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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Shirley Heathcote took a generous swig from her gin and tonic, placed the glass carefully back on the side table, thrust her wrists clear of the cuffs of her frilly blouse and broke into the first few bars of ‘Ain’t Misbehavin’.  Then she allowed herself a slow smile of irony at her choice of music – here in the Pelican Club, they were all misbehaving. 
 
    Even cute little Diane on Reception.  Just out of business college, and skimming one in four of the credit cards that came her way over the counter, as the punters paid in advance for what the establishment had on offer.  They were hardly likely to complain to the police after all, and little did their wives and girlfriends realise that the sizeable debits on their account records in favour of ‘West Brampton Wholesalers’ was another little joke, this time invented by the boss – ‘Her Upstairs’, as the staff called her – Linda Clifford, who might well be past her own sell-by date, but knew exactly how to run a modern brothel in the age of electronic finance. 
 
    Shirley’s eyes rose from the keyboard to resume ogling Tam the barman, that tall spunky Scotsman who was welcome to go roaming in her gloaming any time he liked, but who seemed to prefer to spend his time selling little packets of relaxation to the more nervous of his clientele, while ripping the boss off by adding a couple of quid to the price of every drink.  The only one who never paid even the normal price was the bouncer, ‘Jimbo’, who was currently doing his best to chat up the dark-haired woman sitting up at the bar, who at the same time was trying to sell some sort of wholesale liquor deal to Tam and Jimbo, not realising that neither of them were even remotely ‘management’.  She maybe thought Jimbo was the manager, and probably wouldn’t be quite so keen on him cosying up to her as eagerly as he was if she knew that he’d done time for GBH.  At the same time she seemed to have eyes only for Tam, so she clearly had taste. 
 
    It was only early afternoon, but already it was getting busy, and nervous punters were sidling into the bar area by the minute, easing themselves into the plush chairs and eyeing the talent on display – which, in this establishment, also meant on offer.  In the far corner, the demure Chinese-looking girl calling herself Suzy was actually Vietnamese, and her clients would no doubt be very surprised to learn that the alter ego of ‘Suzy Thong’ was in fact an overseas dental student whose parents had no idea how she supplemented their already generous allowance towards her career aspirations.  Likewise, ‘Voodoo Vanda’, whose speciality was a fertility rite that featured dead chickens, was in real life a trainee physiotherapist called Gloria who had never got any closer to Haiti than a holiday to Barbados to be reunited with her cousins. 
 
    Shirley finished the number with one of her characteristic glissandos, and lit up a cigarette.  A thirty-four year old schoolgirl put her wine glass down on the top of the piano for long enough to raise her box-pleated skirt and adjust a suspender. 
 
    ‘Afternoon, Kim,’ Shirley said breezily. ‘Another Oscar-winning performance as Samantha the Sex-crazed Sixth-former?’ 
 
    ‘It’s better than “Sister Helen the Heavenly Head-job” anyway,’ Kim replied with a grimace.  ‘I’m still trying to get the jizz off my habit from last Friday.  I reckon that bloke had been saving up for a month!’ 
 
    The saleswoman with the dark hair slid from her barstool, and Tam went out through the back door of the bar. 
 
    ‘Since no-one’s likely to be taking the money for the immediate future, what’s that wine you’re drinking?’ Shirley asked Kim.  Kim smiled back as she watched Shirley slip behind the bar and help herself from the optic. 
 
    ‘You’re going to get caught doing that one of these days, and then you’ll be out on your arse.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me,’ Shirley reassured her.  ‘I’ve been doing it for years, and Her Upstairs can afford it.  Semillon Blanc, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    With her reloaded gin and tonic glass in the other hand, Shirley retrieved her cigarette from the ashtray at the bass end of the keyboard and took a few heavy draws before extinguishing it. 
 
    ‘Time for my meal break,’ she told Kim.  ‘D’you fancy a kebab from down the road?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks – they give me flatulence.  Can’t go farting all over the paying customers.’ 
 
    ‘Who knows? It might be the start of a new specialised service,’ Shirley grinned, then nodded towards her drink. 
 
    ‘Keep an eye on that for me, there’s a love.  I’ll be back in a couple of shakes. What time’s your strict headmaster due, anyway?’ she enquired, and Kim glanced up at the wall clock. 
 
    ‘Not until around three o’clock, or so Diane said.  I only hope that he’s not a real schoolteacher, dropping in for a quick one after school’s finished.’ 
 
    ‘School wasn’t like that in my day,’ Shirley observed despondently.  ‘Mine was full of nuns anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t mention nuns!’ Kim pleaded as Shirley retrieved her handbag from under the piano and headed for the front door. 
 
    Kim was well down her second glass of wine when a succession of piercing screams echoed down the staircase, and a buzzing red light flashed behind the bar.  Jimbo raced in from Reception just as Tam reappeared from somewhere near the cellar door and glanced down at the room number that was being displayed. 
 
    ‘Twenty six!’ he shouted to Jimbo.  ‘Hey, hang on a wee minute– is that no’ the boss’s quarters?’ 
 
    ‘Bloody right!’ Jimbo shouted, as he took the stairs two at a time. 
 
    It was all chaos on the next floor up, as men and women in various stages of undress and fantasy costume milled out of the boudoirs into the hallway to investigate the noise.  Jimbo raced up the two flights as if taking part in an alpine marathon, and skidded to a halt in the open doorway of Room 26, where a speechless cleaner was pointing with horrified eyes and shaking hands at something lying on the bed.  The ‘something’ was Linda Clifford, and she had not died from any cause that might be remotely described as ‘natural’. 
 
    Her back was arched as if she had been limbo dancing, and her hands were clawed like talons as they reached for the ceiling.  There was vomit all down the front of her tailored tank top, the tourniquet was still around her arm, and the hypodermic was lying on the floor at the side of the bed.  After checking, and noting the absence of any pulse, Jimbo closed the door quickly and ordered everyone back downstairs.  After reassuring the cleaner that she had seen nothing – or else – he ran back down to the bar and grabbed Tam by the bow tie. 
 
    ‘What the fuck did you give the boss today?’ 
 
    ‘The usual – why?’ 
 
    ‘She’s fucking dead, that’s why.  I’m going to have to call the police, but keep your gob shut and play stupid.  You shouldn’t find that difficult.’ 
 
    He turned to address the curious crowd of punters and working girls who were still in the bar area. 
 
    ‘Party time’s over for today, folks.  The boss seems to have died in somewhat dodgy circumstances, and in a short while this place will have more cops in it than a pub after closing time.  If you don’t want to have to answer any inconvenient questions regarding your presence here, now might be a good time to return to your parking meters.’ 
 
    They needed no further persuasion, and by the time that the first siren became audible in the distance, the place was as empty as a synagogue in Beirut. Further down Cavendish Square, Shirley looked out from the doorway of the Olympus Kebab Palace, saw the first marked police vehicle skid to a sideways halt outside her place of unofficial employment, and decided that she would forfeit the remainder of her gin and tonic. 
 
    It was a further half hour before a police surgeon took one look at the mortal remains of Linda Clifford and called in a pathologist.  The two men stood conversing in the plushly-carpeted private room on the second floor when the door opened wider, and a prematurely greying, somewhat underweight, man in a grey suit that looked slept in flashed his warrant card, and absent-mindedly advised them that he was ‘DI David Petrie, Homicide’, while gazing in amazement at the corpse on the bed. 
 
    ‘What the Hell caused that?’ he asked.  The pathologist pulled rank on the police surgeon in order to get in the first diagnosis. 
 
    ‘Dr James here and I agree that it looks like strychnine poisoning.  The symptoms are almost textbook classic, and I think you’ll find the medium of its introduction on the floor there.’ 
 
    ‘What, heroin you mean?’ Petrie enquired as he became aware of the hypodermic on the carpet. 
 
    ‘Unless she was a diabetic,’ the police surgeon replied, with a strong hint of sarcasm, ‘but in a place like this, heroin is probably as common as talcum powder.’ 
 
    ‘A place like what?’ Petrie demanded. 
 
    ‘I can only assume you’re new to the west side,’ the pathologist replied politely. ‘This is the best-known brothel west of the town centre.  In the annals of negotiable virtue, Number Seventeen Cavendish Square ranks up there with the best.’ 
 
    ‘But the Square itself looks pretty up-market,’ Petrie objected. 
 
    ‘So’s the brothel – or so they tell me,’ Dr James advised him. ‘Knocking shops aren’t all located in the rear of Chinese tattoo parlours these days.  It’s big money.’ 
 
    There was a flurry of activity in the doorway, and the sound of a brief argument.  Then into the room strode a tall, slim Indian woman in her late thirties, her warrant card still held high in the air for inspection. 
 
    ‘DI Morton, Special Operations.  Who’s allegedly in charge here?’ 
 
    ‘I am,’ the underweight man in the crumpled grey suit advised her haughtily. ‘DI Petrie.  Central Homicide.’ 
 
    ‘Who found the body?’ 
 
    ‘What’s it to you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep this polite, since we may finish up working together on this,’ Vandana Morton replied, ‘but you have to know that anything to do with brothels in Brampton is now under the priority remit of Operation Delilah.’ 
 
    ‘Operation what?’ 
 
    ‘Delilah.’ 
 
    ‘Never heard of it.’ 
 
    ‘Read your e-mails,’ DI Morton snapped back.  She looked again at the body on the bed, then at the two medical men. 
 
    ‘Strychnine?’ 
 
    ‘I’m impressed,’ the pathologist declared. 
 
    ‘Classic post-mortem indicia,’ Morton replied casually.  ‘Professor Gillies didn’t miss much during our pathology course.’ 
 
    ‘She’s missing this, though,’ the pathologist advised her.  ‘She’s on long-service leave back in Edinburgh.  I’m Charles Wheeler, her new deputy.’ 
 
    ‘Van Morton, pleased to meet you. PMI less than two hours, at a guess.’ 
 
    ‘Right on the money.’ 
 
    Morton turned back to face Petrie. 
 
    ‘This being the sort of establishment it is, all the punters will have fled as if pursued by demons, but the staff should still be here.  I know a few of the girls I spotted on my way in, so I’ll begin questioning downstairs.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll do no such thing until I get clearance from Central,’ Petrie insisted, but Morton was already on her way out of the room.  She turned in the doorway. 
 
    ‘By the time you’ve done that, I can have half a dozen useful lines to follow up.  I’ve brought my own team, so yours won’t be compromised, should I be out of line.  Somehow I doubt it, though.  Contact ACC Willows if you’re still feeling challenged.’ 
 
    Petrie stabbed at his mobile phone, his face a mask of determination, as Dr Wheeler gave permission for the photographer to begin work ahead of the SOCOS who would take the room apart item by item, seeking forensic inspiration among the plush velvet and leather. 
 
    Downstairs, Van Morton smiled at the pale-faced schoolgirl. 
 
    ‘Hello, Kim.  Worried that you might be late handing in your homework?’ 
 
    ‘Are we all being busted?’ Kim enquired. 
 
    ‘Not today,’ Van assured her.  ‘At least, not if I get the information I’m after.’ 
 
    She raised her voice to be heard above the background hum of conversation. 
 
    ‘OK, let me keep this brief.  Detective Constables Bradbury and Keating here will take your details, and make arrangements for you to come into police headquarters in the next day or so to give full statements.  And as an additional guarantee against failing memories, they’ll also take your mug shots on their mobile phones.  Now, who’s in charge of security here?’ 
 
    ‘That’s me,’ Jimbo replied as he stepped forward.  Van Morton flipped open her notebook.   
 
    ‘And you are?’ 
 
    ‘Jimbo.’ 
 
    Van frowned. 
 
    ‘Presumably your parents didn’t christen you “Jimbo”?’ 
 
    ‘James Boyce,’ he muttered reluctantly by way of additional information. ‘Flat One Twenty Six, North Tower, Bidwell Estate.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.  Now who’s the pianist?’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    ‘The pianist?  That’s someone who plays the piano.  I’ve already looked inside the lid, and the distinct absence of piano rolls inside it tells me that it was, until very recently, powered by human hand.  But all the girls in this room are primarily employed for their horizontal skills, so who plays the piano whose lid is still raised, with a collection of Fats Waller music on the hanger?’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be Shirley,’ Jimbo advised her.  Van looked round the room. 
 
    ‘Which one’s she?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not here.  Must still be on her lunch break or something.’ 
 
    Van glanced at her wristwatch. 
 
    ‘At ten to four in the afternoon?  Try again.  When did you last see her?’ 
 
    ‘While I was up at the bar, talking to a sales rep.’ 
 
    Van beckoned for the female DC to stop what she was doing and come over, then pointed to the half-empty gin and tonic glass and the ashtray. 
 
    ‘Jill, get these bagged and sent for fingerprints and DNA, would you?’  She turned back to Jimbo. 
 
    ‘Does this Shirley have a second name?’ 
 
    ‘Not in here.  Nobody does.’ 
 
    ‘That must make it difficult to fill out the salary cheques every month,’ she replied sarcastically, as Jimbo replied with a wan smile. 
 
    ‘OK,’ Van continued, ‘so to the best of your knowledge, how long before the discovery of the body did your resident musician cease entertaining the punters and go for her meal break?’ 
 
    ‘Less than half an hour or so, I reckon.’ 
 
    ‘And the sales rep. you mentioned?’ 
 
    ‘She left before Shirley did.  I was back at the front desk when Shirley went out for her meal break.’ 
 
    ‘What did the sales rep. look like?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t give you a good description, apart from the fact that she had long dark hair, all crinkled like it had been in a steam press.  She was roughly mid-thirties, spoke with an accent of some sort, and was very pushy.  She seemed a bit annoyed when I joined her and Tam – he’s the barman over there. I think she was trying to sell him a wholesale deal on the booze, but the boss handles – sorry, handled – all that side of things.’ 
 
    ‘And being a “pushy” type, as you say, she’d have left a brochure, or at least a business card?’ 
 
    ‘Not with me, she didn’t – ask Tam.’ 
 
    ‘I will, but not today.  OK, that’s all for now.’ 
 
    The rest of her team had completed the simple task of collecting names, addresses, telephone numbers and mug-shots by the time that DI Petrie came back down the stairs with his own acolytes in silent attendance.  He paused on his way out, and looked across at Van. 
 
    ‘You got away with it this far, but ACC Willows says he’ll sort out the pecking order tomorrow.  I take it you’ve got all the names and addresses of this lot?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.  I don’t miss routine tasks like that,’ Van replied haughtily. 
 
    ‘You did omit to ask the name of the deceased,’ Petrie gloated back. 
 
    ‘Oh, I already knew her,’ Van smiled.  ‘Name of Linda Clifford.  Aged forty-eight, a record as long as your face for “living off ”, former proprietor of the motel with the mostest down by the river, and most recently resident manager of this house of accommodation.’ 
 
    ‘Former employer?’ Petrie enquired acidly.  Van walked across to within inches of his face with an expression of pure revulsion, and spat out her response. 
 
    ‘Former informer. Someone just did away with one of my best contacts, and you can rest assured that this will go much higher than ACC Willows.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Mike Saxby sighed for the tenth time that day, and checked his wall clock for the twentieth.  Just after four fifteen, and over an hour to go before he could end his misery and boredom for another day.  He reached reluctantly for the file marked “Roster Allocations, May 2013”, pulled it towards him and opened it.  Under-staffed, under-funded, under-used, and no doubt under-valued.  And what idiot suggested the idea of ‘clustering’ Northern CID in the first place?  It might work for the uniforms, but CID relied heavily on local knowledge. 
 
    The phone rang, and he picked it up absent-mindedly, hoping that it was someone in H.R. to tell him that they’d miscalculated, and that his pension was available now, and not in 2021. 
 
    ‘DCI Saxby,’ he grunted. 
 
    ‘Mr Saxby, it’s Laura here, from ACC Willows’s office.  I have him on the line for you.’ 
 
    Mike was curious.  Assistant Chief Constable Andy Willows was ‘Operations’, not ‘Admin’.  Mike was hoping that he hadn’t been ‘selected’ for yet another promotional interview panel when the man himself broke the silence. 
 
    ‘Mike?  Andy Willows here.  How’s life on the north side?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know, sir.  The only action I see is when a file falls off my desk.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about to change.  World War Three has broken out between two DIs down here, and I need an umpire.  You’re going operational again, for as long as it takes.’ 
 
    ‘Starting when?’ 
 
    ‘Eight thirty tomorrow morning, my office in Ivory Tower.  Bring a cardboard box with the family photos, seat cushion, personalised Sellotape dispenser – the usual.  Report to me in the first instance.  You can park in DS Yaxley’s slot.’ 
 
    ‘I take it he won’t be needing it?’ 
 
    ‘He’s down at Cardington, being briefed on the security arrangements for the forthcoming EU summit.  That’s partly why I’m calling you in from the pastures.’ 
 
    ‘“For this relief, much thanks”, as Shakespeare once wrote.  But what can a mere DCI do if it’s a job for a Detective Super?’ 
 
    ‘Banging heads together is no respecter of rank.  I’ll fill you in on all the details in the morning.  Clear your desk and have an early night. It may be your last for a while.’ 
 
    It may have been an early night, but it was far from being a restful one.  By the time Mike finally drifted off to sleep at around two am, he’d managed to persuade himself that it wasn’t the excitement of going back to what he did best – or at least, what he enjoyed most – but by the time he was finishing his coffee at five am, he had to admit that it was.  He kissed Alison gently on the forehead before slipping out to the garage and rolling his one-year old Mondeo down the sloping front drive in neutral in the hope of not waking her.  It was, he reminded himself, as well as to get an early start before the Northwood Road into town turned into the usual car park. 
 
    He was an hour early as he located the parking space allocated to the absent DS in the underground car park to Avery House, the four-storeyed tinted-glass police headquarters building known to all and sundry as ‘Ivory Tower.’  He used the time to acquire a security pass, after assuring the uniformed Inspector in charge of the front desk that ACC Willows would ‘square it’ when he came in, then it was along the hallway to the dining hall for another coffee, a bowl of cereal, and somewhere to rest the cardboard box that contained all the mementos of his thirty-odd years on the force that had survived the experience. 
 
    He was already seated outside the door when Willows breezed down the third floor hallway, himself some twenty minutes early for their meeting. 
 
    ‘Come in, Mike,’ Willows invited him as he pressed his transponder card against the door reader and walked through.  The lights sprang into life in response to the body movement, and Mike took the seat in front of the mahogany desk that was long enough to pack a parachute on. 
 
    ‘Good trip down?’  Willows enquired. 
 
    ‘Yes thank you, sir – not much traffic at that time of day.’ 
 
    ‘Forget the “sir”, Mike – we go back far enough.  You were one of my best DCs, back in the day.’ 
 
    ‘A long time ago now, sir – er, sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Do you ever come across Ricky Copely these days?’ 
 
    ‘Not recently, although we worked together on a case about four years ago – a nasty business out at Bradwell Hall, where he’s Head of Security.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, indeed, and I’ll come back to that in a minute.  Meanwhile, what do you know about brothels?’ 
 
    Mike smiled. 
 
    ‘Is this my wife checking up on me?  Or some sort of integrity test?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a “nothing at all”.  Ever heard of Operation Delilah?’ 
 
    ‘I vaguely remember an internal e-mail when it was first set up.  Something to do with slave trafficking, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Still is.  But it’s just become horribly compromised.  One of our main snouts was brutally murdered yesterday, and we think it may have been an attempt to thwart our lines of communication inside Brampton’s prostitution network.  Naturally, the DI in charge is anxious to get to the bottom of it asap.  You should remember her, if you can remember as far back as that business at Bradwell.’ 
 
    ‘Van Morton?’ Mike enquired excitedly. 
 
    ‘The very same.  Promoted largely on your recommendation, which I may say turned out to be a very reliable one.  If you’ve got any more like her, we’ll welcome them down here with open arms.’ 
 
    ‘If she’s anything like as good as she used to be, she won’t need my assistance on a murder enquiry.’ 
 
    ‘That’s where the problems begin, I’m afraid.  It’s not her murder enquiry, but she’s shouting foul all the way to the CC, and I want you to hose her down.’ 
 
    ‘Whose enquiry is it then?’ 
 
    ‘DI Petrie.’ 
 
    Mike thought for a moment, then his jaw dropped slightly. 
 
    ‘Dave Petrie?  Don’t tell me he made it to DI!’ 
 
    Willows frowned. 
 
    ‘Mike, unless you want to go back to counting paper clips, you’ve got to accept that DI Petrie has the first call on the murder enquiry – or at least, equal call.  That’s why the situation’s so delicate.  I’ve got the CC telling me that Delilah gets priority, and this means that one of our most experienced Homicide troops is standing in bureaucratic handcuffs.’ 
 
    ‘Dave Petrie couldn’t organise a piss up in a brewery,’ Mike protested. 
 
    ‘He’s not famed for his paperwork, I’ll give you that,’ Willows conceded, ‘but he’s got a nose like a bloodhound when it comes to suspicious deaths.  Somehow or other you’ve got to get those two working together in happy harmony.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me more about Delilah,’ Mike requested. 
 
    ‘I can only tell you as much as I know myself, since it came via M13, and the CC’s not one to miss out on political Brownie points, as you may well know, so it’s his personal baby.  But basically, we’ve every reason to believe that some of the girls from the former Yugoslavia who’re being smuggled in here, posing as sex slaves, are in fact Muslim “sleepers” waiting to wreak havoc when instructed by their masters in Turkey.  Suicide bombers, assassins, that type of UKTV and investigative journalist stuff.  But Whitehall’s taking it seriously, and Brampton’s been identified as one of the chosen dropping off points.  “Delilah” was formed as soon as it became known that the EU summit was to be held here in October.  As you may be aware, certain political elements Europe-wide are not greatly enamoured of the EU right at this very moment, including here at home.’  He leaned forward and lowered his voice even more. 
 
    ‘Between ourselves, this has encouraged certain subversive types in the Balkan countries to stir the shit, and “Delilah” was launched in order to monitor all the Slavic working girls in town, in return for which – and this obviously remains highly confidential – certain brothels and similar establishments have been allowed to operate unchallenged.  The woman who died yesterday was one of our most co-operative in that regard, and DI Morton is foaming at the mouth to go after her killer.’  
 
    ‘So why do you need DI Petrie as well?’ 
 
    ‘Partly to preserve the protocols, but principally to divert attention away from Delilah.  Obviously it’ll keep going, but we don’t want whoever was responsible to know that we’ve clocked them, or that we were even investigating them in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘So at a guess, you want me to take over, as a sort of political compromise?’ 
 
    ‘You could put it in that way, if you wish.  But I would describe your actual role as that of a co-ordinator.  However, instead of being a DI co-ordinating two DSs, you’ll be a DCI co-ordinating two DIs.’ 
 
    ‘How did my name come out of the hat?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve worked with both DIs, and they both regarded you as a role model in their time, or so I’m advised.’ 
 
    ‘I’d hate to think that I have a reputation for teaching Dave Petrie how to ignore vital paperwork, like that DNA continuity evidence chain he screwed up which led to that serial rapist walking.’ 
 
    ‘That was a long time ago, Mike.  Dave Petrie has learned from his mistakes, and with you there behind him, dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s, he’ll be able to concentrate on whatever tasks you set him.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly won’t be record-keeping,’ Mike replied grimly.  ‘But down to the nuts and bolts – where’s my office?’ 
 
    ‘Level 2, Room 209.  DCI Ross is on sick leave for at least a month – heart, they tell me.  That’s another reason why I had to go poaching in Northern – we’re running out of senior manpower down here.’ 
 
    ‘OK – in the words of the song, “Wish me luck as you wave me goodbye”,’ Mike sighed as he picked up his cardboard box from the floor.  Thirty minutes later he was behind his new desk, had created a virgin whiteboard on the wall, and had made the necessary appointments.  First in was DI Morton. 
 
    She was a shining tribute to the Ethnic and Cultural Diversity Programme that the County Constabulary had promoted in the early nineties.  As Vandana Bushan Shah she had been recruited as a twenty-two year old for whom life held more potential opportunities than those promised by the family knitwear business that her father had hoped she would inherit once she had found a nice young man and settled down.  She’d done the latter almost immediately after she’d joined the force, and she’d still been in uniform when her name badge had to be changed from ‘Shah’ to ‘Morton’.   
 
    Her family had happily come to accept Colin Morton – indeed, it was impossible not to love him – and despite three children in quick succession, she’d risen through the ranks entirely on her own merit, and was now addressed, according to one’s own position, as ‘Detective Inspector Morton’, ‘Ma’am’, or just plain ‘Van’.   
 
    Mike experienced a flashback of sorts as he saw her standing in his doorway, as serenely beautiful as ever, but somehow harder looking than he remembered. 
 
    ‘Van – good to see you again.  How are Colin and the kids?’ 
 
    ‘All fine, thank you.  Colin got his promotion – not before time – and Mindy’s in her last year of school, applying like mad to every uni in the country that does degrees in Social Work.  You?’ 
 
    ‘Older and fatter, as you can see.  Alison says I’m getting fatter, anyway.  Melanie graduated with a degree in Economics last July, and she’s now in the first term of a Masters at Oxford – something to do with international trade, but don’t ask me precisely what. Steven’s in his final year at Manchester, studying music of all things.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ Van announced as she took the visitor’s chair without being invited, ‘that’s got the pleasantries out of the way.  Now presumably you’re going to tell me what will be happening?’ 
 
    ‘Not until I have you both in here, no.  In the meantime, tell me all about “Delilah”.’  Van frowned. 
 
    ‘The latest of several “special projects” I’ve had dumped on me.  I thought I’d stopped being the token ethnic around here when I made it to DI, but strangely enough I’ve spent the past four years heading up operations that had a distinct ethnic flavour to them.  Racial gang warfare in the housing schemes was the first of them – West Indians versus Pakistanis, which as an Eastern Indian I was no more qualified to deal with than if they’d been Eskimos fighting polar bears.  Then it was a nasty outbreak of female genital mutilation in a small African enclave in Belmont Heights, and now – this.  I assume that Willows gave you as much as he knew?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but help me out here,’ Mike requested. ‘How does an ethnically Indian girl get to blend in easily with Eastern European toms?’ 
 
    ‘Determination and charm.  The working girls in this town are predominantly local, but there are a few ethnics – West Indian, Ukrainian, Latvian, the older immigrant intakes, most of them second or third generation.’ 
 
    ‘No Indian ones, I assume?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank goodness – and no Pakistanis either, as far as I can make out.  The odd Afghan here or there, posing as Indian Subcontinent for their novelty value with the men, but otherwise, none.’ 
 
    ‘And Yugoslavs?’ 
 
    ‘Define “Yugoslav”, if you can these days.  The original country doesn’t exist anymore, and it’s not even a matter of Serbians against Croatians, or Bosnia against Herzegovina.  It’s all down to religion these days; in fact that’s what it was always all about, deep down.  Muslim versus Christian, mainly, but there are a few minor religions on the fringes as well.’ 
 
    ‘Why would a devout Muslim girl allow herself to be used as a prostitute?’ 
 
    ‘Why would a devout Muslim girl strap an explosive vest to herself and walk into a crowded public place and pull the cord?  It’s all for Allah, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘So we aren’t just looking for Slavic girls?  We’re looking for devout Muslims?’ 
 
    ‘Basically, yes.  And they exist all around the world; the world’s fastest growing religion, they tell me.  Even boxers and pop stars have been known to convert.’ 
 
    ‘So have you noticed any suspicious elements among the working girls?  Any sudden increase in Korans left lying among the used condoms?’ 
 
    ‘I wish it were that amusing,’ Van replied with a grimace. ‘The working conditions are hard enough for me to witness on a daily basis, but when you listen to the stories some of them have to tell, of how they got on the game in the first place, it just makes you want to cry.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t answer my question,’ Mike reminded her. 
 
    ‘I obviously can’t just walk into these places like some Christian missionary,’ Van explained, ‘but as far as I can tell, there are no more than a dozen girls who might be on the game while waiting to strike a blow for Islam.  And none of them have been anywhere near the Balkans in their lives.’ 
 
    ‘They could have been recruited long-distance,’ Mike pointed out.  Van frowned. 
 
    ‘That’s why the Pelican Club was of such potential importance,’ she explained.  Seeing the blank look on Mike’s face, she continued. 
 
    ‘The Pelican Club was where the murder took place yesterday.  At least, I’m working on the theory that it was murder, but unless I really am losing my edge, some reptile laced its resident proprietor’s heroin with strychnine.’ 
 
    ‘To close down one of your information sources, or to put the frighteners on you?’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that,’ Van admitted as her face clouded, ‘but since I never go near hypodermics except for my annual blood tests, I’ve got nothing to fear from laced heroin.’ 
 
    ‘All the same,’ Mike insisted, ‘you should double your alertness when you visit these places, even under cover.  Anyway, why was the Pelican Club so important?’ 
 
    ‘Two reasons,’ Van explained.  ‘First of all, it was the best game in town for a high- class working girl.  They paid the best, the clients were sober and cleanly middle class, and the place was well run.  It would be the first port of call for any new girl on the block, or any established street worker seeking a leg up.’ 
 
    ‘Or a leg over?’ Mike grinned.  Van gave him one of her disapproving looks. 
 
    ‘Your humour clearly didn’t rise with your rank.  But back to the Pelican Club.  The owner/proprietor, the lady who clocked out yesterday, was always content to keep me advised of who was looking for work, their backgrounds and so on.  Apparently she made a practice of rigorously interviewing any job applicant.’ 
 
    ‘I can see why her demise is a great setback for the Operation.  Do you have any other contacts at the club?’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday was my first day inside the club as such.  All my meetings with Linda Clifford were in coffee bars.  The club may well close down now, because as far as I know all the money behind it was hers.’ 
 
    ‘Life savings from a career in hospitality management?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that, although there’s rumoured to be some funny money behind it as well.  A Greek bloke called Stefan something or other.  He was her boyfriend as well, apparently.  Which brings me to the second, and possibly most important, reason why the Pelican Club was so key to the operation.  Have you got time?’ 
 
    ‘Sure – Dave Petrie’s not due in here until ten.  I want you both in here at eleven, by the way.  But go on.’ 
 
    ‘Well, try not to laugh, but the place used to be a church.  The building, that is. The “Macedonian Revivalist Hall”, or something like that.  Greek owned, Greek financed, run by an obscenely wealthy family from Skopje.  That’s in Macedonia.’ 
 
    ‘Geography was never my best subject at school,’ Mike admitted. ‘Where exactly is Macedonia?’ 
 
    ‘Next door to Greece, and almost interchangeable with it.  Greeks and Macedonians are like the English and the Scots.  They claim different cultures, but they live in harmony.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve obviously never been to an England-Scotland rugby game,’ Mike observed with a sardonic smirk.  ‘But I think I can see where you’re heading with all this – neither of those countries is too far from the old Yugoslavia, is it?’ 
 
    ‘The “old Yugoslavia”, as you put it, is due north of Macedonia.  And apart from having cultural links with Greece, many Macedonians identify themselves with the Balkan nations.  In fact, their languages have a common root.’ 
 
    ‘So scratch a Macedonian, and underneath you’ll find a Slav, that it?’ 
 
    ‘Depends which part you scratch.  Culturally they want to look north towards their roots; financially, they look east to Greece, although that’s still in a bit of a mess financially at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get any impression from this Linda Clifford that she might just be the front for a larger organisation?’ 
 
    ‘Even if she was, she wasn’t the sort to admit it.  Pretty hard-nosed, but then again, you’d have to be in her line of work, wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘OK, Van, keep going with the lines of enquiry you’ve got already, but leave the actual murder investigation to Dave Petrie.’ 
 
    ‘What about the witnesses I’ve lined up for interview this morning?’ 
 
    ‘Get your support staff to do those, and put them into the CMS under “Operation Bridge”, which is our new working name.’ 
 
    ‘Bridge?’ 
 
    ‘As in “Cavendish”.  “Cavendish Square/Cavendish Bridge”, get it?’ 
 
