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CHAPTER ONE

Peter Abrams’s eyesight wasn’t what it used to be. All he could see from here were two figures silhouetted by the morning sun.
The allotment was usually quiet at this time of year, particularly so early in the day. In truth, there wasn’t much to be done. It was far too early to begin any planting, and the ground was still too hard even to prepare the soil for the spring. He focused on clearing the plot of any remaining damaged or rotten winter crops, crouching down to dig them out of the ground.
He came here mainly because he found the place soothing. He was accustomed to being alone – he’d had years of that – but there were still times when he found the silence and emptiness of the house oppressive. The feeling most commonly struck him in the mornings. He always woke earlier than he wanted. That came with age, he supposed.
Sometimes, he’d lie there, waiting for sunrise and the start of the day. More often, he’d rise, make himself coffee and breakfast, watch one of the TV news channels. That was fine. He didn’t feel lonely exactly. But sometimes he simply felt as if he needed to leave the house, find some fresh air and sunshine, potter about on the allotment, doing not very much.
He returned his attention to the plot in front of him, digging away at the solid earth with his trowel, pulling out the tired vegetation, oblivious to anything that might be happening around him.
‘Old man.’
He looked up again, surprised to find himself being addressed in such a peremptory fashion. He’d assumed initially that the figures were two of his fellow gardeners. Several of them were in a similar position to himself; solitary men who saw this place as a haven from their various troubles. It was unusual for anyone else to be here so early, but not unprecedented. Mostly they kept themselves to themselves, perhaps exchange a greeting, a few sentences about the weather. Then they’d return to their separate plots, busying themselves in their isolated activities. That was how they preferred it.
‘Old man,’ the voice said again.
These days, it took Abrams a minute or two to push himself to his feet. When he was finally upright, he turned to face the men. He saw now that they weren’t anyone he knew. They were young – at least in Abrams’s eyes – and heavily built, with something of a military air. ‘Are you addressing me?’ Abrams said.
The man who had spoken looked around. ‘I see no one else.’ He spoke perfect English, accentless.
‘I would prefer not to be addressed in that way. It is discourteous. Disrespectful.’
‘Disrespectful?’ The man repeated the word as if he were weighing it up, considering its meaning or connotations. ‘I simply want to speak with you.’
‘Speak away. I can’t promise to listen.’
The man smiled and took a step toward Abrams. Abrams stood his ground, forcing himself not to be intimidated by the man’s manner. ‘The thing is, we know exactly who you are, old man.’ This time, the final phrase sounded as if it were being used more in the English sense, as a term of address. But not exactly, Abrams thought, a term of affection.
‘What do you mean?’
The man shrugged. ‘What I say. We know who you are. We know your history. Your past. What you’ve done. Everything you’ve been involved in.’
‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. Who are you?’
The man glanced back at his companion. ‘We’re the clean-up team. We’re here to tidy things. Tie up loose ends.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘You don’t need to.’ The man took another step forward.
Now Abrams felt more inclined to retreat, but he knew it was already too late. He was too old. He had done all the running he could many years before, and now there was nowhere left to go. With no other options, he remained motionless, staring defiantly at the two men.
Abrams barely saw the man move. But then he felt the first sharp blow to the side of his head. He fell backwards, collapsing onto the earth he’d been tending only minutes before. He closed his eyes at the second blow, and after that felt nothing more.





CHAPTER TWO

‘Mrs Raven?’
Emma Raven wasn’t sure how long she’d been left sitting there. Nearly half an hour, she thought. Too long, anyway. Too long just in terms of general courtesy. Far too long in the circumstances. ‘Professor Armstrong?’
The silence was sufficiently extended to confirm that, whoever this man might be, he wasn’t Professor Armstrong. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said finally. ‘Professor Armstrong’s tied up at present. Something unexpected came up. He asked whether I might take care of you.’ He held out a hand for shaking. ‘Colin Gormley.’
She remained seated, ignoring the proffered hand. ‘I have an appointment with Professor Armstrong, the Master of the College, not with some underling. I made it some weeks ago.’
‘Professor Armstrong sends his profuse apologies–’
‘He doesn’t, though, does he? He’s asked you to come along here to cover for him and fob me off with some flannel.’
‘I don’t–’
‘Is he too scared to see me? Or too embarrassed? He has cause to be both.’
‘As I say, something unexpectedly–’
‘Don’t treat me like an idiot, Mr Gormley.’ She gestured for him to take a seat opposite her. The waiting area was small, with space enough only for three low chairs and a narrow coffee table. That was another thing, she thought. No one had offered her even a glass of water, let alone a coffee. ‘I’m sure none of this is your fault. And I appreciate you have to be loyal. Nonetheless, I suggest you don’t waste your time patronising me.’
‘I really wasn’t–’ With obvious reluctance, Gormley lowered himself onto the seat and perched awkwardly on its front edge. He looked as if he might topple forward at any moment.
She held out her hand. ‘Perhaps we should start again, Mr Gormley. Now we’re both clear where we stand. I’m Emma Raven.’
His expression indicated he’d already been left in little doubt about that. ‘I’m sorry we have to meet in these circumstances, Mrs Raven.’
‘Emma. Please.’
He swallowed. ‘I’m– I was Paul’s Director of Studies.’
‘Ah. Of course. I’m sorry, I hadn’t realised. Paul talked about you.’ She allowed him a brief smile. ‘All good.’
‘That’s something, anyway. Paul was a very promising student.’ He stopped, clearly unsure whether his words were appropriate.
‘You have to say that, don’t you? De mortuis nihil nisi bonum, and all that.’
‘I suppose. But in Paul’s case it was true. He was a pleasure to teach.’
She wasn’t surprised by that. She’d had the same feedback throughout his school career. Hard-working, attentive, eager to learn. He’d always seemed unfazed by whatever life might throw at him, seemingly using it as a spur to discover more. That was one reason why this had been such a shock. She’d obviously missed the warning signs, but even now she couldn’t identify what they might have been. ‘Thank you. It’s good to know that.’
‘I don’t imagine it helps. I don’t know what would.’ His words sounded unexpectedly heartfelt. ‘Look, can I get you a coffee or a tea? Our hospitality doesn’t seem to have been very satisfactory so far.’
She was about to refuse, but then realised she actually wanted a coffee very much indeed. Partly because she was thirsty, but also because she wanted a prop, something to hide behind while she went through this ordeal. ‘Thank you. That’s very kind.’
‘I can organise it here. Or there’s the college coffee shop downstairs. The coffee’s better there, and term’s pretty much over so it should be quiet.’
‘Downstairs it is, then.’ She was only too glad to escape these stuffy formal offices. She wondered why the Master should force himself to work in this kind of environment. Presumably he had an attractive lodge somewhere attached to the college. But she’d already formed an impression of the kind of man Professor Norman Armstrong was likely to be.
Gormley was holding the door open for her. As if reading her mind, he said, ‘You were a little unfair on Professor Armstrong, you know.’
‘Was I?’
‘Partly. Yes, he’s a cowardly old duffer and he’s hopeless at dealing with – well, situations like this. He was getting himself all wound up about what to say to you. In the end, I offered to meet you in his place. I thought it might be better, especially as I knew Paul.’
The dark wooden panelling surrounding them was adorned with portraits of previous Masters and other college dignitaries. At the foot of the stairs, he led them through a set of double doors into an unexpectedly modern corridor, more reminiscent of a hospital than a place of learning. Gormley glanced back at her. ‘It’s a funny old place. Everything crammed together wherever they could fit it in. I’m not sure conventional planning laws have ever applied to Cambridge colleges.’
At the end of the corridor, he turned to the right through a second set of double doors into what looked like any high street coffee shop, with a chill cabinet crammed with pre-packaged sandwiches and a hissing espresso machine. Two middle-aged women sat chatting at a table in the corner, but otherwise the place was empty.
‘What can I get you?’
‘Large espresso, please,’ she said. ‘I think I’m going to need the caffeine boost.’
‘Anything else? Pastry? Biscuits? I’ll make sure Professor Armstrong pays, if that’s an incentive.’
Despite her earlier irritation, Emma was relieved now that Gormley had opted to be her guide here, the whole process would have been even more grisly if she’d had to cope with Armstrong too. Gormley, on the other hand, seemed to have a knack for putting her at ease without trivialising her reasons for being there. ‘Coffee’s fine, thanks. Shall I go and grab a table?’
‘You do that. This must be an ordeal for you.’
He was right enough about that, she thought, as she seated herself at a table in the opposite corner from the two women. More than once in the course of the drive down, she’d asked herself why she was doing this. She could have stayed away, kept it at a distance. They’d offered to send Paul’s possessions up to her if she’d preferred.
But that wouldn’t have been enough. She had no illusions that this would provide any kind of closure – not that she had much truck for concepts like that in any case. But it was a necessary step on the journey back to some kind of normality. She needed to come here. She needed to see again the place where he’d lived in those last days. Anything else would have felt like a betrayal.
‘Large espresso.’ Gormley slid the cup across the table to her. ‘Didn’t know whether you took sugar.’
‘I don’t normally, but I will today.’
He took a sip from his own cappuccino. ‘Look, to be honest, I’m a bit in the dark about what’s been said to you and what you’re expecting from today. I don’t want to say or do anything inappropriate, so maybe it’s best if you tell me what you’re looking for and then we can work out how best to handle things.’
‘What am I expecting? That’s the question, isn’t it? I’ve no idea, really. I wanted to see where it happened. See if it would help me understand. But that feels pretty futile now I’m actually here. It’s just a room. I don’t even know what there is to understand. Except how blind I was.’
‘Blind?’
‘I should have realised something was wrong.’
‘It doesn’t work like that. You blame yourself, of course, but there’s almost certainly nothing you could have done.’ He stopped. ‘Sorry. I wanted to avoid saying anything inappropriate, and then I blurt out something like that.’
‘Don’t worry. I’m sure you’re right. And one day I’ll recognise that. It’s just that at the moment…’
‘Look, let’s focus on the practicalities. How do you want to play things?’
She focused on answering his question. ‘I’d like to see Paul’s room first. If you could take me there and then give me a few minutes?’
‘Take as long as you like. I can give you my mobile number, then you can call or text me when you’re ready. Is there anyone else you’d like to see? There’s Jim Allanby, who was Paul’s college Tutor…’ He paused. ‘But, to be honest, Jim said he’d hardly had any dealings with Paul, other than a couple of scheduled meetings and the usual get-together at the start of the year.’
‘The Tutor responsible for students’ pastoral care,’ she pointed out. ‘I’m sorry. That sounded accusatory. But I was looking at the college website before I came.’
‘I know. And Jim really is one of the best in that regard. He’s very approachable. Always has an open door to students. He makes a point of encouraging them to come to him if they have any problems at all.’ Gormley smiled. ‘Now I’m sounding defensive.’
‘I realise there’s only so much you can do. If Paul chose not to share whatever problems he had, there’s not much anyone can do about it.’
‘That might be letting us off the hook. We’re still a long way from where we ought to be on student well-being. But that’s a bigger issue.’
‘Paul may not have even realised he had a problem. Not until it was too late.’ She swallowed the last of her coffee. ‘Okay, let’s go and do this. If I sit here any longer, I’ll end up chickening out. Then I really wouldn’t forgive myself.’





