’t even realise they’d been herded into a corner until it was too late, and like the animals they were, they squealed and ran; headless chickens in a slurry of flames. Brilliant! The scent of flesh burning hung heavy in the air; a delicious winter barbecue, and, like Gods on Mount Olympus, we watched them burn.

      I could have watched all night, but after the initial rounds of interviews and playing-up to the media, it was time to go. Strutting our stuff – showing the reality of the protestors trying to discredit us – that was fine, but when they’d got things under control beneath us, the police turned their attention our way. It was time to leave.

      Thank God for a quick getaway! I escaped from City Park by walking briskly over the road, up past the Alhambra Theatre and into Sir Titus Salt Wetherspoons. No rushing. No drawing attention to myself. Just a measured getaway. After a quick trip to the toilets, I emerged, having pulled a dark woolly hat over my forehead and black scarf around my mouth. My reversible jacket was duly reversed too. Everyone in the pub was staring at the huge wall-hung telly, where journalists were already on scene outside City Hall reporting on the devastation. The interviews were being played on a loop, interspersed with footage of the clean-up.

      Nobody noticed me exiting Wetherspoons from the upper level. Nevertheless, heading up past the ice rink and around the corner to the National Science and Media Museum car park, I kept my head down until I reached my car. Didn’t want anyone to realise that, whilst their expressions were full of horror, mine was full of joy.

      Thinking about it even now makes my heart beat faster … the last remnants of adrenaline still course through me, making me hungry for what I’ve got planned for tonight. That’s why I’ve come here. I’ve been smart, though, and have driven a circuitous route. No point in taking chances. Now, outside the row of shops, in the comfort of my vehicle, I replace my reversible jacket with my heavy coat, and with the engine running, I’m warm. When I parked up, I turned the radio down a notch and slid over into the passenger seat. Anyone wondering why I am parked there with my engine running will just assume the driver is in one of the shops. I’ve grown wise over the past few weeks. Been a fast learner, and with three targets already disposed of and the next one within my sights, a warmth gushes through me from my stomach up to my chest.

      Settling in for the long haul, I pull off my gloves and flick the radio on. As expected, all the local stations are harping on about the ‘protest gone wrong’ in City Park. I smirk, lean my head back on the seat, and listen.

      Through the window, I see my target pull into his drive and alight from his brand-new BMW. More than likely bought with the proceeds of drug transactions. That’s how most of them make their money, isn’t it? Bringing their trash to our streets! He turns and reaches back into the car, pulling out his briefcase, and that’s when I see it… a big scrape down his cheek and a bandage round his hand. A wave of pure pleasure ripples through me, giving me goose bumps. He’d been at City Park! He’d been hurt at City Park! I hadn’t seen him, but it is good to know he’d been there. Proved my point. People like him take the moral high ground when it suited, yet they are happy to behave like animals in secret. I frown. Good job he’d not been one of the ones seriously hurt … that would have messed up my plans.

      Head drooping, he limps towards his front door, and then, it’s flung open and his pregnant wife appears, her bulk making her movements clumsy as she descends the steps and wraps her arms round him. Dropping his briefcase, he embraces her, raining kisses on her hair and cupping her face with his injured hands. My skin tightens, and I taste bile at the back of my throat. Cracking open the window, I breathe in the cool air. It calms me until I hear her relieved sobs as she helps her husband inside. Vile creatures. My skin crawls, and I want to do it right there and then. I want to smash their happy little family to smithereens. Twisting around in my seat, I rest my forehead on the side window and allow its delicious coolness to soothe my flushed face. Knowing she thinks he’s had a narrow escape gives me a rush. It makes the promise of her devastation when I’m done with him all the more delicious. Anticipating her destruction, I laugh out loud.

      A voice I recognise filters through the radio, so I flick the volume back up and listen to his smooth oratory performance. Slow, definite phrases describe the scene in City Park. Faultless delivery. The tone perfect. Leaves the listeners in no doubt the Molotov cocktail had originated from the protestors. Expressing sadness that anyone had been hurt, emphasising the point that, if the perpetrator had had a better aim, it would now be Albion First supporters lying injured or in Bradford Royal Infirmary.

      The interview continues, ‘Make no mistake! It is Albion First who are the victims here. It is my supporters who were the targets of this heinous attack, and many witnesses saw that the firebomb originated in the hands of the protestors. The events in City Park today were appalling. As you know, I am a great believer in free speech, having had my own rights, in that respect, denied on many occasions. It pains me to see that same right denied to the people of Bradford by the Asian and Black communities that protested my legal right to stand as a candidate for Albion First in the upcoming Bradford Central by-election. Having arrived with a few of my supporters in City Park to have a civilised conversation, I was shocked to witness the tragic event that unfolded there this afternoon.’

      Another voice interjects, ‘For those of you have just tuned in, we are here in City Park, Bradford, and I am Jez Hopkins, speaking to Graeme Weston, the Albion First candidate for the by-election in this ward. Mr Weston, could you tell us more about what happened in City Park today?’

      ‘It is with a heavy heart, indeed, I have to say these words, Jez. Today, I witnessed yet another indication of the unrest that the ethnic minorities provoke in our city. Today, I personally witnessed one of the protestors hurl a lit Molotov cocktail into their own group. I have no doubt whatsoever this act was either a conscious and malevolent one aimed at casting the blame on my followers or a misguided attempt to hurl the bomb at my followers who stood on the balcony. Fortunately, the claim that the homemade bomb, aimed at – and I make no bones about the use of this word – terrorising the people of Bradford was thrown by one of my supporters, has been widely refuted by many witnesses most of whom were part of the protesting group.’

      ‘Isn’t it true your decision to attend the protest was a spontaneous one which casts doubt on the pre-meditation of the protestors?’

      Tut! Smarmy-voiced jackass! I cross my arms wishing I could punch that Jez Hopkins. What is he playing at? It was quite clear who was to blame for the bomb! What more did Hopkins want? It was all a media conspiracy to discredit Albion First.

      ‘Ha, ha, ha! Very amusing, Jez! I do admire your tenacity in trying to discredit me and my party. Albion First are a legitimate political alternative to the hypocritical ineffective mainstream parties. Since my decision to stand in this fine city, Albion First have increased their membership both locally and nationally. My message is clear to Bradfordians. Albion First will represent you. We will return Bradford to its former self. We will pull Bradford from beneath the skirts of its sister city, Leeds, and we will put Bradford on the map. First stop: Bradford, next stop: the rest of the UK!’

      What a save! What an inspired response. I raise my fist in an air punch. How’s that for a sound bite. Tell it how it is! Then, realising I’ve attracted the attention of a group of people waiting at the nearby bus stop, I duck my head. My heart speeds up when, from the corner of my eye, I see an old woman place her handbag on top of her wheeled trolley bag and rummage inside. When she withdraws a pen and a small notepad, my stomach flips. What is she doing? Taking a note of my number plate because I punched the air? I shake my head. I’m being paranoid. Why would she take a note of my number plate? Anyway, even if she has, it won’t do anyone any good. I swapped the number plates with an old Polo in Keighley. Time to make another swap though. No point in taking unnecessary chances. No point in risking being recognised. Not now. Slipping back over to the driver’s side, I drive off. In my rear-view mirror, the old bitch isn’t even watching me. I laugh, amused at my own paranoia.
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          19:35 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      The smell of burning human flesh and petrol fumes had gotten into Gus’ nostrils. So much so that now, he inhaled with relish The Fort’s institutional lemon scent overlaid with eau de grease. This was the same aroma he moaned about with monotonous regularity, but this evening, it was like a bouquet of roses. The TV was on in the corner when he arrived with Alice, and when they entered, three heads turned from the screen as one, before Compo, Sampson and Taffy, who’d made it back minutes earlier, jumped to their feet and let loose with a barrage of questions.

      Gus grinned and waving them to silence, grabbed the controls and turned up the volume on the TV. ‘Let me listen to this, guys, then we’ll talk.’

      He and Alice joined the other three to watch the interview with Graeme Weston. It had been on the car radio as they drove back to the station. Now, he wanted to watch the man’s body language as he spoke. Weston had changed his clothes for the demo, and instead of the riding gear he’d worn when Gus had interviewed him, he now wore a suit and tie.

      Maybe Weston knew there’d be a photo opportunity, thought Gus, not bothering to quell his cynicism.

      Where Graeme Weston was concerned, Gus was sure a healthy dose of scepticism should always be applied. The man interviewed well. He had all the charisma of Farage without any of his ‘comic’ characteristics, and judging by the crowds watching the televised interview in City Park, he was amassing quite a crowd of supporters.

      As the news anchor in the studio began to list the details of those injured and the one boy who’d died, Gus switched it off. He turned and studied Taffy. ‘You my new DC?’

      Taffy nodded his head and thrust a hand in Gus’ direction. ‘Talvinder Bhandir, most folk call me Taffy.’

      ‘You Welsh then?’ asked Gus, deadpan.

      Before Taffy could reply, Sampson laughed. ‘Don’t go there, Gus. The lad’s got no sense of humour. Completely missed the joke when I asked earlier.’

      Taffy grunted. ‘Actually, it was your delivery that was poor, Sampson. DI McGuire’s was spot on!’

      Alice laughed. ‘Oh my God, we’ve got ourselves an arse lick! What’ll we do with him, Compo?’

      ‘Make him get some food in?’ replied Compo, his tone hopeful.

      Alice shook her head. ‘Christ, Compo, Gus and I have been in the thick of it for hours in the freezing cold, in the driving snow and wind, dealing with distraught victims and relatives, whilst you, on the other hand, have been cosying up with your computer all afternoon, and all you can do is think of your belly?’

      Compo’s mouth drooped. ‘I’ll take that as a no, then, shall I?’

      ‘Damn right you will.’

      ‘Okay, children,’ said Gus, raising his voice. ‘Welcome to the team, Taffy. Just muck in, and if you’re unsure, give us a shout.’ He turned to Compo. ‘I’ve ordered food from Mo. He’s delivering it in a bit, okay? Meanwhile, let’s get updated before we eat. I’m cold and knackered, and I want to go home. Who’s first?’

      Sampson brought Gus and Alice up-to-date on the interviews with the victims’ friends ending with, ‘So, it looks like maybe the link is that each of our victims breached our killer’s ‘moral code.’ That would tie in, too, with each of the dump sites being known for ‘illicit’ goings on.’

      ‘Keep on that tomorrow. Taffy will help you with that.’

      Sampson put a note in his book and said, ‘What about Weston? Any progress either incriminating or eliminating him or any of his lovely sidekicks?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘He’s a sleazy bastard, no doubt of it, yet his alibi holds up. We were heading to interview his campaign manager, Michael Hogg, when it all kicked off in City Park. Truth is, I don’t think he’s a stupid man. The question is, would he risk putting someone up to this at this critical time in his political career? That’s not to say he doesn’t have a rogue supporter acting on their own. I want to get the measure of this Hogg guy. Anytime I’ve seen him being interviewed, he seems less polished than our man. More of a thug, maybe more unpredictable.’ He shrugged. ‘Who knows.’

      Wandering over to the small fridge in the corner of the room, he took out a can of Irn Bru, saying over his shoulder, ‘Tell them about the son, Al.’ He took a long swig, savouring the way its coolness caressed his raw throat as it went down. Maybe it would get rid of the scorched taste in his mouth.

      Alice filled them in on Christine and Graeme’s reaction to Gus’ innocent enquiry about Jacob’s health, but the other detectives were as stumped as they were.

      Gus drained his can and said, ‘I reckon if we don’t make headway soon, we could try to get Christine on her own … I think she’s fragile enough to break the party whip, so to speak.’

      After clearing his throat, he began to speak again. ‘Today, in City Park … it was awful. Many people were hurt. Most of them were kids. Imti and Serafina were there, for God’s sake. Imti reckons he saw one of the protestors throw something into their crowd. He’s convinced it was someone from Weston’s group trying to make trouble for them, and I have to say, word from the bobbies backs that theory up. When the statements are compiled, they’re going to send copies to us.

      ‘I don’t know if there are links between this and Weston and the deaths, but I want us to keep on top of it. When they come in tomorrow, I want you, Sampson and Taffy to go through them with a fine-tooth comb, okay?’

      Compo, who’d been watching the door with eager eyes, presumably for signs of their samosa delivery, burped, and then, as if the burp had released some inspiration, he jumped to his feet, dashed across the room and started typing on his PC.

      ‘Comp?’ said Gus.

      Not taking his eyes off the screen, Compo said, ‘I’ve got something. Give me a minute, huh?’

      Just then a knock signalled the arrival of Mo with the samosas. Gus was amused to see the look of consternation that crossed Compo’s face, as he jumped from one foot to the other, leaning over his PC at an awkward angle, his chair pushed to the side, clearly torn between finishing the task in hand and grabbing a samosa. Taking pity on him, Gus popped two meat and a veg samosa on a plate with a dollop of raita and a squirt of chilli sauce and deposited the plate, accompanied by a handful of napkins, next to Compo. To be fair, Compo barely glanced at the food as he continued to type, eyes on the screen as he worked. Gus hoped whatever he was doing would bring some results, for they were getting nowhere fast.

      Before Gus helped himself to a samosa, Mo grabbed his arm and, head to one side, said, ‘Well?’

      Gus was stumped. ‘Well, what?’

      With an exaggerated sigh, Mo rolled his eyes at Alice and said, ‘Can you believe this one?’

      Alice bit into the flaky pastry and shook her head. ‘I know. He’s useless. I’ve had to remind him all day.’

      Puzzled, Gus splayed his arms. ‘Done what? What have I not done?’

      Like a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat, Mo, with a flourish, produced a small light blue and white tube from his pocket and presented it to Gus. He was like an excited jeweller displaying a ring to his would-be fiancée. ‘Voila!’ he said in an accent that made Gus cringe.

      ‘Okay, okay, I’ve been a bit remiss in the Bepanthen department today. Thanks for setting me up, by the way, Al.’

      Alice helped herself to another samosa and shrugged. ‘No probs, Gus. Always a pleasure.’

      Glowering, Gus grabbed the tube from Mo, shrugged off his jumper and began to unscrew the lid. He nearly jumped when Mo shouted, ‘NO!’

      ‘Shit, Mo! What’s wrong with you?’

      Mo grabbed the Bepanthen tube back. ‘Go and wash your hands first, Angus McGuire. Right this minute!’

      Eyes narrowed, Gus studied him, then, as Mo pointed to the sink, he slunk over, ignoring the laughter that accompanied him. After drying his hands, he pushed his T-shirt sleeve back revealing the scabbed tattoo and put out his hand for the tube. Whilst Sampson, and Taffy gathered round to admire his tattoo, Gus applied the cream, making sure he didn’t blow his street cred by wincing.

      However, moments later, when a high, sweet voice broke over their conversation, Gus did jump. The colour drained from his face as he tried to pull his sleeve over the tattoo, but he was too late.

      In what could have been a parody of Mo’s earlier tone, Corrine McGuire spoke, ‘What exactly have we here, Angus?’

      Gus hung his head and extended his arm, knowing from his mum’s tone any arguing would be futile. Next to him, Mo stood looking equally shame-faced. Corrine McGuire moved over and with a frown stood on tiptoes to fully consider the tattoo on her son’s arm. ‘Hmm.’ She glanced at Mo, her lips tight. ‘Your idea, I suppose?’

      Mo and Gus responded at the same time. ‘Yes, Ma McGuire, I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault.’

      ‘No, Mum, it wasn’t Mo’s fault. It was all my idea.’

      Corrine, hands on hips, glared from one to the other, shaking her head, ‘Look at you both. Grown men, and you still behave like a couple of naughty school boys. What am I going to do with you?’ She homed her steely gaze on Mo. ‘Does Naila know about this?’

      Gus glanced at his friend and saw he, too, had paled.

      Mo’s brow wrinkled, and he shook his head from side to side like an adamant toddler. ‘No, No. Naila doesn’t know. Please don’t tell her, please don’t.’

      Aware of his team trying to cover up their amusement, Gus pulled his sleeve down and began to put his jumper back on. ‘Can we talk about this later, Ma?’

      Corrine reached out a hand and stopped him. With soft hands, she pushed his T-shirt back up and studied the tattoo again. ‘This is Greg’s painting, isn’t it? The one in your living room?’

      Gus nodded.

      His mother’s lips twitched, and with gentle fingers, she pulled his T-shirt sleeve down, being careful not to smudge the cream. ‘Hmmm! It’s quite lovely.’ She turned to Mo, whose face had broken into a big grin. ‘I’m still not sure I’m going to keep this secret from Naila. Maybe you should confess before I bump into her next.’

      Mo nodded. ‘I will, Ma McGuire, I promise.’ Then, as if to himself, he said, ‘Don’t see why everyone’s so protective of him. Naila never moaned when I got my sleeves done.’

      Mrs McGuire patted Mo’s arm and said, ‘That’s because we all know Angus is a wuss and can’t stand anything remotely medical. You did well to get him to do it.’

      She turned to Gus and studied him. Seemingly satisfied with what she saw, she exhaled. ‘I only came to make sure you were okay after what happened in City Park. I did tell Nancy to get you to phone, but I know what you’re like when you’re busy.’

      Gus’ shoulders slumped. ‘Sorry, Ma.’

      Mrs McGuire snorted and, depositing a box of, probably inedible, home-made cookies on the table, headed out. ‘Take care of yourself, Angus.’

      Compo ambled over, gazing towards the door that was just sliding shut, his expression disappointed. Around a mouth filled with samosa, he said, ‘Did I hear your mum’s voice, Gus?’

      Laughing, Alice nudged him and pointed to the tub of cookies. ‘Don’t worry, Comps, she left you some snacks.’

      Visibly brightening, Compo swallowed his mouthful and pulled the tub towards him. ‘Great, choc chip, my favourite.’

      Glancing into the box, Gus said, ‘I think you’ll find the ‘chips’ are just burnt bits.’

      Nonetheless, Compo took a bit and chewed. ‘Nah, definitely choc chip. Shall I share my brainwave now?’

      Feeling tiredness wash over him, Gus plonked down behind his desk, and in an effort to stave off his fatigue, he swivelled his chair back and forth with his foot whilst Compo explained what he’d been doing.

      ‘I remembered you saying maybe the killer stalked the victims … so, I thought if that was the case, the killer may have paid multiple visits to the vicinity of each of the victims’ homes in the weeks prior to their deaths. You with me?’

      Gus wasn’t completely sure where this was going, but rather than interrupt Compo’s flow, he nodded.

      ‘So, because we’ve got no witnesses to any of the snatches, I thought we should track any vehicles that frequented the areas around each victim’s home, and see if we can place any of them at or around the snatch and dump sites.’

      Gus frowned. ‘That’s good logic, Compo, but how on earth can we do that? We’ve no make or colour or reg number or anything?’

      Compo grinned. ‘Well, you know Bradford has one of the most widespread distribution of active cameras and that over one hundred thousand images are taken per day?’

      Nodding, Gus crossed his arms and, leaning back against his desk, waited. He had complete faith in Compo and was happy to let him come to the punchline in his own time.

      Pausing, Compo dragged his samosa through the raita and the chilli sauce before transferring the dripping pastry to his mouth. Seeming not to notice the dot of yogurt sauce on his nose, he chewed briefly before swallowing. A quick glug of Pepsi, and he continued, ‘That’s why I’ll write a programme that will collate the Automated Number Plate Recognition records for vehicles returning more than once, to a within a two-mile radius of the victims’ homes in the month prior to their deaths. I’ve set the programme, in the first instance, to eliminate any cars registered to family members, close friends and neighbours as per our working hypothesis that these are stranger killings. I’ve also set it to eliminate any vehicles registered to black or Asian owners, by linking it up to the DVLA database.’

      Taffy, who’d been listening intently, said, ‘But how will your computer programme know who’s black or Asian?’

      Not taking offence at being questioned by the younger man, Compo said, ‘All our driving licences have photo images, don’t they, Taffy? Facial recognition will do it for us, if I set the parameters.’

      Gus thought about the information Compo had imparted and then sat up. ‘Won’t that generate thousands of hits?’

      Compo grinned. ‘That’s where things get all fancy. Each locality and timeframe will generate, as you say, thousands of hits. These will be narrowed using the criteria I’ve already outlined, but will still be in the thousands, I reckon. I’ve then put in a filter to get rid of vehicles registered to addresses outside Bradford and those that only make the ANPR once in the given time frame.’

      A bubble of excitement rose in Gus’ chest. He could see that – by the second –Compo’s programme was narrowing things down. He glanced at the rest of the team and saw they were equally riveted. ‘Go on, then. What else?’

      Taking another bite from a cookie and wafting his hand around, Compo sent a sprinkle of crumbs down his front and over the desk. Words slightly muffled by the contents of his mouth, he continued, ‘Well, after the programme has completed that for each of the victims, we can cross-reference for vehicles that have popped up at every locality … again, narrowing the list.’

      ‘How narrow will the list be, Compo?’

      Screwing his face up, Compo frowned. ‘That’s the thing, Gus. I won’t know ‘til I get the results how many hits we’ll get. Truth is, it could still be too unmanageable, but my gut tells me it won’t be.’

      Tapping his fingers lightly on the desk top, Gus grinned at him. ‘Okay, that’s good enough for me. When will we get the results?’

      Again, Compo grimaced. ‘I’m not sure. It’s a new programme. I’ll stick with it through the night, try to speed it up, like, but it’ll run ‘til it’s done.’ His face fell. ‘I’m sorry, Gus.’

      Gus stood up and banged him on the back. ‘Don’t be daft, Compo. No need to be sorry. You’ve given us the possibility of a lead we may well never have got. Just do your best. That’s all any of us can do. Here, have another cookie.’

      Perking up, Compo accepted the cookie with a smile. ‘If we narrow it down enough, we’ll be able to find the vehicles and their owners pretty quickly, though, Gus, and they may well lead us straight to the kill site.’

      At last! It looked like they may be getting somewhere. Not knowing how the killer had lured the victims away, nor how he’d subdued them, had been a major obstacle to their investigations. Thanks to Compo, that obstacle may soon be removed.

      He grabbed his coat, ready to leave, when he had a sudden thought. ‘Hey, Compo, can you link your programme to CCTV, too, or would that be stupid?’

      Head to one side, Compo considered the suggestion. ‘Right now, I think we stick to the ANPR, then when we’ve narrowed it down, we can link to CCTV to see what that throws up. If you can think of any other parameters to narrow the criteria, that would be good. If we don’t get any hits, we can always play around with it.’

      Gus nodded. ‘Come on, Taffy, let’s get to know one another. Come with me to interview the delightful Michael Hogg.’

      Taffy’s eyes opened wide, and his jaw slackened, but he jumped to his feet, grabbing his coat and notepad as he did so. ‘Brilliant, thanks for the opportunity, sir.’

      ‘Drop the ‘sir,’ Taffy. My name’s Gus, and so you know, I only chose you because you’re Indian. Michael Hogg won’t like two ‘brown’ people turning up on his doorstep, will he, eh?’

      Rubbing his hands together, Taffy laughed. ‘Great. I’m all for ruffling a few racist feathers.’
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          20:05 Gallagher Leisure Park Thornbury

        

      

    

    
      Neha was grateful to her aunt and uncle for taking them in, but they had three children of their own, and the house was crowded. She shared a room with Shamshad, which had its good points … it also had its bad ones. Both sisters studied hard, and they helped each other with that. Sham was messy, and often had run-ins with her very traditional aunt and uncle, who despaired of her fashion sense and lack of piety, which was offset by her devotion to their mother. A devotion Neha could not and did not want to share. Her mother had deserted her when she needed her most, and though Sham seemed able to forgive her, she couldn’t. Not even knowing the teachings of her faith indicated she should forgive her mother as many times as she, herself, expected Allah to forgive her would change her mind. She hoped Allah could forgive her this one lapse.

      She knew things Shamshad didn’t know. Things she could never tell Sham. The burden was heavy, but Neha saw it as her duty, and regardless of the emotional strain it placed on her, she would carry it alone. She’d lost weight again. Not that she had much to lose in the first place, but the past few weeks had been difficult, and she’d started to make herself sick again. To cover up, she’d begun to wear extra layers to pad her emaciated body out so no-one would notice. She knew if her arms weren’t so shredded, she’d be able to see the tell-tale signs of added hair growth, one of the side effects of being underweight.

      This afternoon at City Park had been the final straw. Shamshad had been so close to the bomb when it exploded and had been lucky to escape with only minor cuts to her face, but she’d been shaken. They both had. It was a sign of the times, and it terrified her. To see her brave, outgoing sister so cowed in a place where they had shared many happy memories hurt Neha. Of course, the backlash from Syria and now Brexit meant that walking down the street had become a major challenge if you were brown or wore a hijab. Worse, still, if you wore the burka.

      Every non-Muslim you passed in the street could be a potential threat or could see you as one. She couldn’t blame them, not really. Syria, terror attacks, trucks mowing people down in the name of Islam. It made her so angry. This wasn’t Islam, but how did you reassure the frightened? The ignorant? Those wanting to place blame? Those wanting to protect their own. The simple fact was, you couldn’t; and the existence of people like Graeme Weston made things worse. His sort created a climate where people got hurt just as much as the terrorists using Allah’s name falsely did. Now, Bradford even had a serial killer targeting Asian men. Where would it all end?

      She snuck out whilst Sham was in the shower. Her nerves were frayed. She was tired of thinking three steps ahead so she could keep all her secrets hidden. She hated subterfuge and deceit, but this was necessary and not only for her own sake. Tonight, at least for a little while, she could breathe easy … be herself. Hell, she might even manage to eat some popcorn without throwing up afterwards. She paced back and forth in front of the Odeon building. He was late, but she didn’t mind waiting. It was more difficult for him to get away than it was for her. She was thankful he’d finally managed to contact her.

      Car headlights lit the car park up, and for a moment, Neha thought she saw him walking towards her. Then, he was gone, and she realised she’d been mistaken. Her eyes were sore, and the bright lights from the car had momentarily distorted her vision. Even now, she could see black shapes dancing in her peripheral vision. She reached out her hand to steady herself against the wall. Someone walked past her, brushing against her, making her bang her elbow on the concrete, spinning her body around like a weightless ragdoll. She took a deep breath. Maybe it had been a mistake to come out on her own at night in the dark. Maybe the cold air was affecting her … that and the residual shock from City Park. She was dizzy … light-headed, faint. Please, hurry up! Come on. Please, just get here. The automatic doors creaked open behind her, as someone exited the cinema complex. The sound made her jump, and then, she was falling …
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          20:35 Canal Lane, Bingley

        

      

    

    
      Gus had let Taffy drive the pool car to Bingley. The earlier snow had melted to nothing, leaving a shimmer of frost as the temperature plummeted for the night. As Taffy manoeuvred down the cobbled street, which as the name suggested was adjacent to the canal, the faint drone of traffic on the by-pass faded. Three large detached sandstone cottages, each with their own large garage attached, stood proud. A sizeable stretch of land separated each from its neighbour. They smelt of privilege. In the one bordering the Hogg’s home, Gus could barely make out the outline of two large horses, tugging on what looked to be a netted bale of hay. So, this was the Hogg’s paddock? Seemed like self-employed, central heating engineers made a buck or two. He made a mental note to get Compo to check out the Hogg’s finances.

      Five minutes away, an overcrowded estate with mostly boarded windows and a children’s playground, now locked up against graffiti artists, drug users and the homeless, crawled with activity, whereas here, the silence stretched so deep, it knocked you flat. Sometimes, life just didn’t seem fair.

      Gus wasn’t sure if it was his knowledge of Michael Hogg that clouded his impression of this idyllic little area or some deeper introspective inferiority complex. All he knew was he felt uneasy here in the same way he had in school when someone questioned his genetic relationship with his dad. Or when he’d been passed over for something and couldn’t quite quell the persistent thought that his ethnicity was to blame. His common sense told him he was gearing himself up for the coming interview with Hogg. He’d encountered racists before, and he would do again. However, Hogg’s positioning himself at the front of mainstream politics in Bradford, alongside Graeme Weston, had all the symbolism of a changing tide. It seemed Brexit and Trump had validated racist attitudes, and Gus feared for the future of his home city, if hatred won. In one fell swoop, a carpet had been pulled out from under them, and the UK, indeed, the world, still had to stabilise.

      ‘You okay, Taffy?’

      The lad nodded and got out of the car. Gus noticed him straightening his back and holding his chin up and realised he’d done exactly the same. They approached the door, and Gus lifted the heavy copper knocker and let it fall with a clatter. For long seconds, there was silence, and then, the faint shuffling of someone approaching the door made Gus drop his hand before knocking again. The door was opened, and from behind a chain, a pair of blue eyes glowered at them. ‘Yes?’

      Gus showed the woman his warrant card and introduced himself and Taffy before asking if Michael Hogg was at home.

      The woman repeated her previous word, ‘Yes,’ but made no move to open the door.

      Hiding his annoyance, Gus smiled, keeping his voice pleasant, ‘And you are …?’ which prompted a different response.

      ‘None of your business.’

      Anticipating she was about to close the door on them, Gus inserted his foot in the gap, and despite the pain of her squashing the door against it, he maintained a neutral expression. ‘We are police officers, Mrs Hogg. I presume that’s who you are, anyway. We have come to speak to your husband. We’ve shown you the necessary ID and would be grateful if you would inform your husband we’re here.’

      Gus kept his eyes on her face, refusing to flinch, even when she exerted a final pressure on the door, squashing his foot even more. With a derisive glance, she relented and eased the door open, and in silence, she removed the chain. At last, she opened it wide. Stepping away from them, as if reluctant to share the cramped space with them, she pointed to the matt on the floor. ‘Wipe your mucky feet.’

      Taffy and Gus did as she asked, and when they’d done so, she walked down the hallway, leaving them to follow. At the end, they entered a room which proved to be the kitchen. Once inside, Mrs Hogg moved over to the table and stood behind her husband who sat reading the Bradford Chronicle article about Graeme Weston that was on the front page of today’s edition. Michael Hogg, bald and burly, glanced at them, and then, with deliberate slowness, shook the paper at arm’s length before folding it in half and placing it on the table in front of him. He then lifted his thick, tattooed arms over his chest and tucked his hands into the opposite armpit before speaking. ‘In the whole of the Bradford, police couldn’t they find two British officers to come here?’

      Refusing to be baited, Gus smiled and inclined his head, hoping the pulse throbbing at Taffy’s temple wasn’t a sign that the lad was about to lose it. ‘Both DC Bhandir and myself are British, Mr Hogg, as I think you well know, because, if we weren’t, we wouldn’t be in the British police now, would we? I suspect that what you’re trying to ascertain is why two non-white officers are knocking on your door, am I right?’

      Hogg released a bellow of laughter and flexed his biceps making his swastika tattoo dance as if taunting them. ‘Well, you’ve got spirit, I suppose. Now, let’s get right to it. The sooner this is done, the sooner you can leave, and I can get the air freshener out.’

      Clenching his fists inside his pocket, Gus smiled. In his mind’s eye, he imagined slamming his fist into Michael Hogg’s face. The resultant sore knuckles would be worth it, but he wouldn’t give Hogg the satisfaction. Gus was better than that. From the corner of his eye, he saw Taffy extract his notebook from his pocket and flip it open. He hoped he hadn’t overestimated the lad’s ability to hold it together in the face of this sort of provocation. Hogg was an arse. A sudden memory of his dad years ago calling a racist colleague a ‘bawbag’ to his face made Gus’ lips twitch.

      ‘Something funny, boy?’ said Hogg, eyes narrowed, his face reddening almost as if he could see Gus’ thoughts.

      Gus curled his lip. ‘Was thinking how good it would be to get out into the fresh air myself. Now, can we start?’

      Thrusting his chest out, Hogg glared at him. ‘This about that Paki, Razaul Ul Haq, is it? Graeme told me you lot might turn up here asking about him. What do you want to know?’

      Keeping his tone neutral, he led Michael Hogg through a list of questions that confirmed Graeme Weston’s alibi for the time of Razaul’s abduction. Taffy scribbled frenetically in his notebook, with only the occasional derisive glance at Michael Hogg in response to some racist comment or other.

      Finishing up, Gus said, ‘I have a witness who asserts someone matching your description threw the Molotov cocktail that caused the death of one boy and injured many more in Bradford today. Can you confirm your whereabouts during the protest in City Park this afternoon?’

      Hogg laughed, his eyes crinkling in amusement. ‘Good luck proving that one. Yeah, I was there. In case you didn’t know, I’m Graeme Weston’s campaign manager. We were both there. We’d planned to try to reason with the protestors, but then, that bomb went off, and after Graeme fulfilled his public duty by speaking to the press, I made sure he was escorted to safety. That’s my job. Countless people will vouch for me.’ He snorted. ‘All of them will tell you I was at Graeme’s side the entire time on the balcony over the café. I suspect there will be plenty of video footage to corroborate that.’

      Gus nodded. ‘And you’ve got nothing to add about either the bombing this afternoon or about the murders of three young Asian men who were forcibly violated with tattoos very similar to the one you have on your arm.’

      Hogg snorted. ‘If that’s all you’ve got, good luck. You’d be surprised how many people in Bradford and indeed, the UK, share my views about your sort. A lot of them will have similar tattoos. Don’t make them murderers, though, does it?’

      ‘No,’ said Gus, ‘Just arseholes!’ And with Taffy struggling to hide his smirk, he turned on his heel and walked towards the door. Mrs Hogg followed on their heels, as if making sure they didn’t steal anything on their way out. Before he opened the door, he turned to face her, aware her husband stood in the kitchen doorway at the end of the corridor. ‘Were you in City Park today, Mrs Hogg?’

      Stretching past Gus, she opened the door, swinging it wide open, before standing back to let them pass. ‘Yes, I was there with my husband and Graeme.’

      Gus nodded but didn’t move. Instead, he stepped closer to her. ‘Do you share your husband’s political views?’

      She tensed and stepped back from Gus, her mouth mangled in a look of distaste. ‘Of course I share my husband’s political views. I work for Graeme Weston, and as far as I’m concerned, Bradford would be a far superior place without immigrants and scroungers.’

      ‘Well, that’s good to know, Mrs Hogg.’ He glanced back along the hallway and nodded. ‘Mr Hogg.’ He walked outside, where the sudden blast of cold air had never been more welcome.
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          21:55 Bradford Royal Infirmary

        

      

    

    
      Shamshad was sweating like the proverbial pig. Her uncle had dropped her at BRI when she got the phone call about her sister. He had stayed with her for a while, but he’d needed to get back to her auntie and the babies. To be honest, she was glad he’d gone, leaving her on her own to think. Sometimes, she felt so much older than her seventeen years, and sometimes, like now, she was ill-equipped to deal with everything life threw at her.

      She’d seen the looks they’d given her when she came in demanding to see her sister. Now, looking at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, she could understand why. Her hair was mussed, her face covered in small scratches from the explosion earlier, and she hadn’t had a chance to remove her make-up, so there were long streaks of mascara stretching from her eyes down to her chin. She was a mess, and she felt exactly how she looked. Reaching over, she grabbed one of the coarse green paper towels and dampened it before scrubbing her cheeks, ignoring the sting as she reopened the fragile glass cuts on her face.

      Neha had still been unconscious when she’d arrived, her face pale against her black hair. The contrast was doubly startling to Shamshad, because she rarely saw her sister without her hijab. Beneath blue-veined lids, Neha’s eyes were in perpetual motion, tormented by who knew what. A drip stand stood like a solitary guard by her bedside. Its clear liquid making its way into Neha’s dehydrated body. Both her arms were bandaged from the wrists to the elbows. The nurse who’d spoken to Shamshad had explained that some of her sister’s wounds had become infected and needed urgent treatment. They’d asked her if she knew her sister self-harmed.

      Dazed and confused, Shamshad had nodded, saying in a helpless whimper, ‘But she’d stopped. She told me she’d stopped.’

      The nurse had smiled and patted her arm. Then, she’d gone, leaving her alone looking at her sister in her washed-out hospital gown, her skinny arms jutting out, all bone and veins, from jagged shoulders. She hadn’t known what to do. When the nurse returned, minutes later, with a cup of sugary tea, Shamshad had taken it, grateful for the warmth that suffused her freezing fingers.

      The nurse sat beside Shamshad and explained about Neha’s injuries and what they could do for her. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or shocked or even angry that her sister hadn’t used a razor to slash her skin this time. Was it any better she’d used her own fingernails? That she’d been so upset and tortured she’d clawed her skin so much it had become infected? She’d been told it wasn’t only her sister’s forearms but also her thighs.

      God, Neha, couldn’t you just have fucking confided in me? I didn’t know you were drowning. Didn’t know you were in such pain.

      Neha had been wearing six layers of clothes under her dress. The nurse had shown her. They were piled up in the small cabinet next to her bed. The tools of her deceit. A classic tactic to avoid being questioned about her weight loss. Shamshad knew that. They’d been through it all before, and Neha had got better. She’d helped her get better.

      Sham lifted her eyes to the mirror, and for a split second, she wanted to smash her fist through it. That’s when she knew she needed help. Someone she could trust to sit with her, before all the professionals came and told her they’d need to take her sister away from her again. She took her phone from her jacket and dialled.
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          22:15 The Delius

        

      

    

    
      The Delius was almost empty, which wasn’t unusual for a Tuesday night. Shahid, however, made it policy to remain open, regardless of how many punters graced his bar with their presence. Tonight, only a couple sitting in one of the booths and a few lads playing pool in the back room were present. Fluted, easy listening music played at a low volume. This gave the couple in the booth a semblance of privacy for the low-level argument their tense bodies and flashing eyes told Shahid they were having. Turning his gaze back to his brother, he nodded and continued to dry the few glasses he’d just washed.

      ‘Look, I’m telling you, Shahid,’ said Imti, his face serious, ‘it wasn’t one of our lot who threw the bottle. I saw it with my own eyes, and I’ve told Gus too. It was a deliberate move to sabotage our peaceful protest. It was one of Weston’s crew, I reckon. I mean, it stands to reason, doesn’t it? Who else could it have been?’

      Imti turned to Serafina, who nodded and laid her hand on his arm. ‘I believe you, Imti, but what good is knowing this if we can’t prove it? DI McGuire said the fire investigators will examine the crime scene, and that they will measure up angles and things. Your story will be corroborated and …’ she splayed her hands, ‘then we’ll go to the press and expose Weston for what he is. A devious man with an agenda.’

      ‘That’s just it, Serafina, if the fire investigator proves it was thrown from the middle of our group, Weston will say ‘I told you so.’ Unless I can find the bloke who threw it and prove he was planted by Albion First to discredit us, Weston will win.’ He paced back and forth in front of the bar, his voice loud and indignant. ‘I’d recognise him again, you know? I’m certain I would.’

      Shahid had been tidying up, drinking whisky and listening to the two kids discussing it for hours now. He wanted to tell Imti to forget it, to be grateful he and Serafina had escaped unhurt, but he knew his words would fall on deaf ears. Imti was incensed, and to be honest, a slow burn rose in Shahid’s gut too. It was a strange feeling for him. He’d not felt much of anything for months now. And he’d certainly never been political before, but something had changed. Imti had grown up and was forcing Shahid to confront his narrow-mindedness, his blindness to what was going on around him. Working beside Gus McGuire in City park earlier had been strange. A mere few months ago, they’d been on opposite sides. Now, after everything that had happened they were, if not friends, then at least not enemies.

      Okay, he was never going to get citizen of the year award, but at least he was trying to be a better person, to live up to Imti’s expectations. Maybe the fact he’d very nearly become a father the previous year had changed his outlook. People said fatherhood changed you. Maybe the prospect of it, even if had been wrenched away from you, did too. From left field, his chest tightened, as if someone had gripped it and was squeezing the life out of him. Shit, not this again. He recognised it for the grief it was and hated his own weakness.

      Turning to replace the dried glasses on the shelves, he took a few deep breaths. Thank God, Imti was too involved in his discussion to notice, but a quick glance told him his temporary show of emotion had not gone unnoticed by Serafina. She smiled and nodded, letting him know his secret was safe with her. He inclined his head in acknowledgement, slid back into the seat behind the bar, picked up his glass and focussed on his brother.

      They kept going around and around in circles. Personally, at that precise moment, Shahid couldn’t have cared less who’d thrown the damn bomb. He’d been relieved Imti was okay. For a good few minutes, until he heard Gus McGuire calling his name and looked up to see him with Imti, he’d thought he’d lost his brother. And that sense of loss was an all-too-familiar feeling for him.

      Sensing Imti was all for trying to find the bloke on his own, Shahid intervened. The need to protect his brother was strong, and the easiest way to do that was to placate him. ‘Look, Imti, I agree with you. We need to find the bastard who threw the bottle-bomb. But rather than you go off half-arsed trying to find him, why don’t you ask McGuire if you can watch the police footage of the protest? McGuire said although you saw his face after he threw the bomb, he took care to angle his face away from the City Park cameras. That tells me it was deliberate. Maybe earlier on, he wasn’t so careful. He might have slipped up.’

      Perching on a bar stool, Imti grinned at Shahid. ‘You’re not as daft as you look, big bro. I’ll text Gus now and head into The Fort tomorrow. We need to catch this bloke.’

      Relieved he’d diverted Imti from going off like an avenging angel, Shahid poured himself another whisky. ‘You know, I bet somewhere in The Fort, they keep images of extreme right and left-wing activists. Maybe if you find the bloke on the footage, that computer geek, Compo, might be able to match it to those photos.’ Maybe all that stuff the previous year with Dolinski hadn’t been entirely in vain after all. At least they’d made a few acquaintances – ‘friends’ would be too strong a word to describe them –  up at The Fort now.

      Thumbs flying over his phone screen, Imti sent off a text to Gus. Seconds later, he looked up triumphant. ‘Gus says to come in tomorrow.’

      He put up his hand to fist bump his brother, whooping ‘Result,’ as their knuckles met. Whistling to himself, Imti moved round the bar to get a coke for Serafina and himself.

      Shahid saw Serafina glance at her boyfriend before speaking in a low tone. ‘I know you worry about him, Shahid, but he was worried about you too. He thought he’d lost you today. You should have seen him when he saw the banner you’d been holding near the explosion. Gus could barely restrain him.’

      Shahid, trying to keep things light, winked at her. ‘Thanks, Serafina. Good to know’

      She grinned and, leaning over, took his glass away, ‘And so, knowing that your brother worries about you too, you should stop drinking for tonight. You’ve had more than enough.’

      Shahid opened his mouth to protest, then seeing the way her fingers caressed the cross she always wore round her neck, he realised she was nervous. Speaking to him like that had taken a lot of courage. He grinned, and then, when her phone vibrated on the table top, he said, ‘You better get that, love. I’m off to bed. Make sure you two lock up after yourselves, when that lot have gone.’

      Serafina smiled and picked up her phone.

      ‘Is that your mum?’ asked Imti, pushing a glass over the bar towards her.

      Serafina bit her lip. ‘No, it’s Shamshad. I’ve got to go.’
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          22:55 Bradford Royal Infirmary

        

      

    

    
      Shamshad was slouched in a chair in the empty waiting room, when Serafina, accompanied by Imti, walked in. The contents of Neha’s bag were strewn in a messy heap at her feet. One look at the other girl’s face told Serafina she was in shock. If there was one thing Serafina had been used to dealing with over the past few months, it was people in shock. She turned to Imti and pushed him out the door. ‘Find somewhere to buy a drink for us all. Make her one with lots of sugar.’

      Then, she turned and sat beside Shamshad, trying to ignore the tingling in her limbs and the churning stomach that being back in hospital triggered. Taking a deep breath, she relaxed her shoulders and told herself, right now, her friend’s need was greater than hers. ‘What happened? How is Neha?’

      Shamshad blinked and then exhaled. ‘Right, well, em, yeah … Neha will be okay physically …’ She explained about her sister’s condition. She added she hadn’t yet had a chance to talk to her. Pointing a trembling finger at the bundle of things on the floor, Shamshad said, ‘That’s her stuff.’

      Serafina recognised Neha’s bag and had assumed the items on the floor were also hers. She took in the conglomeration of pens, rubbers, notebooks and tissue packs that were scattered at Sham’s feet. What had Sham been looking for in her sister’s bag? Unless, of course, she’d tipped it over by accident, although to Serafina it didn’t appear that way. Kneeling down, she began to pick the things up and put them back into the bag.

      ‘I found this,’ said Sham, her tone abrupt.

      Alerted by her friend’s strained voice, Serafina stopped what she was doing and looked up at what Sham held in her hands. The other girl pushed it towards her, and with a puzzled glance, Serafina took it. ‘What is this, Sham?’

      Shrugging, Sham bit her lip, and a tear rolled down her cheek. With an impatient hand, she brushed it away. ‘Open it. Look.’

      The other girl was clearly distressed, and Serafina couldn’t begin to imagine what was in the envelope Shamshad pushed so insistently towards her. This was so unlike Sham. Her friend was a rock. Strong and indestructible, and it frightened Serafina to see her so upset, so fragile. Her mouth dry, she moved back into the seat beside Sham and turned the envelope over. There was no name on it, and it was grubby and creased in places, as if it had been handled on many occasions. The flap had no stick left, so she knew it had been opened previously.

      Reluctant to open it and look at the contents without having at least some idea of what she’d find, Serafina said, ‘What is it, Sham? What’s inside?’

      Sham shook her head and shrugged. Her eyes remained fixed on her hands which lay cupped in her lap. Realising her friend was beyond speaking, Serafina lifted the flap. With a sinking heart, she slipped the contents out until she could cradle them in her hand. They were documents. Open mouthed, she stared at the top one, then using her index finger, she flicked through the rest of them. When she’d finished, she sat in silence. Then, not quite believing what she held in her hand, she repeated the process, before saying, ‘What the heck does this mean, Sham?’

      Sham laughed a mirthless laugh. ‘I think it means my sister has a lot of explaining to do, don’t you?’
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          Wednesday 01:15 Ingleby Road to Dudley Hill, Bradford

        

      

    

    
      It doesn’t take long to find another vehicle to swap plates with. The Mother Hubbard’s car park on Ingleby Road is busy. A quick drive around shows a marked absence of cameras. When I see the old bloke head inside the building, clutching his car keys and wallet, I pull in behind him. He’s perfect. Doddery old fool probably wouldn’t notice if I spray-painted his car fluorescent pink. My heart beats faster as I sneak from my vehicle and glance around. It’s dark enough to hide what I’m doing, and nobody’s looking in my direction. I slip on my gloves, and two minutes later, the plates are swapped. I check that the mud obscuring my front number plate is still there, and then, I’m sorted.

      Humming to myself, I head to Caroline Drive and park up outside his house. Now, all I have to do is wait. If he doesn’t go for a ride tonight, I’ll get him next time. After all, patience is one of my many virtues. Doesn’t matter to me how long I have to wait; the end result will be the same.

      My fingers tap along to Heart FM, and despite the cold, I feel warmth suffuse my body. It’s been a tiring day full of emotion and excitement, but I am ready now. The successes of the protest in City Park have buoyed me up. The interviews were inspired, and our cause is now very firmly in the public arena.

      The hallway light goes on in his house. Is this it? Is he leaving for one of his illicit little assignations, or is he locking up for the night? I lean forward, hugging the steering wheel, and peer through the dark. Then, I see the porch light flick on, and a chink of yellow hits the steps. He is coming out. He glances at the house, probably checking to see if the bedroom lights are still off. Poor cow is probably sound asleep. Getting into his car, he backs from the driveway. I follow, not putting on my lights until I join the main street after him. As I expected, he heads straight to Thornton Road. I know exactly what he’s doing there. Dirty pig! I follow, keeping my distance, as he takes a circular route driving up Tetley Street, along Sunbridge Road and back down Lower Grattan Road. He drives this route twice before pulling into the kerb on Tetley Street.

      A skeletal figure darts from the shadows of the deserted buildings and makes a beeline for his car. She passes under a street light, and I see her in all her sad glory; she looks about eighteen going on fifty. For a mere second, I pity her, wonder what tragedy has driven her to this … servicing the likes of him in a stinking alley for a few quid and the chance of catching something terminal. I shudder. They’ve got so much to answer for, that lot.

      As I drive past, she skips around to the passenger side. For all her scrawniness, I notice the gentle curve of her belly. Her pregnant state makes what she’s about to do even more distasteful, and for a second, I consider intervening now. Right this minute. If I acted straight away, I could save her this indignity. Then, I come to my senses. For the greater good, I would wait … that’s the right thing to do. I mustn’t let myself be distracted.

      She climbs in beside him, and he continues his circuit ending up in a disused car park off Sunbridge Road. I slide to a halt in the street opposite the car park and see the glimmer of his tail lights as he pulls up in the farthest away corner and brakes. For a moment, the glare of his headlights reflects back off the building edging the area, then they’re doused. In the half-light, I can see only the outline of his vehicle, but I don’t need a spotlight to know what’s going on inside. I wait until the girl gets out. She wipes her mouth and pockets her cash before slipping through the still night, down a side street and, presumably, back to her ‘spot.’ As soon as she’s out of sight, I make my move. Sliding into gear, I edge forward, the engine barely purring as I drive between the dilapidated gates.

      It’s ridiculously easy, really. When I’m lined up, I accelerate and flick my lights on full blast. Blinding him, brakes squealing, I ram his BMW with my old van. His lumbering frame half stumbles out of the vehicle. Still blinded by the harsh gleam, he approaches, hands splayed before him. I’m more agile than him, so I jump out quickly. The increased tempo of my heart seems to buoy me up. Its rhythm matching my staccato movements, thurrump, thurrump, thurrump. I’ve done this before. I know my routine by now. I get out of the van, taking care to flick the switch on the extra strong lantern I wear round my head. He can’t see a thing. I move fast. The syringe is ready prepped in my hand, and in it goes, smooth and easy. He doesn’t have a chance to react as he slides to the muck.

      I pull his legs together, smirking at the mud that spatters his trousers. He is one big bloke. I get the trolley from the van. No need to be gentle, so I force the metal scoop under his buttocks and lay the trolley flat. He’s heavier than I’d anticipated, but finally I manage to drag him on. The first time, with Asim Farooq, I’d immobilised him straight away with the cable ties. That had been a disaster. He’d been hard to manoeuvre with his hands and feet tied together. With Manish Parmar, I’d adapted my technique. Instead, I’d got him onto the trolley first before putting on the cable ties and that worked better.

      Pulling his feet together at the ankles, I pull the tie tight, until it cuts right in, his socks bulging out over the top. I tie a rope round his middle to hold him in place, and then, I raise the trolley. Soon as I’ve done that, I drag his arms behind the trolley, and using another tie, I bind them together attaching them to one of the metal cross bars. It’s taken a matter of a few minutes. That’s all. I look around, but I’m fairly sure the activity has gone undetected. Who would want to be in this area in the middle of the night?

      I lower the ramp at the back of my van before wheeling the trolley over, and once it’s in place, I raise it up and in. The beauty of my trusty trolley is it lies perfectly flat … for what I’m going to do, I need a flat surface. For a second, I study the inert body in the back of my van, and as my heart rate slows, a slow smile lifts my lips. Humming to myself, I slam the door shut, and after a quick glance to make sure I’ve left nothing behind, I climb into the driver’s seat and head off.
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          02:15 Marriners Drive

        

      

    

    
      Gus accepted the excess of coffee he was pumping into his body wouldn’t help. It was either that or crack open a bottle of whisky, and that would definitely not bode well for a productive day. The facts of the cases kept churning around and around in his mind. He felt Graeme Weston was guilty of something, but he didn’t know what. He sensed Michael Hogg knew something, but, likewise, he wasn’t telling. He knew, without doubt, Christine Weston had secrets she wanted to share but was too scared. Whether any of that was related to his serial killer was the big question.

      When he’d checked in with Compo, his programme was still running the data. Nancy’s press conference earlier had initiated a few leads that the uniformed officers were following up on. Now, the City Park bomb had put the serial killer momentarily on a back burner ... at least until he struck again. It was this last thought that worried Gus. Everything pointed to the fact the killer would act again soon. He clearly had a racist agenda, and that was being fuelled by the day’s events. According to Professor Carlton, whether or not the Tattoo Killer was directly involved in Albion First, their actions were a tacit green light for him to continue. Gus hoped he wasn’t ‘continuing’ whilst he sat in the comfort of his living room, over-dosing on caffeine.

      He hit the dimmer switch, rested his head on the back of his sofa and looked at the portrait of Bob Marley painted by his best friend Greg … the friend he’d been forced to kill. He sighed.

      ‘What do you reckon, Bob? What else should I be doing?’

      For the third time since he’d arrived home that evening, Gus peeled his sleeve back to reveal the tattoo on his upper arm. It was still raw and crusty, but the shape was well defined. He compared it to the larger painting on the wall and grinned. He was happy with it, and Mo, bless him, hadn’t told anyone he’d nearly fainted … well, not so far, anyway. It had been sore but not unbearable. It wasn’t the pain that had got to him; it was the sight of the needle moving so fast and the sound, and the little pinpricks of blood Emily kept wiping away with a tissue. He was pleased he’d done it, but he definitely wouldn’t be having another one applied anytime soon. Getting out his tube of Bepanthen, he applied it to the tattoo. Its coolness felt soothing against the warmth of his skin. He exhaled, knowing their sadist tattooist wouldn’t think twice about aftercare or being gentle. He shuddered at the thought of the pain he’d gone through for his paltry little tatt, magnified a hundredfold. It didn’t bear thinking about. What kind of person did that sort of thing?
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          03:30 The Kill Site

        

      

    

    
      Through the shadows of the trees and bushes, lit only by moonlight, the slight swish of Tara’s tail tells me she is waiting for my signal to tell her it’s safe. I open the van window. Whistling in a low tone, I imagine her trembling body calming, her ears falling back and her nostrils quivering in the night air, searching for my familiar scent in the breeze. I sense, rather than hear, the bushes rustle, as her magnificent splendour moves towards me. She’ll be anticipating the treat I always carry for her in my pocket. I smile and draw to a halt near the old barn. The van is out of sight of the track. Not that anyone would be about at nearly four in the morning.

      I jump out, and Tara comes right up to me, her nose butting against my back, her teeth nibbling my pocket trying to tease out the sweet treat. Her breath is warm against my hand as I give in and take the cube from my pocket before offering it to her, in my palm. She inhales it without pausing, and then, looking at me, she demands to be stroked. Running my gloved fingers through her thick mane, she puffs her pleasure against my cheek, nuzzling my neck. For minutes, we stay like that … as one. Savouring each other’s company. Until I pat her rump lightly, whisper promises to return later and send her back to her shelter in the copse of trees. Tara is the only witness to my dark deeds, and, lucky for me, she can’t tell a soul.

      Readying myself for the next stage, I take the syringe in my hand and swing open the doors. A dull light illuminates the man still secured to the trolley. Hmm, something is different … no movement. Usually by now, they are starting to come around. I release the hydraulic step and climb in, wary in case he is trying to trick me. Syringe poised, I creep closer and prod him. No reaction. I move closer, and then, I see his dark eyes staring up at me. Mocking me! Whoever said the eyes were windows to the soul was quite right. They are. I look right into his eyes, and all I see in their emptiness is darkness and perversion.

      I cradle my head in my hands, my fingers raking my hair, and sob. Tears wash down my face, and stabs of anger course through my body until finally, with only Tara’s anxious whinnies to soothe me, I drive my fist into his face. Then again … and again … and again until those evil eyes are no longer mocking me. He might have escaped the pain, but I am damned if he escapes my message. I take out the tattoo kit, and there, in the silent night, I brand him with the symbol of purity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

          08:00 Bradford Chronicle Offices, Hall Ings, Bradford

        

      

    

    
      Nursing the worst hangover of all time, Jez Hopkins slouched into the offices wearing the same clothes he’d worn the previous day. A large Starbucks latte with extra sugar in one hand and with his bag over the opposite shoulder, he stumbled towards his desk. Ignoring the knowing looks and sarky comments from his colleagues, he eased himself onto his chair. Taking care not to jolt his head too much, he closed his eyes and waited for his world to settle, before taking a tentative sip of his drink. Satisfied his stomach could handle it, he took another longer sip, and feeling the caffeine course through his alcohol suffused veins, he opened one eye. Ouch! Too bright! He closed it again and leaned back in his chair groaning.

      ‘Anyone got some co-codamol?’ he said, whispering on account of his headache. He heard a rustling from the desk behind him and half-smiled. Angie always had painkillers, thank God! He heard her swishing towards him, her heels clacking just a little too loudly on the linoleum floor. ‘Fuck’s sake, Prentiss, keep it down!’

      He was rewarded with a slap to the back of the head which made him wince, followed by the sound of the painkillers being slammed down on the desk in front of him, then the words, ‘You stink like a bloody brewery. Couldn’t you at least have showered before you came in?’

      Ignoring her, Jez focussed his attention on his dizziness as a wave of nausea drifted over him. Not for the first time, he thought he may have to use the metal bin next to his desk, for there was no chance of him negotiating a path to the men’s loos in time. At last, it passed. Unwilling to risk a reoccurrence, he put out his hand without moving his head or opening his eyes and groped around for the pills. There they were. Lifting them, he transported them to his mouth, and with the minimum of head movement, he downed a couple with a swig of coffee. At the same time, he vowed never to touch another drop of alcohol again in his life.

      Settling back into his chair, with tentative movements, he swung his legs up and rested his feet on his desk. He’d deserved to celebrate last night. He’d had a few action-packed days of top stories, rounded off by the bonus of being the only reporter on hand when the bottle-bomb had been released into the crowd in City Park. And, of course, he’d risen to the occasion like the professional he was. Not only had he snagged a radio interview with Graeme Weston, but because the Calendar crew couldn’t get in quickly enough, he’d managed to snare a TV one too. He smiled. It had been repeated ad infinitum all night; his face plastered all over the country asking insightful questions of Bradford’s newest and most controversial politician. He’d been in his element, and he hadn’t let Weston off lightly. Oh, no! He’d made sure to cast doubt on Albion First’s claims the protestors had hurled the missile.

      He sighed. One day of rest after all his recent achievements wasn’t too much to ask, was it? After all, he was sitting on some pretty darn good career prospects right now, and the big bosses had better take note or their golden boy might head down south or, at the very least, to North Yorkshire. He was in a prime position to out-manoeuvre his opponents and cut a once-in-a-lifetime deal.

      Half an hour and a snore-filled snooze later, he was interrupted by the arrival of the post. Groaning, he accepted his pile which looked like the usual junk: invitations to boring gallery openings and previews of this or that boring amateur production. Nothing that couldn’t wait until he got his head straight.

      He was about to toss the lot on top of the existing piles of junk mail on his desk when he saw it. A brown sealed envelope, marked in crabby small writing in ballpoint, ‘For the Urgent Attention of Jez Hopkins.’ There was no postmark, so it had clearly been hand-delivered. He turned it over in his hands again, and then, decision made, he ripped it open, spilling the contents over his desk. ‘Whoa!’

      For a second, he was immobilised. What he was seeing didn’t register at first.  Then, realising the implication of this delivery, he swept everything back into the envelope. With a quick glance around the room to make sure none of his nosy neighbours had eyeballed it, he stood up. Hangover gone in an instant, he grabbed his bag and tossed his Starbucks cup into the bin. ‘Working from home for the rest of the day, Prentiss!’ Shouting over his shoulder, he exited the building, ignoring his colleagues’ cat calls and jeers branding him a ‘lightweight’ and suchlike.

      Sod them! What he had in that envelope was a passport to the big time. A way out of Bradford with a wad of cash in his back pocket and the bright lights in sight. This was bigger than North Yorkshire. This was his ticket to the tabloids.
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          08:00 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      ‘Right all, listen up! Here are the actions for today. Compo, how’s your programme doing?’

      ‘Getting there, Gus, maybe by lunchtime?’

      ‘Ok. Taffy, Sampson, follow up on interviews with the victims’ friends. Also, Imtiaz Khan is coming in today. He’s going to go through footage of yesterday’s City Park protest to see if he can identify the man he saw throwing the bomb. If he does, put the face through our facial recognition programme. Imti thinks he’s one of Weston’s thugs, so we should have him in our records.’

      He turned to Alice. ‘I want you to focus on identifying and alibiing any known right-wingers with a penchant for violence. This afternoon, you and I are going to visit the premises identified by Compo as being within our parameters as kill sites. Nancy is going to put out another appeal to the public, reiterating our request for information in anyone expressing recent interest in tattooing techniques, and warning the targeted group, young Asian men, to be ultra-vigilant.’

      Alice stood up. ‘The forensics are in, Gus. Looks like our tattooist is using Propofol to knock the victims out.’ She clicked through the reports on her computer screen, ‘Yep, Asim Farooq’s tests show Propofol levels at 2.4μg/mL, Manish Parmar’s were at 1.4 μg/mL and Razaul Ul Haq’s at 2.3μg/mL/.’

      ‘Propofol?’ Gus tapped his lip. ‘Isn’t that the drug that killed Michael Jackson? What did they call it? They had some catchy name for it, I seem to remember.’

      Compo’s fingers had been flying across his keyboard as they talked, and he now turned the screen so the rest of the team could see his findings. ‘Milk of Amnesia! That’s what they called it, for obvious reasons. It acts as a short-term anaesthetic lasting between ten and fifteen minutes. For our killer’s purposes, it’s very quick acting. Knocks them out in seconds. And,’ Compo screwed up his face, ‘can you believe it? It’s not a controlled drug, which probably means it’s relatively easy to obtain.’

      Sampson groaned. ‘Just what we need.’

      Alice, who’d continued to scan the toxicology report, said, ‘This is interesting. The results indicate the Propofol used on Razaul Ul Haq was compromised. There’s evidence of bacterial growth. Apparently, because it’s a liquid emulsion, it’s more susceptible to being compromised if it’s not stored properly, that is, in a fridge. Maybe our killer’s getting sloppy.’

      Gus grinned. They’d caught a lead, and it had come at exactly the right time for them. This could be the breakthrough they needed to narrow down their seemingly bottomless suspect pool. As he glanced around at the team, he could see from their expressions that their spirits were lifted. About time too! ‘Right, Compo, I want to know who has access to Propofol, if it’s obtainable on the black market and how. Where did our killer get this from? Is he a professional who has access to it?’

      Again, Compo had some of the answers before his boss had finished speaking. ‘Looks like it’s widely used as part of a drug combo for human general anaesthesia, so most hospitals will stock it. With it not being a controlled drug, who knows how well monitored the usage and supplies of it are. It’s also used in animal surgery, so vets will have access, and recent newspaper articles indicate it is becoming more widely used as a recreational drug of choice … bit risky, really, bearing in mind its main function is as a muscle relaxant, and what’s the body’s most important muscle?’

      Taffy, jumping up and down on his chair, looking like a school kid eager to please his teacher, blurted out, ‘The heart, it’s the heart, isn’t it?’

      Gus had an urge to tap him lightly on the back of the head, but instead said, ‘Never heard of the term ‘rhetorical question,’ Taffy?’

      The young man frowned, then sighed, the smile falling from his lips and his eyes widening. ‘Oh no, I thought Compo was really asking. My bad.’

      Biting his tongue at the annoying Americanism, Gus began a slow count to ten. Next the kid would be saying, ‘missing you already’ and ‘have a nice day,’ and that would really piss him off. Before he had a chance to continue, Taffy was off again. ‘Always been a bit too gullible, me. Once, when my mum went to India to look after my dadi, that’s granny in Punjabi, you know?’ He barely waited for Gus’ nod before continuing, ‘She asked me to look after her plants. They were her pride and joy, so it was a big responsibility.’

      Seemingly oblivious to Gus’ growing impatience, he continued. ‘One of them started to wilt, and my mates told me it was bunged up and needed its system cleaning. They gave me a bottle of Syrup of Figs and told me to give it a spoonful day and night. By the end of the week, it were dead.’ He looked down at his hands, ‘My mum were well pissed off when she got back.’

      Taffy rubbed the back of his head, making Gus wonder if the lad’s mum had employed the tactic he himself had been tempted to use earlier. Unsure of how to respond to this story, Gus was relieved when Alice let out a shriek of laughter and said, ‘You’re a right bloody wally, Taffy.’ She walked over and tapped the lad lightly across the back of his head, saying, ‘Syrup of Figs! Idiot!’ as she did so.

      Taking it in good grace, Taffy, a big grin on his face, said, ‘Ouch!’ and, once more, rubbed his head.

      ‘Sir?’ A uniformed officer popped his head round the door. ‘Got a young woman on the phone, says her husband went out to get her some ice cream last night and didn’t come back home. She’s pregnant, like, and fell asleep waiting for him. The thing is, I thought you’d be interested because he’s black, and his car’s not in the drive. I know the others were Asian, but thought it was a bit too much of a coincidence, eh, sir?’

      ‘Shit!’ said Gus. Then, with a nod to the officer, he added, ‘Good work. Put her through to me now. I’ll gather the details.’

      Ten minutes later, Gus hung up and turned to Alice. ‘You’re driving. I think we’ve identified another victim. Wonder where he’s been dumped?’

      Gus stiffened his spine as he and Alice headed out to the car park. At some point during the day, the chances were, he would be informing this woman her husband was not only dead, but that he’d been murdered in a brutal and horrific manner. To top it all, she would discover her husband and the father of her unborn child was, more than likely, targeted because he had some sort of predilection for illicit sex she knew nothing about. That made the task of interviewing her all the more traumatic. Anger at being forced into this position by the killer made Gus want to slam his fist into a wall. The only thing that stopped him was knowing the victim had suffered unimaginable pain already, and his family were about to suffer far more. Life was a fucking bitch!
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          09:00 Lister Mills Apartments, Manningham

        

      

    

    
      Jez Hopkins turned the shower to as hot as he could bear it for ten seconds and then down to cold for five, before switching it off. He shook his head, sending water droplets splashing against the white tiles before wrapping a towel around his waist and wandering through to his open-plan living area.

      En-route to the shower, he’d stripped his clothes off, dropping them at his feet as he moved towards the bathroom. Now, seeing them lying there, creased and stinking, marring the flat’s virginal plains and revealing his inner slob, his mouth curled in disgust. With rapid movements, he bundled them together and shoved them into the washer. He glanced at his desk to check that the envelope was still there – it was – and then walked to the window.

      Despite the under-floor heating and triple-glazed windows, the mere sight of snow falling outside brought him out in goose bumps, and his nipples tightened. From his flat’s position on the top floor, which as it happened was only three doors down from the one occupied by mighty DI Gus McGuire’s sister and his ex-wife, he could see The Fort opposite. If he strained his neck to the right, he could see right down Oak Lane and over to Bolton Woods. Today, the view didn’t interest him. He was too busy trying to work out what to do with the anonymous gift he’d been given.

      He half wondered if he should share them with DI McGuire’s team. Maybe that would earn him some brownie points from the delectable Detective Sergeant Alice Cooper. Then, he remembered just how much of a ball-breaker she was and realised it’d take a damn sight more than a few saucy pictures to get into her knickers. No, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Wandering through to his bedroom, he rummaged around in his dresser and then pulled on a pair of boxers followed by jeans and a T-shirt. Barefoot, he went back into the lounge and picked up the envelope. Plonking down onto the sofa, he spilled the photos out onto the pine coffee table that had come with the flat and fanned them out.

      This was one huge scoop for him, and he had to play it just right. The only problem was, did he go national or keep it local? He was a big fish in a little pond at the Bradford Chronicle. He’d built up some loyalties there over the years, whereas with the nationals, he’d barely made a ripple to date. This would be the equivalent of a tsunami for him, however with the nationals, it was hard to judge for just how long the aftershocks would line his pockets. They were notoriously close-ranked, and he worried if he sold to them, he might have burned his bridges nearer to home for no long-term gain.

      He picked up one of the images at random and turned it this way and that to get the best view. Phew! Christine Weston was one athletic bird and bloody naughty to boot. Wonder if old Graeme knew she’d spread her legs for an Asian … well, he soon would. He glanced at the range of snaps, and grinned – she’d done it in such a variety of ways and with such evident enjoyment.

      He picked up the last image, his hand already, in response to his hard-on, tugging open the zip of his jeans, when he stopped. His hand halted, and his erection withered to nothing. This was the only photo with a clear view of Christine Weston’s lover’s face, and it changed everything. Yanking his zip back up, Jez jumped to his feet, blood pumping through his veins. Shit! He glanced at the time stamp on the photo and cursed again. Now, he definitely had to take this over the road to McGuire.

      Feeling the blood return to his groin area, he smirked and picked up a different photo … he didn’t have to go right away though, did he?
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          09:30 Caroline Drive, Dudley Hill

        

      

    

    
      From the outside, the house was like any other in the street, neat and well-maintained under the spattering of snow that dusted the front lawn. The expression on Alice’s face said it all as they pushed open the gate and began to walk up the path. Her face was taut and tension lines spread out from her usually smiling mouth.

      Gus acknowledged he probably appeared just as serious. Nudging her, he said, ‘Try to lighten up a bit, Al. No point in taking our emotions inside too. They’ve got enough on with their own, right now. Time enough later, when we’ve got something definite, to burst their bubble.’

      With a curt nod, Alice exhaled and relaxed her facial muscles, and squeezing her arm, Gus followed suit.

      Two cars, neither of them belonging to the missing man, were parked in the drive. They seemed like they’d been abandoned there in a hurry and probably belonged to relatives or friends come to support the pregnant wife. Bracing himself, Gus rattled the letter box and was pleased to see it opened almost immediately by Janine Roberts, the family liaison officer he’d contacted. Her presence accounted for one of the vehicles. ‘You got here quick, Janine.’

      Keeping her voice low, Janine stepped outside and pulled the door closed behind her. ‘Yeah, felt I should be here for when …’ She shrugged. ‘You know.’

      Gus did know. He’d have done the same in her shoes. Best, if you had the chance, to get the initial introductions over with before that raw pounding grief set in. Before death was confirmed, as he had no doubt it would be in this case. ‘How is she? Got anyone else with her?’

      ‘Her mother-in-law. She told me when she speaks to you, she wants to do it without the mother-in-law present. Think she’s got something she needs to tell you she doesn’t want her to know about.’

      That sounded ominous; however, with any luck, whatever it was would provide them with a lead of some description.

      Reopening the door, Janine stepped back into the house and led them down a hallway lined with pictures of an arrestingly handsome couple in various wedding type poses. They reminded Gus of the ones of himself and Gabriella that he’d not long since removed from his own walls. Every picture hid a story. He smiled at his cynicism as they entered a pleasant and spacious front room. An oversize leather sofa stood against the back wall. This was matched by a humungous TV that dominated the space. Good Morning TV played out in a series of silent images. Clearly, Sandra Gore wanted quiet. Two matching chairs stood on either side of the cast iron stove, which blasted out welcome heat. A bundle of baby blue wool with two needles protruding from its depths lay on one of them. A large image of Sandra and Lewis taken in Lister Park had pride of place above the fire, and Gus couldn’t help notice the frequent glances the room’s sole occupier cast that way.

      Sandra Gore sat in the middle of the couch, a jumble of multi-coloured cushions supporting her back and knees. Her feet rested on a small footstool. Gus noticed her ankles were swollen and remembered Mo’s wife’s ankles ballooning with her second pregnancy. He hoped her current worries about her husband weren’t adding to her pressure. On top of a small glass-topped table lay a couple of well-thumbed women’s magazines. A discarded mug stood next to them on a coaster. It was one of those plastic personalised coasters, like the one Mo had given him at Christmas with his kids on it. Gus couldn’t see the image on this one, but judging by the others dotted around the shiny surfaces, it was of her and Lewis on their wedding day. She had worn traditional white with a voluminous veil cascading down from her corn-rowed hair, whilst Lewis wore a dark grey suit and bow tie. They were radiant, their hopes for the future displayed for all their guests to see. Gus’ heart contracted.

      Smiling at her, Gus introduced both himself and Alice. Considering the fact that, after their earlier conversation, Sandra Gore appeared to have no doubt her husband was the latest Tattoo Killer victim, she appeared calm. Although her eyes were puffy, Gus assumed from tears shed earlier, she radiated composure.

      The door adjoining the room opened, releasing a delicious aroma of cooking meat into the room. Sandra groaned and covered her mouth. Clearly, the smell made her nauseous. Alice walked over and closed the door behind the large woman who’d just walked in.

      ‘You gonna find my son?’ the older woman demanded, glaring at Gus, her eyes raking him from top to toe.

      Gus smiled and indicated she should sit down. ‘That’s the plan, ma’am. And you are?’

      ‘Monica Gore. Lewis is my baby.’ Sitting down, she turned to Sandra and gripped the hand that rested across her swollen abdomen, nodding towards the bump. ‘This little one will be my fourth grandson.’

      Sandra smiled and patted her mother-in-law’s hand. ‘We don’t know the baby’s sex yet, Monica. Lewis didn’t want to know. You know that.’

      ‘Psst, you’re carrying him low. Same as I did wi’ Lewis. He’s a boy. No doubt about it.’

      As Sandra’s eyes clouded over, her bottom lip quivering, Janine intervened, ‘Come on, Monica, let’s get that curry cooked, shall we? Leave the officers to talk to Sandra on her own. If they need us, they know where we are.’

      Monica glanced at Sandra, her face a mask of concern. ‘You sure, baby? Maybe I should stay.’

      Sandra smiled and patted her mother-in-law’s hand. ‘No, Monny, you get that curry ready. I’ll be fine. When I’m finished here, I’m going up for a lie down.’

      Monny’s eyes raked her face, and then, she leaned over and kissed Sandra’s cheek. ‘Ok, sweet girl. I’ll leave you to tell Lewis’ secrets to the Detective.’

      She turned to Gus and waved her finger. ‘Don’t you dare be upsetting that girl any more than you need to, alright?’

      Gus, sensing a woman after his own mother’s heart, just nodded and held her gaze, hoping his sincerity shone from his eyes. Seemingly satisfied, Monica Gore hefted her substantial frame upright and, hips sashaying to her own rhythm, left the room.

      Sandra sighed and said, ‘Sit down. You must appreciate my mother-in-law is very upset and very protective.’

      Gus waved her comments aside and sat down opposite her, leaving Alice to sit on a chair at the dining table that nestled in an alcove overlooking the back garden.

      Sandra frowned. ‘Come and sit here, Detective Cooper.’

      Alice smiled, ‘If it’s okay with you, Mrs Gore, I’d like to use the table to lean on to take notes.’

      Perched on the edge of the chair, feeling that if he wasn’t careful he might fall backwards and be unable to get back out, Gus leaned his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped. ‘You gave us most of the information we needed during our phone conversation this morning. I want you to know we activated an immediate search for your husband and his vehicle. So far, nothing has been found, but we’re still looking.’

      Sandra looked him straight in the eye. ‘Are you looking for my husband’s BMW or a dead body, Inspector?’

      Gus, refusing to flinch in the face of her bravery, ran his fingers through his hair. Her words, although not a hundred percent accurate, showed she was well aware of the chances of finding her husband alive. They were, in actual fact, looking for his car and were prepared for the worst. He admired her courage. Every passing hour would drain what little hope was sustaining her now, and he was glad she had her mother-in-law’s support. ‘We’re looking for anything that may help us locate your husband.’

      She glanced away with an abrupt nod and then said, ‘There’s something you need to know about Lewis. Something very important.’
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          09:50 Bradford Royal Infirmary

        

      

    

    
      Serafina had sent Imti home, and she and Shamshad had talked for hours about what the documents could possibly mean and why Neha had them in her bag. Finally flagging, Serafina had hugged Shamshad and gone home, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Sham was drained and anxious. The lead weight sat in her stomach seemed to slow her motions. Even lifting her hand to her brow took all her energy. Her head throbbed, and her eyes were sore from crying.

      Overnight, a huge gulf had appeared between her and Neha, and she didn’t know how to bridge it. She’d thought they shared everything. She’d have sworn to it, if necessary, but this? It was a double whammy. First, she’d been oblivious to her sister’s self-harm. They shared a room, and still, she hadn’t noticed Neha had lost weight – again. That she was covering up in extra layers to hide her skeletal frame and concave stomach. Sham had been so pleased her sister appeared to be eating normally. She’d dropped her guard and stopped being vigilant. Since the psychiatrist had signed Neha back into primary health care, Sham had gradually stopped looking for signs she was failing.

      She’d stopped searching Neha’s face for signs of disgust when her aunt brought food to the table. She no longer counted how many bites her sister took of each meal or wondered if she was moving food around her plate to deceive them into believing she’d eaten. She’d stopped hovering around in the hours after meals to prevent her from flushing all the nourishment she’d just consumed down the toilet. How had she let this happen? Why had she stopped spying on her sister as she undressed for bed – looking out for signs of new cuts on her arms and legs? For months, she’d not checked the inside of her clothing for blood or the outdoor bins for razors or bandages, and look what had happened! She was responsible for Neha, and she’d failed.

      Watching the steady rise and fall of her sister’s breathing and the slow movement of saline crawling down the drip into her sister’s arm, she wondered if Neha would ever forgive her … she wondered if she’d ever forgive herself.

      The urge to scream bubbled in her chest, constricting her breathing, making her dizzy. She rose and moved over to the small sink in the corner of the room. Turning the tap on, conscious she should not disturb the other patients, she splashed some cold water on her face and patted it dry with a paper towel. The intravenous antibiotics had worked. Neha’s fever had abated a little, and as she slept, sustenance was being pumped into her body. Sham almost envied her sister’s oblivion.

      Plonking herself down in the other chair, she opened the near transparent curtains that provided scant privacy from the rest of the ward. Despite their flimsiness, she’d been claustrophobic huddled up behind the fabric with only her sleeping sister, the backdrop of hospital white noise and her own thoughts for company. The sights of the ward coming to life around her were a welcome distraction.

      The nurses had allowed her to stay overnight., Their sympathetic glances and soothing tones made Sham want to shrivel up into a ball and hide. Past experience told her they’d soon make her go home. Concern for her health would compel them to call her uncle to collect her. She wished Neha would wake up so she could ask her about the documents in her bag. Why did she have copies of someone else’s birth certificate and medical records? Who was this person, and what connection did they have to her sister?

      She’d read the medical records, but hadn’t understood them. If the signal in the ward hadn’t been so bad, she’d have Googled some of the words. She made a mental note to do that later. In the meantime, she couldn’t help thinking her sister was in some sort of trouble. The sort of trouble that had driven her to abuse herself again. To punish herself. Worse, though, was the realisation she hadn’t asked her for help. Never mind, she didn’t need to ask now. Sham would insist. There was no way she’d allow Neha to keep any more secrets. She tried in vain to come up with answers to the various questions that had hummed in her brain all night. At last, the rhythmic ebb and flow of the ward soothed her, and she drifted off into a deep sleep.
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          10:35 Tetley Street, Bradford

        

      

    

    
      Gus was aware of Alice casting little looks in his direction as she drove. He was mulling everything over in his mind, so despite knowing she was desperate to discuss what Sandra Gore had just told them, he ignored her.

      The bombshell that Lewis’ wife had dropped had repercussions for all of Bradford’s police. As soon as she’d said it, Gus had been on the phone, first to Nancy and then to Lewis Gore’s handler, for the secret Sandra Gore had not wanted her mother-in-law to hear was, Lewis, working undercover, had infiltrated an international drug ring. Gore’s handler revealed his contact was a prostitute called Gloria Styles, and their meet up point was just off Thornton Road.

      They weren’t talking little operations, like Shahid Khan or Bazza Green’s. No, this time, they were talking about a multi-million-pound international operation that was happy to use Bazza and Khan as cover, without them even knowing it. This organisation had established ‘houses’ up and down the length of the country and exported internationally. They supplied to legitimate businessmen and focussed on the leafy suburbs of each city, where the real money was, rather than the inner city. They used their contacts in inner cities as drug mules. Bradford had become a hotspot for them – cheap labour, willing pushers and discontent. That was how they kept under the radar.

      Lewis Gore, though, had been working as part of the covert operation to infiltrate the organisation. According to his wife, Gloria Styles had set up a meet with Lewis the previous evening. He’d promised to return with a McDonald’s Cadbury chocolate McFlurry for her, but she’d fallen asleep, and only realised he hadn’t returned on waking this morning.

      Just as they were leaving the Gore house, after reassuring Sandra they would keep her updated, a phone call came in, telling them Lewis’ BMW had been found in a disused car park off Tetley Street near Thornton Road. The previous victims’ vehicles had also been discovered in similar areas and combined with the fact Lewis was black, Gus was pretty sure Gore had been abducted by the killer. He quickly gave instructions for Gloria Styles to be located and interviewed straight away.

      Approaching from the bottom of Tetley Street, they nearly missed the small entrance into the parking bay. Had it not been for a police officer positioned at the entrance, who guided them through, they would have driven past. Slowing down, Alice turned into a pot-holed road. Gus smiled as she cursed under her breath about the fate of the suspension on her beloved Mini Cooper.

      Proceeding over sludge-filled ditches as slowly as she could, grimacing each time her wheels hit a particularly bad one, Alice said, ‘Next time, we take a bloody pool car, ok?’

      The end of the narrow lane opened up into a sizeable tarmacked area which extended to both sides. Gus saw that the crime scene tape had been stretched from a fence post on their right to a corresponding one to their left. A number of police cars, marked and unmarked, were parked up. A uniformed officer supervised two kids with skateboards near one of the police vehicles.

      As Gus stepped out of the Mini and stretched his back, another officer approached, his hand extended in greeting. Gus gripped it, listening as the other man explained the kids, bunking off school, had decided to ride their skateboards in the parking area. Apparently, they’d done so before and found the potholes, old pallets and discarded rubbish a challenging obstacle course to test their skills. When they’d seen the BMW with its 66-plate abandoned in the far corner, they thought it strange, but dismissed it as none of their business. It was only when they approached the vehicle and saw it had been bashed in at the back and left with the driver’s door ajar and a wallet discarded on the floor that they decided to tell someone. So, they’d phoned it in.

      Gus thanked his lucky stars the boys had possessed a degree of honesty. The previous victims’ vehicles weren’t discovered until after their bodies had been found. This way, at least, they had a bit of a head start. Gus had already asked Compo to add Lewis Gore’s details to the programme he was still running.

      Ducking under the tape, Gus approached the scene. Whistling under his breath, Hissing, Sid dusted for prints. Gus had a momentary pang of guilt as he remembered the way he’d spoken to the other man at Razaul Ul Haq’s crime scene. Sid, on the other hand, appeared to have forgiven him, for he winked as Gus approached. ‘Doubt we’ll find anything much. There’s a bit of white paint lodged in the scrapes at the back of Gore’s car. If you can find the vehicle that rammed him, we’ll be able to match it. As long as it doesn’t get its bumper repaired in the interim.’ He wafted his hand in the air in a circular motion. ‘I had a look around, and there are no cameras or owt here to give us many more details. Looks like we’ll have to rely on good old fieldwork.’

      Gus grinned, relieved his relationship with Sid hadn’t been affected by his bad temper. ‘Any tracks or anything?’

      ‘Just a mishmash of sludgy indecipherable tracks, except for this …’ He took Gus over to where a dog turd lay squashed to the side of Lewis Gore’s BMW.

      Sid was beaming at him, so Gus rose to the bait. ‘Okay, I’ll bite. What have you got?’

      Seemingly oblivious of the shitty stench that Gus could smell from a standing position, Sid knelt beside the excrement, his nose inches from the offending article as he spoke. ‘Fortunately for us, whoever walks their dog here, A, doesn’t pooper scoop and B, owns a rather huge dog.’

      ‘You’ve lost me, Sid. I don’t get the relevance. You think this dog walker saw something?’

      Sid laughed and gestured Gus to move closer. Pointing with a pencil at the large squashed turd, he said, ‘Looks like a tyre ran over it.’

      Seeing the tracks that Sid pointed to, Gus grinned. ‘Brilliant … and you can match them to a vehicle, can you?’

      Sid sighed. ‘Well, no. Not a vehicle. They’re too thin to be from a vehicle … and they’re not textured enough to be from a bike. My reckoning is a trolley or wheelbarrow of some description.’

      Gus studied the proximity of the dog crap track to where the marker indicated Gore’s wallet had been found. What did this mean? Had the killer used a trolley or barrow to move Gore, who, by all accounts, was a large bloke, to his own vehicle? Did the trolley even belong to the killer? Perhaps they were snatching at things … perhaps not. ‘Any database on these sort of tracks, Sid?’

      Still studying the poo, Sid shrugged. ‘Of course. Later on, we’ll get you a match to the type of trolley this belongs to. We may even get a brand name too.’ Stretching his hand out, he pulled Gus’ trouser leg, indicating he should come closer to the smelly pile. When Gus closed his nostrils with two fingers, Sid snorted. ‘Thought you’d be used to worse than this by now. Anyway, this is where you just got lucky, Gussy boy. This nick here is quite distinctive …’

      Gus studied the mark that showed this particular tyre had a small nick in it, before speaking in a nasal tone. ‘So, what you’re saying is, if I find you a killer who owns a trolley with a tyre matching that distinctive nick –’

      ‘– and bearing traces of this shit. Then, yes, you’ve got him.’ Sid followed through on his statement with a rumbling fart that made Gus groan.

      Standing a couple of feet away from them, Alice shook her head and took a step back. ‘You’re an animal, Sid. Do you know that?’

      Gus, moving away from the combination of canine and human toxic smells, said, ‘Good work, Sid.’

      Sid nodded. ‘Oh, not going to rip me a new one today then, Gus?’

      Dipping his head, Gus exhaled a long slow breath and stepped towards Sid. ‘About that. I’m really sorry. I was out of order the other day. Won’t happen again.’

      Sid waved his blue gloved hand. ‘Forget it, Gus. I have. We all overreact on occasion. Look, I’ll keep myself available on this one, you know? Until we find him.’

      Ignoring the fact that had Sid forgotten his bad behaviour, he wouldn’t have felt the need to mention it, Gus nodded. This was the other man’s way of offering support, despite feeling miffed. Gus still had some work to do to make up for it. He reached over and squeezed Sid’s arm. ‘Appreciated, mate.’

      As he walked back towards the tape, he saw that Alice was now talking to a girl in jeans and trainers, with a hooded coat that stretched over her distended abdomen. She’d pulled the hood up over her hair and was smoking a cigarette. Gloria Styles, he presumed. By the time he joined them, Gloria had given Alice all the information she had … which was zilch.

      She’d met Gore by appointment and driven to this spot, as they did every time. She’d given him the names of two business men she’d heard the other girls talking about, and they’d hung out for fifteen minutes to make it look like she’d done business with him. When she left, she’d cut through the side street that led back out onto Thornton Road where she continued her shift. She hadn’t noticed any other vehicles or anyone hanging about. Gus told her to hang on until Gore’s handler came along so she could update him, but to all intents and purposes, she had nothing more to offer him.

      ‘Come on, Al, let’s get cracking on that list of secluded premises Compo compiled. The sooner we find Gore, the more chance we have of finding this sick fucker.’

      Neither of them voiced the words they were both undoubtedly thinking; that Lewis Gore was well and truly dead by now.
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          11:55 Haworth moors/Harden/The Bay of Biscay, Wilsden

        

      

    

    
      Compo had come up with nine possible secluded buildings in the targeted area. The plan was to extend the criteria if none of the nine panned out. Alice and Gus had taken three of them, Taffy and Sampson another three, and two uniformed officers had been charged with looking at the final three. Time was of the essence now, and Gus didn’t want the trail to go cold. Judging by the times of death for the previous victims, he was sure they were looking for a dead body rather than a live one. However, if there was even the slightest chance Lewis Gore was still alive, then Gus would move mountains to find him.

      Deciding to drive to the furthest point first, Alice headed along Thornton Road through Denholme and onto Haworth moors, where they took a winding lane to the disused farmhouse identified by Compo. It sat on the very edge of the moors. The rain had brought out that foliage smell Gus always associated with Bronte country; windswept and raw. He took a deep breath, savouring the freshness through the half-open window, as he gazed out at the uneven moor.

      As Alice drove over three separate cattle grids, she spoke in soothing tones to her Mini, ‘Come on, Minnie. You can do this. I’ll make it up to you at the weekend. We’ll have a spa day, you and me. A nice bath and a massage. Hell, if you’re lucky, maybe the firefighters in Bolton will be out with their hoses doing a charity car wash.’

      Used to Alice talking nonsense to her vehicle, Gus butted in, ‘Don’t listen to her, Minnie. She’s full of false promises and wishful thinking. There’s no way the Bolton firefighters will be out doing their charity thang in this weather.’

      Alice braked and threw him a look which told him in no uncertain terms she was pissed off with him. He laughed and unfolded his legs from the car. Their way was blocked by a padlocked metal gate attached to a barbed wire fence that appeared to skirt the property.

      Joining him, Alice examined the wilderness of bracken and gorse that spread out to either side of them. ‘Very Heathcliff,’ she said and peered under the chassis to check the suspension.

      Gus approached the gate and rattled the padlock. It seemed old and rusted, but secure. He doubted that anyone had opened it in a long time. Jumping onto the lower ring of the gate, he craned his neck until he could see the dilapidated farmhouse that stood just beyond a curve at the end of the overgrown track. He cursed. ‘Looks like this one’s a dead end. Compo’s map shows this is the only entrance to the property.’

      Alice nodded and turned to head back to the car. However, a yelp from Gus followed by a muffled curse, had her spinning around. Gus glared at her. ‘For fuck’s sake, don’t just stand there gawping at me with that stupid grin on your face, come and help me then.’

      He’d jumped onto the gate, swung one leg over and, repeating the process with the other, had managed to get his trousers caught on the padlock. Balancing on one leg, he had gripped the top bar with both hands and tried to kick the fabric free. This, in turn, caused him to wobble even more.

      ‘For goodness sake! Can’t you even climb a simple gate without getting in bother?’ Huffing and puffing, Alice wandered over and yanked at his trousers. This action caused Gus to sway even more on top of the fence.

      ‘Watch my bloody chinos, Al. They’re new.’

      As a loud ripping noise rent the air, Alice’s mouth tightened in an insincere ‘I’m sorry’ sort of expression as she said, ‘Oops, oh dear.’

      Gus narrowed his eyes, and swinging his freed leg over, he jumped down onto a clump of urine coloured grass. Mouth curled, he glared at her. ‘Thanks very much. Glad you were there to help.’ Looking towards the distant building, he continued, ‘Thought whilst we’re here, we should make doubly sure.’

      Ignoring the hand Gus extended towards her, Alice climbed onto the gate and, with rather more finesse than he’d managed, swung her leg over and jumped down beside him. ‘Nobody’s been here for months, Gus. You can tell by the way the grass is all springy. Look, it’s grown up over the bottom rung of the gate. I doubt we could open it, even if we had the key.’

      ‘You’re probably right, but let’s just check.’

      Shrugging, Alice followed him as he walked the short distance to the old house. It was completely uninhabitable, with holes in the roof and partly collapsed walls. Gus walked through the open door into a dank smelling room which must once have been the kitchen. Alice was right. This place wasn’t the kill site, but now he was here, he might as well do his job properly. Taking his phone out, he activated the torch and began to explore. The ground floor rooms were empty, and as the stairs had buckled, there was no way to check upstairs, and no point, either. He couldn’t imagine the killer bundling his victim over that gate and transporting him along the uneven track to tattoo him.

      ‘Come on, Al. We can cross this property off the list. Let’s head to number two.’

      Once back in her Mini, Alice reversed all the way back down the track until they reached the main road. Next stop was a small, disused industrial plant outside Harden. Gus suspected this property wasn’t quite remote enough for the killer’s purposes, but it was worth checking anyway. When they arrived, he saw immediately it was a no go. It was too close to the main Harden road, and apart from that, a trio of travellers’ caravans had parked up outside the empty building. According to the oldest man present, who appeared to be their spokesperson, they’d been there since November. There was no way they would have missed someone trundling up with subdued bodies and a boot full of tattoo equipment.

      ‘Another one struck off,’ said Alice, with a sigh. ‘Last one for us and then back to The Fort.’

      Gus put his seat belt on and nodded. ‘Okay, on we go.’

      The final disused building on their list was a barn just outside Wilsden. It stood in the top end of a series of fields on the opposite side of the road from a small row of houses bearing the delightful street name Bay of Biscay. Its distance from civilisation made it slightly more promising than the other buildings. Still, Gus didn’t hold out much hope. The barn was remote, and it did have secluded access via a side road, but it was barely accessible and easily missed. On top of that, three horses occupied the field, making it likely there were regular visitors to look after the animals.

      Alice drove up and stopped at a latched gate. A mish mash of tyre tracks showed Gus’ expectation of regular traffic to the field was accurate. They got out, and as they approached the gate, Gus was pleased to see it wasn’t padlocked. No need for a repeat performance of his earlier indignities. As they walked through, closing it behind them, a large brown Shire horse, with eyes to match, shied away from them and joined two other horses standing in a copse of trees further down the field.

      ‘What do you think?’ asked Gus.

      Alice shrugged. ‘Not sure. Let’s have a proper look in the barn. It’s accessible enough, and look, there are tracks leading towards it.’

      ‘Probably the vehicle that drops off the horses’ food,’ said Gus, pointing to the corrugated roofed lean-to that adjoined the barn.

      Inside the sizeable structure, three netted bales of hay were hooked onto the brick wall. A trough of water stood outside, presumably to harvest rain water for the animals. The muddy ground was pitted and churned by horseshoe marks which obliterated the evidence of any human presence in the form of boot treads. A heady horse manure smell hung heavy in the air, and the absence of too much dung in the vicinity confirmed the horses were well tended. Very unlikely to be the kill site! Gus suspected their killer would not want his activities interrupted by the horses’ owners. Unless, of course, he was their owner. ‘Has Compo got details yet on who owns these fields?’

      ‘On it,’ said Alice, opening her phone and texting.

      Gus surveyed the field and barn. ‘It’s accessible, and clearly, it is well-used.’ He pointed at tracks in the churned-up muck. ‘Let’s head inside the barn itself. See what we find there.’

      As they moved round to the gap where a door should have been, the Shire horse sidled up, its wise eyes watching their every move. The other two horses, with studied indifference, ignored them. Gus watched as Alice approached it. He’d never been comfortable around large animals. As a child, summertime farm trips with his parents and sister, Katie, had been fraught with fear for him. Even now as an adult, despite the disparity in size being diminished, he was uncomfortable … disadvantaged. It wasn’t just the animals’ size, though. It was something about their wildness, their unpredictability. He’d seen a herd of cows stampeding as a child and had the sense nothing human could stop them. Once, at Knowsley Safari Park, he’d seen the elephants thunder from one end of the enclosure to the other. It had petrified him. All that dust swirling in the air, and their bellows long and, to him, rabid sounding. He’d clutched his dad’s hand so hard his father had seemed to sense his terror and lifted him into his arms, squeezing him tight.

      In fact, one of the last arguments he’d had with his ex-wife, Gabriella, had been because of his refusal to go on a Kenyan safari with her. Why the hell would he want to go to Kenya to see animals that were not only enormous, but possessed claws and teeth sharp enough to eviscerate a man? No chance! In his job, he’d seen enough people eviscerated by human animals without tempting fate by putting himself in the way of a completely different, but equally unpredictable, species.

      At first, the big animal shied away from Alice. Then, as she continued to talk softly, it allowed her to approach. From a safe distance, Gus saw its ears twitch and its nostrils quiver. He also saw the huge rippling muscles in its legs and imagined the power of its jaws. He shuddered. Soon, Alice was rubbing her palms along its nose and burying her fingers in its mane. Shoving his fists in his pockets, Gus headed toward the barn itself. With any luck, she’d think his haste was more to do with an eagerness to crack on, than a nervousness of horses. Who was he kidding? Alice was as sharp as a bloody tack. She’d know exactly what was driving him inside the barn right now. Hearing her low laugh, he turned, just in time to see the horse bumping her with its nose, telling her not to stop scratching. Despite himself, he smiled. Cute!

      Continuing into the barn, he peered around, using his phone for light again. There was nothing to indicate it had been used as a kill site. The concrete floor was damp in patches where flurries of snow had drifted through the open door and melted. There was nothing to show the building had been used for anything other than shelter by the horses … and most telling of all … no tattoo machine and no Lewis Gore! He heaved a sigh of relief and exited the barn.

      Alice left her new friend and joined him as he walked back to the car. ‘No tattoo machine covered by a tarpaulin lurking in the corner, then?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘… and no body either, thank God.’

      ‘Shall we count this one out?’

      Gus hesitated and peered around again. He bit his lip. ‘No, not yet, Al. Let’s be thorough. We know it’s been accessed recently; we know it’s remote enough for our killer’s purposes. Let’s investigate this a bit further. Find out who owns it, who owns the horses and see if they’ve seen anything strange, before we cross it off our list.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re right. The other two were definite no-nos. This, though, is a possible maybe.’ She got into the Mini. ‘We’ve made some progress, Gus.’

      Gus nodded. ‘Maybe … although we haven’t found Lewis Gore yet.’

      As far as he was concerned, some progress wasn’t enough. Not for Lewis Gore and not for his family!

      Turning around in her seat to reverse out of the lane, Alice said with a smile in her voice, ‘And you needn’t think I didn’t spot you edging away from the horse, Gus. Big bloody baby, scared of a little gee-gee.’

      Gus spluttered, ‘Little? … Little? Bloody great hulking thing is more like it.’
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      The weather had taken a turn for the worse. From nowhere, a dark cloud had scurried across the sky skidding to a halt directly above Bradford. Right on cue, it released its load in a torrent of pelting rain at the exact moment Alice and Gus parked up in The Fort car park. Laughing, they made a mad dash for the door and, like a couple of bloodhounds, shook themselves off in the doorway before taking the stairs up to the incident room.

      They’d no sooner got in and warmed up with mugs of coffee when Taffy burst through the door, his dripping hair splattered across his forehead. Clenched in his hand was a somewhat sodden copy of the Bradford Chronicle. Panting, Sampson followed the younger officer into the room, wiping rain from his face as he stopped in front of Gus’ desk. Amused, Gus watched as Taffy bent over, rested his hands on his knees and inhaled huge gulps of air. A quick glance at Sampson’s serious expression wiped the smile from Gus’ face. Realising his officers’ hurry had something to do with the newspaper, Gus strode over and snatched it from Taffy’s unresisting hand.

      Still breathing heavily, Taffy said, ‘Thought you should know, ASAP.’

      Tension gathered across Gus’ shoulders as he unfolded the newspaper to read the headline. Alice stood behind him, peering over his shoulder. ‘What the fuck,’ she said, her voice reflecting Gus’ horror. ‘Who leaked that?’

      Voice tight, Gus said, ‘Who, indeed?’

      Having finally caught his breath, Sampson said, ‘That’s not the worst of it, Gus. Turn to page three where the article’s continued.’

      Wondering what could be worse than the garish headline on the front cover, Gus pulled the sodden pages apart. His heart sunk. It was worse than he’d imagined. It was clear the photo had been cropped and manipulated to make it suitable for inclusion in the local newspaper, nevertheless, it left little doubt what Christine Weston and Razaul Ul Haq were getting up to.

      Gus closed his eyes for a second. What a bloody nightmare. Last thing he needed was for this to have exploded when they still had Lewis Gore to find. His mind flashed to Razaul’s twin daughters. The feisty gothic one, Shamshad, and the more reserved Neha. What would having that crap in the public domain do to them? Bloody irresponsible … no, it was more than that … much more. It was deliberately malicious. No doubt he’d have Weston hammering on his door in a minute, demanding he sort out the media bias. God only knows what that thug would do to his wife – he’d already hit her once, to Gus’ knowledge. What a massive fuck-up this was! Nancy would have a mega fit.

      He flipped back to the front cover. ‘Jez fucking Hopkins,’ he said, reading the by-line aloud. ‘What the fuck does he think he’s doing? He should have come to me with this. Where did he get these images from?’

      Alice, angry red blotches on her cheeks, slammed her hand on the desk. ‘Bloody immoral paparazzi. No fucking concern for the Ul Haq girls and their extended family or the Westons, for that matter … Bloody toxic. ‘Wife of Albion First candidate Graeme Weston Gets Up Close and Personal With Murdered, Razaul Ul Haq’? Makes me sick.’

      Samson nodded. ‘And the subheading’s worse.’

      Alice scowled. ‘Ugh. ‘Sleeping with the enemy takes on a whole new meaning for the Westons.’’

      Gus had listened to his team in silence. A vein pulsed on his temple betraying his anger. As he read the article, his chest tightened, until without warning, he took his mug and hurled it at the wall. He raked his fingers through his dreads while pacing round the room like a caged lion. Alice gawped at him, open mouthed, whilst Taffy, after a quick glance at Sampson, shuffled his feet. Sampson stood stock still. Each pair of eyes moved from the broken mug and the liquid that rolled in rivulets down the wall, to their boss. Silence pounded in Gus’ head as he realised what he’d done.

      Alice took a tentative step towards him. ‘You okay? Come on, sit down. Everything’s getting a bit intense. You’re under a lot of pressure at the minute, what with Lewis Gore still missing and a killer at large, to say nothing of Weston’s links to both the bottle-bomb in City Park and Razaul Ul Haq.’

      Taking their cue from Alice, Samson rushed over and began to pick up the broken mug, whilst Taffy grabbed a wad of kitchen roll and began wiping the wall down.

      Gus exhaled and stretched his neck back, rolling it to release the knots that threatened to strangle him. ‘Shit, guys, I’m sorry about that. That was uncalled for.’

      He rubbed his forehead. Then, realising his hand was shaking, he thrust it into his pocket instead and moved over to his desk. Embarrassed by his display of temper, he tried to rein in the anger that had erupted from nowhere. Truth was, he’d allowed the frustration to build up all day. From the minute he’d taken the call from Sandra Gore, he’d been trying to hold it together. The knowledge that Lewis Gore was lying dead somewhere ate at him. He felt helpless and responsible. If he’d caught this killer already, Lewis Gore and his wife would be looking forward to the birth of their new baby without a care in the world. He knew he’d not been coping well for months. This seething anger wasn’t new … wasn’t just the Tattoo Killer case or Jez Hopkins’ article, although this had certainly exacerbated it. Maybe he wasn’t up to the job anymore – maybe he’d burnt out.  He’d seen it before, albeit usually with older officers.  Maybe he should just walk away from it all. This bubbling simmering tension was … different. Worse than he’d been after Greg. At least then he’d not had this unpredictable anger to control. Fuck, what was he doing? He’d acted out in a way he’d never done before in front of his staff. That was unacceptable.

      The tension in the room was palpable. No-one knew what to say … they avoided looking at him, instead sending furtive glances to each other, their faces strained and pale – and he was the cause. What sort of leader was he? The kind who has an outburst when reading a bloody newspaper article by some tosser? In his mind, he tried to formulate an apology … words that would express his feelings without making them pity him. The last thing he needed was their pity. They’d all, bar Taffy, been through the mill over the past few months. Each of them had suffered media scrutiny and public condemnation. They deserved better.

      Hell, Alice had nearly lost her life, and here he was, acting like a spoilt child. He hadn’t had it any worse than they had, so why was it so difficult for him to hold it together? Needle pricks jagged at the back of his eyes and tried to blink away the tears before they became visible to his team … how humiliating would that be, on top of everything else? Swallowing hard, he accepted the steaming mug of coffee Alice had brought to him and opened his mouth to say something … anything to stop them all looking at him like that.

      He didn’t have the chance, though. The door burst open yet again. Nancy Chalmers, in high dudgeon, as his father would say, strode through, a copy of the offending article held high in her hand. She glared at Sampson, and her frown deepened. He was holding the base of the broken mug filled with ceramic shards and had a sheepish look on his face. She turned to Taffy who, with a brown stained pile of soiled kitchen roll, still dabbed at the wall. Her mouth tightened. Lowering the paper, she glanced round the room, her eyes narrowed, assessing. Honing in on the discomfiture that resonated between them, she said, ‘Right, what’s gone on here?’

      Her gimlet eyes raked over each of them in turn, resting finally on Gus. Knowing he had to own up, he opened his mouth to explain the coffee stain on the new paintwork. However, before he had a chance to speak, Sampson stepped forward. ‘Taffy and I were mucking about, and I tripped and dropped my mug.’

      Taffy glanced at Samson and nodded, looking too terrified to speak. Sampson continued, ‘It smashed against the wall, ma’am. Don’t worry, though, Taffy and I are going to clean it up.’

      Before Gus had a chance to refute Sampson’s words, Alice’s small hand clenched around his arm, just where his tattoo was, and squeezed. He turned and saw the warning look in her eye at the same time as he registered the slight increase in pressure around his tender arm. Her eyes narrowed. Turning to Sampson, he was greeted by another almost imperceptible nod. Then, the younger man tossed the broken ceramic pieces in the bin. ‘No harm done,’ he said.

      Nancy, apparently still attuned to the tension in the room, seemed unconvinced. However, she shrugged and let it go. ‘Hmm, well, we’ve got more important things to worry about than that.’ She slammed the paper down on Gus’ desk. ‘What the hell is this about?’

      Still feeling off-kilter, Gus examined the newspaper for a second and then turned to Sampson. ‘Get uniforms to bring in Jez Hopkins.’

      Hardeep Singh, the duty officer, popped his head around the door. ‘No need. He’s just walked in demanding to speak with you, Gus. I’ve put him in interview room two, that okay? Thought after that shit he’s published, you’d want to turn the screws on the little bastard.’

      Gus smiled. ‘Thanks, Hardeep, you did the right thing.’

      He turned to Nancy. ‘When we’ve got a minute, Alice and I will speak to him.’

      Nancy, her face stern, walked back over to the door. ‘No rush. Let the little fucker sweat.’
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      Shamshad had gone home to shower and change. She’d barely had the chance to speak to Neha before she’d left. There would be time for that later. Besides, in her sister’s absence, she wanted to take the opportunity to search their room. She wanted … no, she needed to know if Neha was keeping any other secrets from her.

      So, bottling down her hurt, she shut their bedroom door and leaned against it, surveying the room with a calculating eye. She hadn’t had to spy on her sister for a long time now, but the tricks she’d learned before flooded back to her in that instant. She knew exactly where to look, where to find any secrets Neha wanted to keep hidden. Later, when she had the chance, she’d search her school locker too.

      Ignoring the feeling she was violating her sister’s trust, Shamshad told herself Neha had betrayed her first. That she was only doing it to protect her sister. Steeling herself, she started. First, she skimmed her hand under the mattress protector, pushing her arm under as far as it would go. Then, she pulled the sheets off and flipped the mattress on its side. With a practised eye, she checked it thoroughly, looking for signs Neha had created a hiding place in the wadding … nothing. She progressed to the headboard. Next, the pillows and duvet… again nothing. No microscopic slits to store razors or other secrets. So far so good.

      Next step – her sister’s books. She checked the spines of each for evidence Neha had concealed a razor inside, and her heart sank when she felt a slight lump on the spine of Neha’s physics book. Using tweezers, she prised the spine away from the book, and inserting the tweezers, she fumbled about until they gripped something. For a second, the item resisted the pressure, and then, it plopped out, expanding in the space of its new-found freedom. Her brow knitted together. It was a photo that had been folded into six. With gentle fingers, Sham opened it out on their shared desk. Flattening it with the palm of her hand, her frown deepened. Her lower lip trembled as she drank it in, and tears welled in her eyes. Then, she placed two fingers to her lips and kissed them before pressing them to three of the four faces in the photo; her sister, her mother and her father.

      She hadn’t known Neha had this family photo. They had barely been three when it was taken. She and Neha wore identical pink shalwar kameez … sparkly two-tone ones with sequins covering the yoke and around the bottoms of the shalwar. Their mum had scraped their dark locks back into ponytails and they each had intricate floral clips in their hair. She and Neha held hands and grinned at the camera, without a care in the world. If you looked close, you could see Henna patterns decorating their small arms, meandering up past their wrists. It must have been a family wedding or Eid or something like that to warrant such detailed mehndi.

      Their parents had all the freshness of youth in their smiles. Her mother wore her hair down, her head uncovered. Shamshad couldn’t remember a time when her mother had been so carefree. A time when she hadn’t covered her hair. She wore make-up. Lipstick shone on her curved lips, and her eyes, looking up at her husband, were warm and smiling. Her dad had one arm on each of his daughter’s shoulders, and he wore a traditional suit too. His smile was direct and charming. How things had changed in fourteen years.

      Whilst Sham, understanding it had been beyond her mother’s control, had forgiven her for the things she’d done to her daughters, Neha had not. For a long time, Neha had pinned her hopes on their father. Sham had never held onto that hope. Their father had been unwilling or perhaps unable to commit to them, and so it had fallen on their uncle to take them in. Their father had let them down repeatedly. Trips and outings cancelled at the last minute. Promises to pay for school trips were reneged on. His daughters were left to watch in silence, heartbreak hidden behind their quiet stoicism, as other children visited museums, farms and shows organised by their schools. So, finally, Sham had treated her father like a boil and lanced him from their lives.

      During Neha’s illness, she had blocked the few moves he’d made to see her sister. Now, Sham wondered if her sister had been seeing him in secret. Curling up on her sister’s unmade bed, her duvet pulled around her, breathing in her scent, Sham cried and cried, all the time wondering where she’d gone wrong. All she’d ever wanted to do was protect Neha. Seemed like she’d blown it, and now, they were back to square one. Only this time, it was different. Neha had secrets, and Sham wasn’t sure her sister wanted her help anymore. Right now, she wasn’t even sure she wanted to give it.

      Finally, she got up and tidied the mess she’d made. With one last, lingering look, she folded the photo and returned it to its hiding place. Tired of it all and feeling sticky and dirty, she headed to the bathroom for a shower. Half an hour later, Sham was in her bedroom getting dressed. Studying her face in the mirror, she was pleased to see the cuts she’d sustained in City Park were healing. She picked up her brushes and began applying her make-up. Boy, did she need to do that, because without it, her skin was wan and tired. It was then she heard raised voices coming from downstairs. Her heart sank. Her aunt and uncle rarely argued, and experience told her when they did, it was usually to do with her parents.

      Feeling the familiar butterflies in her stomach, she wondered what had happened now as she added the final flick to her eyeliner. Giving her face a last once-over and deciding she looked marginally more human than before, she braced herself to go downstairs. Whatever had happened couldn’t be any worse than what they’d been through over the last couple of days.

      The paper was lying in the middle of the kitchen table when she walked in. Her aunt’s face was drawn, her eyes dull with shock. Sham glanced at her uncle who nodded towards the paper. ‘I’m so sorry, Shamshad, beti. You should not have to suffer this on top of everything else.’

      Sham held his gaze for a second, and then, her eyes moved to the newspaper. At first, she couldn’t see its significance. She glanced at her uncle, one eyebrow raised in question. His mouth drew into a line, and he pointed at the paper. ‘Read it, Sham.’

      Sham picked it up. As she read the headlines, her hands began to shake, and the colour drained from her face. Taking a deep breath, she turned the page and groaned. Oh no! Not this! How much more were they expected to face?

      She pulled a chair from under the table and sank onto it. Looking from her aunt to her uncle, she whispered, ‘I’m sorry.’

      Her aunt got up, and moving as if her body was weighted down by something heavier than mere gravity, she walked around the table. Pulling Sham’s head to her chest, she smoothed down the hair Sham had just spent ten minutes spiking to perfection. Uncaring, Sham moulded herself to her aunt’s frame and sobbed. When she finally stopped and wiped her eyes, her uncle, head bowed, appeared sadder than she’d ever seen him.

      Her aunt held her hand. ‘This will pass, Sham. I promise. And you and Neha will be stronger for having suffered it.’

      Shamshad glanced at her uncle and realised he, too, was crying. She put her hand on top of his and squeezed. ‘We have each other, and we haven’t done owt wrong. We can still hold our heads up high, can’t we?’

      Wiping the sleeve of his kameez over his eyes, her uncle smiled. ‘Insh’Allah, we will be fine.’

      Her aunt smiled at him, then turned to Shamshad, ‘Go and redo your hair and put that awful make-up back on your face. You’ve got ten minutes, okay? Your uncle will drive you to the hospital. You’ll need to prepare Neha for this.’

      Sham jumped up, and in an uncharacteristic show of affection, she kissed first her aunt’s and then her uncle’s cheek, before moving upstairs, her feet like lead, to re-apply her make-up.

      Half an hour later, walking into BRI with the offending newspaper hidden in her bag, it was like everyone’s eyes were on her, judging her and finding her wanting. She was glad she’d taken the time to put on her armour. Entering the ward, she saw Neha was sitting propped up against a sea of white pillows. She seemed frail. Her hair, unconcealed by her hijab, was spread out making her look like an awake version of sleeping beauty. Her head was angled towards the window, and her eyes were shut. Sham stopped and just stared at her.

      Sudden panic thudded in her chest, and she wanted to spin on her heel and run. Then Neha, as if sensing her presence, turned her head. Sham had no option but to do as she always had … deal with shit!
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          12:35 The Kill Site

        

      

    

    
      Tara seems to sense the anger that reverberates off me. The weather matches my mood. I don’t care that rain trickles down my back, or that the wind whips my hair. Both things serve to fuel my ire, and I welcome it. Tara sidles up, and her front hoof gently paws the mushy dirt. I’d hiked over three fields to get here, not wanting to be seen in the daylight, but it was worth it. Her gentle presence soothes me. With her, I don’t need to pretend, don’t need to cover up my feelings. Just as well, because right now, I’m having a job covering up my rage.

      I’d only nipped into the Co-op to get a pint of milk and some cigs. I nearly died right there on the spot when I saw it. I wanted to slam my fist right through the flimsy sandwich board and kick it into the road. Don’t know how I stopped myself. Maybe it was the funny looks the woman behind the counter kept throwing my way. I ducked my head down in case she recognised me. No point in taking chances. Mind you, I wanted to smack the stupid bitch in the face when she sniggered and made some smart-ass comment about the article. If they couldn’t talk in proper sentences, they shouldn’t be inflicted on the general public. Who was she to take that job when there were loads of deserving Brits queued up at the job centre?

      As she handed me my change, I let my anger at her go. More important things to worry about. The humiliation of those photos was insurmountable, and I didn’t know how to react. That’s why I’d hotfooted it here. I knew I needed to calm myself. Try to think straight. God, it was one fiasco after another!

      My main concern is who leaked it to the press? I’d made sure only to send them to Graeme. To warn him to keep his tramp of a wife in line. So, he could make sure her dirty little affairs wouldn’t jeopardise the campaign, and now, some idiot had sent them to the Bradford Chronicle! I flick it open again and look at the photo. Had she done it out of malice? Had that stupid cow he called his wife done it to discredit him? After all my hard work sorting out Ul Haq, cleansing the streets to make things easier for Graeme, had she gone and made it all for nowt?

      Breathing heavily, I feel Tara pull away from me with a sharp whinny. Realising I was tugging too tightly on her mane, I ease my fingers open and offer her an apple to soothe her. For a second, she seems hesitant, and I persist, forcing myself to be calm, trying to let the tension go. Then, she gives in, her rough tongue scoops the treat into her mouth, and just like that, all is forgiven. If only life was like that.

      Well, at least when they find the body that will distract everyone from the Weston article. Not that the stupid cow doesn’t deserve to have the entire world know how sluttish she is.

      I move away from Tara, studying the paper again. The headline is seared on my retinas, and the anger wells up inside me again. I open my mouth as wide as I can, fling my head back and yell against the wind, ignoring the teeming rain that pounds my face.
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          12:35 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Like clockwork, the clatter of the letterbox accompanied by the paperboy’s off-tune whistle, signalled the arrival of the newspaper. With his rolling strut, Graeme Weston, feet bare, walked from the kitchen and along the hallway to the door. Bending down, he picked up the paper, frowning when he saw his name in the headline. What was that little toe-rag Hopkins saying about him now? Probably some follow up from yesterday’s bottle-bomb in City Park. He grinned; that had worked out quite well for him. Michael’s plan of planting one of their supporters among the Pakis to throw the bottle had been inspired. He’d taken the moral high ground. Been able to expose them for what they were … a bunch of idiots not worthy of calling themselves British.

      With one hand, he flicked the paper open to see the headline and froze. What the hell was this? He scanned the page, his florid face losing colour as he read. Then, licking the tip of his index finger, he turned to the next page. His jaw tightened when he saw the photo and scrunching the paper up in one hand, he threw it to the floor and yelled, ‘Christine!’

      He turned and kicked open the living room door, making it slam against the wall before it rebounded, narrowly missing him as he barged his way into the room. Without stopping, he lifted his arm, and using the momentum from his motion, he swung it, backhanded, towards his startled wife as she stood holding a vase of lilies. His ring caught her on the cheek, and her head jerked backwards. With an animalistic grunt, he continued through with a shove that sent her toppling backwards towards the glass coffee table. The vase flew from her hands spilling water and flowers, before shattering. Her head followed, cracking onto the corner with a resounding thud that hung like a thunder cloud in the air for a second … and then … she was still. Curled up like a wilted petal. Blood mixed with water, drenching the white rug. It covered her hair and soaked into the pile leaving a stain like a ruby coloured tiara, discarded and askew, near Christine Weston’s head.
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          13:00 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      When Nancy left, Gus walked around to the front of his desk. Feeling like an idiot, he opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again. He had no idea what to say. He thrust his fingers into his dreads and racked his brain for inspiration … none came, so he settled for, ‘Thanks, guys!’

      Sampson, Taffy and Alice shrugged his thanks away. Compo, who’d spent the entire episode with his headphones on, nodding to his own beat, chose that moment to tune in to the real world. A slight frown creased his forehead as he said, ‘Thanks for what?’

      Alice grinned. ‘Nothing, my darling.’

      Taking her words at face value and clearly excited about something else, Compo nodded. Jumping up, he grabbed a pile of paper the printer had just spewed out and thrust it at Gus. ‘You can thank me for this, Gus,’ he said, adding in an only half joking sort of tone, ‘Preferably with donations of food.’

      One look at Compo’s grinning face told Gus he’d come up with the goods. ‘Is this what I think it is?’

      Burgundy beanie nodding ferociously, Compo rocked on the balls of his feet, his hands clasped behind his back as if he’d been called to the front of the class to receive a special award. His enthusiasm and excitement were contagious, and unable to hold his own in check, Gus released a ‘Whoop woo’ that would have made Compo proud.

      Alice jumped and then smiled at Gus. ‘For God’s sake! Will you make up your mind if you’re clinically depressed or just going off the rails?’ She rubbed her ears. ‘That hurt.’ Moving over to join them, she added, ‘Can’t be doing with your damn mood swings.’

      Despite her light-hearted tone, Gus detected the seriousness behind her words.  He grabbed her arm and squeezed. ‘Thanks, Alice.  I owe you all one,’ he said, before turning to Compo.

      Compo pressed a button on his PC, and the sheets came up in the whiteboard for the rest of them to see. ‘That’s the names and addresses of all the people who have been ANPR’d in all of the first three victims’ localities. The records show activity for the month prior to their murder.’

      The list was about twenty-five or so names long. Compo pressed another key. ‘And these are the ones that made multiple journeys around that area.’

      Gus nodded, impressed. The list had shortened by about ten names, and he was just about to praise Compo, when the man himself pressed yet another key bringing a third much shorter list onto the screen. ‘And these are the ones who made more than four visits to these localities.’

      There were nine names on the list. Gus and his team studied them and their addresses, hoping a name would stand out for them … none did. That didn’t matter. This was a move in the right direction. Gus could feel it in his bones … things were moving now. They had another direction to go in.

      ‘Right, I want a team of uniforms to interview each of those on the list. Keep it light … routine enquiries … you know the drill. However, if any flags fly, we bring them in ASAP. Don’t forget we still haven’t found Lewis Gore … he’s our priority.’

      Taffy lifted his gaze to Gus. ‘Surely he’s dead by now, sir.’

      Gus stilled and then regarded the lad. ‘Look, Taffy, as far as I’m concerned, ‘til we know otherwise, Lewis Gore may still be alive. If he is, I don’t want our killer startled into doing something stupid.’

      Red-faced, Taffy nodded and turned back to his desk.

      Gus called his name and waited until he’d turned around, before continuing with a smile, ‘It’s Gus… remember?’

      ‘Gus,’ Compo sounded a bit wary. ‘I applied the programme to Lewis Gore’s locality as well, and something interesting came up.’

      Gus frowned. ‘What?’

      ‘Well, only five of those nine ANPRs pinged for Lewis’ locality. I just wondered, bearing in mind we’ve not found him yet, if we should prioritise those five.’

      Gus moved over and fist-bumped Compo. This was even better. ‘Right, Sampson. Get moving on those five names now!’ He turned to Compo. ‘Well done, Comps.’

      Compo still stood there, grinning at him. ‘I’ve got summat else, too.’

      Running his finger through his dreads, Gus attempted to hide his impatience to be off following up their leads. ‘Okay, spill.’

      ‘Whilst you lot were off gallivanting this morning, Imtiaz Khan came in. You’ll never guess …’ Wiggling his eyebrows, he waited, presumably for Gus to guess.

      Realising it would be quicker just to humour him, Gus splayed his arms in front of him, palms up, and said, ‘No idea.’

      ‘Well, he bloody went and identified that bugger wi’ t’ bomb in City Park from the wider footage. I’ve been running the photo against the facial recognition database and look … here he is!’

      The face of a man, perhaps in his early twenties, appeared on the screen. He was laughing and had the look of any other young lad out for a good time on a Saturday night. That impression lasted all of two seconds, because next to his smiling face, Compo had added a list of his misdemeanours going back to his early teens, which included GBH, theft, vehicle theft and arson.

      ‘Name’s Niall Boyle. Lives in Holme Wood estate and is currently on probation. He’ll not be a happy bunny when we catch up with him.’

      ‘Again, well done, Comps. Get this passed on to the officer in charge of the City Park investigation, alright?’

      When Compo nodded, Gus turned to Alice. ‘See to it the uniforms tasked with interviewing the vehicle owners are briefed, Al. Meanwhile, Sampson and I have got a scumbag journalist to interview.’
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          13:20 Bradford Royal Infirmary

        

      

    

    
      Shamshad took the newspaper from her bag and laid it on her sister’s lap. Neha moved her still bandaged arm, as if it weighed a tonne. Using her thumb and index finger, she moved the paper so she could see the headline. She flinched as she read, her mouth curled in disgust, and then, with an effort, she manoeuvred the tabloid until she could open it to read the rest of the article.

      When she saw the picture of their father, Sham expected her to thrust the paper away or cry out or something, but instead, Neha just stared at the photo, and then, letting her head fall back on the pillows, she whispered something that sounded very much like, ‘So, he did it then.’

      Puzzled, Sham moved closer, flicked the paper from her sister’s lap and put it back in her bag. ‘Who did what, Neha?’

      Neha just smiled and shook her head. ‘Nobody.’

      The lie struck her like an arrow to her heart. She was so helpless. This wasn’t her sister. Not the one she’d nurtured and cajoled and bullied back to health by sheer force of spirit. Not the one she’d fought for, put her life on hold for, not the one she loved beyond all else. This was an imposter. Anger gripped her, and she leaned forward and pressed lightly in Neha’s bandaged arm. ‘Tell me!’ she said, her voice a croak.

      Neha winced and tried to pull her arm away. Ignoring her, Shamshad increased the pressure just a little. She didn’t care if she hurt her sister. She deserved it. ‘You will tell me, Neha. I’ve had enough of this. The lies and deceit. The secrets! How do you think I feel right now? If you weren’t so fucking poorly, I’d kill you.’

      Uncaring of the tears coursing down her cheeks, she glared at Neha. All the worry and anger she’d kept inside floated to the surface. She could see the hurt in her sister’s eyes, but she didn’t care, as she ranted on. Everything she’d been feeling about her father’s death and Neha’s secrets came spewing out, and she couldn’t stop it. To be honest, right at that moment, she didn’t even want to. ‘You’ve let me down, Neha. I’ve always been there for you. Done fucking everything for you, and this is how you repay me.’

      Releasing Neha’s arm, she flung herself back in the plastic chair causing it to scrape against the floor. Poking at a hole in her jeans, she continued, ‘Oh, how the mighty have fallen, Neha. Miss bloody prim and proper, Insh’Allahing every two minutes, and now, look at you. You’re a liar! A fraud! Where in your Islam does it say that’s okay, huh?’

      Realising some of the other patients were watching them, Shamshad took a deep breath. It took all her willpower to do it, and when she next spoke, her tone was calmer. ‘Then, you go and get poorly again.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘Just like that … you forget all about me. You’re so fucking selfish, you know that?’ She ran her fingers through her spiky hair and then rubbed her cheeks dry. ‘Well, you know what, Neha? I’ve had enough. Enough of your petty little secrets, enough of your self-pity and self-destruction. Do you think I haven’t suffered? Do you think you’re the only one who lost their mum? The only one who lost their dad, the only one who feels alone? Well?’ She clicked her fingers in front of Neha’s face in a zig zag motion.

      ‘Reality check! You’re fucking not. I’m the one who is alone. I was alone when you nearly starved yourself to death last time. I was alone when you cut yourself, and I was alone last night when you did it all over again, because poor little Neha is in pain. Well, fuck that. I’m in pain, right? Right now, I’m in fucking pain!’

      Sham wasn’t aware her voice had escalated to a shout, or even that she’d stood up, or that all the other patients and visitors were looking at them.

      She spun on her heel, banging into the nurse who’d come to see what was going on, and had taken two steps from the bed when Neha spoke.

      ‘I’m sorry, Sham. I really am. I didn’t want to burden you, so I kept it to myself. I’m truly sorry.’

      Sham stopped, took a deep breath, and then turned back to her sister who was looking at her, her eyes filled with tears.

      ‘Please don’t give up on me yet, Sham, please don’t!’

      Sham studied Neha’s face; her hollowed cheeks, her sad eyes and the tension lines radiating from her mouth. The nurse, seemingly sensing Sham’s tirade was over, stepped back. Sham walked slowly back to the plastic chair that had been her home since Neha had been admitted. She stretched out her hand and linked her fingers with her sister’s, squeezing gently.

      ‘We need to talk about these, Neha.’ She pulled the envelope out of her bag and spread the contents over the bed.

      Neha scanned them and then nodded. ‘Okay.’

      Sham released the breath she’d been holding and allowed her shoulders to slump. At last, she’d get to the bottom of her sister’s secrets.

      Neha put her palm on the pile of paperwork and began to talk. ‘When I was really ill, I used to see dad. He’d visit me at the centre during the day when you were at school. Things between him and mum weren’t the way she described, you know, Sham. She was always sick. Even before we were born, she had mental health issues. And, well, the community, being what it was years ago, couldn’t understand it. So, they ignored it, and nobody got her help. Then, we came along, and for a while, she was okay; and then, she got ill again.’ She lifted her face to her sister, pleading, ‘Ask Auntie and Uncle. They’ll tell you I’m speaking the truth.’

      Sham nodded for Neha to continue.

      ‘He had an affair when we were about three. It was someone he’d known since school. His family wouldn’t let him get married to her, so they split up. When they met again years later, she was in an unhappy relationship, and so was he. Mum had begun to hit him, and a few times, he found glass in his food. She said if he didn’t leave, she would hurt us, so he left. Then, she started telling the Imam he’d brought a disease to the home.’

      ‘The STIs?’ asked Sham.

      Neha nodded. ‘Yeah, the STIs … it wasn’t true. She made it up, and she kept making things up until he was ostracised. The only people who believed him were Auntie and Uncle. Then, the school found out about the things she did to us. That was a blessing in disguise, really, because she was diagnosed, and she got the help she needed, and we were safe.’

      Sham frowned. ‘She’s ill, Neha. She never wanted to hurt us.’

      Neha, suddenly looking older and wiser than Sham had ever seen her before, smiled. ‘I know that. The fact remains, though, she did hurt us. I can’t bear to see her again. Can’t bear to feel that pain again. You’re a better person than me, Sham.’

      Sham frowned and studied her sister with sudden understanding. ‘You took most of the beatings, didn’t you? You took the blame for everything to protect me. Sometimes, you even pretended to be me, didn’t you?’ Half-forgotten memories flooded her mind. ‘I couldn’t understand why you always got hit more than me, but that’s why, isn’t it? You were protecting me!’

      ‘And since then, you’ve protected me, Sham. When I was ill, you fought for me. We look after each other.’

      Sham knew whatever had been released from her memory today would continue to haunt her for a while. Right now, though, she couldn’t think about that. Visiting time was nearly over, and they hadn’t discussed the papers.

      ‘Why do you have this birth certificate and those medical records?’

      Quietly, Neha explained to her sister, and by the end of it, the two sisters were clinging to each other like they would never let go.
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          13:30 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Jez Hopkins came across as pissed off when Gus marched into the interview room with Sampson. Sitting down at the table, Gus leaned over towards him, invading his space. He was pleased to see Hopkins lean as far back as he could in his uncomfortable chair, sneaking nervous glances towards the door. Slamming his palm on the table, he grinned. ‘Nobody’s coming to rescue you, so you better give me all your attention.’

      Hopkins bristled, and when he spoke, it was a bluster that was not backed up by the nervous tic under his eye. ‘Don’t know why you’re being so aggressive. I came to you, didn’t I?’

      Gus took a deep breath and modulated his voice to a low snarl. ‘Yeah, after the article was released to the entire Bradford population. Good one!’

      ‘Look, I came here voluntarily to tell you what I know, okay? I’ve done nothing wrong.’

      ‘Actually, pillock, you have. You’ve obstructed my investigation by not sharing sensitive information, ASAP.’

      Hopkins shrugged, laying his hands out before him in a placatory fashion. ‘Okay, okay, I get it! Let’s just move on from this. We’re on the same side, aren’t we?’

      Gus snorted and flicked his eyes in Sampson’s direction. ‘He says we should move on from this. Says we’re on the same side. What do you think, Sampson?’

      Sampson leaned back arms across his chest and laughed. ‘Yeah, right. Same side. As if!’ He grinned at Gus, seemingly enjoying his role as a baddy. ‘Or we could just arrest him for endangering the public!’

      Gus held out a hand, and they high-fived. ‘Good one, Sampson. We could do that.’

      Hopkins threw annoyed glances between them. ‘Aw, come on. Quit the comedy act, and let me show you what I’ve got. They arrived anonymously at work.’

      He bent down and began rummaging in his bag. When he straightened, he held an envelope which he upended on the table between himself and the two officers.

      Before looking at the photos, Gus snagged an evidence bag from his pocket, took the envelope by the corner and popped it inside. He then took the time to study the writing on the envelope. ‘What do you reckon, Sampson?’

      Sampson shrugged. ‘Looks like a kid’s writing to me. Either that or some anally retentive sexual deviant.’

      Gus turned to Hopkins and said, ‘We’ll need a handwriting sample from you.’

      Hopkins blinked, startled. ‘You think I took these?’

      Gus didn’t, but he wasn’t going to tell Hopkins that. He was enjoying having him dangling like the worm he was on the end of his hook. He shrugged. ‘The lab will tell us, won’t it?’ He agreed with Sampson that it looked like kid’s writing. Then again, sometimes, his dad’s writing resembled a ten-year old’s, so who was he to judge? Maybe they’d get some saliva from the envelope, which luckily wasn’t the self-seal type.

      ‘Hand-delivered, was it?’

      Hopkins squirmed on his chair and nodded. ‘Yeah, to the Bradford Chronicle offices at Hall Ings.’

      ‘External post box?’

      Hopkins nodded.

      ‘CCTV on the box?’

      This time, he shrugged. ‘Don’t know, never thought to look.’

      Gus nodded to Sampson, who jotted something down.

      ‘Note?’

      ‘What?’ said Hopkins, looking visibly rattled now by Gus’ near monosyllabic rapid-fire interview strategy.

      Sighing, Gus elaborated. He pronounced each word slowly and precisely, as if he thought Hopkins was lacking mental capacity. ‘Was … there … a note … with … the photos?’

      The journalist’s expression cleared. ‘No, no note. Just the photos.’

      Taking a pen from his pocket, Gus moved the photos about on the table, his mouth turned down, demonstrating his disgust at the violation of privacy.

      Hopkins pointed at the date stamp. ‘Dated the night Razaul Ul Haq was abducted.’

      Gus glowered at him. ‘You do realise I’m a detective, don’t you?’ He waited for Hopkins’ nod and then added, ‘So shut up with the Miss Marple, if you don’t mind.’

      Donning a pair of gloves, Gus gathered the photos together and slid them into an evidence bag. ‘Got your jollies off over them, did you? Before you came in?’

      Hopkins’ face reddened, and he shifted his buttocks on the chair making an involuntary squeaking sound as he moved.

      Dirty little bastard, thought Gus. Got his rocks off looking at the photos of a dead man being intimate. Turning to Sampson, he said, ‘Ask them to check for evidence of bodily fluids as well as prints.’

      Smirking, Gus winked at Hopkins and pulled a cotton bud in a test tube from his pocket. ‘You don’t mind, do you? For elimination purposes, you understand.’

      Face paling, Hopkins swallowed hard and, with a brief nod, opened his mouth.
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          14:45 En-route to Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Gus had tried to contact both Christine and Graeme Weston by phone, but to no avail, so he and Alice jumped into her Mini and hotfooted it over to the Weston residence in Eccleshill. As they drove, Gus phoned Weston’s campaign manager.

      ‘I’m busy right now,’ said Michael Hogg, not bothering to conceal his annoyance. ‘Fitting a boiler. Can’t this wait?’

      Nancy Chalmers had once told him when having a difficult conversation with someone, smiling made your tone less antagonistic. Gus wasn’t particularly bothered about Hogg’s opinion of him, and any other time, he’d have relished the opportunity to antagonise the man. However, for the purpose of getting a quick answer, he pasted a smile on his face and hoped it shone through in his words. ‘Do you know where Mr Weston is, or how I can get hold of him, please?’

      Tone gruff, Hogg responded in his usual abrupt manner. ‘Nope … and if I did, I wouldn’t tell you now, would I? Your lot are as bad as the press; hounding him and invading his privacy. Unfair treatment, I say. Just because he’s a man of principle, not afraid to say it like it is.’

      Gus pictured Hogg’s chest inflating like a balloon in righteous indignation, and the desire to deflate one little prick with another was almost overpowering. Instead, feeling like a less agreeable Joker from the Batman films, Gus widened his smile. ‘Well, that is a shame, sir. I take it you’ve seen the Bradford Chronicle today? In light of the article, it might be an idea to share his whereabouts with us, don’t you think?’

      Hogg hesitated, then extending the sound of the first consonant, he gave an elongated reply, flicking his pitch up at the end. ‘Nnnnnope.’ He added, ‘Graeme will show up when he’s good and ready.’

      Although he sounded full of bluster, Gus detected an edge of concern amongst the bravado. Michael Hogg was clearly keeping his anger on a tight leash. Gus wouldn’t want to be in Weston’s shoes when Hogg finally caught up with him.

      Next, he phoned Weston’s offices where his PA, Marcia Hogg, answered. Gus recognised her voice from their meeting the previous evening. Seemed like Weston and Hogg were linked in business as well as politics, if Hogg’s wife was Weston’s PA. When he introduced himself, it was easy to imagine her thin lips tightening as she spoke. She made no effort to disguise her disgust and was barely polite. Irritated by her pettiness, Gus prodded her.

      Finally, she said, ‘Look, all I know is, every six weeks on a Wednesday, regular as clockwork, Graeme keeps his diary clear. He’s marked today off on his calendar.’

      Was she a little prickly about divulging that information? A bit fed up, perhaps, that she wasn’t privy to his whereabouts? Gus pushed her. ‘So, where might Mr Weston go on those pre-booked Wednesdays, Mrs Hogg? Care to hazard a guess?’

      Marcia gave a brittle laugh. ‘He’s my boss, not my partner. I suspect he needs ‘me’ time every so often to unwind. After all, he is a very busy man.’

      Unwind doing what? wondered Gus. Maybe Weston’s wife wasn’t the only one in flagrante. Maybe Weston had a regular six-weekly assignation with someone other than his wife. Mind you, a six-week gap didn’t exactly speak of high passion, did it? More a clinical scratching of an itch than lustful uncontrollable shenanigans. Gus smiled at the thought of the rotund Graeme Weston, golden boy of Albion First, submitting to his basest instincts.

      ‘You must have some idea though, Mrs Hogg. You are his PA. You’ve got your finger on the pulse. I would imagine there’s not much passes you by.’

      The silence from the other end of the phone was palpable. Gus wondered if she’d hung up on him. ‘Mrs Hogg …?’

      Her sigh drifted over the line. ‘Was there an actual question in there, Inspector?’

      Touché! Maybe she should be the politician. Annoyed by her obstructiveness, Gus added an edge to his tone. ‘Have you seen today’s Chronicle?’

      She snorted. ‘Garbage! That newspaper is just garbage. It’s all a conspiracy to discredit Graeme. We all know the newspapers and the police are at the heart of a smear campaign against Albion First. I have no doubt whoever leaked those …’ she swallowed before continuing with a quiver in her voice, ‘… those abominable images to that immoral Hopkins man has his own agenda. An agenda that is not for the people of this city. One that will protect those who seek to steal our jobs and snatch our houses from us. Graeme Weston should not be judged by his …’ she hesitated, and it seemed she was struggling to find the words to end her sentence. As the gap lengthened, Gus could hear her laboured breaths drift down the line until, at last, she said, ‘… wife’s actions.’

      The word ‘wife’ had not been her first choice to describe Christine Weston. Gus’ eyes narrowed. Was that a touch of jealousy amongst the anger in her tone? If it was, it threw up an interesting scenario. He wished he could see her face right now. How rich would it be if Hogg’s wife was in love with Weston? Whatever else Marcia Hogg was keeping secret, she clearly did not like Christine Weston one little bit, and judging by her well-rehearsed dogma, she shared her husband’s racist views fully. No surprise there, then!

      ‘You’d think, though, in light of the damage that article could do to his political career, he’d have been in touch with his campaign manager, wouldn’t you?’ said Gus.

      She snorted again, so Gus pushed the knife in further. ‘So, he’s not been in touch with your husband or yourself, and you’ve no idea where he disappears off to on a Wednesday afternoon, every six weeks?’

      Again, his words were met by silence, prompting him to sharpen his tone. ‘Well, would you say that’s accurate, Mrs Hogg?’

      He could almost feel the venom as she said in nipped tones, ‘Yes!’

      Feeling well and truly fed up with the antagonism from the Hogg couple, Gus ended the conversation with, ‘So, it sounds very much to me like he’s as dishonest as his wife. Maybe Mr Weston’s having an affair too. Wonder how that would go down on top of today’s revelation?’

      Gus hung up, wondering where Graeme Weston took himself off to, and if his wife knew where he went.
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      ‘Pick up! Pick up, for God’s sake!’ When Graeme Weston’s phone went to voicemail for the umpteenth time, Marcia walked over to her office door, opened it, and with all the force she could muster, she slammed it shut. The release of aggression made her feel better, but her breath still came in sharp pants as she scrolled through her phone before hitting another number.

      Where the hell was he? It annoyed her his whereabouts on these periodic Wednesday absences was unknown to her. She’d got used to his secrecy in that department and was prepared to overlook it. After all, in all other aspects of his life, he was remarkably transparent. It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried to find out where he went … she had. It seemed wherever it was he went, it was with his family. Or at least on the few occasions when she’d tried to spy on him, he was always with Christine and Jacob. So, despite the wog officer’s innuendos, it didn’t seem Weston was having an affair. Mind you, it would be no more than that bitch deserved if he was.

      She had no idea why he stayed with that woman … none at all, and after the revelations in today’s Chronicle, she was even more dumbfounded. For such an intelligent man, he was remarkably thick when it came to his wife.

      Finally, the number she’d dialled was answered. ‘Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for hours. That darkie police officer’s been on the phone. You know, the one who came to the house last night? He’s looking for Graeme. Do you know where he is? Have you heard from him?’

      She flinched at her husband’s clipped response. ‘I’ve no damn idea, Marcia. Bloody idiot’s switched his phone off. Don’t even know if he’s seen that fucking article yet. He’s supposed to be contactable twenty-four seven. Doesn’t he realise we’re running a campaign here?’

      Marcia’s lip curled up at Michael’s words. Did he think she came across the channel on a banana boat like some bloody immigrant? Thanks to the wonders of phone tracking, she knew exactly where her husband was at this precise moment and campaigning was the last thing on his mind. She could guarantee that!
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      By the time they reached the Weston’s street, dread gnawed at Gus’ gut. Bad enough that he’d been unable to contact them in the wake of the newspaper article, but that Weston’s campaign manager and PA had also been unable to was worrying. As they drove into the street, a jostle of journalists scurried over to them, vying to reach them first. Gus scowled. Half of them he didn’t recognise, and the others had not been among his allies during the Matchmaker Case or last year.

      Pulling up at the kerb, Gus noticed Weston’s car was in the drive. He jumped out and elbowed his way through the crowding press.

      ‘Can you comment on the photos revealed in the Chronicle this morning, Detective?’ ‘Would you say that makes Graeme Weston prime suspect in the Razaul Ul Haq murder?’

      ‘Could Graeme Weston be the Tattoo Killer?’

      ‘Do you think you’ll find Lewis Gore alive?’

      The last question threw him. He’d hoped Gore’s name would escape the attention of the press until he’d been found. The words ‘dead or alive’ echoed in his brain, taunting him. Bloody parasites! Dipping his head, Gus allowed his dreads to obscure his face. No point in giving them easy access to his expression. They’d give him enough bad press anyway.

      With Alice following close on his heels, he strode to the door in silence. Then, turning to face them, he said, pointing to the front garden, ‘Private property. One step through that gate, and I’ll have you. Clear?’ He caught the eye of a uniformed officer who was trying to herd the journalists backwards and nodded. The officer grinned and nodded back, before turning with renewed effort and forcing the mob further up the street.

      Gus pressed the doorbell and waited. His worried feeling intensified when there was no response. ‘Weston should be in.’

      He rang the bell again, bracing himself for the tinny rendition of ‘Rule, Britannia!’ to play out as they waited. Still no response. Unwilling to initiate an encore, he rapped his knuckles on the glass door. Now that the press had been herded away and the final tones of Weston’s signature tune had faded, he could hear sounds from inside the house … the TV or perhaps the radio. Still, nothing to indicate someone was making their way to the door.

      The thoughts he’d been trying to subdue since he first saw the article, returned with a vengeance. What exactly would a man like Weston be driven to, after seeing the disgusting photo of his wife in flagrante for all the world to see? He was already under immense pressure with his political campaign and the after-effects of the bottle-bomb the previous day. What would it take to push him over the edge?

      A quick glance at Alice showed his own worries reflected in her face. ‘Try his phone and then Christine’s again, will you?’ he said, before lifting his fist to hammer again. He had just connected with the glass, when he felt an elbow in his ribs. Glancing at Alice, assuming she’d got a reply, he saw her nod towards the gate. Spinning round, he saw a red-faced Michael Hogg lumbering up the path, his jacket flying open.

      One hand raised in a near Nazi salute, he yelled, ‘Oi, stop that!’ at the top of his voice.

      Gus stared the other man down as he watched him approach. For someone who’d supposedly been at work fitting a boiler fifteen minutes ago, Michael Hogg was remarkably well-dressed in a suit and shirt. As the man drew close, he stretched his neck towards Gus, mouth open in a sneer. ‘What do you think you’re doing? That’s harassment, that is.’

      Having endured an antagonistic phone conversation with both Hogg and his wife not an hour earlier, Gus was in no mood to pander to the man’s attitude. He was doing his job, and he was damned if a smarmy little upstart like Hogg would stop him from doing so. Gus leaned closer and sniffed the air in an exaggerated manner. ‘Always slather yourself in eau de toilet for work, do you? And dress like that to fit boilers?’

      Alice sniffed and cocked her head to one side. Using an exaggerated phonetic enunciation, she said, ‘I think it’s Pour Homme, no less.’

      Grinning at the obvious mispronunciation, Gus nodded and raised an eyebrow. ‘Look, I don’t care what you’re wearing … or for that matter, who you’re wearing it for. Just get Weston to open the damn door. We need to speak to him.’

      As if he’d heard Gus, the door opened, and Graeme Weston stood there, a glass of amber coloured liquid in his hand. From the pavement, cameras flashed, and the journos yelled a series of questions.

      ‘Mr Weston, did you know of your wife’s affair with murder victim Razaul Ul Haq?’

      ‘Where does your wife’s affair with Bangladeshi murder victim Razaul Ul Haq leave your political aspirations, Mr Weston?

      ‘How can the people of Bradford take Albion First seriously, after their leader’s wife is shown in compromising photos with one of the Tattoo Killer’s victims?’

      ‘Would you refute claims that you are now the police’s number one suspect in the Tattoo Killer investigation?’

      Hogg stepped in front of Weston, using his bulk to shield him from the barrage of questions. Side-stepping both men, Gus pushed the door wider and gestured for Weston to retreat. As Weston turned and walked back indoors, Gus, Alice and Hogg followed him inside.

      With the door shut behind them, Hogg spun around and getting right into Gus’ face, began mouthing off. ‘You’ve forced your way into Mr Weston’s property. You’ll be hearing from our solicitors. This is unacceptable.’

      Ignoring Michael Hogg’s blustering threats, Gus stepped back. ‘Thanks for inviting us in, Mr Weston.’

      ‘What!’ Michael Hogg yelled. ‘You weren’t invited! You pushed your way in against Graeme’s wishes.’

      Lowering his voice, Gus glared at Hogg. ‘What are you on about? You really think suing us is top of your list of priorities? In case you haven’t noticed, the only parliamentary candidate for Albion First, an openly racist organisation with some members who have been arrested for hate crimes, has just had a photo of his wife shagging an Asian murder victim plastered all over the newspapers, and you want to sue the police?’ Gus pushed past him, saying, ‘Pulease!’

      During Gus’ interlude with Hogg, Graeme Weston had wandered over to the drinks cabinet. After refilling his glass with shaking hands from a half-empty bottle of Glenfiddich thirty-year-old malt, Weston turned around, sloshing half the liquid onto the carpet.

      Gus’ eyes narrowed as he noticed bloody marks across Weston’s knuckles. Then, as his eyes followed the direction of the whisky droplets falling towards the rug, he noticed the blood stain near the table. A quick glance at Alice told him she, too, had noticed the stain. Drowning out Hogg’s whingeing tones, Gus stepped forward and removed the glass from Weston’s hands. ‘Where are your wife and son, Mr Weston?’

      Weston blinked as if unsure of the question. Gus repeated it, his words slower in an attempt to penetrate the other man’s drunken fugue.

      ‘Where exactly are your wife and son, Mr Weston?’

      Graeme Weston sank onto the sofa, head bowed, with his arms resting on his knees. He began to laugh, the sound getting louder and louder by degrees. Gus moved forward, gripped his shoulders and shook him. Not hard; just enough to bring him back to reality. Blank eyes gazed up at Gus, and then, releasing an alcoholic fumed breath, he ran his injured hand over his eyes and then down past his mouth.

      Gus’ concern for the welfare of Christine Weston and their son Jacob intensified. It was clear Weston had punched someone. It was also clear someone had bled substantially on to the floor. He needed to get Weston to respond. He knelt beside him, infringing on the other man’s personal space, forcing him to return his gaze. ‘You need to start talking, right fucking now.’

      Towering over Gus, Hogg, hands on hips, glowered. ‘You can’t talk to him like that.’

      Without turning his head, Gus said, ‘Watch me! Now, you fuck off and let me do my job.’

      Alice moved forward and laid her hand on Hogg’s arm. ‘Come on, Mr Hogg. You need to leave now. This is a possible crime scene, and you can’t be here.’

      ‘Crime scene? Fucking crime scene? If the likes of your fucking nigger boss would do his job right, this wouldn’t have happened. It’s that little bastard Hopkins you should be talking to, not upstanding citizens like Graeme.’

      Not of a mind to employ any more placatory techniques, Gus spoke, his anger reverberating in every word. ‘Get that slimy little bastard out of here, Al. We need to talk to Weston without his puppet master.’

      Weston began to laugh again. Three sets of eyes turned to him. With no warning, he leaned forward and vomited all over Gus’ shoes. For a moment, Gus could only stare in disbelief, and then, the stink of regurgitated alcohol hit him. He jumped to his feet trying to put distance between himself and the smell. Realising it wouldn’t happen, he swallowed back the bile that rose in his own throat. Then, his instincts kicked in, and he began to employ the technique he normally reserved for the morgue; breathing in shallow pants through his mouth. Lips curling, he glowered at the drunk man. The urge to punch him in the face had never been stronger.

      Weston, seemingly sobered after his purge, grinned and winked. ‘No fucking comment, black boy.’

      Nostrils flaring, Gus abruptly turned on his heel. ‘Get the SOCOs in, Al. They need to rip this place apart … oh, and arrest this joker for obstruction.’

      Stepping through the door, Gus welcomed the cool air on his cheeks. He knew he’d lost it inside, but he didn’t really care. He was too worried about what might have happened to Christine Weston. Scowling at the journalists who moulded themselves around the gate, the urge to raise a finger in a swivel-on-it motion was strong, however, he refrained. Instead, muttering under his breath, he ignored them and stalked over to the tap attached to the side wall. Balancing on one foot, he slipped the opposite shoe off. He held his breath against the stink and ran freezing cold water over the shoe to dislodge the puke, before repeating the action with his second shoe.

      Alice appeared at his shoulder and pushed a packet of wet wipes into his hand. ‘Wipe it with this now. At least it’ll get rid of some of the smell.’

      Some of the tension left Gus’ shoulders, as leaning against the wall, he took the wipe and rubbed it over his shoe. He was still too tense to speak. He hoped to hell Christine and her son were ok.

      Alice sniffed. ‘I only gave you that because I couldn’t stand you stinking out my car. By the way, a preliminary search of the house discovered nothing untoward.’

      Relief that neither Christine Weston nor her son were lying dead in a corner made Gus laugh. ‘That’s a relief.’ Then, handing the pack of wet wipes back, he winked at her. ‘Thought you were going soft, Al.’

      Journalists’ voices, raised in a barrage of questions, alerted them to the fact Graeme Weston was being escorted to a squad car. Gus watched as the reporters fought for access to the First Albion leader. Lips tightening, he heard one of them say, ‘Care to comment on the graze mark on your knuckles, Mr Weston?’ Observant bastards! Well, at least now he knew what the headlines would be.

      Putting his sodden shoes back on, he and Alice walked through the gap left by the journalists who had followed Weston from the house.

      Alice held her hand out palm upwards. ‘Bloody rain’s started again.’ Speeding up to avoid the downpour, they dodged into her Mini without being spotted. As they drove off towards The Fort, Gus’ phone rang. He listened and then said, ‘Change of direction, Al. Glen Road, Shipley Glen. They’ve found Lewis Gore!’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            64

          

          15:30 Shipley Glen

        

      

    

    
      Pelting rain pounded against the windscreen as Alice put her foot down and drove along Harrogate Road towards Shipley Glen. Mesmerised by the water pouring down the window, Gus used the twenty-minute drive to gather his thoughts.

      Graeme Weston was in custody, and his wife Christine was missing after being revealed publicly to have had a sexual relationship with their third victim. Weston’s alibis for all three of the previous victims had checked out, although there was a possibility one of his racist cronies had worked under his direction. Gus didn’t think that added up. Weston seemed too smooth, too organised, too focussed to have risked his carefully planned political career by something as wild as abducting and tattooing black men. That just didn’t make sense.

      Gus was under no illusion, though.  He knew that the sort of rhetoric espoused by West and his followers could contribute to the sort of hate crimes they’d witnessed. Whoever was targeting these black and Asian men didn’t seem likely to stop anytime soon.

      What he couldn’t get his head around was Christine Weston. What on earth had prompted her to have an affair, never mind to choose an Asian as her suitor? It seemed totally and absolutely mad. Why would she risk her cushy life with her openly racist, wannabe politician husband for a bit of slap and tickle with Razaul Ul Haq? Weston seemed controlling, so Christine seemed to be playing with fire there. And where was the boy, Jacob? When they’d arrested Weston, Alice had searched the house very quickly, and there was no sign of him or his mother. Still, Weston refused to say anything. Arrogant sod!

      Gus didn’t believe in coincidence, and everything seemed to be linking up. He now had a definite link between Weston and/or Albion First and his third victim. The bombing at City Park demonstrated Albion First were not averse to committing violent racist acts, despite their so-called desire to become a legitimate political party. However, Gus, having been on the receiving end of a fair amount of racism growing up, knew there was a huge difference between random racist attacks and the targeted abduction and torture of non-whites.

      He wondered if, although he had no concrete evidence to support this, the Tattoo Killer was a part of Albion First rather than a lone vigilante psychopath. It seemed too co-incidental to ignore that the meteoric rise of Albion First’s public profile and the start of these killings came at the same time. He couldn’t put all his eggs in the one basket, though. Albion First was despicable; on the other hand, this killer may have nothing to do with them. The challenge for Gus’ team was to narrow it down.

      On the plus side, the City Park investigation team had arrested the thug responsible for the bomb. They were sure he would eventually be persuaded to give up the brains behind the attack, because in one officer’s words, ‘that little fucker is a few currants short of a fat rascal.’ Gus stomach rumbled at the thought. He’d not eaten for a while, and he could demolish a fat rascal as quickly as Compo right now.

      Having driven through Idle and Shipley, the skies darkening by the minute, they neared their destination. Through the rain, Gus could just about distinguish the distorted blue lights of police vehicles, as Alice indicated to turn onto Glen Road, which ran adjacent to the area of Glen where Lewis Gore had been found. Huge slabs, like giant stepping stones, punctuated the bracken covered gorge. Puddles of mucky water, like trenches made by massive feet, made the ground marshy. Winter had scared away all hint of greenery, leaving defeated brown grass struggling to stand to attention against the wind and rain. As they pulled in, an ambulance, lights flashing, siren shrieking, screeched off in the opposite direction.

      ‘Shit,’ said Alice, mirroring Gus’ thoughts. ‘Hope no-one’s hurt. The weather will have made the ground treacherous.’

      Grabbing the old fisherman’s jacket he’d tossed onto the backseat earlier, Gus shrugged into it, breathing in its waxiness as he flipped the hood up over his head.

      ‘Wellies?’ asked Alice.

      Gus snorted. ‘No point in bothering for me. My shoe’s squelching after that pillock threw up all over them … And my trousers, thanks to your clumsiness, are shredded too.’

      Failing to hide her smirk, Alice put her coat on and toddled round to the boot from which she extracted a pair of black wellies with purple flowers that matched those adorning the bonnet and roof of her Mini. They were far too cumbersome for her delicate frame. Gripping Gus’ arm, she tossed her leather boots into the car, one at a time, replacing them with the wellies. All the while, Gus peered over her head at the scene on the edge of the Glen. The weather made it difficult to see anything, but the white-suited figures shone through the dimness. Gus could see they were focussed on a spot about fifty metres or so off the main road.

      As Alice released Gus, he strode off, leaving her to struggle after him as best she could. One of the uniformed officers handed him a torch and a protective suit. With practised ease, he got into it, donning booties and gloves too. As he neared the focus of the attention, he saw they’d erected a tent. Looking towards Sid for permission, he swept the canvas flap open and entered.

      The SOCOs had erected a light, so Gus, standing on the raised platform at the entrance, could see the entire area. He frowned and turned to Sid who stood just behind him. ‘Where’s –’

      ‘The victim?’ asked Sid, his chest puffing out as he rolled back and forth on the balls of his feet. ‘He’s gone.’

      Gus bit his lip, and a scowl furrowed his brow. This was unacceptable. The body should have been kept in situ for him to view.

      Sid grinned. ‘Nobody’s told you, have they?’

      Gus’ frown deepened. ‘Told me what?’

      ‘He was alive. They worked on him here, got him stabilised, and they’ve just taken him off to BRI. Didn’t you see the ambulance?’

      ‘He’s alive?’ Gus could hardly believe it. All this time, he’d been preparing himself for another body, yet, somehow, against all odds, Lewis Gore had held on. Which, of course, raised the question, why had he been allowed to live? What had gone wrong? As soon as he was finished here, Gus would contact Professor Carlton to see what he thought.

      Sid grimaced, ‘Yeah, just about. Groin’s a mess, and his heart’s fucked up. The paramedics don’t know how the hell he kept going. Hypothermia. His heart stopped twice whilst they were here, but they brought him back. It’s touch-and-go whether he’ll make it or not.’

      Sid nodded towards a large, thickset man. Without a jacket, his shirt and trousers were sodden. He watched the SOCOs working, seemingly oblivious to the rain dripping from his flattened hair onto his face. ‘That’s Gore’s boss,’ said Sid. ‘You’ll want to speak to him, no doubt. First, let me tell you what we’ve got.’

      Knowing exactly what the man was going through, having nearly lost Alice a few months ago, Gus thought he’d give the man some time to come to terms with what had happened. He turned his gaze away from him, and seeing Alice had her notebook out, he nodded at Sid. ‘Shoot.’

      Indicating they should follow him out, Sid showed them a block where a piece of earth had been covered. ‘We got a bit of a print here. From a tyre. Must be a van of some sort because it’s deep, which is the only reason we were able to get it. The rain had only just started when we got here, and we covered it up quick. Looks like your killer drove right onto the glen, again indicating a van of some sort.’

      Gus agreed. Anyone driving off the road onto the glen itself would need to be in a van or a four-by-four. The vast rocks interspersed with hardy grasses and bracken made it near impossible to drive over, yet their killer had managed to get to that spot.

      Sid stood up, and moving back over to the tent, pointed to a yellow marker with a number two. ‘That’s the same print as I took from the dog shit in the car park. We’ve sent samples. We’ll see what we come up with. I’ve taken a mould. Gore’s clothes were cut off as per the previous victims. They were folded and laid here.’ He pointed to a number three marker. ‘We’ve bagged them up, however, we did discover something.’ He walked them over to a durable plastic box containing evidence bags and sifted through until he found what he was looking for. ‘This!’

      Gus peered at it and saw a long hair, just as Sid farted. ‘For God’s sake, Sid. I’m trying to concentrate here.’ Trying to ignore the odious stench, Gus said, ‘Our killer’s got long brown hair?’

      Laughing like a teenage prankster, Sid said, ‘Oops, sorry, don’t know what came over me! Nah, or rather, neigh. Your killer’s not the owner of that hair … but maybe the killer has come into contact with the owner.’

      Gus frowned. ‘You’re doing that thing, Sid.’

      ‘What thing?’

      ‘That fucking thing where you’re being an arsehole and pissing me off. Just tell me the damn significance of the hair.’

      ‘Horse …’ said Alice, with a grin.

      Sid scowled at her. ‘I wanted to tell him, Alice.’

      ‘Not a damn competition, children,’ said Gus. ‘Just give me the info I need, okay? Is it from a horse?’

      ‘Yes. I’ll be able to tell you a breed later, and, of course, you find the horse, and I’ll match the hair to it.’

      Alice looked thoughtful.

      ‘What’s up, Al?’ asked Gus.

      ‘What about that horse we saw this morning? In the field near the Bay of Biscay.’

      Gus frowned. Although there were loads of horses in Bradford, it was a coincidence. Pretty far-fetched, perhaps, however it was the one horse they’d come across in the course of their investigation. He frowned. Something was niggling him, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. It’d come to him, if he left it alone. ‘Yeah, worth trying out. I’ll send a uniform up there to get a strand from its mane.’

      ‘Don’t worry.’ said Alice, ‘I picked about three off my coat when I got back into the car and put them in my little binny.’

      Gus shook his head, ‘Bloody binny, indeed,’ he muttered, then grinned. ‘Well done, Al. Sid …?’

      Sid was already sending one of his techs over to Alice’s car, saying, ‘It’s that silly little Mini with the floral monstrosities all over it.’ Alice cast him a dirty look and then followed the tech, beeping it open with the key as she ran.
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      Gus had spent the journey to the hospital catching up with Sampson and Compo. He knew they wouldn’t be able to talk to Lewis Gore, but he wanted to touch base with Lewis’ wife and make sure she was okay.

      There had been no word about Christine Weston, and according to Sampson, Graeme Weston was snoring ‘like a buffalo in labour’ in a police cell. No doubt the alcohol was to blame for that! Other than the blood stain on the carpet and some skin cells and hairs on the corner of the coffee table, the SOCOs had found no evidence of wrong-doing in the Weston’s house.

      Gus hoped Christine Weston and her husband had had a bust up, and that she’d walked out. If that was the case, Gus would be very angry with Graeme Weston for wasting police time. Wasn’t like they didn’t have a fucking serial killer to catch, was it?

      When they parked up, Alice took a deep breath before pushing her door open and getting out. Gus understood how she felt. He’d been the same the first time he’d returned to BRI after his own brush with death. It was a combination of fear, relief and guilt all balled up together. It got you right in your gut. He caught up with her and slipped his arm through hers, giving it a quick squeeze.

      She turned and smirked at him. ‘Don’t you get all bloody soft on me now, McGuire. Can’t be doing with that shit.’ Pulling her arm away from him, she straightened her back and marched ahead.

      Well, that’ll teach me to get in touch with my feminine side, thought Gus, following at a slower pace. The biggest hurdle for her would be walking through the doors, so he kept an eye on her as she approached them. Not that there was anything he could do to make the process easier.

      As Alice walked past the smokers’ fug and up the disabled ramp leading to the automatic doors, they opened, and a woman came out. Although she was half-turned away from them, talking to someone behind her, Gus recognised Christine Weston. What the hell! He’d had officers looking for her all afternoon, and here she was. Maybe she’d come to get whatever injury her husband had inflicted on her seen to. He frowned. He’d given explicit instructions to check all the hospital A&E departments, and they’d come back clear. Quickening his step, he moved over to the stairs to cut-across Christine Weston’s path. Alice, head down, didn’t notice the woman, who turned to go down the steps with her son.

      ‘Mrs Weston, wait,’ called Gus, causing Alice to look back at him and then spin around to locate the target. Running up the last few feet of ramp, Alice, instead of going through the doors, turned to the steps and began to descend, just as Gus reached the bottom of the stairs. Christine Weston was sandwiched between them. First, her gaze was directed at Gus and then back at Alice again. Her shoulders slumped, and her face took on a hunted look.

      Realising how threatening it must appear to have one officer in front of her and another behind, Gus smiled. ‘We just wanted to have a quick word, Mrs Weston.’

      Now that he was up close, he could see a large dressing at her temple, and a large bruise swelling out from under her right eye and down towards her cheek. His eyes narrowed. The thought of Weston inflicting this sort of injury on his wife, no matter what she’d done, made Gus want to punch him. He sighed. This sort of violent thought was becoming a bit too frequent for comfort. He needed to keep a lid on it. It didn’t matter he knew he wouldn’t carry it through in reality. The fact he’d had the thought at all disturbed him.

      Seeing Christine hesitate and glance at her son, her eyes wide and pleading, Gus said, ‘Why don’t we find the canteen and have a drink?’ He turned to Jacob. ‘They do a mean hot chocolate there, if you fancy one?’

      Jacob look swivelled between Gus and his mother. ‘You do realise I’m not ten, don’t you?’

      Gus’ lips twitched. Jacob was right. He had tried to bribe him as if he were a child, not a teenager.

      The boy shoved his hands into his hoodie pockets and turned to walk back inside the building. ‘Hope you’re here to stop that bastard hitting my mother again.’

      Gus smiled. That was a change in attitude from the first time he’d met the boy. Then, when Christine was drunk, he’d lashed out at her. However, looking at Jacob’s expression, Gus could see whilst he’d lashed out at his mother through love, he seemed to have a much less benevolent attitude to his father. If Gus wasn’t mistaken, Jacob Weston hated his dad.

      Christine gasped, and her hand reached out to grip the handrail as if she thought she might fall. Gus, somehow managing to maintain a neutral expression, said, ‘Well, we want to chat to your mum, Jacob. Let’s see what she says first, huh?’

      He stepped towards them, forcing Christine to either barge past or turn and follow her son. She hesitated for a fraction of a second and then turned, making her way back inside the hospital. Alice stepped aside to let mother and son lead the way. Once inside, Gus kept pace with Christine, whilst Alice attempted to distract Jacob. From what Gus could hear, Jacob was not one for being mollified. He smiled. He was much the same in his early teens. Thought he was an adult and hated being excluded from ‘adult’ things.

      At some point, either he or Alice needed to phone in they had found Christine and to call off the search for her.

      Deciding to postpone the big conversation until they were sitting in the canteen, Gus said, ‘Are you here visiting someone or getting your injury dressed?’

      Christine cast an anxious glance back at Jacob and said nothing.

      Glancing back, Gus saw the boy’s angry gaze was piercing into his mother’s back. What’s all this about? wondered Gus, as they moved into the canteen. Manoeuvring Christine to a table in the corner, Gus sent Alice and Jacob to the counter to buy drinks. Jacob, despite his obvious reluctance to comply, stared at his at his mother, his gaze intent, and then stalked over to join Alice at the counter, his entire body bristling with annoyance.

      Once seated, Gus studied Christine. Her fingers clasped and unclasped on the table top, she kept sending worried looks towards her son. Biting her lips, she spoke, ‘Graeme didn’t do this, Inspector McGuire. I fell.’

      Gus inhaled and leaned towards her. ‘Look, Mrs Weston. I’ve seen abusive men and the things they do to their wives on many occasions, and the one thing I know beyond a doubt is, once they’ve gone down that path, they will not stop … not ever.’ He waited until she glanced up and held her gaze before continuing. ‘You don’t need to put up with that.’

      She lowered her head, and when she spoke, her voice was quiet. ‘I deserved it, though. Didn’t you see the newspaper?’

      Gus sighed and lowered his voice in response. ‘Yes, I did see the article, and although he’s got every right to be angry, he does not have the right to hit you.’

      She sniffed and fumbled in her pocket. At last, she drew out a tissue and blew her nose. Wiping her eyes, she said, ‘You don’t know everything. It’s easy to sit on the sidelines and judge him, but he’s a good man.’

      Gus shook his head. ‘I don’t understand. You clearly don’t share his views, and yet, here you are defending him.’

      She glanced over to where Alice and Jacob were now queuing up to pay for their drinks. ‘I don’t have to share anything with you. I don’t need to do anything. My husband had a right to be angry. He didn’t hurt me. I, on the contrary, did hurt him. Whoever sent those pictures to Graeme said they were only to tell him about my behaviour, not for public consumption.’ She shrugged. ‘They must have changed their minds.’

      ‘Are you telling me you’d already seen those images?’ Gus could barely keep the surprise from his voice.

      ‘My husband showed me them on Sunday night. I promised I’d end the affair …’ Fingers shredding her tissue, she focussed on her moving hands. ‘I didn’t need to, though … Razaul was found dead the next day.’

      Gus gave her a moment to compose herself. He’d assumed the photos had been sent to Jez Hopkins first, and from Hopkins’ responses at interview, so had he. The question of who had sent the photos remained, and now, another question was raised. Who sent the images to Graeme Weston, and was it the same person who’d delivered them to the journalist?

      ‘Do you have any idea who sent those photos to your husband? Who took them?’

      She shrugged. ‘They’re taken through Razaul’s living room window. Whoever took them was spying on us.’ She shuddered. ‘Makes me feel unclean. Could it have been the Tattoo Killer? The one who killed him?’

      ‘We don’t know, Christine. It may have been. I want you to think really hard. Who else would have taken the time to follow you and wait to take compromising images of you with Razaul?’

      Eyes wide, she shook her head. ‘It’s all so awful.’ She exhaled and then went on. ‘I suppose, it could’ve been any one of his Albion First cronies. None of them were happy with what they considered my lacklustre support for my husband’s political aspirations.’ She inclined her head to one side, a slight smile on her lips. ‘Truth is, I didn’t even know my husband was standing in the by-election until I saw the newspaper on Monday. He didn’t bother telling me. He keeps his political life away from me.’

      ‘Isn’t that unusual?’

      She laughed. ‘Very. The rest of them are all in it together. Husbands and wives attending their meetings and rallies and demonstrations … taking the kids along, shouting racist and homophobic abuse … teaching them to hate.’ Her fingers pulled her tissue to bits as she spoke. ‘I found it distasteful. So, Graeme and I agreed to differ.’

      Gus could not understand what made this woman so loyal to her racist, bigoted husband. She clearly didn’t support his political views, and yet, here she was, defending him, although distaste was written all over her bruised face. ‘So, you have nothing to do with the Albion First members?’

      ‘Of course I do. Michael and Marcia Hogg are family friends. Marcia works for my husband. We have dinner parties, and occasionally, there are social events I attend.’

      ‘Do you like them?’

      She laughed. ‘The social events or Marcia and Michael?’

      ‘Both.’

      ‘No to the social events. Michael tends to use them as an excuse to rub his vile body over his friends’ wives, once he’s had a few, and Marcia throws daggers at Michael and whichever woman he’s salivating over at the time. Generally, she’s an insipid little thing, but if she imagines a woman is a threat to her marriage, then she can be toxic.’

      Bundling the fragments of used tissues together, she continued, ‘Look, I really don’t have anything more to tell you. I’m ashamed of my behaviour, and I’ve ruined my husband’s chance to further his political career. Michael will find it difficult to put a positive spin on those pictures. Even if he did, there are some in the party who believe in extreme measures, and I’m sure I will be on their target list. Maybe Graeme will disown me. That’s the only thing he can do, given the circumstances.’

      ‘And his son?’

      A strange expression passed over Christine’s face, one that Gus struggled to put a label on, then she smiled. ‘No matter what, Jacob will stay with me.’

      Gus sensed he was missing something important. Christine was hiding something, and he needed to get to the bottom of it. He thought for a moment and then said, ‘Do you know where your husband goes on a Wednesday afternoon once every six weeks or so? Does he have a regular appointment?’

      Christine jolted, her hand jerked to her mouth, and then, she straightened. ‘Yes, I do know, Inspector. He spends time with Jacob and me. That’s what he does. He’s a family man.’ She looked him straight in the eye, and her gaze didn’t falter.

      What the hell did that mean? It didn’t seem likely, from his experience of the man, Graeme Weston would book a regular slot for ‘family time.’ Yet, his wife seemed quite definite about it. He shrugged and let it go … for now.

      Alice and Jacob approached and sat down. Alice distributed the drinks. Shrugging off his hoodie, Jacob reached forward for his. His sleeve rode up his arm revealing a small plastic band round his wrist. Almost before Gus noticed it, Christine jumped to her feet and grabbed the boy’s hoodie. ‘Put this back on Jacob, we need to head off. Take your drink with you.’

      Jacob looked as if he was about to object until he caught his mother’s eye. He glanced down at his wrist and then jumped up, shrugging his hoodie on as he did so. Christine left her drink steaming on the table, whilst Jacob, a quick glance at first Gus and then Alice, grabbed his hot chocolate takeaway cup and followed his mother.

      ‘Anyone would think the Hound of the Baskervilles was after them,’ said Alice, watching Christine usher her son through the café exit door.

      ‘Or a delegation of Albion First supporters, pissed off he’s discredited their golden boy,’ answered Gus.

      Alice sipped her drink. ‘What was all that about?’

      Gus frowned. ‘Not entirely sure, did you see the band ‘round his wrist?’

      Alice shook her head. ‘No, what sort of band?’

      ‘A hospital one. It had a ward number on it, and I intend to find out which ward young Jacob Weston visited as an in-patient today and why. Strange that they’re being so secretive about it, don’t you think?’ He slurped his coffee and grimacing, pushing it away, ‘Yeuch, that’s awful coffee … really bad.’

      Alice grinned. ‘It’s tea, actually. Thought you’d had enough caffeine for one day.’

      Gus peered into the offending cup and shook his head. ‘I’m not convinced. I think it’s dishwater. Come on, drink up so we can check on Lewis Gore.’

      They found Lewis Gore in a private room in ICU, with his heavily pregnant wife and his mother taking turns to sit with him.

      Gus and Alice stayed only for a brief time to ascertain he was being monitored, and that there was an officer on the door. Lewis seemed to have suffered some sort of reaction to the drug his abductor administered. Probably Propofol, Gus thought. His heart had stabilised now, and as he drifted in and out of consciousness, he spoke a few disjointed words here and there.

      According to his wife, he seemed to be intimating his abductor had thought he was dead. It seemed Lewis had tried to keep immobile all the time he was being tattooed. It would be a couple of days before they’d be able to question him fully, but that was interesting information. Gus had wondered why they’d found Lewis Gore alive. He wondered how the Tattoo Killer had reacted to thinking his victim had died before he’d had the chance to torture him. Another question for Sebastian Carlton.

      Before leaving the hospital, Gus and Alice made a detour to see which ward Jacob had been on that day. On finding the right ward, Gus went in and had a chat with the nurses. Although they wouldn’t give information about specific patients, a flash of his badge got him a general description of the sort of things people attended this ward for.

      As Gus left the hospital, his head buzzed with ideas. Things were getting curiouser and curiouser.
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      On the short drive from the hospital to The Fort, Gus phoned Sebastian Carlton and was relieved to learn the other man was already heading into Bradford. He’d no sooner hung up than Compo rang.

      ‘What’s up, Comp?’

      Despite Compo sounding like he was chewing cardboard, Gus could just about make out his excited words. ‘I’ve got something for you. How close are you?’

      Peering out the window, Gus saw they had just turned off the Duckworth Lane roundabout. ‘Two minutes away, Compo. Get the coffee on, will you. Alice has got me on a reduced caffeine diet, and I’m flagging.’

      Some static came over the phone line, and then, the sound of running water. Gus assumed Compo was filling the coffee machine. ‘Hurry, Gus, this is good …’ Gus was left with a disconnect tone buzzing in his ear.

      By the time Gus and Alice arrived back at The Fort, Compo was all but bouncing on his chair. As soon as Gus walked through the door, he catapulted from his chair and dashed over. ‘We got a hit on the ANPR. My programme correlated it down to one in that area. Registered to a seventy-five-year-old man named Jack Froud. I checked and couldn’t find any links to neo-Nazi organisations or anything. No previous convictions. He looks like he’s led a blameless life.’

      All of Compo’s words seemed to run together in one long stream, and Gus had to concentrate to realise what he was telling him. ‘You’ve narrowed the cars in the vicinity down to one possible?’

      Compo grinned. ‘That’s it!’

      Gus thought for a moment. The possibility of the Tattoo Killer being a seventy-year-old man hadn’t been in Sebastian Carlton’s profile, and it certainly hadn’t crossed his mind either. Something seemed off to him; still, you had to follow the leads. He frowned at Compo, who was still grinning like an idiot.

      ‘Any links to Graeme Weston?’

      Compo shook his head and bouncing on his toes like an inebriated rabbit, his face glowing, he grabbed Gus’ arm. ‘Nope, no links to Weston, or to any of our victims. On paper, the old guy’s a saint. I despatched uniforms to check him out.’

      His bouncing increased in tempo. Gus frowned, quelling the urge to grip him by the arms and force him to stillness. Aware of Alice looking on in amusement, he said with more patience than he felt, ‘Compo, I know you’ve got something else, so do us all a damn favour and spit it out.’

      Compo’s arms lifted in the air, as if he was conducting an orchestra. ‘Uniforms were smart. They mentioned the areas he’d been seen in, and the old bloke categorically denied it. He even provided proof that, on one occasion, he was out of the country. So, the uniforms had a look at his vehicle and what do you think they found?’

      By this stage, Gus guessed where Compo was going with this. Rather than burst his bubble, however, he shook his head, hung his jacket up to dry and kicked off his sodden shoes. Pulling off his socks and chucking them in the bin, Gus walked barefoot to his desk, and from the bag underneath it, he pulled out a towel, a pair of dry socks and his trainers, and began to dry his feet before putting on his dry socks. ‘Go on then, Compo. What did they find?’

      ‘The number plates had been swapped.’ Compo grinned. ‘You get it? It means that my programme worked. Must’ve been the Tattoo Killer who swapped the plates, yeah?’

      Gus nodded, wondering where this left them now. ‘Yeah, good work, Compo. I presume you’ve –’

      ‘Yep, the plates on Jack Froud’s car were registered to a vehicle that’s been sent for squashing. So, that doesn’t link to our man. However, the net’s drawing in.’