    She looked uncomprehending, so he explained. 
 
    ‘Cavendish Bridge crosses the Trent half an hour’s drive west of here.  And “bridge” is a good description of what I’m doing between you and DI Petrie.  See you back here at eleven.  And come armed with a smile and an olive branch – you walked all over his crime scene yesterday, remember.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make sure the olives are Greek, sir,’ she promised on her way out, determined to have the last word. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Dave Petrie proved to be a harder nut to crack.  For one thing, he was on the defensive, and for another he felt justifiably aggrieved that he was sharing a murder enquiry with a woman who, so far as he could work out, was with the Vice Squad. 
 
    ‘She was fair square out of order!’ was his first comment after he’d taken a seat as instructed. 
 
    ‘Yes, nice to catch up with you again too, Dave,’ Mike said. 
 
    ‘The last conversation we had, you just about took my face off,’ Dave reminded him. 
 
    ‘And no fucking wonder!’ Mike snarled back.  ‘You can just imagine the pleasure I experienced, telling five traumatised women that their rapist had just caught a taxi home from the Crown Court!’ 
 
    ‘OK, OK, so I screwed up big time, but that was – what?  Twenty years ago?’ 
 
    ‘Point taken,’ Mike conceded, ‘but for the record, I’ve been ordered to work with you again.  Let me leave you in no doubt that one single fuck-up and you’ll be off the case, which incidentally is now officially my case.’ 
 
    ‘At least it’s not hers!’ 
 
    ‘And that’s something else I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings about,’ Mike advised him sternly.  ‘Van Morton has a higher standing than you in my estimation when it comes to serious investigations, so she has equal ranking in this case with you.  You both report to me, and it’s my case.  Repeat after me… ’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, OK,’ Petrie muttered.  ‘Can I go now?  I’ve got lines of enquiry to follow up, and a nutter to placate.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll sit there until you’ve told me where it’s currently at.’ 
 
    ‘PM’s this morning, and one of mine is doing the honours.  The forensics, such as they are, are being processed.  Oh, and by the way, your DI Morton ordered a couple of forensics on the side – make sure she gives you the results.’ 
 
    ‘Victim?  Known associates? Early leads?  Door to doors?’ 
 
    ‘Victim a forty-something former up-market tom with a heroin addiction, who DI Morton claims to know intimately.  Early indications murder by strychnine administered in heroin.  Eye-witness statements will be taken this morning. By close of play today, we should be able to map out everyone’s position in the place when the balloon went up.  Body discovered by a cleaner who’s now under sedation in the psych ward of the General.’ 
 
    ‘And the nutter you referred to?’ 
 
    ‘A local journalist who’s driving them mad up in Media.  Claims to know all about the history of the crime scene, and he’s apparently writing a book about it.  We might get famous.’ 
 
    ‘Name?’ 
 
    Petrie opened his notebook and found the page. 
 
    ‘Jeremy Giles.  You want to interview him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please.  Although I might finish up pinching him for being in possession of two Christian names.’ 
 
    ‘Now can I go?  There’s a bacon butty with my name on it downstairs.’ 
 
    ‘OK, but be back here by eleven.  And one snide side-comment to DI Morton, and you can carve out a new career making bacon sarnies for the masses in some greasy spoon cafe somewhere. Got it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.  In spades.  And talking of spades, how far do you want me to dig into the financial arrangements behind the Pelican Club?’ 
 
    ‘All the way through to the basement.  I haven’t forgotten that you were transferred to Fraud after that debacle with the Jenkins case.  Prove to me that you learned something there at least.’ 
 
    By two minutes past eleven, the atmosphere in his new office was a few degrees warmer than Arctic, as his two reluctantly conjoined DIs looked directly across the desk at him, rather than appear to acknowledge the existence of the other.  Mike sighed for effect, then gave them the heads-up. 
 
    ‘Regard yourselves as newly-demoted DSs who’re being paid at the higher rate.  Your salaries remain the same, but your lines of communication are suddenly upwards rather than downwards.  And most definitely sideways.  All – and I repeat, all – gems of information remotely relating to the case come to me, as well as going on the CMS and being immediately passed to the other.  And I’d rather that the two of you communicate via the Case Management System, rather than attempt to be nice to each other.  Neither of you has any particular role in this case without me giving it to you.  Are we all ad idem on that?’ 
 
    Van grunted, while Dave nodded a reluctant consent, as if apprehensive that the room might be bugged.  Satisfied that this was the best he was going to achieve at this stage, Mike allocated the immediate roles. 
 
    ‘Van clearly has a head start with some of the club employees, and may be able to add some vital information regarding background motives, so we’ll leave the co-ordination of all eye-witness statements to her, as her first priority.  And’, he added with a meaningful stare at Dave Petrie, ‘that even includes any statements taken by your team, OK?’ 
 
    Petrie nodded for the second time, and Van smiled, and began to collect her papers together as she rose from her chair. 
 
    ‘Stay where you are, Van,’ Mike ordered her.  ‘You presumably want to know what Dave here will be working on in the meantime?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Van conceded with obvious reluctance as she resumed her seat, and Mike continued. 
 
    ‘Van mentioned to me earlier that there might have been some big money behind the club’s operations.  One obvious motive might be a financial shit-fight, so I want Dave here to use his experience with the Fraud Squad to supply us with the full SP on the business as at the date when the deceased left this plane of existence for that great bordello in the sky.  OK, Dave?’ 
 
    ‘Too easy,’ was his truculent response, ‘but what about the PM report and the forensics?  They were ordered by me, and the reports will cross my desk first – do you want them transferred to you?’ 
 
    ‘Already ordered, in your case,’ Mike replied, ‘but hopefully Van will let us have the results of her side-show when they come in.  I didn’t know about those when I ordered the diversion.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir,’ she muttered.  ‘It didn’t occur to me …’ 
 
    ‘That’s something else,’ Mike interrupted her.  ‘That was the last “sorry” I want to hear from either of you.  Who are we not at home to?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Cock-up,’ Dave replied first. 
 
    ‘Mr Cock-up’, Van whispered, as if embarrassed to be using such coarse language. 
 
    ‘Right then,’ Mike concluded in the tone of voice he always employed to terminate a meeting, ‘we meet all together formally at ten every morning, in here, to review progress, but if either of you has something important in the meantime, I expect you to notify the other, via the CMS, as a matter of courtesy before coming up here to tell me.  Agreed?’ 
 
    They both nodded and collected up their papers.  Dave made a slightly exaggerated point of allowing Van to leave the room first, and Mike was a little concerned to hear her ask him, as they moved into the outer office, ‘Do you give up your bus seat to old ladies as well?’  Never mind, they’d got through Round One without the use of fingernails, and that was a start. 
 
    An early lunch of chicken salad, followed by the opening artwork on his whiteboard, took him until shortly after two pm, when his desk phone rang. 
 
    ‘DCI Saxby.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, it’s Rita Marshall, up here in Media.  DI Petrie tells me that you’re the new go-to for this crank who reckons he can tell us all about that club where the murder took place yesterday.  He can call in this afternoon, apparently, if it’s convenient.  Do you want one of us there with you when you speak to him?  Only we’ve heard directly from the CC’s office to keep the lid on anything to do with this business.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’ll be OK, thanks.  I’ve been dealing with cranks and journalists since you were in primary school, to judge by your youthful voice.  Tell him three this afternoon, and ask the front desk to escort him up when he shows his face.’ 
 
    Jeremy Giles certainly looked the part.  Scuffed shoes, well-worn brown leather jacket, corduroy trousers, and with pens bristling out of the top pocket of his blue-checked fleecy shirt, he could have been anything between a university professor and a social worker.  At least he didn’t have a camera slung round his neck – or perhaps it had been confiscated at the front desk. 
 
    ‘Take a seat, Mr Giles,’ Mike invited him, ‘and first of all you can tell me how come you were so quick off the mark in knowing that there’d been an incident in Cavendish Square yesterday afternoon.  Please don’t tell me that crime reporters still use scanners – I thought we’d put paid to those by changing our broadcasting frequencies.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a regular crime reporter in the sense you mean,’ Giles replied, apparently unshaken by the accusation.  ‘Just the occasional feature piece.  I’m really a freelance writer, and for the past few years I’ve been researching the history of Number Seventeen Cavendish Square.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t answered my question,’ Mike reminded him. 
 
    ‘And I don’t intend to, if it means I’m going to be nicked before I can tell you what I know.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what you know, and I’ll decide whether or not to nick you.’ 
 
    ‘How well do you know Cavendish Square?’ 
 
    ‘I know where it is, obviously, and I may have driven through it once or twice, but not lately.  However, come back in a week and I’ll know it inside out, I suspect.’ 
 
    ‘OK, well I won’t waste your time going through all the details, because they’re all here in the first draft of my latest book. “The Mansion That Screamed Injustice”.  Rather catchy, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather catch bubonic plague,’ Mike replied, ‘but if you’d care to leave the manuscript with me, I’ll read it this evening and make sure you get it back tomorrow some time.  For now, just give me the bottom line.’ 
 
    ‘OK – the place is cursed.’ 
 
    Mike couldn’t hide the smile, and it wasn’t lost on Giles. 
 
    ‘They told you I was a nutter, right?  Or perhaps they were a little more diplomatic- some phrase like “obsessive” perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘“Nutter” was the word one of my officers employed, certainly.’ 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Petrie has the soul of a cost accountant,’ Giles countered, ‘and the imagination of a cucumber.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think I’m any better?’ 
 
    ‘Well, for a start, you’d have to ask yourself why someone would open, first a church, and then a business as socially sensitive as a cathouse, in a place that’s attracted disaster for over four hundred years.  And then you’d have to ask if the curse has struck again, wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I will be reading your deathless prose after dinner this evening, Mr Giles, but for the time being, give me a birds-eye view of this history you’re referring to.’ 
 
    Giles smiled with the satisfaction of knowing that he had an attentive audience for once, and lowered his voice for dramatic effect. 
 
    ‘Almost exactly five hundred years ago, what is now Cavendish Square was part of what was known as the West Shire Wood.  Then in 1615, during the height of the witch-hunting fever that infected the early part of the reign of James I, a woman called Ursula Winthrop was dragged into the centre of the wood and hanged as a witch.  No evidence, no “reasonable cause for belief”, as you police term it, and no trial.  Whether she really was a witch you can judge for yourself.  But for the next four hundred years, no-one would go anywhere near that part of the woods, which was known locally as “Ursula’s Grove”, because of the dying curse she’s alleged to have placed on the land, and the many tales handed down of curious lights in the trees, cackling laughter, dead animals – and occasionally humans such as vagrants and footpads who’d wandered in there unknowingly.  Also, according to the legend, the tree she was hanged on withered and died, and nothing would grow for a fifty foot radius of its stump.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I’ll need to read Chapter One,’ Mike observed sarcastically. 
 
    ‘Bear with me,’ Giles asked, ‘because you did ask for the “bottom line”.  Well, the bottom line is that in 1842 the land was sold to a speculative builder of the day, who erected what was meant to be an up-market square of houses for early Victorian aristocracy.  So far as I can make out from the old maps of the area, Number Seventeen was built almost exactly on the site of the tree on which they hanged Ursula Winthrop – certainly well within what became known as “Ursula’s Grove.”  And, as you’ll discover for yourself when you read all the facts I’ve painstakingly collected over the years, no-one who went on to occupy that particular building experienced anything other than disaster, almost as if it were cursed.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve decided not to nick you for unauthorised use of a police scanner,’ Mike advised him with a smile, ‘partly because I didn’t sleep well last night, but I feel confident that when I begin reading your very hack children’s’ ghost story, I’ll either fall asleep on the spot, or die laughing, in both of which cases sleeping tablets will prove surplus to requirements.’ 
 
    ‘Just read the facts, that’s all I ask,’ Giles replied without any obvious embarrassment or hurt pride.  ‘You’re not the first to take the piss, and you won’t be the last.  Just read, and keep an open mind.  And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a deadline to meet for tomorrow’s Brampton Courier’. 
 
    ‘Nothing to do with this, I hope?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘No, nothing.  My final piece on urban vandalism.  Do you want to ring for another uniformed goon to show me out, in case I steal a confidential file from a desk or something?’ 
 
    Mike picked up the phone with another smile.  Giles might be a nutter, but he didn’t miss much. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t normally giggle over case papers,’ Alison Saxby observed from above her crossword as she sat in the armchair opposite Mike’s, in front of the gas fire. 
 
    ‘This isn’t a case paper – just some crap from a local hack who thinks that the west end of town is cursed by the vengeful spirit of some long-dead witch,’ 
 
    ‘If the witch in question was on the local planning committee, I’d have to agree with him.  All that uncontrolled Victorian grandeur, now converted into private hotels.’ 
 
    ‘Not all of it,’ Mike corrected her.  ‘At least one was, until two days ago, a flourishing brothel.’ 
 
    ‘And how would you know?’ Alison teased him. 
 
    ‘Because its proprietor got herself murdered in there.  Number Seventeen, Cavendish Square.  Formerly a church, and before that lots of other things, none of which seemed to flourish.’ 
 
    ‘Cavendish Square?  Isn’t that the place with all the caves underneath?’ 
 
    ‘No idea, why?’ 
 
    ‘Just that many years ago, when I was still doing my Dip. Ed. practical training, I helped to escort a bunch of school students around some of the buildings there.  The west side of town’s apparently a honeycomb of sandstone caves dating back centuries, to the days when the early Saxon settlers lived in holes in the ground.  We went through a couple of the basements, which were linked together by an old door, until one of the girls had a claustrophobia attack, and I had to take her out.’ 
 
    ‘Was one of them by any chance Number Seventeen?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.  One was occupied by a firm of solicitors, I remember that.  And I seem to recall that the other was a nursing home of some sort; how I remember is that there was a nurse there who was able to give the hysterical girl something to calm her down.’ 
 
    ‘She’d have been even more hysterical if the ghost of Ursula Winthrop had suddenly manifested itself.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, just this crackpot’s theory that the place has been cursed ever since a harmless old lady was unjustly done to death in the wood that preceded the housing.  Anyway, I’d better keep reading this rubbish – I have to hand it back tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Before you do, did you have time to read Melanie’s e-mail when you came home?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t even know she’d sent one.  Is she after more money?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, but that may be on the cards, I suspect.  She’s moving accommodation, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with the student residence block?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, as far as I know.  But apparently she’s met someone who’s offered to share a house with her.  A woman, before you don your protective father’s hat.’ 
 
    ‘I hope she doesn’t leave her underwear hanging over the shower rail, like she does at home, or she’ll be asked to move out before she’s been there a week.’ 
 
    ‘Better than leaving it at the side of the bed, like you do when you come in late.  The Good Laundry Fairy doesn’t put it in the washing basket while you’re sleeping, you know?  I have to dispose of it next morning.’ 
 
    ‘Can I get on with reading this, please?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t stop you, for the record.  Just commenting on your sniggering, that was all.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm,’ was his distracted response as he went back to ‘The Mansion that Screamed Injustice’, by Jeremy P. Giles.  If you were silly enough to belief all this garbage, he conceded, it certainly argued a strong case for a building being cursed. 
 
    The first owner of Number Seventeen had been one of the local MPs for the town,  Sir George Mason, who had been locked away in an asylum after failing to explain why he had slashed his second wife’s throat in the early hours of an April morning in 1860.  The next unfortunate family to live there – Dr William Digby and his wife and three children – had all died from arsenic poisoning a decade later, and the coroner had concluded that it was all the work of the good doctor, who took the final dose himself while the balance of his mind was allegedly disturbed. 
 
    The Empire Trading Company that first converted the former private house into an office complex in 1881 had ceased trading by 1891, after it over-stretched itself financially and was reeled into liquidation by the bank.  After the turn of the century, a private boarding school bit the dust when three of its pupils were found dead in 1917, apparently from food poisoning.  The empty building was converted, a year later, into a sanatorium for returning wounded officers from World War One, and achieved notoriety of a sort when two of its ‘live-in’ nurses were raped and brutally butchered by some lunatic who may have been one of the patients, but in respect of which no-one was ever charged. 
 
    And on it went.  For ten years, until 1932 or thereabouts, the building lay empty of all but rumours of shrieks at dead of night, ghostly faces glimpsed from outside at upstairs windows, and all the other ingredients of urban myth that fed the flow of drivel from wannabe authors like Giles.  No wonder the night-watchman employed in 1938 to guard what had by then become a Town Council records store went raving mad whilst at work, and leapt down into its front hall.  Apparently the fall itself was uneventful, but the landing proved fatal, and ‘some said’ that the man’s face was ‘contorted in fear’ when they found his body.  So would mine have been, Mike thought to himself, if I was heading three stories down head-first. 
 
    After making them both a cup of cocoa, Mike returned to the typewritten twaddle, picking up the story during the War years, when Number Seventeen was a Civil Defence headquarters, which no doubt explained why Goering’s Luftwaffe gave it special attention on several occasions, leaving a private health care company to rebuild it ‘in the classic early Victorian style’, having no doubt bought it for a bargain price, in view of its growing reputation as Haunting Central.  They seemed to fare better than most, with only four unexplained fires to punctuate their fourteen year occupation of the place, until 1962, when an insurance company took over, and the fun really began. 
 
    There were, of course, many tales of ghostly encounters, locked doors found open, unexplained ‘cold spots’ on the staircases, weird mutterings in storage rooms, and the speed with which staff left the building once darkness fell.  Some of these were even claimed to be ‘taken first-hand by the author from former employees, long since retired, who still shook with fear and turned pale as they recounted their experiences.’  Ten years later, and the empty building became a haunt of another sort, this time of junkies and other squatters, none of whom stayed, or in some cases lived, for very long.  Mike made a note to check with Records on some of the deaths, if only to put Jeremy P. Giles in his place. 
 
    It was surprising that the estate agent found any takers at all after all this, but as if determined to bring the light of God to bear on all this devilry and supernatural sludge, a wealthy Greek family by the name of Makitos ploughed much of the wealth they had acquired from long distance and intercontinental transport into re-opening the place as ‘The Macedonian Christian Outreach Centre’ in 1989. 
 
    Quite when it became a brothel was not disclosed, nor did the author seem particularly disposed to dwell on its more recent history, apart from one curious, and more recent, incident.  In March 2010, the night manager of the Clarendon Private Hotel, across the road from Number Seventeen, had summoned a police patrol to deal with a hysterical girl, dressed in what looked like her nightclothes, screaming and gibbering in a foreign language as she ran from the street into the hotel’s Reception area.  Making a quick note of the date on a separate piece of paper, Mike heaved a sigh of self-satisfied relief, packed the manuscript back into his briefcase for the morning, turned out the wall light and went upstairs to join Alison in bed.  
 
      
 
    The first routine meeting wasn’t scheduled until ten, so Mike began his working day reading the forensic report.  At least this was more scientific and grounded in reality than the crap he’d been obliged to read the previous evening, which was already in a large addressed envelope on his desk, ahead of being sent back where it belonged. 
 
    There was no doubt about the cause of death.  ‘Strychnine by intravenous injection’, outside estimation of time of death being between 2.30pm and 4pm on the afternoon in question.  The lack of any signs of a struggle suggested that the injection was voluntary, but this still left the wide open question of whether the supply had been intended to be fatal. 
 
    Mike thought deeply for a moment.  It was a long time since he had been involved in drug investigations, but basically the chain of drug supply hadn’t altered – only the type of drug.  Heroin was no longer the scourge it had been twenty years ago, but for hopeless addicts like Linda Clifford it was already too late.  Assuming that heroin dealers had not raised their game in the intervening years, and still ‘cut’ their product with anything white in powder form, it was always possible that the deceased had been the victim of a bad batch.  But if so, she wouldn’t be the only one, and Mike clicked onto the incident report menu for the past forty-eight hours. 
 
    As he expected.  Shitloads of reported break-ins, enough pub brawls to fill a boxing stadium for a month, a rape in Burleigh Park, over ten stolen cars and a suicide on a council estate.  But no drug overdoses.  Unless every junkie in the town had suddenly gone cold turkey, one would have expected the odd smack freak lying horizontal somewhere, manifesting the same symptoms as Linda Clifford.  Which suggested two things; the drugs had been privately supplied by an exclusive dealer, which one would expect with someone as well-heeled as the deceased.  And also that the lacing was deliberate.  Why kill a good paying customer? 
 
    Linda Clifford was not the victim of some street baron cutting his product; someone had seriously wanted her out of the way. 
 
    ‘Before you ask, I did e-mail this first to DI Petrie,’ Van announced from Mike’s doorway, ‘but given his track record for reading e-mails, he may be drawing his pension before his successor opens it.  Those of us who exist in the contemporary time zone thought that you might like to see this without delay.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down,’ Mike invited her before she did so anyway, ‘and tell me what you’ve got.’ 
 
    ‘First, a confession,’ she replied. ‘Mine.  I know you wanted all the statements taken by my DCs, but there was one girl at the crime scene yesterday afternoon who I know quite well, and who I think trusts me.  Name of Kimberly-Jane Matthews.  Working name “Kim”.  I met her when, believe it or not, I interviewed her for the job at Cavendish Place.’ 
 
    ‘You did what?’ Mike enquired with a grin. 
 
    ‘Linda Clifford wanted to prove to me how much care she took in her recruitment, so one afternoon she took me along with her to a meeting room she’d booked in a local hotel, and we interviewed three applicants, one of whom was Kim.’ 
 
    ‘I take it that you didn’t show her your warrant card?’ Mike asked, still grinning. 
 
    ‘No, I pretended I was a management consultant.  My cover’s blown now, of course, but I know so much about Kim’s background that I wanted to spare her any unnecessary strife.  She’s a thirty-four year old single mum whose kids have no idea how she earns their cornflakes.  She wanted to be an actress, but only got as far as porn, where she met the guy who gave her two kids and several fractured ribs before she managed to get a protection order against him.  Now she hooks for a living, specialising in role-play that somehow makes up for the acting career she never got.’ 
 
    ‘Cue the violins,’ Mike responded, the smile fading. 
 
    ‘Walk a mile in her shoes, then criticise,’ Van shot back.  ‘But she gave me something really useful.’ 
 
    ‘Apart from careers advice, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I’m serious, and I hope you are.  While I was at the locus yesterday, I sussed out that the resident pianist was missing in action.  There was something dodgy about the timing of her disappearance, and Kim tells me that Shirley – that’s the pianist’s name – ducked out only a few minutes before they found the body.’ 
 
    ‘Any chance of finding out her real name?  Or at least a fuller name?’ 
 
    ‘Already done, sir.  The forensic side-show that Paperless Petrie was complaining about yesterday yielded fingerprints from a drinks glass left by the Queen of the Keyboard before her convenient departure.’ 
 
    ‘Do they really call him “Paperless Petrie”?’ Mike enquired.  ‘Sorry, go on.  Could we match her donation?’ 
 
    ‘We certainly could, but not from Criminal Records.  She – Shirley Heathcote, to disclose her full name – was, until last year, one of our own.’ 
 
    ‘A police officer?’ Mike all but yelled back in disbelief. 
 
    ‘No – a data entry officer in Records, before we all had to become keyboard literate a while back.  And here’s the interesting bit.  She was invalided out – with RSI, allegedly from all that data entry.’ 
 
    ‘But she can still tickle the ivories?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.  Apart from being our possible murderer, we’ve got her for defrauding the constabulary.  She got a pretty generous pay-out, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Or, at the very least, we’ve got her over a barrel to tell us nothing but the truth when we pull her in.  I can’t imagine how she could have got access to either the heroin or the strychnine, or why she’d want to queer a well-paying pitch like that.  But she’ll be very keen to recall every micro-second of her life in there for the benefit of the tapes.  Pull her in, and we’ll interview her together.’ 
 
    ‘Before or after our ten o’clock meeting?’ 
 
    ‘Oh shit yeah, nearly forgot.  Better make it afterwards, so that “the Paperless One” doesn’t get paranoid.  And before you get too smug, did you know that you’re known as “the Ice Maiden”?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.  See you at ten.’ 
 
    The fateful hour came all too quickly, and the body language hadn’t become any more fluent as the two duelling DIs sat grimly facing towards Mike rather than each other.  Van duly reported her findings, laying special emphasis on the facts that she’d e-mailed Petrie in advance, and that her discovery was the direct result of the forensic samples that he’d made such a big fuss about.  She was also able to add that the doorman and security ape, James Alan Boyce, had a moderate record for violence, with a two year slot for GBH several years previously, and that the barman Thomas Renfrew had some small form for drug-dealing. 
 
    ‘Sounds like a good place to start,’ Petrie observed reluctantly. ‘Do we pull him in?’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ Mike enquired, ‘selling short measure?  I think we should wait until we’ve spoken to this Shirley Heathcote, who may be able to give us a fuller picture of who did what in there.  Which brings us to your daily harvest, Dave.’ 
 
    Petrie consulted his notebook. 
 
    ‘Interesting.  It was a Greek church of some sort for a few years, and was then bought out by the deceased for a suspiciously low figure.  The business is run as a front by a bogus wholesale company that banks locally, and their accounts are very healthy, apart from regular and consistent massive payments to a holding company based in Jersey.  That’s the Channel Islands,’ he added with a sideways smirk at Van. 
 
    ‘And who’s behind the holding company?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t know yet, need to do a company search; that’s my first job this morning.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you only just got in?’ Van couldn’t stop herself enquiring, earning herself a reproving look from Mike. 
 
    ‘OK, priority numero uno is to talk to this Shirley What’s-her-name,’ Mike told them.  ‘Then co-ordinate all the witness statements in order to pinpoint everyone’s position in the classroom when the going home bell went.  I take it that the place is still a crime scene, so there’ll be nobody at work.  In any case, without the boss there, nobody gets paid anyway.  Van, that’s your job.’ 
 
    ‘What, working out who was where, or paying the staff’s wages?’ 
 
    ‘Which do you think?  In any case, you couldn’t finance that lot on a DI’s wage.’ 
 
    ‘And me?’ Dave enquired, just as the phone went.  Mike gestured for them both to remain where they were, and answered it. 
 
    ‘Yes, I did, and as a comedy it has some prospects,’ he informed the caller. ‘But don’t give up your day job.  If it’s about more ghosties and ghoulies, don’t waste any more of my time.  Really?  That may be of more interest than your Gothic horror story, anyway.  I’ll send someone round to talk to you – are you at the Courier office still?  OK – I’ll send your manuscript back with him.  Name of DI Petrie – he’s the one who called you a nutter, and it’s the first thing we’ve agreed on in twenty-five years.  Yes, and up yours too.’ 
 
    Mike put down the phone and looked across the desk at Dave. 
 
    ‘When you’ve had your bacon butty, go to the offices of the Brampton Courier and ask for Jeremy Giles. Call this payback for dumping him on me in the first place, but he claims to have some inside information on the Council’s keen interest in buying out the Pelican Club.  I don’t suppose they want a brothel to add to their Parks and Gardens portfolio, but the building must be worth a bob or two.  Probably not a strong motive for civic murder, but you might get some more background.  Very well, gentlemen – start your engines.’ 
 
    Van and Dave dispersed to their various allotted tasks, leaving Mike to phone H.R. for the full file on Shirley Heathcote.  As he expected, she’d got A1 security clearance before she was even employed, and had come with glowing references from the now defunct local theatre that had employed her as a Bookings Manager.  Aged in her early fifties, no criminal history, next of kin a brother in Carlisle, and listing wine making and classical music as her leisure interests.  A long stretch from pounding out light classics in a knocking shop, but then it takes all sorts. 
 
    The phone rang again, and he decided to answer it. 
 
    ‘Sorry to trouble you at work,’ Alison said as he announced his presence on his end of the call, ‘but will you be free the weekend after next?’ 
 
    ‘No idea at this stage, why?’ 
 
    ‘Just got a phone call from Melanie.  She kept it brief, of course, and I said “yes”, so I hope you’ll be around that weekend.’ 
 
    ‘Is she gracing us with one of her home visits designed to refuel her credit card?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of.  She wants us to meet this woman she’s going to be sharing a house with.  Irene, or something like that.  Do try to be here, there’s a love.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do my best, but as you well know by now, human violence doesn’t run to a timetable.  I should be home normal time this evening, if that’s any consolation.’ 
 
    ‘OK, see you then.  If you’re good, it’s curried chicken.’ 
 
    ‘And if I’m not?’ But she had already rung off. 
 
    Van was back by early afternoon with a longer than usual face. 
 
    ‘Shirley Heathcote’s done a runner.’ 
 
    ‘How fast and how far?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t tell you.  But last seen by a neighbour, catching a taxi while carrying a suitcase.’ 
 
    ‘Try the brother in Carlisle.  His address is on this file here.  Keep it low-key, “routine enquiries”, that sort of thing.  In the meantime, how long have you had that club under observation?’ 
 
    ‘Since Delilah was launched – eight months, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Did you pull the records of any incident involving the club in the past?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally.  They’re all over my office.’ 
 
    Mike picked up the note he’d made the night before. 
 
    ‘I forgot to give you this earlier, but it needs to be followed up.  Some hysterical foreign girl in her nightie shouting the odds in an hotel across the road from what was presumably still a church in those days.  2010. It occurred to me that it might give us a lead to the people smuggling you were investigating before the murder.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, sir,’ Van said as she took the paper from him.  ‘Sounds vaguely familiar – I think I viewed an interview tape about that months ago, but nothing of any real use, as I recall.  Anyway, I’ll take another look and report back.’   
 
    She almost collided with Dave Petrie in the doorway, and their strenuous efforts to avoid actual body contact would have been humorous in any other context.  Mike gestured for Dave to take a seat, as he began to explain the enthusiasm on his face. 
 
    ‘Seems that the Town Council’s got the entire square earmarked for a new shopping precinct, as if we didn’t have enough already.  “The Cavendish Centre” is its provisional name, and all but one of the existing landed proprietors is happy to sell out.  Guess which one isn’t?’ 
 
    ‘The Pelican Club?’ Mike obliged, as Van resumed her seat, not wishing to be left out of anything significant. 
 
    ‘That bloke Giles is an absolute mine of information,’ Dave advised them.  ‘Seems that civic corruption is another of his specialities, and he’s suggesting that maybe someone on the Council decided to bypass the compulsory purchase option.’ 
 
    ‘That was going to be my next suggestion,’ Van insisted, not wishing to be outdone.  ‘Why can’t they just use the normal legal processes?’ 
 
    ‘Seems that the place is heritage listed, along with all the others in Cavendish Square.  If all of them agree to sell, then apparently the Heritage people aren’t likely to get very far in opposing the development.  But if one of them is holding out, then you can guarantee yards of legal silk at any planning dispute in court.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably the potential purchase price has skyrocketed in consequence of the club being the only one dragging the chain,’ Mike thought aloud.  ‘I wonder why they’re holding out.  The company in Jersey aren’t likely to have any nostalgic interest in the building itself, and the chances are that the Council’s cranked its bid as high as it’s likely to go, so why the reluctance?’  
 
    ‘This bloke Giles claims to know something about that as well,’ Petrie told them.  ‘And he seems to have taken a shine to me, by the way.  Doesn’t like you much though, sir. “A stick-in-the-mud who doesn’t like painting outside the lines” was his precise description.  You want me to follow up there as well?’ 
 
    ‘May as well,’ Mike confirmed, ‘since you’ve nothing else to do anyway.  Our potential star witness at the club itself has removed herself from the jurisdiction, so Van will be joining up the dots on who was where when it happened, and any new line of enquiry that Giles can give us will be gratefully accepted.’ 
 
    It went quiet, and both Petrie and Van began to fidget with their papers. 
 
    ‘OK,’ Mike instructed them, ‘back to your drawing boards.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve got that video you were enquiring about, sir,’ Van advised him over the phone.  ‘It’s set up down here in IV Room 6 – do you want to come down and view it now?’ 
 