CHAPTER THREE

Emma was again struck by how suddenly the college environment could change, simply by rounding a corner or passing through a doorway. Parts were old and imposing, lined with wood panelling and portraits of long-forgotten dignitaries. Then, unexpectedly, you entered an area that was bleakly functional, the walls blankly beige and the floors washable vinyl. The latter were of course the undergraduate areas, no doubt designed to cope with the grim aftermath of boat or rugby club drinking sessions.
The area where Paul’s former room was located was one of these. She followed Gormley along a seemingly endless corridor, passing rows of numbered doors, the occasional grimy window giving a view out onto one of the main courts.
This would feel like a gloomy, soulless place even in the best frame of mind. A long way from the picture-postcard architecture of the main college buildings. She hardly wanted to think about Paul sitting in here, stuck inside his own head, beset by who knew what troubles or fears.
The room was tucked away in a corner as if seeking to separate itself from the brightly lit emptiness of the corridor behind them. Gormley fumbled in his pocket for the keys. ‘It’s actually one of the better rooms.’ He sounded apologetic. ‘The end ones are larger and have a decent view out over the main court.’ He stopped, obviously realising that these features were unlikely to offer her any consolation.
It took him a moment to unlock the door, and for a second she thought he’d been given the wrong key. Then he pushed it open and, as if checking the room was unoccupied, he peered round the edge.
She sensed, rather than heard, his intake of breath.
He looked back at her, his expression confused. ‘I’m not sure–’
She was already pushing past him, forcing him to step back so she could enter the room.
‘Jesus fucking Christ.’
The words were out of her mouth before she could think about replacing them with something more polite. She looked back at Gormley, who could offer nothing more than a baffled shrug.
‘I take it it’s not supposed to be like this?’
‘It was all cleared out as soon as the police allowed. Paul’s possessions were packed into those boxes. I really don’t know…’
She stepped over the threshold and paused, her former police instincts kicking in. In some sense at least this was a crime scene. Perhaps a petty one in the eyes of the law, though she was less inclined to be charitable. But there might be evidence here, if anyone could be bothered to look for it.
The small room was in chaos. Paul’s possessions, which had presumably been stacked in the two large cardboard boxes in the corner, were scattered randomly across the floor. The cupboard and wardrobe doors were thrown open. The bed was on its side, the bottom of the divan ripped away. The drawers had been tipped out of a small freestanding unit beneath the desk.
Why would anyone do this?
Even if Paul had had enemies, or simply people who had actively disliked him – both of which she thought unlikely – why would anyone do this when it was far too late to matter?
She wondered, momentarily, whether the attack could in some way be directed at her rather than Paul? That was marginally more likely. She’d attracted her fair share of enemies – and far more than her fair share of people who actively disliked her – over the years.
Someone might have guessed she’d want to see the room. But only a handful of people – the Master of the College and presumably a few members of the staff and senior academics – had known she was coming here today. ‘When was the room tidied?’
‘A few days ago. As soon as the police told us it was okay. Look, I’m really sorry–’
‘Has anyone checked it since then?’
‘I had a quick look yesterday afternoon. I wanted to make sure everything was as it should be. I didn’t want you to walk in and find–’
‘It like this?’
‘Well, anything inappropriate. I never dreamed–’
‘But you’re sure everything was in place yesterday?’
‘Absolutely. I had a careful look round. I was conscious the cleaners wouldn’t have been aware you were coming.’
She couldn’t quite imagine what he’d thought the cleaners might have left in the room. The empty pill bottle, maybe. But she was grateful to Gormley for at least thinking about her feelings. ‘So this must have happened last night or this morning?’
‘Yes, I suppose.’ Gormley looked slightly cowed now, his expression suggesting he’d just recalled her former occupation.
‘Are there CCTV cameras around the college?’
‘Some, yes. I don’t know all the locations.’ He looked behind him. ‘I don’t think there are any on these corridors.’
She followed his gaze back along the corridor and concluded he was probably right. ‘Pity. But can I get access to the footage from any in the vicinity?’
‘I imagine so. I’ll need to speak to the Head Porter about the protocols, but I don’t see why not.’ He paused. ‘Do you think we should involve the police?’
‘Would the Master want to be consulted about that?’
‘I don’t know–’
‘I would in his shoes. I don’t know if I’d agree to it, either. Chances are this is just a bit of petty vandalism. Maybe some drunken undergraduate. There are a few still around, aren’t there?’
‘Yes, but in the circumstances–’
‘I don’t know how seriously the police would take it, anyway. They’d probably come to the same conclusion. I don’t imagine they’re keen to get involved in college matters unless they have to.’ She could imagine exactly how the sequence of events would play out. She gazed back into the room, surveying the mess. ‘Is there anyone who might have wanted to do this, do you know?’
‘After what’s happened? I can’t imagine anyone would be that unpleasant.’
‘You’d be surprised. But you’re not aware of anyone who’d have disliked Paul enough to do something like this?’
‘I can’t imagine anyone would have disliked Paul. I’m not just saying that to be polite. He was so easy-going and pleasant, and I always had the impression he had a good network of friends.’
That had been her impression too, but she was conscious how little she knew of Paul’s personal life. She didn’t imagine Gormley’s knowledge was any greater. She was still staring into the room. Another thought had struck her.
She crouched down by the tipped-over divan and looked closely at the torn cloth of the base, gently lifting it back with her fingers. Then she rose and looked at the mess of Paul’s possessions scattered across the floor. The books she could see – textbooks, commercial paperbacks on political topics, a couple of notebooks – mostly lay butterflied, cover upwards, as if someone had begun to read them before tossing them aside in disgust. An office chair lay on its side between the two cardboard boxes. Its plastic upholstery had been sliced, the covering ripped back to expose the foam stuffing beneath.
‘This wasn’t vandalism. This was a search.’
‘A search? You mean someone looking for something?’
She’d reached that frame of mind, familiar from her days leading police investigations, when she found it hard to tolerate numpties. Even highly intelligent numpties. ‘That’s the kind of search I had in mind, yes.’
‘But what would anyone be looking for in here?’
She looked again at the pathetic detritus scattered across the room, the last remaining evidence Paul had ever lived here. ‘That’s the question, isn’t it? Then there’s the second question. Did they find it?’





CHAPTER FOUR

‘There you go.’
Redmond Harrington flinched at the thud of the newspapers hitting his desk. Willis had already passed by, on his constant quest to dump more unwanted paperwork onto reluctant recipients. Red recalled that people had once talked seriously about the ‘paperless office’. Clearly, Willis had never received that email. If he had, he’d just have printed it off.
He flicked aimlessly through the newspapers Willis had dropped in front of him. Fewer than usual. The Guardian. The Times. The Telegraph. Daily Mail. No Express, Sun, Mirror or Star. None of the Scottish ones, though those tended to turn up more sporadically, generally when Willis’s occasional obsession with the nationalists came to the fore. Nothing from Northern Ireland, and none of the regional papers.
Red still wasn’t sure whether this was a legitimate task that contributed meaningfully to the organisation’s activities, or just something Willis had invented to prevent Red taking on any more interesting duties.
Not that Red cared much. As far as he was concerned, the more mindless his work routine the better. He didn’t want to have to think when he was here. He wanted to come in, do what was asked of him, then go home and get on with life. Others whinged about Willis and his unwillingness to delegate, but the last thing Red wanted was a boss who exercised some initiative.
He contemplated making himself another coffee before embarking on the newspapers, but finally he sighed and pulled the copy of The Guardian towards him. Willis had approached the task in his usual methodical way. The relevant pages had been identified in Willis’s tiny but infuriatingly neat handwriting in the top right-hand corner of the front page. Then, on those pages, Willis had drawn a careful line around the pertinent story with a black Sharpie.
Red had once tried to point out to Willis that all this could be done much more efficiently online. The news reports or articles could simply be pagemarked or downloaded. If Willis was afraid of the online story changing after the event, he could always take a screenshot and save that. There were, no doubt, other techniques that lay outside Red’s limited knowledge, but anything must surely be better than literally cutting and pasting.
But that was what he was required to do. He carefully cut each highlighted story out of the newspaper, glued it to a sheet of stiff card and then slid the card into a plastic pocket so that it could be added to the manual files Willis still maintained. Willis determined the appropriate file, and annotated this information alongside the story in the newspaper.
Red had even suggested that, alongside the hard copy file, he might also scan the story so that they could maintain a parallel electronic file. Willis had resisted, this time on grounds of security, saying, ‘The thing about the old-fashioned approach is that it’s safe.’ He’d gestured towards the admittedly heavy-duty filing cabinets. ‘No one can hack into those buggers.’
Red had resisted pointing out that, even if they had the capability, any hostile power would be unlikely to prioritise data that was, by definition, already in the public domain. Or that the filing cabinets, which the team routinely forgot to lock, were probably more vulnerable to unauthorised entry than any of the IT systems in this environment. None of it seemed a battle worth fighting, so instead he’d grown accustomed to spending the first portion of the morning working with scissors and a Pritt Stick.
The selected stories today appeared even duller than usual. Red had never quite worked out what criteria Willis applied in choosing the pieces. Sometimes the reasons seemed obvious – reports about terrorist activities, news of developments in the Middle East, articles about security issues relating to Russia or the US. But Willis often seemed to ignore stories Red might have expected to be included, and sometimes highlighted reports or articles whose relevance seemed opaque. On one notable occasion, Willis had highlighted a report on the latest series of Big Brother, leading Red to wonder whether Willis had read any further than the headline.
Today’s selection seemed a fairly predictable assortment. A couple of articles about Afghanistan, something about developments in Israel. A long and tendentious piece, inevitably in the Mail, about the spread of ‘radicalisation’ among young UK Muslims. He duly snipped each one out and glued it in place, not even bothering to glance at the content.
He had just finished cutting an opinion piece out of The Guardian when he noticed Willis had also highlighted a snippet on the page opposite. It was part of a ‘news in brief’ column; most of the stories even more mundane than usual after what had presumably been a slow news weekend. Red had almost overlooked it alongside the much more substantial op-ed piece.
He peered at the item more closely, then muttered an expletive slightly more loudly than he’d intended. He looked up and gazed round the open-plan office, but nobody seemed to have noticed. From past experience, most of his colleagues would either be perusing Facebook or doing online shopping.
The story was headed ‘Police Quiz Locals on Unexplained Death’, and briefly reported on a police investigation into the death of a man in Greater Manchester. It was the name and the location that had attracted Red’s attention. Peter Abrams. Living in Cheadle. There was no real detail in the account, and no explanation as to the nature of the death or why the police might be treating it as potentially suspicious.
It might be nothing more than coincidence, he thought. Peter Abrams wasn’t that uncommon a name. There could easily be more than one living in Cheadle. There could be a thousand reasons why the police might be investigating a death. Presumably any death was treated as potentially suspicious until it was explained.
The more important question was why Willis had highlighted it. Willis’s judgement could sometimes seem bewildering, but even on the slowest of news days the death of a random northerner wouldn’t normally merit his attention.
Red was conscious his paranoia was growing. His colleagues seemed as oblivious to his presence as ever, but he felt as if his every movement was revealing his anxiety. Willis had disappeared back to his own desk on the far side of the room, though he had a habit of patrolling the room periodically, as if to convey the impression he was in control.
‘Coffee, Red?’
Red started at the voice from behind him. Simon Robshaw. The only person in the office who had any interest in engendering a sense of team spirit. The kind of person who never made coffee only for himself, who brought in cakes on his birthday, and who began organising the office Christmas lunch in early September. Red mostly found him a pain in the backside, but today felt he’d benefit from some distraction. ‘Thanks, Si. I’ll come and give you a hand if you like.’
Robshaw looked surprised. ‘If you want to but–’
‘No, that’s fine. Could do with stretching my legs.’
Red followed Robshaw into the small kitchenette at the rear of the large office space. ‘Busy?’
‘You know. Comes and goes.’
‘That’s a no, then. I sometimes think Willis sits there making up things for us to do.’
Robshaw had filled the kettle and was searching in the cupboard for clean mugs. ‘It’s probably just that he can’t tell us why some tasks need doing. I imagine it’s all classified.’ He imbued the last word with a faint note of awe, as if it carried a mildly religious quality.
‘That’ll be it. So what’s he got you doing at the moment?’ Feeling the need to justify his presence, Red opened the fridge and found a plastic bottle of semi-skimmed milk. Attached to the bottle was a Post-it note: ‘Property of Jenny. Please do not touch.’ Red screwed up the note and dropped it in the bin by the fridge. He placed the bottle on the surface next to Robshaw. ‘There you go.’
‘Thanks. Actually, he’s got me doing some weird stuff at the moment.’
‘Weird how?’
‘Like I say, it’s probably just that I don’t know what it’s for. But he’s got me setting up a whole file on some student suicide.’ Robshaw picked up the milk bottle and gazed at it for a moment, as if suspecting its provenance.
‘Why would Willis be interested in a student suicide?’
‘I don’t imagine he is. But someone must be. God knows why. There don’t even seem to be any suspicious circumstances. Just some depressed undergraduate knocking back a bottle of pills.’
Red suddenly felt the same chill of paranoia he’d experienced when he’d seen the highlighted news snippet. ‘Undergraduate? What uni?’
‘Cambridge, obviously.’ Robshaw gestured vaguely in the direction of the offices behind them. ‘Think that lot upstairs would be interested in any student who wasn’t at Oxbridge?’
‘I suppose not. You don’t happen to recall this student’s name?’
‘I’ve ploughed through endless pages of police reports, witness statements, doctors’ notes, you name it. The bloody name’s firmly embedded in my brain. Paul Raven. Why?’
Red had to turn away for a moment in case his expression revealed too much. ‘No reason. Just making conversation really. Shall I carry some of those coffees?’
‘Thanks.’ Robshaw handed Red two of the mugs. ‘Be nice to know why we get given some of these tasks, though, wouldn’t it? I mean, how the data actually gets used.’
Red stood back to allow Robshaw to pass. His mind was still struggling to get to grips with what Robshaw had just told him. ‘It would, Si,’ he said. ‘It really would.’