      Gus sighed. It wasn’t drawing in quick enough for his liking. ‘Keep on it then, Comps.’

      Re-commencing his earlier bouncing, Compo burst out. ‘I’ve got a new lead though.’

      Gus raised an eyebrow. ‘And?’

      ‘Well, I re-did the whole rigmarole focussing in on only two areas this time. Lewis Gore’s house and Tetley Street where he was abducted from – and I got two hits. An octogenarian called Trevor Blackhurst, and a sixty-year-old called Ishmael Mahboob. So, I sent uniforms to them, and guess what?’

      Gus pulled a face. ‘I sincerely hope you’ve got something concrete, Compo, with all this rabbiting on you’ve been doing.’

      Compo took a bite of a Mars Bar that had appeared seemingly from nowhere and continued nodding his head. ‘Yeah, yeah, we did. After Mr Mahboob checked out. He lives two streets from Lewis Gore and works in a garage off Tetley Street. His plates are intact and I reckoned, like, with all the racism and that, we’re probably looking for a white bloke. I moved onto the second candidate. Assuming Mr Blackhurst couldn’t be our killer, I got uniforms to check his vehicle and guess what …?’

      Again, his arms stretched out like a demented conductor. All he needs is a bloody baton, thought Gus, beginning to think if Compo didn’t speed up his delivery, he’d strangle him. Aware of Alice’s snigger, he said, ‘Hurry the fuck up, Comps.’

      Compo’s face fell for a second, and then, he grinned. ‘Mr Blackhurst doesn’t drive his car at all … except for on a Tuesday night, when he goes to get fish and chips from Mother Hubbard’s on Ingleby Road. Otherwise, it’s secured in his garage. So that’s the only time the plates could have been switched. I’m waiting for CCTV footage from Mother Hubbard’s to be sent over as we speak.’

      Gus heart rate increased, and the desire to strangle Compo was replaced by an urge to promise him a year-long supply of bacon butties. A quick mental calculation of the number of bacon sandwiches the younger man could get through in a year made him swallow the promise. Never mind, though. He knew they were onto something. This was great news. Within a few minutes, they could have footage of their killer in their hands.

      ‘Bloody great. You’re a star.’

      Alice and Gus were discussing Compo’s findings, when the door opened. Professor Carlton exploded into the room like a grenade, saying, ‘Update.’

      Blinded by his rather ‘out there’ burgundy suit, banana yellow tie and his lime green trainers, Gus gawped at the Professor, before shaking his head and gesturing for him to sit down. Although the police activity on Shipley Glen had made it onto local news, Gus had so far managed to keep a lid on the fact Lewis Gore was still alive. He wanted to discuss it with the psychologist before coming to any decisions and had ordered a complete press blackout. He and Alice brought Sebastian Carlton up-to-date on the car and Lewis Gore.

      Sebastian jumped to his feet, thrust one hand into the pocket of his vibrant trousers and strutted back and forth. ‘This is all quite interesting. There are two separate things to consider here. Firstly, he thought Gore was dead. So, what effect will the fact our killer was unable to play out his entire ‘torture scene fantasy’ have on him? Secondly, how will he be affected on discovering he was wrong about Gore, and, just as importantly, that Gore is still alive?’

      Gus glanced at Alice and rolled his eyes. What the hell was it with these experts? First, he had Compo grandstanding to him, instead of getting to the damn point. Now, it was Sebastian Carlton’s turn. Couldn’t they just blurt it all out, like normal people?

      Turning on his heel, Sebastian glared at Gus through his lopsided specs. ‘You want to know what I think?’

      With difficulty, Gus managed to confine his response to a nod, which appeared to be enough encouragement for the psychologist to continue.

      ‘I think our killer is beginning to unravel. The fact he made a critical mistake shows this. He played out his fantasy on a dead man. If he wasn’t unravelling, he would have discovered his mistake at some point and been able to yank it back in his favour.’

      Another myopic stare, this time at Alice. ‘No, he’s unravelling faster than a ball of wool on an alpaca. Thing is, what will he do now? He’ll have other targets in mind. My feeling is, he’ll go with the next one pretty damn fast. You need to shut this down.’

      Gus got to his feet, but before he could respond, Alice stepped in front of him. ‘In your considered opinion, Professor, should we release the information Lewis Gore is still alive or not?’

      ‘Not. The killer is unstable and is on a downward spiral, which, as I’ve said, will result in an acceleration of his plans. Any hint he has left a living witness will increase that acceleration. We need to get as close as we can, before flushing him out. However, although not ideal, I do think you need to issue a public warning.’

      ‘What do you mean by ‘not ideal’?’ said Gus.

      Sebastian shrugged. ‘It will no doubt infuriate our killer, however, on the other hand, people need to know. Mention his next victim will have been stalked already. You know the victim profile … the public even know the victim profile, thanks to the press. Use it. Get people thinking about a stranger loitering in their neighbourhoods.’ He took off his specs, pulled his shirt loose from his trousers and used it to wipe the lens. ‘My experience with the FBI shows when these killers unravel, they do so big style. They become more unpredictable. It’s a balancing act between not needlessly aggravating him and making the public aware. A vigilant public may thwart this guy’s plans. Appeal for information about where our killer acquired the tattoo paraphernalia. It’s clearly not state-of-the-art equipment, so maybe he got it second-hand. Mention the racist motives. It may contribute to his unravelling; perhaps on balance, it may also save a life or two.’

      Gus considered the Professor’s words. Sebastian was right. The public already knew what the press had leaked about the Tattoo Killer. It was time for the police to build on that.

      Sebastian putting his specs back on, flung himself into a seat and rolled it across the floor to where Gus leaned against his desk. He sighed. ‘I know you don’t want to hear this, Gus, but I think you should head up that public appeal.’

      Gus was already shaking his head. No way was he going to do that. Nancy was much better at these things than Gus. He hated the limelight. All he wanted to do was focus on catching the bastard. Nancy would do a better job than him.

      Sebastian gripped his arm. ‘Listen. I’m suggesting this for a good reason. I know you don’t want to do it, but this isn’t about you, is it?’ He released Gus’ arm. ‘With the killer targeting blacks and Asians, you are the perfect choice to deliver the appeal. The killer’s perception is non-whites are inferior, unworthy. By using you as the police spokesperson, we will be doing two things. One, we’ll be playing into his warped belief these deaths are inconsequential. To him, it will seem the police are not prioritising this investigation.’ He grinned at Gus. ‘He’ll see you as an inferior detective, and it’ll pacify him a little. Two, your photo has already been in the media regarding this case, so it won’t seem unusual. If I were you, I’d use that young lad Taffy as your sidekick.’

      Cursing under his breath, Gus raked his fingers through his hair. ‘Don’t have fucking time for this!’

      ‘He’s right though, Gus,’ said Alice. ‘Just bite the bullet and do it.’

      Gus turned, and picking up his desk phone, he contacted DCI Chalmers. As he explained the situation to her, he half hoped she’d veto the Professor’s advice. Deep down, though, he knew she wouldn’t. Nancy believed if you asked for expert advice, then you damn well used it when it was proffered. With Nancy agreeing to the press conference, he left her to set it up for 1830. No point in hanging around. He’d rather get it out of the way.

      Turning to Alice, he said, ‘I want an increased presence around the black and Asian communities like West Bowling, Manningham and the rest. Nancy has sanctioned overtime, so we need feet in the streets to coincide with my press conference and to continue in eight-hour shifts ‘til we shut this down. I want them talking to the communities. Get more admin staff in, too, for the hotlines. I’ll be making a direct plea for information, and we need to facilitate the public getting through to us quickly. I also want all the key Albion First Generals under observation. I know it could well be one of their foot soldiers or perhaps someone outwith the organisation. We need to be sure.’ He turned back to Sebastian Carlton. ‘Will you brief me again?’

      Carlton grinned. ‘That’s my job!’

      Gus stood up and rolled his shoulders. ‘Right, let’s crack on.’ Then, noticing Alice still standing nearby, he said, ‘What’s up, Al? You look thoughtful.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve been thinking about something, too. I think it’s worth following up.’

      Gus, conscious of how little time he had to prepare his appeal, made a rolling gesture with his hands to hurry her up.

      ‘You know the horsehair that Hissing Sid found today?’

      Gus nodded and waited for her to speak.

      ‘Well, we know Graeme Weston has a horse. He told us the horse was kept at a paddock owned by the Hoggs, didn’t he?’

      ‘That’s it. That’s what was niggling me earlier. The horsehair. Graeme Weston has access to a horse, and his sidekick owns some. Good catch.’ He smiled at Alice. ‘You’re thinking the horsehair could be from Weston’s or the Hoggs’ horse, not from that horse we came across at the Bay of Biscay?’

      Alice shrugged. ‘Maybe … maybe not. Worth looking into though?’

      ‘Certainly is,’ said Gus. ‘After this bloody thing, we’ll head down there, and see if we can get ourselves a couple of hairs to compare to Sid’s sample.’
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      In contrast to the drizzling snow of the past few days, rain now fell in sheets, bouncing off the pavement, soaking on the way down and on its rebound. Street and car lights slashed through the torrent as rush hour slowed to a drizzle. From inside The Fort’s entrance, Gus watched with satisfaction as a four-by-four swished past a tad too close to the kerb, sending a deluge over the waiting journos. Some had come prepared with umbrellas, although most seemed to prefer getting wet and having their hands free for gesticulating and holding their recorders. ‘Drookit craws!’ would have been his dad’s pithy observation of the cluster elbowing each other out of the way like a nest of cackling chicks vying to stay safe inside their haven. He saw Jez Hopkins join the group … the cuckoo in the nest. Gus hoped some other cuckoo would come along and oust him before too long.

      Taffy joined him, hair damp and flattened down over his forehead giving him the appearance of a teenager. Just the sort of image the Prof wanted them to portray for the benefit of their killer … young, inexperienced, incompetent. ‘You all set, Taffy?’

      Grinning, the younger man shrugged. ‘As I’ll ever be, I suppose.’

      Well, that makes one of us, thought Gus, wishing the entire thing was over. He waited whilst the corrugated canopy was rolled over to protect them from the torrent. At least he wouldn’t get soaked, and maybe the adverse weather would encourage the unprotected reporters to speed up their questions. He and Taffy would stand under it with a podium bearing West Yorkshire Police logo and contact details and a microphone in front of them.

      As he pushed open the glass door and walked the few feet to the lectern, his knees shook, and he hoped it wasn’t visible to the crowd. There was a momentary silence.

      Gus saw the journalists look at one another. A whisper of surprise spread through them, and then, one of them, a male reporter from one of the nationals, said, ‘Where’s DCI Chalmers?’

      Here it was, the first hurdle. Gus took a deep breath. ‘I am Detective Inspector Gus McGuire, and on the authority of DCI Nancy Chalmers and in my position as senior investigating officer in the so-called Tattoo Killer investigation, I am here to brief you on updated information regarding the abduction of Lewis Gore.’

      Gus risked a glance down from his elevated position on the top step and saw the reporters appeared to be listening intently to his statement. All heads were tipped towards him, and Taffy, who stood to Gus’ rear, hands clasped behind his back, a solemn expression on his youthful face. Over the drum of rain on the makeshift roof, he heard the unmistakeable click of camera lenses shutting, and the rustle as the reporters huddled closer to hear his words.

      ‘Earlier today, the body of Lewis Gore was discovered on Shipley Glen. At this point in time, we believe the perpetrator of this murder to be the same person responsible for the unlawful killings of Asim Farooq, Manish Parmar and Razaul Ul Haq. Our investigation is ongoing, multi-faceted and complex. With this in mind, I wish to enlist the assistance of the public.’

      As he’d rehearsed with Professor Carlton, Gus stopped and glowered directly in the camera of the BBC reporter stationed at the front. He paused and gathered his thoughts, glad the pooling of sweat under his armpits was obscured by the suit jacket he’d borrowed from Sampson. Resisting the urge to yank at the tie, also borrowed from Sampson, he swallowed and continued.

      ‘This killer is targeting non-white citizens of Bradford. Therefore, it is imperative that people in these communities remain vigilant. This attacker will have, on numerous occasions, visited the areas where his targets live. He will have staked out their homes, and he will have followed them as they went about their day-to-day business. We believe, despite an increased police presence in these communities, he will strike again.’

      Gus paused once more, as rehearsed, and moved his gaze along the rows of reporters.

      ‘I appeal to Bradford’s ethnic communities to look after each other. Be alert, be strong and above all else, be careful. If you lead any sort of alternative lifestyle, be extra vigilant. There is safety in numbers … stay in groups. These are the things I want you to watch out for.

      ‘1. A white vehicle, probably a van, with an occupant inside, parked up for any length of time.

      ‘2. Repeat sightings of strange vehicles in your neighbourhood.

      ‘3. Any sense of being followed or of seeing the same person in repeated locations.’

      Gus gathered up the papers he’d placed on the podium. He drew a deep breath, and knowing this was the part where he allowed the vultures to peck his eyes out, he said, ‘Any questions?’

      The immediate barrage that erupted from the crowd would have thrown him backwards, had he not been holding onto the lectern. Instead, thankful when Taffy stepped forward to stand beside him, he raised his voice and spoke into the microphone. ‘If you want to ask a question, raise your hand. DC Bhandir will indicate when you can speak.’

      Taffy pointed to a woman in a long raincoat, clutching a pink and white spotty brolly in one hand, her recorder held aloft in her other. ‘Lesley Smithson, Channel Five News. Bearing in mind how high profile the Tattoo Killer case is, I think we’re all wondering why it is only a Detective Inspector and a Detective Constable leading this press briefing. Why is DCI Chalmers not here, reassuring the people of Bradford the police are on top of this investigation? Perhaps the minority communities in the city would be right to wonder if this case is not high priority.’

      Despite knowing this was exactly the sort of response they had aimed for, Gus’ hackles rose. The murmur of support for the questioner was clear, and Gus wished he could lambast them. Instead, he bowed his head and counted to three before raising his eyes and focussing on The Chaat Café on the other side of the road. ‘I am the senior investigating officer on this case, and I am co-ordinating the investigation of a series of leads. These murders are West Yorkshire Police’s top priority, and we are confident we will make a breakthrough soon.’

      ‘Aliya Qureshi, the Telegraph and Argus. In light of the Albion First leader Graeme Weston’s arrest yesterday, is he or anyone in his party, a suspect in these clearly racially motivated attacks?’

      Another murmur went around the mob, and Gus groaned. A flurry of hands went up before he’d even attempted to respond. ‘At this moment, Graeme Weston is assisting us with our enquiries, and I am unable to speculate on any ongoing lines of enquiry.’

      Questions bombarded him as harshly as the rain that hit the pavement. Their tone seemed venomous and unforgiving, like the howling of jackals. He put up both hands in a placating gesture, knowing he’d done the job the Prof had wanted him to do. ‘I can’t take any more questions at this time.’ And, feeling like a coward, despite knowing that that was precisely the desired effect, he shuffled back inside The Fort, Taffy on his heels.

      Minutes later, having taken the elevator upstairs, Gus loosened his tie and shrugged off his jacket before handing both back to Sampson with thanks. Alice had set up the TV and as Channel Five News began, Gus, Professor Carlton, Nancy and the rest of his team settled down to watch his performance. Critical of himself at the best of times, Gus realised any soupçon of street cred he thought he had had just drained into Bradford’s sewage system with the rest of the rain. What a fiasco. Yet, as he stood embarrassed in front of his colleagues, having just exposed himself as an idiot on national news, he knew he’d do it all again, if it helped buy them more time from the Tattoo Killer.

      The one thing he hated, though, was giving the impression West Yorkshire Police were side-lining this investigation because of race. There were some dicks on the force, course there were. However, not nearly as many as there had been a few years back and none on his team. He didn’t tolerate that.
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          19:15 The Tattoo Killer’s Home

        

      

    

    
      What. A. Joke. Gus McGuire, senior investigating officer and clueless fool. He has no more control over the investigation to find me than Christine Weston has over spreading her legs.

      Laughing, I help myself to another whisky. There’s always something nice about being at home with the curtains shut and the rain battering against the windows. After that sorry excuse for a press conference, I think a little celebration is in order.

      They’d found Lewis Gore. That still rankles, however not as much as it did earlier … before the press conference. No, seeing McGuire so clearly out of his depth, so clearly flummoxed, asking the communities for help, has really cheered me up.

      I suppose, though, I will have to exercise a bit more care. If the Pakis become more vigilant, it’ll make my job harder. Well, it would but for one little thing that Detective Inspector Gus McGuire and his motley clue are oblivious of … one thing that’s flown right under their radar. Idiots!

      I press rewind and watch the whole sorry mess again. It’s the best TV I’ve watched for years. A sudden thought occurs to me. It’s a case of the stupid leading the even more stupid, isn’t it? McGuire asking the thickos to help. Between the lot of them, they couldn’t work their way round a plate of bangers and mash.

      Well, his little appeal isn’t going to help him. Not with what I’ve got in mind. He won’t see this one coming. Not a chance! Whisky always makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside, and tonight is no exception. That, and the thought of what I’m going to do next, gives me a warm glow. DI Gus McGuire may think he’s onto the home stretch, though the truth is, it’s only just beginning. I stretch out on the sofa, whisky glass balanced on my chest, feet up, and hit rewind again.
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          19:40 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Gus had just about managed to watch the disastrous press conference, and despite Professor Carlton beaming his approval like a rotund toddler meeting Santa Claus, he was still fed up. His body ached with inactivity, and he had a tension headache coming on. He needed to get out of The Fort and do something. He jerked his head towards the door, and Alice sighed.

      Glancing outside, she said, ‘Why does it always piss it down when we have to go out? Why can’t it be nice and dry?’

      Gus grimaced. ‘Yeah, well, at least you’ve not ripped your favourite trousers, been puked on and had to endure torture at the hands of Jez Hopkins’ cronies.’ He grabbed his coat. ‘You can put your wellies on, and you’ll be fine.’

      Alice opened her mouth as if she was about to complain but was interrupted by Compo. ‘I’ve got something.’

      Dropping his coat by the door, Gus moved over to Compo’s computer station. Wincing at the array of wrappers, near-empty mugs and coke cans, he glanced around for somewhere to lean his hand while he bent towards the computer screen. With a finger and thumb, he picked up a plate with the remains of congealed pizza and deposited it on the desk behind before placing his hand where it had been. Almost immediately, he yanked his hand away, with a ‘Yeuch!’ A smear of tomato sauce covered his palm.

      Alice, who’d followed him over, shook her head before rummaging in her capacious bag and offering him another wet wipe. ‘I’ll be expecting reimbursement for these, if you keep this up.’

      Ignoring her, Gus wiped his hand and then the table, before leaning over Compo’s shoulder. Oblivious to the pizza incident, Compo was engrossed in the information on his screen. ‘Don’t know how this was missed before. Someone only did a half-arsed search, I bet.’

      Jumping on the balls of his feet, he continued, ‘Look, Christine Weston, Graeme Weston and Razaul Ul Haq all went to the same secondary school – Bolton Woods!’

      Gus read the details from the screen. ‘Weston was two years ahead of Ul Haq, but Christine and Ul Haq were in the same year group. That’s a big school, still, they must have known each other. What subjects did Christine and Ul Haq study?’

      Compo pressed a few keys, and Christine Weston and Razaul Ul Haq’s A-Level results came up side by side on the screen. ‘Looks like they both studied drama and geography.’

      Gus straightened. ‘If they both studied those two subjects, chances are they’d have come across each other. Why the hell didn’t she mention that before?’

      ‘I suppose it’s conceivable Graeme Weston was oblivious to Ul Haq’s existence, but you’d think she’d have told us she knew him at school.’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Don’t recollect having the chance to ask her how she met Ul Haq. She was just so damn keen to get away from us.’ He turned to Compo. ‘If they all went to the same secondary school, chances are they lived near each other. Check out their addresses from then.’

      ‘Already on it,’ said Compo, pressing a key. ‘The electoral roll will tell us where their parents lived at that time. Here we are!’

      Gus and Alice craned their necks to read the information. ‘Well, all three of them lived in Bradford Two postcodes.’ Gus pointed to Ul Haq and Graeme Weston’s addresses. ‘I’m sure these two streets are near one and other. Pin the three addresses on a Google map, will you, Comps?’

      Compo did as he was asked, and Gus blew out a long breath of air. ‘Those three must have known each other. It’s too damn co-incidental. These streets are all within a couple of minutes’ walk from one another. Check out their primary schools.’

      ‘Bolton Junction First School followed by Bolton Junction Middle for all three of them.’

      Gus sucked in his cheek and bit on it from the inside of his mouth. He didn’t know what all this meant. Christine Weston, to give the woman her due, hadn’t actually denied knowing Razaul Ul Haq from her childhood. Bit co-incidental they were having an affair now, though. Her husband, on the other hand, had categorically denied knowing him … and that just didn’t add up for Gus. Why the hell would he deny knowing him, if he had nothing to do with his murder? Was it just because of his wife’s affair? Well, one thing was sure, he needed to have a little chat with Mr Weston, but that could wait until he came back from seeing the man’s horse.

      ‘See if you can come up with some friends from high school who might be able to link the Westons more closely with Ul Haq during those days. Get Sampson and the boy wonder to help you. I’d like a solid link before I re-interview the idiot.’

      He moved over to the door. ‘Get Christine Weston on the phone; I’ll speak to her en-route. I want to see what she has to say about all this.’
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          20:25 Canal Lane, Bingley

        

      

    

    
      Gus got out of the car and stepped straight into a puddle. Closing his eyes for a fraction of a second, he cursed under his breath. What the hell is it with me and bloody shoes today? This is the second pair I’ve soaked in the space of a few hours. It hardly seemed worth putting on the wellies he’d grabbed from The Fort, but ignoring Alice’s giggle, he walked around to the miniscule boot and took them out. Sitting on the front seat of the Mini, his legs sticking out, he swapped footwear and succumbed to his dark mood.

      Christine Weston had been uncommunicative. She’d admitted to knowing Razaul at secondary school, yet refused to commit to her husband having known him. Whatever secret she had, she was clamming up big time.

      Not only was it still raining, but it was well and truly dark now, and the last thing Gus wanted to do was traipse around a bloody quagmire to get a hair from a horse’s mane. Apart from anything else, they were quite big fuckers, and the moonlight served to make their looming presence all the more menacing. It even smelled of farmyards, and that thought was enough to trigger memories – memories of big ‘coos,’ as his dad called them. The damn ‘Hieland’ ones, with their enormous horns, were the worst. You could be impaled on those things. They could slice right through you! Lethal, that’s what they were, lethal! He risked another glance at the horses. Why couldn’t they have been Shetland ponies? They were okay; small and dainty and mostly timid. Unlike these hulking bloody monsters.

      Unwilling to reveal his trepidation to Alice, he flicked his mobile torch on and, trying to look nonchalant, headed over to the paddock at the side of the Hogg’s house. He and Alice had already decided they could swipe a couple of horsehairs under the pretence of petting the animals, rather than ask permission of either Marcia or Michael Hogg. To be honest, the way Gus felt right now, he’d probably flatten the little scrote, if he saw him, so best to avoid that, if at all possible.

      Two horse-shaped forms in coats cowered against the rain under a tree in the corner of the field. Great. At least they wouldn’t have to climb into the field. That would have appeared decidedly dodgy if the Hoggs caught them. He motioned to Alice to hurry up. She’d grabbed some sugar from the canteen before they left and would use that to entice them close.

      Looking all the while like a toddler, Alice seemed to take great pleasure in splashing through every puddle in her wellies. Gus shook his head, but couldn’t quite prevent the grin from forming. Drawing level with him, she offered him a sachet of sugar. ‘You just sprinkle it on your hand, and they’ll lick it off.’

      Gus shuddered. The very thought of those massive rough tongues rasping against his palm made him feel ill. He shook his head. ‘No, you’re alright, Al. Wouldn’t want to spoil your fun.’

      Casting a sideways glance to let him know she knew his game, Alice leaned against the fence and began to click her tongue in a kind of Morse code seemingly only known to horses. Two pairs of ears quivered in response, yet they remained in their sheltered position. Alice climbed onto the fence and clicked a bit louder, holding her arm at full length towards the horses. The black one shook his head and then took a couple of steps closer. Alice clicked again and spoke encouragingly. ‘Attaboy … come on then.’

      Gus, about to roll his eyes, realised he used the exact same tone when speaking to Bingo. He restrained himself, instead took a couple of plastic bags from his pocket and opened one of them. The larger horse had edged closer and was nuzzling Alice. Sprinkling sugar on her palm, she offered it to him, and when his head dipped to snort it up, she ran her fingers through his mane. Trailing loose hair, she thrust her hand at Gus who enclosed it in the bag, sliding it down her fingers to trap the hairs before sealing and annotating it.

      ‘One down, one to go.’ Alice moved along the fence and reached out her hand to the brown mare that seemed a bit more hesitant than her equine friend. Coaxing words and her gentle tone seemed to work, as the horse dipped her head and licked the sugar from her hand.

      Alice had just reached out her other arm to touch the mane, when the spotlight attached to the side of the house and aimed at the field illuminated them.

      Fuck! Just a minute more, and they’d have had all the evidence they needed. Gus swung around, his heart sinking when he saw the door slamming open and a figure power from the house. The horses startled, retreated to their tree, as Marcia Hogg stormed across to them, her coat flapping as she ran.

      Gus concealed the evidence bag he held in his hand and cursed under his breath before stepping forward. ‘Hello, Mrs Hogg, we just wanted to have a quick word with your husband. Is he at home?’

      The woman’s eyes narrowed as her gaze moved from them to her horses. Alice stepped forward, smiling. ‘Such lovely horses, Mrs Hogg. I couldn’t resist saying hello to them.  They remind me of my parents’ horses. They live in Sussex, so I rarely get the chance to see them anymore. Beautiful animals, though.’

      Alice’s words seemed to mollify the other woman, and she moved forward, smiling slightly. ‘The black one’s Graeme’s and the other one’s my husband’s, but it’s me that looks after them in the main.’ The black horse whinnied and pushed its head towards Marcia.  She stepped forward, hand outstretched to the horse, and without warning, her foot slipped in the sludge.

      Alice reached out with both arms and grabbed the woman before she landed in the mud. ‘Oops, careful, it’s slippy.’ She pulled Marcia to her feet and accepted her thanks.

      Gus cleared his throat, and Marcia turned towards him with a sneering look. ‘He’s not in. He’s at a meeting. Don’t know when he’ll be back. You lot need to get off his back. Hounding him like he’s a criminal.’

      Gus smiled and dipped his head. ‘Well, if he’s not in, Mrs Hogg, we won’t take up any more of your time.’ And he and Alice walked back to the car. As they swapped their wellies back, Alice grabbed an evidence bag and scraped the horsehair from her hands into the bag. ‘Slightly contaminated by Marcia Hogg’s coat, but there’s still some brown horsehair there too.’

      ‘So, not a wasted journey then. Wonder if we’ll get a match. Although, it’s not as if Graeme Weston’s the only one with access to the horses, is it? So, it won’t be entirely conclusive, even if we do get a match,’ said Gus.

      ‘My money’s on Hogg,’ said Alice. ‘He’s more likely to fit the bill. I can see him wielding that tattoo thing and not blinking an eye.’

      ‘Hmm, perhaps. I’m not convinced. I think he’s more the ‘beat ’em up, knife them in the gut’ sort of thug. Mind you, I’ve been wrong before.’

      ‘Talking of tattoos, how’s yours coming along?’

      Gus grinned. ‘Scabbing over now. Not long ‘til it’s properly healed. I’ll let you see it when we get back, if you like.’
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          20:30 Albion First Headquarters, Shipley

        

      

    

    
      Michael Hogg was proud of what they’d built up over the years. As he viewed the main hall of Albion First Headquarters, the same pride he had experienced when they first dared to dream made his chest puff out. He and Graeme had started small. First, they’d courted those UKIP supporters who believed the party offered only an uneasy placebo rather than hard and far-reaching policies. These were ordinary people. Milkmen, labourers, doctors, businessmen and the like. Bradfordians who saw at firsthand the effects of spiralling immigration, diluted culture, and who wanted to see that trend reversed once and for all.

      The BNP had sullied their copybook and lacked the political credibility in the mainstream, and so many of their followers had drifted to them, too. Albion First offered an alternative to Nick Griffin’s hopeless efforts in the European Parliament. Graeme always said with clever politicking and tireless campaigning, Bradford Central constituency would be to Albion First what Brighton Pavilion had been to the Greens.

      Donations from their various benefactors had furnished the building with plush conference tables and chairs, but what really brought a lump to his throat were the large swastikas mounted on flagpoles extending at angles from the wall. Each was interspersed by Union Jack and Saint George’s Cross flags. A picture gallery spanned one wall, holding portraits of great leaders such as Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Francisco Franco, Hendrik Verwoerd and Oswald Mosley in gilded frames. He thought Mussolini was a bit of a damp squib when compared to Adolf’s achievements or those of Hendrik Verwoerd, the mastermind behind apartheid in South Africa. Nonetheless, some thought he’d earned his place on the wall. Pride of place on one wall was a huge TV used both for educating their members and monitoring current affairs. Underneath that was a wooden shelving unit containing hundreds of Albion First, British National Party, National Front and English Defence League propaganda DVDs. Hogg’s gaze took in the double-sized bookshelf containing mainly illegally obtained publications. He particularly enjoyed leafing through the American Ku Klux Klan magazines, and the South African apartheid cum fascist newsletters on racial superiority and cultural purity.

      Not long now, and the seemingly endless wait for a white Britain would be over, and he would be on the front lines of the attack. They’d nearly made it too. Nearly got their foot in the political door. Breaking away from the BNP had been beneficial for them. They’d been able to gather around them a blend of hungry youth and experienced elders. The ones with staying power who could lead them to political dominance. People like Graeme Weston.

      He punched the table. What the hell was he supposed to do now? In a short while, he’d have to explain about Graeme Weston’s wife and Graeme’s sojourn, courtesy of Her Majesty’s finest. What spin could he put on the fact those photos were on the front page of not only the local papers, but also national news. It had been bad enough convincing the Generals that if Nigel Farage, the UKIP leader, could have a German wife, then it was of no consequence Christine Weston was half Greek, because she was British, after all, and white. Now, she’d gone and whored herself with a fucking Paki all over the tabloids. And not just any fucking Paki, but a dead one at the centre of a serial killer murder investigation.

      There was nothing else he could do, except try to convince them they could still pull themselves out of this. Of course, that would have been a lot easier if Weston hadn’t got pissed and gotten himself arrested earlier, although that, too, could perhaps be used to bolster his reputation and give him credibility with the militants in the party – being in jail never hurt Hitler’s reputation. This whole thing would need to be handled sensitively. After all, they wanted to appeal to ordinary voters too.

      God knew when Graeme would get out. The only thing he’d been able to do was to send in the party lawyer with strict instructions to tell Weston to deny all knowledge of his wife’s affair. The lawyer would also tell him to break off all ties with Christine on his release. The sympathy vote was the only one that could play out for him now. They needed to throw Christine Weston to the dogs for the duplicitous traitor she was, and Graeme would just have to put up with it. It was all for the greater good; and he’d have to convince him of it.

      The thing was – Hogg had the distinct impression Graeme Weston would find it near impossible to divorce his wife. Whatever hold she had on him seemed unbreakable. Weston would hear nothing against her. He could understand that, to a certain extent. Christine was very attractive, and if the photo in the paper was anything to go by, she was also extremely flexible. He’d been tempted himself on a couple of occasions, though the snooty cow had turned her nose up. No, it seemed like she preferred to slum it with the Pakis.

      He stood up, his face flushed, and paced around the conference room, considering each of the Generals in turn, playing out what he supposed would be their individual responses to the crisis. Jamie would no doubt follow Anthony Cairns’ lead. Cairns would bluster like a pompous idiot for half an hour and then settle down to let everyone else make the decision, giving himself ‘plausible deniability.’ Rob Harrogate would insist on cutting Weston loose, regardless of how it would play out. He’d always been jealous of Weston’s selection in the first place. Fancied himself as the candidate. The only problem with him was he couldn’t string two sentences together. Tommy Bond was persuadable, more so if he could convince Brendon Hope to agree to brazening it all out.

      Looked like it was up to him to paint a rosy picture of Graeme Weston as the duped husband with the traitorous wife; a man who took the moral high ground for the sake of his political party. Weston must be visible now, at all costs, constantly focussing on the important issues. The purification of Bradford, then Yorkshire, and then the whole of England. They must not be hijacked by Christine Weston’s antics.

      Then, of course, there was the other worry. Could the Generals control the foot soldiers? The last thing they needed was for one of them to go after Christine. He could understand their righteous anger. Christ, he was fucking angry himself. Still, right now, they had to play the long game. They needed to hold things together. Christine Weston could and would be punished later, of that there was no doubt. However, they couldn’t risk the press swinging things in her favour. Making her look like a victim. No, they had to keep her safe, for the time being … until after the by-election, at all costs.

      He’d spent the afternoon since the police arrested Weston, working on a statement for the press. In it, he’d portrayed Weston as the victim. Part of a conspiracy by the Asians and blacks supported by his wife who’d been brainwashed by working in City Academy which was full of ‘ethnics.’ He’d brushed away his arrest, saying Weston was helping the police piece together aspects of his wife’s sordid past, in light of her lover having been murdered. He’d hinted at Christine Weston’s culpability in the murder, revealing a time when she’d suffered from mental health issues that had jeopardised the wellbeing of their son.

      Hogg looked out the window, his fists clenched by his sides. He could do with a cigar and a double brandy right now to steady his nerves. Didn’t matter it was a pack of lies. The important thing was they turned the tide of doom away from their candidate. Didn’t matter what it took, as long as they were smart about it. However, they had to be tactical.
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          20:45 Lister Mills Apartments, Manningham

        

      

    

    
      For the tenth time, Jez Hopkins read through the press release Michael Hogg had had delivered to him. He was nervous and a bit scared. It wasn’t that he’d suddenly grown a moral compass or anything; he just didn’t want to be a pawn in the hands of a racist political party who appeared to have a militia wing that were quite handy with a flick blade.

      The message, delivered earlier by a large skinhead with muscles the size of baby elephants, had been clear. Publish this or else. The ‘else’ hadn’t been specified, but it didn’t take a genius to work out that broken bones and a liberal smattering of blood would be included … his blood.

      Deep down, he knew he had no choice. He’d have to submit the release, and, no doubt, it would make the front page tomorrow. That was all fine and dandy, except he knew if he did it once, he’d be expected to do it again … and again. He regretted publishing the photos. Not for Christine Weston’s sake … no … for his own. The nationals hadn’t jumped for him, intimating Christine Weston’s roll in the hay was a two-day scandal and further news, like the possibility of a general election in June leaked by a top Tory cabinet member, might trump that. Hell, Trump might trump it, for all he knew. That guy made headlines just by looking like he’d been Tangoed.

      Now, he was stuck in Bradford, and it seemed like Albion First viewed him as their bitch.
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          20:55 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      The exhaustion of having been on the go for hours with little sustenance had kicked in. As Gus swallowed his anti-depressants with a sip of flat Irn Bru, he knew he should stir himself to go to the staff canteen for food. However, he also knew when he got there, he would be faced with a choice between a dried up yellowing jacket potato or a soggy salad sandwich on the verge of its sell-by-date. Sometimes, starving was better than the alternative. He frowned. What the hell was he thinking? There were loads of people in the world without food or even the promise of food, and here he was, moaning about a ‘yella tattie.’ He dragged himself to his feet, glanced around his team, who all seemed motivated and energised. Compo, head bobbing, was focussed on his screen, Sampson and Taffy were collating phone reports, and Alice was updating the murder board.

      ‘Anybody want owt from the canteen?’

      He wasn’t surprised when Compo’s head jerked up first. The lad had an uncanny ability to hear even the most obscure reference to food and to react like a Pavlovian dog. He rubbed his eye and then waved a hand at Compo telling him he’d noted his interest. With Compo, it didn’t matter what was on offer. His strange metabolism seemed to guzzle all sorts and work it off, leaving him, if not slim, certainly not over-weight. Sampson and Taffy shook their heads.

      Alice, head on one side, said, ‘A Kit Kat?’ She hesitated. ‘Er, no … a Mars Bar, please.’

      Gus waited. He was used to these conversations with Alice.

      ‘A choc chip muffin. That’s what I want.’

      ‘Sure?’

      ‘Definitely.’

      He’d reached the door, when she said, ‘Wait, actually, I’ll have a white chocolate chip cookie.’

      Gus nodded and left. He made it halfway down the corridor before Alice poked her head out the door and called after him.

      ‘What, changed your mind again?’ he said, laughing. ‘Don’t tell me it’s the Kit Kat after all?’

      She shook her head. ‘No, still the white chocolate cookie, but I’ll get it myself. Shamshad Ul Haq has just turned up wanting to speak to you.’

      ‘Yeah?’ He spun around. ‘She in one of the kid’s rooms?’

      ‘Yep, Hardeep put her in the blue room.’

      That was a turn-up for the books. Shamshad had been reluctant to talk to them about her dad, yet here she was at The Fort, asking to speak to him. Maybe she did know something that could shine a light on their investigation, although it seemed unlikely. How could she know anything about the Tattoo Killer?

      ‘Come on, you’re with me.’

      Alice shouted back into the room. ‘Hey, Taffy, nip down to the canteen and get Gus some tea. I’ll have a chocolate brownie and get something for Compo, will you?’

      Grinning, Gus waited for her, and they walked down two flights of stairs together. ‘Any ideas what Shamshad wants?’ asked Alice.

      ‘Don’t know, but I hope it’s something useful. We’re going around in circles with this one. All we’ve got is the forensics, and the hope Lewis Gore has something for us. I don’t want there to be another victim before we catch this fucker.’

      ‘Maybe Graeme Weston will give us something?’

      Gus shook his head. I’m not sure he’s got much to give; besides, he’s lawyered up. I’ll grab a bite after we’ve spoken to Shamshad and then tackle Weston.’

      He pushed open the door of the child’s interview room and saw Shamshad, black leather jacket discarded on the chair beside her and a large brown envelope on the table in front of her. She was tapping the fingers of one hand on her thigh. There were tension lines around her mouth, and the cheeky insolence that had radiated from her last time they’d met seemed somehow diminished.

      Alice offered Shamshad a drink, which the girl declined, and then sat down opposite her. Gus pulled out the other chair and joined them.

      From nowhere, Gus’ stomach emitted a protracted rumble, making Shamshad grin. He returned her grin with a wave of the hand. ‘I’m starving. Haven’t eaten all day. My dad would say he could ‘eat a scabby horse,’ and to be honest, right now, that prospect is tempting.’ Another rumble filled the room. Gus grimaced. ‘You better tell me what you wanted to see me about before I start eating the furniture, Shamshad.’

      She pursed her lips for a second, and a small frown dragged her sculpted eyebrows downwards. Gus wondered if she was re-considering sharing whatever it was she’d come to tell them. He leaned back and crossed his legs. ‘We need help with this, Sham. If you have something that could shed light on your father’s or the other men’s murders, you need to share it.’

      Exhaling, Sham closed her eyes revealing lined lids with a perfectly symmetrical black flick that gave the impression of a huge tick escaping the corner of each eye.

      Who needs validation in the form of a tick for their eyeshadow? wondered Gus.

      When she opened them, her eyes met his. ‘This is big, Inspector McGuire,’ she said and lifted the envelope. Holding it in one hand, she shook out a substantial pile of paperwork and handed the first document to Gus.

      Alice leaned over so she, too, could see it. Gus scanned it. As he read, excitement rose in his chest. This had come right out of left field, and he wasn’t quite sure how it impacted on his investigation. Leaning forward, he said, ‘Where did you get this?’

      Sham gave a teenager’s shrug, which he interpreted as a nervous gesture rather than disinterest. She studied the ground in silence. Gus gave her the time to consider her words. The contents of the document he’d just seen needed explaining, and he suspected it wasn’t going to be easy for Sham.

      At last, she began to speak. First, she explained about Neha’s admission to hospital and how she’d found the envelope in her bag. Her frown deepened as she described her sister’s condition, and Gus’ heart went out to the girl. It was easy, because of her bravado, to forget she had, in effect, lost both of her parents at a time when she would already be stressed out with her A-levels.

      Shamshad went on to explain Neha was still in hospital, but that she had confronted her about the documents, and Neha had confided in her. The decision to bring everything to Gus, she said, had been mutual. Gus could tell by the way her shoulders slumped she still carried the hurt of her sister’s secrecy with her. He hoped the girls could get over it, because they were going to need each other.

      ‘I’m glad you did, Sham. This puts a whole lot of things in a very different light. Where did Neha get this? Did your father, Razaul, give it to her?’

      ‘No, it wasn’t him who gave it to her, although he’d told her all about it. You see, I wouldn’t see him. I refused. Neha, well, she was more generous with him. She was seeing him behind my back, all this time.’ Again, the flash of hurt in her eyes. She sniffed, so Alice pushed a tissue box across the table towards her.

      Gus waited until she’d blown her nose and then said, ‘So, who did give this to your sister, then?’

      Biting her lip, Sham hesitated and then said, ‘Look, I don’t want to get him into trouble. It’s already bad enough for his parents right now with all that stuff in the Chronicle. Neha and I don’t want him caught in the crossfire.’

      Gus frowned and studied the document again. ‘Are you telling me Jacob Weston gave this to your sister?’

      Sham grabbed a tissue and wiped her nose. ‘Yeah.’

      Gus rubbed his fingers and thumb over his chin in a stroking action as he considered what she’d said. ‘You’re telling me Jacob Weston, son of Christine and Graeme Weston, gave your sister copies of his own medical records?’

      Sitting up straight, an indignant expression on her face, Sham nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying. Believe it or not. I don’t care.’ She jumped to her feet, picking up the documents and began to thrust them back inside the envelope. She leaned over to grab the document Gus held, but he pulled it away and flapped it in the air. He was glad to see the return of the feisty Sham, however, he still needed to get to the bottom of this. ‘Sit down. I do believe you. It’s just quite … surprising, isn’t it?’

      With an exaggerated tut, Sham plonked herself back down and raked her fingers through her spiky hair. ‘That’s exactly what I thought.’ Eyes wide, she eyeballed them. ‘I’ve researched it, you know. Googled it. It’s …’

      ‘A blood disease,’ said Gus. ‘I know. My mum’s a carrier, and so am I.’

      Alice’s mouth formed an O.

      Seeing Alice’s stunned reaction, Gus grinned. ‘For me, it doesn’t impact on my day-to-day life; unfortunately for young Jacob Weston, it does, because clearly both of his parents carry the gene, which he then inherited. Looks like he has Cooley’s anaemia or, for the uninformed like yourself, Alice, thalassemia major. The implications on his health are quite severe. Blood transfusions every few weeks, lasting about four hours a shot. That’s why he was at the haematology department today with his mum. It’s all falling into place.’

      Alice frowned. ‘I thought only black people or Asians could inherit thalassemia.’

      Sham glanced at Gus, and when he grinned, she said, ‘Or those from Mediterranean countries. Mrs Weston’s dad is Greek. I remember hearing that on the news on Monday. Someone was calling her husband another Farage with double standards because his wife is Greek.’

      Gus frowned. Sham was fidgeting on her chair with a smile that said she knew something they didn’t. ‘So, Sham, are you trying to tell me that Graeme Weston is also of Mediterranean descent?’

      Her smile became a wide grin, and her eyes sparkled. ‘No … I’m telling you Jacob Weston’s dad is Asian.’

      ‘Graeme Weston’s of Asian descent?’ Gus couldn’t believe it. The man was fair with blue eyes and almost Aryan looks. That didn’t make sense. And then, Sham rummaged in the envelope and pulled out a second document. ‘No, not Graeme Weston … His real dad!’

      ‘What?’ Alice and Gus spoke in unison.

      Gus grabbed the birth certificate that Sham proffered. ‘Shit, Al. It says here Christine Weston is the mother, and Razaul Ul Haq is the father of Jacob Weston.’

      Gus fell back into the chair. This was mad. How could Razaul Ul Haq be Jacob Weston’s father? Didn’t Graeme Weston realise? How could he not? Surely, he’d have set eyes on his son’s birth certificate before now. Why would he be party to a cover up of this magnitude, particularly with his political views? Why would he knowingly raise a mixed-race child as his own? It was all so confusing.

      Gus watched as Sham extracted a third document from the envelope. This one was one of Razaul Ul Haq’s medical records, and it confirmed that Razaul Ul Haq did indeed carry the thalassemia gene.

      ‘Neha told me my dad confided in her because he wanted her to know our half-brother. Jacob and Neha have been meeting-up in secret for the past year.’

      ‘In secret?’

      ‘Well, in secret from his dad … well, Graeme Weston. Christine and my dad knew.’

      ‘Wow,’ said Gus, thinking this put Christine and Razaul’s affair in a very different light and opened up another possible motive for Graeme Weston to kill Razaul Ul Haq. It still didn’t make it feasible Weston was the Tattoo Killer, though, and Ul Haq carried the same tattoo as the other victims. Perhaps Weston wasn’t the killer, but he was certainly linked to this in some way. ‘You did right to bring these in, Sham.’

      She shook her head. ‘There’s more.’ Tipping the envelope over the table, she allowed the last of the contents to spill out. It was photos of Razaul Ul Haq and Christine Weston having sex. Gus recognised one from Jez Hopkins article in the newspaper. There were many, and all of them appeared to have been taken without Christine and Razaul’s knowledge.

      ‘Did Jacob give those to Neha, too?’

      Sham grimaced, ‘Yeah. He told Neha someone sent them to his dad, well, Weston, and that Weston hit his mum because of it. Jacob found them and sneaked them out of the house. After he found out our dad was killed, he didn’t want Weston destroying them.’

      Gus knew Weston had hit his wife. He’d seen the evidence on Christine’s cheek. ‘Did you or Neha leak them to the Bradford Chronicle then, Sham?’

      Sham gasped. ‘No, I reckon that must have been Jacob. Neha says Jacob hates Weston. Don’t know how he’d feel after finding out his real dad was dead.’

      God only knew what Jacob Weston was feeling right now. Why would he publicly humiliate his mum like that though? Gus was sure the boy loved his mum, even if he behaved like a teenager at times … he was entitled to; after all, that’s exactly what he was.

      He raised an eyebrow at Alice. ‘Looks like I’ll have plenty to talk to Weston about after all. Even if he lawyers up, he’ll be hearing all about this. Get Sampson and Taffy to bring Christine in for questioning, too, please. I think the shit’s really going to hit the fan for them when this goes public, and I don’t want them at their home address when it does. Oh, and tell Sampson we may not need that CCTV from the Chronicle after all. I suspect young Jacob Weston will admit to delivering those photos.’

      ‘Reckon the media will camp out there?’

      Gus snorted. ‘No, I’m more concerned about a possible backlash against Christine Weston from her husband’s loyal supporters. Book them a hotel, and get a uniform to stay with them.’

      Alice nodded, and Gus turned to Sham. ‘I’m going to have to speak to Neha, you know? We’ll do that tomorrow, and we’ll be gentle with her.’ He reached out a hand and placed it on the girl’s arm. ‘How are you?’

      Sham shrugged, and despite her lopsided grin, her eyes were filled with tears. ‘Well, I’ve gained a half-brother. I didn’t know my dad. Didn’t give him a chance. Guess my mum’s poison worked on me. I’ve got Neha, so I’ll be alright. We’ll be alright. I’ll make sure of that. Right now, though, I feel I only know half the story. Can you tell Christine Weston that when she’s up for it, Neha and I would like to speak with her? Try to understand why she and our dad didn’t stay together, when they clearly had feelings for each other.’
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      ‘Who the fuck leaked it then?’ Gus was incensed.

      The nine o’clock news had just revealed Lewis Gore had been found alive and was in hospital at BRI. However, not content with that, they’d also leaked every detail they’d kept hidden about the tattoos … and all Professor Carlton’s theories about the tattoo site possibly being symbolic of impotence or sexual confusion.

      He slammed his palm onto the desk top, ignoring the smarting pain and yelled again, ‘Well?’

      Sampson, Taffy and Alice stood in silence. Gus knew they were waiting for his anger to abate before they said anything to him. He needed to calm down. It wasn’t their fault the news he had so carefully omitted in his earlier press conference had found its way to the ears of journalists. They were insidious, deceptive and full of wiles. It could have been anyone from the paramedics to the hospital staff to a uniformed officer who’d let it slip … or, as Gus suspected, a combination of all of the above.

      Running fingers through his dreads, he took a deep breath and focussed his mind on what he needed to do. ‘Make sure Gore’s room is policed at all times. I want an officer at the family home too. I won’t have any of his family at risk. Carlton thinks the knowledge Gore isn’t dead might make the Tattoo Killer escalate. We need to be prepared.’ Time could be running out for the next unknown victim.

      ‘Sampson, get the word out to uniforms to be doubly vigilant. Anything suspicious, and they act … got it? We’ve got no time for double-checking things. Get uniforms at known dogging sites, near the gay bars, on Thornton Road and Lumb Lane. Anywhere our killer might think of as being an area of deviant behaviour.’

      He turned to Compo. ‘Why don’t we have a lead on how these victims interact with our killer? There’s got to be an intersection … a meeting point. Something in common between them that links them to the killer. We need to find it.

      ‘Anything come through on the helpline? Come on. We need to go over and over what we know already. The answer must be in there somewhere.’

      Compo shook his head. ‘I’ve been running all sorts of permutations through my system, and I keep coming up blank. It’s as if he’s selecting them completely at random.’

      ‘Just keep at it. Something will pop.’

      ‘Gus, Graeme Weston’s solicitor is asking when we’re interviewing his client,’ said Alice.

      Gus snorted. ‘He can wait. I don’t think he can give us anything right now. My priority is either identifying the next victim or identifying the killer. Let’s get cracking.’
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      ‘It’s all going to hell, Tara, and it’s all that stupid journalist’s fault. I had everything so well planned, and now, he’s gone and spoiled everything. Can you believe the things they were saying? It was disgusting. Making out I was a pervert. That I get some sort of thrill from what I do. Said I was a poof. Do you hear that, Tara … me, a poof? Well, that made me laugh! Idiots!

      ‘I know who’s behind it all. It’s that Detective Inspector McGuire. He’s got an agenda. He’s the one who leaked all that filth to the press. Acting all innocent at his press conference, hiding that Gore was still alive, and then, behind the scenes, he leaks everything.

      ‘He wanted to humiliate me, I reckon. That’s why he released details of the tattoo. Revealed the tattoo site.

      ‘AAAgh!

      ‘It makes me so cross they’ve missed the whole point of them. Felt like shouting out loud ‘IT’S A WARNING TO THEM NOT TO PROCREATE!’

      ‘Sexual? Makes me want to vomit. As if anyone could get anything sexual from touching their wrinkled, brown slithery penises.

      ‘Gus McGuire will have to pay … sooner rather than later. That’s something that is on my agenda.

      ‘Have an apple, Tara. There, there, you like that don’t you?

      ‘What shall I do? What shall I do? First, that ghastly photo in the newspaper, and now, it seems that the nigger’s still alive. I was sure he was dead. He didn’t come ‘round like the others did. He was like a big lump of burnt meat … a barbecued carcass, black and disgusting. Real waste of time, he was. Nonetheless, I had to stamp my mark on him, just the same. The whole point of the tattoos is they’re a symbol of purity. What better place to put them than right there. Right on their sex. Right where it hurts. Anybody seeing that will remember and be warned against procreating impure genes.

      ‘It wasn’t the same tattooing a dead man, or as I’ve since discovered, an unconscious one. No screaming, no writhing against the ties. Made it a bit … shall we say … pedestrian. You won’t understand, Tara. All you’re interested in is sugar lumps, apples and hay and warm rugs, and someone to whisper sweet nothings in your ear. If only life could be so easy. If only humans were like you.

      ‘He must be tough, though, that Lewis Gore. Mind you, those wogs are, aren’t they? Big and beefy with no brains … just brawn. That’ll be what saved him, I should think … his leather skin. Tattooing him was more difficult than usual. Darkie skin’s tougher than Paki skin … of course, I had to shave him. And that was quite vile. Coarse, filthy hair all curly and vile. You know, Tara? I couldn’t even see the ink, because he was so dark. Makes my skin crawl touching them. Unclean animals.

      ‘Doubt anybody would’ve missed him, either. That wife of his would’ve been glad to see the back of him. Wonder how many STIs he brought home from his ‘business’ with the whores.

      ‘Wonder what state he’s in. Doubt he can tell them anything. It was dark when I grabbed him, and I had my hoodie on. Anyway, I was careful. I always am, and he was out of it.

      ‘Did I tell you he wasn’t really dead, Tara? Yes, of course I did. I’m forgetting. I thought he was dead, whereas he was really just unconscious. Must have misjudged the Propofol. Haven’t been able to store it properly either … maybe that’s affected it.  Next time, I’ll increase the dose a tad – make sure.  I’ll have to get more. My stock’s running low, and I don’t know how I can get more from the vet. I’ll think on that. Don’t worry, sweetie, that Gore person will never be able to tell them anything.

      ‘My job is even more important now, though, Tara. I’ve got to take the heat off Graeme so he can rise to the forefront again. Need to minimise the impact of his wife’s actions. Won’t go after her, though. Not this time. Got to play a long game. I’ll get her in the end, though, but for now, I know who I’ll go after.

      ‘Impotent! How dare they? Maybe I’ll leave an extra message next time … just to make it clear.

      ‘Yes, and that will give me the greatest amount of pleasure.

      ‘Time to go now. I’ll be back, Tara. Don’t worry. I’ll be back later on tonight.’
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      Graeme Weston had been brought up from the cells ten minutes previously. Gus, with Alice, watched him through the mirror. He was dishevelled, and judging by the bags under his eyes and the way he guzzled the bottle of water he’d been given, he also had a hell of a hangover.

      Good! Gus didn’t want the smarmy little prick firing on all cylinders. Weston sprawled in his chair, scratching his stomach and grimacing every time he moved his head. He was a real sight, and Gus was glad. They were nearing something momentous, and he was keen to prise whatever gem of information Weston had been keeping to himself. Perhaps the pressure of keeping all those secrets about his son’s real parentage and his wife’s continued affair had proved too much for him. Everyone had a breaking point, after all. He couldn’t rule out the possibility the first two victims had been a practise for the main event – Razaul Ul Haq – and maybe Lewis Gore was just to keep them guessing.

      He grinned at Alice. ‘Come on.’

      When they walked in, Weston barely moved. Gus tossed another bottle of water at him and was pleased when the man’s reactions made him move his upper body upwards to catch it. His face creased, and he released an ‘Ow.’

      ‘Hungover, are we?’ Gus’ tone voice was solicitous.

      ‘We?’ said Weston. ‘You’ll never be one of us. So, there’s no point in pretending. Folk like you know deep down inside that they’re inferior. That they’re not capable of the things we are.’ He waved his hand in a nonchalant way. ‘Doesn’t matter how PC the goody-two-shoes try to be; you lot will never get there.’

      Gus smiled and, placing the folder he carried on the table, pulled a chair out and sat down. He turned to Alice, who joined him at the table. ‘There speaks the racist with blood down his shirt, stinking of vomit and sweat, with a wife who screws Asian men.’ He flipped open the folder and spread the photos in front of Weston.

      Weston averted his eyes. ‘I want my solicitor. I also demand to be released. You’re no doubt aware by now no harm has befallen my wife, so let me go.’

      Alice smiled. ‘Aw, that’s a shame. If that was all we’d arrested you on, then we could, of course, let you go. Unfortunately, there’s that small matter of assaulting a police officer. That doesn’t go away as easily.’

      ‘However,’ Gus gathered up the photos and put them back in his folder, ‘if you were to co-operate, perhaps that could be forgotten too. How about it?’

      The door opened, and a suited man with white hair and a stoop walked in.

      ‘Ah, here’s your solicitor now, Mr Weston. Let’s crack on, Alice.’ He gestured towards the recorder, which Alice set up, leaving Weston’s solicitor no option other than to sit down.

      Introductions over, Gus began, ‘We’ve received some information which gives a whole new perspective on things. It seems there is some question over your son’s parentage.’

      Weston jolted upright and glowered at Gus. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

      Pleased to have gained a reaction so easily, Gus smiled. ‘Is there no question over the parentage of your son?’

      ‘None of your business.’

      Weston’s solicitor leaned over and whispered in his ear. Weston glowered and shook his head.

      ‘So,’ said Gus, bringing Jacob’s medical records from the folder. ‘It says here your son suffers from the blood disease beta thalassemia. He has the thalassemia major strain, which means unequivocally that both parents must carry the thalassemia gene. Do you carry that gene?’

      The solicitor made to intervene, but Weston growled, ‘Shut up, I’ll deal with this. How did you get my son’s medical records? Do you have a warrant? You can’t use this sort of thing against me when it’s been obtained illegally.’

      ‘Actually, it hasn’t been obtained illegally. It was given to us by a relative of your son, and I wonder if you could answer my question. Are you a carrier of the thalassemia gene?’

      Weston shot a glance at his solicitor, who then whispered in his ear. He leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. ‘No comment.’

      Although Gus had hoped Weston would break straight away, he hadn’t counted on it. So, not betraying his disappointment, he continued, ‘Are you the biological father of Jacob Weston?’

      ‘No comment!’

      ‘Do you know who the biological father of Jacob Weston is?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘Is Razaul Ul Haq, Jacob Weston’s biological father?’

      Despite the inevitable, ‘No comment,’ the twitch at the corner of his eye betrayed Graeme Weston’s increased anxiety.

      ‘Did you kill Razaul Ul Haq because you were jealous of his continued relationship with your wife?’

      As Weston spat, ‘No comment!’ his fists clenched round the plastic bottle, bending it out of shape.

      Gus smiled. ‘Did you kill Asim Farooq and Manish Parmar, and abduct and seriously injure Lewis Gore to misdirect the police enquiry away from Mr Ul Haq’s murder?’

      The solicitor laid a hand on his client’s sleeve, but Weston jerked his arm away. ‘This is a fucking set-up. This is you lot being lazy. That’s what this is. No fucking comment.’

      Gus noted Weston’s increased use of swearing with satisfaction. This was a sure sign he was getting to the man, and he fully intended to keep the pressure up. ‘Did you kill Razaul Ul Haq because he threatened to expose your son’s true parentage to your Albion First cronies, thus affecting your subsequent selection chances?’

      ‘No comment.’

      The odour of sweat from Weston wafted across the table, making Gus want to gip. Nevertheless, he continued throwing questions at the other man. ‘Do you know which of your party members ordered the City Park bomb?’

      Head bowed, voice tight, Weston said, ‘No fucking comment.’

      Gus turned to Weston’s solicitor. ‘We will be applying for an extension to further keep your client in custody. In the meantime, he will be returned to the cells. If you need time to consult with your client, you can use this interview room for now.’

      Looking at the clock on the wall, he stood up. ‘Where do you go on Wednesday afternoons every six weeks, Graeme?’

      Weston’s eyes narrowed, and a slow sneer spread across his face. ‘No comment, brown boy.’

      Gus held the other man’s gaze for a long moment, then he turned and nodded to the solicitor before terminating the interview and leaving the room. Glad to be away from Weston’s stench, Gus, with Alice, walked along the corridor only to be met by Taffy running towards them. ‘Have you heard, sir? Christine Weston’s house has been fire-bombed. The fire brigade is there, and Christine Weston and her son are en-route here.’

      ‘Shit,’ said Gus. ‘I should have got her in protective custody earlier. Are they okay?’

      Taffy shrugged. ‘As far as I know, they smashed the living room window and tossed in a Molotov cocktail, yelling ‘Paki lover,’ before running off. Christine was in the kitchen, and Jacob was upstairs. She grabbed him, and they ran into the back garden where she phoned 999. No injuries reported, though they’ll be in shock. The fire brigade doused the fire, which was contained in the front room.’

      Gus’ stomach gurgled, reminding him, yet again, he still hadn’t managed to grab anything to eat. ‘Right, Alice, we need to talk to Christine Weston as soon as she comes in. I need something to eat first. Give me ten minutes, will you?’
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      Feeling marginally better after a warm coffee and a Kit Kat that Alice had hidden from Compo at the bottom of her desk, Gus was all set to speak with Christine Weston and her son. He had no intention of going in guns blazing as he had with her husband. He suspected by now, after grieving for her lover and being frightened of her husband and his party, Christine Weston would be eager to work with him. After all, she still had Jacob to think about.

      Christine and Jacob waited in the room where Alice and Gus had spoken to Shamshad Ul Haq in earlier. They had fish and chips brought in for Christine and her son, and smelling the tangy vinegar in the air, Gus wished he’d had the foresight to order some for himself. The tuna sandwich had barely hit the sides. His stomach growled, and smiling, Christine pushed her half-eaten packet towards him. ‘I’m done, Inspector. You have them.’

      A blush warmed his face. He really needed to stop interviewing people on an empty stomach. Knowing he still had a good few hours of work before him, he said, ‘Don’t mind if I do, Mrs Weston. Not eaten properly all day.’

      With a rueful head shake, Alice snaffled a chip and laid the folder containing the documents Sham had given them earlier on the table.

      ‘Shamshad Ul Haq came in to the station earlier and gave us some documents.’ She turned to Jacob. ‘Documents and photographs you gave to Neha Ul Haq.’

      Christine gasped and frowned at her son. ‘You gave Neha documents? What sort of documents, Jacob?’

      Gus felt sorry for the lad. He remembered facing similar scrutiny from his own mum at that age, and his reaction had been similar to Jacob’s now.

      Shrugging, the boy averted his eyes. ‘Just stuff.’

      Alice smiled at him and turned to his mum. ‘Look, Mrs Weston, perhaps you could discuss this with Jacob later, but right now, we need to ask you both a few questions.’

      When Mrs Weston nodded her agreement, Alice continued, ‘Neha has been ill and is in hospital.’

      It was Jacob’s turn to gasp at this news. He sat up straight, a frown drawing his brows together. So, he really cares about his half-sister, thought Gus, as the boy’s voice rose.

      ‘She’s ill? Neha’s ill?’ He turned to his mother. ‘We need to go see her, Mum.’

      Alice shook her head. ‘She’ll be fine, Jacob. Maybe you can visit her tomorrow. For now, though, we need to talk about the things you gave her, okay?’

      ‘You mean my birth certificate and my medical records and my dad’s medical records?’

      Oh, oh! Gus saw the shock flash across Christine’s face. Judging by her reaction, she’d had no idea her son had done that. Christine blinked. For a few seconds, she said nothing, just stared at him, her mouth half-open. ‘You gave those things to Neha?’ She shook her head. ‘Why? Why would you do that, Jacob?’

      Jacob, eyes averted, studied his chips. As if hating the sight of them, he rolled the greasy packets together and flung them onto the table. His chest began to heave. Gus wondered if he should intervene. A shimmer of tears glistened in the boy’s eyes, and his mother was pale, her face taut and anguished. The last thing he wanted was for things to get out of control. He wasn’t sure he could cope with a hysterical teenager at the best of times.

      However, from somewhere, Jacob appeared to gain some self-control. He glanced at his mother, his expression pleading. Gus noticed he clenched and unclenched his fists as he spoke, and a weariness sank to his stomach and threatened to overtake him. Why did some families seem to set themselves on this self-destructive mode?

      Sounding defiant, if scared, Jacob said, ‘I was scared he’d destroy them, now he’s standing in that stupid by-election.’ Rubbing a hand over his eyes, he continued, ‘Thought he’d try to get rid of all the evidence. I couldn’t have him doing that, Mum. Not when Dad’s dead.’ And tears streamed down his face.

      Christine put her hand on her son’s arm. ‘Oh, Jacob!’ She leaned forward and cupped his head with her hands. With her thumbs, she rubbed the tears away as they fell from his eyes. Her hands trembled as she did so, and she swallowed hard before saying, ‘I love you, Jakey … so much.’

      Her words seemed to strengthen the lad’s resolve, for he took a deep breath and rubbed his tears away with the back of his hand. ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’

      Poor sod. He was trying so hard to be a man, but he was really still only a boy. It was hard to deal with stuff when you were on the cusp of manhood, hormones all over the place, and to top it all, Jacob Weston had all the trauma of losing his biological dad and being at odds with his mother’s husband. Not an easy situation for anyone.

      Christine shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter. We just need to help the police now. Sniffing, she sat up straight. ‘How can we help?’

      Gus dabbed his hands on a bit of soiled newsprint, whilst Alice rummaged in her bag before handing him another wet wipe, saying in a resigned tone, ‘Here.’

      Wiping his hands, he said, ‘First of all, are these documents all genuine? Is Razaul Ul Haq Jacob’s biological father?’

      Christine nodded. ‘You know it’s almost a relief to admit it all now. It seems like I’ve been carting this like a weight around my neck for years. It’ll be a relief to share it at long last.’

      She pulled her son close. At first, he baulked against her, and then, he gave in. It was as if he sensed his mother needed his strength in order to tell her story. The two of them, Christine Weston, bruised and battered with her teenage son cuddled into her arms, made an incongruous sight, leant back on the sofa, looking as if they were about to share a bedtime story. It was unfortunate this particular story didn’t have a fairy tale ending.

      ‘I’ve known Razaul since primary school. At Bolton Woods, we became close for a while.’ She smiled. ‘Of course, reality got in the way. You didn’t date outside your own culture much in those days. His family were traditional, and they arranged a marriage for him to a young girl from his parent’s village in Bangladesh. Razaul didn’t want to get married. He was young, though, and the pressure was extreme. My parents wouldn’t have been happy for me to date a Muslim, so it seemed easier for us to split up. Razaul got married, and I went to university. When I got back, we bumped into each other. He was desperately unhappy, which is no excuse for what we did.’

      Gus had heard from his parents how hard it had been for them thirty years ago; seemed like attitudes hadn’t changed much. His mother had, as a mixed-race black woman, gone through the foster system in Scotland ridiculed and bullied. She’d struggled through abusive foster families and had, against all odds, managed to get the necessary qualifications to get to Edinburgh University where she met his dad. The way the auld man told it, it had been love at first sight for him … not so much for his mum, who was doubtful of everyone’s intentions. Gus smiled at the thought. His mother was still independent, although his parents depended on each other with a ferocious love Gus hoped one day to emulate for himself. His parents’ relationship had been fraught with difficulties, judgements and negative expectations from the start. Yet, they were still strong together.

      Christine, wiped her hair from her brow with a trembling hand. ‘His wife had a series of miscarriages and suffered from depression. His parents had both died, and he was grieving for them. We began to meet in secret. Then, one day, he told me his wife was pregnant, and he had to stop seeing me. I agreed. This was his chance to be happy, so we split up again.’

      Gus saw the sadness in her eyes, as her hand smoothed her son’s hair. They were so alike. Yet, at close quarters, he could also discern Jacob’s likeness to his dead father. What a hopeless situation to be in.

      ‘A couple of years later, we bumped into each other, and Razaul confided how difficult things were with his wife. They had two beautiful twin daughters of whom he was so proud, but his wife was unstable. She threatened suicide repeatedly, and eventually threatened to kill the children if he didn’t leave.’

      She lifted the glass of water Alice had brought her to her lips and took a long sip before continuing. ‘Razaul went to live with his brother, but he was concerned for Shamshad and Neha’s safety. Eventually, he asked his brother to take his wife and daughters in, and he moved out. We continued to see each other. His wife’s behaviour became more extreme, and she was admitted to Lynfield Mount Psychiatric Hospital. This continued on and off for years. Razaul continually tried to make the marriage work. They’d live together for a while, and then, she’d become ill. Finally, she managed to poison the girls against him.’

      ‘Only Shamshad, Mum,’ said Jacob.

      ‘Yes, that’s right, only Shamshad.’ She took another drink. ‘Neha became ill, and he visited her regularly, but Shamshad would have nothing to do with him. However, before that, when the twins were around three, I became pregnant. I didn’t know what to do. My parents are strict Catholic, and although I was in my twenties by then, I didn’t want to disappoint them. For years, Graeme had pursued me, and on occasion, I’d gone out with him for a few months at a time. When he discovered my predicament, he proposed. I wasn’t keen initially, because I knew his political views, however he was insistent, and he was besotted.’

      Her shoulders lifted dismissively. ‘He wasn’t so awful then. He used to treat me like a princess … like something precious. He cherished me. Of course, as his involvement with the BNP, and then later, Albion First increased, that all changed. He resented me; yet, he wouldn’t let me go.’

      Gus found it difficult to imagine allowing someone else to bring up his child, and he found it equally difficult to imagine Graeme Weston bringing up a child with a Pakistani father. ‘Did Graeme know who Jacob’s real father was?’

      ‘Yes, he did. I think he thought it gave him one over on Razaul. He’d always been jealous of him at school. Razaul was handsome and popular. Graeme was chubby and not so popular. I think he enjoyed the power he had over both me and Razaul. He knew how awful he could make things for Razaul. He made Razaul sign an agreement to have nothing to do with Jacob. When Jacob was old enough, and it became clear that Graeme was not going to be the father to Jacob I’d hoped for, Razaul and I decided to ignore the agreement. I introduced Razaul and Jacob. My son deserved to know the father who loved him.’

      ‘And was Razaul happy to sign his son away?’

      A flash of red spread across Christine’s cheeks, and she scowled at Gus. ‘Of course he wasn’t happy with the situation. Neither of us were. What else could we do? We had to just get on with it … none of us knew things would end up like this.’ She balled her hand into a fist. ‘We wouldn’t have done it, if we had.’

      Oh, for a crystal ball.

      Unclasping her fist, Christine exhaled. ‘When we registered Jacob’s birth, I couldn’t bear to put Graeme’s name on the birth certificate, and as he was disinterested anyway, he didn’t check. Well, not then, anyway. Later, when we discovered Jacob had thalassemia, Graeme insisted we cover it up. He was heavily involved with Albion First by then and didn’t want anything to jeopardise his progress. I think the business with Razaul made him more ardent, if anything.’

      Although this was pretty much what he’d expected to hear, it was beyond him how Christine had been able to live with Weston when his views were so vile. ‘That must have been hard for you.’

      ‘It was, although I had Jacob and I had Razaul … and for a while, Graeme was happy to just cover up. In hindsight, half of the attraction was the fact he wouldn’t be outdone by an Asian. He couldn’t comprehend how I could have allowed myself to be with Razaul. It gave him a hold over me. Gave him control.’

      That Gus could understand. Graeme Weston liked to be in control, and he would do anything to maintain his power. The question was, would he fabricate such an elaborate plot to get rid of Razaul Ul Haq? Gus didn’t think so. He’d no doubt Weston would eventually have disposed of Razaul one way or another, but not this way. Besides which, it didn’t fit with Sebastian Carlton’s profile of a narcissistic male with issues with his sexuality.

      ‘So, you carry the thalassemia major gene too?’

      Christine gave a hollow laugh. ‘Would you believe it? What were the odds of a lass, with a Greek dad and a Yorkshire mum, and a Bangladeshi man each carrying the same genetic flaw that could lead to Jacob’s condition? Most times, you’d expect a broadening of the gene pool to have only benefits.’

      Gus contemplated this. It was a complete fluke both Razaul and Christine carried the gene. Gus knew about it, being a carrier himself. Until now, he hadn’t really thought of the implications of it. Now, he most certainly would. Although Jacob was doing well, the condition was a serious and restrictive one. The boy would not have an easy life. ‘Couldn’t you get a divorce? After all, by the time Razaul’s wife was sectioned, you and he could have settled down together. You could have left Graeme.’

      Christine flinched. ‘I was too scared. Albion First are violent, and I’d seen the sort of things they’d done to other wives who’d tried to get out. So … I stayed. I protected Jacob, and we stayed. When he was old enough, I made sure Jacob understood the situation, and he spent time with his dad … his real dad.’ She ruffled his hair. ‘Had Graeme been a real father to Jacob, things would have been very different. I would have kept away from Razaul, and Jacob would have known nothing about this.’

      Jacob pulled away from her. ‘No!’ His eyes flashed. ‘How could you say that? I’d never have known Dad or Neha … or Shamshad.’

      ‘You’re right, Jakey. You’ve got two sisters out of this mess, and that’s good.’

      Gus couldn’t begin to imagine being married to a racist. How had Graeme treated Jacob? From the boy’s disparaging comments, it seemed not very well. What a bloody fiasco, and now, everything was going to end up in the public eye. ‘You do realise that some of this will hit the media?’

      Christine lifted her chin. ‘I’ve got Jacob, and he’s got his sisters. We’ll muddle through somehow, Inspector.’

      Gus observed the mother and her boy. He knew they would survive this, if Albion First would let them, and if the media would cut them some slack. ‘I don’t suppose you know the answer to this. Graeme books a Wednesday afternoon off every six weeks, regular as clockwork, any ideas where he goes?’

      Christine snorted. ‘Oh, yes. I know exactly where he goes. He comes with us. Jacob needs a regular transfusion, and Graeme never trusted us to go alone. He comes with us every six weeks to make sure I don’t reveal anything I shouldn’t. He’d prefer to go to the Yorkshire clinic, but the specialist clinic is at BRI, and it eats him up being there with blacks and Pakistanis.’ Her eye took on a steely glint. ‘I enjoy seeing him suffer whilst we’re there.’ She lifted her fingers to her bruised cheek. ‘Mind you, he gets his own back.’

      The extent of the control Graeme Weston exerted over his wife made Gus more determined to let the man rot in the cells for as long as he could. It was no more than he deserved.

      Alice leaned forward and looked directly at Jacob. With an apologetic smile at Christine, she pulled the photos from the folder and showed the top one to Jacob. ‘Jacob, did you also send these to Jez Hopkins at the Bradford Chronicle?’

      Christine’s face paled. ‘What? No? You didn’t, did you, Jacob?’ Apparently, the expression on his face was enough to tell her he had. Her voice wobbled when she spoke. ‘Where did you even get those photos, Jacob?’

      Gus held his breath as he watched the interplay between mother and son. How horrible for them this had to be discussed in the presence of strangers. Jacob was near to tears, and Christine wasn’t faring any better. At times like this, he hated his job.

      Jacob, head lowered, spoke. ‘I found them in the living room. I’d heard you arguing with him on Sunday, and I saw what he’d done to your face on Monday. I was so angry, Mum. He’d no right to hit you. When I found the photos, I didn’t know what to do, so I took them, and then, we found out Dad was dead …’

      ‘Oh, Jacob!’ Tears flowed unheeded down Christine’s cheek as she reached for her son.

      Gulping back his own tears, Jacob allowed himself to be gathered in his mother’s arms. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I really am. I just wanted to do something to help you … to stop him. What if he killed my dad?’

      Christine met Gus’ eye. ‘I don’t think he would, but if he did, then Inspector McGuire will make sure he’s punished for it.’

      Feeling like he’d just been issued with an ultimatum, Gus held her gaze and nodded. If Graeme Weston was responsible for the deaths of three men, and the abduction and torture of another, he would be held to account and punished for it. Maybe it was time to consult with Sebastian Carlton again. See how recent developments had affected his profile of the Tattoo Killer.
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          23:35 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Watching the CCTV footage from Mother Hubbard car park was beginning to do Gus’ head in. They identified Mr Blackhurst’s vehicle driving into the area, and they saw him getting out and heading into the fish and chip shop. His vehicle stayed in vision the entire time, unfortunately the vehicle that pulled in behind it, bearing the other old man’s number plate, was partially obscured. They couldn’t get a clear vision, although they could identify a figure exiting the vehicle and moving to the rear of Blackhurst’s car. The person seemed small, and because their physique was concealed by baggy clothing, it was difficult to get an idea of their exact size and shape.

      Compo had tried everything to enhance the footage to no avail, and the moving images were exacerbating Gus’ tension headache. He should call it a day, but he had the uneasy feeling this person was unravelling. The apparent carelessness with Lewis Gore made it look that way. A snatched conversation earlier with Sebastian Carlton had supported this theory. The leaked information to the press would accelerate this unravelling, Sebastian had no doubt. Like Gus, Carlton had his reservations about Weston being their man. The shadowy figure on the screen could, at a push, be Weston; however, they had nothing to link the vehicle to him. In fact, all of Compo’s searches of their prime suspects hadn’t thrown up a vehicle to match the killer. Now, all Compo could do was try to crunch numbers and try to narrow down the number of Vauxhall Vivaro panel van owners to the target zones.

      With Weston in custody, Gus had put a watch on Michael Hogg. The truth was, Gus would have liked to put an officer on each of the Albion First members, but with the recent swell in their numbers, it was impossible. All he could do was keep an eye on the key players.

      He was missing something, and time was running out. Sebastian Carlton reckoned the error with Lewis Gore would enrage their killer even more. He reckoned he would take it as a personal affront and would hate the idea of a black person having one up. The only problem was because they hadn’t yet come across a link between the victims, other than the Weston-Ul Haq one, they couldn’t even hazard a guess as to who the next target would be. Sebastian Carlton had closeted himself in a spare interview room and was re-working his profile. Maybe he’d come up with something definitive, and Compo was still working on trying to find links between the victims.

      ‘Take Razaul Ul Haq out of the equation for now, Comps,’ said Gus, envying the other man’s energy. ‘He might be the anomaly. Focus on a link between the other three victims. They must have crossed paths with our killer at some point. All we need to do is find out when and where.’

      Gus had sent the others home. He saw no need for everyone to be knackered the next day. So, for now, only he and Compo were left in the room. He’d thought Alice seemed tired and knew she wouldn’t go home if the others were still there. Despite Sampson and Taffy’s protests, he’d insisted. Anyway, Gus could just as easily not sleep here as he could at home. Compo, on the other hand, often pulled all-nighters and never seemed phased by it. He once told Gus he could cat-nap anywhere.

      With the gentle buzz of Compo’s computers and the occasional scrape of furniture as Compo wheeled his chair from side to side, Gus scrunched down in his chair, propped his feet on the table and closed his eyes against the harsh fluorescent lighting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            79

          

          Thursday 02:15 Doe Park, Denholme

        

      

    

    
      His headlights barely pierced the cloying darkness of the winding lane down to Doe Park reservoir. Jez Hopkins had left the streetlights of Denholme village behind when he passed the children’s playing field and took a left down the pot-holed track leading down to the reservoir. Through his rear-view mirror, he glanced at the lights behind him, ever conscious of the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as they faded in the distance. This felt off to him. The text message from a withheld number ordering him to drive here had, in the bright lights of his flat, seemed strange but not ominous. He’d assumed it was from Michael Hogg or one of Albion First thugs wanting to check he’d done as they’d asked and submitted the press release.

      Now, though, in the dark, it seemed weird. He was used to getting strange requests to meet in outlandish places. Once, he had to meet a drug dealer on top of Ilkley Moor in the middle of a damn blizzard, and he’d been glad he had. He’d nearly contracted pneumonia, and it had taken him hours to defrost, yet it had been worth it. The scoop he got about failed police drug raids throughout the region and police incompetency had graced the paper’s front pages for nearly a fortnight.

      Then, there was that homeless guy who insisted he meet in his ‘camp’ in the bushes next to the Boating Pavilion café in Lister Park at midnight. That, again, had been worth the discomfort. Turned out the bloke had bought a lottery ticket and won fifty grand on it. He wanted to give it to his wife and children anonymously, so he could continue to live under the radar ... stupid, really, to have come to Jez about that. He had a moral obligation to report, and that’s what he did. The emotional stories resulting from that article had kept going for weeks, and then, when the fella committed suicide in the boating pond a few weeks later, Jez’s initial news articles had got a second, regurgitated, airing.

      The random appearance of a horse bucking its head, inches from his passenger window, followed by the melancholy bray of another animal nearby, gave him the jitters. Clutching the steering wheel tight, he pulled his body forward and peered through the windscreen. The moon had disappeared behind a cloud, specks of rain dotted the glass, and his wiper’s rhythmic scrape all combined to freak him out.

      What if it wasn’t one of Michael Hogg’s crew who had texted? After all, they didn’t need to meet him to find out if he’d submitted their whitewash of their führer’s wife’s bedroom romp. They could wait until the morning edition. His head almost banged off the window as he hit a large pothole and was nearly catapulted from his seat. Shit, this was madness, what was he doing? Maybe they had an exclusive interview for him? ‘Behind the Scenes at Camp Nazi’ or some such. He grinned. That would make a great headline, though he suspected all he was going to get from them was more of the same claptrap about Graeme Weston being a maligned cuckolded innocent, and, of course, who was to blame? The Pakistanis, blacks or gays, of course. Jez didn’t actually hold with all that racist shit, but a story was a story at the end of the day.

      The more he thought about it, the less likely it seemed they’d arrange a meeting in quite such a remote place. Thinking of remoteness made a thought spring into his mind. Could this be something to do with the Tattoo Killer? A fox ran in front of his car, and, instincts on high alert, he braked. The fox paused, its disdainful eyes catching the headlights, as, with a swish of its tail, it sidled under the fence and disappeared into the night. Jez released a long slow breath. He was getting spooked. He knew he was nearing the entrance to the reservoir itself, and thoughts of the Tattoo Killer still uppermost in his mind, he allowed his car to roll to a stop, engine idling as he considered. Shuddering, he glanced around him. He’d worked himself up so much, he half-expected a monster to loom out of the shadows.

      Reaching over, he flicked the switch to lock all his doors, and then, with a strangled laugh at his stupidity, he flexed his fingers and prepared to drive on. What was he thinking? He wasn’t in the Tattoo Killer’s target group; he wasn’t gay, black or Asian. Nah, the Tattoo Killer wasn’t his mysterious caller. He edged forward, eyes searching for the hidden entrance, and then, as he swerved a degree to the right, his headlights caught the outline of a van nestled behind a tree. A figure in baggy clothing was wheeling something down the ramp from the back of the van. It looked like a trolley of some sort. In that instant, all of Jez’s instincts screamed at him to drive past, not to stop, to get the hell away from there as fast as he could.

      Glad his Corsa was small and nippy, he screeched into the entrance, all set to do a U-turn. The gate to the parking area was padlocked shut, so he rammed his steering wheel to the right, narrowly missing the van, as his Corsa screeched forward sending stones flying under his spinning wheels. An abrupt left yank, and he was moving back to the entrance, ready to head back up Foster Park View to Denholme. Thankful he’d not made the mistake of continuing on the road, which he knew was a dead end, Jez put his foot on the brake, and tyres barely touching the road, he all but flew back.

      In his rear mirror, he saw a shadowy figure wheel the trolley back into the van, slam the door, and then run to the driver’s door. Thankful the van had been facing away from the road, Jez was sure he’d gained a few seconds lead as the larger vehicle would surely have more difficulty getting out of that tight spot.

      Breathing heavily, he’d just reached the horse, who seemingly sensing his anxiety cantered beside the car to the end of the field. He could hear the van’s acceleration behind him, and despite its lack of headlights to show its position, he sensed it was gaining on him. Muttering prayers to a God he generally thought little of, he approached the bend near the swing park and the welcome sight of streetlights. Breathing more easily, he risked a glance behind him and saw the van had now switched its headlights on full, making it impossible for him to see the driver or the number plate. He got to the end of the road and turned left, heading towards Thornton, where he knew he’d be on main roads most of the way.
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          03:25 Lister Apartments, Manningham

        

      

    

    
      Punching the steering wheel makes me feel slightly better. I imagine it is Hopkins’ smarmy little arrogant face. How I’d love to see his nose squelch open under my fist, blood flying everywhere … and his teeth? He’d have nothing to smile about when I’d finished with him. Maybe I’d make him eat every one of them. He’s got it coming to him.

      Wonder what spooked him? I knew he’d come. He is always greedy for a story, always wanting to be in the limelight. That had been the easy part. Soon as I’d seen his lights turn the bend at the top, I knew I had him. Wonder if he saw me getting the trolley out. Doubt it. The tree was in the way. That’s why I parked there … so I could get my stuff together, without being seen.

      Don’t know what he was playing at. I had it all planned. The road down to Doe Park has no cameras, and neither does the little lay-by leading to the car park. It was perfect, just perfect, until that idiot Hopkins got all skittish like a new-born foal and made a run for it. I was really looking forward to getting him. It was no more than he deserved. I was looking forward to hearing him scream, and I bet he is a screamer … probably a poof as well. Well, he might imagine he’s gotten away from me. He should think again. I’m not letting a little gay boy like him off the hook.

      Glancing in my side mirror, I see the entrance to the Lister Mills car park. He thought he’d out-manoeuvre me by driving round via Thornton. Thought all the street lights and cameras would protect him, but all that will do is delay the inevitable. I drove back into Bradford via the back roads. Now, all I have to do is wait. It’s not perfect, though I’ll make it work. A bit of determination goes a long way in this world, and I am determined. Jez Hopkins needs to be punished. I’m not letting him get away with all his sordid little accusations. How dare he accuse me of being gay? Tonight, Jez Hopkins will die.
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          03:55 Marriners Drive

        

      

    

    
      Gus missed Bingo. The house always seemed empty without him. However, he knew that when he caught a case, Bingo was better off with his mum. Good for Bingo’s mental health … not so good for his. He glanced over at Ringo, his canary with the Beatles haircut. His cage was covered with a cloth, and Gus, much as he was tempted to, had no intention of waking him up. Just because he was lonely didn’t mean he should upset his pet’s sleep rhythms. His dad had left him a bottle of Talisker, and although it was not his favourite malt whisky, Gus was drawn to it. The sleeping pills hadn’t worked, yesterday’s morning jog hadn’t worked, so maybe the whisky would. With heavy limbs, he pulled himself to his feet and grabbed a glass and some ice from the kitchen, before pouring himself a liberal measure – a bit more than the two fingers he normally allowed himself at night.

      He knew he was fading away. In his desire for sleep, he was exercising too much and not eating enough. No wonder he was in a damn state. Every time he fell asleep, the flashbacks about Alice jolted him awake. Only last night in the office, he’d dozed off for five maybe ten minutes tops, only to wake up screaming – with Compo’s scared face looming over him. He had to get a fucking handle on this. Last thing he needed was to substitute Alice for Greg in his dreams.

      He’d hoped when she came back to work he’d feel better, that the nightmares would stop. If anything, they had intensified. Between those and the panic attacks, he was losing it big time. He knew he had to let go of his guilt regarding Alice, and Greg too.

      He raised his glass to the Bob Marley painting on the chimney breast. ‘Slainte, Greg!’

      Pushing his sleeve up, he studied his tattoo. He’d bloody shown Mo! He’d gone and done it, and now, he was the proud owner of a brand-new tattoo. Idiot thought he was a wuss and wouldn’t go through with it, but he’d shown him. However, it was still raw and needed more Bepanthen. Tempted to scratch it, Gus quickly let his sleeve fall back into place. Last thing he needed was to scratch it and end up with it blotchy. It was a work of art, and he’d no intention of spoiling it. It was his reminder of his friend.

      Pulling a blanket over his lower body, he savoured the last of his whisky, before lying back and resting his head on the pillow he’d brought down from his bedroom. He went over everything they’d have to do today, whilst at the back of his mind, the thought someone else could already be in danger was never far away.
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          04:20 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      ‘I’m telling you. I want to see McGuire, and I want to see him right now!’

      The Desk Sergeant watched as Jez Hopkins postured in front of him, spittles of saliva spraying from his mouth. In all his time as an officer, Hardeep Singh had experienced more than his fair share of awkward customers, and he’d no intention of letting a scumbag like Jez Hopkins intimidate him. ‘If you don’t calm down, sir, you’ll be seeing DI McGuire alright … in a cell.’

      Hopkins ran his hands though his hair, and like a puppet with its strings severed, he seemed to collapse in on himself. All his bluster dissipated, and his body seemed to shrivel. In a small pleading voice, he said, ‘Look, I need to see McGuire. I think the Tattoo Killer came after me.’

      Hardeep studied the man, taking note of his appearance. Hopkins was dishevelled, as if he’d been dragged out of bed, and he looked frightened. He kept darting glances towards the door as if he expected the killer to burst through The Fort’s entrance brandishing a tattoo gun. Sighing, Singh pressed a button to release the inner doors and signalled for the man to come through. It was too early to waken DI Gus McGuire on a whim, so he’d see what the little scrote had to say before contacting his boss. He’d seen how drained Gus was when he’d left only a couple of hours earlier. His blue eyes had been even more haunted than usual as he’d raised a hand in farewell. That was one guy who, no matter how much he tried, couldn’t seem to outrun his demons.

      He led Hopkins through to a side room, clicked on the light and bade him sit down at a cluttered table, before pushing a packet of digestive biscuits towards the journalist. Hopkins, eyes still darting round, took one and, as if he wasn’t really conscious of his actions, began breaking it into small pieces. He inserted each one in his mouth, barely chewing before swallowing. As soon as he’d finished one, he started on another, and all the while, his right leg jogged up and down as if ready to run a marathon, minus the rest of Hopkins’ body.

      Hardeep didn’t bother to ask what Hopkins wanted to drink. He just made coffee –  strong and very, very sweet. If there was one thing he knew, it was when someone was in shock, and Hopkins was definitely in shock.

      He placed the mug in front of the journalist and sat opposite, arms folded, resting on his large stomach, and sipped his own drink. He waited for Hopkins to take a few sips and calm down. Soon, the sugar worked its magic, and his leg slowed to more of a trot than a canter. When he saw a little colour return to the other man’s cheeks, Hardeep spoke. ‘Right, tell me what’s got you all hot and bothered, lad, and we’ll go from there.’

      Jez put his mug down and rubbed the palms of his hands down his thighs. He cast his eyes upwards as if trying to recollect verbatim what had happened. ‘Got a text about half one from a withheld number saying I should drive to Doe Park in Denholme straight away.’ Jez glanced away, and his leg began to bob again.

      Hardeep’s eyes narrowed. Experience told him that by looking away, Jez was deciding how truthful to be with him. ‘Look, lad. If you want our help, it’s best you tell us everything. We can’t help if you hold things back.’

      Jez glanced around, and then, his eyes fixed on an old ‘dob in a dealer’ poster hanging by one pin on the wall. He appeared to study it for a few minutes, and then, with an abrupt nod, he looked at Hardeep. Rubbing his hands down his trousers again, he continued. ‘Okay. I thought it was Michael Hogg posturing on Graeme Weston’s behalf.’

      Hardeep had the pulse of The Fort at his fingertips and knew about Weston being arrested. He also knew Gus had raked Jez Hopkins over the coals earlier about those pictures in the Chronicle. So, why was Hopkins accepting texts from Michael Hogg? ‘Michael Hogg? Firstly, why would he send you a text, and secondly, why would he withhold the number?’

      Dunking a biscuit in his coffee, Hopkins lifted it, and it broke and splashed back into the mug, showering him with coffee. He cursed and picked up another biscuit which he began to crumble between shaking fingers. ‘Yesterday, one of his Albion First thugs turned up at my door unannounced. He gave me a press release and –’ His eyes flicked away. ‘He threatened me. Not implicitly, you understand, but I got the message: get it in the paper … or else.’

      Hardeep reached over and moved the packet of biscuits out of Hopkins’ reach. ‘So, did you submit it?’

      With a shrug, Jez lifted his chin as if to say, ‘So what if I did?’ and then nodded. ‘’Course I did. Checked it for typos then submitted it.’ He splayed his hands. ‘The public’s got a right to hear Weston’s side of the story, you know. Besides which, I prefer to keep my bones intact.’

      Hardeep snorted. He knew exactly the sort of spin Michael Hogg would put on it, and it would all be to beef up the Weston campaign with scant regard for the truth. He was sorry for Weston’s missus. Hopkins was hunched over the desk, looking sorry for himself. Hardeep had little sympathy for the journalist. The amount of misery his irresponsible articles had caused the victims of the Tattoo Killer, not to mention his unfair representation of the police. Well, he deserved some payback.

      Keeping his expression neutral, Hardeep said, ‘So, you’re scared of Michael Hogg and think the text came from him?’

      Regaining a modicum of his earlier arrogance, Hopkins snorted. ‘Get lost! ‘Course not. I wasn’t scared. Been to all sorts of drug dens and whorehouses and all sorts. I thought maybe they had some sort of exclusive for me … maybe more images of Christine Weston or something?’

      Not bothering to hide either his disbelief or his distaste, Hardeep said, ‘So you went to the arse end of nowhere, in the middle of the night, in the hope of gaining some saucy images to grace your newspaper’s front pages?’

      ‘Well, not exactly. I went to see what they had to say, that’s true.’

      Hardeep stood up. ‘Look, you’re beginning to piss me off. You came in here all of a dither, saying the Tattoo Killer was after you, and now, you’re waffling on about Albion First, I think you’re pulling my strings, trying to get me to get DI McGuire over here so you can get an exclusive. Well, it’s not gonna work, lad.’

      ‘No, no, let me finish!’ Hopkins pushed his mug away from him. His leg bouncing had accelerated.

      With misgivings, Hardeep glared at him. He was in half a mind to toss him onto the street, but there was something in the journalist’s eyes that stopped him. He thought it looked very much like real fear. Rolling his eyes, the Sergeant sat back down, glanced at his watch and said, ‘Five minutes, and if you’ve not convinced me, then you’re out.’

      Not needing to be told twice, Hopkins told the officer what he’d seen in Denholme. By the time he’d reached the part where he headed towards Thornton, whilst the van seemed to head towards the country roads around Wilsden, Hardeep was interested. Very interested. It sounded as if Jez was right. It could have been the Tattoo Killer, although why, for goodness’ sake, would he target Hopkins? From all accounts, he was a bit of a Jack-the-Lad with the ladies, but Hardeep hadn’t heard rumours of anything ‘strange.’ Besides which, he was most definitely Caucasian. It didn’t make sense.

      Hopkins wasn’t finished, though.

      ‘I made sure I kept to the main roads and drove along Thornton Road, up to Duckworth Lane and along Lilycroft Road to here. I pulled into my car park at Lister Mills and parked up. Frank, the security guard, was having a cig, so I joined him for a quick fag, and then, he went to do his rounds, and I walked over to exit the premises. I was just crossing from the parking bays to the front of the complex, behind the safety barrier, when a van screeched up, heading straight for me. I jumped onto the kerb. It braked, then did a skidding reverse back towards me. It was the same van … I’m sure of it. The bastard must have doubled back and waited for me to get home. It was the Tattoo Killer. It must’ve been. Anyway, I dived across the road and ran into here to tell you.’

      ‘Don’t suppose you got a good look at the bloke?’

      Hopkins shook his head. ‘Too dark.’

      Hardeep picked up the phone and ordered two officers to check out the Lister apartment buildings. He knew the security guard, Frank – he’d once been a copper – so, Hardeep put in a phone call to him too. He suspected, though, that whoever had put the fear of God into Jez Hopkins would be long gone by now. It was all very intriguing, and one he’d have to pass further up the chain of command.

      ‘Look, Jez, I’ll get officers to check it out, and they can escort you back to your flat.’

      Seeing that Hopkins was shaking his head furiously, Hardeep added, ‘Or I can offer you a bed in the cells for what’s left of the night.’

      When Hopkins practically bit his hand off to accept, Singh knew he should call Gus. Yet, he was reluctant to overstep the mark. The lad was clearly petrified, if he was prepared to put up with a night in the cells rather than be escorted back to his luxury apartment. Instead, he phoned up to Compo, who he knew would still be fiddling about on his PC. Let someone else make the decision to call in the boss.
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      I parked a couple of miles away. I know there’s been police activity nearby, so I walked over the fields. I know them like the back of my hand by now, and tonight, I feel the need, despite the rain, to expend some energy. I was so angry … still am. To be outdone by a half-wit … makes my blood boil. Tara seems reluctant to come to me at first, so I grab her mane and pull her close. She whinnies and tosses her head. I smile as my fingers tighten, and she complies.

      ‘Do you believe it, Tara? Twice in the one night he got away from me.’

      I’m shaking so much, it’s difficult to hold my hand still to offer Tara her treat. Poor thing looks puzzled. I release my hold on her and run my fingers through her mane. Her calmness engulfs me … takes the edge off my rage. Tara always makes me feel better. I can always count on her. The anger begins to drain a little. I’m still angry. I can’t quite believe stupid Jez Hopkins escaped me. I’d used a burner phone and expected he’d be too eager for a scoop to suspect anything. I wonder what spooked him. Right up until the last minute, he looked as if he was on board. Then, out of nowhere, he did that spinny turn, and I had to throw the trolley back in the van and take off after him.

      Probably shouldn’t have tried to get him at home. That was a mistake! Too close to the police station. ‘I nearly got him, though, Tara. Pity he was so quick on his feet. I was livid, though. Really fuming, and truth be told, Tara, it affected my judgement a tad. Which leads to the big question: what should I do now?

      ‘I should lie low for a while, really. Looks like Jez Hopkins has gotten a bit of a reprieve … for now, anyway. I haven’t crossed him off my list. However, for now, he is too hot.’

      What went wrong? In spite of my anger, I smile as Tara’s breath warms my neck. It is simple, really. I’d veered from my plan. Instead of continuing the way I had been, I’d deviated, and it was all that dreadful journalist’s fault. Well, his and Gus McGuire’s. If Hopkins hadn’t published that despicable article, and if McGuire hadn’t said those things at the press conference, I’d have continued purifying Bradford, one by one. The police haven’t a clue. Not surprising, bearing in mind the one in charge is a half-breed. Not a hope of him cottoning on anytime soon … not with his inferior intellect. Nonetheless, he needs to be taught a lesson … and he won’t even see it coming

      So, the solution is easy. I’ll move on to the next on my list and leave Jez Hopkins until the end. I’ve already studied this one for a while, and the reason I haven’t acted before is they don’t fully meet my criteria … no deviance that I can find … really family-orientated … and that will be his downfall. He’ll soon learn not to underestimate me. However, things have changed now. This target will be my coup de maître. This will really throw the cat among the pigeons. It will expose the flaws in their stupid profile; and, what’s more, it’ll be so, so easy.

      I want to dance, I’m so excited. This is going to be brilliant. They’ll never expect it, not in a million years. This one is an inspired choice. A bit more exotic than my usual targets, definitely different. Enough to keep the stupid police on their toes. It would launch at them like a bolt from the blue, and Detective Inspector Gus McGuire won’t know what has hit him.

      I stroke Tara’s nose one last time and whisper, ‘I won’t be seeing you for a while. It’s not safe for me here now. Too much interest in this place. I’ll need to move somewhere else, and I’ve got just the place in mind. After all, it’s just lying empty.’
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      Despite his lack of sleep, Gus was electrified. The attack on Jez Hopkins had given the investigation more impetus, a new direction. The big question was why. If it was the Tattoo Killer, had he changed his MO? Hopkins’ description of the trolley he’d seen being taken from the van was similar to the sort of trolley Hissing Sid had matched the dog shit track to. The van itself matched the type of vehicle they were hunting. CCTV footage from Lister Mills Apartments had captured a snap of the vehicle, which again confirmed what they already knew. However, by tracking back ANPR records combined with CCTV, it seems the killer had swapped number plates again, and Compo was working on tracking similar vans entering Denholme the previous night.

      Hopkins’ statement regarding the route taken by the van indicated they’d be lucky to capture its image on the country roads, but maybe some of the bigger intersections, like The Ling Bob pub roundabout or Haworth Road might throw something up. The one thing in their favour was that traffic in those parts at that time of the night would be minimal.

      He was expecting Professor Carlton to show up at any minute. The Professor had gone home late the previous evening, saying he needed to think about some things. When Gus had phoned to update him on Hopkins’ suspected run-in with the Tattoo Killer, he’d screeched down the phone, and then, after a garbled few sentences, from which Gus understood he was on his way to The Fort, he’d hung up.

      Sampson had been engrossed in something for the past hour. He’d been on the phone, and then back on his computer, and then on the phone again. Gus could tell by his face he was getting somewhere, so he left him to get on with it. He only hoped whatever it was would bear fruit. Alice was taking Hopkins’ statement, despite his protests at having been asleep. Gus grinned, imagining the short shrift he’d have received from Alice, and continued to study the forensics reports that had come back from the labs. It appeared the horsehair found on Lewis Gore’s clothes wasn’t a match to either Michael Hogg or Graeme Weston’s horses, which was disappointing. However, it was a match to the horse Alice had petted in the fields near the disused farmhouse opposite the Bay of Biscay. Brilliant!

      He was just about to get Compo to pull anything they had on who owned both the field and the horse, when he read down and frowned. Apparently, a fragment of fabric taken from Lewis Gore’s clothes had been matched to one found amongst the hair sample from Michael Hogg’s horse.

      Gus punched the air. ‘Looks like we’ve established a link between Michael Hogg’s horse and Lewis Gore. Taffy, find out everyone who has access to that horse, please, ASAP, and get uniforms to bring Hogg in for questioning. Do it now!’

      Taffy scurried away, and Gus turned to Sampson, who was beaming like a Cheshire cat. ‘Take it you’ve got something, Sampson?’

      ‘Sure have. I’ve been going over and over the victims’ histories, looking for possible intersections. You know, places where they could all have met?’

      Gus rolled his eyes. ‘Eh, yeah?’

      Sampson flushed. ‘Oh, yeah, em, sorry, Gus.’

      ‘Just get on with it, Sampson. What have you got?’

      Sampson grinned like a tame hyena. ‘Well, I went over the histories we took from each of the victims’ families and watched out for keywords like gyms and pubs and restaurant names. I got nothing.’

      Wishing he’d get a move on, Gus responded in a sharp tone, ‘Sampson! Cut to the chase.’

      Swallowing, Sampson looked at his screen. ‘Bottom line is, each victim, including Lewis Gore, and excepting Razaul Ul Haq, who we already think was an anomaly, had building work done, or was in the process of having building work done in the past eight months.’

      Gus peered over Sampson’s shoulder. ‘Tell me they all employed the same builders or architect.’

      Sampson shook his head. ‘No. I phoned them all, and they all went with different builders, and none of them shared the same architect. However,’ he paused, his face bright red with excitement, ‘a throwaway comment by Asim Farooq’s wife got me thinking, and when I checked with the others, it all added up.’

      Gus was ready to strangle Sampson for going around the houses with this information, but he could tell the lad had worked hard and had really come up with something. So, with extreme difficulty, he kept quiet.

      ‘Mrs Farooq mentioned how they’d got a quote from Weston’s Builders in Bingley that was nearly triple the other quotes, so they didn’t go with it. It got overlooked at the start when we only had one victim. Now, with everything that’s been going on, I thought it was a bit too coincidental. Anyway, I phoned the other families, and they all told the same story. They’d all got quotes from Weston’s, and when the quotes came back, they were all exorbitant. It’s a link, isn’t it?’

      Gus strode over to the whiteboards and wrote ‘Weston’s Builders’ in block capitals and drew a line from there to each of the victims. He stood back and studied it. The link was there, sure enough, however there was one massive problem. Graeme Weston had been in police custody when Jez Hopkins was attacked and had an alibi for each of the murders. Unless, of course, Hopkins was a red herring. He scowled. He’d never been convinced Weston was their man; now though, with the building quotes and the horses, there was definitely something going on there.

      He turned to Compo. ‘We need to find out how our killer got Propofol. See if you can link it to Weston. Sampson, re-check every vehicle owned by the Westons and by his business. We need to tighten this up. All employees, contractors, sub-contractors, builders, tradesman … anyone who could have had access to those records.’

      Before he had a chance to expand on his theories, the door crashed open, and Alice rushed in. Gus turned to beckon her over, but stopped when he saw her expression. In two strides, he was by her side leading her to a chair. ‘What’s up Alice? Are you ill?’

      She shrugged him off and gripped his arm with a shaking hand, and then, her gaze found his. ‘It’s your mum, Gus … the bastard’s got your mum! Took her from right outside your parents’ house.’

      For what seemed like an eternity, there was silence in the room. Gus studied Alice, trying to process what she’d just said. He’d heard her. Of course, he had. His eyes searched her pale face, hoping against hope he’d mistaken her meaning. Then, he turned and stumbled away, pushing through the door and running down the corridor. Her words ringing in his ears, he burst through the toilet door, narrowly reaching the sink before he vomited. His stomach muscles protested, as lack of food meant all that came up was a stale coffee followed by a dribble of bile.

      Raising his eyes to the mirror, he saw beads of sweat dotting his forehead. The acrid stench nipped his nostrils, so he turned on the tap, and washed it away.

      He scooped some of the cool liquid into his hands and splashed his face, and again and again. The water didn’t make any difference. In the distance, he could hear his name being called, then a frantic knocking on the outer door, as Alice demanded he speak to her.

      Moments later, the door clattered open, and she was there beside him, wrapping her arms around his skinny frame and gripping tightly. It was only then he realised he was trembling, breath catching in his throat making him unable to speak.

      She said over and over, ‘It’ll be okay, Gus, it’ll be okay.’

      Extricating himself from her grip, feeling as if he was watching from a distance, he replied, his tone dull, ‘You don’t know that, Al. You just don’t know that.’

      He took a deep breath to steady himself. His eyes stung. All he could think about was his gorgeous little mum. The feisty little woman. He hoped she was feisty enough for this. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t had enough hardship in her life. He remembered the last time he’d seen her. She’d been telling him and Mo off, as if they were still a pair of naughty school kids. He remembered Compo chomping through her overdone cookies, and in that instant, he made a promise to himself if he got his mum back, he would never ever disparage her lack of culinary finesse again. He’d give anything right now to be eating one of her burnt offerings.

      He opened the door and turned to Alice. ‘Update Nancy. She can lead from here. I need to go to my dad. He’ll be in pieces.’
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      Gus hadn’t gone straight to find his father, as he had told Alice he would. He knew Graeme Weston couldn’t be the Tattoo Killer, and he was unsure who it was. Nonetheless, the one thing he did know was there had been a match to the horsehair in the fields opposite the Bay of Biscay, and that’s where he was heading. He knew his dad would rather he was searching for his mother than comforting him at home. Besides which, Katie was better at that sort of stuff than him. She’d look after Dad. At the thought of his big cumbersome dad’s grief at having his wife abducted, Gus’ eyes welled up. Honking on the horn, he shoved the thought to the back of his mind and accelerated.

      When he got to the fields, he realised he had no coat, and he didn’t care. He jumped out of the pool car and began to run over the fields. In the distance, he could see the big horse Alice had petted with its two mates in the little sheltered copse. Scanning the rest of the perimeter, he couldn’t see any other living creature. He did a quick survey of the farmhouse, and as he’d expected, it was empty. With barely a glance at the horse who had shied away as he approached, Gus continued to run to the gate at the back of the field. As he reached it, two police cars, sirens blazing, pulled up, and Alice stumbled from one.

      Storming over to him, she said, ‘Did you think we couldn’t work out he might bring her here, Gus? We saw you’d written it on the board and actioned officers to come here. Look, Nancy and I have got this. You need to go to your dad. He needs you. We’ll leave a couple of officers here, just in case. I think it’s unlikely now. Compo’s on it.’

      She placed her hand on his forearm and pulled him around so he was facing the bottom of the field. Giving him a gentle push, she said, ‘Go. Go to your dad, and if you can’t help yourself, give Sid, who is working the crime site at your parent’s house, grief to find something, yeah?’

      Realising how cold he was, and that the light drizzle had begun to soak though his jumper, he shivered. Alice was right. There was nothing he could do here. Maybe Sid would find something from the abduction site. Besides, it wouldn’t hurt to see it for himself. ‘Okay, Al. Okay, I’m off.’
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      Unconscious, she appears smaller than she did when she was bustling around that farmyard with those yelping dogs and that big bumbling husband of hers. She was so full of herself. Proud she’d snared such an intelligent husband. Not so damn intelligent, if you ask me. If he is half as bright as he thinks he is, he’d have stuck to his own kind instead of diluting his genes with a half-caste … breeding impurity into the world. Bad enough that she’s given him half-breed children, one of them is a dirty dyke as well. Scum of the earth, that’s what she is, despite her big house and her airs and graces.

      I send a kick onto her stomach. I’m not looking forward to this bit, not like with the others. There is something a bit off about tattooing a woman … needs must. Those are the rules, and no half-caste nigger is going to stop me. The only problem is, I can’t do it right now. My new site isn’t quite as remote as the other, so I’d better wait until later when there will be no-one in earshot. Maybe about half ten or so, just to be sure. Mind you, I could get the preparations underway right now.

      Getting to work, I take out my flick knife and begin to cut her clothes off her body. This part I always find quite distasteful, although it has to be done. Her walking boots take a bit of pulling, but I manage in the end. She’d been out with those horrible dogs when I’d gotten to her. Our Corrine McGuire is a woman of habit, it seems. Every morning, at around 6:30, she’d set off with her two dogs, and often, she’d have that other dog with her too. It was easy for me to time it. I knew her husband would be in the kitchen at the back of the house. He’s always there in the morning.

      When I saw her climb the stile at the end of the field, I drove into their drive. The car I’d stolen was a C-Max with those slidey side doors. Stupid cow made it easy, coming right up to me, smiling. I just stuck the needle in and let her fall to the ground before jumping out and dragging her into the backseat. She was still unconscious when I got her back here. Took no time to drag her onto the trolley and cable-tie her in place. Stupid, trusting fool. No sense of self-preservation whatsoever.

      Just because I can, I kick her again. She doesn’t react, and her head lolls to one side with the momentum. I prise her eyelid open and her eyeball rolls back. Her chest rises and falls, so I knew she’s alive. I don’t want to make the same mistake I made with the other nigger. I’ll be much more careful this time. Hmm, I don’t want to stay here keeping guard, on the other hand, I don’t want her coming-to and screaming her head off either … just in case. I look around and find just what I need. Yanking her head back with her hair, and using my elbow to steady it, I insert an oily rag in her mouth. If she wakes up, she’ll not be able to make a noise, and into the bargain, the taste of that would be horrid. Win-win situation then. I move behind her and tip the trolley back at an angle and wheel her to the darkest corner of the garage. I’m not taking any chances this time. I still need to think about where I’m going to dump her body. Aah, I’ll do that over a nice cup of tea.

      I slap her face … just to double-check. No response.

      ‘Bye-bye for now. I’ll see you soon, and then, we can have lots of fun.’
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      By the time Gus arrived at his parents’ house, the SOCO team, led by Hissing Sid, was already there. The drive was large with enough space for at least four vehicles and still with room to sweep around, rather than do a three-point turn. Both of his parent’s cars were most likely in the garage, and most of the drive was taken up by SOCO vans and a large perimeter sealed off with crime scene tape. His sister Katie’s Range Rover was half on the grass verge outside the drive, as if it had been abandoned rather than parked. Gus wedged his car just behind it and got out. He knew Compo and the team were going through every builder, sub-contractor and employee Weston had on his books. Anybody who may have had access to their files. He wished Sebastian Carlton would get back to him with an updated profile. There were two anomalies to consider now. First, the attempted abduction of Jez Hopkins, and now his mum.

      For once, Sid, his face serious, only nodded as Gus walked around the perimeter to enter the house, shouting, over his shoulder, ‘I’ll be out in a minute, Sid. Fucking find me something … anything to go on.’

      The house seemed airless, as if all the joy had been sucked out of it, and Gus realised it was the absence of his mother that lay heavy in the air. Even the dogs hadn’t respond to his entrance … a sure indication things were not okay in the McGuire house.

      Taking a deep breath, Gus moved to the kitchen where he could hear his father’s low rumble and the lighter tone of his sister talking. He pushed the door open and stood in the doorway. The faint smell of singed toast hung in the air, making his eyes well up. Shit, he’d give anything to have his mum come bouncing over, pulling him down for a kiss on his cheek. His dad sat at the end of the table, a mug of coffee untouched before him. Both of his dogs lay, ears back, at his feet, large eyes staring dolefully up at his father. Bingo was on his dad’s knee, and as if sensing the older man’s pain, he merely glanced at his owner before turning back and continuing his silent vigil.

      Fergus McGuire’s bulbous nose was redder than usual, and a pile of tissues scattered over the table told Gus he’d been weeping. His heart contracted as anger flooded him. How dare this bastard do this? His hands clenched into tight fists, his nails digging deep into his palms as he imagined what he’d do to the fucker when he caught him. He’d never seen his dad look so bereft, so broken, and he felt helpless … useless. What could he do?

      The only thing he could do was find his mum and bring her back home. Once again, the killer had switched up the MO, and Gus knew this was now personal. A phone call from Sampson on the way over told him his parents had indeed gotten a quote from Weston Builders and had also rejected it for being too expensive. It had been for a utility room adjoining the kitchen and had been completed the previous year. It was clear that, even if Weston himself couldn’t be involved in his mother’s abduction, it was linked in some way to his business.

      Sampson had also shared one other interesting piece of information about the profile, and as soon as he’d finished with his father, he intended to follow that up.

      His father’s bloodshot eyes, full of desperation, beseeched him, and Gus moved to his side, nodding briefly at his sister whose face betrayed her anguish. When he was sitting, his dad grasped his hand and held on as if it was the only thing anchoring him to real life. Maybe it was. His eyes, a darker blue than Gus and Corrine’s, pierced right through Gus, and a small smile flicked his lips for a mere second. His accent was more pronounced with fear. ‘Yer eyes are the exact same colour as yer mother’s, Angus. That same piercing blue that sees everything. She’s a wise woman, your mum … and a brave one, and yer her son. I know ye’ll bring her hame tae me.’

      Gus’ heart clattered in his chest. He was sure the old man’s faith was misplaced, and the very thought of what could be happening to his mum right now was clouding his brain.

      His dad continued to speak, his voice low and firm, ‘Ye’ve got tae find her, Angus. You ken you do. We cannae let those things happen to her … no’ to yer mum.’ He shook his head, and his gaze slid away, clearly trying to gain control. ‘She’s had too many bad things happen to her, and I swore when we married thirty odd years ago she’d never suffer again. Do you hear me, Angus? She’s no’ tae suffer.’

      Gus swallowed hard and nodded. He could tell by the starkness in his father’s eyes he was remembering the post-mortems he’d done on the Tattoo Killer’s other victims. He tightened his grip on his dad’s hand and pulled it slightly until his dad met his eyes. ‘I’ll find her dad. I’ll bring her home. We’re all working on this.’

      He waited until his dad nodded and then turned to Katie. Her face was streaked with mascara, and despite her tremulous lip, she smiled at him. He reached over with his other hand and squeezed her arm. ‘Make some fresh coffee and toast, sis. Dad and I need to go through what happened this morning, and we both need sustenance.’

      As she busied herself in the kitchen, Gus, finding the domestic noises reassuring, asked his dad to tell him what had happened.

      His dad’s big hand stroked Bingo’s head and two pairs of eyes; one brown and one piercing blue never left Fergus’ face as he spoke. ‘She went off with the dogs, like she always does at six o’ clock or so. She was so happy. She loves that time of the morning when it’s quiet. At around six forty-five, I heard them barking, so I knew she was nearly home. I popped the kettle on and set up the cafetiere. The thought she was taking a bit of a while to come in did cross my mind, but I assumed that this one,’ he moved his hand to Bingo’s head and pulled his ears, ‘had rolled in something again and needed hosing off.’

      He gulped. ‘I should’ve bloody known. I should have gone oot tae see what she was up to. Next thing I know, I can hear Bingo outside there on the patio, barking and whining and scraping at the glass. I knew something was up straight away, so I opened the door, and he set off ‘round the front, so I followed.’ He glanced down at his old dogs and prodded them affectionately with his slippered toe. ‘These two lumbering oafs were standing like a pair of confused schoolboys, and yer mum was nowhere to be seen. Down the drive, I saw a car, metallic red, I think, turn as if heading up to Cottingley.’ His cleared his throat. ‘That’s when I saw the note, ‘I’ve got her. Serves you right!’’

      Gus was surprised. The Tattoo Killer had never left a note before. Another change in MO. What the hell was going on? And his dad said he saw a car not a van. He supposed his dad could’ve been mistaken, but that was a long shot. There wasn’t much traffic on that road so early in the morning.

      He lifted a heavily buttered slice of toast that had appeared at his elbow and bit it. It tasted like cardboard in his mouth, still he knew he needed to eat, and that was about all he could manage. He was pleased to see his dad also take a slice. He slurped his coffee, nearly scalding his mouth in the process and, grabbing another slice of toast, stood up. ‘Right, I’m off. I’ll keep in touch.’

      His dad stood and, knocking a protesting Bingo from his knee, said, ‘Okay, I’m ready.’

      Gus glanced at Katie who’d just walked back into the kitchen carrying a pile of clothes and hoped his face didn’t betray the horror that was on her face. ‘Eh, Dad, you can’t come with me. I’ve got to do this on my own.’

      Fergus’ face took on a steely look. ‘Och, nae chance, laddie. That’s ma wife we’re looking for. I’m coming wi’ ye.’

      Gus dragged his fingers through his dreads and sighed. He knew exactly what his dad was like. There was no stopping him once he’d made up his mind. ‘Okay, but you do what I tell you, and you don’t interfere.’

      His father, nodding his head, was already heading over to slip his shoes on. Gus exhaled and said to Katie, ‘Why don’t I believe him?’

      Kate smiled, and handed the clothes to him. ‘You’re soaked, Gus. You need to change. I found these in your old room. Put them on.’ As Gus replaced his sodden clothes with dry ones, she continued in a quiet voice, ‘He needs to do something, Gus. I just wish I could join you too.’

      Gus, knowing how hard it was to do nothing bar wait, hugged her. ‘You’ll be fine, Katie. Get Gabriella to come over. You shouldn’t be alone.’ This was the first time he’d been close to his sister since her betrayal the previous year. And at the moment, none of that seemed important. All that mattered was getting his mum back. He raised his voice and shouted to his dad, ‘I’ll meet you out front. I need to talk to Sid.’

      Outside, Gus struggled into a coverall and took a minute to phone Compo to tell him to see if he could trace the metallic red car. He’d take his dad into The Fort in a bit and get him to look through images of vehicles; hopefully, that would keep his mind occupied. He joined Sid, who was bent over something in the drive. ‘Anything useful, Sid?’

      Sid placed a gloved hand on Gus’ sleeve and squeezed. ‘A bit, not too much. Looks like he changed the vehicle.’ He pointed to a flattened dollop of muck. ‘This is a tyre tread, not big enough for a van. I’ll be able to match it later. The note’s been bagged, though I suspect our guy’s too bloody smart to have left anything on that. Nonetheless, we’ll go through it. One interesting thing is this. I found a small clump of horse shit just here.’ He pointed to an area a few feet from the tyre track. ‘Thought it was notable, what with the horsehair we found on Lewis Gore’s clothes. Looks like it fell off someone’s shoes. There’s a tread mark there too. Mind you, it could’ve come from your mum’s footwear. Do we know if she could have picked up horse poo on her walk?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Not likely, she went through the woods usually … on the other hand, it’s not impossible.’ He glanced around. ‘My gut tells me it’s from our boy. Any chance you can send a tech up to the fields at the Bay of Biscay and see if you can match the print?’ He stuffed his hands in his pockets, looking embarrassed. ‘Mind you, I went up there this morning, and I know we sent some uniforms too. Fuck, I hope I’ve not obliterated anything useable.’

      ‘Look, Gus, I heard you’d just got a match on the horsehair with the horse up there, and that you checked out the site but it was clear. Between you and me, I’d have gone straight there, too, if that sick fucker had taken my mum. It was worth a shot, and you did right.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            88

          

          09:35 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      ‘You can’t be here, Gus. And you certainly can’t, Fergus,’ said DCI Chalmers, walking over in her stocking soles and encompassing first his dad and then Gus in a maternal hug. Despite one toe sticking through her tights, her blouse being creased, and her skirt looking like it had swivelled round her waist and was now on back to front, her eyes held a steely look, which immediately reassured Gus.

      When she released him, he shook his head. ‘You know I’m not going anywhere ‘til my mum’s been found, Nance, so you might as well stop wasting time. As for the ‘Big Yin,’ well, you’re welcome to try. We both know you’ll fail though.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I’ll get him looking at vehicle colours and models. Keep him busy.’

      For a second, he thought Nancy was going to object, then she gave a curt nod. ‘The more of us on this, the better. Let me catch you up with where we are here.’

      Glancing around the room, Gus saw Compo was busy on his PC, and Sebastian Carlton was working on a tablet in the far corner of the room. Presumably, everyone else was out doing follow-ups. Being in The Fort made him feel claustrophobic. He wanted to be out knocking down doors and searching properties; however, he knew that until they had something concrete, it was a waste of time. He needed to focus. There were answers here. His team was good, and he had faith in their abilities. They’d never let him down before, and he hoped they wouldn’t this time. Not when the stakes were so high.

      With determination, he brushed that thought aside and set his dad up with his task before moving over to Nancy who was sitting in his chair. He leaned his bum on the edge of his desk, folded his arms over chest and said, ‘Right, what have we got?’

      She snorted. ‘Hmm, seems Propofol isn’t very well monitored. Vets use it for operating on horses, and because it’s not a controlled drug, it’s not as well monitored as it should be. Other access points could be nurses, anaesthetists and doctors performing surgery. It’s also becoming quite popular as a recreational drug. Compo’s checking that out. I told him to follow the vet thing first because of the whole horses’ link.’

      Resting one leg over her knee, she pulled at her holey tights. ‘Sampson and Taffy, with a whole load of uniforms, are trying to locate Michael Hogg. With Graeme Weston in custody, he looks like our next best bet, and he has access to the horses. His wife seems to have disappeared too. They may be together, but they’re not at their home address, or Weston’s business address. Hogg took this week off work at short notice, and apparently, Albion First are arranging a rally in support of Graeme Weston in City Park later on today.’

      Gus slammed his fist into the table. ‘Where the hell is he? Have they checked the party headquarters?’

      Nancy nodded. ‘We’re on this, Gus. Alice is downstairs interviewing Graeme Weston, yet again, to see if he can give us any hints to Hogg’s whereabouts. Compo’s trying to track down any properties owned by the Westons, the Hoggs or Albion First. Uniforms have been despatched to each of the known Albion First Generals. We’ll find him, ok?’

      Gus had no doubt they’d find him, he just wasn’t sure they’d find him in time. He glanced up as Sebastian Carlton approached. ‘What you got, Prof? Why’s he changed his MO?’

      Carlton, glasses skew-whiff on his nose, said, ‘The killer is unravelling, Gus. Unfortunately, he’s nearing his endgame. The attempted abduction of Jez Hopkins last night was atypical. He doesn’t want to target white people. That was personal. I think it was a reaction, possibly to Hopkins’ article about Graeme Weston’s wife. Abducting your mum today was more in keeping with his previous targets. Although the change of sex worries me.’ He twiddled his glasses between his finger and thumb, frowning. ‘I feel I’m missing something … this is not an exact science, Gus.’

      Ramming his glasses back on his nose, he continued. ‘He watched your mother, knew her habits and chose an appropriate time, albeit not at night, when he normally strikes. Why choose a woman?’ He shook his head. ‘Hopkins had clearly not been stalked, hence the text to entice him out to neutral territory. I think with your mum he either brought her abduction forward … or he has another reason. The note intrigues me, though. That makes it personal.’ He turned and looked straight at Gus. ‘I think he took your mum to get at you. Maybe because of the press conference. Maybe because you’re getting close.’

      Gus had an almost overwhelming urge to punch the Professor. The things that were leaked to the press – if they had endangered his mother, he’d never forgive himself … and he’d bloody well find out who’d leaked it.

      The Professor was still talking. ‘Yeah, the note was a bold yet silly move. It was a taunt pure and simple, and it was aimed at you, Gus. I would suspect it’s related to Weston’s arrest, and the perceived slight regarding our killer’s sexual orientation that was leaked. Compo told me your parents consulted Weston Builders for a building quote, so your mother was clearly in the killer’s sights before now … the note and the change in MO makes it personal. I’ve asked Alice to obtain permission from Weston to access his business records. I suspect he’ll refuse, so when Compo told me the business was in joint names, I contacted Mrs Weston and got permission from her. Maybe we could send some people over there to go over his records for the past year. At least we’d know who else may be on the killer’s target list.’

      He peered at Gus over the top of his glasses. ‘There is something else that bothers me, but I need to see the note first.’
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      It had taken Alice every ounce of willpower she possessed to smile at Graeme Weston, but smile she did. She needed something from him, and she’d play by whatever rules it took to get the information. Time was running out for Gus’ mum, and they needed results fast.

      ‘So, Mr Weston. We’re looking for your campaign manager, Mr Michael Hogg. Have you any idea where he may be?’

      Despite the fact that Weston had agreed to being interviewed without his solicitor, it appeared he wasn’t going to give anything away lightly. He smiled when he answered, ‘No comment.’

      Alice hated his smug expression. She would give anything to shake a proper response from him, but she knew she needed to play the game. She inclined her head. ‘You do know I’m not recording this, don’t you? It’s just between the two of us, and if you help us now, I’m sure DI McGuire will be happy to drop the assault charges.’ She giggled in what she hoped was an endearing fashion. ‘After all, I don’t want my MP to have a criminal record now, do I?’

      Weston raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re in Bradford Central constituency, are you?’

      Alice, in a lifelong habit learned in childhood, crossed her fingers under the table and nodded. ‘Yes, Little Germany. The flats above Shimla Sizzler.’

      ‘Decided how you’re voting, have you?’

      Alice pretended to look coy and lowered her voice. ‘It’s a no-brainer, isn’t it? The Tories can’t do jack. The Labour Party’s in chaos, and there’s no Lib Dems I’d trust with my fart. I can’t say too much in here,’ she waved her hand in the air to indicate the wider police station, ‘but, between you and me, I’m getting sick of it. Every single problem in this city is caused by them lot.’ Hoping he’d misinterpret her flushed face for indignation, Alice swallowed down her disgust at what she was saying. ‘As blacks go, McGuire isn’t too bad, but some of the ones we come across shouldn’t be allowed here. Half of them don’t speak English even.’

      Weston studied her face and then leaned across the table. ‘What is it you need from me, Sergeant?’

      Alice swallowed her grin, and instead, picked up her folder, as if she’d been given a list. ‘What we need is to know where Michael Hogg is.’

      Weston shrugged. ‘If he’s not at the party offices or at home or at his work, then I’m as in the dark as you. Mind you, he may well be ‘visiting,’ shall we say, the wife of a colleague. Michael is prone to sowing his oats in his own stable, so to speak. I have had words with him in the past about that.’

      ‘You think he may be with the wife of one of your party members? Any idea which one?’

      ‘No idea. Michael flits between them like the proverbial butterfly. Ask his wife; she generally knows who he’s screwing, even if their husbands are too stupid to suss it out.’

      ‘That’s the thing, Marcia Hogg is also unobtainable.’

      ‘Really? She should be at work. Isn’t she at home either?’

      Alice shook her head. ‘Just one last thing, and then, we’re done. You’ve been very co-operative. Did Michael have access to your business records?’

      ‘I don’t know where you’re going with this. Of course, he did. His wife’s my PA, for goodness sake, and Michael is a silent partner.’

      This was news to Alice, and it made her heart speed up. If Michael Hogg was a silent partner, then he became an even more likely suspect. She smiled her most cloying smile. ‘I don’t suppose we could have access to your business records?’

      Weston nodded his head, a huge smile spread across his face, and he extended his hands and did a slow hand clap. ‘I wondered when you’d eventually get to what you really wanted. Well done trying to butter me up, but I’m not so green as cabbage looking, if you get my drift.’ And he winked at her, before standing up. ‘Interview terminated at …’ he glanced at the clock and mimicked her voice, ‘1001 precisely.’
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      Can’t believe the bitch is still unconscious. I thought she’d be awake by now. Alas, no. I don’t want to, but I stretch out my gloved hand and touch her skin. It is freezing, yet I can feel the gentle rise and fall of her chest. At least she’s breathing. Bet it’s because she’s smaller that the sedative’s taking longer to wear off. Well, she’d better come ‘round soon, or I’m going to have to leave her and come back later. The rally’s starting at twelve.

      I suppose I could just do the tattoo now, whilst she’s unconscious. No, that’s the bit I enjoy most, hearing them scream and feeling them strain against the ties. What the idiots don’t get is that the more they struggle, the more it hurts. Mind you, with the size of their brains, I’m not surprised they can’t work it out.

      I suppose I could shave her now. Most of the others were already shaved down there. Some religious thing or other, I’ve heard. Bloody stupid, if you ask me. I like a bit of hair down below. The thought of shaving her makes my stomach roll, but I know I have to. If I get it out of the way now, when I came back at four-ish, I’ll have about an hour and a half to enjoy myself, without having any dirty stuff to do.

      Taking the aerosol, I spray shaving foam over her privates, and, trying not to gip, I shave the area. Dirty bitch had peed herself. The ammonia stings my eyes, so I press a bit harder. It doesn’t matter, what are a few nicks amongst friends, after all? When I finish, I fill a cup of cold water and fling it over her to get rid of the foam. Then, I pour some Dettol into a bucket with some water and do a quick mop round. There, at least it doesn’t stink now. Nice and clean for when I come back, that is, if she doesn’t go and have another accident.

      Angry at the very thought, I raise my leg and kick her in the side again. She already looks to be bruising from where I’d kicked her earlier. I don’t care, though. She deserved it.

      I push the rag more firmly into her mouth, and after a quick glance round the garage, I leave, locking everything up behind me, confident she won’t be found. After all, the place is deserted now. Even the vehicle is gone. No-one will be back here. Not if they have any sense, anyway.
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      ‘Where’s Carlton gone?’ asked Gus, glancing round the room. For the past ten minutes, he’d been pacing the room, waiting for Alice to return from interviewing Graeme Weston. Nancy had refused point blank to allow Gus to watch the interview. Deep down, Gus knew she’d been right. The mood he was in, he might have been tempted to charge the room and knock the arrogant little fucker out.

      Compo glanced up from his screen. ‘He headed off, muttering about a handwriting analyst at the university or something. Said he’d be back soon.’

      Gus nodded and recommenced his pacing. His dad had identified a possible colour match for the vehicle he’d seen and narrowed it down to three different makes. Compo was scouring CCTV from the Cottingley junction in both directions, but without a definite make and number, it was difficult, if not impossible.

      Christine Weston’s list of buildings owned by the Westons was longer than Gus had anticipated, and he’d had to send three teams out with strict instructions to check the buildings out without being obtrusive. Each team had five properties to visit. So far, six properties in total had been cleared, including the field opposite the Bay of Biscay, which Weston sublet to the owner of the horse. For good measure, they’d sent two officers to check out the owner, and that, too, had come up empty. Tara, for that’s what the horse was named, belonged to a forty-year-old woman who rode it regularly and hadn’t even met the Westons. Her story checked out.

      Nancy kept telling him they were narrowing, in but it didn’t feel like it to Gus. He’d set his dad the task of going over all the forensics reports again, in case that threw up something, though more so to keep him busy. He dived for his mobile when it began ringing on his desk. ‘Hello, Sid. Okay. Thanks.’

      He turned to the expectant faces looking at him and shook his head. ‘Sid just confirmed the tyre tread he found in the horse poo matched tyre treads around the Bay of Biscay field. That area was definitely visited by our killer, and I suspect this was his kill site. Tara’s owner never drove in the field, but reported seeing tyre tracks for the past few weeks. That tallies with our timeline. The SOCO team are now going over the field with a fine-tooth comb.’

      Alice came into the room, and the minute Gus saw her face, he knew she’d got nothing from Weston. Her shoulders drooped, and there was a tightness around her mouth, yet when she saw Gus and his dad, her face brightened. Without a word, she went over to Fergus and wrapped her skinny arms around his shoulders and hugged. The older man’s eyes welled up as he patted her arms with his paddle-hands. Then, she came to Gus and repeated the gesture. Gus swallowed the lump in his throat, refusing to get tearful. There was too much to do.

      Fuck, when were they going to get something? Where the hell was Michael Hogg? Alice began to contact the wives of the Albion First Generals. It was a slow process, but it needed doing.

      Sampson and Taffy came in with bags of butties. ‘Courtesy of DCI Chalmers,’ said Sampson.

      Gus wanted to scream that there wasn’t enough time to eat, but he knew his team needed refuelling.

      Sampson turned to Gus and said, ‘The Albion First rally starts at noon, Gus. Surely Hogg will be there. He organised it, after all.’

      Gus was tempted to say, ‘Yeah, if he’s not torturing my mum, he might show up.’ Instead, he bit his lip. He couldn’t take his fear and frustration out on his team. Instead, he said, ‘Right, eat up, and then, we’ll all head down there, except for Compo and my dad.’

      Fergus McGuire was already on his feet, his huge frame looming beside Alice. ‘I’m coming with you.’

      Gus opened his mouth to object, however before he could, his dad said, ‘You can’t order me about, Angus. I’m not one of your team. I’d rather work with you, but if you ban me, I’ll just go on my own.’

      Gus knew when he was beaten, so he just grabbed his jacket and said, ‘Taffy and Sampson, you go together, and Alice, you’re with me and dad.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            92

          

          11:20 The New Kill Site

        

      

    

    
      It was freezing. Corrine McGuire shivered, her entire body was cold, and she couldn’t understand why. Had the forgotten to put the central heating on, or had the boiler broken again? She tried to open her eyes, but her lids were heavy, and her head pounded. She tried to swallow and realised there was something in her mouth. Something vile tasting and metallic. It rubbed against the back of her throat making her feel nauseous. What was wrong with her? Was she poorly?

      She tried again to open her eyes, and this time managed a crack. It was dark. Not pitch black, rather a sort of shadowy grey sort of dark. A wave of dizziness engulfed her making her head swim, so she shut her eyes again and was relieved when the dizziness went. She tried to lift her hand to pull whatever was in her mouth out, again she couldn’t. It was stuck. She tried her other hand and realised they were tied together. Her eyes flew open, and the vague fuzziness left her.

      She remembered the car driving up to their house. She remembered approaching it to ask them what they wanted. She remembered the sting of something in her neck, and … that was all. How long ago had that been? Was it hours ago … or days … or, God forbid, weeks?

      This wasn’t good. She knew it wasn’t. Someone had drugged her, tied her up, gagged her and left her here. This was not good at all. It was then she realised she was naked, and at that thought, a familiar surge of panic rose in her chest. Tears rolled down her cheeks. No! Not again! No! No! No! No! No! I can’t let this happen to me again.

      Forcing herself to be calm, she breathed slowly through her nose, trying to ignore the oily stink that went up her nostrils. There seemed to be a faint Dettol smell too. She was aware now of the pain in her side and on her face. She tried to twist her body and realised she was lying horizontally on a metal structure. Its bars dug into her back and shoulders. Her legs appeared to be tied to the bottom struts, and her hands were tied around the vertical struts, behind her. They’d lost all feeling as the weight of her body and the metal crushed them. If she wiggled her fingers, spasms of pins and needles pricked her arm. She kept moving her fingers, little by little, to alleviate the numbness. It was agony, but she needed to be prepared, in case she got a chance to use them against her captor. She forced her eyes to stay open, and as they became more accustomed to the lack of light, she could make out her surroundings.

      Turning her head to the left, she realised a small amount of light was coming from four very small windows just beneath the ceiling. She stared straight ahead and saw more light coming from the bottom of what looked like corrugated metal garage doors. At least she knew it was still daytime. She couldn’t help thinking, What if days have passed? I could have been unconscious for days. Then, she thought of her husband. He’d be so worried … beside himself. He was a big lummox, but he loved her dearly, and she couldn’t bear to think of him in pain. Then, there was Angus, so tortured and full of guilt. She sighed … and Katie. Her darling daughter full of a different type of guilt. They needed her.

      That thought steeled her, and she continued to peruse her surroundings. It was definitely a garage. She could see a bench with tools along one edge. In the opposite corner stood a washing machine and tumble dryer, as if someone also used it as a utility room. Maybe that someone would come in and find her. Maybe that someone was the person who’d brought her here.

      She tilted her head to one side, listening. All she could hear was the ominous tick of the old clock that hung, lopsided on the wall opposite. Closing her eyes, Corrine thought about her predicament. She realised her likely captor was the Tattoo Killer and, although Fergus didn’t confide too many gory details from the morgue, she’d gleaned enough to know what was in store for her. Despite her pain, the thought of her husband made her feel better. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt he’d be looking for her – and Angus would be looking too, of course. Her beautiful, damaged boy would move heaven and earth to save her. She knew he would. It was that thought that made her focus.

      What could she do to help herself? She tried to manipulate her tongue around the rag to see if she could dislodge it, but that only made her feel sick, and she knew that would not be a good thing. If she could free her hands, she’d be able to pull it out. Right now, though, she could barely move them. Now she had some feeling back in them, she knew they were attached to something metal. She curved her back in an attempt to give her fingers some space and then stretched them as far as she could to assess what she was attached too. She caught her thumb on the edge of something sharp and moaned beneath her gag. She was sure she’d drawn blood. She sagged back onto the metal structure. Maybe it was one of those trollies they use in warehouses to transport stock around. Her muscles ached with the effort, and her breath caught in her throat, though at least it had warmed her body ever so slightly.

      That was when it occurred to her. If she’d found something sharp enough to cut her thumb, maybe she could use the same thing to cut her ties. Taking a deep breath in, she curved her body upwards, again straining against the cables that held her. Clasping her hands, she stretched them over to her left, trying to find the sharp edge that had ripped her thumb. By the time she’d located it, she couldn’t hold herself up any longer, and she collapsed back onto the trolley, the clatter making her bones rattle.

      Closing her eyes, she promised herself she’d try again and again, until she succeeded in freeing her hands.
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      Scowling, Gus flashed his ID at a traffic warden and got out of the car. He was beyond caring how he’d parked. All he wanted was to find Michael Hogg and beat him until he gave up his mum’s whereabouts. With his dad labouring behind him, Gus and Alice sprinted straight for City Park. There was already a police presence on the ground in anticipation of the rally. The powers-that-be had decided banning the rally would give Albion First more coverage in the news. Gus couldn’t have cared less right then. All he was focussed on was his mum.

      Jez Hopkins appeared to have recovered enough to cover the rally. Can’t keep an evil little shit down, can you? A substantial group of anti-Albion First protestors had turned up with banners and stationed themselves near City Hall, whilst Weston’s supporters were gathering in and around the empty Mirror Pool and looking expectantly to the balcony above the café. Clearly the Albion First speakers were going to spout their hatred from an elevated position. Assuming that Hogg would be one of the speakers, Gus headed in that direction, his eyes moving from side to side, alert for a sighting of the barrel-chested thug.

      Chants started from all directions, and Gus hoped it wouldn’t be a repeat of the earlier demonstration. The police had begun to move among the ever-expanding crowd, stopping and questioning. Asking people to open their bags. They were on top of things, so far. Gus was pleased with their quiet determination, as they methodically moved among the crowd.

      There was still no sign of Hogg, however, and Gus was getting anxious. On the drive over, he’d tried to ignore the warning black shapes dancing in his eyes. His chest began to heave and tighten. Shit, not now. He couldn’t afford to have a panic attack right now. He stopped and, ignoring Alice’s questioning glance, closed his eyes and breathed slow and steady, like Dr Mahmood had taught him.

      Alice gripped his arm and waited. Gus knew she understood what was happening and was giving him time to recover. He was aware of his dad standing next to him, as he continued to focus on his breathing. After what seemed like aeons, his chest began to loosen, and his heart rate slowed. A few more skipped beats and then a steady rhythm. He opened his eyes, and with a quick nod to show them he was okay, they moved onwards. To his right, he saw Imti and his girlfriend, Serafina, move towards their friends. There was no sign of Shahid. Maybe his political conscience was appeased after the last time.

      As they got near to the ramp that would lead them up to where the speakers were beginning to congregate, Gus spotted Michael Hogg. He raised his arm and pointed. As one, he and Alice broke into a run. Taffy and Sampson, who’d appeared from the National Science and Media Museum side of the road, began to run too. As they drew nearer, Gus’ progress was impeded by the growing crowd, so he yelled, ‘Hogg? Michael Hogg? Wait there.’

      Hogg’s head jerked in Gus’ direction, and then, he was off, running in the opposite direction. Gus increased his speed. His regular jogging meant Hogg was no match for him. As the other man reached the Imran Qureshi Garden Within a Garden floor painting in the space above the Mirror Pool, Gus saw his opportunity and dived. Wrapping his arms around Hogg’s ankles, he wrestled him to the floor and yanked him around onto his back. Sitting on his waist, Gus snarled at him. ‘Where is my mother, you nasty little racist fuck?’
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      ‘You’re not doing it, Gus, and that’s final. He’s already mouthing off about police brutality and that’s not going to help your mother, is it? We need him talking. You know that.’

      Fergus patted his son’s arm. ‘You know she’s right, Angus. Much as I want to smash the little scunnering bawbag into oblivion, we need to find your mum first.’

      Shocked speechless by his dad’s uncharacteristic swearing, Gus nodded. ‘Okay, okay. But I’m watching the interview, and so’s he.’ He jerked his thumb in his dad’s direction before saying, ‘Come on, Da, this way.’ He heard Nancy’s loud sigh of relief as he left the room and smiled. She was probably relieved he’d given in so easily.

      Alice sat opposite Michael Hogg in the interview room. Gus had cuffed him for resisting arrest, and if his face was anything to go by, he’d put up quite a resistance. Although he’d wanted to wallop him, Alice’s arm on his shoulder had stopped him from slamming his raised fist into the man’s face. All the damage had been done when Gus wrestled him to the ground. Unfortunately, his face had scraped along the tarmac as he fell. Gus felt no remorse and, in fact, was glad to have hurt him. When his dad had thundered up seconds later, Gus had stood in front of him as Taffy and Sampson escorted Hogg to their waiting car. Hogg had been cleared fit for interview by the police doctor, and his lawyer had turned up surprisingly quickly. Gus reckoned he’d been on standby, on account of the rally.

      Alice went in gently to begin with, establishing his name and address and then introducing evidence after evidence. By the time she’d covered the horsehair and the building quotes and their link to all the victims, Hogg’s confident expression had been replaced by look of anxiety. He’d pulled his tie loose and kept wiping his brow with a handkerchief. His lawyer demanded consultation time with his client.

      Alice left the room and joined them in the investigation room.

      ‘You need to offer him a deal, Al. Tell him we’ll ask for a reduced sentence in a low security wing, if he co-operates. We need him to tell us where my mum is. The evidence is all circumstantial. We don’t have DNA. The most we can hope for is him seeing sense. You have got to appeal to his better nature.’ As he said it, Gus knew it was futile. What better nature did he suppose Michael Hogg had? He’d no sooner share information with the police than with Nelson Mandela.

      Alice, however, agreed they should try, and they continued to work on their strategy. Then, Professor Carlton rushed in, panting slightly, luminous yellow trainers flashing as he moved. ‘Don’t you answer my calls any more, Gus?’

      ‘Eh?’ Gus pulled his phone from his pocket and realised he’d turned it off. ‘Sorry, turned it off. What’s up?’

      Carlton caught his breath and said, ‘I wondered earlier on. All that reacting to the article against Weston and then Weston’s arrest got me thinking. After, when I saw the handwritten note, I was nearly sure, so I took it to my friend at the university. Had to hunt her down because she’d turned off her phone too. Anyway, I was right.’

      Gus, impatient and feeling no desire to play Carlton’s games, said, ‘Spit it out then.’

      ‘It’s a woman.’

      Gus frowned. ‘What is?’

      Carlton spread his hands out before him. ‘The Tattoo Killer is a woman. One who wants to protect Graeme Weston, I’d say.’

      Gus closed his mouth and spun away, raking his fingers through his dreads. A woman? Not Michael Hogg, despite the fact all the circumstantial evidence fit Hogg. He closed his eyes and went through everything they had: horsehair, building quotes, shadowy figure in baggy clothes, access to the kill site.

      Shit, which one of them is it? Just then, Michael Hogg’s lawyer came through the door. ‘Your sergeant asked for a list of buildings owned by Weston’s Builders, and my client has supplied this list. Now, can we re-commence this interview?’

      Gus read the list and then, heading out the door, said, ‘No, we’re holding him for obstructing arrest. Take him back to the cells, Sampson. Come on, Dad, let’s go get Mum.’
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      Anger ripples through my body. I can feel it in the tension across my shoulders. What were they playing at, arresting Michael? Imagine that nigger laying hands on Michael like that. Wrestling him to the ground, like he was some sort of animal … it was abhorrent. How dare he? Well, he’ll be sorry now. His actions have just made it a hundred percent worse for his mum. First, he targets Graeme, now Michael. No way will I go easy on her now. No, she is going to suffer, and I am going to enjoy every minute of it.

      I park up and get out. Faint wafts of smoke float in the air as I survey my surroundings. It’s as quiet as it was this morning when I dropped her off. I usually park around the corner if I want to avoid being spotted; today though, there’s no need. No-one will think it’s suspicious. No-one is around. Humming to myself, I approach the garage. The rally was called off after Michael’s arrest. The Generals tried to say a few words, but the Pakis had turned up, and they outnumbered us. It all fell to pieces. What do you expect, without Graeme and Michael to hold things together?

      I roll the door up and walk inside, flipping it shut behind me. I switch on the light. Time to get everything ready. A quick glance tells me she is still unconscious, although her breathing is steady. I busy myself getting the ink and the wipes and the tattoo machine together. I pull the workbench over beside her and place my things on it, and then, she opens her eyes.

      For a second, I am startled, and then, I smile at her … the fun is about to begin.
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      Alice tagged along with them. Gus was sure Taffy, Nancy, Sampson and a squad of other officers were on their way too. One glance at the list told him the only building they hadn’t checked was one belonging to Michael Hogg’s parents. It had been transferred to Weston Builders recently. That was where his mum was. He was sure of it.

      Screeching to a halt in front of the converted farmhouse, Gus rushed out followed by his dad and Alice. In the distance, police sirens approached. Gus reached the front door seconds before his dad, and, with a shared glance, they braced themselves and threw their combined weight at the door. It burst open, sending them flying inside. Gus started shouting, ‘Mum! Mum!’

      Whilst his dad’s deeper voice yelled, ‘Corrine! Corrine! We’re coming, my darling.’

      Gus ran through the house like a marauding Viking, crashing doors open, scanning the room and then moving onto the next. All rooms in the house exhausted, he headed back out to repeat the process on the out-buildings.

      Alice’s phone rang at exactly the same moment the police cars skidded into the yard. She answered it, and Gus saw her face pale.

      ‘Shit,’ she said and ran back to the car. ‘We got the wrong place. She’s at the Weston’s.’
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          13:45 Hawthorn Drive, Eccleshill

        

      

    

    
      Two things happened within minutes of each other. The first was that Corrine McGuire brought her hands forward and grabbed her captor’s head. The second was that, using her grip as impetus, she pulled herself and the trolley up, crashing her head onto the woman’s face. A Glasgow kiss with a difference! When she heard the crunch of the killer’s nose breaking, her spirits lifted. Warm blood spurting onto her face served only to give her a primal feeling that pumped adrenaline through her aching body. Still holding the woman, she brought her head back, and then with equal strength, pummelled it again onto the woman’s broken cartilage.

      Her screams gave Corrine more energy. She’d had enough pain, and this woman was the cause of it. Corrine McGuire was going to end it there and then. Moving her grip to the woman’s hair, she yanked her head back and spun her around, making her yelp. Corrine transferred her grip until she had her forearm round the woman’s throat. Using her other hand as counter balance, she exerted more and more pressure –

      A ball of fire thrust into Corrine’s stomach. A phew of air ricocheted from her lips, and her arms loosened their grip, as her assailant rammed her elbows once more into Corrine’s tender flesh. Her attacker stumbled out of her reach. Her eyes, feral with hate, shone from her bloody face. Panting, she stood like a gorilla, knees slack, fists almost skimming the floor. Corrine, gasping raw breaths, glanced around. Her eyes flicking over all the possible weapons that were just out of reach.

      Her teeth flashing through her mucus-covered face, the other woman snarled and took a step closer. She lifted her hand and picked up a crowbar from the workbench nearby.

      Corrine knew she had to do something, so she began to wobble the trolley. Could she wobble it over until she was underneath it? Maybe the metal struts would provide her with some protection. She could hear the other woman’s rasping breath and knew she’d elevated her arm ready to strike. Corrinne leaned her body as far as she could in a last-ditch attempt to move the trolley. Then, in her peripheral vision, she saw a flash of movement, and a waft of air touched her skin as the crowbar descended. Bracing herself, she closed her eyes and waited.

      The loud sound of metal landing on concrete followed by a thump made her judder. She waited for the accompanying pain, but it didn’t come. Instead, she heard a low whimper and a louder groan. Her eyes flew open, and she saw a woman with her hands covering her cheeks standing next to her, staring at a crumpled heap on the floor.

      Taking a steadying breath, Corrine said, ‘Thank God,’ and fell back against the trolley at the same moment as the garage door shuddered upwards, and she could see her beloved husband and son dashing through. It was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen in her life. And as they approached, great heaving sobs wracked her body.
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          18:00 The Fort

        

      

    

    
      Gus couldn’t believe how resilient his mother had been in the aftermath of the rescue. He’d wrapped his coat round her naked body. Alice had cut the cable ties off her legs, and his father had lifted her up and carried her out to the waiting ambulance. She’d clearly been exhausted, and her body was bruised all over. Angry welts covered her wrists and ankles, and she’d lacerated her hands in her attempts to cut through the cable ties. She’d sustained a concussion and two broken ribs, but had no side effects from being drugged.

      Gus had left her in the capable hands of his sister, his father, and his ex-wife Gabriella, who were fussing about her at home. She’d insisted on giving her statement at the hospital, and Alice had taken it, whilst Gus and his father listened.

      When he’d heard his mum was being held at the Weston house, he’d wondered if he’d misread Christine Weston. Right up until the point when he’d hurled open the garage door and found his mum tied to the trolley with Christine Weston, staring wide-eyed at the woman she’d just hit with a hammer, he’d been unsure.

      Turned out, Christine had returned home to see what damage had been done by the fire and to collect some clothes for herself and Jacob. When she’d pulled up outside, she’d seen Marcia’s car in the drive. Assuming the other woman had come to collect something for her husband, Christine had entered the house. When she couldn’t find Marcia anywhere in the house, she was puzzled and had come back downstairs, which was when she heard sounds coming from the garage. She’d edged towards the door and listened. When she’d heard some of the things Marcia was saying, she’d moved into the living room and phoned the station.

      Compo had immediately phoned Alice. Meanwhile, Christine had returned to listen in to what was happening in the garage whilst she waited for the police. When she heard the screaming, she couldn’t stay outside any longer, and had opened the garage door and grabbed a hammer to help Corrine.

      Having been cleaned up, Marcia Hogg was waxing lyrical about how she’d done it all to further Graeme Weston’s political career. How Graeme Weston was the love of her life, and now that Christine had exposed herself as the trollop she was, he’d stand by her. She was clearly unhinged, and would no doubt spend the rest of her days in a psychiatric hospital.
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          April 2017 Lister Park

        

      

    

    
      The Boating Pavilion had just opened for the summer season, and the boats were being well-used. It was the Easter holidays, and a gentle sunshine gave the promise of spring’s end and summer’s beginning. Alice had convinced Gus she wanted an ice cream, so he sat on one of the café’s outdoor tables with Bingo on a lead by his feet.

      Whilst Bingo snoozed in the sunlight, Gus flicked open a copy of the Bradford Chronicle he’d found discarded on the next table. A slow smile formed on his face, as he read the article, ‘After a devastating defeat in the recent Bradford Central by-election, Graeme Weston, Albion First’s candidate, has declared he will be withdrawing as the ‘face’ of the right-wing party. Insider sources reveal both he and his campaign manager Michael Hogg were forced to resign after the Tattoo Killer who terrorised Bradford’s Asian and black communities for weeks earlier this year was identified as Marcia Hogg, Weston’s PA. Further scandal plagued the failed politician with his wife’s accusations of abuse and his subsequent divorce. Weston has declined to comment, but Abbas Butt, the newly elected MP for Bradford Central said, ‘The resounding defeat of Graeme Weston and his racist hate-filled politics is a triumph for the people of Bradford. Bradford says a firm NO to Racism!’’

      Well, Graeme Weston may not be out, but he most certainly was down. This thought gave Gus much pleasure.

      Using the tip of his trainer to scratch Bingo, Gus smiled as the dog rolled over revealing a fluffy expanse of belly. ‘See, Bingo, sometimes, truth will out and justice prevails.’ His grin deepened when the dog gave as small woof.

      ‘You’ll get arrested talking to yourself like that,’ said Alice, returning with two large ninety-nine cones and a small one which she laid on top of a napkin on the floor for Bingo. She handed Gus his ice cream, and the two of them sat in companionable silence until Alice kicked him under the table and nodded to the boating pond.

      Frowning, Gus glared at her, and then, when he saw the four people in one of the pedalos circling the small island in the centre of the pond, his expression softened. Christine Weston sat next to Neha Ul Haq at the back, and at the front, Shamshad and Jacob were guiding the boat over the water. Even from this distance, Gus could see Neha had gained a little weight, and all four of them seemed happy. For now, life seemed good. Sandra Gore had left a message to tell him just last week she and Lewis were the proud parents of a baby boy. Monica had been right about that, then! The thought made him smile. Gore might need more time to fully recover, but his son would surely help him over the worst of his troubles.

      Hearing someone shout his name, Gus looked up and was immediately surrounded by a flurry of excited girls’ chatter as Mo’s two youngest clambered onto his knee whilst the older two grabbed Bingo’s lead to take him for a walk. Mo and Naila heaved a sigh of relief and sat down in the two vacant seats. ‘Only ten more days until school’s back,’ said Mo, his smiling face belying his words.

      Gus absorbed in tales of duck feeding, climbing frames, swings and somersaults dug in his pocket and handed Mo some money. ‘Stop your damn moaning, Mo. Go get my girls some ice creams, please.’
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      Mushrooms of dense throat-clogging smoke hung in the air. Every breath was like sucking through cotton wool and, even after gargling with mouthfuls of cold water, Detective Inspector Sandy Panesar could still taste it; a coating of ash, sharp and acrid on her tongue.

      ‘Have they got the child?’ Her voice was shrill as she rushed forward towards the dark figure of a firefighter wearing breathing apparatus leaving the blaze.

      The figure carried an amorphous bundle that was wrapped so completely in a blanket that it was impossible to tell if it was even human. With practised ease, the package was transferred onto a stretcher trolley, leaving Sandy to watch, her heart hammering in her chest as the paramedic unwrapped the small, still body. Her heart plummeted. The child’s face, beneath its mucky streaks, was pale and its eyes remained closed, its body unmoving. Sandy focussed on the child’s chest but could detect no movement as she willed the paramedics to make a miracle happen. Their examination seemed to take forever and Sandy’s view was obstructed as they started chest compressions and fitted a drip. Their muttered words meant nothing to her as they worked with an economy of movement she would, in different circumstances, have admired. Just when she’d given up hope, one of the paramedics turned towards her with a smile and stepped away from the child; ten years old yet the size of a three-year-old, with an oxygen mask dwarfing its tiny face.

      Sandy, realising she’d been holding her breath, took in a huge gulp of air and sent a quick prayer heavenward before bending down and gently ruffling the child’s matted black hair. Two huge, unblinking eyes stared right through her, seemingly lost in whatever hell played out in its mind. Her heart almost broke. Surviving the fire was only half the battle for this little one. The biggest battle lay ahead. She patted the kid on the arm and stood back.

      The paramedic smiled. ‘It’s the shock, that’s all. It’ll pass with a good night’s rest and some food.’

      Sandy wondered if he was referring to her or the child. Watching them take the child away, she thought, Yeah, a good night’s rest, some food and a lifetime of counselling. Pulling herself together, she glanced through the darkness at the crowd. The tall distinctive figure of her detective sergeant, with his head of three-inch-long dreadlocks, rose like a sphinx above everyone else. He tilted his head to let her know he’d seen her and continued directing the uniformed officers to control the gathering crowd before striding over.

      He pointed to the departing ambulance. ‘Was that the kid, then?’

      Sandy thrust her hands in her pockets, and glowered, ‘Yep, uninjured bar some smoke inhalation and shock, according to the paramedics.’

      DS Gus McGuire acknowledged her words. ‘Yeah, although not unharmed.’

      ‘No, not unharmed,’ she agreed and kicked a loose stone towards the blazing house. ‘When the fire service have left and their assessors are done, get the scene processed.’

      ‘Sure thing.’ He wiped the back of his hand over his streaming eyes, ‘No news yet of the social worker, boss?’

      She shook her head, knowing that the chances of finding Amina Rose alive decreased with every passing second. The heavy lump in her chest wasn’t just anger at the situation: it was also personal worry. She’d worked with Amina before and knew her well. ‘They’re still looking for her.’ She turned and glared at the four trollies situated outside one of the ambulances. Each one bore a body bag and Sandy’s gaze was directed to the two largest ones. ‘The firefighters said she wasn’t anywhere near those bastards in the living room, so maybe she got lucky, like the child. Shame the other kids weren’t so lucky.’ She rubbed the back of her hand over her nose. ‘Hell, we don’t even know that the kid and Amina were together.’

      Biting his lip, Gus spoke in a quiet voice. ‘The boyfriend is waiting over there, boss.’

      Sandy’s shoulders slumped as she saw the man leaning against a police car at the periphery of the scene. She’d met him once at one of those inter-departmental Christmas parties that spouses were invited to.  His name was Kyle and his face looked like a slapped arse all night, so presumably Amina had forced him to come.  Not surprised she wanted back-up.  Those dos were always a trial in themselves. A scarf was tied round his nose, probably to block out the toxic smoke that was drifting in his direction. She sighed, and with a rueful glance at Gus, walked slowly over the grass verge to stand beside him. Kyle acknowledged her presence with a quick nod and then continued his silent vigil, until a flurry of activity near the front of the blazing house brought him lurching forward. A firefighter carrying an inert figure over his shoulder stumbled through the flames. Amina was the only other person unaccounted for, so this had to be her.

      ‘Amina!’ Kyle’s voice cut through the smoke like a machete and he began to run, his movements uncoordinated. Sandy followed, catching hold of his arm as the firefighter passed the figure over to the paramedics. A frenzy of activity played out in slow motion as they approached. Twice, the screech of the defibrillator charging rent the thick air, followed by a thud as they tried to jump-start Amina’s heart. Twice they failed. A quick shake of the head was enough to tell Kyle that his fiancée was dead. He flung himself towards her lifeless body and a high-pitched shriek splintered the heavy atmosphere, before two firefighters managed to pull him away. Sandy wrapped her arms round his shoulders and held on tight. As he collapsed, she fell onto the wet grass with him, holding him as he cried. Over his shoulder, she watched, tears in her eyes, as three firefighters removed their helmets respectfully and averted their gaze.

      When she’d come on shift three hours ago, she’d had nothing more pressing on her plate than a teenager caught shoplifting. Until, out of nowhere, a hostage situation involving a social worker and at-risk children had erupted. Now, shift’s end in sight, she’d chalked up five dead bodies and a traumatised child.

      On days like this, Sandy Panesar could happily retire.
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            20:30 Robin Hood’s Bay

          

        

      

    

    
      The rolling mist and drifting clouds cast eerie shadows over the coastline and the boats bobbing in the distance were becoming ever harder to see as night descended. The autumn chill made DI Gus McGuire glad that he’d worn his shabby fisherman’s jacket over his jumper. He and his best friend, Mo, sat in companionable silence on a wooden seat at the top of the steep hill that wound down past shops and pubs to the bay. They were well used to this view for Gus’ parents had brought them here often when they were boys; Gus and his two compadres. They’d had such fun, rock pooling and paddling and searching for fossils. An unlikely trio they were: the posh mixed-race kid with the Scottish parents and annoying sister, the working class white kid from a single-parent family and the Pakistani Muslim with a wicked sense of humour. Once, Gus had overheard one of his teachers referring to them as the ‘united colours of Benetton’. At the time he hadn’t understood what she was on about.

      Now though, it was only him and Mo left. Greg, the third musketeer, had died when Gus stabbed him. Gus still struggled with that. Greg had been in the grips of a schizophrenic episode and had attacked his wife and young son. In the end, he’d attacked Gus, nearly killing him before he’d got the upper hand. However, he’d been too late to save Greg’s wife and little Billy. How things had changed for the three boys from Bradford.

      Greg, a talented artist, was gone. Mo owned a popular fast food samosa café. He’d settled down with his childhood sweetheart, Naila, and together they seemed to be working towards producing an all-woman football team. Gus, meanwhile, had headed off to university, got a psychology degree and become a detective inspector with Bradford Police.

      Nearby, the sound of a badger snuffling its way in the shrubbery, seeking discarded fish and chip wrappers, held their attention. Its nose appeared, followed by its distinctive white stripe and then, as if it could sense their presence, it was off. A stone’s throw away in The Smugglers cottage the voices of his parents, his ex-wife Gabriella, his sister Katie and Mo’s family drifted up to them. They’d been playing a game of Monopoly round the kitchen table when Gus and Mo had escaped and, judging by the laughter, his dad was keeping them entertained as usual. He glanced back and saw his mother’s head outlined against the light from the kitchen window as she pottered about. His heart contracted and the awareness of everything he had so nearly lost hit him like a cudgel. It did this sometimes – however, if he concentrated on his breathing, he could, more often than not, avoid a panic attack.

      His mother had insisted the entire family come for a week. Her pretence was that she needed to get away to recuperate, although they’d all known that her main objective was to force a truce between Gus and his sister. Had it come six months earlier both siblings would have refused. However, Corrine McGuire had nearly died just a few months ago and neither Gus, nor Katie could refuse her anything. Of course, his mum was well aware of that and had, without shame, played on it.

      It hadn’t been so bad. After the initial awkwardness of seeing Katie and Gabriella together as a couple, things had eased. In fact, his current relationship with his ex-wife was less fraught than when they’d been married and as the week progressed they settled into some sort of normality. His reward was seeing the lines on his mother’s face fade and hearing her laugh again. The attack had burst her bubble, although she seemed to be beginning to mend now. He could tell his dad was pleased, too. His gruff laugh was frequent and he looked less drawn. All in all, this family foray had been a roaring success.

      Mo and his family had driven over from Bradford for the day, which had been spent crabbing, eating fish and chips and scoffing ice cream. Mo and Naila had a room in the hotel at the top and the girls were spending the night at The Smugglers with Gus and his family. A full house, what with five children, three dogs and five adults.

      At last, Gus turned to Mo. ‘Okay, big man, spit it out. What’s up?’

      Mo stretched up and, shoving his fingers into Gus’ dreadlocks, pushed his head, like he used to do when they were kids. Gus shook his hand away. ‘Come on, stop trying to distract me. Just spit it out.’

      Mo exhaled. ‘That obvious, is it?’

      ‘It is to me, mind you, I’ve known you since we were kids.’

      Mo pulled his coat a bit tighter round him and tucked his chin beneath the neckline. ‘It’s Zarqa.’

      Gus waited. Mo would tell him more in his own time, however, he hoped to hell Zarqa wasn’t in any trouble. She was Mo’s eldest and was very intelligent. She was heading for A-stars in her GCSEs.

      ‘She’s asking questions.’

      Not quite sure where Mo was going with this, Gus cast a sideways glance at his friend. Mo was gnawing at his lip; a habit left over from their childhood. Okay, it must be bad. ‘About…?’

      Mo shuffled his feet, ‘Me and Naila.’

      ‘Ah. What have you told her?’

      ‘Nothing yet. We don’t know what to say. How much to tell her? She’s still just a kid. It might be too much for her to take in.’ He sighed and took a bite of the chicken leg he’d brought from the house. ‘What do you reckon, Gus?’

      Gus had little experience of kids other than Mo’s, and only ever as an honorary ‘uncle’. He’d never had to consider making decisions for them. ‘Mmm, don’t know, to be honest, Mo. What does Naila say?’

      Mo snorted. ‘She thinks we should talk it through with her.’ He made air quotes with his fingers. ‘Be “transparent”.’

      Gus smothered a smile. It was clear that Naila and Mo disagreed on the subject. No way was he going to side with Mo against his wife. Hell, no! He knew how ferocious she could be. He sympathised with his mate, though. It was hard being dad to five girls, and this hurdle was never going to go away. Deep down, he suspected Naila’s approach was the best way forwards, yet he couldn’t say that to Mo. No, he’d leave them to sort this out on their own. ‘I think you and Naila need to decide this together, Mo.’ He punched his friend on the arm, ‘It’s not the end of the world, you know? Zarqa’s a good girl. She’ll understand.’

      Mo picked at his cuticles, looking unconvinced. ‘I’m not so sure, Gus. I’m not so sure.’
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      ‘Fuckin’ hell, Jake, what’re we gonna do?’

      Standing in the middle of his smallish bedroom, Jake shrugged, head down, hands thrust deep into his pockets. He kicked the wooden bed leg repeatedly. With a scowl, he delivered a final kick and flung himself onto the chair in front of his desk where his computer flashed a rolling programme of photos of him and his mates doing stupid stuff. He didn’t know what to do, but didn’t want to admit it to Matty. Truth was, he was bricking it.

      ‘How the fuck should I know?’ He grimaced, grabbed a half-full bottle of Lucozade from the computer table and glugged. ‘Fuckin’ headache. Wait till I catch the bastard that spiked our drinks.’

      Matty pulled a crumpled packet of Ibuprofen from his pocket and handed it to Jake, who popped two pills and downed them with another slug of Lucozade.

      ‘Cheers.’

      He threw the packet back to Matty, who was sprawled on Jake’s bed, eyes bugged out of his head, bloodshot and swollen. Even under the angry pus-filled mountainous terrain that was his face his pallor was evident. With a sudden movement, Matty jerked upright and grabbed a plastic bucket from the floor. He barfed and the sweaty male hormonal stink was overpowered by the sweet sickly stench of regurgitated alcohol, coke and stomach acid.

      Jake slapped one hand over his nose, jumped to his feet and with the other flung open the window. ‘Fuck’s sake, Matt! Empty that fuckin’ thing before my mum comes up and gives us shit.’

      Looking even paler than before, Matty, trailing a sicky smell in his wake, walked across the landing with the bucket and deposited its contents down the loo. Seconds later he was back. With a serious face, he sat down and repeated his earlier question. ‘What are we gonna do, Jake?’

      Jake shook his head. He was still thinking things through and nothing was making sense yet.

      ‘What about Si? Where the hell is he?’ Matty perched on the edge of Jake’s bed, his fingernails worrying an angry pus bulb on his chin. ‘You don’t think…?’ He hesitated and glanced at Jake.

      Jake frowned at him. ‘What the fuck! You don’t think he did it, do you?’

      Matty shrugged and blotted his burst spot with the edge of his sleeve. ‘Nah, course not. It’s just well… who did do it?’

      Crossing one leg over the other, Jake cursed. ‘God, coulda been anybody Matt. We didn’t know half the idiots who were there. Don’t even know who she was, do we?’

      Matty kicked off his Vans and sat back with his legs dangling over the side of the bed and began work on another spot. ‘He still not answering your texts?’

      ‘Naw and it goes to voicemail when I ring.’

      ‘I’m gonna text Tayyub, see if he’s seen him.’

      Jake snorted, ‘That retard! He won’t have seen Si. Too busy with that stupid fuckin’ camera of his.’

      ‘Aw, shut the fuck up, Jake. Tayyub’s alright. Just a bit weird that’s all.’

      ‘Hmmph. If you say so. Go ahead, text him.’

      Matty: WUU2?

      Tayyub: Working

      Matty: You alright mate?

      Tayyub: Yes

      Matty: You seen Si?

      Tayyub: No

      Matty: Sure?

      Tayyub: Yes.

      Matty: Safe, in a bit

      Tayyub: Yes goodbye. I will see you later

      Jake leaned over Matty’s shoulder. ‘See what I mean? The fucker don’t even talk right.’

      Matty raised an eyebrow and smirked. ‘Nah you’re right he don’t talk right. Not like us, all posh ’n’ that.’

      ‘Tosser!’

      Matty sat up. ‘You worried ’bout Si?’

      With a glance at his friend Jake said, ‘Yeah, you?’

      Matty snuffled and wiped his mucky sleeve across his eyes. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Don’t start fuckin’ crying. Just stay cool, right.’

      Matty wiped his arm over his eyes again.
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      Tracey knocked on the bedroom door. When there was no reply, she pushed it open and in the light from the hallway made her way across the carpet, avoiding the tangle of wires and connections hooked up to the complex computer system that took up an entire wall.

      ‘Tayyub?’

      From the single bed in the corner Tracey heard a low keening sound. Oh no, what’s happened now? She took a deep breath, marched over to the bed and sat down on the edge. Placing her hand on the foetal shaped lump that rocked to and fro, she patted, slow and rhythmic until the rocking stopped and the keening abated. Leaning over, she switched on the bedside light before speaking in a matter of fact voice, her face displaying none of the anxiety she felt. ‘Come on Tayyub, sit up and tell me what’s got you in this state.’

      She waited for a few seconds. No response. ‘Oh Tay, come on, what’s up?’

      The teenage lad at last sat up on the bed, eyes wide and red rimmed. His slender frame all edges and elbows. He pulled a pair of ear plugs from his ears and sniffed.

      Tracey shook her head and standing up she took his hand and pulled him to his feet. ‘Bloody hell, Tayyub, you stink. First thing for you is a shower. Then I’ll make us a cup of tea and you can tell me all about it.’

      Tayyub lifted his arms one at a time and smelled his armpits. With a lopsided grin, he looked at Tracey. ‘Sorry, Sis.’ He wrapped his long arms round her petite frame pulling her to him in a cuddle that dwarfed her. Tracey savoured these moments of contact. It had taken years for Tayyub to respond in that way; and to do it voluntarily was a recent thing. He was high-functioning autistic and the human touches, the eye contact, the responding to her gentle humour were difficult for him. Struggling, she escaped with a laugh and waved him off to the bathroom.

      Waiting for him downstairs, she wondered what had upset him so much. It had been ages since he’d taken to his room, rocking and keening like that.
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      Jane Proctor didn’t know what had possessed them. Pulling into the woods had been a complete act of madness. In some ways, the perfect end to their long weekend break. It was even less typical of James than it was of her. He’d always been the more prudish, so when he’d driven off the road and cut the lights, tingling anticipation made her pelvis contract.

      Like teenagers, they’d dragged off garments, manoeuvred limbs and giggled over the obtrusive gear stick. Last time they’d done this, it was in her Fiesta nearly twenty years ago. Today, even though the car was bigger, there seemed to be less room and their shagging was a peremptory tribute to their old life… the one before Simon… before they got all boring and predictable. Ah well, at their age she was surprised they’d managed to manoeuvre, never mind complete the act. It had been fun, though short-lived. Who’d have thought James still had it in him?

      Leaning back, knickers discarded in the depths of the foot well, Jane laughed. ‘We should really share a joint now… just for old times’ sake.’

      James, still red in the face from his exertions, grinned. ‘The most I’d manage these days would be a vape.’

      Squeezing his arm, she grinned. ‘We’ve still got it, haven’t we?’

      Eyes crinkling in that way she loved, James beamed, knocking ten years off his age as he shuffled back into his trousers. ‘With bloody bells on!’ He started the engine and reversed out of the snicket, still grinning.

      Minutes later, driving into their quiet street, Jane leaned forward in her seat laughing. Their house stood like a beacon at the bottom of the cul-de-sac with every light on. ‘Simon has either forgotten to turn every electrical item off at night or he’s decided to illuminate the entire neighbourhood, so we don’t get lost.’

      James pulled into their drive, yanked the handbrake on and grimaced. ‘Bloody boy! Bet the only thing he managed to switch off over the entire weekend was the fridge freezer. I warned you that this long weekend away wasn’t a good idea. He may be sixteen, however, he’s got all the maturity of a coked-up chicken.’

      Jane punched him on the arm. ‘What do you know about the maturity of chickens, coked-up or not? We’ve had a glorious weekend.’

      He leaned over to kiss her. ‘Yeah, we had a wonderful time and an extra few quid on the old electricity bill is a small price to pay for your undivided attention for four days.’

      Grinning, Jane straightened her skirt. Her time away with James had been fantastic. Just enough to re-charge their batteries before autumn set in. They’d been so busy over the past few months and this time away had allowed them to reconnect as a couple rather than as business partners or parents. Thoughts of long walks along cold beaches faded as she opened the car door and she hoped her tone didn’t betray her reluctance to get back to reality. ‘Come on then, grab a bag and let’s survey the damage.’

      Overnight bag in hand, she paused to savour the view of Heaton Woods lit by the rest of the city. Lister Mills towered behind; a tall tribute to Bradford’s textile history. Straight ahead was Saltaire village, rows of sandstone terraced houses, each one cleaned to within an inch of its life, were testament to Sir Titus Salt’s benevolence in the area. To the left was Cottingley, with Bingley further afield. It was this panoramic view that had compelled them to buy this house when Simon arrived. A home on a hill for their new family in a quiet cul-de-sac. James came over to her and swung his arm round her shoulder. They stood together: two tall silhouettes against Bradford’s backdrop.

      She shivered and James pulled her tightly to him, whispering, ‘That’s what comes of leaving your knickers off.’

      She punched him on the arm, ‘Couldn’t find them, could I? God knows where you threw them.’ Linking arms, they walked towards the front door.

      James blew out a puff of air that steamed in front of his face, ‘Look at that, it’s going to be a frosty night. Hope he’s had the heating on.’

      Jane tried to turn her key in the lock. ‘Silly bugger hasn’t even locked the door. Hmph, you can’t trust him with–’

      As she spoke, James pushed the door open. Her final words drifted away and her heart thudded in her chest. She struggled to make sense of the scene before her.

      James brushed past, his breath a series of grating gasps. ‘What the bloody hell has gone on here?’

      Eyes wide and uncomprehending, Jane shook her head, speechless for a second, then, ‘I’ll bloody kill him!’ Chest tight, she stepped into the hallway and yelled, ‘Simon, get down here right now!’ When there was no reply, she turned in a circle surveying the damage.

      The small table at the bottom of the stairs where they all had, at one time or another, sat for lengthy phone conversations, lay smashed to bits, the phone lying broken amidst its ruins. The wallpaper was spattered with a brown sticky substance. Flung carelessly on the floor was the framed photo of the three of them at Harry Potter World. She lifted it up and turned it over only to find the glass was broken and the photo inside damaged. Stifling a sob, her eyes moved along the hallway. The kitchen door hung off its hinge and the glass panes were smashed. Beyond the door, broken crockery and furniture were scattered. God only knew the state her living room was in. She gagged as the acrid stench of vomit assaulted her nostrils. Vomit, stale booze and sweat. She retched again and a rush of foul liquid sprung into her mouth. She was going to be sick. Closing her eyes, she swallowed it down and breathed in through her mouth.

      Her lips tightened and a tingle spread from the top of her nose back to her eyes. Blinking away the tears, she turned to James and as their eyes met, the tension she’d left behind on holiday surged into her shoulders. James moved to her side and took her hand, his grip strong and reassuring. Simon had promised no parties and, like fools, they’d believed him. He’d been so damn convincing. He hadn’t even had the courtesy to clean up after himself. That’s what really pissed her off. This was his mess and like the irresponsible teenager he was, he was either hiding at Matty or Jake’s, hoping it would all blow over, or he was upstairs, sleeping it off. Oh, she could murder him!

      ‘Simon!’ Her voice reverberated round the hallway. there was only silence.

      Jane took a step forward and gripped the bannister. ‘Bet he’s up there, drunk as a skunk.’

      Placing a hand on her shoulder, James halted her. ‘Maybe I should go, love. I think it’d be better for me to deal with this.’

      Exhaling a long breath, she gave a curt nod. James was right. She’d lose it big-time and that would just set Simon off on one of his moods. It was so frustrating. They’d been through so much and things were looking rosy for them… now this. James was the calm one. The pragmatist. It was best if he made first contact with their son. ‘Okay, you go. Just don’t be soft on him. He’ll be cleaning this mess up and paying for the damage.’