    Mike grunted his agreement and slid from behind his desk, glad to stretch his legs, even though it was only half-past eight in the morning.  Serve him right for clocking in at seven, he reminded himself as he took the stairs down to the first floor rather than use the lift. 
 
    Van was there, along with an IT technician who set the tape running, then stood discreetly back from the table. 
 
    ‘The audio’s a bit dodgy,’ he admitted, ‘because they kept re-using those “old world” tapes before we switched to digital.  Lucky this one’s still available.’ 
 
    ‘It was in my office, with a “do not remove” sticker on it when you geeks came through a few months ago,’ Van advised him, ‘but you’re right about the audio quality.  From memory, the girl almost blows your ears off, but the interpreter only whispers.  From what I can gather from the paperwork, he wasn’t one of our regulars anyway.’ 
 
    ‘What language is she speaking in?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t know, sir,’ Van admitted.  ‘It sounds like Greek to me, if you’ll pardon the pun, but she’s so hysterical that it probably wouldn’t matter if it were Latvian.  Can you keep the master volume level down, Gavin?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Gavin replied, ‘but you might not hear him all that well.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t hear anything if you two don’t shut up,’ Mike grumbled, as silence ensued and they turned their attention to the monitor screen on the desk. 
 
    A terrified looking girl aged in her twenties, wrapped in a blanket that barely covered the flimsy nightdress underneath, and kept falling open every time she waved her arms around, was telling some story with great emotion, occasionally choking on her tears and being handed glasses of water by the uniformed PC who was in attendance, along with a female plainclothes DC and the interpreter, who might have passed for a Viking, had he not been the size of a skinned rabbit, with pale, almost Albino, eyes, and a furtive expression.  Whenever the girl broke off, the interpreter (who Mike noted from the tape legend was one ‘Constantine Lysandros’) hastily summarised what she had been yelling. 
 
    ‘She is in church when she see ghost,’ he advised the others in the room.  ‘It is old lady, and she comes to Jalena with hands outreached, like she going to strangle.’ 
 
    Mike checked the legend, and noted that the girl had no recorded second name, but was described simply as ‘Jalena – girl from Macedonian Church at 17, Cavendish Square.’ 
 
    ‘Ask her why she was in the church in the first place,’ the female DC requested.  The interpreter replied almost before the girl had finished screaming again. 
 
    ‘It is her work,’ he told them.  ‘She is live-there caretaker, and candles must be burning at all times.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder why she was working in her nightie,’ Van muttered, but was effectively drowned out when the girl began banging on the table, almost foaming at the mouth, and screaming the same two words over and over again. 
 
    ‘Tamica!  Tamica!  Tamica! Upasti! Upasti!’ 
 
    ‘What does “Tamica” mean?’ the DC asked the interpreter. 
 
    ‘It is Greek word for church,’ the interpreter advised her.  ‘“Upasti” is “candle”, and “Tamica” is “church”.  She lighting candles in church when ghost come for her.’ 
 
    ‘Has she been assaulted, or misused by anyone in any way, during her time at the church?’ the DC asked.  The interpreter mumbled something to the girl, who shook her head vigorously. 
 
    ‘She say no.  People at church good – very kind.  She want to go back now.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid she’ll have to wait until she’s been examined by the MO,’ the young DC explained, ‘and by the look of her, he may prescribe medication for twenty-four hours under hospital supervision.’ 
 
    ‘We have doctor at church,’ Lysandros assured them, and Mike shot an enquiring look across at Van, who shrugged her shoulders in a ‘not my decision’ sort of way and continued watching the last few minutes of the short video.  Gavin switched it off, having confirmed that they didn’t want to watch it again, and left the room.  As soon as the door had closed behind him, Mike looked hard at Van. 
 
    ‘You sure you had nothing to do with that?’ 
 
    ‘I was still holding the fort between Pakistanis and Jamaicans in 2010, but I did ask the DC – who was by then on loan to Derby – how come they hired an interpreter who was not only not one of their regulars, but also appeared to have come from the very place that the girl had come screaming out of.  Her answer, as I recall, was that it was three in the morning, they didn’t know what language she was speaking, it was urgent, and Mr Lysandros seemed genuinely to be a member of the church who’d come direct to the police station after being told by the hotel manager across the street where the girl had been taken.’ 
 
    ‘Even so … ’  Mike objected. 
 
    ‘I know sir, I know, highly irregular, but … ’ 
 
    ‘It fits with all that garbage from Jeremy Giles, anyway’ Mike observed, ‘but the interesting thing is that Giles didn’t make more of it.  Just the fact that the girl was found in the street – nothing about the ghost, which would have been more grist to his mill.’ 
 
    ‘Was it just my imagination, or did the interpreter once or twice give us the interpretation before the girl had actually finished yelling?’ Van asked, and Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘I noticed that, too,’ he confirmed, ‘but the situation was difficult, and the girl herself was barely coherent at times.  Still, I’ve learned a couple of Greek words – “tamica” for “church” and “umanti” for “candle”.’ 
 
    ‘I think that was “upasti”, sir,’ Van corrected him politely. 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you followed up with either of them?’ Mike enquired, and Van shook her head. 
 
    ‘I tried, but the church had turned into the brothel by then, and the girl had gone, along with the interpreter.  And in any case, I wasn’t rostered to go ghost hunting.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken,’ Mike replied, ‘but it might be worth a long shot through records.’ 
 
    ‘Consider it done.  I’ve got all the statements from the crime scene co-ordinated, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Save it for the meeting later,’ Mike told her.  ‘Right now, I need some breakfast.’ 
 
    Both Van and Dave turned up to the ten o’clock meeting with overflowing files, which they placed on Mike’s desk with obvious pride, but without making eye contact with each other. 
 
    ‘You first,’ Mike told Van, who unfolded several sheets of paper and handed copies to Mike and Dave. 
 
    ‘Well, here’s a floor plan of where everyone claims to have been when the cleaner found the body, together with a key to their names at the bottom,’ she announced. ‘“A” is Kim Matthews, “B” is Gloria Campbell, “C” is Tom Renfrew, “D” is Naomi Black, and so on.  As you’ll see, our missing in action pianist, Shirley Heathcote, is numbered “X”, for the very good reason that we haven’t spoken to her yet.  But the others all put her behind the piano until a few minutes before the screaming started, by which time she seems to have made a timely exit.  According to Kim, this Shirley went out for a kebab, and the proprietor of the kebab house down the road confirms her as a regular customer, from her description, but can’t confirm whether or not she was there on that day.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s this one with the letter “Y”, then?’ Petrie enquired suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Some woman who was trying to sell them liquor, apparently,’ Van replied. ‘Both Renfrew and Boyce, the bouncer, remember her being up at the bar, and leaving a short while before Shirley Heathcote.’ 
 
    ‘Do we know if she went anywhere other than the bar?’ Mike enquired, and Van shook her head. 
 
    ‘Apparently not, but Renfrew seemed to get very nervous when I asked him that same question.’ 
 
    ‘I said from the start that we should be pulling him in,’ Petrie growled. 
 
    ‘And you may be right,’ Mike confirmed, ‘but right now – assuming you’ve finished, Van – what can you tell us about the club background, Dave?’ 
 
    ‘I got more than that,’ Petrie replied smugly.  ‘Once you get that Giles bloke in talk mode, there’s no stopping him, and he’s obviously done a lot of research.  Combined with what I’ve learned from my own public record searches, I can confirm that the club was indeed largely financed by a Jersey-based holding company whose leading light is one Stefan Dimitriou.  He originates from Macedonia, and links with the former church in the sense that he used to work for the Makitos family who opened the church in the first place, then married their only remaining daughter – an older one died in infancy, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s the one all the brothel money went to?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘So it would seem, and a quick bit of investigative accounting reveals that he – or officially his company – got a cool eighty per cent of the net profits, paid monthly.’ 
 
    ‘So the deceased was only his manager?’ Van asked. 
 
    ‘A bit more than that, according to Giles.  The marriage between Dimitriou and Anna Makitos went south when she discovered that he was playing away with Linda Clifford, who in those days owned the Riverside Motel down on Trent Drive.  It was a thriving brothel, specialising in commercial travellers, and Stefan Dimitriou set up shop there with Linda Clifford when his wife threw him out.  There was a very messy divorce, but Stefan finished up with the church building.  Mr and Mrs Makitos were dead by then, and the church was playing to only limited audiences, so Stefan had it quietly deconsecrated and opened up the Pelican Club, with the deceased as the resident madame.’ 
 
    ‘And the Riverside Motel?’ Van enquired. 
 
    ‘Sold to the “Highwayman” chain for a considerable sum, which allegedly went into the furniture and fittings of the Pelican.’ 
 
    ‘So the deceased was a de facto partner in the business?’ Van persisted, adding ‘pardon the pun.’ 
 
    ‘According to the property registers, she owned the building at least,’ Dave advised them.  ‘It’s one hundred per cent in her name, with no mortgage, so the place will go to her beneficiaries.  I’m still working on who they might be.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever they are,’ Mike pointed out, ‘they’ll probably be glad to sell out to the Council.’ 
 
    ‘Which of course gave the Council a very good motive for having her killed,’ Van observed. 
 
    ‘Beat you on that one as well,’ Dave replied with a sick smile as he turned to look at her for the first time that morning.  ‘According to the Council, Linda Clifford signed a deed of conveyance before she died.’ 
 
    ‘That would seem to relieve us of the need to pull in the Chairman of the Planning Committee,’ Mike observed sardonically. 
 
    ‘Not to mention this Stefan whatever his name was,’ Van added. 
 
    ‘Dimitriou,’ Dave reminded her.  ‘But why rule him out, at this stage?’ 
 
    ‘Because,’ Van replied, ‘he’s suddenly lost eighty per cent of a going business, and the big item from his divorce settlement goes to the deceased’s family.  The last thing he wanted was Linda Clifford in a funeral parlour.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Mike replied, deep in thought, ‘but we need to find out precisely when Linda Clifford signed on the dotted.  Maybe Stefan wanted to prevent that happening, in view of the telling points Van just made.’ 
 
    Dave ruffled through his notes, and grinned back. 
 
    ‘Always pays to do your research.  The contract was signed last week, the day before Clifford was murdered, according to this.  If you’re right, then Stefan was too late.’ 
 
    ‘He may not have known that,’ Van reminded him, ‘or it could have been payback after the event. The building was destined to go to Linda Clifford’s family, which is why he didn’t want it to be sold.’ 
 
    ‘There may have been some other reason why he didn’t want to hand the building over,’ Mike reminded them. ‘Does your research tell you precisely when the church became a brothel?’ he enquired of Dave, who went back through his notes, then shook his head. 
 
    ‘All a bit vague, it seems.  The church was still going, officially at least, until 2010, then closed its doors sometime around July of that year.  We have no note of the brothel coming to our attention until the following year.  In fact, almost eighteen months later, when the Vice Squad busted it, following a complaint from the next-door family planning clinic about the number of men getting the address wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to have been a fly on the wall at their reception desk,’ Mike grinned, then turned to Van. 
 
    ‘When did you take over surveillance of the Pelican Club?’ 
 
    ‘That would have been in the first week of Delilah – say, late August of last year.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Mike summarised as he made a note on his desk pad, ‘there’s a period from earlier in 2010, when the girl was interviewed, until around July 2010, which is unaccounted for while the place was still a church, then from July 2010 until August 2012 when it was a brothel that we weren’t paying any particular attention to.  That right?’ 
 
    ‘Seems so,’ Van confirmed, as Dave nodded in agreement. 
 
    ‘So where do we go now?’ Van asked. 
 
    ‘There’s still something dodgy about that interview with the girl,’ Mike replied.  ‘You know how sometimes you get a funny feeling about something?  A nose that something isn’t quite kosher?’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Van replied, ‘and I’ve asked Jill Bartlett – who understands our new relational database system better than I ever will – to put the description of the girl into the system and see if we’ve got any “misper” or unclaimed dead who match it.’ 
 
    ‘Do the same for the interpreter, while you’re at it.  How about the missing pianist – Heathcote, that her name again?’ 
 
    ‘Yes sir, Shirley Heathcote.  Nothing back from Carlisle at this stage.’ 
 
    ‘OK, Dave,’ Mike said, ‘that’s your new priority.  Put a bomb under Carlisle and find her.  Meanwhile, I think we might benefit from a further chat with the barman – Redfern, or whatever.’ 
 
    ‘Renfrew, sir,’ Van corrected him.  ‘And we might need an interpreter for him as well.  He’s got a Glasgow accent you could photograph.’ 
 
    ‘And previous for drug dealing,’ Mike reminded her.  ‘Cause of death was laced heroin, and we have a known dealer working behind the bar shortly beforehand.  If all this blows up in our faces, someone from Ethics and Integrity will want to know why we didn’t follow up such an obvious lead.  Van, that’s your job, since he’s on your witness list.  Pull him in, and we’ll roll him over together.  Anything else from either of you, or is that it for this morning?’ 
 
    They both shook their heads, and were obviously relieved to be parting company for the next twenty-four hours at least. 
 
      
 
    Tom Renfrew looked every inch the professional footballer he’d hoped to be, as he lounged back in the plastic interview chair, threatening its far from secure connections with the metal frame on which it was mounted.  Mike came in a minute or so after Van had installed him in front of the recording equipment, then mainly for dramatic effect he threw a bundle of papers down on the desk and made the introductions for the benefit of the tapes.  The truculent smile disappeared instantly from Renfrew’s face as he let the chair drop forward. 
 
    ‘A DCI?  Do ah need a solicitor?’ 
 
    ‘Depends what you’ve been up to,’ Mike replied, ‘but my colleague Detective Inspector Morton here will be hosting this first round.’ 
 
    ‘OK, Tom,’ Van opened up.  ‘Where were you precisely when the cleaner began screaming?’ 
 
    ‘Doon the cellar, fixin’ up a new keg o’ lager.  I told youse guys all this already’ 
 
    ‘And before that?’ 
 
    ‘Behind the bar – that’s what barmen do, ya ken?’ 
 
    ‘Who did you take orders from in the club?’ Mike asked him. 
 
    ‘The boss – yon wifey what died upstairs.  Mrs Clifford.’ 
 
    ‘Did she have much to do with the day-to-day management?’ Mike persisted. 
 
    ‘Nah, except when it came tae the money.  Tight as a fish’s arse she wiz, wi’ money.’ 
 
    ‘Did she have many friends?  Family? Visitors?’ Van asked. 
 
    ‘Only that there Stefan.  Her fancy man, they reckoned.  He used tae come callin’ every day, ’til around a month or two past, then we didn’t see him sae much.’ 
 
    ‘So who supplied her with the drugs after that?’ Mike suddenly demanded, and equally suddenly Tom didn’t seem quite so much at ease. 
 
    ‘Ah widnae ken anythin’ aboot that.’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks!’ Mike shouted, mainly for effect.  ‘You’ve got previous for dealing shit yourself, so don’t give us that crap.  Stefan was her dealer, wasn’t he?  That’s why he came in every day, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Could have been,’ Tom conceded. 
 
    ‘So where did it come from after he didn’t call round every day?’ 
 
    ‘Nae idea.’ 
 
    ‘Tell us about the afternoon when your boss died,’ Van asked, changing both the line and the tone of the questioning.  Tom relaxed a little, and his guard slipped. 
 
    ‘Ah was doon the cellar, like I said, then I heard like screaming, and ah could hear that alarm thingie goin’ off.  There’s an alarm in every room,’ he explained, ‘and when the girls hit it – if they’re in strife with a punter – the thingie’s programmed to tell us which room to go to.’ 
 
    ‘But you weren’t in the bar just before Mrs Clifford probably received her daily dose of heroin, were you, Tom?’ Van asked quietly. 
 
    ‘In fact,’ Mike added, ‘I’d bet my pension that you were upstairs doing the delivery.’ 
 
    ‘Shite,’ Tom replied.  ‘Pure shite,’ he added, in case they’d missed it the first time. 
 
    Van checked her papers, then smiled her sweet ‘gotcha’ smile. 
 
    ‘According to Kim – your resident schoolgirl that afternoon – you went out through the back entrance door of the bar just after your sales rep. left.  She remembers because Shirley the pianist used your absence to help herself to another drink on the house.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, that bitch was always doin’ that,’ Tom confirmed. 
 
    ‘And the back door to the bar opens directly into the rear corridor, doesn’t it?  And from there, you have access to the staircase that leads to the top floor,’ Van reminded him, ‘So where were you going, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘For a piss,’ Tom replied. 
 
    ‘OK, I’ve heard enough of this bullshit,’ Mike announced, collecting up his papers and rising from the desk.  ‘Now might be the time to get a solicitor for Mr Renfrew here – I can’t book him for murder without him being given access to legal advice first.’ 
 
    ‘It wisnae me!’ Tom wailed.  ‘It was that tart wi’ the sales brochure!  Ask her!’ 
 
    ‘We would, if we could find her,’ Mike replied.  ‘In the meantime, you’re the deer in the headlights.’ 
 
    ‘No, honest – it was her!’ Tom insisted, almost in tears.  As Mike sat down again, he began to explain. 
 
    ‘You’re right aboot the drugs – they was always from that Stefan guy. But after he and the boss had a screamin’ rammie one afternoon, he never came near the place again.  The drugs was always delivered after that by a guy name of “Lenny”.  Local guy, by the sound of him.  All I did was take ’em up the stairs to the boss.’ 
 
    ‘That’s still “supplying”, in my book,’ Mike advised him.  ‘But you might be able to redeem yourself if you tell us more about the sales rep. who you claim made the delivery on the afternoon of Mrs Clifford’s death.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Tom explained, ‘It were like this.  I came into work that day, an’ I was just layin’ oot the bar towels when Diane – that’s the chick on the front desk – buzzed me wi’ a call frae Stefan himself.  Least, it sounded like him.  Said that Lenny was in the slammer, an’ that this chick would be doin’ the delivery that afternoon.  Said she’d hand over a brochure, like she was tryin’ to sell me somethin’, but inside it would be the boss’s usual delivery.  That was it, I swear.’ 
 
    ‘And this sales rep,’ Van asked, ‘describe her.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t pay that much attention, to tell ye the truth.  But Jimbo – he’s the bouncer – he was all over the bitch like a rash.  Ask him.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe we will,’ Mike replied, ‘after we’ve cleared you of any direct involvement in the death, and not before.  Now, description please.’ 
 
    Tom closed his eyes, as if trying to replay the scene in his mind. 
 
    ‘She was aboot thirty-five or somethin’, maybe a wee bittie more.  Quite plumpish for my taste, and wi’ crinkled black hair, like a golliwog.  Oh sorry, miss.’ he added, with a shamefaced look at Van. 
 
    ‘No offence taken,’ Van assured him.  ‘I’ve been called a few things since I joined the police force, but never a golliwog. So carry on, and I’ll add that to the collection.  Did this sales rep. speak with any kind of accent, for example?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, but I couldn’t tell ye what sort,’ Tom replied.  ‘Could ha’ been German, or Swedish, or even French for all I ken.’ 
 
    ‘Insofar as I understand your accent,’ Mike butted in, ‘you mentioned that Mrs Clifford and Stefan had a loud argument one afternoon, and that after that, Stefan didn’t keep up his regular afternoon visits.  That right?’ 
 
    ‘Aye.’ 
 
    ‘What were they arguing about, do you know?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t hear them, ye ken, but one o’ the girls – Jasmine – was just comin’ oot of a room doon below with her punter, an’ she heard somethin’ about money, and the place gettin’ sold, an’ he was givin’ her heaps because he didn’t want the place selt.’ 
 
    ‘Forgive me, I don’t speak Glaswegian either,’ Van responded, ‘but would I be right in thinking that what you just said was that they were arguing about the place being sold?  She wanted to, and he didn’t, that right?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, did ah noo just say that?’ 
 
    ‘Not in a language we’re familiar with,’ Mike replied.  ‘Did you get any idea of why exactly he didn’t want to sell? After all, the building must be worth a bomb.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, if you’re into ghosties an’ stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Ghosts?’ Van echoed.  ‘Are you saying that the place is haunted?’ 
 
    ‘So Stefan used to tell me,’ Tom replied.  ‘Said that there was a witch buried in the basement or somethin’.  An’ right enough, it never felt quite right goin’ doon that there cellar.  A couple o’ times I could have sworn that someone was watchin’ me.’ 
 
    ‘But you never saw anything?’ Mike persisted. 
 
    ‘Nah.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ said Mike, rising again from the table. ‘That seems to wind things up for just now.’ 
 
    ‘Am I bein’ charged?’ Tom asked, no longer the picture of confidence.  Mike looked hard into his eyes. 
 
    ‘Not this time, no, but don’t leave town in a hurry.  We might want you to tell us more about this sales rep. you mentioned.’ 
 
    ‘If ah get my hands on yon bitch, she’s dead meat,’ Tom insisted. 
 
    ‘And if I hear anything more about you dealing drugs, I’ll throw this little matter in as well,’ Mike reassured him.  ‘But for now, you’re free to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Cheers, pal!’ Tom enthused as he scuttled through the door, leaving Mike looking down at Van. 
 
    ‘Do you believe him?’ 
 
    ‘It made sense to me,’ Van replied.  ‘It certainly ties in with our existing information regarding the sale of the building, and begins to suggest a motive.  What puzzles me, though, is why Stefan didn’t send his usual courier – “Lenny”, I think Renfrew said his name was.  Why switch couriers?’ 
 
    ‘The proffered excuse – that Lenny was in custody – may have been correct,’ Mike pointed out.  ‘And even if not, Lenny probably only supplied the genuine article, sending his account direct to Stefan.  When it came to the doctored consignment, Stefan would have had that made up to order, and there was always the risk that Lenny would deliver the wrong batch.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you may be right,’ Van agreed.  ‘But it looks as if we won’t know until we find this courier, and find out who entrusted her with the delivery.  And it may be a mistake to jump to the conclusion that it was this Stefan who was behind it.  There may have been a few other people who wanted Linda Clifford in a wooden overcoat.’ 
 
    ‘As you say,’ Mike confirmed grimly, ‘the next key to the puzzle is in the hands of someone with a foreign accent in one of the most popular immigration destinations in the world.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t forget that Melanie’s home on Friday,’ Alison reminded him as he swallowed the last of his breakfast coffee and headed for the internal garage door, briefcase in hand.  ‘I’ll pick her and her friend Irene up from the station after my last tutorial, but you’ll need to be here to light the barbecue – it always seems to want to defy me.’ 
 
    Mike swore under his breath as he saw the line of traffic queuing to get onto the Northwood Road from Royston Drive, and asked himself why Alison was reminding him about what was happening on Friday when it was still only Wednesday.  That said, it was almost exactly a week since the murder of Linda Clifford, and he was well reminded that the clock was ticking remorselessly.  Leads that weren’t followed up within forty-eight hours had a habit of going cold, and he still hadn’t visited the crime scene.   
 
    As he jammed on his brakes to avoid running into the back of a garbage truck that proudly advertised the obvious fact that ‘This vehicle stops frequently’, he decided to crawl along behind it while he broke an elementary traffic law and made a call on his mobile phone. ‘Bluetooth’ was one of the luxuries they had declined when buying their latest car, opting instead for tinted windows to keep out the sun that they rarely saw anyway. 
 
    Van answered on the second ring, and Mike glanced at his car clock, noting that it was not yet even eight am. 
 
    ‘You’re in early,’ Mike observed unnecessarily. 
 
    ‘Somebody needs to show Dave Petrie how it’s done,’ she responded sarcastically.  But at least she was no longer using “Paperless” as his first name, so that was probably progress of a sort. 
 
    ‘I thought we might visit the crime scene later this morning,’ Mike suggested, ‘unless of course you have other plans.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t progress my side of things much further until Paperless finds Shirley Heathcote,’ she replied, as Mike’s optimism deflated rapidly. 
 
    ‘What about the interpreter and the girl in her nightie?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘That sounds like the start of one of those tasteless jokes I used to hear from the night crews back in my uniform days,’ Van replied, ‘but Geoff Keating’s following up on a couple of leads that Jill Bradbury got out of the CMS.  We may have a corpse for an interpreter.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t do a worse job than the live one did,’ Mike observed.  ‘I’ll give you a ring when I get in later, if this traffic ever starts moving again.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Just past Maybury Corner, with the old cinema on my left.  I should manage to clock in before the bacon butties have time to get warm.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God I’m vegetarian,’ she responded, before adding ‘Ciao’, then putting down the receiver. 
 
    It was after nine thirty when he opened up his computer, selected ‘Records’ from the menu, keyed in ‘Stefan Dimitriou’, then hit a red flag.  It was definitely not his day, he concluded, as Van appeared in his doorway. 
 
    ‘Crime scene’s available when you are,’ she advised him.  ‘Do we take Mastermind, or is he likely to be too busy executing a search warrant for something nutritious in the canteen?’ 
 
    ‘Better take him along, if you can locate him,’ Mike replied.  ‘Ten minutes, downstairs in the Uniform Yard.  Use my name to get a car and driver.’ 
 
    Ten o’clock on a Wednesday morning was perhaps not the most appropriate time to see a brothel at its best, but even so there was a distinct lack of warm ambience as they stepped through the front door that had just been opened for them by the bored looking uniformed constable who’d been detailed to secure the crime scene, and Mike made the acquaintance of James Boyce, who was drinking a mug of coffee as he sat in the front reception area with a young green-haired girl who looked as if she had ducked college for the day. 
 
    ‘This is Diane Bailey, the receptionist,’ Van advised Mike. 
 
    ‘Soon to be the former receptionist,’ the girl replied gloomily.  ‘Jimbo here tells me that the place is closing down as of this Friday.’   
 
    Jimbo nodded in confirmation. 
 
    ‘We just got an e-mail from this mob in Jersey who claim that they own the business.  Seems that the Council’s bought the building, and they want to move in on the first of May.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody moves in until we say so,’ Mike advised him, ‘although that obviously won’t be of any use to you two.  What about the rest of the – er, “staff”, shall we call them?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t seen any of the girls since the day it happened,’ Diane replied, ‘but since I’m being paid up to Friday, I can at least tell the punters who call that normal service has been suspended until further notice.’ 
 
    ‘And you?’ Van asked Jimbo. 
 
    ‘Same thing,’ he replied.  ‘I’m still on the books until Friday, so ’til then I can make sure that you lot don’t nick anything.’ 
 
    ‘We nicked you several times,’ Van replied acidly, “and there’s no Statute of Limitations on cheek.’ 
 
    ‘What my colleague means,’ Mike interjected diplomatically, ‘is that we’d appreciate a guided tour of the place as it was last Wednesday.’ 
 
    Jimbo put his coffee mug down on the reception desk and walked slowly away down the hallway. 
 
    ‘Be my guests, lady and gentleman.  The ten am tour is leaving now, and your friendly guide in the blue shirt is James.  Please keep to the designated path between the police tapes, and avoid contact with the walls.’ 
 
    The lounge hadn’t changed much from Van’s memory of it, and she took out a copy of her diagram and held it up where Mike could see it as well.  He glanced across at the piano, and then the bar. 
 
    ‘As I understand it,’ he said to Jimbo, ‘you and the barman were at the bar here, chatting with some female sales rep, while the pianist was giving it her all in the corner there.  Talk us through it from then on.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Jimbo replied, ‘the sales rep left when she could see she was getting nowhere, declining my generous offer of a dinner date.  I escorted her to the front door, in accordance with normal procedure for strangers, then I stood up at the desk, chatting to Diane.  I saw Shirley – that’s the pianist, by the way – leaving a couple of minutes later.  As far as I can recall, her precise words were “Just nipping out for a kebab – back in a couple of shakes.” I offered her something to shake, and she told me to get stuffed.  I stayed at the front desk, welcomed a couple more punters in, then the alarm went, and I ran back into here.’ 
 
    ‘If we might stop you just there,’ Van interrupted, ‘tell us precisely what you saw when you came back in here.’  Jimbo screwed up his eyes in concentration as he relived the scene in his memory. 
 
    ‘Tam the barman was the first to get to the alarm, which is mounted on the wall to his left, but can’t be seen from the public side of the bar.  He shouted out the number – 26 – and we both twigged at the same time that it was the boss’s flat.  She’s got – sorry, had – her floor safe up there, so we gave her access to a panic button when the system was first installed.  Every “customer suite” has one, since some of the blokes like it a bit on the rough side, if you know what I mean … ’ 
 
    ‘Yes, spare us the details,’ Van insisted coldly. ‘But carry on – what happened next?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I raced up the stairs, and the cleaner – Beryl her name is – was going mental, and pointing at the boss’s body like she’d just seen a ghost.  I checked the boss’s pulse, just in case, but it was pretty obvious that she was a gonner, so I called you lot from the landline phone in Reception.’ 
 
    ‘And this was at what time, precisely?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘To the best of my judgment, it was 2.54.  That’s what the digital clock on the reception phone said, anyway.  I did tell that other pasty-faced rozzer all that on the day, but he seemed more interested in getting a signal from his mobile phone. “Pukey”, or something, his name was.’ 
 
    ‘“Petrie”,’ Van corrected him with a faint smile.  ‘Now, can you show us upstairs to your former boss’s apartment?  I was only there briefly myself, and I want to remind myself of the layout.’ 
 
    ‘Where exactly is Mr Pukey?’ Mike enquired under his breath as they followed Jimbo out of the bar and into the rear corridor.  ‘You did try to find him, I hope?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course,’ Van assured him, ‘but I was told that he was already halfway to Carlisle in the company of a female DC.’ 
 
    ‘I assume that this was in response to the discovery of this Shirley woman at her brother’s place, and not some sort of perverted dirty long weekend?’ 
 
    ‘You obviously haven’t come across Sonia Kelman yet,’ Van replied with a faint smirk. ‘Not wishing to be unkind, but you’d probably find her attractive, being a rugby fan.’ 
 
    Jimbo had halted halfway down the ground floor rear hallway, and had his hand on the handle of a door numbered ‘5’. 
 
    ‘Do you folks want to see into any of the guest suites?  A word of warning – for obvious reasons they haven’t been cleaned since they were vacated in some haste, so God only knows what you’ll find in there if you do.’ 
 
    ‘No thank you,’ Van replied starchily. ‘Just take us up to Room 26, please’. 
 
    Two flights of stairs later, Mike was just reminding himself that his annual medical was only weeks away when Jimbo selected a key from the bunch at his belt, lifted it and unlocked the door, pushing it wide open to reveal a large, expensively furnished room with a double water bed in the centre. 
 
    ‘The boss lived here most of the time,’ he told them.  ‘There’s a kitchen off to the right, and the ensuite is on the left.  As you can see, she did most of her entertaining with the assistance of the bed where we found the body.’ 
 
    ‘Was she still on the game?’ Mike enquired in faint disbelief. 
 
    ‘Not as far as I know, officially,’ Jimbo replied, ‘but I have it on good authority that Stefan had special tastes.’ 
 
    Van reached into her bag and extracted a set of crime scene stills taken on the day, passing them, one by one, across to Mike. 
 
    ‘As you can see,’ she advised him, ‘the deceased was lying on the bed in a position suggestive that her last moments in this life were uncomfortable, to say the least.  The hypodermic was in plain view on the side of the bed nearest to the door.  That’s how she looked when I first got up here, but Petrie was in ahead of me, along with the pathologist and the police surgeon.  We have to assume that none of them touched anything.’ 
 
    ‘Did you?’ Mike asked Jimbo, who shook his head. 
 
    ‘Didn’t even come back into the room after testing her pulse.  Just grabbed the cleaner, smacked her around a bit to calm her down, then closed the door and ran downstairs to phone you lot.  When the first police arrived, I showed them the door to this room, then left them to it.’ 
 
    Van extracted a pair of surgical gloves from her bag, and was in the process of sliding them onto her hands when Mike made the obvious comment. 
 
    ‘I assume that SOCO have finished with the room, since there was no tape across the doorway, and we’ve been allowed up here without any police escort.’ 
 
    Van snorted quietly in response. 
 