CHAPTER FIVE

‘I still don’t understand,’ Colin Gormley said. ‘Why would anybody want to search Paul’s room? What would they be expecting to find?’
He placed his own pint of beer on the table, then slid the glass of red wine towards Emma. She’d said she felt in need of a drink and Gormley had suggested this place, tucked away in a backstreet down by the river. She imagined that in term time the place would be packed with students. Now, on a winter’s afternoon, it was empty apart from themselves.
‘I’ve no idea. I can’t imagine what Paul might have that would be of any interest to anyone else. He didn’t have anything of particular value, other than his laptop. It was a decent one, but wouldn’t get you much second-hand. Not even from a legit dealer, let alone from some fence.’ She stopped. ‘Jesus, I really must be losing my touch. Did you notice his laptop anywhere?’
Gormley frowned. ‘No. Though I didn’t look that closely.’
She closed her eyes, trying to envisage the chaos of the room. ‘I can’t be certain without going back to check. But I’m pretty sure it wasn’t there.’ She paused, thinking. ‘He had a tablet device too. Just a cheap one that he used for downloading books. I don’t recall seeing that either.’
‘Would that be enough to provide a motive for breaking into the room?’
‘By itself? I can’t see it. It’s the kind of stuff an opportunist housebreaker might take to flog for a tenner in the local pub. But I’m assuming Cambridge colleges don’t get many opportunist burglars?’
‘I’d guess not. Though the security’s not great. It wouldn’t be difficult for someone to walk in if they had the bottle to brazen their way past the Porters. But once you were in, you’d have to have a decent idea of where you were going. You wouldn’t find your way up to Paul’s room by accident. Why would anyone do that to steal a laptop?’
‘Maybe because they thought it contained something they wanted.’
‘Some kind of data or document? Okay, but if they’d got the laptop, why trash the room?’
‘Perhaps because they didn’t know whether the laptop really did have what they were looking for. If we’re talking about data, that could be held in any number of ways – on a data stick, uploaded to the cloud, transferred to someone else. Paul was pretty smart where IT security was concerned. If he had something important he’d have backed it up, and if it was something he wanted to keep away from others, he wouldn’t have kept it on his laptop at all. But I guess the laptop might contain some indication as to what he’d done with it.’
Gormley took a long sip of his beer. ‘With what, though? Why would Paul have had anything sufficiently important or sensitive to conceal it in that way?’
‘That’s the problem. I haven’t a clue.’
‘With respect, Emma–’ He stopped. ‘Sorry, is it okay for me to call you that?’
‘I’ve already asked you to.’ She’d spoken slightly more brusquely than she’d intended. ‘Sorry. It’s just those words “with respect”. You know that anything that follows is going to be the opposite of respectful.’
‘Not in this case. I was just going to ask you, as delicately as I could, whether you feel you’re being entirely objective about all this…’ He trailed off, as if conscious that he was prodding a sensitive wound.
‘Of course I’m not being objective. My bloody son ended his own life, for reasons I can’t begin to understand. I’ve just discovered someone broke into and trashed the room where he died. Would you be bloody objective?’
‘Not remotely,’ he said. ‘But I also wouldn’t necessarily take kindly to someone suggesting that I wasn’t being. Look, I’m not saying you’re wrong–’
‘But you think I’m getting things out of proportion.’
‘I’m not even saying that. I’m very conscious I’m on the edge of being the kind of man who accuses a woman of being hysterical because she offers an opinion.’
She smiled. ‘I don’t know you very well, Colin, but you really haven’t struck me as being that guy. Okay, let me try to be as objective as I can. My son – the only family I’ve got unless you count my ex-husband, which you can’t as he’s now got a new family of his own and in any case is an utter bastard – is dead. I feel bad about that, not just because he was the only person I loved and, as far as I’m aware, the only person who loved me, but because I just didn’t see it coming. Not in a million years.’
‘You don’t have to–’
‘No, I want to. If you can stand it?’
‘If it helps, yes, of course.’
‘I think it helps, but we’ll see, won’t we? I’ve no idea what drove Paul to do it. I’ve no idea what must have been going through his mind. I feel guilty because I keep telling myself that there must be something I could have done. Some way I could have prevented him doing what he did.’
‘That’s not how it works.’
‘You said that. And I keep telling myself the same. But I don’t really believe it. I don’t imagine you would, if you were in my position. You’d just keep asking yourself what signs you missed. Whether you’d failed to provide some support he’d asked for. I think of every time I said no to him, no matter how trivial. No matter how long ago. I think of the acrimonious way I split up with his father – that’s a fairly polite description of it – and I wonder whether that contributed. If I’d tried to hold the marriage together, would that have stopped this happening? If I’d been that bit less rude about his father, would that have prevented it? Paul disliked his father almost as much as I did. My rational self tells me that that’s because my ex was a bastard to Paul as well as to me. But my less rational self wonders whether I just poisoned Paul’s opinions of his father.’ She’d allowed herself to stray into territory she normally avoided. ‘The point is that I can’t stop myself running endlessly through every interaction I ever had with Paul, wondering if that was the catalyst, the trigger that caused this to happen. So, yes, I know that’s not how it works. But just maybe, in this case, it was.’
She paused to collect her thoughts, then continued, ‘All I’m really saying is I feel a sense of loss and guilt. By inclination I’m a doer. When I’ve got problems, I don’t sit and brood, I try to do something about them. So that’s what I’m inclined to do in this case. Try to do something about it, even if there’s really nothing that can be done. And what I know how to do is policing. Investigation. So you could well be right that I’m looking for a problem that doesn’t exist. I’m creating a mystery so I can solve it. Like they say, if all you’ve got is a hammer you want every problem to be a nail.’ She suddenly felt deflated, all too aware she’d said far more than she’d intended.
‘On the other hand,’ Gormley said, ‘someone broke into Paul’s room. And trashed it. You thought someone had been searching it.’
‘You were the one suggesting I might be getting things out of proportion.’
‘I just like to think through all the possibilities. I’m honestly not dismissing what you’re saying. Just considering the more prosaic alternatives.’
‘I can see that. And I can see that, in principle, a random burglary or vandalism by a pissed fellow student or even a weird malicious attack is more likely than some kind of targeted search. That’s true even in my warped world.’
‘But?’
‘I used to be dismissive of officers who wittered on about the copper’s instinct. It was usually an excuse for bigoted old buggers to carry on harassing black people or for the lazy bastards to avoid doing real detection work. But after years of doing this stuff, you do develop some instincts. You spot things without even knowing what you’ve spotted. There was something about the way that room had been turned over. It had been left to look a mess. But someone had been through it very systematically. Someone who knew what they were doing.’
‘Which brings us back to the question of what Paul might have had that was worth conducting that kind of search for?’ Gormley took another mouthful of beer, gazing at her over the top of his glass, his face devoid of the scepticism she might have expected. Maybe he was just a good actor.
‘What did you think of Paul?’ she said. ‘I mean, not just the polite stuff about him being an excellent student. What were your impressions of him?’
‘Like I say, he was great to teach. I’m not just saying that. He was one of those who you know are taking in every word, weighing up everything you say. They won’t just regurgitate it. They’ll assimilate it, critique it. Think through the implications. Paul was fairly quiet in supervisions and seminars. But when he offered a view or asked a question, it was always worth listening. Not like a lot of students here, who mainly like to hear the sound of their own voices.’
‘And?’
‘He could be a little intense. Serious. Didn’t always seem comfortable with more light-hearted discussion.’ He hesitated. ‘I’m guessing he was on the autistic spectrum?’
‘Probably more than you think. I mean, not extreme but if you’d seen him when he was younger… He taught himself how to respond to things, watched how others reacted and then copied them. It was humour he struggled most with. Not that he lacked a sense of humour exactly, but he sometimes still had to work out why people were finding something funny.’
‘I have the same problem myself sometimes. Especially when I’m dealing with undergraduates. But, no, that doesn’t surprise me. He was most comfortable when he could apply logic to something. You said he was good with IT?’
Emma looked up at him, wondering if he’d already worked out where she was heading. She imagined he was somewhere on the spectrum himself, and he was more than capable of applying logic. ‘Very good. Much better than I’d realised. When he was a teenager, he used to spend all his time on the computer. I should have realised and done something about it, but…’ But I was desperately trying to hold together a failing marriage and a demanding job, she thought. ‘Anyway, I’d just assumed he was playing games, the way teenagers do. Or at worst downloading porn.’ She smiled to show him she was joking, though she guessed he realised how painful she found it to talk about this. ‘Then one day I got a call at work. A man who introduced himself as a representative of the intelligence services.’
‘MI5?’
‘He wasn’t that specific. He told me my son had succeeded in hacking into some supposedly secure intelligence systems.’ She lowered her voice, suddenly conscious of how her voice carried across the almost empty pub.
‘The call was genuine?’
‘He said enough to convince me of that, yes.’
‘What happened?’
‘Nothing, surprisingly. It turned out Paul had gone far enough to show them they were vulnerable but not so far that he accessed anything confidential. He’d apparently identified various relevant public domain email addresses beforehand to advise them what he was going to do. But they’d not taken his communications seriously so they’d never been forwarded to anyone in authority.’
‘Bloody hell. He wasn’t exactly lacking in bottle, was he?’
‘You might say that. But it didn’t really occur to him he was doing anything risky. He’d identified something he thought people ought to be aware of. So he informed them about it. When they didn’t act on his warnings, he did what he thought was needed to make them take notice. All perfectly logical.’
Gormley shook his head. ‘He was lucky to get away with it, though. They’re not always so forgiving.’
‘They’d have had a legal case to take action, and I don’t know how sympathetic the CPS or any court would have been. But there was no demonstrable loss or adverse consequences from what he’d done. He’d tried to communicate with them. They’d have struggled to prove his motives were in any sense malicious. And I think they didn’t want to air their dirty linen in public.’
‘You were a serving police officer at the time?’
‘I don’t know if that was a help or a hindrance. There’s not much love lost between the police and the intelligence services. Where we come up against each other, we’re generally either jockeying for position or stepping on each other’s toes. Or more likely both. But it would have made the case even more interesting to the media, which I imagine would be the last thing they wanted.’
‘But this does mean that Paul was on the intelligence services’ radar?’
‘They don’t forget. Paul would definitely have been there on their files, and they’d have been keeping an eye on him. They’d probably have been keeping an eye on me, too, just in case. That’s the way they work.’
Gormley gestured to their now empty glasses. ‘Top-up?’
The pub was becoming busier now, the first punters beginning to decant from work. ‘Oh, why not?’ She’d originally planned to start heading back tonight, but there was no point now. She still needed to sort Paul’s stuff and get it packed into her car. And she needed some time to come to grips with what had happened today. She’d already phoned the budget hotel to extend her stay to a second night, and her car would be safe enough in the multi-storey, though she might need to take out a second mortgage to pay the fee. ‘My shout, though.’
Gormley shook his head, picking up the empty glasses. ‘I wouldn’t hear of it. Whatever else happens today, I’m going to make sure all the drinks are on Professor Armstrong.’





CHAPTER SIX

Red didn’t really smoke, but he encouraged his colleagues and others to assume he did. That way, he could slip out for periodic breaks without anyone wondering what he was up to. He made a point of occasionally visiting the depressingly functional and now dilapidated Perspex smoking shelter that, at some point in the forgotten past, management had seen fit to erect for the benighted few unable or unwilling to overcome their addiction. While he was there, he usually either stood chatting with an unlit cigarette in his hand, always seemingly on the point of lighting up, or, if he’d been alone, made a pretence of just finishing up if anyone else arrived. Once or twice, when there’d been no convincing way of avoiding it, he’d actually been forced to light up one of the cigarettes he always carried for the sake of appearance. Even then he’d tried to avoid having to smoke the bloody thing.
Most of the time, his motives for this pretence were just to alleviate the boredom of his work. By combining the cigarette and some strategic lavatory breaks with making himself frequent cups of coffee, he could successfully minimise the time he spent sitting at his desk waiting for the next official break or lunchtime. If he added that to his annual and flexi leave and the occasional sickie – always just keeping below the level that might put him on HR’s radar – it was almost surprising he had to bother switching on his workstation at all.
He’d occasionally wondered whether he ought to be in some way ashamed or embarrassed by his lack of work ethic, but he reminded himself that even his apparently more assiduous colleagues largely spent their day flicking from site to site on the internet.
Today, though, his motives for getting out of the office were different and more urgent. Inevitably, therefore, just as he reached the office door he was waylaid by Willis. ‘Can you spare me a moment, Redmond?’
Red plucked his trusty cigarette packet from his shirt pocket. ‘Can I just–?’
‘Won’t take a sec. Then you can go and shorten your life.’
That, Red assumed, was Willis’s idea of a joke. ‘I’ll be right back.’
He’d almost made it out of the door, but then he heard Willis’s warning cough and decided it wasn’t worth the risk. He knew Willis well enough to be sure he wouldn’t take any formal action if Red disobeyed an instruction. But he also knew that, if sufficiently peeved, Willis was more than capable of simply being a royal pain in the arse for the foreseeable future.
Red released the door handle. ‘What can I do for you, boss?’
Willis stared at him for a moment, presumably wondering to what extent Red was being ironic. ‘How are you getting on with the newspapers?’
‘Nearly done.’
‘You saw the story about the suspicious death in Greater Manchester?’
Red had never been sure whether Willis expected him to read the stories he was extracting from the newspapers, or if he was supposed to just chop them out in mute ignorance. He’d assumed the latter. ‘I think so. It said “unexplained” rather than “suspicious”, though.’ And nobody loves a smart-arse, he told himself, just a moment too late.
Willis didn’t seem to notice. ‘I believe they’re now treating it as suspicious.’ He spoke with the air of one privy to a more sophisticated level of knowledge.
‘Right.’ Red wasn’t sure what else to say.
‘There’s some interest in this one from upstairs.’
‘Why’s that? There didn’t seem much in the story itself.’
It was clear that Willis didn’t really know the answer to that question. ‘I’m afraid that’s classified. But they want us to do some work on it.’
By us you no doubt mean me, Red thought. But that was okay. Anything had to be more interesting than applying the cut and paste skills he’d last deployed in primary school. ‘What sort of thing?’
‘At this stage, they just want a file collating. They’re sending down a couple of boxes of stuff. They want us to go through it and collate anything that looks relevant into a file. Simon Robshaw’s doing something similar on a related case, so if you ask him he can show you the ropes.’
A related case, Red thought. Shit. He’d assumed there must be something like that in the wind, or Willis wouldn’t have highlighted both stories. But it wasn’t comforting to think the two deaths were already being linked by someone upstairs. ‘Yes, of course. That’s fine. I’ll get onto it.’ More than anything else, Red just wanted to get outside, away from Willis and his bletherings. Get some air, give himself time to think. Make the phone call he’d already been planning.
‘Boxes should be down here in the next hour or so. In the meantime, have a chat with Simon. Get him to show you what he’s been doing on the Raven case.’
The Raven case. They were already treating it as a bloody case. But what sort of case was it? Robshaw had said Raven had taken his own life. So what the hell would attract the interest of this bunch? ‘Look, I’d better…’ Red waved the cigarette packet again. ‘Can’t function without one of these.’
‘A slave to the demon weed.’ Willis’s tone suggested he was offering an observation of unique originality and wit. ‘Okay, but don’t be long.’
   