      ‘Hell, yeah. This is his mess. He’ll damn well fix it… when he’s sober, okay?’ James’ smile was cheerless, ‘Remember that party you had at your folks’ house when you were seventeen? The whole neighbourhood could hear it and yet your parents never said a word.’

      Her shoulders relaxed and her lips tugged up in a reluctant grin. James always knew exactly how to make her put things into perspective, ‘Okay, okay, I get what you’re saying. There wasn’t this mess at my party, was there? Bloody teenagers, huh?’

      ‘Wait here, I’ll check upstairs.’

      Swallowing hard, she agreed with him. One last tight hand squeeze and he was off up the stairs yelling, ‘Simon’, in the voice he reserved for mega misdemeanours.

      Regardless of the sticky surface, Jane, legs like jelly, lowered herself onto the stairs. James banged through the upstairs rooms, yelling for Simon as he went. Spent, she rested her head in her hands and sobbed. By the sounds of it Simon wasn’t upstairs which meant he was cowering away at his mates’ houses. Not a smart move. He’d be better to ‘fess up’ and deal with the backlash now than allow her temper to fester.

      Hearing James behind her on the stairs, she looked up. The brief moment of hope that flared in her eyes disappeared when she saw his face. His skin looked grey and in the last few minutes he had aged. She jumped to her feet, arms outstretched, ‘What is it? What’s wrong? Is Simon hurt?’

      Shaking his head, he barged past her, hand over his mouth. He pushed open the front door, jumped the steps and fell to his knees on the crazy paving. Before she could reach him, he’d leaned over and puked into the flower beds.

      ‘Christ, James! You’re scaring me! What’s wrong?’

      He pulled out a Kleenex from his pocket, and wiped his mouth, pulled out his phone and dialled.

      ‘Who are you calling? Are you phoning Simon?’ Jane grabbed his arm and shook it hard.

      James sighed. ‘No, not Simon… the police.’

      Before Jane could ask more, Simon turned and, his voice hoarse, spoke into his phone, ‘I need to report a murder…’
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      Getting out of his car, Gus took a brief moment to admire the sprinkle of lights that spread out like an ocean before him. It reminded him of the view he and Mo had shared at Robin Hood’s Bay a few days ago. He and Gabriella used to spend time in his car, just watching the lights, chatting and snogging before they were married. Things had been simple then. Now he was visiting a crime scene not a stone’s throw from here.

      This little pocket of ‘poshness’ on a hill just outside Cottingley was in sharp contrast to many of the places he visited in Bradford. On the outskirts of the inner city, Cottingley Ridge was an anomaly of wealth against a backdrop of poverty and food banks. It was one of Bradford’s more affluent areas and was the size of a postage stamp compared to some of the rougher estates that seemed to stretch for miles. As he entered the cul-de-sac, it was clear which of the eight detached houses was his crime scene. The area was alive with police, crime scene investigators and all the other houses had groups of observers hanging about in their drives, despite the chill nip in the air. The houses were well spaced out, each with a sizeable lawn to the front. The entrance to the street was almost hidden from the main road by a line of trees. They’d be in the highest council tax bracket. The houses were newish and had none of Bradford’s characteristic yellow sandstone. According to his Google search, each house had four double bedrooms, all with ensuites, and two rooms as well as a kitchen downstairs.

      Alice waved and Gus walked over to join her. ‘What’s the story so far?’

      With her hands thrust into the pockets of a black full-length coat that seemed to weigh down her petite shoulders, Alice looked almost too fragile to be a police officer. However, her dark brown eyes, darkened by a thick kohl outline and heavy mascara, glinted with resolve. Pausing, she kicked at a loose stone. ‘Looks to me like a house party gone tragically wrong. No sign of the sixteen-year-old son, Simon Proctor, who was left in charge for the weekend. First impressions show that the house is pretty much trashed; lots of empty alcohol bottles and cans, stinks like a mixture of a working men’s pub prior to the smoking ban and a dope-head’s bedroom on a bad day.’

      She paused and stared straight at Gus. ‘Then, of course there’s the body. Young white girl, maybe sixteen years old or so. No ID yet. Upstairs front bedroom. The parents’ room. Crime scene techs are in there now and we’re waiting for the pathologist.’ She took her hands from her pockets long enough to rub her cold nose. ‘Uniforms started door-to-doors, cordon’s established and I’d like to extend it to the entrance and the property boundary at the back.’

      ‘Get that sorted and find out what the uniforms have got so far.’

      A young PC he’d seen in passing at The Fort, walked over and stood beside him as he glanced around. With a grim smile, he noticed that the neighbours were being cooperative. Despite the lateness of the hour, they were distributing mugs of hot drinks and welcoming the interviewing officers into their homes.

      ‘The middle class are being awfully British tonight, don’t you think?’

      Gus glanced at the officer, surprised by the bitterness in her tone. ‘You don’t think it’s genuine?’

      She shrugged. ‘I wonder why none of them saw the need to contact us on Saturday. House parties, especially those that get out of hand, are usually loud.’

      As she spoke, Gus studied her. She had her hair pulled back into a severe pony tail and looked to be in her early twenties. Her lips were tight and a frown pulled her sculpted brows together. He wondered at her attitude. ‘Were you the first responder?’

      ‘Yes sir, PC Iqrah Ali. I set up the initial cordon.’

      ‘I see what you mean about the neighbours. In my experience, folk keep to themselves until their involvement’s necessary… then they get out their tea pots and round up the troops. Too little too late, huh?’ Gus didn’t agree with the sentiment, nonetheless he was interested to hear what the officer had picked up on. Maybe she’d sensed or heard something ‘off’. Often the first responders were at an advantage as they got the raw initial reactions, whereas he and his team arrived later when everyone had had a chance to ‘adjust’.

      ‘Yeah, pisses me off a bit. Surely they saw or heard something last night.’ She rammed her hands into her pockets and shrugged. ‘Oh, just ignore me. I’m never happy. If we were on Canterbury Estate, I’d be moaning at the racist abuse I’d be getting. It’s just you somehow expect better from the educated middle classes.’ She shrugged. ‘A cup of tea will be nice, though.’

      Alice returned with a mug of coffee for Gus and they watched Iqrah strutting off, her shoulders rigid. ‘What’s up with her?’

      Gus stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘She’s a bit pissed off at the tardiness of their middle-class solicitude.’

      ‘What? Oh, I get it. You mean she wonders which hole their heads were buried in on Saturday night when their neighbour’s house was being ransacked?’

      Gus took a slurp of coffee welcoming it warming his throat on its way down. ‘I must admit it’ll be interesting to find out. Nice area like this, you’d expect a few calls, wouldn’t you?’

      ‘Maybe a case of just keeping themselves to themselves. Happened all the time when I was in London. Nobody was interested in their neighbours. Nobody wanted to get involved.’

      Gus started to walk towards the house. ‘Maybe she’s right, maybe if they’d been a bit more neighbourly, a bit less up their own arses and reported the party, we wouldn’t have a dead body and a missing teenager on our hands.’

      ‘Er… well, hate to be the bearer of bad news… it’s not a dead body. It’s two dead bodies. They’ve just found another one in the living room – another girl. They were concentrating on the upstairs and have only just sent a crime scene team downstairs.’

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Al. What the hell’s going on here, with the Stepford Wives on the one hand and house parties and dead bodies on the other?’ He thrust his empty coffee cup at a passing PC and raked his fingers through his dreads. ‘Let’s see the crime scenes and then I want to see the parents. The dad phoned it in, didn’t he?’

      ‘Yes, I got onto family liaison as soon as I’d done a brief initial statement with them. When the FLO arrived, I got her to accompany them to a Mrs Owen’s at number twenty-three. It wasn’t healthy for them to stay at the scene. He’d already vomited on the azaleas, she’d stomped all over the montbretia. I was concerned about the fate of the dwarf pines and rose bushes if they’d stayed any longer.’

      Gus laughed, appreciating her effort to lighten the mood. ‘Very green-fingered of you, I’m sure.’

      Together, they walked into the canvas porch. With its whiteness accentuated by the harsh spotlights it stood in front of the front door and stretched out to cover most of the front lawn and pathway, hiding some of the comings and goings from nosy onlookers. Gus thanked the officer who handed them crime suits and bootees. With the speed of one experienced in struggling into the cumbersome garments, Gus covered up before entering the tent with Alice. ‘You did good work securing the scene, Al. Now all we need is the bloody pathologist. Where the hell is he and please tell me it’s not–’

      Before he’d finished his sentence, a huge hand with stubby fat fingers gripped the loose canvas doorway, pulling it to the side to admit a large turnip head adorned with a veritable brush of eyebrows above gregarious eyes and a bulbous nose.

      ‘Yoohoo, all! I’m here.’ Doctor McGuire tilted his head towards his son. ‘Hope that wisnae you taking mah name in vain again, Angus?’

      Gus closed his eyes and turned away from his father silently mouthing, ‘Fuck!’

      ‘I dinnae see why you’re moaning, I’ve been interrupted from mah dance class, yet again.’

      Gus groaned. Oh, no, please say we’re not getting a repeat performance of the damn kilt scenario. Gus was still being ribbed about that even now and that incident had been nearly a year since.

      A foot in a shiny patent shoe poked through the tent opening and Gus was relieved to see that the leg that accompanied the shoe was clothed. Tutting, he moved towards the door, ignoring Alice’s, ‘Aw, no kilt tonight, Doc?’

      ‘Hmph, no, Alice, mah dear. Some mardy-bum takes objection to traditional dress. Sure, I could have him done for that.’
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      Matty couldn’t settle. Every time his phone vibrated he jumped. This was crap. He’d had enough, so he grabbed his phone and dialled. ‘Jake, that you? What the fuck’s going on, bro? Simon’s mum’s been phoning me. What are we gonna do?’

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Matty, stop whimpering. She’s been phoning me, too. Did you answer?’

      ‘Nah, course I bloody didn’t.’

      ‘Good, good, neither did I. She left a message on the answer phone to call them. I deleted it.’

      ‘Aw fuck, Jake, where is he?’

      ‘Fucked if I know, but we better prepare for the police coming to see us.’

      ‘Aw shit! My dad’ll have a heart attack.’

      ‘Yeah well, I’m more worried about Simon’s state of health than your old man’s. Just keep me informed; and Matty…’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘We can’t tell them the truth. This is some really serious shit and we’re in the middle, so we can’t come clean in case we get blamed for that girl.’

      ‘Aw fuck, we won’t, will we?’ Matty rubbed the length of his sleeve across his face.

      ‘Not if we keep quiet.’
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      Shamila’s phone vibrated by her leg as she lay flat on her tummy on her bed, arms bent and hands propping up her face. She tried to concentrate on her homework. She’d been glad to let her hair down after having it up all day and with the beginnings of a headache building, she’d thrown her scarf on the end of her bed.

      ‘Shamila, it’s me. I’ve seen Tayyub’s stuff. He’s done a really good job.’

      Shamila, with a quick glance towards her closed bedroom door, sat up and dropped the physics text book. She swung her legs round and sat cross-legged, pushing her long black hair back from her face as she moved the phone to her other ear. Her heart beat fast, yet she kept her voice low. Her mum didn’t like her speaking to boys at the best of times, although she had it in for Tariq in particular. Who knew why? ‘Oh, wow! That’s brill, Tariq, have you told the others?’

      ‘Just about to. Can you meet at the mosque tomorrow night? The meeting room’s free at six.’

      ‘Yeah sure, can’t wait. This is The Young Jihadists best plan yet.’

      When she hung up, Shamila wrapped her arms round herself and rocked for a minute, her brain buzzing as she started to prepare in her mind what she would say to the committee the next evening.
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      Gus and Alice entered the hallway, which was a hive of worker bees in crime scene suits, busy photographing, gathering and sifting through evidence, whilst sharing a raw humour that would seem out of place, perhaps even insulting, to the lay person.

      Gus stood by the door, gloved hands clasped behind his back, taking in his surroundings. ‘Fuck’s sake! How many teenagers does it take to make a shithole like this?’

      Alice glanced at him. ‘Is that a joke, Gus?’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘You know, along the lines of “How many detectives does it take to change a lightbulb?”’

      ‘You’re bloody warped, Al, mentally deranged.’ And he stepped inside, Alice tagging behind. Surveying the scene, his covered foot nudged a broken picture frame and flipped it over. Family photo? ‘By the way, how many elephants do fit in a Mini?’

      ‘Duh? How am I supposed to know, I’m mentally deranged after all!’

      Gus grinned at her. ‘Ha, bloody, ha!’ Then, feeling the stickiness of spilled beer on the carpet under his feet, he grimaced. ‘Glad I’ve not got kids, if this is the shit they get up to.’

      An androgynous figure in white approached, sounding like a blocked Jacuzzi behind the mask. ‘Hi, Gus, Alice. Glad it’s you two I’m dealing with and not your effing boss. Last time she took off her damn mask to sneeze, took her hood down to scratch her head and forgot to wear gloves. Stupid cow, contaminated the entire effing crime scene.’

      Gus was all too aware of his boss, DCI Nancy Chalmers’ propensity to cock up a crime scene. That was why, on the rare occasions she expressed a desire to accompany them, Gus tended to divert her elsewhere. He raised his hand in acknowledgement. ‘Hi Suse, got a cold again? We’re too bloody scared of you to mess up a crime scene. Anything for me yet?’

      ‘Two bodies not enough for you, Gus? Greedy bastard.’

      Gus grinned behind his mask. Suse was Hissing Sid’s sidekick and Gus liked her down-to-earth manner. ‘Well, it was more clues than bodies I was after.’

      Suse snorted. ‘Humph! You’ll be lucky to get any before the end of next century. The place is a cesspit of DNA. God knows what’s relevant. Just sent your dad upstairs with Hissing Sid and body number one. Number two’s in there, behind the couch.’ Sniffing, she inclined her head towards the living room. ‘Why don’t you see what your dad’s got first and then come back down to this one after we’ve had a chance to lift what we need… before the troops parade through like a bunch of majorettes in their size nines and…’ She paused and winked at Gus. ‘If I’m correctly informed, a pair of shiny dance shoes.’ She poked Gus none too gently in the arm, flung her head back and let loose a guffaw that rattled the windows.

      Gus shook his head. ‘Ha, bloody, ha!’ He pointed at the living room. ‘What can you tell me about that body?’

      ‘This one’s another girl. Looks like the missing son might be your number one suspect.’

      With Alice following, Gus walked back towards the stairs. ‘Could be, Suse, or maybe victim number three. Best not jump to conclusions just yet, hmm?’

      Suse snorted. ‘I hope he’s alive. We’re backed up to the hilt as it is. Any more bodies and I’m going to have to ask Tesco if we can borrow their storage facilities! You know it doesn’t go down well with the shoppers when they find Carte de Morgue next to their Ben and Jerry’s cookie dough.’ With a giggle and a wave, she was off.

      Alice snorted. ‘Bloody idiot!’

      Reaching the top landing, Gus once more looked around. The smell of stale booze was fainter up here. Nevertheless, the paintings were askew on the wall and the pristine white carpet was speckled with stains. Cans were tossed across the landing, some with trails of beer staining the area around them. The bedroom doors were ajar, revealing similar scenes of destruction. ‘Well, looks like the little bastards had a good time, doesn’t it?’

      ‘And, if my nose is correct – and it doesn’t often let me down – I’d have to surmise that an overindulgence in a variety of guilty pleasures, some illegal, no doubt, has resulted in a veritable volcano of vomit. Or, in other words, they’ve been shagging, smoking dope and drinking themselves silly.’

      ‘Such a way with words, Al. As if the stench wasn’t bad enough on its own, you feel the need to embellish it.’

      Alice leered and added with relish, ‘Ah, but the other little titbit of info my nasal passages sense is…’

      Gus turned and waited as she raised her nose in the air and sniffed, ‘Alright, go on then, what else?’

      ‘Blood!’

      ‘Shit,’ Gus tutted and began to breathe slowly through his mouth. Now she’d mentioned it, he could smell it too. His own blood drained from his face leaving him light-headed. He swallowed, concentrating on his breathing. Should have brought my damn Vicks! Why couldn’t he have inherited his dad’s constitution? No matter how often he came across blood in his line of work it was still a major trauma for him. Mind you, not as much of a trauma for him as for the dead girl behind the door. As he approached it, he tried to ignore the butterfly wings in his chest. If he just breathed through his mouth, he could get through this. He always had before.

      Alice held out her hand, which was cupped round something. ‘Go on. You might as well take it. Better than you puking all over the crime scene. Wouldn’t want Suse on your back, now, would we?’

      When he held out his hand, she dropped a small Vicks vial onto his palm. Gus slathered some onto his hankie and handed the bottle back to her. Straightening his shoulders, he ignored Alice’s smirk. It was okay for her, taunting him. She didn’t have to concentrate whilst trying to hold her stomach contents down with sheer force of will. ‘Right, Sherlock, we already knew the body was in the main bedroom and, well,’ he hooked his thumb towards the door, ‘that is the main bedroom.’

      He steeled himself, reached for the handle and opened the door. ‘You get the low-down from the CSIs and get them to walk through the rest of the upstairs with them. I’ll focus on the victim. Let’s hope they’ve got something to give us.’

      As he entered, Dr McGuire moved away from the double bed. Gus’ eyes were immediately drawn, not to the bed, but to the wall behind it which had been defaced with large, red, block capital letters:

      REDEEMED

      He hadn’t expected that. The word printed so boldly on the wall smacked of glee. It was a taunt, no doubt about it. Whoever had done this was perverted. It made his skin crawl. When they’d got the call, he’d expected a tragic accident at a kid’s party gone wrong. This flagrant taunt above one of the victims lifted a senseless tragedy into the realms of malicious intent. This was sinister and he doubted this case would be an easy one to solve. The stakes had increased and Gus was determined to catch this fucker. It was just a damn shame that Sebastian Carlton had shot over to liaise with the FBI in Quantico. He had a feeling that he may need some insight into the mind of this killer before too long. Engrossed in his own thoughts, Gus studied the word. Was this a religious connotation? A moral judgement?

      The sound of someone clearing their throat distracted him. Followed by the word ‘Lipstick’ being uttered, his attention was diverted to the edge of the bed, where Sid was kneeling.

      ‘Lipstick?’ It took Gus a moment to realise that Sid referred to the word on the wall. Not blood, lipstick. That was a little better – not quite as much of a sadist as he’d first thought. He grimaced, as if he was talking in term of degrees of sadism.

      Hissing Sid stood up. ‘Yeah, whoever wrote it climbed onto the bed after she was dead. Look, you can see where they’ve stood in the pooled blood.’ He pointed to a stain, dull against the cream carpet. ‘Mind you, most of it’s soaked in now.’

      This was true, the carpet’s thick pile made the blood appear gritty and there was only a thin patina where it had landed in denser puddles. Gus tried to pretend it didn’t look like shreds of flesh, yet the image of offal was persistent. He held the hankie to his nose again and ignored Sid’s knowing smirk as he continued to explain what had happened.

      ‘The killer then stepped up onto the pillow and then here, look, back down to the carpet.’

      Eager to divert his mind to less gory thoughts, Gus knelt down and studied the print on the floor. ‘Got pictures, measurements, etc?’

      ‘Yeah, we’ll get them on the database as soon as we can.’

      Gus stood up and approaching the bed, looked down at the girl for the first time. All the time he’d been talking to Sid, he’d been conscious of her presence. He’d wanted to wait till Sid has explained about the writing on the wall before looking at her, though. She deserved his full attention and that’s what he would give her now.

      Her arms and legs, like skinny pipe cleaners, flung out from her naked body, made a star shape half on, half off the bed. The blood on her chest and abdomen almost concealed her teenage breasts and made it difficult to identify her wounds. Blood had coagulated in her hair making it appear dark and matted in places, though, judging by her pubic hair she was a natural blonde. The girl was barely older than Mo’s eldest girl, Zarqa. Gus quelled the comparison as soon as it had arisen. He had to retain objectivity if he was going to get the justice this girl deserved. Comparing this poor girl to his ‘niece’ would only make it harder. Christ, it was hard enough as it was! Aware that his dad was waiting next to him, giving him the time to process the scene, Gus continued his appraisal, then turned to Sid, ‘Any thoughts on the attack, Sid… Doc?’

      Sid scrunched up his face, ‘When the doc examined her, there was blood underneath her. I reckon she was either moved after she died or she put up a struggle.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Doc McGuire shook his head. ‘There’s nae defence marks and the way her hands are flung wide isn’t a natural position if ye’ve been stabbed. Yer instincts would be to curl up and cover yer head and chest, not offer a wider target.’

      ‘So, you think it’s been staged?’

      Sid pointed. ‘From the blood splatter, it looks like the girl was on her side when the first blow struck.’

      Dr McGuire gestured to a barely visible stab wound just under her left breast, ‘This was the first. You can see the spatter up the wall from when the killer pulled oot the knife from this first wound and retracted his hand ready tae deliver the rest. She rolled onto her back. That would have been instinct.’ He pursed his lips together, ‘Maybe he got in another stab before the wee soul went into self-protection mode. Probably this wound’. He pointed to an area between her breasts at the top of her abdomen. ‘What do you think, Sid?’

      ‘Yeah, doubt he’d have managed two, then again, he didn’t need to, did he?’

      ‘Hmph, no you’re right. He didnae need to. This was probably the wound that killed the wee lassie. It would have been mere seconds. Yet, we have multiple stab wounds to the abdomen and chest. Possible serrated edge. The post-mortem will give us a better idea. I’d say they look quite deep and forcefully driven. Most will have been delivered post mortem, I suspect. We’ll ken mair later.’

      Sid pointed to a drag stain on the duvet. ‘He’s pulled her round and to the left so her legs dangled off the bed. He’s pulled them apart, just like he did with her arms.’

      For a second there was silence as the three men looked at the girl. The positioning of the body indicated that the killer had tried to have sex with her, either as she was dying, or after she was dead. This took things to a whole new level of depravity. Either way the killer would have been soaked in this girl’s blood.

      Gus wanted to back out of the room and down the stairs and away from this fucked-up crime scene. Their very presence there, looking at this anonymous girl at her most vulnerable, made Gus want to rage at the world. It was as if she was being violated in death as much as she had in life and she was only a child with her entire life snuffed out by some pervert.

      Gus heard his dad swallow as if trying to dislodge something from his throat. The sound was deep and resonant and Gus was all too familiar with it; it was one of his old man’s ‘tells’. A murder so soon on the back of Gus’ mum’s ordeal was bound to have a profound effect on his old man. This sort of case wasn’t easy for any of the people involved in investigating it. The fact was, when it became routine for any of them then it was time for them to retire. It was their humanity, their empathy with the victim that distanced themselves from the monsters they encountered and made them good at their jobs.

      Dr McGuire rolled first one shoulder and then the other before speaking. ‘There are signs of recent sexual activity. Lubricant, no semen.’

      Gus’ scowl deepened. He could feel the tension across his forehead and shoulders. He mimicked his dad’s earlier movements. The kid looks like she should be eating ice cream and watching Frozen, not bloody shagging in a friend’s parents’ bedroom.

      ‘Yeah, I get that, consensual or forced?’

      Dr McGuire’s shrug was non-committal. ‘Hard to tell. The PM will tell us.’ Gus lifted his gloved fingers to run them through his hair, and tutted when they encountered the hood of his bunny suit. ‘He used a condom, so no DNA?’

      ‘Not so far, but we’ll comb the body and sheets. We may get lucky.’

      Sid waved a baggie in front of Gus’ face. ‘Or… we may already be lucky.’

      Whilst Gus and his dad had been chatting, Sid had moved away to collect trace evidence from around the bed area. Gus looked at the clear evidence bag that Sid was dangling. If the CSI was bringing it to his attention with his eyes sparkling like that, then it must be good.

      ‘Found it jammed down the back of the bed between the pillow and the headboard. It’s a tissue covered in…’

      In a move that made Gus’ stomach roil, he pushed his nose towards the open bag and sniffed, ‘…semen by the smell of it. Maybe our boy took off his condom, wiped his dick with the tissue and pushed it down the back of the bed. Mucky bugger! I’ll try and get the sample expedited – fingers crossed.’

      Gus slapped him on the back. ‘Good find, Sid. Did you find her clothes? Any ID or anything there?’

      Sid shook his head, ‘Yes, to the first, no to the second.’ He pointed to a pile of brown paper bags that were used for dry clothes, ‘I’m assuming these were hers. They were bundled up on that chair; black suede ankle boots à la Primark, size five, skinny jeans (red), size ten, tight T-shirt and a baggy overshirt again, size ten, black thong, no bra, however she didn’t really need one, did she? I went through the pockets and we’ve looked on the floor, alas, no bag or ID. Nothing, so far.’

      ‘Phone?’

      ‘Nah, just her clothes.’

      Where was her phone? Had her killer taken it with him? Maybe they’d come across it later. He hoped so. He wanted this girl identified as soon as possible. Surely someone had noticed her disappearance by now? As Alice walked back into the room, he turned to her. ‘No young girls reported missing since yesterday?’

      ‘No, I’ve put an alert out, so if any are reported, we’ll be notified.’

      Gus looked at his dad. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Not a lot. Very young. I’d say between twelve and fifteen at most. I’ll get her processed. I’ve been told I’ve got another visit to make before I’m done. This job just keeps on damn well giving!’ Give me twenty minutes and then I’ll let you know what number two has revealed.’

      Now that his dad was gone, Gus took the time to look round the Proctors’ bedroom. Despite the disarray, it was clear the family was well off. However, everything that had been matching and tasteful was now tainted by the presence of the dead girl. He doubted they’d ever live here again. Most victims of violent crime in the home moved within twelve months and it was hardly surprising. Who’d want to live with the constant reminder of the most traumatic time in your life? Like the other rooms, it had been trashed. Ornaments and make-up scattered the floor. The wardrobes were open and clothes had been dragged from hangers and tossed around the room. Mr Proctor’s suits and shirts soaked up beer in one pile, whilst Mrs Proctor’s dresses and underwear dotted the floor and bedside tables. Who knew whether this was the result of a drunken rampage by teenage kids or something far worse. Had the killer done this? Or had it been done earlier? Whichever it was, he was going to get to the bottom of it.

      He looked at the girl for a last time before leaving the room. Someone somewhere was missing a daughter and they didn’t even know it yet. Did they even care? Well, even if they didn’t, he did.
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        Matty: You hear the sirens?

        Jake: Yeah, might be nowt.

        Matty: It’s gotta be that, Jake.

        Jake: Calm down. We done nowt wrong. Stop being a wuss.

        Matty: Where the hell is Si?

        Jake: Go to fucking bed, Matty
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      By the time he came back downstairs, Gus was sticky, hot and bad tempered. His nostrils were clogged with the stench of alcohol, vomit and weed. He was sure the latter was having a mild effect on him as his head was full of sludge. Maybe he needed a caffeine hit. When they’d exchanged their bunny suits for fresh ones to avoid cross contamination between the two scenes, Gus glanced at Alice. ‘Ready?’

      She shrugged. ‘As I’ll ever be.’

      Pushing open the door, Gus poked his head through. ‘Hi Suse, you ready for us, now?’

      Suse broke off her conversation with Gus’ dad and beckoned them in. ‘Yeah, stick to the blocks and make your way over.’

      In single file, Gus and Alice made their way towards the massive leather couch, where Suse and the Doc stood. Before speaking to them, Gus looked round the room. It was open plan with an archway leading into the dining room which, in turn, had double doors going into the kitchen. The room was bigger than Gus’ kitchen and living room put together. Apart from the oversize couch, two matching chairs and a coffee table, the only other item that stood intact in the room was a wall-mounted, widescreen TV. The carpet was covered with up-ended plant pots, broken photo frames and shattered ornaments. It was hard to get a feel for the room; nevertheless, the magnolia and white colour scheme had Gus veering towards a minimalist look.

      In here, despite having become accustomed to the mixed smells throughout the rest of the house, Gus became aware of a heightened awareness of acrid filth and before speaking, he swallowed hard and took several slow shallow breaths.

      ‘Fuck! The stink’s worse in here.’

      Suse looked at him with a puzzled frown. ‘Is it?’

      Alice snorted, ‘Just a bit, Suse, just a bit.’

      ‘Oh, okay, if you say so.’ Suse gestured for them to follow her. ‘She’s here if you want to see her in situ, Gus.’

      Gus walked round to the front of the settee. The girl lay with her head wedged into the corner of the couch. Her feet were sprawled at an angle as if she’d slouched down to rest her head, barely skimming the floor. She looked like a ragdoll in a giant’s castle. Her short hair was dyed black and her T-shirt, jeans and knee-length boots were also black. Each finger and both thumbs were adorned with heavy silver-coloured rings. Her wrist was circled by a single, wide bangle which only partly concealed the serpentine tattoo which snaked from beneath the bracelet around her arm and undulated upwards till it disappeared beneath her jacket sleeve.

      Gus bent down to see the girl’s face. Her eyes stared at him, making him recoil. He steadied himself before looking back. Slathered over her chin and down the front of her T-shirt was a stream of alcohol-tinged vomit that had pooled in her lap, making Gus glad he still had his Vicks hankie at the ready. Underneath her intricate black liner and eye shadow, the whites of her eyes, red with petechiae, looked demonic. Her lips were blue-tinged except where her piercings glinted like snake fangs from her mouth.

      Gus, his limbs leaden, stood up and sighed. Another fucking waste. Two dead girls in the confines of one family home. Did they know each other? Judging by their dress sense the two girls belonged to different ‘clubs’. Maybe they went to school together, though. He turned to Dr McGuire, who looked more stooped than he had an hour earlier. This must be getting to the old man, too. The sparkle in his eyes had faded and they looked dull and determined. ‘Asphyxiation?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Did you spot the petechiae?’

      Gus gave an abrupt nod. Hell, even his dad’s voice was flat. ‘Suffocated on her own vomit, did she?’

      ‘Hmm,’ Doc McGuire lifted the girl’s head. ‘That’s what I’m not so sure about. See those few faint marks on her neck? They could indicate a third party. She certainly wasn’t here on her own. Suse and I found traces of what could be semen, here… and here.’ He pointed to her trousers and the couch between her legs. ‘And also, at the other end of the couch. Suse is on the case with that.’

      ‘Any ID on this one, Suse?’

      ‘Yeah, school bus pass.’ She held out a clear cellophane bag containing a bus pass with a photo of an innocent-looking girl. ‘It’s her alright – prior to piercing, haircut and death. Jade Simmonds, no address. Metro will be able to supply that.’

      Crouching before the girl, Alice tutted. ‘What the fuck went on here last night?’

      Fergus McGuire patted Alice gently on the shoulder. ‘Ye’ll get there in the end, Alice, hen. You always do. Noo, I’m done here, so I’ll away off noo.’ He straightened his huge lumbering frame, clicking his shoulder joints as he moved and turned to Gus. ‘See ye the morra at the post-mortems?’

      Gus gave an abrupt nod. Not that he was looking forward to it. The very thought of seeing these two young girls subjected to further indignities turned his stomach.

      Packing his accoutrements into his bag, Dr McGuire continued, ‘I’ll start early, since we’ve two tae get tae grips wi’. Seven-thirty suit you?’

      ‘Yeah, thanks, appreciate it.’

      Robin Hood’s Bay seemed a lifetime away. He sighed. At least the break appeared to have done his dad good. Despite the circumstances that had brought him down in February, over all, he was a little more like his usual jaunty self again.

      Doc McGuire raised his hand in salute to the CSIs who still worked around the room and headed for the door. ‘I’ll see ye then, Angus. Must get off; lots tae do and I fancy a wee dram afore I retire for the night.’

      Gus, relieved to see his dad finally departing, turned as Suse approached.

      ‘Thought you’d want to see this. Loads of them were strewn around in the kitchen, hallway and living room.’

      Gus reached out and took a rectangular business card from her. On one side there was a psychedelic image of a long lens camera and on the other the photographer’s details:

      Tayyub Images

      Personalised photography for any occasion

      Video Imaging

      Personalised stationery.

      Accompanied by contact details including home address, mobile and home phone numbers and email.

      ‘Interesting. Wonder if he was at the party and decided to do a bit of self-promotion while he was here.’

      Alice read the card. ‘Looks like it, we’ll follow up on that tomorrow.’

      A CSI approached carrying a clear evidence bag with a phone inside. ‘Found this in the shed, behind an old deck chair. Battery’s dead. It fits the description of Simon Proctor’s phone, given by his parents.’ They began to move towards the kitchen until, hearing his name called, Gus stopped and turned impatiently to find his dad’s head poking round the living room door like a floating pumpkin.

      ‘Oh, one mair thing, Angus, I nearly forgot.’

      Gus tapped his foot on the floor and sighed. ‘Yes, what is it, Dad?’

      ‘Your mother says you’ve to come for Sunday lunch. She’s got a surprise for you.’

      Gus’ heart sank. He was all too familiar with the sort of surprises his mum produced. Ignoring Alice’s chuckle, Gus glowered. ‘Dad! I’m working. How many times do I have to tell you, I don’t mix work and family?’ And trying to ignore the sniggers from the others, he turned on his heel and moved into the kitchen. Why the hell did his dad always have to make him the laughing stock? It was getting beyond a damn joke. At least he’d had the sense to change out of his kilt this time. Gus’ mouth quirked. Bloody ‘dancing shoes’ indeed. Who the hell does he think he is? Bloody Cinderella?
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      As they approached the neighbours’ house, the door opened and Mrs Owen, a flamboyant woman in a scarlet kimono, gestured them through to the dimly-lit living room. Jane and James Proctor sat together on a red leather settee, faces pale and hands tightly clenched in their laps. The contrast between this home and the one they’d just left hit Gus in the gut. It wasn’t just the calmness after the activity in the Proctors’. It was something deeper than that, something clean and pure… Innocence? Whatever it was, Gus breathed it in, savouring the cleanliness, whilst conscious that his clothes still carried the noxious odours from the Proctors’ home. The family liaison officer sat opposite the worried couple on a matching chair.

      When he saw which liaison officer had been assigned to Simon’s parents, Gus’ heart sank. If he found her irritating, he hated to think how the Proctors would react. He wished they’d sent Janine Roberts. She was unflappable and allowed the family space to breathe. This one, whose name he could never remember, was downright irritating. In-your-face the entire time; sugary sweet and overly solicitous. He could only hope that the Proctors wouldn’t find her so. She jumped to her feet immediately and made the introductions. Gus managed a smile and then asked her to take Mrs Owen into the kitchen so they could have privacy.

      Gus and Alice had just loosened their coats and sat down on the two chairs opposite the Proctors, when the door opened and kimono woman popped her head through. ‘Cup of tea?’

      Gus groaned. Couldn’t the damn FLO keep her away for two bloody seconds? Hoping his grin was friendlier than it felt, Gus declined, ignoring the smirk on Alice’s face that told him she’d seen his eye roll.

      ‘Coffee…? No. Okay I’ll let you get on with it. I’m just in the kitchen if you need anything.’

      As the door shut, Gus turned to the Proctors, leaning forward, elbows on knees. ‘I know this must be really hard for you, but we just need some information, then we’ll get you settled into a hotel for the night. We’ll take a proper statement tomorrow, okay?’

      Mr Proctor’s shoulders slumped and his wife looked in front of her, her mouth slack and her eyes vacant.

      Gus turned to Alice. ‘Al, book a double with breakfast at The Mansions, please.’

      Mr Proctor ran his fingers through his hair and put his other arm round his wife’s shoulders. ‘Gemma offered to put us up here. To be honest, I don’t think we’ll sleep tonight although we could do with some privacy.’ He glanced at his wife. ‘Couldn’t we, Jane?’

      She started and looked up at him, her eyes glazed. ‘What?’

      He squeezed her shoulders tighter, his knuckles whitening with the pressure. ‘Privacy. I’m just telling the detective inspector that we could do with some privacy.’

      Jane glanced at Gus as if she’d only just noticed his presence. ‘Have you found him yet? Simon? Have you found him?’

      Gus gave his best comforting smile. He was sure it made him look manic, deranged. Unlike Alice, he’d never quite mastered the art of offering platitudes. It was too much like lying or offering false hope to people who’d grip onto any lifeline offered to them, even if it would ultimately sink them. Extracting information from parents like the Proctors entailed a fine balancing act. On the one hand, he was sympathetic to the fact that they had just suffered a great shock and were now fearing for their son Simon – who, he’d been told, was their only child. On the other, though, the case was time-sensitive and he needed to extract as much information as possible from the couple right now. He couldn’t afford to give them the luxury of a night’s rest and time to come to terms with the situation. He had to strike now.

      A quick assessment of the two told him that whilst James Proctor gave an outward appearance of holding things together, he, too, was near breaking point. His face was grey and drawn and he kept clenching and unclenching his fists. Mrs Proctor, by contrast, looked like a zombie. An air of inertia hung over her. Even a simple hand movement seemed to drain her of what little reserves of energy she had.

      ‘No, Mrs Proctor, not yet. We’re doing our very best.’

      Her striking blue eyes looked directly into Gus’ for a second and then she nodded, as if reassured by whatever she saw there. When she spoke, her voice was slurred and slow. Gus knew she hadn’t been medicated, so he put her delayed reactions down to shock.

      ‘Call me Jane.’ She lifted a hand to Gus and then, as if it was too much effort, she let it drift back down to rest on her thigh. Closing her eyes, she inhaled and drew away from her husband’s arms, pulling her shoulders back and exhaling as she did so. Opening her eyes again, she linked the fingers of both hands together in her lap. Her entire body remained still, bar for the thumbs that twiddled circles around one another as she spoke. ‘I suppose you’ve got things to ask, so please go ahead. Before you do, though, I want to make one thing clear, so you don’t waste your time going off in the wrong direction.’

      Her eyes, more focussed now, met first Gus’ then Alice’s. ‘Simon… did not… touch that… poor girl,… you know?’ Each word was punctuated by a pause.

      Holding her gaze, Gus said, ‘Jane, we’re not suggesting he did. However, we really need to find him, so we know what went on at this party and to make sure that he’s alright. Now, you’ve tried his phone, but it’s switched off, is that right?’

      ‘We’ve tried repeatedly since we got back. It goes straight to voicemail. Last time we spoke to him was about 8:30 on Saturday night.’

      ‘How did he sound? Was he at home? Could you hear anything else in the background?’

      Jane wiped her eyes with a ragged tissue. ‘It was a short conversation. Just to touch base, you know? He said he was fine and at home watching telly.’ Her twiddling thumbs increased in speed. ‘We trusted him.’

      Reaching over, James placed his hand over Jane’s. The bulk of his frame emphasised how fragile his wife looked as he repositioned his arm around her shoulders and pulled her head to rest there, mumbling reassuring words that were inaudible to Gus and Alice.

      Averting his eyes, Gus gave them a few seconds before asking, ‘What about friends? Have you tried to contact them?’

      Lifting her head from her husband’s embrace, Jane swallowed hard. ‘We’ve phoned everyone. No-one knows where he is. His two best friends are unobtainable and no-one else seems to have been at the party or they’re not telling us, anyway.’

      ‘Who are his best friends?’

      ‘Jake Carpenter and Matthew Bates. We’ve tried their homes, too, and got the answer machine.’

      ‘Give their numbers to DS Cooper and we’ll follow it up. Addresses too, if you have them. We’re going to have to ask you to write a list of all of Simon’s friends.’

      At least they’d feel like they were doing something if they did that.

      ‘Did Simon have a girlfriend?’

      Both parents shook their heads. Then Jane snorted ‘Maybe he did and didn’t tell us. You never know with sixteen-year-olds. I mean, he promised not to have a party or anything and look what happened. Who knows what other lies he’s told us?’ Her eyes filled with tears and she kneaded her knees with trembling hands.

      ‘You’re doing really well. Just a couple of other things and then we’ll be on our way. Do you know a girl called Jade Simmonds?’

      The pair looked at each other and then shook their heads. James swallowed, then in a quiet voice asked, ‘Is she the girl in our bedroom?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘No, we haven’t managed to identify her yet and you said you didn’t recognise her at all?’

      James’ face paled and his hand shook as he lifted it to push his hair back from his forehead. ‘No, never seen her before in my life.’ His voice caught in his throat and he rubbed his arm across his eyes. ‘Bloody tragic. Poor girl. How could this have happened? Who would have done something like this?’

      ‘What about Tayyub Hussain? Do you know him?’

      Jane’s eyes lit up for a moment. ‘Oh Tayyub, yes of course we know Tayyub. He’s a friend of Si’s. Don’t know why I didn’t think to try him. Simon’s probably there.’ With a smile, she withdrew her phone from her pocket, but Gus laid his hand on her arm. ‘Wait a minute, Jane. Put it on speaker phone. Ask if Simon’s there and nothing more. Don’t give any details, okay?’

      Taking a deep breath, Jane dialled Tayyub’s number. The phone rang three times before going to voice mail. With a sigh, she hung up.

      James patted her knee. ‘He might still be there, Jane. He might.’ The last was said as if he was trying to convince himself more than Jane.

      ‘Or he might be lying dead in a damn gully somewhere, James. After everything he’s been through too. It’s not fair. It’s just not fair.’ Jane lifted her hands to her face, bowed her head and began to cry.

      This was horrible. Gus’ experience with his mum earlier in the year told him that not knowing was worse than anything. He would have given anything to be able to say, ‘There, there, it’s okay. Everything’s going to be just fine.’ He couldn’t, though. He, of all people, knew that life could be shite and that, just when you thought things couldn’t get any worse, your life could take a nosedive into a cesspool without breathing apparatus.

      He stood up and began to put his coat back on. ‘Look, keep trying Tayyub and his other mates. If you get through, just find out if Si is there, or when they last saw him. Don’t mention anything else and only phone when the family liaison officer is with you, okay?’ Not that he held out much hope of her being any bloody use to the Proctors. He must have scowled because Alice nudged him and frowned. Taking the hint, he schooled the furrows in his forehead away and pasted on a smile.

      ‘I think you’ve given us everything we need for now. I’ll get somebody to take you to the hotel. Get that list of all his friends with addresses and contact phone numbers to us. Your family liaison officer here will make sure any information you need to give us gets to us and also that anything we find out gets to you. Please don’t speak to the press. They’re animals and will hound you given the chance. Again, your FLO can get rid of them for you.’ Well, he hoped she could anyway.

      Gus had turned to leave when Jane Proctor jumped to her feet, grabbing his arm. ‘He’s not dead, is he? You don’t think he’s dead?’

      Gus patted her arm. ‘Mrs Proctor, at this stage we don’t know anything. His body wasn’t found in the house, so the chances are he just got frightened and ran away.’

      He turned to her husband. ‘Do you need a doctor to prescribe something to help you sleep? It won’t do anyone any good if you’re exhausted, will it?’

      James shook his head. ‘We’ll be fine, thanks, won’t we, Jane?’ And he put both arms round his wife and held her close.
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        Matty: Mrs P still ringing

        Jake: Me too

        Matty: What’ll we do?

        Jake: Told you. Keep fuckin’ shtum!

        Matty: They must’ve found her. Am brickin’ it!

        Jake: Pussy! Fucking man up.

        Jake:… and go to fucking sleep, Tosser!

        Matty: You’re the Tosser. Shouldn’t have listened to you. Should’ve stayed like I wanted to.

        Jake: Shut up Matty. We’re in this together now. Just keep fucking shtum or Si will kill us. You know what he’s like!

        Matty: Maybe he’s dead. Then none of it’ll matter.

        Jake: Grow up… and shut up, ok?
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      When they reached the pavement, Gus breathed in the ice-cold air, pulled a bottle of Irn Bru from his pocket and took a deep slug. ‘I hate these sorts of cases. Nowt good’s gonna come of all this.’

      Glancing over Gus’s shoulder, Alice groaned. ‘Talking of “nowt good”. It looks like it’s heading this way as we speak.’

      Gus turned round and swore under his breath as a bull of a man strutted towards them, his pugnacious face set in an irritating sneer. This was the last person he wanted to see at his crime scene. The man was objectionable and downright obstructive. He’d tried his best to make Gus’ life miserable on The Matchmaker case. ‘I thought we’d seen the last of DS Knowles when DCI Hussain went. Thought the pillock had been transferred to Skipton.’

      Alice turned her back on Knowles as he approached and muttered ‘No such bloody luck by the looks of it.’ She grinned. ‘He’s not a DS anymore, Gus. Got demoted. He’s a bog-standard DC now.’

      Knowles stopped just a little too close to Gus, invading his personal space. Recognising the tactic, Gus stepped even closer and straightened to full height, towering over the shorter man. ‘Well?’

      Knowles raised his eyebrows, his mouth curled and his arms held loosely by his sides. Gus recognised it as a fighter’s stance and he recalled the other man was an amateur boxer.

      When Knowles spoke, his tone was a hair’s width away from insolence. ‘Well, what?’ He hesitated as Gus’ eyebrows raised before adding, ‘Sir.’

      Gus glared at him. ‘Watch yourself, Knowles. I’m not about to put up with your shit, not even for a short time. Give your report and then you get on back to headquarters. I don’t want you anywhere near this enquiry. Understood?’

      Knowles lowered his gaze, flicking a glance to his right, his face reddening as he did so. Gus realised then that a small group of officers had gathered within hearing. Seemed that Knowles hadn’t made many friends in Bradford. ‘Didn’t know you were back, Knowles. What did you do to get kicked out of Skipton?’

      Knowles’ mouth tightened. ‘I asked to be transferred back. Wanted to keep an eye on the likes of you.’ He took a deep breath and then as DC Talvinder Bhandir approached, he snorted. ‘I see you’ve kept your positive discrimination quota up… sir. Despite that Hussain bird dumping you.’

      Gus’ stomach clenched. Hearing Sadia’s name on Knowles’ lips had knocked him off kilter for a second. It didn’t happen so often now; only when he was caught off guard. However, it wasn’t the jibe about Sadia that pissed him off. It was the underlying venom in the other man’s words. His racist intent was clear, yet he’d said nothing Gus could get him for.

      Alice tutted and stared him out, whilst Gus prodded him on the shoulder. ‘That’s where you’re wrong, Knowles. I don’t select my team on the basis of positive discrimination. I select them because they’re the best investigative officers of their rank.’ He leaned right into Knowles’ face. ‘That’s why you’ll never make it onto my team. You’re just. Not. Good. Enough.’ Gus punctuated his final four words with additional prods to Knowles’ shoulder. He stood back, and winked at Taffy and Alice, his tone containing no trace of its previous venom. ‘Now let your superior officers hear your report and then bog off.’

      Knowles glared in turn at all three of them and then spat a globule of phlegm on the ground, close to Alice’s boot. She glowered, ‘Uggh, you are a despicable little man, aren’t you?’

      He ignored her and looked at Gus. ‘Nothing to report.’

      Gus frowned. ‘You’ve been here for almost three hours and you’ve nothing to report?’ He folded his arms across his chest and shook his head slowly from side to side. ‘It’s that lack of precision that lets you down, Knowles. Let’s see if I can help you out. Why don’t you share some of your thoughts about the people you interviewed?’

      Knowles’ eyes flicked away as he shuffled the ground.

      ‘You did interview some neighbours, didn’t you? Or did you just eat biccies and drink coffee all evening, whilst we’ve got two dead bodies and a missing lad on our hands? Come on, tell us what you thought about them.’

      Breathing deeply, fists clenched by his sides, Knowles swallowed before replying. ‘I don’t get paid to think.’

      Taffy’s gasp made a good job of drowning out Alice’s snort. Raking his fingers through his hair, Gus took a deep breath. Officers like this were the bane of his life. Just as well there weren’t too many of them left in Bradford. Knowles and officers like him had been weeded out. Their adherence to procedures was suspect and their methods downright appalling, so the powers that be had, when possible, rooted them out of the police altogether. However, the few that had slipped through the cracks for one reason or another had, on the whole, been diverted to areas where they could do little damage. Gus struggled to control his temper. Even so, his voice boomed through the night air when he spoke, ‘That’s fucking crap and you know it! Thinking is exactly what we all get paid for. You really are a useless article and I’ll certainly be passing my observations onto your new boss.’

      Alice rested a hand on Gus’ arm and, with a quick nod, he ran his fingers through his dreads again and reigned in his formidable temper. ‘Just get off my crime scene, now.’

      Knowles spun round on his heel and began to strut off, his walk unhurried, his stance arrogant. Then he turned back, his voice full of glee. ‘Forgot to mention it, DS Cooper, your paparazzi friend was hanging around earlier. Probably waiting for you to leak a few crucial facts to him again like you did in Keighley.’

      Gus, anticipating Alice’s reaction, reached out to grab her, however he was too late to stop her marching over to Knowles and slapping him on the face. The unmistakeable sound of flesh hitting flesh with force hung in the air, causing an immediate silence as the officers nearby turned to look.

      Knowles stroked his hand over the reddening mark and glared at her. ‘You’ll regret that, Cooper. I’m going to write this up when I get back. You won’t get away with it. That’s assault.’

      Gus glanced round, seeing only a few officers nervously watching the scene. He, recognised them and knew that, like him, they’d have no sympathy for Knowles, who was well known as a lazy backstabbing piece of shit. He turned to Knowles. ‘If you cause me or anyone on my team a single moment of discomfort, I promise you I’ll come after you. You think your old buddies Alfie Redmond and Jazz Panesar will have your back? Well they won’t. They rely on me now at The Fort. So, if I need any shit dealt on a little bulldog like you, I know where to go. Got it?’

      Knowles held Gus’ stare until his eyes flickered. He turned to Alice, eyes narrowed and pointed his finger as if it was a gun. ‘Watch your back, darling!’ Glaring at the group of officers, he walked away, his thick shoulders rolling as he ducked under the crime scene tape.

      When he was out of earshot, Alice turned to Gus. Her face flushed and her eyes sparking, ‘Fuck, Fuck fuckity fuck fuck fuck! I’m sorry. Shouldn’t have done that.’

      Gus shrugged. ‘No harm done this time, Al. Just try to keep a hold on your temper. He’s a sneaky bastard and he’ll have his eye on you, now. You’ve got to let Keighley go. It was yonks ago and you’ve proved yourself ten times over since then.’

      Alice cocked one eyebrow. ‘Oh yeah, here speaks the master of letting things go.’

      Taffy, grinning like the village idiot, lifted one hand and holding thumb and fingers together, flicked it, emitting a loud crack. ‘Wow, that was some beeeitch slap, Alice. Wait till I tell Compo and Sampson. Bloody ace, that were.’

      Gus snorted with sudden laughter. Taffy’s enthusiasm, despite the American accent fading to Yorkshire by the end, had tickled him. After the night they’d had, they needed a laugh. Patting Alice on the back, he wiped the grin off his face. ‘Tone it down a bit, Taffy. We need to down-play this, yeah?’

      Taffy, still grinning, ran his fingers through his gelled hair. ‘Oh yeah. Yeah, I got it, Gus.’ He cast a sideways glance at Alice and lowered his voice. ‘It were fucking sick, Al. Fucking sick.’

      Gus rolled his eyes. What part of ‘play it down’ did the kid not get? ‘Right, back to business now. Alice, I’d like you to interview Simon’s friends Matty Bates and Jake Carpenter first thing tomorrow. Drop in on one at sevenish and try to get to the other before nine. I want both interviewed before they head off to school and I want the parents there, okay? Sampson can go with you. I think he’s over there somewhere interviewing the neighbours.’ He handed her a piece of paper with the addresses.

      ‘Taffy and I will attend the PMs with my beloved father. Morning briefing at, say, 10:30, okay? You been to a PM before, Taff?’

      ‘Eh, no.’ Taffy’s brow furrowed for a split second and then his usual grin was back in place. ‘I’ll be right, though, Gus. Don’t worry about me.’

      Alice laughed. ‘It’s more than likely you’ll have to scrape Gus up from the floor, Taffy. He’s a wuss when it comes to PMs.’

      ‘Ignore her, Taffy. We’ll be fine.’ And he really hoped they would be. A thought struck him. ‘Taff, have you done a notification of death?’

      The younger man’s face fell and his eyes went wide. ‘No. I’ve not done that, either.’

      Gus glanced at Alice who shrugged and said, ‘Might work, Gus. Give it a go.’

      Placing an arm on Taffy’s shoulder, Gus squeezed. ‘Look, Taff. PMs and death calls are crap. The worst job we have to do, okay?’ At Taffy’s nod, he continued, ‘I reckon that if you come with me to do the death call for Jade Simmonds, it’ll put the PM into perspective. Make it easier to bear, knowing what those parents are having to suffer. It’s also useful to bear in mind that the PM is one of our most useful investigative tools. It’s another way for us to stick up for the dead… to get them justice, if you like.’ As he spoke he wished he could take the words to heart. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe what he was telling Taffy. That knowledge never made the PMs any easier for him. God knows why his dad’s blood and gore tolerance had bypassed him and instead landed with his sister, who was a paediatric surgeon.
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            01:05 Holmewood Estate

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus pulled his jacket round him and gave Taffy, who stood on the doorstep with him, a reassuring smile. Together, they walked down the path. Gus’ head was throbbing and he was drained. Nothing to what the family they’d just left were feeling. Notifying the parents of a teenage girl that she was dead was bad enough; to tell them in the middle of the night was the absolute pits. He noticed a single tear rolling from Taffy’s eye and coughed. ‘That went well, I thought.’

      Taffy glanced at Gus, biting his lip. When he replied, Gus was pleased to note that his voice held only a slight wobble. ‘Well, sir, if you call the mother falling in a dead faint and the drunken father calling you an effing Paki bastard and blaming us for not finding her sooner, instead of waking them up at this time of night, I’d tend to agree with you. It did go rather well.’

      Smiling at him, Gus shrugged and took a slug from his Irn Bru bottle. ‘I think you missed out “twat” and “prick”. Other than that, well reported. How do you feel?’

      Taffy grimaced. ‘Like I’ve been hit by an express train? Was it obvious it was my first?’

      Gus shook his head, ‘Not at all, you remained calm and unflustered, which is all you can do in these circumstances. We’re the lucky ones. When we walk out the door, it’s over, yet for those poor sods, it’s just beginning.’

      They’d reached their cars before he spoke again. ‘When they’re interviewed again tomorrow, I want you there. It’ll be less traumatic for them to have a familiar face there at the interviews, as well as the FLO. Think you’re up to it?’

      ‘After the PM tomorrow, that’ll be a piece of cake. Thanks, sir, I’d like the opportunity.’

      Lifting a hand, Gus slid into his car, turned on the engine and headed for home. He was proud of Taffy. The lad had remained calm despite the abuse flung at them by Jade Simmonds’ drunk father. Mrs Simmonds had collapsed. Fortunately, the family liaison officer had taken over, coaxed her up to bed and called a doctor. God knows, Mr Simmonds was no use to her in the state he was in. No doubt that’d just add to the guilt he’d feel in the morning.

      An hour later, Gus was laid out sound asleep on his battered old sofa with Bingo taking up more than his fair share of the room. Both snored loudly.
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            03:55 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      I open my eyes. Head’s pounding like fuck! Mouth dry as a nun’s cunt. Can’t move, though. Not right now. Aw God, I’m dying! I open my eyes again, just a little bit this time. It’s dark, the sort of dark that takes time to settle in your head. The sort of dark that makes you think you could be buried… alive?

      What the fuck? Who’s put the street lights out?

      Fucking green dot over there, right high up, keeps flashing; One eyed alien? Smoke alarm?

      Heart’s hammering now and I raise my head just a fraction. It starts to thrum like a low volt electricity pylon. God, it hurts. When I lift my hand to touch my temple, it’s like a fucking bear yanking it, pulling my shoulder out of the socket. It’s like there’s barbed wire burrowing and gnawing into my skull, gouging my brain. I want to be sick. This is the worst hangover I’ve had in ages. It’s like I’m not really here. Maybe I’m not. That makes me laugh. If I’m not here, then where the fuck am I? I remember something for a nanosecond and then it’s gone. What is it?

      Closing my eyes, I try to focus. Something’s not right. This isn’t my bedroom at home. Then, I remember… the party, kids dancing, the girl on the table, Matty, Jake… the mess. The memory of overpowering alcohol and cloying weed makes my stomach lurch. Shouldn’t have mixed the shots and the bud.

      I lie motionless, hoping my head will stop spinning and I’ll be able to sit up. It’s freezing. I try to remember how I got here, that part is blurred, though. Not even sure how long I’ve been here. Despite the darkness, I know I’m alone. A groan slips from my lips, followed by a wracking shiver. I pull my other hand from under the coarse blanket and reach out to touch the canvas bed, but my fingers don’t work. I flex them trying to work the numbness from them, but they’re stiff and swollen. Vicious prickles spread to my fingertips like sheet lightening and my knuckles throb. This is bad… really bad. When was the last time I had a downer like this? Maybe that time with Matty and Jake on the Hill. Can’t believe the folks never even noticed how gone I was.

      I scrunch my toes and they’re just as bad. How long have I been out? How long have I been here? I start to cough, and phlegm tinged with vomit fills my mouth. I force myself to swallow it. It’s lumpy and tastes vile. I tuck the blanket under my back on both sides, creating a cocoon. Like that fucking Hungry Caterpillar book, she’d read to me when I was a kid. Thought she’d always be there for me. She promised!

      No! No! I’m not going there. Not today!

      So, I pull my hood up over my head, snuggle my chin into my neck and roll up like a baby, eyes screwed tight. Focussing on getting away is hard because of the cold and those other thoughts; the ones that won’t let me go. At first, it’s just Matty and Jake, the music, Tayyub being a div taking photos… then the bikers arrived–

      No! Not going there either.

      I delve deeper inside… Gotta reach my safe place right inside my head. No-one can reach me there, no-one can hurt me.

      I’ll think about what to do next when I feel better.
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            06:25 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      DC Sampson, Costa coffee in hand, looked at Alice’s new car. She’d chosen a Mini Cooper again, yet that wasn’t what Sampson was staring at. It was the colour of the car. It wasn’t only that she’d opted for a particularly virulent shade of purple; it was that it was damn near fluorescent and reminiscent of puke after an evening of exotic cocktails and a beetroot binge. He glanced at his half-drunk coffee wondering if he really needed it now he’d been shocked into wakefulness. ‘We could take my car, you know, Al?’

      Chin jutting, Alice put her hands on her hips. ‘And why would we do that?’

      ‘It’s just mine’s a bit less, well…’ He shrugged. ‘… noticeable, you know?’ Apart from its toxic colour, the doors, bonnet and roof were covered by an intricate tangle of black flowers, some open-petalled, some closed, some elongated, some short and stubby. If anything, she’d gone for an even more detailed paintwork on this car than on her previous one. It was distinctive, to say the least. However, it wasn’t the vehicle’s décor that had Sampson hesitating. It was car’s abhorrent lack of foot room, combined with Alice’s erratic driving.

      ‘So? We’re not undercover or anything, are we?’

      ‘Em, well… no.’ Sampson had to concede that. He sighed, knowing that his next words would not be well received, yet he was determined to say them anyway. ‘Minnie 2 is a beautiful vehicle. You know I love her to bits. However…’ He paused. ‘She’s just too damn small for my legs. Riding in her is like being squeezed into a bloody tin of peas, or being forced into a packing crate… or,’ he strode round the car, his words spilling out fast and furious, ‘one of those puppet’s boxes where the doll’s folded in half. Why don’t you just bloody chop my legs off and be done with it?’

      Alice opened her mouth, however Sampson held his hand up. ‘Oh, yeah, it’s okay for you. You’re a bloody short-ass. Hell, you need to sit on a damn cushion to see over the dash board.’ He halted and spun round to face Alice. ‘And there’s another thing. You drive too fast and you talk all the damn time and you never concentrate. You’re going to get us both bloody killed one of these days.’

      Silence hung in the air between them for long seconds. Heat rushed to Sampson’s cheeks and he knew he looked like a tomato. His sisters often teased him about that after he’d had a rant at them. He didn’t regret his words, perhaps just the way he’d said them. The resentment about Alice and her precious Mini had been building up for months now. Getting it off his chest was well over-due. He risked a glance at Alice. Her pixie face was scrunched up as if she was concentrating. He waited for her to blow, bracing himself against the steaming geyser he was sure was heading his way.

      Alice opened her mouth and then closed it again.

      Shit, wish she’d just spit it out!

      She put out her hand and patted Minnie on the roof as if soothing the car after Sampson’s harsh words.

      God, could it get any worse?

      ‘Well, that was a bit of a turn-up, Sampson. Who’d have thought you had it in you?’ She turned on her heel and strutted off.

      Uh, uh! ‘Wait, Al. Where are you going?’

      ‘To get a bloody pool car, you big idiot. Where do you think? You should’ve just said it was cramped in Minnie. Now come on.’

      Speechless, Sampson trailed behind feeling that somehow, yet again, Alice had got the upper hand. Despite having umpteen sisters, he reckoned he’d never understand women.
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            06:45 Heaton/Cottingley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Matty: You awake?

        Jake: yeah. What’s up?

        Matty: Nowt. Just worried. You heard owt?

        Jake: No. You?

        Matty: No. Wonder where he is.

        Jake: Me too. Just keep shtum, ok? It’ll all blow over.

      

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            06:55 Ashwell Road, Heaton

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice turned into Ashwell Road and parked near to number forty-six in front of the church. As she and Sampson got out, she studied the row of houses before them. She loved the terraced houses that typified Bradford. They were such a sharp contrast to the pokey Lego houses she’d lived in in Brent. It was early, and although most still had their lights on behind drawn curtains, there were a few vacant car spaces where a few had already left for work. She hoped Matty Bates’ dad was still at home. Mum had died a few years previously.

      Matthew Bates’ house was snuggled between the end terrace and number forty-four, where a dog yapped at them from the window as they passed. A well-tended, if basic, patch of lawn with a small shed to one side took up most of the front garden. Unlike their neighbours, who had pots upon pots of shrubs, herbs and flowers, the Bateses had a solitary rose bush in the corner. Alice would have bet her soul that it was dedicated to Matty’s dead mum.

      As she locked the car, Sampson stamped his feet and blew on his hands. ‘I hate knocking on doors before the street lights have gone off, don’t you?’

      ‘Yeah, soon as they see us they know it’s not good news. At least we’re not reporting a family death, this time.’

      She crossed the road in the dull morning light and pushed open the creaking gate, before jogging up three steps and pressing the bell. Within seconds she heard the sound of activity inside. A shadow appeared behind the glass and the door opened a crack. A middle-aged man in a dressing gown peered out. Alice made the introductions, quickly explaining that no-one was hurt, and suggesting they move inside.

      Mr Bates read their ID cards, and then opened the door, allowing them access to the warm house. Alice, curious as ever about how other people lived, stepped through into a worn, yet cared-for hallway. The carpet on the stairs to the right was threadbare although it had clearly been hoovered and the air smelled of a cooked breakfast in the making. Alice examined a series of mismatched framed photos depicting a happy family of four. In each picture the presence of a plumpish woman with a ready smile seemed to light the scene. In one a gap-toothed boy and a shy looking girl in swimsuits gazed up at her, unadulterated adoration shining from their eyes. In another scene, a younger Mr Bates stood, one arm round his wife, his other on the shoulder of a young lad, probably Matty, who in turn hugged his sister. All four faces were radiant. Similar scenes were repeated along the wall and the poignancy of the photos wasn’t lost on Alice. She was in no doubt that the loss of the woman they all clearly adored must have been devastating for the family. She really hoped Matty hadn’t done anything wrong.

      ‘I was just getting the breakfast on the go. The kids are upstairs. It’s school today.’ Mr Bates yanked his dressing gown belt so tight around his middle that Alice was concerned he’d cut himself in two. He caught Alice’s eye and a vein of red appeared high on each cheek. Poor sod’s embarrassed to be caught in his PJs. Her smile bright, Alice said, ‘Go and get dressed, Mr Bates. We’ll wait in the living room.’

      This option seemed to unsettle him even more as he shuffled from foot to foot, sending quick glances upstairs as he debated Alice’s offer. ‘I’ve got work at nine. What can I help you with?’

      Realising Mr Bates wouldn’t leave them unattended in his home, Alice gestured towards a half-open door. ‘Shall we go in here and sit down, Mr Bates?’ He bit his lip and glanced from Alice to Sampson before pushing the door fully open. Alice and Sampson followed him into a small front room with a comfortable if saggy leather suite and a super huge plasma telly that dwarfed the rest of the furniture.

      Mr Bates gestured to the couch. ‘Have a seat.’

      Alice sat down on the couch, leaving the armchair nearest to the gas fire for him to sit on.

      ‘What’s all this about? Summat happened to my sister?’

      Undoing her coat, Alice laid her gloves on the coffee table in front of her. ‘No, no, nothing like that. As far as we know your sister’s fine. We’re actually here to talk to Matty. Is he home?’

      Mr Bates frowned. ‘Of course, he’s home. He’s upstairs. It’s seven o’clock on a Monday morning. Where else would he be? Is he in trouble or summat?’

      Sampson leaned forward. ‘It’s just a few routine questions about a party he was at on Saturday.’

      ‘Saturday?’ Mr Bates shook his head, his jowls swinging with the action, ‘He wun’t at no party. He were at Jake’s. Never mentioned a party.’

      Hearing a sound at the door, he turned and saw his daughter peeking through. ‘Do you know owt about a party on Saturday night, Sarah?’

      Sarah, who looked about fourteen, studied the two officers, her eyes alert and intelligent, before backing out of the room, avoiding her father’s glance. A tactic Alice remembered from her own youth. Not that she’d encountered awkward questions from her parents very often. They were always too wrapped up in their own work.

      ‘Sarah!’ her dad raised her voice and the girl sidled back into the room.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Do you know owt about a party on Saturday night?’

      Rolling her eyes in the way only a teenager can, Sarah swung one hip out and rested her hand on the opposite one, ‘What you asking me for? How should I know? I’m not Matty’s keeper, am I?’

      ‘Less o’ your lip, young lady. Go and get your brother.’

      Huffing, Sarah stomped from the room, and moments later, ‘Matty, the pigs are here for you’, drifted downstairs.

      Mr Bates’ flush intensified as he leaned back on his chair. ‘Don’t know what to do with them. Since my wife died, I’ve been on my own, and they’re good kids’.’ He shrugged. ‘At this age it’s hard. They never seem to tell you the full story. Where was this party anyway?’

      ‘It was at Simon Proctor’s.’

      ‘I thought Simon’s folks were away for the weekend. That’s why the three of them were staying over at Jake’s.’

      The sound of teenage feet stomping down the stairs greeted them before a curly haired, acned boy sidled into the room, barefoot and wearing an old pair of joggers and a sweatshirt. His sister edged in after him, her eyes agog. As she sidled past and perched on the arm of her dad’s chair, Matty remained by the door, hands behind his back, head bowed. He looked like they were about to execute him.

      Alice stood up with her hand extended. ‘Hi, I’m DS Alice Cooper and this is DC John Sampson. You must be Matty?’

      Matty offered a sweaty hand and swallowed hard. His voice cracked when he said, ‘Yeah.’

      ‘We’ve just got a few questions we’d like to ask you about the party on Saturday night at Simon’s house.’ She paused and sat down again. ‘You were there, weren’t you?’

      Matty glanced at his dad and then, lowered his eyes. Alice could almost see a neon ‘Busted’ sign across his forehead.

      His dad rubbed stubby fingers over his semi-bald head, pushing horn-like tufts of hair up at either side. ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me you were planning a party at Simon’s?’

      Before he had a chance to continue, Sarah snorted. ‘Duh? That’s easy, Dad. He didn’t say owt because you’d have stopped it, wouldn’t you?’

      Alice liked this girl already. Smart, sassy, no-nonsense. Just the kind of young woman she wished she saw more often in her line of work.

      Mr Bates glared at his daughter and then inclined his head acknowledging the accuracy of her statement. ‘Less o’ your damn cheek, Sarah. Go and make a hot drink for everyone so the police can talk to your brother in peace.’

      After ascertaining what everyone wanted, the girl sloped into the kitchen which adjoined the front room. Noticing that the girl had left the door open, Alice smothered a smile. Little bugger! She’d have a promising career in the police force should she be so inclined.

      Mr Bates, face florid and voice strained, glared at Matty. ‘Have you lot trashed the place or summat? Is that what this is all about? Well, you’ll pay to have any damage rectified and you’ll pay out of your own money. You hear me, Matty?’

      Matty, head down, remained silent. Alice studied him for a moment, noticing the black bags under his eyes and his wan face.

      ‘Look, Matty, why don’t you come and sit down.’

      Matty shrugged and padded over to the other chair where he flopped down as if his legs couldn’t hold him upright for a second longer.

      Alice turned to Mr Bates. ‘I’m afraid it’s nothing quite as trivial as damaged property, Mr Bates. Let’s talk to Matty and see if we can get this all sorted out, okay?’

      Mr Bates’ shoulders slumped. In the five minutes they’d been in his home, Mr Bates had transformed from a dad slightly fed up with being interrupted during his normal Monday morning routine to a frazzled single parent trying to do his best for his kids, yet feeling horribly out of his depth in the presence of the police. It was a reaction Alice was all too familiar with and she knew that cracking on was the best way forward for them all.

      Alice turned her attention to the boy. ‘What can you tell us about the party on Saturday, Matty?’

      The lad glanced at his dad, his eyes worried and when he spoke, it was in a quiet mumble. ‘Simon decided to have a party whilst his parents were away. It was only supposed to be a few of us. Silly git posted it on Facebook, didn’t he?’

      Alice kept her voice level. She’d seen the evidence last night and thought that far from ‘the few’ Simon had anticipated there must have been a small army pillaging the house… and at least one of them was a murderer. ‘So, how many were there, then?’

      He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Loads, I suppose. We didn’t know half of them and they wouldn’t leave when we asked, so we just chilled in the shed in the back garden for most of the night. Most of the girls were butter sket anyway.’

      Since moving to Bradford, Alice had become familiar with this derogatory phrase against women and wasn’t surprised when Mr Bates reprimanded his son.

      ‘Matty! What have I told you about using that sort of language. It’s not on!’ He glanced at Alice. ‘I don’t like this, but his mates all use it.’ He shrugged. ‘Sometimes I think he listens to them more than me.’

      Alice waved her hand ‘Believe me, Mr Bates, I’ve heard worse… much worse. Now, Matty. You’re telling me you left a whole load of strangers in Simon’s house unsupervised whilst you hung out in the garden?’

      Matty, biting his nails, said in a defensive tone, ‘Well, it wasn’t just me that hung in the garden. Simon and Jake did too.’

      ‘For God’s sake, Matty, why didn’t you phone me or the police or something?’

      Sampson leaned over and rested a calming hand on Mr Bates’ arm. ‘Please, Mr Bates, it would be better if you just let us ask the questions for now. You can discuss this with your son later, after we’ve gone, okay?’

      He glared at his son. ‘Hmph, I suppose it’ll have to be.’

      Alice leaned forward and looked directly at Matty. ‘When was the last time you saw Simon?’

      Matty looked up at her, his eyes shining with unshed tears. ‘That’s just it. Me and Si and Jake fell asleep in the shed and then, when we woke up, Simon was gone. We went into the house to look for him and it were a mess.’

      Talk about understatements!

      Tears flowed down his cheeks, his voice was thick, and now that he’d started to talk, the words rushed out of his mouth like they tasted vile and he just wanted to spit them out. ‘The house was trashed… Everything broke and it stank and then we went through to the front room–’ He hiccupped and suddenly he threw his head into his hands and sobbed. ‘Jake said we should just get out of there, pronto, like.’

      His dad looked at the police, his face drawn, and then, when Alice gestured, he moved over to perch on the arm of his son’s chair, much like his daughter had done earlier. His arm went round his son and he pulled him close. Sarah appeared with a glass of water and a handful of tissues, which she handed to her dad, taking a moment to squeeze his shoulder.

      What a lovely, caring family. Shame she’d had to come bursting in and upset them all. Content to allow Matty time to compose himself, Alice scribbled a few notes in her book and waited. Minutes later, Sarah returned, plonking a tray of drinks on the coffee table. She nudged her dad aside and took his place beside her brother. ‘Come on now, Matty. You’ve got to pull yourself together. Once you’ve told them, you’ll feel better, won’t you? Now, come on.’ She handed him a new tissue and waited till he’d blown his nose before saying, ‘Go on, tell them what you know!’

      Alice suppressed a grin. For all she was younger, Sarah had taken on the maternal role. She could empathise with that, because her own eccentric parents had often left her feeling she was the parent and they were the children. Much as she loved them, she had sometimes wished her parents were a little more conventional. It would have been nice to be nagged for not coming home on time or to have a home-cooked meal on the table at a proper mealtime, rather than three hours after most people had eaten.

      Matty squeezed his sister’s arm as if she was his lifeline. Maybe she was. ‘We didn’t see it at first. We were trying to pick up bits and pieces as we went, then, when we moved round the side of the couch, she were there.’ Matty began to tremble and his voice shook, despite the tears flowing down his face, he continued. ‘It stank of puke and she was covered in it and Jake said she were dead. He said we’d get blamed, so we just ran out.’

      Matty’s dad groaned and fell back in his chair. Sarah hugged her brother tightly.

      Fuck, they’d found the girl and run out assuming she was dead. Alice hoped the PM would confirm that… for their sakes. Matty’s complexion had taken on a green hue and Alice wanted to keep going before he crashed. Her tone warm and encouraging she said, ‘You’re doing really well, Matty.’

      He sat staring at his hands in his lap for long seconds before he spoke again. ‘We couldn’t find Si. Jake and me, we couldn’t find Si and we’ve been phoning and texting him, but no reply. What if he’s dead, too?’ Jerking his head up, he stared right at Alice. ‘Is he? Is Si dead, like that girl? I told Jake we should phone someone but he just kept saying no. He gets so arsy. I shouldn’t have listened to him.’

      Alice shook her head. ‘We don’t know where Simon is. We haven’t been able to find him. We hoped you could help.’

      Matty glanced at his dad again and sniffed.

      Alice lifted one of the teacups, dolloped in some sugar and handed it to Matty before doing the same for his father. ‘Look, Matty, I know this is hard, however, we need to ask these questions. So drink your tea, calm down and get yourself together.’

      Alice busied herself preparing drinks for Sampson and herself, then taking a sip, she sat back, smiling at Matty, who had slurped half of his tea and seemed a little calmer. ‘Ready?’

      Matty, face tear-streaked, eyes bloodshot, straightened.

      Sensing he was focussed, Alice started to question him. ‘Right, I’m going to take you back to the beginning. First of all, when did you plan the party and who did you invite?’

      ‘Before Si’s mum and dad went off, that’s when he planned it. We’d only invited a few kids from our year and Simon said it would be boring, so he posted it on his wall on Facebook.’

      Alice frowned. ‘On his wall? Does that mean anyone who was his friend on Facebook could see the invite?’

      ‘Well, yeah, and some of us posted it on our walls, too, and we shared it.’

      Alice glanced at Sampson with raised eyebrows and turned back to Matty. ‘How many friends do you have on Facebook, Matty?

      ‘Nearly a thousand.’

      ‘And Simon?’

      He shrugged. ‘Same, I suppose.’

      ‘Okay, so at this party, did you know everyone?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘How many did you know?’

      ‘Apart from Jake and Simon and a few from school and Tayyub, nobody.’

      ‘Tayyub? Is that Tayyub Hussain?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Alice frowned. ‘So, how many didn’t you know?’

      Matty shrugged. ‘Dunno, maybe thirty or forty of them.’

      Bloody hell, thirty or forty? That was some bloody party and the neighbours didn’t notice a thing. Talk about selective hearing!

      ‘Did Jake or Simon know them?’

      ‘Si knew some that we didn’t, although Jake and me didn’t know most of them, and then well…,’ he glanced at his dad, ‘We got a bit drunk.’

      Folding his arms across his chest, Mr Bates cursed under his breath. Matty’s shoulders hunched and he shrank away from his dad, focussing his gaze somewhere above Alice’s right shoulder.

      Sensing the lad was holding something back, Alice slid forward on her chair. ‘What is it Matty, you’ve got to tell us everything!’

      He glanced at his dad again. ‘Well, Jake had some weed.’

      Mr Bates’ muttered curse was louder this time and Matty flinched ‘And then… it was a bit scary in the house with the bikers and all, so we went into the garden. On the way out, someone shoved a bottle of cider at us and we took turns downing it. Don’t know who gave us it. Can’t remember. It was after that we fell asleep in the shed. Jake reckons it was spiked.’

      ‘The cider?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You said something about bikers?’

      ‘Yeah, they came in with two lasses. I didn’t know them.’ He thought for a second. ‘Think Si did, though.’

      ‘Bikers? Your age?’

      Matty shook his head. ‘Nah, older than us, twenty or thirty or summat.’

      Interesting. What the hell were twenty-plus-year-old bikers doing at a kid’s party?

      ‘And the girls they were with?’

      ‘One was younger, maybe fifteen like. Don’t know though, not for sure. I think she was the one we found, though.’

      Mr Bates closed his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘How much bother is he in, then?’

      Alice shook her head. This whole situation was crap. Mr Bates had enough on his plate, and if Matty was telling the truth, he was more like a cowering puppy than an arch criminal. Mind you, the law might not see it quite like that if the PM showed they’d left the girl to die. ‘I don’t know yet, sir. Obviously, he should have informed us as soon as he discovered the body. We’ll need to check out his story with his friend and re-interview him formally at the station.’ She grimaced when she saw a tear roll down Matty’s cheek and land on his hand. By the door, his sister stood, her face taut, her body rigid. All trace of her earlier ebullience had vanished.

      Alice knew it was important to make it clear to Matty how much trouble he was in. ‘This is serious. You and your friend left an unconscious girl at a crime scene and you didn’t phone for an ambulance.’ Feeling like a bitch, yet knowing she had to stress the enormity of the situation, she pushed her point home. ‘How would you have felt if that was your sister and two lads had just left her there?’

      Matty scrubbed his hand over his face, and glanced at Sarah. He swallowed hard, ‘I’m so sorry, so sorry. That poor lass. Jake told me to keep schtum. He kept saying it’d be okay if we just kept quiet.’ He turned and flung himself into his father’s arms as if he were a toddler. Mr Bates’ arms went around his son. His eyes sparked and despite his pallor, a determined look was on his face. Alice knew Matty could depend on his dad throughout the ordeal that was to come.

      ‘I think you should phone the school and your work. It’s going to be a long day.’ Alice turned to Matty. ‘When you come down to the station to make an official statement, we’ll take blood and urine tests to check for drugs. Now, where did you think Si had gone when you woke up?’

      ‘We thought at first he was tidying up, you know? ’Cause his folks were due back last night.’

      ‘Okay, so you and Jake went through the house. Did you go upstairs at all?’

      ‘No, never got the chance, ’cause then we found that girl and we just skedaddled.’

      ‘So, you didn’t go upstairs on Sunday morning?’

      Matty shook his head.

      ‘What about Saturday night?’

      He frowned. ‘Don’t think so. We just pissed–’ he glanced at his dad, ‘… er, I mean peed in the garden.’

      Charming! Not quite housetrained yet!

      ‘What about into Simon’s mum and dad’s room? Did you go in there?’

      ‘Eh? No. I’ve never been in there.’

      ‘Okay, so tell us about the girl. Did you recognise her?’

      Matty began to shake his head then changed his mind. ‘Well, I didn’t know her. Didn’t know her name or owt, think she came to the party with those biker lads I was telling you about. I told you that. Great big blokes in leather jackets.’

      Alice got up. ‘You’ve done well, Matty. You need to come down to the station and we’ll need your fingerprints, too.’

      Matty, wide-eyed, jumped up. ‘Oh fuck, you don’t think I did it, do you? I never was near her, honest!’

      ‘Calm down, Matty, it’s all procedure. Now if you can just give DC Sampson a list of all the people you knew who were at the party, along with contact details, whilst I speak to my boss, that would be great.’

      Alice went outside and stamped her feet as she waited for Gus to answer his phone.

      ‘Hi Gus, just finished the interview with Matty Bates. He’s coming down to the station in an hour.’

      ‘Did he ID either girl?’ asked Gus.

      ‘No. He knew about Jade Simmonds but couldn’t ID her. Says he’d no idea about the girl upstairs. Tend to think he’s telling the truth about that. Can we have somebody there to take samples for drugs, please. Also, just a thought, maybe get Compo to check all their social media accounts. Simon posted an invitation to his party on his Facebook wall. So, it was visible to nearly a thousand people and Matty said some of them then posted it on their walls, which opened it up massively. We’ll never process all the information without someone who knows what he’s doing.’

      ‘Right, Alice, I’ll get on to that. Can you get back here for 10:30 briefing?’

      Alice glanced at her watch. ‘It’s already 7:45 and we’ve still got Jake to interview. Although by the sounds of it, he’ll be a harder nut to crack.’
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            07:15 Cricklewood Police Station, Brent

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Jerry, it’s me, I need a favour.’

      Jerry Johnston screwed up his face wishing he’d followed his first instincts to ignore the ringing phone and continue walking out of the office. His shift had finished and he wanted to get home. Who wouldn’t, if they had the promise of a shag followed by breakfast in bed, before a good long sleep? He sighed. The voice on the other end of the phone was trouble and he thought he’d heard the last from him. ‘What the fuck is it this time? I thought we were square?’

      The caller’s placating tone did little to reassure him. He’d heard it all before too many fucking times to count. As far as he was concerned, he’d paid his dues for being caught with his trousers round his ankles and his dick in the dried-up pussy of a prostitute informer. Hell, it had been four bloody years ago. It hadn’t even been a memorable shag and now, there it hung like a fucking huge dildo on a chain round his neck just waiting for Steve Knowles to yank it whenever the bastard saw fit. The thing was, he knew he couldn’t afford to ignore Knowles. Jerry’s wife was sexy as hell – nonetheless, she was a damn harridan, too. She’d chew him up and spit him out if she ever got wind of that episode and then it’d be bye-bye to conjugal joys at shift end, never mind the fry-up afterwards.

      ‘Look, this is the last time. I promise, Jerry. Then we’re square, okay?’

      Knowles tone was pleading, yet Jerry knew it was all an act. That was the thing with Knowles, you never knew quite where you stood. He’d have your balls in a vice if the mood struck. Jerry sighed and cupped his balls as if to protect them from whatever it was Knowles wanted now. ‘Right, go on, what is it?’

      ‘You’re a mate, Jerry. Straight up, a pure mate. Name’s DS Alice Cooper. Worked out of Brent. Something went tits up a while back. What was it? I want enough shit to cover my granny’s roses, okay?’

      Jerry turned and walked back to his desk, all hope of his morning panning out as he’d planned destroyed. ‘Right, okay, give me a couple of hours?’

      ‘An hour, Jerry. An hour and phone me back on this number, right?’
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            07:30 Bradford Royal Infirmary, mortuary

          

        

      

    

    
      With his usual stoicism, Gus marched along the antiseptic corridors of the post-mortem suite, hopeful that, to the casual observer anyway, he’d appear eager to reach his destination. In reality, he wished he could run in the opposite direction. After being sick in the public toilets, he’d splashed cool water on his face, confident that would disguise his nerves. Why was he getting worse every time he had to attend a post-mortem? He’d never been this bad before.

      One glance in the cracked mirror above the wash basin told him he’d been unsuccessful. His angular face was tense and a slight pallor made him look jaundiced. Hell, even his blue eyes looked insipid, his dreads flat and mousey. He braced both hands against the sink and gave himself a good talking to. Taffy is coming for his first ever PM and I have to show the lad some fortitude. I can’t go being sick in front of him.

      Grimacing at his reflection, he acknowledged that he had nothing left to bring up. The coffee he’d drunk that morning had splashed its way down the toilet bowl, leaving his stomach churning. This is not going to be one of my finest hours.

      Over the years, Gus had developed a technique of shallow breathing during the post-mortems. Despite this, the closer he got to his destination, the more he became aware of the gradual merging of antiseptic and rotten body smells. It may well have been his overly vivid imagination, but, to his mind, there was no mistaking the odours seeping along this corridor in the bowels of the hospital that gripped him in a stranglehold. No matter how new their ventilation system, how much they cleaned and sprayed, the stench always clogged up his throat, bringing a million snapshots of previous post-mortems to mind.

      Reaching the door, he swallowed, took a deep preparatory breath through his mouth and pulled the prepared hankie from his pocket. This was getting to be a damn habit – he’d need to stock up on his Vicks. Before his nostrils completely filled with the nauseating stench, he thrust it under his nose and breathed deeply from within the hankie hoping it would serve the dual purpose of disguising the god-awful smell and operate as smelling salts when the grinding and sawing noises became too much for his queasy stomach.

      By the time Gus had donned his scrubs and folded his greasy hankie beneath the mask, Taffy was in the room. The lad, to give him his due, didn’t shy away from unpleasant things. He stood as close to the trolley as he could, and seemed determined not to miss anything. Gus, lacking Taffy’s enthusiasm, positioned himself at the back of the room, leaning against the metal sink which, to date, he hadn’t had to use. Still, after his earlier performance, he couldn’t dismiss the possibility and he found it reassuring to have the receptacle within easy up-chucking distance.

      Should the pathologist require his observation, Gus could step forward and see the horror of the autopsy table in all its glory. Otherwise he hoped to remain as ignorant of the gore as Taffy seemed keen to investigate it.
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            07:55 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      So fucking disorientated. Head’s thumping, and every time I blink, it’s like someone’s stabbing my eyes with broken glass. I’m in that sort of no-man’s-land, halfway between being stoned and sober; my hands shake. Mouth’s dry as fuck. Must’ve swallowed the contents of a dregs bucket. Tastes like shit. Shadows waver and weave around me. Making me fucking dizzy. Not sure if it’s all in my head.

      When I strain through the grey darkness they look unfamiliar and threatening, like ghosts or demons or summat. Maybe it’s like that old bugger Scrooge. Maybe I’m being haunted by the Ghost of Christmas Past. That’d be a laugh. There’s a shape in the corner right in front of me. It’s all spindly looking, like an old man bent over. I blink twice. It’s gone and instead there’s a box. If I blink again, maybe it’ll go, too. There’s a bundle of stuff in the other corner, can’t see it at all now, maybe it’s gone… disappeared… maybe a ghost’s taken it. ‘OOOOOOH!’

      Hope not. Might need it.

      Green lights still there, up on the wall. Sometimes it’s red. Then it flashes green for a while, then back to red again. It’s a camera. CCTV in a fucking cell! Sickos out there watching me. What sort of fucked-up idiot gets off on watching a lad trapped in a freezing dungeon? Hope they’re enjoying the fucking show. Hope they’re happy seeing me suffer.

      ‘Are you fucking happy, you bastards? Fucking sick bastards!’

      Shit that hurt, shouldn’t have moved. Now I’m thinking about my head again… and the cold, the fucking freezing cold. Wish I was at home right now in my own bed. I need to get up. Need to see what’s what. Need to focus, get my stuff together. God, I’m starvin’. Could eat a dozen Snickers bars right now. What is it Matty says? – ‘could eat a scabby horse.’ Tosser!

      I need a piss. Jesus, think my bladder’s going to erupt if I don’t relieve myself soon. I inch myself upright, taking it real slow. Pounding head. Feel dizzy. I put out my hand. Use the wall to balance. Aw, its slimy, Yuck! Now the blanket’s fallen to my waist. The air slaps me like a blizzard, my teeth chatter, my body shivering. Didn’t expect this cold. Wrapping my arms round my chest, overlapping them, I rock back and forth, trying to quell the shivers. When it stops, and my mind clears a bit, I take a deep breath and swing my legs round to the side of the camp bed. It wobbles and for a second I think it’s going to collapse, so I stand up.

      The concrete’s freezing against my bare feet, so I fall back onto the bed, making it shake even more. Need to get something on my feet and there’s a pain in my groin now, too. I scrunch up onto my knees and tilt my upper body over the side of the bed and rummage around on the floor for my trainers. Hope there’s no dead mice or owt. Hate mice… Shit, what if there are rats? What’s that sound? That’s definitely a rat… bet it’s a rat. Read somewhere once that they eat you, even if you’re not dead. Fuck’s sake. What a way to go.

      The sound of my own breathing’s freaking me out now, so I hold my breath and listen. There’s nowt, though. Nothing. Not a damn noise. Maybe I imagined it… or… maybe there’s a bloody battalion of rats all holding their breath, same as me, waiting till I move before they pounce, their sharp clawed paws gouging chunks out my face and their teeth gnawing at my toes. Wouldn’t even feel it, they’re too damn cold.

      Take a deep breath, Simon. Ground yourself.

      Hoping the noise will dispel my fears, I laugh. The sound echoes around the room, bouncing back at me, mocking me, making me jump. I bite my lip and put all thoughts of rats to the back of my mind as my fingers ferret around, my knuckles screeching in pain every time they connect with the hard floor. Got to find my trainers, got to piss. My hands skim over something and I yank them back, nearly bricking it. Thought it were one of them rats for a minute.

      I laugh again, although this time I keep it inside. I’m not brave enough to disturb the silence yet, so I grab my trainers and pull my body upright onto the bed till I can sit cross-legged. The grey seems lighter now. Must be getting used to it. The shadows are still eerie, though I can make out shapes in the corner. I inhale once, the air dries my throat even more. So damn thirsty! Needing a slash and being thirsty at the same time’s not a great position to be in.

      Fuck, if I’m not quick, I’m going to piss myself. Fucking tongue’s glued to the top of my mouth, can’t even swallow. Fuck’s sake! Come on! Damn fingers won’t work. Shit, no. Can’t piss myself. Not now. Not done it since I were a kid and I remember what happened then. Shit! Don’t go there, Simon. Just breath. Nice… and… slow.

      That’ll do. Only got the laces half undone but it’ll do. I drop the shoes onto the floor and dangle my legs over the side before slipping my feet in one at a time, not caring that they’re my best Nikes and I’m squashing the heel. Shuffling along, I use my fingers against the moist wall for balance until my toes connect with something solid in my path. It’s cuboid and stands to just above my knee. My fingers explore the plastic and find the lid. As soon as I lift it the smell of disinfectant hits my nostrils and I release a sigh of relief. Yanking my fly open, a torrent of urine splats into the bowl in an almost never-ending flow. A flick of my dick to release the final few drops and I pack it away, uncaring that the residue soaks into my boxers. Nobody there to tell me off, now. Nobody at all. I shiver. It’s like I’m the only one left in the entire universe.
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            08:00 Bradford Royal Infirmary, Mortuary

          

        

      

    

    
      Whilst removing Jade Simmonds’ liver, Fergus McGuire was well aware of his son’s preparations. It never ceased to amaze him that Angus had still not developed a thicker lining to his stomach. Fergus’ hopes of Gus following in his footsteps had taken a knock when at the tender age of twelve, the laddie threw up watching a cow give birth. What was supposed to have been a magical father and son bonding experience had turned into a major trauma for Angus – one that had never left him. The glance he now threw in his son’s direction was a combination of concern that Angus would actually faint this time, and admiration, that despite his revulsion, he still attended PMs, time after time. Stubborn boy! Just like his mother when she’s got a bee in her bonnet. He smiled beneath his mask.

      Closing his mind to his son’s discomfort and aware of Taffy’s interest in the proceedings, Fergus directed most of the general data to him as he weighed and dissected organs. Jade Simmonds’ post-mortem was straightforward. She was normal in every respect for a girl her age, except for the fact she was dead. Dr McGuire soon pronounced cause of death to be asphyxiation on her own vomit, more than likely caused by excessive consumption of alcohol. The lab had identified traces of semen in her vomit and in swabs taken from around her mouth. Various tests would be carried out to check for the presence of drugs in her body and to ascertain her exact alcohol levels.

      There were scratches on her neck. He took some skin scrapings from her nails for DNA testing. When Jade’s post-mortem was complete, he cleaned up, changed his clothing, and moved into an adjoining examination room. It may not have been unheard of for him to have to perform two PMs in one day, however, it was rare he had to conduct two on such young victims in such quick succession.

      What in Heaven’s name was the world coming to? Fergus’ chest was heavy, as if a block of cement resided there, weighing him down and making his movements sluggish. He tried to shake off the inertia as he began the PM on Victim Number Two, the unidentified girl from the bedroom. How the hell was this slip of a girl still unidentified? First glance told him that although slim, she wasn’t undernourished and her young body showed none of the signs of homelessness. She looked free from drug or alcohol addiction and seemed healthy enough… apart from the obvious injuries to her chest and the absence of life. Someone somewhere was missing a daughter and they didn’t realise it yet. How tragic was that?

      Fergus was glad when Gus indicated that he and Taffy had to leave. One less thing to worry about. The boy’s shoulders had slumped a little more with each incision and, not for the first time, he wished Gus would delegate the PMs to someone with a hardier stomach. Gus and Taffy would come back later to talk over the findings with him and, in the meantime, if he came up with anything notable, he’d text Gus. As they exited the room, Fergus saw Angus drop an arm round the younger man’s shoulders and ruffle his hair. It reminded him of when Angus was a laddie and he’d done the exact same thing to him.
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            08:05 Paradise Road, Cottingley

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice drew up at the kerb in front of Jake Carpenter’s house and looked out at the quiet road that was a sharp contrast to Matty Bates’ busy Manningham Street. Jake’s house was a newly built semi-detached with a postage stamp garden at the front. Two cars sat on the drive, in front of a sizeable double garage. One was an older Audi and looked well-used, the second was a five-year-old BMW that shone as if it had been recently waxed. It was clearly the owner’s pride and joy. She turned to Sampson. ‘The three boys have very different backgrounds. Wonder how they hooked up.’

      Sampson looked at his notes. ‘All three lads go to City Academy, which is more than likely where they met. School’s a great leveller and City Academy takes kids from all over Bradford.’

      Alice knew the school and the head teacher there, Patti Copley. It was up Manchester Road and had earned a good reputation as one of Bradford’s beacon schools. As far as schools went it seemed friendly and efficient enough to Alice. Then again, schools were most definitely not her thing. She grinned. The mention of City Academy reminded her of Gus’ ‘big secret’. He thought she didn’t know about his dalliance with Patti Copley. Phew, Idiot! Did he really think he could keep that quiet? If there was gossip regarding Gus’ love life then she’d be the one to find out about it. Mind you, no way was she going to tell him about the bet she, the school secretary and Naila had about how long it would take Patti and Gus to hook up. No, she wasn’t daft enough to let him realise that she knew him better than he knew himself.

      The curtains in the front room were open, and inside Alice could see the shadowy figures of people getting ready to begin their working week. Such a shame she was going to set it off to such a bad start. Hey-ho… one person’s annoyance was another person’s pleasure, and she would get a truck load of pleasure from seeing Jake Carpenter squirm. If Matty Bates’ account of Saturday night was accurate then this little scrote was a bit of a ringleader and Matty Bates was a damn sheep. Well, that was her take of the situation, anyway, after seeing the series of text messages between the lads since Sunday morning. Idiots! She’d keep an open mind though, just to be sure. After all, she had been wrong about people in the past. ‘Come on, then, let’s go and spread some joy.’

      Sampson rammed his notes back in their folder and got out of the car. Halfway up the path, Alice turned to him, ‘You want to lead on this one? I want to be ready to do my mean and moody act if Jake’s as stubborn as Matty made out.’

      Without waiting for his reply, she marched up the steps and rang the bell. Within seconds she could hear a voice from inside, getting louder as it neared the door. ‘Who the hell is that at this time? They’re going to make us late. Jake, get your damn bag and let’s get cracking. What’s got into you this morning? First you miss your bus and now you’re going to make me late, too.’

      The door was flung open and a woman in a business suit and a blouse that revealed too much cleavage made to push past them. ‘Sorry. We’re running late. Whatever it is, you’re going to have to come back later or speak to my husband if you can drag him away from his damn computer.’ She turned her head and yelled back into the house. ‘Come on, Jake. If you want a lift, get a wriggle on.’ Then with a step towards the stairs she raised her voice again. ‘Danny, there’s somebody at the door.’

      A young lad ran down the stairs jumping the last two and then ground to a halt. His eyes met Alice’s and his face paled. Alice tilted her head to one side and with a cold smile held his gaze for a moment, before turning it to the woman and offering her warrant card. ‘I presume you’re Mrs. Carpenter? I’m DS Alice Cooper and this is DC John Sampson, we’d like to come in.’

      Mrs Carpenter looked at the card and then at Alice. ‘Look, I don’t know what this is about but you’ve caught us at a bad time. If it’s about those damn quad bikes you’re going to have to come back later on, after work.’

      Moving to block the woman’s exit, Alice spoke in her most polite voice. ‘It’s Jake we’re here to speak with. Perhaps if you’re too busy, his father can be his appropriate adult.’

      A frown crossed Mrs Carpenter’s forehead and her mouth fell open. Alice stepped into the hallway, hiding the dart of satisfaction that made her heart skip a beat at having knocked the other woman off balance. Her ‘May I?’ was a redundant platitude.

      As the three adults looked at him, Jake backed away, his eyes flitting from one to the other. He was bricking it and satisfaction bubbled in Alice’s chest. Little bugger deserved to feel uncomfortable. After all, he and Matty had left a young innocent girl who was in trouble without even phoning an ambulance. A little bit of squirming wouldn’t do the boy any harm whatsoever.

      ‘Jake?’ the single word went up at the end and Mrs Carpenter’s lips pursed. Jake ignored his mum and kept backing into the kitchen. She turned to Alice, blinking as she watched her son’s retreat. ‘What’s this all about?’

      No doubt if Mrs Carpenter hadn’t had Botox, her forehead would have wrinkled with concern. As it was, it was difficult to ascertain whether the woman’s tone betrayed anxiety or annoyance. Following Jake towards the kitchen, Alice flung a bomb over her shoulder. ‘It’s about the party that Jake attended on Saturday night at Simon Proctor’s home.’ Before the other woman could ask any more, Alice added, ‘Maybe you could fetch your husband and we can get started.’ She waited till Jake’s mum was halfway up the stairs before adding, ‘Oh, and I’d call your work. Let them know you’ll be late.’

      Seeing Sampson suppress a smile, Alice mouthed, ‘What?’ at him and then winked. She revelled in getting folk on edge and, if Matty was right, Jake Carpenter might be a more difficult nut to crack. She needed to see if the two lads’ stories matched and she didn’t want Jake or his parents to think they could mess them about. If they were cooperative she’d dial down her sombre expression a notch.

      In the kitchen, Jake slid onto a chair and rested his elbows on the table with his hands clasped before him. Head bowed as if in prayer, he remained silent. Good, he’d need all the help he could to squirm out of this one.

      From upstairs the sound of loud voices, one female, the other male, drifted down. It seemed that Mr Carpenter was no more happy about their morning visit than his wife had been. Good. Alice liked to have them at a disadvantage if she could. She walked over and pulled out the chair next to Jake and motioned for Sampson to take the one opposite. Might as well use the parents’ tardiness to their advantage. They’d effectively hemmed Jake in and, unless the parents wanted to make an issue of the seating arrangements, it could serve them well.

      Humming under her breath, Alice made a quick inventory of the kitchen. Large and airy, there was a faint smell of burnt toast and coffee in the air. Probably more of a muesli than a fry-up sort of family. The rhythmic sound of a tumble drier drifted through from a door to the right; presumably the utility room. Magnets showing a family of four enjoying various rides at a theme park covered the fridge, holding up letters from school about parents’ evenings, and a shopping list. The Carpenters were, it seemed, running low on tofu and loo roll. From the photos, Alice recognised Jake and his mum. The younger boy must be at school and if the voices from upstairs were anything to go by, Alice was about to meet dad. On the wall next to the fridge a large family organiser was turned to November, bearing the names Mum, Dad, Jake and Benny. It appeared the Carpenter family had an active social life. From where she sat, Alice could see that on Saturday Jake was supposed to be having a sleepover at Matty’s. Strike one for Jake!

      Footsteps on the stairs warned her of the Carpenter parents’ arrival. Mum had slipped off her high heels and now wore a pair of old slippers.

      Mr Carpenter was in jeans and a T-shirt, his hair wet as if he’d just got out of the shower. He had one of those rolling walks that made Alice think of cowboy films. ‘What’s all this?’ He stood just inside the kitchen, arms folded over his chest, and glared, first at Jake and then at Sampson, ignoring Alice altogether.

      Sexist git! Alice inclined her head, telling Sampson to take over. All boys together, let’s see how that goes!

      Sampson stood up and offered his hand to Mr Carpenter. ‘We’re here to talk to Jake about a party he attended on Saturday night at Simon Proctor’s house.’

      If she’d blinked, Alice would have missed the flare of anger in Danny Carpenter’s eyes as he looked at his son. ‘Jake wasn’t at a party on Saturday night, were you, Jake? He was staying over at his friend’s house.’

      With a self -deprecating smile that made Alice proud of his acting skills, Sampson shook his head. ‘I’m afraid that’s not the case, sir. We know Jake was at the party.’

      Sir? Alice only just managed not to roll her eyes.

      Carpenter frowned and glanced at his wife. ‘Pop the kettle on, Lou, bloody gasping, I am.’ He pulled out a chair and sat down next to Sampson. ‘What’s all the fuss about anyway? The Proctors got their knickers in a twist because their precious boy got up to no good when they were away? What happened, one of their bloody pot plants get broken or did the lad raid their drinks cabinet and drink all their champagne? Hoity-toity bastards.’

      At his father’s words, Jake flinched. The vibration of his leg bouncing up and down under the table made Alice want to reach out and still it. The kid was nervous as hell. Wonder what he’s going to say for himself.

      ‘Simon’s missing, Mr Carpenter. That’s one of the reasons we’re here.’

      Mr Carpenter snorted. ‘The lad’s probably hiding. He’ll be stopping at one of his mates till it all blows over.’ He leaned over and prodded his son on the arm. ‘You know where Si is, Jakey?’

      Still looking at the table, Jake shook his head.

      Accepting a mug of tea from his wife, Mr Carpenter slurped and then released a resounding belch, before standing up and gesturing to the door. ‘Well, looks like you’ve had a wasted journey, officer. My Jake can’t help you.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Sampson made no move to stand up. ‘Then there’s the other matter we’d like to talk to your son about.’

      If she hadn’t been expecting it, Alice would have jumped to her feet and shouted bravo! Sampson had lulled the dad into a false sense of security and was now going to pull away his safety net. With any luck, it’d emphasise the seriousness of the situation and get them to assert pressure on their son to tell them everything he knew.

      Jake’s leg stopped bobbing and his head jerked up. It looked like he was in suspended animation. The Carpenters frowned and Mrs Carpenter moved to stand by her husband, her arms folded under pert breasts. They exchanged a glance and then looked at their boy. Jake shook his head and licked his lips. It was only the thought of the missing boy and the two dead girls that stopped Alice from extending a hand and squeezing his shoulder.

      Carpenter’s eyes narrowed and the bonhomie left his voice. ‘What other matter?’

      Sampson laid his folder on the table and began shuffling through it. ‘The matter of the two dead girls found on the Proctor property.’

      Before his father had a chance to respond, Jake blurted out, ‘Two?’

      His tone mild, Sampson looked at the boy and asked, ‘Why? How many were you expecting, Jake?’

      Before Jake could answer, his dad stepped next to his son. ‘Don’t say another word, Jake.’ He turned to Sampson. ‘We want a lawyer.’
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      Relieved to escape the last of the post-mortem on the unidentified girl, Gus munched on a toasted tea cake he’d procured from The Chaat Café. Perhaps it would settle his still gurgling stomach. What he’d really like to do, though, was go for a run, but he didn’t have the time. He’d sent Taffy off to chase up missing persons before heading up to Cottingley Ridge to see if anything had come up overnight. You’d think by now someone would have noticed the girl was missing. Simon Proctor’s friends would be at the station soon and he wanted to interview them himself, so until they arrived he’d get on with some paperwork before the briefing.

      A frantic scraping accompanied by three rapid kicks to the incident room door had Taffy rushing over to open it. Gus glanced up from the pile of statements he was reading and saw a huge box held in the middle by a pair of hands. It was held so high it obscured the face of the person holding it. Sampson, a foot taller, followed, puffing heavily as he looked for somewhere to deposit the box he was carrying.

      Close behind them was a short stocky man wearing a khaki cap with IT Supplies stencilled on the front and towing a trolley piled high with various monitors, screens and computer stuff. He parked his trolley, and ignoring everyone in the room, pointed to a series of empty computer tables in the top left-hand corner of the room that were surrounded by boxes of technical equipment. ‘Right, it’s all going over there.’ At that, he turned and walked out.

      The man carrying the box deposited it on Gus’ desk, much to Gus’ annoyance, and followed the IT man out. Gus frowned and glared at Sampson who shrugged. ‘I only helped him off the lift with it. It’s nowt to do with me.’

      Compo jumped up from behind his PC, face glowing, and skipped over. His wide smile created a deep dimple on each of his chubby cheeks making him look like a kid as he bounced from foot to foot. ‘It’s arrived, Gus! It’s bloody here!’ He clapped his hands like an over-excited two-year-old and touched each of the boxes. ‘All my new gear. State of the art, this is. State of the bloodeeey art.’ He clicked his fingers together gangsta style. ‘Can’t wait to set it up. Wanna help?’

      A snort followed by a coughing fit from Alice had Gus glaring in her direction. ‘Shut it, Al!’

      He turned back to Compo, and swallowed the disparaging words he’d been about to make. Least the lad was happy. Why would he want to burst his bubble? ‘Think I’ll give it a miss, Comps. Bit busy you know. Two murders and a missing boy to find.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah… busy, busy, busy,’ said Compo, hefting one of his precious boxes into his arms and heading over to the empty PC station.

      Gus grunted. Bloody nerds! ‘Comps, when will you be up and running? We need your input on this.’

      A Mars Bar appeared as if by magic in the younger man’s hand and he chomped down on it, chewing with his mouth open, a trail of soft toffee dangling from his lips.

      Give me fucking strength! Like we’ve got time for Mars bloody Bars.

      Two gulping swallows later, Compo said, ‘Aw, I’ll be up and running in fifteen. Just need to plug in and boot up… easy as sneezy.’

      Avoiding meeting Alice’s eyes, Gus risked a glance at Sampson who had averted his gaze. ‘Eh, I’ll help Compo then, shall I? Many hands, light work and all that.’

      Ten minutes later, Gus looked up from his paperwork and saw that already, with Sampson’s help, Compo had off-loaded his equipment and was now studying Simon Proctor’s laptop.

      Gus continued to sift through the neighbours’ statements, his mood dipping more with every report he read. What was it about these people? Yes, they’d heard loud music. Yes, they’d suspected a party at the Proctors’. Yes, they knew Jane and James Proctor were away for the weekend. Yes, they heard motorcycles roaring round the cul-de-sac but it had been ‘short-lived’. No, they didn’t want to interfere; not their damn business – and as a result, two young girls had lost their lives, two families were devastated and a young lad, number one suspect or not, was missing. These were the same people, who, his notes told him, had logged thirty-five complaints about wedding fireworks going off during the summer in the Manningham area; yet they couldn’t deal with stuff happening in their own back yard. Bloody pathetic!

      He took a slurp of coffee, grimacing when he realised it was cold and stood up to make a refill. Breathing in the welcome aroma of freshly ground coffee, Gus glanced over to see how his nerd was getting on. Compo, catching his eye, waved for him to approach his newly-configured computer station. Gus looked in admiration at the range of machines and the tangle of wires and keyboards that surrounded them. Thank God, he could stick to his reliable old desktop!

      Compo had a laptop open on the desk. ‘This is Simon Proctor’s. I got the uniforms to bring it to me. Wanted to see what I can find out about our missing teenager.’

      Gus saw that the laptop was hooked up to one of Compo’s machines. Compo would be running a forensic analysis, which would, if they were lucky, bear fruit.

      Crowding round the laptop, Gus, Sampson and Alice looked to where Compo was pointing on the screen. ‘Look, I’ve pinpointed the wall posting the kid made about the party. We need to identify the kids that came. One of them must have seen something, even if his best friends are saying nowt. So, what say I print you off a copy of his friends’ details and their friends’ details? That’ll give you some names to target.’

      Gus’ heart sank. That list would be a mile long. Alice had told him Simon Proctor had at least a thousand friends and each of his friends probably had the same amount. No way could the team look through that lot. Swallowing his impatience at Compo’s naïveté he just about managed to keep his voice level. ‘Look Compo, we don’t have the manpower to go through thousands of names. We need quick, succinct info.’

      Compo, oblivious to Gus’ impatience, pressed a button. ‘Yeah, what I’ll do is get rid of duplicated names, cross reference re school, geography and age and see what we come up with. Then, I can put some filters in place to prioritise the list.’

      Alice glanced at Gus, her eyebrows raised and a ‘duh’ smirk on her face that made Gus want to question just how much of Compo’s proposition she’d understood. Instead he focussed on the task in hand. ‘What does that mean?’

      Compo glanced up at him, ‘Well, this programme won’t duplicate the names of friends shared by Jake and Matty, for example. It’ll sort them into categories like friends, family, school mates and provide ages so if you want, I can filter out kids over the age of, say… twenty.’

      Alice plonked down next to Compo. ‘Thirteen. Some of those girls can look older than they really are.’ She thought for a minute and added, ‘Can you make that age thirty for men and twenty for girls?’

      Compo’s fingers flew over the keys. Any groups you want left out for now? Family members, for example? I can save them in a separate file.’

      Gus thought for a minute, then looked at his team. ‘Help me out here, folks. I think we need the ages Alice suggested. We need school friends as a group. Maybe non-relative contacts of Si’s within the age brackets who don’t match with anyone else. Can you do criteria like hobbies?’

      ‘Yeah. What hobbies you interested in?’

      ‘Biking… of the motorcycling sort?’

      ‘…and photography?’ said Sampson.

      Alice, warming to the task, butted in. ‘Also, those that live within a fifty… no, make that twenty-mile perimeter?’ Tapping her lip with a black varnished fingernail, she frowned. ‘Oh and did any of that group “check-in” to Cottingley on Saturday night? That’ll be our first port of call.’

      Compo, punctuating keyboard activity with the dunking of digestives in a glass of Tango, hummed ‘You Really Got Me’ by the Kinks as he worked. Until, with a final flourish of fingers over keys, he slumped back in his chair. ‘Okay. I’ve linked all your PCs to mine. Anything flashing green on your desktop needs looking at as a priority. When it’s been read, it’ll stop flashing. Up to you which folder it goes in, then. When the statements come through I’ll put them all in a folder, okay? And as you go on, if you want me to flag up key words in the statements, I can, okay? Maybe I’ll put motorcycles in for now, anyway.’ He glanced at Gus for approval and then, pressed a button. ‘Right, the names are on your desktop files. Uniforms will be busy. We’ve narrowed it down to fifty possibles.’

      Gus grinned. ‘Good work, Compo. Now, can you collate the kids who attend City Academy from that list.’ He turned to Alice. ‘Looks like a school visit might be in order.’

      Alice tossed her head, ‘Yeah and I wonder why that’s brought a smile to your otherwise miserable face… nothing to do with a certain Patti Copley, is it?’

      ‘Aw, piss off, Al.’

      Seeing Alice’s smug expression, Gus tutted and moved back to his desk. So, what if the thought of seeing Patti Copley again made his face flush? It was as much nerves as attraction. She was one amazing woman and he’d be damned if he’d discuss his private life with Alice.
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      Striding along the corridor, hair bouncing like Zebedee, Gus realised Alice and Sampson were almost running to keep up. He ground to a halt looking sheepish. ‘Oops, charging ahead of everyone again, sorry.’

      Grinning, Alice winked at Sampson. ‘Doesn’t matter. Sampson and I enjoyed watching your ass wiggle.’

      He grabbed his stomach and rocked back and forth on his heels ‘Ho, ho, ho, I can hardly contain myself.’ He winked at Sampson. ‘Al, which one of these two idiots will be the easiest to crack?’

      Alice looked at her partner in crime. ‘What do you think?’

      Sampson grinned. ‘That’s easy.’ He jerked his head towards interview room one, where he’d deposited Matty Bates half an hour earlier. ‘Him. He’s already shitting bricks.’ He blushed and glanced at Gus. ‘If you’ll excuse my French.’

      Gus slapped him on the back. ‘No need to stand on ceremony, Sampson. Say it like it is. No room for ambiguity that way.’ His eyes narrowed as he considered which of the two to take into the interview room with him. Sampson needed the experience, so he opted for him. ‘Come on then, you can be my sidekick. Keep quiet, say nothing, and look deferential, okay?’

      Sampson grinned, only just managing to refrain from rubbing his hands together in excitement.

      Gus pulled his shoulders back, fixed a frown on his face and crashed through the door into the interview room with Sampson scurrying along behind. With huge strides he approached the table, looking like an ancient bronzed god risen victorious from the ashes, his dreads unfettered around his face, his eyes flashing.

      As Matty Bates watched him approach, his face paled and he gripped the edge of the table tightly till his fingertips went white from the pressure. Gus glowered down at the boy with narrowed eyes for long seconds, and then he grabbed a chair and scraped it across the floor causing Matty to jolt backwards as if he’d been struck. Swinging the chair round, Gus straddled it, resting his arms along the back of the chair. This was his favourite interview position. He thought it made him look tough, like Clint Eastwood playing Dirty Harry. With another frown, he slapped a file on the table. ‘Get the tape set up, Sampson. We need this on record.’ Ignoring the father, he turned to Matty.

      ‘Right. Spill!’

      Matty glanced at his father, whose face cheeks had slackened at Gus’ loud entry. Mr Bates cleared his throat and opened his mouth to speak, but was stopped by Gus’ icy glare. Gus raised one hand and shook his head, before turning back to the boy.

      Matty gulped and his eyes skirted the room looking for an escape that didn’t exist. Gus raised an eyebrow and narrowed his eyes to a slit before slowly repeating himself.

      ‘Spill!’

      ‘Wh– what do you mean?’

      Pursing his lips, he looked at Sampson, who shook his head as if Gus had just announced a death sentence. In a quiet, yet far too reasonable tone, he enunciated his request for the third time. ‘Spill the bloody beans. That’s what I bloody mean. What really happened Saturday night?’

      The lad cast his eyes downwards, shoulders slumped. One hand raised to his cheek and he began worrying at an inflamed spot. The pimple burst and a blob of pus spurted out and landed on the table.

      For fuck’s sake! Bloody teenagers!

      Mr Bates, hands shaking, wiped the offending slurry off the table with a near decimated tissue and then rummaged in his pocket, before producing another one for his son. With a cautious glance towards Gus, he put his arm round the boy.

      All of a sudden Gus’ enthusiasm for playing bad cop dissipated. These two were in awe of him, not like some of the little scrotes that he came across. These were law-abiding folk who’d got caught up in something too awful to think about; the sort of thing they read about in the papers or saw on the news yet never imagined themselves being involved in. He had a job to do; however, he didn’t have to enjoy doing it.

      Mr Bates pulled his son’s hand away from his face. ‘Look, Matty, if you know more than you’ve said already, you’ve got to tell the…’ he glanced at Gus and winced ‘er… policeman everything. Simon may be in real trouble. Now, blow your nose and smarten up.’

      Matty blew loudly into the hankie, looked at the product of his efforts and crumpled the tissue into a ball in his hand. Despite his shaking voice, the lad managed to hold Gus’ stare. ‘Look, I don’t know what happened to Si, honest. All I know is we smoked some bud and we were spaced out. Chilled, you know?’

      Gus rolled one hand a few times in a circular motion to indicate that he wanted more.

      ‘Si was talking to some blokes. Those bikers I told you about earlier.’ He turned to Sampson for confirmation. ‘Then we grabbed some cider and wandered down to the shed to sit and smoke.’ He bit his lip and glanced at his dad. Then he glanced back at Gus, before looking down at the table and mumbling, ‘Well, Si had some blues, so we took a few of them and then…’ He shrugged. ‘Well, we spaced out and went to sleep. When we woke up Si was gone, just like I told you.’

      Aware of Mr Bate’s gasp at his son’s revelation, Gus swallowed his sympathy. ‘So, nobody spiked your drink?’

      Matty shrugged. ‘Well… maybe. Never reacted like that to the blues before, like. Jake reckons someone spiked them.’

      ‘You took the pills voluntarily?’

      Again, a nod. The kid was shaking, his hands kept creeping back to his acned face and his dad had lost all colour. His hair was dishevelled from all the times he’d run his fingers through it. Gus hated how the system favoured the middle classes. Poor Matty’s dad had probably never been in a police station before and was prepared to trust his son to the system. He could have lawyered up, but he didn’t realise that. He wasn’t a regular offender who knew how to screw the system, nor was he of the same class as Jake Carpenter’s family. They’d known their rights and had been quick to get legal advice. Gus thought the lad was telling the truth. He just needed to be sure. Hating having to do it, he leaned forward, slamming both hands on the table and speaking loudly. ‘It doesn’t add up!’

      Matty jumped, wide-eyed and dropped his used tissue on the floor. Hands, empty now, he began to knead his thighs as Gus continued. ‘You see, I think you’re lying. I think you bought those pills. I think you gave them to your friends and I think you know what happened to Simon. You know that’s supplying and it carries a custodial sentence, don’t you?’

      Mr Bates’ face paled and Gus thought the older man might vomit. He didn’t really believe that Matty had bought the drugs, although he wanted to judge the boy’s reaction nonetheless.

      Matty gulped and shook his head from side to side, ‘No, no! Si bought them. Me and Jake just shared them. I don’t have money for that sort of stuff.’

      ‘Rubbish, you took the pills, you, or you and your mates, killed the two girls and that’s what really happened.’

      Matty looked at him. ‘Two girls?’

      Gus stared at him for a full minute. ‘Okay, maybe you only killed the one downstairs, so who killed the other one?’

      Matty’s face paled. ‘I think I’m gonna be sick.’

      Sampson stood up and helpfully offered him the empty metal bin. He took it and held it in his lap his hands wrapped round it like it was his favourite cuddly toy. Then he leaned over and dry retched a few times.

      ‘Get him some water, detective.’

      When Sampson returned with the water for Matty and a cup of tea for his dad, Gus leaned across the table and looked straight at the boy. ‘Look Matty, Simon’s missing. There’s a mum and dad who had a daughter yesterday and now they don’t. We don’t yet know yet if her death is an accident or not. On top of that, we found another dead girl. Now, her parents don’t know she’s dead yet. However, in a little while, me and Sampson here are going to have to go and tell them. That’s not the worst of it, Matty.’ He shook his head morosely. ‘No, the worst of it is that I’m going to have to tell them she was stabbed to death. Do you understand, Matty? That girl upstairs was murdered on Saturday night.’

      Matty’s voice quivered. ‘I swear, I didn’t know. Jake and me didn’t go upstairs on Sunday. We only saw that first girl and we should have told you. I know that, but we were so scared and then Si was gone. We didn’t know what to do.’ Tears spilled down the lad’s face and Gus gestured for his dad to give him a tissue.

      Sighing, Gus leaned towards the boy and when he spoke his voice was calmer and kinder. ‘Look, Matty, you’ve done some stupid things; however, I don’t think you’re a killer. We need to speak to Si, so if you know where he is, tell us.’

      ‘Honest, I don’t. I really don’t!’

      The lad knew nothing further about the two girls’ deaths or his friend’s disappearance. ‘Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. You tell the truth, and, believe me, I’ll know if you don’t, and we’ll look at the minor charge of possession of drugs instead of kidnapping and possible manslaughter, okay?’

      Matty swallowed and looked gratefully at Gus. ‘Yes. Okay, whatever you want. I’ll tell you the truth.’

      ‘Who bought the weed and who supplied you?’

      ‘Si’s got a number of some Pakistani dude. He rings it and then we go up to Heaton village and hang around near the church. A young lad rides up on a bike. We give him the money and he gives us the bud.’

      ‘Who’s the lad?’

      ‘Dunno, sometimes an Asian kid, sometimes a Polish kid.’

      ‘Name of the dealer?’

      ‘Dunno. Honest, it’s Si gets it, we don’t usually have the money, me and Jake.’

      ‘What about the vallies, the blues?’

      ‘Honest, Si got them.’

      ‘Where from?’

      Matty frowned. ‘Someone at the party, I’m not sure who. Wait, hold on, I reckon it might have been them biker dudes, cos I saw him high-fiving them. Or there was some Asians out the back at one point – didn’t know them either. Maybe they sell it.’

      ‘Okay, so who were the bikers, then?’

      ‘Dunno. Never seen them before. There were two of them, a bit older than us – in their twenties maybe – with them two girls.’ He frowned again. ‘Didn’t know the girls, either. They were younger, I think.’

      ‘Right, so you went to the shed to smoke your spliffs, drink your booze, pop your pills and fall asleep. When did you waken up?’

      ‘Dunno, might have gone to the shed about two or three, then we got up early. We were starving… always get the munchies after smoking.’

      Gus and Sampson left the room with Mr Bates tearing a strip off his son. If it hadn’t been for the seriousness of the situation, Gus might have felt sorry for the lad.

      ‘Well, what do you make of that, Sampson?’

      Sampson put on a gormless expression that looked just like Matty’s. ‘Dunno.’

      Gus laughed. ‘We’ll pass the entire weed information onto drugs, not that they’ll be interested in that. Also, see what information they can give us on blues and, in particular, the suppliers of.’

      Alice had watched the interview. ‘Bloody weird, this whole thing, isn’t it, Gus? One murder, one possible accidental death and a missing boy. Doesn’t make sense, really.’

      The exact same thought had crossed Gus’ mind whilst he was interviewing Matty. If the girls hadn’t been found in the same house, any link between their deaths would be tenuous at best. ‘No, it doesn’t. There’s something we’re missing at the moment. It’s too coincidental that the girls died at the same party, yet their deaths are so dissimilar. I’m of the opinion that they’re unrelated. The nature of their deaths, to me, hints at two different killers. God knows what to make of Simon Proctor’s disappearance. Is he running scared or is he complicit or even responsible?’ He took a slug from the Wee Bru he’d found on the desk, and grimaced when he noticed it was flat.

      ‘Listen, Al, you head in and set up the interview with the other kid. I want to catch Mr Bates to reassure him we won’t be pressing charges on the drugs this time. Just wanted to give the kid a fright.’

      Alice laughed. ‘You certainly did that, poor kid nearly pissed himself.’

      ‘I like playing bad cop. It’s a good stress buster. Anyway, when I’ve done that, I’m off to see Simon’s parents again, see if they’ve got anything to add and also to share the news about the drug use. Bet they won’t take too kindly to that. Simon isn’t quite the golden boy they’d like us to believe. DCS Macclesfield has arranged for a televised plea for Si’s safe return, so I’ll brief them on that. Also, Al, set Matty up to look through some piccies of bikers whilst you’re interviewing Jake, yeah?’
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      Must’ve dozed off. Lost all track of time in the silence. Cold’s nipping my nose. What if it falls off? What if I get hypothermia, frost bite? Seen a documentary about that, with some explorers in the Antarctica on fucking sledges. Fuck, hope I don’t get that. Half my nose will be mangled – it’ll look like mince. Yuck, I’d look like fucking Quasimodo. Who the hell would lay me then? One of them got their arm stuck in a rock – stupid bastard! Least that’s not gonna happen to me. Most I could get my arm stuck in would be the fuckin chemi loo. Death by shit! Ha ha, that’s funny, death by shit!

      Glad I found the lamp, though. I keep it on low. Got to save the gas. Don’t know how long I’ll be here.

      Least it’s not too dark. Not like before. Can’t be bothered moving. Exhausted. Fucking camera’s still going off and on. Wonder who the fuck’s watching it? Wish I had my phone, or my laptop. Wonder what’s happening on Facebook. Bet they’re all talking about me. Maybe some of the girls will be crying. Wishing they’d been nicer to me before. Bet they’ll be eating out of my hand when I come home. I’ll be spoilt for choice. Matty and Jake’ll be dead jealous.

      What the fuck’s that smell? I lift the blanket and waves of stale body odour waft out. God, I stink. How long have I been here? Can’t remember. A panic flutter bubbles up from nowhere. How long did I zone out for? Hours? Days? Shit, surely not days.

      What am I going to do? What am I going to do?

      Fuck, where’s my phone… need to check the date? A bubble of panic explodes like a popped balloon in my chest. Where’s it gone? Shit, I remember! The party! Music blaring, more and more people squeezing in, dancing. Fuck, it was hot. House like a damn Tardis. Needed some air. Down to the shed with Matty and Jake… Breathe. Breathe slow… Nice and slow.

      Idiot. Check your watch, Si.

      Monday. It’s only Monday morning. Everything’s fine. I’m fine. There’s no windows, that’s the problem. No daylight. Nothing to keep my body clock synchronised. I read about that. About folk who go crazy because they can’t see the day change to night. People trapped in places like this… confined spaces, in the dark, with no company and no daylight. Fuck, it’s happening again. I need to breathe. Need to calm down. What did it say in the books? What did it say? That’s me… I’m going stir, fucking, CRAZY!

      ‘I’m fucking craaazy. Can’t sleep, Can’t see… Oh fucking craaaazy…la di da di la.’

      I throw my head back and laugh. This time it doesn’t upset me to hear my voice ricocheting around the cellar. I welcome it. It’s a friend I can talk to, have a conversation with. I jump up and start doing star jumps. Need to get my head right. That’s it… move about. Sing. Talk to myself.

      Need to piss again. That’s all I seem to do. Piss, sleep, snack… repeat! Piss, sleep, snack… repeat!

      Aw shit, fucking toilet lid’s caught my finger. Is it bleeding? Jamming my finger into my mouth, I suck the blood away like a baby on its dodi. Aw… fuck, that’s gross. Tastes of filth and stale piss. Yeuch! I spit, then again. Bloody taste won’t go. Where’s the water? Two glugs, a gargle, spit… ah, that’s better. Feel a bit light-headed after the star jumps so I sit down to piss, pushing my dick between my legs, like I’m a toddler.

      Don’t want to go there… not a fucking toddler! Don’t think about when I were a toddler. Think positive. Forget that shit. It’s in the past. Breathe… slow… breathe.

      Least it won’t splash onto my Nikes. Shit, I stink. BO and summat else. Urine… like the lads’ toilets at school. Vile. I dangle my penis for a minute more before standing up, I pull my boxers and jeans up, don’t bother fastening them… let it all hang loose, baby!

      Wonder what’s happening outside? Mum and Dad will be home now. They’ll have seen the state of the house. She’ll be furious about the damage. She always keeps it so damn clean. Never a thing out of place, couldn’t breathe there, sometimes, it was stifling… not any fucking more.

      They’ll have phoned the police. She’d have been hysterical, and Dad would have taken charge. Wonder where they are right now? Somewhere warmer and more comfortable than here, for sure.

      They wouldn’t be at home, though. Coppers will have cordoned it off, like on those stupid CSI programmes mum always watches. Crime scene tape, police, tents… everyone looking for me… there will probably be a TV interview and I’ll be in all the papers. Maybe a search party?

      Wish I knew how close they were. Fucking freezing here.
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      ‘That you, Jerry?’ Knowles had answered on the first ring. About bloody time too. What didn’t the tosser get about ‘urgent’?

      Knowles heard a toilet flushing through the line and when Jerry spoke he had to strain to hear him.

      ‘Yeah, I got what you want. Mind you, I’m not sure how much shit it is.’

      Knowles glanced round, making sure that he was still alone in the office. Last thing he needed was anyone overhearing him getting the dirt on DS Alice ‘butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth’ Cooper. ‘Never mind. I’ll be the shit judge, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘Okay, okay, keep your hair on and I’ll tell you what I got.’

      Knowles’ lips tightened. Johnston better watch his tone. Didn’t the idiot realise that his balls were in a noose and he, Steven Knowles held the end of the rope. Easy enough to tighten. Little by little, he could make Jerry Johnston wish he’d never met him. Knowles was more than happy to tighten it, should the need arise. Clearing his head of his annoyance, he tuned in to what the other man was saying.

      ‘This DS Alice Cooper seems pretty clean, to me. She was on the fast track. Selected for one of these new units they’ve set up to streamline us. Anyway, seems like she’d been part of a sting on this drug group. Only thing is, stupid cunt didn’t realise her DI was dirty. So, they go into the sting and she’s just about to put the finger on the head of the drug ring, bloke called Big H, when something bad goes down. This is where it’s all a bit hazy. Anyway, the official line is that she senses something behind her and turns, instead of turning straight round she does some dodgy martial arts type spin to the side and ducks, just in time to see her DI, firing a dirty gun right at the spot where she’d been standing. Seems she reacted quickly and managed to grab the gun and clout him on the head. By the time the armed response lot get there, the DI’s bleeding and unconscious on the floor and the druggie’s cuffed to a pipe.’

      This hadn’t been what Knowles had wanted to hear. He didn’t want to know that Alice Cooper was a damn hero. No, he wanted dirt on the bitch. ‘Fuck! There must have been an enquiry or something?’

      On the other end of the phone, Jerry laughed. ‘Yeah, there was. There had to be because the DI, bastard by the name of Kennedy, ended up in a coma – still is, apparently, and with no signs of coming out of it either.’

      ‘That right, Jerry?’ That was interesting. Had Cooper used unnecessary force? ‘So, what’s the gen on the enquiry?’

      ‘Well, seems Big H, in order to shave a few years off his sentence, gave evidence against Kennedy. Swore Cooper acted in self-defence and that he supplied the DI with the dirty gun. Cooper was following leads that would implicate her DI. Big H said the plan was to kill Cooper, he’d escape, leave the country and Kennedy would be the hero who managed to wrestle the gun away from an armed man, unfortunately too late to prevent the death of his colleague. Big H said he thought Cooper was getting a bit too close to the truth.’

      ‘So, she’s the fucking heroine in all this. Not what I wanted you to dig up, Jerry!’

      Jerry snorted. ‘I’ve left the best bit for last.’

      ‘Ah, knew I could rely on you. Let’s have it.’

      ‘Well, DI Kennedy was apparently diddling his DS.’

      Knowles mouth curved into a smile and he punched the air. This was more bloody like it. ‘Go on, I’m all ears.’

      ‘That’s right. DS Cooper and DI Kennedy were an item. So, stupid cunt was not only betrayed by her boss but by her lover too. Cooper, after the enquiry, which by the way, was hushed up, disappeared for a good three or four months.’

      ‘Where did she go?’

      ‘This bit’s not a shovel o’ shit I’m telling you, it’s a bloody great tractor full of the stuff.’

      ‘Okay, okay, I’m listening.’

      ‘Rumour has it she nearly resigned; then, instead, some smart-ass higher up forced her to have compulsory, intensive, psychiatric treatment because she lost her marbles after it all. Just fell to pieces, by all accounts.’

      ‘Oh, so maybe DS Alice Cooper isn’t quite the whizz kid she thinks she is. Looks like she’s got a crack in her stiletto after all, hmm? Any chance of getting access to her psychiatric report, Jerry?’

      ‘Oh shit, come on. I can’t be doing that. I’m not cleared for that sort of stuff.’

      ‘Come on, Jerry, try the back door. You can do it, can’t you?’
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      To say Gus was disappointed would be a mega understatement. He was fuming. Alice and Sampson had reported back that the interview with Jake Carpenter had turned out to be a series of monosyllabic ‘no comments’ delivered in a dour, truculent voice, overseen by a disinterested solicitor. At the end, the solicitor had pulled a statement from his briefcase and read it to the officers. The upshot was that his client, Jake Carpenter, had been drugged on the Saturday night at the party and when he woke up he’d left the property. He had no knowledge of any dead girls nor did he know of his friend Simon Proctor’s whereabouts.

      Gus was thankful, yet aware of the underlying inequality, that meant that, whilst Jake Carpenter’s family had the wherewithal to lawyer up, Matty Bate’s family had not. At least he’d been able to reason with Matty without being hindered by the bureaucracy of the legal system. Often, he wondered who exactly it was designed to protect, for sometimes, so it seemed to him, it was not for the benefit of the damn victims.

      Wishing he could take a run round Heaton Woods to rid himself of the tension knot in his neck, Gus walked into the interview room. Ah, well coffee was the next best thing, and with a smile he accepted a steaming mug from Alice before pulling his chair to the front of the room and sprawling on it, legs on Sampson’s desk.

      Savouring the aroma and allowing the warmth from the mug to soothe his frazzled nerves, he lifted the mug to his mouth. Before he could take a sip, though, Compo raised his head and grinned. ‘Have you let those young lads go yet?’

      Sensing the boy had got something for him, Gus jumped to his feet, and carried his mug over to Compo’s workstation. Wondering whether it was worth mentioning the smear of mayo on Compo’s cheek and deciding against it, Gus said, ‘You mean Simon’s friends?’

      ‘Yip, them are the ones.’

      ‘Well yes, didn’t think we’d get much more out of them.’ Then seeing the twinkle in Compo’s eye, he grinned. ‘Unless of course you’ve got something worth bringing them back in for.’

      Compo swivelled his computer chair round, extended his arms to chest height and rolled his hands over one and other like he was leading a class of five-year olds in a rendition of ‘Wind the Bobbin Up’. His actions were accompanied by a tuneless rap, with every line punctuated by one hand raising, index finger pointing upwards, before recommencing their rolling. ‘…Who’s got the dirt? Compo’s got the dirt! I say who’s got the dirt…’

      Deadpan, Gus mimicked his actions and joined, ‘Compo, Compo, Compo, Compo, Compo’s got the dirt… aaah!’

      Alice, Taffy and Sampson ambled over, as the pair were high-fiving. That felt good. Gus realised it was the first time in a long time that he’d done something impromptu like that…and enjoyed it. The new meds must be working.

      Compo, still giggling, swung his chair back to his screen. ‘Uh, huh. I sure do got some dirt.’

      Trying not to cringe at his American accent and hoping Compo hadn’t picked up the habit from Taffy, Gus, folded his arms over his chest and leaned his thighs against the table behind. ‘Go on then, Compo, spill the beans. What you got?’

      Taking a swig of coke, Compo began to explain.

      Gus looked at his colleague, amazed at the complicated, technical explanation being thrown at him and shook his head. ‘Cut the techno babble, Comps. Just give me the end result. I don’t really care how you got it.’ Seeing Compo’s eyes light up at his last statement, he amended it. ‘Within the constraints of legality that is.’ Then, in a much lower voice he added with a wink, ‘Unless of course it’s completely undetectable or unprovable.’

      Compo’s crestfallen face broke into one of his childlike grins and he raised his arms palms upwards towards Gus. ‘Okay, boss, straight lingo. I accessed the three lads’ private Facebook conversations.’ He stopped and pursed his lips in concentration, ‘Well actually, I’ve accessed all their conversations. The only ones I’ve had time to look at so far, are the ones between Matty, Jake and Simon. Maybe one of the uniformed officers could go through the others, I’ve linked them up to the group computers so everyone has a copy.’

      Gus gestured for him to continue.

      Crossing one leg over the other, Compo began to tap on the table with one finger. ‘Simon and Jake had a conversation three months ago regarding the purchase of blues, otherwise known as vallies or diazepam.’ He handed a printed transcript to Gus.

      ‘The long and short is that Simon wanted Jake to put up some money to buy blues to sell on around the school and at gigs, et cetera. Jake wasn’t into that and told Simon not to be so daft.

      ‘It seems young Simon had an unnamed supplier and they could make one hundred per cent. There’s a few convos between them: it’s all there.’ He pointed at the sheets Gus was perusing. ‘Jake, good lad, held his ground. Seems that Matty was too much of a wimp to be included in this convo. Simon told Jake he knew Matty “defo” wouldn’t do it, so he kept him out the loop.’

      Gus clicked his fingers. Fucking brilliant. If the mayo on Compo’s cheek wasn’t an issue, Gus would have kissed the lad, there and then. Compo bounced up and down on his chair. ‘That’s not all, boss. That’s not all.’

      Gus raised an eyebrow and took a second lot of transcripts from Compo.

      ‘Separate conversations going on a few months. Start date March 27, 2017. Still with Jake but also including Matty too this time. The summary is that Simon saw a MILF in school one day and–’

      ‘MILF?’ Gus frowned whilst Alice, Taffy and Sampson groaned.

      ‘Duh? What planet you living on, Gus?’ Alice, jabbed him with a pointed fingernail, one for each word she uttered, ‘Mums. I’d. Like. To. Fuck! MILF. Get it? All the horny teenage lads use it these days. Girls use DILF.’

      Gus screwed up his face in disgust, ‘Don’t tell me – Dads I’d like to fuck. God, what happened to the innocence of youth?’

      ‘The internet and social networking.’ Compo’s voice was matter of fact.

      Gus sighed. ‘Anyway, go on.’

      ‘Well, turns out the daughter of the MILF is called A. No full name or surname. You’ll have to get that info from Jake or Matty. So, the guys have a bet about Simon and the mother and daughter.’

      Gus stopped thumbing through the transcripts. ‘Really? Ugh. Horrible little bastards, aren’t they?’ His thoughts flicked to Patti Copley, who was head teacher to all three boys. Wonder what she thinks about all this. God, on second thoughts I wonder what acronym they’d use for her. HILF or TILF no doubt, as in head teachers or teachers– He had the grace to feel a tad embarrassed that the thought of adolescent males lusting after Patti irked him. He hadn’t told Alice that he and Patti had been on a couple of dates and, now that her school was on the side-lines of yet another investigation his team was involved in, he was even more reluctant to confide in his colleague. It was none of her business anyway. It was early days and the last thing he needed, with his track record, was for it to reach his parents’ ears. Pulling his thoughts away from his ‘almost’ girlfriend, he tuned back into what Compo was saying.

      ‘Yeah, you got it. Simon bet that he could have sex with them… the MILF, that is, and the daughter.’

      What the fuck? The more Gus was hearing about Simon Proctor the less he liked him. Maybe he was just old-fashioned. Maybe all lads were like that these days. Hell, he remembered Mo, Greg and himself poring over Playboy magazine when they were still at school. His cheeks reddened when he remembered the crush he’d had on his French teacher, Mrs Claire. She’d been hot, they’d all agreed. He supposed she’d been his MILF. Perhaps the world hasn’t changed so much after all.

      Compo continued. ‘Over the last few months, he’s basically befriended the daughter, got himself included in their family life and managed to get a blow job and a fuck out of it. Dirty little bastard. Apparently, he got proof on his mobile phone of the blow job and recorded them fucking in her house. From the convos, it seems that the other two boys both saw the evidence and paid up.’

      Gus exhaled and rubbed his hands together. ‘Good job, Compo. We needed a break. Seems that Simon wasn’t the little angel his teachers and parents thought. We’ll get the boys in and get an ID on which girl and her mum he’s referring to.’ He spun on his heel and then continued the movement, so he’d completed a full circle, ‘Wait a minute. You got the date he recorded the sexual activity?’

      ‘Early July this year, judging by their texts, why?’

      ‘Simon Proctor was a minor then. His birthday isn’t until the end of August. Was the sexual activity with the mum or the daughter?’

      ‘Unclear. Again, those lads will be able to clarify, you’d think.’

      ‘Taffy, I want you and Sampson chasing that lead down. We may have another offence on our hands.’ He dragged his fingers through his hair. ‘Like we don’t have enough to be going on with.’

      Striding over to get a caffeine fix, he was once more halted in his tracks by Compo.

      ‘Oh, one more thing. The lads mentioned some unspecified group and talked about Simon infiltrating it to get to the mum. Maybe worth asking them what group it was, too.’

      ‘Well done.’

      Blushing, Compo shrugged, his cheeks flooding with colour. ‘Right then, I’ll trawl through the rest of Simon’s convos, see what I can come up with.’

      ‘While you’re at it, get a warrant to access their phone records. See what’s been going on there.’ Gus turned to Sampson. ‘After briefing, pull the lads back in again. I’m done soft soaping them. They need to start co-operating. Right, let’s get this show on the road. Alice, will you do the honours.’ Gus grinned and tossed her a whiteboard marker.

      Groaning, Alice made a pretence of reluctance as she caught the marker, moaning under her breath just loud enough to raise a laugh from the team. ‘The perils of being the only one with a legible hand in this damn set-up.’

      Gus ignored her and continued. ‘Victim One, no ID so far. Still waiting for full PM results from Doc McGuire. Here’s a picture of the crime scene. You’ll see our killer left a calling card. Anyone got anything to add?’

      He glanced round the room, before continuing. ‘Okay, actions as follows: Sampson, contact missing persons, provide a copy of photos taken after she’s been cleaned up a bit and see if any reports came in over the weekend.’

      Just then the door opened and Sergeant Singh, the duty officer, popped his head round.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, Gus. Just got this from missing persons, thought it sounded like your girl.’ He waved a sheet of paper in the air. Taffy, who was closest, jumped up to retrieve it and handed it to Gus, who glanced at the photo and grimaced.

      ‘Thanks, Hardeep, looks like you’re right. It’s our girl.’ He handed the sheet to Alice who stuck the picture next to the existing one. ‘Right. Her name is Sue Downs, age fifteen. Sampson, you’ll come with me to notify the parents, though before we do I want to find out what the rest of the post-mortems threw up. You’ll come with me to the mortuary, Taff. Afterwards, Sampson and I will do the notification. Let’s crack on with this, though.’

      Walking over to the enlarged crime scene photos, Gus pointed at the red writing. ‘This is in lipstick. Sid’s seeing if it matches any of Mrs Proctor’s lipsticks. “Redeemed”. Mean anything to anybody?’

      Alice crossed her legs and mused. ‘Well, I suppose it could be some religious fanatic on the loose…?’

      Sampson glanced up. ‘Or the boyfriend… Maybe they had sex, and then had an argument. He flipped and stabbed her, leaving the writing to put us off track? Maybe Simon Proctor is the boyfriend?’

      ‘Could be anyone at this stage. We need to get her photo to the uniforms who’re interviewing friends at the school and see if we can come up with any sightings of the girl on Saturday night, and a name for the boyfriend. Those damn boys need to tell us who was at the damn party.’

      Chewing on an overflowing sandwich, Compo waved his hand in the air. ‘My programme’s showing that a sizeable chunk of those saying they were coming to the party were from City Academy. Not to say they all rolled up on the night, but good enough reason to check out the school, I reckon. I’ll print off their names and addresses.’

      ‘Okay, Sampson and Taffy, you can follow up on that at the school later.’

      Whiteboard pen in hand, Alice sucked in one cheek. ‘Sure you don’t want to go to the school, Gus?’

      Gus glared at her. ‘Focus, Al. Less of your damn cheek.’ This was exactly the sort of crap he’d wanted to avoid and here he was on the receiving end of it anyway. God knows what she’d be like when she found out.

      She grinned and kept writing up the actions.

      He waited till she’d finished and then pointed to the second board. ‘Meet Jade Simmonds, age 15, possibly asphyxiated on her own vomit. The pathologist isn’t ready to sign off on her yet, as he found some skin under her nails, bruises to her wrists, and a few scratches and a pressure mark on her neck. Oh, and traces of semen in the vomit around her mouth. Taffy and I notified parents last night. Alice, I want you to go back and see what else you can find out about her. Particularly about those bikers you mentioned. There can’t be that many biker groups in Yorkshire, can there? Compo, you check that out.’

      Gus sat on his chair, rolling a pencil over his fingers and studied the boards. ‘For the time being, we’ll consider that Jade Simmonds’ death may be separate from that of Sue Downs. Those damn bikers bother me. Comps, check with child sex and grooming crimes. See if they’ve got owt on bikers.’

      He moved along to the third board. ‘Lastly, this is Simon Proctor, sixteen years old, missing since Saturday night or the early hours of Sunday morning. He hosted the party, so he may just have split to avoid the trouble. We need him back, to rule out any funny stuff and to get his statement. The uniforms also have photos of him and his parents will do a TV appeal later on today.’

      Gus glanced over at Compo. ‘See if you can work out how Simon’s interlinked with both victims. Friends in common and that sort of stuff. Any cross-over between the three of them – just in case their deaths are linked. Bloody minefield, this.’

      He looked round again. ‘Have I missed anything?’

      Alice, biting the tip of her tongue as she wrote, said, ‘Yeah, someone needs to interview this Tayyub bloke with the camera.’

      ‘Yeah, you and I’ll do that this afternoon. You go to the school first and I’ll do the death call and then re-interview the boys. We’ll meet here when you’re done. Alice, you hound the labs for the tests on the kids’ drug usage and find out what the CSI got from the garden and shed.’
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      James Proctor realised that his wife was too keyed-up to remain at The Mansions Hotel for any longer. She’d not slept and as a result, neither had he. She’d refused to eat breakfast and spent her time phoning Simon and his friends on rotation, all the while pacing like a caged animal. The room was stuffy with three of them in it and James wished the FLO would just leave them on their own. Instead, she plonked herself down on the only comfortable chair and babbled a lot of annoying rubbish. He knew it was probably designed to distract them, but it had the unfortunate effect of making him want to tell her to ‘shut the fuck up’ – words he’d never uttered in his entire life. Aside from that, the woman’s perfume was so strong it made his eyes sting and his nose itch.

      At last, he’d had enough and insisted they leave the hotel and walk along North Park Road to Lilycroft Police Station. Perhaps the fresh air would do them all good. Even then, he’d had to battle with the FLO who wanted to drive them to the station. Seeing a chance to escape their keeper for a short time, James suggested they walk and she take the car. However, that was not to be, so the three of them had bundled themselves into warm coats and left the hotel. Was it only twelve hours ago that he and Jane had been laughing as they shagged in the car?

      For the entire walk, the FLO had dawdled behind, moaning about the cold, reckless drivers and the ‘vermin’ squirrels that frolicked in the trees in Lister Park. James’ nerves were becoming more and more frazzled. He wanted to throttle the woman.

      He’d hoped when she got them ensconced in a quiet waiting room, with functional, cushioned chairs and then departed, that they’d have time to recoup. Time to relax, just the two of them, and let their guard down. He was trying to work how he could broach the subject of what they should tell the police about Simon with Jane, when the FLO reappeared. Her cheerful smile irritated the hell out of him and he wanted to open the window and scream out the tension that was building through his body.

      Fussing and wittering, she deposited a mismatched duo of mugs on the small coffee table between them, retaining her own mug between her fat fingers. Anticipating that she was about to sit down on one of the empty chairs, James stood up, took her by the elbow and guided her towards the door. ‘My wife and I would appreciate some privacy until DI McGuire is ready for us.’

      Her face fell as if she’d suffered an enormous slight. ‘Oh, I’m supposed to stay with you.’ And she settled her enormous backside in the chair right between them.

      James looked at Jane who was slumped, her gaze blank, her pallor worrying. Every muscle in his body tensed. Each and every emotion that he’d subdued since the previous evening, began to bubble just beneath the surface of his chest, causing a tightness that threatened to explode in a tirade of uncontrollable grief, anger and frustration. He closed his eyes and attempted to count to ten, knowing that if he let go, just for a second, no, even a nanosecond, all hell would be deposited on this irritating woman’s head.

      His skin crawled with nervous energy, an excess of caffeine and lack of sleep. From the depths of his fuzzy eyes, he glowered as she flicked through a magazine. As if she’s at the bloody dentist’s. Each rustling page clawed at his head like chalk on a blackboard, but, oblivious, she continued. Holding his head, he made a dart for the door, still, she managed to get there first, wedging her ample proportions between him and his sanity. A feral cry left his lips and he visualised himself stretching his fingers to breaking point round her flabby throat and throttling her. When the door opened, and DI McGuire walked in, he sagged against the wall, breathing in fast pants, his chest tight, his heart racing.
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      As soon as he entered the room, Gus saw three things. The first was that James Proctor was having a panic attack. The second was that, apart from fear, on the man’s face, there was an almost feral expression that was directed towards the FLO. The third was that Jane Proctor was disassociated from the former two. Gus wished he’d paid more attention to his misgivings the previous evening. This FLO was a mismatch for the Proctor parents. Instead of soothing the proceedings, making things easier, she had alienated her wards and that was no good.

      ‘I’ve got it. Just leave.’ Gus directed his words to the FLO and held the door open for her to leave, his lips tight, and his eyes boring into her. Her cheeks flushed as she stood and, without looking at either of her charges, left the room.

      Gus shut the door and went to direct James to a chair. No stranger to panic attacks himself, he spoke in calm tones and began to breathe, slow and easy, synchronising his own breaths with James’, conscious all the time that Jane hadn’t reacted at all. Once James’ breathing had normalised, Gus moved to the seat opposite the couple. ‘Feeling a bit stir-crazy? Can’t say I blame you.’ He jerked his head toward the door. ‘She’s a bit too cheery for my liking, too. I’ll call her off, if you like.’

      James gave a single barking laugh. ‘God, please do, before I strangle her. We don’t need minding. We just need to do something. It’s the sitting around doing nothing that’s killing us.’ He leaned across and took his wife’s lifeless hand in his and squeezed.

      At last Jane re-engaged. She blinked a few times, looked down at their entwined hands and then placed her other hand on top of her husband’s. ‘That awful woman gone now, James?’

      Gus released a silent sigh. Thank God. Thought I’d have to call a doctor in.

      With a slight smile, her husband concurred. ‘Yes, she’s gone. We need to talk to Detective McGuire now, Jane. Can you focus for a bit?’

      Jane looked at Gus and then straightened. Despite her bloodshot eyes there was an alertness about her. She leaned over and picked up a bag that lay at her feet. From it she took out a carrier bag and unwrapped an A4 sized picture frame. For a moment she held it in both hands and looked at it before raising two fingers to her lips, kissing them once and then pressing them to the glass. Without uttering a word, she handed the photograph to Gus.

      Gus took it. The glass was broken and the frame was sticky to touch. Jane Proctor must have taken it from the bombsite on Sunday night. He couldn’t blame her. Gus had already seen pictures of Simon Proctor, however this one seemed special to her. It was also recent and would be excellent for media usage. In it, Simon was standing with his dad, a football under one arm. He was laughing right into the camera, head thrown back, even teeth glinting in the sunlight. He looked happy and carefree. His dad was also grinning and had his arm round his Simon’s shoulder. Presumably, Jane Proctor had taken the photo. Simon stood, just an inch or two shorter than James. A faint fuzz of designer stubble stood out on the boy’s chin. His hair, the colour of mahogany, was short at the sides and a bit longer on top. The acne that so plagued his friend Matty was absent from Simon’s skin. He was a good looking young man. Gus hoped he wasn’t also a dead one.

      ‘Tell me a little bit about Simon. We know he was friends with Jake and Matty, but what about his interests?’

      A slight smile on her lips, Jane brushed her hair back from her face. It looked like she hadn’t brushed it this morning and she seemed oblivious to the stain on the front of her shirt. Gus made a mental note to get an officer to get them some basic supplies. They only had the contents of their weekend bags and they wouldn’t go far.

      ‘Simon’s a good lad. He enjoys his football. He was on the school team for a while. He plays rugby too, although that’s only recent. He had a growth spurt when he hit puberty, until then he’d been small for his age. Afterwards he played the odd game of rugby; football was his passion, though. Other than that, more often than not he had his head stuck in front of that computer of his or mixing tracks on his laptop. Fancied himself a bit of a “Naughty Boy”.’

      Gus frowned and Jane laughed. ‘Naughty Boy’s a DJ and record producer. He’s quite famous. Simon wants to do IT at uni. Sees himself as the next Mark Zuckerberg or, failing that, Simon Cowell.’

      Gus had seen the computer set up in the lad’s room, yet until he saw Compo’s face light up when it was delivered to the incident room, he hadn’t realised just how sophisticated it was. Maybe the lad would see his dream come true if Gus could find him in time.

      ‘DCI Chalmers has arranged for you to do a television appeal, if you’re up to it? You can either write your own statement or we can do it together. It’s just a simple straightforward appeal for Simon to come home and for anyone who’s seen him to contact us. I’ll get someone to come in when we’re done here.’

      Gus noticed that the prospect of being proactive had removed some of the tension from their faces. He wished he didn’t have to venture into the area he was about to. However, time was of the essence and he needed as much information as he could get. For the time being he’d decided to hold back the MILF information. After he had a grip of the overall picture, he’d venture down that avenue, for now though, he was content to explore other areas. ‘I’ve just finished talking to Matty and Jake and some information has come up.’

      James Proctor frowned. ‘What sort of information?’

      ‘It appears that Simon smokes marijuana on occasion. Did you know that?’

      Jane looked at her husband, the anxiety lines reappearing across her forehead. Mr Proctor replied. ‘Not for certain, no. I thought a couple of times I could smell it. He denied it.’ He shrugged. ‘All the young lads seem to do it these days. Long as it didn’t affect his studies, I was happy to turn a blind eye.’

      ‘Hmm, it seems that, on Saturday night, he also had possession of some blues, or vallies as they’re called.’

      Jane Proctor looked puzzled. ‘No, no I don’t believe it! Simon wouldn’t take drugs. Not hard stuff. Where would he even get them?’

      As his wife spoke, James Proctor bowed his head. He remained silent, although the hand that wasn’t holding his wife’s clenched on his thigh until the knuckles whitened.

      Gus directed his gaze to him, ‘Does it surprise you that Simon may have had possession of drugs, Mr Proctor?’

      Mr Proctor glanced at his wife and then shook his head, ‘Simon’s a good lad. He wouldn’t do that sort of thing. I think you’ve been misinformed.’

      Gus continued to observe the other man. The colour on his face darkened and a sheen appeared on his top lip. Gus decided to push a bit more. ‘Well, we were hoping maybe you’d have some idea. As yet it’s unclear if this was a one-off on Saturday or not.’

      Jane sat forward, her new-found animation a stark contrast to her earlier demeanour. ‘I’m certain it was a one-off. Simon’s a good boy. He’d never do anything like this. Are you sure it wasn’t Jake or Matty? Matty in particular, he’s not as… well… similar to us as Jake is.’

      Gus’ previous sympathy for the woman faded. He’d no time for snobbery and truth be told, Matty seemed more petrified than guilty. ‘According to the other two, Simon was the one who bought the marijuana and the pills. Matty doesn’t have access to that sort of money, apparently.’ A white lie here and there was sometimes called for and Gus had no qualms if it got results. He was sure Jake would confirm Matty’s story in the end.

      Jane screwed up her face, ‘Who knows where that sort of lad could get money from, DI McGuire. I’m quite sure he could, if he wanted to.’

      Mr Proctor laid a hand on his wife’s knee, ‘Jane, come on now, that’s really not fair. Matty’s always been very polite and his dad is on his own bringing him and his sister up.’

      Jane snorted, ‘Well, I’m convinced those two are a bad influence on Simon.’

      Gus stood up. ‘We’ll bear that in mind, Mrs Proctor. Now, are you alright at The Mansions for now? I’m not sure when you’ll be free to return home.’

      She shuddered, and a tear rolled down her cheek. ‘We’ll never go back there. I couldn’t ever live there again. It’s tainted. Our beautiful home is spoilt for us now.’

      Biting his lip, Gus resisted the temptation to say that the lives of the families of two young innocent girls were forever tainted, not just bloody bricks and mortar and a designer Jacuzzi bath.

      ‘We’re moving out of the hotel today,’ said James. ‘Fortunately, a friend’s mother died recently.’ he paused and wafted his hand in the air. ‘Not fortunate at all. I don’t know what I’m saying. Anyway, we’ll move into her house this afternoon on a temporary basis. It’s on Quarry Street, near the allotments.’ He handed Gus a paper with the address and phone number. ‘You will let us now if you hear anything, won’t you.’
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            11:30 Outside The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Fighting with a brolly, torrents of rain trickling down the inside of her loosely fastened coat in the middle of a gale, was not Alice’s idea of a relaxing break. Hair sticking to her scalp, fingers slipping on the metal handle and droplets of water trickling down her cleavage, all conspired to make her want to throw a tantrum and flounce back inside the police station.

      Adding insult to injury, the sudden appearance of a much sturdier brolly, held aloft by a hand she was all too familiar with, had her cursing under her breath. This was the last person she wanted to set eyes on and certainly not when she wasn’t at her best. The urge to kick the umbrella’s owner in the shin was almost too much for her. One bloody shag in a weak moment and he thinks he can pounce on me, holding bloody brollies up and no doubt expecting a repeat performance. He’d be damn lucky!

      With remarkable self-control, Alice ignored the momentary relief from the pounding rain and persevered with her own inferior telescopic umbrella. When it finally complied with her frantic button-pressing, it was, by sheer chance, aimed at her unwanted saviour’s grinning face. Feeling the recoil of a discharged weapon hitting its target, she made no attempt to hide her smirk.

      Alice side-stepped the reporter Jez Hopkins, who, eyes watering, was pressing his nose with gentle fingers. ‘Haven’t you learned, bigger isn’t always better?’ Ridiculously pleased with herself, she pulled her coat round her, all annoyance with the rain and her wet condition dissipating. Almost as an afterthought, she turned back, one hand resting lightly on her hip. ‘Mind you, in your case I suppose that analogy doesn’t apply. That’s probably why you feel the need to indulge your macho egotism in oversized toys and gadgets.’ She turned and continued across the road to The Chaat Café.

      However, seconds later, umbrella discarded and jacket streaming with rain, Jez ran past her, spun on his heel and began walking backwards in front of her, hands out in front of him. ‘Oh, come on, Alice, give us a chance, will you? I’m not the enemy and I have never used anything you’ve told me in print. I swear.’

      Alice glared at him. ‘What the hell are you on about? I’ve never told you a damn thing, now get out of the way, you idiot. It’s pouring down and I want to get indoors.’

      She made to dodge round him, but he was too quick and anticipated her move. She tried to side-step him and again he jumped in front of her. Lips set in a thin line, Alice raised her head and glared at him. Then, seeing his usually perfect hair matted to his skull and his pleading expression, she stopped and laughed. He was persistent, she’d give him that. He’d been pursuing her for weeks, now. Ever since in a moment of sheer stupidity, after the thing with Gus’ mum, when she’d let her guard, as well as her knickers, down and indulged in an adrenalin releasing shag, he’d hounded her. Not enough to call it stalking… just enough to flatter a girl. He seemed different. Maybe a near-miss with a serial killer had made him grow up a bit. Not that she was prepared to find out. If Gus ever got wind of her ‘indiscretion’, he’d be less than impressed and her job was worth more to her, than a dalliance with Jez Hopkins, no matter how satisfying said dalliance had been.

      Jez frowned and then looked down at himself. ‘Okay, okay, I look a mess,’ he looked up at her, lips twitching, ‘I did get rid of my over-inflated macho ego and I ditched my rather large tool.’

      She laughed and then sighed. ‘One drink, Jez, okay? Just one drink and that’s all, so don’t be getting any ideas.’

      Linking his arm through hers, he dodged under her brolly. Alice hoped nobody was watching her and tilted her brolly in a vain attempt to hide from any prying eyes in the station. Just then a large red Vectra passed close to the kerb and a tsunami of mucky water washed over them.

      ‘Fuck… that car’s been parked up the entire time I waited for you and now he decides to drive off! What was his rush that he couldn’t have slowed down through the damn puddle?’

      Alice laughed. ‘Come on, stop moaning or you’ll put a dampener on my lunch break. We need to go somewhere I won’t bump into anyone from work.’

      ‘Anybody would think you’re ashamed of me.’

      Alice looked at him. Was that genuine hurt in his tone or was he just playing her? She’d be careful to make sure she didn’t let anything slip about the case.
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            11:45 Quarry Street

          

        

      

    

    
      The house was cramped compared to what they were used to, yet James Proctor found himself appreciating the feeling of being enclosed. It felt safe. When Jane was in the kitchen, he could see her through the arched door separating it from the living room and there was only one double bedroom and a box room upstairs, just big enough for Simon when he came home. James ran his hands through his hair – if he came home. What if whoever killed those girls had their boy? What would he be doing to Simon? Was Simon already dead? It was a damn mess and it wasn’t as if Simon had had an easy life.

      Listening to Jane, pottering in the kitchen, making more tea than either of them would drink, he stood by the living room window and looked out over Heaton Hill. On many occasions when Simon had first joined their family, he’d brought the lad here. He’d taught him how to kick a football, how to hold a cricket bat… and, he hoped, how to trust. Now, in one huge catastrophe, Simon was in jeopardy once more.

      It hadn’t been easy for them, since the adoption. At first, Simon had been introverted and lacked trust. Not surprising, considering what he’d been through. First abandoned by his birth mother, then shunted through the foster system, never staying in any one placement for long and then all the other stuff too. Too much for one young kid to have to deal with. He and Jane understood he was ‘difficult’ when they’d taken him on. They’d been told about his history and they’d been prepared to take a chance on the boy. It had been hard. Sometimes near impossible, yet they’d done it.

      Simon had been the victim of abuse in two separate foster homes. Then, just as he was about to be taken to safety from the foster parents who had abused him last, tragedy had struck. Poor kid had been hospitalised for weeks and undergone intensive psychiatric treatment for trauma. No wonder he found it hard to connect, to trust.

      Over the five years they’d had him, Simon had changed. He loved them. Showed them affection. On occasion he was distant, needing his own space. He and Jane had worked round that – they gave him his space. James turned as his wife walked in carrying an old-fashioned tray with a picture of Salts Mill on it. It was a little strange, using a dead person’s things, even though they had no choice. They were homeless and this small contained house was preferable to the anonymity of Lister Mansions. He took the tray from her and guided her to the sofa. She sat resting her hand on the yellowing antimacassars that covered the sofa arms.

      ‘How much should we tell the police about Simon’s past, Jane?’

      Her startled blue eyes looked up at James and her lips tightened. ‘We tell them nothing, James. Not a damn thing.’ Her fingers picked the fringe of the antimacassar. ‘You know how judgemental people can be. That McGuire thinks he killed those girls and if we tell them about Simon’s past, his anger management therapy, he’ll be an easy target.’

      James agreed with Jane, still, his stomach clenched. The last thing Simon needed was to be blamed for that. He was damned if he’d allow Simon to be held to account for something he was incapable of. James picked up his phone. He’d call DI McGuire three times a day until he brought his son home to him. No way would he let him forget they had a missing lad to find.
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            12:05 Bradford Royal Infirmary Mortuary

          

        

      

    

    
      According to his dad the second PM had been more complicated than the first, although cause of death was finally ascertained to be severe stabbing to the abdomen.

      Gus and Taffy were perched on uncomfortable seats in Dr McGuire’s cramped office. They’d declined his offer of a wee dram in favour of coffee and Gus was relieved that, in here at least, the mortuary smells were non-existent. Piles of paperwork balanced at an acute angle on his dad’s desk among discarded cups and pens. Pride of place, though, was a photo of Gus, Katie and their mum in their garden. His parents’ dogs lay at their feet. Katie’s long legs were stretched over their mum’s knees and Gus hung over her shoulder. All three had stuck their tongues out. He remembered the day well. He’d been around sixteen, around the same age as the Proctor boy… and the two girls whose autopsies his dad was about to tell them about.

      Cup of black coffee in his hand, Gus was ready to hear a summary of his dad’s findings. ‘Go on then, Dad, let’s hear it in English. Tell me about Sue Downs’ death.’

      Fergus cleared his throat. ‘I measured the depth and length of the wounds and looked for any unique markings that would offer a clue to the weapon. I also sent off the nail scrapings and so on for testing, to ascertain which, if any, drugs were in the wee lassie’s system. I’m still awaiting results from the lab. The most surprising finding was that she was around four months pregnant at the time of her death.’

      That was a turn-up for the books. Perhaps her being pregnant was a contributing factor in her death? Maybe one of the lads at the party was the dad. That would be the first thing they’d check out. Not that he was looking forward to telling her parents their dead fifteen-year-old daughter had been pregnant.

      ‘She was a healthy teenager between fourteen and eighteen years of age. Cause of death was repeated stab wounds to the abdomen as she was lying on the bed. Lividity shows she was killed more or less in situ, although someone, presumably the killer, positioned her body in a star shape. We already knew she’d had sex prior tae her death, as evidenced by the presence of lubricant consistent with condom usage in and around the vaginal area.’

      He paused and patted his jacket pockets absently. Gus continued to sip his coffee, savouring the warm deep flavours. He knew that his dad would give a detailed summary, so he had no desire to rush him. Experience had proven that rushing him only slowed everything down.

      Fergus, finally finding what he was looking for, shoved a cigar in his mouth, although in adherence to the smoking laws refrained from lighting it. He sat back and crossed his legs. ‘I think the sex was consensual. Nothing to say otherwise, anyway. We’ll send both a sample of foetal tissue and the hankie found at the crime scene off for DNA testing. That’s no’ tae say that the man who she had sex with killed her, or for that matter that he’s the father of the bairn.’ He frowned. ‘Disnae even mean that the father of the bairn was the killer.’ he puffed out his cheeks and shook his head like a fat chicken disappointed to find she’s flattened her eggs.

      ‘Might be an idea tae get a swab from the father of the house… Proctor, was it? Might have been his tissue stuffed down the back of the bed, post coital with his wife, I suppose. Some of those posh folks can have right mucky habits. Didnae look that old though, I have to say, but best cross our T’s.’ He tilted his large head to one side and scrunched his mouth, making the cigar bob up and down as he did so, ‘Unlikely, really, I suspect, bearing in mind how tidy the bedroom was. You never ken, do ye?’

      He sighed and shook his head sadly before continuing, ‘The knife was a common kitchen knife. No unusual striations. No shorter than four inches long and an inch and a half wide. The cuts themselves were purposeful with nae hesitation marks, although I would say not frenzied. “Frenzied” implies out of control and, though there were twelve cuts, each appeared quite purposefully administered. Not a queasy person, I’d guess. They weren’t particularly angled at any major body organ from what I could tell – just the abdomen – maybe the womb?’ He shrugged. ‘Who knows?’

      ‘Might it have been a woman, Dr McGuire?’ Taffy sat on the edge of his seat like he was determined to be top of the class. Gus tutted and shook his head. If he didn’t like the lad so much he’d be well pissed off with his being a bloody Goody Twoshoes.

      ‘Aye, laddie. It could’ve been. Or a teenager – male or female. I’m not really narrowing the suspect pool for you.’

      In full swing now, Taffy jotted a note in his book, ‘Not an amateur then; perhaps not their first crime?’

      ‘Well, I don’t know about that. Does purposeful, with no hesitation, indicate experience or just a cool head, Taffy? You’re the detectives. You work it out.’

      Taffy scribbled again.

      What the hell? Does the lad have the memory of a slug or something? Can’t he remember a few bits and bobs? Gus wanted to crack on and he knew his dad would happily answer inconsequential question after inconsequential question. He cleared his throat and sent a warning look in Taffy’s direction. Taffy bit his lip sank back in his chair as Dr McGuire continued.

      ‘The other victim, the lass we identified on sight as Jade Simmonds, was sixteen years old. She died of asphyxiation after choking on her own vomit. Again, a healthy lassie, who’s now deid.’

      Gus crushed his plastic coffee cup in his hands. ‘Would you say it was an accident, then?’

      Doc McGuire tilted his head to the side, and then shook his head. ‘I can’t say for certain yet, Angus. I’d like to get the DNA results back on her nail scrapings. Feels a bit off to me, particularly with those few scratches at her neck and the bruising I found on her wrists. I can’t sign off on her yet. Parents can come to ID any time after one. Now, I better get cracking on.’

      He stood and plonked a reassuring hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘I have faith in you super-sleuths to find out what’s gone on, meanwhile, I must say cheerio and get on tae my next PM; homeless bloke, drunk on Shipley Glen. Fell into the rocks below. Poor soul! No’ a pretty sight.’

      Back in the car heading towards The Fort, Taffy tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and frowned. ‘Okay, looks like two isolated incidents to me. Jade, I reckon, will end up being accidental death; the other girl was clearly murdered. Mind you, the missing boy’s a bit of a worry. Is he another victim or maybe he’s responsible for stabbing the girl?’

      Whilst pleased to see the young lad using his deductive skills, Gus couldn’t help wonder why it had taken him so long to come to the same conclusion he and Alice had drawn even before they’d left the crime scene. Experience, perhaps. At least the lad was analysing and that was a damn good start for a fledgling detective.
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            13:30 Nab Wood

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘This is the part of this job that I like least.’ Gus sat in the car beside Sampson. The rain that bludgeoned the windscreen matched his mood. ‘It doesn’t get easier. No matter how many you do… So let’s just get in there and get it over with.’

      He pushed open the car door and waved a hand in greeting to the family liaison officer, notably not she of excessive cheeriness and ample proportions, who had pulled up behind them seconds before. At this rate they’d be running out of FLOs. Together, they walked up the path of the ex-council house and knocked on the door. This was a well-tended street, just up from the Cornerstone Project and a nice row of shops, with a play park for kids adjacent. Right now, the park was empty and Gus could see it hadn’t fallen foul to graffiti or vandalism like some of the parks he’d seen.

      The man who answered was as tall as Gus and double his width. His arms were muscled and the grease under his nails hinted at him being a mechanic or something similar. His face seemed pinched around the lips and his nod was tense when he acknowledged that, indeed, he was Mr Downs.

      As soon as he read Gus’ warrant card, a muscle started to thrum at his temple and his eyes darted towards the front room, where a woman’s voice rang out followed by quick footsteps. ‘That you, Sue? You’ve had us,’ The woman stopped when she saw the trio at the door, her hand lifted to her mouth and her face paled.

      Gus saw this reaction time and time again; that moment when a hopeful parent became aware that hope had forsaken them. It never got any easier. Mr Downs swallowed hard and then stepped back from the door, waving them through the carpeted hallway into a small, tidy living room. The Downs followed and Gus took the chair opposite the sofa, gesturing for them to sit down together. The FLO made her way into the kitchen with a ‘I’ll get the kettle on’ and Sampson took the other chair, notepad at the ready.

      The telly was on mute, a series of disjointed images flitting across the screen. As if irritated by it, Mr Downs grabbed the TV controls from the sofa and flicked it off. Looking round the room, Gus saw photos of the couple before him, and the girl in the morgue. It seemed that Sue Downs was an only child. This always made it seem worse to Gus. Not that he believed that a living child could somehow make up for a dead one; but he wondered if, maybe, the comfort they gained from being a family rather than just a couple could make them stronger. Most couples seemed to fall apart after the death of their only child.

      He leaned towards them, but before he had a chance to break the news, Mrs Downs was in tears as if her mother’s intuition had prepared her for this moment. Mr Downs wrapped her in his wide capable arms. ‘She’s gone, hasn’t she?’

      For a minute Gus was unsure whether he meant gone as in disappeared or gone as in dead, so he hesitated.

      ‘Tell me straight, what happened to my girl? We need to know what happened.’

      Wishing he was anywhere else but here, Gus lowered his eyes. It was the only way he could afford them a modicum of privacy in their grief. ‘I’m so sorry, Mr and Mrs Downs, Sue was found last night in a house in Cottingley. She’d been stabbed to death.’ Experience had told Gus that a direct approach was often the best. Nonetheless, he prepared himself for any of a number of responses, each as tragic and heart-breaking as the rest.

      Mrs Downs’ crying increased in pitch. Her husband buried his face in her hair and rocked her back and forth wordlessly. After what seemed like hours, but could only have been a minute or so, their sobs subsided. Mr Downs wiped his face with the back of his hand and looked at Gus. ‘You got the bastard that done this, then?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘Not yet, Mr Downs, but we will.’

      The big man looked diminished. He appeared to have shrunk, as, with gentle fingers, he wiped his wife’s tears away. ‘What was she doing in Cottingley? She told us she was staying at Maggie’s on Saturday night, and when she wasn’t back by nine last night, we phoned Maggie and she said she’d not seen her all weekend.’

      He wiped his nose again. Mrs Downs clasped and unclasped her hands in front of her. When she spoke her voice shook. ‘Why would she lie to us?’

      Gus shook his head before clearing his throat. ‘I have to ask this, Mr and Mrs Downs, and I appreciate it’s hard, though I really need to know. Did Sue have a boyfriend?’

      It was Mrs Downs who answered. ‘No, she didn’t. She was too busy with her sports to be bothered with boys.’ She frowned and lifted her gaze. ‘Are you telling us our baby was molested?’

      Gus bit his lip. ‘Look, Mrs Downs, there’s no easy way to hear this. Sue had, what we believe to be, consensual sex just prior to her death.’

      Mrs Downs shook her head violently from side to side. ‘Consensual? No, never, she’s only fifteen, she must have been raped.’

      ‘That’s not all, Mrs. Downs. The pathologist discovered that Sue was around fourteen weeks pregnant.’

      Mr Downs paled. ‘No, no, you’re mistaken, she was only a girl.’

      Wishing he was anywhere other than right in that room with this poor couple, Gus shook his head, ‘I’m sorry, so very, very sorry.’
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            14:35 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus got Sampson to drop him off at the top of Scotchman Road, saying he’d catch up with him at The Fort in thirty minutes. So far, the day had been pretty full-on, and after devastating his second set of parents in as many days, he’d been wired and on edge. Experience told him that if he didn’t work off some of the excess adrenalin surging through him, then he’d be functioning below par for the rest of the day. He couldn’t afford to be less that one hundred percent, not in the middle of a big case. His leg had stiffened up too, again the result of too much forced inactivity. A brisk jog down Scotchman Road, in lieu of a warm-up, followed by two laps of Lister Park and a swift run up to The Fort would do the trick. Slipping into a pair of joggers and his old trainers, Gus got out of the car and waved Sampson off.

      The rain felt cool on his face as he jogged past the Scotchman Road allotments. They were deserted apart from one old man in a raincoat, pottering about near one of the sheds. It seemed the owners were battening down for winter. Cars lined the streets and crowds of adults surging towards each of the two primary schools, told Gus it was nearly home-time. It seemed to Gus that schools were starting earlier and earlier in the morning and finishing earlier in the afternoon, too. Patti had told him it was so they could fit in more of the administration side of the things required by the government.

      The Polish shop at the end of the road catered to the changing community in this part of Bradford and, as Gus ran past, he waved to the smokers who hung about in the makeshift centre opposite the gym. It never failed to amuse him that half the shelter’s occupants wore Lycra and trainers.

      By the time he got to the ornate gates that marked the side entrance to Lister Park, Gus was beginning to regret his decision to run. Rain now pounded like hailstones against his face and by the looks of the dark clouds that hung low in the sky, it wasn’t about to stop anytime soon. Increasing his speed, he ran around the park, feeling his leg muscles straining as he did so. He may well suffer for it later, but right then it felt good to be exercising.

      Cutting short his planned two laps and foregoing his stretching routine, he exited the park at Oak Lane, nipped over to Mo’s to grab a bag of samosas for the team and then pelted up the road. By the time he arrived at The Fort, he looked like his dad’s proverbial ‘drookit craw’. Rain streamed from his dreads into his eyes and his clothes were sodden as he ran up the steps, waved a greeting to Hardeep and headed for a quick shower. Boy, that was just what I needed!

      Showered, changed and warm, with his batteries recharged, Gus savoured the quiet of the incident room. Alice and Taffy were en route to deliver an appeal to the pupils of City Academy. He hoped Patti wouldn’t land him in it with Alice… no, that was stupid. Of course, she wouldn’t. Patti was far too discreet to talk about personal things with his sergeant. Alice, however, was not always as circumspect and it was that thought that concerned him. He didn’t want Al with her size fives marching in and wrecking what was only just beginning to bloom. He grimaced. What the hell. If what he had with Patti was worth pursuing, then even Alice’s interference wouldn’t deter them.

      A yelp from Compo’s side of the room didn’t worry Gus as he was well used to Compo’s erratic noises. However, when it was followed almost straight away with, ‘Fucking hell, Gus, you gotta see this!’ he was on his feet in an instant and striding across the room to peer over Compo’s shoulder.

      ‘Set my PC to notify me of any activity around Simon Proctor… and fuck me, look what’s just come up!’

      The screen was fuzzy, yet Compo’s unusual lapse into profanity told him there was something of value on the screen.

      ‘What is it Comps? I can’t–’

      As he spoke, Compo worked his magic and, the screen became clearer. There was an image of a young lad, huddled under a blanket on what appeared to be a camp bed. Compo pressed some more keys and the image enlarged on the central screen they used to share footage.

      Gus stepped away from Compo and arms crossed over his chest looked at the big screen. ‘It’s Simon Proctor, isn’t it? It is him.’