    ‘This was a brothel until a week ago, sir, and we’ve just been advised that the deceased might not quite have retired before her untimely demise.  I for one don’t wish to expose myself to anything communicable.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken,’ Mike replied, ‘but I’ll just chance it.  Any condoms or hypodermics will be all yours.’   
 
    He walked over to a set of bookshelves and peered more closely at a grey smudge, before adding ‘Mind you, if the public had the right to send us a cleaning bill after every crime scene had been dusted for latents, the fingerprint people would perhaps be a bit more fastidious in cleaning up after themselves.  My wife would have kittens if this were her place.’ 
 
    Van walked over to a wardrobe of sorts in the corner of the room, and gently opened it for long enough to take in the collection of whips and chains hanging inside, then closed it rapidly with a disgusted noise. 
 
    ‘I think we’ve seen enough of this room, thank you,’ she advised Jimbo.  ‘Perhaps we could see the bar and cellar before we leave.’ 
 
    They were back down in the ground floor rear corridor when Van, who was in the lead, stopped by the last door on their right, and called back to Jimbo. 
 
    ‘Assuming that this gives direct access to the back of the bar, do you have the key?’ 
 
    Jimbo walked forward and let them in, and the three of them squeezed in line past the optics.  After indicating the location of the alarm he had referred to earlier, Jimbo unlocked the door that led down to the cellar, and led the way down the flight of smoothly worn stone stairs. 
 
    The far wall of the cellar was obviously little changed from the days when it had been part of a Saxon living room.  It was lumpy and dusty and it crumbled slightly to the touch as they leaned in past the stacks of metal beer kegs in front of it.  The far right-hand wall appeared to be much smoother, which it needed to be in order to accommodate the wine rack that was screwed into it.  Mike tapped it gently with his knuckle to confirm his suspicion that a false plywood wall had been fixed to the original stone surface, and got the uneasy impression that something – or someone – had tapped back faintly in response.  Tam Renfrew could be forgiven for getting a creepy feeling down here, Mike concluded, as he announced that he had seen enough.  Van gave him a funny look, and nodded to Jimbo to lead the way back up the staircase. 
 
    ‘You feeling OK, sir?’ she enquired solicitously as they stood back out in the street while their driver negotiated around parked vehicles in order to turn the car.  ‘Only you seemed to turn a little pale down there in the cellar.’ 
 
    ‘Just don’t like confined spaces,’ Mike lied.  ‘Never have done.  But you have to admit, it was pretty creepy down there.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just glad there weren’t any spiders,’ Van responded as she stepped into the roadway and opened the car door. 
 
    On the return journey Van used her mobile to check with her office, and was able to advise Mike that there was some interesting news regarding the interpreter.  He accompanied her back to her outer office, where he was introduced to Geoff Keating – a tall, somewhat gangly-looking man in his late twenties with an unruly thatch of black hair – and Jill Bradbury, a ‘no-nonsense’ looking type with short-cropped blonde locks, a face full of freckles and an intense pair of blue eyes.  It was Jill who opened the conversation. 
 
    ‘I went back through all the “mispers” for 2010 and got nowhere,’ she explained, ‘so then I tried all the unclaimed dead.  There were, depressingly enough, half a dozen that year, but none of them fitted the description of our man, so then I tried 2011.’ 
 
    ‘Bottom line please, Jill,’ Van urged her. 
 
    ‘Bottom line, June 2011, a squat on the Marlborough estate, and a dead junkie who may well be the man calling himself Constantine Lysandros.  Except the tattoo on his back suggests that his real name was “Bogdan”, which makes him Eastern European – Serbian, Russian, Bulgarian, Macedonian, but certainly not Greek.’ 
 
    ‘Greeks and Macedonians are interchangeable, or so I’m informed,’ Mike said with a sideways glance at Van. ‘Any surname, by any chance?’ 
 
    ‘Will an address do instead?’ Geoff Keating chimed in.  As Mike raised a sceptical eyebrow, Keating continued. 
 
    ‘It may not be his address, of course, and it’s two years old now, and it’s in Leicester, but it was written on a piece of paper tucked into his shoe, so he obviously regarded it as important.  It was among what few possessions were found with the body, and fortunately someone saw fit to archive the information, although not the original paper.  There’s no trace of that at this late stage.’ 
 
    ‘Anything else that might give us a lead?’ Van enquired hopefully. 
 
    ‘Along with the address, there was a name,’ Keating replied.  He consulted the notepad in his hand, and announced 
 
    ‘“Vanya”.  Same part of the world, apparently, but could be male or female.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll settle for a budgie, if it’ll give us information about the dear departed,’ Mike said. ‘Have you asked Leicester for assistance?’ 
 
    ‘About half an hour ago, sir,’ Jill replied.  ‘I got the usual bromide about being understaffed on the day shift, but they promised to get back to us by close of play today.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent!’ Mike responded with a smile.  ‘Anything on the girl – “Jalena”?’ 
 
    ‘Drew a blank there, sir,’ Jill advised him.  ‘No outstanding missing females in either 2010 or 2011, and no unclaimed bodies either.  According to what passes for records in this tinted sheltered workshop for retired operational officers, she was sedated and returned to the care of the church where she was employed, escorted by the man calling himself Constantine Lysandros, who may have become a dead junkie called Bogdan.’ 
 
    ‘Cause of death was a drug overdose, I take it?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘Massive, apparently,’ Keating replied.  ‘He must have been a heavy user.’ 
 
    ‘Or a first-time user,’ Mike reminded him.  ‘If your system isn’t used to it, the first shoot-up can be your last.’ 
 
    ‘You think he may have been murdered?’ Keating enquired. 
 
    ‘Par for the course on this case,’ Van advised him. ‘But well done, both of you.’  She looked across at Mike. 
 
    ‘When we hear from Leicester, I’ll be sure to let you know.’ 
 
    Mike took the hint, and smiled back at the two young detectives. 
 
    ‘As DI Morton just said, well done.  And now, as a previously retired operational officer myself, it’s time I coaxed my walking frame back upstairs to my particular bench in the sheltered workshop.’  He winked at Jill Bradbury in order to assure her that he had taken no offence, and went in search of some lunch. 
 
    ‘She’s very outspoken, sir, but she means no harm, and she’s very resourceful, as you’ll have gathered,’ Van advised him as she slid into the chair opposite his at the table in the “Dining Hall”, clutching a carton of yoghurt and a bottle of mineral water.  Mike pushed the remains of his shepherd’s pie guiltily to one side and finished his soft drink. 
 
    ‘She reminds me of a young DS I once had on my team,’ he responded with a grin. ‘But presumably you’ve warned her that the career ladder can also turn into a snake in the great game of police politics?’ 
 
    ‘More than once,’ Van replied.  ‘but the stubborn refusal to be overawed by authority that goes with her outspokenness is a great attribute for an attractive young blonde in this male chauvinistic environment in which we work.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I imagine that she gets more than her fair share of harassment from male officers,’ Mike agreed.  It fell silent, and Mike began to think aloud. 
 
    ‘I’m still puzzled by the change of drug supplier on the day of the murder.  Drug dealers are notoriously defensive of their territory, and I can’t imagine Linda Clifford’s normal supplier – “Lenny” something or other, as I recall – just standing politely to one side while someone else muscled in on a good wicket.  Unless of course he really was a guest in our cells at the time.  Any chance of your blonde ferret finding out who this Lenny bloke is, so that we can have a “without prejudice” chat with him about his sudden loss of business, and where exactly he was when Linda Clifford got her fatal jollies?” 
 
    ‘Jill’s going on leave on Friday,’ Van advised him, ‘and she’s been keeping open the lines of communication on Delilah while I’ve been working on the murder.  Ordinarily I’d try to persuade her to defer her leave, but apparently the holiday’s been planned for some time, and it’s a romantic two weeks in the Maldives.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky man,’ Mike responded.  Van looked down at the table before replying in a slightly embarrassed tone. 
 
    ‘Lucky girl, I’m afraid, sir.’ 
 
    ‘What a waste!’ Mike frowned with mock severity, then responded to the ringing of his mobile. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.  No, not really.  Yes, eleven will be fine.  Your office?  Oh, OK, in his official office on the fourth?  Very good, sir, see you then.’ 
 
    He glared at the phone as he cancelled the call, then grinned across at Van. 
 
    ‘I think we’re about to learn more about our Stefan Dimitriou.  It seems that I’m the third person in this operation to wave the red flag.  I’m summoned to the CC’s office tomorrow at eleven, to have my balls chewed off by a spook up from London for the occasion.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    ‘Lambs’ fry or rump steak?’ Alison asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know – you’re the official caterer,’ Mike replied over the top of the toast rack. 
 
    ‘But you’ll be cooking it,’ Alison reminded him, ‘always assuming that you can get the charcoal to light.’ 
 
    ‘Why are we having a barbecue anyway?’ Mike enquired.  ‘If you’re out to impress this new person in Melanie’s life, then I hardly think that the sight of me doing battle with a metal dome full of charcoal, and probably cremating the lot, is likely to do the trick.  What about your signature salmon steaks with a nice Greek salad?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want her to think we’re taking the piss,’ Alison replied.  ‘She’s Greek, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘OK, then what about kebabs?  They’re just as easy to do on the oven grille.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not listening, are you?  I want to introduce her to real English cooking.’ 
 
    ‘Unless she only got off the plane last week, I imagine that she’s experienced enough of that already.  Greasy chips, along with “The Piece of Cod that Passeth all Understanding”.  Toad in the hole, fatty mutton chops, Yorkshire pudding, suet dumplings, all the things that make the great British nation the fairy at the top of the diabetes and obesity Christmas tree.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no talking to you when you’re in this mood,’ Alison complained.  ‘But talking of overweight Englishmen, why are you wearing your best blue suit today?  Have you finally burst out of the grey one?’   
 
    ‘I have an appointment with the Chief Constable at eleven this morning; him, and some shadowy underling from the Security Services.’ 
 
    ‘Let me guess – they want you for the next James Bond.’ 
 
    ‘No, they want to know why I tried – unsuccessfully – to access the criminal record of someone who’s obviously under surveillance by them.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you’re in the shit?’ 
 
    ‘As far as they’re concerned, maybe.  But as usual I can justify my actions, if called upon.’ 
 
    ‘I just hope it doesn’t get in the way of your getting the barbeque to light, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Today’s Thursday, and my appointment with the gas poker is tomorrow.  But it’s a sad reflection on our twenty-five year marriage that my only apparent remaining value to you is as a backyard incendiarist.  On which note, time I burned rubber down into town.  And if the rush-hour traffic is up to its usual level, I might get lucky, miss the appointment, and survive to fight another battle with the Weber.’ 
 
    As it turned out, he was ten minutes early, and was sitting in one of the plush armchairs in the reception area on the Chief Constable’s level of Ivory Tower when he was summoned into the presence by ACC Willows, who stuck his head out of the inner office door and called ‘Mike’ softly, indicating with a backward jerk of the head that Sir William was ready for him. 
 
    They were spread around the obscenely large coffee table, on which lay a folder of papers.  The Chief and Andy Willows were sitting on either side of a stern-looking lady in her early to mid-thirties who was attired in a charcoal grey pinstripe trouser suit that did nothing to make her look any more feminine behind her Armani spectacle frames and beneath her severely permed Afro haircut.  The chiselled brown face was set for battle, and her deep brown eyes assessed him professionally as he took his seat for the introductions. 
 
    ‘DCI Saxby,’ announced the Chief, ‘this is Commander Grace from F9.  She came up on the early train this morning, and has to be back in Whitehall for a meeting this evening, so we’ll keep this as brief as possible.  Over to you, Bernice.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning, Mr Saxby,’ the visitor began in the sort of English academic accent that can only be earned, ‘as you just heard, I’m from F9.’ 
 
    ‘Not M13?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘F9 controls M13, in the sense that once a matter goes outside our national borders, it becomes the remit of the Foreign Office.’ 
 
    ‘And I assume you’re here because we tried to access Stefan Dimitriou?’  She nodded, and half smiled. 
 
    ‘Let me emphasise from the outset that no-one’s in any trouble here – we just want to make sure that we get first dibs on anything you come up with.  That, and to make you aware of the background of the man who’s appeared in your frame at a local level.’ 
 
    ‘All we know so far,’ Mike advised her, ‘because we can’t access his criminal history, is that he’s the former boyfriend and first choice drug supplier to someone who died from strychnine-laced heroin in a local brothel a week ago.  He’s also the CEO of a Jersey-based holding company that was syphoning off most of the money from the brothel, and we believe he may have had a strong motive for killing off his business partner because she was about to sell the building from which the brothel was operating.  Unknown to him, it had already been sold anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t have found any domestic criminal record on him anyway,’ Commander Grace assured him.  ‘The red flag was there to alert us if he was about to acquire one.  The fact is that we’d value any assistance to keep him confined while we complete our investigations.’ 
 
    ‘Into what, exactly?’ Mile enquired.  Grace opened up the file and passed several sheets of paper across the table to him. 
 
    ‘F9 is Britain’s International Crimes Investigation Unit.  We do the background leg-work that enables our prosecutor at the Hague to draft indictments.  Your Mr Dimitriou, and our Mr Korakis, who are one and the same person, is earmarked to play the starring role in an indictment for his involvement in war crimes in the former Yugoslavia.’ 
 
    ‘Are you at liberty to tell me more, or will you have to shoot me if you do?’ Mike enquired flippantly, earning himself a frown of rebuke from the Chief and a slight shake of the head from ACC Willows.  Grace smiled fully for the first time. 
 
    ‘I get that one quite a lot, believe it or not.  I was warned in advance that you are not easily overawed, so I’ll spare you the “Biggles” routine.  Obviously, what I can add to your database is confidential, and highly unofficial, although I can leave a synopsis with you before I head back.  But the nucleus of it all is that during the Balkans trouble, Mr Korakis, who’s Macedonian by birth, was uniquely placed to run weapons into Serbia under the cover of the Makitos Transport Company of which he was the International Manager.  He was so successful at bribing border guards of all nationalities and loyalties that his trucks were never subjected to strict inspection.  He took advantage of that by running guns into Serbia, and refugees out of it.’ 
 
    ‘And girls?’ Mike added.  Grace’s smile widened even more, revealing a perfect set of white teeth slightly stained with the coffee she’d been drinking earlier. 
 
    ‘Precisely, although that’s obviously the concern of M13.  I’m authorised by them to tell you that once the Balkans became peaceful again, Korakis’s Skopje-bound trucks were full of Serbian girls who thought they were being transported to a new life working in London restaurants.  Some of them did at first, and sent letters home confirming their happy new life that served to encourage the others.  But after a short while, we believe that the girls were condemned to a sex slave existence, and were dispersed into the British underworld.’ 
 
    ‘Not just Brampton?’ 
 
    ‘Not even Brampton, to begin with.  At the risk of denting your civic pride, cities like London, Liverpool, Glasgow and Leeds are far more attractive to slave traffickers, but Brampton came into the searchlights when they decided to hold the EU Summit here, and we began to get intelligence regarding girls who on one level were sex slaves, but on another had been recruited as “sleepers” for certain Muslim factions in Turkey who want to continue the religious war.  It’s quite possible that Stepan Korakis wasn’t even aware of their secret agendas, and mistook them for your standard vulnerable wannabe refugees who he could exploit as sex slaves.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you want from us?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘If you can put him away for murder, that would be perfect,’ Grace replied.  “We’ll then know where he is for twenty years or so, and can continue to build the case against him without any interference from him.  He has a reputation for being very unforgiving to those who thwart his plans.’ 
 
    ‘As Linda Clifford discovered to her cost,’ Mike observed. ‘She was his brothel madame girlfriend, the one whose murder we’re investigating.’ 
 
    Grace smiled back condescendingly. 
 
    ‘We have the advantage of you, I’m afraid.  The information flow is strictly one-way, and I was fully briefed on the current status of your murder investigation before I left London.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you can supply any more evidence against Dimitriou, or Korakis as he’s known to you?’ Mike enquired hopefully. 
 
    ‘That’s your job, Mike,’ she smiled back, ‘and I shouldn’t keep you from it any longer.  It was nice meeting you, and good luck.’ 
 
    Her hand was cool to the shake, and her perfume was expensive as she leaned in towards him.  Without waiting for a formal order of dismissal, Mike tucked the papers she had given him under his arm and headed out to the lift.  Back in his office, he locked them securely away, and arranged an early afternoon meeting with Van.  The latest information from Petrie was that they had picked up Shirley Heathcote at her brother’s house in Carlisle, and would be bringing her down either later that day, or on Friday. 
 
    ‘I know you’ve got something planned for Friday evening,’ Van said, ‘but if Petrie gets back here by then, do you want to allocate any more duties to him?’ 
 
    Yes,’ Mike replied.  ‘Tell him to find that “Lenny” character who used to supply the drugs to Linda Clifford.  And ask him if he’s any good at lighting barbecue charcoal.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    He was hoping that Friday would be quiet, and he was not disappointed.  Van looked in at ten am, more out of routine courtesy than anything else, and confirmed that she had left a note on Dave Petrie’s desk to advise him that Mike wanted him to start looking for ‘Lenny’ first thing on Monday morning. 
 
    ‘I hope you made it clear that it came from me, and I hope there were no sarcastic additions,’ Mike advised her sternly.  She dropped a copy of her note onto his desk and smiled her serene smile.  Mike examined it briefly. 
 
    ‘So where is the Boy Wonder exactly, at this precise moment?’ 
 
    ‘No idea, I’m afraid.  Shirley Heathcote has been detained for questioning, and so far as I know spent a grumbly evening in a motel somewhere in the company of Sonia Kelman.  Apparently our star witness is not amused at being removed from her brother’s house in such a public manner, by uniformed officers with a squad car playing the tune and flashing the lights.  She’s threatening to sue, or so Dave tells me.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s “Dave” at long last now, is it, and you’re on actual speaking terms, albeit through the safe medium of a mobile phone?’ 
 
    ‘He texted me,’ Van replied huffily. 
 
    ‘That’s still an improvement,’ Mike observed.  ‘At least he’s keeping you in the loop, although I did say that all communication was to be passed on to me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s partly why I’m here,’ Van advised him with a smile.  ‘I just heard back from Leicester, or rather Geoff Keating did.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Two uniformed officers had the door slammed in their faces by an irate housewife with her hair in curlers, and with a dog threat if they returned.’ 
 
    Mike thought for a moment. 
 
    ‘Years of constabulary experience have taught me never to take no for an answer.  She may be a genuinely aggrieved ratepayer, or she may have something to hide.  Do we have a name?’ 
 
    Van consulted her notes. 
 
    ‘“Valmai Muir, according to this.  Aged in her early to mid-thirties, on the hefty side of healthy, married to one James Muir, railway worker.  Council tenants at that address since late 2010, no arrears, no criminal history, no children, and only a big Black Labrador that’s been the source of several noise complaints.’ 
 
    ‘We need to get inside that a bit more fully,’ Mike advised her. ‘We obviously can’t expect Leicester to give it their undivided attention, so one of our team has to go down there.  I know Jill’s going on leave as of tonight, and presumably Geoff’s holding the fort on Delilah while she’s away, and you’re otherwise engaged.  Got anyone else, or do I have to resort to someone on Petrie’s team who’s presumably been taught bad habits already?’ 
 
    ‘There’s Beth Harris, sir.  You remember her sister Claire, who was Guy Trembath’s squeeze back in the Northwood days?  They were both killed in the same car crash.’ 
 
    ‘I’m hardly likely to forget it,’ Mike replied.  ‘And I seem to remember that at the memorial service you mentioned that Claire’s sister was thinking of joining the force – is that Beth Harris?’ 
 
    ‘The very same, sir.  I kept an eye out for her when she left the Academy, because I felt a bit guilty about calling Claire a bimbo for all those months.  Anyway, I needn’t have worried, because Beth did her first two years in uniform with flying colours, and was on offer to CID, so I grabbed her.’ 
 
    ‘And is she any good at plain clothes?’ 
 
    ‘Took to it like a natural.  A talent for deception, and a disarmingly attractive little girl look that fools them all, including, I might add, some of our more predatory male uniforms. She’s ready to go solo, I reckon, and the job in Leicester will be mainly background checks, so far as I can tell from what we’ve got so far.’ 
 
    ‘OK, but tell her to keep in touch, and get reports twice a day.  Is this going to leave you without any staff?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not answering that unless you promise not to second anyone over from Petrie’s lot.  And particularly not that disgusting Martin Bentworth, who thinks he’s God’s gift, and that an Indian girl like me should be grateful for any white attention.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a “Don’t worry, I’m fine for the moment, sir.”  How’s Delilah going, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘On hold, basically.  That latest information you got from London filled in a few blanks, but there’s still no obvious movement on the terrorist front.  Most of the girls from the Pelican are either back on the street or playing the motel circuit.  They’re naturally shocked and furious about what happened to Linda Clifford, and have promised to keep me advised of any titbits of information that come their way.’ 
 
    ‘Do we know if Dimitriou was running any other establishments?’ 
 
    ‘None that I’m aware of, but the demise of the Pelican obviously created a hole in the market – no pun intended, before you smirk one of your smirks – and I’ve got several girls primed to tell me if there’s any news of a replacement establishment, whether run by Dimitriou or not.’ 
 
    ‘OK, you seem to have the bases covered.  One last question, which has nothing to do with the case, and please don’t play the racist card on me, but what would you say was typical English food to give to a foreign visitor?  Alison insists that whatever it is, it has to be barbequed.’ 
 
    ‘Depends whether or not you’re a serial poisoner, and you’re forgetting my adult vegetarian commitment, and the fact that I was born here.  Beans on toast and egg and chips were once as much a part of my culinary heritage as yours.  Why, has Alison been desperate enough to trust you with all the catering for your daughter’s return with her foreign landlady in tow?’ 
 
    ‘Hardly, although hang on to the fact that said landlady is Greek.  She may come in useful for background intelligence, or at least translation.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe we should get her to view that tape with the girl in her nightie.’ 
 
    ‘That had occurred to me, funnily enough.  But being on the wrong side of my wife is bad enough when it comes to work, and I don’t want my daughter joining her team.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with the barbecue, anyway.  Pity she’s not Australian – they eat nothing you can’t cremate on what they call a “barbie”, or so I’m told.  But then, they were originally convicts, hand-picked by British judges.’ 
 
      
 
    The coals responded to the blast from the gas poker, and a cloud of coke fumes formed a mist through which the familiar figure advanced with her arms open, dressed in faded jeans and a crop top that was just this side of being an act of public indecency.  Her blonde streaks fluttered in the evening breeze as she flung her arms around him. 
 
    ‘Hello, Dad.  Missed you heaps!’ 
 
    How much this time?’ Mike asked, as he selected a piece of fillet and threw it onto the grille. 
 
    ‘Honestly, Dad, you make me out to be just a mercenary on the take.  But four hundred should do it nicely, since you ask.  Now come inside and meet Irina – and please try to get Mum to stop calling her “Irene” – it’s so embarrassing, and she’s been told three times.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t have to enter the house to meet her – she is already here.’ 
 
    Mike looked across to the patio doorway, put down the gas poker, and strode forward to shake the hand of the ample lady in her late thirties who was wearing a big smile, a long kaftan and a multi-coloured headscarf. 
 
    ‘So glad to meet you,’ he enthused. ‘Anyone courageous enough to share a house with my daughter has my undying respect – just try to cure her of her habit of leaving her knickers over the shower rail.’ 
 
    ‘Dad!’ Melanie objected.  ‘I haven’t actually moved in yet – don’t go trying to put her off like that.’ 
 
    Irina smiled a wide-mouthed smile that revealed a full and generous set of pure white teeth. 
 
    ‘She will be welcome anyway.  Do you mind if I smoke out here?’ 
 
    Mike pointed back at the fume-wreathed barbeque. 
 
    ‘I don’t think we’d notice the difference, but feel free.  I gave up four years ago, but I’d still be happy to stand down wind of the smoke from yours.’ 
 
    Irina smiled again, and extracted an exotic-looking foreign cigarette packet and a gold lighter from her shoulder bag, before lighting up and blowing the first smoke playfully in Mike’s direction. 
 
    ‘The salad’s on the table,’ Alison advised them from the doorway, ‘so whenever those steaks are ready, let’s eat.’ 
 
    She glanced across at the three raw steaks still awaiting their appointment with the grille and tutted. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Irene, but you just can’t get the help these days.’ 
 
    ‘Irina, Mum,’ Melanie corrected her, before stepping behind Mike and putting the remaining steaks onto the grille, where they hissed defiantly at their first contact with the hot metal. 
 
    ‘Leave the steaks to the professional,’ she advised Mike, ‘and take Irina inside and fix her a drink.  Gin and tonic for her, and bourbon and coke for me.  But wait ’til she’s finished her smoke, or Mum will have your guts for garters.’ 
 
    ‘Your English language, so expressive,’ Irina observed as she extinguished the butt in the portable ashtray from her shoulder bag.  ‘Not too much gin, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘This salad is very exquisite,’ Irina observed in her quaint English as they sat around the dining table twenty minutes later.  ‘And for once it is not Greek – thank you very much.’ 
 
    Alison shot Mike a ‘told you so’ look, as Irina explained. 
 
    ‘Most of what they call a Greek salad here in England is just olives and feta with a few limp green leaves and a tomato.  Real Greek salad owes much to the locally grown vegetables, and I have never known a good one here, not even in that taverna in Soho which calls itself Greek.  My former husband was always taking important contacts there, and relying on me to talk with the waiters, most of whom were Italian anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a widow?’ Mike enquired politely. 
 
    ‘Divorced,’ Irina explained.  ‘That is why I need others to share my house.  It is a large villa on the Banbury Road, and although it came to me in the divorce, I still require money for its maintenance.  My money from the University is not large.’ 
 
    ‘You’re on the academic staff at Oxford?’ Alison enquired, obviously impressed.  ‘As Melanie may have told you, I teach History at the local university in Brampton.’ 
 
    ‘I do not have what they call a “tenured” position, unfortunately,’ Irina explained.  ‘I am a tutor in the Centre for Holocaust Studies while I complete my PhD, then perhaps … ’ 
 
    ‘Irina’s husband was a television producer,’ Melanie chipped in. ‘That’s how they met, through Irina’s academic specialism.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ Alison enquired, and Irina’s face clouded as she replied. 
 
    ‘It has been a long road, but I am finally reaching the end of the journey I set myself many years ago.  First was a degree in Slavic Studies in London, then a Master’s degree in linguistics, then finally I am ready.  My research is into the Armenian Massacre.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a football game,’ Mike joked, to a warning glare from both his wife and daughter. 
 
    ‘It was not so playful,’ Irina replied, the smile fading completely for the first time that evening.  ‘There were a million and a half of my people slaughtered by their own government, and the world stood by and watched.  Even now, the official government of Turkey refuses to accept what happened, and it is left to the descendants of those killed to expose the atrocity of that time.  My thesis sets out to prove to the world that the Armenian Massacre was the first true holocaust, at a time when Adolf Hitler was merely an army corporal in the battlefields of France.’ 
 
    ‘When I did my degree,’ Alison said, ‘I had to do a thesis paper as part of my finals.  I chose the First World War, and from memory the Turks had sided with Germany, and when they were threatened by Russia from the east, they accused the Armenian Christians of spying for Russia, and made that the excuse to exploit them.’ 
 
    ‘“Exploit” is hardly the word,’ Irina explained.  ‘Many tens of thousands were rounded up and marched through the desert on a death march to Aleppo, allegedly to be given new homes and settlement grounds.  My own great grandmother – Kohar – was one of them.  Her husband Mikayel was thrown into the Mediterranean, bound hand and foot, and my great grandmother and my grandmother, who was a girl of two, were sent on the march.  Her name was Alin, and she and her mother were found in 1918 in a German camp in the Syrian desert.  My great grandmother had become a sex slave for the Germans, while my grandmother – who even for German tastes was too young for that sort of thing – was a serving girl in the camp kitchen.  They were both liberated by the advancing Americans, and my grandmother was resettled with a family in Azerbaijan.  She showed musical promise, and she later married a pianist, with whom she moved to Sarajevo, in what was once called Bosnia.  They moved there to escape the persecution of Christians such as them by the Muslims who still pursued them.’ 
 
    She looked up from what had become a monologue, and realised that no-one around the table was still eating.  She wiped a tear from her eye with her table napkin, and looked back up. 
 
    ‘I must apologise.  This is meant to be a happy time, and I am bringing you nothing but sad stories.’ 
 
    ‘I for one am finding it fascinating,’ Alison reassured her.  ‘Do please continue.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please do,’ Melanie urged her, ‘and tell us how you met your husband.’ 
 
    Irina looked finally at Mike for confirmation, and when he nodded his encouragement she took another sip of wine and continued with her account. 
 
    ‘My mother was raised in the Christian faith, and converted to Greek Orthodox when she met my father, a Macedonian surgeon working in the local hospital.  They decided to leave what was becoming a dangerous environment for non-Muslims in Sarajevo, and they all but fled to Cyprus.  I was born in Nicosia in 1977, to a wealthy family which regards itself as Greek, because of its religious ties with the Orthodox Church and because of its undying contempt for the Turks who slaughtered so many of our true race, which is of course Armenian.  I can speak most of the languages of the region, but have rarely uttered a word of Turkish.  But nor have I ever been to Greece, except to take the ferry to Athens in order to fly to London, where I lived for several years, working in the BBC Overseas Service, where I met my husband when he was filming a documentary about the Armenian Massacre. Piers and I moved to Oxford when I began my PhD, but he had moved on in his affections, and is now re-married, to a girl he met while filming in Argentina about the Falklands War.  There are no children, and he was content to let me have the house if I set him free.’ 
 
    A deathly silence followed, broken only by the ticking of the wall clock.  Alison sat transfixed, while Melanie was wiping tears from her cheeks.  Mike awkwardly offered to make coffee, and Alison suddenly remembered the apple crumble.  They were able to joke about the burnt offering that came out of the oven, and it was left to Melanie to pump some life back into the conversation. 
 
    ‘Mum, would you be able to give us a lift into Brampton tomorrow?  Irina wants to visit the Ukrainian Museum in Belton Square.’ 
 
    ‘And what’s wrong with my driving?’ Mike demanded. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Melanie replied, ‘I just assumed you’d be working as usual.’ 
 
    ‘Since our two children left for university,’ Mike explained to Irina, ‘I no longer have to work weekends in order to enjoy peace and quiet.  It just so happens that the case I’m working on at the moment has gone a bit dead, so I’m free this weekend, and happy to be your chauffer.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of case is that?’ Irina enquired. 
 
    ‘Please don’t encourage him,’ Alison pleaded as she passed around the chocolate mints. ‘Would anyone like a brandy or port to go with their coffee?’ 
 
    Undeterred, Mike smiled across at Irina. 
 
    ‘By one of those strange coincidences, it has echoes of your family’s history,’ he advised her. ‘Girls from the former Yugoslavia, smuggled out after the end of the Balkan Wars, and exploited as sex slaves.  Except that we believe that some of them are Muslims with hidden agendas.’ 
 
    ‘Muslims are never to be trusted,’ Irina replied harshly, and Alison decided that enough was enough. 
 
    ‘Time to get the family album out, I think.  Irene will be fascinated by the shots of Melanie as a little girl.  The slim good-looking man you’ll see with her is my former husband.’ 
 
    Irina looked puzzled until Melanie explained the joke to her, then she laughed. 
 
    ‘It is good for a man to have some extra body, since he never knows when he may have to fight for his freedom, and perhaps starve for many weeks.’ 
 
    ‘It would take more than an ethnic conflict to persuade my husband to starve,’ Alison countered, before fixing Melanie with one of her motherly frowns. 
 
    ‘And don’t let your father persuade Irene to sample MacDonalds tomorrow, as some sort of cultural exchange.’ 
 
    Mike was up early the next morning, and was surprised to see Irina already up, standing on the back patio smoking.  He took her coffee order, and came back out with two mugs. 
 