Downstairs, Red stopped in the doorway and took a deep breath. He always found the office mildly oppressive, but that was normally the result of nothing more than the beige walls and carpets, the headache-inducing uplighting, the omnipresence of Willis’s beady eye. Today he was feeling positively claustrophobic.
It was another bright winter’s day, not that it was really possible to discern that out here. The front of the building looked out onto a nondescript South London high street, dotted with shops and similar office buildings. The rear space comprised little more than an unkempt courtyard, its irregular shape defined by decades of boundary attrition. The rear of the courtyard was lined by a high wooden fence, with a small primary school playground beyond. If you make the mistake of coming out here at the wrong time, the air was polluted by high-pitched shrieks that could pierce an eardrum at fifty metres. Some of his colleagues claimed to like the sound of the children playing – ‘it brings a bit of life to the place’ – but Red had long since learned to time his supposed cigarette breaks to avoid the worst of the din.
Except today. He’d been so keen to get out of the place, even before his encounter with Willis, that he’d forgotten to take account of the time. The noise from the playground seemed even louder and more abrasive than usual. No doubt the fine winter weather had induced even more of the little brats to venture outside. And no doubt the teachers were only too keen to encourage it so they could grab a few minutes’ respite themselves.
Cursing, Red made his way over to one of the far corners of the courtyard. At various points, the landlords of the building had made some desultory gestures towards brightening the place up. Wooden half barrels were dotted about the yard, filled with earth which, come the spring, would blossom with daffodils and crocuses. That was the idea, anyway. In practice, most of the plants had given up the ghost years ago. The barrels now provided just another place to deposit cigarette butts and other detritus.
Someone had also installed a couple of wooden benches alongside the rear fencing, presumably with the expectation that weary office workers could enjoy their sandwiches out in the midday sun. But even on a bright day like today, little sunshine actually reached the courtyard, surrounded as it was by four or five storey buildings. The benches were largely unused, except occasionally by smokers, the wood slimy and rotten after years of neglect.
Even so, Red tended to locate himself next to the furthest of the benches. He’d worked out this one particular spot was the only point in the yard not overlooked by any of the windows in his building. The ground-floor windows were mostly frosted, and the angle of the windows in the upper floors meant that this particular corner, which intruded inexplicably into territory belonging to one of the adjoining buildings, was invisible to anyone who might be looking out. Anyone like Willis, for example.
As far as Red could judge, there were no CCTV cameras pointed in this direction either. Considering the business conducted within, the security of the building seemed remarkably lax. There were a couple of CCTV cameras at the front of the property by the main entrance and a further one out here, angled towards the rear doors. But that seemed to be it.
He’d occasionally wondered whether that might be a deliberate double-bluff. Maybe the few superannuated cameras were just a front for some far more sophisticated system invisible to the naked eye. These people were supposed to be security experts after all. On the other hand, everything he’d seen working here suggested the simpler explanation was probably true.
Red’s preference was simply to keep off of everyone else’s radar. If people didn’t notice you, you could generally get away with any manner of stuff. Unless something went seriously wrong, it was unlikely anyone would bother to check any camera footage of what he might be doing out here.
But there was now the possibility that something was actually going seriously wrong. Not here, and nothing that affected him directly. But close enough and serious enough to give him the jitters.
If the upside of this particular spot in the yard was its invisibility, the downside was its proximity to the schoolyard. He wanted to make a phone call, but for the moment it’d sound as if he’d chosen to call from the middle of a kindergarten or possibly the chimps’ house in London Zoo. Not exactly the professional note he wanted to strike.
He looked at his watch. Another five minutes of the school break to go, based on his previous observations. He had little option but to wait. He just hoped Willis didn’t register that his absence was a little longer than usual. There was no way of knowing with Willis. Most of the time he seemed largely oblivious to whatever his team was getting up to. Once in a while, though, he’d surprise you with some comment that suggested he’d been monitoring your behaviour more closely than you’d realised.
Red pulled his jacket more tightly around his body and stamped his feet. It was a bright day, but it was still early January and, even in the late morning, still bloody cold. He wished he’d grabbed his coat before venturing out, but that would just have raised Willis’s suspicions about how long he was intending to be absent.
Finally, the tumultuous background noise lessened, and Red heard the adult voices of the teachers encouraging the children back inside. Go on, you little buggers, he said to himself, do what you’re bloody told.
He pulled out his phone and dialled the number. The phone was a cheap burner that he’d bought for cash from a supermarket the other side of the river, with a pay-as-you-go SIM. He’d use it for a few weeks and then get himself another. No one had suggested he should do this and he had no idea whether it was really necessary, but it made him feel more secure. Another way of keeping off the radar. It also made him feel more like James Bond. Although he imagined James Bond would never have bought a mobile phone from Tesco.
After three rings, the phone was answered, but there was only silence at the other end of the line.
‘Danny?’
His question was answered by an unexpected explosion in his ear. Involuntarily, he jerked the phone away and stared at it, as if it had detonated in some way. Now he could hear the sound of a voice.
‘What did you say?’ Red asked.
Another silence, then a cough. Then Danny’s voice. ‘Sorry, man. Sneezed. Got a bit of a cold.’
‘Oh, right.’ Conversations with Danny were often like this. It felt as if you’d stepped instantaneously into someone else’s soap opera.
‘What can I do for you, man? Not like you to phone this time of the day.’
‘No, I’m at work.’
‘Hope you’re keeping your bloody voice down then. Unless you’re just calling for a chat.’
‘I’m outside. Smoke break.’
‘You don’t smoke.’
Red sighed. ‘I know, but– Look, never mind. No one can hear me, anyway.’
‘That’s good. I’m guessing you’re calling about Abrams.’
Shit, Red thought. Everyone’s in on the story but me. And everyone thinks it matters. ‘In part, yes. I just saw it in the paper.’
‘Blimey, you lot are thorough, aren’t you? I didn’t realise your media analysis included the Cheadle Gazette.’
Red was momentarily baffled by Danny’s response. ‘I didn’t read it in the Cheadle Gazette. I read it in The Guardian.’
There was another silence. Red guessed that this time it portended something more than a sneeze.
‘The Guardian?’ Danny said, finally.
‘The Guardian. And not the bloody Wilmslow Guardian.’
‘It was in The Guardian?’
There were moments when Danny could be unexpectedly dense. Usually when he didn’t want to hear what you were trying to tell him. ‘Yes, it was in The Guardian. Just a short piece. But definitely there.’
‘What did it say?’
‘Not much. Just that police were investigating his unexplained death.’
‘Unexplained?’
‘That’s what it said.’
Another silence. This time Red could tell, almost as clearly as if he could hear the cogs turning, that Danny was thinking.
‘How did you come to spot it?’ Danny eventually said.
It was Red’s turn to hesitate, conscious that none of this would be welcome to Danny. ‘My boss had highlighted it. For his scrapbooks. Part of my usual morning routine.’ He’d described this routine to Danny previously, when it had seemed only to confirm Danny’s low opinion of the people they were dealing with. Now, it seemed less comical.
‘Bugger. Looks like they’re onto it, then, doesn’t it?’
‘They’re onto something,’ Red agreed. ‘My boss has asked me to set up a file on Abrams.’
‘A file? What, like a paper file?’
‘That’s Willis.’
‘Jesus, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Still, they must have been alerted to Abrams somehow.’
‘They’d have been keeping some sort of eye on him. We knew that. It’s not surprising. The real question is what they actually know.’
‘Yes.’ Danny sounded as if he was thinking again. ‘Interesting it was in The Guardian. Maybe a bit of a fishing expedition. Get the story out into the media and see what it flushes out. Certainly more coverage than the story merited in the locals.’
‘It was only a snippet in The Guardian. But that might be all it needed to be.’ Red knew he hadn’t yet raised the main point of his call. ‘To be honest, it’s not really Abrams that’s worrying me. It’s Paul Raven.’
‘Raven? What about him?’
Danny didn’t know, then. Or was pretending not to know. ‘He’s dead.’
‘This some sort of joke, Red? I’m not sure I’m getting it.’
‘No joke. Another of my boss’s files. A file on Cambridge undergrad Paul Raven, who’s apparently topped himself.’
For once, it sounded as if Danny really was lost for words. ‘You’re not yanking my chain on this?’
‘For Christ’s sake, Danny. Willis has asked one of my colleagues to set up the bloody file. I suppose it’s possible there’s more than one Paul Raven at Cambridge, but it’s a bit of a bloody coincidence, don’t you think?’
‘I don’t know. It’s a few weeks since I heard from him, but–’
‘How did he sound then? Did he sound as if he was on the point of ending it all?’
‘He sounded his usual self. So, yeah, maybe. But he didn’t suggest anything was wrong. So what’s the point of this file?’
‘I’ve no idea. What’s the point of any of Willis’s files? But he reckons he’s been asked to do it, so there must be something behind it. We knew Abrams was in their sights. But we’d no idea they had any interest in Raven. Why would they have?’
‘Raven did some shit in the past. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’d attracted their interest at some point.’
‘Christ, nobody told me that. This is all too close to home, Danny. I mean, I’m literally in the bloody building.’
‘With all due respect, Red, you’re a nobody. They step over you without even registering you’re there.’
‘But I’m here. I’m sitting only a few metres below the real bigwigs. They pay me a salary every month, pitiful as it might be. They have an HR file on me. I must be on their radar to some extent. If they discover any connection–’
‘They’re not going to, are they? Nobody’s got any reason to jump to any conclusions.’
‘That’s what I’d assumed about Raven. Some middle-class kid studying English literature at a posh uni. Why would anybody be interested in him? Now you’re telling me they were.’
‘They might have been.’
‘They’ve got a bloody file on him. There’s no “might” about it.’
‘Okay, but there’s no need to panic. It’s all under control.’
‘How can it be? You didn’t even know about Raven until I told you. They were keeping closer tabs on him than you were.’
‘That’s the point. We don’t make contact unless we really need to. We don’t phone each other randomly,’ Danny added, pointedly.
‘Yes, I know but–’
‘So, relax. Leave it to me. I’ll make sure everything’s okay.’ He had the air of a parent soothing an anxious toddler.
‘Yes, but–’
‘Leave it to me.’ Danny sounded on the point of losing his temper, which was never a welcome prospect. ‘I’ll call you. Don’t call me again unless there’s a really important development.’
‘What would count as important?’ Red was conscious he was sounding mildly petulant.
‘I don’t know,’ Danny said. ‘Maybe if your boss decides he wants to set up one of his files on me.’
Danny had already ended the call. In any case, Red was conscious that time was getting on. He’d been out here longer than he’d intended.
He slipped the phone back into his pocket and walked back towards the building. As he approached the rear doors, he glanced up. A figure was gazing down from one of the windows on the third floor, just along from where Red’s own desk was situated.
He couldn’t be sure from this distance that the figure really was Willis, but the silhouette resembled his stooped form. Whoever it was, Red thought, they seemed to be staring down with considerable interest.