      ‘Yep, looks like him and the site it’s come up on is a YouTube channel entitled Simon Proctor. I discovered the channel earlier but there was nothing on it. This just pinged, five minutes ago.’

      ‘So, what are you telling me? Someone’s set up a YouTube channel under Simon Proctor’s name and is screening this video… Is it live?’

      Compo shrugged. ‘The time frame says this footage was taken at around eight this morning. Of course, it could be doctored, whoever took it could’ve manipulated the time. It’s not live. It’s been uploaded in the last few minutes, but that can be done remotely or even automatically. In terms of the channel, anyone can set up a YouTube channel and give it any name they want. I’ve got one dedicated to my dance moves. It’s got 500 followers.’

      Less distracted by the thought that Compo showed off his erratic dancing on a public platform than by the fact that 500 people were foolish enough to want to view it, Gus paused to collect his thoughts.

      ‘Shit, this is in the public domain. Can we pull it before anyone else sees it?’

      ‘Too late, Gus. It’s got over 1,000 views already and rising. Whoever posted it tweeted the link from a Twitter account under the name of ‘Where’s Simon?’ The image is a photo of Simon with a ‘Where’s Wally?’ bobble hat and jumper superimposed.’

      ‘Fuck!’ Gus’ fingers racked his still damp dreads. ‘Can you do owt about it, Comps? Link it back to the sicko who’s posted this stuff? I’ll need to let the Proctors know what’s going on. Not that this is any bloody indication of Simon’s current state of health. Fuck, Fuck, Fuck.’

      ‘It’ll take time. I’ll see what I can do. Can’t say how much computer knowledge this joker will need till I start unravelling the layers. I’m on it.’

      Gus grabbed his coat and headed out for what he expected to be a very uncomfortable chat with the Proctors. They’d just done their TV appeal and it had gone out on the local news channels and radio. Now, he had to tell them their son was incarcerated in what looked like a dank and dark cellar and was alive early this morning – but they had no indication that he was still alive now. Whoever had come up with this sick idea wanted to torment the Proctors, which opened up an entirely different suspect pool. From being a kids’ party gone wrong, this had become something far more complicated and infinitely more sinister.

      Maybe the party had been coincidental. Maybe kidnapping Simon Proctor was always going to happen with or without the party. Gus snorted. He didn’t believe in coincidence. His gut feeling was that two dead girls and a missing lad, regardless of the spanner they’d just been thrown via social media, were linked. Time would tell. Meantime, he was getting heartily sick of talking to desperate parents. At least this time he wasn’t making a death call.
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            14:45 City Academy

          

        

      

    

    
      It was as if she was about to be fed to the lions. Alice stood at the podium, heart thudding like an erratic basketball player pounding up the court, and tried to ignore the 600-plus faces that looked up at her. The hall was hot and smelled of boiled cabbage and lemons. Behind her, Taffy, legs crossed and relaxed, sat next to Patti Copley, with a further two uniformed police officers sitting behind them. She didn’t think her usual technique of imagining her audience naked was at all appropriate under the circumstances, so she just had to grit her teeth and get on with it.

      ‘You all know why we’re here, don’t you?’

      A whisper of acquiescence breezed through the crowd before they settled into dutiful attention again. Alice smiled in what she hoped was a confident, yet reassuring manner. ‘I know this must be very hard for you, some more than others, however, we desperately need your help. Simon Proctor was in Year Eleven at this school and he’s missing after the house party on Saturday night. We don’t know if he’s safe and well or not. We need your help to find him.

      ‘Another student, Sue Downs, was murdered at that same party and we need to find out as much as we can about her in order to discover who did this. Sue was in Year Ten. For the rest of today and all day tomorrow these two police officers, PCs Bryant and Bashir, will be here.’

      Both officers’ smiles were much friendlier than the one Alice had mustered. Looking completely at ease, they raised their hands and waved into the crowd of teenagers. Why couldn’t she have done it like that?

      ‘You have all been given leave to approach these officers. You can tell them anything you know, whether it’s a big detail or a small one about whatever happened on Saturday evening.

      ‘If you were at the party and haven’t already been interviewed, please come forward. If you’ve already been interviewed and have something else to contribute, please do so. Thanks for your patience.’

      As the pupils slouched out in lines, Alice turned to Patti Copley. ‘Really appreciate you letting us do that. You never know, some of them may have some critical info for us.’

      With a slight wave of her hand, Patti’s lips tightened. ‘One of my pupils was murdered and another is missing, it’s the least I can do. I only hope you catch whoever has done this soon.’

      Alice and Taffy left the hall, smiling at students as they went. She was pleased to see the two uniformed officers interacting with the students. Maybe they’d be lucky and pick up a clue. Meanwhile, much as she longed to quiz Patti about Gus, even she realised that would be inappropriate, so she settled for a firm hand shake and a ‘Hope to see you again soon,’ before she left.
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      The chat with the Proctors had gone about as well as Gus had expected. Jane had dissolved into floods of tears and no matter how much he attempted to make it clear that this in no way indicated that Simon was still alive, she refused to believe it. She insisted on making references to ‘when Simon comes home’ and ‘the future’ which alarmed Gus. The more she invested in Simon’s safe return and dismissed all other possibilities, the more she wound herself up for a cataclysmic fall, should he be harmed.

      Mr Proctor, on the other hand, was full of bluster and admonitions about the lack of progress on the investigation and by the time Gus exited the house his stomach felt like it had been through the wringer.

      Now, he headed along Heaton Road to meet Alice at Chatsworth Place. Slipping into the passenger side of her distinctive Mini, he groaned. His muscles ached as he struggled to fit his legs into the confined space. That’ll teach me not to do a proper warm-up and stretch afterwards. Might need to find time to nip down to Sports Direct in Foster Square for a pair of new trainers. Shame, really. I’ve had those ones for years and they’re comfortable. He shrugged. That was a lie. They were well past it, he just didn’t want to take out a second mortgage to get a pair of good ones. A faint whiff of grease told him that Alice had stopped off at McDonald’s en route. God, that girl packed the food away. She is getting as bad as Compo!

      Rolling his shoulders to ease the crick in his neck, Gus filled her in on the YouTube channel and the Proctors’ reaction to it.

      ‘Fucking hell, Gus. This is getting more screwed up by the minute.’

      Looking out at a young child in bright red wellies being pulled away from a puddle by an older woman. ‘Shame things can’t be simple, like that.’ Gus pointed at the child.

      Alice followed his gaze and grinned. ‘Used to love jumping in puddles when I was a kid.’

      Gus raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Yeah, when you were a kid? Sure, I saw you doing just that last time it rained when you had those grotesque purple wellies on.’

      Alice laughed. ‘You’re only young once, Gus. You could do with being a bit more light-hearted. Bet Patti Copley would love jumping in puddles.’

      Gus shook his head and snorted, getting out of the car. Not going to reply, it’ll only egg her on.

      The perpetual muggy drizzle had darkened the recently blasted sandstone row of terraces, where Tayyub Hussain lived with his half-sister, to a mucky brown. The front back-to-back house stood in a quiet cul-de-sac, secluded from the noisiness of Oak Lane by a side road, a ginnel and a row of trees ready to shake off their autumn browns for the winter. A well-trimmed hedge gave privacy to a tiny square lawn, a small shed, a few shrubs in ceramic plant pots and a menagerie of softly swaying light catchers and wind chimes, which tinkled in welcome as Alice and Gus walked up to the front door. Alice took off her glove, rapped on the door and then gave the letterbox a small clatter for good measure. She grinned at Gus as footsteps approached from inside. Seconds later the door opened a few inches and a petite woman with her hair tied back in a pony tail stared accusingly at them. Gus introduced himself and Alice as they held out their IDs.

      ‘We just want to have a little chat with Tayyub, if he’s at home.’

      The woman looked first at Gus, then turned her attention to Alice.

      ‘He’s not in trouble, is he? Is it something to do with that Simon Proctor’s party? Never did trust that lad, but Tayyub thought he was great.’

      Gus shook his head. ‘Tracey, isn’t it? Can we call you Tracey?’

      At the girl’s nod, Gus continued. ‘We just want to chat about the party. We’re talking to everyone who was there. Did you know Simon Proctor has gone missing and we found two dead girls in the house?’

      Tracey paled. ‘I’d heard he was missing. Can’t say I’m bothered about him: he wasn’t very kind to Tayyub. I didn’t know about the girls. Were they murdered?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘We’re not giving out details yet, Tracey. Could you get Tayyub for us?’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course. He’s upstairs, but before I call him down, I’d like to have a word with you. Come inside, so I can talk to you about Tayyub.’ She led them through to a small living room, with a couch, a chair and a telly in it. A couple of paintings hung on the wall and a vase of fresh flowers was the only ornament on the dresser that stood along the back wall.

      ‘Tayyub’s got Asperger’s syndrome.’

      Gus frowned. ‘What’s that?’

      Tracey sighed. When she spoke, it was almost by rote, as if she’d lost count of the number of times she had to give the same spiel. ‘People with Asperger’s syndrome are on the autism spectrum. For Tayyub it’s fairly mild, however under stress it becomes worse. He sometimes has difficulty in social situations and stuff. He doesn’t always understand jokes and can take them quite literally and this can lead to confusion. He’s easily frightened and can get distracted by a lot of background noise.

      ‘In fact, when he was younger, he used to curl up in a ball at school and rock back and forth. We eventually worked out that the normal noise of the classroom was distracting him and he couldn’t concentrate. Ear defenders made it easier for him to focus on specific things and helped him tune out the background noise.

      ‘He’s a really talented photographer and knows anything there is to know about it. I suppose you could say he’s compulsive about that – and his PC. He’s recently started a small business doing photography and editing and everything. It’s slowly picking up. He’s got his bedroom all kitted out with his computers and printers and stuff and he’s even converted the little cupboard under the stairs into a darkroom – hence my hoover sitting by the front door.’

      Alice looked at Gus, who shrugged. ‘So, he’ll probably be nervous of us, yeah?’

      ‘Definitely.’

      ‘Okay, thanks for telling us. It’s useful to know that. Sit in with us: it will make him more comfortable.’

      Exhaling, Tracey relaxed visibly. ‘I told him it was dodgy to take photos of his friends pissed and stoned but he said he was getting paid for the images and a video and it was all going to be kept confidential anyway.’

      Gus and Alice exchanged glances.

      ‘He got paid to take photos on Saturday night?’

      ‘Look, I’ll go and get him: it’ll take a while because he’ll have to shut down all his stuff.’

      Five minutes later, Tracey appeared at the bottom of the stairs accompanied by thudding footsteps as a tall boy followed her. She walked into the kitchen and he followed, loping in the unbalanced manner typical of teenagers who’ve not quite grown to fit their new lanky frame. Tayyub stopped just inside the door, head down, casting nervous glances at the two visitors.

      ‘Come on, Tayyub, sit down. You’re not in any trouble but these police officers need to talk to you.’

      Tayyub shuffled into the room and grunted an incomprehensible greeting whilst Gus smiled in a friendly manner. ‘We need to ask you a few questions about the party at Simon Proctor’s house on Saturday night, Tayyub. That okay?’

      Tayyub avoided meeting his gaze. Gus took it as acquiescence.

      ‘Okay, for starters, did you invite anyone to the party?’

      Tayyub looked puzzled and glanced at Tracey. ‘Nope.’

      ‘Did you post any details about the party on your wall on Facebook or mention it to anyone?’

      Tayyub shrugged. ‘Never posted it on my wall, I spoke about it to Si and Jake and Matty, though.’

      He leaned back and took a sip of the tea Tracey had given him, then, with a splash, dunked a biscuit in it. When the sodden biscuit was fully deposited in his mouth he frowned again. This time when he spoke a shower of moist brown cookie crumbs sprayed across the table and his words were indistinct. ‘Oh, and The Young Jihadists.’

      Gus glanced at Tracey and Alice, before speaking. ‘The Young Jihadists?’

      Tayyub grabbed another biscuit before replying. ‘Yeah, they paid me to film bits of the party for their youth forum.’

      Gus struggled to keep the surprise from his face.

      ‘They what?’

      ‘They paid me to film the party for their youth forum. Fifty quid, cash in hand.’

      ‘So, you’re telling me that this group wanted you to film Simon Proctor’s house party?’

      Tayyub glanced up now and frowned. ‘Yeah and edit it afterwards, too. Why, have I done something wrong? They said it were only for the youth group. You know educational, like.’ Tayyub squirmed on his chair and his eyes darted nervously round the room.

      ‘No, no, you’ve not done anything wrong. Tell me, Tayyub, who are The Young Jihadists?’

      Tayyub sniffed, stopped squirming and took another slurp of his tea. ‘Just a youth group from that new mosque off Oak Lane. All gold it is, and green. You know the one with the huge minarets and the loudspeaker that chants all that prayer stuff out.’ He laughed. ‘Not that it makes any bloody sense with all the static that comes with it. Sometimes it sounds like Darth Vader.’ He grinned at Tracey, ‘Or, on a really bad day, like our Tracey singing in the bath.’

      He ducked as Tracey laughed and cuffed him lightly on the shoulder. ‘Cheeky bugger!’

      Gus laughed too and winked at Tayyub. ‘Do you go to The Young Jihadists group, Tayyub?’

      He grinned. ‘Nah, they’re too bloody mental. Jihad this and jihad that.’

      ‘Mental?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s all they go on about, ‘our jihad as young Muslims’. Especially that Shamila.’ He thought for a minute and then lowered his voice to a whisper, ‘And bloody Tariq. Between you and me that’s only ’cos he fancies her. Shamila, I mean. Anyway, I ain’t really Muslim, am I, Trace?’

      Tracey smiled. ‘You can be what you want to be, Tayyub. It’s up to you. No, you’re not really Muslim. You don’t go to the mosque or owt.’

      ‘Can’t sit still for long enough, can I, Trace?’

      ‘No Tayyub, you can’t.’ And as she spoke Gus noticed the lads leg bounce up and down and realised that he’d continually fidgeted on his chair the entire time they’d chatted.

      He grinned. ‘Tell me, Tayyub, did you film a lot of the party?’

      He shrugged. ‘Most of it, I guess.’

      ‘You reckon you’ve caught most of the people who were there on film, then?’

      Tayyub beamed, his face lighting up. He was clearly at ease speaking about his hobby. ‘Probably. Party was boring and I didn’t know half the folk there so I just wandered round recording. Kept myself to myself.’

      ‘Do you have all the footage, still?’

      ‘Course I do. I always back up and keep copies. I’m professional.’ Stuffing another biscuit in his mouth he pointed upstairs. ‘I’ll show you, if you like.’

      ‘I would like that, Tayyub. I would like that very much.’

      Tayyub grinned and began to disentangle his long limbs from the kitchen table. Gus rested his hand on his arm. ‘Hold up, Tayyub. Tell me a bit more about The Young Jihadists.’

      Tayyub fell back into his chair and screwed up his face. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, can you give us names and stuff?’

      ‘Oh yeah, I’ve got all their numbers and that.’

      He opened his phone and jotted down a series of names and numbers which he handed to Gus. ‘They’re the ones I know. Come up and I’ll show you my stuff, if you like.’

      Walking into Tayyub’s bedroom was mind-blowing. In the course of his career Gus had access to many teenagers’ bedrooms, however, Tayyub’s was like no other. For a start, it was neat and orderly with a single bed in the far corner and computer workstations taking up the remaining wall space. The carpet was criss-crossed with a series of wires, some of which were taped down, which must have made it a devil to hoover. On the workstations themselves was a range of computer equipment and accessories similar to the ones Compo had brought into the incident room

      Tayyub, clearly in his element, sat in his computer chair, whilst Tracey brought two folding chairs. ‘What do you want to see? The beginning of the party or what? Or maybe the edited version I prepared for the group?’

      Gus looked at the monitors and printers in awe before answering. ‘Well, Tayyub, let’s just start at the beginning and take it from there.’

      Tayyub flicked a few switches and pressed play. It soon became clear that Tayyub was extremely skilled at his job. There was no discernible camera shake and he slewed smoothly between scenes to give a comprehensive overview of the area he was recording.

      The screen showed the recording to have taken place at 21:00 on Saturday. Tayyub had focussed in on Simon, Jake and Matty, who were engaged in some sort of three-arm linked cheers. In the background the thrum of music could be heard, with frequent bursts of laughter interspersed with shouting. The three boys were flushed and had obviously had a few drinks.

      Then, Si posed for Tayyub and began to roll a joint, commentating in a slightly drunken way as he did so. ‘First you get the Rizla and then you carefully position the baccy along the centre.’ He looked conspiratorially at the camera, ‘you get the smoothest smoke that way.’

      He then carefully took a small clear cellophane bag from his jeans and carefully dispersed some weed along the baccy. He winked at the camera. ‘Now the rolling is the most important part of the joint. It’s all in the wrist action.’

      A series of guffaws accompanied his words to which he responded, ‘Dirty fuckers.’

      He then licked the Rizla and sealed the joint before popping one end into his mouth and lighting the other. He inhaled deeply with his eyes closed and then slowly breathed the smoke out.

      ‘Aaah, that hit the spot.’

      He passed it onto Jake who repeated the process. Suddenly the music increased in volume and the recording moved through into the dining room where a crowd of young lads watched a girl in stilettos gyrating on top of a shiny dining table. Tayyub focussed in on her feet moving, clearly showing the scratches she was inflicting on the table.

      Tayyub pointed at the monitor, ‘Mrs Proctor will be mad when she sees that.’

      The recording then moved up to the girl’s face. She had long blonde hair cascading down her back, and as she danced with her eyes closed, her arms snaked up and tousled her hair in a parody of a porn movie. Miniscule braless breasts jiggled provocatively beneath her thin T-shirt. Her hips encased in skintight jeans swayed sensuously in time to the rhythm.

      Then a voice rose above the music. ‘Come on, get them off.’

      Suddenly, with that one shout, the atmosphere changed from harmless giggling stupidity to testosterone-fuelled demands. Soon, all the boys were cheering, egging her on, jostling with each other for a better view.

      ‘Come on, show us your tits.’

      ‘Let’s see your cunt!’

      ‘Fucking whore. Give us a shag.’

      Then, as one, the drooling red faced boys began clapping and stamping their feet on the floor and the chant became an insistent rhythmic, ‘OFF, OFF, OFF!’

      The girl’s dance became more explicit until she kicked her shoes into the crowd and then raising both arms up she crossed them and in a single sweep pulled her T-shirt right off.

      ‘More, More, More!’

      She stepped to the edge of the table and raising her arms into a dive position she fell forward onto the eagerly mauling hands of the teenage boys. Suddenly, as if from nowhere, a figure in a dark hoodie pushed a path through the boys and angrily thrust them aside. A glimpse of long dark hair and the unmistakeable swell of breasts were the only indication of the rescuer’s sex. She finally reached the giggling, supine girl. Snarling and shoving at the lads who fought half-heartedly through a drink- and drug-fuelled stupor, she hoisted the girl to her feet, covered her with a coat and dragged her unceremoniously from the crowd of drunk jeering boys.

      Gus glanced at Alice who glared at the screen speechless with horror.

      ‘Okay, Tayyub, pause it there for now.’

      Tayyub obliged, leaving a sea of contorted male faces on the screen.

      ‘Uggh. That was awful. Fucking little turds.’

      Gus glanced at Tayyub who had kept his eyes averted the whole time. ‘What do you think of that, Tayyub?’

      He shrugged. ‘Pissed, weren’t they? And Mrs Proctor’s table’s fucked, innit?’

      ‘Who were they, Tayyub? The blonde girl?’

      Tayyub frowned. ‘Goes to our school. Don’t know her name. She’s younger than us.’

      ‘What about the other girl, who was she?’

      Tayyub shook his head and then shrugged. ‘Don’t know all the boys, either. I’ll write down the names of the few I know.’

      ‘You do that Tayyub. Em, how much more footage have you got of the party?’

      ‘Couple of hours. Maybe a bit more, maybe three. I just wandered round taking it as and when, some of Si and the lads pissing around like, and some other stuff.’

      ‘Any footage of the two biker guys?’

      ‘Yeah, loads of them. They were playing a game with the girls they had with them.’ He screwed up his face. ‘Doing blow jobs on Mrs Proctor’s couch and stuff. I didn’t like them.’ He shook his head. ‘She’ll kill Si, when he gets back.’

      ‘Alright, Tayyub.’ I think we’ve seen enough for now. Any chance you can give us all your footage so we can study it at the station. We’ll need you to sit down with our computer expert to ID as many people as we can from this.’

      Tayyub looked vaguely surprised. ‘Well, okay, I suppose so. Does this mean Mrs Proctor is really, really mad about her scratched table?’

      Gus opened his mouth to reply and then shut it again. ‘Look, Tayyub, the reason we need all this stuff is that two bodies were found at the Proctor’s house on Sunday night and Simon has gone missing.’

      Tayyub looked at them, his face worried. ‘Bodies? You mean dead bodies?’

      Gus inclined his head in silent agreement.

      ‘I didn’t see no dead bodies, DI McGuire. I’d have told Tracey if I had.’

      Gus saw the boy was worried. ‘No, no, we know you didn’t see any dead bodies, however, maybe you taped some people who might have done it.’

      Tayyub relaxed. ‘Oh yeah, you’re right, I might have. There were some well dodgy gits there on Saturday.’

      ‘Look Tayyub, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll get a police car to pick you and any equipment you need in an hour. It’ll take you and Tracey to the station and you can help Compo, our expert, to identify and maybe create mug shots of each person there on Saturday, okay?’

      Tayyub began pressing buttons and taking discs out of sleeves.
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      Must have dozed off again. Nowt else to do in here. Still no sounds from outside. Sometimes I think I can hear traffic. Might be my imagination. Hear those fucking rats though… think they’re real. Scampering about. Bet there’s spiders too. Big fuckers. Hairy too. Hate spiders, hate rats, hate this fucking smelly dungeon.

      ‘Incy wincy spider… up the fucking spout.’

      ‘AAAAAAAhhhhh! Anybody hear me? Can you fucking hear me? I’m here in a bloody freezing old, smelly old pit!’

      Don’t know why I bother. No-one’s there. The walls are too thick. Brick all the way round. I started to count them earlier. Got to 552, then I lost count. I started at the door, fucking big wooden thing, hinges the size of a tree trunk. At first, I touched each brick as I counted. They were wet – not just a little bit. They were sodden. So, then I stopped touching them and tried to just use my eyes. Made me dizzy though; moving them up and down. If I hadn’t found the bottles of water I’d have been tempted to lick them like I’ve seen on Bear Grylls… then again, maybe not. Maybe it’s the rats’ piss pouring down the walls. They can give you diseases, can rats. Started the plague… or was that the fleas?

      Fucking fleas again. Shut up thinking about fleas.

      They’re all over the blanket… I’ll die of the plague and when the coppers find me they’ll have to wear them big bird beak masks. They’ll all come in like tossers, flapping their arms. ‘… da da da da. La la la la, Fuck la fuck la, fuck la fuck da.’

      Get a grip, Si, get a fucking grip. You’re losing it, man!

      Must be dark outside by now. I press the light on my watch and it lights up the dial. Nearly five o’clock. Monday night’s fish ’n’ chips night. ‘First day of the week, Simon, we deserve a treat, don’t we?’ Would kill for fish and chips. Mushy peas! Curry sauce! Lister Fisheries or Heaton Chip Shop… don’t care – either’d do. Bigger portions from Heaton. Heaton it is then.

      ‘Vinegar?’

      ‘Oh, yes, please, don’t mind if I do. And ketchup, five sachets please.’

      I can smell it. Fish and chips and vinegar. It’s right there. If I open my eyes I’ll be at the kitchen table– Oh no, stop it, Si! Not the table… the girl… the dancing girl, ‘Off, off, off off!’ The scratch. Fuck, she’ll be angry, will my mum. Loved that fucking table, didn’t she? Now it’s ruined, scratched!

      What time’s it now? Ten past. I shake my watch. Maybe it’s stopped. Maybe the cold’s fucked up the battery. No, the second hand’s moving. Wish it were nine o’clock. Why does it have to pass so slow?

      ‘A little bit of da da da da. A little bit of la la la ladi da di dah.’
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      Gus drove into the mosque car park on Iqrah Drive, just off Oak Lane, with Alice. It was one of the newer more ornate mosques in Bradford with a golden dome and graceful minarets. The sandstone brick wall that encapsulated the grounds was a creamy yellow, which contrasted with the dingy sandstone of the surrounding terraced houses. It provided a secure parking area and in one corner there was even a small fenced-off playground with swings and a slide. As well as being a place of worship, Iqrah Mosque had community rooms for youth meetings, wedding celebrations and religious festivals – only Muslim festivals. Although forward-thinking, the mosque had yet to open its doors to Bradford’s other faith communities.

      Prayer time had just ended, so the car park was filled with men of all generations in white kameez and prayer hats. Although some of the older generation sported beards, a few dyed streaky red with henna, the younger generation, in the main, were clean shaven. The upper part of the mosque prayer room was dedicated to women and children and so from the side door flowed a steady stream of women, wearing hijabs or burkas or just loose head scarves, which some removed from their heads on exiting the mosque.

      This area of Bradford had mainly Pakistanis from the Mirpur District in Pakistan, meaning that most of the chatter in the car park was in Punjabi, with the occasional flurry of English spoken here and there or the odd word interspersed amid the conversations.

      Gus got out of the car, wondering how many of the crowd would recognise him as a police officer, and how many of those would do so because of their own criminal activities. As he glanced around he heard a familiar voice call his name and within seconds he was engulfed in an embrace.

      ‘You’ve missed prayer time, Gus.’

      Laughing, Gus hugged his friend back. ‘Ah well, you know me, Mo. Not the most religious of folk. I’d probably be struck down in a ball of fire if I attempted to pray in any one of the many religious establishments Bradford has to offer.’

      Mo slapped him on the back, smiling widely and shook his head in overstated disapproval. ‘We’ll make a believer of you, yet.’

      ‘You’ve had twenty-odd years to convince me and you’ve not managed, yet. Can’t you just give me up as a bad job?’ Before his friend could respond, Gus changed the subject. ‘How are Naila and the kids?’

      A serene smile spread across Mo’s face making him look like a teenager. ‘They’re great. Girls are wondering when Uncle Gus is due a visit.’

      ‘Tell them, soon. Tell them I miss them and give them each a huge kiss from me.’

      Turning to Alice, Mo grinned. ‘Good to see you, Alice. He been behaving himself?’ Mo waved his hand in Gus’ direction, laughing when Alice snorted. ‘Humph, him? Behave? Well I’ll leave you to work that one out.’

      Glancing round the emptying car park, Mo looked at his friend and lowered his voice. ‘You here on official business, Gus? Hope there’s nothing iffy going on at this mosque. It’s been a huge asset to the community and it would be a shame to see its good name tarnished.’

      Gus lowered his voice to match. ‘It is official business. We’re meeting the leaders of a youth group that meet here, The Young Jihadists.’

      Mo exhaled a relieved breath. ‘That’s okay then, they’re good kids.’

      Gus frowned. ‘The name’s a bit inflammatory though, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yeah, in this climate, it is a bit. Their angle is that they’ve reclaimed the term ‘jihadist’. Speak to them. I’m sure whatever this is about is nothing to do with them. Zarqa sometimes meets with them. As I say, they’re nice kids.’

      ‘Look Mo, strictly between us, it’s about those two deaths and the missing teenager up in the village. There was a religious message beside one of the bodies and then we found out this jihadist group paid to have the house party recorded.’

      Mo frowned and shook his head. ‘Recorded? You mean videoed? Well, that’s not right good, is it? Wonder why they’d do that?’ His brows knitted together as he continued. ‘Let me know if we need to be worried, Gus. I could have sworn those kids were okay; but in this climate, it’s always hard to be sure.’

      ‘I’ll give you the heads-up, Mo, I promise. In fact, I’ll pop by yours after to collect a mixed batch of samosas for the briefing. It always pays to keep the troops nourished.’

      ‘The ones you bought earlier finished already.’

      ‘Compo! Scoffed them all before anyone else got a look in.’

      ‘Keeps me in business, does your man Compo. How many do you want?’

      Gus shrugged. ‘You better make it thirty. They always demolish them like they’re going out of business.’

      Mo laughed and strode off to his car with a wave.

      Gus and Alice walked round the side of the building to the community rooms and after being cleared in by the security guard they were directed along a corridor. Furnished in the muted pastel colours of most community centres, a faint smell of kebabs and sweet rice lingered in the air. The huge kitchens to the back were presumably catering for a function of some sort; perhaps a wedding or party. Gus’ stomach growled. He wished he’d grabbed a samosa before handing the bag to Compo earlier.

      As they neared the end of the hallway, a teenage boy and girl popped their heads out of the last door. The boy, dark skinned, with an easy smile and stocky stature, showed a set of even teeth as he extended his hand. ‘You must be DI McGuire. I’m Tariq, the chairperson of The Young Jihadists and this is Shamila, the vice-chair, or as we like to say, “the chair of vice”.’ He wiggled his eyebrows comically, whilst Shamila rolled her eyes and, ignoring his joke, extended her hand. She was a slender girl in jeans and jumper, whose ornate hijab was a work of art. Her handshake was firm and she looked Gus in the eyes as she spoke. ‘Ignore Tariq, he’s an idiot.’

      The security guard had clearly let the kids know they were on their way. Gus introduced Alice before the teenagers led them into a comfortable meeting room with red covered comfy chairs, a small library in the corner and a few computer workstations.

      Looking round Gus said, ‘Nice space.’

      Shamila gestured to a group of chairs round a large table. ‘It’s great, we’re lucky to have such wonderful facilities. Do sit down.’

      As Gus and Alice made themselves comfortable, Tariq spoke. ‘We’ve an idea what this is about. It’s all over school about Simon Proctor’s party and the two bodies and him being missing.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s a terrible business, it really is, and we’ll do anything we can to help.’

      ‘That’s good to know, Tariq,’ said Gus. ‘First off, can you tell us a bit about your group and its purpose? The word “jihadist” is quite hot in the current political climate, so we need to clear up just what your group is about.’

      Tariq and Shamila exchanged glances, and as if an unspoken agreement had been reached, Shamila spoke. ‘DI McGuire, we are British. We were born here and some of our parents were too. We visit Pakistan or Bangladesh, but our home is Britain.’

      She looked between the two detectives before continuing, her voice serious, her eyes never wavering from their faces. ‘Sometimes being Muslim and British throws up choices that are difficult to make.’ She placed a slender hand on the table, ‘For instance, do we stay true to our religious and cultural views or do we blend in with white British society? Do we live in two worlds; one at home and one outside the home, and if we do, how do we reconcile the two? These are hard questions for any teenager, but for us it’s doubly hard; hence the existence of the group. It’s to help young Muslims, like us, to find a path through life as a British Pakistani or Bangladeshi or Indian Muslim and to help us make choices based on our own experiences, not those of a culture that is sometimes dated and often has no basis on religion.’ She thought for a moment and added, ‘The experiences of our elders were so different from ours.’

      Gus could see what she was talking about. When he and Mo had grown up together, things had been very different. 9/11 hadn’t happened until they were in their late teens, and on the whole, although he and Mo were from very different backgrounds, they had rubbed along nicely together. Things were very different for these kids and he sympathised with them. It was great to see such mature and responsible teenagers. He hoped they were what they seemed on the face of it. It wouldn’t be the first time teenagers presented as normal, law-abiding citizens, only to perpetrate some awful act at a later date.

      Shamila stopped for a breath and Gus took advantage of the gap to ask a question. ‘Why jihadists? A term usually associated with Muslim terrorism.’

      Tariq leaned forward then, his face intense. ‘That’s just it. They – Daesh, Boko Haram, Al-Qaeda and the rest have no right to call themselves jihadists. In Islam, the jihad is a personal struggle to overcome and surmount your own doubts or weaknesses. It is not carte blanche to annihilate people who do not share your religious beliefs. We chose the name because we are jihadists in the purest form of the word. We are young Muslims trying to live Islamically in a non-Islamic country. Daily, we face challenges from within our faith in the form of ignorance and outdated cultural practices as well as from the temptations of Western society in the form of drugs, alcohol and free sex, et cetera.’

      Shamila pushed a loose strand of dark hair under her hijab and took over. ‘We are educated and we are well aware of the problems within our own community that most of us want to turn a blind eye to. We don’t. We want to address the fact that much of the weed that circulates in Bradford is supplied from within this community. We want to prevent our generation of Muslim boys from using prostitutes, like some of our elders do, and from looking down on the choices that Western non-Muslims make and disrespecting people on the basis of their individual choices. We want to find a balance. That’s what our jihad is.’

      Gus crossed his legs and thought for a minute. He could think of a few politicians who could benefit from this analytical approach. ‘Okay, so your jihad as young British Muslims is to weave a path through life in a cosmopolitan country. Am I right?’

      Both Shamila and Tariq bobbed their heads up and down like those annoying dashboard dogs.

      Alice shifted in her chair and leaned across the table. ‘You’ve got all the right rhetoric and no doubt you think that you’ve got God on your side, however, it could all be a big cover-up, couldn’t it?’

      Gus repressed a smile. Alice was nothing if not direct. She wanted to get to the bottom of this and her tenacity would ensure she did. Besides, if Zarqa was involved with this group, Gus needed to make sure they were legit.

      The slight smile faded from Shamila’s face, and Tariq, eyes wide, stared at Alice. Shamila glanced at Gus, as he leaned back in his chair, folded his arms and waited. Alice narrowed her eyes. ‘Thing is, we’re living in a world where the word “jihad” has an altogether more threatening meaning than what you’ve just outlined. We’d be foolish to take you at your word. Why should we? Radicalisation is a real problem among teenagers and we’ve got a job to do. Not only are we keen to or find out what you know about Simon Proctor’s party, we also need to discount your involvement – and that’s before we even look at the possible radicalisation issue. This is all about politics, isn’t it?’

      Shamila pushed back her chair and glared at Alice. ‘No, it’s not about politics! Not directly anyway. It’s about identity and modesty and personal choices and living fruitful lives in our country.’

      Alice tapped her long fingers impatiently on the table. ‘Yeah, is that right? Then, why did you pay Tayyub Hussain to video the party at Simon Proctor’s?’

      Shamila sat down and shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

      Glancing between the two women, Tariq, pushed his hair back from his forehead before he spoke. Gus noticed that he’d softened his voice which lessened the tension in the room. ‘That was her idea.’ He gestured towards Shamila and grinned. ‘Told you she was the chair of vice.’ When he got no response from either woman, he continued, ‘She had this bright idea that in order to work our way through some of the issues we face, we should have first-hand experience of it… well as near to first-hand as we could get. We knew Si was having his party, and although we were invited, it didn’t seem like a good idea. So, Shamila asked Tayyub to record the party and edit it to illustrate how people behave when they’re drunk or stoned and out of control. We were going to use it at Friday’s meeting as an educational discussion point.’

      Alice scowled. ‘Didn’t you think people might object to you showing them drunk or stoned in a video? Isn’t it an infringement of their civil liberties?’

      Shamila looked down at the table and Tariq looked abashed. ‘We asked Tayyub to fuzz out the faces.’

      ‘Hmm, well. You won’t be getting your tape for your discussion group. A word of advice: next time you want to do that, use the telly as a resource. All the soaps have examples of free sex, booze, drugs, dealing drugs and the rest. Now, you’ll have to come down to that station to make a statement.’

      Gus stood up and leaned over them forcing them to look up at him. ‘We will be keeping an eye on your group and we will consult with other departments to ensure your status as a youth group remains as innocent as you claim.’

      Shamila looked up, wide eyed. ‘Are we in real trouble? Will I get a record? I want to go to uni and I won’t get in if I have a record.’

      Alice grimaced. ‘No, you won’t get a record if you’re telling the truth, but do yourself a favour and think stuff through before you act.’

      Gus, feeling they’d made their point and frightened the hell out of the kids in the process, decided to bring the tension levels back down. ‘Look, your group sounds like a good idea. Kicking ideas around with your peers is a productive thing to do. Truth is, if circumstances had been different and Simon Proctor’s party had gone off as planned, we wouldn’t be here. You’re not in trouble… yet, although we’ll need your statement and we will be investigating your group. So if there’s anything any of your members need to tell us, it would be better for them to come to us rather than let us find out ourselves.’

      Shamila and Tariq began to get up. Gus shook his head and rummaged through a folder. ‘Before we go, look at these photos. Do you recognise any of them?’

      The teenagers leaned over and studied the photos. ‘Are those the dead girls?’

      ‘Yeah, do you know them?’

      Shamila, face pale, shook her head and looked away. Gus looked at Tariq. Tariq met his eyes, glanced down at the photos again and shook his head.

      Gus frowned at the boy.

      ‘You sure?’

      Tariq’s smile was forced as he gave a single nod.

      Gus moved away from the table. ‘Okay, a full list of your members and a statement before the end of today, okay? Now Tariq, come and show us out of this maze, please.’

      Tariq guided them back through the corridors to the car park. When they were outside, Gus turned to the lad. ‘Right then, young Tariq, who’s the girl in the photo and why were you so reluctant to ID her in front of Shamila? Is she a girlfriend or something?’

      Tariq shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at the floor. ‘Course she’s not.’

      ‘You did recognise her?’

      A shrug.

      Gus sighed. ‘Look, she’s dead, Tariq. Tell us what you know, for God’s sake.’

      Tariq shuffled his feet and shrugged again. ‘Don’t know her name, okay? I’ve seen her around though.’

      ‘Around where? Who with?’

      He sighed and thrust his fingers through his hair. ‘Fuck’s sake, this is shit.’ He kicked the wall, then turned to Gus. ‘I’ve seen her with Adnan, okay? She was his girlfriend!’

      ‘Who’s Adnan and where will we find him?’

      Tariq kicked the wall again. ‘Adnan is Shamila’s brother, in’t he? You’ll find him at her address, okay? Now, have you got enough?’

      Gus patted him on the shoulder briefly before following Alice to the car. When they got in he turned in his seat to face her. ‘What do you reckon, Al?’

      ‘They’re just kids trying to make a difference. Tariq fancies his chances with Shamila. Shamila likes him but needs to loosen up a bit… oh, and we need to get anti-terrorism to check the group out, just in case. Not that I think they’ll throw anything up.’

      That was almost word-for-word what Gus’ thoughts were. A bunch of kids trying to figure out who they were. Put his, Mo’s and Greg’s teenage efforts to shame. They’d been more interested in girls and smoking behind the bike sheds than trying to better their lives. How times change!
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            20:45 Marriners Drive

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus leaned back and took a long swig of lager straight from the bottle. Alice took a more desultory sip of Zinfandel. They were sitting in his living room, having been exiled from the incident room by Compo, who was getting fed up with them asking if he’d got any further in narrowing down the source of the YouTube video. Whilst Taffy and Sampson had opted for a pint in The King’s Arms, Gus wanted to get back home for Bingo and Alice was happy to accompany him. He’d lit the stove as soon as they got in and the room was toasty. The arresting painting of Bob Marley with serpent dreads, that his dead friend Greg had painted, was illuminated by strategic lighting and hung in centre stage on the chimney breast. Gus had positioned the couch so it had the best view of the painting, and now he and Bingo were flopped on it, with Alice curled up in a chair opposite. ‘One hell of a day, huh, Alice?’

      ‘Well…’ Alice counted off on her fingers. ‘You survived not one but two PMs, and also notified both sets of parents of their children’s deaths. Had two ‘chats’ with the Proctors, one of which was to inform them that their son’s abductor had posted footage of the lad in a dank cell. However, look on the bright side. We’ve witnessed the two extremes of teenagers “playing out” with the vile footage Tayyub took, which contrasts with The Young Jihadists trying to make sense of their world. Basically, today has been a steep learning curve.’

      Gus absent-mindedly stroked Bingo, who was burrowed against his left, nose resting on his knee. ‘Yeah, though we’re not a lot further forward with finding the missing boy, the bikers or Sue Downs’ killer. Not sure we should have held off for the foetal DNA, you know. Maybe we should have grabbed Adnan tonight.’

      ‘We’ll get more from the lad if we have the full picture. He’s not got a criminal history, is well behaved and, like his sister, won a bursary for Bradford Grammar School. He’s a low-flight risk. Besides, you’ve got uniforms keeping an eye on him for now.’

      ‘You’re right, Al. We need to make sure we’ve got everything lined up. Not sure a night in a cell for a fifteen-year-old lad is a great idea. We’ve only got one witness who has identified Adnan as going out with the dead girl, after all. Don’t want to be too heavy-handed at this stage. You’d think if there was substance to Tariq’s claims, that other kids would have come forward with the same info.’ Scratching Bingo’s ears, he grinned when the dog stuck out his tongue and licked his wrist before succumbing to more scratching with a wag of his tail. ‘Knowing our luck, the press will be all over us like fucking maggots on a dead donkey, now the second girl has been identified. That Jez Hopkins is the biggest maggot of all and he’d better steer well clear of me. Still not forgiven him for sneaking into the hospital to get an interview with my mum when she’d barely recovered from her ordeal. Insensitive little toe-rag!’

      Alice choked and with tears streaming down her face, placed her glass on the table. Bingo jumped up and ran whimpering to the coughing girl. Gus leaned over and walloped her twice on the back, making her gasp for air. ‘You alright, Al?’

      Despite her paroxysm, she glared at him. ‘Ouch, that bloody hurt, Gus!’

      Sitting back down, Gus took another swallow of lager to empty the bottle and placed it on the coffee table. ‘Was only trying to help. Thought you were going to choke to death and I can’t lose a member of my team. Not on this damn case.’

      Wiping her eyes, Alice, her voice all mock innocence, said, ‘Patti was asking after you today.’

      Gus’s cheeks grew warm and he feigned confusion. ‘Patti?’

      Alice burst out laughing. ‘Don’t ‘Patti?’ me, Angus McGuire. You know damn well who I mean. Hell, even your ears have gone all red. Gus and Patti up a tree K.I.S.S.I.N.G.’

      ‘What are you? Ten? Grow the fuck up!’ and he walked through to the kitchen to grab another beer from the fridge with her laughter ringing in his ears.
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            21:25 Marriners Drive

          

        

      

    

    
      Knowles threw his still lit cigarette end out the car window and watched it sail down to land in a puddle where a quiet hiss extinguished it. The steamy whirls from his coffee were more a testament to how cold it was in his car than to how warm the coffee was. Nonetheless, he drank it. After all he’d bugger all else to do whilst he waited for Alice to come out. He wasn’t entirely sure why he was following Cooper. He wasn’t stalking her – just wanted to keep an eye on her. She’d humiliated him and he wasn’t going to take that lying down. He needed to find something incriminating to bring her down and if Jerry couldn’t come up with anything, then he’d have to do it himself. He was determined to bring that little whore to the ground with a huge, well-orchestrated bang. No more than she deserved! He rubbed his fingers over his still tender cheek.

      A vibration near his thigh made him smile. Probably Jerry-old-mate with more ammunition for me to use. ‘Yeah.’

      There was a second’s delay before Jerry spoke. ‘It’s me. Couldn’t get the actual report; however, I managed to find a loose-lipped DC in the same unit. Apparently, there were doubts about her suitability to be employed in tense or stressful situations where her life or that of a fellow officer could be at stake. In other words, she should be pen-pushing not taking up a DS position in a special unit.’

      ‘She must have got the all-clear in the end, though?’

      ‘The DC I spoke to hinted that they’d got rid of her ’cause she was a wreck. Couldn’t trust her judgement. Felt she wasn’t reliable. Were happy to send her up to the “Northern Powerhouse”.’

      ‘So, it was Brent’s choice to get rid of her, not her choice to move to Bradford?’

      ‘Seems like it.’

      ‘Okay, mate, thanks.’

      Humming tunelessly, he pushed the phone back into his pocket. Bloody bitch was full of it right now. Wonder if any of her colleagues know just how much of a liability she was? He reckoned not. Well, he’d be happy to spread the word. In fact, he’d get on with that first thing in the morning. He knew a few loose-lipped coppers that’d soon get things moving. Cooper wouldn’t know what had hit her when the rumour mill got working.

      He grinned, seeing her earlier on with Jez Hopkins had been a stroke of luck. He’d made sure to capitalise on her indiscretion by giving Hopkins some inside gen on the dead girls and the missing lad – anonymous of course. He was no damn fool!
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            03:25 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      Been dreaming! Dreaming about being found… Detectives slamming their way through the metal doors, guns drawn, flashlights piercing the darkness, bobbing round my cell, clearing the room, like the FBI. Christ, my heart’s hammering, can feel where my nails have dug right into my palms. Images of the parents weeping, faces contorted reaching out to me. Can almost smell mum’s floral perfume and the faint tang of dad’s sweat, like when he first comes home from work, before he’s had his shower. I like those odd wafts when he hugs me… got used to it over the years. Different from before when all I got were a thick ear… or worse! Wonder if I’ll see them again?

      What the fuck’s that noise, though? Feel groggy as hell. What the fuck is it? I force my eyes open and strain my ears. Where’s it coming from? Not the rats. No, definitely not the rats. Fully awake now, I shrug the cover off, and struggle into a sitting position on the camp bed. Feel woozy again, must be the mildew… either that or the drugs. Noise is louder now. Can’t quite place it.

      I reach down, fingers stretched wide and pat around on the floor for the torch. I find my trainers, first one then the other. Picking them up, I pull them onto my knee and keep feeling for the torch. Must’ve put the lamp off last night, ’cos it’s really dark. Can hardly see owt. Just them creepy shadows again… and the camera light. It’s gone green again. I look right at it and glare. Wonder if it caught my dream. Bet I looked like a right pillock. Hope I wasn’t too much like a fucking pussy. Don’t want my fans see me being a wuss. Gone off again now, anyway. Nowt I can do about it. I feel calm now. Not like before. When I were bricking it. Maybe it is the drugs.

      Fucking racket, though. Wish it’d stop. Giving me a damn headache on top of the one I’ve already got. It’s like a whimpering child punctuated by the occasional dull thud. At last, the torch! I put my hand in front of the lens to dull the light, switch it on and point it towards the noise. At once it goes silent.

      I study the bundle in the shadow on the floor in the middle of the room… a girl, half covered by an old blanket, lying on her stomach. How long has she been here?

      She’s blindfolded and gagged. As if sensing me looking at her, she turns her head and tries to lift it from the floor. Her cracked lips carry a bluish tinge. Blood soaks the dirty rag that strains between her teeth, stretching her mouth open in a gargoyle’s grimace, face bruised, one cheek swollen. From beneath the blindfold a single tear rolls, making the dirt on her face streak.

      At first, I don’t know what to do. At least she’s not dead… not like the others. She’s one lucky cow!

      I shimmy over her and grip the edge of the blanket. It’s damp against my fingers. In one swift movement, I yank it off, recoiling as a pissy whiff hits my nose. What the fuck? Has she pissed herself?

      She’s grunting and groaning and trying to struggle. Probably scared shitless! Not that she can move much because she’s hog tied. I reach out one hand and rest it on her forehead. It’s clammy despite the penetrating cold and she struggles more, shivering and moaning. I’m scared to speak, so I focus on trying to untie her ankles. Stupid, fat, frozen fingers won’t move. I’m fumbling, drawing more blood as she struggles against me. Fucking stay still, will you? Can’t untie you if you’re moving about like a jellyfish on speed.
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      Alice glanced at her watch as she scurried over the road, thankful for the red light that had stopped the traffic. The Chaat Café wasn’t officially open so early in the morning, but Ken, the chef, always made an exception for Alice. Waiting for her usual pain au chocolat and steamy full fat cappuccino to go, she nabbed Ken’s newspaper and flicked it open at the front page.

      ‘Oh fuck!’ Her eyes skimmed the page – although the headlines had told her everything she needed to know.

      Ken glanced over from the frothing machine. ‘Alright there, Alice, love?’

      She glowered and shook her head, ‘Actually, not so good, Ken. There’s a shitload of trouble waiting to fall and I’ve got a horrible feeling, some, if not all of it, is going to land on my head.’ Ken studied her woebegone face, popped an extra pain au chocolat into the paper bag and said, ‘There you go, that’ll cheer you up.’

      Wishing wholeheartedly that he was right, Alice, balancing her bag and coffee in front of her, retraced her steps and made her way across Lilycroft Road to The Fort. This was not how she’d anticipated her day panning out. She’d wakened that morning feeling positive that things would move forward on the case.

      Now she was cursing her meeting with Jez Hopkins the previous day. Why had she let her guard down with him yesterday? Just because he’d looked cute with rain pouring down his face and his hair plastered to his forehead? She’d been taken in. Not that they’d spoken about the case – she’d made certain he knew not to go there, yet it seemed someone had been talking and now it would look like it was her. She could only hope no-one had seen them together.

      Dragging her feet, Alice took the stairs for once, barely ignoring Hardeep’s cheery greeting as she entered the station. Pushing the door to the incident room open, she sighed. Thank God, Gus wasn’t there yet. Keeping her head down, she ignored Sampson and Compo’s greetings and hurried over to her desk, hoping that when the shit fell, it would offer her a modicum of protection from Gus’ wrath.

      She’d barely settled herself when Gus strode purposefully through the door, hair bouncing like a mane round his head. Without breaking stride, he walked to the middle of the room and flung a pile of newspapers onto the table with a resounding thud.

      A prickle raced up Alice’s back. It was horrible when Gus was in a bad mood and she couldn’t shake the guilt that clenched like a febrile crab in her stomach. She really had to get a grip. It wasn’t as if she’d done anything wrong. It wasn’t her who’d leaked the stuff to Jez Hopkins. She only hoped Gus would believe her.

      ‘What the fuck is this?’ He picked up the top paper and threw it to Sampson. The next one landed unceremoniously on Alice’s desk, while another one flew over her head to land on the floor beside Compo. A further paper landed just short of Taffy’s desk and finally Gus stood holding The Chronicle up in front of him so they could all read the headlines. His finger stabbed accusingly at the by-line.

      ‘See this? It says Jez Hopkins.’

      He shook the paper and then stabbed his finger at a piece of writing halfway down the first paragraph. ‘And see this? It fucking well says, and I quote, “A source close to the investigation admits they are no further forward in solving either the murder of Sue Downs, Jade Simmonds or the disappearance of Simon Proctor.”’ He glared round at them, blue eyes clouded dark, a ferocious lion berating his pride.

      He flung the paper down, marched over to his own desk and flung himself onto his chair. A heavy nervousness hung over the room as Gus flicked rapidly through some notes on his desk. Pausing at one, he ripped it from the pile, thrust it in his pocket and stalked back to the front of the room. Everyone kept their heads down, supposedly reading the papers he’d thrown at them. His entire body tense, Gus prowled back and forth across the front of the room, waiting till they’d finished reading. When the last person had placed their newspaper down in front of him, and all eyes were directed at him, he scowled round at them.

      ‘Right, anyone got anything they need to tell me? Any burning confessions? Any admissions of indiscretion?’ He slammed a fist on the table. ‘If there is… now is the time to speak, for if I discover later that somebody on this team held back on me, then they’re out on their arse. Clear?’

      There was a moment’s silence as Gus’ words sunk in, followed by an exchange of surreptitious glances. A crippling viscosity hung in the air and then Alice scraped back her chair and stood up. This was horrible, nevertheless there was no way she was going to let a cloud hang over the entire team. She hadn’t leaked one thing to Jez, yet she knew she had to let Gus know she could be implicated. She knew all too well how efficiently the gossip mills at The Fort turned.

      Gus glared at her in silence.

      Swallowing hard, Alice cleared her throat and with her fingers resting lightly on her desk she looked directly at her boss, ignoring everyone else in the room. ‘I think you should know from me, before someone else tells you, that I went for lunch with Jez Hopkins yesterday.’

      Waves of heat flushed her face. She bit her lips and then continued, ‘I promise you, Gus, that we never spoke about the case. He didn’t ask and even if he did, I wouldn’t have given him anything. I’m not stupid. Whoever the leak is, I swear it’s not me.’

      She fell, more than sat, back onto her chair.

      Gus glared at her, his face betraying nothing and Alice knew there was worse to come. She was right.

      From his pocket Gus took out the piece of paper he’d crumpled and put in there earlier. ‘Well, would anyone like to explain this, then?’ He waved the paper in the air and glanced round. Nobody responded. Gus placed it on the desk and ran the side of his hand over it to flatten it before lifting it up again. ‘Let me read it to you. “For your information, and in light of today’s headlines, DS Alice Cooper was seen yesterday afternoon sharing an intimate lunch with Jez Hopkins in the Ling Bob, Wilsden.’’’

      Gus’ eyes, sparking, glared round at them. Alice, her face scarlet now, avoided eye contact.

      ‘Well, which of you felt the need to stoop to tittle-tattling to me via an anonymous note?’

      Gus sighed and sat on the table, his feet resting on a chair. He ran his fingers through his hair, making each lock project at a different angle. ‘First of all, I don’t expect to have to warn my team off of sharing delicate information with the press. Whoever told them about “REDEEMED” being written above the body has A: caused untold upset to Sue’s family; and B: given away valuable info that we could have used to nail the killer; and C: probably encouraged every religious nutter in the district to phone in to confess.’

      He glared round at them, and then focussed his gaze on Alice who bravely tried to meet it. ‘Secondly, this anonymous note is shite. It’s unworthy of any detective on my team so, I sincerely hope none of you wrote it.

      ‘Thirdly, Alice, you did right to fess up about having lunch with Jez and I do believe you. I don’t think for a minute you gave those details to him. We are detectives, but we’re also human. I don’t expect to police your relationships outside the office. Just make sure those relationships don’t bring disrepute on us.’

      The tension in the room abated as everyone shuffled back to their work stations. Gus held Alice’s gaze until she looked away. She hated to be on the wrong side of him. Much as he gave them a lot of leeway, he would not be happy that she’d met with Jez Hopkins. Shit, pissing Gus off was the last thing she wanted.

      Gus shook his head. ‘I’m not going to waste any more energy on this. What’s done is done. I know we get a fair amount of passing traffic through here, so from now on, we leave nothing sensitive around. Compo, can you get somebody to put one of those code locks on the door? Let’s get on with the briefing.’

      Compo looked distracted. ‘Eh, Gus…’

      Gus sighed: sometimes he wished people would just spit it damn well out. No time for preliminaries. ‘Yep?’

      Compo hit a button on his PC and the large white screen at the front of the room was filled with an image of Simon Proctor on the narrow cot flailing his arms, limbs tangled in his sleeping bag. The time and date flashing at the bottom of the screen said 03:25. Proctor had been alive and traumatised only an hour ago. He looked at Compo, but the other man’s head shake told him that they were no closer to working out where Proctor was being kept or who was uploading the video footage.
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      The insistent rapping on the closed door had Mo hurrying to answer. Popping his head out and seeing his friend standing there, he opened the door wide.

      ‘It’s a bit early in the day for samosas, even for you, Gus.’

      Gus followed him into the shop and plonked himself down on one of the tall bar stools that stood along a marble top. ‘Not too early for sweet spicy chai, though, is it?’

      Mo shook his head and walked to the back of the shop which lead into a large kitchen. He called for tea, got no response and then called again, this time in Punjabi, and much louder to make himself heard above the babble of women’s voices.

      Mo came back and sat next to Gus. ‘Those bloody women do my head in, you know?’

      He screwed his face into what he clearly believed to be an old woman expression, raised one hand and rapidly pressed his fingers and thumb together. ‘Nyah, nyah, nyah, all day long.’ In a typical Pakistani gesture of impatience, he wafted the fingers of one hand near his head and expelled a short puff of air. ‘What do they find to talk about, huh? They see each other every bloody day.’ Two mugs of chai appeared at the hatch between the counter and kitchen and Mo brought them over.

      One look at Gus’ expression had Mo laughing aloud. Gus was right: he was behaving like an old grouch and the sooner he knocked that on the head the better. Grouchiness wasn’t his style. He knew it was because of the stress Zarqa was causing at home. He and Naila just couldn’t seem to agree on a strategy. This hurt Mo. He and Naila were normally on the same page, but perhaps on this one he was too emotional. Far too emotional. He’d have to rein it in and spend time working something out with his wife before it got too bad.

      Forcing a smile to his lips he walked back over to the counter. ‘Right, what brought you here this early? It wasn’t chai, and it wasn’t to laugh at my expense, so what was it?’

      ‘You know that girl from The Young Jihadists, Shamila?’

      ‘Yeah, what about her? She’s a good girl.’

      ‘It’s not her I’m asking about, it’s her brother, Adnan. What’s he like?’

      Mo moved to the sink and washed his hands, before sitting down behind the counter where he filled his samosas. ‘It’s quite a sad family, really. Dad’s a bastard. In prison for gun running and pimping. He throttled one of his prostitutes, apparently. The mother has only got her aunt and uncle, who are her husband’s parents – cousin-to-cousin marriage. He used to beat her about a bit, too, and now the poor woman rarely comes out of the house. Shamila seems to be the decision-maker and I think it was her that got them out of the grandparents’ house and into their own little back-to-back. What’s the lad done?’

      Gus played with his empty cup as he spoke. ‘Well, you know Shamila’s friend, Tariq?’

      Mo grinned. ‘Tariq, who has a crush on Shamila and looks set to follow her to Bradford University rather than spread his wings a bit, because she won’t leave her family? That Tariq?’

      Gus grinned. ‘Young love, huh? Yes, that’s the one, right enough. He grudgingly, very grudgingly in fact, told me that the dead girl, Sue Downs, was seeing Shamila’s brother.’

      Mo grimaced. ‘Ooh, not good.’

      ‘Exactly, and this bit is between us only, Mo, okay?’

      Mo nodded as he stuffed minced lamb into a samosa triangle.

      ‘She’d had sex just before she died and although they used a condom, we may have DNA from a semen stained tissue at the scene.’

      Mo raised his eyebrows, ‘Shit, I hope the boy wasn’t involved.’

      ‘After what you’ve told me, so do I, but so far that’s the only lead we’ve got.’

      ‘Well, you have to follow it, mate, you have to follow it.’

      Gus headed to the door and then turned. ‘Is the kid overly religious do you think?’

      Mo laughed. ‘Everybody’s “overly religious” to you, Gus.’

      Gus scowled. ‘You know what I mean.’

      ‘No, I don’t think so. I’m fairly sure he doesn’t even pray the requisite five times a day, and I bet he’s missed a few fasts at Ramadan. A lot of the young ones do. He’s not a zealot, Gus. He wouldn’t be going around shagging underage girls if he was, would he?’
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      Had that dream again. The one with the detectives breaking down the door and my parents reaching out to me. This time though their faces were all shrivelled and aged, like years had passed. What if it takes them years to find me? Can I hang on that long?

      They won’t be angry with me. Not about the party, anyway. No, in the midst of everything else, the party will have faded into nothingness. Wonder what they’re doing. Mum’ll be beside herself and Dad’ll be trying to keep her calm. That’s what they’re like. A united front against the world. Solid in their togetherness, with me just a fucking afterthought. What’s that stupid old saying? ‘Two’s company, three’s a crowd.’

      Sometimes they make me feel like that… like I’m in the way, second best. Always fucking second best. Missed my fucking football match twice in Year Ten and got bumped from the team. All because he had a stupid works trip and we’d all got to go. Could’ve stayed with Matty… ‘Oh, no, don’t want you spending time in Manningham.’ Snobby bastards! Should see some of the places I lived in before. In comparison, Matty’s house is a fucking palace! Maybe now they’ll regret that. Now that I’m missing… now that it’s too fucking late!

      Need to calm down. Time to focus on my safe place. Need to get through this. The enforced inactivity’s getting on my tits. Need to pull myself together. If I fall apart I’ll never survive. Need to get a grip. Can’t focus. My leg muscles keep twitching and I stink. Really stink now. Wish I could shower. Nice long shower…

      ‘Da da da fucking shower, shower, shower la la la…’

      Feels like hours since I’d been wakened by the girl on the floor, whimpering and writhing against the ropes. Her struggles had been futile. Ropes were so tight, I’d had trouble undoing them. Stupid cow kept squirming, making it worse. By the time I’d got her ankle ties off, the ropes were saturated in blood and my frigging nails were mashed. Her wrist ties came off much easier, thank God! She just laid there like a sack of potatoes, sobbing. How was I supposed to think with that fucking racket going on?

      Now, I’m on my own again. She’s gone… The girl has left the building! And I’m stuck here without Elvis in the damn jail! Her snivelling whimpers don’t seem so bad after all. At least it had been company… while it lasted anyway. Wonder where she is. Dead? In a hospital? Lying in the gutter?

      Camera light’s on again. Feel like flashing to my audience. Won’t though – too many pervs out there who’d get off on that sort of shit. I’ll just lie here, try to keep warm and ignore it. I feel itchy. Can’t stop itching, driving me mad. Fucking fleas! That’s all I need. Can’t even scratch my arms properly. Not with my scraggy nails.
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      The littered alley leading to Adnan Mustafar’s house was filled with pre-school children standing about, wellies covered in filth from the potholes, sucking mucky thumbs and staring wide-eyed at Gus. As he passed them, he was aware of them stepping into line behind him, following him down the ginnel. He turned and scowled at them in his best ‘sod off and leave me alone’ look. ‘You shouldn’t follow strangers, you know. They might be bad men.’

      They stared blinking up at him like he was a petting animal at a farm, until he turned away. Still they continued to follow him. ‘Paedophile’s wet fucking dream,’ he murmured, opening the gate, slipping through and closing it quickly behind him, so they couldn’t follow him through. Just call me the Pied-effing-Piper!

      Blue paint curled and bubbled off the door, although the uneven slabs in the garden were weed-free. An old, hard-bristled brush leaned beside the door and, judging by the absence of debris on the floor, it was used often. A miniscule shed stood in one corner. It was secured by a heavy-duty padlock and its small window was boarded up with damp plywood.

      The heavy net curtains in the window at the front of the house twitched, so Gus rapped with his knuckles on the peeling door. From behind, he heard the unmistakeable sounds of a safety chain being applied before the door was opened and a small woman, her hair covered by a head scarf, peeped out.

      Gus showed his ID. She shut the door, unhooked the chain and then reopened it fully. With a small hand movement, she invited Gus to sit down on one of the two sofas in the room, which were covered by bright geometric patterned sheets. He glanced round, throat clagging with the almost overpowering scent of incense which lingered in the air. A framed picture of Mecca, the only wall decoration in the room, hung above a small gas fire. The carpet was worn and every surface shone. A cramped cellar head kitchen was squeezed into one corner of the living area. A single pan bubbled on the gas stove and Gus recognised the aroma of spicy chai cutting through the incense. Opposite the other sofa was a door that led upstairs.

      The woman stood near the kitchen area wringing her hands, her gaze intent on Gus. She still hadn’t uttered a word, so Gus didn’t know if she spoke English. As her face was expressionless, he couldn’t judge what she thought about a police officer appearing on her doorstep. He smiled. ‘Is Adnan here? It’s him I’ve come to see.’

      Her eyes studied him for almost a minute before she answered in almost accent-free English. ‘Is he in trouble of some sort?’

      Gus stretched his lips wider, his cheeks straining and hoped it didn’t look too much like a grimace. He hated having to comply with the social niceties. However, he saw no need to upset anyone. The woman before him was clearly Adnan and Shamila’s mother and, from what Mo had told him, she’d had plenty of interactions with the police in the past. He had no desire to distress her any more than was necessary. ‘I really need to talk to him, Mrs Mustafar.’

      She side-stepped into the kitchen, flicked off the gas and moved the pan, just as the boiling spicy milk rolled to the top. ‘That means he is. I knew something was up. He’s not been himself the past few days. Can’t you tell me what’s happened?’

      ‘I’m really sorry Mrs Mustafar, I really need–’

      The door at the bottom of the stairs opened and a skinny boy looked through. He glanced at his mother and then at Gus. Gus saw the fear in his eyes and the way his grip tightened on the door handle when he realised who it was.

      Gus stood up and walked towards him, hand outstretched. As he introduced himself the boy flinched. Mrs Mustafar inserted herself between the two men and addressed her son. ‘Adnan, this policeman wants to speak with you. Are you in trouble?’

      Adnan refused to meet his mother’s eye. ‘I’ve done nowt wrong, Mum, honest.’

      She shrugged and sighed. ‘Then you should go with the policeman and get it sorted out. I’ll wait here by the phone in case you need anything, okay?’

      Adnan turned then and looked at his mum. He hesitated briefly and then went over and hugged her. ‘I’ve not done nowt wrong,’ he repeated and without another word he walked past Gus and out into the garden.

      Feeling like a cad, Gus followed Adnan from the house. ‘You’ve not even asked what this is about and I would have been happy to talk with you in your home in the first instance, Adnan.’

      Walking beside Gus, hands shoved deep in his pockets and jeans hanging off his skinny arse, Adnan sniffed. ‘I know what it’s about and if I hadn’t been such a fucking coward I’d have come to see you yesterday. Besides, my mum doesn’t deserve any more grief. It’s best I come to the station.’

      When they reached the unmarked car, Gus opened the passenger door for Adnan to get in.

      Clicking his seat belt in place, Adnan waved at the children who’d grouped round the car. ‘Thought there’d be two of you, and maybe even handcuffs and definitely a police car… not this.’

      Gus got in the other side and switched on the engine. ‘Yeah well, I looked at your police record–’

      Adnan swung his head towards him. ‘I don’t have a record.’

      ‘My point precisely. You’re seventeen, with no police record, working in an apprenticeship and the school had only good things to say about you. Didn’t think I’d need the heavies.’

      Adnan nodded and slumped down in the car seat.

      ‘Mind you, doesn’t mean I’m a pushover or that I think you’re innocent. I’ll reserve my opinion till I’ve interviewed you.’

      A silent nod was the only communication between them for the rest of the journey.
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      Having deposited Adnan in interview room one, Gus arrived at the incident room and tried to open the door. It wouldn’t budge. He leaned his shoulder on it and shoogled the handle before finally noticing the flashing red light on a keypad just below his eye line. He pressed the button and waited. After a bit of static and a brief skirmish, a disembodied voice demanded to know his business.

      ‘I’m leading the fucking investigation, does that give me entry?’

      He laughed as he heard a muffled ‘Oh shit, it’s the boss,’ swiftly followed by footsteps approaching. Compo, Diet Coke in one hand and KitKat in the other, opened the door and took a quick step back as if expecting a rollicking.

      Gus ambled in. ‘Good work with the door, Compo, just need to make sure we’ve all got the code to get in.’

      ‘Oh yeah, forgot about that.’ He scrabbled in his pocket coming up with a small card with a chocolate stain in one corner and six numbers written on it. ‘Best memorise that, boss.’

      Gus took the card, looked at the numbers and shoved it in his pocket. No way was he going to admit to Compo that he couldn’t even memorise his bank card PIN with four digits, never mind these six digits. It was then he noticed that everyone was crowded round Compo’s computer. ‘Got something, Compo?’

      Compo’s face lit up and he led Gus over to his table.

      ‘I’ve finished rationalising the Facebook contacts lists and so I started going over the stuff young Tayyub recorded and I found a few things. The first thing is that I’ve IDed the girl dancing on the table. Jenny Gregg, fifteen, from Cottingley, attends City Academy.’

      ‘Right, Taffy and Alice, you interview her, ASAP.’ Then as Comp coughed he added, ‘After we’ve seen what else Compo’s got for us.’

      Gus grinned his approval, and Compo continued. ‘I got something else, too. I was just about to show the team this. I’ll run it through the projector so we can see better.’ He frowned. ‘To be honest, though, I don’t really think any of us want to see it.’

      Gus looked at him sharply. ‘You okay, Compo?’

      ‘Yeah, you’ll see what I mean when you see it.’ And with that Compo switched off the lights and started the recording.

      Tayyub appeared to be sitting in the Proctor’s living room idly recording passers-by, focussing here and there. At 22:35 there seemed to be some commotion off camera. Tayyub pointed the camera out of the living room towards the front door where two massive blokes in leather jackets stood, each with their arm round a skinny girl. Gus recognised the one on the left as Jade Simmonds. They came in and kicked over the small table at the bottom of the stairs and stared pugnaciously at a couple of lads who quickly lowered their heads and sidled past and out the front door. The two bikers’ fists bumped. One of them grabbed a can from a lad who was coming down the stairs and pushed his way past Tayyub with the camera.

      ‘Play it again, Comps.’ Gus again watched the bikers entering the premises. With any luck they’d be able to get a better image from this footage. They were thugs, through and through. From picking up two young girls to vandalising the Proctors’ property to leaving Jade Simmonds to die alone and uncared for. He’d have those bastards, if it was the last thing he did. Such a waste. If the next hour had played out differently, Jade would have been alive on Sunday morning. Maybe nursing a stinker of a hangover, but alive none the less. Bloody animals!

      Compo fast forwarded to 22:55. The bikers and their girls were over by the window with Simon Proctor. Although Simon’s back was to the camera his body language indicated he was neither frightened nor worried. As they watched, Simon high-fived the two bikers and flung his head back, as if laughing. One of the bikers placed an arm round Simon’s shoulders and pulled the boy in for a hug. Whatever was being said was drowned out by the bass beat and localised laughter and chatter. Compo stopped the recording. ‘There,’ he said, excitement making his voice wobble, ‘Do you see it? There?’

      Sure enough, one of the bikers took a clear bag out of his pocket. In it were little blue pills. Simon took the bag, hid it in a plant pot behind the curtain and rummaged in his back pocket. He handed over a wad of money. The biker flicked through the cash, kissing it, before putting it away in an inner pocket with a laugh. He thumped Simon on the back and walked away, Jade and the other girl obediently following behind.

      Again, Compo fast forwarded, but this time before pressing play, he said, ‘This is bad, okay? Believe me it’s bad.’

      Tayyub had zoomed in on the bikers as they walked from the dining room to the living room. Anything, or anyone who happened to be in their way was swatted away like an annoying midge. They approached the couch and one of them yanked a boy, who was snogging his girlfriend, up by the collar. The couple didn’t argue as the two bikers wedged their arses into the middle of the couch and pulled Jade and the other girl down into either corner. Although Jade looked pale and sleepy, the other girl seemed alert.

      A few minutes were taken up by the bikers belching and drinking beer, with the girls laughing encouragingly. The background noise diminished as the teenagers became aware of the bikers in the living room and edged away. Deep voices, talking insultingly about everything and anything, drifted through the room. They referred to the girls as their ‘bitches’ or sometimes their ‘hos’ and the girls giggled like the kids they were. Pills and bottles of beer were shared, until Jade grabbed the arm of her biker. ‘Feel sick, help me up.’

      He laughed and jeered at her, moving his hands in and out close to her face to make her dizzy. Jade paled visibly and then suddenly lurched to the side and vomited over the arm of the sofa onto the carpet beneath.

      ‘Fuckin’ mingin’ cow!’ The biker pulled her upright by the hair and slapped her on the face.

      Jade’s eyes shot open and she lifted a hand to her face. ‘Ouch, that was sore.’

      He laughed. ‘Well, it were meant to be.’

      Jade looked miserable. ‘Can’t I go home now? I’ll get a taxi?’

      ‘You’ll fuckin’ stay here till I say you can go, right!’

      The other biker grinned. ‘You tell the bitch.’

      There were a few more minutes of loud obnoxious behaviour and then the other biker said, ‘I know, let’s have a race.’

      ‘What sort of fucking race?’

      He flung his head back and laughed.

      Gus, stepping closer to the screen, imagined he could smell the BO and alcohol wafting from the man. His skin tightened as if a million pins were being pressed simultaneously into his body. Sensing that the scene was going to play out in an even more despicable way, Gus wanted to look away… yet he knew he couldn’t.

      The biker nodded at the two girls, his tone full of glee when he spoke. ‘A blow job race. First to swallow the lot wins.’

      The first biker waved his arm in a circular movement above his head and whooped. ‘You hear that, Jade? We’re having a blow job race. First to swallow wins, okay?’

      Jade looked up at him, her voice was barely audible. ‘I’m going to be sick again. Just wanna go home.’

      The two men got onto their knees on the couch and straddled the girls. Two large jean-clad backsides filled the screen and the girls’ faces were obscured. A few moments of wobbling as the men found their balance by reaching out and gripping the back of the couch with one hand. The unidentified girl’s giggle, was punctuated by Jade’s slurred pleas, ‘No, stop it, I’m gonna be sick, please. Don’t feel well.’

      A slap rent the air and then it seemed that the two men were fumbling at their flies before, for an agonising couple of minutes, all that could be seen was their thrusting butts. Gus had an urge to push his fingers in his ears to drown out Jade’s fading moans. It continued till Jade lay in a heap on the couch and the other three left the party. The time was 23:28.

      The team were silent. Dry mouthed, Gus realised he’d clenched his hands into tight fists. He wanted to slam one into the wall. Perhaps that would release the tension across his shoulders. On the other hand, it might just break his hand, shatter it into clouds of dust motes. The tightness in his chest wasn’t panic, although it felt similar. No, this time it was fury; huge and all-consuming. It threatened to swallow him whole, so he opened his hands, forced his fingers wide and pumped them open and shut for a few moments before he spoke. ‘Compo, get stills of those men and get them out to every bloody police officer in the county. Get them into every damn database we have. I want them found.’

      Before Gus had finished speaking, Compo handed him a printed photo. ‘I’ve sent them out already – knew we should be quick on this one.’

      Alice stood up and stretched. Her face was pale yet determined. ‘Do you think that constitutes murder, Gus?’

      He shook his head, his face red with anger. ‘Probably not. Probably can’t prove she actually asphyxiated during the act. I’ll speak to my dad. We’ll get the bastards for drugs, for sexual and physical abuse of a minor, lewd behaviour, assault on any of those kids they touched that night. We’ll fucking get them, good and proper.’

      ‘I swear I saw that fucking bastard held her nose to force her to swallow.’ Compo’s expression was one of disbelief. ‘How could he do that? Give me ten minutes with either of those two and it’ll be their own dicks they’re swallowing.’

      ‘Hear, hear,’ echoed Alice.

      Gus looked at his team. Sampson and Taffy had remained silent throughout. Taffy, wide-eyed, looked ready to cry, and Sampson, folding a piece of paper again and again into a square with precise, measured movements, was breathing heavily. He knew how they felt. There were some things you just could not un-see and this was one of them. Gus knew he wouldn’t be the only one having nightmares that night. He made a mental note to refer them for counselling when this was all over.  You couldn’t let these things fester… he knew that only too well.  ‘Look, you lot, everybody go out, have a walk in the park or something for half an hour, clear your heads and then come back and we’ll get on with nailing the bastards, okay.’
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      Whilst his team took the half hour to process what they’d seen on the tape, Gus sat at his desk and studied the crime boards. They were no further forward accessing where the footage of Simon Proctor had come from. Although Compo was working like a man possessed, every lead had, so far, turned up a dead end. Hits were coming in from the images Compo had taken of the bikers but nothing conclusive. Gus wanted to rattle something loose, yet he could see no way of doing that right now. Despite telling himself that he wasn’t doing his body any favours, he’d drunk another cup of coffee, ignoring the swishing gurgle in the depths of his stomach. If they could locate Simon Proctor they might get a lead on the bikers. On the other hand, Simon Proctor may well be dead.

      Compo’s computer pinged just as the man himself returned to the room. Rosy-cheeked and carrying a plastic bag, no doubt filled with provisions, Compo bustled over to his PC.

      ‘Another video on Facebook, Gus.’ And, without waiting to be asked, he filtered it onto the screen.

      Within seconds, Gus was looking at Simon Proctor lying in the same position on the bed. The date stamp said the footage had been taken at 10:15. The footage was shadowy and Gus could just about make out a small lamp illuminating the scene. At least the lad’s not in complete darkness. ‘Why the delay posting the video, Compo?’

      Munching a packet of crisps, Compo shrugged. ‘No idea. It’s as easy to schedule it as it would be to upload it real time. Seems like whoever is doing this is playing with us.’ Compo wiped his greasy hands down his trousers and flexed his fingers before rattling them across his keyboard. ‘However, every time he posts something, he’s giving me more to play with. I’ll get this toe-rag, don’t you worry.’

      Drumming his fingers on the table top, Gus bit his lip. What the hell was Simon’s abductor playing at? Why abduct Simon Proctor? The more he learned about the lad, the more he disliked him. Who would be in a position to abduct him, keep him incarcerated and post footage online? This was a puzzle. He wasn’t even sure whether Sue Downs’ death was linked to the disappearance or not. The coincidence of poor Jade Simmonds’ death was one thing but abduction as well… that just seemed one step too far. However, he knew that if anyone could break the code or whatever it was, it would be Compo. Right now, though, that didn’t help him.

      As Alice walked through the door, colour back in her face and her step a little lighter, Gus stood up. Thank God. Maybe Adnan would set them in the right direction. ‘Al, you’re with me. I’ve got Sue Downs’ boyfriend in interview room one. He has a social worker and a duty solicitor with him. Hardeep took his prints when he came in, and I don’t want to keep him hanging about for too long.’

      Alice grabbed a notebook and pen and followed Gus along the corridor.

      Once in the room with the recording equipment set up, Gus introduced everyone for the benefit of the tape, before reading the lad his rights. ‘Look, Adnan, I’m not going to lie to you, it looks bad that we had to come and get you. That you didn’t come forward yourself. It looks suspicious, so, if I were you, I’d think very carefully about what I’m saying. You need to tell us the truth, okay?’

      Adnan nodded, his hands clasped tightly on the table before him.

      ‘Right, Adnan, do you know Sue Downs?’

      Adnan bobbed his head once and Alice leaned forward. ‘You’ve got to speak, Adnan, for the tape, okay?’

      Gus repeated the question.

      Adnan swallowed. He looked like he’d burst into tears at any moment. ‘Yes, I knew Sue.’

      ‘Was she your girlfriend?’

      Adnan shrugged, then glanced at Alice. ‘Sort of, she was sort of my girlfriend. You know? We went out sometimes.’

      ‘Were you with her on Saturday night at Simon Proctor’s house party?’

      ‘Yes, yes, I was, she were fine when I left. I didn’t hurt her, honest.’

      ‘Were you in Mr and Mrs Proctor’s bedroom with Sue?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Did you have sex with Sue?’

      Adnan paled and he looked down at the table. ‘No.’

      ‘Sorry, I’ll repeat the question. Did you have sex with Sue Downs on Saturday night?’

      Adnan twisted his fingers. ‘No, I said no, didn’t I?’

      ‘Would you volunteer to a DNA test to eliminate you from our enquiries?’

      Adnan considered this for a minute. ‘Yeah, yeah, suppose so.’

      ‘When were you with Sue in the Proctors’ bedroom, Adnan?’

      He shrugged. ‘Don’t know, probably got there after those fat biker blokes arrived. I popped my head into the living room and they were being dicks so we went upstairs.’

      ‘What time was that, roughly?’

      ‘Probably around half-eleven or so, maybe a bit later.’

      ‘Were you and Sue alone in the room?’

      Adnan blushed. ‘Well, yeah. I locked the door.’

      ‘Why did you lock the door? Was it because you planned to have sex with Sue?’

      ‘No, no, just in case those bloody bikers came up, that’s all.’

      ‘So, what were you doing in the bedroom with the door locked?’

      Adnan started to weep. ‘Nothing… we weren’t doing nothing… just snogging and that, that’s all.’

      ‘What’s and that, Adnan?’

      ‘Don’t know what you mean, I didn’t do owt to Sue. I liked her… I’d never hurt her.’

      ‘When did you leave the room, Adnan?’

      He wiped his nose with his sleeve. ‘Don’t know… maybe half-twelve, one-ish, I didn’t check the time.’

      ‘Why didn’t Sue leave with you?’

      ‘Dunno, she wanted to stay.’

      ‘Did you have an argument?’

      ‘No, no, we didn’t.’

      ‘So why did you leave without her? You see what I mean? If you didn’t have an argument, why do you leave without her?’

      Adnan shrugged.

      ‘Did you argue about the pregnancy?’

      Adnan’s head shot up and he fired a frightened glance at Gus. ‘What pregnancy?’

      ‘Sue was fourteen weeks pregnant when she died. Whoever killed her also killed her baby.’

      Adnan laid his head down on the table and wept again. The social worker put his hand out and touched the boy on the shoulder. ‘Maybe Adnan could have a break?’

      Gus turned to Alice. ‘Get him some water, will you, and I’ll have a coffee.’

      Alice left the room and Gus looked at Adnan. ‘You need to pull yourself together and start talking to us. Start telling us the truth.’

      The social worker passed the lad a tissue whilst the duty solicitor looked at his watch as if he had somewhere more pressing to be. As Adnan wiped his face, Gus said, his tone caustic, ‘You in a rush or something?’

      The solicitor had the grace to flush as he shook his head. Gus scowled at him and waited, arms crossed, till Alice returned with drinks for everyone.

      ‘Right Adnan, let’s go back to the beginning. You were in the bedroom with Sue for about an hour. You locked the door. Did you have sex with her?’

      Adnan began to shake his head, but Gus raised his hand. ‘Don’t deny it, Adnan, we’ve got DNA to prove it was you.’

      Adnan thought for a minute. ‘No, no, you don’t. I didn’t.’

      Gus opened the box file he’d brought in with him and took out a clear bag with a soiled tissue in it. ‘We found this tucked down the back of the bed, Adnan. You used a condom and when you took it off you wiped yourself with a tissue and it ended up down the back of the bed, didn’t it?’

      Adnan stared at the bag and swallowed hard before replying. ‘Yeah, I did have sex with her on Saturday night and that is the tissue I used. I ain’t the father of that baby. That’s the first time I ever had sex with her… or anyone else.’

      Gus looked at him and bit his lip. ‘Did you know she was pregnant, Adnan?

      ‘No, she didn’t say.’

      ‘So why did you leave her behind?

      ‘Well after, you know… after…’ he pointed at the tissue, ‘after that, she started to cry and got all upset and all and she started shouting at me and told me to go. In the end she was hysterical so I just went. I just left her there, honest to God, I never killed her.’

      Gus clipped the tape off. ‘We’ll leave it there for now, Adnan, but we’re going to have to keep you in.’

      Walking back to the investigation room, Alice glanced at Gus. ‘I’m not sure I want the answer to this, what exactly was on that tissue you showed Adnan?’

      Gus laughed. ‘Ah well, Compo has many uses. I snatched the only non-chocolate smeared hankie from his bin before we left.’

      ‘Gross, but good idea, tripped him up nicely.’

      Gus looked at her. ‘What do you think?’

      Alice gave a half-hearted laugh. ‘I think that poor lad will never have sex again.’

      ‘You believe him, then?’

      She sighed. ‘Yeah. Do you?’

      ‘Yeah, I think I do, which means someone went into that room after he left and took a knife to her – maybe the real father of the baby?’

      ‘I’ll see if we can get any more from her friends on that issue.’
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      Gus, with Alice and Taffy, watched and listened to Jake and his father through the one-way mirror. Despite his obvious attempt at nonchalance by sprawling in the plastic chair and folding his arms across his chest, Jake’s right leg bobbed up and down under the table.

      His father sat next to him, a small frown between his brows, as he spoke quietly to his son. ‘Look Jake, why have they brought you back in? They must think you have some more information.’

      Jake refused to meet his dad’s eye. ‘Well, I don’t.’ His voice was high with indignation and he quickly cleared his throat and repeated in a lower tone. ‘I don’t, okay? I don’t.’

      Mr Carpenter looked round the room and sighed. ‘Well, they obviously think you do, Jake, so, if I were you, I’d start racking your bloody brains to come up with something. God, Simon’s parents are in a right old state, so if you know something you’re not saying out of some misguided loyalty, let me tell you lad: This. Is. Not. The. Time. Okay?’

      Jake frowned and lowered his head.

      ‘I said, okay?’

      Jake gave an exaggerated sigh.

      ‘Okay, Okay. Stop going on at me, alright.’

      ‘No, Jake. It’s not bloody alright. Your best mate’s gone missing and two young girls have been murdered at a party that you were at without your mum and me knowing. It’s far from bloody alright.’ He ran a hand through greying hair.

      Gus grinned and jerked his head towards the door. Mr Carpenter seemed a bit more on edge than he had earlier. Perhaps the seriousness of the situation had sunk in now. ‘I think that’s our cue, Alice.’ Then he turned to Taffy. ‘Watch and learn. Take notes. Think if you’d do something differently from us. There’s no set code for this. You need to develop your own technique – work out what works best for you. Oh, and look for tells that Alice and I might miss in there, like that leg of his bobbing up and down like a duck in a mud puddle. That’s a sure tell that we’ve got him on edge. It might get faster if we hit a raw note – and be ready to report back when we come out.’

      Taffy sat down with a pad of paper in front of the mirror, looking determined to miss nothing that would come in handy.

      Gus marched briskly through the door, his dreads bouncing as much as the lad’s leg. Frowning at Jake, he marched over to the table and with a sigh, pulled the chair out and sat down. Alice bustled in behind him and at Gus’ gesture she silently set up the recorder, then dragged a chair to the table and sat down with her arms folded, mirroring Jake.

      ‘Nice of you to come back down again, Mr Carpenter. I know you’re a busy man and this is a bloody waste of your time. If Jake here had told us everything last time, we wouldn’t have needed to pull you in again.’

      Mr Carpenter frowned at Jake and then looked at Gus, all trace of resentment gone from his face. Instead, he resembled every other worried father Gus had encountered within these four walls; pinch lipped, and anxious. ‘I’m sure Jake will tell you all you need to know this time. Won’t you, Jake?’

      Jake’s head fell further to his chest. His dad prodded him with his finger. ‘Did you hear me, Jake?’ His tone was threatening. ‘Sit up and at least look like you’re a bloody thinking being.’

      Glowering, Jake reluctantly pulled himself upright in his chair and laid his arms on the table.

      Gus narrowed his eyes and glared. ‘This is a murder enquiry as well as a missing person enquiry. Do you think I’ve got time for idiots like you withholding evidence?’

      Jake bit his lip and stared at him.

      Raising an eyebrow, Gus leaned forward with his hands linked on the table nearly touching Jake’s. His tone was quiet but his anger was clear in his flashing eyes. ‘Well?’

      Jake shook his head and leaned back in his chair.

      ‘Right then, now we’ve got that clear, perhaps you’ll tell me about the drugs – and I’m not talking weed, okay?’

      Jake’s dad turned abruptly in his chair, his lips tightened and his face was red. ‘For fuck’s sake, Jake!’

      Jake glanced at Gus, then at his dad, then back to Gus again. ‘I don’t take owt, Dad. Honest, I don’t.’

      Gus raised an eyebrow again and pursed his lips. He pushed some stapled sheets of paper across to Mr Carpenter. ‘Have a read of that, sir. Jake, can you just tell us what you know.’

      Jake leaned over as his dad lifted the paper, trying to read the typing. His dad glowered at him and leaned back. ‘Answer the DCI, Jake. NOW!’

      Jake swallowed and looked back at Gus. ‘Honest, I didn’t have owt to do with it. It was Si.’ He shook his head in emphasis. Gus merely returned his gaze.

      Jake looked away. ‘Si wanted me to buy some blues with him. I said no. I didn’t want to get involved in that stuff. I’m off to uni next year, don’t want a criminal record and that.’ He risked a glance at Gus who remained expressionless. ‘I think Si bought some anyway. He had a few at the party but I think he got those that night. Sometimes though, he pissed off at gigs – dunno where he went, like, or what he done. Recently, though, he had a bit more money than usual. Maybe he was selling them at Tequilas.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know for sure. When I got really angry at him for pestering me to buy them, he stopped talking about them.’

      Gus frowned. ‘And you never asked?’

      Jake shook his head.

      ‘For the tape.’

      Jake glanced at the tape. ‘No, I never asked about them. I didn’t want to know.’

      ‘You must have asked him who his source was?’

      Again, Jake looked at the tape. ‘No, I never asked. It was bound to be some dodgy cunt.’

      Mr Carpenter broke off from reading the transcripts. ‘Jake!’

      ‘Sorry. Some dodgy guy.’

      ‘He must have given you a clue?’

      ‘Nah – maybe somebody off the internet. Si was a bit of an idiot at times. Wanted to be a big shot.’

      ‘Look, this drug thing is serious. It may be that they’ve got something to do with his disappearance. If you know or even suspect anything at all – you better let us know. It’s seventeen years for dealing blues you know.’

      ‘I didn’t deal any blues. It was Si.’

      ‘You knew about it, didn’t you?’

      Jake took a deep breath. ‘Maybe those biker guys. Si didn’t seem too bothered that they were at the party, but me and Matty were scared shitless. They looked like right mean fuckers.’

      ‘Would you recognise them again?’

      Jake bit his lip and thought for a minute. ‘Yeah, I reckon I might.’

      ‘Okay then, after this interview you can go through some of our biker photos and see if you can ID them.’

      Jake stood up.

      Gus scraped his chair back with unnecessary noise and leaned towards Jake. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

      Glancing at his dad, Jake slumped back into his seat. ‘I thought I had to look at photos?’

      ‘Yes. When the interview’s over… It’s not over yet. So, sit yourself back down and get comfy.’ Gus opened his file and slipped another copy of transcripts over to Jake’s dad, who took them with a heavy sigh. Jake didn’t even attempt to sneak a peek this time. Instead he looked pale-faced at Gus, waiting for the inevitable.

      Gus rubbed his hands together. ‘What do you think is in there, then, Jake?’ He gestured towards the papers in his dad’s hands.

      Jake shrugged and sniffed, his eyes filling up with tears. ‘I don’t know.’

      It’s more transcripts of your FB convos with Simon.’ Gus scratched his chin. ‘Any ideas what’s on them?’

      A single tear rolled down Jakes cheek and his voice wobbled when he spoke.

      ‘No.’

      Gus grinned. ‘I’ll give you a clue: MILF.’

      Jake’s dad broke off from his reading and glared at Gus. ‘What does that mean?’

      Gus smiled at Jake. ‘I think Jake can tell us, can’t you?’

      Jake glanced at Alice as if looking for a way out, before lowered his chin to his chest again. When he spoke it was in an almost indiscernible mumble. ‘Mothers I’d like to fuck.’

      ‘What?’ His dad looked puzzled.

      ‘It’s like a code or something some of the lads use when they see one of their mate’s mums that’s good looking. Don’t worry, none of them say that about mum.’

      Mr Carpenter raised his eyebrows and with a slight smile looked at Gus. Despite the severity of the situation, Gus’ lips twitched as his eyes met Mr Carpenter’s.

      ‘Not sure quite how to take that… Best we don’t tell your mum in case she takes it the wrong way,’ said Mr Carpenter. Then, smile gone, he turned back to his son. ‘You telling me that you boys use those sorts of terms about women? I thought we’d brought you up better than that?’

      Jake ran his hand over his cheek to brush away the tear. ‘It’s not just us, Dad. The girls use it too, except they say DILF.’

      Slowly, his dad shook his head and raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘Don’t tell me, the D stands for “dad”?’

      Jake opened his mouth. Mr Carpenter held up his hand. ‘No, don’t say it. I already know it’s not used about me!’

      Jake threw a quick glance between his dad and Gus, his brows pulled together. Then he shrugged as if to say ‘what the hell’.

      Gus, despite enjoying the conversation between father and son, intervened.

      ‘Let’s keep this simple, Jake. We know all about Simon and the bet, okay? The only thing we don’t know is the identity of the mother and daughter involved – who was it?’

      Jake shrugged ‘I’m not sure. The photo was a bit indistinct with her.’ He glanced at his dad. ‘Well, what I mean is, you couldn’t really see her face.’

      ‘So, Simon did have photographic evidence that oral sex took place between him and somebody’s mother.’

      Jake frowned and thought. ‘Well, now you mention it, it was definitely Si, but, well, it could have been anybody doing it, I suppose. That’s what Matty and I thought afterwards. We tried to get our money back, but he wouldn’t give it.’

      ‘How did you know it was Simon and not something he’d got off the internet?’

      ‘Well, it was his boxer shorts. I can’t, like, ID his – well, you know what.’

      Alice coughed and Gus glared at her. ‘Sorry, tickle in my throat.’ Her choice of words sunk in and she bit her lip as Gus mumbled, ‘Nice turn of phrase.’ He turned back to Jake, ‘Of course not.’

      ‘And it was his mum’s cushions.’

      Gus glanced at Alice. ‘You mean it happened at Simon’s house.’

      Jake nodded. ‘Yeah, in the front room. I recognised the couch and cushions.’

      ‘Was there a recorded version of them having sex?’

      ‘Yes,’ Jake said, ‘It happened in the woman’s house and it was pretty steamy, I can tell you.’ He looked at his dad and winced. Ducking his head, he mumbled, ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Right. Did he use a name for the woman?’

      ‘No, but she kept using his name, you know, when he was like, em… you know…’ He glanced at his dad again. ‘Pussy petting.’

      Mr Carpenter exhaled. ‘For Christ’s sake.’

      Gus ignored him and continued questioning Jake. ‘You mean you could hear the woman calling his name as he performed oral sex on her.’

      Jake exhaled and his shoulders relaxed. He was evidently relieved not to have to spell it out in front of his dad. ‘Yeah, that’s it.’

      ‘Did the recording demonstrate whether full intercourse took place?’

      ‘Yes, yes it did. I heard – well, em… Yes, it did.’

      Gus took pity on him. ‘Perhaps you can give a full transcript of what you can remember from the tape, at the end of the interview, without your dad present.’

      Jake heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Yeah, thanks.’

      Gus tapped his finger on the table and frowned. ‘Jake, what doesn’t add up to me is that you don’t know who either the mum or daughter are. The daughter was referred to as A in your conversations via FB, I can’t believe you don’t know who it is.’

      ‘Si wouldn’t say. He could be really secretive. All I know is she’s in Year Ten ’cause it was Year Ten parents’ evening when he saw her. We were doing the refreshments.’

      ‘If he established a relationship with the daughter in order to get to the mother, surely you knew who it was? You must have seen him with her. According to our computer expert he only has male friends listed under A in his Facebook account and on his phone.’

      ‘Don’t know. Honest, Si was really secretive about stuff. Got the impression she was a bit of a geek, though. He said he joined some club with her but he wouldn’t say which one, just that it was weird. Maybe he told Matty, though I doubt it.’

      ‘Hmm. Don’t suppose there’s any copies of either the photo or the video?’

      Jake fidgeted on his chair. ‘Well, Si, like, sent it to my phone.’

      ‘So, it’s on your phone now?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Will you give permission for us to access the photo from your phone and save it?’

      Jake fumbled in his pocket and handed his phone to Gus.’

      ‘The recording?’

      Jake sighed. ‘It’s on there, too.’

      ‘We’ll delete both from your phone after we’ve copied them. Now, you stay here with DS Cooper and give your version of the transcript for the tape.’

      He turned to Jake’s dad. ‘If you’ll come this way there’s a chair in the corridor where you can wait, or if you’re happy to leave him here till he’s looked at the photos, you can get back to work and I’ll have someone drop him home later.’

      After saying goodbye to Mr Carpenter, Gus went back to Taffy. ‘Right, Taff, drop his phone with Compo and tell him to go through the lot whilst he’s got the chance and have him see what he can do with the photo to enhance it. When you’ve done that, I want you to sit in with Alice to interview Matty. You will take the lead on that, okay?’

      Taffy looked startled. ‘Me?’

      Gus slapped him on the back. ‘Yeah you. Use what you’ve just seen as a template and improvise to find your own techniques. You need to practise to get it right. Alice will make sure you’ve covered everything.’

      ‘Great! Thanks boss, appreciate the chance.’

      ‘Right, I’m off to interview a head teacher.’
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      Can’t stand much more of this. Freezing and hungry, but what’s worse is the not knowing. Anything could be happening out there and I just don’t frigging know.

      I pace the room – six giant steps this way and eight giant steps that way. How many baby steps? Fucked if I know. I’m not playing What’s The Time, Mr Wolf? on my own. No chance. Bad enough when we used to do it at primary school. Me? I preferred Kiss, Cuddle or Torture? Wonder what psycho thought that one up? I loved it though. Loved the torture… until the teacher told me off for being too rough with the girls. They asked for it, though. They chose torture… I just carried it out. Remember Jessie Graham? Little fucking bitch said torture, so I pinched her nipples. That’s torture, right? You’d think I’d done summat wrong the way her mum moaned on and on – fuck’s sake it was only a game. Waved bye-bye to another fucking foster family with that one, didn’t I?

      That’s the thing. They give you a label and then you’re stuck with it. I was the kid nobody wanted. The kid who picked on girls. The smelly weirdo with no mum. Soon as they make you a non-child – a monster – then it’s easy for them to do what they like with you. Too fucking easy. Well, some of them found out the hard way, didn’t they?

      Wish I was at home though, in my own bed. Should’ve brought my duvet – wasn’t the plan though. Could’ve brought something else. Feel like I’ve got scabies again. Scratch, scratch, scratch, every two seconds. Got them once when I was little – itchy as fuck!

      Shut up, Simon!

      It had to be the blanket. Had to make sure. Had to stick to the plan. Wouldn’t even moan about that girly damn fabric conditioner smell on my duvet. Fuck, it’s cold! Blanket’s useless and I think it’s got fleas. Nicked it from the bitch’s garage, so it might have. Maybe her old man used it for the horses or something. Just my luck.

      Now, I’ve thought about it, it’s worse than when I had a pot on my ankle. Nearly got caught that time. Shouldn’t have jumped off the roof. Only just got away before they arrived, I could hear the sirens getting louder as I skirted round the back and down towards the viaduct where I’d left the van. Surprised the parents didn’t smell it on me when I got home. The pair of them are stupid though. Unless it’s about them, they don’t notice owt – too busy shagging and pawing each other. You’d think by their age they’d have got over that shit, wouldn’t you? What a fucking adrenalin rush it was, though. Perfect timing, perfect execution… until I fell, that is. Ha ha! It was great.

      I bang my fist to my forehead. What a plonker! What am I thinking. Didn’t I pack some clothes in my rucksack? Where is it? Under the bed. I pull it out and unzip it, shoving my hands down to the plastic bag at the bottom. Like it’s a huge Christmas present

      ‘La la la X-mas trees, X-mas gifts, da da da, X-mas snow, X-mas bells, X-Men! La la la, da da da, dum, dum, dum… Christmas.’

      Pulling the bag past my money and tins and stuff, I open it, just a little at first. I press my nose to the opening. Bliss! Fabric conditioner! Poofy, but who the fuck cares? I’ll get changed and then I’ll have a sandwich. Don’t really need the freezer box. At least it’ll stop mice from eating my supplies.

      Aw no… not again.

      ‘Stop it, Simon. Focus on something else… not the rats. The clothes. Put your joggers on, they’ll be comfy. And your big sweatshirt. The brown one.’

      I bundle my dirty clothes together and drop them on top of the clothes I’d worn at the party. Won’t be needing them again. Got plenty money to buy more, anyway. Stupid cow never noticed odd bits of jewellery going missing. If they notice now, they’ll put it down to the party. Pure fucking genius!

      Brilliant – socks. Thick ones. Aw, nice. Soft and clean… fucking crotch is itchy though. Fleas? Nah, sweat. I dip my hand down, scratch and sniff. Fucking cheesy or what? Joggers on, sweatshirt on. Tuna sandwich, here I come!
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      ‘Gus, you’ve got a visitor.’ Hardeep had somehow managed to get the code for the incident room and stood in the entrance, his fingers gripping the door, only the upper half of his body visible.

      About to put his coat on and leave for City Academy, Gus groaned and stopped, one hand in the jacket. ‘Hmm, who?’

      ‘Tommy Ache.’

      Compo popped his head up from behind his barricade of PCs holding a half-eaten Branston Pickle and cheddar roll in his hands. ‘I’ve got some antacid, Gus.’

      Gus blinked, what the hell was Compo on about now? ‘Yeah, you’ll probably need it, the amount of Branston you’ve got on that sandwich.’

      Compo looked at his roll, took another bite and shook his head. His voice was muffled when he spoke. ‘For you, not for me.’

      ‘Eh? I haven’t got a sore stomach, Comps.’

      Hardeep, the duty officer, cast his eyes upwards and sighed. ‘Bloody hell, if we’re relying on you lot to solve serious crime, we’re up to our ears in dog poo and not a pooper- scooper in sight.’ He looked at Compo. ‘I said Tommy Ache not tummy ache. He’s a friend of Gus.’ Then he looked at Gus who, with a pencil stick through his dreads, looked particularly gormless. ‘He thought I said tummy ache so he offered you antacid tablets. I’ve explained it to him, so are we all clear on this?’ He eyeballed the pair of them, as if daring them to question his assertion.

      ‘Now, do you want Tommy Ache or not?’

      Gus shuddered and threw the folder he was looking at back on his desk. ‘No, I don’t want Tommy Ache. Can you pass him on to… someone else… anyone else?’

      Hardeep smirked. ‘If you’re sure… You don’t mind him going over your head to his best mate, the boss?’

      Compo grimaced. ‘Oh, he’s a friend of DCI Chalmers too, is he?’

      Hardeep laughed, his large belly wobbling in the process. ‘Good God, no, I were talking about Gus’ mum. Tommy and her get on like a house on fire, don’t they, Gus.’

      It was hard to believe that Hardeep could find any more smirk, but he managed it somehow.

      Gus rolled his chair away from his desk and over to the coffee machine. ‘Yes, “house on fire” is a good way of describing their friendship.   Tommy Ache’s his nickname – from his time at her Majesty’s Pleasure.  My mum’s got him embroiled in her latest artistic hobby.’ Shuddering at the memory of his mum’s life drawing of Tommy Ache that had been re-located from its original position at the top of the stairs to the dining room, Gus sighed. The last thing he needed was to spend time right now with Tommy Ache. Unfortunately, he knew it would all pass much less painfully if he just bit the bullet and got it over with.

      Hardeep winked at Compo, who was now licking Branston from his fingertips.

      ‘Bloody life drawing, Comps. Can you believe it?’

      ‘You mean in the scuddy, like?’

      Gus slurped his coffee, agitation sending his hair bouncing erratically over his head. ‘Exactly.’

      Compo looked puzzled. ‘What’s that got to do with Tommy Ache, though?’

      Gus sighed and laid a hand over his eyes. ‘Oh Compo, if you only knew.’

      ‘Well go on then lad, tell us,’ urged Hardeep from the door.

      Gus scowled at him as Compo clicked his fingers.

      Then in a lightbulb moment, Compo grinned. ‘Oh yeah. I were there the day she showed us that painting. Right good Yorkshire puds your mum makes, Gus.’ Compo’s eyes glazed over and Gus shook his head. How anyone could rate his mum’s cooking was beyond him, but her Yorkshire puddings? Seriously? And how could Compo remember more about those Yorkshire puds than the damn monstrosity he had to look at every time they sat down to eat? Mind-blowing, truly mind-blowing.

      Alice joined him by the coffee machine, giggling. ‘So why’s it still bothering you so much? I thought you and your dad convinced her to put it at the top of the stairs?’

      Gus jumped to his feet, his eyes wide open and his hands gesticulating widely. ‘Why is it bothering me? I’ll bloody tell you. She’s gone and moved the bloody thing and mounted it in the bloody dining room, in pride of place right above the fireplace. Right opposite where I sit for Sunday dinner.’

      Gus turned to Compo. ‘So, now, not only do I have to contend with my mother’s god-awful cooking, I also have to chomp my way through her meat and two veg whilst trying to avoid seeing Tommy Ache’s meat and two veg. Could bloody Sunday lunch at home get any worse?’

      Catching Hardeep’s eye, Gus groaned. ‘Okay, okay. Send him up, then, might as well get it over with.’

      Tommy strode over, stretched up and embraced Gus in a hug with a two-cheeked kiss.’ ‘Gus, my lad, look at you. You get more handsome every day. Just like your mother.’

      Gus cringed, but managed to smile and offered him a coffee. Tommy undid his jacket and carefully hung it across the back of the chair before sitting down on the chair and tugging it till it was as far under the desk as it would go. Gus, feeling Tommy’s knees brush his, pushed his chair slightly away. ‘Right then, Tommy, what can I do for you?’

      Tommy raised a hand that was missing the top half of his three fingers and used what was left of his index finger to tap the side of his nose. ‘It’s more what I can do for you. I’ve already given my statement, but I didn’t like the look of that constable. Too bloody uninterested for my peace of mind. Knowles was his name. Anyway, I couldn’t settle, feeling sure he was going to fuck up any investigation, so here I am.’

      Gus hearing the name Knowles could sympathise with Tommy’s misgivings; however, that wasn’t enough for him to take on someone else’s investigation, even if he had the time, which he did not. On the other hand, Tommy was insistent and if he didn’t do something, he’d appear every five minutes, thus taking up even more time. Resigned to the lesser of two evils, Gus sat back and switched on his recorder. ‘Okay, Tommy, tell me what you witnessed.’

      Tommy sat up straight and leaned in slightly to the microphone and began. ‘Well, it was about 6.25 am when I left The Turf. I’d had a wee bit too much last night and Jeffy gave me a blanket and let me sleep in the snug. Anyway, I proceeded down Emm Lane and then turned into Wilmer Road where at just before 6:30am, I saw it.’

      ‘Saw what, Tommy?’

      ‘Well, that’s just it. I saw nothing, ’cause it wasn’t there yet.’

      Gus opened his mouth to speak, reconsidered and closed it again, as Tommy continued. ‘As I opened my front door it was precisely 6:30 because my clock boinged once. It does that you know, one boing for the quarter hour and the full amount on the hour.’ He waited for Gus to nod before continuing.

      ‘Well, I was desperate for a wee you know, so I nipped to the kitchen, popped the kettle on, then had a wee, then I went to the living room to open the curtains. That’s when I saw it.’

      ‘Saw what exactly, Tommy?’

      ‘Right where I put the bins. It was right there, like a tangle of summat. So I got me specs out and that’s when I saw it was a girl. I ran out the door, grabbing my coat, and down the steps to the kerb. She was naked. Covered in bruises and unconscious. I could feel a pulse so I covered her with my coat. Didn’t want the neighbours next door ogling her. Then I phoned the police.’

      ‘Right, so you already told all this to the other officer?’

      ‘Yeah, well, all except this next bit, ’cause I forgot in all the excitement, when I got to the kerb I looked along the street both ways and there at the Emm Lane junction was a van-type thing, light coloured, with its indicator on to turn right, only it didn’t, it turned left.’

      ‘Right, Tommy, well, I’ll certainly put in a follow-on call to the officer and see what’s come of the investigation.’

      Tommy clapped his hands like an over-excited performing seal. ‘Yes, you do that, son.’ He scratched his pate. ‘You know, son, I’ve seen that van before, just can’t think where.’

      ‘Well, let us know if you remember.’ Gus edged Tommy towards the door as he spoke.

      ‘Well, I’ll see you on Sunday, anyway, Gus. Might have remembered by then.’

      Gus frowned ‘Sunday, you mean–’

      ‘Yes, Sunday lunch. Your mum’s invited me.’ Tommy, oblivious of Compo’s sudden need to stuff his fingers in his mouth, waved ta-ta with his deformed hand and left, just as Sampson came in.

      ‘Sampson, just the man. Need you to find out a bit more about a mugging/dumping which that pillock Knowles dealt with this morning. Tommy’s got his knickers in a twist about it and I’ll never hear the end of it if I don’t cast a glance over it to make sure Knowles is doing his job. Follow up on it, see what you can find out and report back to me.’

      Seeing Sampson’s scowl, Gus patted him on the back. ‘I know we’re up to our ears. It shouldn’t take too long. Just get on with it. You’ll be done by the time I’m back from City Academy.’

      ‘Say hi to Ms Copley,’ said Compo. Gus, eyes narrowed, glanced at the lad, but Compo was busy with his PC. Need to stop being so damn paranoid!
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      It had been a major operation to get through the security at the front gate of the school, past the receptionist and into the ultra-modern office in which he now sat. Gus was relieved he’d had an excuse to leave Alice behind. No way did he want her knowing glances plaguing him for the drive through town; and he certainly didn’t want her smart-ass comments.

      This was the first time he’d had to consult with Patti on the job since she’d allowed him to interview two of her students whose father had been brutally murdered earlier in the year. The thought of seeing her always tied his stomach in knots, however, this was a little different. Instead of anticipation, his palms sweated with an emotion he could only describe as dread. This was new territory for them to traverse in their fledgling relationship and, after Gabriella’s eventual hatred of his job, he was reluctant to expose Patti to it quite so soon. Not that Patti was anything like his ex-wife. On the contrary, Patti was strong, independent and above all, seemed to understand Gus’ sense of duty. After all, she shared a similar work ethic in her own job.

      Bright, clean and very organised though the office was, Gus had an overwhelming nostalgia for the head teacher’s office in his old high school, Belle Vue Boys. True, there had been a faint smell of cigs in the air and a decidedly strong smell of ammonia as you passed the boys’ toilets en route for the office, still, it had character. Well-worn chairs with springs that pinged unexpectedly, bruising your bum, stood facing the enormous desk. From behind a scattering of stationery, papers and books, Mrs Matthews used to peer over her glasses at you. Unless you were there to be punished, she always seemed to have the time to listen to you.

      Ah, how times had changed. Now, sitting outside Patti’s office, with a smartly coiffed woman in a navy business suit clacking away on her PC opposite him, it was like waiting to discuss a large unauthorised overdraft with his bank manager. A discreet buzz warned him he was about to be allowed into the inner sanctum of Patti’s office. The secretary grinned and motioned for him to go in. What the hell is she grinning like that for? Gus shrugged. He was probably imagining things. Alice had wound him up so much he’d become paranoid.

      The door closed behind him and Gus found himself facing a grinning Patti. Heat washed across his face and he grinned back, all of his carefully rehearsed words fleeing his mind.

      She gestured for him to take one of the soft chairs next to a coffee table. ‘This is awkward, isn’t it?’ She laughed, warm and low. ‘Seems your work and mine are inextricably linked once more. I presume this is about the murders and Simon?’

      ‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’ Stretching out his legs, Gus took a moment to look at Patti. Sometimes he still had to pinch himself. How he’d ever worked up the courage to ask her out was beyond him. According to her, she’d all but forced the words from him, however he chose to remember it differently. Truth was, he knew he was punching well above his weight. Tall, intelligent and drop-dead gorgeous, Patti was also down to earth and undemanding. Like him, she was of dual heritage with a deep tawny skin tone and green eyes. Today, her hair was in neat tight corn rows and she wore a knee-length skirt with a simple blouse. The matching jacket hung on a coat stand near the door with a heavier jacket to the side. Underneath were a pair of wellies and an umbrella. He grinned. Looks like Alice was right about Patti and puddles.

      He turned his attention back to Patti. ‘Additional information has come our way, and although I’m not at liberty to divulge much, I hope you can help. It will certainly push the investigation forward.’

      ‘Well, I’ll see what I can do, of course. We’re all in absolute shock about the whole thing. What is it you need?’

      ‘Well, what I need is a list of any girls in Year Ten whose first name begins with an A.’

      Patti raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. ‘Surely you don’t suspect one of our Year Ten girls?’

      ‘No, no, of course not. We just think this particular girl will be able to give us some crucial information.’

      Without another word, she walked over to her computer and typed. Within a few minutes she had a list of all the girls in Year Ten and with a further few deft strokes of her keyboard, she had ordered the list alphabetically by first name. She turned the screen so Gus could share the view.

      ‘As you can see, we don’t have any Year Ten girls whose first name begins with A. Are you sure it was Year Ten?’

      ‘Well, that’s what I’m told.’

      ‘Hmm.’ She looked at the computer screen with a frown and then wiggled her mouse, pressed a button and the list re-configured before Gus’ eyes.

      ‘Aha, That’s better. I’ve ordered it alphabetically by middle name and we’ve got three now. Sidrah Ali Mukhtar, Jane Alicia Bright and Claire Ann Brown.’

      ‘Great.’ Gus was impressed. ‘Fancy taking over my job?’

      Patti laughed. ‘Not a cat in hell’s chance of that, Gus. I think we can discount Sidrah Ali Mukhtar. She’s always known as Sidrah – Not many Muslim girls would use the name Ali as a nickname.’

      ‘Can you tell me anything about the other two girls including what sort of clubs they’re in?’

      Mrs Copley tapped her fingers on the table, then leaned over and lifted her phone. ‘Can you get Haleema to come here ASAP, please?’ She turned back to Gus, ‘This is a big school and much as I’d love to know all the pupils individually, I have to admit that I don’t. I’ve called for the Year Ten head, Haleema Arshad – she’ll be able to give you more information.’

      As she finished speaking, there was a knock at the door and a tall woman with straight black hair tied back in a ponytail entered. ‘You wanted to see me, Ms Copley?’

      The head teacher shook her head and waved her hand towards Gus who’d stood up and now offered his hand to the woman. ‘This is DI McGuire, he’d like to ask you a few questions about two of your girls in relation to the unfortunate events at the weekend.’

      Haleema Arshad’s smile faded, as she shook his hand before sitting down next to him. ‘So sad. Those poor parents. Sue was a lovely girl. Never in trouble. One of our best students. Such a loss. And as for the Proctors, they must be devastated. I pray Simon is found safe and well.’

      Gus smiled and gestured for Haleema to sit down opposite him on one of the comfy chairs.

      Patti strode round from her desk and slid onto a third seat. ‘You don’t mind if I stay, do you? It’s incumbent on me to be here, when it concerns our students.’ She tilted her head at Gus, her eyebrows raised as if asking a question.

      A slight smile played at the corner of Gus’ mouth. He was quite sure that short of grappling her to the floor and man-handling her out of the room, Patti would be a difficult subject to oust. As the thought crossed his mind, Gus was aware of a slow blush warming his cheeks. What the hell was he thinking? Damn, he should have left this for Alice to deal with.

      Gus shook his head, ‘No problem at all.’ He turned to Haleema. ‘Can you tell me a bit about Jane Bright and Claire Brown?’

      She frowned, ‘Jane Bright? Oh, you mean, Ali Button?’

      Gus glanced at Patti. ‘Do I?’

      ‘Well you might. Ali or Alicia is legally still called Jane Alicia Bright, however, because she’s in the final stages of being adopted by her foster parents, we agreed, when she started here, to use their surname on the class register.’ She turned to Patti who was nodding. ‘You remember, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course, I just forgot it was that name. On the central files she’s listed as Jane Bright, although on the class registers she’s called Alicia Button. The adoption will be finalised before Christmas. I had a letter about it the other day.’

      ‘So, she uses the name Ali? All the other students and teachers call her Ali?’ When Haleema nodded, Gus continued. ‘What about Claire Ann Brown?’

      ‘Oh, Claire’s another lovely girl. Tries her best, not as academically gifted as Ali.’

      Patti cleared her throat. ‘I think the inspector’s asking if Claire uses her middle name or her first name.’

      ‘Oh, yes, of course.’ Haleema turned to Gus. ‘No, Claire’s called Claire.’

      ‘Okay. You said Ali was new to the school, is that right?’

      ‘Yes. She came in January, transferred from a school in Leeds. When the adoption was finalised, her parents wanted to move her to a school near their home so she could make friendship groups in the area.’

      ‘And has she made friends in the area?’

      Haleema folded her arms and sat back in the chair. ‘Well, to be honest, I don’t think she’s extended her circle of friends beyond what it was before. You see, the Buttons are part of a church called The Family Church of Christ. We have quite a few families in the same church and Ali seems mainly to have been friends with those pupils.’

      ‘What about Simon Proctor? Did she know him?’

      ‘Well, she may have known him, I suppose. He’s in Year Eleven so there’s a bit of an age gap there, still, it is possible.’

      ‘What’s she like?’

      Haleema glanced at Mrs Copley.

      ‘Ali’s a bit – oh I don’t know – eccentric, I suppose?’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘She finds it difficult to make friends. She’s very quiet and she’s always scribbling in a book. The Individual Needs Department have tried to involve her in groups. However, she’s not interested. Academically she’s very bright although she doesn’t contribute in class.’ She hesitated and again looked to her head teacher for permission.

      ‘It’s not really that surprising. From the limited information the adoptive parents have given, her biological parents were overly controlling and restricted contact with her peers. They hinted at some sort of abuse, but were reluctant to divulge very much as the move here was supposed to be a new start for Ali. The theory being, to leave her baggage behind with the adoption.’

      ‘So, she must have a social worker? Is she on the “at-risk” register?’

      Patti answered. ‘We can’t give you details of Ali’s social worker. I know she will have been removed from the at-risk register when she was deemed she was no longer at risk and the adoption process began. You would need to approach social services… perhaps even the family.’

      ‘Well, what are the parents like – the adoptive ones?’

      ‘Very involved in her learning, very supportive. Mum doesn’t work, Dad’s a vet. Does a lot of the work at York race course, I believe.’

      ‘How old are they?’

      ‘Hmm, Hard to say. I think she’s probably mid-thirties and he’s possibly a few years older. She’s quite pretty, dresses fashionably, and tries to get Ali to dress nicely too. I’ve seen them arm in arm in Top Shop looking at clothes, Ali refused to buy anything.’ She laughed. ‘Her mum was really disappointed, but Ali said she was comfortable in her jeans. Dad’s a bit quieter than mum, greying slightly at the temples. All in all, a nice family.’

      ‘Any other children?’

      ‘No, Ali’s the only one.’
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            15:50 Bradford Royal Infirmary

          

        

      

    

    
      Sampson was pissed off. Why did he have to take the girl’s statement, just because Knowles was an arse? It wasn’t as if he’d nowt else to do. After all, he was investigating two murders and a missing person. He shrugged and took a deep breath. Nowt he could do about it, after all. Gus said it would be good experience for him and he wanted to keep on his good side.

      A&E wasn’t as busy as he’d seen it. Too early for pub brawls and not late enough for the after-school rush. Still, a fair amount of blood, nausea and moaning as he walked up to the reception area to enquire after his witness. He was directed along beige corridors randomly dotted with bright paintings at eye level, into an asthmatic lift and finally to a ward where a pretty, yet no-nonsense, sister scrutinised his ID, before escorting him to a side room at the far end of the corridor. She knocked perfunctorily and entered, smiling widely at the girl’s visitors, her parents presumably. She introduced him in a far friendlier tone than the one she’d spoken to him in.

      Sampson looked at the girl and saw tears rise in eyes that were sunk beneath high cheekbones, coloured in varying shades of purple. He paused and frowned, wondered if he’d seen the girl before. He looked around for a chair to give the girl time to compose herself, and when he sat down next to her, he smiled at her and then at her parents. ‘I know this is difficult for you. I’m here to take your statement, love.’

      Her father ran great rough hands over his face and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘God, can’t it wait? She’s been through enough. Look at her. Just let her rest.’

      His wife put out her hand and gripped her husband’s arm tightly. ‘Gordon, they’ve got to act quickly. You know that. We want them to catch the bastards that did this, so they have to question her.’ She raised worried eyes to Sampson, before turning back to her husband. ‘Look, you head out and get us all some coffee, I’ll stay here with Jenny, okay?’

      As he looked at his daughter, his eyes filled up. Clumsily, he crossed to her bed to kiss her, then hesitated, seemingly when he realised there was barely an area of unbruised skin. With a sigh, he blew her a kiss. ‘I’ll be back soon, honey.’

      Jenny’s mum watched her husband leave and then held out her hand. ‘I’m Sally Gregg, Jenny’s mum.’

      Sampson shook her hand. ‘Thanks for your help there. It’s a difficult time, you’re right. However, we do want to catch these buggers.’

      He turned and studied Jenny, who lay with her eyes closed. ‘Can you hear me, Jenny?’

      Her eyes flicked open and looking straight at him, she swallowed with difficulty before speaking. ‘Do you know what they’ve done to me?’

      Sampson shook his head.

      Tears rolled slowly down her cheeks. ‘Neither do I. All I know is that every inch of my body hurts. I’ve got concussion, three broken ribs, numerous fractures, two in my skull, four broken fingers, a broken wrist, a dislocated knee, a fractured cheekbone and I still don’t even know if I’ve been raped.’

      Sampson glanced at her mother who held a glass of water and angled a plastic straw to her daughter’s mouth. Jenny sipped and attempted a lopsided smile at her mum. However, the pain was clearly too much and she soon let her head fall back onto her pillow.

      ‘I’ll tell you what I remember, though it’s not much. I got in from school, dumped my stuff, grabbed my bag and left.’

      ‘This was when?’

      ‘Around 4.15 Monday night. I walked up to Ali’s house and we had our tea.’

      ‘Ali?’

      ‘Oh, Ali Button. She’s a friend of mine. I was having tea at hers and sleeping over after we’d been to The Prayer Chair Meeting.’

      ‘The what?’

      Jenny’s mum offered her daughter another drink and explained, ‘The Prayer Chair is an activity organised by the Youth Brigade of our church. They take The Prayer Chair into shopping centres and towns on a Saturday and encourage people to use the chair to seek redemption from their sins.’

      Jenny looked at him. ‘We were meeting to discuss where we would go on Saturday.’

      ‘Who else was at the meeting?’

      Mrs Gregg handed him a piece of paper with names, addresses and contact numbers of all the group members. ‘I anticipated you’d need this.’

      Sampson folded it and put it in his pocket. ‘So, you got to the meeting at…?’

      ‘7pm.’ Jenny frowned. ‘It finished about 7:45 and I felt a bit tired, so I told Ali I was too tired for a sleepover and I’d just go home and really, that’s about all I remember.’

      Sampson read his notes. ‘Did you leave the meeting with your friends?’

      Jenny frowned and shook her head, ‘Don’t know. I suppose so. We usually walked together and split up at Ashwell Road near the top of Emm Lane to go our separate ways.’

      ‘You can’t remember?’

      A small sniff, ‘No.’

      ‘They’ve taken her bloods to see if she’s been given anything. You know drugs or something.’

      As Jenny began to weep, her mother moved over and took the girl’s hand in hers, talking all the while in low soothing tones.

      Realising he wasn’t going to get much more from the girl, Sampson stood up. Something niggled at the back of his mind, just out of reach. He took a step towards the door before it clicked. He knew why Jenny Gregg looked familiar. Although, covered in bruises as she was now, he could have been forgiven for not making the connection. ‘Jenny, were you at Simon Proctor’s party on Saturday night?’

      Jenny’s body stiffened and she pulled her hand from her mother’s. ‘Yes, yes, I was. How did you know?’

      Mrs Gregg stared at her daughter, her mouth an O-shape. ‘You were supposed to be at Ali’s on Saturday, Jen. Why would you go to a party instead?’

      Sampson wanted to roll his eyes, but refrained. When would parents realise that their kids only told them the half of what they got up to?

      Jenny’s mum, brow gathered even tighter, her eyes dull and a single circle of colour on each cheek, turned to Sampson. ‘Has she done something wrong? Why are you asking about that party?’

      ‘Look, Mrs Gregg, we need to speak with everyone who was at the party. Simon’s still missing and two girls lost their lives that night. Have you any idea where Simon is, Jenny?’

      Tears, coursed down Jenny’s cheeks. Like a toddler about to throw a tantrum, her head moved from side to side in denial. ‘No, No. I don’t know anything about Simon. I can’t remember owt, okay?’

      Despite the girl’s obvious distress, Sampson had the impression she wasn’t telling him everything. Memories of the footage Tayyub had taken showed another girl pulling Jenny off the table. He wondered if that was her friend, Ali.

      Deciding to report back to Gus before asking any more questions, Sampson said his goodbyes and left the room. Jenny Gregg wasn’t going anywhere in the near future and, perhaps, Gus could convince her mum to let her talk to them with another adult present. That would be the best solution.
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      ‘Eureka!’

      Compo appeared from the depths of his computer station like a bear from hibernation, clutching a sandwich of indefinable origin and wearing a haggard, yet satisfied, look. He moonwalked across the room, twirled and, realising he had an audience, glanced down at the floor, his ears pink. ‘Got a hit on the bikers!’

      Gus contained his smile. Compo’s enthusiasm was just the tonic he needed right now. Things didn’t seem to be going anywhere very fast but at least Compo seemed to have come up with something. ‘The floor’s all yours.’

      Compo looked at Gus, his ears becoming even pinker. ‘You mean, you want me to tell everybody?’

      By everybody, Gus took it that Compo meant, himself, Alice, Sampson, who’d just returned from Bradford Royal Infirmary, and Taffy. Not exactly an intimidating audience, still Compo hated reporting from anywhere other than behind his computer. It would do him good to venture out from his comfort zone every so often and this was a safe environment to test the waters. Gus leaned back on his desk, arms crossed over his chest. ‘Seems the quickest way to disseminate info, Compo. On you go.’

      Compo glanced round the room and then moved to the front, pulling at the bottom of his Beatles ‘Eleanor Rigby’ T-shirt and dragging his feet like a recalcitrant toddler. He cleared his throat and concentrated his gaze on an area far above their heads. ‘Used Tayyub’s video to narrow in on the tatts for the Blow Job Guy.’ As if realising how bad his words sounded Compo made an eek expression with his mouth and shuffled his feet.

      Gus had to admit the expression ‘Blow Job Guy’, wasn’t the most sensitive of descriptors, but what the hell? It was only amongst the team and it was clear which guy Compo referred to. As Compo hesitated, biting his lip, Gus rolled his hand in a get-on-with-it gesture.

      Standing a little straighter, Compo continued, rephrasing his description this time. ‘The guy with the skeleton dressed in leather and riding on a motorbike tattooed on one arm and on the other a skull-wearing a helmet with the letters FB interlaced across the forehead. I thought the letters might mean summat, so I cross-referenced in the dark web and found a bikers’ organisation called the Fugitive Bandits. It seems to be a less organised, more self-serving unit than the Hells Angels and has no links with them. It deals in drugs of all categories, has financed meth labs and imports heroin for distribution. Recent reports from vice show leanings towards grooming girls via the internet and possible child prostitution. Also, they have links to the bikers who rampaged in Kirkstall Road in Leeds in 2016. I’ll keep trawling to see if I can find a location in Yorkshire for these guys.’

      Taking a deep breath before wiping his forearm across his brow, Compo continued. ‘I also cross-referenced Jade Simmonds’ social media activity and came up with an internet name for our dude. Appears he’s called Hard Rock. Jade had been PMing him for weeks and from the printout, which I’ve sent to your individual PCs, she arranged to meet him on Saturday. She also mentioned Simon Proctor’s party.’

      ‘Any real name yet for the guy?’

      Compo shook his head. ‘Not yet. I’ve set up a cross reference with known biker dudes, circulated the tatts images to tattoo parlours and contacted vice. Shouldn’t be long till we get the bastard.’

      Looking embarrassed and uncertain, Compo began to make his way back behind his screen until Gus stopped him. ‘Hey, Compo.’

      He turned and Gus smiled. ‘Brilliant work.’

      Compo’s ears went pink again and a shy smile hovered round his lips before he disappeared behind his PC. Soon a tell-tale rustle told the rest of the team that Compo was comforting himself with food.

      Just as Gus was about to share what he’d learned at the school, Sampson cleared his throat and moved to the front of the room. ‘I think I’ve got something, too, Gus.’

      Gus inclined his head and repositioned himself on the edge of his table and gave Sampson his full attention.

      ‘I went to BRI like you asked and interviewed the girl. Her name is Jenny Gregg.’

      Much as Gus was happy for Sampson to have his minute in the spotlight he wished the lad would just get on with it. They’d loads to do and he didn’t have time for all this pussyfooting about. They should all just get to the damn point. He took a deep breath and released it, slow and long. He had the sense to realise that his impatience was a symptom of stress and, having no intention of going back to how he’d been earlier in the year, he took another breath and focussed on what Sampson was saying.

      ‘Seems she was at Simon Proctor’s party on Saturday. I think she was the girl dancing on the table, you know. The one that the other person in the hoodie pulled off.’

      Gus frowned. ‘You think? Didn’t you ask her?’

      Sampson flushed. ‘Yeah, I did… well, I asked her if she was at the party and she said she was. Her mother was in a right tizz about that and the girl’s well beat-up, so I thought maybe we could try and interview her with a non-related adult present. I reckon we’d get more that way.’

      Exhaling, Gus gave a reluctant nod. Much as he wanted the information yesterday, Sampson had made the right call.

      ‘Poor kid’s been beaten up and is doped up on morphine. The results of the rape kit have been inconclusive so she doesn’t even know if she’d been raped and she was near-hysterical when I was there. I decided we could tick that box tomorrow and just work on the assumption that she was the girl. I’m fairly certain she is.’

      Much as it would have been ideal to have positive confirmation that it was Jenny Gregg on the table, Gus agreed that there was no point on upsetting the girl when she’d just been through a vicious attack that could have left her dead. ‘You did right, Sampson. Now how does this tie in with Simon Proctor’s party, the two dead girls and Proctor’s disappearance? Connected, do you think?’ He turned and glanced round the room at each of his detectives in turn.

      Alice slurped some coffee and shoved a digestive biscuit in her mouth before replying. ‘Course it’s related. Too much of a coincidence for it not to be. Well, that’s what you’re always banging on about, anyway, Gus, isn’t it?’

      Gus shook his head in mock despair. ‘Banging on about? I think you mean I make the valid point that there is no such thing as coincidence in our line of work.’ He turned to Sampson. ‘What else did you get from her?’

      ‘Only that she was supposed to sleep over with her friend Ali on Monday night, but didn’t. I sensed they may have fallen out and that’s how they got separated.’

      ‘Aaah,’ Gus clicked his fingers. ‘That’s the name that I got from the school this afternoon. Ali Button’s family are involved with a church called The Family Church of Christ.’

      Lips turned down, Sampson continued. ‘Seems that she’d been at a youth meeting at some weird church or other to discuss Prayer Chair sessions in town.’

      Gus sensing that he was going to like Sampson’s reply as little as Sampson did, said, ‘And those are?’

      Before Sampson could reply, Alice jumped to her feet, eyes flashing, ‘It’s a fucking exercise in public humiliation in the name of religion, that’s what it is.’

      The room went silent. All eyes turned to Alice who stood clenching and unclenching her fists, her small chin raised, her eyes darker than Gus had ever seen them.

      He lowered his voice, his tone calm, ‘Okay, Al. You want to share what you know about it with us?’

      Alice gave an abrupt nod, gulped in some air and paced back and forth for a minute. Gus sensing she needed the time to collect her thoughts, moved over to grab a coffee. By the time he’d perched himself, yet again, on the edge of his table and was blowing into his mug, Alice was ready to begin.

      ‘When I was fourteen we lived in Southampton for a while. My gran was ill and she wanted me to take her to a church that had sent a leaflet to her claiming it could cure her of her cancer. Both my parents tried to convince her it was futile and that her cancer had gone too far. She insisted, but my mum refused to take her. So, I did. Every week I took her to the public Prayer Chair sessions; still she continued to deteriorate. The church, which wasn’t an official church, in fact, then asked her to attend three times a week. Against my parents’ wishes, I continued to take her.’ Alice wiped a tear from her eye. ‘I’d have done anything for my gran, you know?’

      Gus understood exactly what she meant. He’d never met his own grandparents but he knew he’d do anything for his mum. And never more so than after what had almost happened to her in February.

      ‘It became clear that she was getting even more ill and that’s when they started to do The Prayer Chair in private. Concentrated praying they called it. What I didn’t realise was that what they were really doing was convincing her to leave her money to them when she died. They were so skilful. Whilst I waited outside, they worked on an old sick lady until she signed everything away to them. Then, not content with that, they started to blame me for the fact that she wasn’t recovering. I was just a kid. I didn’t know any better and we were keeping it secret from my mum. They started to accuse me of having impure thoughts and doing impure deeds and it was those that were poisoning my gran and making her ill.’

      Gus’ chest tightened at the thought of what his friend had gone through. Not only was she trying to help her gran but she was witnessing her deterioration and being blamed her for it, into the bargain.

      ‘They told me the only way I could rid my gran of the toxins was to do a public denouncement of all my sins. They gave me a document with a list of questions about which boys I liked in school or if I liked girls. If I ever thought about touching myself or those boys. If I’d ever touched them, or kissed them. All sorts of private stuff that I gave them because I believed in them.’

      Sensing that the worst was yet to come, Gus moved over and put his arm round her shoulder. Alice shrugged it off and glared at him. ‘I’m not a fucking kid, Gus. I can do this. I don’t need you to hold my damn hand, okay?’

      Glad that Alice was still displaying some of her legendary independence, he held his hands up, palms facing her. ‘Whoa! Okay, I’ll just back off.’

      Alice snorted, ‘Yeah, right.’ She sniffed, ‘The weekend after that they took me to the city centre and they got their Prayer Chair out. The minister and his disciples went round drumming up support to see a “major cleansing” and when they’d gathered quite a crowd they made me sit on the chair.’

      She sighed, ‘That’s when the second biggest humiliation of my life happened.’ She glanced at Gus, ‘You already know the biggest one.’

      Gus inclined his head and she continued, ‘The bastards tore into me. Using all the ammunition I’d given them. They named the boys I liked and revealed my “dirty” thoughts in front of a crowd of people in Southampton high street. They ridiculed me and demeaned me and made me feel like the biggest Jezebel there ever was, that wasn’t the worst of it. Oh no. What was worse was that in the crowd, unseen by me at the time, were some kids from my school. You can imagine what happened on the Monday morning, can’t you?’

      Gus could imagine only too well. No-one was crueller than teenage kids. Alice must have gone through hell.

      ‘What happened to your gran, Alice?’

      ‘She died, Compo, and all her money went to that despicable minister. The thing is, there are all sorts of fake churches from all faiths setting up and appealing to the vulnerable. No self-respecting church would condone or initiate such self-serving nonsense. After my gran died, I went back every week for a while and watched them do similar tricks on vulnerable members of the public until one day, the police came and arrested them and took them away. Turns out someone a bit more savvy than my folks had challenged their methods and the minister was imprisoned. I think it was right at that point I decided I wanted to be a copper. Never again did I want to be in a position where someone could abuse their position over me… and I’ve only ever been in that position one other time.’

      As Compo opened his mouth to ask about that, Gus frowned at him and shook his head. Compo, taking the hint for once, shut his mouth and started working his magic on the PC.

      ‘Looks like this group isn’t the same as you encountered, Alice,’ said Compo. ‘Looks like there are new groups setting up every five minutes and the Church of England has its work keeping an eye on it. Seems the minister has come over from the states with the aim of recruiting families. Don’t get what’s wrong with the Church of England myself; my granny says they do a lovely funeral.’

      Compo clicked a switch and a video of a middle-aged man standing in the midst of a group of teens with an ornate wooden chair before them explained with an American twang that The Prayer Chair Project was a way of taking Christianity into city centre streets and to show that there was a place in church for the youth. Although it all seemed innocuous enough, Gus had never been a fan of missionary religious practices. As far as he was concerned, faith was best left for people to come to themselves and, where possible, he avoided the leaflet giving, prayer-spouting, religious folks that seemed to dot every city centre street.

      Things were becoming more and more intriguing. He’d make sure they interviewed the Buttons, the Greggs and the church leader.

      ‘Sampson, you and Taffy check out this vicar and his band of merry teens tomorrow. We need to find out more about them especially as Jenny Gregg was taken after attending a meeting with them. Compo, see if you can access CCTV from the church in Frizinghall all the way up to Ashwell Road, for Monday night between seven and eight-thirty.’
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            18:15 Tetley Street

          

        

      

    

    
      Steven Knowles had just about had enough for one day. McGuire was strutting around like a fucking peacock, issuing orders left right and bloody centre. Although Knowles had been relegated to data crunching shit for the vice team, he was still in earshot of DI Perfect’s comings and goings. It made his blood boil, so he’d decided to work to the clock for once. Actually, he generally did work to the clock. The only difference was, he usually didn’t let on to anyone that he was sloping off early. Today though, he’d made a point of looking at his watch bang on six o’clock, scraping his chair back and logging off his computer, before grabbing his coat and leaving. ‘No overtime for the likes of us,’ he’d said over his shoulder to the goodie Twoshoes who were rattling off files like there was no tomorrow.

      Now, under cover of darkness, he’d driven via the back roads to Tetley Street. Bound to be a skanky bit of skirt willing to service a copper for nowt at this time of night. Trade would be slow this early, so I’ll not be keeping them away from their proper clients. He smirked. Do them good to keep in practice. Limber up them jaw muscles before the onslaught of dirty old men descended for a quick one on their way home from work. Just as well he’d got there early. Last thing he wanted was somebody else’s sloppy seconds. He drove down the road that separated Sunbridge Road from Thornton Road and dipped into the wasteland area to the left as he drove down. There were no cameras here, and although the road was potholed, it was clearly well-used. The girls hung out round the back, off the main street, which decreased their chances of getting caught by the police. He knew from experience that unless they were flaunting themselves on Thornton Road before dark, they were usually left alone.

      As he’d expected, there were three girls huddled together, their heads bowed and the glow of cigarettes shone through the dark illuminating their faces. He didn’t recognise any of them and, to be honest, he wasn’t really fussed which of them got in his car. He allowed the car to slide to a gentle stop and waited. All three girls’ heads had raised when he’d stopped the car. He saw them exchange words and then the shortest of the three broke from the group and, hips undulating in what she, no doubt, considered to be a sexy appealing manner, she approached. Knowles snorted and lowered his window before flicking his cig butt into a pile of gravel. Looks like a fucking pregnant duck with haemorrhoids – good job I’m not planning on giving it to her up the arse.

      She leaned one arm on the open driver’s window, ensconcing him in a bubble of cheap perfume and damp air as she fluttered her eyelashes.

      Stupid cow will wish she’d left it for one of the other mingers! With a grin, he flashed his warrant card at her, relishing the way her face fell, when she realised she’d been nabbed. She glanced at her friends with an open-handed ‘What the fuck?’ gesture and sighed. ‘Okay. How can I make this go away?’

      Knowles smirked. That was the sort of business acumen he admired in these girls. They knew when it was best to just count their losses and give a bloke a BJ. Sound business practice, if you ask me. He jerked his head to the passenger side. ‘Get in, then. Let’s you and me have some fun.’ He pretended not to see the scowl on her face as she wobbled round to the passenger side, with a lot less swagger than she’d had a minute ago.

      Once she was in, he slid the car into gear and drove further into the derelict land mass before doing a wide spin and pointing the car back towards the entrance. Behind them the lights from the NCP carpark gave off a dull glow when he put the headlights out. He rummaged in the side compartment of his door and brought out a towel which he laid over his thighs, tucking it up and round under his buttocks. ‘Just in case there’s a spillage. Come on then, darling, let’s get those luscious lips juiced up, shall we?’

      Five minutes later, job done, Knowles pulled the ends of the towel from under his bum and wiped his shaft down. The girl was wiping her mouth, spitting into a tissue as she did so. In the confined space of the car, the air was musky, so Knowles cracked the window open an inch as she looked up at him a coy smile on her lips. ‘Was that good for you, Mr Knowles?’

      Knowles started to grin, pleased that the bitch knew her place. Then, he frowned. How did she know his name? He certainly hadn’t given it and she would have to have been some ace speed reader if she’d managed to catch it when he flashed his warrant card. He opened his mouth to speak, but she reached over and placed a vice-like hand on his knee. Her long fingernails almost piercing the skin. He grabbed her wrist and twisted her arm. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re playing at?’

      She pouted up at him, all wide-eyed innocence, ‘Don’t you recognise me, Mr Knowles?’ This time, when she said his name she placed a special emphasis on it.

      His grip loosened on her wrist and she pulled it away, rubbing it where his fingers had left a red mark. He must have visited her before, yet he hadn’t recognised her when she’d first approached. Reaching up, he flicked the inner light on and turned sideways to get a better look at her. Her emaciated frame belied the teenage chub that softened her cheeks and made her dark eyes look huge. His eyes were drawn to the love heart tattoo on the swell of her breast. She looked almost pre-pubescent. For a moment his heart skittered in his chest as he pondered the likelihood of him engaging in a sex act with an under-sixteen-year-old. Fuck! Surely not. Trouble was it was so hard to tell nowadays and he wasn’t one for asking to see their birth certificates before letting them suck his dick. Who the hell would?

      His eyes lifted back up to her face. Her expression was earnest as she studied him. Shaking her head, her eyes narrowed and her lips stretched wide revealing a row of white, straight teeth, ‘I’m your Stacey’s mate, Mr Knowles. Remember me now, do you?’ Last time I saw you was when you took me and Stacey skating at the ice rink. I’m Julie. Remember me now, do you?’

      A cold sweat erupted on Knowles’ upper lip. Shit. His daughter Stacey wasn’t even fifteen yet. How the hell could this be her friend? He recognised the name, though. Peering at the girl who’d just had her lips round his knob, the blood drained from his face, leaving him shaking. He could see her now. She’d lost some of her innocence along the way.

      He recalled Stacey telling him Julie’s mother had got blind drunk one night and dropped her keys. They’d found her the next morning, dead under a nearby bush. The irony of that story was that the door hadn’t even been locked. If she hadn’t been so drunk, she’d have tried the lock and got in. Knowles remembered feeling sorry for the kid, then when she’d moved schools, Stacey had lost touch with her friend.

      Julie was grinning at him, her eyes alight with a calculated gaze that Knowles recognised from his dealings with other desperate human beings. ‘Looks like I’ve got myself a meal ticket, doesn’t it, Mr Knowles?’ She laughed, a piercing sound that splintered the night air into a trillion fragments. ‘Unless, of course, you want me to tell them back at The Fort about how you forced me, a fourteen-year-old, to go down on your old man dick?’

      He reached over and gripped her arms and shook her once. ‘You won’t fucking do that, Julie. You know you won’t.’

      She flung her head back revealing a slender neck and laughed again. ‘You sure about that? Try me and see?’ With a childlike giggle she pursed her lips before saying in a sing-song voice, ‘Oh, I forgot. You already did try me, didn’t you?’

      Anger flashed through Knowles and he shook her… harder this time. Her increased near-hysterical laughter taunted him. He flung her back against the door and slammed his fist into her face before sliding both hands round her delicate throat and pressing. Adrenalin made him savour her bulging eyes as her frantic fingers scrabbled for traction against his strong hands.

      ‘You don’t ever mess with me, bitch. Got it?’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later, headache pulsing at his temple, Knowles parked up in front of his house. All the lights were on and nobody had thought to close the curtains. Stacey and his younger daughter were dancing in front of the TV. Must be on the damn Wii again. They were always on it.

      He lifted a shaking hand to his face and pulled his fingers from his cheeks down to his chin. What the hell had he done? How could he go in there and face them, knowing what he’d done? He closed his eyes and braced both hands on the steering wheel as if to ground himself. There was nothing for it. He just needed to get in there and put all of this behind him. There was nowt else for it.

      He’d just opened the car door and was preparing to drag his exhausted body from the car when his phone pinged. Using any excuse to delay the inevitable he pulled his phone from his pocket and saw that it was from Jerry. Wondering what had prompted the other man to contact him out of hours, he flicked the text open. As he read, his lips lifted up and he took a deep breath. What was it they said about every cloud?

      Feeling lighter by far, he got out of the car and moved over to his front door, a smile on his lips. Things weren’t so bad after all… well, not for him anyway. Maybe DS Alice Cooper would have a different slant on things. He fucking hoped so. He really did.
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            18:55 St Anne’s Road Mosque, Heaton

          

        

      

    

    
      Tariq didn’t know what to do. On the one hand he wanted to wrap his arms round Shamila and hold her tight. On the other, he was all too aware that he was in the mosque and that, progressive though this particular mosque was, he might be pushing the boundaries a bit too far if he was caught hugging a girl who was not his sister in one of the meeting rooms. He sighed and took a step closer to the crying girl.

      This was exactly the sort of dichotomy he and Shamila had set up The Young Jihadists to discuss. Their non-Muslim peers hugged each other freely as a matter of routine; in greeting, to offer comfort, hell – just because they damn well felt like it. Yet, some among their culture considered even the most innocent of physical contact between the opposite sexes haram. Tariq had uncles who refused to shake hands with women, even in a professional setting, and he couldn’t get his head round that. Especially when he knew that one of them wasn’t quite so circumspect on his weekly trips to Thornton Road. It wasn’t just the men, either. Some of the women refused to shake hands, too. What was so wrong in shaking someone’s hand in a professional capacity? These extremes of opinion within the faith elders made it difficult for the youth to ground themselves. To find their own way. To live within both their faith and the norms of their country.

      He edged closer to Shamila, whose tears had streaked her face with mascara. What the hell? He couldn’t just let her cry her heart out like this and not do something. He reached over and pulled her to his chest, wrapping his arms round her heaving shoulders and mumbled words of comfort. Her body stiffened for a nanosecond and she pulled her head away from his chest and looked at him through tear-filled eyes. His lips lifted in an embarrassed smile. He returned her smile and she rested her head on his chest once more. Tariq hoped she couldn’t feel his arm shaking.

      Despite enjoying the heady smell of her citrusy perfume and the lurch of emotion in his chest, guilt hung heavy in his heart. He was to blame for Shamila’s brother’s arrest. It was he who had told the police about Adnan’s relationship with Sue Downs. Shamila would be so angry if she knew what he’d done.

      She was speaking now, her voice muffled, and Tariq strained to hear her words, ‘He didn’t do it, you know? Adnan would never have hurt her. He’s not like that. I don’t even understand what he was doing at the party and why he was upstairs with her.’

      Tariq hesitated. How could he respond to this? Adnan’s been seeing her for weeks. I knew about it, but he swore me to secrecy? Or your brother kept secrets from you and Sue was just one of them. He probably didn’t tell you about the weed or the coke either, did he? In the end he couldn’t trust himself to say anything, so he continued holding her until a cough from the doorway made them spring apart.

      A hot flame of colour flushed his cheeks. Thank Allah, it was only Shiraz. Thrusting his hands in his pockets, whilst Shamila turned away and tried to rectify the damage to her make-up with a tissue and a small mirror, Tariq said, ‘You okay?’

      Shiraz snorted and, his gaze flitting round the room, focussing on anything except Shamila, said, ‘You okay, Sham? Heard about Adnan. Sucks, dun’t it?’

      Shamila straightened her back, walked over to the table, pulled out a chair and sat down, her hands sifting through a sheaf of papers she’d put there earlier. When she spoke, her voice was resolute, making it clear she did not want to discuss her brother. ‘Yeah, it does. He didn’t do it and they’ll soon prove that, so let’s just get on with this meeting. Where is everybody?’

      She’d no sooner asked the question, when the door opened again and a line of teenagers drifted in. Tariq hoped Shamila hadn’t noticed the nervous glances each of them sent her way. It was clear they’d all heard about Adnan. They’d more than likely have been talking about it ad infinitum since the news broke. Each of them would have their own perspective on it, although most, he hoped, would realise that, Adnan, despite being an idiot some of the time, was at heart a good lad. He wouldn’t have killed Sue. Tariq knew he’d been besotted by her, trailing after her like a lovesick puppy. He tried to still the insistent thought that The Crossbow Cannibal hadn’t been on the police’s radar either… until he had.

      As they sat down, some slouching over the table, hoodies up over their head, some with prayer hats on ready to pray after the meeting, he smiled. He was proud of the group he and Shamila had created. It encompassed a range of kids from the area all with different views of Islam and how they could keep their faith and yet live within the wider communities. There had been, from the start, a tacit agreement that they wanted to be part of a wider society. Not just this little neck of the woods here in Bradford Nine. The discussions had been heated at times, yet Shamila’s quiet persistence had made them confront and discuss things they hadn’t been able to before. That was why they’d asked Tayyub to record Simon’s party. They wanted to experience the sort of parties the white kids had. See what they did, how they behaved when they were drunk.

      Mind you, glancing round at some of the lads, Tariq knew fine and well that some of them had experienced a lot of those things for themselves. His gaze rested on their youngest member, fourteen-year old Zarqa. Her dad ran Mo’s Sa’MOsas on Oak Lane.

      Zarqa had been quiet for a few weeks now and today she looked pale and distracted, as if she wasn’t really with them. He hoped things were okay with her. He’d make a point of asking her at the end of the meeting.

      ‘So, we can’t see Tayyub’s recording as the police have confiscated it. Beside which, when we’ve got two girls dead and with Simon still missing, it would be in bad taste to talk about it tonight, anyway,’ said Shamila.

      Shiraz snorted, ‘Yeah, especially since your brother’s the number one suspect for one of the murders. Maybe Adnan’s bumped off Simon, too?’

      The rest of the room gasped as Shamila turned to Shiraz, but before she could answer, Zarqa, lifted from her reverie, swung in her chair towards Shiraz. ‘That’s not funny, Shiraz, and you know it. You’re a dick!’

      ‘Who you calling a dick, Zarqa? Butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, huh? What about your mother? We’ve all heard about her, haven’t we, lads?’

      ‘Aw, shut up Shiraz, you’re well out of line,’ said Liaqat, casting a nervous glance towards Zarqa as she jumped to her feet, and shouldered her way past Shiraz.

      Wrenching the door open, she turned. ‘You know summat, Shiraz? You’re an idiot.’

      As the door slammed behind her, Tariq thought that the thud signalled the beginning of the end of their group and he wanted to run after Zarqa and replay the entire conversation without Shiraz’s taunting words.

      For a moment there was silence and then Shamila stood up, rested her knuckles on the table and, glaring at Shiraz, she addressed the entire group. ‘Anyone else got any wisecracks like that one?’
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            20:05 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Throwing the incident room door open so forcefully that it banged against the wall, ricocheting and almost hitting her in the face as she marched through, Nancy Chalmers yelled, ‘Gus!’

      Jolting upright, Gus jerked his neck and cursing under his breath, he scowled at Nancy. Couldn’t she have entered like a normal person? There was no need for her to storm in like a whirlwind, making everyone jump. A quick glance round the room told him that, in fact, he’d been the only one affected by Nancy’s entrance. Everyone else was intent on their jobs and hadn’t even glanced up. Gus, on the other hand, had been so focussed on the crime board that her entrance had surprised him. He told himself that it was nothing to do with him being on edge, yet he had the grace to admit to himself that the opposite was true.

      He’d been staring at the crime board, fully immersed in trying to work out what the connection was between Simon Proctor’s disappearance, Sue Downs’ murder and Jenny Gregg’s abduction, torture and subsequent release. None of it made sense. They’d more or less cut Jade Simmonds out of the equation on the grounds that she was a victim of the bikers they were still tracking down. Tayyub’s video footage showed that the bikers had left the premises not long after they’d forced Jade and the other girl to perform oral sex on them. Gus’ fists clenched. He hated misogynists and these ones took the fucking biscuit.

      He could still see the footage. Hell, he wished he could un-see it. The biker with the skeleton on the motorbike tattoo had grabbed Jade’s hair to try to rouse her, yanked her head right up and shook it hard before pushing it back to her chest when she didn’t respond. Not content with that, the bastard had aimed a kick at her legs which made Jade’s entire body lurch forward, before landing back into the position in which they’d found her. Had she been dead then? If that bastard had just checked, maybe she’d still be alive. He’d be glad when Compo had ascertained their whereabouts. Gus, for one, was ready to blow apart their perverted little faction. He looked forward to getting justice for Jade Simmonds’ family and, if one of them resisted arrest, well so be it, they’d have to use a little bit of force to bring them back in line.

      He looked over at Compo, willing him to have located their headquarters, and saw that Compo, head bobbing in time to The Boss’ Born To Run, from the strains drifting from his head phones was engrossed.

      He wondered if he should have gone to see Ali Button and her parents tonight, but he wanted to be sure he had all the details of her adoption at his fingertips before he went. When he’d contacted social services on his return to The Fort, he’d been told that Naila, Mo’s wife, was Ali’s named social worker. As luck would have it, Naila was in meetings all afternoon, however a hurried text had told him she’d make time to drop into The Fort in the morning to speak to him. Good old Naila. She was very perceptive and he looked forward to getting her perspective on Ali Button. He wondered if Ali might have been the figure who pulled Jenny Gregg off the table in the Proctor’s kitchen. Haleema Tariq had described her as a bit of a tomboy and Jenny had confirmed her attendance at the party and that Ali was the friend she’d gone to the church meeting with on Monday night. Yes, he was looking forward to seeing what light Ali could shed on things.

      Recovering his equilibrium, Gus glared at Nancy, ‘You gave me a damn fright. Can’t you be a quieter?’

      Nancy harrumphed, ‘Man-up, Gus. We can’t all scoot about like bloody ghosts, can we?’ She looked round the room until her gaze rested on Alice. ‘Cooper. You and Gus, my office, now!’

      Alice pushed her chair back and grimaced in Gus’ direction. Gus shrugged and shook his head. He’d known Nancy for years, yet he still didn’t think he’d ever get used to her erratic personality. Twisting the crick out of his neck, he sighed and gestured for Alice to lead the way through the fug of Chanel that Nancy had left in her wake.

      ‘Wonder what you’ve done wrong now,’ he said to Alice, in a voice that was only half teasing. Despite her brusqueness, there had been a tell-tale tautness to Nancy’s frame as she’d marched back out of the room. Summat was up, of that he was very sure.
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            20:25 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      Jumping up, I pace the room. Can’t focus on my safe place. I’m going stir crazy. I stop where the girl had lain. There are droplets of blood on the floor. They were just visible in the dimmed lamp light.

      I start jogging on the spot, building up a sweat. Knackered. No energy… too weak. I walk round the circumference of my cell until I see where the ropes wound up. I’d thrown them in the corner and forgotten about them. I grab them. They’re stained. Curious, I lift them to my nose and inhale the metallic scent of her blood. My crotch twitches.

      Shaking them out, I hold one end in each hand, testing their length. It’s ages since I’ve done this. I start skipping… stumble… rope tangles round my leg, try again. Then, I’m doing it and the slap, slap, slap of the bloody rope on the concrete makes me smile. It’s like the echo… like a long-lost friend… like Matty or Jake, I suppose. A new feeling of resolve swamps me. I speed up… faster… faster… faster. I can do this. Everything will work out.

      Sweat drips from my brow, salt nipping my eyes as I flop onto the bed. It wobbles, thank God, I’m used to it now. Know it’ll withstand my weight. Do owt for some weed right now. Anything to pass the time. The exercise has left me shaky. Sweat’s turning cold and I shiver. In the distance, the church bells ring.

      Diiiiiing, Doooooong!

      ‘Ding dong dell, pussy’s in the well.’

      Fucking pussy! Pussy must be wet if it’s in the well!

      ‘Ding dong dell! Wet pussy in the well.’

      Must be about half-eight or so. Used to hate them before… the bells. Me, Matty and Jake couldn’t see the point of having a practice for ringing church bells. Now though, it’s comforting. We called them all saddos and weirdos before. Mrs Clements, my maths teacher is one of them. Wonder if she’s there tonight?

      ‘Hi Mrs Clements, don’t yank too hard… Wet pussy’s in the well.’

      She told me once that bell ringing had a special name. Fucked if I can remember it, though. Bloody waste of time, yanking on a cord for an hour. I giggle. Can think of better things to yank on. I hold the bloody rope near my nose with one hand, I close my eyes and slip my hand inside my boxers. Who cares if the fucking green light’s on – give some perv a treat.
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            20:45 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus and Alice, walking side by side, followed Nancy along the corridor to her room. It was like being a kid in school again, being transported to the head teacher’s for some damn nonsense or other that Mo had gotten Greg and him into.

      Gus grinned. It had always been Mo that got them into trouble. Not that they’d ever done owt too serious. On one occasion, Mo had convinced them it’d be a good idea to hide their teacher’s specs. Mrs Parkside had been livid; and when she’d found them in Mo’s lunch box covered in raita she’d been even more livid. Mo had been one of those kids who, when they were told off for anything, couldn’t help laughing. The more Mrs Parkside had yelled, the more Mo’s skinny little shoulders had shuddered with nervous laughter, which enraged the teacher more.

      What had gotten him and Greg involved in the punishment was that they’d stuck up for Mo when she’d grabbed him by the shoulder and dragged him from his desk. Gus could remember it as if it had happened yesterday. He and Greg had jumped to their feet at the same time and yelled, ‘Leave him alone. He doesn’t mean to laugh, miss. He’s sorry. Tell her you’re sorry, Mo.’

      Mo had been too caught up in the nerves of the situation and couldn’t stop his nervous giggling. Mrs Parkside had marched the three of them down to the head teacher’s office and left them there. Three seven-year-old boys who’d do anything for each other, silently sat on the wooden bench outside the office determined to take their punishment together as one. The memory gave Gus a warmth in his heart and he realised that, for maybe the first time since Greg’s death, he was able to remember him with affection that wasn’t over-ridden by guilt.

      Coming back to the present, Gus was aware that a couple of the officers they passed were looking at Nancy and grinning. Gus looked at her and saw what was making them so amused. Nancy was marching along the corridor in high dudgeon… in a pair of pink fluffy slippers. Gus caught Alice’s eye and the two of them smothered smiles as Nancy flung open her office door and waited for them to enter.

      Sure enough, the first thing Gus saw when he went in were her discarded shoes, kicked into a corner of the room. This was a clear indication that whatever had prompted her to leave her room and storm along the corridor to get them, without slipping her shoes on again, was something very serious indeed. He tried to remember if he’d done anything he shouldn’t but the only thing that came to mind was Alice slapping Steve Knowles. Well, he’d got her back on that one. No way was Alice going to pay the price for Knowles’ stupidity.

      Tucking her skirt under her bottom, Nancy slid into her chair and gestured for Gus and Alice to take the two chairs opposite her desk. Again, the feeling of being back at school prevailed, as he snuck a conspiratorial glance at Alice. I’ve got your back, it said.

      Nancy sucked in one cheek and chewed on it. Gus heart sank further. This was yet another of Nancy’s tells. She was really freaked out by something and no amount of fresh flower fragrance or soothing windswept Yorkshire Moors scenery on her walls was going to calm him till he knew what was up.

      ‘Spill.’ The word shot out more clipped than he’d intended, thankfully, Nancy seemed not to notice. Shit it must be bad! Had Knowles gone to the papers or internal affairs or what?

      Nancy jumped up and began pacing the room, the incongruous slippers no longer a source of amusement for Gus. He found he was clenching either side of his chair and made a conscious effort to relax his fists. Alice had one leg crossed over the other and despite her calm expression, the way the supporting leg jiggled up and down betrayed her nerves.

      Nancy, thrust her fingers through her hair and walked to the front of her desk. Placing herself equidistant between the two of them, she hefted herself up onto the desk and focussed her gaze on Alice. Gus’s fingers re-clenched. That bastard better not have made trouble for Al. He just better not have! However, when Nancy spoke, Gus realised that his fears had been unfounded for the reality was worse… much worse than he’d anticipated.

      Seemingly unhappy with her position on the desk, Nancy eased herself to the floor and got down on her knees beside Alice, grasping one of the younger woman’s hands in her own. Alice’s leg increased its jogging tempo.

      ‘I’ve had a call from DCS Machalski from Brent.’

      With an abruptness that surprised Gus, Alice’s leg stilled and her face paled. For a second he thought she was going to faint, instead she took a deep breath and moved her other hand to Nancy’s where she held her two-handed grip like a limpet.

      Nancy’s voice as low and calm, ‘God, Alice. I never dreamed I’d have to tell you this. Never in a million years did I think this would happen.’

      Alice swallowed and bit her top lip before giving a single nod for Nancy to continue.

      ‘The bastard’s woken up, Al. He’s fucking woken up.’

      Time stood still for a moment and then, Gus saw a single tear roll down Alice’s cheek. In an instant, he was off his seat and round the other side of the chair, his arms wrapped round her, holding tight. Alice shrugged him off and held Nancy’s gaze. ‘There’s more, isn’t there?’

      More? What fucking more could there be? Wasn’t this bad enough?

      Nancy flicked a glance at him and then patted Alice’s hand. When she spoke next, it was in a rush as if she was desperate to get the words out. As if they were scalding her mouth by remaining unspoken. ‘He’s blaming you, Alice. The bastard’s blaming you and they’re reopening the investigation. Seems Big H is changing his statement to implicate you. Says you threatened him if he didn’t back you up as opposed to Kennedy, and with Kennedy being in a coma, he decided to back you.’
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            21:50 Alice’s House, Titus Street, Saltaire

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice was in that cellar again.

      She could smell the sewers and the rat piss. She could hear the rodents scampering across the rafters and it took everything she had to stop herself from shuddering. She preferred to take the lead. It had always been her position of choice on entering buildings where there was a possible threat.

      Sean was behind her. His quiet footsteps keeping time with her own and the sound of his breathing, which again seemed to be synchronised to hers, was reassuring. Their intelligence was that Big H and two of his thugs were waiting to meet their snitch in the back of the cellar. The cellar ran along the bottom of four disused warehouses and was massive. A few dull lamps punctuated the dark with yellowing circles of light. Alice could see just enough to dodge the packing crates and detritus that dotted the floor. Sean had the easy job this time, because their team was outside scoping the place and would let them know if anyone else showed interest in entering the premises.

      Heart thumping in her chest, Alice was aware of the familiar pooling of sweat under her armpits as she moved, arms outstretched before her, scoping the corners as she moved, gun finger ready at the trigger should she need to use it. Up ahead she heard voices, deep and low. She paused trying to work out how many different voices she could hear, but they were too quiet. Risking a quick glance behind her, she winked at Sean and then continued. A huge wooden crate barred her view of the space beyond, so with slow deliberate steps she eased her way to the side and when she had visuals on the trio of men, she stepped forward, her double-handed grip firm on the gun and her eyes focussed on Big H. His fat belly rolled over the top of his jeans, obscuring his crotch area. It was a wonder the crate he sat on withstood his weight.

      ‘Police, hands up.’ Alice’s voice was firm.

      Big H’s two thugs began to run in the opposite direction from where Alice and Sean had entered. Alice let them go. They had a team at the far entrance, too, and they’d pick them up. On the floor in front of Big H was an unzipped sports bag. Inside were glistening bundles of heroin. Caught in the fucking act!

      Alice opened her mouth to repeat her earlier order to Big H when she saw his eyes move from her and a slight smile flicker at the corner of his mouth. Adrenalin pulsed through Alice’s body and a warning frisson shot up her spine. In a nanosecond she had spun round and dodged to one side. At the same moment a shot rang out and Alice registered that the trajectory of Sean’s aim was right at the spot where she had stood.

      Without pausing to think, she raised her leg and kicked out in one of her oft practised ju-jitsu moves. Her foot connected with Sean’s waist. He stumbled, yet maintained his hold of the gun which he pointed at Alice. In that brief second, Alice realised that his service gun was kicked behind him and the one he was holding wasn’t an official gun. She did a double kick to his waist which landed him on his bottom with the gun still pointing her way. Allowing her weight to propel her forward at speed, she flipped her gun in her hand so she was holding the barrel and then brought the handle down on his head with as much strength as she could muster.

      Seeing Sean was unconscious, Alice spun round and saw Big H, wheezing like Darth Vader on a bad day, trying to zip up his bag. She cocked her head at him. ‘Really?’

      He looked at her and then plonked himself down on the crate so hard that it flattened, leaving him flat on his back like a fish out of water. Alice slipped her cuffs on him, hooked him to a water pipe and radioed for assistance.

      In the time it took for help to arrive, Big H spilled all to Alice, who from somewhere, found the sense to caution him and switch her phone to record. Sean had planned it all. He’d wanted her with him so he could kill her whilst pretending to be the tragic hero who tried so hard to save her and yet failed. There was another exit that Big H and his stooges had built, leading up to the top warehouses and off to a labyrinth of back alleys. True to his word, his stooges didn’t exit at the expected point and later a makeshift ladder with a hole leading to the upstairs warehouse was found behind some pallets in the corner of the middle warehouse. Alice’s account, substantiated by Big H’s, was enough to keep her in the clear. She, however, had lost it big-time.

      Although she had no recollection of doing so, Alice must have driven home, for her Mini was parked outside in the street. A vague impression of Gus’ shocked face and his outstretched arms as he tried to stop her from leaving Nancy’s office lingered in her head. She hadn’t wanted to stay. Hadn’t wanted to hear their platitudes. She knew how devious Sean Kennedy could be. After all, she’d lived with him for two years and never once suspected he was a dirty copper. When she’d got inside her dinky little two-bedroom terrace, she’d locked her doors and drawn the curtains shut. The very thought that Sean had come out of his coma petrified her. He’d tried to kill her and he’d have succeeded if something, perhaps a sixth sense, hadn’t alerted her to the danger. She’d trusted him. He’d been her lover and her boss and she’d trusted him with her life, trusted him to have her back.

      How fucking naive had she been? She hadn’t seen it coming. Hell, only that morning they’d made love and he’d told her he loved her, suggested maybe it was time to make their arrangement more permanent and, like a fool, she’d believed him. The memory of how happy she’d been that morning made her feel sick. She rushed into the kitchen and dry-heaved over the sink until her stomach muscles spasmed. Closing her eyes, she slid to the floor and with her back leaning against the kitchen units, she rested her forearms across her knees and, dropping her head onto them, she broke down and sobbed in the darkness.

      When she was spent, she realised just how cold she was and, feeling like a woman three times her age, she pulled herself to her feet, ignoring the pins and needles that shot up her legs and into her numbed bottom. Heaving her leaden body, she climbed the stairs and, flinging off her clothes as she moved, she went into the bathroom and put the shower on as hot as it would go. As steam rose in the bathroom, she lifted a hand and swiped it across the mirror. Two dark, kohl smudged eyes stared at her from the depths of a pallid face. She lifted her fist and smashed it into the mirror and enjoyed the strange feeling of peace that descended on her when she saw the glass break like cracking ice on a pond, fracturing her reflection into a million pieces.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned to climb over the bath and into her shower, only then noticing the rivulets of blood that meandered down her fingers. She clenched her fist and, as if from a distance, studied the myriad of scratches that opened along her knuckles as she flexed. For a fleeting second, she remembered the girl Neha from their previous case. Neha had self-harmed and Alice had asked her how it felt. Neha had tried to explain the release and peace that each cut delivered for her. At the time, Alice had struggled to understand, now, however, she felt a sudden rush of sympathy for Neha, who struggled with this impulse on a daily basis. Standing, head bowed, under the shower, she savoured the warmth as it soothed her.

      When, at last, she stepped out and turned the shower off, her mood had lifted. Last time, she’d been a victim. This time, she was no longer a victim. She would do everything in her power to make Sean Kennedy pay for what he’d done. If he was no longer in a coma then he should be behind bars and she would do whatever it took to make sure that’s where he ended up. Big H was quite clearly hedging his bets. Maybe Sean had something more on the gangster and was playing that card. Whatever his game was, she wasn’t going to sit back and let him win.

      She was snuggling into oversized pyjamas and a fleece dressing gown when the doorbell rang. Alice grinned. Gus! He is so damn predictable… and such a worrier.
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            06:30 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus, hair bouncing like a mane as he stormed into the room, came to an abrupt halt. His eyes flashed at his team members, who had almost jumped to attention at his brusque entry. ‘What the fuck is this?’ He threw a copy of the morning’s Sun on one table and a copy of The Bradford Chronicle on another.

      Sampson, who was nearest, picked up The Chronicle and read the headlines aloud:

      Two dead, one missing and now a fourth teenager beaten and hospitalised.

      When will Bradford Police stop twiddling their thumbs?

      As Sampson and Taffy moaned about the headlines, with Compo nodding his agreement from behind a bacon butty, Gus glanced round the room. No Alice. He had told her to make a late start and, after yesterday’s events, he doubted she’d have surfaced yet. Between them they’d demolished a substantial portion of the Glenmorangie he’d brought round. Fortunately, he’d had the foresight to jog to Alice’s house, knowing he’d need to take a taxi home later, even so, she’d downed more of the amber nectar than he had.

      She’d spoken at great length about her feelings for Sean Kennedy and his betrayal of her, yet was determined not to succumb to the depression that had plagued her just after the event. She’d been grieving not only the loss of her lover but also the loss of what she had believed their relationship to be. Gus knew exactly how that felt. Gabriella hadn’t tried to kill him, she’d just left him for his own sister. What Kennedy had done to Alice was much worse and now the bastard had the audacity to try to turn the tables on her. At one point she’d yelled, ‘I should have killed the bastard when I had the chance. Now, he’s bloody resurrected he’ll think he’s God and will do everything in his power to make me pay.’

      With her words still ringing in his ears, Gus lifted the copy of The Sun newspaper and cleared his throat. Now that they’d seen the local headlines, Gus wanted to let the team know about the national ones, before they saw them for themselves. With everyone’s attention on him, Gus spent ten minutes explaining the situation with Alice and Sean Kennedy in detail to his team. Reassuring them that Alice was still on the team and had not been suspended, he cautioned them that this may not be the position for too long. He held out the newspaper at arms’ length with the headlines visible to his team.

      ‘Hero officer accused of attempted murder by maligned coma cop!’

      So far, they’d not printed her name, but as soon as the tabloids did, the powers that be would suspend her, pending an investigation. She was lucky, Nancy had argued the case for her continued employment until a preliminary investigation had been completed, citing the fact that a court ruling had previously declared Sean Kennedy culpable. Nancy had lined up a lawyer for Alice to see later on that day.

      Compo sprung to his feet, the indignation on his face diminished a little by the dollop of ketchup at the corner of his mouth. ‘That’s not fair, Gus. Not bloody fair. Poor Alice.’

      Gus raised one hand and, his expression betraying none of the doubt that had plagued him since Nancy broke the news, said, ‘This will be sorted out. Alice is not the villain here and I’m sure she’ll be exonerated before long. Meantime, for us, it’s business as usual.’

      He turned to Taffy and Sampson, ‘You two need to take a statement from Jenny Gregg. The Proctors have come in, so I’ll chat to them and, when Alice comes in, she and I will interview Ali Button and her parents. I want to catch them before they head off to school and work. We’ll also check out the The Prayer Chair minister. Compo, any word on that biker gang, or identifying those bikers?’

      Compo growled, shaking his head. ‘Not so far. Every time I think I’ve got something it’s encrypted. Vice have limited intel, too. They’re as keen to apprehend them as we are. They reckon they are the major suppliers of MDMA in the district and want a handle on them. I’ll keep on it. The thing is, in almost every biker photo we’ve got, their number plates are obscured and their faces are covered by bandanas. Don’t worry, though, I’m on it, like an Easter…’ looking round the room, his moon face broke into a massive grin. ‘Bonnet! You get it. Instead of car bonnet I’ve used Easter.’

      Gus rolled his eyes. What the fuck? Was everyone insane?

      A buzz from Compo’s PC had everyone’s eyes moving to the screen at the front. Since the last time, Compo had set up an automated notification to alert them of any new footage of Simon Proctor. As Gus had come to expect, the camera was directed at Simon’s bed. Although Simon wasn’t actually on the bed right then. Hope to God he’s okay, thought Gus wondering if this was the captor’s way of announcing Simon’s death… an empty bed in the corner of an unidentifiable bloody cellar.

      ‘Look, there’s some movement in the periphery – shadows… as if someone’s moving about just outside the camera’s scope.’ Compo pointed and Gus saw that he was right. As they watched, Compo’s fingers flew over his keyboard and he muttered under his breath.

      ‘Anything?’ Gus grimaced, suspecting that Compo’s expression held the answer to that query.

      ‘Nothing. Not a damn thing. Can’t break this. All we know for sure is that the footage was taken at around half-eight last night. This bastard’s playing with us.’

      The fact that Compo swore told Gus just how frustrated he was. Compo rarely swore and when he did, he never, ever used that word. Gus continued to watch the screen, Sampson and Taffy standing beside him.

      Simon entered the frame and shimmied into the bed. His lips were moving and he laughed a couple of times. Cracking up or talking to someone else? Gus suspected the former. Whoever held Simon Proctor in these conditions wasn’t someone the lad would be sharing a joke with, he suspected. When the lad’s hand disappeared under the blanket and moments later his head was flung back, eyes closed as his hands moved rhythmically just out of sight, Gus felt like the worst sort of voyeur. His instincts to turn the footage off were narrowly outweighed by the knowledge that it wasn’t only the people on his team that were privy to this most intimate of moments. He only hoped Mrs Proctor had somehow missed it.

      As the screen faded, signalling the end of the recording, Sampson moved over to Gus, an evidence slip in his hand. ‘I wanted to tell you this last night, but it was after ten before Mrs Gregg called me and I thought it could wait till this morning.’

      Gus took the evidence sheet that indicated that Sampson had sent something off to the lab. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Jenny Gregg’s mum was going through her daughter’s bag last night after I’d gone and found a folded piece of paper. When she opened it, she saw this.’ Sampson offered his phone to Gus. On it was a photo of a sheet of plain white paper with a crease across the middle showing where it had been folded. Scrawled over it in red was the word, ‘REDEEMED’.

      ‘She contacted me and I bagged it and sent it for analysis. Should get the handwriting results back soonish. The other lab tests by lunch time. Seems like there’s a definite link between Sue Downs’ death and Jenny Gregg’s abduction.’

      Gus could have kissed Sampson. This was real progress. Both girls had been at Simon Proctor’s party. There was no way the three incidents could be coincidence. It was all the more imperative that they speak again with Jenny Gregg and with Ali Button and her mum. Things were finally moving.
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            06:55 The Chaat Café

          

        

      

    

    
      The café was almost empty at this time of the morning and Knowles liked it like this. No hustle, no bustle and no trivial conversations about shite. He sat on one of the comfy seats, a croissant and a coffee on the table in front of him, The Sun folded next to his drink. His stomach rolled at the sight of the croissant, yet he knew he should try to eat it. Maybe it would avert the sickliness, calm it down. He grimaced and lifted it to his lips, but even the texture of the greasy pastry provoked a watering sensation at the back of his throat. If he ate it, he’d throw up. Instead, he lifted the coffee and took a large mouthful, ignoring its heat as it travelled down and landed with a slosh in his stomach. His stomach gurgled and his wife’s often articulated premonitions of ulcers and stomach cancer flitted through his mind.

      As he lifted the newspaper up and unfolded it, he noticed his hands shook. He laid the newspaper out on top of the table and read the headlines. So, Jerry had been right. Alice Cooper was in big bother, it seemed. Although the thought lifted his spirits a little, he was all too aware of the thunder cloud hovering above his head, waiting to unload its torrent. The thing was, he wasn’t sure if he could swim to safety this time. Wasn’t sure at all and with a sigh, he flung the newspaper on the seat, drained his mug and walked over to The Fort.

      Sergeant Singh was on duty and called out a greeting as Knowles walked past the front desk and used the biometric fingerpad to sign in. Knowles scowled and ignored the man. No time for inconsequential chat, today of all days. No, he needed to get upstairs and see what new incidents had been reported overnight.
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            06:55 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus bustled into the room, hand outstretched to greet the Proctors. ‘Thanks so much for coming in so early in the day.’ As he spoke, he noted Mrs Proctor’s gaunt expression and the fact that she didn’t move when he entered the room.

      Mr Proctor, on the other hand, paced the room as if trying to burn off some surplus energy. On Gus’ entry he spun round and reached Gus before he’d taken two steps into the room. Up close, Gus saw the strain around the other man’s eyes and a very faint smell of BO told him that personal hygiene had taken a secondary place for now. Mr Proctor’s clothes were dishevelled and Gus got the impression the man may well have slept in them. Mrs Proctor’s eyes followed them, filled with a vacant, almost deathlike look that suggested to Gus she’d been medicated.

      Gus shook Mr Proctor’s hand and guided him over to sit down next to his wife. As he sank into the soft cushioned couch, he looked at Gus. ‘Have you any news of Simon? Is it linked to this girl who was found in the road yesterday? We saw the headlines this morning and we’ve seen the footage.’

      Gus sat down opposite the couple. He hated these couches, so he perched on the very edge, hoping that he wouldn’t have to sit there for too long. ‘The girl who was found yesterday was called Jenny Gregg. I believe she knew Simon and, of course, we are investigating to see if there’s any sort of link between Simon’s disappearance and her being found. We’re working on the footage but so far we can’t break the encryption. As soon as we do, we’ll act on it.’ He knew as he spoke that his words sounded weak.