    ‘It was hard for you to give up the smoking?’ she enquired solicitously, and Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘It was, until I got some sort of brain tumour, and thought I was dying.  The tumour turned out to be a false alarm, but it did the trick, although I’ll never lose the craving.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like one of mine?’ she offered.  Mike shook his head, and she deliberately blew smoke at him, then said ‘We must take your mind away from cigarettes, and I must apologise for tempting you, but I do not possess your strength of will.  Tell me about your case – the one you spoke of at dinner yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t really tell you much more – or, rather, I’m not allowed to.  But I was interested to learn that you have a command of several languages from your part of the world.  I may ask you to translate something for me, depending upon how long you’re planning on staying.’ 
 
    ‘We return on Tuesday,’ she replied. ‘but translating was my living once, and if I can assist the police, then I will happily prolong my stay.  Your wife is delightful, and obviously I am happy with Melanie as a friend.’ 
 
    ‘How did you two meet up in the first place?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘At the University Squash Club,’ Irina replied.  ‘Melanie is, as you will know, very good at squash, and while I am not so good, I find the exercise to be good for me.  We began talking in the cafeteria after we had been playing, although not against each other, and I told her that I was seeking for house-mates, and she told me that she would be interested.’ 
 
    ‘I gather that she hasn’t moved in yet,’ Mike replied, ‘so I assume that this convenient meeting was only recently?’ 
 
    ‘It was only just over a week ago,’ Irina replied, and just then Alison appeared in her housecoat and offered to make breakfast. 
 
    ‘We’ve got most things,’ she added, ‘so what would you like?’ 
 
    ‘Bacon, eggs, sausage, tomato and toast,’ Mike replied. 
 
    ‘As I said,’ Alison countered, ‘tell me what you’d like, then I’ll tell you what you can have.  The muesli’s on the top shelf of the kitchen cupboard above the oven, Mike.  Now, Irene, can I fix you some bacon and eggs?’ 
 
    Mike was just reversing the car down the drive, with Irina in the front passenger seat and Melanie in the rear, texting on her mobile phone as if her life depended on it, when Mike’s phone rang.  He cursed quietly, hoping that Irina’s English didn’t run to Anglo-Saxon, and accepted the call.  It was Van. 
 
    ‘I feel terrible calling you, today of all days,’ she told him, ‘but Paperless just turned up with Shirley Heathcote.  He daren’t detain her any longer, apparently, so he wants to interview her this morning.  I’m here, obviously, but do you want to sit in on it as well?’ 
 
    ‘Hang on a second,’ he asked, then turned his head to the side to consult his two passengers. 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I call in at Central on the way in?  I could drop you off first, but Belton Square’s way over on the south side, and it’ll mean a fifteen minute detour.  I should be in and out of there in half an hour or so, and there are some shops round the corner from the station.’ 
 
    ‘Shops sounds good,’ Melanie replied, ungrammatically, ‘although I may have to up the ante on that credit card boost you offered me, if the new Summer fashions are in.  It’s a hot morning already, so I’m just in the mood for some new smart lightweight casuals.’ 
 
    ‘OK with you, Irina?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, but I hope Melanie will have the money left for her first month’s rent.’ 
 
    Confirming with Van that he would be in as soon as the traffic permitted, Mike drove slightly over the speed limit whenever he could, then reversed the car into a vacant spot in the uniform yard, rather than waste time negotiating his way down into the basement car park.  He placed a “Police” sign from the back seat onto the dashboard, and assured his passengers that he wouldn’t be long as he strode through the front door and up to the interview room on the first floor that Van had indicated.  It was one of the newer ones, with one-way glass down one side, and he was the last one in.  Shirley Heathcote was the epitome of silent indignation as she sat next to the largest female DC Mike could ever remember encountering, with Petrie and Van on the other side of the table.  Mike took the seat at the head of the table, and decided to acquire the moral high ground at the outset. 
 
    ‘We’ll probably get around to enquiring into your miraculous recovery from RSI of the wrists in a little while, Ms Heathcote, but in the meantime, tell us why you failed to return to the Pelican Club on the day your boss was murdered, leaving all that good ragtime music to go to waste.’ 
 
    ‘This is bloody harassment!’ Shirley responded indignantly. ‘Hauled away like a common criminal, forced into a grubby motel for the night, with this talking pit-bull for a companion, then his lousy driving down the M1, and another motel in Northwood that smelt of cat piss.’ 
 
    ‘I know the motel you’re referring to,’ Mike assured her with a smile, ‘but since you raise the issue of your alleged non-criminality, I can advise you that the going rate for defrauding the police of over ten thousand is around eight years.  I’ll match your indignation, and raise you a charge sheet and an appearance in the local magistrates’ court tomorrow morning.  Our cells don’t smell of cat-piss, but they’re hardly the Ritz, either.’ 
 
    ‘Can I smoke in here?’ Shirley demanded, and Mike shook his head with a sadistic smile. 
 
    ‘Since I can’t, neither can you,’ he replied.  ‘There’s an exercise yard out the back where you can smoke once you’ve told us why you chose when you did to nip out for a kebab just before your former employer croaked it.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know she was going to croak it, did I?’ 
 
    ‘Then why didn’t you come back when you must have seen the police arriving?’ 
 
    ‘Obviously I didn’t want to have to give my name, address and date of birth, in case someone joined up the dots with my police pay-out.  Turns out that was a waste of time, so I’ll take a guess that you got my dabs off the gin and tonic glass.  That right?’ 
 
    Van nodded, and Shirley continued. 
 
    ‘All I know is that the boss’s dead, and I only found that out when I ’phoned Kim – she’s one of the girls from the Club.  But in the vain hope that I could duck under the radar, I decided to accept my brother’s long-standing invitation to lighten up his retirement years with a visit.  God only knows what he thinks of me now, what with that embarrassing over-kill the other morning.  All those lights and sirens – they must think they’re in “The Bill” up there, or something.’ 
 
    ‘Tell us what you remember before you went for a kebab,’ Petrie insisted. 
 
    ‘Nothing much,’ she replied grumpily. ‘I was talking to one of the girls – Kim – and there was this fat cow talking to Tom the barman and Jimbo the bouncer, then Tom went out the back … ’ 
 
    ‘At which point you helped yourself from the optics,’ Mike reminded her. ‘Embezzlement seems to run through your veins.’ 
 
    Shirley treated him to a disdainful sideways glance. 
 
    ‘There have to be some perks in a job like that, and Her Upstairs wouldn’t miss the money, tight-arsed cow that she was.  But I didn’t kill her, honest!’ 
 
    ‘Tell us more about “the fat cow” talking to the barman,’ Van prompted her. 
 
    ‘Not much to tell.  Mid to late thirties, dark hair, foreign looking.  Wearing a dark blue trouser suit – at least, I think it was dark blue – and too much make up.  Teeth like a hyena, lots of crinkly black hair, probably dyed, and smoked at least three fags while I was watching her.  I think Jimbo took a shine to her, but Tam has more taste, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see this woman anywhere other than the bar?’ 
 
    ‘Only when she came in and out from the front reception area.  Jimbo was, shall we say, very attentive towards her as he took her out.  That was shortly before I went out myself.’ 
 
    ‘Can you remember where everyone else was, just before you left?’ Van asked.  Shirley’s face contorted slightly with the effort of casting her memory back.               
 
    ‘Kim was by the piano, Lisa was sitting in the corner talking to a punter, and Gloria was chatting to Naomi near the lounge door.’ 
 
    ‘And Jimbo?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, he escorted the saleswoman out, then he was at the front desk, chatting up Diane, when I nipped out for a kebab.’ 
 
    ‘About the kebab,’ Petrie asked, ‘can you remember who was serving behind the counter that day?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno her name, ’cos it was a new girl, only about fifteen by the look of her.  Probably Steve’s daughter or something.’ 
 
    ‘Steve’s the proprietor?’ Van asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, he’s had the place for over a year now.  Used to be a Chinky takeaway before that.’ 
 
    ‘How did you find out about the murder, again?’  Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘I already told you, I phoned Kim later that evening.  I sometimes baby-sit for her, and we look out for each other.  She told me that the boss had been done in, and that you lot were all over the place, taking names and addresses.  That’s when I decided to skedaddle.’ 
 
    Van looked at both Petrie and Mike, who each nodded briefly, then back at Shirley. 
 
    ‘OK, that just about does it for today,’ Van advised Shirley. ‘Don’t leave home again without checking with us, but for the meantime you’re free to go.’ 
 
    ‘What about the other matter?’ Shirley enquired quietly. ‘The pay-out?’ 
 
    ‘Leave that with us,’ Mike replied, ‘but you’ll probably be hearing in due course.  For the meantime, quit while you’re winning. I’ll show you out, since I’m going that way anyway.’ 
 
    With a curt nod to the other officers, he opened the door and let Shirley pass through into the corridor.  As they stood waiting for the lift, she was curious. 
 
    ‘How did that immigrant girl get to DI?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not an “immigrant girl”, as you call her.  She was born in Leicester, and I’d bet money that you own at least one cardigan or jumper produced by her father’s knitwear firm.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a bit po-faced,’ Shirley complained. 
 
    ‘She’s had to be,’ Mike explained.  ‘But if you prefer, if you ever come in here again, I can arrange for the two who brought you back from Carlisle to do the honours.’ 
 
    ‘No thanks.  He’s about as much fun as chilblains, and she smells of peppermints and yesterday’s breakfast.’ 
 
    They exited the lift and walked through the lobby into the uniform yard, where Irina  was standing outside Mike’s car, smoking a cigarette, while Melanie appeared to be loading shopping bags into the boot. 
 
    Shirley lost no time in lighting up, then blew her first inhalation out noisily. 
 
    ‘Bloody typical,’ she complained.  ‘I get Mr Personality and The Incredible Sulk all the way down from Carlisle, with hardly a decent smoke break, while she gets to prance around the car park while her so-called police escort does her shopping.’ 
 
    ‘Her “so-called police escort” is actually my daughter,’ Mike replied with a tingling sensation that was all too familiar, ‘but what makes you think the other one’s under escort?’ 
 
    ‘I assume you’re bringing her in for questioning, like you did me?’ 
 
    ‘And why would we do that, exactly?’ Mike persevered.  
 
    ‘Well, that’s her,’ Shirley told him.  ‘The saleswoman who left the club just before I did.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    ‘I thought we might take a picnic out to Bradwell Park tomorrow,’ Alison announced as she raised her sleeping shades in order to look across at Mike seated on his side of the bed, removing his socks and quietly suppressing an onion quiche flavoured burp. 
 
    ‘Why Bradwell Park, exactly?’ he queried. 
 
    ‘Well, when we were going through the photo album, with all those snaps of Melanie and Steven as kids, Irene said how nice the big house looks – apparently they don’t have any like that where she comes from.’ 
 
    ‘I bet they don’t,’ Mike replied, remembering only too well his many outings to the Park in the line of business, the last being to witness the tragic death of a colleague, and the spooky demise of a triple murder suspect. 
 
    ‘If it helps to sway your judgment,’ Alison added, ‘I nipped down to the deli today, and got a selection of cold meats, a cooked chicken, and some yummy cheeses.  Then I got some baguettes from that new bakery, and some deliciously looking fresh salad items from Marco’s.’ 
 
    ‘We could eat those anywhere,’ Mike objected.  ‘Why does it have to be Bradwell?’ 
 
    ‘I do wish you’d listen – and put those socks in the laundry basket before you get into bed!  Anyway, as I said, Irene seemed quite taken by the old house, and it’s only a few miles away.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow’s Sunday,’ Mike reminded her, ‘and there’ll be families everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Correct,’ Alison countered, ‘and for that matter, everywhere else you could name.  If you want all that nice food, it’s Bradwell.  Or you could always stay home while I take them – I think we still have some beans left in the pantry.’ 
 
    ‘May I remind you that blackmail is both a common law and a statutory offence?’ Mike advised her as he slid into bed.  Alison pecked Mike’s cheek, then turned over and extinguished the side lamp before lowering her sleep shades, leaving Mike to stare upwards into the darkness as he tried to collect his thoughts. 
 
    The moral and ethical dilemma he faced would make a good exam question for students at the Academy, except this one didn’t come with an examiner to tell him if he was right or wrong.  He was playing house host to a woman he had only just met, who all the indications suggested was a murderer.  She was clearly a liar, and there was something suspiciously convenient about her arrival in the middle of a murder enquiry in which she seemed tailor-made to assist.  On the other hand, as Alison would be the first to remind him, she had been invited to their house as a friend of their daughter, and she might be key to the next stage in Melanie’s life.  Their guest had exhibited nothing but warm friendship and appreciation of their hospitality, and some of her background story might be accurate. 
 
    There was also his very personal reluctance to arrest a house guest, with the predictable outraged protests from Alison and Melanie.  As long as Irina was staying with them, he knew where to find her, and they could finger her collar at any time.  And who was to say that Shirley Heathcote wasn’t just telling a porky to assist in the little matter of her fraudulent pay-out? He needed more proof before he could take the next step, and the means of getting it suddenly occurred to him as Alison began her rhythmic contralto snoring and whistling, and he fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    ‘You were here most recently,’ Alison reminded him as she fussed around the hamper and flasks in the boot of the car. ‘Where’s the best spot for a picnic?’ 
 
    ‘Since you raise the subject,’ Mike replied, ‘I suggest we avoid the west side unless we want to be tripping over bodies, and in order to avoid phantom horses.’ 
 
    ‘I’m serious,’ Alison insisted, ‘that sun’s pretty hot, and I don’t want the brie going all runny before we get a chance to eat it.  Down the far side it’s shadier, by the look of it, and that’s where they had all those picnic tables and barbecues in the old days.’ 
 
    ‘What about down by the lake?’ Melanie suggested. 
 
    ‘Definitely not down by the lake!’ Mike protested, shuddering at the mere memory of what he had seen happen there four years previously. 
 
    ‘Well where, then?’ Alison demanded. 
 
    ‘How about down by the old bandstand?’ Mike suggested.  ‘There are trees down there as well.’ 
 
    Alison shaded her eyes, looked down the main drive, and pouted.  
 
    ‘We’d have to leave the car here, presumably, and it’s miles away.’ 
 
    Just then there was a tooting noise, and an open security jeep crunched to a halt in the gravel behind them.  A familiar voice hailed them from the driver’s seat. 
 
    ‘Caught you at it at last!  In charge of three beautiful women, and in possession of several suspicious packages, one of which looks drinkable.’ 
 
    Mike beamed at the latest arrival as he climbed from his seat and walked across. 
 
    ‘Rick, you old rascal!  No keeping you away when there are beautiful women around!’ 
 
    Rick Copely shook the proffered hand warmly, then looked enquiringly at Irina. 
 
    ‘You remember Alison and Melanie, of course,’ Mike reminded him, ‘although the last time you saw her she was probably only about nine or so.  The other lady is one of Melanie’s friends from Oxford – Irina, meet my old work colleague Rick Copely, who’s now Head of Security here at Bradwell.  Rick, meet Irina.’ 
 
    ‘I observed your beauty from as far away as the second floor Security Office,’ Rick beamed, ‘and the least I can do is place my chariot at your disposal as you visit my palace.’ 
 
    ‘You can certainly shift this lot down to the bandstand,’ Mike confirmed, nodding towards the picnic items in the boot.  ‘And then perhaps you could organise a guided tour of the house for Irina.’ 
 
    ‘Consider both of them done,’ Rick replied, ‘although they’re doing some so-called improvements on the third floor.’ 
 
    ‘Clearing out the last of the ghosts?’ Mike joked.  Rick’s smile faded slightly as he replied ‘Please don’t remind me,’ then turned back to the ladies with another smile, and reached inside the boot for the first hamper. 
 
    Irina stood, transfixed, looking up at the old Hall. 
 
    ‘It is beautiful,’ she observed in an awed tone.  ‘To think that, once upon a time, only one family lived here.  When was that?’ 
 
    ‘The Eighteenth Century,’ Mike told her.  ‘In more recent years, it served as offices, then the local council bought it for the public to enjoy.’ 
 
    ‘In Cyprus, we have few buildings like this,’ she replied, ‘and they are all churches.’ 
 
    What is the Greek word for church?’ Mike asked innocently, seizing his opportunity. 
 
    ‘It is “ktipio”, in the Greek,’ she advised him. 
 
    “Not “tamnica”?’ he asked.  She looked sideways at him briefly, then smiled back at the Hall, and replied in an absent-minded tone. 
 
    ‘No. “Tamnica” is not even a Greek word; it is Serbo-Croatian, and it means “dungeon” in your language.’ 
 
    ‘And I assume that “upasti” is not a candle in Greek?’ 
 
    ‘No, again it is not Greek, but Serbo-Croatian.   It means “cave”, but it is as well that we speak in English, because your Greek obviously does not exist.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, you two!’ Alison called from the front passenger door of the jeep.  ‘Mike, you’d better make sure that you travel with us, because Rick’s threatening to eat all the cheese.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the only big cheese around here!’ Mike shouted back with a grin, as Rick tooted the horn in derision and shot gravel back at them as he took off down the main drive. 
 
    ‘Looks like we’re walking,’ Mike informed Irina, ‘but the grounds are beautiful, are they not?’ 
 
    ‘You ask me about those two words,’ Irina prompted him as they strode through the manicured grass at the side of the drive.  ‘Do you think someone has not been good in translating from the Greek?  If so, I could perhaps help you – it is to do with the case on which you are working, yes?’ 
 
    This is altogether too easy, Mike reminded himself, and bloody suspicious.  Keep talking, lady, and my daughter will be looking for fresh lodgings. 
 
    ‘Would you be free tomorrow morning?’ Mike asked her. ‘I know you plan to return to Oxford on Tuesday, but I’m not sure what your plans are for tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘I would be glad of the excuse not to have to go shopping with your wife and daughter,’ she replied.  ‘I think that Melanie wishes her mother to buy her more clothes.  I hope we have enough wardrobes at the house when we return.’ 
 
    ‘So would you be prepared to come into work with me tomorrow and translate something for me?  I’ll bring you back by lunchtime – might even buy you lunch in town – and when we get back, the shopping should be over.’ 
 
    Irina flashed her teeth in a broad smile as she reached into her shoulder bag for her cigarettes. 
 
    ‘We may call that a date, I believe,’ she confirmed. 
 
    Down near the bandstand, they had commandeered the only available table, which fortunately was under a spreading oak whose greening acorns were not yet ready to drop.  Rick already had his large hands on a buttered piece of bread and an obscenely large chunk of Red Leicester, and was grinning through munching jaws as they walked towards him. 
 
    ‘We saved you some chicken,’ he announced triumphantly, ‘and Alison can’t get the stopper out of the coffee flask.  Looks like we’ll have to make do with some of that Moselle in the refrigerated bag.’ 
 
    ‘Mike!’ Alison demanded, ‘Come over here and make yourself useful for a change.  There’s a bottle opener in the flap down the side of the leather bag, and the glasses are in the green hold-all.’ 
 
    His brain was working overtime as he opened the wine and poured four glasses, then realised that there were five of them to be served.  He looked back across at Rick, who was seated in the front of the jeep, brushing breadcrumbs off his uniform shirt, and decided that it was worth the sacrifice. 
 
    ‘Great picnic! Rick grinned as he accepted the glass that Mike held out to him.  ‘Do you fancy doing this every Sunday?  Lucky for me I had to catch up on some reports, but I’m happy to change my roster permanently.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up and listen, you great gannet,’ Mike said softly, casting a cautious eye back at the picnic table, where they were all happily engaged in eating and talking.  ‘Do you remember that Indian girl I was working with when we did that last big job out here, the one with all the dead bodies?’ 
 
    ‘Hardly likely to forget – she can spice my poppadoms whenever she likes.  A very beautiful young lady, as I recall.’ 
 
    ‘You had her mobile number back then – have you still got it?’ 
 
    ‘Never delete an attractive number from my list, pal.  Why, you lost it?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I don’t want a ball-chewing from Alison for working on my day off.  In payment for all that bread and cheese, not to mention my glass of wine, could you call her and get her to ring me on my mobile?  That way, I’ll live to see tea-time, and can pretend that it was something urgent.’ 
 
    ‘You working on something I should know about?’ Rick asked, the smile gone.  ‘If this is all your idea of working under cover, then let me remind you that security in this park is my exclusive preserve, and that I should have been informed.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up and listen, for fuck’s sake!’ Mike shot back in a hoarse whisper.  ‘Ring Van Morton and tell her to ring my mobile asap.  It is work-related, but nothing to do with Bradwell.  The woman you were ogling may be the key to a murder enquiry, that’s all I can tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Can I finish this wine first?’ 
 
    ‘Be my guest, but try not to slobber all over the glass, ’cos I’ll have to use it after you.  Then piss off, but remember to come back for the guided tour.’ 
 
    ‘He’s left the party pretty early,’ Alison complained as she saw Rick driving away with a cheery wave of the hand, blowing a kiss towards Irina as he demonstrated his ability to drive the jeep with no hands.  Irina giggled, and Mike advised them all that ‘Something just came up in the museum, and he had to go back inside, but he says he’ll come back for the guided tour later.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later, just as he succeeded in prising the stopper out of the coffee flask, his mobile rang, and he took it out of his shirt pocket with an apologetic grimace and walked swiftly away from the group. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ came Van’s concerned voice.  ‘What are you doing out at Bradwell?  Has that horrible business broken out again?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing like that,’ Mike assured her, ‘but listen carefully, because I don’t have long.’  He looked back quickly at the group drinking their coffee and laughing at some joke or other, then continued. 
 
    ‘First of all, it’s my turn to apologise for crashing your day off.’ 
 
    ‘I’m at work, sir,’ she advised him.  ‘We’ve got something back from Beth in Leicester.’ 
 
    ‘Save that for tomorrow.  Talking of which, am I right in thinking that the room we interviewed Shirley Heathcote in has one-way glass, with an observation room on the other side?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, why?’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow morning, I want Dave Petrie to pull Tom Renfrew back in and install him behind the glass.  Then I want you to set up that video of the girl in her nightie again – I’ve found us an interpreter.’ 
 
    ‘But why do you want Renfrew behind the glass?’ 
 
    ‘Because my interpreter may also be the saleswoman who supplied the fatal drugs.  Call it two birds with one stone.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you find her?’ 
 
    ‘She found me.  But more about that later.  Ten o’clock tomorrow, and don’t mention anything about Renfrew while we’re getting the translation – she doesn’t know I suspect her.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you’ve had a productive day off.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I have – and for once Alison can’t complain.  Ciao.’ 
 
    They were just finishing off the strawberries when Rick Copley returned with the jeep, with a peaked cap jauntily perched on his head, which he swept off with a flourishing bow as he stepped out from behind the driver’s seat. 
 
    ‘Nicked this from one of the guides,’ he announced proudly.  ‘Now, if you’d just step this way, ladies, I’d be happy to show you around my ancestral home.’ 
 
    ‘What about gentlemen?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘You’re no gentleman,’ Rick joked back. 
 
    Alison looked back despondently at the remains of the picnic, and all the utensils. 
 
    ‘What about this lot?’ she enquired. 
 
    ‘Next trip,’ Rick offered. 
 
    ‘It’s alright, Mum,’ Melanie reassured her.  ‘I’ll stay with Dad and collect everything together.  I’ve seen around the Hall before, and it’s a total drag unless you’re into old furniture and industrial machinery.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ her mother agreed, ‘but don’t let your Dad eat all the remaining bread and cheese.’ 
 
    Everything was neatly packed, and Mike looked back at Melanie as she stood gazing out into the Park.  She turned, caught him looking at her, and smiled lovingly. 
 
    ‘Just remembering when we all used to come down here at weekends, and Steven used to try to chase the deer while I tried to make the swings go over the top bar.  You and Mum used to have heart attacks watching me.’ 
 
    Without warning she stepped quickly over and flung her arms around Mike’s neck, giving him a salt-flavoured kiss on the cheek as the tears slid down her face. 
 
    ‘I just want you to know how much I love you two, and how grateful I am for everything you’ve given me.  I know I can be a pure pain in the arse when it comes to money, but that’s just me.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t have you any other way, angel,’ Mike choked back, suppressing rising tears of his own. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Melanie continued, ‘I’ve promised myself that when I’m disgustingly rich I’m going to treat you and Mum to a world cruise.  If you can tear yourself away from work for long enough, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of obscene wealth,’ Mike enquired, ‘how long does this new course of yours last?’ 
 
    ‘Until I amass enough credits, but I’m one semester through it already, with two “A” s and a “B” for my first assignments.  Living with Irina should make it even better – that student Res. Block can get pretty noisy when they come back drunk after closing time.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me, how exactly did you meet her?’ 
 
    ‘It was one evening when I finished playing squash, and was having a coffee from the machine in the club cafeteria.  She walked up, asked if she could sit at my table, we introduced ourselves, and it went from there.’ 
 
    ‘So she came over to your table?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, pretty lucky really, because there were several empty tables.  She gets pretty lonely since the divorce, I think.’ 
 
    He thought long and hard, but had to ask, in view of what was on his mind. 
 
    ‘And if you couldn’t stay with Irina, is there somewhere else you could go, to get away from the student residence?’ 
 
    ‘I have looked, believe me, but the rents are just ridiculous in Oxford, what with all the students and so forth.  Irina’s happy for me to pay the same as I was paying in the Res. Block, which is subsidised by the uni anyway, so that’s what makes me think she must be lonely for company.  Either that or she’s a lezzie.  But if so, she’s in for a rude shock.’ 
 
    ‘She was married, once,’ Mike reminded her. 
 
    ‘That’s nothing to go by these days, Dad,’ Melanie advised him.  ‘But let’s change the subject, before you begin asking me about my sexual preferences and experiences.  Fancy another cup of coffee, before Mum gets back and tells you that you’ve had enough already?’ 
 
      
 
    It was the third morning in a row that Irina had been first up, and instead of walking out to the back patio and offering to make her coffee, Mike sneaked up behind the kitchen blinds and peered through the gap.  Irina was at the far end of the garden, talking softly but quickly into her mobile phone, and smoking furiously when it wasn’t her turn to speak.  He couldn’t hear what she was saying, but so far as he could lip read, she was speaking in some foreign language, and seemed pretty animated. 
 
    He made as much noise as he could by pretending to adjust the sliding patio doors, and when he turned round she was back near the barbecue, smiling at him. 
 
    ‘It is another beautiful morning,’ she observed, ‘but my friend in London says that they have showers down there.’ 
 
    Trying to explain why she was on the phone, he concluded.  You really are not very good at this, are you?  But neither are you, he reminded himself, if she spotted you peering through the curtains.  Hopefully she just thinks you’re a dirty old man. 
 
    ‘If we want to avoid sitting in heavy traffic,’ Mike said, ‘we’ll need to set off before eight.  I’m happy to make you some toast to go with your coffee, if you wish.’ 
 
    ‘No thank you, although it is most kind of you,’ Irina replied as she patted her stomach with a grimace.  ‘Your wife is most generous with her food, but when I return to Oxford I must play even more squash, I think.’ 
 
    ‘So must I,’ Melanie replied as she poked her head round the kitchen wall.  Mike shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    ‘It’s barely seven o’clock.  The only time I remember you getting up at this time was on birthdays and at Xmas, when there were presents to open.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t sleep.  Who wants coffee?’ 
 
    ‘I gather that you and Mum are going shopping this morning,’ Mike said as he tapped guiltily at the top of the boiled egg that Melanie had made him, along with two slices of toast. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Melanie confirmed.  ‘That’s why I made a big fuss over your breakfast – buttering you up, as well as your toast.  Mum says that she may need to transfer some money from your savings account to cover the full frontal assault on her credit card.’ 
 
    ‘And I thought it was just daughterly love,’ Mike grimaced back.  ‘But it brings back memories at least – two women shopping, one credit card between them, linked to a savings account refilled monthly by the sweated labour of the man in their lives.’ 
 
    ‘At least they have a man in their lives,’ Irina observed. 
 
    ‘And he’s all ours,’ Melanie reminded her. ‘When you’ve finished doing that translation for him, remember to bring him back.’ 
 
    Mike forced a smile, wondering if there would in fact be two of them returning that evening. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    ‘I will not be able to smoke, in there?’ Irina asked, nodding upwards towards the roof that covered the underground car park to Ivory Tower. 
 
    ‘No,’ Mike confirmed, ‘so let’s take the lift to the ground floor, and I’ll take you out into the front car park, where you waited with Melanie the other day.  I’ve got a few things to organise, as it happens, so I’ll come and collect you when you’re ready.’ 
 
    Having left Irina in the police vehicle yard, Mike took the lift to the First Floor, where Van was busy on the phone as he stood patiently in her doorway until she beckoned him in with a wave of her hand.  When she finished the call, she smiled. 
 
    ‘Got everything set up for ten.  In the meantime, I’ve been organising things in Leicester.’ 
 
    ‘What have you got for me?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘Beth got lucky,’ Van advised him.  ‘Or, rather, she got very clever.  She made a few enquiries in the street, posing as a student doing pre-Census work, and learned that our Valmai What’s-her-face lapses into a foreign language when she gets annoyed.  So our cute little Beth knocked on her door at seven thirty in the morning with a clipboard and a concealed field tape-recorder, and recorded a tirade of abuse before scuttling off, faking fear.  I’ve arranged for her to download the recording at the local nick, and send it to the CMS.  If you’ve really got an interpreter lined up, we should soon know if this Valmai woman can be linked to the Club.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent work!’ Mike smiled.  ‘Tell Beth from me that she did a first class job, and that she’s already as good as her sister was.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of interpreters, Van said, ‘tell me more – how on earth did you manage to land that one?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long story, and that’s why I’m in early,’ Mike confessed, ‘because I need your wise counsel.  The woman’s called Irina, and she claims to be a Greek academic living in Oxford.  She made Melanie’s acquaintance just over a week ago, on the pretext of looking for someone to share her house with after her divorce, but I have a sneaking suspicion that she’s a plant.  If Renfrew can identify her, then it looks as if I’ll have to arrest her.’ 
 
    ‘And your dilemma is?’ Van enquired, puzzled. 
 
    ‘She’s currently a guest in my house, and both Alison and Melanie have bought the false story.  Alison will be mortified if I arrest a house guest, and will yet again accuse me of mixing work with home, while Melanie will be devastated not to have a posh house in Oxford to move into when she goes back tomorrow – alone, probably.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got Dave Petrie organised, by the way,’ Van advised him, ‘and he and Renfrew should be in slightly after ten.  But if this Irina woman turns out to be the drug courier, do you have a choice?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not – I just wish there was some way of softening the blow for the family, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘A classic ethical dilemma,’ Van agreed.  ‘But tell me, what advice would you give me, if it were the other way around?’ 
 
    Mike nodded sadly. 
 
    ‘You’re dead right, of course.  Looks like there’ll only be three of us for tea tonight.’ 
 
    Irina was in the act of discontinuing a call on her mobile when Mike stepped out of the front entrance to Avery House and walked towards her.  She smiled one of her ingratiating smiles, stubbed out her cigarette on the tarmac surface, and walked across to meet him. 
 
    ‘You are ready for me, yes?’ she enquired. 
 
    ‘As ready as we’ll ever be,’ Mike confirmed.  ‘Just follow me upstairs, where I want you to meet one of my colleagues.’ 
 
    Another IT assistant was waiting by the tape monitor as Mike effected the introductions. 
 
    ‘Irina, this is my colleague Detective Inspector Morton.  Van, this is Irina … er, I’m afraid I don’t know your last name, sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Woodley,’ Irina advised them.  ‘At least, that was my married name, and I have chosen to continue using it, since I began my studies in Oxford with that name.  My family name is Peric.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t sound very Greek,’ Van observed ingenuously. 
 