CHAPTER SEVEN

‘You’re sure about this?’ Gormley peered down the deserted street, as if expecting some other solution to present itself.
‘It’s only just over the roundabout,’ Emma replied.
‘But you have to go through the underpass. That place scares the hell out of me even in the daytime.’
‘You’re not building my confidence, you know.’
‘I’m not trying to. I’m trying to persuade you to let me walk you the rest of the way back to your hotel.’
‘I’ll be offended if you even try.’ In truth, Emma wasn’t sure why she was being so resistant to the idea. Possibly because she was afraid this might end up feeling even more like a date than it already did.
Not that Gormley’s behaviour had been anything other than impeccable. He’d suggested meeting her for dinner only after she’d made a semi-serious joke about heading back to her solitary meal in the bleak budget hotel restaurant. She hadn’t known Gormley’s domestic circumstances – she didn’t even know whether he lived in the college or elsewhere – and she hadn’t intentionally been fishing for an alternative way to spend the evening. Nevertheless, she’d been happy to accept the offer. Given the circumstances, especially after what they had found in Paul’s room, she hadn’t been looking forward to an evening by herself. Or, worse still, an evening fending off semi-drunken business-types trying to hit on her in the hotel bar.
There’d been none of that from Colin Gormley. He’d secured them a table at an upmarket Indian place he’d recommended partly on the grounds that it was relatively close to her hotel. It was a small place and, like most half-decent Cambridge restaurants, busy even on an early January evening outside full term. Gormley claimed he’d managed to obtain a table only because he’d told them he was entertaining a special guest of the Master of the College, and she hadn’t been entirely sure whether he was joking.
Gormley had been good company, though, not attempting to trivialise her reasons for being there but comfortably steering the conversation into less traumatic areas. She’d felt at ease with him, and she’d happily talked openly about Paul and what he’d meant to her, particularly after her marriage had broken up. Perhaps that was it, she thought. She’d opened up to Gormley in a way she hadn’t to anyone for a long time. Perhaps not since the early days with her ex, in the period before she’d discovered how ready he was to exploit any knowledge of her vulnerabilities. Maybe with one or two very close friends, but not for years, maybe not since university. She’d certainly never been that honest with any of her former colleagues. That hadn’t been the culture. If you showed any weakness, particularly as a woman, someone would find an opportunity to throw it back at you.
Much as she’d loved him, she’d never spoken to Paul like that either. He was her son, after all. You had to show your children you were strong, that they could rely on you. That you were the rock that would always be there when they were having troubles.
She wondered whether she’d been wrong about that. If she’d been more willing to open up to Paul, maybe he’d have been more open with her. She’d assumed he was okay because he’d never told her otherwise. They’d discussed his problems often enough, but those had mostly been practical issues – which universities to apply to, which subject to take, what to put in his personal statement. They’d never really talked about anything personal. Paul’s relationships, friendships, his emotional state. She hadn’t known anything about his inner life. She hadn’t been aware of any serious relationships or even close friendships. It was only now that she realised how little she’d known about her only child.
‘It’s always like that, though, isn’t it?’ Gormley had offered. ‘I mean, we all want to keep some distance from our parents. We don’t want to share our innermost thoughts with them.’
‘Not even when those thoughts are suicidal?’
‘Maybe especially not then. And we don’t know that’s how Paul was thinking. From everything I’ve read, suicide often seems inexplicable to those who are closest. You can’t blame yourself for that.’
But of course she blamed herself for everything. There would always be a part of her that believed that, if only she’d somehow managed to sit down and talk to Paul in time, none of this would have happened. Perhaps that was why, enjoyable as the evening had been, she wanted now to be alone with those and similar thoughts. In a strange way, she felt as if she’d already been too intimate with Colin Gormley, a form of intimacy more intense than anything physical.
He took a step back now, as if sensing her mood. ‘If you’re sure…’
‘I’m sure,’ she said. ‘Look, Colin, you booked this place because it was close to my hotel. You’re the one with a long walk back into town. I don’t want to add more to it.’
‘I just feel a bit–’
‘If it makes you feel better, I won’t use the underpass. There’s hardly anything on the road anyway. I’ll walk round the railings and cross.’
‘I can see there’s no point in arguing.’
‘You’re getting to know me. Anyone will tell you there’s never any point in arguing.’
‘Are you planning to come back into college tomorrow morning?’
‘I still need to collect Paul’s stuff. I’m parked in the city centre multi-storey so I was planning to come in to sort out everything. Stick it back in those boxes. Then I can bring the car round, if you can organise me somewhere to park, and get everything taken away.’
‘If you ask for me at the Porters’ Lodge, I’ll take you back up to Paul’s. I’ll have a word with the Porters about where to put the car. Spaces are like gold dust, but as ever invoking Armstrong’s name usually opens the right doors. Or in this case gates.’
‘Professor Armstrong might have failed to see me,’ she said, ‘but he’s certainly been a help.’
‘That’s what the Master’s for,’ Gormley said. ‘I’ll see you in the morning then. Just turn up whenever suits. I’ll be there.’
She smiled. ‘Goodnight then.’ There was an awkward instant when she felt as if she ought to give him a chaste hug or a kiss on the cheek, but the moment passed and she found herself already turning away. ‘See you in the morning.’
Not giving herself time to hesitate, she walked rapidly, heading towards the roundabout and the hotel beyond. As she’d promised, she detoured past the railings at the edge of the road so she could cross without entering the underpass. In the daytime, the weight and speed of traffic here made it almost impossible to cross at street level, but now there was little on the road. As she reached the central reservation, she glanced back to see if Gormley was keeping a watchful eye on her progress, but the spot where they’d been standing was obscured by the trees surrounding the office building on the corner.
Suddenly, and unexpectedly, she felt very alone. She’d been adamant in not wanting Gormley to accompany her back to the hotel but she almost regretted her decision. It was ridiculous, of course. Apart from anything else, she was a former police officer, trained in self-defence. She could take care of herself if she needed to. She imagined Gormley had never encountered anything more challenging than Henry James’s prose style.
She crossed the second carriageway and quickened her pace. The road was empty of pedestrians, but there was enough passing traffic to provide some reassurance. The looming block of the hotel was ahead of her. Why the hell was she feeling so spooked?
As she drew level with the hotel, she glanced behind her. She’d done surveillance work in her time, and she thought she knew most of the tricks. There was no way anyone could be following or observing her. The street was empty and there were no evident hiding places. The street was a no parking zone, so there were no stationary vehicles. Someone might be watching her from a window above, either in the hotel or one of the surrounding buildings, but no one had a reason to know she’d be here.
She had to get a grip. Paul’s death had knocked her sideways. That was understandable enough, and she probably still hadn’t come to terms with how traumatic the news had been. Today’s developments had left her even more baffled and bewildered. None of that was reason to lose her sense of judgement, though.
She made her way up the steps to the hotel entrance. It really was a functional, soulless building. That hadn’t mattered much when she’d made the booking. She was expecting only to stay for one night, arriving late and departing early. She needed nothing more than a clean and comfortable bed, and she’d been attracted by the feeling of anonymity.
Now, returning for a second night, she wished she’d chosen somewhere more welcoming. A small private hotel, where she’d have been greeted by a visible owner, keen to make her feel at home. Somewhere that offered a greater sense of comfort than these garish strip lights and shiny wipe-clean floors.
There was noise coming from the bar area beyond the reception – loud voices and raucous laughter. A group of men of varying ages, mostly dressed in dark suits, knocking back pints of lager. She felt even more relieved that she’d avoided a lone dinner in the restaurant here. A couple of the men were already eyeing her up as she waited by the lift.
As the lift doors opened, she saw, out of the corner of her eye, one of the men heading unsteadily in her direction. She stepped inside, relieved as the doors closed firmly behind her, and she pressed the button for her floor.
The lift remained stationary. She swore under her breath, realising she’d forgotten – as she had every time she’d used the bloody thing during her stay – that her key card was needed to activate the lift. A security precaution intended to prevent the city’s malefactors from entering the guest areas while the reception was unattended, but mostly just a pain in the backside to those actually trying to get to their rooms.
She fumbled in her handbag for the card, eventually extracting it to press against the sensor on the control panel. She thumbed her floor number again, but as she did so the doors reopened. She’d been a moment too late and someone had pressed the call button.
It was, inevitably, the man who’d been heading over from the bar. He was middle-aged, balding, slightly overweight, his face reddened and sweating from alcohol. He leaned across and, with no apparent concern for Emma’s personal space, pressed the button for the top floor. He stepped back and, a little unsteadily, moved to the far side of the lift, leaning his back against the wall.
‘Evening,’ the man said.
She nodded an acknowledgement, trying hard not to catch his eye.
‘Early night then?’ The man was clearly not one to take complete uninterest for an answer.
‘Long day.’ She tried to imply in her tone that this was the end of the conversation, but she guessed the man wouldn’t readily take the hint.
‘Aye, well. We’ve all had a long day. Some of us not ready to stop yet.’ There was a northern edge to his voice. Lancashire, rather than Yorkshire or north-eastern. ‘Seems a shame, nice young lass like you, calling it a night already.’
She supposed that was an attempt at flattery. She was at least as old as he was, and she wouldn’t hold his attention for a moment if any woman under thirty were to enter the lift. She stepped forward, preparing for the lift to reach her floor.
The man reached out an arm to block her way. ‘It doesn’t have to be that way, you know. You don’t have to go. You could go all the way up with me.’ The innuendo was as unmistakeable as it was cringeworthy.
‘I don’t think so.’
The man moved closer and stumbled, though she was unsure whether by accident or design. He fell, pressing his heavy body momentarily against hers. She pushed him away, trying to ensure her movements offered no scope for misinterpretation. He moved back, but kept his arms each side of her, his hands resting on the side of the lift. ‘Come on. You know you want to.’
She regarded him coldly, furious now. The lift had reached her floor and the doors were opening. ‘I don’t want to do anything. And if you don’t leave me alone, I’ll kick you in the balls so hard you’ll never want to do anything again either.’
‘You don’t mean that–’
The lift doors were open. She pushed him back and then, unable to control herself, she did just what she’d threatened. The kick was hard, precisely targeted and very effective. The man tumbled backwards and fell onto the lift floor, clutching his groin, his expression a satisfying mix of astonishment and agony.
She stepped over him into the corridor, feeling briefly reassured as the lift doors closed behind her. It took her a moment to realise what she’d done. She hurried along the corridor, glancing behind her all the way, fearful the man might have recovered enough to pursue her. She was already beginning to regret her action. Not that the sleazebag deserved any better, but she knew she could have extricated herself without violence. She’d used the moment, disinhibited by a few drinks herself, to relieve the emotions that had been building all day. That poor bastard had just been on the receiving end.
It was only when she finally reached her room that she felt able to breathe more easily. The corridor was silent, and there was no sign of anyone following her. She reached for her handbag to extract the key card.
The handbag was still over her shoulder. She knew she’d have noticed if it had been removed – at times, it felt almost like an extra limb. But it was open, the top unzipped.
She thought back to the moment in the lift when she’d been fumbling for the key card. Had she left the bag unfastened then? If so, it was uncharacteristic. After her years in the police, she’d become almost obsessive about personal security. In her early days, it had been the result of witnessing endless incidents of street theft, and realising how easily it could happen in a moment of carelessness. Later, as a senior officer, she’d become personally aware of the risks of losing sensitive or confidential documents.
The key card was there where she’d left it. She unlocked the door and stepped inside, closing the door behind her. It took her another moment of standing in the dark, uneasily flicking the light switch, to remember she had to insert the key card into a holder beside the door to operate the lights.
After everything that had happened, she’d hardly have been surprised to find her hotel room had also been ransacked. But everything was, as far as she could tell, just as she’d left it.
She took her handbag over to the bed. It took her only a moment to confirm what she’d suspected since she’d discovered the bag was unfastened. Her purse, which normally sat in the top of the bag, was gone.
That, in itself, wasn’t a major concern. Because of her security anxieties, the purse was little more than a decoy, something to be handed over readily to muggers or purse-snatchers. Its contents were useful, but not valuable or sensitive – a handful of loyalty and membership cards. It would be a nuisance to replace them, but they didn’t represent any kind of significant loss.
That wasn’t the issue. The issue was that the purse had been taken or lost sometime between leaving the restaurant and arriving back at her room. She was certain the purse had been there when she’d checked the bag before saying goodnight to Colin Gormley.
It was possible the bag might have somehow come open and the purse fallen out during her altercation in the lift. Possible, but not likely. She’d chosen the bag because it had a zip rather than a less secure fastening. Zips didn’t just fall open.
That left only one other possibility. That, in his apparently clumsy drunken lurch towards her the man in the lift had somehow managed to lift her purse.
Was that possible? Not if the man was as drunk as he’d appeared, certainly. He’d seemed barely capable of standing, let alone performing a pretty dextrous sleight of hand.
If he’d been as drunk as he’d appeared.
Was it possible? That the whole thing had been a set-up. That the man hadn’t just been a pissed businessman who’d stumbled into the lift with her. That the whole thing had been an act, and that he’d been waiting for her return to the hotel. That the drunken flirting and the clumsy lecherous stumble had been intended to allow him to get close enough to access her bag.
The whole thing seemed far-fetched. After what they’d discovered in Paul’s room, it would take very little to tip her down into a rabbit warren of paranoia. She could work out the psychology easily enough. She wanted to attribute some meaning, some purpose, to Paul’s death, so she was constructing fantasies to make it seem more than it almost certainly had been – another random act nobody could ever fully explain.
For the moment, the question was academic. If someone had deliberately targeted her, they’d already know who she was and which room she was occupying. The purse would have given them nothing new, unless they had some perverse interest in her library membership or purchasing preferences. If she’d somehow managed simply to drop the purse and the guy in the lift had been nothing more than a lecherous drunk, the biggest risk was that he’d discover her room number and turn up seeking revenge for his aching groin. Neither possibility gave her much comfort.