      Mr Proctor looked like he was about to say something, then he collapsed back on the couch as if he’d caved in on himself. Gus had seen these types of reactions many times before and knew that if they didn’t find Simon Proctor soon, his parents would break under the strain.

      ‘What about the footage of Simon that was posted online? Is there any more? Have you managed to discover who posted it?’ He ran his fingers through his hair and glanced at his wife, ‘Jane’s been watching it on repeat, again and again. You need to find my son. You just do!’

      Keeping his voice low, Gus outlined the things they were doing to locate the origin of the video before moving onto the real purpose of the meeting. He regretted that he had to ask the questions, however there was no alternative. It was imperative that these questions were answered, no matter how difficult it might be for the parents. Clasping his hands together, Gus made eye contact with both parents, eyes moving from one parent to the other in turn. ‘I need to ask you some very difficult questions and I know they will distress you.’ He hesitated as Mr Proctor took his wife’s hand in his and squeezed. ‘If I could avoid doing this, I would. Are you ready?’

      At last Mrs Proctor seemed to register his presence. She sat up straighter and her eyes met Gus’. Gus dived in. ‘It’s come to our attention that Simon may have been in a physical relationship. Do you know anything about this?’

      James Proctor frowned, and shook his head. Jane bit her lip and then in a slow drawl that confirmed Gus’ earlier supposition that she’d been medicated, said, ‘I wondered if he had a girlfriend. Over the last few weeks he’s been a bit secretive. Applying more deodorant and using the shower more, that sort of thing.’ She smiled as if that was a fond memory and then the smile faded from her face and her eyes shot up to meet Gus’. ‘Do you think one of those poor girls was Simon’s girlfriend?’

      At his wife’s words, James jumped to his feet and began pacing again. ‘Oh, I get it. Don’t say another word to him, Jane. He’s trying to blame Simon for what happened to those girls. Trying to say they had a lovers’ tiff and Si killed them. Well, it’s not going to bloody work, do you hear me?’

      Gus allowed the man to rant until he’d vented all his energy and collapsed on the seat again, before responding, his tone quiet and sincere. ‘The information we have isn’t regarding either of those two girls, Mr Proctor. The information we have relates to two different women. Can either of you give me any information on who they might be?’

      James looked at his wife. With a slight shake of the head, Mrs Proctor gave him her answer and he articulated it. ‘We’ve no idea who Simon was interested in, or even if he had a girlfriend. Jane just thought that, perhaps, he liked someone, that’s all.’

      Gus waited to see if James would add anything. He didn’t and Mrs Proctor’s face betrayed no emotion whatsoever. ‘The thing is, two people have independently corroborated that Simon was acting in a predatory manner towards a mother and her daughter. Two of Simon’s friends have told us that Simon deliberately set out to engage in relations with both a mother and her teenage daughter. Simon sent footage that he recorded on his phone of him performing oral sex on a woman, whom we believe to be the mother.’

      Gus took his phone from his trouser pocket and turned it to the Proctors. Earlier he’d snatched an image that showed Simon’s head and enough of their living room for them to confirm the location. ‘Can you confirm that this is Simon and that this is your living room?’

      Jane Proctor raised a shaking hand to her mouth and gulped, she reached out with the other hand, one finger extended to touch her son’s head on the screen and then as if realising what her son was doing, she jerked her hand back and closed her eyes. Gus looked at James Proctor, whose face had flushed tomato red.

      ‘What the hell does this prove? What’s this got to do with finding my son?’ Mr Proctor glared at Gus, his eyes sparking, his fists clenched on his thighs.

      Gus slipped the phone back into his pocket and shrugged. ‘According to our sources, Simon placed a bet with them saying he would have sex with both mother and daughter and from this recording and another we are in possession of, it appears that he did. Does this seem like the sort of thing your son would do?’

      James exhaled and rubbed his hand over his face, whilst Mrs Proctor sat, slack-jawed, staring straight ahead. Neither of them said anything, so Gus continued. ‘The thing is, the tone of his text and Facebook messages with his friends is predatory in nature. We need to get to the bottom of whether that was truly in Simon’s nature or if it was just bravado. We need you to help us with this. Anything you can tell us will perhaps shed some light on things.’

      Gus poured them each a glass of chilled water and, succumbing to the lure of the enveloping chair he leaned back and waited. James Proctor took a long swallow of water, his throat muscles gulping the liquid down at speed. He emptied the glass, refilled it and repeated the process. ‘Simon has been quite a challenge for us over the years. We adopted him when he was ten and he’d already had a very troubled childhood. He’d been abandoned by his birth mother and had done the rounds of various foster parents. His last set of foster parents sexually and physically abused him.’

      He paused and refilled his glass for the third time before taking a small sip. ‘He nearly died in a house fire at his foster parents’ home. His social worker died in the fire. It was suspected that the foster parents, realising their time was up, locked all the children and the social worker inside and set fire to the house. It was tragic. So you understand the trauma that Simon endured before he came to us. He was lucky to be rescued.’

      Gus thought for a moment. ‘Was this fire in Leeds?’

      James Proctor closed his eyes for a second, before speaking. ‘It was in all the papers, so when we adopted him, we changed his name. Gave him a complete new start.’

      Gus remembered the case. He’d been there when they’d pulled Simon Proctor from the blazing house. He remembered that poor mite. Didn’t even look half his age. He also remembered Amina Rose’s body being pulled from the house too, and her husband’s grief. It had been a terrible incident and nobody had won that night. Did it have anything to do with Simon Proctor’s disappearance now? Perhaps his childhood experiences had made him a predatory teen? On the other hand, was it even relevant? Gus reckoned that many testosterone-fuelled teens acted in a similar way to Simon Proctor. It might only have a bearing on the case if his behaviour got him into bother. Is his disappearance linked to his sexual activities?

      Gus, seeing that the Proctors had had just about enough for one day, knew he had to broach one other thing with them before he left. ‘I know you have a lot on your plate right now, however, I’m duty-bound to bring something to your attention.’

      Jane Proctor pushed her shoulders back as if bracing herself for whatever Gus was going to throw at them next. ‘The dates of these recordings show that Simon was fifteen when they were taken.’

      The Proctors blinked, clearly not understanding Gus’ inference. Gus would rather have left it for another time, a time when they were a little stronger, maybe even after Simon was found. However, he knew he had to tell them now. ‘Simon was a minor when these recordings were made. That means that if the woman he was having sex with was sixteen or over, she has committed a crime and will be subject to prosecution by law. You need to prepare yourselves for that.’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            63

          

          

      

    

    







            07:55 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus was glad to escape from the Proctors’ oppressive presence. He’d felt for them. Here they were not knowing where their son was and in the same breath being given information that was probably just too much to deal with right now.

      He found James Proctor difficult to empathise with, and looking at the desperation on Jane Proctor’s face drove a knife into his gut every time. She was unravelling and the only thing they could do to help was to find Simon. Where the bloody hell was the boy? There’d been no sightings of note, which made Gus think he’d been abducted. If he’d just skipped off to avoid the biggest grounding of his life, wouldn’t he have returned by now or at least contacted his parents? Gus wasn’t sure, although what he most wanted to do right now was confront the Button family.

      A text from Alice had told him she was waiting for him downstairs. He sighed. She’d no doubt seen The Sun’s headlines and was keeping a low profile. Bloody Kennedy! Why couldn’t he have stayed comatose? What the hell was he playing at? Gus passed the lifts and was halfway down one flight of steps when his phone buzzed. It was Compo demanding his presence back up in the incident room telling him the ‘doo doo had hit the fan’.

      Gus swivelled and texting Alice made his way back upstairs to wait for her at the lifts. At least she wouldn’t have to brave the corridor on her own.

      Before he’d even shrugged his coat off, Sampson, Taffy and Compo crowded round Gus and Alice. Gus waited till they’d each given her a hug before demanding to know what was so urgent.

      Compo, grabbed a piece of paper which had his juvenile scrawl in red biro all over it. ‘A girl’s body has been found near Cottingley Ridge.’

      ‘And?’ said Gus, ‘Don’t they think we’ve got enough on our plate?’

      Compo glanced at his sheet again, ‘They say she’s young, similar age to Jenny Gregg and Sue Downs… and she’s been stabbed. Maybe it’s the same bloke.’

      Gus sighed. Compo was right: another young girl found with stab wounds couldn’t be ignored. ‘Right, I’m on my way, come on, Alice. Looks like the Buttons will have to wait.’

      ‘Eh, Gus,’ said Compo. ‘Initial report indicates that she’s been doused all over with bleach. Reporting officer said you could smell it a mile off.’

      Well that was a turn-up. If it was the same killer, his forensic measures were becoming more sophisticated by the minute. Either way, Gus could have done without the thought of another bereaved family hanging over his head. All too often, the weight of a violent death of a child was too much to bear.
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            08:15 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      Cold’s seeping right into my bones. Bet they’d snap like an icicle if I fell over… maybe they’d melt and I’d end up a big watery puddle on the floor. I stretch over and grab the lamp from the floor and strike a match. It takes three goes before it catches. Don’t know if the box is damp or if it’s because my fingers are numb. Not like I don’t know how to strike a match, is it? That’s funny… damn funny…

      ‘Burn… burn… la la la fire fire, fire, Bradford’s burning, Bradford’s burning Fuck no water, fuck no water!’

      Wish I had my phone. It gives off more light than this poxy thing. Mind you, the battery would be dead by now and I couldn’t use it anyway. Last thing I need is the coppers tracing it.

      ‘Da da da – fire engines, fire engines la, la, la, set the fire, set the fire.’

      They must have found it by now. They can’t be totally stupid, can they? This’ll do though, as long as the gas lasts.

      ‘Fiii… re, Fiii…re, Fiii…re, la di la di la di dah!’

      I grab a bottle of water, uncaring that it spills down my front as I glug. Brain freeze! Drank too much, too quick! Throat’s sore. Must be the cold. Not many cereal bars left. I’ll have one now and another later on.

      ‘Pyre, fire, liar, fire, mire, la di la di la la la. Tyre fire byre, la da la da la di dah di la di dah.’

      A drip had started during the night. At first it pissed me off, it was like Chinese water torture, drip… drip… drip. I got scared the rats would come so I tried not to go to sleep. Must’ve fucking dozed off, though. Now the drips are louder and faster. Must be pissing it down outside. I laugh. Maybe I’ll build a boat just in case the dripping becomes a stream and then a torrent. Oh, not a boat, maybe an ark. No point in building an ark if I’m the only one on it…

      ‘The animals went in two by two hurrah, hurrah.

      ‘The Simon and the Simaroo, hurrah, hurrah.’

      What the fuck’s the line about the elephant? Fucking drips! I cover my ears with my hands.

      ‘Shut the fuck up!’

      I’d checked months ago to make sure that no matter how loud I yell or how hard I bang on the pipes or the door, no-one can hear. It’s a strange feeling. Especially when I can hear the bells and the god-awful dripping and sometimes an occasional firework or car back-firing. Fucking cars back-firing – yeah right. Bloody drug dealers letting their runners know the goods have arrived. Shit, the coppers are thick. You’d think they’d have sussed that by now, wouldn’t you?

      Wednesday morning now. How much longer can I put up with this cold and the incessant dripping?

      Provisions are getting low too. Only three cereal bars left. The other problem is the chemi loo. It was half-full when I swiped it and it stinks! Not sure what stinks worst – me or the loo. Huddling in the sleeping bag for long periods of time concentrates the smells… should’ve brought a toothbrush and deodorant. Can’t fucking think of everything, though, can I? I got the main things, didn’t I? The important things. It’s all over there under the tarp.

      Can’t decide whether I should do the last recording or not? Would help if I knew what’s going on. Should’ve brought a radio. Could’ve listened to local radio. They’d have been going on about it all, wouldn’t they? Maybe I’m famous? Well, I will be when I’m done, that’s for sure.

      Wish Matty or Jake were here. We’d have a laugh. Mind you they wouldn’t get what I’m doing. Wouldn’t understand. How could they? Everything was hunky-fucking-dory for them. Okay, so what? Matty had lost his mum – fuck’s sake, it’s only his mum, not like he was in pain or owt. Wonder what the parents are doing to find me? – Maybe they’ve gone off for another dirty weekend. Nah, knowing them, they’ll not give up on me. They’ll keep looking. Just wish I knew how long it’s going to take. I’ve had enough, now. Not sure how much longer I can go on. Maybe time to end things!
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            08:55 Cottingley Ridge

          

        

      

    

    
      There was always something heart-breaking about seeing a young girl discarded like a piece of rubbish. Without fail, it made Gus want to find the killer and strangle them. Seeing the body of dead girl at the bottom of a ditch, a stone’s throw from Cottingley, was no exception. She’d been rolled over the top of the ridge and would have ended up right at the bottom, if it hadn’t been for a gnarled old tree limb that had halted her descent fifty yards from the top. The indignity of this young girl lying head down, legs spread and wearing no underwear, made Gus want to punch the nearest solid object. The slashes across her abdomen intensified this feeling.

      Unfortunately, the nearest solid object was his father and no matter how infuriating his dad was, Gus couldn’t vent his anger on him. So, instead, now that Hissing Sid and his cronies had laid out plates for them to walk on, he helped his old man climb down to the body. The bank where the girl lay was quite shallow and meant that Dr McGuire and Gus could just about balance despite the rain-slicked grass. After a quick check of the body to declare life extinct, Gus followed his dad back up the incline, hoping that the older man wouldn’t fall backwards or they’d both end up at the bottom.

      When he’d hefted his substantial frame back up to level ground, where Alice waited, Dr McGuire explained his initial findings. ‘Ah’d say she’s been there overnight. Her hair and what little clothes she’s wearing are sodden. Och, and the poor bairn’s been stabbed, as we all saw, although, subject to confirmation at the PM, I’d venture that the stabbing was done post mortem.’ Dr McGuire frowned. ‘She’s also been strangled. The bruising round her neck is extensive. However, the cause of death is unconfirmed. The stink of bleach indicates possible forensic counter measures. Other than that, you’ll have to wait till the PM which won’t be till late this afternoon. I’ve got a wee old lady and a presumed suicide this afternoon first.’ He turned to Gus. ‘Did ye see the wee love heart tattoo above her breast? That might be a good way to ID her if no-one’s reported her missing.’

      Swallowing down the retort that sprung to his lips about not telling him how to do his job, Gus bit his tongue. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ Turning away from his dad, he hesitated and swung back, ‘How’s Mum?’ He asked, his voice low.

      Dr McGuire raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh, so now we’re allowed to talk about personal things on the job, are we?’

      Gus groaned. ‘Don’t be awkward, Dad. Just want to know that she’s okay. I’ve been busy, so I’ve not had a chance to drop in.’

      Dr McGuire leaned in and squeezed his son’s arm. ‘She’s fine, Angus. Nightmares are getting less frequent.’ He moved to take a step past Gus, towards his car, then stopped. He glanced over at Alice who was talking with Sid, her notebook drawn as she wrote. ‘I saw that article in the paper this morning. Am I right in thinking it’s her case?’

      Gus gave an abrupt nod. ‘Yeah. We’re keeping it as quiet as we can. If her name stays out of the papers, they won’t suspend her and hopefully she’ll get proven innocent before they have to.’

      His dad squeezed Gus’ arm. ‘You look after that wee lassie, Angus. She looks done-in today.’

      Gus turned and studied Alice. He had to admit his dad was right. She was pale and looked to have shrunk overnight. Her winter coat seemed to dwarf her already small frame, yet it was the hollows beneath her eyes and the haunted look that really worried him. He really hoped this wouldn’t prove to be too much for her. Time would tell. With a shrug he yelled over to Sid to attract his attention. When the other man approached, Gus asked, ‘You been through her possessions?’

      ‘Yep, no ID. Whoever rolled her down the hill chucked her bag on top of her.’

      ‘It’s not so much ID I’m looking for. Was there a note? Was her bag sealed?’

      ‘Yeah, zipped up. It were only a small one with a purse and some money in it. Nowt else.’

      Gus looked down the ravine and sighed when he saw the amount of rubbish that had accumulated at the bottom. ‘Get your lot to bag everything up and to be on the lookout for a note of some description.’

      If this was the work of the same killer, chances were he’d left a note behind and Gus didn’t want to risk not finding it. In this climate it’d disintegrate before too long. If it was there, he wanted it found soon. With a final glance round, he walked back to his car, Alice in tow. When her phone rang, he stopped and waited for her to answer, she looked at him as she spoke into the phone, ‘Right Compo, thanks, we’ll look now.’

      Gus was already pulling his phone from his pocket, ‘Another video?’

      ‘Yep. Compo is not a happy bunny.’

      They got the footage up on their phones and watched in silence as Simon Proctor cocooned on his bed seemed to be losing it big-time. The time stamp told them it had been taken less than an hour previously. This was getting more and more frustrating.
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            09:25 Redburn Drive, Frizinghall

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus was glad of the short drive to the Buttons’ house. He’d got Sampson to phone them to tell them to hang on at home because he wanted to interview them about Jenny Gregg’s abduction. It wasn’t ideal. He’d much prefer to take them by surprise, but he hadn’t had any other option than to visit the scene of the unknown girl’s death. According to Sampson, Mr Button had played pop at first, until Sampson had told him that it was either a home visit or a visit to the station, he’d changed his mind and capitulated, agreeing to work from home till lunch time. Ali and his wife would remain at home until after their visit.

      Gus had offered to drive, but Alice had insisted, saying it kept her focussed and stopped her mind from wandering. The previous night they hadn’t spoken about the probable consequences of Sean Kennedy’s allegations, and although he suspected Alice would have already worked out the implications for herself, he needed to be sure of that, yet he dreaded the conversation.

      Alice had chosen to back-track from Cottingley Ridge and into Heaton to avoid the inevitable traffic through Shipley to Frizinghall. She’d taken a left down Shay and Gus couldn’t prevent himself from glancing out the window as they passed his parent’s old farmhouse. With a jolt he saw that his mum was in the drive with the dogs, throwing a ball and laughing. As the car drew level with the newly erected metal gate, her head turned to the sound of the car and her small frame went rigid as she backed towards the house. Gus put out his hand and squeezed Alice’s arm. ‘Pull in for a minute. Just want a word with my mum.’

      Alice indicated and pulled in. She glanced beyond Gus and then turned to him. ‘Go on, I’ll wait here.’

      Gus got out of the car and marched to the gate. It was around five feet tall and had a state of the art keypad to the side. Bit like bolting the door after the proverbial horse, he thought, but he understood that it made his mum feel secure, and his dad too. Having been told, and forgotten the entry digits, Gus took a few steps back, ran at the gate and scrabbled over it, landing on the other side with a bump.

      It wasn’t the most secure barrier although, it did afford a modicum of reassurance for his parents without completely obliterating their view of the road. It meant Corrine could see out. Sometimes the monsters you couldn’t see were scarier than those you could and Gus had advised his dad accordingly.

      Smiling, all trace of her previous apprehension chased from her face, Corrine bustled towards him, all three dogs, his own Bingo included, jumping up at her side as she walked. Seeing his master, Bingo yelped and headed straight for Gus, tail wagging and his wet nose burrowing into Gus’ lowered hand. Gus petted the dog, yet kept his gaze fixed on his mum as he approached her.

      ‘You know you don’t need to do that,’ he said.

      Corrine shrugged. ‘Well, who else is going to exercise them if I don’t?’

      Gus shook his head. She was so infuriating. She knew exactly what he meant, and she was trying to deflect him. Scowling, he moved forward and engulfed her in a huge hug. ‘You know perfectly well I’m not talking about taking the dogs out. I’m talking about playing with them here, in the drive.’

      She thrust out her lower lip and pouted. ‘Look, it’s safe now. Your dad fitted the gates with the remote so nobody can come in unless they’re admitted.’ She glared at Gus. ‘Other than those who blatantly ignore the “No Entry, CCTV in Operation” signs and just vault the fence.’

      It was good to hear his mum joking like this. For a while, after what she’d endured earlier in the year, he’d thought his little mum would never smile again. He should have known her resilience would bounce back. After all, she had never allowed adversity to keep her down for long before.

      He bent down and kissed her cheek. ‘Just wanted to say hi as we were passing. Need to get a move on though, Mum.’

      Corrine followed him down to the end of the path and watched with a tut as he climbed the gate again and landed awkwardly in a puddle.

      Alice whirred down the passenger window. ‘For God’s sake, Gus, we’re not having a repeat of you ruining your shoes, are we?’

      Gus grinned – this was a reference to the two pairs of shoes he’d had to bin during their last case.

      Before he could respond, Alice was shouting thorough the gate to his mum, ‘You alright, Mrs M?’

      His mother’s face lit up as she saw Alice and she waved. ‘I’m great, love. All the better for seeing you two. Come for lunch on Sunday.’

      Gus groaned. The way this case was shaping up, he didn’t think he’d be having Sunday lunch for weeks – which, on reflection, could be a good thing as his mother’s cooking was always on the overdone side. Climbing back into the car he was pleased to see Alice smiling, until he remembered he still had to broach the subject of possible consequences of Sean Kennedy’s accusations. As Alice negotiated the winding drive past Heaton Woods, he watched the reflection of sun shimmering through the last of the autumn leaves.

      When she hit the main road, he angled his body so he was half facing her. ‘Al, I know you’ve more than likely considered this, but I just wanted to be sure. You do realise the implications of that bastard’s accusations, don’t you?’

      In the unladylike way Gus was well familiar with, Alice snorted. Her knuckles whitened for a mere second as she gripped the wheel tighter before returning to their former pinkish tinge. Hearing her swallow and then clear her throat, Gus waited.

      Braking, to let some of the St Bede’s children cross the road, Alice looked at him and winked. ‘You mean that, if I can’t find a way to refute what he and Big H say, I could end up locked up for a good few years?’

      Gus sighed. ‘It won’t come to that. Nobody will believe those two over you. However, Nancy has been told that if your name hits the tabloids then you will be suspended until further notice. At the minute, they’re doing an initial investigation, but you may be asked to hand over your badge anyway in the next few days.’

      Alice gave a single nod. ‘Well then, we better get this shit cleared up pronto then, hadn’t we?’ She negotiated her way round a cyclist and drove on till they reached the Buttons’ house.

      The old Victorian semis were spaced well apart and in the Buttons’ drive stood two newish Audis. Not short of a bob or two then, was Gus’ immediate thought. Walking up the short path to the front door, he saw the blinds move a little and wondered who was so nervous about their visit they’d positioned themselves near the window. He reckoned it wouldn’t be Mr Button, at any rate.

      Alice pressed the door bell and a faint tune drifted through the double-glazed door to them. Seconds later it opened, revealing a teenage girl in a City Academy school uniform. Her hair fell in long curling strands down either side of her face, making her already long face seem even longer. Over the top of her uniform she wore a hoodie. Each of the sleeves were pulled down over her palms and were nipped in place by her curled-up fingers. Without a word, she stepped back and, as Gus stepped forward, he saw a woman lurking by what must be the living room door. He passed the girl and stretched out his hand holding this warrant card to the woman. ‘Hi, Mrs Button. I’m DI Gus McGuire, we’d like to talk to you and your daughter about Jenny Gregg’s abduction.’ He turned and studied the girl who, having closed the door, now stood behind Alice. The girl’s gaze landed on Gus and then flitted to her mother’s face before moving back to Gus again.

      ‘Is your husband in? Detective Sampson, whom you spoke to earlier, indicated that he wanted to be present during the interview.’

      Wringing her hands together, Mrs Button moved towards them. ‘Yes, hold on, I’ll call him. Why don’t you both go into the living room and sit down.’

      The room was over-warm and Gus shrugged off his fisherman’s jacket as he took in his surroundings. The cream carpet was plush. The throw, draped casually over the suite, and the cushions dotted around the room, matched the foliage on the curtains. Four canvases depicting a vase of flowers cut in four, were positioned with mathematical precision on the main wall. The absence of a TV was the first thing that struck Gus. Then he remembered, from his research, that the use of TV was frowned upon by the Button’s church. A bible was laid open on a stand next to the couch, as if someone had just been studying it. On the other walls, photographs of Mrs Button and Ali with a bald man who must be Mr Button were displayed. All of them were recent and ranged from a trip to what, judging by the large cross in the background and the Family Church of Christ slogan on their T-shirts, was a Christian convention, to a zoo and to a theme park. All quite normal family snaps, if you ignored the fact they were all dated no more than a year previously.

      As Mr Button entered, Gus turned round and introduced himself and Alice again. Where his wife was slender and dressed in casual clothes, Mr Button was tall and broad, in a suit and shirt that stretched over his protruding beer belly. He had the bluff manner of a busy man, ‘Sit down, sit down,’ and he waved his arms, ushering them to sit. He slapped an arm round his daughter’s shoulders and Gus saw her jump and then smile as her father guided her over to sit on the couch beside him. Ali, despite seeming to be a little cowed in the over-exuberant presence of her adoptive father, seemed happy to sit beside him. Gus remembered that his own father’s large frame had often been a sanctuary… a protection from everything. A place of safety. He wondered if Ali felt the same way.

      Seeing that Mrs Button still stood by the door, Gus spoke to her. ‘Please join us, Mrs Button. The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll be out of your hair.’

      When she sat on the other side of her husband, Gus laid his coat over the back of one of the comfy chairs opposite the Buttons and sat down. Alice, who had shrugged her coat off so it draped down onto the carpet, sat on the matching chair like a little elf, with her feet barely touching the floor. Leaning forward, resting both arms across his knees, Gus began to speak. ‘As you know, your friend Jenny was abducted on Monday night, kept overnight and then was found in the early hours of Tuesday morning. We need to know everything there is to know about what happened before she went missing. So, we need to ask you some questions, Ali. Is that okay?’

      Ali glanced at her dad and he put his arm round her shoulder and squeezed. All the time his eyes never left Gus’ face. Taking it as a silent warning not to upset his daughter, Gus inclined his head in acknowledgement.

      ‘So, on Monday night Jenny and you came home from school and had tea at your house, is that right?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Then what?’ asked Gus, ‘What did you do after tea?’

      Ali looked once more to her dad for reassurance and then began to speak, her gaze never once leaving Gus’ face as she replied. ‘It was The Prayer Chair Meeting on Monday night. That’s why Jenny came to ours. After tea we did a bit of homework and then my dad dropped us off up at the church for the meeting.’

      Gus handed Ali a piece of paper with a list of names on. ‘Were there any other people at The Prayer Chair Meeting or is this list accurate?’

      Ali read the names, thought for a minute and then shook her head. ‘That’s everyone. The only one missing was–’ she stopped and her gaze fell to her knees.

      ‘The only one missing was… who?’ asked Gus his voice soft.

      Ali, took a deep breath and glanced up at her dad. Then, looking down at her knees, she said, ‘Simon. Simon was the only one absent on Monday.’

      Interesting! ‘Okay, so what did you guys talk about at the meeting?’

      Ali looked at her dad. ‘We’re not supposed to say, Dad.’

      Mr Button ruffled her hair. ‘I think you need to tell the police, love. They’re not going to go telling anybody.’

      Gus glanced over at Alice and saw that she had tensed. No doubt she was remembering her own experiences of The Prayer Chair. He turned back to Ali. ‘I think it’ll be okay to tell us.’

      Sighing, Ali started to pick at the sleeve of her hoodie with the index finger and thumb of her other hand, ‘We were just planning what we’d do on Saturday. We were taking The Prayer Chair to City Park on Saturday and we wanted to do it good. Minister Evans says there’s plenty of sinners in Bradford that need to be redeemed.’

      Gus cast a glance at Alice to see if she too had noted Ali’s choice of words. A tightening of her lips told him she had.

      ‘We decided that I would be the sinner on Saturday and Alex and Jenny would be the folk fishers.’

      ‘Folk fishers?’

      Ali grinned. ‘It’s a play on the fishers of men – get it “folk fishers” not as sexist, ’cos we don’t just fish men.’

      ‘Okay, so what did you have to do if you were a sinner?’

      ‘I’d mingle in the crowd whilst Reverend Evans preached and then when he started asking for volunteers, I’d be “fished”. I’d go sit on the chair and recite my sins and everyone would pray for me and then I’d stand up and say how I felt lighter now I was sin free.’

      ‘What sins would you recite?’

      Ali shrugged. ‘Oh, it was all pretend. Reverend Evans gives us a script and we memorise it. We all take turns doing it every week.’

      From her chair, Alice piped up, ‘Don’t you believe in the Ten Commandments at your church – you know the bit about not lying… or was that Proverbs?’

      Gus’ heart fell. He knew where she was going with this. He’d had the same thought himself just seconds before, but he didn’t want her to upset the equilibrium. He glared at her, and realised she was looking not at Ali but at the parents, both of whom had the grace to look a little embarrassed by the question. Gus cleared his throat and continued, ‘Was everything normal on Monday night?’

      Ali continued picking at her sleeve, her head bowed as she mumbled a few words that Gus didn’t quite hear.

      ‘Sorry, Ali, could you repeat that?’

      ‘Said, yeah, everything was fine.’

      Gus pursed his lips, ‘Okay then. If everything was fine, why did Jenny go off on her own and not go back to yours, like she was supposed to?’

      Ali’s head jerked up, her eyes wide. ‘Don’t know. She said she wanted to go home on her own. That’s all I know.’

      Mrs Button jumped to her feet and moved round to kneel before her daughter. ‘There, there, Ali, calm down. Don’t be getting upset. Jenny’s fine now. Isn’t she, Inspector McGuire?’

      ‘Physically, she’s fine. As for the other, well, time will tell.’ He waited till Mrs Button had squashed in on the other side of Ali, before continuing, ‘Was there anybody hanging about on Monday night? Anyone who might have taken Jenny?’

      Ali shook her head.

      ‘Do you know anyone she’d fallen out with?’

      If Gus hadn’t been watching her closely, he may have missed the flicker of her eyelids and the quick intake of breath. It was time to ask one of his big questions. Keeping his tone neutral, he brushed a bit of fluff of his sleeve. ‘So, you know Simon Proctor well, do you Ali?’

      Ali’s head fell forward again, her hair falling over her face making it difficult to see her expression. Next to her, Mrs Button tensed and stopped stroking her daughter’s hair for a mere second, before recommencing the soothing motion.

      ‘Yes, Simon was in The Prayer Chair team.’

      ‘…and you, Mrs Button, did you know Simon?’

      Mrs Button shook her head, ‘No, no, I don’t…’

      ‘Grace, isn’t that the boy who’s disappeared? Didn’t he come to tea one night?’

      Ali’s head jerked up and Mrs Button’s mouth trembled. ‘I… I can’t remember. Can you, Ali? If he did, it must have been a long time ago.’

      Ali swallowed hard. ‘Yeah, long time ago.’

      Gus stood up and retrieved his coat from the chair back and waited for Alice to get her coat back on. ‘I think we’re about done here.’ He smiled at the parents and stepped towards the door. All three Buttons jumped to their feet, eager, it seemed, to see him off the premises. He moved into the hallway before turning towards them. ‘Were you at Simon Proctor’s party on Saturday night, Ali?’

      Before the girl had a chance to respond, Mr Button released a guttural guffaw. ‘Course she wasn’t. She was at a sleepover. My girl would never attend one of those sorts of dos.’

      Gus had seen Ali’s expression and it belied her father’s words. He trained his eyes on her until she met his gaze and then he gave a slight nod. Ali brushed past them mumbling something about catching a bus to school. Mr Button peeled off into the kitchen, leaving Mrs Button to lead them to the door. Gus stepped through the door and turned to face her. In a low voice, he said, ‘You and I both know you haven’t been entirely truthful about Simon Proctor. I suggest you head down to the station with Ali after school. It’ll be better for both of you, if you come in voluntarily.’

      Mrs Button, with a glance behind her, gave a single nod. ‘Okay, we’ll come then.’ And she shut the door in their faces.

      Once they were back in the car, Alice poked Gus in the arm ‘What’s with the bloody Colombo moves in there?’

      Gus laughed, pleased that although she may be down, Alice still had a sense of humour. ‘That hurt, Al.’

      ‘Wuss.’

      ‘Tell me about it,’ he said rubbing his arm. ‘What you reckon to the Buttons, then?’

      ‘Well, the only one who was telling us the whole truth was Mr Button. Both the female Buttons have secrets and they know we’re onto them.’

      ‘What I found interesting, though, was that I sensed Ali Button was holding something back about Monday night as well as about Simon Proctor. Did you see the way she grew upset and couldn’t meet my eye? That girl knows something about Monday night and Jenny Gregg’s disappearance. When they come in this afternoon, she better be prepared to tell us everything.’

      Alice engaged the clutch and swung onto the road. ‘As for that fucking Prayer Chair nonsense – seems bloody duplicitous to me getting young girls to confess to sins publicly to win people into their flock. Very dubious indeed.’
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            10:15 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Knowles was pacing up and down outside The Fort, cigarette in one hand. Every so often he raised it to his lips and took a couple of frantic puffs. He couldn’t believe his luck. The bastards had found the girl already. He thought he’d managed to roll her right down to the bottom of Cottingley Ridge where, by rights, she shouldn’t have been found till next summer. Just his fucking luck.

      He slipped another cigarette from his packet and used the butt of his old cig to light the new one. Good job he’d had the presence of mind to fuck up the forensics. He’d be in a right pickle if he hadn’t – at the last minute – thought to be doubly careful. He’d thought it was a sure bet that she’d lie undiscovered till the spring at the earliest. His chest was heavy. Like he was about to go down with a chest infection or something. Even the smoke burned as he inhaled it. Fuck, if that bottle of bleach hadn’t escaped from the shopping bags last week and been rolling about in his car since then, he’d be in a real mess. There was no way they could link the bleach to him. How the hell could they? How many thousands of bottles of bleach get sold in Bradford alone in a month? No, there was nothing to link him to the bleach.

      His breathing slowed, but the pain across his shoulders that had started the previous night didn’t. He rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen them. Fuck, this was sore. Bitch must have been heavier than he’d thought. Gone and pulled a damn muscle now. He pressed his upper back against the rough wall and sighed with relief as the pain subsided under the pressure. Now he could concentrate. Puffing on his cigarette, he went over the steps he’d taken to dispose of Julie the previous night. The car he’d used was a pool car, so it was unlikely they’d link the car to her. He’d made sure he muddied the plates before he picked her up and didn’t clean them till he’d got rid of her. CCTV up by Cottingley Ridge was non-existent, as was street lighting. Bradford city preferred to focus on the inner-city areas, despite the fact that a fair amount of drug-dealing and dogging went on up there. He’d edged the car up to the grass bank and when he’d been sure no-one was about, he’d gone around to his boot, taken out a tyre jack to make it look like he was replacing a tyre and double-checked the area. When he was sure he was alone, he opened the passenger door and dragged the little bitch out of the car and dropped her on the grass before pouring the entire bottle of bleach over her. Soon as it was empty, he rolled her over the edge and chucked the bottle after her. He’d worn gloves, so he should be okay. If he hadn’t heard the sound of that stupid dog barking and the owner calling it, he’d have double-checked she’d gone to the bottom. As it was, he’d had to hotfoot it back to the car and drive off. When he’d got back to The Fort he’d signed the car in for a deep clean, like you do when someone’s puked up or pissed in a pool car. He grinned; no, he’d covered his tracks. Now all he had to do was bide his time and hope they’d lump Julie’s death in with the other girls and that lad’s abduction.

      Fuck though, that little bitch could have scuppered things for him. Trust her to get caught on a tree branch. Bloody hooker hooked on a fucking twig. Typical. He flicked his fag butt into the road and spun on his heels to get back to work. It was then he realised he’d missed the one very large obstacle that stood in the way of his continued freedom. His chest shrivelled as a dart of cold pierced it, the throb across his shoulders intensified and started to travel down his arm. Fuck, crap, fucking crap! How the hell could he overcome this? Instead of heading up the steps, he turned and ignoring the blaring of car horns as he ran across the road without looking. He went into The Kings Arms and ordered a double whisky. He needed to get this sorted out. A quick glance at his watch told him he’d have to wait for a few hours at least. He only hoped the press wouldn’t get wind of it before he’d had time to act. Also, that DI Fuck McGuire wasn’t on the ball.
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            10:30 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      Compo was jumping up and down like a Jack-in-the-box when Gus and Alice walked through the doors. Gus didn’t have time to hang up his coat and grab a coffee before the computer nerd spoke. ‘We’ve found the bikers!’

      Gus poured his coffee, took a long sip and waited for Compo to continue. The look on Compo’s face told him he’d got something good. He was bouncing on the balls of his feet and for once his hands were absent of food. ‘The vice lot came up trumps. I inputted my stuff into the dark web and came up with a–’

      Gus waved a hand in the air. ‘Comps, I have spent a horrid hour with the parents of a missing boy, seen a dead teenager in situ at the dump site and interviewed another teenager who may have key information for us and all of that I’ve done without benefit of caffeine. Do you think you could cut the techie stuff and just share the highlights?’

      Compo dunked a biscuit into the mug of coffee he’d helped himself to when Gus made his and Alice’s. Gus’ eyes narrowed. There was a definite overdone darkness to the biscuit in question. ‘That one of my mum’s biscuits?’

      Compo, in his haste to reply, sprinkled some crumbs over the carpet tiles. ‘Yeah, she popped in earlier. Said she’d just made them because she thought you looked peaky.’

      Gus was pleased to hear that. If his mother had taken up her atrocious baking hobby again, that was a sure sign she was on the mend.

      Perhaps realising that he’d overstepped the mark by helping himself to the biscuits, Compo pointed at a large container near his computer station. ‘There’s plenty left.’ He held out his half-eaten one to Gus. ‘Here, have this.’

      Alice laughed as Gus grimaced. ‘You’re alright there, Comps. You just eat them.’ Not needing telling twice, Compo stuffed the rest of the biscuit in his mouth and helped himself to another, before continuing.

      ‘Long story short. I IDed a minor member of the chapter. That’s what they call the regional groups – chapters – like in a book, you know?’ Heading back to his beloved computers, Compo continued. ‘Turned out he was under vice’s radar for summat else. Used to be a member of a rival gang and one of the undercover team reached out to him and “extracted information”.’ Compo made air quotes with his fingers, ‘Anyway, he gave us the chapter clubhouse details. It’s in the middle of Ilkley Moor down a track you can hardly see. Look.’ He got a satellite image up on his screen and pointed to a rectangular shape in the middle of the moor. Using his laser light, he traced the path from the main Moor Road up to the building. ‘It’s easily accessible by motorbike, not so easy any other way.’ Compo did a swivelly little dance that made his bottom swing from side to side.

      Hope I don’t have to witness that again. Gus looked at Compo. ‘So what’s the plan?’

      Compo marched over to his table and began rummaging through his paperwork, muttering under his breath as he did so. At last, he gave a yelp and pounced on a sheet of paper which he handed to his boss.

      Gus took the paper between his index finger and thumb to avoid the unidentifiable smear that covered most of it. Peering through the grease he made out a name, Mickey Swanson, and a number.

      ‘You’ve to phone Mickey. They’re planning on taking them down tonight.’ And Compo flicked his wrist so that his fingers made a loud snapping sound. ‘Yipppeee!’

      Reluctant to burst Compo’s bubble, Gus felt obliged to ask, ‘Any word…?’

      Compo’s face crumpled, ‘Nope, can’t get through the encryption. Getting closer, mind. We’ve managed to break through a few layers, but it’s just taking time… too much time.’

      Gus squeezed Compo’s shoulder, ‘You’ll get there, Comps. I know you will.’
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            11:30 The Chaat House

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus hadn’t been able to concentrate in the incident room. It wasn’t that it was noisy, it was just that it was claustrophobic in there – like a lift whose sides keep closing in until you are suffocated. He’d have liked to have gone for a jog, but he couldn’t afford the time. So, after he’d made an appointment to meet up with Mickey Swanson at one o’clock, he grabbed some files and left The Fort. Now, here he was, gazing at the files and not registering a damn thing. His mind kept wandering back to his interview with Simon Proctor’s parents that morning. He couldn’t get it out of his mind.

      He could remember that little bundle being carried from the blazing building as if it had happened yesterday. He remembered the adrenalin rush he’d experienced when they’d realised the child was alive. He’d been tiny. Small for his age. Gus’ mind rolled on and he saw the firefighter staggering out of the building, this time carrying a bigger bundle. He could hear Amina Rose’s fiancé scream, when he realised she was dead. It had been the biggest tragedy of his early career. Social services had come under scrutiny for not identifying the foster parents as paedophiles sooner, as had educational establishments. From what he could remember, Amina’s fiancé had tried to take out a civil case against social services, blaming them for the death of his wife, but Gus had moved to Bradford soon after and lost track of the developments of the case.

      At the time he’d been working with DI Sandy Panesar and he was aware that she’d visited the boy whilst he was recovering in hospital. Perhaps it would be worthwhile getting in touch with Sandy. They’d lost touch after he moved over to Major Crimes in Bradford.

      Picking up his phone, he flicked through the contacts. There she was. Without knowing quite why he wanted to contact Sandy, he dialled and was pleased when she answered, her voice as cheery as he’d remembered it. After he’d identified himself and they’d exchanged pleasantries, Gus told her about his case. Sandy had read the highlights in the paper and was amazed when Gus revealed that Simon Proctor was the little boy from the fire.

      ‘What can you tell me about him, Sandy? Anything, you know, we’re clutching at straws here.’

      Over the phone he heard her sigh, ‘You know, Gus, I visited that little boy for months, every other day. Nobody was entirely sure what he’d gone through at the hands of his foster parents and then when you add the trauma of the fire on top… I was heart-sorry for him.’ She sighed again and Gus could hear her taking a drink. ‘He was hard work, though. At first, he wouldn’t or couldn’t speak. Then, when he did start to speak, it was as if he’d just blocked it all out. He wouldn’t talk about anything that happened before the fire. It was as if he’d decided the fire had erased his past and he was born from the flames… a bit like one of them what-chama-call-thems.’

      ‘Phoenix?’

      ‘Yeah, one of them. When I heard he was getting adopted, his social worker suggested it would be better for him if I stopped visiting. Didn’t want him forming too strong a bond with me when he had a new mum to bond with. Don’t know what happened to him after that.’

      ‘Well, now you do.’ said Gus.

      ‘Hmm, poor little blighter. You’d think he’d have been through enough in his short life. You’d think the fates would just let him be.’

      Gus nodded, then realising she couldn’t see him said, ‘What did they say about the fire in the end? Before I was transferred they were unsure of hotspots and suchlike.’

      ‘Oh yeah. There was a bit of confusion about where the fire started and where the bodies were found, but in the end, they reckoned the kid and the social worker had tried to escape and that’s why they were found away from the other kids and the foster parents.’

      As Gus hung up, he felt that he hadn’t learned anything new. Simon Proctor had had a shit life to date and now, with his disappearance, Gus reckoned it was a whole lot shittier for the kid. Where the fuck was he?
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            12:15 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      Lights on again. I peel the blanket down and pull my jumper up so the camera can see my torso. My ribs are sticking right out. They’re going to break through my skin and spill my guts all over the joint. That’d look great on camera, wouldn’t it? Like some sort of zombie film or summat. Not had a hot meal since I waved my mum and dad off nearly a week ago. They’d been full of… ‘Behave now, won’t you Simon?’, ‘We can trust you, can’t we?’… and like the dutiful son I pretended to be, I nodded and smiled and…. lied through my teeth.

      Thinking of my teeth – yuck, my gob stinks. My teeth are all furry and when I scrape my nail down them, yellow gunge comes off. Smells fucking foul. Need a toothbrush. First thing I’ll do when I get out is brush my teeth. Maybe have a bath… that all depends on everything going to plan… no reason why it shouldn’t, though.

      As soon as they’d mentioned the trip – dirty weekend more like – I knew this was my big chance. For almost a year, I’ve been working towards it, quietly, little by little. Setting things in place… and this just gave me the opportunity.

      Didn’t really care about Sue Downs. She’d been a bitch. Laughed in my face when I asked her out. Who’d she think she is? – fucking Beyoncé? Made her pay in the end. Just like I did before. Now, though, I’ve got the chance to finish off what I’d started… let all the bastards have it.

      I’m starving. Can’t face another cereal bar. My gut’s gurgling like fuck. Hope I don’t have the shits again. Chemi loo won’t hack it and then there’s the issue of wiping. Fucking gross. Had to use bloody empty crisp and snack bar wrappers. Not the most soothing for an already stinging arse and not the most hygienic either. Fingers smell of crap. Have to pull my sleeve over my hands when I’m eating. Fucking grosses me out!

      Wednesday today. Double PE, English and History. That’s what a Wednesday looks like in real time. Not today though. Today is D-Day. Or rather tonight will be. This is the most crucial part of his entire plan. If everything’s in place like I’ve planned then I’ll be home and dry before the weekend. If not… well… I’ve always got plan B.
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            13:00 Alibi Bar, Sunbridge Wells

          

        

      

    

    
      Mickey Swanson wasn’t immediately recognisable when Gus entered the Alibi bar and Lounge. The dimmed lighting and charismatic nooks and crannies packed with comfy chairs and seductive lighting made it an unlikely place for a rendezvous with a member of the vice team. He went up to the bar and was dazzled by the too bright smile of the enthusiastic bar tender, a lad who looked about twelve, but carried the boyish confidence and looks of a younger Cliff Richard. Ordering a non-alcoholic beer, Gus turned and surveyed the room. There was nobody who looked remotely like the image of Mickey Swanson that he’d formed in his own mind. With a nod to the lad, he dropped a fiver on the bar, lifted his pint, and on the pretence of searching for a quiet corner, he wandered round the room. Nope, no sign of Swanson, so Gus settled into a low chair near the open fire, stretched his legs out in front of him, and began checking his emails on his phone.

      A gentle cough made him glance up and, assuming that the middle-aged woman standing in front of him wanted to take the chair opposite, he pulled his legs in and sat up straight with a smile. ‘Sorry, I’m waiting for someone.’

      The woman frowned as if she didn’t quite believe him and then put her hand on the back of the chair, pulling it closer to the fire and sat down. Gus sighed. Life was too short to argue about the smaller things in life, so he began to heft himself back onto his feet, when she spoke. ‘I take it you’re the golden boy, Gus McGuire, everyone’s talking about.’

      Gus stopped and turned so he could see the woman more clearly. She wore, what Gus thought of as an FBI suit; Fitted, Black, Indistinctive. If she hadn’t known his name, he’d have assumed that she worked in one of the offices round the corner, or a bank. She sat back and crossed one leg over the other, resting her calf over her opposite knee in what was normally a male stance. Gus’ mouth quirked. He got it now. This woman was playing with him, challenging him for assuming that Mickey Swanson was a male. His grin widened and he pointed to the bar. ‘I’d offer to buy you a drink, but I don’t want to be shot down in flames.’

      Mickey giggled in an unexpectedly girlish way and shook her head. ‘Hell, I think we can dispense with the formalities, I’ll have a whisky.’

      Gus stopped himself from raising an eyebrow. They’d really clamped down on officers drinking on duty and he’d assumed that, like him, she’d opt for a soft drink. Her grin widened as she seemed to catch what he was thinking. ‘I’ve worked three days straight with only a couple of hours rest in all that time. If the bastards want to discipline me for having a dram, they can stuff their job right up their collective arses.’

      Gus laughed and went to get her drink. By the time he returned to the table, Mickey Swanson had settled herself with her head leaning on the headrest, her eyes closed and her mouth slightly ajar. A gentle snuffling sound drifted to his ears as he plonked her glass on the table beside her. She opened her eyes and with remarkable presence of mind reoriented herself, before grabbing the glass and taking a small sip.

      ‘Right, here’s what we’re going to do about the Fugitive Bandits. Our source has given us the location and I think we need to hammer them quick. Last thing we want is your two blokes heading off into the deep blue yonder on their Harleys; and we want to get our hands on them for the MDMA as well as the firearms distribution. Our snitch says they’re storing the stuff in a shed at the back of the clubhouse. However, we know that as well as dealing in guns, they carry them and we know they’re not afraid to use them, as they’ve taken out members of rival gangs before now. Usually because they thought their masculinity was being doubted.’ Mickey rolled her eyes, making her opinion quite clear. ‘So, do any of your team want in on the raid? I hear you’re arms trained, as is your DS Cooper – that’s if she’s still with us?’ She tilted her head to one side and winked. ‘It’s your call. We can draft some over from another team; however I thought you might like to get in on the action…’ she paused for a beat before adding, ‘for a change.’

      Gus bit back a smile. If she realised just how close to the action he’d been over the past few years, she wouldn’t be saying that. He was about to tell her so, when he caught the twinkle in her eye It was becoming clear that Mickey Swanson knew a lot more than she let on. She must have her finger on the pulse if she’d heard about Alice, for that was on a need-to-know basis for now. Not giving anything away, Gus said. ‘I’ll speak to DS Cooper, but I’m definitely in. I saw the recording of what those bastards did to that girl and I want to be there when they go down.’

      Mickey pressed her lips together and then grimaced. ‘See, I wanted more of a definite commitment about your DS Cooper, Gus. You don’t mind if I call you Gus, do you?’

      Gus waved her question away. He wasn’t one for formalities at the best of times and he was curious about why she was so keen to have Alice on board. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’

      Mickey uncrossed her legs and leaned forward taking another sip of her whisky. She clapped her lips together looking rather like a goldfish unexpectedly escaped from its bowl.

      ‘Bait!’

      Gus blinked. ‘What?’

      ‘Want to use Cooper as bait. She’s young and looks a good few years younger than she is. Bet we could easily get her tarted up to appeal to those sick fuckers.’

      Gus’ stomach clenched. When he’d said he’d ask Alice, he thought he’d be asking her to sit in a police car as backup with a firearm and a bullet proof vest on. No way did he want her to be used as bait. Especially not right now, when she had so much on her mind.’

      He opened his mouth to respond, but before he could speak, Mickey interrupted him. ‘I know the dynamics between you and your DS. I also know she was injured last year and I’m well aware of her current circumstances. DCI Chalmers was consulted on this and referred me to you. Ordinarily, I’d have gone straight to Cooper herself, but in deference to your position as her superior officer, I was prepared, at Nancy’s request, to extend you the courtesy of consulting you first.’

      As Gus again started to speak, she raised a finger to stop him. ‘However, before you say something that might come back and bite you on the arse, should your DS ever find out about it, I want you to consider this.’ She drained her glass and returned it to the table. ‘Cooper has been through a lot, as I’ve said. If you make this decision for her, you will, in effect be denying her a choice and, if my take on Alice Cooper is right, she will be feeling frustrated at the diminishing choices ahead of her, as Sean Kennedy continues to spread his poison, effectively shutting her options down, little by little. This could be the thing to give her purpose, to give her the oomph to face the challenges ahead of her. Don’t deny her that, Gus. Don’t limit her choices even more than they already are.’

      Wishing he’d opted for a whisky too, instead of the tasteless fizz that was churning in his stomach right now, Gus sighed and leaned back. Mickey’s words were powerful and he knew she was right. However, he also knew Alice. She would damn well jump at the chance and he would be powerless to protect her. In a rush, the feelings he’d had when he thought she’d been killed last time, threatened to engulf him. His chest tightened and a searing pain spasmed in his temple. Breathing in and out, he focussed on the drop of condensation that was trickling down Mickey’s empty glass and watched as it pooled on the table top, catching the reflection from the flickering flames. Mickey was right. It was Alice’s choice. ‘Okay, what’s the plan then?’

      Mickey grinned and reached over and tapped him on the knee. ‘That wasn’t easy for you. I think you did the right thing. Alice will be grateful to you.’

      Gus rolled his eyes. Alice had never been grateful to him for anything. Alice was Alice; a powerful force of nature and if this went balls up, he’d regret letting Mickey convince him. Putting the thought out of his head, he straightened. ‘This is all off if I’m not happy with the risk to Alice’s safety, and I want an option to pull her out, if it all gets out of hand, understood?’

      Mickey rolled her eyes, but gave a single nod. Then, she filled Gus in on all the details. Half an hour later, with a pool of acid in his stomach, Gus stood up to leave.

      ‘Oh, shit. I forgot to mention the fucking dogs.’

      Gus halted in his tracks and did a slow turnaround. Somehow he didn’t think that the dogs she was referring to were Labradors. ‘Dogs?’

      ‘Yeah, bastards have bloody Rottweilers roaming round the perimeter of the property. Fenced in, according to our source, but that won’t help us when we breach the damn fence. I’d wear thick trousers and a couple of extra jumpers if I was you… just to be on the safe side.’

      Fucking extra jumpers. Lot of damn good that would do when your arm’s wedged between the pincer-like jaws of a damn Rottweiler. Nothing like playing things down. He hated big dogs and Rottweilers were his particular pet hate. Who the hell would want to have a dog that could kill you with one bite? Well, the answer to that was simple enough – sick fuckers who ply young girls with drugs, force them to perform oral sex on them and then leave them to die – that’s fucking who!
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      Of course, Alice had jumped at the chance of doing a bit of undercover work. She’d agreed so quickly, Gus was sure she hadn’t considered the implications. All she seemed to want was a distraction from all the Sean Kennedy stuff. He got that. Course he did. That’s why he’d been so eager to get back to work after the whole thing with Greg. None of that stopped him worrying about her though. She wasn’t as fragile as she looked – not by a long chalk – still she wasn’t as bloody tough as she thought, either. This was her way of pretending she was Lara bloody Croft, but it just wasn’t on. In this mood she could be unpredictable; cut corners and take chances. He was not happy about this and the only thing he could do was make sure that on the ground he had her back.

      Irritable, pissed off and thoroughly out of sorts, Gus tried, without success, to ignore Alice’s good humoured, if tuneless, whistle as they walked along the corridor to interview room one where the Button women waited. He was almost certain that it was the theme from Rocky that she was whistling, and he was well aware that she was doing it to annoy him, so he refused to rise to the bait. The thought of ‘bait’ made him think of the raid that evening, which in turn made him think of the free roaming dogs. Bloody bait everywhere today!

      As if Alice’s effervescent good humour wasn’t enough to contend with, he’d had reproachful glances from Compo, Sampson and Taffy for the last hour. All three were pissed off at being excluded from the planned raid and had, judging by their huffy school boy looks, apportioned the blame for their exclusion on his doorstep. What the hell! Did they seriously think he’d suggested Alice as bait? There was that damn word again – shit, he really needed to get a hold of himself. He’d at least one murderer at large and a teenager to find. He needed to focus now on whatever information he could extract from the Buttons.

      He thrust open the door and ushered Alice in, pasting a smile on his face as he did so. The effort made his face feel tight as if it might splinter if he relaxed his enforced smile. Millimetre by millimetre he relaxed his mouth, until the tension was relieved a little. He pulled out a seat and sat down opposite Mrs Button and her daughter. Under pretence of sifting through a folder —it contained blank papers – he observed the women. Mrs Button held herself rigid, elbows on the table top and her fingers clasped tight, her thumbs pressing against each other. Gus realised this was to stop her hands shaking. Her face was taut, and in the few hours since their last meeting, dark bags had accumulated under each eye. This was a woman in distress.

      He looked at her daughter and saw that in contrast to her mother’s erect rigidity, Ali was trying to diminish her presence by caving in on herself. Her shoulders were rounded and her arms pulled in to her body. She slumped down in the chair and sprawled her lower body under the table as if trying to hide. Gus had seen it many times before. It was the typical posture of someone with something to hide. In fact, both the mother and the daughter presented as people with big secrets and Gus was sure it was to do with Simon Proctor and his objectionable dare.

      Although he felt a modicum of sympathy for Ali, he had his reservations about her mother. If she was the one engaging in a sex act with Simon Proctor, she could look forward to a criminal record and a possible custodial sentence. Although, at this precise moment, he was more concerned with the lad’s whereabouts and establishing if these two had anything to do with his disappearance.

      When Alice had set up the recording equipment and pushed a glass of water over the table to each of them, Gus said, ‘Just start at the beginning and tell me everything there is to know about your contact with Simon Proctor over the past few months.’

      Ali glanced at her mother who looked straight ahead, her throat swallowing convulsively.

      Gus had no intention of belittling the mother in front of her daughter: they’d have enough to contend with any way. ‘Look, Mrs Button. I’m going to ask Ali a few questions in your presence as her parent. Then, you, DS Cooper and I can have a further chat in private, okay?’

      Mrs Button’s posture relaxed a fraction. Her thumbs sprung apart and as Gus had surmised earlier, her hand started to shake as she lifted it to brush her hair from her forehead. She met Gus’ eyes and exhaled.

      Gus shuffled his chair round so it was angled towards Ali. The girl kept her head bowed and moved her body closer to her mother. Mrs Button put out her hand and gripped Ali’s hand.

      ‘So, Ali. When did Simon Proctor first start to show an interest in you?’

      Ali shrugged.

      Gus maintained his patient tone, ‘Look Ali. You’re going to have to speak. For the tape, you know?’

      Ali glanced at the recording equipment as if it was going to jump up and bite her on the nose.

      ‘So, when did Simon start showing an interest in you?’

      Ali pulled her hand away from her mother’s grip. ‘Dunno. Few months back maybe.’

      ‘In what way did he show an interest, Ali?’

      Again, the shrug, ‘Kept bumping into me near my house or outside school. That sort of thing. Then he joined the church and started coming along every week.’

      ‘Your dad said earlier that he came to your house for tea, is that right?’

      ‘Yeah,’ her tone was sullen, almost angry now.

      ‘Was it you who invited him for tea?’

      ‘No!’

      The ferocity of that single word made Gus wince. She continued, her tone sneering and accusatory, ‘It were her.’ She jerked her thumb at her mother. ‘It were her stupid idea. Thought I didn’t have any friends. Thought I should have a boyfriend. Thought Simon would be perfect for me… until–’ she stopped and clamped her lips together, staring straight ahead, her eyes blazing.

      Gus glanced at Alice. Alice leaned forward and put her hand on Ali’s hand, ‘Until what, Ali?’

      Ali shook her head. ‘Until nothing, okay?’

      Alice, her voice calm, yet persistent, continued, ‘I think you were going to say something very important just then, Ali. Something that would help us understand Simon a bit better. Perhaps even something that could help us find him. You do want him found, don’t you?’

      Ali rubbed her heel of her hand up her nose and sniffed. ‘Yeah, course I do.’

      Her voice wavered and Gus wasn’t sure if that was the truth. ‘Did you like Simon, Ali?’

      Without hesitation Ali snorted out her answer, ‘No! I hated him!’

      Mrs Button sighed and again ran her hand through her hair.

      ‘Can you tell me why you hated him, Ali?’

      Shaking her head, Ali began to pluck at her sleeve, like she’d done earlier. ‘He was a knob, okay? Wouldn’t leave me alone. Thought I’d be interested in him.’ She glared at Gus, her lips curled, her eyes flashing venom.

      Behind the venom, though, Gus could see a young girl in pain. It was as if she wanted to tell him something more but couldn’t get it out. Perhaps having her mother here had been unwise. Maybe he should have opted for an impartial observer.

      Giving her space, Gus leaned back in his chair and waited. Mrs Button had bitten her lip so hard it was bleeding, yet still she gnawed at it, as if the discomfort was a distraction from the questions her daughter was being asked. It was a strange dynamic between these two and he couldn’t quite work it out. ‘Why did you hate Simon?’

      Ali gulped and folded her arms over her chest. ‘You should ask her.’ She glared at her mother. ‘She can tell you all about Simon, can’t you… Mum!’

      ‘Ali?’ The word was almost a whisper stolen back by her mother’s lips as soon as it was released into the room. Mrs Button raised her hand to her mouth and stared at Ali with wide eyes.

      Ali glared back at her mother. ‘It’s alright for you to fuck young boys, is it, Mum?’

      The word ‘Mum’ hung in the air. The venom behind it was scorching. Mrs Button flinched. Before they’d started the interview, Gus had wondered if Ali was aware of a connection between Simon Proctor and her mother. Well, now he had his answer and judging by the mother’s response, she hadn’t been aware of her daughter’s knowledge.

      In one word her daughter had thrown into doubt her entitlement to call herself a mother. What the hell had the woman been thinking? She’d only just welcomed Ali into her home as her daughter and for some reason had been compelled to risk everything for a cheap shag with an underage boy. He didn’t know if Mrs Button realised it, but her actions had put Ali’s adoption in jeopardy. There was no way the girl would be allowed to stay in her new family now – even if the family could withstand the inevitable chaos when it hit the news. Mrs Button would be on the sex offenders register and Gus didn’t know many families that could withstand that. His heart went out to Ali. All the girl had needed was a stable and loving home and she’d ended up in the middle of this. Life could be a real fucking bastard at times!

      Mrs Button reached out to her daughter but Ali shrunk away from her.

      ‘Ali, sweetie. I’m sorry.’

      Ali refused to meet her mother’s eyes. Her lower lip quivering, Mrs Button tried to connect with her daughter once more. ‘How long have you known?’

      Turning her head, Ali glared. ‘Since he sent me the recording of you and him in our home.’

      Mrs Button’s face paled and she closed her eyes. ‘There was a recording?’

      Ali nodded. Tears were streaming down her face now, her breath coming in quick snatches. ‘I don’t get it, Mum. At church Reverend Evans goes on about not committing adultery and you and dad sit there all smug, nodding and agreeing with him. You tell me that the church helps us follow God’s rules… and then you do this?’

      Mrs Button fell to her knees beside her daughter, her hands grabbing at Ali’s, her cheeks awash with tears. ‘I know, I know, Ali. I don’t know how it happened. I just don’t know. He flattered me, I suppose.’

      Ali snatched her hands away. ‘Dad flattered you. Why couldn’t he have been enough? You’re just fucking selfish. Just like my real mum. Selfish to the core. You had your family… the one you told me you’d always dreamed of, the one you said I made complete.’ Mouth screwed up, Ali shook her head, her eyes narrowed, no sign now of the flashing temper in them, just a dullness that to Gus signalled defeat, ‘Well you fucked that up, didn’t you? They’ll never let me stay with you now. Not in a million years. I hope fucking Simon Proctor was worth it. I really fucking do.’ And Ali jumped to her feet and delivered a short sharp slap across her mother’s cheek.

      Alice and Gus both jumped to their feet at the same time. Gus stepped back, allowing Alice to go to the sobbing girl and lead her from the room as Mrs Button knelt, in supplication on the floor, cradling her cheek with one hand. Gus moved round and helped the shaking woman to her feet and sat her back in the chair. He called out for some coffee and waited till it arrived before continuing the interview.

      ‘You realise I’ll have to charge you, don’t you?’

      Hands once more clasped in front of her, Mrs Button swallowed hard, a single tear trickled down her cheek. ‘Will I be able to see my husband? I need to try to explain it to him.’

      ‘Yes, I’ll arrange for him to visit. DS Cooper will have contacted him to come for Ali.’ He raised his head. ‘If you don’t return home whilst awaiting your trial and have no contact with Ali, she’ll be able to stay at home with her dad. Is that perhaps something you’ll consider?’

      With a humourless laugh, she said, ‘Kyle won’t have me back now anyway. I’ve shamed him in the eyes of our church, in the eyes of God and, perhaps more importantly, to him at any rate, in the eyes of his York racecourse clients.’ She took a deep breath and raised her eyes. ‘However, he dotes on Ali. He’ll do everything he can to make sure she’s alright.’ Stirring her coffee with the plastic spoon, she continued, her tone almost conversational, ‘It’s both of our second marriages. Our second chance at life. Kyle lost his fiancée in tragic circumstances a while back and it took him a long time to get over it. She was pregnant at the time and so he lost her and the baby in one fell swoop.’

      Recognising this was her way of building up to talking about Simon Proctor, Gus leaned back and sipped his own coffee. ‘What happened to her? Car crash?’

      ‘No. It was a house fire. She was a social worker and had gone to take some children away from their foster parents because they were under scrutiny for child abuse. The foster parents set the fire and Kyle’s fiancée was trapped. Although one of the kids got out, she died.’

      Gus heart skipped a beat. This was madness. It couldn’t possibly be the same case he’d just been talking to Sandy Panesar about, could it? Kyle Button couldn’t be Amina Rose’s fiancé, could he?’ Like a bucket of cold water to his face, he heard Sandy telling him that she’d met Amina’s fiancé Kyle once. He was certain that was the name Sandy had used. He thought back. He’d only seen the fiancé once. The man had been distraught and it was dark. Gus had been transferred to Bradford soon after and didn’t see the case through to the end. However, if Simon Proctor was rescued from the same fire that had killed Kyle Button’s fiancée, then the coincidence was too great to be ignored. Keeping his eagerness, from his face, Gus kept his tone level. ‘Was that in Leeds?’

      ‘Yes, it was in Leeds a few years ago. Kyle moved to Bradford, got involved in the church and that’s how we met.’

      Gus’ mind was full of the implications of this information. Knowing that right now, he had to get to the bottom of why a pretty thirty-some woman with a nice lifestyle and a newly adopted daughter would risk everything for a teenage boy, Gus filed that snippet away in his mind for later use.

      ‘So, Simon Proctor. How did that come about?’

      A couple of tears rolled down her cheek, so Gus pushed a box of tissues in her direction. Perhaps after he’d heard her story he’d be able to muster up some sympathy for her. Right now, though his sympathies lay with her daughter and to a lesser extent, her husband.

      She plucked a tissue from the box and rubbed her cheek with it. ‘I don’t know how it started. Not really. Simon joined the church a few months back and he made friends with Ali. I was so pleased – overjoyed in fact. Ali had found it difficult to make friends apart from with a couple of the girls from church,’ she nipped her lips together. ‘Kyle and I didn’t want to encourage any more of those sorts of friendships.’

      Gus frowned. ‘Those friendships?’

      She wafted her hand in the air, her mouth screwed up. ‘You know? Those sort of “friendships”.’

      ‘I’m afraid, I don’t know.’ Gus was pretty sure he did know what she meant, but he’d no intention of letting her off the hook by allowing her to breeze over it. He’d no time for people who rolled their attitudes back a few centuries in the name of their religion and then displayed a total disregard for its dictates in their personal life.

      She lowered her voice as if she thought she’d be struck down if she spoke in normal tones. ‘Lesbians! Ali told us she “liked” girls, and that sort of thing is against our religion.’

      Gus wanted to wipe the smug expression off her face, instead he inclined his head. Wasn’t committing adultery with an underage boy also against her religion? He hated this sanctimonious crap, however he was too well trained to allow his personal feelings to vent when he knew he could extract some valuable information if he kept schtum.

      Mrs Button continued. ‘Simon was interested in Ali. I could tell. He kept watching her and making excuses to sit next to her in church. We thought if she was involved with him, she’d stop all this silly “fancying girls” stuff. We even consulted with Anthony – that’s the vicar – and he agreed with our strategy. He was even going to incorporate her renouncement of those thoughts on The Prayer Chair on Saturday in City Park.’

      God, the poor kid! Maybe she’d be better off with a different family after all. Trouble was, there weren’t many who’d take on a fifteen-year-old.

      ‘She pretended she wasn’t interested in him, but we thought that was just a ploy. She was just attention-seeking with the other stuff. Who wouldn’t want a good-looking, well-spoken lad like Simon?’

      Well, Ali for one, by the sounds of it! Gus’ expression didn’t waver as he listened to her explain about inviting Simon over for tea, despite Ali’s protestations.

      ‘He was polite and well mannered, helped with the dishes, commented on my new hairdo and such like. Ali was obstinate. Sometimes I couldn’t understand her wilfulness – not at all.’ Her gaze drifted upwards and she began wringing her hands. She was getting to the crux of the story now.

      ‘Simon started to call round when nobody else was home. He’d be polite and we’d just chat. Sometimes about things at the church. Then,’ she frowned, ‘I’m not sure exactly when things changed. He started to comment on my clothes or my make-up. Sometimes, he’d brush past me just a little too close. Then he began to tell me how attractive he found me. It was…’ She paused and rubbed her nose with the tissue. ‘Exciting. He made it seem exciting and dangerous. He’d look at me as we chatted, his eyes never leaving my face. He made me feel like a woman again. He made me feel desired.’

      ‘You must have known it was wrong, though. You’re not stupid. You knew how old he was.’

      ‘Of course, I did. I knew he was a child but he was so… charismatic… so insistent… he made it easy to forget his age.’

      Gus felt the familiar wave of nausea build in his throat. He’d heard more than his share of paedophiles saying similar things… blaming the minor for their inability to control their desires – their warped urges. It didn’t matter how manipulative Simon Proctor had been, she was the adult in this. She should have called a halt to it all before it became physical.

      He glanced at the recorder. He needed her admission on tape so he just went for it. ‘Did you knowingly perform oral sex on a minor?’

      She lifted her head, her eyes swimming in tears. ‘Yes, I did… but you don’t understand. He made me do it.’

      ‘Are you saying Simon Proctor raped you?’ He’d seen the tapes and to his mind there was no evidence of coercion to be seen. Maybe a jury would decide differently. You could never tell.

      ‘No, no, it wasn’t rape. It was…’ She threw her hands up in the air. ‘I don’t know what it was. It was as if he couldn’t get enough of me for a few weeks. We’d even spoken about moving up north, maybe to Scotland, when he turned sixteen and then, all of a sudden… he dropped me. Stopped returning my calls and my texts. Just nothing.’

      Gus frowned. There had been no record of calls from Mrs Button’s phone to Simon Proctor’s. ‘What number did you phone him from?’

      Exhaling a loud puff of air, she grimaced. ‘He gave me what he called a “burner” phone and he had one as well. It was so his parents and Kyle wouldn’t find out.’

      ‘He supplied the phones?’

      ‘Yes.’

      The fact that Simon Proctor supplied the phones was intriguing, however, no matter how manipulative he might have been, the law was the law and Mrs Button had committed a crime.
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      The lay preacher, who called himself the Reverend Anthony Evans, welcomed Gus and Alice into his home with a joie de vivre that had Gus wanting to gip. Why couldn’t folk be normal? There was no need to display an effervescent bonhomie all the time and especially not on such a grizzly day. The minister had a faint American accent and Gus knew from his research that he’d come as a missionary from Ohio to spread the word of God in the UK.

      Home, to Anthony Evans, was a converted church known as St Augustine’s, which now stood on deconsecrated ground. From The Family Church of Christ’s website, Gus had discovered that Anthony Evans had taken over the derelict building a decade ago and restored many of the church’s original features, whilst making it into a home for himself, his wife and his family. The back of the building, where Gus and Alice had entered, was the church and the front was the family’s living quarters.

      Where the original church had no doubt had wooden pews and cold sandstone slabs, the restoration had created an open carpeted area with many comfortable seats dotted around. In the back corner stood a stack of foldable chairs, that Gus recognised from his research as being the ones used for Sunday services. Judging from the video clips they were Evangelical in nature and involved a lot of repentance, with stirring exhortative sermons, led by the Reverend. Nothing like the sermons he remembered from school assemblies, which were so lacklustre and constrained, he’d often been in danger of falling asleep.

      The website made it clear that should you join the Family Church of Christ, your entire life would revolve around the church, its activities and its members. That worried Gus. Its lack of transparency brought the word ‘cult’ to mind, although there had been no such allegations levelled at the church. He knew other small churches existed in Bradford, but most of these had links and worked with the larger established churches. The Family Church of Christ, however, did not. Memories of Alice’s story about her experience with another Prayer Chair organisation that had been exposed as fraudulent, rang alarm bells for Gus.

      Not a church goer himself, he had no problem with faith itself. His best friend Mo was a devout Muslim and he had other friends who were equally devout Christians. It was the insularity of this church, the lack of scrutiny from the outside world, that alarmed him. There’d been too many instances of mosques in Bradford abusing their standing in the community for Gus not to be dubious about this organisation. Fundamentalism could rear its head in any community.

      A stove sent out a warm glow from the far end of the room and spotlights and candles made the space seem airy and bright. What fascinated Gus, though, was the way Evans had hollowed out the area leading up to the bell tower and made a feature of the huge ropes that hung down and were fanned out and hooked along the circumference of the hollow. The pastor followed his gaze and said, ‘We’re not allowed to ring them on a Sunday, so we make up for it on a Tuesday night. They make a lovely sound that carries as far as Bolton Woods, I’m told.’

      They must be the bells Gus often heard from Mariner’s Drive, which wasn’t far from here. He turned to the self-appointed minister, a middle-aged man with a receding hairline, wearing jeans and a crew-neck jumper. He looked ordinary, with his easy grin and frequent hand gestures, and Gus wondered what had driven him to set up his own church in England. ‘How large is your congregation?’

      With a polite smile, Evans, his voice a low drawl, said. ‘We have around twenty families and another twenty or so individuals,’ He gestured to a group of three well-worn Chesterfield chairs and waited till Gus and Alice had sat down before joining them. ‘We’re quite dynamic as a church. We organise many social events for all ages and we’re like one large family unit. If one of us is in trouble, we are all in trouble.’ He lifted his hands, palms pressed together and touched his lips with his fingertips, ‘We’ve been praying for Simon and feel his disappearance most acutely.’

      ‘What were your impressions of Simon?’

      ‘He was keen and eager to please. He had a thirst for knowledge and understanding of God. He revelled in his communion with God and thrived in our care.’

      ‘And his parents? They weren’t church members?’

      The pastor’s lips tightened. ‘No, they were not members and having met them since Simon’s disappearance in my capacity as Simon’s mentor, I better understand why Simon considered us his true family.’

      ‘They didn’t respond well to your visit?’ asked Alice, her eyebrows raised as if in surprise. Gus knew that this was an act. Knowing Al, she sympathised with Jane and James Proctor’s reaction.

      ‘No. In fact they were quite rude. Seems they had no idea Simon was spending so much time with us and were, shall we say, unhappy with it. I extended my sympathies and told them our door was always open. Simon’s dad got quite enraged and I left straight away.’

      Gus took over the questions. ‘We’ve been talking to the Button family. Seems they were close to Simon. Ali comes to your Prayer Chair group with her friend Jenny, the young girl who was abducted after attending your meeting, doesn’t she?’

      A fleeting frown crossed his face and was replaced almost straight away by a smile, ‘I’ve already spoken to your officers about that night. Jenny said she had a headache and left early. She told me she had a lift, otherwise I would have insisted on getting my wife to drive her home. We have an old run-around van that we use for church business.’

      ‘Yes, I’ve seen your statement about that. It’s not really Jenny I want to speak with you about: it’s Simon.’

      ‘Oh? I’ve also given a statement about Simon to your officers.’

      ‘We wanted to check that nothing further had come to mind regarding Simon or his demeanour or the relationships he had with other members of the church.’

      ‘Simon was well liked in the church. He was friendly, social and outgoing. He got on well with everyone. I think Ali had taken a particular shine to him.’

      Gus pressed his lips together. ‘Mmm, about that, you do know Ali is gay, don’t you?’

      The pastor again clasped his hands together and touched his lips once more with his fingertips. ‘She’s a child. She doesn’t know her own mind.’

      Evans’ sanctimonious tone irritated Gus. It was easy to brush away teen concerns under the auspices of the ‘he or she is a child’ label. As if being a young adult meant your issues, concerns or problems were somehow less important or worthy of addressing than an adult’s. If he ever had kids, he would do his utmost to make sure he listened to them. In an effort to maintain a neutral tone, Gus forced a smile to his lips. ‘I’m aware of the advice you gave to her parents regarding her sexuality. Very Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit, wasn’t it?’

      The preacher hesitated, his gaze never leaving Gus’ face, as if he were sizing him up before responding. ‘The advice I offer my flock is private and I can’t discuss it with you.’

      ‘Oh, that’s okay, Ali and her mum told us that you advised that Ali denounce her sexuality as a sin on Saturday as part of your Prayer Chair recruitment in City Park. I’m here to tell you that, should that go ahead with Ali still under the protection of the adoption services, I would be compelled to investigate the matter as possible abuse. Do I make myself clear?’

      Anthony Evans eyes narrowed. ‘Abuse? The girl has been traumatised and is “acting out”. I’m saving her from committing an abomination in the eyes of God.’

      ‘That may be your personal opinion, however, the laws of this country override that. Ali has a right to her sexuality and if you continue on this course of action, I will intervene. By the way do you have a permit to take your chair into City Park? I’d suggest you make sure your paperwork is in order.’

      They left the church premises a few minutes later and stood in the drive between Alice’s Mini and the vehicle the minister had mentioned earlier.

      ‘Bit trusting of them,’ said Alice, nodding towards the battered old Ford transit van.

      ‘Eh?’ said Gus attempting to squash his legs into the passenger side footwell of Alice’s car.

      Alice slid into the driver’s side and smirked, clearly enjoying Gus’ muffled curses, ‘They’ve left the keys in the ignition… very trusting of them?’

      As Alice started up the Mini, a tall lad with long dank hair and enough spots to warrant a dose of Acne-Clear strode down the steps from the church, yanked open the van’s door and jumped in. Without glancing to either side, he drove off, tyres shrieking in protest. Gus tutted and then when the lad braked momentarily at the gate, indicated left and then turned right, Gus tutted once more. ‘I’ll have him for that. Can’t they tell their rights from their bloody lefts these days? Go after him, Al.’

      Alice, mumbling something that sounded like ‘mardy-arse’, followed the mucky old van. As they reached the traffic lights at the top of Frizinghall next to the grammar school and opposite Lister Park, the lad once more indicated left but got into the right-hand lane.

      Alice drew up parallel to the lad. Rolling down his window, Gus tried to catch the lad’s eye. However, he was too busy bouncing his head like an Iron Maiden fan to notice Gus. Gus flung open the Mini’s door and, with effort, extricated himself, pulled his warrant card from his pocket and rapped on the driver’s window. The lad started and looked up, his face paling when he read the card that Gus had pressed against the window.

      Ignoring the paaps from the drivers behind them, Gus waited till the lad rolled down the window and directed him to move through the traffic lights onto Emm Lane and into The Turf car park.

      When he got back in, Alice said, ‘We really have time for this, Gus?’

      Having the grace to admit to himself at least that he was reacting to Evans’ superciliousness as much as anything, he shrugged. ‘It’ll only take a minute. I’m not going to book him, but he does need a reminder to indicate; besides, I’ll need to check his licence. Looks barely fourteen to me.’

      ‘Hmm, that’s what the traffic officers are for.’

      Alice followed the van, which was now being driven with overzealous care. She pulled in and parked up beside it. ‘You’re on your own, Gus. I’m reserving my strength for later.’

      Scowling at the reminder of the operation later that evening, Gus got out of the car and approached the lad, who was shivering by the side of the van. The boy handed Gus his driving licence, which named him as Paul and showed he was, in actual fact, almost nineteen. They all look so young these days. Must be getting old. Not sure if the lad’s shaking was a reaction to his scowl or the fact that the lad wore only a thin T-shirt, Gus made an effort to smile. Before he had a chance to say anything, the boy spoke.

      ‘Reverend Evans lets us use the van. It’s a communal one. I in’t stole it or owt. He’s got it insured for some of us. Helps us get our licences and all.’

      Bloody hell, of all the stupid irresponsible things to do! ‘You’re telling me that the van’s left there for any of you lot to help yourselves to?’

      Rubbing his arms, which Gus saw were now covered in goose bumps, the boy managed to spit out between his chattering teeth, ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      Idiot! ‘The keys are always in the ignition, doors open?’

      Again, the lad agreed. Gus shook his head. Who in their right mind would leave a vehicle unattended for the use of a bunch of teenage drivers? It was ludicrous. He was sure that, if he wanted to, he’d find a number of things to book him on, but his earlier bad mood had dissipated. It wasn’t the lad’s fault that Anthony Evans was a jackass. ‘Look, Paul. You indicated left, but turned right when leaving the church premises and again on approaching the traffic lights at Keighley Road.’

      Paul grimaced. ‘Indicator’s fu– Eh broken!’

      Gus scowled. ‘What do you mean “broken”?’

      ‘It’s swapped over. I keep forgetting that I should indicate left if I want to go right and right if I want to go left. Wires are crossed or summat.’

      God’s sakes. Can it get any worse? ‘Does the Mr Evans know about this electrical fault?

      ‘Yeah, been like this for weeks. He says he’ll get it fixed when he’s got time, but he’s a busy man, you know.’

      Too damn busy to ensure the safety of these kids? It’s like giving them a loaded gun that was always going to back-fire. Irresponsible git. ‘Look, give me the keys. The vehicle’s unsafe to drive. I suggest you go into the pub and get someone to pick you up.’

      As Paul walked off to the pub, phone to his ear, Gus slid back in beside Alice. ‘Negligence. Sheer bloody negligence. I’ll have the pious pastor for that. Needs teaching a lesson, that one. Endangering kids’ lives like that. As if Bradford doesn’t have a bad enough reputation for youth traffic violations and accidents.’

      Taking out his mobile, Gus phoned into Hardeep at The Fort and explained the situation. ‘I want traffic to look the car over and then pay a visit to the delightful Reverend Anthony Evans. Far as I’m concerned, they can throw the damn book at him.’
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            18:15 Paprika Lounge Heaton

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus was trying hard not to think of the delicious meal they were having as ‘The Last Supper’. They’d had more footage of Simon Proctor, but no breakthrough. Poor kid seemed to be losing it. He’d displayed his belly to the camera, clearly aware that someone was watching him. Who knows what must be going through his mind.

      Gus had thought getting out of The Fort would take his mind off Operation Biker Chick that was due to commence at 21:30, but Alice’s incessant talking about it made that impossible. Fed up listening to her, he changed the subject. ‘What did you think about the Buttons?’

      They hadn’t had the chance to discuss the interview in detail, because Nancy had wanted to be briefed about the raid this evening. And then they’d wanted to put the wind up the Reverend Anthony Evans. Now, he wanted to get Alice’s take on things. They’d left it up to Mrs Button to tell her husband about her infidelities, and when asked what she wanted to do, Ali had elected to return home with her dad. Poor kid, no sooner does she get adopted than her new parents and her church question her sexuality and ridicule her in public and, to top it all, she finds out her mum is having sex with a school friend.

      Alice put a piece of poppadum in her mouth and chewed. ‘Think the link between Mr Button and Simon Proctor is too big a coincidence to ignore?’

      Grabbing the last piece of roti before Al had it, Gus took a bite. ‘Definitely. Kyle Button was quite convincing when he said he hadn’t realised that Simon was that kid. Hell, the guy nearly fainted. I thought he was going to keel over. It was a lot for him to take in all at once. First, he finds out his wife’s been screwing a fifteen-year-old friend of his daughter, then he’s told Ali’s adoption is at risk because of said wife’s behaviour. Finally, we land the double whammy on him that Simon Proctor was the child who survived the fire that killed his pregnant fiancée. He’d be forgiven for freaking out. He seemed quite genuine, I thought.’

      Alice spooned a dollop of rice onto her plate and with a vigorous wrist action mixed the dahl in before stuffing a huge spoonful into her mouth. Gus watched, half amused, half frustrated with her, when bits of rice fell out of her mouth as she ate. God, she was becoming more like bloody Compo every day. Next, she’d be scoffing his mother’s burnt offerings as if they were ambrosia from the gods.

      Alice swallowed a mouthful, took a long slug of water and wiped her fingers on her napkin. ‘Well, I’m still not sure about the dynamics between the wife and Simon. I know that legally she’s guilty, yet that business with the burner phones is a bit off. Why would a fifteen-year-old kid looking for his jollies buy two burner phones? And why would he record the sex tapes, and then, to crown it all, send it to Ali? He seems like a bit of a sick fuck to me.’

      Gus grinned. ‘Glad to see you’ve not allowed your analysis to ruin your appetite or your ability to present a cogent and technically-phrased argument for the prosecution. Hell, a lawyer could just take that statement straight to court.’

      ‘Ha bloody ha! Very damn funny.’ She glanced at her watch and jumped to her feet. ‘Come on. Got to get a move on. I’m being “made over” back at The Fort.’

      Frowning at her eagerness to present herself to the lions, Gus grabbed her arm. ‘You sure about this? You don’t need to do it, you know?’

      Grinning, she pinched his cheek hard and said, ‘Oh, but I do. We both know I could be out on my arse tomorrow, so I aim to go out with a bang.’

      Shit, thought Gus. Wish she wouldn’t use words like ‘bang’! He peeled a couple of twenties from his wallet, waved to the waiter and followed her out.
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            19:10 The Fort

          

        

      

    

    
      The incident room was more crowded than usual and Gus hated it. One of the vice team had grabbed his chair and his coffee mug. Compo looked like he was trying to merge into the wall behind his PC, and Sampson and Taffy kept sending petulant glances his way. Still not forgiven me for not getting them on the raid!

      Alice, on the other hand, was in her element. Dressed in a skintight crop top and leggings with heels that made her a good half foot taller, she was strutting around looking like the cat who’d got the cream, while Gus was of the opinion that ‘a lamb to the slaughter’ was more apt. They’d made sure she had the look of a girl trying to appear older than her years. Her make-up was heavy and somewhat inexpertly applied. The clothes they’d given her were a complete contrast to her normal gothic black attire. And, despite her added inches, she did look very young. They’d wired her up and put a GPS monitor onto the underwire of her bra.

      The plan was she’d saunter into the pub their targets frequented in Keighley. According to the snitch, they were having some sort of celebration in honour of a new member joining the One Percent club. Gus had been told that One Percent was the term used to describe biker groups like the Hells Angels and referred to the fact that ninety-nine per cent of bikers were law-abiding whereas the other one percent, the one percent they were dealing with tonight, were not. This information did not reassure him.

      Once in the bar, she was to attempt to attract the attention of the two bikers. Mickey had intimated that that would be easy as they were always on the lookout for young fresh meat. A description that made Gus’ heart sink even more. Because of his ethnicity, he wasn’t allowed in the pub, which was a watering hole for Keighley’s resident bigots and racists and that annoyed him, too. He wanted to be as close to Alice as possible. The fact that two other officers would be inside didn’t reassure him one bit. He was relegated to a parked car with Mickey Swanson, twenty yards up the road, with a view of the pub door. Alice would, if all went to plan, get herself invited to the clubhouse and would, whilst partying with them, distribute miniscule cameras and microphones around the premises so the teams outside could see what was going on and judge the time to raid the joint. Gus tried to ignore all the things that could go wrong and instead focus on the fact that Alice was capable of anything. He only hoped her nerve held.
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            21:15 The George, Keighley

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice had held it together in front of Gus. He was such a bloody wuss and she knew he was worried stiff about her. She wasn’t scared as such, not really. It was more of a low-level, constant rush of adrenalin. As soon as she walked into the pub, she’d be fine. All her old instincts from Brent would kick in and she’d get into character, just like that.

      To make it authentic, she’d got on the bus three stops away and got off outside the fish and chip shop opposite The George. As she waited to cross the road, she looked at the pub. Even from here she could hear the low-level thrum of a bass beat interspersed with deep laughter and guttural tones. The outside of the pub was tired. Paint peeled off the sign as it swayed half-heartedly in the slight breeze. Even the lighting had a sad, yellow, nicotine-stained glow to it. Seeing a gap in the traffic, she walked across the road, trying to ignore the fact that the shoes nipped her toes and the cold night air was making goose bumps appear on top of her goose bumps. She thought of her heavy winter coat with longing… and then, she was at the door. Two monster-sized Harleys stood outside. With any luck, they’d belong to her guys. If not, maybe the owners would be heading to the clubhouse later anyway. She’d be adaptable.

      Pushing open the door, she swaggered in, chewing gum and with her hips swinging side to side. She marched over to the nearest empty bar stool and deposited her clutch bag on the counter before getting out her phone and texting. She was aware that her presence had been noted and went full-on playing the part of a disgruntled friend who’d been stood up and was trying to contact someone. The bartender approached, a bar towel slung over his shoulder. Alice glanced up. ‘Vodka coke, please.’

      From behind her, she felt rather than heard the air displacement as someone approached her. The faint, unwashed smell of sweat mingling with leather drifted to her nostrils.

      ‘I’ll get the lady’s drink,’ said a gruff voice.

      Alice summoned up the innocent, teen girl grin she’d been practising all day. ‘Wow, really? Thank you.’ And she was in, as simple as that. She hadn’t expected it to be quite as easy, but sometimes in undercover work you’re dealt a winning hand.
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            22:25 Outside The George, Keighley

          

        

      

    

    
      It was ages since Alice had entered the pub and Gus was getting more and more anxious. He hated inactivity at the best of times and the cramped confinement of Mickey Swanson’s vehicle irked him. His shoulders ached and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to untense them. He and Mickey could hear everything that was happening in the pub and with every passing minute it seemed that Alice was having to come up with ever more inventive excuses not to fulfil some sort of sex act with those two jokers. It put him on edge. If they took a step too far, or if Alice said the safety phrase; ‘my shoes are too tight’, he’d be over there in a flash… except, he knew he wouldn’t. He’d leave it to their two plants inside to initiate some sort of distraction – that was their brief, after all.

      They needed to get the bikers on possession of both the drugs and firearms, and they needed as many of the Chapter members as possible in the clubhouse before they raided. This was a multi-faceted attack and getting those responsible for Jade Simmonds’ death was only one aspect of it. He was lucky he’d been allowed to tag along and he knew he was there only because Nancy had pulled some strings and Mickey seemed to like him for some reason.

      Inside their vehicle it ranged from freezing to boiling as Mickey alternated between having the engine on for warmth and turning it off to avoid looking conspicuous. She’d slipped her bullet proof vest off earlier and run in to get them chips, but Gus couldn’t eat anything. His stomach was too unsettled. Mickey, on the other hand, worked her way through both packets of chips with clear enjoyment.

      ‘Love chips!’

      Gus raised an eyebrow. ‘Never have guessed.’

      When at last the pub door swung open and the two bikers emerged, Alice between them, Gus was relieved. The three of them stood looking at the bikes for a good ten minutes, Alice alternating between running her hand over the shiny metal and running it over the taller of the two men’s arm. It made Gus’ skin crawl. Visions of how these men had treated Jade Simmonds were at the forefront of his mind as he watched.

      ‘She’s brilliant, isn’t she?’ said Mickey, gripping her steering wheel and peering out the window. ‘Got them in the palm of her hand.’

      Gus could only nod. Mickey had summed it up. Alice was leading them on, using a blend of playfulness and sensuality that Gus had never seen from her before. One of the bikers took off his leather jacket and Gus heard Alice cooing her thanks as she slipped it on and zipped it up before climbing onto the larger of the two bikes behind the taller biker. The jacket dwarfed her. The sleeves covered her hands and it tucked under her bottom as she sat. The guy who’d given her his jacket leaned over and extracted a helmet from the box at the back of his bike and plonked it on her head, fastening it, before kissing her noisily and tapping the visor down.

      Then they were off, accelerating and roaring into the flow of traffic causing a taxi to brake and honk its horn. It wasn’t Gus’ job to follow. They knew where the bikers were headed and the GPS transmitters they’d planted on the bikes and on Alice would tell them if there was any deviation from the expected route.

      Half an hour later, Gus and Mickey drew up in a lay-by further up the road from the track leading to the clubhouse. It was out of sight of the bikers unless they missed the track and drove past, but that was unlikely. Their source had told them these two were regular patrons of the Chapter’s facilities. From the bushes to their right, one of Mickey’s men appeared and confirmed that Alice and the two men had shot past them a couple of minutes before. Game on!
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            22:25 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      Not long now, thank God. It’s getting colder. It’s like someone’s thrown a bucket of cold water over me. And the dripping… fuck’s sake, the dripping. Bloody pouring down the walls. Puddles all over the floor now, mixing with the piss and the blood. Clothes are soaked. How am I supposed to carry them? They’ll weigh a fucking tonne, but I can’t leave them here. Just have to manage.

      ‘Fi…re, fi…re, watch it burn, la, la, la, da, da, da. Fi…re, Fi…re da, da, da, la, la, la.’

      Can’t remember a time I’ve ever been warm. Hoodie and blanket do fuck all… except make me scratch. Fucking great bug welts all over my arms and thighs. That’ll look good when they find me, though… authentic! Fucking fleas. Never mind, I’ll get my revenge. What I’d give right now to be at the Hare and Hounds, sat in front of that big log fire of theirs, one of their cheese burgers in front of me… Ace!

      ‘Log fiii… re. Keeps me saaa…ne. Bu…ur…ur…n, la la la.’

      Warm bed. That’s what I need. Wonder if they’ve found my stash. Could do with a score right now… you know? Take the edge off. Maybe should’ve hid the stash. Nah, what teenage lad doesn’t have a stash these days? Hell, bet even old Jane and James smoked some wacky-baccy when they were young. What am I thinking, though? The coppers will have taken my shit. They’ll have searched my room and the shed. They’d have told Mum and Dad too, and she’d have had that face on her. The one that says, ‘I don’t know where he gets it from. It must be his birth mother because it’s certainly not from us.’

      Wonder if they’ve been on telly, yet? What I’d give to see that. The pair of them, holding on to each other like a pair of Siamese twins, crying and pleading for his captor to release him. If they knew the half of it… bloody inspired. Everything planned to a T. Just need to follow through to the end and I’ll be in the home straight.

      At this stage, my options are limited. The most important thing is to get out of this alive. That’s the main aim, however it’s the variables that are the issue. Too many variables. A joint right now would clear my thinking. Relax me a bit, take my mind off the cold and hunger.

      Not long now, Simon, for Christ’s sake. Just hold it together. Plenty of time for joints when I get out. Right now, I need to focus on my getaway. I know what needs to be done. Just need to make sure it’s timed just right. There’s no room for mistakes. No margin of error.

      Then… back to my old life, nobody any the wiser, loose ends tied up… Revenge complete.

      Or, worst case scenario… Plan B. Either way, I’ll have done what I set out to achieve.
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            23:15 The Fugitive Bandits Clubhouse, Ilkley Moor

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice had loved the drive from Keighley to the clubhouse. The wind, the speed, the weaving between vehicles gave her a real rush.

      Then, before she knew it, she was at the track leading to the clubhouse and was being bounced around like a rag doll on the back of the bike. Her grip tightened round Biker Joe’s middle and the wind whipped his laugh away as he accelerated more. He was trying to frighten her, so she refused to scream. She had faith that, although she was pretty low on his list of precious things, his bike was number one. He wouldn’t risk damaging it.

      He decelerated and braked just in front of a solid wooden fence that rose eight feet off the ground. Sticking up from the top were jagged shards of glass. Very security conscious! Balancing the weight of the bike, Joe pulled off his glove, reached over and pressed a button. A fuzz of static came over the line. He gave a mumbled response which was followed by a buzz and the gate opened, admitting both bikes into the compound.

      Fifty feet away from the fence was a large stone bricked building that was only just visible in the light of the moon until a door opened and light spilled out onto the dirt track. Twenty or so Harleys were lined up around the yard. When Joe got off the bike, she followed suite and, after retrieving her clutch bag from the pocket, slipped off her borrowed biker’s jacket and laid it over the saddle. Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Born To Run’ blared from the open door and men of all shapes and sizes, the majority clad in leather, tattooed, baldheaded and heavily bearded, spilled from inside. Some of them had their arms round girls who looked barely old enough to tie their own shoelaces.

      ‘What the fuck, Joe? Why you brought her with you? Who the fuck is she? Some fucking minger from Binger?’

      Alice recognised the coarse reference to the less salubrious women of Bingley and wanted to swipe the smirk off his face. Tilting her head back, she looked into the eyes of the tallest man she’d ever met. Her gaze dropped downwards to the gun that was directed inches from her stomach. In response, her muscles clenched and the flicker of fear that flashed over her face wasn’t altogether an act. The thug with the gun threw back his head and laughed, addressing the group of leather clad men ranging in age from mid-twenties to their fifties, who hovered at his shoulders. ‘See that? She’s bricking it.’

      Alice shuffled back a little. Judging by the way the girls darted wide-eyed glances between Alice and ‘Giant Man’, she was in trouble. The few inches she’d gained with her backward shuffle weren’t enough for her to manoeuvre into any self-defence move. Not that it would matter. She was outnumbered. It was then that she became aware of another, much more ominous sound from behind her. A quick glance told her that two Rottweilers were pacing, saliva drooling from their huge jaws. They were so close to her that she was sure she could feel their hot breath on her naked arms and she imagined them pressing their sharp teeth into her arm. Shit, this wasn’t good.

      Just as she thought she’d be shot and fed to the animals, Giant Man grinned and winked at her. A rumble of laughter left his throat and he gestured to the dogs to scat. With low whines they disappeared into the darkness and Alice released a slow breath. Flapping her hand in front of her face, for the benefit of the officers listening in, she said in a breathless voice. ‘Shit, mister, you had me there. Thought you were going to shoot me with that big shotgun and feed me to your two mutts.’ She winked at him and added, ‘Seems you’re happy to see me, though.’

      The man released another burst of laughter and laid a shovel sized hand on her shoulder, nearly knocking her onto her back. ‘Come on, darling, you’re with me.’

      ‘She’s mine,’ said Joe, his voice petulant. The big man turned and punched him in the stomach. ‘Stop your fucking griping. The girl’s mine, right?’

      Joe doubled over, retching, and the acrid smell of beer-tinged vomit mingled with the exhaust fumes hung in the air. Before Alice could say anything, two of the other men stepped forward, hooked their arms under Joe’s shoulders before hefting him to his feet and dragging him into the clubhouse.

      With exaggerated politeness, Giant Man turned and held out his crooked elbow to Alice, as if he was escorting her to her school prom. Using her practised smile, Alice put her arm though his and allowed him to guide her inside. That had been a close shave, but she couldn’t afford to betray her fear. She needed to hold it together and get the cameras situated inside. Soon as they were up and running, she’d be safer.

      The first thing she noticed was the over-abundance of near life-sized photographs of Harley Davidsons pinned to the walls. Each one had a pouting, near nude woman, oozing raw sex, straddling the saddle. The second thing was the massive pool table and pin ball machine that took up one corner of the massive room and was being utilised by five men who hadn’t formed part of her earlier welcoming party. Couches and chairs occupied by a handful of other men with girls on their laps created a maze through which Giant Man guided her. A distinctive smell of male sweat pervaded her nostrils and Alice didn’t have to think too hard to identify the source of its musky accompaniment.

      Along the far wall was a makeshift bar stocked high with spirits optics and beer barrels and it was to this area that she was led. Breathing through her mouth, Alice followed, her eyes alert for places to stick the pin-head cameras she’d been given. Now, she was inside the clubhouse, her confidence had diminished. She counted around fifteen men and, what was more worrying, at least ten women who could become hostages. She needed to make sure her team outside had the full picture of the inner layout. Pulling out her compact mirror and lipstick, Alice concealed a camera on her finger, before applying the lipstick. Shoving the items back inside her bag, she stretched up and tapped the front of the beer barrel. ‘Can I have some of this?’

      ‘You want to try our homebrew? Reckon you got the stomach for it, do you?’

      Alice doubted very much that she had the stomach for the sludge that was handed to her in a mucky glass, but at least she’d got one camera up and running. All she had to do was place the others and locate the drugs and firearms. Easy! Looking round the room, she realised that, apart from the gun her host carried across his chest as if it was a baby, there were no other visible weapons in the room. Not that that meant anything.

      Each of these men would carry at least one concealed weapon. However, what was more concerning was the fact that the room seemed to take up the size of the entire clubhouse except for a walled-off area in one corner. Judging by the fact that she’d seen two men exit the small room, while pulling up their zips, this could only be a toilet. So where were they keeping the goods?
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            23:30 Tetley Street

          

        

      

    

    
      Shit! Which of the two whores had been with Julie Dyson? He hadn’t paid much notice to the two hookers who’d been standing with Julie the other night.

      Maybe they hadn’t paid any attention to him either, but he couldn’t be sure and that was the problem. He couldn’t go around topping all the fucking hookers in Bradford, yet he couldn’t leave anything to chance. He couldn’t go down for killing a piece of street scum. Not when he’d got a family at home to look after. Fuck, his back was still hurting and he’d been sick. Bloody ulcers, that’s what it was, just like his wife had warned him of. Why were his fingers tingling like that? Even inside his gloves they must be cold.

      In the confines of the patrol car, he tried to stretch his shoulders. It was hard to focus with the pain and he really needed to focus right now. What the hell should he do? The way he saw it, he had two options. One, take care of the four that were there right now. Fuck that would be difficult. Two maybe, as there weren’t many punters who picked up four girls at once. Or option two, sidle home with his tail between his legs and pray the prossies hadn’t seen owt. The bleach would have taken care of the forensic side. It was the damn prossies that were the problem for him.

      His knee jigged up and down as he tried to make his decision. It was dark in the street wasn’t it? Doubt they’d have seen him. Think, Think, Think! What should he do?

      If he went for any of these four, he’d risk exposing himself… and he wasn’t even sure they were the ones. The pain across his shoulders intensified, so he popped another couple of Ibuprofen. All those painkillers were rotting his gut. Wished he’d thought to get some Gaviscon when he bought the tablets. He had heartburn now.

      Leaning forward, he stared at the cluster of girls. Shit, it’s so dark over there, they wouldn’t have been able to see him… not clearly anyway. No, definitely not. With a last glance at the women, he pushed his clutch in and drove off, hoping he wasn’t going to rue the decision he’d made, to let them live.
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            00:30 Ilkley Moor

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus had spent an uncomfortable five minutes on the back of a specially adapted electric motorbike with all the suspension of an overused mattress, but at least he was now stalking the perimeter of the fence with Mickey, who’d arrived on the back of a similar bike.

      Every so often Mickey would stop and fiddle with her tablet. To say they were anxious about the length of time it was taking Alice to set up a visual inside the clubhouse was an understatement. They had one camera up. However, it had a limited view of only a fraction of the house and made it difficult to estimate the number of bodies inside.

      Nervous tension had Gus’ blood wired. He was jumpy and had already snapped at Mickey twice. The fact that he could hear Alice inside was reassuring, although the filth she was having to deal with made his blood boil. They’d gathered from her whispered comments on a loo visit that she couldn’t locate the goods and that was worrying. What if they weren’t on site? They only had the snitch’s word on that one and God knows how reliable he was. Another worry was that they’d learned that at least three of the women inside were comatose and could be vulnerable hostage risks when they raided. The other concern was that because the clubhouse appeared to be soundproofed they were reliant on the limited audio from Alice’s mic and Gus wasn’t happy with that.

      ‘At last, another camera.’ Mickey’s voice sounded as relieved as Gus felt. He moved to her side and peered over her shoulder. They now had visuals on a group of bikers playing pool, with another two snogging some girls on a sofa nearby. All of the visuals were being streamed to other officers around the perimeter, and also to Compo, who was working his computer to get IDs and, hopefully, backgrounds on some of the men inside.

      The idea was to wait till Alice had ascertained the whereabouts of the firearms and drugs before they implemented a co-ordinated explosion at intervals around the perimeter to allow them access to the grounds. After gaining entry the SWAT team would swoop in to round up as many Fugitive Bandits as they could. This had to be done at speed, before the bikers could get to their Harleys and take the chase outside the confined space of the deserted moorland. If, as was looking likely, Alice failed to locate the goods, they were to wait till either she was leaving the premises or until she signalled for help.

      Mickey’s split screen ran footage from both the cameras Alice had managed to place. As they watched, Alice walked past, carrying a pint glass filled with a dark brown liquid. She turned her head towards the camera and sneaked a wink. Despite his annoyance with her for taking a risk, Gus grinned. She was irrepressible.

      ‘Looks like she’s–’ He didn’t get to finish his sentence because all of a sudden, the top camera moved and frantic cries filtered through the tinny speakers.

      Alice’s voice saying, ‘Let her go. She fucking said no,’ was the last thing he heard, before an explosive shot rent the air, followed by a scuffle and the sound of a female groaning. Gus was off before Mickey had given the order to ‘GO, GO, GO!’ Without waiting for the smoke to clear from the nearest fence explosion, Gus threw himself through and headed for the clubhouse. Spotlights illuminated the building, leaving the approaching officers in shadow.

      The clubhouse door burst open and the hulking frames of the bikers were lit up as they dove through the door one at a time. One of the officers yelled a ‘Police!’ warning which was ignored. Gus was desperate to get to the door. His eyes raked over the exiting figures to see if any of them were carrying Alice or dragging her behind them. He got to within twenty yards and a big fucker with biceps on top of his biceps, planted himself in front of Gus, a knife in one hand and a chain in the other. Fuck’s sake, I don’t have time for this.

      Gus feinted to the right and then back to the left. The biker, weight slowing him down, followed Gus to the right but couldn’t keep up with his direction change, so he swung his chain towards Gus’ at knee height. Gus jumped and felt the weight of the chain skim his shin as he moved past his assailant. From the corner of his eye, he saw two armed officers point their guns at the man, who, in the spirit of ‘fight till the end’ started stabbing his knife in their direction. A single shot to the arm put an end to that nonsense, and Gus was pleased to see him sink to his knees, cradling his injured arm against his chest.

      From his left, a wave of warm air fanned his face and a warm damp dog smell hit his nostrils, moments before he was flung onto his front, hot drool slopping onto his cheek as one of the Rottweilers snapped at his face. The weight of the animal pushed Gus’ chest onto a clump of bracken making it difficult for him to catch breath. With one hand trapped under his body, he attempted to push himself forward with the other, but the animal was too strong. Raising his free arm, he covered his face just as the animal’s teeth clamped round it. The pain was excruciating and he screeched. The animal tossed his arm like a ragdoll and Gus was sure it would be yanked from its socket. Every second with the dog on top of him felt like forever. He could feel something warm and sticky hit his face and trickle down towards his mouth. It was only when it reached his lips he realised it was his own blood. Using the last of his strength he jerked his hips, hoping that, by moving his lower body, he could dislodge the dog. Which was when he felt a similar pain in his leg and realised the other dog had joined the affray. Why the fuck did he have to be the one to attract the fucking beasts?

      With his arm being yanked one way, his leg the other and the weight of two animals pinning him down, Gus turned his face to the side and yelled again. In the distance, two shots were fired. Gus’ heart exploded into triplet time. More shots, this time to his right, near towards where the Harleys were lined up. The dogs made a whimpering sound and released their grip a little. Gus tried to yank his limbs away, but the animals’ whimpering died in their throats as they refocussed on their prey. It was as if he was being tasered again and again. The pain ricocheted through his entire body and what had started as a trickle of blood hitting his face became a torrent. Maybe the fucker had hit an artery. His eyes began to flicker. Shit he was going to faint and then he heard a scream… a female screm… Alice! His eyes flickered again and his vision blurred. A lot of fucking good Mickey’s advice about wearing extra clothes had been–

    

  



    
      
        
          
            82

          

          

      

    

    







            00:30 Unknown Location

          

        

      

    

    
      It is time. Much as I could hold off for a bit longer, it’s too hard. Not knowing what’s going on outside… it’s killing me. Need to get it over with, and tonight’s as good a night as any. Maybe if I’d had longer, I might have been able to get Matty onside and then I’d have had eyes on the outside. Hmm, on reflection though, Matty is a pussy. He’d be a liability in the end. No, it’s better like this.

      Bit of a rush getting this place kitted out at the end, but I managed. Okay, so a few more home comforts would’ve been better; I was more concerned about the end game. Nothing here should implicate me. Should have packed more food, though, and a little camping stove. That’d have been an asset as it would have given off some heat as well. Didn’t reckon with the mind-numbing cold… or the loneliness… or the damn rain.

      If that little foray on Monday night and then again on Tuesday morning hadn’t nearly gone awry, I might have risked a couple more night trips. Found out what’s going on, and that. Not worth the risk, though. Not for a bit of discomfort for a few nights. Shit, this is the important part. The bit I’ve been aiming for all along. A sighting of me would have messed everything up. The entire plan relied on me being missing. Bloody nosey bastard, rolling home from the pub half-pissed, he nearly spotted me. In the church van. He was more than likely too far gone to describe me with any credibility though – fucking old pisshead!

      It’d been easy to talk Jenny into getting into the Reverend’s old van. Stupid bitch took the Coke – drank it all. Never even tasted the rohypnol. Biker Joe had promised that they forget everything after that, so she wouldn’t remember owt about me picking her up… or what I’d done to her.

      She was a fucking interfering bitch, though. She deserved it all. Poisoning Ali’s mind against me. I was the fucking victim, not Ali’s mum or that other cow either. Then when Ali got drunk at my party and started dancing on the table – enough to make you think she wasn’t a little fucking lezzer after all.

      Frustrating though, not to know what everyone is thinking, how Mum and Dad are. Not that it matters… not really. Not out to punish them, but it does give me a hard-on thinking about my mother in bits and my dad trying to be stoic.

      No, this plan was targeted at someone else entirely… everything else was just an added bonus. Sorting through the supplies in the corner of the cellar, I feel that familiar buzz. Electricity. My fingers aren’t numb any more. It’s like I’m sizzling… a bomb waiting to explode.

      ‘Fireball explode, la, la, la. Fire ball burn high, da, da, da.’

      Last leg of the journey. Home run. I can fool everyone… hell, I’ve done it before, haven’t I? Why should this time be different? Do the deed, get back here and let the coppers follow the crumbs.
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            01:35 Ilkley Moor

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘A lot of bloody good you were. Might as well have left you back at The Fort if all you’re going to do is sleep on the damn job!’

      Gus opened his eyes and realised he was in the back of a police Land Rover with two paramedics working on him and a spotlight directed to his face. He blinked and moved his head but couldn’t see the owner of the voice. Shit, was he hearing things? Was Alice dead? Was he dead? A wave of dizziness made his head spin and as his stomach lurched, he closed his eyes and tried to orientate himself. A sharp prick of pain made him open them again. He scowled at the paramedic who was working on his mangled arm. That was it. The dogs. The fucking Rottweilers. Demons from the bowels of hell.

      He still couldn’t locate the person attached to the Alice voice, so he assumed he’d been dreaming and wondered if he could summon up the courage to ask after her. He was reluctant to know the truth, yet he knew he must. The memory of that female cry was scorched into his mind. As he lay there, memories of the explosion, followed by his fight with the big biker and ending with the dog attack came back to him. The chaos of the events, the blurred figures running around, the acrid smell of explosive, the gunshots… it had all happened so quickly and he had no recollection of being transported to the vehicle.

      A gurgle of laughter erupted from somewhere just outside his peripheral vision.

      ‘That you, Al?’ His voice sounded like the beasts had shredded his vocal chords not his arm.

      ‘Who the hell else is it likely to be, you bloody idiot? Trust you to manage an encounter with Fluffy and Fido.’

      Relief spread like a peanut butter sandwich after a long jog; all warm and oozing sweetness, in Gus’ chest. Thank fuck she’s alright! He spluttered, ‘Fluffy and fucking Fido? You’re kidding me, aren’t you?!’

      Alice’s head appeared over the back of the front seats, ‘Yeah. Actually, I think one was called Brutus. Didn’t catch the other doggy’s name. You look like shit.’

      Gus studied Alice’s face and thought the description could equally fit her. She had a whopper of a black eye and a long scrape across her forehead. ‘Tell me!’ said Gus.

      Alice sighed, and lifted a bandaged hand to rub her cheek. ‘I lost it.’ She sounded deflated for a second, then her cheeks dimpled and she grinned. ‘At least I stopped the fucker raping a comatose fourteen-year-old girl. Bastard!’

      Ah, so that’s what the disruption inside the clubhouse had been.

      Trying to ignore the fact that he could feel neither his fingers nor his toes, Gus grinned back at her. ‘Glad you’re okay, Al. What about the rest of it? What was all the drama just before we stormed the place?’

      ‘Well, in all the kerfuffle in the shit hole after I mouthed off, the giant fired that damn rifle into the air. He was not a happy bunny. Not one to take a telling from a woman, never mind one a fifth of his size. Mind you, from the holes in the ceiling, I got the impression he did that a lot… fired into the air, I mean. Anyways, all hell let loose. Everyone had guns, except the women, surprise, surprise. Guns were going off… this is what happened, here.’ She pointed to the gash across her forehead. ‘Just a graze, though. Then you lot must have triggered off an alarm, for at that moment a klaxon blared in the clubhouse and they all started to charge outside, chains, knives and guns in their hands.’

      ‘Any injuries?’

      Alice shrugged. ‘A couple of minor ones on our side. The women were in a bad way and I’m pleased to say most of the bikers sustained, at the very least, a hard kick from me.’

      ‘What about the stuff?’

      ‘Hell yeah! Bloody bastards had dug out a cellar space that they hid with a mangy old rug. They found the guns and all, down there.’

      ‘We get our two?’

      Alice’s smile nearly split her face. ‘Hell yeah! Bastards are en route to The Fort as we speak.’ Her gaze clouded. ‘However, we’re not getting to do the interviews. Nancy’s passed it onto vice to deal with. Gives them greater ammunition if they tie the two together, but at least we know that two of them will go down for what they did to Jade.’

      Gus closed his eyes. ‘Thank God. At least Jade’s parents will get some closure.’ He waited a minute and then opened his eyes again, ‘Al, do you think you could just have a look and see what’s happening with my arm and leg.’

      Alice snorted, ‘Fuck’s sake Gus. It’s only a bit of blood.’

      One of the paramedics pulled his mask down. ‘Your arm’s a bit of a mess, nothing a good clean and stitches won’t fix. Your leg’s only got a surface bite. You’ll be right. Good job you wore some extra layers. That’ll have helped a little.’

      Gus scowled – it was only as an afterthought that he’d taken Mickey’s advice and worn extra layers. Not that he’d tell her that, though!
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            02:45 Bradford Royal Infirmary

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus looked down at the useless pile of shredded clothes the doctor had cut off him so she could get access to his wounds. The twelve stitches to his swollen and bruised arm had increased the throbbing from dull to screeching. He was relieved when the doctor gave a morphine injection and handed him a container with some neurontin in it. The skin on his leg, though sore, wasn’t broken and Gus was relieved to have only one addition to his scar collection. When the door opened, admitting Alice, he tried to pull the short hospital robe down to cover his thighs.

      ‘Seen it all before, Gus, and believe me it’s nothing to write home about,’ she said, plonking down on the edge of the bed, causing it to bounce which, in turn, jolted his bruised body.

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Al, I’m the patient here. Can’t you be a little less rough?’

      She pointed to the butterfly stitches across her forehead. ‘So am I. You don’t have a monopoly on injuries tonight.’ She ran her fingers over the stitches. ‘You think I’ll have a scar?’

      Gus couldn’t help grinning at the hopeful tone in her voice. ‘Here’s me wishing I had a few less war wounds and you’re bloody gloating about it.’

      Before Alice could respond, Gus heard a voice he recognised drift down the corridor outside. Shit! He glared at Alice, who was attempting to look innocent. ‘Did you phone her?’

      Shrugging, Alice picked at the bed sheet. ‘The doctor wanted to discharge you and I reckoned you would want to head straight back to The Fort and wouldn’t want to wear that thing.’ She pointed to his lilac hospital gown. ‘Appealing though you look in it, I thought you’d rather not give that knob Knowles any more ammunition to slag you off.’

      She had a point, but Gus was damned if he’d admit it. As the door opened, he sent her a look that said, ‘We’re not done here’ and pasted a smile on his face, as his mother bustled in, followed by his dad. Corrine McGuire reached over and cupped his cheek in her hand, inspecting his face before lowering her glance to his arm which, much to Gus’ relief, was bandaged and in a sling, thus concealing the extent of his injuries.

      ‘It’s only a wee graze, Mum. Nothing to worry about and the skin on my leg’s not even broken. They’ve just discharged me.’

      His dad, holding a Kana Peena supermarket bag, stepped forward and dumped the bag on Gus’ lap. ‘Clothes!’

      Gus frowned at his father’s abrupt tone, but when he looked at him, he realised his dad’s lower lip was quivering. Shit! Gus had been so worried about the effect this would have on his mum, he hadn’t stopped to consider his dad might be affected too. He reached out a hand. ‘I’m alright, Dad. Nothing a few days with my arm in a sling won’t heal. I’m heading back to work in a minute, as soon as I can get dressed. The doctor’s given me the all-clear.’

      His dad took a large white hankie from his pocket and blew his nose, the sound as loud and discordant as a ship on the North Sea in the fog. ‘I know you’re fine, laddie. It was your mother who was worried. I’ve just got a bit of a cold, that’s all.’

      Alice, concealing her grin, winked at Gus as his mum tutted and set about pulling the clothes from the bag. ‘I brought you jogging pants, Angus. Much easier to get on with one hand and they’re fleece-lined so they’ll be soft on your poor wee leg.’ She pulled a large jumper from the bag and scrunched it up from the waist to the armpits before deftly putting it over Gus’ head and easing it down so he could pull his injured arm from the sling and put it in first. His dad edged her out of the way and repeated the process with the bottoms. Gus, all too aware of Alice’s amusement, scowled at her. He knew better than to try to do it himself. He knew that the best therapy for his parent’s anxiety was to feel useful, so he’d put up with feeling like a five-year-old for a few minutes, if it made them happy.

      He’d just, with his dad’s help, managed to stand up, when the door burst open once more and his sister Katie walked through, out of breath and with a stethoscope draped round her shoulders.

      ‘Shit, Gus, only just heard. You okay?’

      ‘Course I am.’ Truth was, he was knackered and sore, yet the sight of his family with their concerned glances, warmed him inside like nothing else could.

      ‘Gabriella’s on her way, too.’

      ‘For God’s sake, Katie, did you call Mo and Naila too? Talk about the bloody jungle drums beating. Who needs them when you’re on the case?’ He glanced up and saw his sister’s sheepish look. ‘Aw for fuck’s sake, Katie, you did, didn’t you? You called Mo and–’

      The door opened and Mo, Naila and Gabriella piled into the room, all chattering at once and all fighting to get close to the bed.

      ‘Right, that’s it!’ Gus raised his voice. ‘It’s nice of you all to come, but I’m busy right now. Got a murderer to catch and all that, so… I’ll see you all later,’ and with Alice trailing behind, he limped out of the room.

      He’d reached the end of the corridor when his dad shouted after him, ‘Wait up, Gus. Wanted to fill you in on the post-mortem on the girl found at Cottingley Ridge.’

      Gus stopped and waited for his dad to catch up.

      ‘Looks like you caught something good, Dad?’

      ‘Whoever did this thought the bleach would be enough to cover his tracks… and it would have been, except for one very lucky break. The dozy bugger had traces of semen on his fingers, and when he strangled her, like so,’ his dad made a circle of both hands with his thumbs to the front, ‘traces of said semen transferred to the back of her neck, where, I surmise, her hair protected it from the bleach.’

      ‘You’re telling me you got enough for a DNA sample?’

      His dad’s grin told him he was right. ‘Bloody brilliant, Dad. Just brilliant.’

      ‘I’ve sent it to the labs and expedited it. Asked them to compare it to the semen found at the Proctor’s house in case it matches with that.’ His dad flung his arm round Gus’ shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze. ‘I’m glad you’re okay. You gave us a fright and I could do without any more of those for the foreseeable future.’

      Gus squeezed back. ‘Me too, Dad, me too. Now, go and collect the troops and tell them all to go home.’

      Relieved to take the weight off his leg, Gus leaned on the wall as the lift took them down to the ground floor. When the doors opened, Alice helped him on with his blood-stained fisherman’s coat before they walked out into the night air. A freezing fog had descended, making the wheelchair users with their drip stands congregated in the smokers’ shelter look like alien shadows against the backdrop of subdued hospital lighting, escaping through the ward curtains.

      ‘Should have got you a wheelchair,’ said Alice, eyeing him limp down the ramp.

      Gus shook his head. ‘Nah, it’s–’ but the sound of his phone ringing in his pocket interrupted him. With some difficulty he managed to locate it and answer.

      He listened for a few seconds, before speeding up. ‘Come on, Alice, looks like the Buttons’ house is on fire. Let’s get there now.’

      In the distance he could hear the screeching of fire engines and, as they headed for the waiting car driven by a uniformed officer, two ambulances, blue lights blazing, exited the hospital car park and headed towards Frizinghall.
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            03:35 Redburn Drive, Frizinghall

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the fog, Gus could see the lick of flames on the skyline as they approached Redburn Drive. For a second, he was transported back to the fire where Simon Proctor nearly lost his life and where Kyle Button’s fiancée and unborn child died.

      Before he’d even got out of the police car, smoke clogged his throat and his eyes started to water. Peering through the crowds of people, Gus looked for his team and located Sampson and Taffy setting up a boundary so the firefighters could work. As he approached, he saw that the paramedics were standing outside their ambulances, trollies and equipment at the ready. A row of firefighters were training hoses on the building, trying to damp the flames that were coming from a downstairs window. An explosive crash, followed by a roar of flames, halted Gus in his tracks. An upstairs window burst and flames escaped, reaching out like sparking fingers, roaring and ferocious. He hoped that Ali and her dad had managed to get out.

      Peering through the smoke which competed in density with the fog, Gus, eyes streaming, grabbed Sampson’s arm. ‘Who’s still inside?’

      Sampson’s face was streaked with soot, the whites of his eyes, in sharp contrast to his skin, seemed larger than usual. He turned to Gus and Alice, his shoulders slumped, and glanced towards the burning building. ‘Both of them. The two firefighters who went in haven’t come back out yet.’

      Resting his hand on the younger man’s shoulder, Gus squeezed. ‘We’ve got a job to do, so let’s do it.’ He pulled Sampson away from the crowds and gestured for Taffy and Alice to join them.

      ‘I don’t believe in coincidences and this fire, coming hot on the heels of everything we discovered earlier, makes me suspicious. If this is arson, and I’m aware we don’t know that for sure, however if it is, we need to be on the ball. We’ll split into pairs and take a different section of the perimeter. Alice and Sampson, you’re taking the front of the house. Start in the middle and one of you head one way, one go the other. Taffy, you and I will take the rear of the property. We’re looking for any suspicious characters. I want you to photograph as many of the onlookers as you can.’

      Taffy frowned. ‘Why?’

      Alice slapped him on the back. ‘Because, my young Padawan, if this is arson, the tosser who set fire to the Buttons’ house will be standing in a corner having a wank.’

      ‘Eh?’ Taffy cast a furtive eye round the crowds and Alice rolled her eyes. ‘Not literally, idiot.’ She tilted her head to one side. ‘Well, I hope not, anyway. No, I meant figuratively. They get off on watching the fire and the fall-out scene afterwards. Look out for people who are recording the scene and also for those keeping themselves a little distant. Compo can use the images to get information on them.’

      Gus headed for the back of the building by accessing a wide perimeter through the neighbour’s garden. He’d directed Taffy to do the same on the left side. If anyone wanted to watch proceedings from a distance, the back of the property was the best bet for them. With the garden backing onto Heaton Woods, a voyeur could watch what was going on in private. If anyone was there, Gus wanted to be sure to get them.

      On the other hand, a sensible arsonist would mingle with the crowd – but Gus was counting on the fire-maker, if it was a deliberately set fire, being Simon Proctor. Things were stacking up too conveniently against the lad and Gus wasn’t about to risk losing him.

      At the end of the neighbours’ garden, Gus was relieved to spot a wooden gate leading into the woods. He carried his phone in one hand, while his other, released from its sling, was too tender to be up for anything strenuous. He stepped through the gate and found himself on a mucky path that led up through the woods to the top of Ashwell Road. Earlier in the year they’d found a body not so far from here.

      He began to edge his way up the path, his eyes swinging from left to right. Behind him the fire crackled and spat noxious fumes into the air. The neighbouring houses, lit up like beacons, afforded a degree of light at the back of the property and cast moving shadows as the trees swayed in the gentle breeze. Through the foggy smoke, every tree took on a life of its own and Gus soon realised that even if he came across someone, he’d be unable to get a decent photo in the half light, so he slipped his phone back into his coat pocket and focussed on trying to discern any sudden movement in the trees.

      The fire was concentrated to the front of the property, so Gus’ hopes of seeing the arsonist in the woods diminished. He only hoped the others had more luck. A sudden increase in activity from the front of the buildings made him pause. Unintelligible yells, frantic and imperative, crescendoed over the fire’s roar, sending shock waves through Gus’ body. With his good arm, he yanked at the hedge that bordered the Buttons’ garden and peered through. A dull orange glow became visible through the back-room windows, then, in a gust of flying glass and debris, the windows burst open and flames roared through.

      Scorching heat blasted over him. The heat stung his face and the fumes engulfed his nostrils. If Ali and Kyle Button were still inside when that happened, Gus knew they’d be dead.

      A figure approached, walking down the path. Gus tensed and stood still. His eyes were still reacting to the amber brightness of the flames and he had trouble focussing. The figure kept approaching and Gus reached for his phone. The figure continued at a snail’s pace until, with a flurry of limbs, it pedalled the air and landed with a thud on the path. ‘Fucking leaves.’

      Gus grinned and returned his phone to his pocket. It was Taffy. He was about to yell to the officer, when movement in his peripheral vision, followed by a dull thump, had him spinning round. Still blinking against the orange dots that clouded his sight, Gus saw a figure balled up under a tree, about ten yards away from him. Whoever it was had jumped from one of the wide branches. As Gus stepped forward, it unfurled into a standing position, spun on its heels and took off into the woods.

      Gus, hobbling, took off in pursuit. ‘This way, Taffy.’

      Within seconds Taffy had overtaken him and, with Gus lagging behind, hared off the track, between the trees. After a few metres, Gus admitted defeat. He wasn’t fast enough in his current state and there was no guarantee that the person they’d chased had set the fire. Only too aware that there were many nefarious deeds one could get up to in Heaton Woods should you be that way inclined, Gus leaned against a tree, cradling his aching arm. Although the possibility existed that dodgy wiring could be responsible for the blaze, it would take a fully certified fire appraiser’s report before Gus was convinced of that.

      Taffy returned a few minutes later, panting and cross. ‘Lost the fucker, Gus. Too damn dark to see a thing in among the trees.’

      The pair of them, with Taffy lending a much-needed shoulder to Gus, headed back through the woods. The exertion had exacerbated both Gus’ arm and his leg, so when Taffy suggested he slip his arm back into his sling, Gus did so with no demur. All he’d got for the exercise was more pain, streaming eyes and an annoyed Taffy. Aw well, perhaps Sampson and Alice will have fared better.
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      That had been fucking close! I rub my hands together and blow on them. Fucking close! What a fucking buzz! My heart’s pumping, entire body’s thrumming. It’s like I’m an extension of the fucking fire. ‘you light my fire… fucking desire… you light my fire…’

      My nerve endings are as alight as the Button’s fucking house. I pump my fist in the air, before flinging myself onto the grass under an oak tree. Too fucking wired to bother about the damp or the cold, too damn wired! Nearly couldn’t run with my hard-on. Thought the fuckers were going to catch me for a minute. Shit, all the blood went to my todger and I nearly got caught. That would’ve been good, wouldn’t it? Arsonist tripped up by his hard-on! Fucking ace!

      Can hardly hear the fire noise from here, so I shut my eyes and replay it all, from the petrol through the broken windows, to chucking my bloody clothes in, to that feeling of power when I strike the match over the match box. Aaaah, fucking good… aaah, beautiful. Then the whoosh of flames, the colours, orange, blues, reds, yellow. Fingers of flame eating up the building, building up – spreading – faster… and the smell, petrol, smoke, burning toxic wood, aaah! ‘Fuck that put me on fi…iiire!’

      I catch my breath, savour my heartbeat slowing down, the sweat drying on my forehead. Left a little gift for the woodland creatures, didn’t I?

      It had been so easy… almost too easy. I’d wondered if I’d have to wait for ages till they went to bed, but the lights were off when I got there… and the rest, as they say, was history. There’s something so pure about setting a fire. I’ve always loved it, since I was a little kid and swiped some matches and made little fires from old porno mags round the back of the school. There’s always loads of places you can find to make fire, so that’s what I did. It’s important to be able to control the fire… to master it… be the boss. Over the years there have been so many and I’ve never been caught. This one is the second biggest… the second most important. It’s all about finishing the job… getting it done.

      The first big one was great, but I misjudged that and nearly died. I’m not beating myself up about that, though. I were just a fucking kid. I’ve learned since then. Learned loads… honed my craft. I’d tried to be too smart with that one. Should have planned it different. Shit, I was only a kid then and I was angry. So fucking angry. That fucking bitch, Amina, betrayed me. Made me think she’d take me home with her and we’d be together… a family. For fuck’s sake. Why would she do that to a child? Why would she destroy my hopes like that? Well, she got what she deserved, her and that stupid little bastard in her stomach. My only regret was that I missed seeing it. Missed the buzz of the flames licking the house, them bringing out the bodies… fucking bastard foster parents, fucking bitch social worker and fucking stupid fucking kids. Every one of them deserved it… deserved to die. No doubt about it.

      After that, I was careful. My new mum and dad were easy to dupe. They never realised half of what I got up to and not once did they catch me out – idiots! The other fires were all smaller and, by necessity, less dangerous; old warehouses, the odd old mill, like the one in Thornton, a couple of houses… mind you, I couldn’t risk doing that too often.

      I’d wanted to hang around near the front of the house, but someone might have recognised me and that would have been the end of my big plan. When the cops and fire brigade started to gather, I headed to the side of the building and waited there. Was an alright view, I suppose… Not the best, not the worst. The old woman in the house next door was deaf, so there was little chance she’d come out and find me lurking in her rose bushes. When that stupid copper came round the corner, camera held out a foot from his face, I skedaddled into the woods. Knew it’d only be a matter of time before the fire reached the back of the building. I climbed a tree and waited. The through-rush of flames, when it came, was amazing. Lit up the entire sky. Brilliant.

      I should go back to the cellar, bide my time… wait for them to rescue me. With all the stuff I’ve planted in Kyle Button’s garage it wouldn’t take them too long to figure it out; the knife I used on that bitch, the duplicate keys for the church van and the cellar, the bloody ropes. Nobody will believe his innocence… especially when they turn up and find me, near-hysterical, starving and filthy. Anyway, he’ll be dead and that other cow Ali will be back in foster care. Hope she gets as royally fucked as I did. It’s the perfect revenge… The perfect crime. In the end, Kyle and Amina didn’t want me: still, I got the ultimate revenge.

      Maybe just one last look before I head back. Just a peep!
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      The scene in front of the Button’s house had changed by the time Gus hobbled round with Taffy. Gus’ first thought was how similar it looked to the fire scene in Leeds when Amina Rose died. The paramedics were working on a bundled-up sooty figure. Gus realised that it must be Ali Button, because her dad, in mucky wet pyjamas with a hypothermia blanket slung over his shoulders, was wringing his hands, his gaze never leaving the shape on the trolley.

      Some of the firefighters were managing the last of the blaze now and the rest were sitting on the floor, leaning against the fire engine, their helmets and equipment discarded in heaps by their feet. None of them spoke. Most had bowed heads, a few rested their foreheads on arms supported by bent knees. Despite the sweat and filth, Gus saw the deep-etched fatigue on their faces.

      He approached Alice, who stood, pale-faced, watching the medics administer to Ali. Fuck’s sake. Sampson should be here with Alice. What the hell’s he playing at? He knows she’d been through a lot this week. His tone sharper than he’d intended, Gus said, ‘Where the fuck’s Sampson?’

      Alice, moving as if her body weighed a tonne, turned to Gus and held out one hand. It seemed that even that tiny effort was too much for her, because she dropped it to her side almost straight away.

      Gus stepped forward and put his good arm round her shoulder. He’d get the paramedics to look her over when they’d stabilised Ali. Alice had been through too much all at once. Shock must be setting in now. Alice shrugged his arm off. ‘He’s gone, Gus. Sampson’s fucking gone!’

      Gus frowned. ‘Where the hell’s he gone? He should be here.’

      Alice, bowed her head and began to weep. ‘He’s dead. He heard Ali yelling from the bathroom window at the side of the house and climbed up the drainpipe to get her. She must have frozen or something because next thing I see, he’d gone inside and he’s helping her out, holding her till she caught hold of the drain pipe. Then, a rush of air or something went through the house and Ali was thrown to the ground, and–’ her voice broke, ‘Sampson’s gone.’
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      Skirting round the woods and entering the cul-de-sac through a garden half a dozen doors away was easy. I knew the fire was on its way out. Only an experienced fire-setter like myself could smell the change in the quality of smoke hanging in the air. The accompanying hustle and bustle of fire engines and so forth, is gone. I’m taking a risk, I know that, but I’m so buzzed, I don’t care. I’ve always got Plan B to fall back on and I’ve been holed up in that fucking tomb for so long and this smoke-laden air is as fresh as it gets for me. I’ve waited so long for this… I deserve it.

      I pull my hoodie right up and over my head. No-one will recognise me. I’ll stay well back, anyway. I’ll be careful, won’t get too close. The first thing I see as I approach the cordon is an ambulance with its doors open. Fucking Button’s standing outside it looking in. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! I can almost feel the tension radiating off the man, but it’s not E-fucking-nough.

      I kick the fence and a bloke with a dog a few gates down glances at me and then wanders off, letting his dog pull him away. That were close. Need to keep a hold of myself. Get a grip. Button’s still there, looking all sad and forlorn. Maybe Ali’s dead… or her slut mum, maybe even both. I grin. That might work. First the bastard loses his fiancée and his bastard child, now he loses Ali. Win, fucking win! I want to punch the air, but stop myself. Need to blend in, not stand out like… a giggle at a funeral. Should have set fire to her sooner. Maybe I will giggle at her funeral. That’ll teach her. I’ll piss on her grave for all the grief she’s caused me.

      Does it matter that he’s not dead? Come on, Simon, think. Does it matter? He can deny everything, but what good will that do him? The stuff’s still in his shed, and I’ll still be locked in the cellar. When the idiot coppers finally trace the video footage it’ll lead them to him. No, it’s all good… cool. Well, not exactly cool… more scorching hot!

      It’s a disappointment, though. I wanted him to die. A dead man can’t defend himself, after all. Suppose, though, I should celebrate. The more pain he has to deal with, the more pleasure for me to treasure.

      A little away from the ambulance, a trio of coppers stand, huddled together looking like they’ve been slapped in the face. I screw up my eyes. The one with his arm in a sling might have been the one who chased me through the woods. Well, ‘chase’ is too strong a word. The idiot hobbled after me. If it hadn’t been for the other bloke being a bit faster on his feet, I’d have enjoyed toying with him. Could have led him a merry dance, all over Heaton Woods.

      I edge forward. Want to get a better view of Ali or her mum in the fucking ambulance. Why aren’t they driving off. Must be serious. My heart speeds up, and I feel a familiar pumping on my veins. Even with the odd few slip-ups it’s worked out well. A yell from my right jolts me. It’s the fucker with the dog, pointing at me, shouting something. And he’s with another bloke. I spin round, ready to run to the left, then my fucking hood slips off.
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      It hadn’t sunk in. How could it? Gus had only been gone half an hour. How could one of his officers have died whilst he was hirpling around the woods? Not minutes earlier, he’d cursed Sampson… now the lad was dead. The fire chief came over and expressed his condolences, but Gus wasn’t listening, not properly. The chief had said something about retrieving Sampson’s remains later in the day. Gus didn’t want his remains. He wanted the quiet, dependable, slightly gauche lad back. He kept looking over at the smoking building, half expecting to see Sampson loping from the fire, his long-legged stride covering the distance to them in seconds. The desire to hobble over and into the building to look for Sampson himself was almost overpowering. The lad had been his responsibility. The only thing keeping Gus grounded right at that moment was his sense of responsibility for Alice and Taffy. He’d lost one officer, now he had to take care of the remaining two. Thank fuck Compo wasn’t here. He’d be inconsolable. Alice looked like she’d never come round again. Her eyes were huge and staring. Taffy looked like he was about to cry, but was trying to keep a brave face. Although, Gus wanted this night to be over, he knew he wouldn’t be going anywhere any time soon.

      A glance at the cordon showed him that the vultures had already gathered. Jez Hopkins was talking to a man with a dog who was pointing beyond the ambulance. He’d be sniffing after a story, no doubt, and it wouldn’t be long before Sampson’s death leaked. Gus would have to make the death notice soon. Sampson’s family needed to hear this from him before it became public knowledge. However, he didn’t want to leave Alice and Taffy, not like this. He pinched his nose, just between his eyes. Shit. He’d have to tell Compo, too. Right now, the pain from his arm and leg seemed inconsequential. The death of one of his officers had created its own pain, right in his heart and Gus knew it would be a long time before it healed.

      A yell from behind the cordon made him jump. He turned his head and saw Jez Hopkins moving towards a young lad in a hoodie, his cameraman following. ‘Simon? Simon Proctor?’

      The name hung on the air for a long second before Gus reacted. Ignoring the pain in his leg, he moved towards the lad. Hopkins overtook him on his right and then the bloke with the dog overtook on his left. Cursing his inability to move fast, Gus lagged behind. The lad had a head start and Hopkins was unfit so he trailed behind. Gus was soon making better progress than the journalist. Then, another figure, smaller and faster, came from behind Gus. Two figures were gaining on the lad, herding him down to the main road, away from the woods. One was Taffy, who ran with the determined ease of a sprinter, the other was the bloke with the dog. The dog, who appeared quite overweight, all of a sudden ground to a halt and collapsed on the path. Taffy overtook the exhausted dog and its owner by jumping over the dog’s prone figure.

      The hooded youth slipped on the slurry of foam that covered the road and landed on his back. Gus’ heart pounded in his chest. Taffy was gaining on him. Surely, they’d catch him now. The lad jumped to his feet but Taffy had gained on him. Taffy was within arm’s reach of Simon when he too succumbed to the slippery foam and fell forward, arms outstretched. As he fell, Taffy executed a rugby tackle that swiped the lad’s feet from under him. Taffy landed hard on his front and crawled towards Proctor. Simon managed to grapple a few feet away from Taffy until he got purchase and then jumped to his feet and took off.

      With his face uncovered, Gus saw that the person they were pursuing was indeed Simon Proctor. His frustration was palpable as he yelled into the air. Realising he had no chance of catching the lad, Gus stopped and did the next best thing. Pulling his phone out he dialled, and still panting after his exertions, yelped down the line: ‘We need backup at the Button’s residence right now. Simon Proctor has been sighted and is attempting to evade capture. If he gets into Heaton Woods, we’ll need the canine division.’

      Swerving to his left, Simon Proctor dodged into a garden and disappeared round the back of a house. Loud yells from the homeowner reached Gus’ ears as he, phone call complete, tried to reach the property. As he approached, gingerly navigating his way over the stream of foam, the pyjama-clad owner blocked Taffy’s path, gesticulating and apparently guiding Taffy away from the rear of the property where Simon Proctor had disappeared. Gus cursed and yelled, ‘Move your fucking arse, this is police business.’

      Meanwhile, Taffy feinted to the right and then to the left and, succeeding in evading the man, he continued his pursuit. Jez Hopkins and his cameraman caught up, camera rolling. Gus snarled at them. ‘Turn the fucking camera off.’ He took a warning step towards them. Seemingly realising that Gus was in no mood for an argument, the cameraman lowered the camera as Gus said to a uniformed officer who’d approached, ‘Get any footage he’s got. I’m not having them use anything till we’ve cleared it.’

      Jez Hopkins didn’t take the hint. ‘What’s he done? Is that Simon Proctor? Are you arresting him for Sue Downs’ murder? Why is he here in the vicinity of this fire? Are the two incidents linked? Is this fire the result of an arson attack? Did Simon Proctor light the fire?’

      Gus channelled every iota of anger, frustration and grief into the look he directed at the reporter. ‘Back the fuck off. You want a statement from me, you get out of my hair right fucking now, okay?’

      Hopkins looked chastened.

      ‘In that case, get back behind the cordon and let us do our job.’

      As Hopkins and his camera man sloped off behind the cordon, Taffy, heaving the struggling teenager in an uncompromising grip, came back round the side of the building. His expression was jubilant and Gus heaved a sigh of relief. Thank fuck something’s gone right tonight. No sooner had the thought crossed his mind, when a figure in pyjamas hurtled past Gus. For a second, he thought it was the irate homeowner from earlier, but as the figure flung its entire bodyweight against Simon Proctor, pushing both the boy and Taffy to their backs on the footpath, Gus realised it was Kyle Button.

      Kyle’s face was contorted as he shrieked and pulled his fisted hand back. Taffy struggled to get to his feet and Gus limped towards them. Fucking journalists, why couldn’t Hopkins have kept his stupid questions to himself. Now look what he’s started.

      With a tortured yell, Kyle punched the lad in the face. ‘You little fucking bastard. You screwed my wife. You deserve this.’

      Proctor, blood streaming from his busted nose, started to giggle uncontrollably and began to sing in an eerie high-pitched tone, ‘ start to light my fi…re. Set Amina Rose on fii…re.… Kill your little bastard child… make a fucking funeral py…re…’

      For a second, Kyle sat on top of Simon’s chest and then, as the words of the song sunk in, he raised his hand to his face, shaking his head as if they would dislodge from his brain. ‘Nooooo!’

      ‘Your fucking bitch girlfriend promised me she’d look after me, take care of me. Bitch deserved to die. She was going to leave me with some other foster parents who’d just screw me up the arse like all the fucking others. She deserved to die, and so did Ali.’

      Before Gus or Taffy could stop him, Kyle grabbed Simon’s head in both hands and began crashing it onto the road, punctuating each bang with a loud exhalation.

      By the time, Taffy was on his feet and a firefighter had run over to pull Kyle Button off the lad, Simon Proctor lay unmoving, his eyes closed and blood pooling around him like a macabre halo. In the distance, another ambulance siren sounded. Gus looked up and saw Jez Hopkin’s cameraman recording the scene, but before he could say anything, Hopkins, mouth curled up as if he had a nasty taste in it, said, ‘We got Proctor’s confession. The tape’s yours.’

      Turning to Taffy, Gus said, ‘Book him.’ He gestured at Kyle Button. ‘Then get an officer to accompany him to his daughter’s bedside.’

      Much as he sympathised with Kyle Button, he also wanted to strangle the man. What he’d done to Simon Proctor had just sentenced him to jail time and Ali to yet another foster family. What a fucking mess.

      He looked at where a firefighter and a paramedic were working on Simon Proctor’s unconscious body. ‘I know this is the last thing you want to do, Taffy, but I need you to accompany this fucker to the hospital and not leave his side till I get someone to relieve you. I need to go and speak with Sampson’s parents and notify the Proctors.’

      Gus moved away from the bloody mess that was Simon Proctor and peered towards the ambulance where he’d last seen Alice. She’d been near the ambulance. Where was she now? As his eyes raked the crowd; he saw two plain clothed police officers he didn’t recognise, near the ambulance. Between them stood Alice, her face pale and startled, eyes staring at him. A viper’s nest in his stomach writhed, releasing its venom into his bloodstream. The fireman who’d come to help Taffy, moved to his side and, without saying a word, put his arm under Gus’ good shoulder and helped him over to Alice. Gus glared at the two officers. ‘Can I help you?’ They were clearly out for Alice’s blood. Why else would they have turned up here to arrest her? They knew fine and well they could have got her just as easily on her return to The Fort.

      The younger one flinched and looked away, but the older one held his gaze. ‘We’ve got to take her in. She’s been read her rights. She’s been relieved of her duties and will be held in remand in Downview Prison in Surrey.’

      ‘What?’ The word exploded like a grenade form Gus’ mouth, making the younger officer jump.

      ‘They’ve got compelling evidence in the Sean Kennedy case. There’s nothing I can do.’

      Gus, firefighter at his side, edged closer. ‘Well, the first thing you can fucking do is get those fucking handcuffs off her.’

      ‘She’s been classed as dangerous. Attempted murder of a fellow officer, the cuffs stay on.’

      ‘She’s just lost a colleague in that blaze. Give her a break.’

      The younger officer smiled. ‘Sure she didn’t do him in? She’s got form for that.’

      Gus’ fist clenched and as his hand drew back to land one on the smirking face, he felt a firm hand on his arm. Nancy kept her grip on his arm, but didn’t meet his gaze. She raised herself to her full height. ‘It’s customary for the DCI to be notified if one of her officers is to be arrested.’

      The older man shrugged. ‘Just carrying out orders, ma’am.’

      Stepping forwards, Nancy put out her hands, one on each of Alice’s cheeks. ‘We’ve got this, Al. We’ll sort this out. But, right now, my hands are tied.’

      Seemingly responding to the human touch, a smile touched Alice’s lips as she jiggled her handcuffed hands. ‘Seems mine are tied too, boss.’

      Nancy kissed her cheek and moved away to allow Gus to give her an awkward hug. Gus, ignoring the men on either side of her, saw that the glazed look had gone from her eyes. She looked frightened and there was a slight tremble on her bottom lip as she smiled. Gus had never seen her so brave. Unable to say anything, he hugged her in silence, but Alice took the opportunity to whisper in his ear. ‘Sean’s got mates all over the force. Loads of them must have been in his back pocket before. Half of them always thought I framed him. This could get mucky. Distance yourself from me, Gus. Don’t tarnish your reputation by supporting me.’ She pulled away from him. ‘Tell Sampson’s folks how sorry I am.’

      His entire body rigid, Gus watched as Alice was marched towards the police vehicle. An elfin figure between two trolls. He’d have those bastards if they so much as put one of the hairs on her head out of place. For a moment all the activity around him merged into the background. His head was full of mince and his chest pounding like a death knell, ponderous and grim. He turned in time to see Jez Hopkins watching Alice being put into the unmarked vehicle. If Gus was in any position to judge he’d say that the look on the reporter’s face was dismay. Could he have feelings for Alice? Gus studied the other man for a moment as the car pulled away and then said, ‘Which one of my officers leaked information about this case to you?’

      Jez, eyes still on the moving vehicle, said ‘It wasn’t Al, Gus. Never in a million years. It was an anonymous source, but, between you and me, I wouldn’t look much further than Steven Knowles. Not that it’ll do you any good. The bastard’s as greasy as a mechanic’s spanner.’ Before Gus could reply, the reporter winked and moved away. Gus disliked Knowles intensely, yet he had nothing to pin this on him. Bloody git would get away with it… as usual.
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      When he walked back into The Fort, the weight of Sampson’s family’s grief was still with Gus and he wasn’t looking forward to telling Compo that as well as losing one colleague, Alice had been arrested and was in a cell in Surrey awaiting trial for the attempted murder of her former lover and boss, Sean Kennedy.

      On the way in, Hardeep, his expression grim, had handed him a bundle of newspapers. Leaning against the wall in the lift as it transported him upstairs, Gus had shuffled them under his arm and one-handedly opened The Mail. As expected, Alice was front page news on the national tabloids, whilst the local newspapers were full of the fire and Simon Proctor’s brief resurrection.

      Nancy had hotfooted it down south first thing and was calling in personal favours left, right and centre to find out what they had on Alice that was so compelling. What evidence would be enough to put Alice behind bars? It certainly wasn’t the word of a crooked drug dealer who’d altered his story. Much as Gus wanted to storm down there himself, he’d have to trust Nancy to deal with it. He had enough on his plate right now, dealing with the Simon Proctor mess.

      Proctor’s parents had been taken to the hospital last night to see their son. In the short space of time that Kyle Button had access to Simon, he’d done a lot of damage and it was touch and go whether the boy would survive. On a personal level, Gus couldn’t care less, however, on a professional level he wanted to see him tried and imprisoned for what he’d done. The boy had single-handedly been responsible for ruining a lot of lives.

      Pushing open the door, Gus flinched. His team had been decimated. Someone had been in and cleared Alice’s desk (for evidence purposes, no doubt) and Compo was in the process of packing all of Sampson’s belongings into a cardboard box.

      Compo’s head jerked up when Gus walked in and Taffy, who was huddled behind a computer in the corner of the room, stood and moved over. The two young men looked at Gus as if he could solve everything. Their expressions were grief-stricken, yet hopeful.

      Gus sighed. His head felt like it had swollen to twice its normal size and he wasn’t sure he could hold it up for much longer. Tea sloshed around in his stomach, making it gurgle.

      He’d never forget Mrs Sampson’s face when he told her. Sitting in her living room, he was soon surrounded by Sampson’s many sisters, and from every surface and wall, Sampson’s smiling eyes taunted him. The lad had been in his care and he’d let him down. He should have taken better care of him. Refocussing his gaze on Compo and Taffy, he took a deep breath and exhaled. He needed to look after these two now. That’s what Alice would have said, anyway. He squashed down his own tiredness and summoned a half smile. ‘Look, we all need some sleep. Go home. Have a few hours and come back when you’re rested.’

      Compo, his tone ferocious, slammed down his box. ‘We’re not sleeping till we’ve got enough on that little piece of shit to make sure that if he wakes up, he won’t see the light of day… not ever.’

      Gus’ eyes welled up. To hide the emotion Compo’s words had ignited, he moved over to get some coffee, before saying, ‘Okay, Compo. What have we got?’

      Compo moved to his computer. ‘Hissing Sid and co found a whole load of stuff in the Button’s garage, which, thanks to the firefighters, was completely unburnt. Some of Simon’s clothes, a bracelet belonging to Sue Downs and a ring of Jenny Gregg’s. Alongside that was a printed scale drawing of the old St Augustine’s Church which showed underground rooms; and an old key. We’ve already sent a team there and it’s an interesting find. You’ll want to head down there soon, Gus.’

      Gus drained his cup and got to his feet with a reluctance born of extreme weariness. No rest for the wicked.

      ‘Eh… Gus?’ Compo shuffled his feet, ‘We got some lab test results back on the girl found in Cottingley Ridge. Name is Julie Dyson, apparently, fifteen-year-old runaway.’

      Gus sighed. With everything that had gone on in the past twelve hours, he hadn’t even thought about that poor girl. With any luck it’ll be a straightforward case of a pimp gone rogue and they’d be able to make an easy arrest. Seeing that Compo was waiting for permission to continue, Gus waved his hand at him.

      ‘Well, when your da… I mean, Dr McGuire found the traces of semen on the back of the neck, he decided to see if he could lift any latents. He got an expert in and they got lucky. Found prints from a middle and index finger from each hand. They pulled up a match.’

      Gus frowned when he saw that Compo’s face had darkened to a deep beetroot colour. ‘Well?’

      ‘Steven Knowles.’ Compo’s shuffling was more frenetic.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Steven Knowles. The prints match the ones we have on record for him, I’m betting the semen will match him, too. Also, one of Julie’s friends came forward and identified Knowles as having picked Julie up the night she died. Says he’s a sleazy bastard, always after free blow jobs. Says Julie told her she’d been friends with Knowles’ daughter. Shall I get someone to bring him in or wait till he turns up for shift?’

      ‘Fucking hell!’ The words spurted from Gus’ mouth like shrapnel. ‘Hopkins told me Knowles was our leak. I thought the bastard had got away with it. Well, he won’t be getting away with this. Not a bloody chance. Get him brought in.’
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      Gus had planned it down to the last detail. He felt that not only did Julie Dyson deserve this, but the whole of Bradford Police did, too. Dirty officers were the bane of the service’s life and this would give clean officers something back. Something to remember. It would also be a warning to any tempted to stray onto the dark side. He also wanted it for Alice. She’d hated Knowles, hadn’t trusted him an inch and neither had Gus. Knowles deserved this.

      Someone’s phone buzzed. Gus glanced at Compo who nodded. Gus stepped forward and looked along the officers he’d directed to line up along the corridor. Apart from his own team, the other officers wore puzzled expressions. Some shuffled their feet, perhaps anticipating a rollicking of some description, others bounced on their toes, keen to get it over with and carry on with their workload.

      Clearing his throat, Gus stepped forward, ‘When that lift door opens, DC Steven Knowles will step into the corridor. He is under arrest for the murder of Julie Dyson. Earlier on, forensics confirmed his fingerprints were found around Julie’s neck. I have also been informed that the leak to the press from this department lies at Knowles’ door. As he walks past us we should all reflect on why we are here in this building; what our role is; and how it makes our job harder when officers like Knowles turn bad. No-one is to say a word to him, but as soon as he passes you, walk back into your offices and get on with the job we are honoured to do: keeping this city safe from predators like him.’

      The lift pinged and the door swished open. All eyes were on the man who stood, an officer at either shoulder, at the lift’s door. The silence was absolute. At a nod from Gus, the officers pushed Knowles from the confines of the lift. His eyes darted from side to side as he saw his colleagues lining the corridor before him.

      ‘Move.’ Gus didn’t have to raise his voice to be heard, yet Knowles pulled back, jerking his arm from the officers who held him.

      Gus repeated his directive, ‘Move.’

      Eyes swinging between Gus and the line of officers, each of whom held their gaze steady on Knowles, he paled and licked his lips. ‘I’m not well. Need a drink… water.’

      ‘The interview room’s just at the end. There’s water there. Move!’

      Knowles took a single step forward, licked his lips again and hesitated. He held out a hand towards one of his friends. ‘Fred? It’s not what you think.’

      Fred’s lip curled up and he spun on his heel and walked back into his office, his absence leaving a thunder-like heaviness in the corridor. As if realising that drawing the walk of shame out would be worse, Knowles sped up, took three faltering steps forward and then collapsed on the floor, clutching his chest.

      The officers watched him writhing on the carpet tiles, yet no-one moved. Gus stepped closer, then dropping to his knees, he began loosening Knowles’ tie. ‘Get an ambulance here now. The fucker’s having a heart attack!’ and without waiting to see if his orders were being obeyed, Gus began compressions, interspersed with mouth-to-mouth. ‘Come on, come on! You… fucker… you’re… not… going… to… die.’

      All at once, Taffy was at his side. ‘You do compressions, I’ll do mouth-to-mouth, Gus.’

      A single nod and Gus moved back, giving Taffy space, oblivious to the buzz of chatter around them. Working in tandem with Taffy, Gus put as much effort in as he could, trying to force life back into Knowles’ dark heart. ‘Not… fucking… here. Not… fucking… now. You’re going to pay for what you’ve done.’ Yet, somewhere deep inside, Gus knew that wasn’t going to be the case. When the paramedics arrived minutes later, Gus’ shoulders were aching and Taffy’s face was red from exertion. They pulled Gus away from Knowles and slid onto the floor beside the dying man. Twice Gus heard the buzz of the defibrillator followed by a dull thud before the paramedics stood up, shaking their heads.

      Gus’ chest clogged up with the tension of the previous ten minutes. The bastard had denied them justice in the end. How could it be that Alice… quirky, gutsy, innocent Alice was locked up in a prison, when the real guilty parties had escaped justice?

      Steven Knowles had abused his position and, it seemed, had escaped punishment for his deeds.

      Simon Proctor had destroyed numerous lives, killed a lot of people and he, too, was escaping justice.

      He didn’t care for himself, no. Gus cared about the families who had to continue their lives, knowing that the person who’d killed their loved ones had escaped punishment. What sort of fucking justice was that? Hell, even Kyle Button would end up with a custodial sentence for what he’d done to his wife’s killer and the upshot of that was that Ali had lost both her parents in one fell swoop and would end up back in foster care again. It was always the damn innocents who suffered.
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            10:30 St Augustine’s Church

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus managed to hobble down the stairs into the deep recesses of the room which was part of the original structure of St Augustine’s Church. Anthony Evans had known about it, but because it was so cold and so far under the church, he hadn’t given it a thought in years. The entrance was at the bottom end of the old cemetery and had been far enough away from the preacher’s new build to be almost private.

      Evidence that Simon Proctor had been camping out there was everywhere, although the most damning evidence against him was the fact that Compo had managed to uncover the various encryptions on the video of Simon in captivity. Despite Simon’s best efforts, Compo managed to bounce it all back to an old computer of Simon’s that his parents thought he’d lost. Matty, when asked about where Simon might hide something like a computer, had gone down to his cellar and retrieved it. Simon had told him he needed a new laptop and wanted to pretend his old one had been left on the bus one day, so Matty had hidden it for him.

      Gus had no doubt they’d find copious quantities of his DNA in the room. Not that they needed it to prove Proctor had been there. His own video footage did that. In one corner of the room was a rickety camp bed, it stank of sweat and excrement and the chemi loo was overflowing. When they’d examined Simon’s rucksack they found a stash of money and jewellery. Gus reckoned that someone as devious as Simon Proctor would have had a backup plan, and he was sure it involved the money and jewellery. He reckoned Mrs Proctor would recognise most of the jewellery as hers.

      Standing in the middle of the room, Gus turned in a slow circle. There was the camera the lad had set up himself. The rickety bed. What sort of person would make such an intricate and devious plan to get revenge on a man who’d already lost so much?

      The psychiatrists would have a field day if Simon Proctor ever woke up. The diaries they’d recovered from his rucksack revealed the full extent of his crimes. Many deliberately set fires in the district could now be attributed to him, but what Gus found even more chilling was the account of a ten-year-old boy planning to kill the social worker he’d loved because he’d misunderstood her intentions when she’d said she’d keep him safe and get him away from his abusive foster parents. When she told him she was getting married and was having a baby, the ten-year-old Simon had been devastated and, already damaged, he planned a terrible revenge. If Amina Rose couldn’t be his mummy then she would be no-one’s mummy. Simon blamed Kyle Button for being the obstacle to his happiness. The almost inconceivable account of him locking his foster parents and the other foster children in the living room, and the social worker in his bedroom, was heart-breaking. If things had gone to plan, Simon would have escaped unharmed. His biggest gripe had been that his miscalculation of how fast the fire would spread had prevented him from having the satisfaction of seeing his own handiwork. He had been desperate to make Amina Rose’s fiancé, Kyle Button, suffer.

      Over the years since Simon had been with the Proctors, raising the occasional fire had sufficed, until he’d recognised Kyle Button. Seeing him with a new family had been the trigger for Simon to plan his revenge. Whatever it took, Simon was determined to deny Button any happiness.

      What affected Gus the most, were the incoherent ramblings that interspersed completely lucid sections of writing. He suspected that should Simon Proctor recover enough to be held accountable for his actions, these rambling texts may be enough to put him in a psychiatric hospital rather than a young offenders’ institution. Niggling at Gus was the question of how someone so organised could be so insane.
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            Epilogue

          

          13:30 HM Prison Downview, Surrey

        

      

    

    
      She looked gaunt and tired and she held her entire body taut as if expecting to be attacked. Nancy had told Gus that Alice had already been attacked three times.

      Prison was no place for a police officer and Gus was sure that Sean Kennedy would have put the word out that Alice was to be ‘taken care of’. He worried about her. Nancy said she’d given as good as she got, but that wasn’t the point. She didn’t belong in here and it was taking too long to get her name cleared. Officers were crawling out of the woodwork in defence of Sean Kennedy and things were progressing too slowly. Alice’s lawyers were ‘hopeful’, still Gus didn’t trust them, ‘hopeful’ wasn’t enough… not for Alice.

      ‘Told you not to come, Gus.’ Alice looked everywhere but at him.

      Noticing her lower her eyes, he glanced over to where she’d last been looking. A tall woman with straggly red hair glared at him and then winked, before turning her attention back to her own visitor. Gus wondered if he’d endangered Alice even more by visiting. ‘You okay, Al?’

      A hard look came in her eyes and her chin lifted. She scraped her chair back from the table and took a deep breath. ‘How many more times do I have to tell you to piss off? I’m not your fucking snitch. Go and swivel on a pointed pencil somewhere. Fuck off.’

      She motioned to the guard, and without another look at Gus, walked away. Gus glanced round the room and saw that most of the inmates were smirking. Shocked by his own stupidity, he groaned. What the fuck have I done?
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        * * *

      

      Don’t know how I held it together when I saw Gus. All I wanted to do was throw myself into his arms and beg him to take me home. Right, like that would have worked. I did the right thing telling him to fuck off. Hairy Mary had her eyes on him from the get-go. Knew he was a copper.

      I lower myself onto my bed. There’s still a faint whiff of shit in the air from where they smeared my pillow. Must be imagining it. Thought I got it all. Lulu gave me a wet wipe to get it off my sheet. Don’t get clean ones for another three days. I remade my bed. Put the bit with the cleaned off shit to the bottom, but it’s still there.

      Ribs hurt. One’s broken, I’m sure of it. Maybe two. Don’t think Gus could tell, though. Bitter sweet to see him. So much I wanted to ask. How was Sampson’s funeral? Fuck, get a grip, Alice, don’t let them see you crying. The funeral would’ve been grand. Gus would’ve made sure of that. Fucking little prick, Proctor. Hope he comes around soon, so he can get put away. My lawyer says the evidence against him is overwhelming. Now all we… they need, is to put the little bastard away. My lawyer also says the evidence against me is overwhelming. Fucking Sean Kennedy. What they need to do is find out what he has on all the witnesses who’re lying to put me away… sooner rather than later, too. Don’t know if I’ll be able to last much longer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gus’ heart was in his shoes making each step away from the yellow brick building heavier than the previous one. He’d made a huge miscalculation in visiting Alice and he only hoped her show of defiance was enough to keep her safe.

      He walked over to Alice’s aubergine Mini and walked straight into Patti Copley’s arms. Breathing in her perfume made him flash back to Alice’s pitiful figure as she’d stormed away from him. Who was offering Alice comfort? He’d left her back there in an environment that smelled of boiled cabbage and violence. He’d no business indulging himself with Patti, who’d refused to take no for an answer when he’d tried to shut her out after the case had been wrapped up.

      Torn in two, his mind with Alice, his senses all too aware of Patti, he absorbed her strength for a long minute and then stepped from her embrace and tossed the Mini’s keys to her. ‘You drive, my arm’s sore.’

      Patti caught the keys and weighed them in her hand before tossing them back at Gus. Her voice was gentle but firm, ‘She made you promise to look after it, not me. You owe her.’

      A pulse throbbed at Gus’ temple. Hell, he knew he owed her. Alice was not only his colleague; she was his friend. She’d stood by him when Greg died and when Gabriella walked out. She was always there for him. He gave an abrupt nod, Patti was right he owed Al, so he folded himself into Alice’s Mini. She’d sent him a letter insisting to look after her beloved Mini, and Gus, in the weeks since her arrest, had done so. ‘Never even got the chance to tell her Minnie was okay,’ he said, his voice gruff.

      Patti turned to him. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘Nothing to say. Shouldn’t have gone in. I’ve probably put her at risk. Looks like Sean Kennedy’s got spies all over the joint.’ He paused and ran his fingers through his dreads, ‘She looked so diminutive and skinny. Life fucking sucks, Patti. Justice is a fucking myth… a joke.’
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      DI Gus McGuire will return in  Unspoken  Truths , the 5th book in the series. Coming , Winter 2018 .
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      Read on for an exclusive preview of Unspoken  Truths

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unspoken Truths

          

          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      Tired and aching, her body pushed to its limitations, Alice left the prison gym with a cursory glance at the two other prisoners who also seemed to use physical activity to combat their demons.  She never spoke to them, nor they to her, but, despite that, there was an unspoken bond between them.  An appreciation of each other’s determination and stamina.  Her gaze shifted and all too aware of her ‘stalkers’ loitering by the exercise balls, two of them sprawled like beached whales on the mats, the other leaning against the wall, one foot resting on an inflated turquoise ball, rolling it back and forth, an unlit cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth, Alice kept her gaze low as she entered the shower area.  Until her imprisonment months earlier she’d only ever worked out in mixed gyms and the absence of testosterone in a gym where female sweat was regularly broken, never ceased to amaze her. Not that there was a lack of seriousness to the activity. No.  Those who worked out, did so with a focus and determination akin to fanaticism. The gym was a basic, no frills joint, it’s main aim being to dispel the ‘stir crazy’, and it worked.  Well, it did for Alice. It was one of only two things in here that kept her sane.

      She stripped her workout clothes off, flung them on the wooden bench and stepped under the shower head. Banging her palm against the button, she raised her hand to meet the lukewarm flow of water.  One of the guard’s should have accompanied her inside, but they’d been too busy huddled together gossiping.  No doubt, they would notice her absence from the gym and catch up with her here in a minute but, for now, Alice welcomed being alone.  She rested her head on the wall and savoured the water cooling her body, washing the sweat away. The door clicked open and a quick smirk tugged Alice’s lips for a second.  Big Brother was on her case!

      As she pushed her forehead from the wall she paused, sensing movement behind her. A snigger, close by her ear had her ducking. Whirling round on one leg, the other bent at the knee, she saw a body mass before her it’s arms extended ready to grab her by the throat. Alice extended her leg in a power kick that connecting with pink covered flab, eliciting an ‘oomph’ sound before collapsing in a curled-up position on the wet floor.  Fists up, bobbing on the balls of her feet, Alice flicked water from her short hair.  Eyes darting round the room she saw she had two more adversaries to face; Hairy Bloody Mary and her last remaining sidekick.  Where was the guard?  Surely, they’d noticed her absence by now?  Alice sighed and weighed up the odds.  Neither of her opponents was, what you’d call, in ‘peak physical condition’ so she reckoned she’d be able to dodge them.  It all depended on whether the prison guard was actually going to put in an appearance, or, as Alice was beginning to suspect, had all too willingly turned a blind eye. She cursed herself.  She should’ve known better than to sneak off on her own.

      Narrowing her eyes, Alice relaxed her clenched fingers and dropped them to waist height, her palms towards the other two women.  Wiggling her fingers in a ‘come on then’ sort of gesture she raised her chin and glowered at them. “What you waiting for?  Better odds?”

      Hairy Mary, her red hair ratted around her face like a henna-maned lion, took a step towards Alice, “Fucking got ya now, Cooper?  Fucking got ya.”

      Ignoring her thumping heart and the transitory thought that being naked in a fight wasn’t the best scenario she’d faced, Alice held her ground.  Mary’s pasty arms reached towards Alice, so Alice sidestepped which brought her closer to Mary’s mate; the one Alice had named Haudit, a phrase borrowed from Doc McGuire.  Daudit had already been disposed of and still lay in a heap on the ground moaning softly. A fleeting expression of wide eyed panic crossed Haudit’s spotty face as Alice lifted her arms and stepped even closer.  It was then that the slow clapping began.  Alice halted.  A huge grin replaced the earlier anxiety on Haudit’s face.  A quick glance showed that Hairy Mary’s was grinning too – a Cheshire lion with spots and a minging mane. Alice looked to the right and her heart plummeted.  How the hell had she not noticed Baby Jane (inflictor of pain) enter the arena?  Not much bigger than Alice, Baby Jane, nonetheless, made Hannibal Lector seem sane.

      Alice glanced around, looking for a way out.  Wherever Baby Jane was, her goons wouldn’t be far behind and Alice didn’t want to wait around to see what the woman had in store for her.  Taking a sideways step, Alice grabbed Haudit, and despite the excessive poundage the other woman carried, she managed to swing her round with ease before releasing her straight into Baby Jane.  Not waiting to witness the impact, Alice dodged back, her eye on the shower room door.  Within arm’s reach of it, she felt a vice like grip on each of her upper arms as she was yanked backwards and slammed against the wall.  A hand against her throat kept her in place, her toes only just skimming the floor. From what seemed like miles above her two cold eyes looked down at Alice.  Aw shit, Baby Jane’s enforcer was here.  The colour drained from Alice face and after a couple of seconds struggling in vain, she went limp.  Hairy Mary and her team had congregated by the door, guarding it, no doubt.

      Baby Jane and her crew studied Alice as if she was a specimen.  The enforcer released Alice’s throat and, knowing better than to show weakness, Alice raised her chin and stared straight at Baby Jane, aware that, with Jane’s thugs holding her arms by her sides, her options were limited.

      Jane, eyes as blue as a summer’s sea sent a shiver down Alice’s spine.  The smile on the woman’s face didn’t match with the emptiness in her eyes.  This was a woman practised in feigning emotion.  The only person, Alice had ever met with a similar expression was The Matchmaker and thankfully he was behind bars.  Whatever Baby Jane wanted with her, Alice new it would not be in her best interests.  Despite herself, she shivered and, apparently aware of it, Jane’s enforcer released a yelp of pure gleeful excitement. It reminded Alice of the over excite reactions of hounds about to be let loose on a fox.  Alice swallowed down the wave of nausea that engulfed her and did the only thing she could do …

      Utilising the firmness of her attacker’s hold on her arms, Alice waited till Jane was close enough to her, then in an instant leaned her weight against their grip, pushed both feet from the floor and, knees bent, before extending them and catapulting them at Jane’s chest. Jane stumbled backwards a yowl of unadulterated rage hung in the cubicle and the smile was gone from her face in an instant. Her goons, increased the pressure on Alice’s arms, forcing her back against the wall.  As her head cracked against the tiles, Alice flinched, her eyesight clouded.  She forced herself to shake her head, shake out the dizziness. Jane was coming for her, her arms raised like a banshee, her mouth open in a feral snarl.  Alice backed up until the cold tiles pressed against her buttocks.  There was nothing she could do, nowhere to go.

      Jane breathing heavily smashed against her body.  Alice breath poofed from her, her bones shuddered, then an agonising pain at her breast. Breathing in short pants, Alice’s eyes flew open and she saw Jane dancing in front of her, something bloody gripped between her teeth, blood dripping down her skin.  Her eyes fastened on Alice, she snarled, baring her teeth and then with one finger she pushed Alice’s nipple into her own mouth and smiled.  Two chews … still grinning, she gave an exaggerated swallow and then opened her mouth wide in front of Alice , for all the world as if she was on I’m a Celebrity Get Me Out Of Here. ‘All gone!’

      Alice vomited, bile spewing down her chin and smacking onto the floor below.  Jane leaned over and banged the button and a cascade of water spouted over them.  “Let her go!’

      Jane’s goons released Alice and she fell to the floor as Jane straddled her, leaning in close.  Alice, in a final act of defiance, stared her out. Jane extended a hand to one of her goons who place something in it.  Jane took the pink Unicorn shaped toothbrush and studied it.  The handle had been fashioned into a home-made Shiv, honed to a point with a blade inserted for good measure.  Alice knew what was coming next.  Sean had finally got to her…

      The water pounded her body, warm prickles fading to cold. Curled in the foetal position, cowering, she shivered, watching trickles of pink tinged liquid flow towards the plughole where it swirled momentarily; a silent gurgle before eddying away. She was numb. The shiv had punctured her skin, created a wound that leaked her blood onto the shower room tiles, yet … no pain.  For the few moments after the shiv was pulled out, she’d waited, anticipating another thrust, but none had come.  Just whispered words in her ear, a combination of foul smelling cigarettes, caffeine and the remnants of that evenings boiled veg concoction.  It wasn’t the foulness of her attacker’s breath that made her blood run cold though, it was the husky words … the threat.

      Alice clutched her side.  The strange discrepancy between her blood, warm as it left her body, and the coolness of the shower made her dizzy.  She had to hold on.  She had to survive this, for if she didn’t, the worst thing imaginable would happen and she couldn’t be responsible for that.  She couldn’t be responsible for more deaths.  She needed to hold on. As her eyelids flickered and her hand, pressed to her side, weak and shaking, voices, hollow and echoey drifted above her.  Shadows floated like phantoms around her and hands touched her skin.  She clenched, trying to protest, then pressure was applied to the puncture site and gentle fingers skimmed across her forehead, she recognised the voice.  Footsteps running, the shower’s pounding stopped, softness replaced the hardness under her head …. then, nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10:40 Rural Rover train Manchester - Bradford

          

        

      

    

    
      Jess sighed and directed her best school teacher frown at the young man sitting opposite her. It was irritating enough that this interminable train ride from Manchester to Bradford was running late, but being forced to listen to the thrum from the lad’s headphones was just too much. The lad seemed oblivious to her annoyance, his head bopping in time to some annoying rhythm, no doubt filled with inane thoughts of sweaty encounters or scoring his next hit.  She’d looked forward to having the time to read her book, but now he’d gone and spoiled it.  No more than she’d come to expect from youngsters today.  Resigned, she slipped a bookmark between the pages of her romantic novel and closed it.   Leaning back against the head rest to watch the countryside pass by, she tried to ignore his blonde head bobbing at the edge of her vision.  His extra-long fringe flopped over his eyes making her want to reach out and push it back behind his ears.  His knee bounced and his hand drummed on the Formica table top and that combined with the train’s persistent rattle, made his Costa cup dance across the table top. If it spilled on her new coat she’d be extremely annoyed.

      Turning her head, Jess looked to see if she could move, but each table in the small carriage was occupied. She glared at the offending cup and then at the boy.   His spotty face broke into a lopsided grin and he pulled his headphones off. “Just love that song.”  He leaned both elbows on the table and looked straight at Jess. “It’s just pure brilliant. Sorted. You know?”

      In the face of such enthusiasm Jess’ earlier irritation faded as she risked a small smile in return. No point in being overly friendly, she didn’t want to be engaged in a long blown out conversation with a teenager.  “I probably wouldn’t know the song, love.  Nor the band, come to that.”

      “Course you would … Everyone’s heard of the Beatles.” He laughed and raised his hand in the air to high five her.

      Jess hesitated for a second.  The song had been familiar, but she’d dismissed it as one of the latest radio favourites, played incessantly. Then, hoping no one was witnessing this strange encounter, she lifted her own hand to reciprocate with a small laugh. “Yes, you’re right. Even I’ve heard of the Beatles.”

      The lad nodded, pulled his headphones on again and was soon lost in the rhythm.

      As the train rattled towards Rawsforth, Jess hummed along to the now identifiable strains of Norwegian Woods fading into Maxwell’s Silver Hammer.

      

      Helen struggled to settle her two-year-old.  Sammy had a slight cold and was tetchy.  But she’d decided to brave the one and a half hour journey to her mums rather than be home alone with her husband away.  Now, she wished she hadn’t bothered.  A fluey headache pounded at her temples, her sinuses were blocked and she was sure she’d caught it from Sammy.  The only thing worse than trying to entertain a poorly toddler on a train was trying to do it when you felt poorly yourself.  The only thing helping her to hold it together was the thought that when she reached Bradford, she could hand Sammy over to her parents until she felt better. Perhaps spending a few days with her parents wasn’t such a great one after all.  Maybe she should have struggled on at home on her own.

      After tantrums and tears and grumpy throwing of toys across the carriage, Sammy’s head drooped against her shoulder in a deep sleep, sucking on his dummy.  Helen breathed a sigh of relief and for the first time glanced around at her fellow passengers.  Her lips tightened when she noticed the young Asian man opposite, so engrossed on his phone.  Would you bloody credit it?  She’d left Bradford and moved to a rural village to get away from the Pakis and yet here she was, still in the leafy suburbs and she was surrounded by them.  Well, ok it was only one of them, but still, they weren’t in Bradford yet.  Everything about the man annoyed her from his overgrown bushy beard down to his expensive trainers.  God she hated them! Everyone knew you couldn’t trust them but they were just too scared to say it out loud. Her grip on Sammy tightened a little and she angled him away from the lad and tried to look out the window to distract herself. God she felt rough.

      Seconds later, she jumped when he muttered Fuck under his breath and threw his phone on the table.  Almost at once, he snatched it up again and frowning, turned to glare out the window. Helen’s lips tightened.  Sammy was heavy and combined with the tension across her shoulders she thought her arms would break. Pulling her handbag onto her knee she edged closer to the edge of her seat.   That’s when she noticed the horrible black and white Paki scarf lying on top of his rucksack and images of the news feeds from the recent arena bombing played across her mind.  She glanced anxiously at her watch; another forty minutes to go. Who knew what might be in that rucksack and why the hell was he fiddling with his phone so much.  In a decisive move she stood up, hoisted Sammy up to lean on one shoulder and swung his changing bag and her hand bag onto the other.  A quick glance round the carriage and then decision made she moved nearer to the exit, where the blind man and his dog sat.

      

      Mike pretended to tap away on his laptop but all the while he was really eyeing up the woman opposite him.  He’d noticed her at the station in Manchester and decided that she’d be a good person to chat to on the tedious journey to Bradford.  Of course, her blonde hair, long legs and mini skirt had nothing to do with his decision to find a seat near her … or so he told himself. Truth was, a bit of female company wouldn’t go amiss.  His wife was in one of her never-ending moods because the fertility treatment had failed … yet again.  Didn’t she get it that it was hard for him too?  All the jokes about his ‘manhood’, about ‘firing blanks’, his so-called friends who were already dads gloating and sneering, his boss tutting when he had to take time off for the endless appointments.  It was ok for her; she got all the sympathy, all the kind words.  Her boss was fine about the time off, but shit, if he lost his job they’d be in so much debt … and now he wasn’t even sure if he wanted a kid or not.