    ‘It is Macedonian,’ Irina smiled back without batting an eyelid.  ‘But my home is in Cyprus.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, if we’re ready,’ Mike said in his best business-like tone, ‘let’s view this tape.  Irina, the young lady you’re about to see being interviewed was found outside a church here in Brampton, very distressed.  There is an interpreter during this interview you’re about to watch, and we need to know if the translation he’s giving us is kosher.’ 
 
    ‘Kosher?’ Irina queried. 
 
    ‘Accurate – correct – truthful,’ Van explained. 
 
    ‘Very well.  Mike tells me they are speaking Greek.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we were told,’ Van confirmed, ‘but you may be able to tell us otherwise.  If you don’t mind, I’m going to turn on this small tape recorder to record what you say is being said.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Irina agreed. 
 
    The tape was clicked on, and Irina sat fascinated, listening to what the girl had to say.  After only a minute she looked across at Mike with a smile. 
 
    ‘You were correct – it is not Greek.  It is Serbo-Croatian, but I speak that also.’ 
 
    ‘What is she saying?’ Van urged her. 
 
    ‘She is trying to explain that she has been held – “captive”, I think is your word.  In the church from which she has just escaped.  She was held there in a cave of some sort – “dungeon” is the word she uses, but it has two meanings in her language.  She is trying to tell those with her around the table that she wishes to escape from this man who is pretending to be the interpreter, but he makes up some sort of story about a ghost in the church who frightened the girl.  She is pleading with them not to hand her back, but to give her a safe place.  She says that the interpreter man will hurt her if she is given back to him.’ 
 
    Mike glanced briefly at the clock – ten minutes past ten.  He nodded to Van, and said. 
 
    ‘Please excuse me a moment – call of nature.’ 
 
    Leaving by the far door that led into the rear corridor, he tapped on the adjoining door which was only a few feet further down, and slipped inside.  Dave Petrie sat with an indignant-looking Tom Renfrew, staring through the glass.  Petrie looked up and nodded. 
 
    ‘That her?’ Mike asked Renfrew. 
 
    ‘Most definitely,’ Renfrew confirmed.  ‘That’s the bitch what gave me the drugs.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks very much indeed,’ Mike replied.  ‘Just forget all about this, and we’ll forget about your part in what followed.’ 
 
    He slipped back into the adjoining interview room, where the tape was just finishing, and Van was thanking Irina profusely for her assistance.  She looked up, and Mike nodded quickly before turning off the tape and sitting sideways on the adjoining chair to address Irina. 
 
    ‘We have just one more question for you, and then you can go back out for another smoke.  Why did you deliver the drugs to the Pelican Club that killed Linda Clifford?’ 
 
    Irina attempted a shocked look, then let her glance fall down to the table. 
 
    ‘I did not know they were poisoned, this I swear on the immortal soul of St Anthony.’ 
 
    ‘Who supplied them to you?’ Van demanded, no longer smiling. 
 
    ‘A man named Bruno.  It is a long story.’ 
 
    ‘And we have all morning,’ Mike reminded her.  ‘So, whenever you’re ready, we’ll just switch on these interview tapes, and away you go.’ 
 
    ‘First, I must smoke,’ Irina replied.  ‘Then I believe I am entitled to make a telephone call, yes?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not yet formally under arrest,’ Van advised her. ‘but in the belief that you soon will be, that might be a good idea.’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t phone either Alison or Melanie,’ Mike requested as they stood in the exercise yard, currently empty of prisoners since the departure of the bus to the local courthouses. 
 
    ‘It is merely a friend in Oxford,’ Irina assured him as she lit up, blew smoke straight into Mike’s face with a knowing grimace, and speed-dialled the number. 
 
    She spoke quickly in what sounded like the same language Mike remembered from the ‘Jalena tape’, as they were now calling it, then smiled across at Mike as she discontinued what had been a very short call.  They walked back towards the rear door, where they were met by Van. 
 
    ‘My office, if that’s OK,’ she informed Mike.  ‘They need the room we were in before.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know you were entitled to a telephone call?’ Van enquired as they sat in front of her desk like two errant schoolchildren being interviewed by the headmaster. 
 
    ‘I have man friend in Oxford – he is a lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘Was he the man you just phoned?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘If you wish,’ Irina replied with what seemed an inappropriately confident smile. 
 
    ‘Now, you’ve had time to invent something plausible,” Mike reminded her in a stern tone that actually concealed the rage that was building up inside him as he began to realise how badly Melanie had been used.  ‘So let’s hear it.’ 
 
    Irina collected her thoughts, then began. 
 
    ‘I have told you of my family history.  I am descended from Armenians who were slaughtered by the Turkish government of that time.  We have a burning desire for revenge upon the descendants of those responsible, to make them suffer just as those of Armenian descent have suffered.  While in Cyprus, I became a member of the “Armenian Phoenix”, which is dedicated to that cause.  When I come to London, I meet those here in your country who are part of the Phoenix, since it is world-wide.  While there I learn of the man you call Stefan Dimitriou.  He is also known to some as Stepan Korakis.  But he is really Steepkhan-T-Demir.’ 
 
    ‘Could you spell that, for the benefit of the tape?’ Van asked. 
 
    Irina spelt it out letter by letter, and it was Mike’s turn to ask a question. 
 
    ‘So who exactly is this Demir character, in the overall story?’ 
 
    Irina’s face clouded. 
 
    ‘He is the grandson of Mehmet Mohamed Hasan, who was responsible for recruiting the Kurdish regiments who acted as guards on the death marches to Aleppo.’ 
 
    ‘How does “Hasan” become “Demir”?’ Van enquired suspiciously. 
 
    ‘The system of names is complicated in Turkey,’ Irina replied, ‘but in any case, this Steepkan has chosen to adopt his mother’s name, since she was allowed to retain it upon her marriage.  That is the way of Turkish law.’ 
 
    ‘So were you out to expose this Demir, or to kill him?’ Mike asked.  Irina sighed. 
 
    ‘You think that badly of me?  I am a devout Christian – I do not take life.  This is why I am unhappy that this woman died.’ 
 
    ‘But the drugs were intended for her, not him,’ Van pointed out.  ‘How could supplying drugs to her – which Dimitriou did anyway – damage him?’ 
 
    ‘There were some of my people in the club that day,’ Irina explained.  ‘They were to advise the police once the drugs had been delivered, and then the club would be closed.’ 
 
    ‘I assume that they left once the police were called, but this time to a death, not a drug bust?’ Van thought out loud, and Irina nodded. 
 
    ‘Correct,’ she confirmed.  ‘But we hoped that Demir would be blamed for the supply of the drugs, and also the death of his woman, which we had not intended.  That is why my people send me up here, to see why this is not happening.’ 
 
    ‘A lot of this doesn’t add up,’ Mike intervened.  ‘For a start, how did the drugs get to be interfered with?  And why was it necessary for you to deliver them?  Since you knew it was happening every day, why not simply alert the police to what was going on, with an anonymous telephone call?’ 
 
    ‘You must forgive me,’ Irina explained with obvious embarrassment, ‘but we do not trust the English police.  Some of them are known to work for Demir, who is very wealthy.  If we had informed them officially of what was happening, Demir would have been warned, and we would have lost our chance.’ 
 
    ‘So how did you arrange for Dimitriou’s normal dealer to stand back while you made the delivery?’ Mike persisted. 
 
    ‘I do not know the answer to that,’ Irina insisted with a sad shake of the head.  ‘I hope he was not harmed.  Nor do I know how the drugs got to be poisoned.  I was simply the deliverer of them.’ 
 
    The telephone on Van’s desk jangled into life, and she picked it up. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir?  Of course – immediately.’  She looked across at Mike, concern written all over her face. 
 
    ‘Willows wants to see me yesterday.  “Drop whatever it is you think you’re doing” were his exact words.  Perhaps Irina might need another smoke?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she does,’ Irina confirmed. 
 
    ‘Before we go back out there again,’ Mike announced, ‘you have to hand over your mobile phone.  Van, when you get back, pass it on to one of your team for the obvious checks.’ 
 
    ‘You are angry at my deception, yes?’ Irina asked as they stood back out in the yard. 
 
    ‘That’s putting it mildly,’ Mike replied coldly.  ‘Someone has to tell my daughter that she was conned – misled – by someone who was just using her for who her father is, and that she will not be able to transfer from the student residence to a comfortable villa.’ 
 
    ‘I can assure you that she may still do that,’ Irina replied, placing a reassuring arm on Mike’s sleeve, which he shrugged off angrily.  ‘The house exists, it is mine, and I can still provide her with a place to stay.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t seriously think that I’m going to rest happily with my daughter residing in a house which is probably a hot-bed of revenge-crazy Armenians, with a landlady who thinks nothing of making illegal drug supplies in order to ruin a man whose grandfather did wicked things three generations ago on the other side of Europe?’ 
 
    ‘If you were Armenian, you would understand,’ Irina replied, then looked up expectantly as Van stormed out of the exit door carrying a clutch of papers. 
 
    ‘Try not to swear too loudly,’ Van said to Mike, ‘but you just got your house guest back.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Mike bellowed. 
 
    ‘Irina’s mobile call must have been to London,’ Van advised him.  ‘I’ve got Geoff checking that out, but someone just rattled the CC’s cage, he kicked Willows in the you know whats, and I’ve just been told – told, mind you, in the tone of voice Colin uses when Sanji’s exceeded his computer download allowance – that Little Miss Larnaca here is not to be formally arrested, but is instead to be afforded close protection until someone gets up here on the morning train.’ 
 
    ‘I think I can guess who the “someone” is,’ Mike growled, ‘but let’s get back inside and check with Geoff where that call was made to.’ 
 
    ‘Oxford,’ Irina replied with a smirk, as she extracted another cigarette.  ‘I told you.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m telling you not to light that bloody cigarette!’ Mike yelled back.  ‘Inside –now.  Follow the nice lady.’ 
 
    Back in Van’s office, she called through the open door to Geoff, who came in carrying a sheet of paper. 
 
    ‘Made to an Oxford number.  An address on the Banbury Road, apparently.  I’ve asked Oxford to check it out.’ 
 
    ‘Number 368, if it helps,’ Irina offered.  ‘It is my house, and the calls were made to Bruno Helios, Senior Tutor in International Law, Brasenose College.’ 
 
    ‘If there’s someone living there already,’ Mike spat back, ‘why do you need Melanie?’ 
 
    ‘He does not live there all the time,’ Irina explained.  ‘He is what you would call “house sitting” while I am away.  He normally lives in college, but he is also a member of the Phoenix.’ 
 
    Van could see the colour rising in Mike’s cheeks, which was never a good sign, either for him or those around him, so she diverted the conversation after clicking onto the CMS. 
 
    ‘Since you’re here anyway,’ she said to Irina, ‘make yourself useful and listen to this.’  She looked at Mike, adding ‘It’s the recording that Beth got from the woman calling herself “Valmai Muir” when Beth called at her house early this morning.’ 
 
    She clicked onto the link and raised the volume.  A woman could be heard screaming what sounded like a mouthful of abuse.  Irina laughed several times, then forced her face into a more restrained expression. 
 
    ‘That was at least more amusing than the last translation you asked me to do.  It was again Serbo-Croatian, but the lady was very angry, and told the person she was speaking to several rude things.  One of them was when she referred to that person as – how would you express it?  Someone who has sexual intercourse with goats?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure Beth wouldn’t do that,’ Geoff Keating chuckled. 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you Geoff,’ Van responded by way of dismissal, and Geoff went back to his desk in the outer office, still chuckling. 
 
    Irina smiled at Mike. 
 
    ‘Since I am to remain your house guest, we must collect egg-plant on our return to the house.  I promised Alison I would show her how to make a proper Moussaka.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get too cocky,’ Mike growled.  ‘And you can explain to Melanie why you won’t be going back to Oxford with her tomorrow.  In fact, I think I’d prefer it if she stayed home as well, given that your Oxford house would seem to be tenanted by Armenian terrorists.’ 
 
    ‘You will both learn the truth tomorrow,’ Irina assured them.  ‘Then perhaps Mike will not be so angry with me.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    ‘Is everything OK between you and Irina?’ Melanie enquired with a concerned frown as she sidled up to Mike at the far end of the rear garden.  ‘I hope you didn’t try it on with her in the car or something – the body language between you two has been dreadful ever since you got back from town.’ 
 
    ‘Not joining your mother for the cookery lesson?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘Don’t try to change the subject – what’s going down between you two?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just that we need her to do some more translation, which means she can’t go back to Oxford tomorrow.  What are you planning on doing, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘Irina told me about the change of plan, so I’m going with Mum into Brampton tomorrow, to buy some more luggage.  I’m going to need it anyway, for the extra clothes.’ 
 
    ‘Melanie, I may as well tell you, before you get set on the idea, that you may not be moving in with Irina after all.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth not?  You planning on moving in with her instead?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not funny, really.  She may be involved in something.’ 
 
    ‘You mean she’s under house arrest or something?’ 
 
    ‘No, not arrest as such.  But she may be here for quite a bit longer than either of you planned.  What stage are your studies at?’ 
 
    ‘It’s our semester break, as it happens – that’s why we chose this weekend.  But seriously, Dad, what’s she done?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, according to her.  And maybe nothing at all.  But please don’t say anything to her, and for God’s sake don’t say anything to your mother.  I’m only telling you because I don’t want to see you disappointed if it all goes tits up, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t normally use that sort of language when I’m around, so I can tell you’re concerned.  But I can keep a secret, as you know – like that time I caught you smoking out here, when you told Mum you’d given up.’ 
 
    Mike reached out and held Melanie to him. 
 
    ‘This is far worse, believe me.  Just do your old Dad another favour, and keep all this under your hat.  Play it cool, and I promise to keep you well informed.  Now, shall we both go inside and learn the secrets of Greek cooking?  Bourbon and coke, isn’t it?  God knows, I could murder a stiff whisky.’ 
 
      
 
    The following morning, while Irina was allowed free range of the exercise yard downstairs, under the watchful glare of Sonia Kelman, Mike sat with Van ahead of their scheduled meeting with God on the seventh floor at 10 am. 
 
    ‘What do you make of this Leicester angle?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘Well, I need Beth back here asap,’ Van replied, ‘and I think she’s done all she can down there.  I’ve made a few enquiries of my own, and as luck would have it I had a primary school friend on the Beechmere Estate in the old days, so I know the turf.  Solid lower middle or working class, and the husband checks out as a shunter in the railyards.  Only married for two or three years, however, and that’s kind of unusual for a man approaching forty.  He’s certainly a lot older than her, and the pattern is typical of an illegal seeking to disappear into the woodwork.’ 
 
    ‘You think this Valmai may have connections with the club?’ he enquired, and Van shrugged noncommittally. 
 
    ‘All the signs point to it, but what connections, exactly?  Former working girl marrying a punter?  And how does a lowly paid railway worker come to be frequenting an up-market brothel in another town?’ 
 
    ‘Free rail pass?’ 
 
    ‘Seriously, sir – I’m wondering if she’s more connected with that Jalena girl, the one on the tape.  After all, the one with her address in his shoe was the bogus interpreter who became a dead junkie.’ 
 
    ‘From what that Jalena was saying on the tape,’ Mike said, ‘it begins to look as if your intelligence was correct, and that girls were being held in that place while it was still a church – but against their will, it would seem.  We need to examine that basement more intently.’ 
 
    ‘If they were being held against their will,’ Van speculated, ‘then it’s unlikely that they were willing assassins for Allah, in which case the whole of Operation Delilah has been a complete waste of time.’ 
 
    ‘They could still have been Muslim “sleepers”, Mike pointed out.  ‘Dimitriou wouldn’t necessarily have known who they were, but if they really were terrorists awaiting the word, I’d be surprised if no-one tried to rescue them. Either way, I think we should be examining that basement more carefully.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Van replied, just as her phone rang.  It was a very brief call. 
 
    ‘Very good, sir,’ she clipped, before looking up at Mike. 
 
    ‘They’re ready for us on the Fourth Floor.  Better collect Irina from Kelman’s clutches.’ 
 
    By the time that Mike ushered Irina into the plush surrounds of the CC’s office, they were all seated around his office desk.  The informality of the coffee table had been dispensed with this time, and everyone looked serious. 
 
    ‘This is Irina Peric, or Woodley,’ Mike explained, as he went through the introductions.  ‘Irina, the gentleman in the uniform is Chief Constable Beattie, the man next to him is Assistant Chief Constable Willows, you’ve already met Detective Inspector Morton, and I somehow suspect that I don’t need to introduce Commander Grace from F9.’ 
 
    ‘Hello again, Irina,’ Bernice Grace responded with not even the suggestion of a smile.  ‘You may recall that we met when I came to see Bruno a week or so ago.’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry that I failed you by getting caught,’ Irina whispered, as she took the vacant seat to which she was waved by Mike, between him and Van. 
 
    ‘May I take it,’ Mike demanded in a terse tone that did not promise well for a warm and friendly meeting, ‘that F9 not only knew all about Irina’s little trip to the Pelican Club, but also arranged for her to befriend my own daughter in order to gain access to me?  If, as you proudly claimed during your previous visit, you had a back door to our CMS, then why did you need to send your own Brer Rabbit down the hole?’ 
 
    ‘Your conversations among yourselves don’t always result in a computer record entry,’ Grace explained.  ‘But let’s cut the crap, shall we? There’s a lot to discuss.’ 
 
    ‘And even more to explain, to us country yokels,’ Mike growled back.  Willows lowered his eyebrows in a ‘shut up’ gesture, and the CC glared across at Mike. 
 
    ‘I’ve asked Commander Grace to lead this meeting,’ the CC explained, ‘because the initiative comes from London, and they need our assistance.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve managed pretty well without it so far,’ Mike shot back venomously, and Grace smiled indulgently back at him. 
 
    ‘Actually, you’ve already been of considerable assistance to us,’ she assured him. 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, really.  The new Leicester connection has certainly opened up a whole new range of possibilities’ 
 
    ‘How did you find out about that already?’ Mike demanded.  Grace smiled back knowingly, like a parent who’s found pornography under the bed. 
 
    ‘We have a back door to your CMS, as I explained during our last meeting, and just before you joined us, I received a text from London.  And before you adopt your usual tone of moral indignation, why do you think Mr Gates was able to operate his “Windows” monopoly for so long?  The CIA can monitor every key stroke on every computer that uses it, which is still most of those in the world.  We simply hitched a ride on their system.’ 
 
    ‘What about Leicester, anyway?’ Van enquired. 
 
    ‘We believe that the lady in Leicester,’ Grace explained, glancing down at her note pad, ‘a “Mrs Muir”, it seems, was originally smuggled into Britain by the man we call Korakis. If we can get her to testify, then we have enough to put him away for the length of time we need in order to investigate his international crimes, plus of course we have an important witness against him.’ 
 
    ‘We’d already formed the same conclusion about this woman,’ Mike said, not wishing to be out-intelligenced, ‘but her English would seem to be non-existent when she so chooses.’ 
 
    ‘But not when speaking English is in her own interest,’ Grace countered.  ‘How did she meet with James Muir, develop her relationship with him, marry him, and blend into the background of suburban Leicester without employing some English, at least, when throwing herself at him?  Plus, of course, she would have been taught a smattering of the language for her intended role in a prostitution network.  And when we finally get to speak to her, again in a context in which it suits her to be forthcoming, we have Irina here to translate.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ Van pointed out, ‘our experience so far has been that whenever she’s approached by anyone who looks vaguely official she reverts to her native tongue.  If your intention is to use Irina as an interpreter, then it will need to be she who first approaches this Valmai woman.’ 
 
    ‘Do you imagine we hadn’t thought of that?’ Grace smiled back condescendingly. ‘She’s still frightened, obviously, and not just of being found out and deported back to Bosnia, or wherever, but also of Stepan Korakis.  She can expose what he was up to.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you pull him in years ago?’ Mike demanded, and Grace smiled yet again. 
 
    ‘And provoke a diplomatic incident with Jersey?  He’s well protected by a network of bribery and corruption down there, as you would expect.  An international indictment should overcome most of those difficulties, but first we need the evidence.  It would also be preferable to have Korakis out in the open, here in this country, and this may be a useful bonus to any move on our part to interview Mrs Muir.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re planning a move on the Leicester house?’ Van asked.  Grace nodded. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘And you think that Korakis will try to stop you?’ Mike enquired as alarm bells began to ring in his head. 
 
    ‘Naturally.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you weren’t planning on using my young ADC down there’, Van protested gently. ‘If you’re right, and Korakis will make a move, I don’t want her exposed to any danger.  Her older sister died in the line of duty four years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, my own people will be there for the intercept, if there is one,’ Grace explained, ‘but we’ll need Irina to make the first approach, speaking the woman’s own language in case she tries the “Me no speakee English” routine.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that Korakis will be tipped off about your operation?’ Mike asked suspiciously.  Grace’s smile was much stiffer as she replied. 
 
    ‘All intelligence agencies have “moles”, as the fiction writers like to call them, and ours is no different.  Korakis probably knows already, and we have to move in on the Leicester house before he gets to the woman first.’ 
 
    ‘We can probably add to your evidence portfolio by opening up the basement of the former Pelican Club,’ Van offered, ‘since we believe that some of Korakis’s working girls were not exactly volunteers. We can probably even organise that for today.’ 
 
    ‘No time for that,” Grace assured her with a vigorous shake of the head. ‘We’re going to Leicester this afternoon.  Please have Irina waiting at the Leicester Forest East service area at two o’clock.  We’ll take over from there.’ 
 
    Back in Van’s office, she and Mike made the necessary arrangements and manpower deployments.  Geoff Keating was the only remaining member of Van’s team who was available to represent the ‘Delilah’ side of the joint investigation, and there was a fairly obvious need for a female officer to assist with any arrest of Valmai Muir.  Mike made a swift call to Dave Petrie, who grumblingly allocated DC Sonia Kelman from his team to represent ‘Homicide’. 
 
    ‘I know Leicester pretty well, obviously,’ Van offered hopefully.  ‘I grew up there, and I even know the housing estate where Valmai Muir lives.’ 
 
    ‘Nice try,’ Mike smiled, ‘but this one has my name on it, if only to prevent Wonder Woman from F9 turning into Lara Crofts from Steven’s favourite video game.  And the least I can do is to prevent my house guest from being exposed to Korakis and his associates.’ 
 
    ‘You think he really will make an appearance?’ Van enquired with a worried frown, and Mike shrugged. 
 
    ‘Clearly, our friends in F9 aren’t giving us the whole SP.  I just hope they know what they’re doing, and have suitable back-up arranged if it goes pear-shaped.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Mike stared down at the traffic roaring under them as they sat at a table in the cafeteria that straddled the M1 motorway, finishing their coffee and muffins.  He’d sat in here more times than he cared to remember, and it must be over fifty years old, he reminded himself nervously; he could only hope that they’d used better construction methods than on some of the structural disasters that had been erected hastily in the so-called swinging sixties, when the motorway to link London with Leeds had been proudly completed, to a fanfare of national self-congratulation. 
 
    Geoff Keating kept up a constant flow of text messages back to Van, while Sonia Kelman picked the last of her second muffin from her teeth, and Irina began to fidget as the nicotine demons reminded her that they needed her lungs as a playground.  Mike asked himself yet again why they were being used as hired help for a government department that could no doubt do the job more efficiently, then looked across at Irina’s eager face, and reminded himself that this was not his war.  Irina was about to strike a blow for her dead Armenian ancestors – or so she thought – and at least she had an incentive.  As for him and the rest of the team, it was just another day at work. 
 
    A bored looking woman dressed in the blue overall that seemed to be standard issue for all the staff employed in this particular fast-food outlet pushed a cleaning trolley slowly to their table and stopped.  As she lifted their dirty cups and plates off the table, ahead of loading them into her trolley, she stared out at the traffic, and spoke without seemingly opening her mouth. 
 
    ‘There’s a McAuley’s removal lorry in the southbound lorry park,’ she advised them. ‘The Commander wants you down there in five.  Have a nice day.’ 
 
    ‘She was only a cleaner,’ Irina objected, as she lit up the minute they hit the car park.  ‘Why should we do what she tells us?’ 
 
    ‘She was dressed as a cleaner, that’s all,’ Mike explained.  ‘She probably stole the overall and push-trolley from the staff room.  I bet if you went back up there now, she’d be gone.’ 
 
    ‘She was right about the removal lorry, anyway,’ Keating pointed out with a nod.  ‘There it is, exactly where she said.  Now what?’ 
 
    His question was answered as the rear doors opened wide enough for a hand to beckon them in.  Led by Mike, they climbed up the three steps that gave access to the rear of the lorry, and stepped inside, where they all gasped in amazement. 
 
    Mike was reminded of Dr Who’s ‘Tardis’, which gave no clue from the outside as to what was contained within.  What had probably never been a removal lorry in the first place was lined from wall to wall with monitoring equipment and computers.  Radio intercoms were chattering away, as were their operators, and there was enough room down the centre for a row of plush chairs from which those in charge directed the action and called the shots.  In one of them sat Bernice Grace, who beckoned them over and indicated where each of them should sit.  Above her head, set into the ceiling, was a large plasma screen that was currently displaying a magnified, and constantly changing, view of the lorry park they had just walked through. 
 
    ‘We only have the use of this for twenty-four hours,’ Grace advised them, ‘so let’s hope it goes to plan.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to share that plan with us at any time in the future?’ Mike asked sarcastically. 
 
    ‘I can do so now,’ Grace replied, unruffled, ‘since you won’t be leaving this lorry until we’ve gained access to the target, and you’ll find that your mobiles are temporarily disabled.  It must be the atmosphere in here or something,’ she added in an attempt at humour. 
 
    ‘So?’ Mike insisted. 
 
    ‘So,’ Grace replied, ‘when we get just round the corner from the street in question, Irina will transfer to another vehicle, there to begin her brief career as a florist’s assistant.  She has a beautiful array of flowers sent by someone called “Bogdan” – whoever he was – and she will advise Mrs Muir immediately – in her own language – that she has nothing to fear from speaking with us.  She’ll be wired up for the occasion, obviously, and will tell us when Mrs Muir’s ready to receive more visitors.  Then we can all join Irina in the house, and begin to record Mrs Muir’s story.’ 
 
    ‘Plan B?’ Mike enquired sardonically.  Grace smiled. 
 
    ‘Ever the pessimists, you police officers.  Plan B is an Armed Response team generously on loan from the local area commander, which is currently parked behind a local primary school, to the intense delight of a group of eight year olds in their art class.  Plus we’ve borrowed a few undercover operatives from other departments, who are currently deployed in the street.  For example, we have an old lady walking her dog armed with a taser (her, that is, not the dog), a street cleaner with a semi-automatic in his garbage container, and a schoolboy with a satchel full of stun grenades.’ 
 
    ‘We’re going in for a Leicester housewife, not the head of Smirsch!’ Mike objected.  ‘You people must think you’re all related to James Bond or something – this is serious overkill!’ 
 
    ‘You are forgetting that Mr Korakis has invited himself to the party,’ Grace reminded him as the lorry began to roll smoothly out of the car park, far more smoothly than any real removal lorry deserved to. 
 
    ‘How do we know he’ll accept his own invitation?’ Mike asked.  Grace handed him a print-out sheet. 
 
    ‘For once, our mole in F9 proved useful, and as we anticipated he passed on our plans to his paymaster.  A chartered Lear jet containing four serious-looking passengers received landing clearance at East Midlands Airport just under half an hour ago.  The pilot filed his flight plan at St Helier – that’s in Jersey.’ 
 
    ‘No heroics, please,’ Mike requested.  ‘Your target area is a quiet street on a council housing estate in Leicester – not Long Tan.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Korakis will set the agenda,’ Grace replied coolly.  ‘We have to be prepared, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t really care what Mrs Muir has to say, do you?’ Mike protested. ‘Nor do you give a shit about the fate of all those girls who finished up imprisoned in a brothel. You’re just using all this as a means of flushing Korakis out into the open.’ 
 
    ‘Ask Irina how long her people have been looking for Demir, to give him his real name,’  Grace reminded him. 
 
    ‘A very long time,’ Irina replied quietly as she stared up at the network of suburban streets they appeared to be gliding through. 
 
    ‘Please don’t use Irina as a sacrificial goat!’ Mike requested.  Irina smiled, reached out her hand, pulled Mike towards her and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    ‘I have waited all my life for the chance to do something like this,’ she assured him.  ‘I am lucky that I can do so in the company of honest, upright men like you.’ 
 
    ‘You might want to wipe that lipstick off, if you want to maintain any street credibility,’ Grace advised him with a faint smirk.  ‘We’re getting close to the target.  Time for your party costume, Irina.’ 
 
    She ushered Irina to a small cubicle behind the driver’s cab, which was no doubt a toilet of some sort, and Irina emerged a few moments later clutching an enormous bunch of flowers, her floral blouse and black slacks covered with a yellow overall allegedly belonging to ‘Suncrest Florists’. 
 
    ‘I look like a bridesmaid, yes?’ she asked, child-like. 
 
    ‘Just don’t get yourself killed,’ Mike replied.  ‘It’s not a lot to ask.’ 
 
    ‘You are so sweet,’ she smiled back at him as the lorry slid to a halt.  Mike glanced up at the ceiling, and was immediately reminded of the street he had grown up in, in a colourless housing scheme just like this in the northern suburbs of Brampton. 
 
    “Which house?’ he asked Grace. 
 
    ‘Thirty-six Watmore Close,’ she replied.  ‘It’s half-way down on the right.  Irina, when you hop out, go back along Trinity Way here, and get into the small white van that’s waiting next to the park entrance with its engine running.  Then when it stops outside number thirty-six, remember to switch that toggle under your name tag – that’ll connect you to us via the mike that’s built into it.’ 
 
    ‘Try not to burp,’ Mike joked nervously as Irina gave them a cheery wave and climbed out through the narrow gap that had been opened for her in the rear doors, which were just as quickly closed behind her. 
 
    Mike looked up at the plasma in the ceiling, which had switched to ‘multi-screen’ mode.  In one quarter was the closed front door of number 36, as viewed from the front gate that led, through a scruffy, weed-strewn garden, to its green front door.  In the street adjoining the one in which they were parked, he could clearly make out Irina’s retreating figure as she almost skipped towards the waiting white van that was displayed in the top left quadrant of the screen.  The other two screens appeared to focus up and down Watmore Close, using what was no doubt some sort of telescopic sight. 
 
    Mike examined the ‘target’ house more carefully, mainly to take his mind off what was going on, and might well be ‘going down’ in the immediate future.  Two or three up, depending upon any conversions, and two down, with the lavatory no doubt off the kitchen.  The stairs would almost certainly run up from the front door, and out back would be a garden small enough not to get too untidy, but large enough for a few rows of potatoes.  Just like the house he and his sister remembered with affection, but unlike his estate, and many of those in Brampton, no obvious signs of owner-occupier purchases from the local council during the heady Blair days. 
 
    ‘Four heavy-looking dudes parking a car at the bottom end of Trinity Way,’ barked a hoarse voice through one of the tannoys. 
 
    ‘Maintain surveillance and report,’ one of the technicians seated round the sides responded, before looking back at Grace. 
 
    ‘Anything further, Ma’am?’ 
 
    Grace shook her head, then glanced at Mike. 
 
    ‘Bermondsey to a brick that’s Korakis and his executives,’ she advised him.  ‘Let’s hope Irina gets there first.’ 
 
    ‘If she does, she’s a sitting duck, and if she doesn’t she’s an open target,’ Mike growled. ‘You bastards really don’t care a shit about her, do you?’ 
 
    ‘You’re assuming that they make it to the front door,’ Grace advised him.  ‘Now let’s concentrate on Irina.’ 
 
    She looked back up at the screen, and Irina could clearly be seen with her hand on the door bell-push.  A faint chime could be heard as her lapel mike picked up the sound.  A few seconds later the front door opened, and there stood a tall woman in her early thirties, somewhat well padded, with long mousy-blonde hair tied back in a loose pony-tail, wearing jeans and a sweater.  There was an exchange of words in a foreign language, during which Mike was able to make out the name ‘Bogdan’.  The woman’s hand flew to her mouth, and her facial expression was one of shock; she said something quickly, and ushered Irina inside, looking furtively up and down the street before closing the front door behind them. 
 