She checked the bedroom door was locked from the inside and then, after a moment’s thought, dragged over the chair from the dressing table and wedged its back under the door handle. It wouldn’t hold anyone for long, but it would buy her time if she needed it.
Other than that, though, there was little she could do but wait to see what, if anything, happened next. She feared it was going to be a long night.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Danny Carter had contemplated simply not going out. Simply staying put in his flat until all this – though who knew what all this might turn out to be – had blown over. It was an option, he supposed. But not a particularly realistic one. He needed to eat, for a start. Not immediately, but sometime soon. More than that, he needed to drink, though he recognised that this might not be the wisest move in the circumstances. But he needed something to calm his nerves.
That really meant going out. He could order a takeaway but that would still entail opening the door to someone unknown. Rightly or wrongly, he’d feel more comfortable taking his chances in the outside world where at least there was somewhere to run.
He couldn’t believe he was thinking like this. Up to now, this had all been little more than a game. A serious game, a game with consequences. He’d always recognised that. But he’d not expected it to come this close to home. He hadn’t expected anything to happen with such suddenness. He hadn’t expected this.
His first instinct, as always, was to blame Red. He’d always thought Red was a liability. Bright enough, but a bit too flaky, too prone to panic. But they went back a long way and, after all, Red had ended up in the right place, or almost the right place, at the right time. Or possibly, depending on how this panned out, exactly the wrong place at the wrong time.
Even after he’d finished talking to Red that afternoon, Danny hadn’t really believed what he’d heard. He’d thought Red must have somehow got the story wrong, or at least was exaggerating whatever had really happened.
It had taken him only a few minutes of internet searching to disabuse himself of that view. He’d quickly found the Guardian snippet about Abrams. As Red had said, the report was short, uninformative and – by the simple fact of its existence in a national newspaper – deeply disturbing. There was no question. Abrams was dead. And someone was using that fact to embark on a fishing expedition. The only question was whether Danny and his associates were the fish or simply the bait.
It had taken him a little longer to confirm the truth about Paul Raven. His death seemed barely to have registered even with the local media. Maybe that wasn’t surprising. The suicide of an unknown undergraduate probably didn’t constitute a major news story. Cambridge colleges were no doubt adept at minimising the potential reputational damage. Even so, he might have expected more, particularly given the identity of Raven’s mother. Perhaps no one had thought to make that connection.
He eventually found a reference to Raven’s death in a post written by one of his fellow students on a social media site. It wasn’t clear whether the individual concerned had been a friend of Raven’s. The reference was part of a wider discussion about stresses of university life, which Danny treated with appropriate disdain. But the reference was unambiguous. Raven was also dead.
That was two down. There would be others on the list, and Danny had no idea how far down the pecking order he might be. He needed to get out. Not just to buy food, though he certainly needed to do that, but to give himself time to think. If he stayed sitting there, he’d end up feeling like a target. He’d be waiting for that knock at the door, the footstep on the landing outside.
As if sparked into life by some external force, Danny jumped up from the sofa and grabbed his old duffel coat from behind the door. He’d go out, walk into town, keep moving, and decide what to do.
His flat was a fifteen-minute walk from the town centre, a fairly unpleasant trek along the edge of main roads, then under the motorway and railway viaduct. He usually hated it, but today was reassured by the prospect of busy traffic and other pedestrians. He stepped out onto the landing, then turned and locked the door behind him. He was mildly compulsive about such things at the best of times, but today he tried the handle four or five times to make sure it really was locked.
Some of his neighbours had invested in more robust security on their flats, even though he’d been told it was against the terms of the lease. He’d never been sure why they’d bothered. As far as he was aware, most of them possessed no more worldly goods than he did, and he’d never thought the investment worthwhile. It was possible one or two of them were involved in more dubious enterprises that might attract unwanted attention, but he’d never seen any sign even of that. He imagined they perceived the heavy mortice locks and bolts as a perverse status symbol, an indication that if they ever did acquire anything worth owning, they’d have the means to protect it.
Today, Danny envied them. He was conscious of the fragility of his own front door, the flimsiness of the locks that held it closed. If someone wanted to break in there, there wouldn’t be much to stop them. He wasn’t too bothered about anyone breaking in while he was out. It would be another matter if he was at home.
He hesitated a moment between the lift and the stairs. It was usually a no-brainer. The lift was dank and stank of urine and cigarette smoke, and he only lived two floors up. But the thought of the bleak stairwell unnerved him. Anything might happen there, and it might be days before anyone stumbled on the consequences.
He steeled himself, pushed open the door into the stairway, and hurried down, taking the stairs three at a time. In a moment, he was in the bleak lobby and out into the chilly afternoon air. It was only then that he allowed himself to take a breath.
Christ, he really was rattled. He didn’t even know if he really had anything to worry about. He couldn’t ignore what had happened to Abrams and Raven, but it didn’t prove anything. Abrams was an elderly man. Raven was a reclusive, over-intelligent student. There was no reason to consider their deaths as necessarily suspicious. Sometimes coincidences were just that.
Except that there was also what Red had told him. That those deaths had already come to the attention of the authorities. That there were files being set up, for Christ’s sake. No doubt that meant there were other, more classified, more serious files already in existence.
Danny crossed the road and took the road down towards the motorway junction, the shortest route into town. His head was continuing to churn. Maybe it was Red who was setting him up. Perhaps the stuff about the files was nothing more than a wind-up, Red’s idea of a joke. Or they’d already got to Red, were using him to turn the screws.
It was a possibility, he supposed. Red’s placement in that office, of all offices, had always seemed an unlikely stroke of luck, even though they’d never really figured out how to take advantage of it. He’d fed them one or two titbits but it had only ever been trivia. They’d concocted grand plans to make use of him, but none had ever felt plausible.
But perhaps Red’s presence there had never been accidental. Maybe he’d been the one feeding back intel to the authorities. And now the authorities were using Red to feed back what they wanted Danny to hear.
Danny was aware that, even by thinking this, he was drifting into the realms of paranoia. He’d known Red for years. He knew the guy’s mum and dad, for God’s sake. He’d never have said he trusted Red, exactly, but that was because he thought Red was a klutz rather than because he was dishonest. But perhaps that was what Red had wanted him to think.
And so on, he thought. Round in endless circles. Exactly what they wanted. You trusted no one, grew afraid of your own shadow, questioned everything and everyone.
He glanced over his shoulder. There were a few other pedestrians around, but the road was relatively quiet in the mid-afternoon. This stretch of the route was fairly bleak, the road lined with industrial units, wooden fences topped with spiralled barbed wire. A few of the businesses had still retained their half-hearted gestures towards celebrating Christmas, with sparsely decorated trees perched in their receptions and an occasional set of flashing fairy lights. By this time in January, the effect, inevitably, was to make the buildings seem even more desolate.
Danny reached the motorway flyover and, almost oblivious to the risk, scurried across the junction. There was a crossing further along he normally used, but today the possibility of being crushed under the wheels of an articulated lorry felt the least of his worries. At least that form of suffering would be short-lived and unequivocal.
The remainder of the journey was relatively pleasant with parkland on both sides of the road and a relatively risk-free walk into the centre. There were more pedestrians now, too, and he felt himself relaxing a little.
Maybe he was right about Red, maybe he was wrong. It didn’t much matter now. Danny had no idea what would happen next, but, whatever their causes, the deaths of Abrams and Raven changed everything. Clearly, they’d need to rethink everything.
He realised suddenly that, lost in thought, he’d not been paying attention to his surroundings. He’d already reached the edge of the town centre, the stretch of parkland replaced by low-rise office blocks, the main shopping area just ahead. He glanced back uneasily, conscious he’d failed to exercise the caution he’d intended. There were a couple of other pedestrians behind him, presumably also heading into town, but no one who looked like they might be pursuing him. But they wouldn’t, would they? Not if they were any good at their job.
He hurried across the road, took a shortcut through the car park beside the furniture warehouse, and emerged into the relatively crowded shopping area. Although it was a weekday afternoon, the January-sale shoppers were plentiful enough to lose himself in. He paused briefly to withdraw a tenner from the cash machine for his shopping, looking round suspiciously as he did so. Momentarily spooked by the almost unprecedented sight of two uniformed PCSOs strolling down the pedestrianised street, he stuffed the tenner into his wallet and slipped his bank card absent-mindedly into the rear pocket of his jeans.
For a while after that he just wandered through the streets, relieved to be an anonymous figure in a crowd. He made his way through the shopping centre, then turned up the hill towards the marketplace. In more relaxed times, it was an area he enjoyed. The indoor market itself was fun to visit, the surrounding streets increasingly occupied by decent bars and cafés. On a good day, he could lose himself here, even with little money to spend, just mooching aimlessly around the market stalls, splashing out on a second-hand book or a coffee.
Today, he was walking just to keep walking, conscious that if he stopped he might have to start thinking about what to do next. That was the worst part of this. He wasn’t sure what he could do next, other than wait. He wanted to take some action, do something, make something happen. Instead, all he could do was remain in constant anxiety about – well, what exactly? Perhaps nothing, perhaps everything. His life had changed, but he couldn’t even be sure if the change was real.
He hurried across the marketplace. He had no plan other than to walk around some more, head to the supermarket for a few provisions, and make his way back to the flat. He’d been trying to think if there was somewhere else he could go, but had come up with nothing. His parents were long deceased, and he had no other close relatives. He had a few friends, but no one who’d thank him for just turning up on their doorstep wanting a bed for the night. It was a sign of his desperation that he’d even considered heading down to London to knock on Red’s door. At least then they could face the consequences of this together.
The idea had been superficially attractive, but he knew that his pride would never let him do it. Danny was supposed to be the one in charge, the one who had control of all this. He’d already allowed himself to be caught out by the news of Raven’s death and the fact that Abrams’s death had been reported in the bloody Guardian. Not to mention by the revelation that Red’s boss was setting up files on all this. He couldn’t just ring Red’s doorbell and admit he had no more idea what was going on here than Red did.
Still lost in thought, he made his way down the steep flight of stone steps that led from the elevated marketplace to Little Underbank, intending to loop back round through the town centre to the supermarket.
He was halfway down the first flight of steps when he heard the rush of feet behind him. He stepped aside, expecting a couple of kids to come hurtling breathlessly down the steps. Instead, the footsteps ceased suddenly behind him. Startled, Danny turned and felt himself being pushed back against the brick wall of the stairway.
It was only at that point that it occurred to Danny quite how deserted the stairway was. By turning down here, he’d cut himself off from the crowds of shoppers milling about above. Even though he was still only a few metres away from the main street, he felt as if he’d stepped through a curtain into a much more exposed world.
He turned to see who was behind him. He felt as if he was moving very slowly, his brain trying to provide him with an opportunity to make sense of what was happening.
There were two of them. His initial assumption hadn’t been far wrong, in that neither of them looked much more than teenagers. They were both dressed in black, one wearing a woollen cap, the other wrapped in a scarf as if in a half-hearted attempt to conceal his identity. Neither of them looked like a ruthless agent of the state. Danny had no idea what a real agent of the state might look like, but he imagined they usually came with less acne.
‘Hand over your wallet,’ the one in the woolly hat said.
So that was it, then. While he’d been worrying about grand national conspiracies, he’d allowed himself to be mugged by a bunch of spotty teenaged chancers. The anxiety that he’d been bottling up since Red’s call was almost instantaneously transformed into fury. Before he could stop himself, Danny grabbed the second man’s scarf and twisted it tight, thrusting him back hard against the far wall. ‘If you think I’m handing over my wallet or anything else to a wee scrote like you–’
From the corner of his eye, Danny could see the other youth reaching inside his grubby anorak. It was only at that point it occurred to him that the two teenagers might have armed themselves in preparation for this attempted mugging, and that one or both of them might be carrying a knife. If so, they’d be more than welcome to his wallet or anything else in exchange for leaving his flesh unpierced.
In the event, the question remained unresolved. Before Danny could take any further action, there was a shrill shout from the main street above them. ‘Oi, you lot! What you up to?’
Danny looked up in surprise and saw a small, elderly lady peering down the stairs. As he did so, the young man ducked his head out of his scarf and pelted off down the steps, his companion close behind. Danny looked at the scarf he was still holding redundantly in his hand, and then began to trudge up the stairs towards the woman. He’d momentarily thought about pursuing the two men, but he told himself they’d be younger and fitter than he was.
The woman was regarding him with suspicion. ‘What was that all about?’
‘They were trying to mug me.’ Danny realised that, for all his bravado, he was shaking. ‘They were after my wallet. Luckily…’ He reached a hand into his coat pocket. ‘Ah, shit.’
The woman blinked at the expletive. ‘Are you all right?’
Danny sighed. ‘I’m fine. But it looks like the little bastards got my wallet after all.’
How had they worked that? He assumed that, while he was busy wrestling with the scarfed one and worrying whether the other was carrying a knife, one or other of them had simply reached into his coat and lifted the wallet. If nothing else, it suggested they were more competent than he’d given them credit for.
‘You should go to the police,’ the woman advised.
He knew he should. But he realised now that the wallet had contained only the tenner that he’d been intending to spend on his shopping, along with a few other unimportant items. By a stroke of good fortune, his bank card – which at least would allow him access to what little remained of his overdraft – was still in the back pocket where he’d temporarily slipped it after withdrawing the cash. For once, his own disorganisation had been his ally.
‘Maybe,’ Danny said. Then he looked at what he was still holding in his hand. ‘But this is quite a decent scarf. I reckon I’m ahead on the deal.’