      An hour into the journey and Mike was truly pissed off.  Despite numerous smiles and many conversational gambits the blonde refused to be drawn into conversation.  She was perfectly polite but each reply, though uttered in a sexy Eastern European accent, was monosyllabic. Her half smile was strained and her eyes seemed to focus somewhere above his left shoulder.  Bloody snooty cow! Sitting there gripping her laptop case like she thinks I’m going to snatch it and run. As if – well she can swivel on one!

      

      Jake sat near the carriage door. His guide dog Kipper lying by his feet, his head resting on Jake’s knee, Jake was happy to listen to the activity around him.  He knew exactly how many people shared the carriage and was content to pass the journey forming his own images of them in his mind.  He knew that the young mother with the grizzly child had moved to sit opposite him.  She seemed slightly breathless and he could hear her wriggling about in her seat.

      Listening to the man with the expensive aftershave tap incessantly on his laptop and attempt to chat up the woman with the foreign accent in the high heels, Jake smiled. Despite her lack lustre responses, Jake knew that the young man would not give up.  He was right. Laptop man persisted until, Jake heard her cross her legs and change position.  He guessed that she’d angled her body away from her would-be suitor.  Smile deepening, Jake turned his attention to the woman at the back humming gently to the tune that escaped from the young lads’ earphones.  He liked The Beatles too.
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      Paddy Toner’s final words as the train hurtled relentlessly towards the lime green Toyota Corolla that sat abandoned in the middle of Rawsforth Level Crossing were;

      “Fuck me! Who left that there?”

      His final actions were to apply the brakes, close his eyes and cross himself.

      His final memory was of his wife’s flushed cheeks as she shuddered beneath him that morning.

      His final thought before the train hit the car was that he’d never see her again.

      The train’s brakes squealed and the passengers screamed as they were sent flying from their seats, floundering helplessly like fish from an upended aquarium. The carriage began to tip to the right.  The metal screeched against metal, sending amber and yellow sparks of amber.  The train hit the car, followed swiftly by the explosion and overpowering burning petrol fumes.  Then, nothing but silence
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      As ever any mistakes are mine and so I apologise in advance. I have taken odd bits of creative licence and created a few new places… forgive me… it was all in order to enhance the story.

      Two delightful readers offered their names for my nefarious use; Amina Rose and Sue Downs.  Thank you both.  MIND charity, as ever, is grateful for your donations and will put the money raised in the raffles to great use.
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      HM Women’s Prison Stanton, Surrey. Early February 2018

      Alice had been beasting it up in the pit. Today, she’d gone for progressive overload on the skull crusher, followed by ten reps of kettlebell swings, deadlifts and hanging knee raises. Since being incarcerated she’d needed to sharpen her focus – keep her senses on continual high alert. This was the one environment where she regained control. Surrounded by the grunts of women stacking weights and the clank of metal on metal, her gym time allowed her to escape from herself… for a short time at least. The rhythmic thump on the punch bags – leather on leather – whop, whop, whop… left, right, left… whop, whop, whop, allowed her to channel her anger.

      Until her imprisonment, Alice had worked out in mixed gyms and the absence of testosterone, where only female sweat was broken, gave it a different vibe. It was the smell. Until now she hadn’t considered that female perspiration smelt any different from men’s. But it did. Or maybe it was just her imagination. It wasn’t so in your face, so overpowering. Mad, huh? She’d always made the choice to avoid the single-sex joints, preferring to assert her independence, her lack of fear, her right to train in mixed company. Maybe it was the challenge. Maybe it was her competitive streak. The prison gym was a basic, no frills space. Its main aim being to dispel the stir crazy – and it worked. Well, it did for Alice. It kept her sane.

      Tired and aching, body pushed to its limit, she wiped the sweat from her brow and left the gym. Not breaking stride, she sent a cursory glance at the other two prisoners who, like her, seemed to work out to combat their demons. She never spoke to them, nor they to her, despite that, they shared an unspoken appreciation of each other’s dedication and stamina.

      All too aware of her stalkers loitering by the exercise balls, Alice walked past. Haudit and Daudit, names she’d borrowed from Gus’ old man, were sprawled on the mats – massive pink lycra-clad watermelons, ready to burst apart, spewing their innards out like venom. Their leader, Hairy Mary, leaned against the wall, one foot resting on an inflated turquoise ball, rolling it back and forth, an unlit cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth. She’d had dealings with Hairy Mary and her crew before now and wondered at their sudden interest in the gym.

      Before entering the shower area, Alice took a quick glance in the wall mirrors to check where everyone was; officers in a huddle near the punch bags, Hairy Mary’s goons flattening the equipment to her right – no other threat in sight. Inside, she stripped off her kit and chucked it on the bench before stepping into the cubicle. Not bothering with the slimy plastic splash sheet, she banged her palm against the button and raised her face to meet the lukewarm water. An officer should have accompanied her inside, but who was she to interrupt their gossiping. One of them would notice her absence soon and catch up with her – for now though, Alice welcomed being alone. She rested her brow against the wall and savoured the water cooling her, washing the sweat away. The door clicked open and a quick smirk tugged at Alice’s lips for a second. Big Brother was on her case!

      As she lifted her forehead from the wall, she sensed movement right behind her, too close to be a guard. Whirling round on one leg, her hands flew up to the tiled walls on either side. Bracing herself against them, she kicked, connecting with pink lycra’d flab that elicited an ‘oomph’ before slipping on the wet floor and landing on its backside. Fists up, bobbing on the balls of her feet, Alice flicked water from her face. Bitches! Trust them to start when I’m naked! Eyes darting round the room, she saw two more adversaries; Hairy bloody Mary and her last remaining sidekick. Where were the officers? Surely, they’d noticed her absence by now?

      Alice weighed up the odds. Neither of her opponents were in peak physical condition, so she reckoned she could dodge them. It all depended on whether the prison officers were actually going to put in an appearance or, as she suspected, had just turned a blind eye. Fuck! She should’ve known better than to sneak off on her own.

      Narrowing her eyes, Alice unclenched her fists and dropped them to waist height, her palms up. Wiggling her fingers in a ‘come on then’ gesture, she raised her chin, glowering. ‘What you waiting for? Better odds?’

      Adrenalin surged through her, chasing her earlier fatigue away. Her eyes flitted between her opponents wondering which one would attack first. Hairy Mary laughed, her hair fanned around her face like a henna-maned lion. Jiggling a towel in front of Alice, her voice a childish sing song, said ‘Here, you want this, ya slut?’

      She took a step towards Alice, ‘Fucking got ya now, Cooper. Fucking got ya.’

      Ignoring the thought that being naked in a fight wasn’t the best scenario she’d faced, Alice held her ground. Mary’s pasty arms lunged towards her throat. Alice sidestepped which brought her closer to Mary’s mate – the one she’d named Haudit. She’d already disposed of Daudit who was still sprawled on the ground, moaning. A fleeting expression of wide-eyed panic crossed Haudit’s spotty face as Alice lifted her arms and stepped closer. It was then that the slow clapping began. Alice halted. A huge grin replaced Haudit’s earlier anxious expression and a quick glance showed that Hairy Mary’s face was now blooming – a Cheshire lion with spots and a mangy mane.

      Alice’s eyes flitted to the right and her stomach plummeted. How the hell had she not noticed Baby Jane Inflictor of Pain enter the arena? Not much bigger than Alice, Baby Jane, nonetheless, made Hannibal Lector seem sane. Glancing around, she looked for a way out. Wherever Baby Jane was, her goons wouldn’t be far behind and she didn’t want to wait around to see what was in store for her.

      Taking a sideways step, she grabbed Haudit by the shoulders and – despite the excessive poundage the other woman carried – she swung her round with ease before catapulting her toward Baby Jane. Not waiting to witness the impact, Alice dodged back, her eye on the shower room door. She was within arm’s reach of it when a vice-like grip settled on her upper arms, yanking her backwards and slamming her against the wall.

      A hand round her throat kept her in place, her toes only just skimming the floor. From what seemed like miles above her, rotten teeth were bared in a halitosis grin. Aw shit, Baby Jane’s enforcer was here. Alice’s entire body tensed as Hairy Mary and her team sidled over to block the door. She was on her own. The Enforcer released Alice’s throat and, knowing better than to show weakness, she raised her chin and stared straight at Baby Jane, aware that, with her arms held by her sides, her options were limited.

      Baby Jane’s eyes were as blue as a winter’s sky, cold and empty. She smiled. The only person Alice had ever met with a similar expression was The Matchmaker. Whatever she wanted with her, it would not be in Alice’s best interests. She shivered and Jane’s enforcer, nostrils flared, yowled like a hound about to be let loose on a fox. Alice swallowed down her nausea and did the only thing she could…

      Utilising the firmness of her attackers’ hold on her arms, she waited till Jane was close enough. She pulled down on them, swung up with her legs and rammed her feet right into Baby Jane’s chest. Baby Jane stumbled backwards. A yelp of pure rage hung in the cubicle. The goons increased the pressure on Alice’s arms, smashing her back against the wall. Her head cracked against the tiles. Alice flinched, her eyesight clouded. She forced herself to shake off the dizziness. Baby Jane was coming for her, mouth open in a feral growl. Backing up, the cold tiles pressed against her bare buttocks, there was nothing she could do, nowhere to go.

      Baby Jane, breathing heavily, crashed into her body. Alice’s breath pouffed, her bones shuddered and then agonising pain. Her eyes flew open. Jane danced in front of her, something bloody gripped between her teeth, blood dripping down her chin. Eyes fastened on Alice, she snarled, baring her teeth. With one finger, she pushed Alice’s nipple into her mouth. Two chews… still grinning, she gave an exaggerated swallow before opening her mouth wide, as if she was on I’m a Celebrity Get Me Out Of Here. ‘All gone!’

      Alice looked down at her bloody breast and vomited.

      Leaning over, Baby Jane banged the shower button and a cascade of water spouted over all of them. ‘Let her go!’

      The goons released Alice, who landed on her back. Straddling her, Baby Jane leaned in close and in a final act of defiance, Alice – one hand cupped round her injured breast – stared her out. Baby Jane extended an arm to one of her goons who gave her a pink Barbie toothbrush. The handle had been fashioned into a home-made shiv, honed to a point with a blade inserted for good measure. Alice knew what was coming next.

      Sean had finally got to her… she’d always known he would – even in here.

      

      The water pounded her body, warm prickles fading to cold. Cowering in the foetal position, trickles of pink-tinged liquid flowed towards the plughole where it swirled momentarily – a silent gurgle before eddying away. She was numb. The shiv had fallen out of the wound and her blood leaked onto the shower room tiles, yet… no pain.

      After she’d been stabbed, Alice had waited, anticipating another thrust. None had come. Just a combination of foul-smelling cigarettes, caffeine and the remnants of that evening’s boiled veg concoction. It wasn’t the foulness of her attacker’s breath that made her blood run cold though, it was the whispered husky words… the threat.

      Alice screamed, clutching her side. The strange disconnect between her blood, warm as it left her body coupled with the coolness of the shower, made her dizzy. She had to hold on. Had to survive this. For, if she didn’t, the worst thing imaginable would happen and she couldn’t be responsible for more deaths. Her eyelids flickered, her hand pressed to her side, weak and shaking.

      Voices, hollow and echoey drifted above her. Shadows floated like phantoms and hands touched her skin. She clenched, trying to protest as pressure was applied to the puncture site and gentle fingers skimmed across her forehead. She recognised the voice -Lulu. Footsteps running, the shower’s pounding stopped, softness replaced the hardness under her head… nothing.
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      19:15 HEATON WOODS

      The Beast from the East that had been promised for days, hung heavy in the air with the odd flurry of snow turning vague threats into distinct possibility. The darkness was alleviated only by the moonlight and Gus’ torch. He and Patti had chosen to walk up through Heaton woods to get to his parents’ farmhouse on Shay Lane. This section was far enough away from the roads to have its own quiet. Not silence, but rather the gentle noises of wildlife settling in for the night. The trees, still bare from their winter hibernation, creaked in the breeze. In the undergrowth, a faint scuttling told them they weren’t alone, whilst above them, an occasional hoot or the flutter of wings kept them company. Underfoot the path was uneven and sludgy. Rain followed by snow, followed by ice, followed by rain, made it squelch round their feet as they tramped uphill. Gus’ cheeks were cold and he wished he’d picked up his scarf before he left Mariner’s Drive.

      He whistled to Bingo, who had his nose stuck in a bundle of something no doubt odorous and appealing only to dogs. The Wheaten Scottie wagged his tale good-naturedly, his entire rear end wobbling in rhythm, before turning and running back to Gus and Patti. At the back of Gus’ mind was the thought that, one of these days, Bingo would turn over a bigger, more sinister corpse than those of the dead rabbits, mice and foxes he’d found to date. He didn’t share the statistics concerning the number of murder victims discovered by dog walkers with Patti. No way was he going to spoil the precious time he had with her by being all maudlin. Since before Christmas, with everything that had happened with Alice and Sampson, Patti had become more and more of a fixture in his life. Pulling himself up short for allowing his mind to wander, he focussed on the story she was telling him about a kid who’d brought a bag of weed into school.

      ‘Ranjit searched her locker, found the baggie and trundled the kid along to my office.’ Patti laughed, her cheeks shining in the torchlight. ‘I gave her detentions for the rest of the week.’ Giggling, she grabbed Gus’ arm. ‘But wait till you hear the best part! The dozy cow had actually bought a bag of parsley.’ Gales of laughter halted their progress and, amused, Gus observed her as – still grinning – she mopped her eyes. He loved the way she laughed so unselfconsciously. Her face framed by her hair – loose for once, with a woolly hat covering her jet-black straightened tresses. The red of her hat complimenting her golden-brown complexion. It made her look like a warrior elf from Lord of the Rings. His heart stuttered. This is all happening too fast for me. What if I mess it up like I always do?

      ‘Parsley – do you believe it? Dozy cow paid ten quid for a bag of parsley. I almost wish we’d been able to make her smoke it. That would’ve taught her.’

      Still laughing, she snuggled closer to him. ‘Lucky for her that it was a garden herb, cos if it had been marijuana, I’d have been obliged to exclude her. This way, she got in trouble with her parents, lost face with her mates, but didn’t have an exclusion on her school record. She’ll be pleased about that in five years’ time.’

      He loved hearing the stories she brought back from the school she ran. She was firm but fair and he wished his high school headteacher had been more like her. Instead, he’d been stern and unyielding and, in retrospect, more than a bit racist. How things had changed in Bradford – and some of it, at least, was for the better.

      ‘… and she told us who’d supplied her. Of course, I passed that information onto your lot.’

      ‘Yeah, heard about that. It was one of Bazza the Bampot Green’s scrotes. The little turd was keeping it for his personal use and selling the herbs instead. We couldn’t link it back to Bazza with real evidence so, as usual, he’ll get off scot-free, and the lad’ll get a slap on the wrists. Hopefully, he won’t try to deal near your school next time.’

      Patti shrugged, ‘There’s always another one waiting to take his place. We try our best, but they still manage to find a way in.’

      Trouble was, weed was the least of their worries. There were all sorts of new concoctions out there and more and more kids were falling victim to them – Vallies, Spice, Oxy, Ecstasy. You name it, it was on the streets somewhere. Gus squeezed her arm. ‘Come on, let’s get a move on before we freeze.’ He whistled for Bingo and set off again. ‘Sooner I’ve updated the auld yins on Alice, the sooner we can get home and order a takeaway.’

      Patti bit her lip and slowed down. Gus took a couple of extra steps before he realised she’d stopped and glanced back. Recognising her shame-faced look, he quirked an eyebrow, ‘Go on. Spit it out.’

      The enormous pom-pom on top of her hat wobbled endearingly when she moved her head, avoiding his look. As she shuffled her boots in the sludge, all thoughts of a curry from Aman’s disappeared. ‘Oh no, Patti. Please say you haven’t.’

      Having the grace to look a little chastised, Patti scrunched up her nose, stepped forward and linked her arm through his. ‘What was I supposed to say? She asked and she sounded so keen, I hadn’t the heart to say no. We’ll survive.’

      Gus had serious doubts on that score. Patti hadn’t had much experience of his mum’s cooking, yet surely, she realised by now that it was a miracle no one in the McGuire household had yet succumbed to a serious case of food poisoning. He scowled, and with an ‘On your head be it’ sort of sniff, marched on.

      Passing through the kissing gate onto Shay Lane, the sounds of the woods faded and street lights brightened their path. As they reached the McGuire seniors’ residence, Gus took off one glove. Prompted by an attack on Gus’ mum the previous year, the premises now had state-of-the-art security around it; cameras, motion sensor lights, biometric finger pads to open the metal gates to the drive – everything! Pressing his thumb to the pad next to the side gate, he waited till it swung open and he and Patti, preceded by an over-excited Bingo, entered. As soon as they’d cleared the sensor, the gate swung shut and they approached the house which was well lit in welcome.

      Once inside they settled in front of a large fire, a glass of whisky in Gus’ hand and a mug of hot chocolate in Patti’s. Corrine and Fergus sat on a large sofa opposite. Gus smiled. When he saw his parent’s together they always looked like such a mismatched couple. His dad, tall and broad, with a slight sprinkling of ginger through his greying beard. He had the sparkliest, shiniest blue eyes Gus had ever seen. People said he’d inherited his blue eyes from his dad. By contrast Gus’ mum was petite, her tight curls moulded to her skull, her skin a gorgeous golden brown, like wet sand on a sunny day. In fact, everything about Corrine McGuire spoke of sunny days. She leaned forward, ‘What’s the update on Alice, Angus?’

      Although her tone was upbeat, she wore her anxious frown and Gus wished he had something positive to say. He hated to see his folks so worried. All afternoon he’d been trying to think of a way to break the news of Alice’s injuries to them. Now, looking at their concerned expressions, his mother’s small hand dwarfed inside his father’s shovel-like one, he realised there was no way to sugar-coat it. He just had to tell them. Alice had become like a second daughter to them over the last few years and they deserved to know the truth.

      Desperate not to betray his own emotions, he kept his tone level and matter-of-fact. The brutality of it still made him want to punch a wall, to storm down to the prison and hold someone accountable, however that wouldn’t do Alice any good. For her sake, he had to let the authorities do their thing. So, he explained to them about her injury, her refusal to have reconstructive surgery at this point, the stab wound that damaged her spleen, two broken ribs, a concussion and other minor bruising and lacerations.

      ‘Surely someone saw something?’

      Gus glanced at his dad, who gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head. Gus understood his motivation. He too would do anything to protect his mother from unpleasantness, but some things just had to be told. He shrugged an apology. ‘As far as the other prisoners are concerned, not only is she a copper, she’s a bent one and so she’s fair game.’ As his mother’s eyes welled up, he continued, ‘We’ve got her the best solicitor there is and we’ll get her moved. This won’t happen again and, for now, she’s safe in hospital. I’m going to see her tomorrow.’

      Corrine McGuire dabbed her tears with a tissue. ‘That poor child. You’ve got to get her out of there, Angus. You’ve just got to.’

      Fergus patted his wife’s hand, ‘There, there, Hen. I’m sure the lad’s doing the very best he can.’ And he looked at his son, his eyes less blue and sparkly than they’d been when Gus and Patti had arrived.

      Shit. No pressure then! He hadn’t explained fully to his parents about Alice pulling away from him and Nancy. Or about her refusal to see anyone from his team. It was becoming increasingly difficult to help her. Perhaps now she was in hospital things would be easier. He certainly hoped so. The silence sat heavy in the room for a few minutes. Corrine jumped to her feet, ‘The oven!’ and scurried out of the room.

      As the unmistakeable smell of burning drifted through the open door, Gus turned to

      Patti, with an I told you so look.
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      10:40 Rural Rover train Manchester to Bradford

      Jess sighed and directed her best retired school teacher frown at the young man sitting opposite her. It was irritating enough that the train was running late, but being forced to listen to the thrum of bass from the lad’s headphones was just too much. Surprised he’s got any eardrums left! The lad seemed oblivious to her annoyance, his head bopping to some annoying rhythm, his head, no doubt filled with inane thoughts of sweaty encounters or drug deals. She’d looked forward to having this time to read her book, now he’d gone and spoiled it. No more than she’d come to expect from the youth of today. Resigned, she slipped a bookmark between the pages of her romantic novel and closed it. Leaning back against the headrest to watch the countryside pass by, she tried to ignore his greasy blond head bobbing at the edge of her vision. His extra-long fringe flopped over his eyes making her want to cut it off. The train rattled, the lad’s knee bounced and his fingers drummed on the Formica surface, making his empty Costa cup dance across the table top – well, she hoped it was empty.

      Jess glared at the offending cup and then at the boy.

      His spotty face broke into a lopsided grin and he pulled his headphones off. ‘Just love that song.’ He leaned both elbows on the table and looked straight at her. ‘It’s just brilliant. Wicked. Y’know?’

      In the face of his enthusiasm, Jess’ earlier irritation ebbed and she risked a small smile in return. No point in being overly friendly, she didn’t want to be engaged in a long blown-out conversation with a teenager. ‘I probably wouldn’t know the song, love. Nor the band, come to that.’

      ‘Course you would…’ He laughed. ‘Everyone’s heard of the Beatles.’ And he raised his hand in the air to high five her.

      Jess hesitated for a second, until with a small laugh – hoping no one was witnessing this strange encounter – she lifted her own hand to reciprocate. ‘Yes, you’re right. Even I’ve heard of the Beatles.’

      The lad nodded, pulled his headphones on again and was soon lost in the rhythm.

      As the train clattered towards Rawsforth, Jess hummed along to the now identifiable strains of Norwegian Woods fading into Maxwell’s Silver Hammer.

      

      Helen struggled to settle her two-year-old. Sammy had a slight cold and was tetchy. But, with her husband away, she’d decided to brave the one-and-a-half-hour journey to her mum’s rather than be home alone. Now, she wished she hadn’t bothered. A fluey headache pounded at her temples, her sinuses were blocked and she was sure she’d caught it from Sammy. The only thing worse than trying to entertain a poorly toddler on a train was trying to do it while you felt poorly yourself. The thought that when she reached Bradford, she could hand Sammy over to her parents until she felt better, helped her to hold it together.

      After tantrums and tears and grumpy throwing of toys across the carriage, Sammy’s head drooped against her shoulder in a deep sleep as he sucked on his dummy. Helen breathed a sigh of relief and for the first time glanced around at her fellow passengers. Her lips tightened when she noticed that the young man opposite, so engrossed in his phone, was Asian. Would you bloody credit it? She’d left Bradford and moved to Midforth to get away from the Pakis and yet, still in the leafy suburbs, she was surrounded by them.

      Well, okay it was only one of them, but still, they weren’t in Bradford yet. Everything about the man annoyed her, from his overgrown bushy beard down to his expensive trainers. God, she hated Pakis – everyone knew you couldn’t trust them but everyone was just too scared to say it out loud. Perhaps spending a few days with her parents wasn’t such a great idea after all. Maybe she should have struggled on at home on her own. Her grip on Sammy tightened a little and she angled her son away from him and tried to look out the window to distract herself. God, she felt rough.

      Seconds later, she jumped when he muttered ‘fuck’ under his breath and threw his phone on the table. Almost at once, he snatched it up again and frowning, turned to glare out the window. Helen’s lips tightened. Her baby might only be small, but she didn’t want him hearing that sort of language. Sammy was heavy and, combined with the tension across her shoulders, she thought her arms would break. Pulling her handbag onto her knee she shuffled closer to the edge of her seat. That’s when she noticed the horrible black and white Paki scarf lying on top of his rucksack. Helen glanced anxiously at her watch; another forty minutes to go. After the arena attack, who knew what might be in that rucksack? And why the hell was he fiddling with his phone so much? In a decisive move she stood up, hoisted Sammy up to lean against one shoulder and swung his changing bag and her hand bag onto the other. A quick glance round the carriage and, decision made, she moved nearer to the exit, where the blind man and his dog sat.

      

      Mike pretended to tap away on his laptop, yet all the while he was really eyeing up the woman opposite him. He’d noticed her at the station in Manchester and decided that she’d be a good person to chat to on the tedious journey to Bradford. Of course, her blonde hair, long legs and mini skirt had nothing to do with his decision to find a seat near her… or so he told himself. Truth was, a bit of female company wouldn’t go amiss. His wife was in one of her never-ending moods because the fertility treatment had failed yet again. Didn’t she get it that it was hard for him too? All the jokes about his ‘manhood’, about ‘firing blanks’, his friends who were dads gloating and sneering, his boss tutting when he had to take time off for the endless appointments. It was okay for her; she got all the sympathy, all the kind words. Her boss was fine about the time off, but shit, if he lost his job they’d be in so much debt… and now, he wasn’t even sure if he wanted a kid or not.

      An hour into the journey Mike was truly pissed off. Despite numerous smiles and many conversational gambits, the blonde refused to be drawn into conversation. She was perfectly polite but each reply was monosyllabic and uttered in a sexy foreign accent. Her half smile was strained and her eyes seemed to focus somewhere above his left shoulder. Bloody snooty cow! Sitting there gripping on to her purse like she thinks I’m going grab her tits. As if – they’re not all that. Well she can swivel on one!

      

      Jake sat near the carriage door, his guide dog by his feet. Listening to what was going on around him, he patted the dog’s head. He’d counted exactly how many people shared the carriage and was content to pass the journey forming his own images of them in his mind. He knew that the young mother with the grizzly child had moved to sit opposite him. She seemed slightly breathless and he could hear her wriggling about in her seat.

      Smiling, he listened as the man with the expensive aftershave, who was tapping on his laptop, attempted to chat up the woman in the high heels with the foreign accent. Her responses were lukewarm, but Jake judged that the young man would not give up. He was right. Laptop man persisted until, finally, Jake heard her cross her legs and change position. He guessed that she’d angled her body away from her would-be suitor. Jake smiled as the women at the back hummed quietly to the tune that escaped from the young lad’s earphones. He liked The Beatles too.

      

      10:55

      2018 had roared in with a growl, stuttered around for a bit and by February had settled into a freezing freshness, only to be threatened by The Beast from the East. Of course, the upcoming weather would play havoc with Paddy Toner’s job. Nothing worse than snow and ice on the tracks…

      ‘Fuck!’

      Paddy’s final words as the train hurtled towards the lime green Toyota Corolla that sat abandoned in the middle of Rawsforth Level Crossing were: ‘Oh, for the love of God, who left that there?’

      His final actions were to apply the brakes, close his eyes and cross himself.

      His final memory was of his wife’s flushed cheeks as she shuddered beneath him that morning – and he knew he’d never see her again.

      The train’s brakes squealed and the passengers screamed as they were sent flying from their seats, floundering as the carriage began to tip to the right. Metal screeched against metal as the train hit the car and was followed by a muted explosion and overpowering burning petrol fumes… silence.
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      12:00 Epsom General Hospital, Surrey

      What had happened to the weather? Gus had expected it to be a bit warmer in the South, but no – Surrey was as damn cold as Bradford had been when he’d left home that morning. Tension played along his shoulders as he walked up the ramp to the entrance of the hospital. The last visit he’d made to see Alice hadn’t gone well and he didn’t have high hopes for this one either. He took the last slug from his Irn Bru, squashed the can and tossed it in the recycling. Having Patti with him last time had given him the confidence he needed. This time though, he was on his own. A pulse beat at his temple, promising him a raging headache to follow later in the evening. This was a new phenomenon for Gus. One that had started only after his previous investigation into the deaths of two teenage girls at a house party gone wrong. It hadn’t only been the outcome of the investigation that had left him suffering these cluster headaches. It had been the loss of two close friends during the culmination of the case.

      His fledgling relationship with Patti had begun just before the second most traumatic series of events in Gus’ life and he still wasn’t sure how it had survived it. She had been a large part of his coping mechanism. November had been hellish and had laid him bare. Raging against the world – the job he loved, the people he cared about – Gus was aware that he’d changed. A brittle patina created a barrier between him and the rest of the world and the only people who managed to get under that barrier were his mother and Patti. He hadn’t intended to erect it, it had happened without him noticing at first, and as he became used to it – it sat easily on his shoulders; armour, a way to distance himself from feelings that were too raw and too sharp to examine right now.

      

      On top of all that, he hated hospitals. Hated the clinical smell, the echoey hallways and the despair that lurked like an anxious patient. A sign pointed him in the direction of ward eighty-five. He took a deep breath and registered that his heartbeat had lowered a notch. That was good. The anger bubbling just beneath the surface had to be controlled if he was going to be of any use to Alice. He stepped into the lift and pressed the button.

      When the doors slid open, releasing him onto a sterile pale blue painted corridor, he walked out and looked along its length. Alice, he’d been told, was in a side room. His lips tightened. He didn’t need to ask directions because near the end of the corridor, a prison officer sat outside a room. Bastards had even put a fucking guard on her door. What the hell? Did they expect her to make a great escape with her arse hanging out of a hospital gown and a drip attached? Idiots! She’d had her spleen removed, her ribs were broken and what they’d done to her nipple was just vile. Alice was no more able to make a bid for freedom than his mum was likely to provide an edible Sunday lunch.

      Well-aware that he was being touchy, Gus grimaced. It was procedure to have one officer outside, but still it rankled. Alice was a police officer but the adage ‘innocent until proven guilty’ didn’t seem to apply to her.

      From the flurry of activity further along on the main ward, Gus surmised the doctors were doing their rounds. White coated kids with stethoscopes dangling round their necks like a fashion accessory, were huddled round an older woman, their gazes intent, leaving their mentor’s face only to dart down to the charts they carried in their hands. As he walked towards the officer, he tried to adjust his expression. It wasn’t the officer’s fault, he was just doing his job. Seeming to sense Gus’ presence, the man stopped swinging on the chair, lowered its legs to the floor and stood up, his arms pulled out to the sides as if to emphasise his bulk. With a curt nod, Gus flipped open his warrant card and moved towards the closed door. The officer, grinning like an arse, stopped him, fat fingers moving in a ‘gimme’ gesture. ‘I’ll take that.’

      Whilst Mr Arsey inspected his ID with unnecessary dedication, Gus gazed through the small window in the door. Alice was lying on a bed her head turned away from him. She had a drip and was attached to various monitors with blinking lights and beeps. Her hair was shorter than Gus had ever seen it. She’d taken a razor to it, for she now wore it as a buzz cut. With a sheet pulled up to her chest, she looked frail. Gus followed her frame down the bed and a spurt of anger made him close his eyes and count to ten. There was another officer in the room with her! What the actual fuck?
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      12:45 Rawsforth level crossing

      Snow fell, getting steadily heavier as DCI Mickey Swanson, short hair spiked around her head, her ill-fitting suit just a little too tight, looked at the train wreck from the embankment. The cries of a baby reached her ears and the smell of smoke was stringent. She was glad she wasn’t too near it. Two ambulances were parked, their back doors open as the paramedics attended the people on the ground. Thank God it hadn’t been a busy train.

      It wasn’t usually her remit to attend this sort of incident but the car that had been positioned on the level crossing was owned by a known dealer. As soon as the number plate had been run, it had come to the attention of Mickey’s vice team. Not the dealer’s usual sort of stunt and he had reported the car stolen last week, still, it needed to be checked out. On impact the boot had sprung open revealing its contents which necessitated Mickey’s presence – a few thousand pounds worth of heroin. She sighed. That was a drop in the ocean, but better locked up than polluting the streets of Bradford and Leeds.

      There had been one fatality… the train driver. The engine had smashed into the car, pulverising it and pushing it beyond the level crossing, trapping it under its fender in the process. Catholic by birth, Mickey’s fingers did a quick dance from forehead to chest and to each shoulder and she cursed – she’d not been to church in decades yet old habits die hard.

      According to the crime scene officers, there was evidence that the train driver had applied the brakes: however the distance between his first sighting of the car after the train rounded the bend, had been too short for any effective preventative action. Poor sod! They’d removed his body and Mickey was glad she wasn’t responsible for the death call this time. Meanwhile, the CSIs were working against the elements. A layer of the falling white stuff was already covering the upended carriages and they were struggling to erect a cover over the Toyota in order to preserve evidence.

      Body turned side on, she half ran, half slipped through the sludge to the bottom of the incline. The train’s two carriages lay at an angle against the embankment. Chunks of metal had peeled from the carriage sides as they’d scraped against fences and pylons before skidding to a halt. Broken glass scattered the tracks and pungent smoke filled the air. Further down the track, away from the train’s carcass, a small group of dishevelled people had gathered. There weren’t many of them and she’d been told they’d only suffered minor injuries, so they’d soon be on their way to get checked over. Hopefully before this weather got any worse.

      Mickey walked towards the two police constables who were keeping the log and a quick glance round told her they’d secured the area well. Crime scene tape sealed off an inner cordon and the passengers were now positioned between it and the wider, outer cordon they’d created. Beyond the level crossing, in the distance, she saw other officers re-directing traffic and questioning the small crowds that had gathered.

      ‘Good job, you two. Scene’s secured nicely. Now, go and find out what the good folk of Rawsforth have to offer.’

      As they left, a paramedic carrying a clip board, approached. Mickey showed the paramedic her ID. ‘What’s the damage?’

      The medic looked over at the engine. ‘Well, as you’d expect the train driver’s dead but other than him, they’ve been lucky. No other fatalities. Mainly minor bruising and cuts. Here’s a list of their names and contact details. We’re taking them into Bradford Royal Infirmary, if you want to catch up with them there.’ She blew on her hands, ‘Oh, hey… you might be interested to know that one of them is accusing the young Asian lad of being a terrorist. I’ve made a note of it on the back of that list.’

      Mickey snorted. If there had been the merest hint of this being a suspected terrorist incident then the super ops team would have been all over it like a swarm of bloody bees. Besides… really…? She looked around at the vast expanse of rapidly whitening countryside, punctuated only by the train line and a couple of minor roads. ‘Terrorist my arse. What terrorist would target a country train in the middle of nowhere?’ She headed towards the CSIs and identified the manager. ‘What you got?’

      ‘Driver’s dead.’

      Mickey waved her hand in front of her in a ‘get on with it’ movement. ‘Yeah, tell me something I haven’t been told fifty times already.’

      The CSI rolled her eyes and pulled her mask from her lower face and in a mild tone said, ‘No need to be a cow bag, is there? I’m telling you what I know which, incidentally, is what you asked for.’

      Mickey exhaled, ‘Yeah, yeah you’re right. I am a cow bag. Bloody HRT is doing me in. Let’s back space. Apart from the deceased train driver and the presence of a car on the level crossing with a shed load of heroin in the boot, have you got anything?’

      The CSI grinned. ‘We’ve almost processed the car. You’ll get that info when you get it, okay? We’ve got a backlog of lab work, so this,’ she waved her hand to encompass the surrounding crime scene, ‘will just have to join the never-ending queue. Nobody reported breaking down on the level crossing so I’m assuming it was deliberate.’

      Mickey thought so too. She just couldn’t work out why though. Who would leave a car chock full of heroin on a level crossing in sheep-shagging land? Didn’t make bloody sense. She turned her gaze to the train and frowned. Who in their right minds would want to derail a cross country train? What possible motivation could there be for that? She glanced down at the list in her hand and then over at the line of passengers who were now being helped up the embankment to a waiting ambulance. Maybe one of them would have the answer for her. She certainly hoped so. Her thought process was interrupted by the CSI.

      ‘This your boss coming?’

      Mickey turned and saw a tall man in a suit walking towards her. Although she didn’t recognise him, she did recognise the type and she swallowed a frustrated sigh. She could do without a pissing contest right now. ‘Never seen him before.’

      The man raised his arm and waved. ‘DCI Swanson?’

      Mickey walked to meet him, her face schooled to blandness. ‘And you are?’

      He smiled a Colgate smile and winked, ‘I’m your fairy godmother.’

      Bloody tosser! Mickey kept her expression neutral though she suspected what was coming. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Just my little joke. I’m Detective Chief Inspector Hawes from the anti-terrorist unit. This scene is very sensitive, so I’ve come to take over.’

      Ten minutes previously, Mickey had been fed up with being lumbered with another crime scene, now she was just as determined to fight for it. ‘This scene has not been identified as a terrorist incident. In fact, it seems unlikely that it is.’

      Hawes held his hands out in a placatory gesture. ‘Now, now, don’t get all agitated. Just leave all this to the experts. You head back to Bradford and I’ll take over here. We need to involve the bomb squad and liaise with the arson team. It’s all very technical and we have protocols in place.’

      Mickey flushed. ‘I head up Bradford’s vice unit and… you know what?’ She didn’t wait for his reply, but instead lowered her voice, so he had to lean in a little to catch what she said, ‘I’m well aware of all the protocols. Got it?’

      Hawes’ face melted into toddler’s sulk, bottom lip protruding, brows pulled together, lips turned down. Mickey shook her head. Why the hell did these youngsters feel the need to patronise women who’d sucked eggs for longer than they’d been out of nappies? Okay, okay mixed metaphors, but she knew what she meant. Deciding there and then not to embark on a pissing contest, she took a step back and pasted an insincere smile on her lips, ‘You can have the scene. I’ve seen all I need to.’ No need to tell Hawes that she was off to speak to the passengers because that, she was sure, was where the answers lay – not in some imaginary terrorist attack.

      By the time Mickey arrived at the Bradford Royal Infirmary, the passengers had all been released with minor injuries and were sitting together with cups of tea, in a room adjoining the Accident and Emergency waiting room. This room was usually designated for officers to keep prisoners needing medical help who may disturb the other waiting patients, but today it served to offer privacy to the still shocked passengers whilst they were interviewed.

      After introductions, Mickey looked round the group. ‘I bet you didn’t expect this when you got on the train this morning, huh?’

      The woman with the toddler on her lap mumbled something that elicited a tut from the older woman beside her. Glancing between the two women, Mickey noticed that the younger woman was glaring at the Asian lad sitting opposite. Remembering what the paramedic had told her earlier, Mickey sat next to the Asian lad, and leaned forward, arms resting on her knees, her gaze directed towards the woman who was bouncing the baby, in an attempt to keep him from crying. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that?’

      The woman paused her bouncing, resulting in the baby’s face crumpling into a cry not dissimilar to the expression Mickey had seen earlier on DCI Hawes’ face. The woman, a Helen North, spoke in a venomous tone. ‘I said, most of us didn’t expect it,’ and she looked pointedly at the man Mickey had identified from her list as Munir Rehman.

      Munir slouched in his chair, and seemingly oblivious of Helen’s toxicity, was texting frantically. However, when he looked up and saw her staring at him, his brows drew together for a second before throwing his head back, releasing a humourless bark. ‘What’s up?’ He sat up straight, ‘Oh, I get it. An abandoned car and a train wreck means the Paki must have done it? What? You think I’m a fucking terrorist or summat, do you?’

      Mickey stood up. ‘Mr. Rehman that is not what we think.’ She turned to the others. ‘There was no indication of a detonator of any kind. The impact of the train hitting the car caused the damage and, as yet, we have no explanation of why the car was left there.’

      The other young man, headphones hanging round his neck, cleared his throat. ‘Who in heaven’s name would want to terrorise the sheep on Rawsforth Moor like? It’s obviously some stupid prank gone drastically wrong. It’s that poor driver I feel sorry for.’

      Everyone nodded, yet Helen still looked unconvinced and continued to eye Munir with suspicion whilst attempting to twist her body away from him. This was thwarted by the fact that her baby seemed to have taken a liking to Munir and held out his chubby hands in his direction, saying, ‘Da-da’

      Mickey noticed a few of the passengers smirking and could empathise with them. Perhaps the mother needed to learn a few things from her baby. Knowing that they’d been interviewed by officers prior to her arrival and conscious of how weary they all looked, Mickey was keen to let them go home. She did a quick head count and frowned, ‘Is someone missing? I was told there were eight of you and I’ve got eight names here, but there are only seven.’

      The older lady looked up, revealing a bruised cheek and a neat row of stitches above her eyebrow, ‘Oh, you mean the blonde? The one with the foreign accent? I don’t think she came to the hospital with us.’

      The blind man nodded. ‘You’re right. She climbed up the embankment whilst the paramedics were checking the baby. Think she got into the car that was idling at the top.’

      Mickey noticed the guide dog that lay placidly beside the man and checked his name on her list; Jake Brown. ‘I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Mr Brown, but I’m wondering how you know this?’

      Jake laughed. ‘I’m used to people forgetting that sight isn’t the only sense we have. The car tooted and seconds later she brushed past me, I smelled her rose perfume. She mumbled sorry and I recognised her accent. She also dislodged some stones as she went.’

      Mickey looked at him. ‘Well, Sir – that answers that query doesn’t it?’

      She turned to the others. ‘Did any of you notice her going?’

      No-one had. ‘What about the car, Mr Brown heard. Did any of you see it?’

      No one, bar the blind man, seemed to have noticed the foreign woman who’d given her name as Rose English leaving the group and all at once Mickey’s sensors were on high alert. The name Rose English was clearly a play on English Rose and was more than likely a false name. She’d get it checked. She’d also get CCTV from Manchester Victoria checked too and any from the Rawsforth area around that time – not that it would do her any good without a make or model for the car, but who knew what would come in handy further down the line? She had a feeling that the train wreck and the idling car were all to do with this mysterious woman, but for now, these witnesses had nothing more to offer. ‘Okay, I’ll let you get home. Someone will come to take an official statement tomorrow. Just let me check I have your correct details. I have the blonde down here as Rose English, does anyone know if that’s right?’

      The cocky man in a suit who reeked of aftershave, laughed. According to Mickey’s list, his name was Mike Borthwick. ‘Well, that’s not the name she gave me on the train.’

      ‘No? What name did she give you Mr Borthwick?’

      ‘Izzie. That’s what she told me her name was. Stuck up cow!’

      Having had her fill of testosterone-loaded males for one day, Mickey could sympathise with the missing woman if this tosser was bothering her. She frowned and put an asterisk next to Rose English’s name and wished that Rawsforth Moor had some semblance of ANPR coverage. She was really interested in the car that was idling at the top of the embankment so soon after the train crash. The death of the train driver made this a murder investigation, despite Hawes’ hopes of a juicy terrorist incident landing in his lap. Still, wasn’t really in her remit though. The only tangible link to Vice was the drug haul in the boot of the car and murder trumped Vice every time.

      Mickey was reluctant to pass this over to the anti-terrorist unit just yet and wondered if she could pull a few strings to get Gus McGuire on the case. She’d been impressed by how he’d handled himself when they’d worked together before Christmas. Shame how that whole thing panned out for him and his team though. Anyway, as far as she could see, Hawes had even less claim on this case than she did. Besides, her interest was piqued now and if you couldn’t follow your gut as a DCI, then when the hell could you? She’d stick with this one for a while.
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      12:55 Epsom General Hospital, Surrey

      Hospital radio was getting on Alice’s nerves – cheesy songs intermingled with doom and gloom reports about the supposed Beast from the East – like it was going to come to much.

      
        
        ‘Now to take your mind off the reports from the Met office that the UK is set to receive the worst weather in decades here’s Cliff Richard and ‘Summer Holiday’ to keep you thinking past the storm.’

        

      

      Idiot – half the people in this joint wouldn’t bloody make it till supper time, never mind summer time.

      Alice sensed his presence at the door before he’d even pushed it open. She’d been preparing herself for this. It had been inevitable that Gus, her knight in shining armour, would hot-foot it down to Surrey as soon as he heard about her change of plea. She’d managed to convince Nancy to keep him away in the aftermath of the attack, pleading fatigue and pain. Now she’d have to face the music and, somehow, she’d have to convince him to back off. She’d have to persuade the man she loved like a brother that she’d betrayed his trust. It was that single thought that pierced her heart. By the end of this visit, Gus would believe she was a dirty cop. Worse even than Knowles. She had no choice at all, so she hardened her heart and stripped her face of all emotion as she heard the door click shut behind him and his feet padding across the room.

      He sounded pissed off when he spoke to the prison officer. ‘Take a break.’

      The gap between ‘a’ and ‘break’, she suspected, would have been filled by the ‘f’ word, had he not got his I’m-in-control voice on. Oh Gus, what the hell am I doing to you?

      The officer, who’d sat in the chair at the end of the bed for the past two hours, picking her teeth and farting, got up without uttering a word and left the room, slamming the door behind her.

      Gus’ loudly uttered ‘Tosser’ almost brought a smile to her lips, but the stakes were too high.

      ‘Stop pretending I’m not here, Alice. I saw your hand move when the door opened. You’re such a crap actor. Look at me and tell me what the fuck’s going on.’

      Alice turned her head, her mouth curled in a snarl and said, ‘No, ‘how are yous?’ Or ‘Oh, Alice, what have they done to yous?’’ She clipped her words, making her tone harsh and waited for him to flinch at her abrasiveness. Instead, he snorted before grabbing one of the plastic chairs and flipping it round. Straddling it, he leant his arms across the back like she’d seen him do so often at The Fort.

      She narrowed her eyes. ‘So, Gus has grown some balls, has he?’ She’d expected him to be in bits. Easy to manipulate, easy to convince. But here he was, emotionless and looking at her as if she was a mutated specimen in a jar. If she wasn’t careful he’d end up turning the tables on her and getting beneath her defences. She’d have to show no weakness. She cast her mind back to that night in the showers and Baby Jane’s words. That memory was all she needed to keep her focused. Gus could throw what the hell he liked at her but she would hold her own. The alternative was too horrible to contemplate.

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Al. Give it a break, eh? What’s with the ‘Gus has found his balls’ crap? You’re not in prison now. No bloody red-haired Boudica in a hoodie to intimidate you, no damn dodgy prison officer to turn a blind eye.’

      She turned her face away from him, raised her hand and mock yawned, ‘Blah, blah, blah.’

      Gus jumped up scraping the chair across the floor, ‘Don’t be an arse, Al. It’s just you and me and I want to know why the fuck you’ve changed your damn plea. You know that idiot Kennedy’s swanning about Brent like he’s Nigel Farage in a brewery? You’re letting him get away with it.’

      This was so hard – so damn hard, yet it had to be done. She had to convince him. ‘I’m doing fuck all Gus, that’s what I’m doing.’

      ‘Aw, come on Alice, you – if anyone – knows how many deaths he caused. How many weapons he put in the hands of kids in the borough. How many drugs he let filter through his fingers and up the noses of addicts. Where the hell is the Alice I know? The one Sampson looked up to, the one who kept us all together?’

      Frowning, Alice bit her lip. This was harder than she’d expected. The monitor beside her beeped, showing her heart rate had increased. She took a deep breath and prepared her next blow. ‘Ouch! That hurt!’ She lifted her hands and, despite the oxygen monitor clipped to the middle finger of her right hand, gave a slow hand clap. ‘Good try! Got the emotional lever in by mentioning Sampson.’ She snorted. ‘Truth is he was a stupid arse who should have had more sense than to go into a burning building. Glad I don’t have to rely on him to watch my back anymore. Tosser, that’s all he was.’ As the words left her mouth, her soul shrivelled, each word a drop of salt on a slug’s back.

      Brow furrowed, Gus’ eyes sparked that deep blue that told her he was only just holding onto his temper. ‘Bitch! That was below the belt, Al.’

      Good, she was getting to him! But all she wanted to do was to end it so she could curl up and weep. Ignoring the ice that encapsulated her heart, its deadly fronds gripping tighter and tighter, squashing it like an overripe peach, she forced a laugh. As she did so, the final piece of humanity left her. ‘You don’t fucking get it, do you? Sean’s innocent. It wasn’t him that was dealing with Big H and the others, it was me. Sean was my patsy, not the other way around. My only regret is that I didn’t finish him off when I had the chance. Should have slit his throat there and then and I could’ve been off in the Bahamas sunning it instead of having to bide my time working with you. Now I’m banged up waiting for the next attack.’

      Gus punched the wall, ‘Stop it, Al – just fucking stop it.’

      But she kept on – she had to. ‘That’s why I’ve agreed to a plea bargain. Can’t risk the next attack being fatal. Nah, this way I get eight years in a low security prison where I can be the big fish. A few years off for good behaviour and I’ll soon be out. Meanwhile, poor innocent Sean has his life back. Win-win situation, what d’ya think?’

      Alice’s chest tightened as his eyes raked her face. If he continued for even one more second, she would explode. The struggle to keep her face screwed into a bitter gourd, was facilitated only by the thought that Sean Kennedy had, yet again, royally screwed her. Gus, razor sharp eyes ripping her to shreds, swivelled on one foot and without saying another word, walked out of the room.

      Alice counted to one hundred in her head until, sure that he’d gone, relaxed her shoulders, dipped her head onto the pillow away from the door and wept. She was on her own.

      Every conceivable bridge well and truly incinerated.
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      15:35 Allison-Hinton & Crouch Solicitors, Harrow

      
        
        ‘The Beast from the East is breezing in across the South, threatening major disruptions to our roads and transport systems. The Met Office has issued an amber weather alert throughout the country. With me is Reverend Charles Abernethy from St Augustine’s Church in Woking. He and his parishioners are kitting out the church with camp beds and blankets in preparation for the storm. Tell me, how can our listeners help?’

        ‘Well, this sort of weather is a real threat to the rough sleepers in our cities and St Augustine’s is opening its doors. Any donations of tinned foods, blankets or warm clothes will be gratefully received.’

        If you’ve just tuned in, that was the Reverend Abernethy from St Augustine’s in Woking, asking for...’

        

      

      The one thing about looking the way Sean did was that nobody meddled with him. Even the taxi driver couldn’t quite meet his eye. Probably thought he had some contagious disease or other.

      
        
        ‘So, it looks like we’re going to see worsening conditions over the weekend. Surrey Borough Council has sanctioned extra gritting and snowploughs to be on standby. Keep safe and don’t travel unless you have to. This is Jake Reynolds signing out for BBC Radio Surrey.’

        

      

      Sean paid the driver and stepped out onto a pavement that was becoming whiter as the snow flurries grew heavier. Damn weather better not scupper my plans for the next few days. He looked up at the posh, yet discreet, sign above the door of the solicitor’s office and, taking a step forward, pushed the door open. Not ten minutes from his old stomping ground in Brent, Sean was all too aware that he was the last sort of visitor this solicitor’s office was used to.

      The receptionist was eating lunch at her desk when he entered. In a flash of varnished talons, she hurriedly shoved her sandwich down and looked up. Her smile faded as soon as she clocked him. Sean was amused to see her hand darting underneath the desk, presumably to hit the hidden panic button. Sauntering up to the heavy wooden desk, Sean leaned right over so he could get a fair old eyeful of her tits. Her warm breath, with a hint of garlic, filled the narrow space. He stared straight at her and employed his ‘you better be scared of me, bitch’ look, grinning when she rolled her chair back till it hit the wall. The pulse at her neck bounced into overdrive like a kitten’s erratic heart beat seconds before you squash the life out of it. A wave of Dolce and Gabanna perfume wafted towards him. Swallowing, her eyes grew wide. He raised his index finger and reached over towards her face. Her pupils dilated even more and she swallowed again. He touched it to her face, right next to her lipsticked mouth – light and gentle. He removed it and, inserting it into his own mouth, he sucked, his gaze fixed on hers, ‘Crumb… on your lip.’ The woman flushed, her hand flying up to wipe her mouth and Sean grinned. ‘Got an appointment with Russell Allison-Hinton. Give him a buzz, would you, darling?’

      The receptionist blinked, mouth half-open. She flicked a glance, at the huge leather-bound appointment book and released an audible breath. Shoulders slumped, her voice held a slight tremor when she replied, ‘Ah, you’re Mr Kennedy?’ Her eyes darted everywhere but at Sean. ‘I’ll just let Mr Allison-Hinton know you’re here. Would you like a drink while you wait?’

      Got you rattled, darling, haven’t I? Sean stepped back from the desk, as he shook his head. ‘No drink. I’ll just wait over here.’ He lowered himself into one of the huge mahogany-coloured leather chairs in the large waiting area. Allison-Hinton & Crouch were nothing if not ostentatious and that was exactly why Sean had chosen them… well, that and the fact that Allison-Hinton had a few secrets he’d rather Sean kept to himself. Poor bugger had sat pretty for the past year whilst Sean was in his coma. Probably rubbed his hands in glee when the prognosis came that he’d never wake. Well, he’d shown them all the power of Sean, hadn’t he? Took more than a knock on the head from that little bitch to keep him down.

      Every morning when he looked in the mirror he saw what the last year had done to him. What The Bitch had turned him into. His face held the unhealthy pallor of a corpse. He’d developed alopecia which meant his hair tufted out from his scalp in thin colourless clumps. He was working on building up his body strength, but he still had no meat on his bones, no muscle and even his new clothes hung on his emaciated frame. The worst thing though, was that he couldn’t even manage a wank, never mind a shag, without a dose of Viagra. Even then, he could barely breathe. Not sure the momentary enjoyment was worth the toll it took on his body. Alice Cooper had a lot to answer for and he would make damn sure she’d pay.

      He looked round the reception area, breathing in the wealth. Deep piled carpets, sturdy furniture, paintings no doubt done by the latest up-and-coming young artist. He knew Allison-Hinton’s kids attended Harrow, ten minutes down the road from his gaff. The solicitor’s boys spoke a different language with their pretentious straw boaters perched on their entitled little heads. Yes, Allison-Hinton, with his posh double-barrelled name, had done alright for himself. If he wanted it to stay that way, he’d toe the line and do everything Sean expected.

      A door to the right opened and Russell Allison-Hinton appeared. A big man full of bonhomie and shit. He crossed the deep carpet, hand extended to greet Sean – a hearty smile on his face. ‘Good to see you, Sean. Good to see you. You’re looking well.’

      At that moment Sean wished he had the strength to floor the man. Rubbing it in, ramming his virility down his throat – not literally of course. Allison-Hinton might like a bit of brawn, but not Sean. He couldn’t stand poofs.

      He followed the older man into his office, winking salaciously at the receptionist as he went. A smile fluttered around her mouth before scurrying away, like a mouse with a vulture on its case.

      The solicitor’s office was more of the same – magnolia walls and a cream carpet with heavy wood furniture and a faint tang of lemon hanging in the air. His desk was larger than the skivvy’s one outside – probably all about exerting his masculinity. He might be a poof with dubious fetishes, but he was also a man to be reckoned with. That didn’t matter to Sean, he couldn’t care less what size the solicitor’s desk was, as long as he could deliver the goods. And the goods, as far as Sean was concerned, were Alice Cooper’s tits in a vice. Remembering exactly what had already happened to one of Alice’s tits, he smiled and sat down on a large leather armchair with wings flying off either side. It was surprisingly comfy, and Sean was relieved. With little flesh padding his bones, he couldn’t often settle into a seated position. The last thing he wanted to be doing during this meeting was fidget.

      ‘Well?’ Sean left the word hanging there, his eyes intent on the solicitor’s face.

      The other man’s face broke into a wide smile. ‘She agreed. Baby Jane’s final bit of persuasion did the trick. She’s signed the statement claiming responsibility for everything and exonerating you from all wrong doing. That combined with Big H’s statement and the electronic trail we’ve laid, will let you off the hook and confine her to a long stay at Her Majesty’s convenience.’

      Sean grinned. He’d been expecting this, but it was good to have confirmation… and of course a signature. He leaned back and nodded. ‘Now, we need to get her parents.’

      Allison-Hinton frowned, ‘What? But... I thought...?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what Alice Cooper thought too. That’s why she signed the statement. Stupid bitch! She should’ve known I’d go straight for the jugular. She has to suffer. And there’s only one sure way to do that.’
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      19:15 Marriners Drive

      Gus was grateful that his flight back from Surrey had, despite the weather, been uneventful. He’d had more than enough to ponder. Seeing Alice so angry had shaken him. The exterior she’d cultivated, so hard and brittle, frightened him. This wasn’t the Alice he knew. Her words were harsh and her demeanour even harsher. It was as if she’d crossed a barrier and there was no going back. Maybe she’d crossed it a long time ago. Maybe she’d crossed it in a cellar in Brent when Sean Kennedy got injured – or maybe even before that? Thrusting those thoughts to the back of his mind, he towel-dried his hair and walked out of the en suite into his bedroom.

      What to wear? Opening his drawer, he settled for a crumpled looking Bob Marley T-shirt. The passing thought that he was becoming more and more like Compo as the days passed made him smile. Compo, the team’s computer geek, had been wearing a Noddy Holder ‘It’s Christmas!’ T-shirt this morning when Gus had left the office to head to Surrey. He hadn’t the heart to point out that Christmas was long gone.

      The smell of chicken tikka masala drifted towards him as he came downstairs. Patti, no doubt, was attempting to surpass him again in the cooking arena. No damn chance! She wasn’t a bad cook, unlike his mum, but no way was she in his league in the curry department. Snatches of a weather report drifted through from the kitchen –‘batten down the hatches’ and ‘Amber alert’ made him grimace. When was this damn weather going to blow over? Continuing through the living room, he whistled to his canary – Ringo – who puffed up her chest and whistled back, hopping from perch to perch as Gus took a moment to reposition her cuttlefish. If only his life was as simple.

      Pasting on a smile, he walked into the kitchen and took a moment to watch Patti at work. He had much to be grateful to her for and he suspected she was, in the main, responsible for whatever sanity he still had. He smiled, conscious that she was aware of just how much the visit to Alice had taken out of him. On his return home, he’d had to shut the curtains and lie down for an hour to get rid of his headache.

      She gave an exaggerated sigh, thrust out her hip and rested one hand on it. She pointed to the simmering pot on the cooker. ‘This one’s my best yet, McGuire. Jealous?’

      Despite himself, Gus laughed, ‘I know I’ve said it before and I’ll probably say it again, but… in your dreams.’

      The snort that left her mouth, like the stained butcher’s apron she wore, was an inelegant contrast to her stylish tailored trousers and blouse and perfectly made up face. ‘I reiterate – jealous! Now, are you going to tell me what happened today or not?’

      Gus wound his arms round her middle and nuzzled her neck, breathing in the scent of the floral perfume she always wore. ‘Not. I’ll deal with this shit on my own.’

      Patti tilted her head to one side to give him better access to her neck. ‘I’d much rather deal with the Alice aspect of ‘your shit’ than the Gabriella/ Katie aspect. I actually like Alice and want to help if I can.’

      She matched his height almost perfectly. She was beautiful, she was tough and he was scared to admit to himself – never mind her – that he was in danger of falling for her – big time. It pissed him off that his ex-wife was a bitch to her. Despite being in a relationship with his sister, Katie, Gabriella seemed to have taken on the role of Gus’ protector and treated Patti like some sort of heartbreaker. Gus suspected that her antipathy was fuelled more by jealousy at how well Patti got on with Katie, than a desire to protect Gus’ heart. After all, Gabriella had been quick to hot foot it off the sinking ship when he needed her most. He’d still been in trauma after being forced to kill his best friend in self-defence. And she hadn’t been too bothered about his emotional state when she’d run off with his sister, had she? Anyway, now wasn’t the time to think about his sister and his ex-wife.

      Pulling away from him, Patti reached out a hand and ran her finger across the Bob Marley tattoo that adorned his bicep and nodded towards his matching T-shirt. ‘You going with a theme tonight?’

      Gus grinned. ‘Mo, unlike some, will appreciate my sartorial efforts.’

      Patti tutted and turned to stir the rice just as the doorbell rang, ‘And you take that as a commendation from a man who spends most of his day in a pinny and the rest of the time in joggers and a sweatshirt? Sad… very sad.’

      Humming, every little thing’s gonna be alright under his breath – more in an effort to reassure himself than through any actual conviction – Gus walked out of the kitchen and through the living room into the hallway. Before opening the door, he took a deep breath to calm himself. Dr Mahmood would be proud of him, well, she would be if he didn’t mention the tension headache tautening his forehead like self-inflicted Botox… or the sporadic galloping heartbeats… or the night sweats… or the insomnia. Yeah, dead bloody proud!

      Forcing a smile to his lips, he flung the door open and ushered his best friend Mo and his wife Naila inside. Naila’s face was flushed and she made a pretty picture with her long black hair escaping her woolly bobble hat. Muffled up in a bright red coat, with a matching scarf and with hiking boots on her feet, she was well prepared for The Beast from the East. Gus smiled when a quick glance at Mo confirmed Patti’s point – Mo was indeed wearing jogging bottoms and a hoodie underneath a fisherman’s jacket that matched the one that hung in Gus’ under-stair-cupboard.

      ‘We walked through the park. Snow’s well and truly drifting now. When’s this nightmare going to end?’ Naila thrust a bottle of wine and a carton of Rubicon mango at Gus and began peeling off her coat.

      Mo mumbled under his breath about wimpy Brits and how a little bit of snow brought everything to a standstill. The normality of the situation loosened the tightness in Gus’ chest and his shoulders relaxed. He noticed the decided chill in the air that was nothing to do with external temperatures. ‘Okay, you two… what’s up? Mo been farting inappropriately again?’

      Naila screwed up her mouth in a look that Gus was all too familiar with and jerked her thumb towards her husband. ‘Ask him! He’s the one that has to blow up every situation into a massive event. Mr Mountains and bloody Molehills, that’s him.’

      Gus looked at Mo, whose shoulders had slumped, and then back to Naila. It didn’t take a genius to work out they’d had yet another falling out. ‘Zarqa, I take it? What’s my favourite oldest god-daughter done now?’

      Zarqa was finding things tough at the minute and had started to ask difficult questions of her parents. Questions that Mo didn’t want to address. The problem was, Mo and Naila had very different approaches to dealing with this particular issue. The strain of dealing with a hormonal teenager who was demanding they confront their pasts and reveal something they wanted to put behind them, was taking its toll on his friends. So it was no surprise when Mo’s reply exploded from his mouth like projectile vomit.

      ‘Tattoo!’ and was accompanied by Naila’s exaggerated sigh.

      Patti, no doubt wondering what was taking them so long to come into the kitchen, sauntered through. As if sensing the atmosphere, she glanced at Gus, one eyebrow raised. Whatever greeting was on her lips stayed there as she took in the pugilistic stance of their friends.

      ‘Tattoo?’ Patti’s tone was hesitant, yet curious.

      Naila tutted and turned to Patti, hands outstretched, ‘I told him to shut up about it tonight, but no. He can’t keep his big mouth shut for a minute, can he?’

      Mo turned to Gus, traces of the sulky schoolboy he’d once been, bringing a slight smile to Gus’ lips despite the strained atmosphere. ‘She’s gone and got a bloody tattoo. Used fake ID and got a damn tattoo – on her wrist.’

      Gus bit his lip. Hadn’t Mo done the exact same thing at sixteen?

      ‘Oh, good one Mo. That’s right tell the copper that our daughter got an illegal tattoo.’

      Mo turned and glared at her, ‘What? You think Gus is going to hot foot it through the damn snow to drag his god-daughter off to The Fort for a major interrogation over a bloody fake ID, do you?’

      Gus closed his eyes for a second. Tried to do the counting thing his psychiatrist had taught him, but gave up at five. By the time he reopened his eyes, the familiar gurgle of angry venom had wormed up from his stomach into his chest and erupted, ‘For fuck’s sake, you two need to sort this out. It’s getting beyond a damn joke. It’s been months since she first asked you and you’re still behaving like a couple of school kids. She’s in pain and she’s confused and she needs you two to be honest with her.’ He pointed his finger first at Naila and then at Mo. ‘So man the fuck up and behave like parents.’

      The only sound to be heard in the aftermath of Gus’ words was the faint tinkle of Ringo’s toy bell being pecked followed by her own answering cheep. Realising his hands were shaking, Gus shoved the wine and juice carton into Patti’s hands and lowered his tone. ‘I know this isn’t easy for you, but you’ve had sixteen years to prepare for this day. It was always going to have to be addressed, you knew that.’ He reached out his arms and put one round each of his friends and pulled them into his embrace, ‘I love you, but you’re tearing each other apart and that’s not you. You need to sort this. Go and see the counsellor Dr Mahmood recommended.’ He sighed, ‘I know I’m not the best example, but even I get that letting things fester is destructive. You two mean too much to me to let that happen, so for God’s sake, get yourselves an appointment and start the healing process.’

      Tears glinting in her eyes, Naila hugged Gus and turned to her husband and hugged him too. ‘He’s right, Mo. We need to work out a way forward and we need to put Zarqa’s needs first.’

      Mo kissed her hair, and looking over her head as he held her, he nodded at Gus.

      ‘Well, if we’re not all hungry after that little scene, I’ll be damned.’ said Patti

      Mo rubbed his hands together, ‘Chicken tikka masala? Hope you cooked, Patti. Gus never gets the spices just right.’

      Gus punched him on the arm and, just like that, the tension evaporated.

      Hours later, stomachs full, the quartet retired to the living room for coffee. The wine had relaxed Gus and, in good company, he had managed to put all thoughts of Alice to the back of his mind. Mo had teased him about his Bob Marley tattoo and mimicked his gasps and ‘wimpish’ cries during the process, much to the enjoyment of Naila and Patti. Gus, despite his denials, took it all in good spirit and laid in with some bittersweet, shared stories from his, Mo and Greg’s schooldays. The painting of Bob Marley done by Greg, in pride of place above the stove, made him feel close to his dead friend and he suspected Mo felt the same. Mind you, Mo didn’t carry the baggage regarding Greg that Gus did. Mo hadn’t been the one to see Greg kill his wife and son. Mo hadn’t been the one who killed his best friend in order to save his own life. And Mo didn’t carry that sense of failure with him every single day.

      ‘So, Patti’ asked Naila, ‘Weren’t you invited to the big hen do?’

      Patti’s face scrunched up. She was sitting on the sofa, opposite Gus. Gus grinned, eager to hear Patti’s response. After their earlier conversation about Gabriella, he suspected her reply would be pithy, to say the least. He was right.

      ‘That stupid, rude, jealous, conniving bitch didn’t invite me.’

      Naila flicked a glance at Gus as if to ask, ’Have I opened up a can of worms?’ Gus responded with a wave of his hand, ‘Just let Patti get it all off her chest.’

      ‘Katie invited me, assuming, no doubt that her paranoid, possessive other half would share the details with me… and did she?’ Patti’s glare was poisonous. ‘Did she heck as like? Stupid cow conveniently missed me off the email thread. Not that I was bothered. Last thing I wanted to do was head over to Dublin with Gabriella the Gross and her nervy sister-in-law-to-be for a weekend. Katie, I don’t mind. She can be fun when she’s not influenced by Gabriella.’

      Nodding, Naila stoked the flames of Patti’s ire, ‘Don’t know why Gabriella was organising it anyway. She’s only just met the girl, hasn’t she?’

      ‘Exactly what I said.’ Patti turned a triumphant pout in Gus’ direction, ‘Didn’t I say that, Gus?’ Not waiting to acknowledge Gus’ nod, she continued, ‘Truth is, Gabriella barely knows her. She’s doing it for her brother and trying to rope us all in too. It’s as if the fiancée doesn’t have any friends of her own. Mind you, in fairness, she seems alright. Brainy too. Most of her friends are probably in Cyprus, so she won’t know many people in the UK.’

      Naila turned to Gus, ‘You got Daniel’s stag do all planned, have you?’

      Gus had been putting it off for days now. Partly because he’d been so busy and partly because he couldn’t be arsed. ‘Eh – sort of.’

      Patti laughed and punched him on the arm, ‘Liar! You haven’t even thought about it, have you? Come on admit it.’

      Gus glanced at Mo for help, but Mo just raised an eyebrow and shook his head. It looked like he was on his own with this one.

      ‘Isn’t it tomorrow, Gus?’ Naila looked at Mo, ‘Didn’t you tell me it was tomorrow?’

      Mo, looking too bloody angelic to be believable, nodded, ‘Yeah, I’ve been on at him for ages to sort it out, but...’ he splayed his hands before him and shrugged. Gus glared at him. Flung to the damn lionesses. Some friend you are.

      ‘Calm down, calm down,’ said Gus improvising, ‘I’ve got a venue lined up. Daniel will love it. It’s right up his street

      Patti and Mo simultaneously looked at him, eyebrows raised, ‘Oh, where?’

      ‘Well, em.’ Clutching at straws he blurted out, ‘The Delius.’

      Patti began to laugh, ‘You’re having Daniel’s stag do at The Delius? Are you bloody mad? Gabriella will kill you? I love it!’

      Naila frowned at Patti, ‘Don’t be mean Patti. We can’t let him have it there. Not at the club belonging to a known gang leader.’

      ‘Aw, come on Naila, Shahid’s toned down his gangster lifestyle,’ said Mo. ‘He doesn’t pimp anymore and I’ve heard he sold out his illegal trade to some thugs from Manchester. Think he only uses the club for money laundering now.’

      ‘Oh, so that’s okay, is it? Money laundering? Oh well, if that’s all it is, then that’s fine. Naila uncrossed her legs and pulled away from Mo, ‘And because he’s stopped exploiting women, the problem’s gone away has it? Don’t bloody think so. All he’s done is move it elsewhere. Given some other tosser the power. Not bloody good enough. Gus, you shouldn’t be supporting that sort of trash.’ Naila’s face was flushed, her fists clenched tight on her thighs.

      ‘Hey wait a minute, Naila. I’m not supporting Shahid. He passed the Delius over to Imti and Imti doesn’t stand for any of that shit. It’s not being used for laundering – not any more. He and Serafina are making a go of it and it does a lot of good in the Thornbury community.’

      Patti squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘He’s right Naila. Imti’s doing a great job. He’s not crooked.’

      Naila took a deep breath, cheeks pink, eyes flashing. ‘I’m sorry Gus.’

      Pouring her another soft drink, Gus squeezed her arm.

      She smiled, ‘Anyway, so who, apart from Mo, have you invited?’

      Making a mental note to give Imti a ring in the morning, Gus shrugged. ‘Just a few mates, you know?’

      Patti’s eyes narrowed. ‘Which mates?’

      ‘Well…’

      ‘You’ve not invited anyone, have you? What sort of stag do will that be with you three standing about like a trio of lemons. God’s sake Gus. The man deserves a decent stag do.’

      Well, why doesn’t he invite some friends of his own? ‘I have invited folk…’ Gus, despite being well aware that he was fooling no-one, refused to back down. Racking his brains, he came up with a solution, ‘Compo and Taffy…’

      Patti snorted in that inelegant way she did to show her disbelief.

      He scratted around in his mental address book before plucking a final name from the air, ‘Dad… he’s coming too.’

      Patti and Naila looked at each other before bursting out laughing. Holding her sides, Naila said, ‘You’ve really pulled the stops out, Gus. You, Mo, Compo, Taffy and your Dad at The Delius… classy, very classy.’

      ‘I didn’t want to have to organise the damn thing in the first place, did I?’ said Gus.

      At the same time Mo, seemingly realising the implications of his wife’s statement, folded his arms over his chest, ‘Don’t know what you’re on about Nail, Daniel will be lucky to spend his stag do with us. Scintillating conversation, wit and humour. We’ll take him for a curry too, won’t we, Gus? What more could he want?’

      Patti snorted, ‘Something with a modicum of panache perhaps, rather than the quintet of farce. After all he’s a bit more upmarket than you two.’

      “Phew.” Gus was indignant, “How can a guy who spends his time rummaging about in dirt be more upmarket than us?”

      Patti and Naila exchanged glances and laughed. ‘Shall we tell him?’

      Acting like a pair of bloody schoolkids! Gus snorted, “Come on spit it out?

      “He’s hot, Gus. Really hot.” Patti’s eyes twinkled, “And he’s all exotic.”

      “And he’s an archaeologist – Indiana Jones and all that.”

      “What and Mo and I are just Northern parkins?”

      Naila prodded Mo’s stomach, “Well, maybe a bit more of a fat rascal than a parkin for one of you”

      Realising they were beaten, Gus summoned Mo to the kitchen, ignoring the peals of laughter that followed him.

      ‘How did it go with Alice today?’ asked Mo. ‘Is she bearing up?’

      Gus studied his wine glass for a long time. Not raising his head, he shrugged. The words were difficult to say, but he’d no intention of lying to his friend. Mo knew him too well anyway. He’d spot deceit in an instant. ‘She’s not the Alice we knew, Mo. Prison has changed her.’
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      10:00 The Fort

      Gus woke up to a six-inch-deep blanket of snow and a headache. He popped a pill and wished he could put his jogging kit on and run it off, but if the forecast was to be believed, he wouldn’t be jogging for at least a few more days. He’d left Patti in bed nursing a slight hangover and walked through Lister Park to work. The lake was covered in ice topped by a layer of snow and he wondered how long it would be till someone tried to skate on it. The tracks round the park told him some dog walkers had been out before him. Despite the chilly air, the park was busy – kids making snowmen or sledging or having snowball fights, but even so, Gus was distracted by his thoughts. Alice, and the way she’d behaved the previous day, haunted him. Had the things she’d claimed been true? Surely not. Could she have duped him like that for so long? It didn’t seem likely, yet Gus had come across more than his fair share of corrupt coppers. The bottom line was, why would she lie? Her defence team was prepared to fight and they were still looking for evidence to exonerate her. It wasn’t just her plea change or her big talk about Sean Kennedy being her patsy, it was what he’d seen in her eyes. Something was missing – like a piece of her soul had been ripped out and sold to the devil.

      True, she’d been through the mill. The latest attack was by far the worst she’d suffered, but it wasn’t the only one. Soon as they’d sussed she was a copper, some of the other women had targeted her. Not knowing when the next attack would happen would be enough to send most women loopy – but Alice? He wasn’t looking forward to sharing this with Nancy and his team.

      

      As soon as he walked into her office, DCI Nancy Chalmers got straight to the point. ‘So, how did it go?’

      The cinnamon and apple candle and the over-strong aroma of coffee made Gus want to fling open a window regardless of the blizzard that howled outside. Instead, he settled for walking over to the coffee table and blowing out the flame before settling himself on the leather armchair next to it. Nancy frowned, but said nothing. Instead, she stood up, walked from behind her desk and poured him a mug of treacly coffee that she deposited on a coaster beside him. Long legs outstretched, he slouched in the chair and watched as Nancy resumed her position behind her desk. He waited till she’d slipped off her slippers and pushed her chair out far enough to enable her to rest her ankles on her desk. He remembered a time, not so long ago, when he’d find the ladder in her stocking amusing. Life, however, had inured him to the amusing aspects of Nancy’s idiosyncrasies and what was worse was that he didn’t even care. Since Sampson’s death and Alice’s incarceration, he’d lost something… was it his humanity?

      He put that thought away for another day over a large glass of whisky when he was alone in his living room with Greg’s Bob Marley painting. Then, he could share his thoughts with his dead friend. It was the closest he ever got to feeling something… anything… these days. Well, except when he was with Patti. Not that he told her, though. No, that would be too dangerous.

      ‘Gus?’

      Nancy’s tone was sharp and told Gus he’d delayed answering her earlier enquiry for too long. He shrugged. What was he supposed to tell her? That Alice had become a monster? A parody of one of those American actresses on ‘Orange is the New Black’, all swearing and swagger?

      ‘Gus!’

      He sighed again and lifted his mug to his lips, knowing full well he was playing for time. Why had he agreed to come in today? He could have delayed it till Monday. It was his weekend off after all. Should’ve put my foot down. The truth was, he’d nowhere else to go. Patti was visiting friends later and his mum was too damn perceptive for her own good, so he’d vetoed a parental visit. If his mum hadn’t dognapped Bingo for the weekend, he’d have gone up to the Cow and Calf rocks in the snow with him, spent the afternoon knackering himself hiking and rounding it off with a pint or two before heading home to a takeaway and The Voice. Bingo liked Will.I.Am.

      Just as Nancy was about to repeat his name for the third time, he put his cup down and jumped to his feet, raking his fingers through his dreads as he did so. ‘She’s a damn mess, Nancy. Pale and weak as shit. If she was vertical, I could blow her over with one puff. She’s hacked her hair into a buzzcut and she’s clearly in pain.’

      Nancy’s lips tightened and she clasped her fingers together, tapping them lightly against her chin as she thought. Finally, ‘And the rest?’

      Gus paused in his pacing and shook his head. ‘Still insistent. Hard as nails. Never seen her like this. Glad I didn’t let Compo come with me. He’s going to be devastated when I tell him.’ He raked both hands in his dreads and groaned, ‘Think we need to face it Nance. We’ve lost her.’
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      10:35 The Fort

      DCI Mickey Swanson paced her office. The powers that be had decided to leave DCI Hawes in charge of the Rawsforth train wreck and she was furious. Her boss had hinted that it was to keep Hawes out of the hair of the ‘real’ anti-terrorist team, who had inherited him on job experience initiative for two months and considered him a liability. If there was one thing that pissed Mickey off more than any other, it was pandering to male incompetence. If Hawes wasn’t able to pull his weight, then damn well tell him and confine him to a desk. Why should he take her job from her? Well, okay, the train crash wasn’t strictly speaking her job either, but at least she was keen to look into it properly. Paddy Toner’s family deserved that, didn’t they? Besides, it was quiet in Vice at the minute. Her team were on top of everything and, if she was honest, she felt redundant. Not for the first time did she wish she’d stuck at DI. Desk jobs weren’t really her thing. She craved the excitement of moving about, being on the street, responding to things with more than a click of her finger on the ‘send’ button of an email that more often than not bounced back anyway.

      She had a feeling about the Rawsforth thing. Not some abstract Ouija board feeling – but one based on over twenty years of experience. The disappearing foreign woman, the idling car, the false name, they all pointed to a link to the vehicle on the level crossing, but DCI Hawes saw it differently. He’d told her she was letting her imagination run away with her. Cheeky bastard! She flung herself down on her seat and pressed the intercom, not for the first time that morning. ‘Is that footage here yet?’

      The paramedics had arrived within half an hour of the first phone call – a miracle really – but they’d been in the area. They took the names of the passengers, false ones included, yet by the time the officer had been free to take their initial on-scene-statements – a mere half hour later – Rose English AKA Izzie, had vanished. Mickey had access to the initial passenger statements and she had her own notes. What she needed now was access to the statements from other possible witnesses; passers-by, other drivers, cyclists. She needed to find out where that woman had gone.

      A few things from the first statements had caught her attention. One was the false name, the other was the way the other passengers had said she kept looking around her. Little darting glances – definitely edgy. Macho man Mike had said she was rude to him, but both Jess – the teacher – and Jake – the blind man – had said he was annoying the girl. Mickey was curious to see what her demeanour had been like at Manchester Victoria station.

      The door burst open and a uniformed officer strode into the office, face flushed, carrying a USB stick in one hand and with a file tucked under her other arm. ‘Got the CCTV footage you wanted, Ma’am.’ She slammed the door behind her and lowered her voice. ‘Kept it on the QT like,’ she said, tapping her index finger on the side of her nose.

      Mickey sighed. Why did everybody have to be so bloody melodramatic? You’d think they’d knock that out of them at training. Not like they were working on an episode of Line of Duty was it? She pointed to her computer, ‘Have at it.’

      Within seconds, Mickey was looking at a nervous young woman in her late twenties, walking through Manchester Victoria station to the ticket machines. ‘She paid for that ticket by card. You’ve got the transaction time – get the details for me.’

      The officer noted Mickey’s instructions in a notebook and Mickey sighed, ‘I mean now. Right now. Chop bloody chop. We’ve a missing woman to find.’ Where was the bloody melodrama when you needed it? That was the problem with today’s PCs – they were inconsistent. As the officer, red faced and tight-lipped, turned away to set the search in motion, Mickey paused the recording and zoomed in to the bridge overlooking the machines. Five people were lined up along it seemingly observing the concourse below. Were they looking for their missing woman? Maybe, maybe not, but it was certainly an option. One that needed following up. She waited till the PC, Afzal, if she remembered rightly, turned back to the screen before saying, ‘See if you can ID any of them. Get IT to help you. I want their movements traced to see if they followed her.’ When the PC got on her phone promptly, Mickey allowed herself a small smile. Training, that’s all that was needed, proper on the job training without pussyfooting around with all the time-wasting niceties. Afzal would make a good copper in the end.

      Mickey zoomed in to the concourse and to the people milling around. ‘Get the tech team to do facial recognition too. I want to know if any of them followed her to the platform and got on the cross-country train. Also get them to backtrack as far as they can. I want to see where she came from. How did she get to the station? Did she get off a train? Which train? And when?’ PC Afzal conveyed the instructions over the phone and all but stood to attention. Mickey nodded at the young woman and, when Afzal was nearly at the door, she said ‘Good work, Afzal. We’ll make a decent copper of you yet.’

      Afzal paused hand on the door and turned back, grinning widely. When she spoke, it was in a firm voice, ‘Anwar.’

      Mickey frowned. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘My name is Anwar. Kaneez Anwar. I answer better to the correct name,’ and before Mickey had a chance to respond, she left the room

      Mickey grinned, ‘Well, I’ll be damned. That girl’s got balls.’ Still smiling she turned back to the screen and replayed the footage. Zeroing in on the woman’s face, Mickey saw terror and nervousness. In slow motion, it was clear that her eyes were darting around as if assessing the danger around her. The sooner the techies got back to her the better.
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      11:35 Keighley and Worth valley Railway, Halifax Road, Keighley

      
        
        ‘So, amid the chaos caused by The Beast from the East we have a local story that demonstrates one of the benefits of this inclement weather. Police in Keighley attribute the discovery of a major drug haul to the ferocity of the storm. Dense blizzards, freezing temperatures and high snow fall led them to discover a major marijuana production factory that would otherwise have remained hidden. How? – The intense heat from the factory’s lights resulted in the snow melting from the roof, causing gutter damage to a neighbouring property. The homeowner fortunately saw the significance of this and contacted the police. As one officer quipped ‘The Beast from the East has frozen marijuana distribution in the Bradford district. Beast from the East, One, Bradford drugs gangs, Zero. You’re listening to Bradford City Broadcasting in the middle of the storm.’

        

      

      The call had come in as Gus and Compo were sharing a bacon butty in the incident room. Well, Gus had one bacon butty, whilst Compo had two – both of which were slathered in ketchup, some of which had made it onto his Kinks t-shirt and his right cheek. Gus had thought he could use the time since his meeting with Nancy to bring Compo up to date on the situation with Alice. However, every time he opened his mouth to begin, he visualised the look of utter devastation on Compo’s face. He didn’t want to replicate the despair that had crumpled the lad’s face when he’d heard that, as well as losing Sampson, Alice had been imprisoned. The kid had been through enough and it was only in the past couple of weeks that he had seen a slight return to normality for Compo.

      Gus could’ve kissed his mum, who regularly delivered the slightly over-done buns and cookies that Compo so loved. She took the time to talk to him and had invited him over for Sunday lunch with Taffy. Seemed that whether Gus liked it or not, his mum had adopted his team as part of the family. He loved her even more for that. She was a remarkable woman and right now, he wished she was here to soften the blow for Comps or at least to give him one of her comforting hugs.

      After discarding many attempts, he’d finally managed to form an opening sentence in his mind. Compo, we need to talk about Alice. He tried not to see any similarities between that sentence and the title of a well-known book about a child psychopath, but failed abysmally. This was shit. None of those stupid leadership courses prepared you for this.

      ‘You’re quiet today.’ Compo said, licking the ketchup off his fingers, ‘Summat up?’

      Just as he opened his mouth, determined to just get the first sentence out, a text came in. Bloody hell! Why hadn’t he switched the damn thing off? He looked at it and grimaced – Murder – in this weather – nice! ‘Come on Comps. Got ourselves a crime scene. Dead woman in Keighley.’

      Gus mentally abraded himself for his relief at postponing the inevitable ‘Alice’ discussion with Compo and, to assuage his guilt, threw Compo the keys to his Landover. He steadfastly ignored the niggling voice in his head telling him he would live to regret that decision. ‘You can drive.’

      As Compo caught the keys in greasy hands, Gus squashed a groan. Why hadn’t he waited till he’d washed his hands? Seeing the wide grin that lit up his face, Gus sighed. Fuck’s sake, he’s like a damn two-year-old on the dodgems. ‘Don’t forget your wellies and coat. It’s brass monkey weather out there.’

      Fifteen minutes later, Compo and Gus were driving – not in his spacious Land Rover – but in Alice’s Mini, heading towards Keighley. The radio a gentle accompaniment in the background to Compo’s tales about a computer game involving both dragons and aliens and, seemingly, plenty of sound effects – lovely!

      
        
        ‘…Blizzard conditions set to hit the North, Yorkshire grit sets in…’

        

      

      Gus’ lanky frame was squashed into the seat and he thought his knees would seize up if they didn’t reach the crime scene soon. Bloody practical jokers in The Fort had noticed his road tax was out of date. Why the hell did they even bother to check? Yet another bloody thing to think about!

      
        
        ‘… promise of worsening conditions over the weekend…’

        

      

      The buggers had clamped his wheels and ticketed his windscreen, and as a result he’d been forced to use Alice’s Mini. She’d left it in his safe keeping when she got arrested before Christmas, but as things had come to light, Gus had deserted the vehicle in the nether regions of the staff car park. Out of sight, out of mind. Now, he’d had no choice but to use it as there had been no pool cars available.

      
        
        ‘… gritters at the ready with the army on standby…’

        

      

      What the hell was Compo doing? He’s got the wipers on so bloody fast they’re more of a hazard than the damn snow. But the lad was in heaven. Gus didn’t know whether to be miffed or amused that he seemed to prefer the aubergine Mini with its conspicuous floral adornments to his masculine red Land Rover. ‘This car’s about as much use as a bloody Tonka Toy,’ said Gus, well aware that he sounded petulant. ‘We’ll get stuck in the snow before we’re halfway there. When I get my hands on the idiots that clamped my car, I’ll kill them.’

      Gus’ phone rang – Gabriella! Again! Bloody Hell, this was the sixth time already today and he was getting sick of it. He’d get the damn stag party organised, didn’t need her nagging him. He ignored the call, realising he’d pay for that decision later.

      
        
        ‘…keep travel to a minimum for…’

        

      

      Compo grinned, ‘Always wanted to drive Alice’s car. Can’t believe I’m doing it.’ He turned from Oak Lane onto Keighley Road, ‘Hey Gus – it might be a Tonka Toy but it’s got one significant advantage over the Land Rover.’

      ‘Hmmph, what’s that?’

      ‘Valid road tax!’ Compo laughed and clicking his fingers, repeated his statement, punctuating each word with a small pause. ‘Valid. Bloody. Road. Tax.’

      Gus threw him a dirty look and glared out the window, allowing the mesmerising snow to soothe his annoyance. It wasn’t Compo’s fault that he had been too preoccupied to renew his road tax, but to be honest he couldn’t give a rat’s arse. Compared to some officers, his transgression was mild.

      
        
        ‘… up to six inches of snowfall…’

        

      

      The Mini did surprisingly well, considering the atrocious weather conditions. The snowflakes were huge as Compo pulled off the road into a pub car park just down from the Worth Valley Railway station on Halifax Road. With meticulous care, he parked without mishap between a police car and a large blue Range Rover with a Scottish flag flying from the roof. Whether they’d be able to drive out again was another matter.

      Gus took in the Range Rover and groaned, ‘Just my luck. We’ve got my dad to contend with as well as a dead body. I was certain they’d find a different pathologist seeing as the body was located in Keighley.’ Gus’ dad – Fergus McGuire – insisted on viewing the crime scene and the body in situ if it was a suspected murder. Gus hoped against hope that Fergus would be on his best behaviour, at least he could be reasonably certain he wouldn’t be in his kilt – Highland dancing classes were on a Friday!

      Damn phone again! Gabriella – God, she really needs to get a life and stop bothering me!

      Wishing he’d added an extra jumper under his fisherman’s jacket, Gus got out of the car. An immediate chill hit his face and he regretted not picking up his gloves. Bloody weather. Just along the road where the Worth Valley Railway station stood, Gus could see the police cordons; fluttering yellow crime scene tape and police cars, all but merging into the snow drifts. On the opposite side of the road stood a neat line of four terraced houses, some of their occupants braving the cold to observe the police activity across the road, others watching from an upstairs window. Not that they could see much – the body was apparently right inside the station, on the concourse.

      In his duffle coat, scarf wrapped round his neck in a python grip with a bobble hat replacing his beanie, Compo looked like a human version of Paddington Bear. Now that it was time to view the crime scene Gus became aware of the other man’s nervousness. The lad’s eyes kept flitting towards the group of officers hanging around near the tape and back to the car as if he’d like nothing better than to hop in it and drive off. ‘You’ll be right, Comps.’

      Compo blinked, his gaze once more across the road. ‘You think?’

      ‘Look, it’s part of the job, just like any other. Just try to bear that in mind. Come on, let’s see what we’ve got.’ Together they trudged through the three-inch snow, Gus conscious of Compo’s slowing steps as they got nearer.

      Who the hell had braved the Beast from the East in order to either kill someone or to dump a body? Gus grimaced as the icy breeze penetrated his jacket. Not ideal working conditions. Officers blew on their hands, gratefully accepting warm drinks from the owners of nearby houses. They were doing a grand job of keeping the gathering mob of thrill seekers under control and, hopefully, they’d be taking statements as they drank. Hissing Sid, the head crime scene investigator, was always whinging on about the effects of adverse weather on the state of the crime scene. He wouldn’t be a happy bunny. Not with the continuous flurries of snow and the forecast blizzards. It would be a race against time for his team.

      Beyond the cordon at the far end of the railway station entrance, was a group of journalists huddled under huge multi-coloured brollies, all looking sorry for themselves. Gus grinned. Served them right, bloody ghouls that they were! A figure stepped away from the group and began waving. Gus could just about distinguish Jez Hopkins’ way-too-handsome face. Last thing he needed right now was to chat with the damn journalist. Turning away without acknowledging him, he signalled to Compo to join him and the pair of them signed themselves through the outer cordon. Tosser would probably want an update on Alice, and Gus wasn’t about to start chatting to him about that – no matter how jiggy Alice and he had been after the Weston case last year.

      Grabbing a suit and bootees from the box at the side, Gus slipped under the crime scene tape, with Compo following. ‘Ready?’

      Compo nodded, but Gus could tell from his pallor and the way his eyes darted from side to side, that his officer was anything but fine. ‘Look, this is your first crime scene involving a dead person. Be thankful that the weather conditions make it one of the easier scenes to view.’

      On cue, Taffy, distinguishable by his walk from the other suited figures that worked the perimeter of the scene, appeared. ‘The boss is right, Comps. Imagine if it had been a floater bloater, or a decomposed body in a house with the central heating turned right up or…’

      Sure that Taffy was about to reference a fire victim and keen to avoid anything that would bring Sampson’s death to mind, Gus interrupted. ‘Aw, shut up Taffy. Show a bit of respect here. We’ve got a victim who no longer breathes, no longer goes home to her family and no longer enjoys her life. We don’t need to go into the nitty gritty of other crime scenes.’

      Compo’s face blanched even more and Gus cursed himself. Not only had he been too tough on Taffy, but he’d also made it worse for Compo. Some damn role model he was. He raked his fingers through his dreads once, sighed and turned away to get into his suit, all too aware of how inadequately he was supporting Compo. When he looked back the lad was ready. With his overall hood tight around his face he looked like a round-faced kid as he said, ‘I’m ready, Boss.’

      ‘Course you are.’ Gus pulled his own hood up. ‘Forget about the body for a minute. Instead, think about why we’re here, what we’re doing. Why we trawl into work. Why we pull all-nighters. Why we don’t stop till we’ve done everything we possibly can.’ He waited till Compo nodded before continuing. ‘It’s for them, isn’t it?’ He again waited for Compo’s nod. ‘So, when we go over into the tent, we’ll hold it together because it’s not about us. It’s about them, those we represent. We owe it to them.’

      Compo exhaled and his lips twitched in a fleeting smile. ‘Don’t worry Boss. I won’t let you down.’

      If Alice could see him, she’d be so damn proud of him.

      Taffy, wrapped an arm round Compo, ‘Course you bloody won’t, Bruv. We got this.’

      Gus looked at the two DCs and for the first time realised that despite everything they’d gone through before Christmas, his team could still hold itself together… even without Alice. He smiled. ‘Don’t want to interrupt the bromance, but we’ve got work to do.’

      He’d only taken one step through the well-trampled snow, when a familiar ring-tone cut into the cold air.

      ‘Shouldn’t you get that, Gus? Might be important.’

      Gus glowered at Compo. ‘Bloody Gabriella! – mithering me about Daniel’s stag do again.’

      Compo nodded, ‘Yeah, I know. Recognise the ring tone – The Bitch Is Back – good one.’

      Gus sent it to voicemail. She wouldn’t give up – not when she had a fidget in her corset. There was no one more persistent than his ex-wife.

      Gus and his team made their way through the driving snow to the inner cordon which was down an incline made slippery by activity. He nodded at the young officer guarding entry, ducked beneath the tape and began to walk over the blocks distributed by the CSIs to make a walkway over the scene without damaging evidence.

      His phone rang again. Gus took a deep breath and, ignoring Compo and Taffy’s smirks, counted to three. ‘You’d think she’d be too busy spa-ing or cocktailing or drinking Guinness or something to bother about Daniel’s damn stag do.’

      They walked towards the sandstone waiting room of the Ingrow, Worth Valley Railway station with its blood red doors contrasting sharply with the drifting snow. Gus had fond memories of journeys on the Worth Valley steam trains. He imagined many a child pictured themselves as Harry Potter as the train driver’s papped their horns and let out blasts of steam before leaving the platform. Shame this visit wasn’t going to be as enjoyable. Hissing Sid’s team had erected a white tent to the right of the entrance. With the current weather, it rather resembled an igloo. Whilst the body would be protected from the on-going weather conditions, the surrounding crime scene was at risk of being obliterated with snow. Already Gus could see that many yellow markers had been all but covered in drifts. He only hoped the CSIs had been able to obtain something worthwhile, though he doubted it.

      Poking his head through the tent flap, Gus waved to Sid who was working inside the tent. A loud Scottish voice boomed from inside making them jump, ‘That you, Angus laddie?’

      Gus scowled, does he have to be so damn loud? Turning to Taffy, he said, ‘Go and check what the uniforms have for us… oh and see if there’s any hot drinks going, Compo will need one in a bit… lots of sugar.’

      He swept the curtain aside and stepped into the confined space, wishing there was more air inside. His dad’s massive frame was crouched, obscuring most of the body. Gus was pleased about that. Ease the lad in, so to speak. He hesitated by the tent flap, giving Compo time to adjust. From here, all they could see was a hand stretching out to one side and a head with long hair, darkened by the wet snow, facing away from them. ‘When we approach focus on one part of the body at a time. Don’t look at the face. Not till you’ve seen everything else. It’ll be easier that way.’

      Compo nodded, his eyes wide. Gus gave him a few more seconds, then stepped forward. The snow around the woman was stained red, as was the front of her coat. Her feet were bare. He raised a hand in greeting to his dad. ‘Gun shot or stab wound?’

      Dr McGuire hefted himself to his feet, breathing heavily with the effort, ‘Stab wounds – lots of them, look.’ He pulled the coat open, revealing that she was naked. Her body was a mass of stab wounds and, what looked like, cigarette burns. ‘Won’t know which wound actually killed her till the PM but my bet’s on this one – straight to the heart.’

      Gus risked another quick glance at Compo, who was breathing slow and deep, his eyes trained on the body. Good for you Comps. Proud of you.

      ‘She’s been beaten around the legs and feet too.’ Dr McGuire pointed at the soles of her feet that also had multiple slashes over them. One toe nail was ripped completely off. She was of slim build, but not emaciated. Through her wounds, Gus couldn’t see any tracks, so perhaps she wasn’t a drug addict.

      ‘Tortured.’ It wasn’t a question. Gus had seen these kinds of injuries before, but not usually on women. More often on men… usually gang members who’d broken the rules. Dr McGuire nodded.

      ‘Her face?’ asked Gus. Sometimes what had been done to the face was an indication of whether it was a personal motive or not.

      Without speaking, Dr McGuire gently leaned over and, as if soothing a crying child, wiped the sodden hair from her bruised cheek. Gus lifted his gaze to her face. ‘Jesus Christ!’

      He stumbled backward and grabbed his father’s arm. Dr McGuire took one look at his son’s ashen face. ‘What the bloody hell’s wrong, Angus?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘Don’t you recognise her?’ His voice came out husky and weak so he swallowed, wishing he had a drink to get rid of the bitter taste in his mouth. ‘We know her.’

      The doc looked at the girl with a frown and shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea who she is.’

      Compo, pale but composed, put his hand on Gus’ arm, ‘Who is it, Gus?’

      Gus jerked his arm away and took another step back. He couldn’t get enough air in his lungs; the tent was too white... too hot... too stifling. A vice tightened on his rib cage, squashing his lungs, forcing his heart to thud. His breathing became shallow and rasped, raw against his throat. White flecks peppered his peripheral vision. Was it snowing in the damn tent? His ears filled with cotton wool. The sounds of the wind and people talking faded away. His cheeks were on fire and dizziness swarmed over him like angry bees, their buzzing magnified against the absence of other sounds. Ghostly faces floated above him, their mouths opening and shutting like marionettes. He began to pant. Just when his body began to slip to the ground, his Dad was there. He always was. Taking Gus’ weight against his strong frame. Firm arms round his waist, his Scottish brogue familiar and comforting. The scent of pipe tobacco combined with soap and water, soothing.

      ‘Breathe Angus, breathe. Slowly. That’s it.’

      Bit by bit, his breathing slowed and his chest loosened. He struggled upright and glanced round. The crime scene investigators who had stopped working, now turned away and a low hum of normality returned to the tent. Shit! Of all the places to have one of the worst panic attacks ever, he had to choose a damn crime scene with countless people around. He took a final deep breath and raised his voice. ‘Sorry!’

      Still shaking, Gus studied the young woman lying in the melting snow. There was no doubt in his mind, despite the bruising. ‘It’s Izzie Dimou.’

      ‘Who?’ Dr McGuire lumbered forward and peered at the woman’s swollen face.

      ‘Daniel’s fiancée.’

      As if willing it not to be true, Dr McGuire said. ‘No? Are you sure? You’re going to be best man at their wedding next weekend.’

      ‘I’m sure.’ With a pulse throbbing at his temple, he leaned over and closed her eyes just as The Bitch is Back started up.

      Turning away from Izzie, his dad and Compo, he made his way out of the tent, welcoming the frigid air as he answered. Before he had a chance to say anything Gabriella was in full flow.

      ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you all day, Gus. Where the hell have you been?’

      ‘Em…’

      ‘My delightful sister-in-law-to-be hasn’t turned up for the hen weekend that took me so long to plan. She’s not even answering her phone or been in touch or anything. And the weather’s crap. We can’t even get out of the hotel.’

      ‘Gabriella…’

      ‘It’s a damn cheek Gus and now I can’t get in touch with Daniel either. And I bet you’ve not even organised the stag do. Bet you’re hoping they’ve eloped so you can get out of writing the speech – I know you’ve been moaning to Katie about it…’

      Gus visualised her hip thrust forward, one hand resting on it, long fingernails tapping the side of the phone and that impatient narrowing of the eyes that she had down to perfection. Someone was in trouble and he was glad that, for once, it didn’t appear to be him. ‘Will you just…’

      ‘Inconsiderate. You’ll need to—’

      ‘Fucking shut up, Gabriella. Just shut the fuck right up.’

      There was a moment of stunned silence. ‘Don’t you…’

      ‘Will you let me fucking speak? Is Katie there?’

      ‘No, she’s gone for a sauna.’

      Gus groaned. This wasn’t ideal but he’d just have to do it. ‘Look Gabriella. I’m at a crime scene.’

      ‘Well, you can go after—’

      ‘No, Gaby – it’s Izzie… the body’s Izzie’s.’

      Silence.

      Fuck, he shouldn’t have told her like this. Should’ve waited till he could speak to Katie first. ‘You still there Gaby? You okay?’

      There was the sound of talking in the background, weeping, before Katie’s voice. ‘I’m here now, Gus. I’ve got it. I’ll look after her – you just do your job, okay?’

      Still holding the phone to his ear, not feeling the cold or the snow settling on his dreads, Gus wanted to scream. Rage swelled in chest. Who the fuck would do this to Izzie? Clever, beautiful and about to become a member of his family. What had happened here? He remembered the last time he’d seen her alive. Sipping champagne with Daniel at the Paprika Lounge, teasing him about her husband-to-be for his shyness in her accented English and looking so happy… just like any bride.

      His dad and Compo approached from the tent. ‘Fucking hell, how am I going to tell Daniel? What am I going to tell him?’

      He tipped his head back, savouring the icy softness of the snow against his cheeks. ‘She shouldn’t even be here. She was supposed to be in Dublin for her hen party weekend. Why the fuck is she lying dead in there, when she should be getting pissed in bloody Dublin?’

      Life was too short and it was full of shit!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      13:30 Rubeus Pharmaceutical Headquarters, Manchester

      ‘S-s-something’s happened …’

      The slight stammer on the first word, followed by the trailing away of the second, told Jordan Beaumont that something had, indeed, ‘happened’. But what? Beaumont leaned back in his chair and swivelled towards the window, taking in the blight that was The Beast from the East. From his office, the only identifiable thing was an impenetrable barrier of snow, framed by zig-zag icicles hanging from the window frame. Looks like he’d be stuck here for the night. On the upside, so would his delightful PA, Mark. Who knows what might happen?

      For a moment he allowed himself the pleasure of imagining breaking off one of the icicles and plunging it deep into the carotid artery of the idiot on the other end of the phone. He allowed the silence to continue, letting it stutter down the line like British Rail on a go slow, until the other man broke the tension with more inane words.

      ‘S-s-something's gone wrong.’

      Now, the stammer was worse. My, my, it must be something bad. Spinning back towards his desk, Jordan lifted his feet up and rested them on a pile of papers. Keeping his voice level, he instilled as much iciness into his reply as The Beast outside was inflicting on the traffic. ‘Go on.’

      The man on the end of the phone exhaled. Imagining the other man’s foul breath, Jordan grimaced. That’s what you got with Romanians. The foreigner really was a vile creature and Jordan rued the day he’d enlisted him. Full of melodrama, but lacking in finesse. The only positive thing he could say about him was that at least he and his mates had no aversion to getting their hands dirty – for a price.

      The answer came at last; a tissue thin whisper. ‘She’s dead. Well we think it’s her. Must be her.’

      Jordan removed his legs from his desk and stood up. This wasn’t what he’d been expecting. Not what he’d been expecting at all. Sweat pooled under his armpits as he began to pace the room. He’d expected her to get hurt, of course he had. She wasn’t about to give them the information they needed without putting up a bit of a fight, but they’d held a key card, so he’d been optimistic. He’d assumed he was going to be told that she was being difficult. Digging her heels in, not giving them what they wanted. He hadn’t expected them to go and kill the bitch.

      What was he going to do now? He needed to keep calm. Needed to work things out. Find out all the facts and go from there. He was good at this sort of thing, good at analysis. It was his job after all. Forcing himself to remain calm, he used the tone he would with his daughter when he wanted to placate her. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘We follow her – like you said. Thought she’d head straight to get whatever you wanted, but she ran. She must have seen us...’

      Jordan wasn’t surprised she’d clocked them – dirty looking thugs, all nicotine stained fingers, stubble and joggers. She’d have been hard pushed not to be able to work out they were the ones keeping tabs on her. Should’ve paid a bit more and got some professionals – ones who’d blend in. Hell, shouldn’t have told her I had eyes on her.

      ‘… but it wasn’t us that killed her. Two Cypriot guys stole her – Turkish banditti – beat us up a bit too. They must’ve done it.’

      Fuck’s sake, this was worse than he’d thought. Turks snatching her? That was bad news. Jordan slid back onto his chair and glowered out the window. He had to get to the bottom of this – especially if the Turks were involved. ‘Start at the beginning and don’t miss anything out.’

      Voice shaking, the caller continued. ‘My uncle and friend pick up the other package and deliver it as planned.’

      ‘What about the girl?’

      ‘She left your building and went to Victoria station, just like you said. She dodged onto fucking stupid cross-country train instead of direct one to Bradford, so we lose her at Victoria. But that was alright. We had plan.’

      Jordan shook his head. The trouble with idiots was that they always had a plan and inevitably their plans failed.

      ‘We Googled train route and phoned Ivo’s cousin.’

      This was becoming more and more worrying. Too many people were involved and when you were dealing with illegals, loyalty went down the kazi. He sharpened his tone. ‘Get to the damn point.’

      ‘Ivo’s cousin stole car from Bradford. He put car at level crossing to stop the train and my sister waited in car nearby…’

      Fucking hell! They’d caused a train wreck!

      ‘…when the train crashed Mariana told the girl her boyfriend sent her and the girl got into car – easy as shit. We met them in old mill Keighley… and that’s when it all fucked up.’

      You think?

      ‘We tried to get her talk – but she not. Not even when we said we had boyfriend. The banditti stormed in with machetes.’ The Romanian hesitated, ‘They beat us up. Ivo has concussion and broken ribs. They made us leave. Told us keep schtum’. His voice became pleading, ‘We couldn’t stop them – they were mad and now she’s dead. What if they trace her to us?’

      The panic in the other man’s voice resurrected Jordan’s earlier image of the icicle and carotid arteries. He wasn’t worried about Izzie Dimou being traced back to the Romanians – he just wanted to distance himself from them – make sure his own tracks were covered. But the Romanian wasn’t finished. Sounding like he might burst into tears, he continued, ‘And now Ivo’s cousin and mate dead too.’

      Fuck, could things get any worse? ‘The Turks killed them?’

      ‘No… drug dealers. The car they stole had grand of heroin in boot.’

      Jordan laughed – halfwits went and stole a drug dealer’s car! He’d instructed them to get the information at all costs – given them free reign… and that’s what his monkeys had done. Shame the organ grinder hadn’t supervised them more closely. Voice harsh, he said, all the while knowing a speedy escape was impossible for them in this weather. ‘Ditch this phone and move onto number two burner. You’re going to be busy. You need to find wherever Izzie Dimou was hiding. When you’ve delivered it to me, get on the first plane back to Romania.’

      He took the battery out of his own burner phone. When the weather improved he’d dump it in the Tame. Depositing it in his bottom drawer and locking it, he sighed. What about the Turks? A chill settled in his stomach – their involvement did not bode well. Who were they working for and what exactly had Izzie Dimou told them? He needed to get ahead of the game. Find out what he could about possible competitors – but how?

      With a tap on the door, Mark walked into the office, sashaying over like Bambi on ice, flashing his perfect smile and commenting on the weather. Jordan glared at him and sent him scurrying back out like a wounded deer. He sighed. Looks like his romantic evening with Mark wouldn’t be happening. The boy was too prone to sulkiness. Too damn sensitive and he had other things on his mind. Much more important things. Like how the hell was he going to get out of this mess? Selling stuff to the Syrians was one thing. Being linked to a murdered woman was another and now the Turkish Cypriots.

      What else linked him to the morons? His face paled. God! Of course, Daniel Farrier was in his old farmhouse on Saddleworth Moor. He sank into the leather couch in the corner of his office and dropped his head onto his hands. Everything linked back to him… and with the weather set to get worse, who knew when he’d be able to get to the house? Who knew what state Daniel Farrier would be in when he reached him? On the other hand, perhaps Daniel could provide information. He’d just have to find someone who could extract it. Maybe the Turks would play ball – at a cost.

      His other phone buzzed – his real one, not the burner. He glanced at it. It was his wife. Head ready to explode, he answered, pleased for once that she didn’t allow him much time to speak. In the end, a mumbled acknowledgement that he was stranded and a confirmation that she and their daughter were okay, was enough. He hung up and sat gazing at the worsening weather outside, trying to work out how in the space of twenty-four hours he’d moved from being an industrial secrets thief to an accomplice to murder. There was no doubt in his mind – if Daniel Farrier survived however many days locked up in the upstairs back bedroom with no food and little heating, he’d have to kill him, eventually. He couldn’t allow him to reveal that he’d been abducted and there was no way he’d keep quiet about it, not when he discovered his fiancée was dead.

      No, he had to think of himself now. How could he leave Marcia and his daughter? Would he have to go on the run? Good job he always kept a bundle of cash stashed here and at home. There was nothing else for it, self-preservation must be top of his list. First Daniel Farrier, then the idiots he’d paid to do his dirty work. He’d just have to man up and make sure that from now on his dirty work was done properly.

      Besides which, Daniel Farrier’s wouldn’t be the only body buried and forgotten on Saddleworth Moor… so why did the idea of what he had to do leave him nauseous?
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      15:30 Bradford Mortuary

      Gus’ dad had fast tracked the post mortem and slotted it in between that of a rough sleeper found under a bush in Undercliffe Cemetery and a drunk who’d fallen asleep under his car in the Old Bull pub carpark in Silsden. The Beast from the East was racking up its victims. Seeing Izzie Dimou spread out on his dad’s slab was almost too much for Gus, so for once he opted to watch from behind the glass screen. This meant he was spared the dead body smells, enabling him to dispense with the Vicks under his nose.

      However, he couldn’t avoid the sight of blood and it was the blood that he really hated. The viewing room was sterile and it too had the formaldehyde smell he’d long associated with this environment. It was all white and bright. Gus could feel a headache prickling behind his eyes. There were blue plastic chairs dotted round the wall, but Gus chose to stand. Not because he wanted a bird’s eye view – he really didn’t – but out of respect. It was his thing. No matter how much these post-mortems affected him physically, at least he was alive and he owed it to the victims to get justice.

      It had been a long day, and he still hadn’t spoken to Compo about Alice. Now he had this to investigate as well as hold his team together. Periodically, he’d been on the phone to Gabriella and was getting grief from her because they still hadn’t located Daniel. As if it was his damn fault if her brother had disappeared off the face of the earth in the middle of a damn snow storm. He’d got uniformed officers on the ground looking for him and interviewing his neighbours in Saltaire where Daniel was living – but so far, no joy. This bloody weather was making it difficult to conduct a proper investigation, especially with half their staff deployed in weather–related incidents. If Daniel’s absence continued for much longer, his status would rise from ‘person of interest’ to ‘suspect’ and he didn’t think that would go down too well with Gabriella. At least he didn’t need to deal with her face to face for she and Katie were stranded in Dublin till the storm cleared.

      Dr McGuire started his examination, talking into the microphone that linked up to the viewing room. Taffy, suited and booted with a mask covering his face, had elected to join Dr McGuire in the autopsy room. The bloodied coat that had been Izzie’s only covering had been bagged in the hope that some forensic evidence remained. This could be fruitful in linking a suspect to the crime at a later date.

      She looked frailer than Gus remembered. Maybe death did that to you. Her blonde hair was splayed out on the metal trolley, her eyes closed and her skin pale as Dr McGuire measured the length, depth and position of each stab wound. Now that the blood had been wiped away, the extent of her injuries were clear. Her face, torso and limbs were badly bruised and ligature marks round her wrists showed that she’d been restrained.

      ‘Thirty-five stab wounds.’ Dr McGuire glanced up at Gus and continued. ‘The longest is eight centimetres, the shortest only a half centimetre. Some with serrated edges, some not. Their depth varies from one to eight centimetres, except the one to the heart. That was nine centimetres deep and certainly killed her.’ He sighed and moved round the table, ‘We’ve sent samples from under her nails to the lab – see what it turns up, eh?’ Gus had seen worse – much worse. Yet, when it was someone you’d had a conversation with, laughed with, seen as a three-dimensional being, it hurt more. What the hell had led to Izzie Dimou being tortured so viciously? If he hadn’t come across the darker side of human nature, Gus would have sworn that Daniel Farrier was incapable of such an act. However, he’d seen many things during his career and he was all too aware of how low some people could plummet. He couldn’t dismiss him from the equation, especially not with his notable absence.

      The thing was, Gus had no idea about Daniel and Izzie’s life in Cyprus, beyond that they both worked in a University in the north of the Island. Izzie, he thought, worked in some science-based area and Daniel was in the archaeology department. Gus had visited Northern Cyprus a few years back with Gabriella and Daniel had taken them on a tour of various ruins. If Gus, remembered rightly, Daniel’s bugbear was that there was little funding to preserve the various Roman monuments. Although it seemed that some European money had found its way into the pot more recently. At that time, Daniel had been single, so he and Gabriella hadn’t met Izzie.

      Moving to the bottom of the trolley, Dr McGuire lifted one of Izzie’s feet and angled it so Gus could see the sole. ‘These are slashes, rather than stab wounds. I think our torturer used a variety of weapons, Angus. I’ve counted, in addition to the stab sites, ten puncture wounds that resemble the size and shape of a meat prodder.’

      Gus nodded to let his dad know he’d understood. No doubt Izzie’s killer was a sadist. Did he carry a bag of tools with him? Gus leaned in and pulled the microphone closer to his lips, ‘Any indication of how many perpetrators?’

      His dad shrugged his huge shoulders. ‘Perhaps only one, possibly two. Some of the more superficial stab wounds look hesitant. However, that could merely be our killer trying to extend the torture.’

      ‘What about the cigarette burns?’

      Taffy interjected, ‘I’ve counted at least twenty of those too, Gus.’

      Gus’ dad nodded, his eyes twinkling, ‘Good lad, Taffy. I’ll count and mark them in a bit, but definitely in double figures. As well as that she’s been beaten. I’ve got a couple of footprints here, which I’ll photograph and send to the lab, but whoever did this also used their fists.’

      ‘I presume she was killed elsewhere?’ From his position, Gus could tell that lividity indicated she’d been moved.

      ‘Yes, looks like she was killed and left for a while in a sitting position, before being moved. He lifted her slightly and pointed to a red stripe down one side of her back with a cross section stretching across at the small of her back and again about six inches higher. Some sort of dining chair I’d reckon.’

      ‘Any forensics?’

      ‘I’ll bag up anything I find, Angus. Now, away ye go. I’m fine here wi’ the laddie. Go catch Izzie’s killer.’

      

      All during the post mortem, Gus’ phone had been vibrating in his pocket. Gabriella! And now as he left the hospital, intent on getting some exercise in by walking down to The Fort, it vibrated again. There was no way he could ignore it, so he answered, mentally preparing himself for a high-speed conversation on his way back to work. Gabriella was a pain, but right now she had every right to be.
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      18:00 The Fort

      The photo of Izzie Dimou that they’d pinned on the crime board was the only one they had access to. It didn’t help that it was taken from her and Daniel’s wedding invitation. The self-same image hung on Gus’ fridge at home. After failing to make contact with Daniel, Gus had spent the better part of the afternoon talking, first to Gabriella, then to Katie. All flights to and from the northern airports were cancelled until further notice. Neither could shed any light on where Izzie had been prior to her missed flight to Dublin. She’d always been going to fly from Manchester because she had some meeting or other there, whereas Katie and Gabriella had chosen to fly from Leeds Bradford. Gabriella thought that Daniel was also supposed to be at the Manchester meeting but couldn’t be certain. So, basically – a whole load of uncertainty.

      Instead of heading straight back to The Fort, Gus had walked through Heaton Woods and on to Alice’s house in Saltaire. Alice had given him the keys and when Daniel and Izzie had turned up, Gus had lent them the property. CSI’s and uniformed officers were still there – but no trace of Daniel. Nor was there any evidence of an obvious crime scene, so it appeared Izzie had been killed elsewhere.

      There was no indication of Daniel’s whereabouts. The absence of any signs of a struggle cheered Gus a little. However, he couldn’t avoid the elephant in the room. No matter how unlikely he thought it, their number one suspect – until otherwise proven – had to be his brother-in-law. So, the sooner they found him, the better. Gus had photographs of Daniel distributed, hopefully they’d get lucky and find him soon. Mind you, in this weather it was difficult to do anything. They’d concluded that Izzie had been tortured elsewhere and dumped at the railway station. Evidence was sparse and the weather had made it almost impossible. Still, Sid and his team had done their best. Gus could only hope that the post-mortem might throw up a lead.

      His first job when he’d got back to The Fort was to pay his road tax and get the buggers to release his car. No way was he relying on Alice’s Mini in these conditions and the pool cars weren’t much better. Now that he had his Land Rover back, he could tackle most weather. In the meantime, the team were trying to trace Izzie’s movements for the past couple of days, starting with CCTV footage from Bradford Interchange and Manchester Victoria train stations, to see if she’d commuted between the two. All he knew about her really, was what he’d gleaned in the two meetings they’d had, and – to be honest – he hadn’t made much of an effort. Pissed off at having been guilt-tripped into being the best man, he’d allowed the conversation to flow around him and nurtured his annoyance in a silent rebellion.

      He did know though that she was a Greek Cypriot living on the Turkish side of the island and that she and Daniel had met at the university. She seemed to be involved in some biochemistry research. He was waiting for a call back from the Turkish Cypriot authorities to see what information they had on Izzie Dimou. It may have been some sort of random attack, but the torture made that seem less likely. No, Gus was almost certain she’d been targeted and he needed to know a hell of a lot more about his ex-brother-in-law’s fiancée than he knew right now.

      Truth was, Gus didn’t know much about Daniel. Despite him being Gabriella’s brother, he’d rarely seen him when he and Gabriella were married. Gabriella wasn’t going to be happy, but the lives of her now dead sister-in-law to be and her brother were going to be scrutinised under a microscope. They needed all the clues they could get right now.

      Contemplating the limited information available to him, Gus was interrupted by the door swinging open and DCI Mickey Swanson entering. He hadn’t seen Mickey since before Christmas when they’d raided a biker gang lair on Ilkley Moor and he was pleased to see her. He was even more pleased when she revealed the reason for her visit and explained about the level crossing crash the previous day and added that she’d just emailed him a link to all the CCTV footage she’d secured after. It seemed they had a lead on Izzie Dimou after all.

      ‘Too much of a coincidence for my missing girl and your murdered one not to be connected.’ She looked at the crime board and her face grim nodded, ‘Yep that’s the girl I found on the footage.’ Pulling another chair up beside Gus, she continued, ‘Now we’ve got the added problem of DCI Hawes to contend with too.’ And she explained Hawes’ behaviour at the crime scene.

      Gus had heard of Hawes and suspected that Mickey was right that he would want to muscle in. Well, he’d be damn lucky. This was his case and he and his team would be the ones working it. He didn’t think there was a terrorist link and would argue his corner. He dismissed the nagging thought that Nancy might try to take the case from him when she heard about his personal links to both the victim and the main suspect. He’d deal with that bridge when he came to it.

      ‘And you’re sure Izzie is the girl from the train wreck?’

      Mickey glanced at the photo again and nodded. ‘Four of the other passengers confirmed it.’

      Gus got the footage up on his PC and Mickey talked him through it. ‘That’s her leaving the station concourse in Manchester. The bloke with her is the guy in the photo – fiancé?’

      Despite the grainy image, Gus recognised him immediately, ‘Yep, Daniel Farrier – he’s AWOL. We’ve got a BOLO out for him, but no joy so far.’ He didn’t think Mickey needed to know his relation to Daniel. It was strange watching Daniel and Izzie leave the station with the knowledge at the back of his mind that she’d been murdered only a few hours later and Daniel was missing. They hugged and went their separate ways, with Izzie heading towards the Printworks. Gus called Compo over. ‘We’ve got a sighting of Daniel Farrier in Manchester on Friday, can you follow up on that?’

      Compo lumbered over, headphones in, head bopping to some rhythm or other. With a quick smile to Mickey, he scribbled down the time and camera details and went back to his workstation to do his magic, whilst Mickey continued. ‘Managed to trace her to a company called Rubeus Pharmaceuticals near the Printworks in Manchester. Footage has her entering the building at three minutes past eight and picks her up leaving at seven minutes past nine, when she walked back to Victoria Station.’

      Gus frowned. ‘What the hell was she doing there?’

      ‘Uniform phoned. Apparently, she had an appointment with a Jordan Beaumont, one of the chief execs.’

      ‘Hmm, wonder what business Izzie had with a chief exec at Rubeus Pharmaceuticals?’ Gus watched as Mickey fast-forwarded footage, thinking it made Izzie seem animated. He remembered how she’d looked on the slab in his dad’s mortuary.

      Mickey pointed at the screen. ‘Look. This is interesting. D’you see when she comes out she’s like a different person? Looking around her tracing and re-tracing her steps. Look, here she’s on her phone, but still glancing around, like she’s scared or something. Here, she’s on her phone again and still looking round.’

      ‘Looked like nobody answered or else maybe it was a very short conversation.’

      ‘Maybe. You had any luck with her phone records?’

      Gus snorted. Interactions with phone companies were the bane of his life. ‘Request’s been sent, but it’s the weekend and they like to dick us around a bit. Compo’s on it.’

      Mickey turned back to the screen. ‘What’s really interesting is that if you watch the footage often enough you notice these two characters.’ She paused the footage and zoomed in, first on a rugged looking man with unfashionably long hair, who walked about ten paces behind Izzie, and then to another man of similar appearance, but of slighter build, who was on the opposite side of the road seemingly keeping pace with her. ‘We tracked these two, near Izzie all the way back to the station.’

      Gus watched as Izzie walked towards the station, pausing three times to use her phone, darting glances around her as she did so. ‘I think she clocked them. Look. Her eyes are skimming to each of them.’ So, if the two guys were following Izzie that made her actions in hotfooting it off the wrecked train more understandable. The question was, why the hell would these two follow Izzie Dimou?

      ‘They weren’t in sight when she made her way to Rubeus Pharmaceuticals?’

      ‘Nope. Looks like they picked her up as she left.’

      Gus and Mickey continued to watch the footage through to when it cut out as Izzie went through the barriers to the platforms. ‘I’ve put in a request for platform CCTV and will forward it to you when it comes through.’

      Gus nodded his thanks He suspected the men following Izzie would have tried to follow her onto the platform, but it would be good to have it confirmed. Now they knew Izzie’s movements up to around eleven am on Friday when she left the train wreck. His dad had put time of death at sometime between midnight on Friday evening and six am on Saturday morning. God knew what Izzie had been subjected to in that time. ‘Hey Comps, see if you can tidy up the faces of these two men and get that sent out to uniforms.’

      Gus sighed. ‘This weather is making it difficult to conduct an efficient investigation. Ordinarily, I’d head to Manchester but looks like I’ll need to contact this Jordan Beaumont via phone.’

      He turned to Compo, who nodded. ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m on it like a sonnet’

      Gus shook his head, wondering how, at the same time, Compo could be so efficient and yet so gormless.

      Compo’s fingers flew over the keys. ‘Here you are.’

      Gus took the number, put his phone on speaker and dialled. Jordan Beaumont answered within three rings and Gus introduced himself. ‘I’m investigating a murder in Bradford and would like to ask you a few questions about one of your Friday appointments.’

      There was a pause. ‘Well, I’m rather busy, couldn’t this wait till normal office hours on Monday?’

      Gus hated the affected tones of his put-on upper-middle-class accent which implied, ‘I’m better than you, cos you’re a public servant.’ Gus allowed his displeasure to show in his clipped words. ‘This isn’t optional, Mr Beaumont. A murder investigation trumps your Saturday free time.’

      He heard the other man inhale followed by the sound of him speaking to someone away from the phone. ‘Okay, but can we make it quick please, my daughter needs me.’

      ‘You had an appointment with an Izzie Dimou on Friday morning, could you tell me what it was about?’

      Beaumont sighed, ‘Izzie is one of the trust members of a university in Northern Cyprus which receives a research grant from the company. It was a routine meeting because she was in the UK. Nothing formal, just a bit of a catch-up, that’s all. Very informal in fact.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows and looked at Mickey, who returned his gaze. Beaumont was putting just a tad too much emphasis on the ‘informal’ element of his and Izzie’s meeting. That didn’t necessarily mean anything, most folk were a bit nervous when being interviewed by a police officer. ‘Is it true to say the meeting was brief?’

      ‘Well, yes. As I said, it was informal. We didn’t have much to say – just a catch up.’

      Something was off here. ‘Bit of a trek from Bradford to Manchester on the day of her hen do just for a brief informal chat, don’t you think?’

      ‘Well, I don’t know. She said she wanted to touch base, that’s all. Nothing more than that.’

      ‘What did you talk about?’

      ‘The weather, a couple of mutual acquaintances in Cyprus and such like. I had to cut our meeting short as I had another appointment.’

      Gus decided to let it go – for now. With this weather, it wasn’t as if Beaumont could do a runner. ‘How did she seem?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Her demeanour? How did she seem?’

      ‘She was fine. Seemed happy. Looking forward to her wedding. I do hope nothing’s happened to her.’

      And there it was – at last. Gus had mentioned he was investigating a murder and yet it had taken Beaumont ‘till now to enquire after Izzie’s wellbeing.

      Mickey shook her head, mumbling, ‘pillock,’ under her breath as she did so. Gus grinned and, keeping his tone icy, said, ‘Actually, she’s dead. Nice of you to ask at last. I’ll be in touch.’ And cutting the other man off, mid-bluster, he hung up.

      ‘He sounds like a prat,’ said Compo shoving a biscuit in his gob. ‘Here Gus, I got that footage of Daniel. Bottom line is, he wanders along… goes into a Costa Coffee near the station… doesn’t come out.’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘Well, I ran my facial recognition programme for the following three hours and he didn’t leave that Costa Coffee by the front door – no doubt about it.’

      Gus walked over and looked at Daniel and Izzie’s wedding invitation photo. A love heart encompassing their faces – smiling – not a care in the world. And now Izzie was dead and Daniel, by all accounts, had disappeared into the depths of a Costa Coffee in Manchester. Not good, not good at all!
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      15:45 Blundering Lane, Stalybridge

      Jordan Beaumont threw his phone onto the coffee table and poured himself another large gin and tonic.

      ‘Daddy, can we play my Frozen game again?’

      Jordan downed his drink in one whole swallow. If he had to watch that stupid snowman slide down a snow covered hill even once more, he’d scream. ‘Just a minute darling, Daddy’s a bit busy.’

      He began walking round the living room. He’d expected the police to make contact – course he had. Just not so fucking soon. Damn Romanians and their stupidity. He thought he’d have some time to organise things. He glanced over to the huge picture on the wall. The concealed safe behind it now contained his burner phone. The one he hadn’t been able to ditch because of the damn weather. Fuck!

      He’d been lucky to get home this morning. He’d got behind a plough that drove right past the end of his road. If Marc hadn’t been such a wimp, he’d have stayed in the office and not risked the journey. It’s not like Marcia noticed if he was home or not. Sometimes he thought she couldn’t stand the sight of him. But, as it was, he’d been glad to get out of the office. Fucking Marc whimpering in the corner saying he’d been too rough with him. It was only a little bruise, for Christ’s sake and a bit of tearing.

      Mind you, he should have been a bit more careful, shouldn’t have let the Romanian’s phone call get to him. Now, he’d have to spend a grand making it up to the pussy or else it’d be sulks all-round on Monday at the office.

      That detective had been a bastard. Arrogant bugger with his snide tone. Not sure he believed me, but thank God it was just over the phone. He’d need to get himself together though. If there’s any blow-back from the Romanians he might need to meet with him face to face.

      ‘Daddy, can we make a snowman now? I’ve got an orange for its nose.’

      He groaned. Why the hell couldn’t Marcia occupy their daughter for a bit? Melissa hadn’t been off his case since he got back from work, ‘Daddy this’ and ‘Daddy that’. Not that he minded – just he had other things to think about right now. Like what the hell was he going to do next? No doubt Marcia was in the gym. That seemed to be her default room any time he was at home. Poor Missy. Her mother never had any time for her. Everything else was always more of a priority for her than their daughter.

      He sighed and placed his empty glass on the coffee table. Smile. ‘All right, Missy. We’ll go out in a bit, get your coat on – wrap up warm.’

      He really needed to make sure those Romanians kept schtum!

      What a fucking mess!
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      20:55 Epsom General Hospital, Surrey

      
        
        ‘Despite the storm blowing outside and the prospect of more to follow, we at Hospital Radio Epsom are in good spirits.’

        

      

      Alice groaned, glad someone fucking is. More damn snow!

      
        
        ‘… if you’re feeling lonely here’s a Barry Manilow track to cheer you up…’

      

      

      Her groan deepened. Barry fucking Manilow? Really? The first time since she’d got here that she was alone and she had to listen to Barry sodding Manilow. Her guard had left to answer her phone – not strictly protocol – but hey, what the hell – not like I can make an escape out the window in this condition. Only the subdued lighting from the corridor outside, the whiteness of the snow from beyond the open curtains and the glow from her monitors, cast a glimmer round her room. She found the regular lines reassuring. She was alive! Things may be bad, but at least she was alive. Morphine was a bloody godsend.

      The dull ache where they’d operated to remove her spleen was diminishing. She hadn’t had the courage to look at her breast yet. The memory of Baby Jane chewing her nipple, the look of glee on her face when she swallowed it, brought bile to her throat. She’d had to have an HIV and Hepatitis test. The way her luck was going, fucking Baby Jane Inflictor of Pain would be a carrier. She laughed. Well, that would be one way out of this damn mess, wouldn’t it? She was being stupid. She knew she was. Even if she had been infected, there were anti-viral drugs available. She’d be fine. Every time she moved, the raw area where her nipple had been, grazed against the gauze dressing.

      A slight displacement of air and the faint smell of icy outdoors were the only indication that she was no longer alone. She hadn’t heard the door open, nor footsteps approaching her bed. Yet, she knew someone was there and, what’s more, she knew it wasn’t the prison officer. That explained the phone call.

      Her fists clenched. Her stomach contracted and screamed as if a vial of bleach had erupted, filling the cavity, paring the tender lining away like a vicious skin graft, layer by excruciating layer. Her rapid breaths punctuated the silence, but she refused to be the first to speak. It was the only defiance left for her and she was going to take it. Let him speak first. Let him put his sordid cards on the table. She would give him nothing.

      It didn’t surprise her that he’d managed to wangle his way past the guard. Why should it? He’d managed to have her attacked umpteen times from outside the prison walls and had succeeded in getting her so badly injured she’d ended up here. He wouldn’t kill her. That wasn’t his aim. No, Sean Kennedy wanted to intimidate her, show her how vulnerable she was, but he needed her alive. He needed her to exonerate him so he could go back to his old life.

      His voice had changed – it had lost its rich timbre, its sexy laziness, its sardonic humour. Perhaps months with a breathing tube rammed down your throat would do that. Now, his words grated over her, making her skin crawl. It sounded faint and strained. ‘Oh, poor little Alice. Look at you, so small and pathetic in a hospital bed. What’s happened to you?’

      She refused to respond. He could say what he needed to say and leave. However, she wanted to see what the man she’d put in a coma had become. She wanted to feed off his brokenness. Make herself stronger from his weakness. She turned her head and met his eyes. Christ it was worse, much worse, than she’d expected, yet she didn’t flinch. If she hadn’t known first-hand what this man was capable of, she’d feel sorry for him. Deep inside her heart a ribbon of hate unfurled. He deserved that. That and more. He deserved to rot and she made a silent promise to herself that when she could, she would make him suffer. More than that. She would kill him, with her bare hands. Unflinching, she met his gaze. He’d got skinny and wasted, as if he had a terminal disease. If she hadn’t been hooked-up to the monitor, she’d be able to take him, even in her weakened condition.

      He coughed, dry and rattley, as if he’d got something loose in his throat. When he settled, he grabbed a blue plastic chair from nearby and pulled it right up to the side of the bed. Reaching forward, finger extended, he stroked her face. Alice pressed her head against her pillow and gritting her teeth, wished she had the energy to punch him. Even if she thought someone would respond, she wouldn’t call out for help. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He laughed and leaned in close, his breath foul against her cheek. ‘I’m glad you kept your mouth shut, Alice.’ His coarse lips rough against her cheek, peeling away another layer of innocence. How had she managed not to shudder?

      ‘Mind you,’ his laugh was bitter, cold as his heart. ‘I’d rather you’d chosen to fight. For then, hurting your parents would have given me so much more satisfaction. Knowing your crippling guilt would plague you forever would be a more fitting punishment. However, unlike you, I’m civilised. I gave you a choice.’

      His hand darted from where he’d rested it on the side of the bed and, with one vicious yank, he gripped her wounded breast in a pincer grip and twisted. A current surged through her body as if she was being electrocuted and a spark flashed in his eyes as she screeched. Spurred on by the sheer enjoyment on his face, she bit down on her lower lip, trying to staunch the sound of her pain, all too aware of the trickle of tears escaping her eyes. Her fists clenched into her palms, the sensation did nothing to detract from the pain around her nipple. She jerked her head up, trying to connect with his, but missed.

      Grinning, he licked his lips and, before she could move her face away, he bent over and rasped his tongue over her tears. His saliva on her skin made her stomach heave. As he limped over to the door, she turned her head to the side and vomited.
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      21:30 The Fort

      There was nothing else Gus could do. The weather forecast was crap and there was a red alert out, so he felt he might as well head home. Compo was running things through his PC and was happy to do an all-nighter at The Fort; although Gus had told him he could have the spare room at his house if he wanted. He’d slipped the lad a spare key and told him to turn up any time. Taffy had just texted to say that he’d only just arrived home and would leave early to head back. Gus had his doubts that the lad would be able to make it back to The Fort from Bradford Three. Not if the weather forecast was accurate. How the hell was he supposed to investigate a murder in these conditions? The only saving grace was that they’d found Izzie Dimou’s body before the weather got really bad.

      Having elected to leave his vehicle in the station car park and hike home, Gus donned an extra jumper, slipped his jacket, hat, gloves and hiking boots on and with a last glance at Izzie’s photo, he left through the front door. The skeleton staff they had on duty would keep things ticking over and he was local enough to return if necessary.

      Leaving the building, Gus could barely see the glow of the street lights through the snow. The sky, dark and foreboding, seemed to be pressing down on the world. Its muffled silence was eerie and a shiver went down Gus’ spine. It was like he was in a supernatural thriller and he half expected a ghost-like figure to appear before him. When he heard a cough coming from near his feet, he jumped, his heart skittering for a few beats before slowing to normal as he peered through the dark and saw a prone figure, half covered in snow, bundled up near the bottom of the steps. What the hell?

      At least it was alive. Taking a deep breath Gus climbed down to the person and as he drew near, he saw that what he’d initially thought was one figure was actually two. Inadequately wrapped in a thin sleeping bag that had seen better days, were two shivering elderly figures looking up at him. He’d seen these rough sleepers before. They often walked around Lister Park and on occasion Gus had stopped for a chat and had even given them a drink and samosas from Mo’s. ‘Jerry, Dave, what the hell are you doing here? Couldn’t you get into one of the centres?’

      Jerry, the taller and skinnier of the two, shook his head, ‘Didn’t expect it to get so bad Gus. We’re too late for any of the centres. Can’t get there in this weather, can we?’

      Dave coughed again. His eyes were rheumy and through the layers of grime etched into his face, he looked pale. Gus shook his head. ‘Well, you can’t stay here.’

      Jerry nodded. ‘Yeah, lad we know. We’ll just rest for a minute and then we’ll move on.’

      Gus frowned. ‘No, no. That’s not what I meant. I mean you’ll have to come inside. You can’t stay out here in the cold. Let’s get you inside and we’ll find somewhere for you to keep warm till this has passed.’

      Dave’s eyes darted around as if he expected to see someone other than Gus and Jerry nearby. A tic played at the corner of one eye and he tried to press his prone body further under the pile of cardboard and sleeping bags that covered him and his friend. He began to flap his hands, and his voice was high and rushed, ‘Can’t go in a cell, Jerry, can’t let them arrest us. We int done owt, you know?’

      Gus knelt down. He recognised the symptoms, the flapping, the darting eye movements, the tic. He’d seen it with Greg often enough. ‘He off his meds, Jerry?’

      Jerry nodded. ‘Ran out yesterday and couldn’t get to the health centre. He’s got flu or summat too.’

      ‘Look, let’s get him inside. We’ve got comfy rooms. We won’t put you in a cell. You just can’t stay here or you’ll die. When you’re settled I’ll call Lynfield Mount and see if we can get some meds down here for him as soon as the weather breaks, okay?’

      Jerry turned to his friend. ‘You hear that, Dave? No cells. Just a nice comfy couch and a cup of tea. You’re not arrested. You’ve done nowt wrong.’

      With difficulty, Jerry and Gus managed to move Dave up the steps and through the doors into The Fort. It had taken all of Gus’ patience and, he suspected, every iota of energy Jerry had, to reassure his friend. The smell of unwashed clothes and bodies was enough to make Gus’ eyes water. Whatever had led these two old men to sleep rough was none of his business, but he was damn sure they would live to sleep rough again when the weather had cleared.

      Hardeep, the duty officer, rushed round to open the doors for them. Gus mouthed the words ‘Lynfield Mount’ at the officer who nodded and picked up the phone. Gus guided them to the shower room, not because they smelled, but because he suspected it was the quickest way to get them warm. He led them through to the cubicles, told them to sit on a bench and put two of the showers on full heat. ‘I’m going to wait outside. Here are towels, get stripped off and stand under there till you’re warm.’

      Dave, shaking his head profusely, backed into the lockers, his gaze fastened on the closed door. Gus looked at Jerry, ‘You need to make him. We need to get him warm.’

      ‘Don’t like it here, Jerry. They’ll lock me up.’

      The harsh light bounced off Dave’s skin emphasising its blueish hue. His entire body trembled – or maybe it was just his perpetual motion that gave that impression. Beads of sweat were visible across his unshaven upper lip and forehead.

      Laying a reassuring hand on his friend’s arm, Jerry lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘No, they won’t, Dave. Gus says he’s going to get us a drink in a bit. Just need to get you warm.’

      ‘They’ve locked that door, Jerry. Locked me in.’

      Jerry looked at Gus, ‘Can we leave the door open a bit? That’ll calm him.’

      Gus walked over and wedged the door open with a chair. ‘That better Dave?’

      Dave grunted but his hand movements became a little less frenzied.

      ‘He’s frozen – you both are. I’ll see if I can find some warm clothes. No one else will disturb you – there’s nobody here – weather’s seen to that. Just get warm and we’ll see about food and something for Dave’s cold, okay?’

      Jerry started to strip off, murmuring encouraging words to Dave who, head bowed, began to strip off his layers of mismatched garments. Gus breathed a sigh of relief as he left the shower room. At least they weren’t going to find these two frozen solid on a park bench in the morning.

      As he stood guard outside the door, Hardeep approached, his arms filled with a bundle of clothes. Gus grinned, ‘Thanks Hardeep. They’ll need something to put on.’

      Hardeep nodded to the door, ‘You know, her up top won’t be right happy about this, don’t you?’

      From inside the room, Gus could hear Dave’s yelps followed by Jerry’s soothing tones.

      ‘There, there Dave. That’s it. Nice and warm, isn’t it.’

      Hardeep laid the pile of clothes on the chair that wedged the door open. ‘She won’t appreciate you bringing in waifs and strays off the street.’

      Gus frowned. Detective Chief Superintendent Gazala Bashir was new to The Fort, having transferred from Birmingham in a sideways move. Gus hadn’t had much to do with her to date, but word through the ranks had it that she was a stickler for protocol. Bringing two rough sleepers into The Fort to use the facilities would no doubt infringe upon umpteen of her risk assessments. ‘It’s all about how you sell it to the brass, Hardeep.’ He patted him on the arm and winked. ‘Doubt she’d appreciate the alternative newspaper headlines, ‘Two rough sleepers freeze to death in front of Bradford’s main police station’. No, I’m certain she’ll be happier with ‘Bradford’s coppers open their doors to the homeless’.’

      At Hardeep’s barked laugh, Gus added, ‘Try to get a hold of one of the Mental Health nurses who patrol with the uniforms. Might as well put one of Bradford Police’s better policies to good use. They might be able to speed up an assessment of Dave’s needs.’

      Certain that Jerry and Dave were in safe hands, Gus headed for the door. Might actually make it out of this place tonight. He’d got to the reception area and was beeping himself out when Nancy called his name. He turned and saw her hurrying down the stairs, her face flushed by the exertion. God, had the Chief Super found out about Dave and Jerry already? Well he was ready to fight his corner on this one. But…

      ‘Don’t you have your phone on? Been trying to ring you.’

      Shit! He’d put it on silent because he was fed up of the sound of The Bitch is Back every five minutes. Gabriella was nothing if not persistent. Persistent and annoying!

      ‘Need to have a word before you head home.’

      That sounds ominous. Gus nodded and followed her back to the lift and up to her office. Bye bye whisky and a chance to think things through in peace.

      They’d barely sat down when Nancy launched into it, her annoyance obvious by the way she tapped her fingernails on the table. ‘Had Her Nibs on the phone. Seems she got a call from some high up head honcho. Seems they gave her classified information. Seems she can only share some of it with me. Seems it’s on a need-to-know basis and I,’ she prodded herself in the chest, ‘quite clearly don’t need to chuffing know, unlike her High and Bloody Mighty.’

      Gus frowned. What did this shit have to do with him? ‘The Chief Super?’

      Nancy snorted, ‘What other Her Nibs do you know?’

      Gus though it wise to keep quiet. Clearly Nancy was as enamoured by Chief Super Bashir as Hardeep.

      ‘Seems to think she can tell me how to do my job. How to organise my staff. Cheeky cow.’ She glared across her desk at him.

      Taking a deep breath to stop himself from hurrying her along, Gus waited. Nancy would continue when she was good and ready and not a moment before.

      ‘Thinks she’s better than the rest of us. One of those women who get to the top against all odds and promptly shits on the rest of her sex.’ Nancy slammed her palm on the table top and made a low growling sound in the back of her throat.

      Hiding his smile, Gus tilted his head, in what he hoped was a mildly-interested fashion. ‘And?’

      ‘And?’ Nancy raged, ‘And? Don’t you get it? Seems like I can barely be trusted with ‘classified…’ she made the universal air quotes motion with agitated fingers. ‘information’. What does she think I’m going to do? Stand on the chuffing roof with a loud hailer and announce it to Bradford or something? Take an ad out in the T&A or the Chronicle? Tattoo it on my forehead? AWWW! Makes my stool ferment in a Demi John.’

      Yeuch! Just the image he needed floating around in his head right now.

      Gus got ‘it’. In fact, he’d be surprised if the entire Fort, including the Chief Super herself, hadn’t heard. But none of that solved the puzzle of why he was here, with a woman whose shit was turning to alcohol in a translucent container, as they spoke. Hell, he’d heard the term ‘he’d drink whisky through a shitty cloot’ – but this took home brewing to a whole new level.

      ‘It’s not funny, Gus.’

      Gus, realising he’d allowed his amusement to make it to his mouth, wiped the smile off his face and replaced it with a serious expression. ‘Look, I can see you’re upset, Nance, but what’s all this classified shit got to do with me? I’m up to my ears in this Izzie Dimou thing and we’ve yet to locate Daniel Farrier.’

      Nancy exhaled, ‘That’s just it. The classified stuff is about your damn brother-in-law.’ She folded her arms under her breasts, leaned back in her chair and grinned. ‘Things for you, Gus, just got a whole lot more complicated.’
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      22:00 North Park Road, Manningham

      Mo stood in the dark and stared out the conservatory window. The steadily falling snow was mesmerising, yet Mo barely noticed it. His thoughts were elsewhere, in a different time and place. Sixteen years ago to be precise, in a time that he’d rather forget. Who am I kidding? I’ll never forget that. How can I? It was a time that he wished with all his heart he could rewrite. A time before he and Naila had married.

      Zarqa had been playing up again and it was only a matter of time before he and Naila would have to do something. It wasn’t just the tattoo – it was other things. Her cheek, her sulkiness. The way she looked at them. The way she avoided them by hiding out in her room and when she did come out, she looked like she’d eaten rancid ghee. But the snide comments were the worst. The barely concealed implications that he and her mum were bad Muslims. That they had no morals.

      Perhaps they would have been wiser to move away all those years ago. Perhaps, it would have been better for them to have left everything they knew behind. Maybe then he wouldn’t be in this position now. He’d fought hard to hold his head high in the community. He and Naila, together, had fought hard. Some people had long memories, yet he’d hoped that the ones who’d mattered had relegated the past to the past. Seems like someone had leaked something, because how else would Zarqa know to start asking these awkward questions.

      He glanced back as Naila approached and wrapped both her arms around him, enveloping him. He swivelled round and pulled her to his chest and, squeezing tight, dropped a kiss on her hair. The familiar smell of her shampoo soothed him.

      ‘We’ll have to tell her the truth, Mo. You do know that, don’t you?’

      Mo nodded. ‘I know. I know. But not yet. Please, not yet. I can’t bear to bring that into our home. Can’t bear the thought of her knowing. Let’s leave it till after the summer. Leave it till she’s moved schools and is settled in sixth form.’

      Naila sighed. ‘We can’t keep putting it off. She knows there’s a secret and that’s why she’s acting out. You don’t want her to hear it from someone else. She needs to feel she can trust us, Mo. Keeping secrets isn’t the answer. You know that. Deep down you know that.’

      ‘Please, Nail. Give me a few more months to get used to it. Come to terms with it.’ He rested his forehead on to her hair, aware that his tears would soak through to her scalp, yet unable to prevent them from falling. This was his worst nightmare. ‘Promise me Naila, give me till after the summer. I swear we’ll tell her then.’

      Naila bit her lip. He hated that he was making her feel this way. Hated that he was forcing her, yet he couldn’t see another way out of this. She was right. There had been too many truths left unspoken, left to fester. He held her at arm’s length, his hands gentle on her shoulders. ‘I need the time, Naila. I need to get my head in the right place. I’ll work at it, I promise. I’ll go to a counsellor. I’ll work through all of it. We’ll go together, but I need you to promise. I need you to help me be ready.’

      Naila held his gaze for a long time and raised her hand to his cheek, ‘I love you, Mo. So much.’ Then, in a whisper, ‘I promise. But only till after the summer, okay? – after her exams.’

      Mo’s shoulders felt lighter. He had a reprise. Now all he had to do was get himself sorted before September.
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      21:45 Saddleworth Moor

      Daniel came round slowly. He opened his eyes only to close them again, the corners of his eyeballs fighting against the pain that shot across from one temple to the other. He swallowed. His mouth was dry and chalky. Groaning, he tried to move his limbs, but they were numb with cold and his fingers protested when he moved them. He flexed them once or twice before stretching out his hand and clumsily patting the area around where he lay. Fabric – cold, damp, soft fabric. There were soft ridges in lines on the material and his mind went back to the cover he remembered that used to stretch over his grandma’s bed. What was it she called it? – a candlewick? He’d not come across one since his gran had died. His head rested on a pillow that smelled of something old and stale. It was lumpy. He pulled the far end of the cover and flipped it over his body. It released a damp, musty smell, so he held his breath. When he finally breathed again, he could detect a faint lavender scent, moth balls and vile all-encompassing damp.

      Where was this shit hole? As awareness of the environment around him penetrated his fuzzy head, he opened his eyes again – this time ignoring the pain. Dusky fluid shapes trembled before him, formless and indistinguishable. Where was he? Ignoring the pain behind his eyes, he kept them open and peered through darkness, looking for something to ground him. Something solid that would tell him where he was, because, right now, he wasn’t entirely sure. A fleeting thought crossed his mind. Had Gus done this to him? A stag do prank? But no sooner had the thought come, that he dismissed it. His stag do wasn’t ‘till tomorrow.

      Certain that his head was about to explode, Daniel closed his eyes once more and tried to collect his thoughts. Okay, it wasn’t his stag do, so what was this all about? If his mind wasn’t so fuzzy, he’d be able to concentrate. He was sure that there was something on the periphery of his memory that he should be focussing on, but right now he could barely keep his eyes open, never mind formulate any thoughts. He cast his mind back, trying to do that thing Izzie told him to do, every time he lost his car keys; start with his last memory and work backwards. The thing was, after some thought, Daniel’s last memory appeared to be of being in Manchester, waiting for Izzie. He’d been in that Costa near Victoria Station. Shit! How the hell could that be his last memory? That had been in the morning, the snow had barely started to fall… and now it was pitch black. What had happened to him since then? He swallowed the panic that rose in his chest and forced himself to concentrate.

      He’d ordered a Chai Latte and sat with The Guardian in the corner, allowing the chatter from the other customers to flow over him. The coffee had tasted good. He’d taken a long draft and read an article about Donald Trump separating kids from their parents – idiot! He’d gone to the toilet and when he came back, he’d flicked through the rest of the newspaper, sipping his drink. It was after that things got hazy, no clear memories, just moving images, being helped out, a male voice ‘He’s taken a bit of a funny turn.’ Low voices, stumbling along, a car ride… then nothing. Who the hell had taken him? A surge of anger made him forget his pain. He sat up, pulling the blanket around him and slid his bum up to the top of the bed. Quickly, he patted his hands over his pockets. His phone? Wallet? Nothing!

      Pulling his legs up, he dislodged the part of the quilt that was underneath and pulled it over his legs. Sitting on the clumpy pillow, he leaned against a wooden headboard and tried to think. He’d been drugged, that much was clear. More than likely someone put something in his drink when he went to the toilet. In a café? A pub was in the realms of possibility – getting drugged in a café seemed unlikely, unless of course he was targeted – followed and targeted. Again, the question who? raised its ugly head. Someone from Cyprus, from the university or from the UK or someone else?

      So, what did that mean? He thought about it. Izzie! Someone, somewhere knew what she was doing in Manchester. That was the only explanation. Who though? They’d been careful. They’d not told anyone. He’d convinced her not to. Unless, of course she hadn’t listened. Who could she have told? He supposed she could have given Jordan Beaumont the heads up before they left Cyprus. None of this was in his plans. He needed to be out there keeping an eye on things. Was whoever had taken him planning to use him as leverage? Is that what this was all about? The more he thought about it the more convinced he was that that was the case.

      He wondered if Izzie had spoken to her contact. If she had, it was just a matter of waiting out whoever had brought him here. If, on the other hand, she’d been intercepted before she’d shared her information then things had become a lot sinister. He needed to act now. He needed to assume the worst and get out of here. Wherever here was.

      He flicked his hand over, looked at the time on his wristwatch. Fuck! It was Saturday. He’d been out of it for more than twenty-four hours, and God only knew what was happening to Izzie. He swung his legs out from under the blanket. It hadn’t given him much warmth anyway and using the light facility on his watch he stood up and began to explore his surroundings.

      As he moved, the shapes he’d noticed earlier became more solid. An old fashioned heavy wooden wardrobe in one corner to his left and a four-drawer chest of drawers against the same wall but in the other corner. Directly opposite the ancient double bed that he’d been lying on, was an empty fireplace with a grate and soot-blackened fire tools inside. To the right stood a heavy mahogany dressing table with a mirror attached to the top, similar to the one his parents had once owned. In between the wardrobe and the chest of drawers was the door. Daniel walked over the threadbare Axminster carpet and, suspecting he’d be unlucky, tried the door. It was locked. He kicked it and rattled the handle, but it was solid. He strode to the opposite wall where the curtained window was. The curtains were heavy and touched the floor. He pulled the cord, that hung from one side, and with a grinding noise they swished open. The window was covered in a mosaic of ice.

      Daniel remembered his mother telling him that during the winter she sometimes woke up to panes covered in ice on the inside. He’d never expected to witness that for himself. His mum had told him and Gabriella how she’d breathed onto the pane to clear a space each morning to look out of. He put his face right up to the window, feeling the chill hit his cheeks and, his breath steaming before him, he directed it onto the pane until an imperfect circle of lighter ice appeared. Using the sleeve of his jumper he wiped it away, until he could see outside.

      He groaned. When he’d been in the cafe there had been a sparse spattering of snow and although he’d been aware of the Beast from the East forecasts, he hadn’t in his wildest dreams expected this. He could see little beyond the driving snow that swirled before the window. But what worried him most were the things he couldn’t see. No street lights, or glow from neighbouring properties, no sound, except the blizzard. His torchlight illuminated the inches of snow that had drifted up the window, almost obliterating the bottom pane. He yanked the single glazed window, but it was sealed shut with what looked to be years’ worth of paint. Anyway, even if he could open it, he had nowhere to go.

      Shivering, he moved back to the bed and conscious that his bladder needed emptying, wrapped himself in the foul-smelling candlewick quilt. Despite the god-awful smell, he covered his head and ears and nose. The building he was in was old and unused, he was sure of that. Maybe an old farmhouse or something. Looking out the window had given him no clues to his actual whereabouts and he didn’t even know if he was alone or not. He couldn’t hear anything, but the walls of these old buildings were so thick that it didn’t mean anything.

      The only thing he could do for now was wait. In the morning light he’d be able to assess his external environment and perhaps by then, if anyone was here, they’d make themselves known to him. On the other hand, if he was alone, there was no chance of anyone getting here anytime soon. This both worried and pleased him. If no-one could get to him, how could he get out? And how long could he last without food? On the other hand, if he was on his own, he had time to work out a plan of action.
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      22:00 Mariner’s Drive

      Gus had ignored Gabriella’s ever more frequent calls. All evening he’d allowed them to go to voicemail, but even he had to admit thirty texts and twelve voicemails were too many to disregard, especially in the circumstances. Curled up on the couch with Patti, Bingo snoring lightly beside them and a glass of malt in his hand, Gus was finally beginning to thaw after hiking home. The walk from The Fort had been strange. Oak Lane was deserted and yet the traffic lights kept changing colour, gleaming eerily through the sheets of snow. The streetlights gave the flakes a luminescent glow and it seemed that Bradford was coated in a curtain of silence. He would have liked to have jogged, but that was impossible. He could barely trudge through the drifts and he felt like a pioneer as he took the first step onto the virgin blanket that covered Lister Park.

      The Bitch is Back trilled from his phone, and with a sigh, Gus mouthed ‘sorry’ to Patti and picked it up from the coffee table. ‘Hi Gabriella.’

      Her voice shrieked across the room, drowning out the quiet background music Patti had put on. Flinching, Gus held the phone away from his ear and allowed Gabriella’s rant to run its course.

      ‘Look, I know you’ve been trying to catch me, but I’ve been running a damn murder inquiry. You have to let me get on with it.’

      ‘All I wanted to know was if you’ve found Daniel’

      Gabriella’s voice sounded thick, as if she’d been crying and Gus felt like a dick. He should have made the effort to at least text her. She’d lost her sister-in-law-to-be and her brother had disappeared, of course she was worried. What made it worse, no doubt, was that she was stuck in Dublin till the weather cleared, unable to do anything, and reliant on him for information. He made an effort to soften his tone, ‘Look Gabriella. The weather here is crap, so we’re limited till it clears. We’ve been to Daniel’s house, but he’s not there. Can you think of anywhere else he could be?’ He’d have to ask her about the information Nancy had given him earlier, but he decided to lead up to that.

      The sound of sniffling was abruptly replaced by his sister’s voice ‘Gus, she’s in bits. Doesn’t know what to do with herself. You need to keep her in the loop. She’s going crazy here. We both are. You can’t let personal stuff get in the way of you doing the right thing.’

      Gus bristled. That was a low dig. How dare Katie infer that he hadn’t contacted Gabriella because of personal history? Who the hell did she think she was, taking the moral high ground? She was the one in a relationship with his ex-wife. She was the one who had stabbed him in the back and now she was accusing him of not contacting Gabriella because of that. He glanced at Patti, who – clearly able to interpret the tone of the conversation – had moved closer placing a placating hand on his thigh. Taking a deep breath, but unable to keep the ice from his tone, he said, ‘The weather conditions here are arctic, yet I’ve pushed myself and my team as hard as I can to find Daniel whilst trying to find out as much as I can about Izzie. Forgive me if updating Gabriella every two minutes isn’t top of my list of priorities. Besides which, being the ex-wife, or my sister’s partner, for that matter, does not give her special privileges.’

      Katie started to speak, but he raised his voice and spoke over her. ‘That said, Katie, I will do my best to keep her informed from now on. Now, if she’s up to it, I’d like to ask her a few questions. Can she cope with that? She’s the only one with any real knowledge about Daniel and Izzie.’

      From the sounds of it, Katie had put her hand over her phone and Gus could hear little snippets of conversation, muffled over the line. Seconds later Gabriella came back on the phone. ‘Ask what you want Gus, trouble is, I don’t know that much. He was my brother but I hardly saw him. I hardly knew him.’ And she started to sniffle again.

      For fuck’s sake, this is all I need. Gus gave her a moment before asking his questions. ‘I know Izzie and Daniel met in Northern Cyprus, but how exactly did they meet?’

      ‘They both worked for the University of Nicosia. He’s an archaeologist and there are loads of archaeological ruins throughout the North. You know that though, Gus. Daniel was trying to get EU funding to work on some of the sites that were becoming more and more threatened. He was researching the Roman ruins at Salamis. As for Izzie, she worked at the Uni too, doing research of some sort. I’ve no idea what department, though.’

      Gus thought about that, ‘What prompted them to come to the UK to get married? Why not just get married there? It’s not like either of them had a whole load of relatives scheduled to attend the wedding.’

      Gus could almost hear Gabriella thinking, so he gave her time.

      ‘Never thought of it like that. You’re right though. To be honest, I got the impression that they were coming over here anyway.’ She paused, ‘Something to do with Izzie’s research, I think – although I’m not certain. She was having a meeting in Manchester yesterday. That’s why she was flying to Dublin from there. No idea what the meeting was about. Daniel was going to Manchester with her though. He was meeting up with some of his old cronies from the archaeology department at Manchester Uni.’

      That tallied with the footage they’d obtained of Izzie and Daniel, although they still had to ascertain Daniel’s movements after he entered Costa. Compo had reported a rear exit near the loos and so they were trying to access footage from the back of the building. Gus hesitated. ‘Gaby. Did you know Daniel worked for MI6?’

      A snort, followed by a silence that went on for longer than Gus thought necessary. ‘Gaby?’

      ‘Sorry, Gus – just a bit shocked. You telling me Daniel is a spy? Don’t be daft. He’s too geeky. You’ve heard him going on about ruins and stuff – bore the socks of you. You must be mistaken.’

      Gus sighed, ‘No Gabriella. I’m not mistaken.’
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      01:05 The Fort

      It was bitter sweet for Compo to be in The Fort in the dead of night on his own. He loved the solitude, loved the way the darkness surrounded the little halo of light that emanated from his computer area. What he didn’t like so much were the ghosts that kept flitting around. Memories of him and Sampson jamming out their interpretation of Bat Out Of Hell or sharing a late night snack with Alice, distracted him. There was a huge gap in the team. A hollowness that he saw reflected in Gus’ slumped shoulders and the dullness of his eyes. Gus carried all the guilt on his shoulders, and Compo could do nothing to assuage it.

      The laughter Alice dispersed wherever she went had dissipated like a waft of smoke in a gale and Sampson’s solidity, his calmness, his humour, was gone. Taffy was a good kid, a bit cocky, but still a good kid. Even he seemed less sure of himself now and Compo had no idea how he could redress the imbalance. If he could, he would. He’d do anything to bring a smile to Gus’ lips, to lift his shoulders, to put the sparkle back in his eye. He’d had the feeling this morning that Gus was on the point of telling him something. He hoped it wasn’t that he’d asked for a transfer. He couldn’t bear it if Gus left too. Gus was the main man. He gave them direction, navigated them through the investigations. Without him at the helm, he couldn’t see them solving half as many cases.

      Peeling the wrapper off a Mars Bar, Compo pressed a button on his computer and looked to see if any other data had come up on either Izzie Dimou or Daniel Farrier. He’d had to probe deeper than he’d expected, because his initial search had raised a whole load of red flags. He wondered why the University of Nicosia in Northern Cyprus had such a high level of encryption on their data. What was so special about Izzie Dimou? And why had Daniel Farrier’s file had a red alert on it? The programme he was running would be done in a couple of hours with any luck. Then he’d have the answers to his questions.

      He picked up a can of Fanta and opened it, slurping up the fizz that landed on his hand. At this time of night, he was unlikely to be disturbed, so his fingers flashed across the keyboard, setting up encryptions, misdirecting any searches The Fort’s IT security might start. Looping them to safe sites and deleting his activity history as he went, replacing it with innocuous search sites that wouldn’t raise eyebrows. If he was caught doing this it would be instant dismissal. Compo wasn’t worried. Nobody on the tech team had a hope in hell of picking up on things – numpties.

      The site he wanted was one that heard chatter from around the world and might just have heard something about Izzie Dimou. He logged into the Justice Room using one of his hacker aliases – ReviAeternus – and drifted through, checking out who was active, who was passively watching and what topics were floating. Nothing that concerned him right now, but a few he’d keep an eye on in his own time. He typed in a query and floated it ‘Izzie hit you?’

      A few lights sparked down one side of the screen telling him his query had been noted. Jayray was the first to reply, ‘Context?’

      Compo, grinned. Typical JayRay response, always wanted more than he was prepared to give. ‘Need to know.’

      He waited… five seconds… ten seconds… fifteen seconds, then Pitbull Warrior chipped in, ‘Aw give us a clue RevAe?’

      ‘SN Dimou – that help?’

      One by one the replies came back, ‘Negative.’

      ‘No’

      ‘Nowser’

      ‘Okay, alert and report – request active, ongoing, ciao.’

      His friends would implement alerts deeper down the web. If there was anything out there, he knew they’d find it and get back to him. He minimised the screen. Now, maybe time for a shut eye for half an hour or so.

      He positioned the back rest of his chair into the most reclined position he could, propped his legs up on another chair and pulled his beanie down over his eyes. The computer would ping when it was ready, so he set his playlist on shuffle and had just settled down when the door opened with a loud click. Assuming it was Gus, Compo said, ‘Coffee’s on boss, help yourself.’

      Instead Nancy’s voice had him wheeling backwards, nearly falling of his chair and struggling to his feet. ‘Thanks, Compo, I will have some.’

      Conscious that he’d taken his DM’s off and that his toe was poking through his sock, Compo made his chair upright and shuffled his lower body under the desk. Nancy filled her mug and, skirting Compo’s computer station, sat on a chair opposite. ‘Did you get stranded, Compo?’

      For a moment, he wondered what she was talking about. He got it. The snow. Truth was he hadn’t got stranded – he was exactly where he wanted to be. The Fort was more of a home than the flat he had off Thornton Road near where the notorious Crossbow Cannibal had lived. Last thing he wanted was for Nancy to suss that out though. Much as she was approachable and all that, she was still his big boss. Well aware that he was blushing, he wanted to curl up and die. The fact that she had a coffee in her hand told him that he wasn’t going to be let off the hook so quickly. Looked like Nancy was settled in for one of those cosy chats that always made him feel awkward. ‘No, no – well, sort of, well what I mean is, Gus said I could go to his, but I thought I might as well crack on. Find out what I could about Izzie Dimou and Daniel Farrier, ready for briefing tomorrow.’

      Nancy nodded, and blew on her coffee, seemingly focussed on whatever she was thinking. Compo took the opportunity to dart a glance at his screen and was reassured that although the dark web screen was active, it was his ongoing legal search for Izzie and Daniel that was on the monitor. Last thing he needed was Nancy seeing something she shouldn’t. Not sure what to say, but uncomfortable with the silence, Compo rummaged in his drawer and brought out a packet of chocolate Hobnobs. He’d been saving them, but Nancy looked like she could do with cheering up. ‘Hobnob?’

      Nancy smiled, her eyes momentarily brightening and Compo’s lips twitched in relief. He’d done something right, for once.

      ‘Don’t mind if I do. Haven’t had one of these in years and the chocolate ones are my favourites.’

      He opened the packet and placed two on a slightly stained napkin next to Nancy. She picked up the first one and began to munch with relish. Compo, still a little wary, began to munch on one too. Although Nancy sat half in the shadows, he could see that she was wearing her slippers. It made him relax somehow. If she was wearing slippers, she couldn’t be an ogre. He knew she and Gus were close, but he’d hardly spoken to her. The silence, broken only by munching sounds continued, until Nancy, placing her coffee on his desk, reached over, helped herself to the packet and took out two more biscuits. Compo stifled his sigh as she placed the packet in her lap. They were his favourites too. Oh well.

      Clearing his throat, he decided to man up, ‘Gus looked worried this morning.’ When Nancy responded with a nod, but said nothing, he continued, ‘Before we got called out to the crime scene, I mean.’

      Nancy placed her mug and the half-eaten packet of biscuits on the desk and pulled her chair a little closer. She picked up another biscuit and snapped it in half, studying it as if she’d never seen one before. A crawling sensation eased its way over Compo’s chest. This was ominous. What was she not telling him? After what seemed like ages, she popped one half of the biscuit in her mouth and flicked the crumbs from her fingers, before repeating the process with the other half.

      ‘Gus went to see Alice yesterday.’

      Compo’s face lit up, then seeing the worry etched across Nancy’s forehead it shrivelled and died, lying in his stomach like festering roadkill.

      Nancy sighed, ‘There’s no easy way to say this and Gus has got enough on his plate right now, so I’m just going to tell you. You need to be strong. For Gus.’

      ‘I know she was attacked. Was it worse than Gus said? She’s not in a coma or summat is she?’

      Nancy waved her hand, ‘She’s fine. Well, when I say fine, I mean she’s in hospital, which is why Gus could go to see her. However,’ Nancy bit her lip, slammed her hand on the desk top, ‘she’s changed her plea.’

      Compo frowned, ‘What do you mean, changed her plea. How could she?’

      ‘She’s pleading guilty.’

      The words didn’t sink in for a moment and when they did, he jumped to his feet, ‘I don’t understand this. Why would she do that? Why would she plead guilty to something she never did?’

      ‘That’s just it. Alice said she did do it. She says she was the brains behind the entire drug and weapon running ring. Says Kennedy was onto her, so she tried to kill him. Big H the drug dealer confirms it all.’

      Compo, fists clenched by his sides, glared at her. ‘You can’t trust a bloody drug dealer. They must be forcing her somehow.’

      ‘If it was just that, I’d agree with you, Compo,’ she shook her head, ‘But it’s not. They’ve found a money trail between Alice and a South American drug cartel that leads directly to an offshore bank account in her name. They’ve uncovered money transfers to and from that account supplying weapons to Syria and Afghanistan. She’s in deep, son. She’s fooled us all.’

      The roadkill in Compo’s stomach twitched, like a zombie coming back to life. Its long-nailed fingers extended and raked down his abdomen, scoring furrows of oozing acid in the lining. He picked up what was left of the packet of Hobnobs and squashed them in one hand, sending a flurry of crumbs onto the floor.

      One word erupted from his throat in a screech, ‘Nooooo!’
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      03:25 Premier Inn, Epsom

      Okay, it wasn’t the Hilton, but at least it was warm and had a double bed. Sean Kennedy had been lucky to get this room at the last minute and he was relieved. He hadn’t anticipated staying in Surrey overnight, but The Beast from the East had made mincemeat of his plans to return to Brent after his nocturnal visit to Alice in the hospital.

      He’d paid for two nights just to be sure. Didn’t look like the weather was going to ease anytime soon and the forecast was for worsening conditions for the rest of the weekend. In his physical condition, he couldn’t risk being snowed-in in his car for any length of time. At least here he was safe and thankfully the wonders of modern technology meant he could just as easily implement his plans from here as from Brent.

      He’d bought some toiletries from the small chemist next door and stocked up on a Domino’s pizza, a four pack of lager and a selection of sweets and crisps. Once he’d eaten and downed two of his four cans, he washed his socks and boxers in the miniscule en suite sink, with the decidedly average smelling hotel-provided shower gel. If there was one thing Sean hated, it was wearing underwear two days running. You had to have standards after all.

      Avoiding his reflection in the mirror above the sink as he scrubbed, Sean – for the umpteenth time – considered his options regarding his hair. He could shave it off completely. The only thing was, that made the angry alopecia patches more obvious and he was wary of using anything on his scalp to exacerbate his condition. So, he’d take the doctor’s advice for now, and done nothing. So what if people thought he looked like a holocaust victim? He’d long since stopped caring what others thought. He hung his boxers and socks over the shower rail and padded back into the room, where the telly played quietly. Taking off his shirt and jumper he grimaced. Ideally he’d prefer to change those too, but he wasn’t sure they’d dry in time. He hung up his shirt and sprayed it with aftershave, before folding his jumper and placing it on the desk, ready for the next day. He hated eating in the same area he was going to sleep in. Hated the thought of the food smells lingering in his clothes. It made his skin feel itchy and the last thing he needed to do was scratch. His skin was flaky enough as it was.

      After tying a knot in the plastic bag that lined the hotel room bin, he placed it outside the door, before returning and lining up his two beer cans next to the kettle and coffee-making facilities. He slid the chair under the desk and positioned the armchair snug in the corner of the room adjacent to the window. Satisfied that things were in order, he walked naked over to the window and parted the curtains slightly. The snow had drifted against the glass and ice patterns meandered up from the snow in a hotchpotch collage. Cold caressed his bare skin making a flutter of goose bumps up and down his arms. He could see little beyond the small parking area beneath and the lights from the adjoining pub.

      Everything felt deathly still and it reminded him of the hospital after he’d first come round from his coma. The first few nights afterwards had been the worst. Weak as a baby, he’d struggled to feed himself, hold a glass, sit upright in bed. He’d played it safe, took the time to formulate his plans. Used the quiet solitude of the nights to plot, while during the day he was amenable, yet frail and broken. As he gradually pieced together what had happened in the intervening months and what evidence was stacked against him, he put out feelers. First to the officers who came to take his initial statement. He pretended his memories were coming back and his doctors corroborated that that was the normal recovery from such an injury.

      The truth was, he’d wakened with a memory as clear as a bell. Alice Cooper, nearly in his sights, spinning round and kicking the gun from his hand, following through with another kick and then… nothing. Not long after that he’d pieced together the preceding narrative. His dodgy deals, building up his network, moving drugs, recruiting officers with a little ambition, threatening the gangsters, getting control of the chess board and moving his pawns where he wanted. If he hadn’t been careful, Alice Cooper’s testimony could have taken that away from him. He’d pulled in favours and, lo and behold, Big H had recanted his testimony, citing intimidation from Alice Cooper as his reason.

      Sean had bided his time and waited ‘til he had, with help from his solicitor, everything in place. Then he set the hounds on the bitch. Alice Cooper had nearly killed him, but he’d have the last laugh. She’d be the one with a life-time in prison ahead of her, whilst Sean was fully exonerated, looked up to by the force and vindicated – lauded even.

      He pulled the curtains closed, making sure they met exactly in the middle. His skin was cool now, so he flopped on the bed, pulling the quilt over his legs. On the table beside the bed were four throwaway phones, all lined up perfectly. He picked one up and pressed speed dial. This phone contained only one number. As soon as it was answered, he spoke. ‘The doctors say she’ll be discharged on Monday, weather permitting. Make sure that when she returns, my girls still have access to her. Don’t want her forgetting her obligations now, do we?’

      The prison warden laughed, ‘Copy.’ and hung up.

      He’d every right to laugh. His cooperation in this matter was earning him enough to put both his daughters through private school. Sean knew exactly which private school – just in case! He was nothing if not prepared.

      Business taken care of, he leaned back against the headboard and flicked through the TV channels. Nothing that excited him. He wished he was in a better hotel where he could, for a fee, access some porn. Perhaps it was his little contretemps with Alice that had got him all horny. Perhaps it was the knowledge that all his plans were coming to fruition. He neither knew, nor cared. All he was aware of was that his hard-on needed sorting. Pronto!

      He closed his eyes, curled onto his side and remembered the rush of power that had surged through him when he grabbed her bruised breast and twisted. The cow deserved it. With the vision of Alice’s trembling lips and furious eyes, tears spilling down her pale cheeks, he orgasmed for only the second time since he’d come out of his coma.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      03:15 The Fort

      Compo’s eyes were blurry. He’d been at the computer all night, rarely leaving his seat. Nancy’s words about Alice earlier had left him devastated. Alice was the glue that held the team together and it had been bad enough when she’d got arrested, but now? To have everything he held dear brought into question, Compo’s world had crashed.

      The team were his world. He could barely remember his parents – just a series of foster homes with bullies and perverts all ready to take it out on the wimpy kid – the weirdo. He was the one they laughed at and, after what seemed like millions of unsuccessful attempts to fit in, he’d given up trying. He was ‘the geek’, the one who was always slightly out of the loop. The one who ran away from everything – until he joined Gus’ team that is. He hadn’t run away from here. This team was his family and Gus’ mum and dad were his extended family. He was part of something – a valued part of something and that was because of Al. She’d looked after him. Teasing him, not minding if he got ketchup on her paperwork, looking out for him – and now they were saying this crap about her.

      It had taken him a long time, three Mars Bars, a gallon of Sprite and a lot of music to calm down, but he’d begun mulling things over. He plugged his ear buds in and resorted to The Doors for inspiration. If Jim Morrison couldn’t inspire him no one could. He was half way through Riders On The Storm when he realised that if Gus and Nancy weren’t going to weather ‘The Storm’ for Alice, he would have to.

      He’d always looked up to Gus – thought he was infallible – but maybe he wasn’t after all. Maybe he was too loved up or too worn down. Compo wasn’t sure. But he was sure of one thing and that was that the ache in his belly and the hurt in his heart wouldn’t go away unless he did something for Alice.

      He thought long and hard about his friend and the one thing he did know was that she was nobody’s fool. The second thing he knew was that she was as honest as he was. This had to be some sort of mistake. Alice – his humorous, bouncy friend – would never betray herself, never mind her team in that way. Never! No way was Al a bent copper. No fucking way! She was too good, too straight down the line to be bent.

      So, no matter what Gus thought, he was going to sort this damn mess. Prove that he was as good a copper as the rest of them. That being the case, Compo set to work on jobs he could do only in the dead of night with no-one else around. At one point he considered trekking to his flat, but the thought of its cold atmosphere compared to the warmth of The Fort convinced him the hour-long hike through freezing blizzards just wasn’t worth the effort. Besides it was like Alice was here beside him, watching over him. There was no way anyone would be able to trace what he was doing. However, just to be doubly sure, he got his personal laptop out of his rucksack and got cracking.

      With the Izzie Dimou search still humming in the background, he dimmed the lights, plugged in his ear buds and set his music to Dark Side of The Moon, which, in the present circumstances, was quite apt. Oblivious to the snow drifting against the window, creating a barrier between him and the outside world, Compo set to work. He was going deeper than he had in years. Deeper than he was comfortable with but, with quiet determination he put all thoughts of what could happen to him out of his mind. Sometimes friendship was more important than a job – even a job he loved.
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      04:05 Saddleworth Moor

      The cold had seeped into Daniel’s bones and he couldn’t stop shivering, yet he was determined to either find a way out of this room or find a way to survive. That meant keeping warm, finding something to drink and making sure he could protect himself when the snow thawed and his captors returned. Food, he could do without for now. He was fairly sure he was on his own. If his captors were here they’d have made some noise by now, or he’d have seen even a faint light shining through the downstairs windows. Earlier, when the snowing had stopped for a short time, the moonlight reflected enough light for Daniel to see that there was no sign of a vehicle outside. He reckoned his room faced out over the front of the farmhouse because he could see, if he stood on tiptoe and craned his neck, the peak of a porch and snow-covered side buildings making a sort of half square round the building in which he was imprisoned.

      Every so often a flutter of fear bubbled in his chest. Each time it did, Daniel swallowed it down and tried to focus on his own immediate needs. Worrying about Izzie and where she was, was pointless, he told himself. Yet it was too difficult not to worry. He’d sought her out in Nicosia. He’d inveigled himself into her life. He’d got her to confide what she’d discovered in her lab and he’d led her to Manchester.

      The need to wee was getting progressively more desperate. He had to make a decision – designate a toilet area, because who knew how long he’d be trapped here, or wet himself. After weighing up his options, he whipped out one of the drawers from the old dressing table, tipped its contents in a pile on the floor, to be gone through later, and put it inside the wardrobe. Next, he’d grabbed the wardrobe’s contents, a varied collection of mainly female clothing, and flung them on the bed. Aware that the wooden drawer was porous, he lined it with the old plastic sheet he’d found covering a chair near the window. Perhaps that might be enough to prevent any leakage. He used, with great relief, the makeshift loo shutting the wardrobe doors on it when he was done God only knew how he’d cope when he needed something more than a pee, however, he’d cross that bridge when he came to it.