    ‘Stage One complete,’ Grace said, apparently into the scarf tied around her throat. ‘Status reports by number, begin now.’ 
 
    ‘Unit One in position.’ 
 
    ‘Unit Two in position, targets just coming into sight.’ 
 
    ‘Unit Three awaiting go.’ 
 
    ‘Unit Four in position.’ 
 
    And on it went, until seven voices had confirmed that a heavy reception was being planned, presumably for the four men who had parked their car further down Trinity Way.  Then Irina’s voice broke the tense silence. 
 
    ‘Vanya has been assured that she will not be sent back.  She will speak with others now.’ 
 
    ‘OK, Biggles, time to go,’ Grace muttered as she gave the signal, and the rear door to the lorry was opened wide enough for them to slip out into the street; as they did so, Mike realised for the first time that the door lock was operated automatically from one of the desks down the side of the lorry. 
 
     As he, Grace, Sonia and Geoff scuttled down the street and up to the front door of number 36, it opened, and a smiling Irina beckoned them in. 
 
    ‘She is very frightened, so please speak gently with her.’  She led them into what, in the circumstances, felt like a very crowded front living room, and there sat the object of all this activity, dabbing a running nose, with a box of tissues on the occasional table by the armchair on whose edge she was nervously perched. 
 
    ‘Valmai Muir?’ Grace asked, and the woman nodded. 
 
    ‘Yeah – Vanya Vukovic I was.  Please where is Bogdan?’ 
 
    Grace looked meaningfully at Mike.  That figures, he told himself, leave the shitty jobs to us plods. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid he may be dead,’ he explained.  Vanya nodded sadly. 
 
    ‘Two years or so ago, yes?’ she asked 
 
    ‘More or less,’ Mike confirmed. 
 
    ‘It is as I feared,’ Vanya muttered, making the sign of the cross quickly before reaching for another tissue.  ‘He bought my freedom, but they wanted their price.’ 
 
    ‘Freedom from what?’ Grace chipped in, ‘and where exactly were you being held?’ 
 
    Vanya began trembling violently, hugging herself and moaning some sort of old chanting prayer.  Irina spoke to her in Serbian, and she nodded. 
 
    ‘She would like some tea, now,’ Irina advised them. ‘Much sugar.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go,’ Sonia offered, moving through the doorway that gave access to the back kitchen.  She could be heard searching through pantries and cupboards for the necessary items, then suddenly she yelled out a warning, and there was the shattering of glass. 
 
    Mike dived instinctively from the dining chair he had been perched on, and pulled Irina to the floor, just as a pistol shot ricocheted off the kitchen wall and destroyed some crockery.  There was a woman’s shout of command, then a yell of pain, and the bulky form of a man appeared in the doorway into the living room, his arm outstretched and a pistol in his hand. 
 
     Geoff Keating had positioned himself flat against the wall on the living room side of the doorway, hidden from sight once the door opened, and as the bulky man walked through carrying the handgun ahead of him, Geoff brought the edge of his hand sharply down on the man’s forearm, knocking the weapon from his hand with a scream of pain, then grabbed the arm before the man had time to lower it, and flipped him over in a somersault that sent him crashing across the flimsy coffee table, which collapsed under the strain. 
 
    Before he could regain his footing, Grace put her knee in the intruder’s back, drew his arms behind him and connected the pair of handcuffs that had appeared miraculously from somewhere under her tailored jacket.  Mike glanced admiringly up at Geoff. 
 
    ‘Nice throw,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I was well taught,’ Geoff grinned back.  ‘You won’t remember me now, but I was in your judo class at the Academy.’ 
 
    ‘You must be older than you look,’ Mike commented, before remembering what had begun this exchange of hostilities.  He scrambled to his feet and rushed through the doorway into the kitchen, then grinned as he took in the sight of a man twice even her size who had been handcuffed to the cooker by Sonia Kelman, and who was already displaying the early indications of a black eye he would be wearing for some time. 
 
    ‘Play gently, now,’ Mike instructed her, as the sound of automatic fire became audible from the street.  He raced back into the living room and joined the rest of them, flat on the carpet. 
 
    It seemed to go on forever, but once it had been silent for thirty seconds or so, Grace fiddled with her scarf and spoke. 
 
    ‘Status report, please.  Open channel.’ 
 
    ‘Two down out here,’ came back the voice.  ‘The one in the garden was about to grenade the house.  The second was his back-up, and we’ve just won ourselves a Kalashnikov.  There were two more going the back way.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got them,’ Grace confirmed. ‘Notify Armed Response to stand down, and await the local civilian force.’ 
 
    As if on cue, a flotilla of sirens could be heard in the distance, growing louder by the second.  Grace smiled at Mike as they picked themselves up off the floor. 
 
    ‘May I leave the local diplomacy to you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘I’m only glad you finally found a use for me.’ 
 
    He walked outside into the front garden, where a man in a fluorescent yellow road-worker’s jacket, waterproof trousers and boots was placing a tarpaulin over the bullet-torn torso of a tall, heavily built man who was almost bald, but had been sporting a long white beard, in the style of a Bishop of the Greek Orthodox Church.  On the pavement on the far side of the street, a similar service of modesty was being performed by a younger man in a school blazer and flannels over the inert remains of a black-bearded man whose blood had stained the pavement, and was still dribbling into the gutter across which he lay. 
 
    A marked police vehicle screamed round the intersection with Trinity Way and screeched to a halt a few yards ahead of the corpse in the gutter.  Two uniformed constables rushed forward, then stopped uncertainly when they saw the automatic in the shoulder holster of the schoolboy who was standing over the motionless corpse dangling off the pavement edge. 
 
    ‘It’s OK,’ Mike assured them as he stepped into the roadway and waved his warrant card high in the air. ‘DCI Saxby, Bramptonshire.  It’s a long story, but the other one’s in the garden behind me.  I think he’ll check out as one Stefan Dimitriou, but don’t be surprised if he has a few other IDs on him as well.  Oh, and by the way, there are two more for live collection in the house that goes with the garden.’ 
 
    Five minutes later the suits arrived, and Mike did his best to explain why a senior officer from a neighbouring force was in possession of two corpses and two prisoners. 
 
    ‘I take it you’re in overall charge here?’ the apparently senior of the two asked. 
 
    ‘Actually, no,’ Mike was delighted to advise them.  ‘This show was brought to you by Commander Grace of F9, who you’ll find inside.  She’s the coloured lady.’ 
 
    ‘He means the black bitch,’ Grace corrected him as she stepped through the front door and grinned at Mike. 
 
    ‘You might want to get the locals to take away that poor man chained to the oven in the kitchen, before DC Kelman does him any more damage.’ 
 
    Mike grinned back and walked past her into the house.  Irina was consoling a now almost hysterical Vanya, while Geoff Keating had taken over guarding a terrified looking gorilla in combat fatigues while Sonia Kelman was playing the housewife and warming a tea pot.  Mike was searching the pantry when he heard the sounds of an argument at the front door, then a wiry little man who was balding prematurely stormed into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Who the fuck are you lot, an’ why’s there a body in my front garden?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Muir?  I’m Detective Chief Inspector Mike Saxby, and … ’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care if yer Santa fuckin’ Claus – what’s goin’ on in my ’ouse, an’ why’s Val so upset?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll answer all those questions in just a moment,’ Sonia responded from near the sink.  ‘Right now, where do you keep the chocolate biscuits?’ 
 
    Grace returned to the living room in time to insist on coffee rather than tea, and arrangements were then made for the next stage in the operation.  It was agreed that Mr and Mrs Muir would be transferred to Leicestershire Police Headquarters, along with Commander Grace, with Irina as interpreter, prior to being accommodated overnight in a local hotel, from which they would be transferred back to Brampton under armed guard the following morning.  The rest of them were to return to Brampton and arrange for a conference suite to be available at 10 am the next day.   
 
    Irina smiled in a tired sort of way as Mike took her arm and led her out to the local police vehicle that would be her transport into Leicester. As they walked down the front path, Irina looked down at the bundle under the tarpaulin. 
 
    ‘Is that Demir?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘We think so,’ Mike told her. 
 
    Irina gave a yell, then began kicking the inert form as she screamed what were no doubt vile Cypriot obscenities at a volume that could probably be heard streets away.  A young DC rushed over and made a grab for her, but Mike intercepted him. 
 
    ‘She’s my prisoner, and I’m about to nick her for interfering with a corpse.’ 
 
    ‘Wrong jurisdiction,’ the DC objected. 
 
    ‘Wrong rank,’ Mike retorted, waving his warrant card under the boy’s nose.  ‘Hold her on that charge while she’s in your jurisdiction, then send her back to Brampton for processing in the morning in the company of DC Kelman, who’s the plain clothes officer behind me.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, just take her to the car and make sure she doesn’t do any more damage.’ 
 
    ‘Am I really under arrest?” Irina asked coyly from under her eyelashes as they walked across the road towards the marked police vehicle. 
 
    ‘Depends how Alison’s first Moussaka works out,’ Mike replied. 
 
    Irina giggled and snuggled into him, then planted another kiss on his cheek. 
 
    ‘I didn’t see that, sir,’ Sonia Kelman advised him from a few yards behind them, ‘but I can lend you a tissue if you want to wipe that lipstick off.’ 
 
    ‘You’re just jealous,’ Irina grinned back at her as they climbed into the car, and Mike made arrangements for himself and Geoff Keating to be taken back to the motorway service centre where they’d left Mike’s car and joined the removal lorry for what had proved to be a very eventful afternoon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Bernice Grace employed the car journey into Leicestershire Constabulary Headquarters to good effect, making several urgent calls on her mobile phone that ensured gold star service when they arrived.  A conference suite was hastily commandeered, and appeared to come with its own catering service, such was the speed and frequency with which tea, coffee, sandwiches and biscuits appeared in the centre of the table around which sat a strange assortment of individuals. 
 
    Commander Grace was at the head of the long boardroom table, which was festooned with microphones that fed, via cables through a hole in its centre, into a remote recording device that would capture everyone’s contributions.  On Bernice’s right, and by virtue of the body language the star of the show, sat Valmai Muir, a pale looking version of her usual self, supported, by means of a comforting arm over her shoulder, by her husband Alan, who sat next to her.   
 
    Across the table from Valmai sat a somewhat confused Irina, who enquired more than once of a determined looking Sonya Kelman by her side if she was really under arrest, if so for what, would she be released if she made a good job of the interpretations, and when would she be allowed outside for a smoke?  Since Valmai’s English, while functional for a Leicester housewife, was not quite of the appropriate level of sophistication for answering questions posed by a Foreign Office investigator, it was necessary for Irina to act as a two-way translation service as the detailed de-brief began. 
 
    ‘What is your real identity, Mrs Muir, and how do you come to be in England?’ Bernice began, and Valmai took a deep breath before replying. 
 
    ‘My real name it is Vanya Vucovic, and I was born in Zenica, in the former Bosnia, in 1980.  There were three sisters, of which I was the oldest, and an older brother called Bogdan, and we were very poor.  We were also Muslim, and suffered much from the Chetniks.  My father was killed, and my mother could not find work, so Bogdan and I began to plan to escape abroad for work, and from there to send money back to my mother.’ 
 
    ‘How did you first come to meet Stepan Korakis?’ 
 
    ‘We learned of this man who was from Skopje, and who was seeking workers for hotels in London.  We hitched a ride into Sarajevo, where we heard that he was interviewing for these workers, and he showed us letters from those who had gone ahead of us.  These letters were full of happy news of working in London as cooks and waiters, making much money, and we begged to be allowed to join them.  In 2009 Bogdan and I joined a lorry that took us to Dubrovnik, and from there we come to London.’ 
 
    ‘What happened then?’ 
 
    ‘We worked for some weeks in a small hotel in London, where Bogdan was cook and I was waitress.  We sent money back to our mother, and a letter telling her that we were well and happy.  Then it all changed.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Men would come to the hotel, and we were told by the man who was the owner of this hotel that the girls were expected to have sex with these men.  Some did, but two of us refused, and we were beaten.  Bogdan tried to protect us, and in exchange for him collecting the money for the sex with the other girls we were told that we would not be required to do such things.  Then Stepan came back with more girls, and myself and the other girl who refused – “Jalena” – were told that there was better work for us in this place called Brampton.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of work?’ Bernice Grace enquired eagerly, and Vanya grimaced, and made a pretence of spitting on the carpet to the side of her chair. 
 
    ‘We were told that it was more hotel work, with more money, but when we get there we find that we are being taught how to please men with sex.  “Special” kinds of sex that I do not wish to speak about, and in any case we refused.’ 
 
    ‘You and Jalena, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but others also, and we learn from them that they had also refused to have sex with men in other places in England, and we had all been brought to Brampton to persuade us.  It is then that they lock us in a cellar in a building that we are told is a church, although we never saw any priests – just Brogdan, who had been persuaded to become one of our jailors in return for not being killed.  He is also learning the English, and is teaching it to us for when we agree to have sex with men.’ 
 
    ‘And did you continue to refuse?’ 
 
    ‘Jalena and I, yes, along with five others.  Then two of them agreed, and they are taken from the cellar and allowed proper food and beds.  Then they come back to visit us in our cellar, and try to persuade us to join them, telling us that sex with the men is something you can get used to, and that they are being well looked after in a hotel where they can walk by the river.’ 
 
    ‘How did you manage to escape?’ 
 
     ‘It is a long story.’ 
 
    ‘We have the whole night,’ Grace advised her sternly, and Vanya gazed at the far wall as tears began forming in her eyes.  Irina reached across the table and grasped her hand, whispering something in their language, while Alan Muir kissed her cheek and reminded her, ‘that were how you come to meet me, love, so tell the lady.’ 
 
    Vanya swallowed hard and continued. 
 
    ‘I have told you that Bogdan was one of those who brought us what little food and drink we were allowed, and was also one of our guards.  There was another guard called “Andelo”, and he was very fond of Jalena.  Jalena wished to escape and tell your police people what was happening in the cellar, and she told Andelo that if he would release her she would have sex with him.  So one night when he was our guard, and Bogdan was not on duty, Andelo opened the door to our cell and let Jalena escape.  But Stepan was staying in a room in the church, and he saw them as they were about to leave.  I did not see it, but Bogdan told me later that Stepan caught Andelo and broke his neck, but that Jalena escaped. 
 
    ‘What happened then?’ Grace enquired, and Vanya gave a slight shudder. 
 
    ‘Jalena was brought back to our cell with many bruises, complaining that she had been brought back to us by Bogdan, and that Stepan had made her pay with her body.  But in return for bringing her back, Bogdan had been promised that I would be set free.’ 
 
    ‘And were you?’ 
 
    ‘Not by Stepan.  Once Jalena had been brought back, Stepan refused to keep his promise to let me go.  Then Bogdan told me that the church was to become a place where girls would have sex with men for money, and that I should leave as soon as he could arrange things, and while he was still the only guard left for our cell.  So one night he opened the cell door and let me out; he could not set the other girls free, because he was afraid that we would be heard leaving, and it was safe for only one.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do then?’ 
 
    ‘We ran through the streets to the station.  I was wearing only the thin clothes that I had been allowed in the cellar, but Bogdan had brought me a heavy overcoat that he owned, and some shoes that were too big for me, but were good enough for the streets.  We went to a place where they kept the carriages for the trains, and we hid in one of them.  It was our plan to hide there until Bogdan could steal food, and better clothes for me, but as we were sleeping in this carriage, it began moving, and we found that we had become part of a train.’ 
 
    ‘Were you not then discovered?’ Grace enquired suspiciously, but Vanya shook her head. 
 
    ‘It was very early in the morning, still dark, and the train did not stop again until it got to Leicester, where we got out and went into a room where they sold food.  We were cold and hungry, but Bogdan had some money, and he bought us tea and some toasted bread.’ 
 
    ‘I think I can take over the story there,’ Alan Muir offered.  ‘I saw this lovely girl with a bloke I took to be her husband or something, and I went over to their table and started chatting to them.  She hardly spoke any English, but the bloke with  her could speak a bit, and he told me that the girl were his sister, and that they was running from some bloke what wanted to harm them both.  I were a bit suspicious, and I were only on me tea break from night shift in the shunting yard, so I told them that if they was still there when I finished at eight in the morning, they could come and stay with me.’ 
 
    ‘And were they?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but a little while later he took off, and she stayed, an’ accepted my invitation to stay with me. I never really figured out why he left when he did.’ 
 
    ‘It is simple,’ Vanya explained as she took back the narrative.  ‘Bogdan tells me that this man found me pleasing, and would want to have sex with me, but that if I let him, he would look after me.  Bogdan wanted to go back and tell the police people in Brampton about the other girls, and so Alan wrote down the address of his house, and Bogdan promised to come back when he had saved the others.  But he never came, and now I am told that he is dead.’ 
 
    Grace nodded. 
 
    ‘I’m told by the Brampton police that your brother was found dead in an abandoned house in Brampton, with a lot of drugs in his body.’ 
 
    ‘Bogdan did not take drugs!’ Vanya protested.  ‘He smoked cigarettes, but he never took the drugs.  Stepan found him and killed him, didn’t he?’ 
 
    Grace nodded again. 
 
    ‘We believe so.  But I’m puzzled as to why the cellar wasn’t discovered, and why, so far as I’m aware, your brother never advised the authorities about the girls who were still being held in the cellar.  There were four of them left when you escaped, is that correct?’ 
 
    It was Vanya’s turn to nod, as a tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    ‘Yes.  There was Jalena and three others.  Did they die as well?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ Grace replied, almost dismissively, but there is something more important I must ask you. 
 
    ‘Something more important than the lives of my friends?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Grace replied determinedly, ‘and it’s this.  In all the time you were being held prisoner, were you ever offered your freedom if you agreed to carry bombs in your clothes, or to befriend men in order that others might kill them?’ 
 
    ‘No, never!’ Vanya protested. ‘And I would not have agreed.’ 
 
    ‘But you are a Muslim?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am, but that means that I live my life by the Qur’an, and it does not permit the killing of the innocent.’ 
 
    It appeared for a moment as if Grace was about to argue with her, but then she seemed to change her mind, and she treated everyone round the table to a broad smile. 
 
    ‘Very well, those are all my questions for now.  I suggest that, since we’ve all had a most exhausting day, we retire to our respective accommodations.  Vanya, I’m afraid, will have to remain here, but we’ve made arrangements for her to occupy the Chief Constable’s convenience overnight suite, along of course with you, Mr Muir.  You’ll both be well guarded, well fed and well looked after, while Irina will be looked after by DC Kelman in a local hotel, since I gather that she’s under arrest for some reason or other.  But thank you again, Vanya – you’ve been of great assistance to me.’ 
 
    ‘But not to my friends,’ she moaned, and followed that with a burst in her native tongue that Irina chose not to translate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Van was already reading what looked like a long document at 9 am the next day when Mike placed two take-away coffees on her desk and sat down in front of them.  Van raised an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that woman ever sleeps,’ she complained.  ‘She must have been up half the night, e-mailing this through from Leicester, then Geoff saw her in the lift twenty minutes or so ago, heading for the fourth floor.  Presumably she’s having breakfast with God.’ 
 
    ‘What did they get out of Valmai Muir?’ Mike enquired, impervious to whom Bernice Grace might be sharing a box of cereal with. 
 
    ‘Just about everything we suspected, plus a bit more,’ Van replied.  ‘Looks like we’re destined for a full day of it.  First the de-brief, which incidentally has been switched to the Boardroom on the CC’s orders, then we have to re-visit the basement of the Pelican Club, and presumably engage in a few home improvements.’ 
 
    ‘We could have been there two days ago,’ Mike grumbled. 
 
    ‘Yes, but now we know for certain that we won’t be wielding pickaxes in vain,’ Van advised him, ‘although we need to make some enquiries as to why Valmai Muir’s brother didn’t manage to alert us to the fact that there were girls still being held prisoner in the cellar of Number Seventeen.  I’ve already got Geoff Keating working on that.’ 
 
    ‘At least that’ll give me time to order in a few spiders for when we do go down there with weapons of mass demolition,’ Mike joked, then saw the brief expression of horror on Van’s face. 
 
    ‘Sorry, only joking.  But from what I’m gathering from what you’re choosing to tell me, Valmai was being held down there.  Was she also “Jalena” from the tape?  She didn’t seem to resemble her very much to my eyes, even allowing for the passage of a couple of years.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Van advised him.  ‘Vanya, as we should learn to call her, and Jalena, were there at the same time, it seems.  Along with three other girls, all being held in the cellar because they refused to join Dimitriou’s vice circus.  They came and went, according to Vanya.  The ones who were still refusing when Vanya escaped from the cellar were never seen again, but the ones who gave in used to come back down and taunt the rest of them with tales of the life of luxury they were leading in Linda Clifford’s riverside motel cum brothel.’ 
 
    ‘And Bogdan?’ 
 
    ‘Vanya’s brother, apparently.  They came out in the same truckload, and Bogdan thought he was going to be working as a chef in the same hotel that Vanya thought she’d be waitressing in.  And they were, at first.  But it turns out that Dimitriou needed someone who spoke the native language after they came to Brampton and, when he wasn’t around, someone who was also prepared to come on heavy with the girls if they made too much noise in what was supposed to be an empty building while they did the conversion.  So Bogdan was promoted, but was no doubt heavily advised of what would happen to both him and Vanya if he stepped out of line. Then one night, while Bogdan was presumably having a meal upstairs, Jalena managed to escape.  It seems that she’d already offered her body in payment, and the jailor she’d seduced paid with his body when Dimitriou found out.  It was Bogdan who realised what had happened, and his little performance as an interpreter for the benefit of the tapes was his price for Vanya’s freedom.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Jalena?’ 
 
    ‘Anybody’s guess.  Bogdan took her back to Dimitriou, apparently, and then Dimitriou tried to go back on the deal.  Bogdan managed to get away, along with Vanya, but no doubt Dimitriou was bent on revenge against the pair of them.  I think we can safely conclude that he fulfilled his ambition with regard to Bogdan.  As for Vanya, the last she saw of Bogdan was when they were sitting in the cafeteria of Leicester London Road Station at some ungodly hour of the morning, and he left her to be taken home by a railway worker who was taking his meal-break in there.  That was Alan Muir, but I bet the conversation was a bit stilted.  Anyway, she moved in with him permanently shortly afterwards, and that was the address Bogdan had in his shoe when he died – the same address you visited yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re no nearer solving the murder of Linda Clifford, by the sound of it,’ Mike complained. 
 
    ‘Wonder Woman’s even done that for us, as well,’ Van replied sarcastically.  ‘Apparently one of Dimitriou’s goons who was caught yesterday was only too eager to recount how he had sourced a supply of strychnine for his employer, then passed it on to a man he identified from a photograph as one of F9’s Intelligence Officers with a weakness for horses which start the race at ten to one, and come in at half past three.’ 
 
    Mike chuckled. 
 
    ‘That’s a good line – I must remember it for the next retirement do at which I have to make a speech.  Hopefully, my own.  Anyway, sorry – carry on.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about it, really,’ Van confirmed.  ‘But not bad for a three-page e-mail.  I only wish I could get Mindy to be so economical with words when she’s doing her school assignments.” 
 
    ‘So we’re in the Board Room at ten?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently,’ Van confirmed.  ‘At least since the Caribbean Queen arrived we’ve been treated to better class accommodation.’ 
 
    ‘I have to assume that comment wasn’t meant to be racist, in the circumstances,’ Mike advised her with a slow smile. 
 
    ‘After two years prising West Indians and Pakistanis apart on the housing estates, I have little time for either,’ Van retorted with no hint of a smile.  ‘The Pakis had a head start in my estimation, as you might expect, but the Gangas soon out-paced them for unlovable character traits.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of unlovables,’ Mike asked, partly to change the subject, ‘what’s happened to Dave Petrie for the past week?  We’ve heard nothing from him since he brought Shirley Heathcote back from Carlisle.’ 
 
    ‘No idea,’ Van replied casually. ‘Perhaps he decided to catch up on his e-mails.  But at least I managed to borrow Sonia Kelman off him, until you took her to Leicester with you.  How did she go, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘Excellent.  Remind me never to pick a fight with her.  One of the bright spots of the afternoon was watching her cuffing one of Dimitriou’s apes to a cooker.’ 
 
    ‘She mentioned something about Dave picking up a new enquiry,’ Van advised him.  ‘Something to do with that journalist character – “Giles”, was that his name?’ 
 
    ‘Oh well,’ Mike replied, ‘at least he won’t be shouting foul if we go into the basement of the Pelican without him.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of which,’ Van reminded him, ‘it’s now officially owned by the Council.  Do we have to advise them that we’re about to knock two basement rooms into one?’ 
 
    ‘How do we know for certain that the cellar holds the clue?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘Partly because of what Vanya told Wonder Woman, and partly because of what Dimitriou told his barman,’ Van advised him.  ‘Remember, Renfrew told us how Dimitriou always put it about that there was a witch buried down there?  Standard scare tactics to fend off the curious.  Your Eighteenth Century smugglers used that one to good effect in Cornwall, or so I’ve read.  Half your phantom ship stories, plus your headless horsemen, graveyard lights and spectral black dogs, belong in the same category.’ 
 
    ‘Pity we couldn’t laugh off the goings on at Bradwell the same way,’ Mike reminded her.  Van turned pale at the memory, and Mike wished that sometimes he could remember to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    ‘To answer your original question,’ he breezed back cheerfully, ‘We’ll not only tell the Council what we’re planning – we’ll ask them to supply the workmen as well.  It’s their property officially once we remove the barrier tapes, and this is the only suit I have left that fits me, while it would be a shame to get brick dust on that stylish jacket of yours.’ 
 
    Shortly before ten o-clock, a rustle of clothing became audible in Mike’s doorway, and he looked up from his computer.  Irina stood there, looking sheepish. 
 
    “Please tell Sonia that I am not under arrest,’ she requested.  ‘She follows me everywhere like a dog I once had.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not with you now,’ Mike pointed out. 
 
    ‘She’s waiting at the end of the corridor, so that I cannot use either the stairs or the lift without her.  I told her we had some private business, so she probably thinks that we are having an affair or something.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’re not under arrest, after all your help yesterday, but take my professional advice and don’t kick any more corpses.’ 
 
    ‘That one deserved it,’ Irina insisted.  ‘But we do have some private business, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘We do?’ 
 
    ‘May I come in and sit down?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course.  I’m sorry, where are my manners?’ 
 
    Irina took the indicated seat, and looked down at the table in the way she had when she found what she had to say either difficult or embarrassing. 
 
    ‘I had dinner with Bernice yesterday evening at the hotel, and then we were driven up here this morning.  I will be travelling back to Oxford with her tomorrow, so Melanie will have to take the train on her own.’ 
 
    ‘That’s OK, she’s a big girl now,’ Mike reminded her.  Then he looked more closely into her face.   
 
    ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.  Bernice wishes to buy my house.  She has offered me a very good price, and I will need to find somewhere to live.  So Melanie …’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to spell it out,’ Mike advised her quietly as he thought through the implications.  ‘Melanie won’t be staying with you on the Banbury Road, will she?’ 
 
    “I am afraid not,’ Irina confirmed.  
 
    ‘How come Commander Grace needs your house anyway?’ 
 
    ‘It has, for some time, been a meeting place for those of us seeking to revenge ourselves against the Turks, as you have discovered for yourself,’ Irina explained.  ‘Bernice has seen it several times, and she thinks that it would be a very useful “safe house”, as I believe they call it.  It is not her money that will be buying it, but her department’s.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Mike replied gloomily.  ‘Do you want me to tell Melanie, or will you?  I take it you’ll be staying with us for one more night, before you return with Commander Grace to Oxford?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please.  You have been most generous and hospitable, and I have a present I wish to give Alison before I leave.  We depart for Oxford after lunchtime tomorrow, so presumably I may travel with you to and from Northwood for one more time?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Mike replied, more formally then he would have liked.  ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to organise something for after our meeting at ten.’  And I have to work out what the Hell to say to Melanie, he thought bitterly. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Irina sighed as she stood up to leave.  ‘I need to smoke anyway.’  She turned in his doorway, and added. 
 
    ‘I am sorry, Mike.  I really did intend for Melanie to stay with me, you have my word on that.  And I will explain the situation to her, of course.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ Mike grunted, as he began to scroll down his computer address book for the Brampton Council Building Department. 
 
    The ten o’clock meeting was the predictable orgy of mutual congratulation.  Bernice Grace formally thanked the Chief Constable for the invaluable assistance that his force had given to F9, and Sir William assured her that it was always a pleasure to be able to assist Her Majesty’s Government.  Irina came in for special praise, and a formal request from Bernice that she be officially absolved of all potential criminal charges, given the justice of her original cause and the fact that the final capture of Stepan Korakis would not have been possible without her courage in confronting Vanya Muir in the knowledge that Korakis’s men were heading for the same house. 
 
    ‘As I recall,’ Mike added in a surly tone, ‘We didn’t realise the full extent of that danger until we had actually sent Irina in.’ 
 
    ‘All the same,’ Bernice insisted, ‘we owe Irina a very great deal.’ 
 
    ‘Including, I believe, the discovery of the identity of your mole,’ Mike pointed out.  ‘Another “win/win” for F9 – to which we may add, or so I’m advised, the acquisition of another safe house.  Is F9 intending to enter the real estate business as well?’ 
 
    It was obvious that neither the CC nor Andy Willows knew what he was talking about, but Bernice filled the silence by diverting the conversation slightly. 
 
    ‘The existence of moles within secret Government departments is a regrettable commonplace,’ she assured the meeting.  ‘But this particular one has also been most valuable in exposing weaknesses in our continual vetting procedures.’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention alerting Stepan Korakis to your travel to Leicester, where you knowingly put both Irina and Valmai Muir in considerable personal danger,’ Mike growled.  Bernice Grace smiled with indifference. 
 
    ‘He was certainly of value to us in that regard, but hopefully there will be no more moles in F9 for several years to come.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of moles,’ Mike said, ‘we’ll be digging holes in the basement of the Pelican Club this afternoon – would you care to join us, Commander?’ 
 
    ‘I think not, but thank you,’ she replied with a seraphic smile that was almost insulting in its obvious insincerity.  ‘I have several matters that require my attention before I leave tomorrow, one of which is the need for sleep.  Sir William has very kindly invited me to be his house guest this evening, and I’m assured that his wife is both an excellent cook and an understanding hostess when their guests fall asleep in the lobster bisque.  So, if there’s nothing else, I think that concludes the matters we have to discuss this morning, and I thank you all for attending.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably somebody would like to be appraised of the results of our archaeology this afternoon?’ Mike demanded, his face set in what was almost anger.  ‘I originally became involved in this case because we had a dead body.  I can of course report – if anyone is in the remotest bit interested – that we have concluded that Linda Clifford was murdered on the orders of the man we call Stefan Dimitriou, who is conveniently dead at the hand of F9 – or rather their hired assassins.’  At this point, he felt Van’s restraining hand placed diplomatically on his arm, but chose to continue. 
 
    ‘We also have reason to believe that the bodies of several illegal immigrants have yet to be discovered in the basement of what was formerly the Pelican Club.  While I appreciate that they are not diplomatically important, we might wish to formally note their demise at some stage.’ 
 
    It fell uncomfortably quiet, as Sir William glared across at Mike while making a show of polishing his spectacles. 
 
    ‘Very well, ten am tomorrow, in here,’ he conceded.  And now, Commander, I believe that coffee and biscuits are waiting in my office.  The rest of you are invited, of course.’ 
 
    As they walked towards the lift, Mike was muttering to himself. 
 
    ‘It’s alright, not to worry, Detective Chief Inspector.  It’s only a handful of young girls who thought they were coming to a new life, and were buried alive in a cave instead.  They’re of no immediate importance to F9, or any other government department that gives a fuck.’ 
 