CHAPTER NINE

Emma Raven had slept only fitfully. For the first hour or so, she’d lain awake, her ears straining for any sound. This being a budget city centre hotel, there was no shortage of noises to feed her paranoia. A couple talking loudly as they returned to their room in the small hours of the morning. Some distant drunken shouting from the streets outside. A creaking from the ceiling as the occupant of the room above her made repeated trips to the bathroom. Each time there was the possibility of her drifting into a doze, there was some new auditory experience to jolt her back into wakefulness.
At some point in the small hours, she must finally have slept. She knew this because she was woken, what seemed like only minutes later, by the buzzing of her mobile phone on the bedside cabinet. She’d been in the middle of some dream, she realised, in which a group of red-faced middle-aged men were lined up waiting for her to kick them in the groin. Luckily, her recollections of the dream were already dissolving into oblivion.
She rolled over and grabbed the phone. Colin Gormley. They’d exchanged numbers before leaving the restaurant in case they had any problems in tracking each other down the following morning.
What the hell was Colin Gormley doing phoning her at – she squinted at the time shown on the phone screen – 4.15 in the morning?
She thumbed the call button. ‘Colin?’
‘Emma. Are you okay?’
‘I think so. I mean, more awake than I’d like to be, considering the time. But, well, thanks for checking.’
He sounded breathless. ‘Someone broke into my set.’
‘Your set?’ Cambridge colleges were odd places. Some kind of subterranean ‘Wind in the Willows’ arrangement wouldn’t entirely have surprised her.
‘My rooms. In college. Someone broke into the living room while I was asleep in the bedroom.’
‘Tonight?’
‘About forty-five minutes ago. I’m a light sleeper at the best of times, and something woke me. Some odd noises from the living room.’
‘Odd noises?’ Emma wasn’t yet fully awake and was still struggling to take in what Gormley was telling her.
‘They weren’t exactly subtle. I don’t think they realised I was here, or maybe they didn’t care. They just used a crowbar to force open the outer door.’
‘The outer door?’ She was trying to envisage the kind of accommodation a Cambridge don might occupy. Something palatial and possibly medieval, she imagined.
‘There’s an inner door that’s not lockable, and an outer door you can close at night or if you’re out.’ Gormley explained this as if it was the most obvious way to control access to a room. ‘They’d forced open the outside door. I must have been woken by the splintering of the wood.’
She was beginning to appreciate the seriousness of what she was hearing. She peered over at the door of her hotel room. The chair was still firmly wedged under the handle, and there was no sign it had been disturbed while she’d slept.
‘I didn’t know what to do,’ Gormley went on. ‘I could hear them crashing about next door, and I didn’t want to alert them I was there. I’d left my mobile in the living room, so I couldn’t even phone for help. But I felt a bit stupid standing about in my pyjamas.’
Emma could imagine that, for an Englishman of Gormley’s type, the risk of embarrassment might be a more potent force than any fear of personal harm. ‘So what happened?’
‘In the end, I decided to tackle them. I’m not quite sure what I was thinking, really. I didn’t even have any kind of weapon. But I opened the bedroom door and just, well, shouted at them…’
‘Shouted at them?’ Emma had to remind herself that there was nothing remotely funny about what she was hearing.
‘I didn’t know what else to do.’ Gormley sounded sheepish. ‘I didn’t even know how many there were. They hadn’t turned on the living-room lights, so they were using flashlights. There were two of them. One was going through my desk, the other pulling the books off the shelves, as if he was looking for something that might be between or behind them. They looked a bit startled when I appeared so I don’t think they’d realised I actually slept there.’
Emma was trying to envisage the scene. Gormley, in his no doubt very English pyjamas, facing two – well, who knew what they were. Your average housebreaker wasn’t likely to prioritise a room in the depths of a Cambridge college. ‘Weren’t you scared?’
Gormley was silent for a moment, as though seriously considering the question. ‘I wasn’t thinking very clearly, to be honest. I’m not even sure I was properly awake. There’s a light switch next to the bedroom door so I just turned the light on without really considering what I was doing.’ He stopped. ‘In retrospect, that was probably a bit stupid, wasn’t it?’
‘Or brave. I’d go with brave.’
‘If you say so. Luckily, they didn’t seem inclined to argue the point. They didn’t even hesitate. Just stopped what they were doing and headed back out the door. I went after them briefly but I was still in bare feet. I just heard them clatter back down the stairs and out to the court, and then they were gone.’
‘Would they have been able to get out of the college at that time of night?’
‘The door at the bottom of the stairs has an electronic security lock and should have been secured, but they’d obviously got through that somehow. Once they were out they’d probably have headed down to the Backs. The gates there would have been locked, but there are ways in and out. They seemed to know what they were doing. They probably had a car parked out there somewhere.’
‘Have you called the police?’
Gormley didn’t answer immediately. ‘I phoned the Porters’ Lodge.’
‘With respect, Colin, I know they wear a mean bowler hat and everything, but it’s not quite the same.’
‘I know. But, well, it’s Cambridge, isn’t it?’
‘I think you’ll find that Cambridgeshire Constabulary holds the same authority in Cambridge as it does in the rest of the county. Even in the colleges.’
‘I wonder if the Master’s been advised of that,’ Gormley said. ‘I didn’t feel able to invite the police into the college without seeking his permission. I’ve asked the Porters to contact him. I don’t know whether they’ll disturb him before morning.’
She bit back an expletive. There was no real point in even arguing. She’d already learned from the anecdotes that Paul used to relay back to her that, even today, the colleges operated to their own laws. Gormley seemed likeable enough, but he was no doubt steeped in that culture. ‘Your choice.’
‘I don’t even know if they actually took anything. It’s not as if I’ve anything very valuable, other than a few collectable first editions. They didn’t look like antiquarian book dealers.’
‘You’d be surprised. But if they weren’t after your collectables, what did they want? You’re not an obvious target for burglars.’
‘That’s the question, isn’t it? Especially after the way Paul’s room was ransacked.’
‘I had my purse stolen tonight too.’ In the drama of Gormley’s call, she’d almost forgotten the previous night’s incident. She cast another nervous glance at the door.
‘What, after I left you? I said–’
‘Not exactly. It’s a long story. Fortunately, there was nothing much of value in it. But it’s odd we should both have been targeted in the same night.’
‘It does begin to feel as if someone’s looking for something.’
‘Something they think Paul had. Whatever it is, they’ve obviously not found it in Paul’s room so they’re now thinking we might have acquired it somehow.’ Emma was conscious that whatever deductive powers she still possessed were desperately in need of a caffeine kick-start. ‘I don’t understand it. Even if Paul had something sensitive – and it’s not completely beyond the realms of possibility – I don’t know what form it might be in.’
‘Maybe a disc or something?’
‘A disc?’
‘I’m sorry. I’m really not the person to ask about this sort of stuff. My knowledge of computers more or less stops with Ada Lovelace. And even then I mainly know that she was Byron’s daughter.’
‘I’m no better. Paul used to try to share this stuff with me, but it was like listening to a foreign language.’
Gormley was silent for a moment. ‘I sometimes wondered why it was that Paul had chosen to study English at university, rather than say maths or computing. Don’t get me wrong, he was a very talented and sensitive student, and he brought something different to the subject. But I’d have thought he was suited to a more rigorous discipline.’
‘I guess that was the point. And that was Paul. He never took the easy route. He hated being pigeon-holed. And he always wanted to learn something new. He’d probably have been brilliant at maths or computing, but he’d have hated every minute of it.’
‘That makes sense, I suppose. From what I saw of Paul. Look, I’m sorry. I’m sure this is the last thing you want to be talking about at this time of day. I shouldn’t have disturbed you. I wasn’t thinking very clearly.’
‘No worries. It’s not as if I was sleeping very soundly anyway. If you hadn’t woken me, something else would have. And at the moment I’m glad of any opportunity to talk about Paul.’
‘Even so, I’d better let you get a bit more sleep. To be honest, I hadn’t really registered how early it still is. Anyway, I’d better do some tidying up in here. The bastards didn’t even pull the books off the shelves in alphabetical order.’
‘You sure you’ll be okay? Can’t see myself getting much more sleep.’
‘I’ll be fine till morning. It’s not as if they’re going to come back. Not tonight, anyway.’
She hoped that was true. If these people really were searching for something, they were being very persistent, if so far not conspicuously successful. ‘If you’re sure. Look, I’ll come round earlyish in the morning and we can grab some breakfast somewhere before we deal with Paul’s stuff. It’ll give us a chance to chat about all this.’
‘Sounds an excellent idea. Sorry again for disturbing you. I was just a bit – well, worried.’
After they’d finished the call, Emma dragged herself out of bed, pulling her dressing gown tightly around her shoulders. She filled the kettle and set it boiling while she ran herself a bath. She was no doubt disturbing some other resident by pottering round her room in the small hours, but there wasn’t much she could do about that.
She prepared herself a mug of the predictably horrible hotel instant coffee, treating herself to two tiny tubs of UHT milk. Her main objective was simply to ingest as much caffeine as possible to keep her going through the rest of the night. Tomorrow, and the drive back north, would have to take care of itself.
Placing the mug of coffee on the corner of the bath, Emma leaned forward to test the temperature of the water. As she did so, she heard a barely audible sound behind her.
She straightened, her senses now fully alert, and moved so that she could see through the still-open door into the bedroom. There was no one in the room, and it took her a moment to work out where the noise was coming from.
The door. Someone was trying the door.
She watched in fascinated horror as the door handle was depressed. The door moved forward a fraction, and she could tell it was no longer locked. Then it hit the resistance of the wedged chair.
She was expecting that, at that point, the intruder would try to force their way in, using brute strength to dislodge the chair. But instead the handle was released and the door remained closed. Emma stood motionless in the entrance to the bathroom, her eyes fixed on the handle, her ears straining for any clue as to what might be happening on the other side of the door.