      Immediate needs taken care of, Daniel picked up some of the items of clothing. He didn’t care how he looked, there was no heat in the farmhouse, so fashion was irrelevant. He picked up two misshapen, hand knitted jumpers and pulled them over his head. They were a bit tight, so he looked for a larger item of clothing he could put on top. When he found a slightly mouldy-smelling duffle coat, he put it on with no hesitation and feeling a bit like a Teletubby, he began to sift through the contents of the drawer he’d tipped out.

      The previous farmhouse inhabitant had clearly been a woman, and judging by the clothes and trinkets, an elderly one who didn’t get out much. His headache persisted, but that was a minor worry. He needed something to collect the ice he scraped off the window. Feeling dehydrated earlier, in a burst of stupidity, he’d tried to lick the ice off the window. His tongue had stuck to the ice and he’d had to rip it off, causing it to bleed slightly. As a result, he had a stinging tongue to add to his list of worries.

      He picked up a jewellery box, opened the lid. Inside was a Wedgewood trinket box, its pigeon-egg blue with the trademark cameo on it, was of minor importance. Daniel had other plans for it. He took the ceramic container over to the window and, with the edge of an old black comb he’d lifted from the dressing table, he scraped a depressingly small amount of ice from the window into the container. It wasn’t a lot, but he could repeat the process. Once it thawed he’d be able to drink it.

      The thought that he was being proactive cheered him up, and he continued sifting through the contents of the room. When he found a box of matches, his heart nearly stopped. Who would have thought anyone could ever be so excited about such a small thing?

      If the worst came to the worst, and he had to break the window pane to get snow to melt, he could at least light a fire to offset some of the cold. He looked at the heavy-duty old-fashioned furniture which looked so well cared for, as if it had been lovingly polished for generations and he imagined it had been in this family’s possession for a very long time. Never mind. If it came to it, Daniel would cheerfully say ‘bye, bye furniture’.
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      04:10 Titus Street, Saltaire

      Not managing to fit in his usual jog had left Gus unsettled. Patti had long since gone to sleep, yet his legs were twitchy and his mind was like a rollercoaster, going up and down and roundabout. Patti, though he wouldn’t tell her, snored just a little. Her chest rising and falling, her mouth open slightly. The temptation to lean over and kiss her was strong, but Gus would let her sleep. He eased himself out of the bed, and Bingo, asleep in his basket near the door, opened one eye, gave a half-hearted wag of his tail and joined in with Patti’s snoring.

      Grabbing his clothes as he went, Gus left the bedroom and shut the door firmly behind him. Sleep wasn’t going to come. Not with images of Alice’s sunken cheeks and emotionless eyes, like two dank caverns, haunting him. Of course, there was Izzie. She had been tortured. Gus’ dad confirmed that it looked like professionals had inflicted the wounds on her body, so Gus couldn’t stop wondering what she’d gotten mixed up in. Then there was Daniel. Where had he gone? None of this looked good and Gus was itching to get on and do things. The interviews in the local neighbourhood had ground to a halt as the weather deteriorated. He couldn’t get to Manchester or to the scene of the train crash. If Daniel was implicated in Izzie’s death then he needed to be out there catching him. If – on the other hand – he was also a victim, he needed to be out there looking for him. Truth was, the only investigating going on was whatever Compo could do digitally. All other avenues were closed. Even the lab, bar a skeleton staff, had shut down.

      After sneaking downstairs, Gus scribbled a quick note for Patti and got his outdoor clothes on. It was madness, but he needed to be doing something. Needed to work off this excess energy that was keeping him awake. He shoved a hat over his dreads, wrapped a scarf round his neck and left the house.

      For now, the snow had stopped. More was forecast, but Gus wasn’t bothered by that. He set off down the drive to the snicket beside the Sainsbury’s on Keighley Road and began to trudge towards Saltaire. It was only a couple of miles, but in this weather, it would take him the best part of an hour if not more. The snow was at least five inches deep and trudging through it made Gus’ calves ache. Still he kept on, enjoying his accelerated heart rate and the slight sweat that formed under his outer clothes, despite the cold.

      The walk had an ethereal feel to it. It was almost otherworldly, like he was the only person on the planet and he relished it. Relished the time to think. The snowing, when it began, offered a rhythmic calmness that was soothing. The occasional car headlight swept over his solitary figure as he traipsed along the pavement. Mostly, his were the only foot prints in the snow, but occasionally he saw an animal print and once, from under a bush in a garden, he was caught off guard by a fox staring at him. Poor sod, he’d have a hard time finding food in this weather. By the time he reached Alice’s house, the one where Daniel and Izzie had been living for the past few weeks, Gus hesitated.

      When he’d been earlier, he was accompanied by other officers and a CSI team. Now, he was on his own, and for the first time since he’d left Mariner’s drive he questioned his actions. He wasn’t even sure if he was here to find some evidence about Alice or about Daniel and Izzie. Alice’s house had always been a place of joy and laughter. She’d been like an over-excited kid when she’d first moved in, insisting everyone come for afternoon tea. It had been her sanctuary, her solace, or so Gus had thought, from the trauma of her involvement with Sean Kennedy. Now Gus wasn’t so sure. Now it seemed that Kennedy had been the innocent one. Is she really bent? If she was, her belongings certainly didn’t reflect hidden wealth. How could he have got things so wrong? It was with that thought that Gus realised he was here to try to find something, anything to put lie to what Alice was admitting to. However, whilst he was here he’d keep an eye open for something that might shed some light on where Daniel was.

      The gate was wedged shut by the snow, so Gus climbed over it, landing in a drift up to his thigh. He cursed and climbed his way out of it, before walking up the small path and inserting his key in the lock. A welcome blast of heat hit him as he pushed the door open, allowing a shower of snow to clump on the welcome mat inside. Gus kicked as much as he could of the drift back outside and shut the door. He stood for a minute in the dark, searching for a trace of Alice’s familiar scent. All he could smell was a lemony air freshener and a faint tinge of bleach. It was as if Alice had never been here. Pinching himself for being fanciful, he reached out and flicked the light on, blinking rapidly at the sudden glare. He was immediately transported back to when Alice still lived there.

      Above a round table, adorned by a neglected looking plant, perched a framed photo of her with her parents taken last summer in Cyprus. Her parents, so serious, looked fondly at Alice who sported the widest grin. She’d often told Gus that she felt like a changeling; like she wasn’t really her parents’ daughter, but some imposter. On closer inspection, Gus saw that she shared her mother’s dark eyes and her father’s hair. She was no changeling, so why had she done a complete turnaround with her plea? He moved further along the hallway. Looking at photos wasn’t going to help him discover something to help Alice. If there were any clues they would be in her office. He put his hand on the bannister and began to climb the stairs.

      He knew this house as well as he knew his own. He’d helped Alice move in, had spent hours here with her over the last couple of years. She’d confided in him, he’d confided in her. Now it seemed all of that had been a lie. She’d certainly played him. And not just him, but his parents and the team too. Hell, he doubted Compo would get over this, not so soon after losing Sampson.

      Reaching the landing he looked round. The house felt displaced. The absence of Alice taunted him, laughed at him. Daniel and Izzie hadn’t put much of a mark on the house, but nonetheless their presence had edged Alice out. It had been a mistake to let them live here, but – faced with the combined pressure of Katie and Gabriella – he’d relented. Better to have the place lived-in than lying empty, stagnating in Alice’s absence.

      He couldn’t put his finger on what in particular made him like this. Probably just a reaction to how Alice had been when he saw her – her betrayal. Ignoring the main bedroom, which had been given the once over by Hissing Sid and his team earlier, he headed to the small room at the end of the corridor. The door was shut and although the CSIs had gone over it too, they’d found little evidence that Daniel or Izzie had used it much. In fact, judging by the scatter of paperwork on the dining table it looked like they’d used the dining area in the corner of the living room as an office.

      From Gus’ point of view this made his job easier. Chances were, anything he found in here would belong to Alice. He rested his hand on the door knob for a fraction of a second. Did he really want to do this? What if he found something that incriminated Alice even more than she already was? Could he betray her like she’d betrayed him? Would he be able to hand over evidence that would land her in further trouble? He exhaled and depressed the handle. Who was he kidding? The London police had been all over the entire house when they first arrested Alice. If there was anything incriminating to be found, it would’ve been found already. He knew he wasn’t really looking for evidence against her. He was looking for that faint glimmer of hope her words at the hospital had denied him. Dammit, he was looking for her innocence. What a damn fool I am!

      The door slid over the wooden floor and jammed. Gus pushed harder but it wouldn’t budge. It didn’t matter, it was wide enough for him to enter, so he stepped into Alice’s home office and glanced behind the door to see what the obstruction was. A wedge- shaped door stop had jammed under the door preventing it opening fully. Gus kicked it out of the way and the door slid shut, blocking out the light from the hallway. Stretching out his hand to the light switch, Gus froze. Was that a noise from downstairs?

      Instead of putting the light on, he opened the door and listened. There it was again. It could be snow falling off the roof. The thought flashed into his mind and straight back out again. The noise was nothing like snow sliding down the roof and crashing to the ground. He knew exactly what that noise was. Hell, he’d heard it often enough – made it often enough.

      After glancing round the office, he grabbed the lamp from the desk and made his way downstairs. Whoever was trying to pick the lock on the kitchen door was not very proficient or they’d have had the door open by now. He’d been on at Alice for ages to upgrade her security and he could probably pick her back-door lock in a jiffy. Maybe the intruder’s fingers were frozen – no way you could pick a lock with proper gloves on – thin nitrile ones at a push, but even leather ones made it hard to manipulate the tools. Whoever this was, it had to do with Izzie’s murder. Perhaps it was Daniel. No, he’d have a key – unless he’d lost it. But wouldn’t he just phone Gus for a spare? Besides which, even if it was Daniel, he wasn’t convinced of the man’s innocence. He’d need to prove himself to Gus.

      Thankful that the hallway light was dim and presumably hadn’t penetrated to the rear of the property, Gus reached the bottom of the stairs and flicked it off. No point in advertising his presence. Whoever was coming in from the back alley had clearly not bothered to check out the front of the house. More fool them. For now, Gus was waiting for them. He paused outside the closed kitchen door. If he waited till they cracked the lock, he’d have more chance of catching them. If he disturbed them too early, they’d head off into the night and after his trek through the snow, Gus wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep up with them. Closing his eyes, he did a mental walk through of Alice’s kitchen – hoping that Daniel and Izzie hadn’t seen fit to rearrange things during their short occupancy. It wasn’t a big kitchen; a breakfast bar at the end of a freestanding unit, a huge fridge, once filled with ready meals and beer, and a variety of bobbing head toys dotted across the windowsill, next to an aloe vera plant.

      He cracked the kitchen door open and slid into the dark room, skirted the table and stood beside the fridge where he couldn’t be seen from the door. The sounds were clearer now. The scratch of metal on metal. Jiggling, Gus could visualise each of the movements – a slide, a juggle, a twist, a slide – and, if you were lucky, or skilled enough, the lock would give. When he heard – above the scraping – a muffled curse followed by a kick on the door, Gus grinned. Not as easy as you think, matey! The scraping recommenced and then a grunt that Gus recognised as satisfaction. Standing on the balls of his feet, heart racing, he waited. A gust of freezing air signalled the door being pushed open, followed by the sound of someone kicking snow from their feet. Gus edged forward. Anticipation hitching his breath in his chest. Come on Daniel or whoever you are, let’s be having you.

      He waited till he heard the intruder move into the kitchen, closing the door behind them, before leaving his hiding place. As if sensing his presence, the intruder swung towards Gus. He was tall and skinny, dressed in black. A balaclava covered his head. It was clear that he wasn’t Daniel. Daniel was more stooped and carried more weight. Well, whoever it was, Gus was about to find out what this guy wanted breaking into Alice’s house. Gus fancied his chances. However, he hadn’t anticipated the speed of the other man’s reactions.

      As he moved forward, the other man lifted his hand to waist level and swung the bag he was carrying at Gus’ knees. Caught by surprise, Gus’ legs collapsed and he fell to the ground, landing on one knee. Pushing himself upright, the intruder grabbed his dreads and pulled his head forward, before kicking him in the face. The taste of blood was immediate as his nose burst, sending a gush down the back of his throat. As the intruder retracted his foot, Gus grabbed it and twisted, pushing upwards as he did so. The other man hopped twice before crashing to the floor, his arms catching the table and knocking a plant pot to the floor as he fell.

      Gus drew his sleeve across his bloody nose and propelled himself to his feet. Leaning over, he grabbed the intruder by the collar and, pulling back one arm, fingers fisted, he paused, breath heaving in his chest, heart pounding. With deliberate effort he relaxed his fingers and released his grip, allowing the other man to fall back to the floor, his head cracking on the tiles. Jaw tense, Gus released a slow breath and counted to five. ‘Get that fucking mask off your face and tell me what the hell you’re doing here.’

      The intruder pushed himself up on his elbows. When he spoke, it was in accented English. ‘Fuck you.’

      Gus stepped closer and leaned over the prone figure, wishing he’d slammed his fist into his face earlier when he had the chance. He reached out to the mask and grabbed it. It slipped off the man’s head at the same time as he raised a knee and connected with Gus’ testicles.

      ‘Fuuuck!’ The pain shot through him, his scrotum shrivelling into his belly. As Gus stumbled backwards, his hands cupped the aching area, barely able to control the nausea. The intruder, jumped to his feet, grabbed his tool box and dived towards the door. Wrenching it open, he ran outside into the blizzard, casting a backwards glance at Gus. In that moment, Gus saw that beneath his stubble, it was clear the man’s skin was tanned. His attacker looked like someone more used to Mediterranean climes than the snow they were having now.

      The blast of air, brought Gus round and he staggered out in pursuit, trying to push the pain to the back of his mind. His legs wobbled yet, despite the sweat on his brow, shivers wracked his body. Straining his eyes through the blizzard, Gus saw a shadowy figure disappearing through Alice’s back gate. He followed, knowing that any footprints would soon disappear in the blizzard. The snow sucked at his feet, and his legs, leaden, struggled to pull each foot from the snowy quagmire.

      He followed the figure through the gate and looked both ways. Barely discernible footprints furrowed the snow in both directions along the back alley. Looked like the fucker had the presence of mind to leave in the opposite direction from which he’d arrived, leaving Gus with a fifty-fifty chance of following the right route.

      Taking pot luck, Gus headed to the right, hoping that the masked intruder would double back towards Victoria Road. However, he’d barely rounded the bend when a growling engine heading up towards Bingley Road told him he was too late.

      Trudging back to Alice’s house, he thought over what had happened. The intruder was definitely not Daniel and from his accent he was not Bradford born. Which made him wonder exactly what was so important that he had to stage a break-in in the middle of the worst snowstorm Bradford had seen for years. He was convinced that the attempted burglary was about Izzie’s murder rather than Alice’s current position. When he reached the door, he scooped up a handful of snow, carried it indoors and grabbing a nearby tea towel, wrapped the snow in it. After securing the door, he headed back upstairs to Alice’s office, phoned for a CSI team and sat down welcoming the cool ice pack on his groin as he went over the evening’s events. What exactly had Izzie been up to?
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      04:15 Epsom General Hospital Surrey

      It wasn’t the dull but insistent throb in her breast that kept Alice awake. It was fear. Fear and worry, and anger and disappointment. Despite her best efforts to convince Gus of her complicity – her duplicity, the sadness in his eyes had curdled her heart. She’d never seen him look so disappointed, so betrayed. How she’d held it together, she would never know. The later visit from Sean Kennedy had been traumatic and painful, yet it hadn’t affected her like Gus’ had. Where Gus’ visit had torn her soul from her, Sean’s had lit a fire in her gut. If she ever got out of this mess, Sean Kennedy would be dead. Her fingers clutched the bed sheets and her lips tightened. Sean Kennedy better stick to his word and leave her parents alone. If he didn’t, she’d kill him. Hell, either way, she’d kill him. He’d pushed her over a precipice and there was no going back for her. Not now. Her sole aim was to get revenge. No matter how long she had to wait, that slimy bastard would pay.

      The only thing was getting through this. Till now she’d sworn Gus to secrecy, to keep her parents out of the loop. Now that she’d admitted blame, all bets would be off. Too many truths left unspoken. Would he phone her parents and let them know what she’d done? The thought of her mother’s frown as she tried to make sense of what her changeling baby had become broke her heart. Her father would try to be stoical in that tentative way he had. His specs would be taken off and put back on again repeatedly. They’d be ashamed of her. Their little Alice. The child they hadn’t expected to ever have. The child that, despite not fully understanding her, they loved so much. Would their love shrivel and die? Would they hate her?

      The trouble was she didn’t trust Sean Kennedy an inch and she had been forced to alienate the one person she could have trusted to help her. Now, she was on her own and her enemies were everywhere – Sean Kennedy had made sure of that.

      The door opened and Alice tensed. She could tell from the heavy footsteps that it was a different prison officer. Change of shift apparently. She recognised him. He was the one who’d turned a blind eye when Hairy Mary and her crew had got her in the showers, the one who’d stood back and let Baby Jane do her worst, so she knew he was in Sean Kennedy’s pocket. Gripping the plastic fork, she’d managed to swipe and hide under the blanket after Sean’s visit, she kept her hand under the sheet. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. She’d only be able to use it if he came close enough and she’d only use it if he was a threat.

      The footsteps paused and Alice held her breath, releasing it only when she heard him turn retreat. Thank God. He was only checking on her. Probably just getting a rise out of panicking her up, no doubt on Kennedy’s orders.

      Seconds later she heard the turning of the slats of the blinds that covered the small window on the door. She jerked round and saw that he’d closed them and had now turned towards her, a purposeful look on his face. Hoarfrost rushed through her veins as she saw him moving towards her pulling on his belt, a grin on his face. The final shred of humanity faded and her mind went into survival mode. Meeting his gaze, she used the freezing shock coursing through her body to focus. An image of a brittle icy superhero flitted into her mind and she smiled recognising the figure as herself.

      ‘You ready for me, bitch?’

      A wave of Millions aftershave drifted to her – her favourite – until now. Two steps closer, she could see his cock pushing against his boxers, smell the underlying musk of excitement. He was like a feral animal – the expensive scent not covering his skunk’s stench. With one hand in his boxers, releasing his erection, he slipped on a condom and flipped the sheet up from the bottom of the bed, revealing Alice’s tiny frame in her faded green hospital gown.

      Alice gripped the fork tighter. She was in no position to move. Wires sprung from her arms attaching her to the machine by her side. Should she yell? No point. Bastard would have cleared it with his mate outside the door. As he climbed onto the bed, knees forcing her legs open, Alice tensed her lower limbs and made to raise her arm, but he gripped her arms, pressing his bulk onto her, making her immobile. Her entire body was on fire and under his weight she could barely breathe, never mind move.

      When he was done he collapsed onto her chest, breath coming in hard gasps, musk filling the air around her and released his grip on her arms. Alice, able to move now, lifted her arm and with a strength she hadn’t realised she still had, grabbed his hair with one hand. Before he had a chance to react she pulled her left arm from beneath the sheet and sunk the fork into his neck. He yelped and tried to grab her hand. She used her adrenalin to raise her head and fastening her teeth around his nose, she bit as hard as she could, all the while remembering Baby Jane’s triumphant look, when she’d bitten off her nipple. Alice fed on her anger and kept biting, ignoring his scrabbling arms and the iron taste in her mouth. She stretched her other hand to her side and pressed the emergency button, before releasing her jaws. Using the last of her strength, she tipped him, still whimpering, onto the floor.

      Within seconds the door burst open and Alice’s nurse rushed through. She stopped dead, looking at the prison guard, trousers round his ankle, flaccid penis still with a condom on, nose gushing blood and plastic fork stuck in his neck. Moving to stand beside Alice, she took her phone from her pocket and dialled.
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      05:15 Titus Street, Saltaire

      As he hobbled upstairs, Gus’ testicles throbbed like he’d been kicked by a shire horse. Going back into Alice’s office, he jammed the door wedge under the door with a force born of pain and frustration. The intruder had gone – he was sure of that – but no point in taking chances. At least if the door was open he’d hear any further break-in attempts. More importantly though, he’d be able to hear when the crime scene team arrived and head downstairs to meet them. He didn’t want them guessing he’d been searching through Alice’s stuff.

      His groin pain hadn’t diminished and the ice in the tea towel had no effect other than to leave a wet patch on the front of his jeans, as if he’d pissed himself. Just what he needed with the CSIs en route. Knowing his damn luck, it’d be Hissing Sid too. He could imagine the senior crime scene investigator spreading the word far and wide. Every crime scene from now on in would be a bloody fiasco. Tena Lady’s would be planted on his desk alongside portable urinals and men pads – Joy!

      Pulling himself to his feet, Gus vacated Alice’s office chair and wandered into what had been her bedroom. Surely Izzie would have a hairdryer or something he could use to dry his trousers. No way was he stripping off downstairs and putting them in the tumble dryer – that would be even more ammunition for Hissing Sid. Spotting a hairdryer, covered in fingerprint dusting powder, he plugged it in and tried to dry off his jeans, praying that Sid wouldn’t arrive till the patch was less obvious. Five minutes of heat to his balls did nothing to alleviate the pain and little to dry the patch, so he gave up and went back into Alice’s office. There on her desk was the Matchbox Mini he’d given her the Christmas before last. He’d had it custom built with a little blue light on the roof. When you pressed it, it played Alice Cooper’s – the real one, as Alice called him – No More Mr Nice Guy. Turns out that Alice Cooper rock star was probably more genuine than his Alice. He picked up the car and pressed the light, remembering Alice’s gleeful grin when she’d opened it. A lot had happened since then. A lot of shared memories, a lot of sadness, some joy, plenty of laughs. But above all a deep and, or so he’d thought, lasting friendship. One he would miss every day. He put the car back on the desk and hardened his heart. No more sentimentality. He’d had his fill of dirty coppers and if Alice was one, then he’d had his fill of her too.

      The thing was, Gus was honest enough to admit, if only to himself, it was personal to him. Her betrayal gutted him just when he was beginning to have faith in humanity again. Just when he needed her to be real, to be true. So, he did the only thing he could do and opened her drawers and began to search for something to either confirm or refute what she’d admitted to. Surely, she couldn’t have lived a lie like that for so long without leaving some evidence dotted around. He pulled each drawer out and slid his hand inside the gap, searching for concealed envelopes or any indication that Alice was hiding things, but it was to no avail.

      Truth was, deep down inside he was aware that it was a pointless exercise. If Alice had pulled the wool over his eyes for so long she’d be smart enough not to leave anything incriminating behind. Besides, her house had been searched before. At the back of his mind was the thought that Alice may have outsmarted them all and hidden something so well, it would be impossible for them to find.

      Giving up, he sat down and swivelled back and forth on the chair trying to take his mind off both Alice and the pain. Where the hell was the crime scene team? A tingle at his temple told him he was due one of his headaches. The ones that often signalled a series of palpitations and sometimes a major panic attack. He wasn’t surprised. After everything that had happened over the last few days, his worries over Alice and the rest of the team and now the kick to his balls, he’d been through the mill. He was only just holding it together. Since Sampson’s death before Christmas, a ball of spiky anger had settled in his chest, niggling him constantly. Getting sharper for no reason at the most inconsequential of things. He’d even yelled at his mother and that, in Gus’ book, was a cardinal sin. She, under no circumstances, deserved to be on the receiving end of his anger. It had made him edgy. He’d been cutting corners a bit, being less sympathetic at interview, keener to take on the bad guy role and somehow been more effective that he used to be. Nancy had told him that he was cloaked in coldness sometimes – he grinned, he was certainly cold now. Alice’s central heating was less than efficient.

      The doorbell rang and Gus jumped to his feet. That’d be Sid and his team no doubt. He walked to the door and tried to dislodge the wedge – no point in risking any questions about why he was there rather than downstairs in the relative comfort of the living room. The wedge wouldn’t budge. Fuck’s sake. In his temper earlier, he’d rammed it under the door so hard, that now the damn thing was stuck. He kicked it again, but still it wouldn’t move. The doorbell rang again, so he bent down and tried to prise it out with his fingers. As he squeezed it, it collapsed a little at the broad end. Cursing again, he yanked it harder and when it came out he saw that the back part had come loose. He frowned and lifted it up. There was something inside.

      The doorbell rang – an elongated ring now. Sid was getting impatient. Tipping up the wedge, Gus inserted two fingers and gripped the contents. For a second he looked at what he’d discovered and grinned. Gottya Alice! He popped it in his pocket and went downstairs and opened the door. ‘For God’s sake Sid, I was in the loo. Can’t you even wait for a couple of minutes?’
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      06:20 Best Lane, Oxenhope

      Mickey – glad that she’d invested in a four by four with snow tyres – had managed to get home in one piece. She’d had a few near misses and had crawled along at a snail’s pace. It had taken her nearly two hours by the time she’d abandoned her vehicle on the main street and trekked up to her home with its welcoming lights that had been set to timer. Since her husband had gone off with her best friend and her son had gone to uni, there was no one to make sure she came home to a welcoming glow behind the curtains. No, that was just another one of the many tasks she’d taken upon herself to ensure she didn’t feel she was rattling about in a mausoleum.

      Every bone in her body ached with the cold and her toes and fingers had taken ages to thaw. She’d poured herself a large gin and tonic and flung herself on the couch, wondering if perhaps she should have taken on the cat her neighbour had tried to force on her. At least a cat wouldn’t desert her for her best friend, or the appeal of a university so far away that she was limited to the occasional Skype call and the odd Whatsapp message. She pulled the fleece blanket over her legs and settled down for the night. The living room was cosy and the thought of warming up a huge king-size bed on her own fell far short of her hopes for her home life when she’d turned fifty. She would sleep on the couch like she’d done most nights for the past few months.

      She allowed her mind to wander, the soporific benefits of the gin and tonic making her drowsy. It wasn’t that she was lonely exactly. Her job kept her too busy for that, it was just that she felt betrayed by the men in her life. Whilst she’d focussed on her career to make sure they could afford a house in the country and private education for Freddie, her husband had been planning his grand escape with affair after affair. The thing is, she’d been too busy to notice and, truth be told, too much in love with her job to care. Now, here she was rattling about in a big house without even a cat for company. Who am I kidding? I’d forget to feed the cat and I’m never home anyway. No, a cat’s a bad idea – a very bad idea.

      When she woke it was still dark outside, although it was morning. She had an uncomfortable crick in her neck, a bitter gin aftertaste in her mouth and a faint sweaty smell filtered up to her nose as she flicked off the fleece. Barefoot she padded over to the window and pulled the string to open the curtains. Overnight the blizzard had obliterated her footprints and it looked like no one bar, judging from the prints, a three-legged fox had ventured out overnight. Cursing herself for making the journey home, Mickey wished she’d just bedded down at The Fort overnight. Now she was stranded. No way would Sandy Lane, between Oxenhope and Bradford, be passable in this weather. She turned over, flicked on the TV in search of the weather forecast, the results of which upset her even more. Calendar News.

      
        
        ‘Homes in the Dales cut off, leaving communities isolated and vulnerable as fresh blizzards sweep the region. Severe weather warnings. Motorists advised not to travel unless absolutely necessary.’

        

      

      Bollocks!

      Mickey flung the remote down and headed into the kitchen. Peering into the fridge, her fears were confirmed. Apart from a random slice of dry rye bread and a bottle of prosecco, the fridge was empty. Feeling less than hopeful, she tugged at the freezer door and was pleased to see a loaf of frozen bread. Well, she could have toast at least. Perhaps there’d even be some jam in the cupboard.

      The faint ring of her mobile in the living room had her padding back through. Gus! ‘Hello?’

      ‘You at The Fort?’

      Mickey snorted, ‘No, bloody trapped here in Oxenhope. No hope of getting in till the bastards deign to grit The Tops. Us leafy suburbs residents are, according to that twat Piers Morgan, meant to take to t’slopes on our damn snowboards wearing nowt but shorts cos we’re tough in t’North.’ This was said in an exaggerated Yorkshire accent, ‘Bloody tosser, taking the piss out of Northerners, wish one of them serial killers he interviews would boil him up and eat him with some Chianti and fava beans.’

      Gus’ laugh drifted down the line, his voice became serious. ‘Someone tried to knacker my knackers last night, Mickey.’

      Mickey’s eyebrows rose. She sank onto the couch, pulling the fleece around her shoulders and made a mental note to check the central heating before tuning back in to Gus’ description of the intruders at Daniel Farrier and Izzie Dimou’s rented house – the one that Alice had only recently bought.

      ‘So, what were they after?’ she asked when he’d finished. She’d been going to ask why he’d been there in the middle of the night but something in his voice told her that his motivation had been more Alice than Izzie.

      ‘That’s just it – I think I found what they were looking for. As I was sitting in Alice’s office waiting for the CSIs I used this door stop thing to hold the door open so I could hear if the bastard came back.’

      Again, Mickey stopped herself from asking the obvious question which was ‘why had he gone upstairs rather than wait in comfort in the living room?’ Instead, she patiently waited for him to continue. As he spoke, she imagined him shrugging, his blue eyes dark, murderous, like they’d been on the moors when he thought Alice was going to be hurt. His dreads would be awry where he would have raked his fingers through them and his shoulders stooped with the burden he always seemed to carry. He cared too much and that was why he was an excellent officer. Mickey’s only worry was that one of these days it would all be too much for the lad.

      ‘When I heard the CSIs I yanked the stop out from under the door, but I’d wedged it too tight. I pulled again and it came out, but the casing broke and inside was a USB stick.’

      ‘Christ, Gus – I wish I was there. I’m cursing myself for coming home last night. Should’ve stayed in The Fort really, but I didn’t want Dale to worry.’ As she uttered the lie, her cheeks flushed. For God’s sake, she’d have to tell everybody soon. Last thing she needed was them finding out she’d been lying about Dale ditching her. That would make her pathetic and that was the last thing she wanted to be. She didn’t need their pity. She was not that person. Later. She’d spill the beans later.

      ‘I’ve just handed it over to Compo, so we’ll know more in a short while. I think that’s what they were looking for. I only saw one of them, but there was someone waiting for him. The car sped off too quickly for there not to have been someone inside just ready to go. I’m going to look at mug shots – and maybe we’ll get some CCTV of the car on some of the main roads. That’s one benefit of this fucking snow, traffic is light.’

      Mickey snorted, ‘Yes but visibility is crap.’ She thought for a minute. ‘Look, I’m not there and I know your team is diminished but – don’t know how you feel about this – what about Lewis Gore?’

      ‘Eh… Lewis Gore? What about him?’

      ‘He’s back at work now. His psych evaluation after The Tattoo Killer came back and he’s signed fit for work. Clearly, with the new baby and his physical limitations, he’s not going undercover just yet, but he’s been assigned to my team and – well he’s good. In my forced absence he could be my deputy.’

      Sensing Gus’ hesitation, Mickey added, ‘And he can keep his mouth shut too.’

      As if he’d made up his mind, Gus said ‘Yeah. You’re right. I could work with Lewis. He’s a good copper and I’d welcome his help. I need someone more senior than Taffy by my side. Let him know I’ll expect him at The Fort ASAP. And… thanks.’
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      07:55 Blundering Lane, Stalybridge

      Jordan Beaumont paced the floor, appreciative of the underfloor heating that soothed his feet as he moved. He’d cracked the curtain open a little and didn’t know whether to be reassured or panicked by the storm’s continued ferocity. He was sweating. Marcia kept the house too damn warm and at the first hint of snow she’d cranked the heating up an extra few notches. He’d known even when he married her that she was a frigid bitch and this just served to confirm her reptilian status.

      He was well in the doghouse; his wife hadn’t spoken to him since he got back from the office. Her ‘I’m sure if you’d made the effort, Jordan, you could have got home earlier,’ grated on him. Like to see her driving through Manchester to Stalybridge in the midst of The Beast from the East. Dozy cow. She was always so distrustful these days. Since she’d discovered his little dalliance with his previous secretary, she’d acted like she had something on him. She’d been the one to insist he change PA. Little did she know just how much he welcomed the change. Mark was truly delicious. Aw well, what she didn’t know couldn’t hurt her.

      It wasn’t Marcia and her damn huffiness that bothered him now though. It was this damn storm. If he’d been able to get through Snake Pass, he would have gone to the farmhouse before he came home. Or would he? Perhaps not. His gut felt raw at the very notion of what might be awaiting him there. But worse was the fear that, somehow or other, Daniel Farrier had escaped. If that happened there was no doubt at all that he’d link Izzie Dimou’s murder to his abduction and fuck knows how much that bitch had told him. Things were not looking good right now. Flashing pound signs were fading by the second and if he didn’t sort things out, it wouldn’t be long before they disappeared altogether.

      Checking that the door was shut, he flung himself onto the couch and extracted the phone from his dressing gown pocket. Things were getting out of control and he’d had no contact from the Romanians. It was like the snow was closing things down, suffocating him, freezing his assets. Why the hell hadn’t they been in touch? He dialled the only number the phone contained. He was taking a risk phoning from the house, but he was desperate – besides, he hadn’t used this phone before and it was doubtful that anybody would triangulate this call. He needed to know if they’d found it. If they had, they could get up to the moors and finish what they’d started. If not – well, Daniel Farrier was dispensable. As long as there are no leads back to me – no worries. But first he needed the USB and the bitch hadn’t given that up.

      The phone rang and clicked straight to voicemail. Jordan wanted to tear his hair out by the roots. Idiots were being paid to be on the end of the phone. He imagined them, greasy little men, with their nicotine stained fingers and brown teeth, laughing when they saw this number flash up. He wouldn’t put it past them to yank his chain. He dialled again and was gratified to hear the sound of the call being answered, followed by the rattley sound of whichever one of them had answered clearing their tobacco ridden lungs. The sound had his stomach churning. ‘Well?’

      Another rattling cough was followed by the unmistakeable sound of someone spitting. ‘Yes?’

      Jordan didn’t recognise the voice and his heart sank a little. He couldn’t have dialled the wrong number. ‘Who’s this?’

      ‘You thought you had trouble, Mr Beaumont – but believe me you have no idea. None at all.’

      The accent was strong, but not Romanian. This man seemed more educated, had a better command of English. The Turks? – Who else could it be? Well, if they thought they could get the once over on Jordan Beaumont they were sadly mistaken. ‘What do you want? How do you have this phone?’

      The laugh was hard. ‘Well, let’s just say your little Romanian thugs have been dealt with. Hope they’ve left nothing on them to incriminate you.’

      A prickle ran up Jordan’s spine. Who the hell was this man and what had he done to the Romanians? He wasn’t actually bothered about their welfare and by the sounds of it that was just as well as – whatever their fate – it didn’t seem to be good. No, Jordan was more concerned about what they may have left behind. What could be traced to him. All the more reason to get rid of the damn phone. The thug on the line was still speaking.

      ‘We know who you are. We know where you live and who you live with. Your daughter is rather cute – your wife, meh… not so much.’

      The prickle became sharp, like claws tearing at his back. They knew his wife? His daughter, Missy? He had an almost uncontrollable urge to run up the stairs to her room, check she was okay, cuddled up to her My Little Pony. Sanity prevailed. If they’d dealt with the Romanians, then they must be in Bradford. He exhaled, using the breath to calm himself. ‘What do you want?’

      Again, the laugh. ‘Make no mistake, we are more than able to make sure the police officer who was waiting for your friends at the Dimou girl’s house knows all about you. We need to know where Daniel Farrier is.’

      So that was it. These men wanted Farrier for the same reason he did. ‘I can’t help you. Why do you think the Romanians were there? I want to find Farrier too.’

      ‘I don’t like to be messed about.’

      Jordan’s breath caught in his throat. ‘I’m not messing you about. I don’t know where Farrier is any more than you do. The Romanian’s couldn’t find him.’ He glanced round the overly warm living room as if expecting his tormentor to appear. It was time to placate them. If he could convince them he had no idea where Farrier was, then perhaps he still had a shot at the big bucks. Farrier must know what his fiancée had done with the formula she’d stolen. All Jordan needed to do was bide his time till the storm passed over, convince the archaeologist to share the info with him and he’d be quids in. How hard would it be to convince a weedy archaeologist to share his information? Especially if he told him it was the only way to save Izzie. ‘Look, I don’t know where he is. I’m not messing you about. But I’m out now. All I care about is my family. I’m not going to look for Farrier anymore. You can have him.’

      The Turk gave a low barking laugh.

      Jordan paused and removed the phone from his ear, head tilted to one side he listened. Was that Marcia? Or Missy?

      The living room door was flung open and a giant of a man with stubble, long hair and a three-inch pink scar down his cheek, walked in, ‘Just what we were thinking.’

      He pushed Missy into the room in front of him. One massive hand was slapped over her mouth, tears streamed down her cheeks. Her eyes flitted from her dad and around the room. The bigger man held the phone away from his ear and grinned as he shoved it into his pocket. The emptiness of his eyes sent a chill over Jordan as he stepped forward, desperate to reach his child.

      ‘Stay put.’ The Turk lifted Missy’s hair with his other hand and yanked her head back, exposing her throat. The pulse in her neck fluttered like a fledgling bird’s chest. He moved the hand from her mouth, thrust his jacket back and, eyes trained on Jordan, removed a machete from his waistband.

      Jordan stopped, swallowing hard, his eyes moved from the machete to his daughter. He willed her not to struggle, not to move, not to do anything. She was trembling, her eyes frantic, her arms rigid by her side. He saw her pyjama bottoms darken – a puddle of urine formed on the carpet by her bare feet and his heart broke.

      The man laughed and yanked her hair again, making her lip tremble, ‘Scared little girl?’

      Jordan dropped his phone to the carpet. Where the hell was Marcia? Maybe she’d heard them and managed to escape or phone for help. He wanted to go to his daughter, but the machete pricking into her neck, stopped him. Instead, he stretched out his hands, ‘It’s okay, Missy. It’s okay. Daddy’s here.’

      The thug pressed the tip of the knife further into her throat causing a droplet of blood to form at the tip. He mimicked Jordan’s voice, ‘Daddy’s here… Daddy’s here.’ He laughed again, ‘Lot of fucking good he is to you, Missy.’

      Jordan stumbled forward, but was again stopped.

      ‘Stay where you are.’ The thug dragged Missy further into the room and flung her onto the couch. ‘Don’t move. No noise.’ When he turned to Jordan, his smile was lazy. ‘You got a nice family, but…’ he shrugged, ‘not for much longer.’

      It was then that Jordan became aware of a keening sound from behind the closed door. It opened and another man, shorter and slighter, with more hair and less stubble, entered. He dragged Marcia behind him. His wife struggled and despite having something stuffed in her mouth was managing to make a racket. Jordan wanted to hit her himself. Couldn’t she be quiet for once? The last thing they needed to do was to antagonise these two. He reckoned they’d killed Izzie Dimou and, if they were to be believed, the two Romanians too. Marcia needed to shut up damn quick if they were going to get out of this in one piece.

      Her hands were tied behind her back with her dressing gown cord. Despite the terror in her eyes, her botoxed face remained tight and expressionless. The smaller man thrust her toward Jordan. She stumbled and landed against him, knocking him backwards as he tried to stabilise her. He was relieved that she was gagged, the venom in her eyes was enough to bring tears to his.

      On closer inspection Jordan was sure the two men were related – brothers probably. The younger one kept glancing at the giant one, his eyes darting round. It was clear that the bigger man was the boss. Marching forward, machete dangling loosely from one hand, the larger man kicked at Jordan’s legs and indicated with the knife that Marcia should sit next to their daughter. Jordan saw the look she darted at Missy when she stood on the wet carpet and he could have struck her himself. What the hell! This was their daughter and she was turning her nose up at her. What sort of mother was she?

      ‘We thought Izzie Dimou would roll over and give us the information we wanted. However, she was more resistant than we anticipated.’ He flicked the machete tip under Marcia’s chin, forcing it upward. ‘That though, is neither here nor there. What is relevant is the fact that we need Daniel Farrier.’ He moved the machete from Marcia to Missy, ‘So, how can we convince you to give him up?’

      Jordan, hands splayed before him, blinked rapidly. The fear in his daughter’s eyes sent his pulse shuddering and sweat dappled his forehead. He tried an experimental smile, seeing the tip of the machete press into her neck again, he swallowed. What could he do? Daniel Farrier was his only bargaining chip. If he gave him up, they’d kill all three of them.

      Missy, seemingly finding her tongue uttered a hoarse, ‘Daddy.’

      Jordan’s breathing became shallower. What the hell was he supposed to do? He had a gun, but it was hidden in a cupboard in his own office. No damn good to him there, was it? Missy’s face was red, her small body trembling. If anything happened to her, how could he live with himself? Words tumbling out in an incoherent babble, he said ‘Look, you can have money. No problem. I can go to the bank. Do a transfer first thing. Just don’t hurt my baby. I can give you some now. I have some. Then more tomorrow.

      The older brother grinned and shook his head, ‘Oh no. You misunderstand. We don’t want payment from you – we have our heart set on greater things. We want Daniel Farrier and the formula.’

      Jordan’s heart hammered, his palms sweated as he thought frantically for a solution to this situation. What could he do to convince them? ‘No wait, I have money in an offshore bank account.’ He ignored Marcia’s glare. He’d kept that hidden from her. He’d made sure to have an exit plan that she knew nothing about. One that would allow him to settle in Thailand or a country where things were less rigid. ‘You can have it… you can have it all.’

      Giant man’s grin widened, his nicotine stained teeth, bared in a grimace of joy. ‘Oh, I think you’ll tell us all about that account anyway. But first…’

      The tip of the knife dug deeper under Missy’s chin. The girl was sobbing, her skinny arms like matchsticks against his beefy ones. Her breath hitched in her throat. Marcia, eyes wide and glazed, watched on – her struggles stilled.

      Everything rested on his shoulders now. What could he do to stop this nightmare?

      Without thinking, he dived across the floor and flung himself at the larger man. The younger brother, as if galvanised by Jordan’s activity moved to grab him, but he was too late. The larger man tipped Jordan onto the floor as if he was shrugging off an unwelcome comment. He laughed, ‘You will suffer for this.’
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      08:20 The Fort

      One more cup of coffee would make him even more jittery than he already was, but Gus didn’t care. Despite his walk through the snow to Saltaire and the subsequent fight followed by the equally arduous walk back, he was tense. The snow played havoc with his jogging routine and even though his balls still ached, he wanted the release that only jogging could bring. The rhythm of his feet pounding concrete allowed him to exorcise his demons – think through whatever case he was on at the minute. Instead, he contented himself with pacing the incident room, circling the tables, coffee cup in hand.

      The USB stick he’d found hidden in the door wedge opened up a shed load of questions. Did it belong to Alice? If it did, Gus dreaded to think what would be found on it. An entire raft of evidence that would see her locked up forever? On the other hand, if it belonged to Izzie or Daniel, then maybe he’d find the answers to a whole host of questions surrounding Izzie’s death and Daniel’s disappearance. This brought his thoughts straight to Daniel’s MI6 connections. He’d been told in no uncertain terms to leave that well alone – that the spooks were on it. There was no way in hell Gus could do that though. For one, Gabriella would never let it go if he did, but more importantly, Gus wasn’t going to let some invisible government agency stop him from doing the job he was paid to do.

      He had a Skype call set up with the University of Nicosia and was looking forward to finding out exactly what Izzie had been working on. He’d been warned not to break Daniel’s cover when he spoke to his university employers and that rankled. Did they really think he was so unprofessional? But what really annoyed him was them keeping him out of the loop. The information they were sitting on could help him track Izzie’s murderers and help him to find Daniel. The man had disappeared for Christ’s sake – and the agency he worked for had no idea where he was, yet still, they were playing games. Gus was sure they knew a whole load more than they were letting on and it pissed him off. So much for inter-agency cooperation.

      He sat down at his PC and waited for the call to connect. Seconds later two men in lab coats and a woman with her hair pulled back in a severe bun sat in a semi-circle staring at the screen. Introducing himself, Gus hoped that their English would be good enough for a serious conversation. He was relieved when the woman, in near perfect, if a little accented, English introduced herself as Daniel’s boss Ariadne Chronis and the other two men as the lead researcher, Sevket Abaci and senior lab technician in Izzie’s department, Giannis Doukus. They’d already been informed of both Izzie’s death and Daniel’s disappearance and were keen to express their sadness.

      It wasn’t the ideal way to conduct an interview, yet Gus had no option. ‘I wondered if you could tell me a little bit about the work that Izzie was doing at the university.’

      Before Abaci – a tall balding man with small eyes – could open his mouth, Ariadne interrupted, speaking in rapid Greek. Abaci responded with a wave of his hand, before turning back to the screen smiling. ‘My colleague begs me not to blind you with science, DI McGuire.’

      Gus smiled, ‘Yes, perhaps a lay person’s explanation would be best – science was never my best subject at school.’

      Abaci thought for a moment and began, ‘You understand what bio-weaponry is?’

      Gus nodded.

      ‘Well, a major research project has been funded, partly by Rubeus Pharmaceuticals in Manchester and partly by various European countries. The thrust has been to create vaccines against some of the bio-weapons that are being illegally developed in countries like Syria or Russia. The formulas for these weapons are so secret that their exact composition is known to only a few of the world’s topmost scientists.’

      So far Abaci’s explanation made sense to Gus. With the recent attacks using novichok on British soil, this was fairly topical and, Gus was aware, had wide-reaching repercussions.

      ‘In our labs we try to deconstruct the various viruses in order to develop counter vaccines. That is the sort of thing Izzie was working on. I cannot be more specific as the work we do here is top secret.’

      To Gus, ‘top secret’ and ‘bio-weapons’ screamed volatile situations and scope for abuse. ‘Any idea why Izzie would make an appointment to see Jordan Beaumont, chief executive of Rubeus Pharmaceuticals, whilst in the UK?’

      Abaci looked at Doukus and they both shrugged. ‘No idea. Izzie would have no need to talk with our sponsors in the UK. She wasn’t high enough up the chain.’

      ‘Could she have discovered something that she wanted to report to the UK?’

      Laughing, Abaci leaned forward, eyes twinkling and waved a dismissive hand at the screen. However, what Gus was more interested in was Doukus’ body language. At Gus’ words, Doukus had crossed his legs and folded his arms across his chest, his gaze focussed on the floor.

      Abaci said, ‘We are in the business of researching antidotes, not doing illicit things. We have all been vetted to the highest degree. Our references are impeccable. I think you are, what do you English say, snivelling at the wrong tree?’

      Gus smiled, ‘Barking up the wrong tree, is what you’re after Professor Abaci. What about you, Dr Doukus? Have you anything to add? Did Izzie seem distracted? Have you noticed anything odd?’

      Doukus leaned forward, his hands clenched so tightly on his knee that Gus could see the blood leave his knuckles. ‘I don’t know anything much. Isabella and I work together, that’s all. We colleagues. She seem fine.’

      Ariadne leaned over and placed a hand on top of Doukus’ and squeezed. Odd… There was something more to Doukus’ unease than met the eye. Gus made a mental note to pass that information onto Interpol – Nobody could accuse him of not being a team player.

      ‘You’re talking vaccines and counter vaccines. Can you tell me what the consequences of such a bio-weaponry attack would be – especially if there wasn’t enough vaccine to go around?’

      Abaci, rubbed his fingers over his stubble. ‘Any one of the many bio-weapons we work with could wipe out entire cities. The human casualties would be phenomenal and the chances of their effects spreading to neighbouring cities, and in some cases neighbouring countries, would be certain. These are highly developed and highly dangerous weapons. We are continually striving to take counter measures against the development of ever more lethal strains. The isolated instances involving novichok in your country are small fry. Our day to day work is all about keeping the threat ‘small fry’.’

      Gus thought about that. ‘So, in terms of bio-weaponry espionage, we’d be looking at millions, billions of dollars?’

      ‘At least. There are many countries who are desperate to have a bio-weapon of mass destruction in their arsenal. They would pay very big bucks for it. However, not to burst your, is it, balloon? Detective, Izzie Dimou had no access to such formulas and so, I think your train of thought redundant.’

      ‘Which countries would be most interested in your work?’

      ‘Ah, I think you know the answer to that already. Syria for sure. Russia almost certainly, North Korea perhaps, if they haven’t developed their own, and any number of despot countries throughout the world. Right now bio-weaponry is on everyone’s radar for one reason or another.’

      Gus wanted to press harder, but judging by the implacability on the three faces before him, it would be a waste of time. He’d just have to leave it there for now. ‘Ariadne, before I go, what can you tell me about Daniel? What was he working on? Anything that would make him a target?’

      Ariadne laughed, ‘Not unless the European Commission is interested in targeting a stuffy doctor obsessed with excavating and protecting the Roman site at Salamaris in Northern Cyprus.’ She waved her hand and with slender fingers, pushed her hair behind her ear, ‘Daniel was an archaeologist, Detective. He spent his time applying for funding to excavate and restore a beautiful site – nothing more and nothing less. As far as we knew, he was going home to show off his beautiful fiancée to his sister and to get married. It is a tragedy that Izzie is dead. They seemed to be quite happy together.’

      Hmph – well that was a load of rubbish. Daniel Farrier was very much the opposite of what Ariadne had just described. But how far did his subterfuge go? Did Izzie know he was MI6? Also, Gus found her use of the word ‘quite’ a little strange. He shrugged. Probably an idiosyncrasy that got lost in translation. There was little more to be gained by extending the conversation. Interpol, Gus had been told, were following up on Izzie’s and Daniel’s lives in much more detail and with the weather here being what it was, he’d no chance of getting over there to grill them much more. To Gus the whole bio-weapon thing seemed more than a little dangerous. Perhaps Daniel was investigating Izzie Dimou because MI6 suspected her of bio-weaponry espionage? Perhaps she’d tangled with the wrong country? Maybe she’d set off a bidding war between two countries that had gone wrong with her in the middle. Interpol would check the validity of Abaci’s claims that his lab was secure. If there was one thing Gus was sure of, it was that nothing was entirely secure. He’d seen people do bad things for a bag of crisps, never mind for the millions that a virus or a formula for a bio-weapon could pull in.
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      08:25 Epsom General Hospital, Surrey

      Never had Alice felt so alone, so bereft. Not when she’d first learned about Sean Kennedy’s betrayal or even when she’d sliced Gus from her life two days earlier. It wasn’t the violation – this was just another one in a long succession of attacks. When it was happening, it was as if it was another person’s body being penetrated. Someone else’s dignity being exploited. The pain didn’t even register, the trickle of blood trickling down her inner thigh belonged to someone else. Not her. Not her body, not her soul and definitely not her heart. It couldn’t be her heart because it had long since shrivelled up like an autumn leaf; brittle, dead.

      So, if it wasn’t the violation, the assault itself, what was it? Something deeper than that? Something much more visceral? Cancerous? Something she couldn’t slice from her like a rotten tumour. She wanted to sigh, but she didn’t have the energy. All she wanted to do was sleep for a million years. She’d read Life of Pi. Seen the film and, for good measure, had even seen a theatre production and never had she managed to work out why Pi would be happy to drift off on a raft, co-dependant with a tiger. What optimistic stupidity would make him think he could survive the sea and the tiger? She wasn’t so foolhardy. She’d reconciled herself to death as soon as Hairy Mary and Co had delivered their ultimatum in that shower room. She wouldn’t survive the prison journey with her predators circling.

      No, that wasn’t strictly true. She’d reconciled herself to death as soon as Sean Kennedy came out of his coma. In that moment, the tenuous hold on a life she was beginning to love in Bradford, slipped through her fingers. As soon as his far-reaching venomous tentacles slipped round the throat of her witnesses and squeezed the lies from Big H’s throat, Alice’s fate had been sealed. The damage she’d done to the rapist officer gave her little satisfaction. It wasn’t enough. He deserved more and had she had the energy, she wouldn’t have been able to stop herself from pummelling him to a pile of mush on the ward floor. Her mind kept going back to the plastic fork sticking out of his neck and she wished she’d been able to stab it further in – deeper. The faint tang of blood in her mouth didn’t disgust her. Its acrid taste gave her some power back. She’d mangled his nose and she wished him a long and painful reconstruction. The scars would always be there on his face branding him the rapist he was.

      There was no pain – just an over-arching dull throb that pinioned her head to the pillow, her limbs to the mattress. Inside, she was raw, like someone had scooped her innards out and rinsed her out with vinegar. It wasn’t physical though, it was inside her soul – in her mind, her being. This was how it would be for her for the rest of her life now. Just as well that wouldn’t be for very much longer.

      The nurse who’d found her had taken photos of the scene she’d walked in on. She – her name was Amreen – had kicked the guard twice, hard in the ribs. She reminded Alice of herself before Sean Kennedy, before this. And she’d wanted to reach out and cradle the girl – protect her from the bastards who would want nothing more than to break her spirit, her strength – but Alice had nothing left to offer.

      She hadn’t said anything. Turned out, she didn’t need to. Amreen’s testimony would be enough – well, that and the physical evidence. Alice had been too much in shock to speak, but Amreen had bent the truth a little. She’d said she’d witnessed the end of the rape and Alice’s subsequent defence. She’d been like a guardian angel – ferociously protective. Insistent, even when her shift ended, on staying with her patient. It had been Amreen who’d performed the rape kit. Talking softly all the time, not sugar-coating it, just being there – warm, reassuring, calm. Alice wanted to thank her, but she couldn’t. Her mouth wouldn’t move. The words wouldn’t come. Neither would the tears. Not when the doctor came. Not when her breast wound was redressed, not when her rapist cursed her as he was dragged handcuffed from her room. When they’d asked if they could call someone, she’d turned her head away. She had no one. She’d made sure of that – no, Sean Kennedy had made sure of that.

      At some point during the early morning, she was wakened by low voices talking by her bed. Instant panic jerked her upper body upright. Her hands clenched into fists and her heart beat a staccato rhythm that she imagined the world could hear, filling the dark void of the room. Through the semi-dark, Amreen smiled down at her. She reached out and rested her hand on Alice’s forehead for a moment, – seemingly satisfied – she returned to the shadowy figure that stood behind her, ‘She’s all yours. Don’t tire her out though. She’s been through a lot.’

      With a smile to Alice, she left the room – leaving her alone with her solicitor. The one Nancy had got for her. This time Alice managed a sigh. All those people wasting their time and money and energy on her. She wasn’t worth it. Couldn’t they just leave her alone?

      Bernadette Crossan pulled out a chair and sat down. For long moments she sat in silence. Her perfectly made-up face a stark contrast to Amreen’s fresh-faced look. Her business suit perfectly matched to her high-necked blouse. The slight frown pulling her brows together was the only indication that she was concerned. ‘Dispensed with the prison officer in your room, Alice. They couldn’t really refuse after what you’ve been through.’

      Alice held her gaze but said nothing – she couldn’t care less if they positioned a platoon of walruses in her room with her – it was all too little, too late.

      Alice’s unblinking stare seemed to unsettle the solicitor, for she gave a nervous laugh and leaned forward, ‘You okay, Al?’

      She held Alice’s gaze and seemingly realising the other woman wasn’t going to respond, said, ‘Look, I have to feed back to DCI Chalmers. She needs to know how you are. That you’re coping.’

      Moving her head to the right, Alice refocused on the curtained window, Nancy didn’t need anything from her. Alice didn’t need to give anyone anything. She’d taken herself off the playing field.

      Bernadette tried again. ‘They’re going to push to prosecute the prison officer, Al. It’ll play in your favour. You’ll be given protection when you go back to prison. No-one will be able to get to you there.’

      Alice almost wished she had the energy to laugh. She’d ended up here because of an attack in prison. Didn’t anyone get that? She wouldn’t be safe anywhere. But that wasn’t what mattered to her now anyway. Only one thing mattered. ‘Does Nancy have my parents?’

      The words came out harsh, like each one skated over broken glass, splitting open on their journey from her lips.

      The solicitor shook her head.

      Alice turned her head away and closed her eyes. ‘We’re done here.’
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      09:30 The Fort

      When Gus had handed the USB stick over to Compo earlier, the lad had been monosyllabic. His only words, a few minutes later were, ‘It’s encrypted. I’ll let you know when I’ve decoded it.’ And he promptly turned his back on Gus.

      At first, Gus put it down to a combination of two things; lack of sleep – as testified by the bags under his eyes and his unhealthy pallor, and a lack of sugar. For some reason, Compo appeared to have squished a packet of Chocolate Hobnobs to smithereens and left them scattered on the floor. Perhaps he’d had a rough night. Gus would wait till he was in a better mood before directing him to clean it up. Shame about the Hobnobs though. Gus quite fancied one with his coffee.

      Just as he had that thought, the door opened and his mum’s head appeared. ‘Knew you’d be here, Angus. Thought I’d do a detour with the dogs and bring you these to cheer you up in this bad weather. They’re a new recipe. Bran muffins, ultra-healthy.’

      A kerfuffle by the door had Gus closing his eyes for a moment, ‘Please say you didn’t bring Heather and Meggie into the station, Mum.’

      Looking indignant, Corrine McGuire flung a dirty look at her son, ‘Have you seen the weather out there? Do you really want me to leave them outside? Have a heart, Angus, have a heart.’ She stepped into the room with her two dogs following, tails wagging as they recognised Gus and began to tug at their leash to reach him. Corrine let them go and they made a beeline for Gus who – despite his tuts – ruffled their ears. For God’s sake does no one in my family possess an ounce of professionalism?

      Corrine, carrying a bulging bag in her gloved hands, descended on Compo, her face flushed with the cold. Sitting at his computer station, Compo, shoulders slumped and elbows bent, looked like he’d been the only kid not invited to the party. ‘Compo, my love, you’ll have some of my muffins, won’t you?’

      Compo looked up and offered a half-hearted smile. ‘Aw, great Mrs M. Love your baking.’ Looking as if his body was weighted down, he got up and took the bag from Gus’ mum.

      Frowning at Gus in a ‘what have you done to the poor lad’ sort of way, Corrine, whipped off one of her gloves and held her hand to his forehead, ‘Are you poorly Compo? You look pale.’

      Compo glared at Gus and shook his head.

      What the hell was that all about? Gus racked his brains for something he’d done or perhaps not done. Had he spoken too harshly to Compo, or missed his birthday? His musings were interrupted when the door opened again and in walked the Detective Chief Superintendent, a surly teenager trailing behind. Since their previous chief had committed suicide, there had been a bit of a reshuffle and now they’d inherited the rather stern-faced Gazala Bashir who had transferred from Birmingham recently. Presumably, the girl was her daughter.

      Gus exhaled. He didn’t know who to curse; his mother for bringing the dogs here in the first place or DCS Bashir for choosing this precise minute to visit when he’d barely seen her since she started.

      The DCS’s eyes moved from the dogs to Gus then back again. They drifted to his mother who, bundled up in her outdoor things, looked a little like a Pillsbury doughboy and from there to Compo who had opened the bag, extracted the tin and stuffed a whole muffin in his mouth with a trail of crumbs dotting his Kinks t-shirt.

      This was bad, very bad. Gus had barely spoken two words to the woman and now, here she was in a room that was beginning to smell of rather fragrant steamy dogs and burnt muffins. He opened his mouth to explain, when Heather dragged away from him and seeing someone new to slobber over, raised a still damp paw to his boss’ light green skirt. For a moment he closed his eyes, hoping that when he opened them again, the scene would be sans his mother and two wet dogs, but no. His eyes moved from the damp patch on DCS Bashir’s skirt up to her face and he braced himself for the onslaught that no doubt was to follow. But the teenage girl had smiled and extended her hand to Meggie, who wagged her tail furiously and licked the girl’s hand.

      Bashir opened her mouth, her eyes flashing as she pushed the dog away, but before she had a chance to utter a word, Corrine had rushed over, hand extended, warm smile on her face. ‘Oh hello. You must be my Angus’ boss. He thinks so highly of you. The Fort’s in such capable hands, or so he tells me.’

      Looking a little overwhelmed by the whirlwind that was Gus’ mum, DCS Bashir extended her own hand and shook Corrine’s. Still smiling, Corrine glanced at her son and gave an almost imperceptible wink before turning back. ‘I know I shouldn’t have brought the dogs in, but I thought I’d drop off some sustenance for these two as they’ve been hard at it all night and I know they won’t have bothered with breakfast. Ordinarily, I’d leave Heather and Meggie outside.’ She picked up the dropped leash and said in a voice reserved for babies and pets, ‘Wouldn’t I, my sweet angels,’ before turning back to Bashir, ‘But, what with the weather the way it is, I just couldn’t risk anyone seeing them and taking a snap of them outside The Fort.’

      She gave, what Gus recognised as an affected laugh, ‘Wouldn’t want news headlines ‘Abandoned dogs left to freeze outside Bradford’s biggest police station’ or some such dross. You know what the press are like, don’t you? Anyway, lovely to meet you. Come on Heather, come on Meggie.’ and she was off, leaving Gus to face the music.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but Bashir, seeming almost as bemused as he was, raised a hand, ‘Don’t bother. I don’t want to hear it. It’s exceptional circumstances, so we’ll turn a blind eye – this time.’ She glanced at Compo, and shook her head slightly before continuing, ‘I only came to tell you that we’ve okayed Lewis Gore’s temporary transfer to your team until such time as we can make permanent replacements. I’ve been told he’s on his way in.’

      She looked once more at Compo as if wondering what his role was. Meeting her gaze, Compo offered the open tin. ‘Muffin?’

      Gus could’ve crowned him. The muffins were misshapen, with evidence of being overdone on the top and no two were the same size. Why did his mother insist on doing this? When would she realise she just couldn’t bake?

      Gazala Bashir, moved her head a mere fraction and looked at Gus, ‘Are you sure your team is up to this current investigation?’

      Looking at Compo, who had stuffed another bun in his mouth and was now chewing noisily, Gus straightened and met her gaze. ‘My team is very efficient at what they do. I wouldn’t replace any of them, but I do welcome Lewis Gore as a temporary member. His skills will be invaluable.’

      Bashir pressed her lips together and nodded, ‘Okay, but I want regular updates. Investigating this murder with the weather like this is fraught with difficulty. Come on Moona, let’s get you something useful to do, since schools closed.’

      As the DCS left the room, her surly daughter trailing behind again, Gus turned to Compo. The lad was huddled over his keyboard casting the occasional glance at his monitor, his back pointedly angled away from Gus. What was it with the lad? Compo was usually so buoyant, so upbeat. It took a lot to bring him down. It occurred to him – Alice. Has Nancy spilled the beans to Compo before Gus had the chance to? Catching an admonishing glance from Compo, Gus sighed. He really didn’t want to have to deal with Compo’s sensitivities right now. That was something Alice usually did. But Alice was gone, so, he’d just have to get used to it. He walked over and placed a hand on Compo’s shoulder. Like a truculent three-year old, Compo shrugged it off, keeping his eyes firmly on the screen of flashing images.

      Gus, having been caught out before, scanned Compo’s desk for drops of ketchup or other sticky substances before resting his bum on it, long legs stretched out before him, arms folded. Angling backwards, he was able to see Compo’s face as he worked. A crumb dangled from his lower lip, emphasizing the ferocity of his concentration.

      ‘Take it Nancy’s spoken to you about Alice?’

      Compo responded with an abrupt nod.

      Shit, I’m really going to have my work cut out at this rate. ‘Come on Comp’s, give me a break. I’m finding this as hard as you are, you know?’

      Compo’s fingers stilled on the keyboard and he swivelled his chair a little and glared at Gus. ‘Should’ve been you who told me, Gus. Not Nancy. Don’t hardly know her, do I?’ He shook his head and mouth trembling, crumb dangling precariously, he shrugged, ‘Should’ve been you.’

      The lad was right. It should’ve been Gus that told him. Nancy would’ve been sensitive – of course she would, but he was Compo’s friend. He was the team leader. He should have made the time. Truth was, he was putting it off. Making excuses, prevaricating. He splayed his hands in front of him. ‘You’re right, Comps. I’ve no excuse. I should’ve told you. I was being a knob. Thinking about myself, not sure how to break it to you.’

      He raked his fingers through his dreads and sighed, ‘I made excuses to put it off, but being honest with you Comp’s, I just didn’t want to say it out loud. This is Alice we’re talking about. Our Alice. I’m gutted. Gutted and fucking mad as hell.’

      Compo, reached out and squeezed Gus’ arm. ‘It’s okay, Gus. It’s okay. I get it.’

      Gus shook his head, ‘No Compo. I was a dick. Left you dangling.’

      They sat in silence for a while. ‘Maybe she didn’t do it Gus? After all, you said it yourself, this is Al we’re talking about.’

      Gus pushed himself up from the desk, lips tight. ‘She did it Comps. She told me so. The evidence is there and everything adds up. She’s more of a dirty cop than Knowles was. She deserves to be locked up. The Alice we knew doesn’t exist. You’ve got to accept that. It was all an act. That woman made a fool of us. I’ll not forgive her for that – not ever. Now I need to know what’s on that USB, so get cracking, eh?’
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      10:15 Saddleworth Moor

      When Daniel woke up, the first thing he noticed was the biting numbness in his limbs and extremities. Flexing his fingers and toes sent shooting pains up his arms and legs, so he lay there cocooned in musty fabric, bones heavy. Little by little, he tried to circulate blood round his body. He hadn’t intended to sleep. He’d curled up on the bed to keep warm with the aim of working out a plan of action that would aid his escape from this place and to find Izzie. As the tingling in his fingers and toes receded, he realised he was lucky to have woken up at all. He could just as easily have drifted from slumber to death – hypothermia was that easy to give in to.

      The windows had frosted up again, but through them he could see the glimmer of light that only sunshine on a winter’s day could provide. He hoped the blizzard had worn itself out, and now that it was daylight, he’d be able to get his bearings. Perhaps a passing farmer or some kids out sledding would be within shouting distance. Failing that, he’d have to find his own way back to civilisation – and he’d have to do it before his captors returned.

      Still wrapped in his layers of mould, he rolled to the edge of the bed, got unsteadily to his feet and made his way to the window, dizziness making him stagger. The circle he’d made earlier had disappeared. He scraped it clear once more, aware of the dull gnawing hunger in his stomach and hoped the bright light of day would reveal an escape route. With every hour that passed, the likelihood of his captors returning increased. On the plus side, Gabriella would by now be aware that something was up. When Izzie didn’t turn up for her hen do and he didn’t turn up to the stag do – that’s if Gus had actually bothered to arrange it – she’d do something. He didn’t know Gus very well, but he seemed like a decent enough chap. Not many men would take it on the chin if their wife went off with their sister.

      He peered out through the gap. The world was white. Outbuildings were nearly covered with drifting snow, their ridged roofs standing proud, liked iced ridges on a cake. The front part of a tractor was outlined peeking out from the side of the biggest building – a barn?

      The snow was pristine. It seemed too cold for even wild animals to explore, if the lack of footprints was anything to go by. Through the sun, snow clouds were visible with the promise of more snow. However, as Daniel watched, the wind picked up and from nowhere, whirls of snow gusted up, making it nearly impossible to see more than a few feet ahead of him.

      Gritting his teeth, Daniel realised he would have to bite the bullet and make his escape any way he could. He might not be used to these conditions but he was trained. Pressing his forehead to the window, he peered downwards to see what was beneath him. It was difficult to distinguish individual shapes, and he couldn’t be sure, but it looked like snow-covered bushes. It was a risk he was prepared to take – but first to prepare.

      Okay, so the clothes in the wardrobe were old, stinking and female. Who cared? He needed layers if he was to survive a trek over unchartered territory. He began to add layers of socks, baggy nylon trousers with elasticated waists – the owner had clearly been a large woman – and humungous home knitted jumpers in shades of greys and insipid turquoise. Feeling a little like one of those Disney characters in their oversized suits he waddled to the window. He’d found two stretchy woollen hats and had pulled them on his head, glad that they covered his ears which felt icy to the touch. Unable to find gloves, he pulled the sleeves of the cardigans down to cover his hands.

      Picking up a large ugly lamp, its frayed electric cord dangling, he approached the window and smashed it against the glass. The lamp broke into a pile of brittle ceramic dust and the window remained intact. Daniel looked round again. What else could he use? He’d expected the glass to be easier to break than this. He picked up one of the chairs. It was heavier than it looked and he was weak. It would be difficult to get a good swing at the pane, but he was determined to break it. He dragged it to the window, hefted it by the back and braced himself to swing it. He hit the window once – it shuddered but didn’t break. He groaned and dropped the chair to the floor. Breathing heavy with the effort, he picked it up again and, summoning every ounce of determination, he took another swing. It hit the glass, the cross frames protested then split, making the glass shatter, sending splinters flying into the snow.

      Cold air buffeted into the room bringing with it swirls of icy snow. Ignoring the cold, Daniel used his well-padded elbow to clear the rest of the glass from the frame. For a moment he considered using the bedding to make a makeshift rope, then realised that none of the bedding was strong enough to hold his weight. The sheets were worn and as he tried to tie them together, they separated and stretched. Not sure I can trust them. Have to risk the long drop. He climbed onto the sill and swung his legs over. The drop looked higher now he was actually going to do it. He hoped none of the bushes were thorny. Taking a deep breath, he counted to three and jumped, aiming for the bundle that seemed to be the largest bush.

      It wasn’t till he landed that he discovered the ‘bush’ was actually a bricked barbecue. Through the snow, his head hit the bricks and before he had the chance to lift his head, a blossom of scarlet had melted the snow around his head, making the area look like an outdoor abattoir. Using a handful of snow, he tried to freeze the cut into submission. It took him longer than expected to settle his vision and catch his breath. The outside ambient temperature wasn’t much different from the temperature in the bedroom. However, lying in the drifting snow was sending chills right through his bones. When, at last, he tried to push himself upright, he realised he’d twisted his ankle. Tentatively, he rotated it. Thank God it’s not broken.

      He got on to his feet and with hesitant steps, dragging his throbbing ankle across the snow, he headed to the nearest downstairs window. Peering through the part-frozen pane, he saw a huge wooden table dominating the centre of the room, with an over-sized cooker behind and an old-fashioned fridge looming out from the corner of the room. Directly beneath the window was a massive sink. Brilliant. The prospect of food and the possibility of weapons cheered him up immensely.

      Bracing himself, he brushed the drifted snow off the window sill along with a concealed window box and pushed against the window. It shook and seemed loosely fitted into the rotten frame. Using his good foot, he kicked the wooden window box and when it fell apart, he grabbed the largest piece of wood, weighed it in his hands and using all his upper body strength he hit the window pane with it. Expecting it to take a few swipes to have effect, Daniel was surprised when the glass shattered leaving an uneven star shaped hole.

      Using his earlier trick of elbowing out the loose glass, he cleared a space and hoiked himself up onto the sill and, with some effort, managed to half fall into the sink, leaving a smear of blood from his head on the ceramic. Lack of food and the cold made his movements clumsy and by the time he’d extricated himself from the sink, his breath came in rapid pants. Pulling out a chair from the table he slumped into it and glanced round the room. The pantry door stood half open, revealing shelves of tins that made Daniel’s heart sing. Beans, soups, tuna – he didn’t care. He could eat a scabby horse with no qualms whatsoever, but beans and soup would do the trick too – after he’d caught his breath.

      A few minutes later – tin of tomato soup in hand – Daniel opened drawers, searching for a tin opener, trying to quash the thought that perhaps he’d die of hypothermia and starvation here in this lonely old farmhouse for want of a tin opener. No, he wouldn’t let his thoughts go there. When in the second to last drawer he found one, nestled next to a gas lighter he was almost delirious. Shuffling over to the gas cooker he felt like he was pushing his luck, but still – with crossed fingers – he fiddled with the unfamiliar knobs and when he heard the welcoming sound of gas he lit all the burners before looking for a pan to heat his soup in.

      The pain in his fingers and toes as blood began to circulate was excruciating yet Daniel knew he had to bear with it. His toes were already painfully blue. The last thing he wanted was for them to get frostbitten. Welding his hands round the now cooling mug of soup, he felt his teeth chatter as his body began to warm up.
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      10:30 The Fort

      
        
        ‘Rough sleepers in Bradford and Leeds have struggled to cope with the extreme temperatures brought about by Storm Emma and The Beast from the East. Bradford’s many faiths have come together, opening the doors of their Mosques, Gurudwaras, Temples, Churches and Synagogues to rough sleepers throughout the city. Imam Khalil Majid from the Jamul ul Masjid Mosque on Leeds Road says ‘It is at times like this that our different faiths unite us in helping those less fortunate than ourselves’. Whilst Rabbi Meir Raben from Bradford Synagogue says, ‘The multi- faiths of Bradford always work together behind the scenes so that in a crisis we are ready to step up to the mark together as a unified force.’

        From Bradford Cathedral in the city centre to St Pio Friary on Sedgewick Place and the Hindu Cultural Society on Leeds Road, doors are open, food and drinks are being served and warm clothes distributed.

        This is Nakeem Hafis from Look North’

        

      

      Lewis Gore banged the door open and shuffled in – a huge yeti of a man with an equally large smile. Gus wondered how Lewis could be in such good humour after the trauma he’d been through a year ago. Mind you, his new daughter must have been of as much therapeutic benefit to him as his sessions with Dr Mahmood – maybe even more.

      Gus got up from his seat to give the man a hug and was enveloped in a bear-like hug that left him gasping for breath. He was glad that Mickey had thought to have him temporarily seconded to the team. Mickey was out of action and they were already down two officers with Sampson and Alice being out of the picture. Since the Tattoo Killer last summer, Gore’s face had been splashed all over the papers, making it near impossible for him to resume his undercover role. Not that he was quite fit enough yet anyway. Not after what had been done to him. Gus was glad to see him looking so well though, he was well aware that scars were only skin deep. Sometimes it was the scars you couldn’t see, the ones in your brain that were the worst to deal with.

      ‘Good to see you again, Gus. Even better to be working with you. Sandra sends her love.’

      Gus remembered the quiet dignity and strength of Lewis’ heavily pregnant wife when her husband had been abducted and smiled. ‘How is she? Coping alright with the new arrival?’

      After getting his phone out Lewis swiped the screen, his eyes lighting up as he showed Gus a photo of his wife and baby – ‘Kayleigh’s eight months old now.’

      The baby had looked more squished and wrinkled than beautiful when Lewis and Sandra had brought her to the station as a new-born to show off to his colleagues. Gus smiled and flicked the screen to the right, pleased to see that the months had ironed out Lewis’ baby’s creases and that she was now a grinning, smiling, toothy bundle of chubbiness that he could genuinely coo over. Gus loved kids and had always had his heart set on a huge family like Mo’s. Maybe he could have all boys to balance things out a bit – but in reality, he wouldn’t care what sex his kids were – he’d just love them in the same way his parents had always loved him and Katie.

      Compo too had risen to greet the man and was subjected to a bear hug that knocked his beanie hat right off his head, revealing flattened dark curls. ‘Hey, it’s the Compster,’ said Lewis, mock sparring with Compo, bouncing on his toes and ducking like a professional boxer. Well, the man did have the Mike Tyson build.

      ‘How you doing man?’

      Gus marvelled at the fact that Compo could so easily turn on a smile for Lewis, whilst simultaneously frowning at him. He really had to find the space to put things right with the lad, but right now wasn’t the time. Right now, he had to bring Gore up to speed. Before he had the chance to start, Gore turned to him, a grin lighting up his dark features, taking the sting out of his words, ‘So, you got it in the nuts last night and in the process probably let our killer go – nice one Gus. Glad you were more on the ball – if you’ll excuse the pun – with the Tattoo Killer last year.’ The big man’s chortle rumbled up from the soles of his feet and ricocheted round the room.

      Compo would normally have laughed and attempted one of his high fives or at the very least a finger click – but no. Instead, he harrumphed and turned back to his computer station, his shoulders hunched and tense. Wishing he could shake his nerdy officer, Gus instead shrugged and turned to get Lewis some coffee. ‘Ha bloody ha. Very funny. I’m still recovering from that. However, my enforced wait at Alice’s house paid some dividends.’ He explained to Lewis about the USB stick that Compo was in the process of trying to decode.

      Handing Lewis his coffee, Gus continued, ‘This damn weather has played havoc with the investigation though. No-one’s been out and about, so the house to house enquiries brought zilch. No sightings of Izzie being dumped, no sightings of her being snatched. The last sighting we have of her is at that train wreck in Rawsforth on Friday.’

      Lewis hefted his large frame on top of one of the desks and cradled his coffee cup as he studied the crime boards. ‘Daniel Farrier showed up yet?’

      ‘No not yet. Mickey brought you up to speed?’

      ‘Mostly. Give me a quick recap.’

      ‘CCTV at Bradford Interchange showed them boarding a train to Manchester Victoria. Body language looked relaxed and normal. They both alighted in Manchester and CCTV showed them parting company at the exit. She went towards the city and he went in the opposite direction. Chance CCTV at Costa’s along from Victoria caught him entering there, but no sign of him exiting. Officers on the ground said there was a back exit that leads to a small carpark where deliveries are made. Unfortunately, there is a distinct lack of CCTV there. We trawled the CCTV in the surrounding area hoping to pick him up on foot, but no such luck. Perhaps he got a lift from the back exit and unless we know the make of the vehicle that’s a dead end.’

      ‘So what are we thinking, Gus? Someone snatched Farrier?’

      Gus shrugged, ‘What I’ve not added to the wall is the fact that Daniel Farrier is MI6. That’s only being disseminated on a need to know basis.’

      ‘That adds a different slant to things. Are the spooks being arsey with you?’

      ‘That’s about right. They’ve taken the Farrier enquiry out of my hands but of course, that’s not gonna happen. Izzie’s murder and his disappearance are linked. We just need to work out why. Hopefully, Compo will find something on that USB that’ll clarify things.’ Gus looked at Compo and received only a ‘Humph’ for his trouble.
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      10:55 Saddleworth Moor

      Despite the blackness that encompassed him and the pounding that started somewhere at his temples – and travelled right across his skull to the throbbing bump at the back of his head – Jordan Beaumont couldn’t close his eyes. Every time he did so, images of his daughter came alive before him – tears streaming down her face, her breath catching in her throat, screaming as her mother was tortured with slow and extreme precision. She’d railed against the man who’d held her, forcing her to watch whilst their tormentor – soaking up her anguish, feeding off it, breathing it in – grinned and continued his work with enjoyment.

      Gulping and shivering, rivers of snot rolled down Missy’s face whilst the younger brother gazed into the distance as if zoning out the butchery that was unfolding before him. The giant Turk must have raided Jordan’s sex toys, the ones he kept hidden in his office. With glee, he turned his attention to Jordan. Stuffing a ball gag in his mouth and securing it with a silk tie, he yanked Jordan’s head backwards and using another silk scarf, he tied his hands together and attached them to his feet, effectively hog-tying him.

      Jordan attempted to hold eye contact with Missy. He had to keep her as still and quiet and compliant as he could. His only thought was for her to survive this nightmare. Willing her to look at him, not at what the monster had done to her mother, he made ineffectual noises behind his gag. There was no way out of this for him, he understood that. He’d seen the mania in the older brother’s eyes. How could he, ineffectual Jordan Beaumont, out-manoeuvre and control these animals? He wished his heart hadn’t been filled with greed. Wished he’d never thought he could make a quick buck. He wasn’t bothered about Marcia. He didn’t care about her. She was dispensable – she deserved this in a way, but Missy? No, they could do what they liked to Marcia as long as they left Missy alone, as long as they let her go. He’d give anything to ensure that she came out of this in one piece – damaged emotionally for sure – but hell, she could get over this.

      The giant had stripped down to the waist now. His torso and face splattered with Marcia’s blood. His sneer wide and feral. Jordan looked at her. She’d stopped moving. Maybe she was dead. Jordan saw a red drip fall from the index finger of her left hand. It twitched once as if to flick the blood away and it stopped. A gush of air escaped her mouth and her head lolled forward.

      Jordan’s heart pounded. What the hell would the monster do now that Marcia was unresponsive? He didn’t have long to wait for an answer. Turning to Jordan, the giant grinned. A Celtic warrior about to spare his foe? Jordan didn’t think so. His shoulders ached – maybe if one of them popped out of the socket he’d be able to do something. His hip joints raged against the pull of the restraint. Who was he kidding? He’d never be able to take on the brothers. Adrenalin had control of the older one and his brother was too cowed to make a stand against him. Tears seeped from Jordan’s eyes as he looked at his daughter. She looked so small and beautiful. Her long hair, sleep-tussled, fell around her shoulders. A few stray strands stuck to her face with snot. Rope wrapped around her chest, immobilising her, keeping her upright in the chair. Her nightie rode up her legs as she squirmed in the chair and Jordan strained against the ties as he saw the Turk unbuckle his belt.

      It was what followed that pierced Jordan’s eyes through the darkness. Those were the images that would be forever seared into his retinas – the ones that stopped him from closing his eyes.

      He was in the boot of some big vehicle and it was moving, he was shaking from the cold. They’d dumped him in the back, thumped the lid down and within moments had taken off. Initially, the ride had been smooth, or as smooth as could be expected in the current conditions. Now though, they were moving more slowly. The car had skidded on a number of occasions and he’d felt the ABS kick in. He sensed they’d driven off the beaten track, which wasn’t good for him. He had no way of knowing where his daughter and wife were. Had they slung them into the back seat in order to get rid of the evidence or had they been stupid enough to have left them back at home? Either way, nobody would be alerted ‘till later on today when their cleaner was due. That’s if she even made it through the snow.

      The ride was bumpier now. Where the hell had they taken him? He had no doubt this was his last journey and he had no idea what he could do about it. Any fight had left him back at his house. All he wanted now was to get it over with.

      The vehicle stopped and, judging from the movement of the chassis, the brothers descended into the snow. He braced himself, waiting for the boot to open but it remained closed. Straining his ears for any indication of what was going on outside, Jordan held his breath. Nothing. It was like being in a tomb – a freezing, soundproofed tomb. His feet and hands were so numb that he felt almost complete sensory deprivation. No sight, sound, feeling. The only sensation grounding him in reality was the smell of new leather and the visions that tormented him.

      He must have drifted off, for the next thing he was aware of was a blinding light in his eyes and hands grabbing him. For a second, he thought it was some other-worldly experience – God’s hands grabbing him. It came back to him in a second. The smell of blood, combined with fresh air and the guttural sneers of the Turks brought him right back to earth. He blinked against the light, trying to see through it, to what was beyond.

      He was out of the boot, rough hands under his armpits, hauling him along. He couldn’t feel his feet, was aware only of the dull sensation of them thudding along behind him as he was dragged. If he split in two right then, he doubted he would feel a thing. He must have been crying because the taste of salt and the pain in the cracks at either side of his mouth were welcome sensations to him.

      They stopped and with a final upward hoist, he was flying through the air, only to land on his front on something hard. Again, they yanked his arms. Excruciating pain surged through his hips and shoulders. Had they amputated his limbs? He yelled behind his gag, more pain as he was turned over onto his back. It was then that he realised they’d released his restraints. A glance to the side informed him his arms were still attached to his body, but lay uselessly at his side, pain surging through them as blood tried to reach his extremities. He couldn’t focus. He wanted to move, to rail, to scream, but he was as immobile as he’d been before they released him. The younger brother lowered the light and Jordan became aware that he was lying in some sort of trough looking up at the brothers. To either side, piles of snow lay haphazardly as if they’d just been thrown there. Two spades protruded from the pile nearest his captors. Jordan realised that his ‘trough’ was actually a man-made hole in the snow – an igloo in reverse. What was worse was the look on the monster’s face as he grabbed one of the shovels, scooped up spadesful of snow and began to shovel it over Jordan’s body.

      Jordan attempted to move, ignoring the agonising pain that scorched his limbs as he tried to gain enough power to pull himself up from his tomb. Snow, hard and cold splatted on his face and Jordan could see that the monster had joined his brother – two sinister gravediggers happy in their work. As the snow layered up, weighing down, first his arms and then his legs, warmth suffused his groin area as urine soaked his pyjama bottoms. Almost immediately it turned cold and claggy as the snow fell around his head. Spluttering he tried to spit it out as it covered his mouth, his head shook from side to side as he tried to clear the ice from his nostrils and all the while the brothers laughed at his antics, slowly shovelling more and more snow until his head was trapped, leaden and still as the last shovelfuls forced his eyes closed. Slowly pinioned under the snow, his body was pushed deeper and deeper into his snowy grave. The last image burned into his vision was the terrorised and uncomprehending look on his broken daughter’s face and how gradually the light in her eyes faded and eventually died. It would haunt him throughout eternity.
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      13:30 The Fort

      As soon as he saw Nancy’s face, Gus jumped to his feet and strode across the office to meet her. ‘What is it? Is it my mum? Dad?’

      At his words, Compo’s head jerked up and he too made his way towards Nancy, a half-eaten Mars Bar in his hand.

      Nancy, ashen faced, placed her hand on Gus’ arm and shook her head. ‘Not your mum or your dad. It’s Alice.’

      Gus’ heart skipped a beat. Alice? Even after everything he’d recently found out, the thought of something happening to her still had the power to make his legs shake – and judging by Nancy’s expression something bad had happened. From the corner of his eye he saw Compo halt, eyes huge, flicking between Gus and Nancy.

      Gus swallowed, ‘Go on. Tell us.’

      Nancy moved past him and pulled out a seat from the table and lowered herself into it, her palms pressed onto the table, bracing herself as she lowered her frame onto the chair like someone twenty years older than she was.

      ‘She’s been raped.’

      The word ‘raped’ hung in the air – alien and toxic.

      ‘Raped?’ Compo said the word as if he’d never heard it before.

      In that moment, that single word had succeeded in sweeping away all of Gus’ anger and disappointment and frustration with Alice. Everything she’d been through over the past months hit Gus like machine-gun fire, one at a time – each making their mark, each piercing the wall he’d erected around his heart. Flashes of her grinning, laughing, teasing rolled through his mind. This was Alice – his Alice, and no matter what she’d done, surely she didn’t deserve this. ‘How? Who?’

      Nancy passed a hand over her face, ‘Fucking prison guard.’

      Shocked by Nancy’s profanity, Gus exhaled. ‘In the hospital?’

      Nancy nodded, seemingly the ability to speak too difficult as she struggled with the news. Gus dragged his hands through his dreads and began to stride to and fro across the room, his breath coming in short pants. What the fuck was going on? How many more wardens, guards or officers were going to abuse their power before it was too many? Memories of Knowles having a heart attack on the floor outside this very office flashed before him. Bastard had avoided being punished for abusing his power. He’d died quick and easy before leaving his wife and family as well as Bradford police to face the consequences of his treachery. Sean Kennedy was another one. Gus had no doubt that even if Alice had set him up, Gus was sure Kennedy was no angel. He’d read the various reports, studied his record, gone over his arrests and – reading between the lines – Kennedy was bent. Even more bent than Alice?

      He pulled his arm back and pummelled his fist into the plasterboard wall near the door. From the dent, plasterboard fell in little clouds of dust, but Gus wasn’t finished. Not by a long chalk. He drew his hand back, uncaring of the blood smears across his knuckles and was about to drive it into the wall again when he was grabbed from behind. Strong arms circled his chest, pulling him back – Lewis Gore. Gus struggled for a few moments and relaxed his body, allowing Gore to bear his weight for a few moments longer. Brushing Gore’s arms away, he took a deep breath and was just about to ask Nancy for more details when Compo – face flushed, fists clenched by his side, chin thrust out – spoke in a low voice. ‘This is down to you, Gus.’ Compo faced Nancy, ‘… And you.’ He turned and kicked the nearest desk leg. ‘Fucking let her down when she needed you the most. You make me sick, the pair of you.’ He spun on his heel and strode over to Gus, getting right in his face. ‘She always had your back. Even when you were being a twat. Oh yeah, we all bent over backwards for you, didn’t we? Took care of you.’

      His voice had escalated as he spoke, drops of saliva splattered on Gus’ face but Gus, mesmerised, just stared at Compo. Nancy made to intervene, but Gus shook his head and she backed off. Gore looked from Compo, to Gus to Nancy and back again. He stood on the balls of his feet, bouncing slightly as if ready to swerve towards any of the three of them should he deem it necessary.

      ‘We all ignored your moods and your temper and your fucking downright fucking bastarding shittiness. But you? What do you do? The minute there’s a bit of trouble you roll over and leave Alice to get on with it on her own.’

      Breathing heavily, Compo took a step back and lifted his fists up, turning his hands this way and that, as if amazed that they were clenched before unclenching them. His shoulders slumped, head tucked down, he continued in a whisper. ‘This is Alice. Alice!’ he shook his head, ‘We know her for fucking fuck’s sake. We know her. She’s not done owt wrong and now this has happened.’ He looked up, his eyes flashing. ‘You’ve let her down…’ his voice hitched ‘We’ve all let her down – every fucking one of us. She’s worth ten of all of us and we’ve left her on her own to be violated and abused. Hope you’re proud of yourself Gus. Hope you’re fucking proud.’ And he turned back to his computers, rammed his headphones on and pointedly turned his chair away from them.

      Nancy sighed and closed her eyes. Gore patted Gus on the shoulder and went back to the desk he’d taken over. Gus stood there, hands loose at his sides, head full of conflicting thoughts. Reeling from the news of yet more trauma for Alice, compounded by Compo’s uncharacteristic response, a sudden heaviness settled in Gus’ limbs. He’d completely underestimated how badly Alice’s absence had affected Compo. Not only that, Compo’s words had hit his jugular. It hadn’t taken much for him to assume the worst regarding Alice. He’d been quick to accept that his Alice – his sister Alice – was worse than Knowles and Kennedy put together. How the hell had that happened?

      A month ago, he’d been convinced of her innocence, now a few weeks later he’d been easily convinced of her guilt. He hadn’t stood in her corner, fighting tenaciously for her till every shred of proof was either dispelled or proven. Alice, small though she may be, had never ever wavered in her support of him and his family; not when he killed Greg, not when Gabriella left him for Katie, not when he withdrew into himself, not when he was too selfish, too wrapped up in his own guilt to visit her when she was near death, and not when he went off grid to protect his mum. Now he’d let her down, not once, but twice. What sort of friend was he? What sort of boss? Every word Compo had uttered was true. He looked at Nancy and her slow nod and slight smile told him that she understood.

      She raised her voice. ‘Compo get on it,’

      Compo tensed at her tone, and as her words registered, he turned, a tentative half smile playing about his lips.

      Nancy smiled and continued, ‘If there’s evidence to refute the case against Alice, you’re our secret weapon… Find it. Don’t quote me but just find it – do what you need to.’

      Before she’d finished speaking, Compo was out of his chair, and hugging Nancy. Turning to Gus, he shuffled his feet, hands stuffed in the pockets of his cargo pants and opened his mouth to speak.

      Gus grabbed him and hugged him to his chest, ‘Don’t you dare apologise Compo. You shouldn’t have needed to say what you said, but I’m glad you did.’

      Taffy walked in at that minute, bundled up in a winter coat, hat, scarf and gloves. Snowdrops melted on the surface, as he entered the central-heated office, pulling his gloves from his fingers. He looked round at the tableau before him and frowned, ‘What’s going on?’

      Compo, clicking his fingers, gangsta style moved over to his computers and began pressing buttons and packing stuff into his rucksack, ‘Fucking justice is going on. That’s what, Taffy my boy. You’re with me, come on, we’re relocating to my flat to do some 007 stuff.’

      A short laugh escaped Nancy’s lips and Gus shook his head, ‘Christ, Compo. Don’t go all Die Hard on me. I’m still in shock with the amount of cursing you just did. Don’t let it become a habit, eh?’

      Compo grinned and saluted. As Taffy moaned about having already walked three miles to get to work in a blizzard, he pulled his gloves on again, seemingly reconciled to going with Compo.

      The dynamic duo were nearly out of the door when Gus called after them. ‘Comps? Just do your best eh? That’s all you can do.’
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      13:45 Premier Inn, Epsom Surrey

      
        
        ‘Storm Emma is wreaking havoc throughout the UK with Scotland and the north of the country being the worst hit. Here in Surrey, the met office has released a red alert. Clive Jones is on the ground with reports of road closures and freezing conditions. What can you tell us, Clive?’

        

      

      Sean Kennedy pressed mute on the remote control and flung it onto the floor beside the bed where he lay sprawled in his boxers. ‘Fucking storm Emma.’ He parodied the over-excited tones of the BBC weather reporter. He’d been stuck in the room for hours – trapped in a stench of his own making with only the fucking BBC to keep him company. Or, at a push, one of the equally mundane TV channels, all of which spouted drivel about the weather at every opportunity. As if the UK population were incapable of looking out their damn windows and seeing the snow for themselves – idiots!

      Limbs heavy, he lay in the overheated room, aware of the smell of sweat his body was producing. He was rotting from the inside out and, despite the free availability of hot water and toiletries, Sean couldn’t bring himself to move. Alternating between numbness, cramps and taser shots of pain, his body ached. His throat hurt when he swallowed – slivers of glass stuck at the back of his tongue. Immune system shot, there was nothing he could do but hope that it didn’t get any worse. Bet that fucking bitch had given him some germ or other – dirty bitch! Even at her lowest, the cunt was causing him grief. A hacking cough took him by surprise. It went on and on, slicing his throat – making his eyes water, forming droplets of sweat on his forehead.

      Fuck, this was shite. Giving himself a minute to recover, he lay on his back, looking at the patchy paint on the ceiling through glazed eyes before he began to breathe slowly and shallowly from his chest. He could taste blood – sickly and thick which made him want to cough again – to get it out of his mouth. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing further – wishing he hadn’t knocked the water bottle off the bedside table onto the floor. In a moment he’d try to reach it, but not right now. Not till his chest loosened.

      Taking care to move his hands only a little in case he provoked another coughing attack, he ran his fingers along the rumpled sheet. At last, just within his reach, he touched the familiar plastic of his inhaler. He wasn’t supposed to use it so often and it hurt like hell when it hit his windpipe, but he needed to ease his chest. Bracing himself, he stuck it in his mouth and took as deep a breath as he could whilst pressing the button releasing the dose into his shattered lungs. It stung like hell as it went down, and the blood taste increased, making his salivary glands fill his mouth with turgid spit. The taste was strong. He let the inhaler fall to the side and waited. How much fucking longer before the bastards found something that worked for him – something that boosted his immune system and helped his lungs? Of course, it was all Alice fucking Cooper’s fault. Right now, the fact that she was perhaps in as bad – if not worse – state than he, gave him no pleasure. She was a cunt who deserved everything he’d made happen to her and more.

      His phone rang and he sighed. Time to attempt a change in position. He picked his phone up from the wooden surface next to the bed and smiled when he saw the name flashing on the screen.

      Pulling himself into a sitting position, he took a deeper breath, pleased to note that his chest seemed looser and answered, ‘Hi Mum. You alright?’

      ‘I’m fine Sean, me and your dad were just concerned about you. Are you keeping warm in this cold weather? You know what the doctors said about you looking after yourself. Last thing you need is a chill getting into your chest.’

      Sean recognised the worry in her voice. She’d been fussing around him since the moment he’d woken up. Apparently, she’d visited him every day when he’d been in his coma; talking to him, reading aloud, playing music. His dad had confided that she’d tried everything to reach him. At one point she’d played every recording they’d ever made of him growing up. Days on end of her talking him through what was on the screen, his dad sitting beside her. The only thing she hadn’t done was turn to religion. Even in her darkest hour his mum – a firm atheist – had not been tempted by the hospital chaplain.

      One night, after Sean had come around, but before he’d been discharged, they’d managed to convince her to go home and rest. It had just been Sean and his dad sitting in the half-lit room, trying to think of something to say that wouldn’t send the other into deep introspection. Finally, his dad – always the quiet one of the couple – had started to laugh. Sean at first hadn’t known what to say. He’d no idea why his dad was feeling joyful. As his laughter became louder, Sean was torn between pressing the emergency button for help, convinced that the pressure of his illness had sent his dad loopy and trying not to be drawn into the compelling hysteria himself. The latter option won out and Sean gave in to his own laughter.

      His entire body had ached as the laughter jiggled his shoulders and bubbled up his throat, making him gasp for breath. Tears, only partly of laughter, seeped from his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. He pulled his arms round his chest, cushioning himself against the paroxysms that shook his body. After what seemed like hours, the father and son had wiped their eyes and allowed their hearts to slow and their breathing to deepen.

      Sean took longer than his dad to recover, his sparse frame too weak to bounce back. Every breath hitched painfully at the back of his throat and his wheeze was more pronounced. Without saying anything, his dad squeezed his shoulder and helped his son into a more upright position before fitting the nebuliser over his face.

      After he sat back down, he giggled once more and wiped his hand over his face before catching Sean’s curious gaze. ‘She never gave up on you Sean, not for one bloody second. Not when the nurses tried to prepare her for the worst, not even when your sister said it might be for the best to let you slip away and definitely not when that bloody pious git from the chapel came in all bloody ‘God’s will’ and ‘Welcome places in heaven.’ He paused and shook his head slightly. The love and admiration for Sean’s mum shone in his eyes as he spoke, ‘She was like a warrior. A five-foot one ball of warrior-ness. She turned to him and raised her head – you know, like she does.’

      Sean grinned behind the mask. He knew exactly which look his dad was referring to. – he’d been on the receiving end of it too many times as a kid not to have an exact visual of it etched in his mind.

      ‘Her chin jutted out and, I must admit, I was tempted to give the priest a head’s up to what was to come. But he smiled and said ‘there, there’ to your mum. Right then I decided that I’d leave the patronising git to his fate.’ He laughed again, and slapped his thigh, ‘Oh it was brilliant. She turned to him and said in her quietest, most polite tone, ‘If you don’t remove yourself from the vicinity of my child, I will stick that piece of fiction you’re holding up your arse… sideways’.’

      Sean had laughed. He could well imagine his mother saying something like that. She was valiant in defence of her children – more so for him, he had to admit. Sean’s sister had always rubbed mum up the wrong way. Probably why she’d been keen to turn the bloody machines off.

      Back in the present, he tuned into what his mother was saying, making a mental note to work out some small punishment for his sister; that dog of hers was a whinging little yappy thing – worth thinking about.

      ‘You don’t have to worry about me, Mum. I’m good.’ He was reluctant to speak too much in case his mother’s acute ears picked up on the thickness of his voice or the shallowness of his breathing. He was glad she couldn’t see him, because one look at him would have her phoning an ambulance and the last thing he needed was for his presence in Epsom to be logged anywhere. She had some sort of inbuilt calculator that seemed to scan his entire frame every time she saw him, calculating loss of muscle, increased pallor and pain indicators.

      ‘You got enough food in, Sean? You don’t know when you’ll be able to get out. You need to wait till the ice has completely gone. Your bones are fragile, you know? Can’t have you falling over and fracturing something now, can we?’

      Sean rolled his eyes, she’d got that right. He could feel how fucking fragile they were right now. Throbbing they were. ‘I’ve no intentions of going out. You know me, Mum. I’m a hothouse plant – more your sauna man than your snowman.’

      She laughed. A tinkle of laughter down the phone that made him smile, ‘Love you son.’

      Sean’s smile widened and his shoulders relaxed, ‘Love you too, Mum. Don’t worry about me. I’m great. Last time you came, you filled up the freezer, I’ve got plenty to eat and the house is warm as toast – amazing what central heating will do.’

      He heard the smile in his mum’s voice as she replied and imagined her petite frame untensing, ‘Oh you, Sean. Always teasing your old mum. Now, I don’t know when your dad and I will get up to see you, what with the storm and the snow and all that. But as long as we know you’re okay.’

      A pang of guilt contracted Sean’s chest. Lying to his mother wasn’t one of his favourite pastimes, but needs must. No need for her to know he was three streets away from their family home right now. No need to worry her. The least she and his dad knew about his plans for Alice Cooper, the better. Some secrets were best kept to himself. It was best for all concerned that she thought he was safely tucked up in his flat in Brent.

      His phone beeped a signal to say he had another call waiting, and after a quick glance he frowned, ‘Hey Mum, got another call waiting. Best take it. I’ll phone you back later.’

      His chest tight, he answered the call. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Bad news, I’m afraid Sean old boy.’ It was Russell Allison-Hinton, his tone full of bonhomie and patronising bluff.

      Sean closed his eyes and counted to three. When he reopened them there was yet another weather report involving swirling snow lines and red alert symbols on the telly. How fucking apt! Seemed like the story of his life. He moved his head side-to-side, relieved when his neck cricked, removing a little of the stiffness that plagued him on a daily basis. ‘Go on.’ He was aware his tone was abrupt but he didn’t care. Bloody tosser, Allison-Hinton had let him down before, so he shouldn’t be surprised at Sean’s tone.

      ‘Well, em... it’s a shame really. Totally outside my control, you understand?’

      Sean growled down the phone. ‘Just spit it out, will you?’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course… of course. It’s just well, I want to…’

      ‘Just tell me, right now.’ The tension was seeping back into his neck as he enunciated each word with a pause that spoke volumes in between.

      ‘Yes, well… one of the prison officers got a bit frisky and raped Alice Copper during the night.’

      For a moment, Sean was confused. How the hell was that bad news? Anything that punished that bitch was a cause for a celebration, surely? The implications sunk in. The fucking prison officer had fucked things up for them. Sean pushed himself to his feet only to fall back onto the bed as his legs buckled beneath him, his breathing shallow in his chest. Fucking sneaky cow! Now, she’d get preferential treatment in the prison. Officers wouldn’t dare let Sean’s colleagues have free access to her now. All eyes would be on them and Sean’s plans to ratchet things up for Alice would be on hold. Smarmy bitch had dodged a bullet. ‘Fuck sake, couldn’t the tosser keep it in his pants?’

      ‘Apparently not. He’s been arrested and will no doubt be suspended. Not that any of that helps us.’

      Sean sighed. The TV was now showing footage of rosy cheeked kids on sledges, whirling down hills at a rate of knots, their parents supervising from a distance, travel mugs of coffee in gloved hands. Oh, how the middle classes lived, thought Sean. In the distance an old fella was shuffling along, head bowed against the wind, carrying armfuls of newspapers, yet the reporters only had eyes for the wholesome families. That poor old fucker was most certainly not having fun.

      Sean was aware of the tension down the phone. He could hear the other man’s breathing. It was louder and quicker – raspier. Sean, the expert in breathing, grinned. If Allison- Hinton wasn’t careful he’d be having a full-blown panic attack.

      ‘This is your problem – fix it. Make sure there’s no let-up for her in prison,’ he paused, eyes narrowed, thinking, ‘And make sure you have eyes on her parents at all times. They’re our biggest bargaining tool.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      14:20 Holmfield Court, Bradford

      The sense of relief that had flooded through Compo after he’d yelled at Gus was tempered with guilt. There was no doubt in his mind that it had needed saying, but Compo wasn’t comfortable with challenging Gus like that – and especially not in front of Nancy and Lewis. He’d done it for Alice though and that was the one thing that had stopped him from backing down. In Alice, Compo recognised a kindred spirit – someone flawed and vulnerable, yet someone, who at the same time dug their heels in and, against the odds, survived. Only this time, he wasn’t so sure Alice would survive. He was determined to do his best to bring her back to the team.

      Now that they were brought round to his way of thinking, Nancy and Gus had been happy to turn a blind eye to his investigation. They’d told him to work from home for now and Compo interpreted that as ‘go as deep and as dark as you need to without implicating West Yorkshire Police in anything untoward’. He’d been assigned Taffy to interface with Gus and follow up on any leads on the Izzie Dimou/Daniel Farrier investigation.

      The two officers had left the station, with Taffy mumbling about only just having some feeling back in his toes. There was no point in attempting to drive, the gritters were mostly engaged around the motorways and the streets outside, Bradford city centre had remained ungritted since the previous night. In truth, the grit was useless against such heavy blizzards. So they’d set off, cutting through the side streets, wading through piles of snow, heading down to Thornton Road. Compo had been in The Fort since his return from the crime scene at Keighley station and had been largely oblivious of how bad the snow had got. After hefting his rucksack on his back, wishing he’d thought to grab a pair of wellies from the boot of Gus’ car before setting off, he trudged head down against the wind, Taffy leading the way.

      Damp was gradually seeping up his cargo pants, making them cling to his shins and thighs. His parka offered little resistance to the driving snow or the cold. Huddled over, furry hood drawn tight round his face, Compo thought about the tasks ahead. Apart from having to delve deeper into Izzie Dimou’s and Daniel Farrier’s pasts, which was already running away gently on his work’s PC system with alerts set up to link to his home system, he was liaising with Manchester police who were securing CCTV for more sightings of either Daniel or Izzie. Then there was the USB that Gus had found in Saltaire. It was encrypted, and Compo was – bit by bit – breaking through the encryption. Again, alerts would be sent to his home system when the programme had finished.

      His main concern now was Alice. Nancy had sent him all the information Alice’s lawyer had obtained from the prosecution team. Whoever had set Alice up had done a great job. The layers went deep and Compo had a few ideas of how to ferret out the origins of the trail Sean Kennedy and his crew had used to implicate Alice. Despite Nancy’s final warning that they might be wrong and Alice may have got herself into something really bad, Compo was convinced of her innocence. He’d use all of his contacts, all of his skills and he’d go as dark as was necessary to prove Alice’s innocence.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a snowball hitting his face. It disintegrated on impact and slithered down his cheeks to drip off his chin. His head jerked up and shaking the last of the ice off his face, he glared at Taffy. ‘What the…?’

      Taffy, grinning, had already scooped up another handful of snow and was compacting it between his gloved hands. ‘Come on, not scared of a bit of snow are you? Show me what you’ve got, lad!’

      Compo wiped the wet from his face, hoiked his rucksack further up his back and, eyes narrowed, bent over and scooped up a pile of pristine snow. ‘You better start running I’ve a good aim!’

      Firing off a snowball which hit his friend in the chest, Taffy began running down Hollings Road past Jasmin Terrace with Compo in hot pursuit whooping and laughing. Another snowball hit Taffy in the back of his head making him shake his head like a friendly dog after a dip in the River Aire. Spinning round, he grabbed some snow and all the while running backwards sang, “Catch me if you can! Catch me if you can!”.

      Compo, snowball at the ready, gained on his adversary, grinning like a child visiting Santa. Taffy inadvertently veered towards a deep drift of snow and was taken unawares when Compo let loose an icy missile. Failing to catch it, Taffy stepped back. His feet went from under him and he pedalled the air briefly, before ending up in the middle of the drift. Taking full advantage Compo grabbed some snow, moulded it and fired it, before repeating the action twice more in quick succession. ‘Submit, Taff,’ he yelled, ‘Submit.’

      Raising his arms up over his face, Taffy laughed. ‘Okay, Okay. I give up – stop it.’

      Compo did a quick victory circle on the spot then reached down to pull Taffy from the pile of snow. As soon as Taffy gripped his hand, Compo realised his mistake and seconds later he was lying beside Taffy in the snow, the pair of them laughing uncontrollably.

      By the time they arrived at Thornton Road five minutes later, the snow had become a blizzard and the wind had sped up. Storm Emma had arrived in Bradford.

      Wet and shivering, yet laughing, Compo took a left into Holmfield Court with Taffy following. As they climbed the stairs to Compo’s flat Taffy said, ‘Hey Comp’s I didn’t know you lived—’

      ‘Yeah, yeah’ said Compo, trying to find his keys – his tone flat. ‘I know I’m right in the heart of the red-light district. Dun’t mean I use the facilities does it?’

      Taffy frowned, ‘Hell Comps. Wasn’t gonna say that, I was going to say that the Crossbow Cannibal live in these flats, didn’t he?’

      ‘Don’t call him that – that’s what he gets off on.’

      Taffy blushed and shuffled his feet. Modifying his tone, Compo continued, ‘Gus hates it when the press gives them a title. Says it glorifies them when all they deserve is to rot quietly in prison with their boring old name.’

      Taffy, head on one side, seemed to think for a minute, then nodded. ‘Stephen Griffiths that was his name wasn’t it. Did you meet him?’

      Compo shook his head. ‘He was arrested before I moved in. That’s how I can afford the rent. They were desperate to get folk in.’

      ‘So – this flat of yours it’s…?’

      Realising what Taffy thought, Compo laughed and shook his head. ‘Don’t be daft. I might have wanted a cheap flat, didn’t want it that cheap though! Griffiths’ was upstairs. Nobody lives in it for long.’ He rubbed his chin with his fingers, ‘Nobody stays in any of these flats for long – except me that is. I don’t mind it here. It does me.’

      He slotted his key in the lock and faced Taffy. ‘I’ve never had a visitor here before, Taff.’ He turned the key and pushed the door open a fraction. ‘Actually, I’ve never had anybody visit me in any of the places I lived in before either. Reckon it’s because folk think I’m weird. Never really had a friend ‘till I joined Gus’ team.’ He stepped through the door and stopped. ‘Now I’ve lost two of them in the space of a few months. We’ve got to get Alice back. Can’t bear to lose her as well as Sampson.’

      

      Taffy wasn’t sure what to expect when he stepped through the door after Compo. It wasn’t so much Compo’s words that made Taffy realise just how lonely he was – how badly he’d been affected by Sampson’s death and Alice’s subsequent arrest. It was the haunted look in his eyes. His nervous, almost pleading tone as he avoided Taffy’s gaze. The slump of his shoulders and, worse than any of those other things, the momentary blankness in his eyes that echoed his words. In that instant, Taffy realised that all of Compo’s life was invested in the team. He could have kicked himself for never asking him about his family, his life outside The Fort. He suspected that Compo had a story that would be completely different to his own happy home life with devoted, supportive parents.

      Taffy had an almost uncontrollable urge to wrap his arms round Compo and tell him everything would be alright. But he stopped himself – he couldn’t be the one to give Compo hope that could so easily be stripped away again. He’d much rather be honest with his friend – prepare him for the worst and hope for the best. ‘We can only do our best, Comps. But, no matter what happens with Alice, I’ll still be here. I’ll still be your friend and so will Gus. We’re a team – family, yeah?’

      Compo shuffled his feet and gesturing with his head, invited Taffy to move into the cramped hallway. It was dark and Compo – seemingly comfortable with the dim light – took his coat off and hung it on one of three hooks next to a radiator by the door before untying his sodden shoelaces and kicking off his boots by the radiator. He gestured to his friend to do the same and as Taffy shrugging his coat off, took a step closer to the radiator, its heat rose to his face and with the light shining through the door pane, he could already see steam rising from Compo’s coat. Compo might not be at home much, but he certainly kept his flat warm.

      Compo moved down the narrow hallway, flicked on a light switch. There were four doors leading off the corridor and Compo headed for the one facing them at the end. As Taffy walked behind Comps, he was aware of his damp socks leaving footprints on the brown carpet, so he tried to step on the existing ones left by Compo. Curious, he looked at the posters that lined the walls. Each one was framed in a simple black frame. The Doors at Winterland, featuring a long-haired bare-chested dude. No idea who they are. A psychedelic poster of Jimi Hendrix dated 1968 – vague idea who he was. Another psychedelic poster of a woman, this time Janis Joplin at Avalon Ballroom dated 1967. A poster with an effeminate lad in a purple shirt open to the navel with ‘Born To Boogie’ emblazoned across the top – again no idea. Until, at last, one that Taffy recognised – a poster of John Lennon with the quote ‘Possession isn’t nine tenths of the law. It’s nine tenths of the problem.’

      ‘I know him – John Lennon. He’s dead in’t he?’

      Compo moved to stand beside Taffy, looking up at the poster. He reached out his hand and touched the glass. ‘They’re all dead’ His tone was flat. ‘They all died young. John Lennon in ’80, shot aged forty.’

      Taffy looked back at the row of frames and back to Compo. There was something about his friend that worried him. The sadness in his eyes as he too looked at the row of dead rock stars. Compo walked back along the corridor, stopping at each frame in turn and touching the face of the artist. ‘Marc Bolan – car crash September ’77 – age twenty-nine. Janis Joplin, ’70, heroin overdose, age twenty-seven. Jimi Hendrix, ’70, choked on his own vomit – age twenty-seven. Jim Morrison, ’71, possible heart attack, suspected drug overdose – also aged twenty-seven.’

      Every one of the artists was one of Compo’s heroes. Taffy had seen him wearing t-shirts with their faces or names on them. Presumably the music he listened to on his headphones was that of his dead heroes.

      Compo turned and walked back along the corridor. ‘The seventies was a bad time. Seems like this decade is too.’ He thrust open the door that opened into a living room. What first drew Taffy’s eyes were the framed posters that lined these walls too. These people he recognised: Amy Winehouse, Prince, David Bowie, George Michael, Dolores O’Riordan – and the one thing they all had in common was that, they too, were dead.

      Speechless, Taffy allowed his eyes to drift over each of the posters. Squirming maggots of unease turned his stomach. Compo’s flat was like a photo mausoleum – a shrine to the dead artists Compo worshipped. He was sure this wasn’t healthy, but he had no idea what to say.

      Fortunately, he was distracted by the expanse of equipment that stretched along the back wall of Compo’s living room. Holy shit! This was impressive. Taffy hesitated in the doorway, taking in the rest of the space in a stunned silence.

      Whilst Compo’s work area back at The Fort was at best ‘lived in’ and at worst ‘downright unhygienic’, this was the complete opposite. The entire living room was almost spartan apart from the pictures on the walls and the elongated workstation on which sat an impressive amount of PC screens, docks and towers with wires erupting like spaghettis from a series of sockets attached to the back wall. The only other furniture in the room was a single chair that looked like it had barely been used, two computer chairs and a massive  TV that hung from the opposite wall and appeared to be linked to the sea of PC equipment.

      Taffy started when a sudden burst of music erupted from the TV. He recognised it as a George Michael track, but wasn’t sure of the title. Compo lowered the volume and stood, biting his lip in the middle of the room. Before Taffy could speak, he raised one finger in the air. ‘Oops nearly forgot.’ And he skirted the armchair and went over to a small table nestled in the corner of the room that Taffy hadn’t noticed. He picked up a box of matches, struck one and lit the large green pine Yankee Candle that stood in the centre. ‘Mrs McGuire gave me this,’ he said blowing out the match.

      Taffy grinned, ‘Bloody hell Comps, how do you manage to keep your flat so bloody tidy?’

      Blushing, Compo shrugged, ‘Never here, Taff. Prefer it at The Fort. Got everything I need there.’

      Taffy moved over and flung himself onto one of the computer chairs. ‘Looks like you’ve got all you need here too, Comps.’

      Compo shrugged and sat down, shaking the mouse which activated four of the five screens. ‘Not quite. I don’t usually have the team here.’ And he began to check the programmes he had running.
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      14:50 Keighley, A58 to Stalybridge

      
        
        ‘The Beast from the East has paid some unexpected dividends for West Yorkshire Police. In the midst of the storm, police detected unusual heat sources in a property in Keighley causing the snow to melt as soon as it landed on the roof. On closer inspection, West Yorkshire Police were able to seize and disband one of the largest cannabis farms in the district, preventing tens of thousands of pounds worth of cannabis from hitting the streets. Meanwhile in other news, across the region emergency services are being stretched to breaking point with burst pipes and electrical faults playing havoc. This is Capital Radio News…’

        

      

      Gus and Lewis Gore had spent the last hour following a snow plough along Keighley Road and still had to hike the last mile through Keighley town centre to the cenotaph where the bodies had been found. Gus had taken the call from Hissing Sid, saying that some of the wounds were similar to those found on Izzie Dimou’s body and had elected to face the weather to see for himself. Keighley town centre was usually alive with a bustling community making full use of its quaint shops and cafes. Today – apart from the two lads who’d had the misfortune to uncover one of the two bodies whilst enjoying a snowball fight and the crime scene teams – the square was deserted.

      A large tent had been erected over the corpses and Gus could see a uniformed officer with two young lads over the road, no doubt escorting them home. Gus was happy to let the lads go home. The officer would have taken their details and Gus could catch up with him later. He doubted the lads had much to offer and they’d be better off at home playing video games and drinking hot chocolate. Gus and Gore signed themselves into the inner cordon and approached the tent, walking on the slabs that had been set out for this purpose. Hissing Sid turned to greet them. ‘Bloody hate this sort of crime scene. Most of what we get is ruined.’ He sighed and released a fart that sounded like a gunshot which ricocheted off every building on the square, exhaling its noxious fumes over Gus and Gore.

      ‘Fuck’s sake,’ Gus spoke under his breath. Experience had told him that the less fuss he made about Sid’s unsociable behaviour, the less Sid did it.

      With an angelic smile, Sid swept open the tent flap and ushered them in, ‘Least I did it outside, Gus.’

      Yeah, very sociably conscious of you, I’m sure. Gus stepped through and saw that two male bodies lay side by side, their clothes slashed and covered in bloody knife wounds.

      ‘Once we’d swept the snow off, we saw that they’d been left like this. Bar their shoes, they’re still dressed – unlike Izzie – but even so, you can see the cuts are different sizes. And..,’ Sid pointed to their bare feet, ‘their soles have been slashed.’

      Gus bent over. Sid was right, there were definite similarities to Izzie Dimou’s wounds, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. He pointed to the smaller of the two men, ‘That’s the guy who broke into Izzie’s house last night and kneed me in the balls.’

      Gore looked at the dead man, ‘I’m assuming that not all of the damage to his face is down to you, Gus.’

      ‘Nope, you got that right. I managed a couple of punches, but whoever did this really let go.’

      ‘Looks like they thought he’d got something important from Izzie’s house doesn’t it?’

      Gus turned and walked towards the exit. ‘Yep, which means we really need Compo to get to the bottom of what’s on that USB stick pronto.’

      What was going on? How many men were implicated in Izzie Dimou’s death? These two were very similar to the thugs who’d followed Izzie on leaving Rubeus Pharmaceuticals. When they got the CCTV footage cleaned up, he was sure their faces would match. So who had killed them? This didn’t lead him very much closer to finding Daniel either, which clearly wasn’t going to please Gabriella. Right on cue, The Bitch is Back resonated from his phone. With an exaggerated sigh, Gus sent it straight to voicemail. Seeing Gore’s questioning look he shrugged, ‘Gabriella. Can’t just let me do my job, got to keep micromanaging.’ He was slipping his phone back into his pocket when it rang again, this time just a normal ring tone. ‘McGuire here.’

      ‘Oh, so you are able to answer?’

      Gus cursed under his breath and turned away from Gore who was grinning like he’d won the damn lottery. ‘Hi Gabriella, phone went to voicemail before I could answer,’ Straightening his shoulders, he added, ‘I am at a crime scene right now, you know. Can’t be speaking to you on the phone every five minutes.’

      There was silence on the end of the phone and a muffled sniff followed by Katie’s voice, ‘Is it Daniel?’

      Fuck! ‘No, no it’s not Daniel. We’re still trying to locate him.’

      Katie said something to Gabriella and then she was back talking to him, ‘Look Gus, all she needs is to be kept in the loop – that’s all. It’s hard for her not being there.’

      Gus’ momentary pang of guilt was replaced by relief. Gabriella, in person, was infinitely worse than Gabriella with the buffer of a phone between them. ‘Look Katie, I can’t be dealing with her all the time. You need to stop her phoning. It’s distracting. I need to focus. Tell her she’ll be the first to know when we find him.’ And before Katie could agree or disagree, he hung up only to have the phone burst back into life in his hand straight away. This time he checked the number before answering.

      Mickey’s voice came across the line loud and clear. ‘Bloody carnage at Jordan Beaumont’s house. Manchester CID’s just been on the phone. Cleaner found the wife’s body and the daughter near dead and Beaumont nowhere to be seen. You need to get there, they’re expecting you.’

      Gus glanced up at the sky, heavy with snow clouds, and grimaced. ‘Got a helicopter for us, have you Mickey?’ Her answering snort told him all he needed to know. Bloody typical. She couldn’t get from Oxenhope to Bradford, but he was expected to drive to damn Stalybridge. Looked like he and Gore were on their own for this one.

      

      An hour later, Gus and Gore were still in Gore’s car. ‘Can’t you go any faster?’ Gus leaned forward in the front passenger seat of Lewis Gore’s Volvo XC90, peering out the windscreen at the blizzard outside. He was being unreasonable, but the intel they’d just received from Mickey was the first clear lead or hint of a lead they’d had since finding Izzie Dimou’s body – other than the USB stick that Compo was working on, of course. When he’d taken the call about Jordan Beaumont’s family from Mickey, he’d thanked God that the constable in Manchester Met had had his wits about him and had linked the CCTV footage of Izzie going into his offices with the house in Stalybridge which was now a crime scene.

      
        
        ‘The current red alert in the face of Storm Emma looks to be staying in place for the foreseeable future. Drivers are advised to avoid driving where possible.’

        

      

      The radio crackled and went dead before bursting into a crackly Ed Sheeran number and finally going silent again. Thank God for that. Gus wasn’t an Ed Sheeran fan and right now the last thing he wanted to listen to was the ginger pop prince droning on about perfect love or whatever.

      Having judged Gore’s car to be the best chance they had of getting to Stalybridge in the current conditions, Gus was on the edge of his seat. The M62 was closed so they’d decided to take the A58. Gus was beginning to wonder if they’d make it; the snow was blinding and what would normally take an hour and a half from Bradford, promised to take a hell of a lot longer.

      Ignoring Gore’s muttered curses, Gus mulled over what had happened. He suspected that the chap he’d had his encounter with the previous night had something to do with the goings on at Beaumont’s house. He’d spent hours poring over the database. The guy had been foreign, but Gus wasn’t much of a linguist so had been unable to identify his accent with any certainty. He’d spent a bit of time with the e-fit guy and was desperate to get the image he’d generated out to as many forces as he could. Now that he’d turned up dead in Keighley, Gus was even more determined to get an ID on him and his friend. Maybe that way they’d get a clue to who’d done this to them and to Beaumont’s family. It seemed too coincidental for the two incidents not to be linked. The only trouble was, in the current weather conditions, most police work was being done at local levels with the emphasis on making sure the rough sleepers and the vulnerable were taken care of and that drivers weren’t stranded in their cars. He doubted many officers were keeping up with BOLOs right now.

      Fiddling with the radio dial he managed to get a burst of noise, which turned into a staticky weather report.

      
        
        ‘The A636 and A616 are blocked completely by an overturned lorry. Gritters are attempting to clear the A62 after record amounts of drifting snow have led to abandoned vehicles… static… but Gemma has been reunited with her puppy in a news story to warm your hearts in these freezing blustery conditions.’

        

      

      ‘Fuck’s sake!’ Gore’s expletive powered out of his mouth in a snarl of rage as the car in front skidded right across the lane into oncoming traffic. Had it been a moment earlier it would have been alright as the roads had been deserted apart from their vehicle and the one in front. Gore pulled the steering wheel to the left to avoid slamming into the car’s rear end. The oncoming vehicle was a Morrison’s lorry with an image of a giant courgette with the immortal words ‘No courgettes kept in this vehicle overnight’ emblazoned across its side.

      Its horn blared long and loud, as the two vehicles narrowly avoided a collision. Lewis Gore’s Volvo bumped over some piles of packed-up ice that had been sluiced to the side of the road by a gritter at some point. His tyres lost their purchase on the road and Gore tested his brakes, but the car was in full skid now and picked up momentum before slamming hard into a snow drift. The seatbelt cut across Gus’ chest, ricocheting him back, moments before his air bag erupted, trapping him against the seat. Almost immediately, a warm gush spurted from his nose and his ears began ringing. The pressure of the airbag against his chest evoked memories of his last panic attack when they’d found Izzie Dimou’s body. Blood trickled down the back of his throat and he could do nothing but swallow it.

      Wondering how Lewis had fared, Gus ignored the metallic taste. ‘Gore, You alright?’ As he spoke, his hands moved to find the release catch for his seatbelt. If he didn’t get out from under the airbag soon, he’d asphyxiate. With each shallow breath his chest became tighter. His fingers scrabbled under the nylon fabric. Already the temperature in the car was falling and the adrenalin push made his body shiver. At last his fingers touched the metal casing and he pressed the button. ‘Gore?’ He tried again. Still silence.

      Pulling the strap away from his body, he pushed the fabric from the door, hoping to be able to access the handle, flick it and fall out into the snow. His chest was becoming tighter with every passing second and he tried to block the thought that he was being entombed in a vehicle that was becoming buried in snow. He could hear moaning from his right and was relieved. At least Gore was alive. Pressing all his weight to the left, Gus found the handle and, releasing the catch, the door sprung open a few inches before being embedded in the drifting pile of snow they’d crashed into. Pushing the airbag to his right, Gus gained some leverage and pressed all his weight against the door. It gave, but only another couple of inches. Blood still trickled down his swollen, throbbing face. The skin was tight over his cheeks and the tingling numbness was increasing by the second.

      He twisted his body, pulling his legs to the side and again applied pressure to the door. If he didn’t manage to get out soon, the continuing snowfall would make it even more difficult. Gore’s laboured breathing was a welcome distraction to his right. He needed to get out of the car in order to help his friend. Bending over, he used his fingernails to dig a small trough round the door frame that was stuck in the snow at the bottom. One more push. Another few inches, but if he slipped off his coat he reckoned it would be enough. He wriggled out of his fisherman’s jacket and leaving it on the seat behind him he edged his way into the snow, scraping his shoulders against the door as he did so. By the time he’d extracted his entire body, he was sweating and panting.

      What the hell had just happened? Lewis had been closer than he should have to the car in front that was for sure. Gus had the grace to realise that he was partly to blame for that as he’d kept urging his friend to drive faster. The other reason though had been Gore’s desire to make use of the path the car was carving out of the heavy snow as it fell, obscuring the wheel ruts almost as soon as they were made.

      Pulling himself onto his knees – aware now of the cold seeping through his body and the snow before him turning red – he dragged himself over to the car and grabbing his coat, he thrust his arms into the sleeves, leaving it open as his fingers were too cold to pull the zip up. Sticking close to the car, he edged round it looking for Gore, ‘Lewis. You there?’

      A muffled groan came from the other side of the car and Gus made his way towards it. Lewis Gore lay on his back in the snow, having clearly completed a similar manoeuvre to Gus. His eyes flicked open when Gus touched his forehead. ‘Hope the car’s okay. Sandra will fucking kill me otherwise.’

      Gus laughed, the relief that the big man was okay made him forget his own pain until Gore spoke. ‘You look a damn mess Gus. Patti will ditch you now, for sure. You look like Quasimodo on a bad day, lad. Might as well face up to it, you’re as ditched as my damn car.’ And he released a guffaw that made Gus want to punch him in the face. Bloody idiot, this was no laughing matter. It was only then that Gus realised that Gore was bleeding from an elongated gash across his forehead. Shit! Collapsing onto the snow beside Gore, Gus lay down with the arbitrary memory of himself and Katie making snow angels in their back garden when they were five or six years old. Fuck sake, get a grip, Gus. He sighed and closed his eyes, enjoying the soft touch of the flakes as they landed on his lids.

      Despite Mickey urging them to get to Stalybridge ASAP, Nancy had told them to wait till the weather had cleared a bit. However, Gus – impatient as ever – had convinced Gore to risk the drive to Stalybridge. Now he realised just how foolhardy they’d been. Gore needed medical help and he himself could probably do with a couple of painkillers to see him through the rest of the day. He turned to survey the surrounding scene. He’d expected to see the Morrison’s truck idling at the side of the road and a Discovery with its front end smashed. But the road was empty. The vehicles’ tracks disappearing under the snow as he watched. He grabbed his phone – no signal. Fucking typical! His jaw tightened, making the ache across his nose throb even more.

      ‘Bastards!’ Shouted Gus shaking his fist first in the direction of the long gone Morrisons van and then in the direction of the Discovery. Then, once more for good measure, ‘Bastards!’

      Deep laughter rumbled across the blizzard and he turned to see that Gore had managed to struggle to his feet and was leaning against the car, a handful of snow held to his cut. Gus exhaled, thinking back to how he’d made a cold pack in the early hours to ease his pain. The many medicinal qualities of snow!

      ‘Hey Gus, there’s a shovel in the boot,’ said Gore, laughing once more.
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      14:55 Saddleworth Moor

      Daniel’s ankle had swollen to the size of a damn tree trunk; fortunately, it felt numb. It was so good to feel warm again – and full. Two tins of tomato soup had done the trick. Okay, it wasn’t a steak or even a McDonald’s but it was warm and flavoursome and it filled a hole. He’d even found some tea bags – so what if they were Better Buy ones? They added colour to the hot water and had a vague – alright a very vague – resemblance to the real deal. At the back of the pantry had been a discarded packet of digestives. Who cared that they were a few months past their sell by date – not Daniel. Dunking biscuits in tea made him feel almost normal.

      Invigorated, he put his mind to his current predicament. He didn’t know what had happened to Izzie, so he refused to dwell on her. He’d think about that when he had to. The main thing right now was to get himself out of here and to safety. He still had no memory of who had brought him here, so that didn’t help. The house was neglected. Damp ran down the living room wall, unravelling brown water stained wallpaper ‘till it hung like a slurry of snakes on the sodden carpet. A thick layer of dust covered the heavy wooden furniture and an overwhelming mustiness permeated the air. Further exploration had uncovered various useful bits and pieces. A couple of sharp kitchen knives in sheaves were now slotted down the back of the belt he’d found in the upstairs wardrobe. He’d slipped a further pocket knife – unfortunately not a Swiss Army one, but nonetheless it could potentially be the difference between life and death for him – into his pocket. Perhaps the most useful acquisition had been the pair of crutches he’d found at the back of the musty smelling cloakroom.

      The only footwear available that would go over his oversized ankle was a pair of size twelve wellies that stood by the back door as if awaiting the return of their giant-sized owner. His sprained foot was cumbersome – alien to him; an appendage over which he had no control. It was like a lump of beef on the end of his leg and his toes were puffy and pale as a lump of lard. Not a good sign, Daniel was sure. Still, at last he managed to stuff it into the wellie, although it was a tight fit. It was strange trying to manoeuvre it around, even with the crutch. The other wellie was too big for him, so he stuck old bits of newspaper into the toe and it seemed to do the trick. As long as he could move, he had a chance to escape – the questions were when should he make his move and in which direction?

      Visibility was non-existent and, peering through the window at the blizzard, Daniel wished he had a radio or TV so he could get weather updates. Not that it would do him much good; he had no idea where he was. It looked like there was nothing else for it. He’d have to brave the weather, make his choice of direction and hope for the best. He dragged himself back into the kitchen and checked the supplies he’d crammed into the mouldy old army rucksack he’d found. A few tins, a spoon, some dry clothes, a kid’s cricket bat, matches, some old newspaper and a tin opener. Before slipping the rucksack on, he layered up in all the clothes he’d found upstairs. He’d had trouble with the stairs but had managed to drag himself up on his bottom so he could explore the rest of the rooms. The only things of interest he’d found were a couple of kids’ drawings pinned to the wall in one of the bedrooms. One of them had the name Missy Beaumont scrawled across the bottom in large childish writing. Too much of a coincidence for it not to be Jordan Beaumont’s daughter. At least that explained whose property he had been held in and, presumably, who had ordered his abduction. He wondered what the hell the bastard had done to Izzie. He could only hope that she’d escaped his clutches and was with friends.

      Now that it was time for him to leave mild panic fluttered in his chest as he pulled a motley collection of hats, scarves and gloves on. He decided to do a quick reconnoitre round the periphery of the farmhouse. Upon opening the farmhouse door, a gust of wind sent him stumbling backwards. A gale had picked up and was whirling up bucketsful of snow and spinning them like a whirlpool. That, combined with the driving blizzard, covered Daniel in snow within seconds. A furious gale whirled up bucketsful of snow and in no time was it crawling down Daniel’s neck, biting at his face. Keeping as close to the walls of the house as he could, Daniel braced himself and began to skirt the building with the wind at his back offering him welcome momentum.

      It was impossible to guess the time. The sky was oppressively low, filled with dark pregnant clouds. Hampered by the dead weight of his foot, progress was slow. Despite the cold, sweat pooled under his armpits and speckled across his forehead – or maybe that was just the snow landing. He laughed, the sound loud and echoey against the howling wind. Cold caught in his chest making him cough as his breath hitched in his throat. It was as if he was in the middle of an apocalyptic experience. He half expected to be surrounded by figures dressed in furs and escorted back to his room in the farmhouse and served dry toast and water.

      Leaning on his crutch, he rested for a moment; eyes streaming as freezing tears nipped his raw cheeks. This was harder than he’d expected. Each time he placed his good foot on the ground it sank a full foot into a snowdrift. And pulling it out each time took unimaginable effort. That, combined with dragging his other foot through the snow, was rapidly depleting his reserves. He hadn’t travelled far and there was no way he could possibly see far enough in front of him to determine the best direction to travel in. On the other hand, there was no way he could stay here. As soon as the snow cleared enough, his captors would come back for him and who knew what they’d do. He had to leave. If they did come, he needed to be prepared. He stopped and, leaning his crutch against the wall, pulled his various outer layers up and extracted the knives from inside his belt; one he tucked down the inside of the boot with his good leg, the other slotted into a side pocket in his rucksack.

      Gripping his crutch once more, he pushed himself away from the wall and – instead of following the contour of the building – set off diagonally. The absence of any sort of delineation made his sense of isolation complete. There was nothing out here other than the farmhouse and the snow – plenty of damn snow. Almost at once, the full force of the storm thumped him on the back, making him stumble. He righted himself and continued. He had to keep moving if he was to survive the temperatures. Keep moving, one step at a time. From nowhere the lyrics of One Step Beyond boomed in his mind. Madness. He loved Madness. Do do doooo… do do do do do doooo! Love that track. Keep moving, one step at a time. Come on Danny boy, you can do this.
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      15:10 Holmfield Court, Bradford

      Taffy had never watched Compo at work before – well, not in such close proximity or for such a length of time. He was still reeling at the contrast between Compo’s home and his workstation.

      Compo had looked uneasy until Taffy had said, ‘Look Compo, why don’t you do what you’re good at and I’ll do what I’m good at?’

      Compo had nodded and wandered into his tiny kitchen, returning moments later with cans of fizzy pop, huge bags of crisps, packets of biscuits and chocolate bars. Taffy had thought they were to share until Compo stacked them at one end of his workstation – the end furthest away from Taffy before nodding in the direction of the kitchen and mumbling ‘help yourself, there’s loads there’.

      Curious, Taffy had wandered through and was again surprised by how pristine Compo’s kitchen was. When he opened the drawers, he found one set of cutlery and one set of crockery, a bowl, a side plate and a dinner plate. After opening the fridge, he saw that Compo’s staples consisted of chocolate – mainly Mars Bars, and full sugar soft drinks ranging from Fanta to Coke to Irn Bru. The single cupboard had multi bags of crisps; Hula Hoops, Seabrook’s Prawn Cocktail and salt and vinegar, big bags of Tortilla chips; cheese flavour, Sensations; sweet chili flavour and sour cream and chive flavour Pringles. Biscuits consisted of digestives, custard creams bourbons and there was also a variety of muffins. Compo was all set to survive the Zombie apocalypse!

      Taffy grabbed a packet of crisps, a can of coke and a Wispa and resigned himself to developing both diabetes and a heart condition as well as chronic obesity by the time they could re-locate back to The Fort. When he got back into the room, Compo was already lost in his quest to find something on Alice, his focus aided by his headphones. Taffy watched the screen, fascinated with the conversations this new Compo was having.

      Warrier Queencess: ReviAeternus, you make my eyes bleed with all your demands. Cease with all your orders.

      ReviAeternus: Don’t be such a drama Queencess. You revel in this. Cut back when you got something for me.

      JayRay: I got stuff rolling on the Mini girl. IGNORE The Queenster, she’s outta her depth – Her warriorness is depleted.

      Taffy watched fascinated as Compo conducted conversations and, bit-by-bit, decoded the encryption on the USB with the help of his Dark Web friends. At last, he settled down to his own job which was the monotonous task of checking all the Manchester CCTV footage for Daniel Farrier and going through the pile of reports that MI6 had so kindly sent over. When Gus had seen how much they’d sent, Taffy had thought he’d be pleased – but Gus had cursed. Turns out most of this would be irrelevant stuff, designed to keep them occupied and out of their hair, which – Taffy sighed – was why he’d been tasked with it. Good job Compo had set a programme up on Taffy’s PC to cut through the crap and search only for key words.
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      16:15, Blundering Lane, Stalybridge

      By the time Gus and Gore arrived at Jordan Beaumont’s home, the crime scene investigators had almost finished processing the scene. Walking along the street that was lined with various law enforcement and CSI vans, Gus was aware – despite the freezing conditions – that this was an affluent area. The snow was no disguise for well-manicured lawns and privet hedges coiffed to within an inch of their lives by the look of their silhouettes. It was near impossible to catch sight of any of the houses as they passed, so well hidden from the road were they. However, evidence of drives cleared of snow spoke of pride in their properties and enough money to pay for the service. Gus doubted that many of the inhabitants of these houses would be prepared to do the work themselves. As if to prove his thoughts wrong, he saw a family of four working together to clear their long drive. The children’s shrieks of laughter contrasting with what he’d heard about the fate of Jordan Beaumont’s daughter.

      The house he was looking for was halfway along the lane, the gate guarded by two ruddy-faced officers, one of whom kept stamping his feet as if his goal in life was to compact the snow as much as possible, whilst the other periodically blew on her hands before shoving them back inside the pockets of her bulky police-issue coat. Unruly police tape fought against the wind and was becoming increasingly elongated as it threatened to tear itself loose from the gate posts that held it in place. The combination of wind and plastic created that burring sound that Gus found so annoying. It reminded him of the disappointment of broken kites, tangled in spiky trees on windy days.

      Gus and Gore flashed their ID at the outer cordon, smiled as the officers attempted to enter their names onto the log with their frozen fingers and dipped under the tape. As Gus had suspected, the drive leading up to the house was as long as the lane itself. Foot traffic had trampled the snow except for where an area with tyre tracks had been covered by plastic sheeting to protect it from the wind and snow. Trouble was, it looked as if the tracks had been covered before the CSIs had arrived. He hoped they’d be able to find identifiers in the data base. The house at the end of the curved lane was half the size of The Fort, but in red brick. Following the metal blocks put down to protect the scene, Gus and Gore moved towards the front door which stood open, bright lights spewing out casting shadows amidst the cacophony of movement that typified a heavy crime scene.

      Approaching an officer in a high-vis jacket with a cup of something steaming in her hands who was barking orders at other officers, Gus hoped his instincts in risking the drive to Stalybridge would be proved right. They needed something to drive this investigation forward. ‘Inspector Estefan? We’re DIs McGuire and Gore from Bradford.’

      The officer’s voice was deep and raspy – perhaps the result of a lifetime of whisky and cigarettes – when she responded. ‘Fucking shite weather, eh? You got here? Thought for a while we’d have to send a crew to dig you out.’ She paused and raked their bruised faces with narrowed eyes, ‘Looks like you two might have had a run-in with our killer. You okay?’

      Gus, conscious of his swollen nose and the dribbles of blood down the front of his jacket, glanced at Gore. Lewis’ forehead had developed a contour rivalling Bradford’s Cow and Calf rocks, but at least the bleeding had stopped. ‘Was a close thing, but we’re here now. What can you tell us?’

      ‘Fucking disgrace, that’s what it is.’ She shook her head and kicked a bundle of ice. ‘Whoever’s done this was a sicko.’

      Gus waited, allowing her the time to process her thoughts. Crime scenes were always difficult and those involving children were the worst.

      She flashed a quick grin at Gus, ‘Sorry about that. They’ve just taken the daughter away. I’m still reeling from that, I suppose.’ She sniffed and Gus suspected it wasn’t from the cold.

      ‘Take your time.’

      Thrusting her hands in her pockets, Estefan spun on her heel and, with a perfunctory gesture, indicated they should follow her into the house.

      In spite of the open doors and the driving wind and snow outside, heat blasted Gus in the face as he entered Jordan Beaumont’s home. His immediate thought was that he’d entered a house influenced by the current external environment; it was clinically white – sterile. Well, that was apart from the blood spatter that trailed down the stairs into the hallway and drifted along the white carpet to a door half way along to the left. Dotted over each of the spatters were yellow number tags. Sticking to the blocks, Gus followed Estefan towards the door with its bloody welcome sign.

      ‘We reckon they got in by scaling the small shed at the back of the house and entering through the daughter’s bedroom. Seems like the alarm system was off.’ She tutted. ‘Why the hell do they bother with state-of-the-art technology and then not bloody use it? That alarm system could have given them enough of a warning to save their lives.’ Hesitating by the door, she turned and pointed up the glass walled staircase, ‘Reckon they… and we know there were two of them from the footprints in here…’ She hitched a thumb into the room, ‘sneaked past and entered the master bedroom, subdued the wife and then one of them went back for the daughter. There are marks on the stairs to indicate they were dragged down and along the hallway into this room, where, we believe, Jordan Beaumont was. How he didn’t hear anything is beyond me – but I’m assuming he didn’t, because there is no sign that he tried to leave the room or, for that matter, phone for help.’

      She stepped onto the block beyond the door and indicated they should enter. ‘Prepare yourselves.’

      Gus took the lead and stepped forward first. As was his habit, he stood in the doorway for long minutes, with Lewis peering over his shoulder. Neither man spoke. Gus allowed his eyes to drift slowly around the periphery of the room, taking in everything. The dishevelled settees, cushions on the floor; pictures and paintings scattered broken on the floor amidst ornaments and glasses. Besides the smell of blood, which always made his stomach heave, he could smell alcohol – whisky? Someone had been having a drink and spilled it, perhaps when the intruders arrived. On the oversized glass coffee table, a phone with headphones still attached lay, discarded in a pool of amber liquid – the whisky? For now, he ignored the dead woman sprawled on the couch and focussed on the upright chair that stood opposite her. Cable ties lay discarded on the once white carpet. This, he’d been told, was where Missy Beaumont was forced to watch her mother be tortured to death.

      His jaw clenched. Anger at the destruction, anger at the stench of violence that hung like poison in the air. That little girl would never un-see what she’d witnessed that night. When other children were out building snowmen and sledging or having snow fights, she would be struggling with flashbacks of what had happened this snowy night. It made Gus wonder just who The Beast from the East really was.

      ‘Any idea where the dad is?’ Asked Gus, eyes still on Marcia Beaumont’s corpse.

      Estefan shook her head. ‘Nope. The daughter’s not speaking – too traumatised. Bad enough seeing what happened to her mother, but to be raped too – why would they do that?’

      Gus moved closer to the dead woman. ‘This – all of this – was done to punish Beaumont and for no other reason. Lewis, get Compo on the phone and get him digging deeper into Beaumont’s history. He’s been up to no good.’

      Lewis pulled his phone from his pocket. ‘How can you be so sure there’s a link between this and Dimou? Surely her visiting his offices that day could be co-incidental.’

      Gus nodded, ‘True… But…’ he knelt down and studied the slashes on the soles of Marcia Beaumont’s feet. ‘These look familiar to you?’

      Gore leaned over, and nodded, ‘the two men today…’

      ‘And Izzie Dimou too.’

      Gore took a look and dialled Compo and Gus studied other wounds on the body. Although no expert, he could detect many more wounds that were too similar to Izzie Dimou’s to be anything other than a definite link. He turned to Estefan, ‘Can you get me any ANPR footage starting from the camera nearest to this location? ‘

      Estefan nodded, ‘Sure, but we don’t have a vehicle make yet.’

      Gus grinned, ‘Get the prints of those tyre tracks sent to my techie geek.’

      ‘There’s one at either end of this lane – posh folks don’t like speeding in their neighbourhood.’

      Gus was aware that ANPR footage was often heavier in richer areas and it riled him. What about the folk on poor council estates, did they not deserve this sort of protection? ‘Get any ANPR you have sent over too. If there’s anything to be found Compo will find it.’

      Estefan snorted, ‘Visibility is so crap today he’ll not be able to see a number plate.’

      ‘I’m not bothered about the number plate. There can’t have been too many vehicles out on a night like this, I’m hoping that the track will give us an idea of the sort of vehicle we’re looking for. If Compo uses the time parameters we have, he may have a chance of isolating the perpetrators’ vehicle.’

      Estefan snorted, ‘Yeah right. No chance.’

      ‘I’m willing to take a punt on my expert. Get the stuff to him and he may surprise you.’

      Still looking doubtful, Estefan turned and yelled an abrupt instruction to one of her officers, who all but ran out the door in their haste to carry it out.

      Lewis held his phone out to Gus with a single word. ‘Compo.’

      Gus took the phone, and turning away from Estefan, said, ‘Hi Comps, two things. First of all, you’ll be receiving some images of tyre tracks. They’re a bit obscured by the snow but they’re the best we’ve got. See if you can ID the sort of vehicle they belong to. Next get on to the ANPR footage starting with the nearest to Blundering Lane. Focus on traffic between three a.m. and eight a.m. We’re looking for a large enough vehicle to have travelled from Bradford to Manchester with ease in the current weather conditions and probably with at least two occupants. If you can see it approaching Blundering Lane and then leaving again a couple of hours later, all the better.’

      Compo’s voice became muffled and Gus visualised him with his phone tucked into his beanie and pressed against his cheek as he typed instructions into his network of computers. A wave of affection for Compo washed over him. The lad had been right to call him out over Alice. His voice became clearer again, ‘What’ve they done boss?’

      Gus considered his words. ‘They’ve robbed a little girl of her enjoyment of snow for the rest of her life – that’s what the bastards have done.’

      There was silence as Compo digested Gus’ words, then, ‘I’m on it.’

      Gus smiled, he had no doubt that if Compo couldn’t find those bastards then no one could. ‘Comps,’ he hesitated, unsure how to continue and half scared of what the reply might be, ‘You got anywhere with Alice?’

      ‘Nah, I’d call you straight away, Gus. You know that.’

      ‘Yeah, right. Sure,’ he paused, unused to being so tentative with Compo. ‘Izzie Dimou’s USB?’

      ‘Not yet. Still running. Getting there though. Maybe another hour.’

      ‘Ok, Thanks Comps.’

      The sound of Compo hanging up as soon as he’d stopped speaking told Gus he still hadn’t been forgiven – not entirely. And who could blame the lad.
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      16:15 Saddleworth Moor

      This wasn’t right. With no idea of how much time had elapsed since he’d left the safety of the farmhouse walls to strike out through the blizzard, Daniel was becoming more and more disorientated. It was almost dark now. By accident he’d stumbled across an old barbed wire fence and, once he’d realised that the barbs came every hand width or so, he was able to use it to guide himself along. He reckoned that a fence meant a field and a field meant either crops or cattle, either of which meant access routes, possible vehicles and most importantly some form of civilisation.

      He pushed the gnawing worry that farmers had tractors and were therefore not obliged to live in the vicinity of their fields to the back of his mind. If he just kept plodding along – well hirpling along – then he’d be okay. With his crutch under his left arm and the barbed wire fence loosely circled by his right hand, he just about managed to keep upright. All sensation in his twisted leg had gone and it was only the pull in his thigh that told him he was still dragging it along behind him. Progress was slow. Twice he’d fallen and twice he’d taken what seemed like forever to get back to his feet. His cheeks had stopped stinging as the drifting snow swirled around them. The mishmash of clothes that served to keep him warm, also dragged him down.

      As he reached a broken part of the fence, he paused to look round him. Snow patterns swirled but the snowfall seemed to be lessening in intensity. Straining his eyes against the icy wind he scoured the landscape as best he could. In one direction the snow undulated for eternity before him. Gentle inclines followed by gradual slopes ad infinitum. In the other direction the scene was more interesting. Trees, branches weighted down by the predictable white stuff, were dwarfed by the drifts that stretched up their trunks to meet the overladen branches. Unidentifiable shapes with sharp edges and smooth surfaces dotted the space before him, unmoving and oddly alone. In Daniel’s mind they became sentries watching out for him. Beyond the smallest copse of trees, the sharp edge of a roof jutted out. Wondering if snowy conditions played the same tricks on the mind as desert ones, he was reluctant to believe his eyes.

      He squeezed his eyes tight shut and, when he opened them again, leaned forward, shifting his body weight onto his crutch. No. His eyes were not paying tricks on him. There was some sort of building in the distance. Thank God. Even if it was uninhabited, it would at the very least offer him shelter and the chance to get out of the relentless wind – a chance to regroup and consider his options. More importantly, he’d created some distance between himself and his captors.

      With renewed effort, Daniel released the barbed wire and, feeling ever so slightly bereft, headed towards the distant building. It couldn’t be that far away. Ignoring the throb in his groin, caused by having to pull his leg behind him, he battled on. The sky was darkening and he was aware of how easy it would be to become disorientated, so with added effort he ploughed through the snow. Once or twice, he struggled with drifts that reached the top of his thigh, but on the whole, knee-high drifts were all he had to contend with.

      Do do doooo … do do do do do doooo! One Step Beyond! Keep moving, one step at a time. Come on Danny boy, you can do it. With every step becoming increasingly more difficult, he fought to continue. He was so warm that he couldn’t distinguish between the snow landing on his brow and sweat bubbling up. Laughing, he imagined the snow sizzling and boiling as it landed on his forehead – steam clouds rising into the freezing air creating a bubble of mist around him. That would be one way to hide himself from his attackers. He’d be like a superhero, his superpower being the ability to boil water on his forehead – he laughed again.

      The building was close now. If he stopped to make a snowball, be thought he could probably hit the wall. He needed to get shelter and boy was he tired. If the building wasn’t so close, he’d just snuggle down into the snow and have a rest. Innuits lived in ice homes, didn’t they? Igloos. He used to love making igloos in the back garden with Gabriella. Even then she was a bossy cow, ordering him about as if she knew better than him how to genuinely make an igloo. He’d got his own back on her one year though. He’d helped her build it and when it was done she wouldn’t let him in, she said he hadn’t pulled his weight and there was only room for one. He grinned. She’d got a bloody shock when he’d pushed the whole lot down on top of her. She’d cried like the baby she was and pretended she’d been frightened. He’d only left her there for a few minutes – bloody drama queen even at that age.

      The long and short of it was that their parents wouldn’t let them make igloos anymore – said it was too dangerous and they – meaning Daniel – were too silly and irresponsible. So, they bought Gabriella a play house for in the garden and he was only allowed in when Gabriella said so. Of course, that was only when she wanted him to do something for her.

      He looked up again, measuring the distance now – not far at all – then…

      Fucking hell! Daniel fell to his knees, his crutch sinking into the snow. Noooo! How the hell had this happened?

      The building shimmered as he watched. For a second he thought it was going to disappear, but he realised it was the tears in his eyes that were causing the shimmer. He blinked once… then again… This was too much – too damn much. There was the distorted pile of snow where he’d landed on the barbecue. The broken kitchen window, with the curtain wafting out through the gap – the door he’d exited earlier. How the hell had he managed to walk for so long only to end up right back where he’d started?

      From nowhere, lethargy tugged at his limbs. The shivers had gone and the numbness in his extremities had become welcome friends. With difficulty, he slipped the rucksack off his back, positioned it in front of him in the snow and bent forward, resting his head on it and curled up in a foetal position, except for one leg which protruded at an awkward angle from his body. He closed his eyes and was at peace.
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      19:30 HM Women’s Prison Stanton, Surrey

      ‘What the fuck are you doing back here already?’

      Lulu shambled into the cell and did a double take that, if Alice hadn’t been so shattered, would have made her smile. Alice was sprawled on the bunk she’d vacated a few days earlier and had no intentions of moving for the foreseeable future. The medical examination, followed by a list of intensive questions – all of which she’d refused to answer – and the journey back to the prison had been interminable. Her entire body hurt. Her breast throbbed, her nipple was raw and the dressing lay heavy over it. Her arms were marked where she’d struggled against her attacker to pull herself up and launch herself at her rapist.

      As for the rest – well rough, tender and achy just about summed it up. Still, there was an upside to it all and in her current situation. Alice was happy to take any positives. The fact that she’d been raped by a prison officer meant that she was in a position to make certain demands – or rather – her solicitor was. So, instead of being moved from her old cell into an area of the prison where she’d be vulnerable to Hairy Mary and her posse or – worse still – Baby Jane Enforcer of Pain, she’d been allowed to move back in with Lulu. All of which meant that Sean Kennedy’s stranglehold over her, via his tame guards, was loosened. Now all she needed to know was that her parents were safe and she’d be, if not exactly happy, resigned to her fate.

      When Alice didn’t answer, Lulu sharpened her tone, ‘Well, Lady. You gonna answer me or what?’

      Or what? Now that nearly brought a smile to Alice’s lips. If only Lulu knew what had happened to her –she’d know that her feeble ‘or what?’ threat was a waste of time. Alice shrugged, wishing her shoulders would move without sending jolts of pain through her body, ‘You know me, Luls? Couldn’t wait to get home.’

      Lulu cackled – phlegm rattling in her throat – and threw her Marlboros onto the small desk that occupied one corner of the cell. ‘Cheeky Mare!’ She moved over and plonked her sizeable arse on one of the two plastic chairs, making it skid across the floor. The sound made Alice wince. Her head pounded and she was probably dehydrated but she couldn’t work up the energy to pull herself off her bunk, leave the cell and traverse the corridor to the water fountain. She’d leave it for now.

      Lulu turned and picked something up off the desk. ‘Here.’ She threw the item to Alice, who winced as she raised both hands to grab it.

      It was a packet of painkillers.

      ‘You look like you need these.’ Lulu, leaned back in the chair making it groan in protest. She raised one leg and rested her calf on the opposite knee. ‘You gonna tell me what happened? Fucking Hairy Mary said Jane bit off your nipple. That right?’

      Alice nodded once – abrupt.

      ‘… And swallowed it?’

      Alice couldn’t suppress her shudder. Since it happened, she’d tried not to think about it. Tried to shut it out of her mind, to push to the recesses of her mind, the memory of Jane’s chin dripping with her blood, her nipple between her teeth. Now, Lulu’s words made her gag in reflex and acid flooded her throat.

      ‘Hell Alice, didn’t mean to upset you, love. Wouldn’t do that for all the world. You just lie there and I’ll get you some water for your pills.’ Hauling herself to her feet, Lulu shuffled over and laid her gnarled, arthritic hand on Alice’s forehead. Alice closed her eyes and turned her face to the wall. The sound of Lulu shuffling towards the door was a relief. Her fists unclenched by her side and with effort Alice swallowed down the bile that stung the back of her throat.

      Lulu’s words, just before she exited the cell, were the final straw for Alice.

      ‘I got your back, Alice. Nobody touches you on my watch and gets away with it. Not Hairy Mary, or Baby Jane, okay? I got this.’

      A tear snuck out the corner of Alice’s eye. Before all this, she’d held Lulu in check. Told her she was fine, could handle it herself. Now though, she was done protecting folk. Done with being the police officer. As far as she was concerned, Lulu could do her worst. Hairy Mary had known she was under Lulu’s protection, yet whatever Kennedy had paid her, had made the other woman greedy and she’d taken the risk. Now she’d pay for it.

      Alice raised her hand and wiped away her tears. They deserved it, the lot of them. They were all well aware of the reach that Lulu had. The contacts she had inside and outside the prison. Hell, they’d seen her have other inmates dealt with in the past – shivs in the shower, glass in their meals, overdoses of heroin. Whatever Lulu wanted, Lulu got. Her notoriety as a gang leader in Brixton was well-documented. For Alice, the fact that she saw Sean Kennedy as a competitor, had meant Lulu had protected her as much as she could.

      Alice had refused to enlist Lulu’s help. Until now, she’d been determined not to go down that road. All her instincts had told her that if she succumbed to that, the road back would be full of potholes and obstacles. Once you’ve dabbled with the dark side, it wouldn’t be easy to come back.

      As Lulu shuffled back in, Alice turned to her and watched the older woman slosh water over the floor as she approached with a plastic cup, now half empty. Alice smiled, her mind made up. ‘Sit down, Lulu. I need your help. Let me tell you exactly what’s been going on…’

      By the time Alice had finished her story a good hour later, she was exhausted. Lulu on the other hand was alive and alert. Firing questions at Alice, clarifying details and at last making her promise. ‘I’ll keep your folks safe Alice. But in return, you’re going to have to help me with something!’

      Alice sighed. She’d half expected this. Nothing in prison came without cost.

      She nodded once and lay down on her bunk, her eyes closed immediately and as she drifted off to sleep she heard Lulu making arrangements on the illegal phone she somehow or other managed to keep hidden from the guard.
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      02:45 Travelodge, Stalybridge

      Lewis Gore snored like a volcano about to erupt. For long seconds at a time he’d stop, lulling Gus into a false sense of security, only to start up again with a crescendo of rumbles that seemed to start in his toes and bounce off every one of his bones on the way up to his snout. By which time the snores had built in volume until they rattled in Gus’ head, sending any thought of sleep out the window.

      Gus turned over in the narrow single bed and pulled a pillow round his ears, determined to drown out the noise once and for all, only to nudge his nose, which, of course, just had to start bleeding again. Fuck’s sake! While hopping out of bed, he cupped his hands under his nostrils, cursing Gore as he moved towards the bathroom, drips of blood making his hand sticky. Gore had spent a sizeable portion of their journey from Bradford to Stalybridge moaning about sleep deprivation on account of his baby. Having spent a mere few hours with Gore, Gus suspected that the only person getting any sleep in the Gore household must be the big man himself, for how anyone – baby included – could sleep through that racket, he’d no idea.

      Allowing the blood to drip into the ceramic sink, Gus put on the cold tap and – eyes glazed – stared mesmerised at the patterns made by the spatters. As if he hadn’t seen enough blood spatters today to last him a lifetime. His thoughts drifted to Jordan Beaumont’s daughter. No matter what her dad had done, the kid didn’t deserve this. If there was one kind of criminal Gus detested above all others, it was the kind who took their revenge by hurting the loved ones of their targets. Sheer cowardice as far as Gus was concerned – but the crime scene at the Beaumont’s home showed something worse than cowardice. It stank of evil enjoyment.

      The men who’d tortured Marcia Beaumont and exacted further revenge on the child had done it to get off on it. Beaumont would have caved – Gus was sure of it. The photos on the man’s phone showed that, whether or not his relationship with his wife was strong, he loved his daughter. Photo after photo after photo showed that; Beaumont and his daughter eating ice-cream each with a dab of raspberry on their noses and round their lips, pictures of them making googly eyes at animals at Knowsley Safari Park, photos with silly animal ears and tongues superimposed on top. Mo’s kids were always sending him Snap Chats like that. These were all indications of a man who loved his daughter. Beaumont, Gus was sure, would have done anything to save Missy from her fate. The purpose in torturing Marcia Beaumont had been beyond revenge or manipulation – it had been purely for fun, for enjoyment, for sexual gratification. But what they’d done to Missy had been beyond even that. Gus couldn’t forget what they’d done to that little girl. When he found them, they’d pay for that.

      Gus switched off the tap, rolled a length of loo roll round his hand and pushed it under his dripping nose. With the fingers of his other hand he nipped the bridge of his nose. Rumbles followed by muffled murmurs drifted in from the bedroom. Oh Hell, now he’s sleep-talking too. Gus raised his head and looked at his reflection in the mirror above the sink. His nose was still swollen and had started to turn a delightful purple colour – aubergine? He had a flashback of Alice laughing at him one time when a drunk witness had given him a black eye. He’d moaned about it being purple and she’d punched him, none too gently, on the arm – as was her way – and said ‘idiot, that’s not purple, its aubergine.’

      What the hell had happened to them? Here he was in a pokey little room in a Travelodge with a rumbling volcano and Alice was in a pokey room in Stanton sharing a cell with God only knew who. He still thought she’d have been safer in hospital, but Nancy said she’d demanded to be returned to the prison. Alice had said that’s what she wanted. How the hell could she think she was safer there? Not after what had happened to her a few weeks ago. Maybe they’d put her in solitary – keep her away from Sean Kennedy’s cronies. He really hoped Compo would come up with something – anything to throw doubt on her admission.

      From the bedroom he could hear his phone ringing. Compo? He threw the bloody tissue in the loo, grabbed some fresh loo roll and flushed, before rushing to get his phone, stubbing his toe on the way. Bloody Gore hadn’t even flinched. He was still there murmuring to himself between snores whilst Gus hopped about like an idiot and all because he’d not wanted the ringing to wake up his companion. After throwing himself onto the bed and flicking on the bedside light, Gus answered, ‘Compo, what’ve we got?’

      As soon as Compo spoke Gus could tell he was excited – that he’d caught something good. He visualised the lad pacing back and forth, an item of food in one of his hands, the phone in the other; various empty cans dotted around his work station. He remembered he’d sent him home to do dark deeds on the darknet.

      ‘Boss, we’ve cracked it. Me and Taffy.’

      The sound of two over-excited lads high-fiving sounded down the line, and Gus nearly cracked a smile. Taffy and Compo were a good combination. Maybe as good as Compo and Sampson had been – before Sampson played the damn hero and ended up dead, that is.

      ‘It’s singin’ pure and sweet,’ said Compo, elongating the ‘a’ in ‘and’.

      Gus glanced at Gore and wished he could say the same about him. ‘Any chance of sharing the song then, Comps?’

      ‘Eh? What song?’

      Gus sighed, and as Gore’s ‘singing’ reached an all-time high, he reached over and prodded his sleeping companion in the arm, which served to make his yodelling soften to a splutter of puffs, for the time being. God, sometimes being the boss was hard work. He squeezed his eyes tightly together and then opened them as wide as they would go in the hope it would wake him up a bit. Sensing a dribble at his nose again, he dabbed at it, got to his feet, padded over to the kettle and flicked it on. A coffee might make him focus and it didn’t look like he was in any danger of getting any more sleep anyway. ‘I just meant tell me what you’ve got.’

      He listened to Compo chomping on something as he ripped the sachet of coffee open and tipped it into the mug. His stomach rumbled. When was the last time he’d eaten? Yesterday morning? He grabbed two sugar sachets and tipped their contents into the mug too. Maybe the sugar rush would see him through the next few hours. A slurp from Compo as he took a drink and – at last, he spoke. ‘She was a whistle blower.’ He paused, presumably for effect.

      Gus poured the water into his mug, gave it a few stirs with a teaspoon and sat down on the plastic chair, wincing at the coldness on his bare legs. It was going to be a long night. ‘A whistle blower?’

      ‘Yep. Don’t get all the science or owt, but the university Izzie Dimou was employed at in Northern Cyprus, as we know, has some sort of reciprocal agreement with Rubeus Pharmaceuticals who are a government-backed company. Reckon that means they’re all official secrets and that. They’re looking at developing effective treatments for biological diseases that fall under the Category A classification.’

      ‘Category A?’

      ‘Stuff like smallpox, anthrax and that.’

      Shit, that was some serious stuff. Abaci and Doukus had said as much, but they’d categorically denied that Izzie could have access to anything critical. Makes you wonder why her colleagues at the university had chosen to be so vague.

      Compo continued. ‘Well, all this stuff in the wrong hands can be used as bio-weapons.’

      ‘Yeah, I got that from my Skye interview yesterday. Still don’t see how any of that indicates Izzie is a whistle-blower.’

      ‘Well… seems that Izzie came across some tests and experiments that were flying under the radar. Seems like one of the scientists was developing something he shouldn’t and Izzie – who was a senior researcher – stumbled across it.’

      Gus frowned, ‘You telling me that one of the scientists at Izzie’s University in Cyprus was developing some sort of biological weapon and Izzie found out?’

      ‘Yep. That’s how it looks. One of Izzie’s colleagues was developing a vaccine to counter a new bio-weapon developed in Syria – something by the name of AX22. However… according to Izzie’s data, it seems that this scientist was simultaneously using AX22 to develop a deadlier, more complex, more resistant strain – AX23.’

      ‘Fuck!’

      ‘But do you want the punchline?’

      Gus rolled his eyes bloody punchline! ‘Just tell me, Comps.’

      ‘If I’m reading this right, the AX22 vaccine actually included some sort of accelerant – they called it ACC22. From Izzie’s notes the two compounds were to be used as part of a two-pronged weaponry by whichever country gained access to it.’

      Shit! That little USB stick held a lot of extremely sensitive information. Gus shuddered. It didn’t bear thinking about what could have happened if the Romanians had found it. Their dead bodies in Keighley indicated that all of this information would have fallen into the wrong hands – but who’s? This was a lot to take in. ‘Not sure I get the two-pronged bit.’

      Compo crunched on something, swallowed and said, ‘Well, looks like whoever had the AX22 could use it to attack a target – maybe a city hosting a summit or summat. The AX22 vaccine with the accelerant ACC22 would be administered. This, instead of protecting the vaccinated population, would actually weaken them. The bastards would follow up with the even deadlier AX22EX – BOOM! An-iA-fucking-lation!’

      Gus was speechless. This was huge. No wonder MI6 were keeping things so tightly under their belt. It made everything so much clearer. It also brought Daniel’s well-being into question. Izzie had been killed for access to this USB. Gus could only hope that Daniel’s MI6 training would kick in and he’d be able to hang on till they located him. That, of course, was assuming he wasn’t already dead. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Well, our Izzie was a bit of a techie geek – not as good as me, but good. She’d managed to clone the scientist’s lap top and mobile phone and downloaded everything she found to this USB, and – if I’m right – to a protected location on the cloud.’

      Gus slapped the palm of his hand against his forehead. What was he thinking? Lack of sleep was making him unfocussed. ‘Is it Doukus? Is that who’s behind all of this? I thought he was hiding something yesterday.’

      ‘No, not Doukus. This scientist wasn’t one of the two you interviewed yesterday. This one is third in line in terms of seniority at the university. Name’s Dr Young. If Izzie’s data is right, he was out to sell the AX22 vaccine and the AX23 bio weapon. He was in talks with Syria, Russia, and Pakistan.

      ‘Shit, Comps. You need to get Nancy onto Interpol. We need to pick him up.’

      ‘Too late, Boss. I ran him and he’s dead – hit and run four days ago apparently. His flat had been ransacked – who knows who’s behind the attack, or for that matter whether they got the formulas. The thing is, we’ve got everything Izzie downloaded, but there’s some code that I’ve not managed to decipher yet, so whether that’s everything there is or not, I don’t know. We don’t have the final chemical compound, so nobody can start working on a cure for this until we get the rest of the information.’

      ‘Right Compo, I’ll get onto Nancy, anything else?’

      ‘Anything else? Izzie’s death and his disappearance are linked. How do you think Daniel’s disappearance fits in?’

      Gus’ hopes for Daniel’s safe return had been diminishing over the past hours. Now he was sure that Gabriella’s brother was dead. Whoever had tortured and killed Izzie, the Romanians and Jordan Beaumont’s family wouldn’t hesitate to kill Daniel when he’d given them all he had. When the snow cleared, he fully expected that some dog walker or other would come across both Jordan Beaumont’s and Daniel Farrier’s bodies in due course. ‘Reckon they took Daniel as leverage to encourage Izzie to hand over the USB. They don’t have it yet and they clearly don’t have Young’s data either, that’s why they came to Alice’s place in the night – they were still looking for it.’

      ‘Yes, but was that Izzie’s only copy?’

      ‘No, I don’t think it was. Izzie would have kept a backup which, I suspect, is the one you’re working on. I suspect she was going to disseminate the intelligence she had collected with the pharmaceutical company – after all they are government funded. She probably thought Beaumont would be an ally. Perhaps she going to share her findings with him? Or, perhaps she was going to confront him. MI6 know a lot more than they’re letting on, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Maybe she handed the evidence to him and that’s why he was abducted.’

      That didn’t sit right with Gus, but he let it lie for now. He had the idea that Izzie being followed after her meeting with Beaumont somehow linked up. ‘Keep trying to identify those two dead bodies in Keighley. I want as much information on them as possible.’

      

      Gus phoned Nancy and brought her up to date all the while Gore remained asleep, giving a mostly rhythmic – though still irritating – accompaniment to the proceedings. No way would Gore wake up if his baby cried during the night. Fat lot of good he’d be! Taking great pleasure in it, Gus – in perfect synchronicity with the snoring – whipped the duvet off Gore’s snoring frame, flicked the lights to full power and put the telly on full boom.

      
        
        ‘Whilst Storm Emma is heading north, leaving a trail of destruction behind her throughout the Manchester district, we aren’t out of the woods yet. The forecast indicates more blizzards and snow storms with estimated lows of minus ten degrees. Snake Pass is still unpassable and the Met Office’s Red Alert is set to remain in place for the foreseeable future. School closures throughout the North of England look likely, meaning another day of sledging – but don’t forget to wrap up warm. That’s it for now from Manchester News. Next update at six am.’

        

      

      Gore, like a slumbering bear awakened in mid hibernation, growled and extended his massive arms in a stretch that threatened to knock Gus’ cooling drink off the bedside table. ‘What’s up, Gus? Had a good sleep?’

      Gus grimaced and ignored the question, choosing instead to dive straight into the information Compo had found. He’d just reached the end when his phone rang again.

      ‘What’s up, Comps?’

      ‘Two things. First is we’ve managed – or rather Taffy has managed – to isolate a likely vehicle for the Beaumont abduction. Caught it leaving the end of Blundering Lane and managed to follow it through to the edge of Saddleworth Moor. Looks like a Discovery. Big fucker with snow chains – probably wouldn’t have made it otherwise. It disappeared for a good three hours and we thought we’d lost it – maybe it got jammed in the snow or summat. Anyway, we caught up with it again and it continued on for another couple of miles. We lost track of it again for another few hours. The weather’s playing havoc on the roads. We’ve not seen it since one o’clock this morning. Still waiting for it to reappear.’

      ‘Great’ said Gus, ‘Send me the last sighting co-ordinates, Comps. We’ll check it out.’

      ‘Can probably do better than that Gus. Thing is, when I ran a background check on Beaumont’s properties a farmhouse came up – it seems he inherited it from his grandparents – it’s just two miles from our last sighting of the Discovery. Coincidence?’

      ‘You know what I think about coincidences, Compo, don’t you?’

      Compo laughed, and Gus was surprised at how much lighter his heart felt on hearing his friend’s laugh.

      ‘No such fucking thing,’ said Compo

      ‘Exactly.’
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      03:30 En route Saddleworth Moor

      
        
        ‘Manchester in complete whiteout…. continuing blizzards.’

        

      

      ‘Tell me about it.’ Gus was freezing. His fingers were numb, his toes almost as bad. Gore’s state-of-the-art car seemed to have taken its heating system and replaced it with an American-sized fridge. Hell, even Alice’s damn temperamental Mini offered more insulation from the elements than this bloody monstrosity. Waste of damn money. Soon as Compo’s intel had come in, Gus had contacted DI Estefan who’d run it past her Super. The upshot was Gus and Gore were ordered to wait for them to assemble their SCO19 team. Gus took one look at Gore, who snorted and shook his head. Gus couldn’t have agreed more. Within minutes the pair of them were out the door and heading for Gore’s Volvo.

      
        
        ‘Many schools over the region will be closed due to the adverse weather.’

        

      

      Gus sunk his chin down to his chest and hitched his jacket up over his mouth in an attempt to preserve some heat. Okay, so it wasn’t just the weather that was causing him grief. It was the lack of sleep, hunger and lack of caffeine. Also, Gore’s ebullience was really pissing him off. Gore was the one with the new-born baby, yet it was Gus who was sleep deprived. Was he jealous? He’d always wanted kids, Gabriella had been reticent. Never mind, with the way things had worked out it was probably for the best. How would you explain that whole Gabriella-Katie thing? Talk about complicated.

      Gus watched the windscreen wipers push the steady fall of snowflakes to either side of the glass. He hoped the armed team arrived before he and Gore did. Judging by what had been done to Jordon Beaumont’s family, an extendable baton, pepper spray and a stab vest wouldn’t be of much use, although the vest might warm him up a bit. He hoped Gore had a couple of tasers rolling about in the back of the car, but having seen the baby seat in the rear of the car, he doubted it. Gore wouldn’t be the first officer to clear out any weaponry after starting a family. He couldn’t blame him. Last thing you wanted was for your kids to taser themselves. How could you live with the guilt?

      
        
        ‘One man knocked out by falling icicle has been rushed to North Manchester General with a suspected skull fracture. Whilst on a more positive note, volunteers have been handing out blankets to Manchester’s rough sleepers and…’

        

      

      Gus reached over and switched off the car radio. He’d had more than enough depressing weather news for one day. Besides, who the hell knew what they’d find when they reached Jordan Beaumont’s farmhouse? Weather or not, Gus suspected his day may be about to get worse.

      His phone rang and after a quick check to eliminate the possibility of yet another call from Gabriella, he answered. The line was crackly and it took him a moment or two to place the voice. Giannis Doukus had seemed on edge during their Skype conversation and now he seemed outright nervous. His accent was heavy and combined with the bad line, Gus found it difficult to concentrate, so it was a relief when a woman’s voice came over the line. Thank God! He flipped the phone to speaker so Gore could listen in. ‘Yes, I remember you, Ariadne. Lovely to speak to you again, although I am concerned we may get cut off. The weather conditions here are appalling.’

      ‘Well Detective, that being the case, I will get to the point. Giannis has come to me with some notable information and although we have passed this information to both Interpol and your MI6, we got the impression that perhaps it wouldn’t be shared with you.’

      Gus grimaced and Gore made the universal hand movement attributed to sexual self-gratification, which made Gus smile.

      ‘Giannis isn’t concerned with the wider implications. His motives are all about Isabella. You see, he and Izzie were once a couple – until Daniel came along and swept her off her feet.’

      Gus frowned, Daniel? Really? Gus hadn’t had Daniel down as the sweeping-off-feet kind of guy. However, that nugget of intel explained Doukus’ nervous appearance during their Skype call. ‘I’m listening, Ariadne.’

      ‘Professor Young, one of our senior researchers was killed in a car accident recently. Giannis suspects it is because Izzie confided her suspicions regarding Abaci. You see, Izzie told both Young and Doukus that there were programmes running underneath the ongoing research programme that monitored the research statistics. It concerned her.’

      So, Dr Young wasn’t the scientist who’d been developing the AX23 formula or the ACC22 one. It wasn’t Young whom Izzie had been concerned about, it was Abaci. Doukus’ voice in the background, speaking in Greek, interrupted the conversation for a moment and then Ariadne was back. ‘Giannis wishes he’d paid more attention. He should have listened to Isabella, but he was upset and hurt.’

      As the talking continued, Gus just silently wished Doukus would shut up. He wasn’t concerned with the other man’s emotional state – he just needed the information regarding Abaci. The information MI6 had chosen not to share with him.

      ‘The upshot of all of this detective, is that Giannis – after your interview – went back to the lab and he retraced Izzie’s footsteps; her digital ones that is.’

      Struggling to maintain an even tone, Gus forced his lips into a smile and said, ‘Yes? What did he find?’ The line crackled and Gus glared at Gore as if he was to blame. Gore braked and pulled to the side of the road, ‘If I drive in any further you may lose your signal. Finish this conversation first.’

      ‘Abaci, has been running counter experiments which deconstruct the existing bio-chemistry and remodel it…’

      Adriane consulted with Doukus in Greek and Gus remembered that this wasn’t her area of expertise either. When she came on the phone again she said, ‘As near as I can understand from Doukus, Abaci has used his research to create a vaccine that, rather than provide an antidote, will instead mutate into an existing bio-weapon. If a government held this doctored vaccine they would be lulled into a false sense of security and when confronted with a bio-weaponry attack, they will exacerbate the spread of the virus by administering the false vaccine.’ She took a breather before continuing, ‘Alongside this, the deployment of the more sophisticated virus – a deadlier strain of the virus, would cause international panic and death in the millions. Whichever country holds these two formulas could hold the rest of the world to ransom.’

      Compo’s earlier ‘An-Ia-fucking-lation,’ sprung from Gus’s lips in a stunned, whisper, earning him a frown from Gore. Ariadne was still talking. ‘Izzie captured this information and, according to Doukus, she has altered some of the statistics, hopefully rendering Abaci’s findings inaccurate. She appears to have stolen the correct formula leaving Abaci with a dud. Interpol are in pursuit of Abaci as we speak, however it seems they don’t know who he is working for. I can’t believe I have worked with this man for so long. He is a traitor… and I considered him a friend.’