    ‘Mike,’ Van said as she reached for his hand and gripped it firmly, ‘it’s because you care that I admire you so much, and it’s a virtue I have always tried to uphold for myself, like so many other things I learned from you.  But there are times when it’s better to keep silent.’ 
 
    ‘Like tens of thousands of Germans did, even though they could plainly see what Hitler was up to?’ 
 
    ‘I wish you’d take up smoking again,’ Van sighed. ‘You were much easier to get along with then.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Ted Grimes was far from amused at being transferred, together with his crew, from the primary school extension they’d been erecting on the south side.  They’d had to cut short their lunch break in order to travel over to the west end of town through the thick of Brampton’s weekday traffic, and now they were stuck in a gloomy basement with only one obvious power connection, and lots of breakables. 
 
    ‘OK, mate,’ he asked Mike, ‘where d’you want us to drill?’ 
 
    ‘Nowhere, yet,’ Mike advised him, as Van stood discreetly in the background, examining every sandstone surface for possible spiders.  ‘Just take down that wine rack on the side wall first, and confirm that whatever lies behind it has been covered over.’ 
 
    Ted nodded to a couple of his sidekicks, and several dozen wine bottles were reverently stacked to the side, before the wine rack was lifted and placed in front of the empty beer kegs.  Then Ted walked over and tapped the smooth wall. 
 
    ‘Feels like block board, or something like it,’ he observed.  Then he ran his hands up either side. 
 
    ‘Just as I thought – a piece of heavy duty block board screwed into place.  Joe, put your drill into them there screw holes, an’ get it down.’ 
 
    Joe did as instructed, then Ted forced the largest screwdriver Mike had ever seen behind the loose panelling, which fell forward with a tearing sound and landed flat on the cellar floor in a cloud of dust that had them all coughing. 
 
    Immediately before them was a heavy wooden door that was probably centuries old, to judge by the high standard of workmanship.  There was a ring set in its centre, to the left of which was a large old-fashioned keyhole, but no key.  Ted felt the hinges with an experienced hand. 
 
    ‘Bloody Hell!’ he announced.  ‘Them’s nails, not screws.  If you wants that door down, we’ve got to cut through it, because we can’t just drill out the screws, because there ain’t none.’ 
 
    ‘I think I get the picture,’ Mike confirmed.  ‘But before we go any further, you should be warned that we think there may be several dead bodies in there.’  At this point, from the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a large West Indian labourer crossing himself. ‘And the other thing,’ he continued, ‘is that whatever we do find in there is to be kept absolutely secret.  No telling your mates in the pub how you spent the afternoon, OK?’ 
 
    ‘Got it loud and clear,’ Ted confirmed.  ‘Now stand back, the lot of you, while Joe cuts the first hole.  Joe, go for the side of that there keyhole first – we may be able to force it from the inside if we can cut a decent hole through it.’ 
 
    The cutting drill roared into life, and ancient sawdust flew round the narrow room as the blade screeched through real English oak.  After a minute or so, Joe cut back the power and lowered the heavy drill in order to rest his arms.  At this point the West Indian stepped forward with a ten pound hammer. 
 
    ‘I reckon I could smash that out,’ he advised his foreman in a Brampton accent that contrasted markedly with his Jamaican features. 
 
    ‘OK, Sam, give it a go,’ Ted instructed him. 
 
    ‘Stand back,’ Sam warned them as he swung the hammer with all the controlled aggression of an Olympic field athlete.  There was a splintering crash, and the cut flap fell into the far side after a single blow. 
 
    ‘Everybody back,’ Mike commanded, as a nauseating stale odour wafted past them.  Van took a handkerchief from her shoulder bag and held it over her mouth, while Mike took a deep breath, swallowed down a mouthful of bile, switched on the torch he’d brought with him, and stepped forward to peer through the gap. 
 
    In the immediate foreground were the skeletal remains of a human arm, wrapped in some sort of rotting cloth, which had been raised in supplication towards the door, as if praying for release.  Beyond that, he could make out a complete human skeleton with filthy rags covering its upper half, the pelvis exposed to human view like some sort of nightmare pornography from the brain of a drug-crazed artist.  He looked away, and tried not to vomit. 
 
    ‘Anything there, sir?’ Van enquired from under her handkerchief. 
 
    ‘Sure is,’ Mike confirmed, ‘but I’m not sure I want you to see it.’  He looked across at Ted. 
 
    ‘OK, finish taking that door down, then you and your men can go.  Try not to look at what’s inside, and keep your mouths firmly shut about what you do see.’ 
 
    Curious, Ted picked up a hand-held flashlight from his tool box, switched it on and walked to the flap and looked through. 
 
    ‘Fuckin’ Hell!’ he yelled, then smiled apologetically at Van.  ‘Sorry, missus, but it’s not very nice.’ 
 
    ‘Things seldom are, in our job,’ she assured him, as she walked over, handkerchief still to her face, took Mike’s torch from his reluctant hand, and peered in.  Then she muttered something almost under her breath in what Mike took to be her native Hindi, and which sounded like a blessing for the souls of the dead. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the door was lying up against the back wall, and the workmen had left, the West Indian looking paler than he ever had in his entire life. 
 
    Mike picked his way carefully through the scattering of bones, some with the last remains of their earthly flesh still clinging to them, which even the rats had presumably thought inedible.  There were three complete corpses, hideously draped in contorted poses as they must have died in the last agonies of hunger and thirst.  He finally stood rigidly on the spot, as he felt the frustration and anger boiling inside him, then something caught his eye as it glinted in the light from the torch he was holding.  The bony wrist he had first seen through the initial flap cut in the door, which had slid down partly once the door had been removed, appeared to have a bracelet of some sort hanging from it, and he leaned forward to examine it more closely.  There was a name inscribed on it, and he reached out gently and smoothed away the dust with a finger, until he could read the name. 
 
    Jalena. 
 
    The bony arm clattered loudly to the floor, as it separated from the shoulder from just the gentle action of Mike touching the bracelet.  He shivered, dry retched, then unaccountably began to cry, a soft shuddering sound, almost like hiccups.  Van walked back from where she had been examining the bones further up, and placed a consoling arm around him as she reached for a tissue from her shoulder bag.  She handed it to him, then did her best to lighten the atmosphere. 
 
    “Do we call for a pathologist or an archaeologist?” she enquired gently. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Mike choked, ‘but I’m trying to imagine what the last few days must have been like for these girls.’ 
 
    ‘I’m doing my best not to think about it,’ Van assured him, adding, ‘Seems a bit pedantic, I know, but are we sure they are all girls?’ 
 
    ‘Either that or transvestites,’ Mike joked feebly with a weak smile.  ‘They all appear to have been wearing nightgowns of some sort – they may even have frozen to death down here.  You know, just fallen into a deep sleep as their body temperatures fell?’ 
 
    ‘You’d have to hope so,’ Van agreed.  ‘Do you want me to call this in?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we have to, I suppose.  You might want to text the CC with a personal invitation, while you’re at it.  Or maybe the bastard’s too busy justifying his knighthood with coffee and biscuits.’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t go all bitter and twisted, Mike,’ Van begged him.  “I couldn’t stand it if you went like all the rest of them.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah well, let’s just say I’ve had happier days in the job,’ Mike muttered in reply as he stepped back out into the cellar and kicked a bottle of Chardonnay to pieces. 
 
    ‘I should have joined Irina in a kicking contest while I had the chance,’ he added grimly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Mike swirled his third coffee of the morning gloomily around in the mug and glared down at the flower bed, wondering if he could hold his tongue if Irina strolled out to join him as usual, all make-up and smiles.  He turned as he heard the sound of flip-flops slapping through the unmown lawn, and was surprised to see Melanie coming towards him, her head down as if counting the blades of grass. 
 
    ‘Good morning, angel,’ he said unconvincingly. 
 
    ‘Is it?’ she grumped back at him, before walking to within a foot or so of him, then ducking away from the intended kiss on the cheek. 
 
    ‘Mum set me the task of finding out – diplomatically of course – why you came home yesterday reeking of stale wine, with your trouser bottoms all stained, and looking as if you could kill Irina with a single glance.  I think I know the answer, but just wanted you to confirm it before I break the news to Mum.  Irina’s sold the house, she’s leaving today, and I have to go back on the train to that dreadful creep, right?’ 
 
    ‘I can confirm all but the dreadful creep,’ Mike replied.  ‘Seems that Irina’s been made an offer she can’t refuse, and she certainly will be leaving today, courtesy of a government chauffer.  I assume that the lovely hand-embroidered napkin set that she gave your mother was enough to divert her attention from the reality of your situation, but please tell me about the creep, bearing in mind what I do for a living.’ 
 
    Melanie flushed, and seemed to lose some of her earlier aggression. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to come out.  Just forget it.’ 
 
    Mike put his coffee mug down on the raised flower bed, then walked back to her, placing his hands on either side of her waist as he looked her firmly in the eye. 
 
    ‘You’re my daughter, Melanie, and I love you dearly, so if anyone needs the crap kicked out of them, just to remind them that you are to be troubled no further, simply give me the word, and Mum and I will take you back to your student digs ourselves, and I’ll have a quiet word in a nervous ear.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing serious, honestly, and I’d rather that you didn’t come down and play the heavy, but there is this revolting little pervert in the next block who seems to regard my underwear as a special attraction when it’s hung up in the laundry.  Plus he keeps trying to invite me out to discos and things – me – in a disco – can you imagine it?’ 
 
    ‘So it wasn’t just the prospect of more peace and quiet in which to study?’ Mike asked.  ‘You have a serious need to get away from this jerk’s unwanted attentions, that it?’ 
 
    ‘Honestly, Dad, nothing to get your knickers in a twist about.  And to judge by the mood you’ve been in since you came home yesterday – and not just you, Irina as well – I guess you’ve got more important things on your minds – both of you.  And now I have a serious question, and please forgive me for having to ask, but it’s killing me.  I know I joked about it before, but …’ 
 
    Mike took the coffee mug from her, placed it on the ground and hugged her to him. 
 
    ‘Absolutely not, sweetheart.  I’m far too old for her in the first place, and to be perfectly honest she’s not my type.  All that make-up, perfume and Mediterranean charm’s lost on me, it really is.  So you can reassure your mother that the old git’s not conducting an affair with a tart half his age.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Dad, but I did have to ask, and I think Mum’s getting a bit worried, too.  The atmosphere over dinner last night was like an excommunication party, and Irina’s been sulking away in her room with her laptop ever since.  You’ve obviously had some sort of tiff, and you were both hitting the drink a bit hard last night.’ 
 
    ‘If I told you what yesterday was like at work, you’d try and persuade me to retire tomorrow, and bugger the pension. I can’t speak for Irina, because she was in a huddle with someone up from London for most of the day, but my day was shit on steroids, believe me.  Now let’s get back to your immediate accommodation needs.’ 
 
    ‘Forget it Dad, please!.  You taught me disappointment management all those years ago, when you wouldn’t let me have a pony, so let’s just leave it at this – one more unwanted invitation from that creep and I’ll tell him I’ve got AIDS or something.  If that doesn’t work, I’ll tell him that my Dad’s a jealous bastard who runs a drug trafficking ring, and has lots of mean associates with diplomas in chainsaw massacres.  Anyway, let’s change the subject – I think I can see Mata Hari fixing herself a coffee in the kitchen.’ 
 
    Mike and Irina barely exchanged a word during their final journey into town together, in marked contrast with their cheery chatter on previous days.  Mike left her in the car park, with instructions to the front desk staff to allow her up to the Boardroom in time for a ten o’clock meeting with the Chief Constable.  Then he made his way reluctantly up to his office, where a booklet on anger management had been left on his chair, positioned so that he couldn’t fail to see it.  Van was in a few moments later, and he gave her a sheepish grin as she placed the coffees down on the desk. 
 
    ‘Sorry about yesterday,’ he said shame-facedly.  ‘I must have been really bad, for you to have left me that book.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to apologise for, if you promise to read it,’ she assured him.  ‘And you’ve obviously forgotten that time, back in the Northwood days, when you had to pull me off a woman who’d been trying to prostitute her ten year old.  I could have been thrown off the force if you hadn’t intervened.  The book’s due back in the Area Social Work Department library in two weeks’ time, by the way – Colin signed out for it, so don’t lose it, or set fire to it, or anything.’ 
 
    ‘I probably won’t need it for much longer anyway,’ Mike assured her.  ‘It’s this case that’s been doing it, I’m afraid.  Those girls weren’t much older than Melanie, I imagine, and having her around the house for the past week or so has only made me feel more protective of her.  I’m also worried that she’s got a few personal issues down in Oxford, and now it seems that she’s been let down over the house she was hoping to move into, and – well, it all just came together all at once, that’s what I’m saying.  By next Monday morning, I’ll be out of harm’s way back in Northwood, shuffling bits of paper around my desk and counting the days until retirement.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been good working with you again,’ Van replied with a coy smile.  ‘You probably didn’t hear, but Alec Ross died yesterday.  This was his office, and there’ll obviously be a vacancy down here, so …’ 
 
    ‘Take my advice and go for it yourself,’ Mike cut her off.  ‘You’ve got a few runs on the board down here now, and I’m happy for you to complete the paperwork on the Pelican Club matter, since Dave Petrie seems to have been detailed onto something else.  That’ll look good on your c.v. when you apply for the next step up.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I’m ready yet, sir.  In career terms of course I am, but I want to see Mindy safely into university, and she’ll be living away from home, and I’m scared to death for her.  You know how it is … vulnerable young daughter living in the rotten world we have to police, and clean up for other people.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Mike agreed.  ‘There’s hardly been a day when I haven’t worried about Melanie when I’ve been head down in some ghastly murder or rape.  And the drug scene doesn’t get any better, despite what our Media stars tell the newspapers.  So yes, I know what you mean, but there’ll always be some family issue to worry about, and you can’t let it get in the way of your career progression.  Easy for me to say, I know, since I’ve got there, but you just have to learn to put your family in one in-tray, and the job in another.’ 
 
    ‘Wise words, as always,’ Van replied.  ‘And talking of in-trays, do you want to see the final report, before we commit it to the CMS?’ 
 
    ‘No need, if you’ve prepared it,’ Mike replied.  ‘It cuts both ways, you know – working with you is always a dream ticket, since I know there’ll be no screw-ups with the paperwork.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of paperwork,’ Dave Petrie breezed as he appeared in the doorway, ‘don’t forget to put my name on the closing credits when you sign off.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want “best boy” or “focus puller”?’ Van joked. 
 
    ‘Or “best boy puller”, perhaps?’ Mike joined in, not wishing to be outdone.  ‘But talking of “focus”, not that it matters now, but we still haven’t heard from you about how Dimitriou’s regular drug dealer – “Lennie”, wasn’t it? – was persuaded to back off on the day that Linda Clifford got her special delivery.’ 
 
    ‘I got diverted’, Petrie explained.  ‘But if it helps to clean up the scoresheet, Lennie was visited in the early hours of the morning in question by a bunch of heavies purporting to be the “National Narcotics Investigation Bureau”, or some such.  He was held in the basement of some house or other well out of town, then released the following day with an apology and a suggestion that he experience a lapse of memory.  Instead of which, he had the frigging cheek to file a complaint of assault and false imprisonment against a police department that’s presumably non-existent.’ 
 
    ‘You’re probably right,’ Mike confirmed, ‘since we now know that someone inside F9 arranged to send Irina Woodley in with a drug delivery that she was told would result in Dimitriou being done for supplying.  At least, that’s what they told Irina, who’s as naive as they come, and was driven by a blind desire for revenge.  But now I’m beginning to wonder if F9 themselves didn’t arrange for the drugs to be laced with strychnine, thereby dragging us simple plods into it, and doing Dimitriou for murder.  Or it may have been Dimitriou’s idea to lace the heroin, since he wasn’t to know that Linda Clifford had already signed up to sell the club premises.  We’ll probably never know.’ 
 
    ‘At least we know that the so-called drugs investigation team was non-existent,’ Petrie offered, and Mike grinned as a throw-back line leapt into his brain. 
 
    ‘A bit like your personality, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll need that sense of humour for the Giles case,’ Petrie replied, trying not to laugh himself. 
 
    ‘I imagine that you’ll be paddling that particular canoe single-handed,’ Mike replied.  ‘I’ll shortly begin clearing this desk for my return to the frozen north.’ 
 
    ‘Willows said he was going to hold you down here, to keep an eye on me,’ Petrie frowned. 
 
    ‘I won’t deny that someone has to,’ Mike quipped back, ‘but he hasn’t mentioned anything to me – probably didn’t want to spoil my lunch.  What’s Jeremy Giles done, anyway?  An unnatural offence against the English language?’ 
 
    ‘He’s been murdered,’ Petrie replied.  ‘Either that, or the most ingenious suicide you ever saw.  Strangled, dangled and mangled.  His corpse was a textbook contender.’ 
 
    ‘Pull in a few literary critics,’ Mike suggested.  ‘They’d be the ones with the strongest motive.’ 
 
    Petrie smirked slightly, then turned to Van. 
 
    ‘I take it you no longer need DC Kelman?  Only I want to scare the shit out of the couple of layabouts who claim to have found the body, but not to have stolen from it.  The late Mr Giles finished up sans personal identification of any sort, apart from a monogrammed shirt.’ 
 
    ‘I need her until Jill Bradbury gets back from leave,’ Van frowned, ‘since I still have to keep going with “Operation Delilah”, which seems not to have been affected in any way by the murder of Linda Clifford.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do you a deal with Geoff Keating here,’ Petrie offered, as the man in question appeared in Mike’s doorway and smiled. 
 
    ‘I was told you were down here, Ma’am, and you both probably need to see this.’ 
 
    ‘See what?’ Mike enquired, and Keating handed him the print-out. 
 
    ‘A bit of a stuff-up, it seems.  Not ours, thank God, but someone’s going to get their arse in a sling.’ 
 
     Mike read the report quickly, employing his entire vocabulary of obscenities in the process, before looking up to apologise to Van. 
 
    ‘It seems that after leaving Vanya with her railway shunter knight in shining armour Bogdan tried to alert us to the remaining girls being held in the cellar – you know, the ones whose skeletons we made the acquaintance of yesterday?   At first they thought he was a nutter, or a junkie on a bad trip, and locked him up for his own safety, notifying M13 just in case, but making no effort to check out what he was trying to tell them about.  It seems that M13 notified F9, and that someone – who one can only assume was their resident mole – sent an order north than Bogdan was to be released.  Because of F9’s slackness in allowing their mole to operate with impunity, presumably the poor bugger was released for long enough for Stefan to get his hands on him and fill him with heroin.  If both organisations had been doing their jobs properly, those girls would have been saved, and Bogdan could have been reunited with Vanya.  Incompetent fucking bastards!’  
 
    He glanced up at the clock on the wall and grimaced as he swallowed the last of the coffee. 
 
    ‘Sorry to party poop, but Van and I are expected up in the Boardroom in five.’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully I’ll see you later,’ Petrie said. 
 
    ‘I’ll bring the popcorn,’ Mike advised him with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    If the previous day’s meeting had been stage-managed, this one was virtually choreographed.  The CC sat in the centre, with Bernice Grace on one side, and ACC Willows on the other.  Irina had been banished to the other side of the table, and the body language said it all as the Chief poured from the expensive looking percolator into Bernice’s china cup, while Irina remained just out of arm’s reach of the plate of biscuits.  Sir William nodded Mike and Van into their seats across the table, and beamed across at them in his Buddha-like way. 
 
    ‘An excellent result all round,’ he announced, as Mike made a superhuman effort to suppress the angry contempt that the man’s mere voice seem to inspire in him.  ‘We’ve solved a significant murder, and put an end to the career of an international criminal.  Plus we accounted for a few missing persons.’ 
 
    ‘Before they were officially recognised as missing, by either us or F9’ Mike growled back, ignoring Van’s hand on his sleeve. 
 
    ‘Precisely,’ the CC persisted.  ‘We can pride ourselves on being well ahead of events there.’ 
 
    ‘The girls themselves might have appreciated it more had we got there before they slowly starved to death,’ Mike suggested icily, as Van withdrew her restraining hand with a feeling of helplessness. 
 
    ‘I assume that your official report will be filed sometime this morning?’ the CC enquired as if Mike had never spoken.  ‘However, before we bring the curtain down on this successful operation, does anyone wish to add anything to the record?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ Mike announced, this time ignoring even the warning look from ACC Willows from across the table.  ‘I’d like to place on record how totally and utterly fucking pissed off I am by the fact that a secret government department saw fit to drag my daughter into what they knew was going to end up in a gunfight.’ 
 
    He ignored what was intended as a manual ‘halt’ signal from the Chief, and persevered. 
 
    ‘I joined this force in 1978, straight from university, because I wanted to protect people.  I haven’t deviated from that motivation in all the intervening years, during which I’ve also had the pleasure and privilege of watching my family grow and mature.  Now, it seems, they are potentially expendable, at least emotionally.  Thanks to the thoughtless outcome-driven persistence of F9, my daughter has been bitterly disappointed in her personal and academic life because of her luck of the draw in having a police officer for a father.  Put bluntly, the unfeeling bastards used her.  I want to be ashamed of that, but part of me won’t let go of this naive continuing belief that I can still be of some value in protecting people from themselves.  But in future, it will be with a rapidly firming resolve not to let family come second.  Irina knows only too well what happens to families when those who are meant to protect them in fact exploit them for their own ends.  My apologies for verbally pissing in your coffee, and if that little speech means the end of my career, well so be it.  At least – for once – I put my family first.’ 
 
    He rose from the table, smiled across at Irina, said ‘No hard feelings’, and walked rapidly out of the room, closing the door behind him with a firmness that was only marginally short of a slam. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, that was telling ’em,’ said a voice in Mike’s office doorway thirty minutes later, as he was wiping the marker pen from the whiteboard.  He turned, and there was ACC Willows. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Andy,’ Mike replied, then held up the book Van had loaned him.  ‘If it helps, I’ll read this in between gardening details.’ 
 
    ‘You probably won’t have time,’ Willows advised him.  ‘And what do you think you’re doing with that box?’ 
 
    ‘Packing up ahead of my return to Northwood – assuming I haven’t been fired.’ 
 
    ‘Neither.  You’re still on the force, but you’re staying where you are.  Alec Ross ended his final shift in the early hours of yesterday morning.  There’s a black tie do at St Martin’s next Monday morning.  You’re officially instructed to attend, and then return back here and assume his role.’ 
 
    ‘Is that the CC’s way of punishing me, making me work with Paperless Petrie?’ Mike asked.  ‘What do I have to do to get fired – really piss in his coffee?’ 
 
    ‘If it had been left to the Chief, you probably would be heading for the lawnmower,’ Willows grinned.  ‘Nobody’s ever spoken to him like that in my hearing, and my grateful thanks.  The pompous old wanker gets on my tits, too, but I’d never have the courage to mouth him like that.’ 
 
    ‘Then how?’ Mike enquired, puzzled. 
 
    ‘You can – believe it or not – thank Commander Grace and that Greek beauty she had with her.  The Commander banged on about how the nation needs men of your outspoken integrity, and how Brampton and the Chief were to be congratulated on fostering an environment in which outstanding officers like you feel confident enough to speak out and set an example.  Then the Greek girl all but proposed marriage to you in your absence, telling us how, if her ancestors had been fortunate enough to be protected by men like you, she wouldn’t have needed to become involved in this business, and men like Korakis, or whatever his name is this week, wouldn’t be able to thrive the way he had.  Finally, Van Morton chipped in stuff about what an inspirational boss you were, how she’d learned everything from you, and that if the constabulary wanted to take your warrant card for practising what you believe, then they could have hers too.  All in all, if you’d been there to hear it, you wouldn’t have been able to fit your head through the door on the way out.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re a loud-mouthed idiot, but I need you down here.  Petrie’s in over his oversized head in this Giles business, and about to crap all our pants for us if someone with a bit of nous doesn’t clean up behind him with a shovel.  But Van Morton thinks you need a bit of leave first, so come back on Monday.’ 
 
    ‘How long have I got to think it over?’ 
 
    ‘Think what over, you pig-headed prat?  You’re – what, five or so years short of a full pension?  You hated Northwood, and here’s your big chance to get back in the saddle.  We need you, and you need us.  Or do you want a written invitation?’ 
 
    ‘I meant what I said about family,’ Mike insisted. 
 
    ‘I don’t think you left any of us in doubt about that,’ Willows grinned back.  ‘Is this when you tell me that you want to talk it over with Alison?  What do you think she’ll say in response to your question “Do you mind if I take my bat and ball away now, darling, and forfeit the pension we’ve been planning how to spend for the past thirty years?”  Grow up, for fuck’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘Is it just Petrie, or can I borrow Van Morton from time to time?’ 
 
    ‘She’s going to have to work even harder as the Summit approaches,’ Willows explained.  ‘but you obviously have a good working relationship, and if you could let me know five minutes before you strangle the shit out of Petrie I might let her loose in your chicken coop for a few hours of R and R from time to time.’ 
 
    ‘How far’s Petrie got into his latest enquiry, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Buggered if I know, such is the quality of his upward reporting.  I want you to fix that as well, by the way.  I don’t want everything to come from you – ignore the protocols and make him report to me directly.  Then I can chew his balls off, and give your jaws a rest.’ 
 
    Back home, the quality of the catering had diminished markedly, and as they munched half-heartedly through their shepherd’s pie, Mike tried to think of ways of bringing the conversation around to the Greek dishes that Alison had been taught to make, but seemed reluctant to deliver.  As it was, talk was all about the logistics of getting Melanie to the station on Saturday morning, together with half a department store of new clothing and several more suitcases than she had arrived with. 
 
    Saturday came, and as Mike and Melanie stood on the platform awaiting the London fast train while Alison went in search of a magazine or six, Melanie had a confession. 
 
    ‘I hope you don’t mind, but before she left, Irina asked for one of your business cards as a souvenir.  I gave her one, but it was one of the old ones, from Northwood, so she probably won’t be in touch.  I shouldn’t be encouraging her anyway – she phoned yesterday and told me what you said to the Chief Constable at that meeting.  Is it true that you told them that family came before career?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t I always made that clear?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No, not always.  Anyway, I passed it on to Mum, because she’s had it pretty rough lately, thinking that maybe you and Irina were “at it”.  What I didn’t pass on was what Irina said about what a wonderful man you are, how she wished she’d met you when you were both younger, how lucky I am to have you for a Dad, and so on.  And I am, I know that, so lean down and let me kiss you.  I’m so proud of you, Dad.’               
 
    ‘I clearly have a rival who’s young enough to be my daughter,’ Alison joked as she re-appeared on the platform edge. ‘Remember to phone when you get back to Oxford safely,’ she reminded Melanie, just as the tannoy announcing the arrival of the express from Manchester drowned out her last few words. 
 
    On Sunday morning, Mike was asking himself where he might acquire a supply of napalm for the persistent weeds under the beech tree when Alison came out into the garden carrying the hands-free phone and wearing a broad smile. 
 
    ‘It’s Melanie,’ she announced, ‘and please tell her yes.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    First thing on Monday morning, Mike made the phone call to Avery House, hoisted by his own petard regarding putting family first, and by Tuesday lunchtime they were in Oxford, loading Melanie’s barely unpacked bags into the boot of the hired estate wagon, along with boxes full of academic textbooks. 
 
    ‘Are you sure you know where this place actually is?’ Mike enquired suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Dead easy,’ Melanie replied.  ‘Just head out to Kidlington, then follow the signs to the football club, then it’s about half a mile down Sandy Lane, on the right.  It’s painted white, and has a trellis of roses growing around the front door.  You’ll love it!’ 
 
    ‘You’ve already seen it, obviously,’ Mike said.  ‘But you’ve only been back here for three days.’ 
 
    ‘Irina left a message for me at the porters’ lodge,’ Melanie explained.  ‘I rang her, and she picked me up and took me out there on Sunday.  The place’s been empty for a while, so it’s pretty shitty inside, but we’re going to do it up together, and the estate agent was only too happy to let her move in when she waved the deposit under their nose.  God knows how much academic work I’ll get done, but I’m so excited!’ 
 
    ‘It was my former husband’s aunt’s house,’ Irina explained as they sat in the garden two hours later, basking in the late afternoon sun, drinking coffee and eating Cypriot shortbread from Irina’s imported collection.  ‘I was looking on the Internet for places to live, and I saw that this cottage was listed.  I had been here several times with Piers, and fell in love with it some years ago.  So I persuaded Bernice to advance me enough money, and offered the estate agent a lot more than they were asking, and here we are.’  
 
    ‘It’s beautiful,’ Alison enthused, ‘but there’s a lot of work to do.’ 
 
    ‘And I have much time in which to do it,’ Irina smiled across at her.  ‘But there is a section of garden down near the road, where I think I might need some hedges.  Melanie tells me that you are a good person with gardens – would you come down with me, before the sun sets, and tell me what you think?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Alison agreed, and Melanie smiled as they walked away. 
 
    ‘I think Irina’s going out of her way to reassure Mum that she has no designs on you,’ she giggled.  ‘I told Irina what Mum had been worried about, and she looked horrified.  Whether that was the mere thought of bonking you, or guilt at making Mum feel jealous I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘You’re getting cheeky again,’ Mike reminded her.  ‘That’s always a good sign.  At least you won’t have to worry any more about that creep in the student residence.’ 
 
    Melanie giggled again. 
 
    ‘I got my own back there.  He saw me waiting for you two with all my bags outside the block door, and asked where I was going.  So I told him that my husband was taking me back after my affair with the milkman, and I couldn’t wait to be reunited with my two kids.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you never take to a life of crime,’ Mike chuckled. 
 
    The sun was well down over the western horizon as Irina showed them down the path to where they had parked the car in the lay-by a few yards from the front gate.  She looked back furtively up at the house, reassured herself that Melanie was busy unpacking, and slipped a soft package wrapped in tissue paper from under her jacket. 
 
    ‘This is for you both,’ she said quietly, ‘and please do not refuse it, because it is important to me that you have it.  You have two children, and in the future there will be grandchildren.  I wish you to wrap this around each of them when they are christened in the sight of God.’ 
 
    Alison unwrapped the parcel, and gasped slightly. 
 
    ‘It’s beautiful!’ she murmured as she admired the hand-embroidered shawl. 
 
    ‘It was my grandmother’s,’ Irina explained.  ‘She was wrapped in it when my great-grandmother carried her across the desert on that final march.  Mike was the means by which I was able to strike a blow against the grandson of the man who helped to organise that, and it is fitting that your grandchildren should be blessed in it.’ 
 
    Later that evening, they sat studying the menu in the up-market hotel they had chosen on-line ahead of their journey to Oxford.  Mike frowned. 
 
    ‘They’ve got old-fashioned bangers and mash,’ he observed ruefully, ‘but I suppose I have to have the chicken salad as usual.’ 
 
    The waiter arrived and asked if they were ready to order. 
 
    ‘The chicken salad,’ Alison replied.  ‘And my husband will have the bangers and mash.’ 
 
    Two bottles of Moselle later, Mike was still marvelling at his change of fortune as he climbed out of his clothes.  Alison climbed into bed naked, and Mike was just wondering if she’d forgotten to pack her nightdress when she lay back on the pillow and smiled up at him. 
 
    ‘Leave those pyjamas in the case.’ 
 
    ‘I might get cold.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, you won’t.  When Irina took me down the garden this afternoon, she told me what you told the Chief Constable about how your family will always come first.  Did you mean it?’ 
 
    ‘Never lie to a Chief Constable,’ Mike replied. 
 
    ‘A good philosophy,’ Alison agreed.  ‘Now get in here and shag me stupid.’ 
 
    He woke up the next morning, his face bathed in the early June sunlight that was pouring through the raised blind.  He stared up at the ceiling, and decided that it had all been worth it – even given the prospect of working with Dave Petrie again. 
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