      Gus could empathise. His feelings – when he thought Alice had betrayed him – had been so intense he’d been unable to function. But Alice wasn’t responsible for the potential devastation of the world. He could hear the grief in the woman’s tone.

      ‘Thank you for sharing this, Ariadne. Please pass my condolences to Giannis for his loss and thank him. He was right – this information wasn’t shared to us. However, tell him that as we speak we have experts working on retrieving information that Izzie left behind.’

      Ariadne spoke again in Greek. ‘Detective, Doukus says be very careful. This information is very valuable and in the wrong hands could do untold damage. Too many people have died already, he hopes that you will be able to prevent any more casualties. Goodbye.’

      Gus looked at his colleague as Gore re-started the engine. ‘The plot gets thicker and thicker.’

      ‘And uglier and uglier.’

      Gus couldn’t disagree.
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      04:45 Premier Inn, Epsom, Surrey

      He hadn’t eaten for hours. The hotel had settled down for the night and apart from the flickering images coming from the TV that he’d left on silent for the company and the occasional creak or cough from the next room, Sean Kennedy could have thought he was the only man alive. Not that he considered himself particularly alive – not right now. His temperature had flared up again and every time he swallowed it felt as if someone was using his throat as a cheese grater. So, when the call came, it was almost a relief from the stench of his own body and the increasingly maudlin thoughts that filtered through his mind.

      ‘Yeah.’ The single word was about all he could manage, but that was fine. It would no doubt serve to knock that idiot Allison-Hinton off balance. Whatever his solicitor was phoning with at this time of the morning, Sean was under no illusion that it would be good news. The man was annoyingly proper. The only thing that would prompt him to ring a client so early in the morning would be a catastrophe. Sean could only hope that whatever catastrophe it was, it would be manageable.

      ‘Eh, Sean. Sorry to wake you so early. Wouldn’t have bothered you if it hadn’t been quite so urgent.’

      Sean sighed, wincing as even the exhalation of warm air was enough to ignite a fire from the base of his tongue down his gullet, ending in a ball of flames in his belly. What the fuck was wrong with him? He tried to focus, but the flashing lights from the telly were making his eyes go funny, and the pain in his gut was superseded by a searing pain behind his eyes.

      ‘Gimme a minute, okay?’ His words came out slurred and he hoped Allison-Hinton would assume he’d downed a few beers. Last thing he wanted was for him to think he was under par – never show the enemy your weakness, that was his motto – well one of them anyway.

      Allison-Hinton, mumbled an arse licky sort of apology, sounding like one of Sean’s mum’s wittering old friends. As he continued to waffle on, Sean took a moment to rest the back of his crown on the headboard and take a few shallow calming breaths. That was better. Stretching out one hand, whilst trying not to move his head too much, Sean switched off the telly – plunging the room into near darkness. The streetlights outside cast gentle orange shadows through the half-drawn curtains, landing on the sparse fittings of the lonely hotel room. Sean closed his eyes for a second and massaged his temple. The pressure relieved the pain and when he reopened his eyes, the flecks of colour that had haunted his peripheral vision were gone.

      He pressed the speaker phone button and prepared himself for whatever news was heading his way. ‘Get to the point.’

      The solicitor, interrupted in mid flow, paused, breathed in, exhaled and began. ‘We, well, em… we appear to have lost Alice Cooper’s parents.’

      Sean clenched his fists, Bastard! His throat, thick and slime-filled tightened. He swallowed, willing himself to ignore the pain.

      ‘You’ve done what?’

      Allison-Hinton’s tone took on the erratic stutter of a machine gun with no ammunition left. ‘Don’t know how it happened. They were being tailed. Our men in Greece had them under observation at all times and then… well...’

      Over the line the solicitor’s breath came fast and heavy and Gus pictured him shrinking behind his huge desk, like the coward he was. How he hated that man.

      ‘No excuses! I warned you.’ Sweat soaked through his T-shirt, making him clammy.

      Was it a reaction to this phone call or something worse – much worse? His limbs were shaky, as if he’d run a marathon. He coughed. Long gone were the days when he could run a hundred metres, never mind a damn marathon. It was all that bitch’s fault and now this pillock was telling him they’d lost her parents – his leverage – gone!

      ‘Sean. There’s more.’

      ‘More?’ If he could have summoned up the energy he’d have rolled his eyes. What more could there be? Losing her parents was bad enough. How the hell could two trained ex SAS soldiers manage to lose two middle aged, eccentric and oblivious scientists who barely focused on anything other than their damn animal observations?

      ‘They’re dead.’

      For a minute Sean thought he meant the Coopers, then he replayed the conversation.

      No Allison-Hinton had clearly said they’d lost them- meaning they’d gone AWOL. Not dead. Surely not dead.

      ‘The Coopers?’

      ‘No… not them. Abdul and Kieran. Garrotted outside the Cooper’s apartment. A professional job – a hit.’

      A hit? Who the hell would have realised they were keeping tabs on the Coopers, never mind organise a hit to snatch them? Only one image came to his mind. The image of a small dark-haired woman glaring defiantly at him from her hospital bed – Alice Cooper. How the hell had she managed to outwit him?

      ‘You. Have. Fucked. Up. Big. Time.’ He disconnected the call, before sagging back onto the bed.
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      05:05 HM Women’s Prison, Stanton, Surrey

      ‘Wake up, Alice. Got something to tell you.’ Seconds earlier, Lulu’s phone – the illegal one that somehow or other she never got caught with – had vibrated. Yet, despite being woken from a deep sleep, she sounded as alert as ever. Her gravelly voice strong, her eyes bright as she popped her head over the side of the bunk and peered down at Alice.

      Alice, on the contrary hadn’t been asleep. All night she’d been lying on her back, her head resting on her bent arm, her dark eyes open, just waiting for lights-on so she could get up and live through yet another interminable day. For hours, she’d stared up at the bulging mattress of the bunk above her. Every move Lulu made was accompanied by creaking springs and the threat of the whole bunk giving up the ghost and collapsing on top of Alice. Considering her current stream of bad luck, Alice considered the chances of that quite high. At least she’d be dead and there would be no reason for Sean Kennedy to hurt her parents. The only thing was, she knew only too well just what Kennedy was capable of and her death wouldn’t guarantee her parent’s safety. No, that would be too easy.

      Lulu had a variety of dealings in the outside world – a huge network of operations to keep up with, so Alice was well used to hearing that noise off and on throughout the night. Lulu’s business seemed to flourish between the hours of ten pm and six am and – according to Lulu – the main reason for her trusting Alice, a copper, to keep schtum was that she had first-hand dealings with Sean and anyone who’d got the once over on ‘that little weasel’ had earned a favour or two from Lulu.

      ‘I’m not sleeping, Lul. What’s up?’

      Lulu smiled, her upside-down face looking strange, ‘They’re safe. We got them.’

      Alice closed her eyes and exhaled. From nowhere tears welled in her eyes. She brushed them roughly away, conscious that Lulu had averted her gaze so as not to embarrass her. She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. ‘Brilliant. Thanks, Lul. Where are they?’

      ‘Where we arranged for them to be. They’ll be fine there.’

      Alice smiled – they’d be more than fine there. They’d be looked after and no questions would be asked. Realising there was more to the story than a straight rescue – after all Sean Kennedy had almost as wide a reach as Lulu and was equally invested in keeping a hold of her parents – she looked straight at the other woman. ‘Casualties?’

      Lulu shrugged, ‘Not on our side.’

      Alice let that settle in her mind for a moment. Did she care if someone had got hurt- someone who’d been threatening her innocent parents? It took her all of two seconds to find her answer. She looked at Lulu and nodded once. The matter was closed. ‘Thanks, Lul.’

      But Lulu wasn’t content to leave it there, ‘You’re not forgetting our deal, are you?’

      Alice shook her head, ‘No, Lulu. I’ve not forgotten.’
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      05:55 Saddleworth Moor

      Daniel was disorientated when he opened his eyes. He was lying in a soft bed – warm and cosy. So why did it hurt so much to open his eyes? He tried to reach out for the light switch, but his hand wouldn’t move. It was so dark and he didn’t really want to move, but he wanted the light. Needed to rub his eyes. A strange humming buzzed from somewhere nearby. His alarm clock? The smoke alarm? Aw, for goodness sake shut up! He wanted to yell, but his voice refused to co-operate and then there was light. Blinding light. He scrunched his eyes shut. Put the damn light out, Izzie! Seconds, or was it minutes or even hours, later he opened his eyes. There were voices. Put the radio off Izzie! Trying to sleep here. Why are they shouting?

      He snuggled down further, his cheek resting on something very cold. He opened his eyes. What the hell was the white stuff falling around him? His head lifted. It was everywhere. It was then that he saw the two dark figures in the distance. They were looking for something, torches flashing, calling a name... his name. Why did he think they were a threat? Weren’t they there to help him?

      His heart began to pound. Something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t focus. Couldn’t get his brain to form a coherent thought. It kept jumping around – a farmhouse? Musty clothes and eiderdown? He tried to move his hands and dislodged a layer of snow from his arm. Just how long had he been out of it, lying here in the snow? He moved his leg and realised that if he was going to move away from the men, he’d have to crawl.

      Still not sure why or even if they were a threat to him, he lifted his head again. They’d moved to his right, their torches casting shadows in his peripheral vision. Their voices seemed fainter and he thought now was the time. Bracing his forearms in front of him, he began to pull himself forward. Only one leg worked so it was difficult to move. He dug his elbows in and his good knee and tried to propel himself onward. His shoulders ached, his breath froze as he exhaled. Managing mere inches at a time, he collapsed in the snow. It was too cold and he was chittering and yet he had an overwhelming urge to strip off his coat.

      Maybe if he did he’d be able to move more freely. He paused… thought. The two men were still to his right, a little further away now. Perhaps if he just stayed still they’d miss him and go back to wherever they’d come from. Perhaps they weren’t even looking for him. No that wasn’t right – they’d called his name. Or had they? Maybe he was confused, maybe they’d lost their dog. Maybe… maybe nothing. He’d been frightened earlier and had made his escape – from the farmhouse he remembered that now. What else could he remember? A knife? Yes, he had a knife – two knives, one in his rucksack, which he’d left behind him in the snow, where was the other? He moved his arm and scrabbled around near his leg. He touched something hard, stuck inside his wellie boot, but couldn’t quite reach it. It was reassuring though to have it there. He peered to his left and saw some trees. If he could get there he’d be able to take off his boot and get the knife.

      Sighing, he changed his trajectory, pulling his weight, using his arms. Every half foot he stopped for a rest. The voices faded in his mind. Like dull echoes against the snow, he moved on. The wind whistled around, storming up great flurries of snow. That was good, they wouldn’t be able to see him. He could barely see the trees now, just great outlines, barely visible. Never had Daniel been so vulnerable. Never had he been so exhausted, so drained.

      He kept going, dogged, determined. His leg was like a dead tree trunk behind him and all he wanted to do was speed up. He flashed to that film he’d seen with Izzie. The one where the guy fell into a ravine and in order to save himself he’d gnawed off his arm. Could he do that? Was it necessary? If he could get to the trees and get some shelter, even just for a short time he could recoup and think. He stopped for another rest and took the chance to look at the trees again.

      Brilliant! They were closer than he thought. Why were they moving though? Was he hallucinating?

      They were really close now, what the heck – they were yelling at him – but how could trees yell? The two hulking shapes moved through the snow, directly towards him.

      ‘Daniel? Daniel Farrier?’
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      06:15 Saddleworth Moor

      Storm Emma had played havoc with Gus and Lewis Gore’s journey. Every route they took placed an obstacle of some description in front of them. And when they got closer to the farmhouse the roads became smaller and harder to navigate. They’d spent forever in Manchester attaching snow chains to Gore’s car. Gus’ fingers were still complaining at the cold that still lurked in his joints. It had been hell, but judging by the number of abandoned cars they’d passed en route, it had been time well spent. Gus hadn’t wanted a repeat of yesterday’s scary journey from Bradford. Sometimes Gus was sure they were only on a minor farm track. The car heating kicked in sporadically, resulting in them alternating between sweating buckets and shivering uncontrollably. The sheer cold had made them have to stop on more than one occasion to relieve their bladders and, each time, Gus was sure the wind would whip his penis off or freeze the urine as it left his body.

      The headlights barely pierced the gloom despite Gore having his fog lights on and Gus wondered whether the SCO19s would have any better luck in getting to the farmhouse. He’d pinned everything on finding Daniel here. It was logical. The men who’d taken Jordan Beaumont had been caught within minutes of the farmhouse he’d inherited. Well, on a good day it would be minutes, on a bad day – like today – it had taken Gus and Lewis hours. He was glad to have Lewis with him. The big man, despite his snoring, was solid and dependable. He was completely on-board with the logic of Gus’ thinking. What they’d find when they finally reached the farmhouse was anyone’s guess – nothing good, if the carnage they’d left at Beaumont’s house was any indication. Was Beaumont still alive, or had he got something stashed away at the cottage that those two wanted?

      His phone rang, startling him from his thoughts – Compo! He flicked it to speaker phone and answered. ‘Y’all.’

      ‘Hey boss. Did a bit more digging and guess what?’

      Gus hated this tendency of Compo’s to make him guess what he’d discovered. There was absolutely no way he could begin to guess what he’d discovered – he was in awe of Compo’s talents, but he really wished the lad would just spit it out.

      ‘What?’ He sensed Gore looking at him. And realised his tone had been sharp. He adjusted his appraoch, ‘Sorry Compo, bad time here. Driving in this bloody weather’s like swimming through my mum’s gravy. Have you got something for me?’

      ‘Damn right I have Gus, damn right I have.’

      Gus heard the distinctive sound of Compo clicking his fingers.

      ‘I put a trail on the movements of that vehicle over the past week and guess what?’

      Gus sighed, ‘Just tell me Compo. I’m all out of guesses.’

      ‘Well, turns out on Thursday, before the storm got really bad, it was caught on the exact same camera near Saddleworth Moor. Bit of a coincidence eh? And an hour before that it was caught around the Manchester Victoria area.’

      Gus grinned. This information made it even more likely that there was a link between Jordan Beaumont’s abductors and possibly Daniel and Izzie. He frowned, it didn’t add up though, that Beaumont had arranged for his wife and child to become victims – obviously Izzie was a different kettle of fish. He didn’t know her and folk would do a hell of a lot for money. It remained to be seen whether Jordan Beaumont was an innocent victim or if he was complicit.

      ‘That’s not all though,’ continued Compo, his words running together, ‘It was also caught twice on the camera nearest to the Worth Valley Railway in Keighley – the one right near Dalton Mill – and,’ he paused in a ta da sort of way, took a deep breath and continued, ‘it’s been hanging around Alice’s house for a couple of weeks – well since Daniel and Izzie moved in anyway.’

      That was interesting. Gave them a concrete link between Jordan Beaumont and Izzie and the car. The sound of Compo taking a bite of something made Gus’ stomach rumble. He was in danger of collapsing like an old Victorian drama queen. He couldn’t imagine Gore being gallant enough to whip out the smelling salts to revive him. On the upside, Compo’s intelligence was great. He was dotting the I’s and the T’s would hopefully be crossed when he and Gore reached their destination. Hell, it was a great feeling when hard work began to pay dividends.

      Through a mouthful of something, Compo began speaking again. ‘Thing is Gus. Taffy suggested cross referencing the number plates and times to see if they were working in a group and… guess what?’

      Here we go again! Gus glanced at Gore who was smirking and shaking his head. If they hadn’t been at risk of getting trapped in the snow, Gus would’ve thumped him on the arm. Instead, he contented himself with glowering at him. Gore responded by briefly raising the middle finger of one hand.

      ‘Go on, Comps. I’m listening.’

      Gore’s grin widened, probably because the expression on Gus’ face belied his placid tone. Gus winked, his face softening. He could well imagine Compo whizzing between screens on his office chair like a demented dervish, music blaring in his headphones – wonder what he’s listening to for this case? – crumbs flying unnoticed, Taffy, in the background, pulling together all of the paperwork. Compo was back.

      ‘We hit Bingo! Well – when I say Bingo, I don’t mean your Bingo. Nobody, least of all me would hit your Bingo. No…’

      Well used to Compo’s digressions, and sensing he was about to go around the houses in order to clarify what Gus already knew, he cut in, ignoring the snort of laughter from Gore. ‘I know exactly what you mean. What did your protégé’s brainwave reveal?’

      ‘Eh?’

      Another snort from Gore as he manoeuvred round a snow covered bump in the road managing to right the vehicle from a very slight skid.

      ‘What did Taffy’s suggestion tell us?’

      ‘Oh, yeah, right, get it. Might be summat or nowt, but we discovered another car that was at Rawsforth when the train Izzie Dimou was on crashed and it was caught on the same cameras as the other car near the mill in Keighley, though significantly not near the railway station. We got a list of all the places this vehicle had been and, gue—?’

      Determined not to offset the question, Gus interrupted, ‘Did the sightings correspond to our other vehicle, by any chance?’

      ‘Brilliant Gus, well done.’

      Gus let that go, amid more snorts from Gore,

      ‘Lewis got a cold, Gus? Is he well wrapped up – it’s cold out.’

      At these words Gore’s smiling face turned in to a frown, ‘What the fuck do you think I’m wearing Compo? We’re in the middle of Saddleworth Moor in the worst storm in my memory and you ask if we’re wrapped up?’

      Gus, now laughing, raised his hand, ‘We’re a bit cold. Heater’s not working very well and Gore’s a tad grumpy. Just ignore him.’

      Gore again shared his raised middle finger with Gus, who returned the gesture. ‘Go on Comps.’

      ‘Well, they’re not always exactly in the same vicinity, but enough of the time to make it suspicious. Thing is, we’ve linked the car plates to those two dead blokes yesterday in Keighley. Turns out they’re Romanian – from Manchester – but the car caught in Rawsforth belongs to their cousin. Nancy’s got them in for questioning. Strange thing is, another one of their relatives was killed on Friday – looked like a drug hit. Their prints were matched to what was left of the car that caused the train wreck.’

      ‘Good work Comps. Any news about Alice, or anymore from the USB?’

      ‘Making progress, will update later, Gus. See ya.’

      ‘Eh, Comps?’

      ‘Yeah’

      ‘What’s your song for this case?

      ‘Unspoken Truth by Shakra.’

      How bloody apt. Too many truths had been left unspoken recently. Something Gus intended to rectify when he could.
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      06:45 Holmfield Court

      Taffy couldn’t take his eyes off Compo. He was a completely different person when behind the computer. Taffy had never had the time to study Compo in action, but he was glad he had the opportunity now. Compo had made him swear a ‘what happens at Compo’s stays at Compo’s’ sort of oath and now he was certainly seeing a whole load of stuff he never in a million years thought he would. He sat at Compo’s side watching conversations play across the screen – conversations on the deep web, conversations that made only partial sense to him. After the first few hours, he’d got used to the darkness in the room. Compo had insisted they shut the curtains and dimmed the lights; claiming it got him in the zone. To be honest it was a relief for Taffy not to have to see the worsening weather conditions outside.

      One screen had interactions from the Justice Room, another had ones from Beyond the Pale and a third was running an ongoing data analysis programme Compo had whipped up to isolate the CCTV images that may have a view of both cars’ occupants.

      Compo let out a sudden whoop and wheeled himself over to the Justice Room screen. A message had flashed up

      JayRay: Been sniffing. Followed scent and got goods. You on?

      ReviAeternus: Which hit?

      JayRay: AC

      Taffy had picked up that AC was Alice. Looked like JayRay had come up with the goods.

      ReviAeternus: How many bitcoins?

      JayRay: It’s hot – flaming – on fire.

      ReviAeternus: Again, how many?

      JayRay: Enough. More than enough.

      Compo laced his fingers together and pushed his hands away from him, palms out, creating a cracking sound that made Taffy shiver. His face set, Compo tucked his chair right under the table, took a glug of Coke, rammed a handful of Tortilla chips into his mouth and set to work.

      ReviAeternus: Trade?

      JayRay: What you got?

      ReviAeternus: This piece takes backdoor access to next level – better than Sham door or RoofTop.

      JayRay: Proof?

      Compo laughed out loud, grabbed more Tortillas followed by a large bite of a Mars Bar and pressed a few keys. Turning to Taffy, he raised his hand for a high five. ‘Already breached his back door – had it set up, just in case. He’ll give us what we want for this technology.’ Puzzled, Taffy frowned, ‘Won’t he be pissed off with you for hacking him?’

      ‘Nah, he asked for proof. Had all his protection in place and I still got through. He’ll be begging for this.’

      JayRay: Jammie. Give me 5.

      The conversation went silent and Compo turned to Taffy, his grin wide. Like a kid whose eaten all the red smarties. ‘Hey Taff, he’s going to try to outdo me but he won’t be able to. Give it three minutes and he’ll give in.’

      Intrigued, Taffy glanced at his watch and began the countdown. ‘What’ve you done Comps.’

      Compo shrugged, ‘Nowt much. Just created a programme that can get through his backdoor undetected. He’s trying right now to close the doors and lock me out.’

      ‘And you’ll sell that to him.’

      ‘Nah, not sell. I’ll exchange it for real info about Alice.’

      Taffy wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Last thing he wanted was for some hacker to have access to a programme that could effectively access all sorts of businesses and governments. ‘Eh, Comps, is that a good idea? I mean will Gus be okay with it?’

      ‘You heard, Gus. He said ‘do what it takes’. You heard him, right?’

      Taffy nodded, reluctant, ‘Well, yeah, but not sure he meant this sort of thing. I mean, you’re leaving systems wide open with that.’

      Compo raised his chin, opened his mouth and shook in the last of the tortillas, seemingly unconcerned that half of the crumbs landed on his t-shirt.

      ‘Nah. Don’t be daft. I wouldn’t do that. JayRay is a White Hat hacker. He’ll put it to good use. I’d probably have exchanged it over the weekend for intel on an original retro poster, anyway.’

      ‘So why not just give him it?

      ‘Protocol Taff. Exchanges are fine, but we don’t like to owe each other too much.’

      The Justice Room PC pinged and Taffy jumped to his feet as Compo whirled his chair round to face the monitor.

      JayRay: Dude, you’re tops. Lulz!

      For a minute Taffy was disconcerted, then he remembered Compo had told him Lulz was Internet speak for ‘lol’. Seemed like JayRay was happy. Now, let’s hope he’s got something convincing to help Alice.

      ReviAeternus: Need to see the goods first.

      JayRay: Taster coming your way.

      A window pinged open next to their conversation. It was a video. Compo enlarged the screen and they saw an image of Sean Kennedy in an office – all magnolia and cream with heavy wood furniture. He sat opposite an older, much smarter man, who kept playing with the things on the desk that separated them. It was date stamped Friday. This had the potential to be good. Compo’s fingers flew across the keyboard.

      ReviAeternus: Need more – sound?

      JayRay: Solicitor Allison-Hinton. Harrow. Got sound. Also, RAT’d solicitors PC. You need deeper sniff, let me know.

      As Taffy and Compo watched they saw Sean Kennedy smile. Not a pleasant sight. The man had deteriorated since his pre-coma photos – emaciated, straggly hair and, if that smile was owt to go by, a nasty streak. He certainly made the solicitor look nervous. The larger man couldn’t seem to hold Kennedy’s gaze. His eyes flitting anywhere but directly at his visitor. All the while they talked, his hands rearranged the pens, pencils and the executive toy on his desk.

      The sound kicked in, making Taffy jump. It was as clear as if the conversation was happening right there.

      ‘Well?’ Sean Kennedy glared at the solicitor. The word a bullet shot in the quiet room.

      The other man’s face broke into a wide smile and for a moment he suspended his fidgeting. ‘She agreed. Baby Jane’s final bit of persuasion did the trick. She’s signed the statement claiming responsibility for everything and exonerating you from all wrong doing.’

      Baby Jane? That was the bitch that had landed Al in the hospital. Taffy grinned and risked a glance at Compo. Compo’s head was going up and down like one of those nodding car toys, his smile wide. They’d got a definite link between Kennedy, Kennedy’s solicitor and the bitch that had attacked Alice.

      The solicitor continued. ‘That combined with Big H’s statement and the electronic trail we’ve laid, will let you off the hook and confine her to a long stay at Her Majesty’s convenience.’

      Compo’s face darkened as the import of the man on the screen’s words sank in. ‘Fucker,’ he murmured under his breath

      Now Kennedy was grinning, like he’d been expecting this. He leaned back and nodded. ‘Now, we need to get her parents.’

      ‘Fuck!’ The word was out before he could stop it. Taffy glanced at Compo. ‘The bastards are going after Alice’s mum and dad.’ Taffy had only met the Coopers briefly, but he’d liked them. Now, looking at Compo, he saw a side to his friend he’d never seen before. His fingers were flying over the keys, his face unsmiling, a frown dragging his eyebrows together into one elongated angry-looking caterpillar. Taffy could just about decipher the words he whispered under his breath; ‘bastards’ and ‘not on my watch.’

      Taffy turned back to the screen. Allison-Hinton was frowning now and his hands were all over his desk ornaments again – not a happy man.

      ‘What? But... I thought...?’ Allison-Hinton’s voice trembled.

      Kennedy laughed. ‘Yeah, that’s what Alice Cooper thought too. That’s why she signed the statement. Stupid bitch! She should’ve known I’d go straight for the jugular. She has to suffer. And there’s only one sure way to do that.’

      They had the evidence. Now all they had to do was work out a way to get it to the people that could use it without incriminating themselves. Taffy had faith that Compo would work it out.
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      06:50 Saddleworth Moor

      ‘About bloody time too.’ Gus was beginning to think they’d never arrive, but when he’d thought they could force Gore’s Volvo no further, the Satnav had chimed up: ‘You have reached your destination.’

      Peering through the window, Gus shuddered. If this was their destination he couldn’t see a damn thing and certainly no farmhouse. Nothing. The landscape was an undulating, unrelenting wave of white – stark and primal in the pre-dawn glow. The blizzard had blown itself into a breeze, but Gus worried about being able to drive out again. The snow chains had been a godsend, but Gus wasn’t prepared to rely solely on them – a bit of logic was in order. ‘Reckon you should turn the car round so we’re facing the right way.’

      Gore complied, accelerating carefully over snow mounds, leaving a mishmash of tyre tracks in the otherwise pristine snow until, at last, the car was pointing back the way they’d come. Gus took out his phone and checked for a signal so he could contact the team but there was none. Oh well, they’d just have to manage on their own.

      ‘Now we walk’ said Gus, wishing he had another layer of clothes to add under his fisherman’s jacket. He patted his pockets and discovered a bottle of Wee Bru lurking in their depths. After pulling it out he tossed it onto the back seat with a shudder. A caffeine loaded coffee was what he craved. The very thought of the cold drink in the present conditions made his stomach shrivel in protest. They got out and, with no need to consult with each other, they trudged round to the boot and took out two extendable batons, pepper spray, a crow bar and a heavy-duty spanner.

      Gore looked at Gus and grinned, ‘Toss you for the crow bar.’

      Gus laughed, ‘You have it. I’ll stick with the spanner. Always wanted to play Cluedo in a deserted farmhouse on Saddleworth Moor.’ He peered through the gloom, wondering exactly what direction to go. ‘Can’t see any sign of a building far less a farmhouse.’

      Gore had trudged a few feet to one side and was bending over in the snow. ‘Look at this.’

      Gus waded through inches of snow till he could see what Gore was so interested in.

      ‘Mostly covered, but think it looks like tyre marks – big fucking tyre marks.’ And he blew lightly on the snow, displacing the topmost layer.

      Gus grinned. Gore was right. At least now they had a direction to go in – although, on the downside, it seemed that they also had some company. And most likely not of the friendly sort.

      ‘Hope back-up arrives soon,’ Gus said, moving in the direction of the nearly covered tracks. The wind, although gentler than it had been, still made progress slow and Gus was unsure whether snow was still falling or just being dislodged from the sparse trees that were dotted around. They walked on for minutes in silence, conserving their energy and focussing on making sure they didn’t veer off the trail. Every breath was an effort as the frosty air caught in their throats, making the simple act of simultaneous walking and breathing excruciatingly difficult.

      ‘How far do you reckon we’ll have to walk?’ said Gore, panting slightly.

      ‘No idea, but hopefully not much further. When we get the lay of the land, we’ll have to come up with a plan.’

      Fifteen minutes later they came across a dilapidated fence and just beyond it a series of buildings. ‘The tracks veer to the right here, but I reckon we could cut across the field and approach the farmhouse from that side.’

      ‘Let’s try to keep as much under cover as possible. We’ll stick to the tree lines where we can. It’ll take a bit longer but we don’t actually know what to expect when we get there.’

      Gus could see the sense of Gore’s proposal. Cutting across the field would speed things up, but they’d also be exposed. Looked like they’d have to take the long route and hope that the element of surprise would pay dividends when they neared the house. At the back of Gus’ mind was the hope that they’d find Daniel, although he tried to keep that quashed. Logistically, the chances of finding a dead body were much higher and judging by the scene at Jordan Beaumont’s house, their adversaries didn’t appear to possess much in the way of compassion.

      As they struggled through the snow, occasionally toppling over when their feet caught an unsuspecting obstacle hidden beneath the white blanket, Gus wondered what condition they’d find Jordan Beaumont in – if indeed they’d find him at all! When they were yards away from the nearest building they paused under a tree, partly to catch their breath and partly to consider a plan of action. Just visible between two buildings was a car. The roof and bonnet were covered with a few inches of snow indicating it had been there for a while. He listened, but apart from the wind and trees, Gus could hear nothing else.

      Gore grabbed Gus’ arm and nodded to the right. ‘Someone smoking.’

      Gus strained his eyes. He could just about see the faint glow of a lit cigarette. Someone was about. They waited till they saw a sputter of flame as the cigarette flew through the air. As the smoker moved, Gus was aware of the stranger’s bulk. He would be one tricky fucker to take down. Pointing to the next tree, Gus indicated they should move closer. Step by step – keeping an eye on the buildings – Gus and Gore crept through the snow. When they reached the next tree, Gus realised that the wall of what looked like a shed that stood a bit away from the main two-storied building was their next source of cover. He was now near enough to study the farmhouse. Its roof was decked with snow and Gus reckoned that the walls were made of sandstone, similar to his parents’ house. According to Compo’s information, it had been lying empty for a couple of years, ever since Beaumont’s mother had died.

      He looked around. It was such a bleak place and Gus couldn’t imagine living here. He suspected there would be no phone line and his phone had no signal, so he hoped that whatever was about to go down – they wouldn’t need an ambulance. His mind flashed to the last time Gore had needed an ambulance. It was after nearly dying at the hands of a tattooing serial killer. He remembered speaking with Gore’s wife and he was determined that no matter what happened today, Gore would go home to his wife and baby. That family had been through too much already.

      ‘The shed.’ Gus nodded towards the building and when Gore nodded back he took off. Half way to the building his foot caught in something. He stopped and looked down. The snow was hollowed, as if something had been lying there and then been moved. But what was really interesting was the item he’d tripped over. It was a rucksack. He picked it up and taking off his gloves, wrestled with the buckles. Inside were tins of soup and a kitchen knife. He looked at Gore who nodded. ‘Take it. We might need it,’ so he pocketed the knife, swung the rucksack on his back and put his gloves back on.

      ‘Look at this. ‘Gore pointed to two sets of boot prints, with unmistakable drag marks in the snow between the prints, leading towards the farmhouse. A dead body being dragged?

      It didn’t seem likely that the rucksack and its contents could belong to Beaumont, so maybe, just maybe – if they were lucky – they’d belong to Daniel and maybe – just maybe – if they had a little bit of extra luck, he’d be still alive. Any alternative to that would be awful. Gabriella was on his case enough, but if he failed to bring her brother back to her in one piece, who knew what she’d do.

      With renewed energy they set off, keeping an eye out for any movement from the farmhouse. As they neared, a light was visible from a front window sending an eerie amber glow over the snow. Reaching the side of the building – with Gus in the lead – they sidled along, careful to hug the walls. Snowdrifts had built up beside the wall, making it more difficult to walk, but at least it offered a welcome relief from the unrelenting breeze and offered some cover. As they reached the corner, the light seemed brighter. Gus poked his head round and waited, listening for any sounds from nearby – nothing that sounded human. He skirted the corner and approached the window from which the light shone. It had one of those high sills typical of solid farmhouses, meant to withstand all sorts of conditions. He reached the side of the window, Gore just behind him – so close he could hear his breathing. Taking a chance, Gus popped his head up and had a quick peek inside.

      He glimpsed a spacious old-fashioned living room with the sort of furniture he remembered from his grandparents’ house. From the light of the single unshaded light bulb he saw one man sitting on a saggy looking chair. Another stood, shoulders hunched, leaning against the wall next to the fire, warming his hands. Standing up against the chair, within arm’s reach of either man, were two machetes. Not good. Bundled on the sofa was another person. The sound of coughing drifted out. They’d lit a fire in the grate and as the coughing got worse, the man who was sitting down stood up and threw another blanket over the prone man. Was that Jordan Beaumont? Didn’t seem likely they’d be so kind to him. Perhaps it was Daniel? They’d want to keep him alive if they needed information about the USB stick from him.

      Gus ducked down and turned to Gore. ‘Two men with machetes and one in a poor condition lying on the sofa.’

      ‘Shit!’

      ‘Best bet is to head round to the back of the house and see if we can make an entry there. We want to surprise them if at all possible.’

      ‘Yeah, the only good thing is that, unless they also have a firearm, machetes’ are an up-close sort of weapon. Hmm, machetes against our extendable batons, what do you think? Fancy our chances?

      Gus shook his head, ‘We have to assume they’ll have guns too. Although it looks like the machete is the weapon of choice.’

      ‘Well you know what they say about men and their machetes?’

      Gus looked at Gore with a frown, ‘Em, no?’

      ‘Small dicks.’ And he wiggled his gloved small finger and shook his head, his expression woeful.

      Gus snorted. Gore had a habit of using his humour to diffuse tension and, right now, Gus needed to get rid of some. Leading the way, he circled back to the house. When Gus glanced back he saw that Gore was attempting to smooth their tracks as best he could by using the crowbar to fill their footsteps. No point in leaving anything to alert them if they came out for a smoke.

      ‘So, what do you want to do?’

      Gus weighed up the odds. Whoever was on the couch in there was in a bad way and who knew how long he’d last if the other two decided to get nasty. They’d no way of ascertaining the ETA of their backup. Weapons were an issue. ‘Let’s see what’s round the back. Maybe something will pop up. Maybe the farmer’s left a conveniently loaded shotgun by the back door, maybe back-up will arrive by the time we get there.’

      Gore snorted, ‘Your optimism never ceases to amaze me.’

      Heavy snow clouds obscured the moonlight, making visibility poor as they rounded the corner. Approaching what turned out to be the kitchen’s window, a breeze caught the curtains, wafting them outwards. Gus jolted backwards, assuming it was one of the men from the living room and berated himself for being such a wuss. Looks like someone’s done our job for us. Getting closer, Gus saw that the window was broken and the glass cleared from round the rotten wooden frames. Gore tugged his sleeve and pointed to a deep furrow that was half filled by the recent snowfall. Gus studied it for a minute, understood its implication and looked upwards. Someone had jumped from an upper window Looks like they’d had an uncomfortable landing as, when Gore swept some of the snow away, a brick-built barbecue was revealed. Did these tracks belong to the same person who’d left the rucksack in the field and been dragged towards the farmhouse?

      There was no light coming from inside, so Gus used his phone torch to see inside, shielding the light with his hand. The kitchen was empty except for an array of dated furniture dotted around the walls with a central table covered with a variety of open cans and used dishes. The old gas cooker in the corner was slathered with food, beans or tomato soup by the looks of it and Gus’ desire to climb in, rush over and turn on the gas burners to warm his entire body, was almost irresistible.

      Gore nudged him and, bent from the knees, linked his gloved fingers together indicating that he’d give Gus a foot-up. Gus placed his hands on the sill, balanced one foot on Gore’s proffered hands and hoisted himself upwards. He got one leg up and over the sill and froze. A voice speaking in another language was coming closer. He propelled himself backwards and fell, landing on Gore who let out a great whoof of air. Before Gore had a chance to speak, Gus placed his hand over the other man’s mouth. For long minutes, the two of them lay there in the snow beneath the window. Tuneless humming drifted out to them, accompanied by the occasional sound of furniture being moved and stuff being banged around. Gus’ heart pounded against his chest and he hoped Gore couldn’t feel it through his layers. Last thing he needed was to be teased.

      A cramp developed in Gus’ leg where it was wedged under one of Gore’s, but he’d no intention of moving in case they made a noise. At one point he was sure he’d seen a shadow pass the window and he held his breath, imagining the machete man looking out. As long as he didn’t look downwards they’d be okay. As his leg became more numb, Gus cursed, Fuck’s sake! Come on, come on. What the hell are you doing in there, preparing a fucking banquet?

      Finally, all went quiet. They waited another couple of minutes, ears straining for any tell-tale noises from indoors. Nothing. Gus began to extricate his leg from Gore’s, cursing again as waves of pain shot up it as the blood began to circulate. He rolled off the other man who lay there for a few seconds, said ‘Fuck – you’re heavier than I thought, man.’

      Dusting himself off, Gus shook his leg and did a couple of preparatory stomps to see if full sensation had returned. ‘Try again?’

      Gore snorted, ‘Right, but don’t expect a cushioned landing this time if you fall. Soon as you’ve got your grip, I’m backing off.’

      Grinning, Gus repeated his earlier manoeuvre, swung both legs over the sill and into the large sink. As quietly as he could, he climbed from the sink, padded over to the solid wood door that their earlier visitor had left ajar and with care closed it. By the time he’d turned round Gore’s upper body was through the window, but when Gore tried to pull his lower body through, he did a sort of slippery forward motion and landed on the floor with a bang.

      Startled, they both held their positions for a minute, then, hearing nothing from beyond the door, Gus helped Gore to his feet and said right in his ear, ‘talk about making a fucking entrance, Gore.’

      ‘Got a plan?’

      Gus shrugged. He had no answer to the question. Seeing a door to the side, an idea came to him. He walked over, pulled gently at the handle and grinned. Now here was a way to even the odds a little.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      06:50 North Park Road

      Mo, hunched over, sat in a well-used armchair next to a wood stove with only a few glowing embers left in the grate. He glared at it, and then at the single log left in the basket next to the fireplace. This was not the damn weather to be traipsing out to their garden shed. Naila had told him to bring in extra wood – nag, nag, nag – and, as usual, he’d put it off and, as usual, she’d been right. Picking up the log, he opened the stove door, flicked the vent half open and bunged it in.

      Naila, bundled under a blanket on the chair opposite him, yawned and said, ‘So, you going down to the shed?’

      Mo glowered at her, wondering if he could get away with just shoving a jumper and his big coat over his pyjamas and dressing gown before going out. Sodding neighbours had eagle eyes and last thing he needed was for it to be broadcast at the mosque that he was roaming about in his pyjamas in the early hours. A quick glance at the clock told him it wasn’t actually the early hours, but that didn’t matter – they’d still find summat to criticise. They’d had it in for Mo ever since he’d chopped down the part of their Buddleia tree that was infiltrating his garden. For about the fiftieth time he glared at his phone and then at his wife, ‘No reply. Where the hell is he, Naila? Why’s he not picking up?’

      Naila yawned again, her tangled hair loose around her face and a frown etched across her brow. ‘I don’t know, love. He’s in the middle of it though, in’t he? Izzie’s murder and Daniel’s disappearance must be his top priority. He’ll get back to us when he can.’

      Mo jumped to his feet and paced the room, ‘Yeah, and when’s that going to be? What the hell are we supposed to do in the meantime, huh?’

      Naila rose and walked over to her husband, placing a hand on his arm and turning him towards her, ‘We’ll do what we’ve been asked to do, okay?’

      He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed, taking strength from her warm body. ‘It’s not okay though, is it? I’ve got you and the kids to think about. Last thing we need, with Zarqa the way she is, is more hassle, more upset – and what if it’s dangerous?’

      Calm as ever, Naila gave a small laugh, ‘It’ll be fine. Gus’ll phone back in a bit and everything will be sorted.’ She pulled away from him and pushed him towards the door, ‘Go. Get. The. Wood.’

      Mo pouted and she made a shooing motion with her hands. ‘Go on. I’ll put some chai and toast on.’

      Halfway to the door, Mo turned back and hugged her, ‘Love you, Naila.’

      She wound her arms round his neck and kissed him, ‘Love you too.’

      Flinging on his old jumper and his coat over his PJ’s, Mo peeked out the kitchen window. Shit, Nosy Nazir’s kitchen light was on. He walked over to the switches by the back door and disabled the motion sensor on their external lights. No sense in advertising his pre-dawn, half -dressed trek to the shed.

      Wellies on, he cracked open the back door, shuddering when a blast of cold hit his face. Effing Beast from the effing East. He stepped out and immediately his feet went from under him and he landed on his backside. The earlier activity from his nocturnal visitors had compacted the snow and, with a new layer on top, it was lethal. Using the wall to help him, he scrambled back onto his feet, with a quick glance over to see if his antics had been spotted by next door. All quiet on the Western Front. Placing his feet with care, he picked his way towards the shed, trying to use the half-filled tracks left earlier. God it was cold. He tugged at the hasp, his fingers sticking to the frozen metal as he tried to flick it open. Effing Storm effing Emma. He’d just released it when a voice penetrated the darkness causing him to slip, ending up, once more, on his arse in the snow.

      ‘Late night visitors, Mo? Having a snow party, were we?’

      A familiar head topped with a prayer hat appeared above the fence, near the offending bush. Mo cursed under his breath. Nosy effing bastard. Can’t mind his own effing business even in this weather. Getting to his feet and brushing the snow off his coat, Mo reigned in his initial retort which went something along the lines of sod off, you nosy prick and instead shook his head, ‘Just kids throwing snowballs, that’s all.’

      Looking unconvinced, his neighbour stared pointedly at the compacted snow tracks and sniffed. ‘Didn’t seem much like kids to me. Inshallah this isn’t something I need to alert neighbourhood watch about?’

      Neighbourhood bloody watch! Pompous prick! Mo kicked the pile of drifting snow away from the front of the shed and squashed the sudden urge to pick up a handful, make a snowball and fire it straight into his neighbour’s supercilious face. Jackass!

      ‘We have standards to uphold. Especially with the dross that’s flooding the area from Poland and the like – dragging us into the gutter they are. We need to be vigilant.’

      Mo stopped, fists clenched by his sides. It was exactly this sort of narrow-minded shit that got his dander up. Wasn’t only the Eastern Europeans to blame, the Pakistani community needed to own its failings too. Turning, Mo stepped towards the fence and, past caring how this was reported at mosque, said, ‘Why don’t you, for once, mind your own damn business?’

      He would have turned away at that point, but a flashback from sixteen years ago of this very man barring Naila’s entry to the mosque surfaced. Tears had streamed down her face, as she cast anxious glances around her, only for the community – led by this man – to turn away; to disown her. Anger that he’d swallowed down for years, surged up from the soles of his feet, into his chest. He placed his hands on the top of the fence and almost spat the next words at his neighbour, like a machine gun firing ice balls instead of bullets. ‘Or, better still, instead of being the pious prick you are, maybe – Inshallah – you can stop your son sitting in his car on Scotchman Road selling weed to twelve-year olds. Or beating up his Pakistani wife before screwing his Gora one or laundering his filthy drug money through one of the restaurants he’s set up on Barkerend Road.’ Mo was breathing heavily now, his chest heaving, his eyes flashing. He prodded his neighbour on the shoulder, ‘And if you ever, ever say one bad word about myself or my family you will have me to answer to, and believe me – your drug dealing son won’t rush to your defence. You got me?’

      There was silence between the men for long seconds, then Nazir stepped back. Without another word, the head disappeared from atop the fence and Mo was left wondering exactly what repercussions he would face for his outspokenness.

      Mo was glad to get back indoors with a pile of wood in one arm, the other dragging the biggest sack of wood he could manage. His mind still drifted to the words he’d uttered outside. The combination of years of biting his tongue for Naila’s sake, concern over their nocturnal visitors and worry about the row he’d had with Zarqa before bedtime had all conspired to make him lose it, big-time. He wasn’t concerned for himself. It was Naila he worried about. Naila and the kids. His words would have some sort of blowback, but right now, he couldn’t care less. They were a team and his temper outside had broken his agreement with his wife. Head down, he sat at the kitchen table, with a steaming hot spicy chai and a plate of buttered toast before him while he tried to put his row to the back of his mind. He picked up his phone again and hit speed dial. It rang out and eventually kicked onto voicemail. Shit, Gus, pick up! It wasn’t like he could leave a message: ‘Hey Gus, just so’s you know, Alice’s mum and dad were shoved through my back door by two masked thugs in the early hours of this morning. Their only words were ‘don’t tell anyone they’re here, or else.’

      Naila, chai in hand, pulled up a chair on the opposite side of the table and grabbed a piece of toast, ‘No joy?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘I’ve just been in to check on them. They’re sleeping like babies.’

      Mo nodded, ‘And the kids?’

      ‘I left them to sleep in – there’s no school today, so I thought I’d give them a long lie until we decide what to tell them about our visitors.’

      With his index finger, Mo skimmed the skin off the top of his tea and put it in his mouth, ‘Poor things were petrified.’

      Naila sighed, ‘They sure were.’

      He stretched his arm across the table and linked fingers with his wife. ‘What the hell’s going on? Why would someone snatch Alice’s parents from their home in Greece, fly them in some sort of illicit private jet to a landing strip outside Leeds Bradford Airport in the middle of the worst storm in decades and deposit them with us? It makes no sense.’

      Naila squeezed his fingers. ‘Gus’ll know what to do.’

      ‘Yeah when he bloody gets in touch, that is. Meanwhile, how do we keep their presence here secret? Mr Nosy Nazir from next door’s already been quizzing me.’ He bit his lip.

      Naila frowned and leaning over, prodded his arm with one finger ‘Spit it out, Mo. What have you done?’

      When he told her, Naila laughed.

      Mo shook his head, ‘You’re not pissed off at me?’ Women! He’d never get them – never in a million years.

      ‘Hell no, why should I be? This whole Zarqa thing has made me realise that we should have stood up to him years ago. We’ve done nothing wrong – he is the one who should be doing the soul searching – not us.’ She entwined her fingers with Mo’s ‘As for the other.’ She shrugged, ‘We need to start sending out messages that this drug dealing on our streets is unacceptable. We should hold our community up to scrutiny, not turn a blind eye. For we all know what happens when we don’t address what’s under our noses.’

      Mo, bit his lip. Naila was right. They should have been preparing for the day they had to tell Zarqa the truth. He should have been addressing what was under his nose. Preparing the way. Looking out for his family.

      As if sensing his introspection, Naila tugged his hand, ‘No, Mo. I’m proud of you. The Young Jihadists have been highlighting these issues for ages. Maybe you should bring it up at the mosque? Make a stance.’

      ‘I just want an easy life, Naila. Don’t want the hassle. We’ve got enough on our plate right now.’

      Naila tilted her head to one side. ‘Maybe this is exactly the time to do it. Maybe this could be what bonds you and Zarqa. If you supported the Young Jihadists on this issue perhaps it will help resolve some of the differences between you and your daughter.’

      ‘Ah, if only. But we both know that our differences are much closer to home.’ He looked at Naila, hating the way her face flushed. Even after all these years, the shame was still there. Didn’t matter that the shame wasn’t hers to bear. It still lived inside her, like a gremlin she could never get rid of.

      Her tremulous smile and sad eyes broke his heart – yet still she lifted her head, chin raised, ‘Do you fancy a fry-up?’

      Distraction tactic. Mo sighed. He was used to that. Naila’s go-to response when under pressure was to cook. ‘Eggy bread?’

      Mo grinned when Naila nodded; he loved Naila’s fry-ups and eggy bread was his favourite. If it calmed her down, he’d eat eggy bread for any meal of the day and twice on a Friday.

      His sadness lifted a little when she smiled. The uneasy flush left her cheeks as she said. ‘I’ll go and wake the other kids.’

      Whilst she went upstairs Mo busied himself adding wood to the stove. Maybe he’d shut the cafe for the day and they could have a family day with Alice’s parents. His girls loved them and they could play board games and drink hot choc... The sound of Naila’s frantic whispered shout down the stairs had him running. Had something happened to Alice’s parents? Reaching the bottom step, he glanced up. Naila, ashen faced, was heading down. Her voice, though quiet, was anxious. ‘It’s Zarqa, she’s not in her room – not upstairs.’

      ‘Bathroom?’

      Her response was sharp, ‘No, I checked. She’s gone.’

      Blood thundered in Mo’s ears. His baby. Where the hell was she? This was all his fault. He ran upstairs, pushing past Naila and entered her room. The bed was made, everything in its place – her stupid One Direction poster with Zayn’s face encapsulated in a big red love heart, her lap top open on the desk, yesterday’s jeans thrown in the corner.

      He whirled round and went to the bathroom – the door was ajar so he knew she wouldn’t be in there. Still he looked, whipping aside the shower curtain, just in case. Downstairs again, grabbing his still dripping coat from the radiator in the hallway, he unlocked the front door and yanked it open. Shoving his feet into his walking boots, he peered outside into the blizzard. On the path he could see the rapidly fading steps where Zarqa had walked. If he was quick he could track her. His Rocky ringtone filled the air behind him. He slammed the door shut, rushed past Naila who stood, arms folded around her middle, tears streaming down her face, and on into the kitchen. With his breath coming in ragged pants, he grabbed his phone. ‘Zarqa?’

      Naila, pulled his arm, mouthing, ‘Is it her?’

      He shook his head, ‘Hi Patti, what can I do for you?’ He frowned and took a deep breath, exhaling it slowly and turned and spoke to Naila, ‘She’s okay.’

      He began pacing the kitchen. ‘She did what?’

      He continued listening until finally, he said, ‘Okay, yes she can stay for now, but I want her home this afternoon. We need to talk.’

      With a huge sigh he tossed his phone on the table and cradled his head in his hands, his fingers digging into his skull. Naila went to him, ‘What is it, Mo? Where is she?’

      He enveloped her in a hug, savouring the scent of her coconut shampoo and wondered what the hell he was going to do. ‘Zarqa’s at Gus’.’

      ‘Gus’?’

      ‘She arrived there an hour ago. Thankfully, Patti was there looking after Bingo otherwise who knows what she’d have done. Told Patti she’d run away from home.’

      ‘Fuck!’

      The expletive from his wife’s lips echoed round the room. Naila rarely swore. Her eyes filled with tears and Mo pulled her to him, ‘I’m sorry Naila, really sorry. I just don’t know what to do.’ And thinking his legs wouldn’t hold him up for a moment longer, he lowered himself into the chair.’

      Nail pulled out a chair and sat beside him. ‘We’ve got to deal with this Mo. You’ve got to deal with it. She deserves to know.’

      ‘I told you, after her exams, ok?’

      ‘Hell Mo, have you ever thought that this not knowing, asking questions and getting no answers might make her mess up her exams?’

      Mo closed his eyes. ‘She’ll have to wait. This isn’t just about her is it? It’s about us and the community and about everything. We need time. We need time to set things up, to prepare.’ He patted her arm. ‘After her exams, okay?’
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      06:55 Saddleworth Moor

      Gus flicked a series of switches and the farmhouse was plunged into darkness. It wasn’t pitch black, but Gus hoped it was dark enough to give him and Gore a bit of an advantage. As soon as the lights went off, they positioned themselves at either side of the door. Within seconds, the living room door opened and they could hear the two men talking in raised voices – Turkish? Presumably they were arguing over who should check out the light situation. Gus hoped that whichever one of them came through, they’d be without their machete.

      Footsteps along the hallway followed by a bang and a clatter as something got knocked over. A single staccato word – an expletive? And the footsteps continued. As the door opened, Gore pressed himself against the wall, ready to pounce, whilst Gus – concealed by the door – waited, crowbar in hand. He hoped he wouldn’t need to use it as the noise of a scuffle would no doubt alert the other man.

      As soon as their prey walked in Gore moved behind him, wrapped one arm round his chest and the other over his mouth and propelled him into the middle of the kitchen, allowing the door to swing shut. A stream of Greek flooded the room as the man struggled. Gore slapped his massive hand over his opponent’s mouth temporarily quelling the angry words until Gus came from behind the door and shoved a ball of food bags into the struggling man’s mouth. Gore pushed their prisoner onto one of the pine chairs and wrapped the length of rope they’d found in the electricity cupboard round his chest, arms and chair. With his adversary largely immobilised now, Gus took the time to study him. Body odour, sharp and piercing, hung round him like a shroud. A spattering of acne scars dotted his cheeks, stubble covered his chin. He was the smaller of the two men, still Gus guessed he weighed more than him.

      All he and Gore had to do was secure his limbs to the chair and move him onto the pantry. That done, they looked at each other and grinned. They waited for the other man to grow suspicious and come looking for his partner. They moved back to the door and opened it a crack, listening for any activity from the other room.

      When the initial burst of adrenalin finally dissipated, Gus shivered. Despite the warmth generated by the AGA, the broken window rendered the room cold – almost freezing. Trying to keep warm, he rubbed his hands up and down his arms and shook his legs. Gore, suffering from the cold too, copied him. At last, after about ten minutes, they heard stirring from the living room. The heavy tread of a bigger man made its way along the hallway and Gore and Gus resumed their earlier positions.

      The man flung the door open, yelling at the top of his voice in his mother tongue. The door ricocheted off Gus’ head, stunning him for a moment. Meanwhile Gore, who was a big man himself, launched himself at the other man. However, the foreigner was larger and, as if he sensed Gore coming from behind, pivoted round, trunk-like arms raised, and smashed one into Gore’s face. An explosion of blood splattered over the floor and Gore yelled. Gus dived from behind the still juddering door and launched himself at their opponent, but he too was floored by a swipe from a muscular arm. Breathing heavily, the giant Greek towered over them as they tried to regain their composure, then with an inhuman roar he raised a massive booted foot and kicked each of them in the head.

      

      When Gus came round, his head drooped forward, his chin resting on his chest, saliva dribbling from his mouth. In contrast to the numbing cold that had encompassed him for most of the day, he was cocooned in warmth. The sort of warmth that made you question your luck. The sort of warmth that made Gus realise he was probably in deep shit right now. Fuck, was his head sore. When he moved, pressure exerted itself against his chest and his heart began to race. Not now, get a grip, Gus. He realised the pressure was external, not the inner tightness that accompanied his panic attacks. Breathing through his mouth, willing himself to be calm, he flicked his eyes open – just for a second. A thick rope was wound twice round his chest. He wiggled a little, but it was taut. Not good. Taking a moment to ground himself, Gus replayed the sequence of events that had led him here. Big fucking tosser, built like a bloody mountain – even bigger than Gore. A frisson of fear shot up his spine. He didn’t want to die – not like this. He thought of Patti and his parents... and his team. They needed him, so there was nothing else for it – he had to get out of here.

      Keeping his eyes closed, he strained his listening, trying to work out who else was in the room with him. A grunting half snore seemed to be coming from somewhere in front of him, Gore? He listened again – Yep, definitely Gore. A wave of relief swept over him. That evened up the odds a little – well, if you didn’t count the fact he was tied up with a sodding headache from hell. The spit of the fire was faint and the occasional sound of chair springs protesting told Gus that at least one of his attackers was in the room – probably sitting in one of the armchairs near the fire. Wonder where the machetes are?

      The mustiness of neglect and damp tickled his nostrils. He was still in Jordan Beaumont’s farmhouse. Keeping his head bowed, Gus risked a longer look. The fire sent amber and gold shadows flitting across the floor and an eerie daylight was beginning to penetrate the dark farmhouse. He was sitting in one of the kitchen chairs, tied in the same way he’d secured the smaller man earlier. When he tilted his head up just a fraction, he saw that Gore was sitting directly opposite him, trussed up just like him. Gore was still unconscious, his head lolling onto his chest, blood covering his top. Angling his eyes to the right, Gus saw the old sofa with the bundled-up form on it that they’d seen through the window earlier. He strained to see who it was. Daniel? Beaumont?

      To his left, as he’d guessed, sat their attackers. Both slouching, like they were on holiday – maybe this did constitute a holiday pastime for them. Blinking a few times to clear his vision, Gus noted a mental inventory. Despite their size difference, they were too alike not to be related – brothers probably. They each sprawled awkwardly in the chairs, legs splayed, a loosely held machete balanced over their knees. Stubble dotted each of their faces, their hair greasy, their jeans filthy. Blood stains?

      Gus studied them. The larger man dwarfed the chair, his tree-sized limbs sticking out, his head tilted to one side resting on his shoulder. His knuckles where he held the machete were covered in blood – Gore’s? Gus’ eyes drifted to the smaller man and saw that his face was battered and bloody. He frowned. He and Gore hadn’t done that. His gaze drifted back to the other guy’s bloody knuckles. Ah ha – friction in the camp – maybe he and Gore could play on that?

      He glanced back at Gore and saw that he was awake and watching him.

      ‘You okay?’ Gus mouthed the words.

      Nodding, Gore mouthed back ‘Sort of,’ before glancing down at his restraints.

      Gus grinned. It was good that Gore still had his sense of humour. ‘Any ideas?’

      Before Gore had a chance to respond there was movement from the side and a large foot kicked his chair, sending it flying backward. It toppled and Gore’s head cracked onto the floor with a sickening crash, blood soaking into the carpet immediately.

      ‘Salak Piçler!’

      That doesn’t sound good.

      Eyes glinting, the larger man turned to Gus, machete raised above his head.
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      07:45 Premier Inn, Epsom

      Getting dressed had been a struggle. Every movement released a wave of body odour that smelled like decomposing fish. Sean wondered if his body was rotting from the inside out and releasing its putrid stench through his pores. His limbs refused to co-operate with the messages his brain was sending to them, but he had no choice other than continue. Never before had a sweaty stinky bed in a lonely hotel seemed as palatable. Rumpled clothes and disengaged limbs were the least of his worries. The fuzz in his head pressed down on his eyes, he could barely open them without flinching. His throat was so raw he could taste blood with each painful swallow. Much as he would like to take a shower, bask in the warmth, sooth his aching bones – he had no strength left for that.

      When he’d taken the phone call, Sean had realised there was nothing else for it. He had to make his way back to Harrow and pronto. He dressed quickly, then headed down to reception, his wallet in his hand. If he wanted a ride he’d have to be prepared to pay over the odds for it.

      The lass behind the desk was on the phone. She was young and foreign – probably Eastern European, which as far as Sean was concerned was good news. She’d be on minimum wage and could probably do with a few extra quid. Leaning against the counter, wishing he could sit down, Sean allowed the ebb and flow of her phone conversation to merge with the radio that played softly in the background.

      ‘Yes sir, we are still open…’

      
        
        ‘And here, at Box Hill in Surrey, we have Jamie and his friend Gurpreet. ‘What are you going to do today boys? I see you have your sledges with you.’

        

      

      ‘If you wish to cancel you will have to contact our head office.’

      
        
        ‘We’re going sledging and then my mum says we can have hot chocolate’

        

      

      ‘I am aware of the weather conditions, sir, I am being asked to direct all calls to head office. They will be able to help you.’

      
        
        ‘Well, these two kids seem to be making the most of the snowy weather. They don’t seem to be bothered by the The Beast from the East. It’s not yet 10am and the area is busying up. Now I’m off for a well-deserved hot chocolate, this is Melissa Sowerby in the snow at Box Hill, Surrey.’

        

      

      By the time she’d ended the call, Sean was only just able to speak. His forehead clammy and covered in sweat.

      ‘Are you ok, sir? Shall I call a doctor?’

      Sean could tell by the way she wrinkled her nose that his body odour had reached her. He tried to raise his lips into a reassuring smile, but judging by the girl’s expression, he had only succeeded in frightening her. He lifted his wallet up and leaned his arm on the counter before attempting to speak. ‘Need to get to Harrow right now.’

      He struggled to get the words out and the girl frowned, ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Harrow, need to get to Harrow. Right now.’

      ‘Oh, sir. The taxis aren’t running. The weather is too bad.’ She gestured to the door at the flurrying snow outside.

      Sean exhaled. As his breath reached her, she jerked her head back, her mouth turned down at the sides. Sean wanted to smash her in the face. Who the hell was she to flinch at him, bloody immigrant – probably illegal too. He leaned further over the counter, a thin strand of hair flopping onto his forehead and took a wad of twenties out of his wallet, ‘You find me someone to drive me to Harrow in the next hour and this is yours, okay? There’s another two hundred pounds for the driver.’

      The girl’s eyes dropped to the notes in his hand and then lifted back up to his face. She nodded and pointed to a chair in the corner. ‘Sit down before you fall over. I will see what I can do.’

      Sean stumbled over to the chair and all but fell onto it, his gaze focused aimlessly on the blizzard outside. A snowplough, spitting salt onto the road, drove past – its engine thrumming in protest while its wheels gouged great mucky ruts into the snow. Behind it, a car crawled, lights on against the overcast skies, skidding every few yards. Its bumper was already bashed, it looked like a fresh bump too. When it pulled to a halt outside the hotel, Sean’s heart sank. It sank even more when a young man got out and, after three failed attempts at slamming the driver’s door shut, kicked the nearest tyre. Surely this wasn’t his ride to Harrow?

      The youngster lit up a cig and, puffing heavily, waded through the snow to the automatic doors. A waft of freezing air as they opened made Sean huddle deeper into his coat. The lad remained near the sensor, keeping the doors open as he took a few quick drags. Inconsiderate git! Sean wished he had the energy to get up and slap the lad across the back of his head, but hell, he couldn’t even muster the energy to shout at him.

      Tossing his cig into the snow, the lad walked through the doors, with an ‘a’right?’ to Sean that carried all the swagger of a Geordie Shore character.

      Definitely want to thump him. He watched him roll over to the counter, bang his palm down repeatedly on the small bell and when the girl appeared from the back, he pressed both hands on the surface, propelled himself upwards and kissed her on the lips.

      ‘You a’right, Felka? That the tosser want’s a lift to Harrow?’

      Felka, cheeks flushed, flapped her hands ineffectually at him, her coy smile belying her annoyance, ‘Ssh, he can hear you Wasyl!’

      Yes, I fucking can – tosser!

      The lad leaned closer and, laughing, lowered his voice a little. ‘Looks half dead to me – better get the readies up front.’

      Fucking little prick – he might get a surprise.

      Felka shushed him again. Coming from behind the counter, she smoothed down her uniform skirt and approached. ‘I have your driver. He will take you to Harrow.’ She looked around herself and stepped to the side. ‘Can I have my money, now?’

      Sean grinned. Bloody mare was wise enough to keep their little transaction out of sight of the security cameras! Well, at least she’d done what he’d asked – and well within the timescale he’d specified. He held out the roll of notes, his grin widening when she grabbed it quickly with another surreptitious glance at the cameras. A five-minute phone call cost him more than a quick screw and a fumble with a well-used crack head whore – ah well that’s life.

      He turned to the lad. ‘Hope your heater’s working.’
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      08:15 Saddleworth Moor

      Heart hammering, Gus stared up at the raised machete. Its blade glinted in the firelight, sharp and stained russet in bits. This was the end. The smaller man, wakened no doubt by the racket, had jumped to his feet, shouting something in Turkish. He threw Gus and Gore’s IDs on the floor in front of Gus’ chair. The only word Gus recognised was ‘police’.

      Eyes frantic, grin wide, the larger brother took a step closer to Gus and, machete still raised, spat in Gus’ face. Gus, ignoring the saliva trickling down his cheek, didn’t flinch, refusing to give him the satisfaction of revealing just how scared he was. The man laughed – loud and hollow, and with a heavy accent said, ‘Who cares. Police or not police, who cares Vulcan?’

      So that’s the smaller brother’s name.

      Vulcan, machete held loosely by his side, glanced at Gore. The pool of blood growing. He kicked Gore lightly with the toe of his boot. ‘Fuck’s sake Furkan! If he dies,’ he pointed to Gus ‘that one won’t give us anything.’ His accent was heavy, but his vocabulary seemed better than his brother’s.

      Furkan grimaced, ‘Don’t need anything from them.’

      Vulcan sighed, and averting his gaze said, ‘How do you expect to get him out of the country without help?’ And he pointed his machete at the prone figure on the couch.

      Spluttering from the body on the sofa diverted Furkan’s attention away from Gus. ‘Get him drink – water – now. Go.’

      As Vulcan scurried from the room, Gus tried to ignore his heart plummeting to the soles of his feet. Vulcan, it seemed, exerted a little control over his brother. Furkan lowered his machete, and Gus exhaled a long slow breath as the other man approached the couch, dropped the machete on the floor and, placing his arms around the prone figure, pulled it onto its back and up into a sitting position.

      Daniel! Gus tried to keep his face expressionless. His stomach lurched, his heart pounded. Now all I have to do is keep the three of us alive! But how? Daniel was shivering, his pallor – with its bluish tinge – frightening. Gone was the well-put-together, slightly standoffish professor. Daniel looked in a bad way, but for some reason, these two brothers seemed to need him. Did they know he was MI6? Right now, he looked anything but a spy. Mind you, he’d never really had the 007 suavity about him. God, he wished he was privy to the classified shit the Chief Super had kept from Nancy. It may have provided him with a bargaining tool right now. ‘He needs a doctor.’ Gus kept his gaze lowered as he uttered the words.

      ‘Kahretsin!’ Furkan lifted the machete and approached Gus, his eyes full of venom, making Gus wish he had kept quiet.

      Vulcan scurried into the room, spilling water over the rim of the glass he carried. He knelt beside Daniel and held the glass to his lips. ‘Drink,’ the ‘r’ of the word had the extra burr Europeans use when speaking English. The giant turned back to the couch where Daniel lay.

      Daniel sipped and his coughing abated a little. His voice was hoarse when he spoke, ‘Cold.’

      Vulcan draped a blanket round Daniel’s shoulders and Daniel immediately tried to clasp it under his chin. It was then that Gus realised that two of his fingers were black and his hand was shaking almost uncontrollably. Frostbite? He needed to get him out of here and soon – before he died of hypothermia or gangrene or something.

      ‘Daniel, it’s me, Gus. We’ll get you out of here.’

      Daniel started, his head moved towards Gus. His eyes took a while to focus, but when they did, he started to laugh – long and loud and hysterically until a paroxysm of coughing wracked his body. When he finally stopped, he looked at Gus and said, ‘Good luck with that, mate.’ He leaned back and, resting his head on the lumpy pillow, closed his eyes.

      Furkan turned back to Gus, his face split in a grin that Gus could only describe as threatening. He stepped forward, grin widening, his pupils dilated as if he was on something and Gus’ heart thumped against his ribs. He’d seen that look too many times before not to recognise it for the madness it was. The huge man stopped, feet apart in front of Gus. Holding the machete in one hand he patted the palm of the other with the blade as if considering which part of Gus to slice.

      Vulcan stepped forward, slightly to the side of his brother. ‘Let’s have a cigarette,’ From a packet that bore the logo ‘Omar Turkish Cigarettes’, he extracted two cigs. ‘We can plan. Come on, leave him for now. He’s not worth it.’ And Vulcan swung away towards the door.

      Furkan glared at his brother, his lips twisted in displeasure. ‘Wait!’

      The younger brother stopped, half turned, his fingers touching his bruised face. ‘Come on, cigarette. The police pig can wait.’

      Furkan threw back his head and laughed. Gus flinched as a wave of halitosis mixed with pungent stale cigarettes hit him. ‘Okay.’ He punched Gus in the ribs, shrugged and walked towards the door.

      Gus’ shoulders slumped, and he retched. A tickle of bile dripped to the carpet, yet his stomach unknotted. Thank God! Maybe he’d be able to think straight without the threat of the machete in front of him. Furkan had almost reached the door when he turned, his eyes flashing and – with his rotten teeth bared in a mawkish snarl – he lunged towards Gus, machete raised.

      The pain when it sliced his thigh rocketed through his body. Gus yelled and strained against his ties, trying to staunch the blood that spurted from the wound. His chest tightened when he looked down and saw blood everywhere. The hammering started against his ribs. What if the bastard had nicked an artery? There was nothing he could do except slow down. He looked up at his attacker and cursed. The other man laughed and the next thing Gus saw was a massive foot hooking under his chair, clattering him onto the floor. Still, blood poured from his wound, but slower now. Gus inhaled, trying to stop himself from passing out whilst the brothers conversed in rapid Turkish near the door. He wished he could understand what they were saying. He needed to have some sense of their motivations. He studied their body language, his heart sinking.

      The older brother, Furkan, gesticulated with his blood-soaked machete, his movements over expressive and uncontrolled. Vulcan on the other hand kept his head down, casting furtive glances at Gore and Gus. When his brother drew close to him, he backed away. His tone seemed placatory and when at last Furkan grinned and slapped his brother on the back, the younger man’s shoulders relaxed.

      After the pair left the room, it took Gus a few moments to collect his thoughts. He’d landed on his shoulder which throbbed madly. However, he’d avoided his head crashing onto the concrete floor which was barely covered by the worn carpet. His back was towards the couch and he faced Gore, who lay ominously still, his black skin now grey coloured. The bleeding on his thigh had slowed to a trickle and Gus grimaced, Furkan had been toying with him. No way would he have risked hitting an artery and having Gus bleed out. No, he’d want to take the time to enjoy his hobby. This was only part of the torture that Gus was certain would follow. For a split second he envied Gore’s unconscious state.

      Someone was behind him, touching his back. ‘Stay still, I’ll try and loosen this.’

      Daniel! Thank God!

      ‘Be quick, they’ve only gone for a fag.’

      Daniel snorted, ‘They’re Turkish Cypriots – they won’t stop at one cig. I’ve been timing their cigarette breaks – ten minutes on average – sometimes twelve.’ All the while he spoke, his fingers worked at Gus’ back. ‘Damn fingers are useless. Frostbite. Gone black.’

      Daniel’s breath was catching in his throat, and the heat radiating from his body was obvious to Gus as he worked. ‘Right, that’s as loose as I can get them. Wait a minute. I’ll get you a weapon.’

      Gus heard Daniel shuffle across the floor, his breathing becoming more laboured by the second. He broke into another paroxysm and Gus thought he’d never get back to the couch before the Turks returned. ‘Just get back to the couch. Don’t let them catch you.’

      But Daniel was back now, pressing something long and pointed into Gus’ hand.

      ‘Got it from his ‘torture kit.’ Slot it up your sleeve. You might get the chance to use it.’

      Torture kit? The thought that he held the implement used to puncture holes into Izzie Dimou made him a little nauseous. His mind flicked back to the post mortem – her pale body dotted by puncture wounds. Sick fuckers! He slotted it, handle first, up his sleeve. The rope was not quite as tight around his chest. And it gave a little as he wiggled it. Was it loose enough to slip up over his shoulders?

      As Daniel – wheezing like a knackered steam train – crawled back to the couch, Gus heard the front door open. ‘Quick.’ But there was no time. Daniel was lying next to the couch when the living room door swung open.

      Fuck!

      Daniel’s voice, reedy thin, called out. ‘Help, help. I’ve fallen.’

      The brothers rushed to Daniel and together lifted him back onto the couch. Vulcan had just leaned over to mop Daniel’s brow when Furkan lifted his machete and whacked his brother across the shoulder with the blunt edge ‘Salak! I told you to take care of him.’ The brothers faced off against each other, Vulcan holding his injured shoulder, his eyes flashing, whilst his brother threw back his head and whooped like a rabid hyena.

      Gus didn’t stop to think, he just strained against the rope, and wiggled it up to his neck, freeing his arms. Still attached to the chair by his calves, he slipped the meat prod down his sleeve, and grabbed the handle. ‘Hoi you, big boy. You’re a piece of fucking shit aren’t you, attacking your brother like that?’

      Furkan turned, smile wide, eyes flashing. ‘Oh, the English think he brave.’ He sauntered over, tapping the blade of his knife against his left hand as he neared. Gus could feel a balloon filled with sharp rocks expand, filling his chest, jabbing and piercing his skin from the inside out. It egged him on. He lifted his chin, filled his mouth with saliva and aimed it at the Turk’s feet. ‘Prick!’ Come on, come on, you psycho bastard, come closer!

      Laughing again, Furkan stopped right in front of Gus. He lifted his foot and Gus, seeing what was coming his way, brought his arm with the meat prod round to the front and jabbed as hard as he could at the Turk’s thigh – as near to the groin as he could. With any luck, he’d hit a major artery!

      Off balance with his attempted kick, Furkan stumbled a little before righting himself, yowling. Gus kept stabbing, blood splattering over his arm and face, yet still he kept jabbing and jabbing, each thrust a little weaker than the one before. As if in slow motion. Furkan lifted his machete and growling like the animal he was, he raised it two-handed above his head and started to bring it down. Gus tried to wriggle backwards, but with his legs still attached to the chair it was futile. He saw what was coming and braced himself to receive it…

      A mountain landed on top of him, splattering the chair and releasing Gus from its shackles only to replace them with a dead weight across his lower body. His injured leg screamed. More blood, warm and metallic, soaked into his trousers and spread over the carpet. It took a moment for Gus to realise that the blood wasn’t his. Heart thundering, he stared at Furkan who lay across his lower body, machete handle sticking out of his back. Behind him, Vulcan stood, face pale, shivering. ‘He deserved that.’

      Before Gus could respond, he noticed a red laser dot on Vulcan’s forehead. The front door clattered open and yells of ‘Don’t Move!’ exploded through the house. Footsteps thudded down the hallway accompanied by shouts of ‘clear’ as they approached.

      At fucking last! Gus lowered his head on the floor and waited for them.
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      09:30 HM Women’s Prison Stanton, Surrey

      Breakfast in prison was the time of day Alice hated the most. Mealtimes in general were bad, but breakfast was the worst. The women had had the night for petty animosities to fester, for the stir-crazy to blow things out of proportion, for homesickness to settle in their guts like rancid cheese. Alice had come to expect some sort of disagreement in the morning and if she was lucky, if she kept her head down and stuck with Lulu, she’d usually manage to avoid being part of it. So, when the alarm sounded just as she was about to make the first decision of the day – brown or white bread for her toast, she wasn’t entirely surprised. She turned round half expecting to see a fight erupting in the corner.

      Instead, the officers ran to the back of the dining hall and something was slipped into Alice’s hand. She glanced down. A shiv. Looking up, she met Lulu’s eyes. The older woman nodded and Alice got it. This was all for her – the alarm, the skirmish at the back of the dining hall, everything.

      She stepped forward and found herself engulfed by a sea of bodies, forming a large circle around her. Someone was pushed into the centre of the circle – someone huge and rabid – Baby Jane Inflictor of Pain. She saw Alice and her face broke into a gap-toothed smile. She stepped closer to Alice, her arms splayed by her sides, her fingers beckoning Alice towards her, ‘Come on then, Come on.’ Her voice was guttural.

      Alice circled the edge of the group of women. Her mouth broke into a smile. Lulu had set this up. Lulu had given her this chance and the last thing Alice was going to do was give up on it. Baby Jane had taken too much from her already. Now it was pay day. Payback time. This time the odds would be even.

      Alice looked round and saw that Baby Jane’s enforcer’s arms were yanked behind her back by two of Lulu’s bitches. Hairy Mary and her crew were likewise restrained. Alice took a step forward. Her body was aching, but she didn’t care. This was her chance. This was her opportunity to exact revenge. The thurrump of adrenalin soaring into her limbs, propelled her forward. Despite her injuries, she had agility on her side. Baby Jane was like a buffalo, too big and cumbersome to negotiate any artistic moves.

      Alice jolted forward jabbing the shank at Baby Jane and diving back before it had a chance to connect. Baby Jane stumbled while trying to grab Alice’s wrist. Alice laughed. The bigger woman was too predictable – too damn easy to trick. Repeating the movement twice in quick succession, Alice sniggered as Jane stumbled to one side and then the other trying to keep up with her.

      God I could do this forever!

      Lulu’s voice came from the edge of the circle, ‘Get it done Al. You’ve not got long. The girls can only keep the officers busy for so long. Just do it.

      Grinning, enjoying the power seep through her body as Baby Jane flailed around the circle, the jeers from the spectators egged Alice on. This was the first time that Alice had been in control for a long time. She was desperate to savour it, but on the other hand she was aware of how many favours Lulu had cashed in in order to make this happen. Time to get it done.

      Alice dived forward and Baby Jane, anticipating a repeat of Alice’s earlier move, over extended her arm. Alice kept going and dived up close to her, her body hammering into the bigger woman. Jane, momentarily wrong footed, spun round but Alice was on her. She grabbed her, spun her round and yanked her arm up her back till the woman was yelping in rage as much as pain.

      ‘Guess what bitch? Your time has come.’

      Alice sliced the home-made knife down Jane’s sweaty T-shirt, uncaring whether she nicked the flab that was concealed beneath or not. The woman’s breasts swung heavy and pendulous in the air and Alice grabbed one. Holding it in one hand, her small hand unable to circle it fully, she pulled the shiv up.

      Jane roared, and as Alice let her crash onto the floor, she grabbed her bloody breast. But Alice wasn’t done. She stood over the woman, straddling her body and with the Shiv pressed under Jane’s chin, she said,

      ‘Open. Fucking open.’

      Baby Jane shook her head, and Alice pressed harder. ‘Open.

      Baby Jane hesitated, her gaze fixed on Alice. For ten seconds they locked eyes until, as Alice increased the pressure on the shiv, Jane looked away and opened her mouth. Alice rammed the nipple in. Her eyes flashing, sweat dotting her forehead, Alice pressed the shiv a little harder, under the other woman’s chin. ‘Fucking swallow.’

      Gipping, Baby Jane shook her head, but Alice held her nose with one hand the other over her mouth. It was only then that Alice became aware that some of the other women were holding Jane’s limbs down. Jane threw her head from side to side, making mewling noises, like a trapped cat.

      Alice leaned down and spoke in her ear. ‘Do it. Just do it. I know you can – you’ve done it before.’

      Jane went limp beneath her and under her hand, Alice felt the big woman chew, then swallow, gipping as she did so. Alice kept her hand planted firmly on her mouth till she was sure it was done.

      Tears sprung from Jane’s eyes and rolled down her cheek. Alice didn’t care. She removed her hand and, her voice cold, said, ‘Open.’

      She checked Jane’s mouth before pushing herself off the heap of flab that lay whimpering beneath her. She looked around for the shiv, but it was gone. She stuck her hand in Jane’s jogger trousers pocket and frisked her. Happy with her find she kicked Jane in the side and turned away.

      ‘Quick.’ The sound was an urgent hiss. Alice stood up and walked back to her table. Lulu pushed an oversized sweatshirt at her. ‘Cover up.’

      By the time the prison officers came over, Baby Jane was beginning to sit up, pulling her ruined T-shirt around her bloodied breast and claiming to have seen nothing.

      One of the officers stared at Alice as she escorted a weeping Baby Jane from the dining hall, but Alice kept chewing her toast chatting to Lulu as if she hadn’t even noticed the skirmish in the corner. She’d done the necessary and that was that.
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      09:40 Saddleworth Moor

      The next hour was a blur to Gus. The SCO19s stormed the farmhouse, and within half an hour an air ambulance was landing in the field at the back. Lewis Gore had a very faint pulse and Gus hoped he’d survive this. Daniel had fallen into a fitful doze and kept mumbling Izzie’s name. Gus sighed. He’d be the one to tell the man he’d lost his fiancée and he wasn’t looking forward to this. However, on the plus side, at least Gabriella would be relieved to have her brother back. The two injured men were stretchered out into the cold daylight air, making use of the temporary reprieve in the blizzard.

      The younger brother stood quietly as he was cautioned and cuffed. After Gus had been extricated from under Furkan’s body, Vulcan had all but collapsed into one of the armchairs, his right leg jiggling up and down. He’d alternated between casting furtive glances at his brother’s corpse and wiping his fingers across his eyes and down his face. Gus understood how he felt. Killing someone you love is not easy to come to terms with – Gus had first-hand experience of that.

      One of the SCO19 team had applied a tourniquet around Gus’ leg, but still he’d lost a lot of blood – another pair of jeans lost! Movement around the farmhouse kept coming in and out of focus and the faint nausea every time he moved his head made him stay still. He was relieved when a paramedic appeared in the living room and got to work cleaning his wound and administering morphine.

      Next time Gus looked up, it was to see Nancy enter the room bundled up in her winter coat with a scarf wrapped round her neck. ‘How the hell did you get here?’

      ‘Helicopter.’ Nancy’s tone was muffled behind her scarf. ‘The blizzard’s abated a bit, so I hitched a lift with the paramedics. They’ll airlift you out in a bit.’

      Gus had never been so pleased to see a familiar face, ‘Gore?’

      Nancy shrugged. ‘Not sure. They’ve taken him and Daniel Farrier to Manchester General. Doesn’t look good though.’

      Gus winced as the paramedic rolled him onto a stretcher. ‘Daniel?’

      ‘Oh, he’ll probably live. Might lose a couple of fingers in the process though. Paramedics say they only just got to him in time.’ She leaned closer to Gus and spoke in a quiet voice. ‘You messed up here. You shouldn’t have blundered in on your own with Gore. Totally unacceptable and irresponsible and, if my memory serves me right, you ignored a direct order.’ She glared at him and it was as if her disappointment sparked off a chain reaction that increased the pain generated by each of his wounds. Having been on the receiving end of Nancy’s wrath before now, Gus took the path of least resistance and only nodded. What else could he do? She was right. All of this was his fault.

      Gus couldn’t quite decipher if her humph was of disgust or acceptance of his unspoken apology, so he waited – trying not to focus on the army of ants that seemed to be nipping and pulling at every injury he’d obtained.

      ‘I’ve kept this as low key as I can – although, make no mistake, there will be a full and rigorous official investigation,’ she lowered her voice to a whisper and spoke in his ear. ‘The substance of your defence will no doubt be the extreme time pressure to rescue Daniel Farrier, the extraordinary weather conditions and your belief that the SCO19s would – being an elite organisation with access to state-of-the-art technology as opposed to a crappy Volvo – be on site before you. Am I clear?’

      ‘Yes Ma’am.’ Gus was under no illusions that anything short of professional formality would not be tolerated at this point.

      ‘Right,’ Nancy cleared her throat and continued. ‘I want to give you the chance to talk to Daniel Farrier before MI6 butt in. Can’t stand the thought of those arrogant suits strutting all over our investigation. We’ve done the ground work, we should see it through. Think you’ll be up for it or should I step in?’

      Gus smiled. ‘What do you think? Both Farrier and the Turk are mine. Do whatever you do to keep the spooks away from them. I want first dibs. Just need to get this scratch stitched and I’ll be right.’ He glanced down at his leg and, as the morphine began to kick in, realised just how much pain he’d been in.

      ‘Good job you’re being taken to Manchester General too. Nothing more natural than you wanting to visit your brother-in-law.’

      Gus choked down the word ‘ex’ and just smiled. Nancy was right, he had a ready-made excuse to be near Daniel when he was fit to speak. He just hoped the spooks didn’t descend before he was cleared and ready to go.

      ‘What about Vulcan?’

      Nancy winked, ‘I pulled in a few favours after expressing my disappointment with the SCO19s about you and Gore being left on your own in the cold. We’ve taken him to a station in Ashton-Under-Lyne, but for some reason the paperwork has been delayed. You need to get sorted and out of the hospital ASAP.’

      What the hell? So much for her concern over his injuries and his well-being. Clearly this was his punishment for fucking up. On the other hand, he was damn lucky Nancy was still prepared to back him after his huge cock-up.

      As Nancy turned to speak to the paramedics, he grabbed her arm, ‘Keep me updated on Gore.’

      Nancy patted his hand. ‘I will, but you need to own your mistakes, Gus. I understand that Gore would have been as gung-ho as you, but you are the senior officer and you need to put the safety of your team first.’

      Nancy was right, he’d been an arse and if Gore died he’d never forgive himself. What was wrong with him? He couldn’t make a good decision if his life depended on it. First Alice and now this travesty. He needed to pull it back. Get his butt in gear and tie this case up tight.
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      09:55 Holmfield Court

      ‘Ace bloody space man.’ His PC had pinged and within ten second Compo had jumped to his feet, wiggling his arse in a parody of a constipated chicken, then raised his hand in front of Taffy’s face in expectation of a high five.

      Taffy slouched in Compo’s armchair, his coat covering him like a blanket, his legs propped up on the coffee table was awakened by Compo’s racket. He blinked a couple of times to get his bearings and jumped to his feet, ignoring his friend’s proffered hand. ‘What you got, Comps?’

      Compo, arms extended before him, fists clenched, moved them in a clockwise circular motion with his hips making a similar movement, and proceeded to chant, ‘Who’s got the goods? Compo’s got the goods. Who’s got the goods? Compo’s got the goods.’

      Grinning, Taffy mimicked Compo’s crazy dance for a minute and repeated his earlier question, ‘What you got?’

      Compo dropped his arms and falling back onto his computer chair, moved the mouse and grinning said, ‘Ta da!’

      Taffy looked at the screen, which looked similar to the one they’d witnessed earlier. ‘What’s it mean?’

      ‘JayRay’s come up trumps. They got CCTV footage from inside Kennedy’s solicitors office dated before he went into his coma as well as afterwards. Want to see?’

      Before Taffy could reply, Compo pressed play and they were transported once more into Russell Allison-Hinton’s opulent office. Compo tapped the screen, his fingertip landing on the face of a handsome, well-built man. ‘That’s Sean Kennedy.’

      Taffy leaned in for a better look. ‘You’re right. God, who’d have believed it?’

      Compo flicked the screen right where Kennedy’s face was, ‘Still think he looks a sleazy bastard. Can’t believe Alice fell for him.’ He flicked the screen again, ‘Smarmy bastard.’ With a last glower at Kennedy he turned to Taffy, ‘Seems this solicitor records all his meetings and uploads them to a server between Uzbekistan and Romania after sending it bouncing round the world.’

      ‘And this helps us how?’

      ‘Because, my guy implemented a deep search for various key words – two of them being ‘Alice’ and ‘Cooper’ – and it threw this up.’ Compo cracked his fingers together. It was this sort of stuff that made him love his job. ‘Listen.’

      Sean Kennedy: ‘Well?’

      Allison-Hinton: ‘It’s all set up. Big H is on side. You finish her off and he’ll back your self-defence plea. It’ll all lead back to Cooper and you can be off sunning it in Barbados.’

      Sean Kennedy: ‘Shame really. Our DC Alice Cooper was a good lay.’ He shrugged, a huge grin covering his face ‘Hey ho. That’s life. There’ll be plenty more where she came from.’ He winked, ‘I’ll just make sure I get shiggy shiggy with her tonight – a final date.’

      Compo paused the recording, ‘See the time date?’

      Taffy nodded. ‘The day before the raid that ended with Kennedy in a coma and Alice in pieces.’

      Compo prodded himself in the chest. ‘Then we put her back together again. Gus and the team.’

      Taffy looked at the screen and then at Compo, ‘It’s really good Comps. It implicates Sean Kennedy and his solicitor in the whole drug and weapon’s trafficking and might even clear Alice of all wrong doing. But…’ he shrugged, ‘how can we use it to clear her name when we got it illegally?’

      Compo stood up and grabbed sheaves of paper from the printer behind Taffy. ‘These are only a few of the documents showing a paper trail between this solicitor and Kennedy extending as far as Barbados. The rest I’ve encrypted and saved to the cloud, but there’s more than enough evidence there to show that Sean Kennedy planned all of this and implicated Alice on purpose.’

      Taffy skimmed through the documents, his grin widening as he read more and more. He looked at Compo. ‘But Comps this is all fine and well, but we still got it illegally. We can’t use it.’

      Compo grinned, ‘No you’re right, we can’t, but if someone was to anonymously send an encrypted file with all this information to the prosecution and Alice’s defence team, then well… it would be grounds for a search warrant, wouldn’t it? Alice is coming home.’

      Taffy crashed the heel of his hand against his forehead, ‘Why the hell didn’t I think of that, Comps. Genius, pure bloody genius.’

      Compo stuffed some tortillas in his mouth as Taffy reached for his mobile. ‘Time to share the good news with Gus, eh?’

      When the phone was answered, Taffy spoke in a rush. ‘Oh, it’s you Ma’am. Got good news. We got the bastard – Kennedy – we got him, or should I say Comps did. Alice is coming home. She’s innocent.’

      He listened for a minute frowning, ‘Hospital? … Manchester? … Dead?’

      Compo stopped, handful of tortillas half way to his mouth. His heart plummeted. What had happened to Gus? They’d only just cleared Alice’s name and now Gus was dead.

      Before Taffy had a chance to speak, Compo fell backwards into his chair and slammed a can of coke at the wall. Half empty, its contents fizzed and spurted onto the paintwork as the can fell to the ground. ‘He’s dead?’

      Taffy grabbed Compo by the shoulders and shook him. ‘Not Gus, idiot. Gus is fine – well not exactly fine – he’s been stabbed, but he’ll be okay. No, it’s one of Daniel Farrier’s kidnappers who’s dead. Not Gus.’

      Compo, blinked, swallowed and then smiled. ‘Not Gus?’

      ‘Uh, Uh, definitely not Gus’

      Thinking that his heart would explode, Compo placed his heel on the floor and did a wheelie on his chair. ‘Fuckin bossed it Taffs! Fuckin bossed it.’
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      10:55 Allison-Hinton Solicitors, Harrow

      It had taken hours to get from Epsom to Harrow and by the time they parked up, Kennedy was more than ready to slit the driver’s throat. The idiot had talked no-stop for the entire journey and Kennedy had had about enough. However, they had come to an agreement. Nothing like a little avarice to break a man’s moral compass and Wasyl was nothing if not avaricious. An hour ago, Sean had phoned through and asked Allison-Hinton to meet him at his office. Sleazy stuck up bastard had tried to fob him off using the weather as an excuse, but Kennedy was having none of it. A gentle reminder that he knew where his kids went to school and where his wife played tennis was enough to have old Allison-Hinton grabbing his coat and hot-footing it to his offices.

      From the car, Sean could see a faint light through the frosted glass and was glad that he wouldn’t have to wait for the solicitor. He swung open the back door and was relieved when Wasyl pushed open the driver’s door and helped him to his feet. Tosser probably wanted a tip – well he could sing for it. No way was he getting any more than what they’d agreed. Sean stood for a moment balancing against the door. His chest was tight and every breath of cold air he took made it crackle. His limbs protested every time he tried to move them and the thought of the short walk to the entrance was enough to make him sweat. His phlegmy cough rattled like a snake and as he spluttered red globules landed on the pristine snow. He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth and tried to pull his coat up around his ears. It was a futile gesture because the wind had picked up again and there was no escape from it.

      ‘Help.’ The word was ripped from his mouth by the wind and transported away like a fading echo. He tried again, his throat rasping with the effort. ‘Help.’

      This time the driver heard and moved closer. Sean rested his hand on the man’s arm and step-by-arduous-step, they approached the door. His clumsy feet – like blocks of ice – upset his balance, but the weedy driver was stronger than he looked and, after what seemed like an age, he deposited Sean on the doorstep.

      The office wasn’t locked, so Sean pushed the door open. ‘Wait here.’ The two words took all the effort he had left and he was rewarded by a coughing fit that threatened to deposit his lungs on the carpet of Russell Alison-Hinton’s reception area.

      Dragging one foot at a time, Kennedy stumbled in, the warmth from the fan heater above the door adding to his existing temperature and making sweat gather across his upper lip. Allison-Hinton’s office door was closed, but he was expecting Sean. What he wasn’t expecting was the little gift Sean had for him. Forcing himself to traverse the short area from the reception to the solicitor’s closed office door, Kennedy picked his way towards it. Once there, he leaned on it, using the time to regain his breath before twisting the knob and entering.

      The light was almost blinding after the subdued shadowy dim lights from the reception. Sean blinked, trying to clear the little flashes of yellow and red that blighted his vison. Allison-Hinton was sitting behind his desk, his face taut and angry. Oh, so that’s how you want to play it? Sean didn’t care. He was here for one reason only – Allison-Hinton’s petty strops were irrelevant.

      Kennedy made his way to the chair opposite the desk and fell into it.

      ‘For God’s sake, what’s happened to you?’ Allison- Hinton’s voice had an edge of distaste to it and Sean wanted to smack him for it.

      ‘You fucked up.’

      The solicitor tutted. ‘You came here to tell me that?’

      ‘No’ said Sean, ‘I came here to give you something.’

      ‘Oh yes, what? More orders to do your dirty work for you or rather to pay someone else to do it.’

      Sean smiled. Old Russell’s being a bit bolshie all of a sudden when in actual fact he should be shitting his posh pants. ‘Oh, you underestimate me, Russell. No more orders. Just here to terminate our relationship – to absolve you of all responsibility for my affairs.’

      Hinton-Allison’s mouth twitched. ‘Really? Found someone better have you?’

      Sean shrugged, his throat was dry ‘Something like that. Can I have some water please?’

      Allison-Hinton sighed, but he reached over and filled a glass from the crystal decanter that stood on a tray on his desk. He stood and circled the desk, arm extended. As he approached, his mouth screwed up and he placed his other hand over his mouth, ‘Good God you stink, Kennedy. Like garbage or worse. Where have you been?’

      ‘You wouldn’t want to know, Russell. Believe me, you wouldn’t.’ He covered his mouth with one hand and began to cough, as if his insides were going to erupt onto the carpet. His entire body wracked from the inside out and he thought his bones were going to splinter into a million pieces.

      Allison-Hinton, seemingly managing to overcome his distaste, moved to Kennedy’s side and bent over, pushing the glass of water towards him. ‘For God’s sake, here drink this.’

      Kennedy stopped coughing and his arm snaked out, his fingers gripping Allison-Hinton’s wrist in a pincer hold with a strength that his frail frame belied. Before the solicitor had the chance to pull away, Kennedy yanked him closer and with a swift upper jab, rammed the knife he had concealed by his side right into the other man’s heart.

      Spent now, Kennedy fell back against the soft cushions, trying to catch his breath. His entire body was on fire, shaking and aching. Sweat wafted up to his nostrils, mixed with something else, something more feral. He glanced down at the floor where Allison-Hinton lay, his hands cupping the stiletto blade that protruded from his chest. A balloon of ruby red expanded across the cream carpet. Sean found it quite beautiful as it spread, pinkish tinged at the outer edge progressing to a deeper robust hue as it reached the body. The solicitor’s breathing was fragmented, his eyes fluttering, making Sean think of that saying about butterfly wings in the rainforests. ‘I don’t suffer fools gladly, Russell. You should have known that.’

      Russell’s eyes opened and red bubbles gathered at the corner of his mouth. ‘You’re fucked, Kennedy.’

      Kennedy laughed, ‘No, Russell, old boy – on the contrary, it’s you who’s fucked.’

      The door opened, and assuming it was his driver, Kennedy said, ‘Help me up.’ A gasp and a waft of Dolce and Gabanna displaced both his body odour and the abattoir smell coming from Allison-Hinton. He tilted his head till he could see the receptionist, fingers over her mouth, wide eyes latched onto the solicitor’s bleeding body. ‘Well, hallo there.’

      She retched and tried to back away. But seconds later she was pushed in front of Sean, her face pale, her hands shaking. Sean grinned. This was an unexpected bonus. He gestured for the driver to release her. Not like she had anywhere to run to. She had her tits out again today and Sean fleetingly wondered if she had a thing going with Old Russell boy – not any fucking more!

      Her eyes were once more pinned to her boss’ body, her chesty gasps making her tits heave like some voluptuous silent movie heroine. The effort it had taken to deal with Allison- Hinton swept over Sean and his limbs began to shake. An annoying tic fluttered by his eye and his vision blurred. All he wanted was to be out of here, even if it meant another struggle with The Beast from the East. He sighed and, voice hoarse, said. ‘Lock her in the boot and then come back for me.’

      The driver dragged her from the room, stumbling on her high heels, leaving Kennedy alone. He closed his eyes. His body was giving up on him. He couldn’t breathe, his temperature was sky high – pneumonia? The only thing he had left to do now, was to make sure Cooper was dealt with. When they got away from here he’d put out a few feelers, get things set up.

      The door opened again and Sean shuddered. The thought of moving from his comfy seat was almost too much, but he had to do it. Had to finish this. A flurry of activity, bodies rushing into the room, voices. ‘Clear!’

      ‘Clear!’

      Someone dressed all in black was kneeling beside Allison-Hinton.

      ‘Slight pulse.’

      ‘…paramedics.’

      ‘Sean Kennedy we are arresting you for…’

      He blinked up at the officer towering over him, trying to make sense of what had happened. How could they have got here? How did they know what he’d done? But wait they weren’t arresting him for the solicitor – not yet anyway. They were banging on about subverting the course of justice, implicating a police officer, drugs, weapons.

      A triumphant shout from another officer ‘Got it! Just like we were told. Everything’s recorded. Just need to unencrypt it.’

      The officer who was reading him his rights grinned, ‘Looks like we’ve got you, with bells on, Kennedy.’ To another officer, ‘Get the paramedics in here. Don’t want this fucker dying on us, do we?’
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      11:30 Manchester General

      ‘Mum, I’m fine, really. Just a scratch.’ Gus held the phone away from his ear and grimaced at Nancy, ‘Why’d you have to tell them, Nance?’

      Nancy splayed her hands before her, ‘Right, like I was going to flirt with the wrath of your mum. She’d have killed me if I hadn’t told her. Just be thankful, I didn’t spill the beans ‘till after we’d rescued you.’

      Gus held the phone closer to his ear. His mum was still scolding him, words like ‘irresponsible’, ‘waiting for back-up’, ‘letting the professionals deal with these situations’ were fired at him in his mother’s staccato tones. The only blessing was that at least he didn’t have to face her ire in person. Perhaps by the time he got back to Bradford, she’d have calmed down. This was an unlikely possibility. His mum was nothing if not tenacious and Gus had really pissed her off this time. Hell, she seemed to think he should update her every time he took the slightest risk. If it were up to her, he’d not be able to shave without giving her a three-day warning so she could hover with the Band Aid in hand.

      Christ, he was a grown man, not a damn kid. And as for ‘let the professionals do it’? What the hell did she think he was, if not a professional? Some bloody randomer plucked off the street to apprehend Britain’s most nefarious killers? Bloody cheek. Yes, he was sorry he’d upset her, sorry he’d worried her. But no damn way was she going to cocoon him in bloody cotton wool. He’d a job to do and do it he would – but now wasn’t the time to tell her that. So, he did the only thing he could – he lied. ‘Got to go mum, the doctor wants to check over my wound before we go.’

      Nancy grinned and shook her finger back and forth, ‘Naughty, naughty, Gus.’

      He sighed, ‘Don’t you dare tell her I lied – she’s having enough of a go at me without you adding anymore ammunition.’

      She handed him a can of Irn Bru, ‘As if. I’m not a snitch.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows but refrained from answering. ‘Any word on Gore?’

      ‘Not looking good, swelling on the brain. He’s in theatre now.’

      Gus pulled the crutches he’d been given towards him. This was all on him. He’d agreed to co-opt Gore onto the team and then dragged him all the way to Manchester. His mum was right about that. He should have left it to the SCO19s. The end result would probably have been the same but Gore wouldn’t be in theatre and he wouldn’t be on crutches. Shit, why did he always make these bad calls?

      As if sensing Gus’ mood, Nancy reached out and stopped him from standing up. ‘It’s not your fault Gus. If you and Gore hadn’t gone to the farmhouse, Daniel may well have already been killed and who knows how many of our lot the Turks would have taken down.’

      Gus brushed her hand off and pushed himself to his feet, flinching a little as the stitches across his thigh pulled. More damn battle scars to add to his existing collection. ‘Going to see Daniel. Got to break the news about Izzie and I want to do it before Gabriella turns up.’

      Nancy snorted, ‘We know her track record at offering bedside support, Gus. Don’t expect her to roll up anytime soon.’

      Gus grinned. Nancy was referring to a couple of years earlier when he’d been fighting for his life in Bradford Royal Infirmary. Gabriella had chosen that moment to desert him. ‘Clearly, she thinks more highly of her brother than she ever did of me, because she and Katie have managed to get themselves on a flight from Dublin to Manchester. Weather depending, they should be taking off…’ he glanced at his watch, ‘now-ish.’

      Nancy fell into step behind him as he swung his injured leg along the corridor to the ward’s exit. ‘I already told Daniel, Gus.’

      He stopped, and spun round to face her, ‘What the hell, Nance. Why did you do that? He deserved to hear it from me. I’m the SIO.’

      ‘Yes, I know that. However, you’re also his brother-in-law,’

      As Gus murmured ‘ex’ under his breath, she wafted her hand at him, ‘Yes, yes, I know – ex. But the fact remains that however tenuously you’re related, he needs someone to lean on. Someone a little divorced from that initial announcement. Someone he won’t forever associate with the worst possible moment of his life.’

      With an abrupt nod, Gus continued to walk. Nancy was right and he should thank her for that – but maybe not right now. Instead he posed a question. ‘How did he take it?’

      Nancy frowned, ‘Well, to be honest, better than I expected. If I didn’t know otherwise I could have assumed he already knew.’ She shrugged, ‘Maybe he’d worked it out. Maybe I just confirmed his worst fears.’

      ‘Didn’t he seem upset?’

      Again Nancy hesitated, ‘Upset – no – not upset. I wouldn’t say he was upset exactly. Buy hey – everyone handles grief in their own way. Just because he didn’t react then doesn’t mean he won’t react later. Seeing Gabriella might push him over the edge.’ She lowered her voice and muttered, ‘I know it would me.’

      Gus snorted. ‘Me too – I’m hoping she’ll be too wrapped up in mollycoddling Daniel to give me any grief.’

      The two of them sniggered. Gus said, ‘Physically, how’s he doing?’

      ‘The doctors seem pleased. He’s responding to antibiotics. They’re removing two fingers but have been able to save his toes. He’s not out of the woods but we got to him in time.’

      As they approached the side ward where Daniel was, Gus lowered his voice, ‘Any word on the Kennedy situation?’

      ‘No, not yet. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear more. They were supposed to be raiding the solicitor’s this morning.’ She tapped her toe on the floor. ‘Bit of news from Stanton though.’

      Gus eyes’ raked Nancy’s face. He could tell that the news wasn’t good and he braced himself for a body blow. ‘Alice? She’s back there?’

      Nancy chewed on her lower lip and Gus wanted to shake her.

      Gus slammed his palm onto the wall, causing a passing registrar to stare at him, before hurrying along, no doubt to alert security. How much more could Alice take? Not only had she been attacked repeatedly, but he’d forsaken her. It had taken Compo to make him waken up. ‘Bastards. So she’s back in Stanton?’ It was easier to use the prison’s name than the word prison – made it seem less permanent somehow. ‘Have they got her in solitary – guarding her? What precautions are they taking?’ His heart had sped up and the anticipation exacerbated the low-level headache that had skulked behind his eyes for the past few hours.

      ‘She wanted to go back to her old cell with her old cellmate. Was adamant. Truth is, Bernadette – her solicitor – is worried about her. She’s been uncommunicative, refuses to testify against the rapist or talk. But then…’

      Gus’ heart sank. There was more. ‘Go on.’

      She sighed. ‘There was some sort of riot, this morning.’

      Gus heart thumped against his chest. ‘And…’

      ‘The woman, Baby Jane Inflictor of Pain, they call her. The one who attacked Alice in the shower …’

      ‘Say it how it was Nancy.’ Gus’ tone was angry, ‘You mean the animal who bit off her nipple and swallowed it before stabbing her – that one?’

      ‘Yes, that one. Well, seems that, during the riot she was attacked. They’re thinking the riot was a distraction. A tactic to get the officers out of the dining area. She was found with her nipple sliced off. Seems she was forced to swallow it.’

      For long seconds Gus didn’t react, then ‘aw Alice.’ His cry was strangled in his throat.

      Nancy shook her head. ‘Seems there’s a marked absence of witnesses. Cameras were covered with margarine and nobody, not even Baby Jane, is talking. They’re still investigating so even when they dot the ‘I’s and cross the ‘T’s, it’ll be a few days before she can be released.

      Tone hard, Gus turned to the door of Daniel’s room and said, ‘Well let’s hope they keep schtum. She needs to be out of there.’ As Nancy made to follow him into Daniel’s room, he shook his head. ‘I’ve got this Nance. Go for a coffee, I’ll meet you there later.’

      The hospital radio played softly in the background when Gus stepped into the room. Daniel was dozing. Strapped up to an intravenous drip, and attached to various monitors that emitted a series of slow steady beats, he looked marginally better than he had last time Gus had seen him. Gus made his way over to the chair by the side of his bed and collapsed onto it. It wasn’t comfortable but it was still a welcome respite for his leg, which was throbbing now he’d started to use it.

      
        
        ‘Storm Emma will descend and the region will be thrown into further turmoil.’

        

      

      Further turmoil? Gus didn’t think there could be any worse turmoil than what had occurred over the last twelve hours.

      As he sat, Gus wondered what his reaction would be if he was the one lying in a hospital bed being told that Patti had been brutally killed. How did you even begin to get over that? He suspected he’d be in bits. He remembered how he’d been when he thought he’d lost his mother last year.

      
        
        ‘Winds of over eighty miles per hour are forecast and combined with more snow and freezing showers, conditions will be treacherous throughout Rochdale and Tameside.’

        

      

      He definitely remembered the range of emotions that fired through his mind, keeping him awake for months after Greg had died. He remembered Billy’s little face as Gus had tried to staunch the bleeding and he would never forget Becky, with the knife juddering from her eye. None of these images were going anywhere anytime soon and he suspected Daniel would have a fair few of his own to haunt him.

      
        
        ‘… Red alert throughout the country. Emergency services on standby…’

        

      

      Apart from genuinely wanting to make sure Daniel was okay, Gus was determined to get as much information out of him as he could regarding the information found on Izzie’s USB. He was sure that the fact Daniel was MI6 was not coincidental and he wanted to get to the bottom of it. According to Mickey, who’d taken over that side of the investigation, Interpol were arresting Sevket Abaci. Gus didn’t expect to be privy to the outcome of that aspect of the investigation and that pissed him off. He liked closure.

      Trying to breathe through his mouth so as to avoid the clinical hospital smell, Gus settled down and tried to push his own memories away. He still had to interview the remaining Turkish brother and he wanted to do that before MI6 swung their way up North. He wanted to touch base with Compo and Taffy and most of all he wanted to get down to Epsom to see Alice.

      A slight cough alerted him to the fact that Daniel was waking up. ‘Hi Daniel. It’s me, Gus. Gabriella’s on her way. She’ll hopefully touch down before the really bad weather hits us.’

      Daniel grimaced. ‘Can’t you put her off, Gus? Can’t deal with her right now.’

      Gus grinned. ‘I know what you mean, but it’d take a better man than me to stop her. Just give in to it. That’s all I can advise.’

      Silence, bar the sound of Dolly Parton pleading with some lass called Jolene drifting from the hospital radio station, prevailed for a while. Gus eventually broke the quiet. ‘Sorry about Izzie.’

      Daniel nodded, his face betraying no emotion.

      ‘Did you know she was onto her boss, Daniel?’

      The other man shook his head, ‘No I didn’t – look do we need to do this right now? I’m knackered.’

      Gus hardened his voice, ‘Look, you’re MI6. You know the score. We need to get on this quick. We need to know what you know. Sure, it looks like the Turks killed Izzie, but we need to know who gave the orders and why. We need to know who was pulling their strings. Seems like whoever it was they were going to sell it to the highest bidder. We need to know who.’

      Daniel closed his eyes and shook his head, ‘Can’t do it now, Gus. Just can’t. Truth is I don’t know anything.’

      ‘Are you telling me you weren’t in Cyprus keeping an eye on that bio-weapons research?’

      Daniel shrugged. ‘Confidential.’

      ‘Fuck confidential. This is your fiancée we’re talking about. She was killed because of what she’d found out.’

      Daniel lifted his hand and waved it, ‘Nothing to add, Gus. I don’t know anything.’

      Gus looked at the man for a moment longer. How the hell could he not want to share what he knew? His fiancée had been killed because she’d stumbled upon a new bio-weapon her boss was developing and Daniel was sitting back. This wasn’t the attitude he expected from a spook – James fucking Bond, Daniel most definitely was not. Seething, he stood. ‘I’ll be back, and Daniel, you better be prepared to talk, okay?’

      Daniel smiled, his voice lazy, ‘Or what, Gus? Or what?’
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      12:00 HM Women’s Prison Stanton, Surrey

      ‘So, Alice – the upshot is that both your legal team and the prosecution were sent a whole barrage of evidence that incriminated Sean Kennedy, not only in the drugs and weapons trafficking that you were incriminated in, but also in setting-up the false trail that led to you.’

      Bernie looked at Alice, her smile fading from her lips as Alice continued to look straight ahead. Since first meeting her client before Christmas, Alice had changed. The soft contours of her face had become sharp angles. Her body, thin before, had taken on an edgy hardness that spoke of a relentless prison gym routine. However, it was her eyes that broke Bernie’s heart. Gone were the spirited flashes of humour that had once typified the woman. Now they were replaced by a dullness that spoke of a soul broken in two. Guarded and expressionless, Alice Cooper no longer let anyone in. She lay in the bowel of a fortress, friendless and alone. Her body primed to react to threat, her heart inured to kindness.

      ‘You understand what this means, don’t you?’

      Alice gave a quick nod, her expression saying I’m not fucking thick.

      With an exaggerated sigh, Bernie pulled a folder across to her and opened it. ‘Police raided a solicitor’s office in Harrow earlier today and found Sean Kennedy. He had stabbed to death the solicitor, a Russell Allison-Hinton.’

      A shutter fell over Alice’s face but her expression revealed nothing. With a nonchalance that was surely fake, she began picking her fingernails.

      ‘Sean Kennedy has been admitted to hospital with suspected pneumonia. He has been charged with all of the offences, but it’s touch and go whether he will live.’

      Alice snorted, her face breaking into a fleeting humourless grin that said ‘typical fucking Sean, even at the last gasp he manages to get away with it.’

      Bernie sighed again, ‘Do you understand all of this Alice?’

      Alice nodded.

      ‘Look, if you’re not going to speak, there’s no point in my staying. You’ll be released as soon as the prison riot investigation is finished and all the paperwork is collated. Is there anything you need?’

      Alice lifted her head, ‘My parents?’

      Bernie looked down, ‘Evidence was found that Sean Kennedy and his solicitor had contracted surveillance on your parents, Alice. Interpol found the two men contracted with this surveillance. Their throats had been slit outside your parents’ house. We are still looking for your parents.’

      Something glimmered in Alice’s eyes for a mere nano-second and her shoulders seemed to relax. Bernie frowned. What was that all about? She reached over and touched the other woman’s arm, ‘Are you okay, Alice? Really okay?’

      Alice lifted her chin and looked straight at her solicitor, ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’
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      12:30 Greater Manchester police, Ashton-Under-Lyne

      With Nancy by his side, Gus hobbled through the doors of the red brick police station on Manchester Road. It was very different from The Fort, being large and sprawling, with a newer feel to it – all clinical and bleach. Gus immediately missed the warm sandstone building he was familiar with, its tones of beer overlaid with samosas and bacon with an undernote of yuck. Yeah, The Fort was a monstrosity in the heart of Manningham, but it was his monstrosity. Its very presence in the heart of the inner city forced it and its occupants to prove themselves to the communities they represented.

      This station, by contrast, felt less homely – less Bradford. Too many people in crisp shirts smelling of fabric conditioner and Christian Dior fragrances. The desk officer was too smart – all pens and forms and filing cabinets. Gus would have welcomed Hardeep’s gruff kindness right now – his not so gentle teasing and his pen stuck behind his ear under his turban. This guy looked like a spike up his arse would elicit nothing more than a stern frown. Bet they didn’t have rough sleepers camping on their doorstep, not even in these conditions. They probably wouldn’t invite said rough sleepers in for a warm shower and shelter till they could sort out their meds either. Gus had received a text earlier from Hardeep informing him that Jerry and Dave had been taken in by the Franciscan monks in Manningham and were suitably medicated. At least that was good news.

      Nancy went up to the desk where a taciturn officer looked at their details, scoured their faces as if to check they weren’t on Manchester’s most wanted list and buzzed them through. They were met by Haris – one of the SCO19 officers from the farmhouse who grinned when he saw Gus on crutches. ‘Patch you up okay on this side of the Pennines, did they?’

      Gus smiled back, ‘Yeah they didn’t hold my being a Yorkshire lad against me. The Turk talking yet?’

      Falling into step beside Gus and Nancy, Haris led them along a long corridor with doors filtering off into larger rooms that held all the hustle and bustle of an active police station. ‘Says he’ll only speak to you. Mind you, we ran his prints through IAFIS and got a hit. Our man is one Vulcan Narkis. His brother is Furkan Narkis. Both have records for international political and commercial espionage stuff, but not that of the subtle variety. Seems the older brother Furkan is the leader. Any ideas what made the younger one snap and kill his brother? He’s good to go. Had the medics check him over. He’s bruised and on pain relief but other than that he’s as right as rain.’

      Gus shrugged. ‘Guess Vulcan just got fed up with being his brother’s punch bag.’

      ‘Right, he’s in here. Didn’t want a solicitor, so he’s on his own with one of the uniforms for now. I’ll watch from in here but he’s all yours. When the weather lets up, he can be transported to Bradford.’ Gus smiled his thanks and Nancy opened the door.

      Vulcan looked wan, faint acne scars spread across his forehead and on his cheeks. An empty sandwich wrapper, tuna, no mayo, discarded on the table beside him.

      Gus, happy to relieve the pressure off his leg, sat down opposite him, depositing his crutches on the floor by his side, with Nancy to his left. ‘You okay? Been fed and watered, I see.’

      Vulcan looked at the wrappers that Gus pointed to and nodded once. His fingers toyed with a disposable cup that he was systematically ripping apart. His leg drummed on the floor and Gus had to resist the urge to reach out a hand and take the cup from the man.

      Nancy, as agreed earlier, leaned back and took an observational role whilst Gus went through the preliminaries regarding who was present and so on. Tape recorder on, Gus leaned forward and rested his arm on the table wishing his head didn’t pound so badly.

      ‘Tell me about Izzie Dimou.’

      Vulcan tossed the mangled cup on the table and inhaled deeply. ‘She is dead.’

      Gus kept his tone level and smiled, ‘Tell me something I don’t know. You said you would only speak to me, so why don’t you do just that. It’ll be better for you if you do.’

      ‘We were hired to steal her from Romanians.’

      Gus nodded, ‘The ones who broke into her house?’

      Vulcan nodded, ‘Yes, we were following them. You say keeping tabs, I think? Jordan Beaumont hired Romanians to capture girl. We were hired to take her from them.’

      ‘Why?’

      Vulcan shrugged, ‘She had information. Our boss wanted it.’

      Although he already suspected what information Izzie had, Gus wanted it on tape, ‘What information did Izzie Dimou have?’

      ‘I don’t know, it was something worth lot of money to the Syrians and the Russians.’ He shrugged, ‘Maybe even the Afghanis too. We were going to get paid five hundred thousand.’ He looked to the side, ‘Could have retired on that, me and Furkan.’

      ‘Where did Izzie get this very valuable information?’

      ‘You haven’t worked that out? You British must be slow. It was from University of Nicosia – a bio-weapon.’ He tapped the side of his nose with one finger, ‘but you know that already, no?’

      Gus glanced at Nancy before continuing, ‘What happened to the Romanians that Jordan Beaumont hired.’

      Vulcan snorted, ‘Guess?’

      ‘My guess, having been on the receiving end of your brother’s attention and having been told what the Romanians’ injuries were, I’d say they got in your brother’s way.’

      Vulcan started a slow hand clap and then winced, his shoulder clearly causing some pain from when Furkan had hit it with his machete.

      ‘And Jordan Beaumont and his family, what happened to them?’

      Vulcan frowned, ‘That was a mistake. Furkan let things – how you Brits say – get out of hand? We’re not supposed to hurt the wife and daughter, but Furkan not stop.’ Vulcan exhaled, his eyes focussing on a memory somewhere over Gus’s shoulder before repeating, ‘He won’t stop.’

      ‘Like he did with Izzie Dimou?’ Gus was deliberately swapping his questions up. If he kept splitting the narrative he was more likely to get an honest response.

      ‘Yes, like with Dimou. I try to stop him, but he won’t and she die before we got the information we needed. That’s always been Vulcan’s problem. He enjoy his work too much.’

      Gus grimaced. His body still ached from Furkan Narkis’ enjoyment of his job and the possibility that Lewis Gore might not survive. It lay heavy with him.

      ‘So, Furkan tortured and raped Marcia and Melissa Beaumont?’

      Vulcan looked at the uniformed officer. ‘Water, please.’ Before turning to Gus and nodding, ‘Yes. Again, I could not stop him.’

      ‘So, where is Jordan Beaumont?’

      ‘Saddleworth Moor – somewhere.’ Vulcan shrugged. His earlier demeanour was changing. As Gus continued his questions, he sensed that the other man was becoming more sure of himself and that puzzled him. Why would Vulcan begin to get cocky? At the farmhouse he’d been nervous and agitated. Concerned enough about his brother spiralling out of control, to kill him. So, what had changed?

      Vulcan continued, ‘Furkan left him to freeze there. Some dog walker will find him when snow goes away. I think it not far from road.’ He shrugged and gave a hoarse rattling laugh that dislodged phlegm from his throat. He howked it into his mouth, chewed it round a bit and, with an exaggerated wink to Nancy, he spat it into what was left of the cup he’d been shredding earlier.

      To give Nancy her due, she didn’t flinch. Gus could have told the idiot that she’d seen much worse than that and wouldn’t be fazed by the Turk’s coarseness

      With his best disinterested expression, Gus said ‘Why Beaumont? What did you need from him?’

      Vulcan looked at Gus as though he was thick. ‘Daniel Farrier, of course. We wanted him. Romanians had taken him, but again Furkan was too quick to kill them and we didn’t get the information we need. So, we went straight to the boss.’

      ‘So Beaumont employed the Romanians?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘… and you needed Izzie’s information from Daniel Farrier?’

      Vulcan raised his head, a huge grin splitting his bruised face in two, ‘Fool. Farrier not have information. If he did none of this would happen.’

      What? Gus frowned and Vulcan burst into growls of laughter, ‘You British are so aptal! – stupid! You cannot see what’s in front of your faces. Salaklar!

      The last word was spat at Gus, leaving him in little doubt that it was an insult. Gus took a moment to consider this information and then bent down, picked up his crutches and hobbled from the room, leaving Nancy to terminate the interview.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            63

          

        

      

    

    
      13:05 HM Women’s Prison Stanton, Surrey

      Everyone was subdued – that was often the case after a riot. Alice was pleased to have some time to relax. Some time to reflect. Not so much on what she’d done to Baby Jane, but on what she still had to do.

      All the prisoners in her wing were confined to their cells pending an investigation into the riot. Good luck with that! In Alice’s experience it was unlikely that the screws’ efforts would uncover anything incriminating and that offered her neither relief, nor regret. At what point did I stop thinking of them as officers and start referring to them as screws? As one of them and not one of us? She pursed her lips… hmm that was easy. It was when they became a symptom of everything she’d always railed against. When they’d shown their true colours. Made a mockery of everything she’d worked so hard for her entire adult life. Now, she was reconciled to the uncertainty her future held. As long as her parents were safe nothing else mattered.

      She tried to think about Compo and Gus – to imagine them, to summon up some gratitude to them, but she just couldn’t. She was dead from the inside and every thought was grey and drab. Even when she’d dealt with Baby Jane, it had been in monochrome – a series of sepia images filtering through her head with her acting them out like a robot. It didn’t touch her. Didn’t make her happy or sad, or angry. It all just ‘was’.

      She lay back on her lumpy cell bed, her ears tuned into the sound of her cell mate’s breathing in the bunk above her. The contour of Lulu’s frame curved downwards above her. Alice had some serious thinking to do. She still had to fulfil her promise to Lulu. There was no escape from that. Alice had given her word and Lulu had kept her side of the bargain. Still, it wasn’t what she wanted. Not really. Well she supposed it wasn’t. Right now, it was difficult for her to get a handle on what was what.

      Lulu turned over, snoring lightly and Alice smiled. She owed Lulu big time, so she didn’t grudge her this last request. How could she? She wouldn’t be alive right now if not for Lulu and, more importantly, neither would her parents. She was ready to do what was needed. But for now, she’d wait and breathe and try to connect with something good.

      She snuck her hand under the mattress and pulled out two things. The first item, she tucked up her sleeve. The second, she flattened out and studied. It was a photo of her in shorts and a t-shirt with her parents. Over the years she’d often noticed that in her friends’ photos they had either crowded round their parents like one amorphous bundle of love or else been engulfed between them. In Alice’s family photos, her parents were always together, holding hands or wrapped around each other, with Alice standing slightly to the side, just outside their bubble. She didn’t mind that. That’s just how it was. They were co-dependent and Alice wasn’t. She never had been, not even as a child. That didn’t mean she loved them less than, say, Gus loved his parents or, indeed, that they loved her less. It was just their way. She placed a finger to her lips and then pressed the same finger once on each of her parents’ faces, before placing the photo on her pillow. Now, all she could do was wait.

      

      14:45

      The siren blasted – three long blasts to signify the end of lock-down. The wing erupted in a cacophony of catcalls and drum rolls against the doors. It had been hours and the stir crazy were rearing their heads. Cynical Alice reckoned some scientist or other had come up with a formula to say just how long they could maintain a lock down without the stir-crazy erupting into a wholescale massacre. The scientist had clearly never been in prison. Never experienced a loss of privilege or how that could affect the brain. Some of these women were sick. Sick and desperate. Alice shrugged. Hell, maybe she was one of them. She shrugged again and this time accompanied it with a short laugh. No damn maybe about it. She was one of them now. After a lockdown, the incidents of suicide attempts, fights and aggression against officers increased dramatically. You’d think they’d have sussed that out by now.

      Alice swung her legs off the bed and stood up. A glance at her cell mate told her that Lulu was ready.

      ‘No getting all squirmy on me Alice, eh?’

      Alice’s lips quirked. ‘No, not squirmy, Lulu. I don’t do squirmy.’

      Lulu reached out her hand and Alice took it, ‘No, too much style for squirmy. Just you do it for me. Get it done and we’re quits. ‘

      Alice nodded.

      ‘Oh, and as for Baby Jane? She got what she deserved. No thinking about that anymore. No dwelling on it like you do. Let it go.’

      ‘It’s gone Lul. Already gone.’

      Lulu patted Alice’s hand. ‘That’s my girl. Knew as soon as I clapped eyes on you that you’d do good. Just remember one thing. It’s not your reactions that define you, Alice Cooper. It’s what’s in here.’ And she lifted her fist and slammed it against her own chest. ‘You get me?’

      Alice squeezed her hand, ‘I get ya, Lul. I get ya.’

      ‘Well, girl, what ya waiting for? They’ll be opening them doors in a minute or two.’

      Now that it was time, a rush of blood flooded Alice’s face. Her hands dripped sweat and her heart thumped against her chest making the wound – where her nipple had been – throb. It was time, and despite all her mental preparations, she’d never been less prepared for anything in her life.

      

      14:55

      When the female officer opened the cell, Alice lay with her back to the door, her head cocooned under her duvet.

      ‘Get up, Cooper. You heard the siren, Get to your feet. You too Lul. Come on.’

      Alice heard the clatter of the prison officer’s baton against the wall. As if the siren wasn’t loud enough. Rolling onto her back, making a show of pulling the duvet off her head, Alice glared at the officer. ‘Come on Lul. Get up. Don’t want to give her the excuse to insist on a strip search, do we?’

      She rolled her duvet down to her toes and swung her legs round, ready to stand up. ‘Phew, for fuck’s sake Lul, you puked up again?’

      The officer was over by the side of the bunks in seconds, pushing Alice back onto her bunk and reaching out to pull at Lulu’s still figure. Lulu’s arm flopped over the side of the bed, the tourniquet and needle still in place. As the officer jumped back, a bent spoon, a lighter and a plastic bag with a few white granules fell to the floor. Straight away she was on her radio calling for back-up and paramedics, her baton out and pointed in Alice’s direction, ‘Stay right where you are, Cooper.’

      The lock-down siren blared and amidst the cat calls and jeers from the other prisoners as they were herded back into their cells, Alice jumped to her feet, ran to the toilet she’d shared with Lulu for months and vomited.
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      15:35 En route from Ashton-Under-Lyne to North Manchester General Hospital

      Gus was getting fed-up with negotiating icy paths on his crutches. The slight thaw made it harder for him and, despite Nancy’s attempts at parking as near to the kerb as possible, he still had to negotiate the equivalent of skating rinks with the added encumbrance of a throbbing thigh and two aluminium legs with well-worn rubber on the bottom. However, he’d more on his mind than the weather. Vulcan should be panicking. He’d been cowed by his brother – frightened even during their time at the farmhouse. When he’d killed him, he’d been devastated. A few hours later, without the benefit of a solicitor, he was cocky as shit. What the hell was Gus missing?

      As Nancy drove, he ignored yet another call from Gabriella, who – according to the stringent voicemails she’d left – fully expected him to arrange transport between the airport and the hospital. Who did she think she was? Queen of Manchester – surely even Gabriella knew that position was reserved for Arianna Grande? He hit delete and ignored the incoming from Katie. For God’s sake couldn’t the pair of them negotiate a taxi? Not once had either of them asked about him, or Gore for that matter. No, it was all about Daniel and what he’d been through. Granted, Gabriella’s brother had been through a lot, but Gore was in serious trouble and, for heaven’s sake, Gus was Katie’s brother. Didn’t that count for anything? First mum has a go at me and now Katie’s being an idiot.

      The only member of his family who hadn’t lashed out at him was his dad. That might happen yet though. Patti had been her usual understated self; concerned, relieved and calm. Thank God for sanity! He’d give anything to get back home to Bingo and Patti. He cursed. Going back to Bradford wasn’t going to be an easy option either, not with Zarqa at his house refusing to return home – and then there were Alice’s parents to deal with. Patti had told him they were at Mo’s and how they’d arrived there.

      Gus risked a quick glance at Nancy. He hadn’t told her about that yet either. She was still pissed off with him for ‘acting like Spiderman without the Spandex’ and he had the feeling that she wasn’t going to be right happy to discover that Alice’s parents had been deposited at Mo’s. She’d want to know exactly why two dead men had been discovered outside the Cooper’s Greek home after the Coopers had somehow been mysteriously deposited at Mo’s. He was hoping to be able to gloss over the whole stealth operation thing but had his doubts he’d be able to. At least the death of the Coopers’ stalkers couldn’t be landed at Alice’s doorstep. Her alibi, for once, was cast iron – or so he hoped.

      One thing at a time. Daniel Farrier! Or rather two things – Daniel Farrier and Vulcan Narkis. What the hell was going on there? He pumped in a number and seconds later was connected to Compo.

      ‘It’s you, Boss. You okay? Me and Taffy were worried, like.’

      Gus opened his mouth to speak, only to hear Compo relaying what must have been fairly obvious to anyone listening, ‘It’s Gus, Taffy. Think he’s okay. No, don’t know what he wants, I’ll ask. Hey Gus, Taffy says are you okay and...’ Muffled conversation. ‘Oh yeah, what do you want?’

      Nancy grinned like some coated-up, bobble-hatted Cheshire cat with a scarf covering most of her grin. Gus frowned. It was almost as if the painkillers they’d given him were hallucinogenic – it was like he’d been dropped into a winter version of Alice in Wonderland with Compo cast as the Mad Hatter or landed in a parallel universe where everyone was setting out to piss him off and stand in his way. A wave of tiredness swept over him and in that instant, he wanted to just hand the phone to Nancy and say ‘you deal with these lunatics, I’m going to sleep for a month. Wake me up when everything in my life is normal.’ Instead, he did what he always did and took a deep breath, counted to ten and hoped that his tone would not betray his frustration. ‘Compo, I’d love to chat, but truth is I’m a wee bit strapped for time. Need you to get me everything you can on Daniel Farrier and Vulcan and Furkan Narkis. Don’t care how deep or how dark you need to go. I need what’s beneath the surface.’

      Something in his tone must have penetrated Compo’s fugue of nonsense, because he responded briskly and to the point, ‘Ahead of you there, Gus. Should have something for you in the next half hour. MI6 won’t know what’s hit them.’

      Beside him, Nancy began singing ‘la la la, da de da – not listening – can’t hear any of this. Not happening – this conversation is not happening.’

      ‘Eh, Comps?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll delete this convo too. Next time use the phone I gave you for this sort of stuff, boss.’ And he hung up.

      Gus looked out the window, hoping that Nancy hadn’t quite caught the last bit of the conversation. No such luck!

      ‘So, the last thing I didn’t hear was that you and Compo have some sort of burner phone for when you’re asking him to breach protocol?’

      Eyes fixed on the passing scenery as they drove through Ashton-Under-Lyne main street, Gus shrugged. ‘No idea what you’re talking about, Nance. None at all.’ And he flicked on the radio, allowing tales of icy doom and gloom to flit over him for the rest of the journey. The Beast from the East had plagued this investigation from the start and he’d had about as much snow as he could stomach.

      Nancy’s phone rang and she gave him the nod to put it on speaker.

      ‘DCI Nancy Chalmers here, with DI Gus McGuire.’

      ‘Hi Nancy, it’s Bernadette, is it okay to talk?’

      Nancy smiled and mouthed ‘Alice’s solicitor’ to Gus. Like I don’t damn well know that!

      ‘Got some good news for us, have you? Alice got the all clear to go?’

      There was a moment’s silence, which had Gus and Nancy exchanging worried looks. ‘Well, there’s been a development. Alice’s cellmate was found dead of a heroin overdose during lockdown after the riot when Baby Jane was attacked.’

      ‘So?’ Nancy’s tone was the bark of a feral dog. ‘That’s got nothing to do with our Alice. These things happen every week – no, every damn day in prisons.’

      Gus’ own hackles rose and he rolled his head in a circular motion trying to release the tension in his neck.

      The solicitor continued, her tone matter of fact, ‘Lulu was not a heroin user, so…’ her sentence dangled.

      Nancy inhaled sharply, ‘So, what? They think Alice did it? I thought she got on well with her cell mate. Were there signs of a struggle?’

      ‘No, no struggle. It’s just… well, after the Baby Jane incident, which they suspect was facilitated by Lulu, the prison officers think that Alice is implicated. They think Alice sliced off Baby Jane’s nipple, that Lulu had set the riot up for Jane to finish off Alice but it all went to pot.’

      A ball of fire in Gus’ stomach tried to make its escape, burning up his oesophagus, before being swallowed back down to simmer in his gut. He’d had Compo run a check on Lulu when Alice first bunked up with her and the idea that she’d facilitated the riot in order for Alice to get her revenge on Baby Jane was certainly within the bounds of possibility. Alice wouldn’t repay Lulu by killing her – that made no sense. Yet the pressure of impending doom fanned the flicker in his belly once more and he could feel the flames licking and lapping – scorching under his ribcage.

      Nancy tutted. ‘Rubbish! If there was no struggle, then it’s clear that Lulu overdosed on her own. She was getting on a bit, wasn’t she? Have they any evidence to back up their weird and wonderful theories?’

      Bernadette sighed, ‘Lulu was ill – really ill. She was arthritic and could barely move. She was weak and her body was wreaked with cancer. Easy pickings for Alice. The only thing in Al’s favour, so far, is that nobody is corroborating the prison’s theory.’

      Fuck, things are getting worse! Gus grabbed a can of Irn Bru, popped the can and took a long slurp. Maybe that will cool my stomach. Thank God Nancy didn’t know about Alice’s parents. Gus had put things together in his own mind. Lulu hadn’t wanted to suffer a long, drawn out painful death in prison and had initiated a deal with Alice. Oh Alice, what the fuck have you done?
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      15:35 Holmfield Court

      Taffy, driven by the desire for something more substantial than crisps, muffins and chocolate bars, had braved the elements and walked to Nando’s in City Park for a take-out. The very thought of actual cooked food made him salivate and as a result he’d ordered a hell of a lot more food than he would normally. He was about to amend his order when he remembered Compo’s voracious appetite and realised that the food would be hoovered up in no time and that unless he dug in quickly, Compo would eat the lion’s share. Boy did that lad have an iron clad metabolism.

      It had been good to get out in the fresh air. The stuffiness of the flat didn’t seem to faze Compo, perhaps he’d been a bat in a previous lifetime. However, Taffy was desperate for fresh air and the feel of the cold on his cheeks. Mind you, now that he was nearly back, he was looking forward to the cosiness of Compo’s flat, despite the eerie ‘dead pop stars shriney’ thing going on. Soon as he’d walked through the front door, he could hear the whirr and purr of Compo’s printer, but what hit him first was the stagnant farty, body-odoury whiff that slapped him in the face, so his first action was to open a window and light the aromatic pine candle. Thanks Mrs McGuire, you’re a life saver, before turning to set out the food on the coffee table.

      He turned to tell Compo to bring his one plate and a bowl and stopped. He was getting very used to Compo’s different facial expressions so, when he saw him absent-mindedly ram a handful of crisps into his mouth and then forget to chew, it was a pretty sure-fire bet that something was up. ‘Spill.’

      Compo chewed, swallowed the crisps and picked up a ream of paper from the printer. Using his stockinged feet, he propelled his chair over to the coffee table. Stuffing the sheets of paper under his arm, he began to open the various containers Taffy had set out, grabbing bits of chicken from one and breaking off bits of a burger from another. With a sigh, Taffy departed to the kitchen, grabbed the plate, the bowl and a knife and spoon then returned to the small living room. He pushed the plate towards his friend and grabbed the pile of papers, before they were dropped onto the floor. Experience had shown that until Compo had refuelled there would be little point in talking about whatever had upset his equilibrium. So, leaving Compo to ‘deal’ in his own special way, Taffy nabbed the comfy chair, noting that over the last couple of days he’d made a Taffy shaped indentation in it and began to flick through the paperwork.

      Most of it was MI6 related documentation that Taffy had no intention of asking Compo how he’d accessed it. Suffice it to say that as soon as this case was over, he would be shredding these memories along with the actual paperwork – he’d leave Compo to erase any digital trail. It seemed that Daniel Farrier had indeed been tasked with keeping an eye on the goings-on in the science labs, particularly the research into bio-weaponry. Taffy had met Daniel and Izzie with Gus and had considered him non-descript and quite likeable. Some of the encrypted email exchanges between Farrier, codenamed Salamis – no doubt after his supposed archaeological interest in restoring the ancient site – and his handler, Salamhand – no guesses for the origins of this pseudonym – put paid to that idea.

      

      November 16th 2017 02:30

      Salamis: Dimou is easy prey – one of those needy, desperate for any male attention sort of women. Not very demanding but good enough to scratch any itches. She’s very trusting, but having said that, she’s a bit of a prude when it comes to talking shop out of hours. Might need to go a bit further than I’d like. Might need to get the old engagement ring out of storage. Her ex, Gianno Doukus, has his eye on me – so I am unable to get a true feel for the labs. Can’t ask too many questions. Abaci is definitely working on something dodgy, but I need more time to gain access – to slowly build trust.

      Salamhand: Do what you have to. That’s the only rule. We need to know what Abaci has got, but more importantly whose payroll he’s on. Just do it.

      

      January 2018 04:45

      Salamis: Loving this job. Couldn’t be easier if I tried. Now that we’re engaged, Dimou has shared her reservations re Abaci – not specifics, just a general ill ease. Getting the info more than makes up for having to screw an inanimate object.

      Salamhand: Good job. Think of England… and me and you’ll get it up.

      

      Taffy wanted to vomit. He’d seen what had been done to Izzie Dimou and Farrier’s subterfuge and his obvious disdain for the dead woman he’d strung along so cavalierly was horrid. No wonder Compo was upset. Taffy put the papers aside and grabbed a peri-peri chicken burger before it disappeared. Compo was munching his way methodically through whatever was on the table, his eyes were glazed as he stared off into middle distance. Taffy wasn’t entirely sure Compo realised the other man was still there. ‘Comps?’

      No response. ‘Comps?’ A bit louder this time.

      Compo started and looked at Taffy, ‘Fucking piece of shit. To think I was going to go to his stag do? Wish Gus had left him to freeze to death in that damn farmhouse. How could he? How the fuck could he do that? Pretend he loved her? Set her up like that and then…?’ He chucked the half-eaten burger on the table and jumped to his feet, marching out of the room and into the hallway.

      From where he sat, Taffy watched as Compo strode to the end of the hallway and turned to the first framed photo. He stretched his hand out and touched his index finger to it. His lips moved, but Taffy couldn’t hear what he said. Compo moved on to the next poster and repeated the process, continuing along the wall till he got to the one closest to the door. Only then were Compo’s words audible, ‘Too young to die, too good to live. Too troubled to survive.’

      The words sent a shaft of ice through Taffy’s body – as if he was freezing from the toes up. They were like a mantra, but not one like the Sikh mediation mantra his parents did or the ones he heard at the temple. No, the one that Compo had clearly practised and repeated many times before seemed doomlike – prophetic almost. What did it mean? Should he mention this to Gus? But they’d agreed, ‘what happens in Compo’s stays at Compo’s.’

      Compo walked into the small living room and marched past Taffy straight to his workstation. ‘Come on. Let’s get this bastard nailed.’

      Grabbing the rest of the paperwork, Taffy jumped to his feet and sat in the other office chair, ‘I’ll just go through the rest of this, shall I?’

      Compo shook his head. ‘No, don’t bother. All that paperwork tells us is that Farrier was a knob. He used Izzie Dimou and was screwing his handler at the same time and he was working for MI6 to get information about Professor Abaci’s dirty deals. It’s enough to make your skin crawl, but that’s not the half of it. At least with all that crap.’ He waved his hand at the papers that Taffy held. ‘You could say he was working in the national interest, even if his methods were immoral. Look at this though. This is some other world crap and we need to let Gus know pronto.’

      As Taffy leaned forward the thought crossed his mind that perhaps, if whatever Compo was about to show him was so important, he shouldn’t have spent the last half hour eating Nando’s and performing strange mantras with his poster collection. However, as soon as he began to read the stuff that was on the screen all he could think was Holy Shit!

      He glanced at Compo, who nodded, his face, despite the smear of extra hot peri-peri sauce on his cheek, looking more serious than he had ever seen. Taffy swallowed. ‘Encrypted burner phone?’

      Compo inclined his head and lifted an innocuous phone from the shelf above his workstation. Fingers speeding over the screen, he composed a text and hit send.
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      16:15 North Manchester General Hospital

      The dark had settled in, the sky heavy with snow yet to fall. Many of the parking spaces at the hospital were taken up with mucky piles of snow, rendering them unusable and they were just doing their second circuit of the carpark when Gus felt a vibration in his back pocket. A quick glance at Nancy informed him she was unaware of it, as she continued to moan about inconsiderate hospital visitors’ parking over two spaces, the snow and parking charges. He had to get away from her for enough time to see what Compo had decided was too sensitive to be sent to his normal phone. With his pain medication wearing off, the familiar pressure of one of his headaches bore down on him. It would become so intense as if his skull was being compressed by giant pliers. He could have done without the added worry of Compo’s text, so he popped an Ibuprofen and swigged it back with the dregs from his can of Irn Bru.

      Pointing to a space right next to the entrance, he said ‘Drop me there and you go park up. I can’t walk very far in this weather with crutches. I’ll wait inside for you.’ He needed to get away from her for just a few minutes – just long enough to rehydrate and deal with the text before she came back. Much as he loved Nancy, she could be a phenomenal pain in the backside at times and, right now, he was in the position of having to put up with it – at least until he worked his way out of her bad books again. However, he had no intention of involving her in Compo’s deep diving on the expedition on the darknet. As soon as Nancy drove out of sight, Gus accessed his encrypted phone and dialled Compo’s number.

      Ten minutes, later sitting on the leather-covered bench near the entrance, a cone of water in one hand and his crutches balanced between his legs, Gus observed the comings and goings. North Manchester General differed only a little from Bradford Royal Infirmary. The ethnic make-up of the patients and the staff was similar, the hustle and bustle familiar and the range of injuries and ailments echoed Gus’ memories of his last visit to BRI. He hated it. Instead of relieving the throb in his head, he could sense the pressure increasing with each passing second.

      Compo’s revelations hammered away at his brain and his skull was ready to splinter into a trillion shards. Gulps of air hitched in his chest and around him noise became echoey and distant, as if it was filtered through a funnel. He dropped the half-filled cone of water and pressed both his palms onto the leather bench. If he made a connection to the seat he’d be okay. If he willed himself to reconnect with the world he’d be fine. It was too late though. He couldn’t press hard enough onto the seat, so he lifted one hand and clawed his fingers against his wound. The pain brought tears to his eyes, yet still he was falling… and then Nancy was there. Perching beside him, pulling his hand away from his thigh injury, talking low and soft and gentle. The fuzz behind his eyes lessened, his chest muscles slackened and breathing was easier.

      He glanced round and cursed. His panic attack had secured him a sizeable audience and as well as the sweat dotted across his brow, the sensation of a wine-coloured flush spreading through his cheeks made him want to scream ‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ He didn’t need to because Nancy was there, in his corner – his friend as well as his boss.

      ‘Seen enough have you? Go on, piss off. Mind your own business.’

      Her words brought a smile to Gus’ lips. She didn’t swear often but when she did she put it to good use.

      ‘You okay, Gus? Panic attack?’

      What makes you think that? A year ago Gus would have shrugged and tried to laugh it off, but he’d grown stronger since then. The corner of his mouth quirked up and he nodded, ‘Yep. Bastard of a panic attack this time. Should have realised I was due one. Been a busy few days.’

      Nancy prodded him on the arm. ‘See, this is what happens when you go prancing off on your own, like Batman and his Incredible Hunk sidekick.’

      Despite himself, Gus grinned at her description of Gore as the Incredible Hunk. He was a good-looking bugger, but Nancy was on a roll.

      ‘Worrying everyone, going in unarmed, not waiting for back up. This has got to stop.’ And she punctuated each of the final five words with a bony prod on Gus’ arm.

      She had a point. Gus acknowledged that, but did she have to prod him so damn hard? Did she have to choose this precise moment to go off on one? Her reference to Gore had reminded him that they didn’t know how his operation had gone. But Nancy was still wittering on, all loud and annoying again.

      ‘Just as well the operation was a success…’

      Gus frowned, rewound, ‘You telling me Gore’s out of the woods?’

      With an elongated sigh and an eyeroll that would have been the envy of any self-respecting, stroppy teenager, Nancy tutted. ‘I’ve just been telling you. They managed to relieve the pressure on his brain and he’s back in the high dependency unit. They’re cautiously optimistic he’ll be okay. Sandra has requested he be transported to Bradford or Leeds as soon as he’s able as she can’t get here with the little one.’ She lifted her hand, index finger extended again, but before she recommenced her prodding, Gus slipped his arms into the crutch cuffs and pushed up onto his feet, ‘Come on Nancy. No time for your blame fest. Let’s go see what Daniel Farrier has to offer.’
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      16:25 North Manchester General Hospital

      The information Compo had given him was still as sharp as acid in his gullet. If anyone other than Compo had given him this intelligence, Gus would have knocked it back. However, he would trust Compo with his life – unpalatable though it may be, Compo’s foray into the dark web had paid huge, if unexpected, dividends. Despite his headache, the cumbersome crutches and the crowds of people thronging the corridors, Gus set off at a pace towards the side ward where Daniel Farrier was and aware of the looks Nancy kept throwing in his direction. He said ‘How long before MI6 swoop in on their broomsticks – or maybe it’ll be the Death Star?’

      Nancy shrugged, ‘Couple of hours tops, I reckon. They’d have already been here if it wasn’t for the deterioration in conditions in the South of the country.’

      Right, long enough! Pulling to a stop outside the door, Gus nodded at the uniformed officer who’d been put on guard duty outside and paused. He could hear Gabriella’s voice, loud and domineering, accompanied by a lower rumble that was Daniel and the occasional offering from his sister drifting from inside the room. This wasn’t ideal, he’d much prefer to do this interview with just him and Nancy present. But it’d take too long to convince Gabriella to leave. When had he ever managed to convince her to do anything he wanted? And the last thing he needed was for MI6 to storm in and sweep Daniel away before he could put the evidence before him – get an explanation.

      Hands on her hips, Nancy glared at him. ‘What the hell is wrong with you? You’ve got a face like a gnarled old Rottweiler and it’s not just the after-effects of your little ‘do’ earlier.’

      ‘Little do’ indeed! Damn woman’s too perceptive for her own good. He leaned on the wall next to the door and spoke in quiet but urgent tones. ‘Nance, you got to go with me on this one, ok? You just need to trust me.’

      Her chest heaved as she inhaled and abruptly released the air with an audible whoosh. ‘Compo?’

      Gus inclined his head, ‘Yeah, Compo.’

      Nancy tapped her booted foot on the floor and flung her hands in the air, ‘Okay. Go for it Gus.’

      He could have kissed her. Nancy was trusting him with not only his own reputation, but hers too. Smile tight, he bobbed his head once, pushed himself away from the wall, straightened his body as much as he could and entered the room.

      ‘Where have you been? We had to make our way from the airport – cost us an arm and a leg!’ Gabriella sat next to her brother, arms folded across her chest, dark eyes accusing.

      Katie jumped to her feet and rushed to meet him, guiding him to the chair that she’d vacated on the other side of Daniel. ‘God, Gus. Daniel didn’t say you were so badly hurt.’

      Gabriella snorted, ‘He’s not exactly bed ridden, is he?’

      Before Gus had the chance to retort, Nancy cut through Gabriella’s continued moaning. ‘You always were a nasty little bitch. Some things haven’t changed. For your information, Danny boy here would have been dead if not for Gus and, just so we’re clear,’ she pointed at Gus’ thigh as he settled onto the plastic chair, ‘an inch in the wrong direction and you’d be attending his funeral right now, not feeding grapes to your brother.’

      As Gabriella, red faced, opened her mouth to respond, Katie moved to her side and placed her hands on her partner’s shoulders, ‘Let’s call a damn truce Gaby. None of this is Gus’ fault and you are behaving like a bitch.’

      Gus tensed in anticipation of the inevitable eruption, but it never came. Instead, Gabriella raised one hand to cover Katie’s where it lay on her shoulder and smiled. ‘You’re right, sweetie.’ And with an inconsequential shrug she added, ‘Sorry Gus.’

      Gus and Nancy exchanged surprised glances and Gus pulled his chair closer to the bed. ‘Got some more questions to ask you, if that’s okay.’

      Daniel rolled his eyes in an exaggerated manner and spoke to his sister. ‘He’s just not letting me off the hook. Izzie’s dead, yet he’s still hassling me.’

      Gus glared at Gabriella before she had a chance to reply and was pleased when instead of speaking, she bit her lip and patted Daniel’s arm. ‘Just a few questions – it’s not like you’ve anywhere else to be, is it?’

      Katie cleared her throat, ‘Before you start, Gaby and I will go and grab a coffee.’ She turned to her partner and all but manhandled her out of the room. Gus could have kissed her for that. Katie was nobody’s fool and she’d clearly interpreted Gus’ tone correctly – this was going to be good.

      He waited till his sister and ex-wife had left the room and Nancy had settled on the other side of the bed before beginning. ‘Bank account in the Cayman Islands is looking good, Danny boy. MI6 is paying big bucks these days.’

      It was only a fleeting flicker – gone almost before it began – but it was enough to confirm that Compo’s intelligence was accurate. Daniel played with the monitor attached to the middle finger on his good hand – the one with the fingers intact and said, ‘You lost me there. Never been to the Cayman Islands.’

      Gus took out his burner phone and consulted the information Compo had texted him, ‘You see, I don’t believe you. We’ve got a trail that leads from Russia to you, round the houses through the streets – a bit like Wee Willie Winkie – and straight into a Cayman bank account to the tune of three million US Dollars.’ Gus looked at Nancy. ‘Shame he’s trussed up in a hospital bed, or no doubt he’d be en route to sunnier climes.’

      Nancy snorted and nudged Daniel’s poorly hand.

      Gus smiled as Daniel jumped wincing – maybe in need of a morphine top up – poor sod! ‘Then there’s the intercepted emails. Gus pretended to be flipping through his phone. ‘Oh yeah – here’s one – to Furkan Narkis – encrypted and wiped, but – when you’ve got a shit-hot team, you’ve got a shit-hot team. Yep – says here you hired them to find out where Izzie was keeping the formula.’ Gus leaned back, ignoring the twinge across his shoulders that warned him the crutches were forcing him to use muscles he’d forgotten he had. His eyes were gritty, his vision blurred until he blinked. He had to keep on top of this. Had to see it through. ‘Words like ‘torture’ and ‘do what it takes’ and ‘Russians getting antsy’ – care to explain?’

      Daniel, face pale – looked from Nancy to Gus, ‘No, no, you got it all wrong. I work with MI6, just trying to trap the Turks – they were the ones going to sell it to the Syrians.’

      ‘Ah,’ Gus shook his head and tutted, ‘See that’s not what Vulcan’s telling us.’

      Daniel snorted. ‘Phew, you believe that piece of scum?’

      ‘Well, you see it’s not just ‘that piece of scum,’ is it? There’s also that wee matter of the recovered messages between you and a certain Grigory Dobrynin of Russia’s Main Intelligence Directorate detailing the payment schedule and exchange thereof of the bio-weapon formula. You got your eye on the big bucks and Izzie was just a pawn in your game.’ Gus let the disgust show on his face.

      But Daniel wasn’t giving up just yet. ‘Good try. But way off the mark. I’m an MI6 agent. You wouldn’t understand the complexities of an undercover operation if it hit you in the face. You with your big friend, bumbling in like an idiot to a scene that I had perfectly under control. You fucked up, McGuire. You – not me. No one will ever believe any of the crap you think you have on me.’

      Gus looked at Nancy, his smile steady, his eyes direct. ‘Read him his rights. We’ll let the CPS decide, shall we? We’ve got the evidence.’

      Nancy had just finished arresting Daniel when the door burst open and two suited men strode in. Who the hell do they think they are – CID? They flashed their badges, ‘MI6, we’ll take things from here.’

      Nancy stepped in front of Gus with a warning look. ‘I’m afraid we’ve just arrested this man and so he stays in our custody for now.’

      As Nancy uttered her sentence, two things happened. First Gabriella came into the room, her face flushing, eyes wild as she glared at Gus. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? He’s just lost his fiancée and he nearly died. Are you crazy?’

      The larger of the two MI6 men, pushed forward, infringing on Nancy’s personal space.

      Nancy glared up at him, her voice lowered to a growl, ‘Do not try to intimidate me. He. Is. Our. Prisoner.’ Her lips set in a thin line, her hands straight by her side, her posture rigid, claiming every inch of height she had.

      ‘MI6 trumps local police,’ said big man.

      Nancy stepped into his space, ‘Not when the charge is murder. Tell your boss, I’ll be in touch, but for now he’s ours.’

      There was a two-minute standoff, which to Gus seemed to last for hours. The big man nodded and motioned to his partner. They stepped out of the room and Gus could hear them talking on the phone. He turned to Gabriella and Katie, arms splayed, ‘I can explain.’

      Gabriella rushed at him, her hands fisted and began to punch his face, his chest and his arms, while sobbing. ‘You just can’t move on, can you, Gus. You can’t let it go. You’ve got to take it out on my brother, don’t you?’

      Gus’ arms in his crutches, fingers gripping the hand-bars to steady himself, put up no resistance. How could she think that of him? His cheekbone throbbed, his lip burst, but still he stood there until, at last – Katie and Nancy galvanised into action – dragged Gabriella away from him. As Gus looked at her, Katie wrapped her arms round a weeping Gabriella, her gaze venomous as she looked at Gus.

      Nancy stepped close to them. ‘The situation is far more complicated than you are aware of – just back off.’ She turned and called the uniformed officer in. ‘Escort these two out of here. They’re pissing me off big time.’

      Gus, shaking, barely able to stand even with the support of his crutches, watched as his sister and ex-wife left the room. Their last glances were venomous and directed at him. Gabriella’s words to her brother were, ‘Don’t worry, Danny. We’ll sort this out. Stay strong.’

      As the door swung shut behind them, Nancy phoned through to the head of SCO19 team and asked for armed guards to be deployed twenty-four-seven to guard Daniel Farrier until they could move him to BRI.

      ‘You’re making a big mistake, McGuire. A huge one. Do you really want to lose your sister because of this?’

      A flashback to the previous year, when Alice was being taken away by London police officers because of Sean Kennedy’s treachery and the image of the body of a young girl discarded down a valley in Bradford because of a police officer’s treachery, rocked him. He dropped his right crutch to the floor and slammed his fist into Daniel Farrier’s supercilious face. ‘Fuck you, Farrier.’

      As the two MI6 agents rushed back in, Nancy yanked the sheet off Farrier’s bed and yelled, ‘You shouldn’t have attacked my officer.’ She turned to the agents and said, ‘Help my officer to a chair, this one pummelled him, look at his face – it’s swelling up.’

      

      With armed guards – one outside and one inside Daniel Farrier’s side room – in place, Nancy was en route to a FaceTime meeting in Greater Manchester with the head of MI6 regarding Daniel Farrier’s move to the dark side. Detective Chief Superintendent Bashir had been unable to accompany Nancy but had issued strict instructions to be kept updated. Compo had encrypted and set up various firewalls and so on before sending all he’d scavenged to Nancy and Gus from an anonymous source that hinted at being from inside Russia itself. Somehow, he’d even managed to play with the times so that it looked like they’d received the anonymous information just after noon. According to Compo, he’d shut every back door that could lead to him, but in all honesty, Nancy doubted MI6 would be focussing anywhere other than Russia. This was a huge embarrassment to them and Nancy, still narked that they wouldn’t give her full access to Farrier’s file from the start, was prepared to draw as much blood and mortification as she could.

      ‘It stands up to scrutiny, doesn’t it? All Compo’s stuff?’

      Gus nodded. All he wanted to do was nip in to see Lewis, his fellow officer, before they were both flown back to Bradford in the lull of the storm. Then sleep, sleep and more sleep. He’d tried to put the look on Katie’s face as she dragged Gabriella from Daniel’s room to the back of his mind, but it kept coming back to him. They’d made huge strides forward in their relationship since Gabriella and Katie’s betrayal – most of it down to his mum’s tenacious insistence. Now, he couldn’t see a way forward for him and his sister. Not after this. What else could he have done though? Let a murdering scumbag go scot free? No chance. He’d seen enough coppers get off with corruption and even atrocities and it sickened him. No, he’d done the right thing and he’d rather live without his sister than with a knife slicing his soul for the rest of his life.
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      05:15 Marriner’s Drive, Bradford

      Patti had assumed Gus would sleep well, however experience had taught him that sheer exhaustion, emotional and physical trauma and a body that was slowly turning into a bruised rainbow, would not secure him the respite he needed. He was right. He’d spent the night tossing and turning, trying not to wake Patti. With Zarqa in the spare room, in the early hours of the morning, he’d had no choice but to take his demons and Bingo downstairs to the living room couch. At least here he had Greg to talk to share the things he could never burden Patti with.

      Huddled in a fleece, watching the flames in the stove, Gus tried to block out the recurring images that troubled him. Alice – all venom and hatred, Izzie Dimou and Marcia Beaumont’s tortured bodies, Missy Beaumont’s empty staring eyes when he’d studied her through the window at North Manchester General, the two dead Romanians, Vulcan Narkis’ shocked expression when he’d killed his brother, the crazed expression on Furkan Narkis’ face as he raised his machete in the air, ready to strike Gus down, Lewis Gore motionless and bleeding out, Daniel Farrier, shivering and vulnerable and later, arrogant and taunting. Gabriella and Katie’s expressions, Compo’s disappointment, Taffy’s optimism.

      So many people all relying on him. Expecting him to make it okay, to do the right thing. Sometimes it’s just too much, Greg – too fucking much! Sometimes I get it wrong – like I did with you and then… people end up dead! He looked up at Greg’s painting above the fireplace. The reptiles so intricately laced through Bob Marley’s dreads put him in mind of his life. So many things interweaving, complicating things… and so much grief – sometimes too much to bear. He couldn’t get comfortable on the sofa. His leg was giving him gyp. Every bruise throbbed, his ribs hurt – he was a wreck and what’s more he looked like one too. When he’d seen his swollen face staring back at him from the bathroom mirror earlier, it had given him a jolt. God knows how mum will react when she sees me. Huge bags hung like pendulums beneath faded blue eyes – where has the spark gone? The parts where Gabriella had punched him were turning an angry mauve and his lip was split. He’d let Patti assume it was the Narkis’ who were responsible for that – no point in fuelling an already-over-ignited fire. His nose was still swollen from before and he looked like he should be locked up – maybe he should. Maybe everyone would be safer that way. Maybe he could do an exchange for Alice?

      According to Nancy, MI6 had received all of Compo’s encrypted intelligence implicating Daniel Farrier in everything from Izzie Dimou’s abduction and subsequent death to stealing the bio-weapon Sevket Abaci had been developing for the Syrians, in order to sell it to the Russians. With that end in mind, MI6 had pulled rank and demanded to ‘deal’ with Daniel Farrier. Under orders from Number Ten, Nancy had no choice but to comply. ‘Truth is,’ she’d said, ‘it would be more bother than its worth for us to prosecute him. This way we’re distanced from it all.’

      Gus had to agree. Compo had worked hard and dug deep. The last thing Gus wanted was for Comps to be held accountable. Best rid of Farrier. Then he’d only have to deal with the aftermath of Gabriella and Katie’s accusations. They didn’t even have to worry about Vulcan Narkis as MI6 had swept him off to London too – Gus didn’t fancy Vulcan’s chances at the hands of the spooks.

      He was just contemplating grabbing a whisky when the living room door opened and a shadowy figure crept in. In the semi dark, he recognised Zarqa. She wore long sleeved pyjamas and had pulled the sleeves down and was gripping them in the palm of her hands as she sunk into the armchair next to the couch, folding her legs under her, so that she was barely visible. She pulled one of the throws that Patti had dotted around the living room over her. In silence, he watched her hook an arm around a cushion and try to get comfy. ‘Can’t sleep, eh?’

      When she jumped, Gus swung his legs round, raked his hands through his dreads and, waving bye-bye to a nice single malt, asked, ‘Hot chocolate?’

      Zarqa grinned, ‘I’ll make it though, yours is always crap.’

      Gus pressed his palms to his heart and grinned, ‘Ouch.’

      Zarqa flicked on a lamp and grimaced, ‘God, Gus. You look rough. Not surprised Patti kicked you out the bed.’

      With a laugh catching in his throat, Gus swatted his god-daughter, on the arm – ‘Bitch.’

      Limping to the kitchen, he wondered what exactly a good godfather did in these sorts of circumstances. Did he wait for her to talk, or did he plough in and try to mediate? Fuck, I’m so out of touch!

      As if aware of his predicament, Zarqa filled a pan with milk and put it on the cooker to boil. ‘I know what went on you know Gus. ‘

      Gus, head on one side, quirked an eyebrow. ‘You do?’

      She nodded. ‘Yeah, courtesy of some tosser at mosque school.’

      Not the time to admonish her language. Instead he watched as she spooned coco powder and sugar into the milk and began to whisk it in the way he’d seen her mother do countless times and waited to find out exactly what Zarqa had found out from a tosser at mosque school. But when he found out who the little scrote was he’d have a thing or two to say to him. When it came, it was worse than Gus had anticipated. Zarqa’s whisking became more agitated as she spoke, tears fell from her eyes and dripped into the droplets of spilt milk.

      ‘He’s not my fucking dad.’ She glanced at Gus, her mouth screwed up like she was chewing a lime. ‘But of course you knew that, didn’t you?’

      Right up his spine and along his shoulders, Gus could feel an army of rats, tails swishing, teeth gnawing and nipping at him as they progressed up to his skull, ready to bite if he put a foot wrong. This was serious godfather stuff. Where the hell are you when we need you eh, Greg? Oh fuck – forgot – I bloody stabbed you to death, didn’t I?’

      The sound of the milk hissing as it overflowed and killed the gas, followed by the acrid smell of burning, jolted Gus to his feet. He reached over and switched the knob off and he and Zarqa stared at each other – her dark eyes full of pain and accusation.

      Gus closed his eyes momentarily then looked straight into Zarqa’s. ‘Yes, I knew that. You need to talk to your dad.’

      A rough little half cough, half cry caught in Zarqa’s throat. ‘Not my dad, remember?’

      Gus swallowed, his throat was dry and he really needed that whisky now. Instead he flicked the switch on the kettle. ‘Biologically no… but he is in all the ways that matter.’

      Unprepared for Zarqa’s anger, he flinched when – fists clenched – she stepped right up to him and yelled in his face, ‘Don’t give me that crap. He killed my dad, didn’t he?’

      Gus froze. Fucking little tosser, I’ll castrate him. This wasn’t his story to tell, what the hell was he supposed to do?

      Zarqa flounced away from him spinning on her heel, her hands raking through her straight black hair. ‘It’s true. It’s fucking true.’

      She made to storm out of the living room, but Gus grabbed her arm, ignoring the wrenching pain in his thigh as he over stretched. ‘You need to speak to your dad…’ her chin lifted, her lips thinning. God she’s so full of rage. ‘Mo. You need to speak to Mo and your mum. This isn’t my story to tell.’

      ‘No,’ she said pulling her arm away, ‘It wasn’t fucking Javid at mosque’s story either, was it?’ She raged out of the kitchen, through the living room, slamming the door behind her. Gus heard her thumping upstairs followed by the spare room door slamming, then muffled tears. Fuck I’m not equipped for this godparent shit. He picked up his phone and punched in Mo’s number.
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      11:15 North Park Road, Manningham

      ‘It wasn’t like that, Zarqa.’ Mo’s voice was low, his hands stretched beseechingly towards his daughter. ‘You’ve only got half the story.’

      ‘Duh, and whose fault is that?’

      Mo glanced at Naila who sat at the kitchen table, tears teeming down her face, her hands clenched together in her lap. What must she be feeling right now? This must be hell for her. Their daughter dragging up the past, throwing it in her face, like she was some sort of whore. His voice was sharper when he next spoke, ‘Apologise! Apologise to your mum right now.’

      Zarqa’s face reddened, her lips curled in an ugly snarl. ‘Apologise? To her? What for? For saying it like it is? For calling her a whore? Fuck’s sake Mo, let’s call a spade a spade, huh? She was fifteen when she had me – fifteen. That’s younger than I am now. She trapped my dad and you killed him.’

      Mo exhaled. Her calling him Mo instead of Dad drove a stake straight through his heart. On the one hand he itched to slap her, on the other he wanted to sweep her up, cocoon her in his love and absorb all the hurt and venom. How had she become this monster? Where was the sweet baby he’d held in his arms minutes after she was born? The toddler who used to make him give her piggy back rides all over the house, the big sister who loved teaching her siblings new things and reading them bedtime stories? This wasn’t her. If he believed in Jinns, he’d assume she was possessed by a malignant one, however he knew it was anger, rage and hurt that drove her – that made her lash out. He wanted to put his arms round Naila, stand in front of her, fend off every poison dart Zarqa fired at her. However, they’d agreed earlier they’d show a united front, but they would not create a physical barrier; a wall that would exclude Zarqa, make her feel outside their love. So he stayed where he was feeling increasingly helpless.

      Naila, stood up, arms stretched to embrace their daughter. ‘He was never your Dad – Never. He was a paedophile, a rapist and an abuser. Your dad – your real dad, the one that matters – this one,’ she pointed to Mo, ‘all he ever did was defend me.’

      Zarqa brushed off Naila’s arms. ‘So, I’m just the cuckoo in the nest – the fucking cuckoo. The one nobody wants. The one you keep trying to replace with all your other brats.’

      ‘No, No, Zarqa. That’s not true. We love you. You’re our daughter and we love you.’ Mo could see his words were having no impact on his daughter. With every passing second he could feel her pulling away from them, erecting barriers, hating them. As Naila pleaded with her, trying to explain about her forced marriage to her forty-year-old cousin Waseem, how Waseem had raped her, how he – Mo – had tried to protect her, how the community; her parents, her family, had turned their backs on them.

      A vision from his past crashed into his head. The events of that day played like a silent film in his mind, eerily detached from sound or emotions.

      Lister Park! – the bandstand – autumn wind howling, rain thrashing, he and Naila trying to find shelter, Naila pregnant with Zarqa. Mo desperate to protect the love of his life, – both of them kids – too young, yet unable to let their love die – sixteen and scared. Waseem had turned up with Naila’s brothers and her father. Screaming, yelling, grabbing at Naila, tears streaking her face, her mouth open, one arm cupping her bump, pleading, begging Mo for help. He’d stepped forward, grabbed her and let go with a fist from the second step of the bandstand. Waseem on the step below him – slipped – maybe wet leaves? Feet cycling out of control. CRAAAASH! For a second, everyone stood looking at him as his white prayer hat turned red.

      Mo had grabbed Naila and they’d run, her brothers in pursuit. Together they had run down the steps into the Mughal Gardens. Naila stumbled, fell to her knees and then they were on her, her brother Majid, grabbing her by the scruff of the neck, dragging her over to the water pools, thrusting her head in, holding her down. Splashing. Yanking her back up. Gasping for air. Crying for Mo. Thrusting her back under. Meanwhile, Mo curled in a foetal position. Daanish and Jaffer kicking; kicking his head, his ribs, his legs. The knife – Daanish? Jaffer? Sirens, paramedics and all the time Naila screaming, crying.

      Zarqa screamed, her face a screwed-up ball of venom as she pushed past her mum, firing daggers at Mo. ‘I don’t believe you. I hate you both. You’re not my fucking dad and I’ll never forgive you.’
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      18:30 The Fort

      It was strange to be back in Bradford and even stranger to be back in The Fort, but it felt good. Just like coming home. Gus watched the snow falling outside the window and wondered what Alice was doing. Nancy had told him she was in the clear. Lulu had left a suicide note, saying she couldn’t go on any longer, that she didn’t want to die of cancer in prison and that she’d bought the heroin from Baby Jane. Now, Alice’s parents were heading down to collect their daughter. Gus and Mo had sworn them to secrecy about how they’d ended up at Mo’s and Compo had ‘created’ a legitimate trail logging their journey from Athens to Bradford, starting before any bodies were discovered outside their home. Greek police had put their deaths down to a vendetta type killing.

      Gus wasn’t sure he could face her. How could he, when he’d let her down so badly? When he’d given up on her, when she needed him most. He swung his chair away from the window and began shuffling papers around his desk. He’d been doing that for hours and had achieved a big fat zilch. Compo and Taffy were industriously filing and tying up loose ends. And Nancy was no doubt bemoaning the fact that MI6 were refusing to share any information with her about Daniel Farrier. Gus couldn’t care less about that. As far as he was concerned, Daniel Farrier could rot in hell – maybe they’d lock him in the Tower of London.

      Taffy began to get ready to go home and Gus smiled. Taffy ad Compo had bonded over the last few days. It was good for both of them. Compo needed someone to take him out of himself, to help him connect to the outside world. And Taffy needed someone who would let him take the lead – someone who would instil confidence in his abilities. Normally, that role fell to Alice but, hell, Compo was doing a grand job of it in her absence. He waved bye to Taffy and picked up yet another file only to be disturbed by Compo clearing his throat. Gus hadn’t heard him cross to his desk and jumped.

      ‘Boss, gotta say this. Just the once and then it’s forgotten okay?’

      Gus frowned, unsure where Compo was going. ‘It’s about Alice.’

      Gus nodded, his heart sinking. He deserved to be berated over his lack of faith in Alice, but that didn’t make it any the less painful. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘It stays between you and me, okay?’

      Gus frowned. ‘What stays between you and me?’

      Compo wiped the back of his hand over his nose. ‘You know – that stuff the whole Kennedy stuff. We just forget it, right?’

      ‘Oh, you mean the stuff you dug up on Kennedy, yeah that’s our secret, no probs Comps.’

      Compo pulled his beanie off his head and twisted it in his hands. ‘No, not that. The other stuff – you! You not believing in her. You’d a load on. Sampson and all of that – loads of stuff. You didn’t really believe Al had done it. I know you didn’t.’

      Gus’ heart contracted. Aw Compo! No matter how easy it would be to accept Compo’s version of events, Gus couldn’t do it. He’d never be able to live with himself if he wasn’t honest. ‘The truth is Comps, at the time I did believe it. I really did. I let her down big time and I’ll never ever forget it. I can’t lie about it, pretend it didn’t happen. I don’t know what I was thinking, but I did believe it.’

      Compo frowned, put his hat back on and kicked the leg of Gus’ table. ‘Thing is, Gus... Dun’t matter about what you feel. It’s about Al, in’t it? So, you just swallow all that shit you’ve just said to me. She dun’t need to ever hear that, you get me?’ His look was ferocious, his eyes sparking, his lips in a tight line that brooked no argument.

      Fuck, this team never ceases to amaze me. He stood up, spat on the palm of his hand and then extended it to Compo. ‘For Alice.’

      Compo grinned, spat on his own palm and gripped Gus’ hand and shook. ‘For Alice.’

      He turned and walked back to his work station. ‘Wouldn’t mind a Raja’s pizza – just to seal the deal like.’

      Gus laughed, picked up the phone and dialled. You got to keep the team fed, after all.
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      Nab Wood Cemetery

      Gus waited outside the crematorium, fingers linked with Patti’s. His thigh was still tight when he moved, but thankfully the relentless cold had abated. Aside from that, he could have done without being here today. Tomorrow he had to give his statement to Internal Affairs regarding his decision not to await backup before entering the farmhouse on Saddleworth Moor. Nancy had assured him it would be a formality, so why were his palms sweating? Why couldn’t he take it all in his stride like Gore? The big man’s stock phrase was ‘what’s done is done. We did what we had to and we’re alright.’

      Gus wasn’t entirely sure his friend was alright. Gore had lost weight and his right arm wasn’t functioning quite as well as it had done. He had many months of physiotherapy before him, yet he was persistently upbeat. Gus wished he had some of Gore’s happy pills to keep him going.

      With his Mum, Dad, Taffy, Compo, Mo and Naila grouped around him, Gus was reassured. This wouldn’t be easy – course it wouldn’t. However, with the support of his friends and family it would be bearable – survivable, and he and Patti could go back to his house and recover. Naila looked pale – washed out and Mo had lost weight. Looks like things with Zarqa are no better. He was aware that his friends had had showed up, not to mourn the deceased, but to support him and Gus was thankful for it. When the hearse drew up, Gus inhaled sharply. This was the second funeral in the same number of days and he’d had second thoughts about attending this one. Izzie Dimou’s cremation the previous day had been sad – only he, his parents, Nancy, Compo and Taffy were there. What a way to leave this earth. Poor Izzie had nobody to mourn her. When the purple curtains had closed and they’d turned to leave the crematorium he’d spotted a figure, head bowed, sitting at the back of the small chapel. It was Gianni Doukus, Izzie’s ex-boyfriend. At least someone who loved her had been there to see her off on her final journey.

      Today’s funeral, although not as tragic as Izzie’s – in Gus’ mind at least – would be only slightly better attended. Staring straight ahead as the undertakers removed Daniel Farrier’s coffin from the vehicle, Gus struggled not to kick it. Another black vehicle pulled up behind the hearse and Gabriella and Katie got out. Corrine McGuire moved forward and slipped her hand into Gus’ other hand and squeezed. He sent a tight smile in her direction and then focussed his attention on the two women.

      Katie gave a slight nod and linked her arm through her partner’s. Gabriella’s cheeks were hollow, her face ashen with crease marks spreading out over her forehead as she stepped towards Gus. Aware of a pulse ticking by his right eye, Gus braced himself. Last time they’d met Gabriella had rained a barrage of punches on him. Would she do the same today?

      Gabriella’s gaze drifted over the huddle of people waiting to enter the chapel. ‘Bring reinforcements did you, Gus?’

      Gus shook his head. ‘We’re all family and friends here. We’re here to support you and Katie.’

      With a snort, Gaby pursed her lips. ‘Yeah, right.’ Her gaze landed on Patti, who moved closer to Gus, touching his arm with her free hand. Gabriella shrugged in a ‘you can have him’ sort of way.

      ‘The trouble with you Gus is that you’re too damn moral. Too set on doing the right thing that you never stop to look at the consequences of those around you. You’re always too busy saving the underdog, bringing the villains to justice – no thought for those you care about.’

      His voice was thick as he spoke. ‘It’s what I am.’

      Gabriella nodded, a tear in her eye and turned to Patti. ‘There’ll come a time for you too, when playing second fiddle to his morals will be too high a price to pay for your own sanity.’ Before Patti could respond, she turned back to Gus. ‘You’re here because of your twisted sense of justice. You’re here because it’s the right thing to do, regardless…’ she paused, ‘well… you know I’m right.’

      Gus inclined his head. No point in lying or trying to or wrapping it up like something it wasn’t, Gabriella had got it spot on.

      ‘Daniel did wrong, but he was my brother.’

      Gus swallowed the retort that ‘did wrong’ was rather an understatement for everything Daniel Farrier had done.

      ‘He had to be punished – I’m not saying he didn’t. But you drove him to this. The way you were with him in the hospital, the way you gloated, taunted him, that’s why he took that damn pill, took his own life. You forced him into that corner. You, with your self- righteous gloating, you did this to him, just like you did with Greg. You…’ she took a step forward and prodded him in the chest. ‘You killed my brother. You left him no choice and for that I won’t forgive you.’ She turned and walked into the chapel followed by Katie who cast a single backward glance in her brother’s direction.

      Gus exhaled. He wasn’t to blame for Daniel Farrier’s death. On a logical level he was aware of that. However, Gabriella’s words still stung. Later, when things had died down a bit, perhaps she’d wonder who gave her brother that cyanide capsule. Maybe she’d realise in whose interests it had been for Daniel Farrier to disappear off this mortal coil quietly without the blaze of publicity a huge trial would bring.

      He leaned over, kissed his mother’s cheek, shook his dad’s hand and said, ‘We’ll go. You go in, she’ll need someone.’

      As he and Patti walked back to his car, he saw a lone figure leaning on the bonnet. His heart accelerated and, with an apologetic look at Patti who grinned, he sped up only to ground to a halt two feet away from Alice. What did you say to someone who’d been through everything she’d been through? Someone he’d believed could do all the things Sean Kennedy had done? Someone he’d betrayed?

      He held his hands out in front of him, and swallowed hard. She was so small, so skinny. Her hair had started to grow back but the hollows in her cheeks and her sunken eyes were still there. She looked like a holocaust victim – all jaggy bones and pallor. He swallowed and opened his mouth. Then closed it again.

      ‘For fuck’s sake, Gus. You look like shit.’ Her lips tugged up into a shadow of the smile he was used to. The one he’d missed all these months.

      How could he ever have doubted her? He stepped forward and pulled her into a gentle hug, ignoring her moaning. ‘Shut up and just let me hug you, Al. Just once.’

      ‘Wuss.’ She said extricating herself.

      Gus grinned, ‘You got me. You gonna take some time?’

      She nodded and pointed behind her. Her Mini was parked a few cars away with her parents inside. ‘We’re going to Greece for a while. Nancy’s giving me time to think my options through.’ She shuffled her feet. ‘Thing is Gus, don’t think I’ll be back. Too many memories and stuff, you know?’

      Gus’ heart hammered, the tic at his temple increased. He’d realised this was a possibility and he’d made a promise to himself that he wouldn’t pressurise her. He thrust his hands in his pockets and shrugged, ‘Take all the time you need, Al. The decision has to be yours, but I’ll not replace you till you say so, okay?’

      Alice nodded, stepped forward on tiptoes and kissed his cheek before turning to Patti. ‘Look after him. He’s a keeper.’ She spun on her heel, marched over to her beloved Mini and drove off.
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