CHAPTER TEN

Gregory Smith always woke early these days. In his case, that might mean as early as 5.00am or as late as 5.30. But he rarely remained in bed much more before that. What would be the point? Once he was awake, he knew there was no possibility of falling back asleep, and there was no other reason to remain in bed.
It hadn’t always been like that. Until a few months ago, he’d have been able to roll over, enjoying the comfortable warmth of Anna’s soft body next to his. Not that they’d done much more than lie together companionably in recent years, but that had really been all he wanted or needed. The knowledge that she was there to take care of him. The sense that he wasn’t alone in the world.
And now unexpectedly he was. He hadn’t imagined that would ever happen. Anna had been much younger than he was, but not so young that she was ever likely to be tempted by another man. In any case, she had always been loyal to him, had stuck with him through the most difficult times. They had both wanted nothing more than to be with each other.
In a way, he might have preferred it if she’d left him for another man, even though he knew that would have destroyed him. At least that way she would still be out there somewhere. There might still remain the possibility, however slight, that she might return.
Death, on the whole, didn’t offer that kind of deal.
It had all happened so quickly. The diagnosis. The initial attempt at treatment. The realisation that, for all the consultant’s gentle words, it was already far too late. She had died only a few weeks later, an admittedly merciful release from pain that was already becoming almost uncontrollable.
He’d expected to be devastated. In those final weeks, he’d imagined that he wouldn’t be able to continue once she’d finally gone. But somehow it hadn’t been like that. He’d carried on, his life emptier but otherwise much the same. Christmas had come and gone, uncelebrated, almost unnoticed. The days had drifted by.
Most likely, it still hadn’t really hit home. He was like one of those cartoon characters running in thin air until they suddenly realised the ground had disappeared from beneath them. Eventually, he’d simply fall and that would be it.
In the meantime, he pursued his familiar routines. A light breakfast of toast or cereal. A strong cup of tea. Maybe a drive to the local supermarket. If the weather allowed, perhaps an hour in the garden, although at this time of year he needed to do little more than some tidying and trimming back. A sandwich or something on toast for lunch. An afternoon in front of the television, his head nodding as the day darkened outside. Supper was usually some kind of ready meal for one, and then, after a little more television, he’d retire to bed with a book. He never managed to read more than a page or two before feeling too tired to continue.
It wasn’t much of a life, but it was more than he’d expected. More than he deserved. Probably more than he wanted.
He received few visitors these days. Anna had had a few female friends, who’d all dutifully paid their respects and turned up for the funeral. One or two had visited afterwards, supposedly to check he was okay, sometimes with offerings of chilled home-cooked meals for him to heat up. He wondered vaguely whether any of them might have amorous designs on him, but it seemed unlikely. They were just being kind and, when they’d seen that their support wasn’t needed or particularly welcomed, their visits had tailed off.
This morning had been like every other. He’d woken early, spent the first part of the morning pottering round the house in an aimless manner, sipping his cup of tea while half-watching the morning news on the television. There’d been nothing to catch his attention but there rarely was. No news from home and, in any case, most of it was of no interest to him, not anymore. He’d given up on all of that, long ago. Once there’d been anger. Then despair and fear. And finally, so long ago now that he barely remembered it, resignation.
Then, somehow, it had ceased to have any meaning in his life, the gap filled by Anna and by his life here. He had wondered if some of those feelings might return with Anna’s departure – a different emotion rushing to fill the vacuum – but it hadn’t happened. All of that, everything that had once seemed so important, now felt as if it had happened to another person.
The weather had been fine, if chilly, so he’d spent an hour or so in the garden, completing the trimming back of the hedges he’d begun some days earlier. The work was hardly needed. He’d completed most of the tasks he could before the arrival of spring, but he enjoyed working in the open air, the exercise that helped to keep him in some kind of shape.
The sound of the front doorbell was both a surprise and an annoyance. Most likely it was just the postman with some item he couldn’t insert through the letter box, but even that level of human interaction felt unwelcome. Gregory sighed and, wiping his shoes carefully on the doormat by the back door, he made his way through the house to respond to the now insistent ringing. ‘All right, I’m coming,’ he grumbled, too quietly to be heard by whoever was at the door.
He pulled open the door, still on its chain, and peered out. ‘Yes?’
To his surprise, it wasn’t the postman but two middle-aged men. ‘Mr Smith?’ one of them said. ‘Mr Gregory Smith?’
Gregory frowned. ‘Who’s asking?’
‘We’re police officers, Mr Smith.’ The man held out what Gregory took to be a warrant card with the man’s image printed on it. It looked genuine enough, though it was a long while since Gregory had had any experience in such matters. ‘DS Blackwell and DC Renfrew. We wondered if we could have a word.’
Gregory was still peering at the warrant card. ‘About what?’
‘It would be easier if we could do this inside, Mr Smith.’
Gregory’s first instinct was to say no. Back home, they used to joke that the police were like vampires. You didn’t voluntarily invite them into your house. But that was a world and more than half a lifetime away. Things were different here, and there was little to be gained from obstructing them. ‘Wait a minute.’ He closed the door to remove the chain and then opened it wide.
They followed him through to the living room where they waited politely until he’d seated himself on one of the armchairs. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Sit. What is this all about?’
‘Do you know a man called Peter Abrams, Mr Smith?’
Gregory was sure he’d succeeded in keeping any trace of shock or surprise out of his expression. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘Are you sure about that? Perhaps someone you knew in the past? Some years ago, let’s say.’
Gregory made a play of looking thoughtful. ‘I’m sorry. The name doesn’t ring any bells at all. I’m not saying it’s impossible I met him. I’ve met a lot of people over the years. But I’m afraid the name means nothing to me.’
The second man, whom Gregory took to be DC Renfrew, had been assiduously scribbling notes in a pad, though Gregory couldn’t envisage that his responses so far were likely to be of much value. They didn’t quite look or sound like police officers, he thought, though he couldn’t articulate why not. Almost too upmarket, he thought. Their accents a little too clipped and public school. But no doubt police officers came from all kinds of backgrounds nowadays.
‘That’s a pity,’ Blackwell said. ‘No one seems to have known Mr Abrams.’
‘I can’t speak for anyone else,’ Gregory said. ‘But I’m fairly sure I didn’t. Can I ask what this is all about?’
‘I’m afraid that Mr Abrams passed away recently. He appears to have had no recorded next of kin, so we’re just trying to track down anyone who might have known him.’ Blackwell’s voice sounded studiedly casual, as if he was only too aware of the impact this news was likely to have on Gregory.
‘And did you have some reason for believing I might have known him?’ It felt as if the two of them were engaged in some competition to display maximum British understatedness.
‘Your name just came up,’ Blackwell said vaguely.
‘I can’t think why. Can you tell me some more about Mr Abrams? Something that might give me some context?’ Gregory couldn’t quite work out what was happening here. He could assume only that the two police officers were on some form of fishing expedition. They presumably had some reason to connect him to Abrams, but nothing that was sufficiently substantive to present. As long as he controlled his reactions, they had no grounds to take this any further.
Even so, it was disconcerting to realise that someone had succeeded in making the link. He wasn’t entirely surprised. He’d never fooled himself that they’d have been entirely unnoticed. Someone would have been keeping tabs on them, even if Gregory had to pity the poor saps who’d been landed with that job across the intervening period.
Perhaps that was the point. Perhaps the authorities had never quite brought themselves to believe it was that simple. He knew that type only too well. Apart from anything else, they needed to justify their own professional existence. That meant that nothing was ever straightforward. Something was always stirring, or about to stir, beneath the surface. It might take years. It might take decades. But eventually the surveillance would be justified.
The real question was how and why Abrams had died. Like Gregory, he had been an old man, so the news of his death was hardly a surprise. Even the presence of these two police officers in Gregory’s house didn’t necessarily imply suspicious circumstances. It could just mean they assumed Abrams’s death might have consequences.
‘We’re not at liberty to release any further information about Mr Abrams at this point,’ Blackwell said pompously. He paused, clearly realising that this was unlikely to encourage a further response from Gregory. ‘Other than that he lived in Greater Manchester.’
‘Manchester?’ Gregory frowned. ‘I believe I did go there once. Many years ago. We went to a concert, my late wife and I. The Hallé. At the Bridgewater Hall, I believe. I can’t recall what they played.’ He smiled at Blackwell, as if the pair of them had just resolved a particularly challenging crossword clue. ‘It’s possible that your Mr Abrams was in the audience, I suppose, but I’m afraid I didn’t ask.’
Blackwell glared at him, apparently at a loss for words. ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Mr Smith. I was really hoping that you might be able to assist us.’
‘It seems not. I’m very sorry that you have wasted your time.’
Blackwell had begun to climb to his feet. ‘We seem to have wasted yours, Mr Smith. But thank you for your co-operation.’
There was something in Blackwell’s tone that made Gregory worry that he had somehow unwittingly revealed more than he had meant to. But that was no doubt exactly the effect Blackwell intended.
Renshaw rose to join his colleague. As he did so, he pulled a pack of gum from his pocket, slipped out a strip and, after carefully unwrapping it, popped it into his mouth. ‘Just given up smoking for the umpteenth time. This stuff’s supposed to keep me on the straight and narrow.’ He pulled a folded, apparently empty packet from his pocket . ‘Do you have a bin?’
Gregory, always a punctiliously tidy man, held out his hand. ‘Not a problem. There’s a bin in the kitchen.’
Renshaw smiled and placed the packet carefully into Gregory’s hand, squeezing it so that some substance fell unnoticed onto the palm. ‘Thanks. We’ll leave you to it.’
Gregory followed the two officers to the front door, and watched them walk down the front garden and out onto the street. A moment later, as he heard the sound of a car engine starting, he finally breathed out. Whatever their intentions, the two men had left him feeling disconcerted, uneasy. As if something had taken place without his realising.
He glanced down at the empty gum packet which he was still clutching in the palm of his hand. And then he realised he had also been left holding something else.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Red had spent the previous afternoon working through the boxes of material that had been sent down for filing. Willis had been very insistent that, before commencing the work, Red should spend time with Simon Robshaw learning the critical filing protocols.
As it happened, Red had set up numerous files during his time in the office, generally at Willis’s instigation, and probably knew the protocols backwards and inside out, not least because Willis had usually rehearsed them at length. The protocols were not, in fact, unduly complicated, being mainly concerned with the colour and labelling of the file itself, the ordering of the contents, and the need to ensure that each item was painstakingly listed inside the front leaf of the file.
Even so, Red had no great objection to listening to Robshaw blether on for as long as he wanted – and Robshaw was no doubt capable of doing so at greater and more tedious length than anyone else in the office, short of Willis himself. As far as Red was concerned, each minute that passed was simply a minute in which he wasn’t having to carry out any work himself. He’d made a point of concocting a series of facile questions simply to extend the so-called training for as long as possible. It had occasionally occurred to Red that, if he were to devote as much time and energy to working as he did to avoiding work, he might achieve something in life. But that was something for the future.
‘So the file has to be green then. A blue one wouldn’t do?’
Robshaw stared at him despairingly. ‘Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said?’
‘Every one of them. I’m just recapping. For my own benefit. Repetition helps it sink in. Blue for nominals. Green for subject areas.’
Robshaw sighed. ‘You’re taking the piss, aren’t you?’
‘Only a bit. But don’t worry, Si, you’ve done a great job. It’s all firmly imprinted in my brain.’
‘Green for nominals. Blue for subject areas.’
‘What you said.’ Red tapped his temple. ‘It’s all there.’
‘Just don’t get it wrong. Or Willis will blame me.’
‘That’s not fair. He’ll blame both of us. And probably himself.’
‘So do you think you’re okay to be left to it now? I do have things to be getting on with.’
‘Do you?’ Red sounded genuinely surprised. ‘What kind of things?’
Robshaw was clearly stymied by the question. ‘Paperwork,’ he said, finally.
‘Okay. Well, you go and get on with your paperwork, and I’ll get on with putting this blue file together.’
‘Green–’ Robshaw stopped. ‘Oh piss off.’
Red smiled amiably and set about the allocated task. One reason he’d been putting this off – apart from his standard commitment to avoiding work wherever possible – had been the worry about what he might find in the boxes that those upstairs had sent down. He’d been afraid the material would expose – well, not his own limited involvement in this matter. If that had been exposed, he presumably wouldn’t still be here putting the file together. But he’d feared it might expose some of those he’d come to know, if in some cases only by reputation.
As it turned out, he needn’t have worried, or at least not about that. The content of the boxes was weirdly anodyne, failing even to include any revelatory information about Abrams himself let alone anyone else. The documents were a hodgepodge of materials gathered from numerous sources – newspapers, specialist journals, print-offs of academic websites. The vast majority of it was devoted to Peter Abrams’ career and, as far as Red could see, it included nothing which challenged the official version.
There was a short and largely hagiographic piece from some university journal announcing Abrams’s appointment as a senior lecturer from twenty-five years before. This included a brief reference to Abrams’s authorised biography – his birth in Slovakia, his distinguished academic career in Eastern Europe, his career moves first to the US and then to the UK. There was mention of Abrams’s publications, and a brief account of his current areas of academic interest. Nothing remotely controversial.
The rest of the material continued in that vein. There were some academic papers that were almost entirely incomprehensible to Red. There were mentions in the university journals and occasionally in the local press of Abrams’s career progress, culminating in his appointment as a full professor some ten years before. There was a short mention from one of the Manchester local papers of his retirement and then, a few years later, of his wife’s funeral.
Red dutifully worked his way through all these documents, carefully placing each in the specified plastic envelope and, after briefly summarising its contents at the start of the file, he’d slotted it into place. He had no idea why this task was required now. As far as he could see, this material had been collected over a period of decades and it had presumably simply been collated, in a loose and unorganised form, in the box files that had been sent down. Was the policy not to bother setting up a formal file until the subject was deceased? Was his task really nothing more than a form of data interment?
As always, the way of those upstairs remained a mystery to those confined to the lower floors. There’d been a time, when he’d first started working there, when Red had taken it for granted that there was some kind of method in this apparent madness. Now, he was more inclined to believe it was simply the blind led by the visually impaired. He could envisage a chain of Willises, of increasing seniority up the chain of command, each slightly better informed than the Willis below but all of them taking on their allocated tasks without question and without understanding. Perhaps somewhere at the top there was a Grand High Willis who knew all the answers and understood the purpose of the work, but Red was increasingly inclined to doubt it.
For the most part, Red was simply pleased that the material had been so uninformative. That raised many questions of its own, of course. It was inconceivable that those upstairs – or at least those that they reported to, somewhere up that imagined hierarchy – really knew nothing of Abrams’s background. But seemingly that knowledge had not filtered down to whoever had collated this material. Or, Red added to himself, at least not filtered down to Willis or himself.
Even so, he had found the whole experience disconcerting. It had felt almost as if someone was sending him a personal message. Perhaps that was it. Perhaps this was a way of saying: we know who you are and we know what you’re up to. If that was the case, it would have been quicker and simpler to have just sent an email.
The immediate challenge, as far as Red was concerned, was stretching out the work so it would last for the rest of the morning, if not the rest of the day. He knew that, as soon as he completed and handed over the file, Willis would find some equally tiresome but probably more challenging task for him to do. The work on the Abrams’s file seemed no more or less pointless than every other piece of work he was allocated, but at least he could more or less switch his brain off.
With a sigh, he moved on to the next item, a riveting-looking academic paper which Abrams had written with a colleague. This time, he couldn’t even understand the title.





CHAPTER TWELVE

Emma Raven had continued to stare at the bedroom door in horrified fascination. The previous evening she’d had a mild fear that someone – the man from the lift seeking revenge or whoever had broken into Paul’s room, assuming the two were unconnected – might try to enter her room. That was why she’d placed the chair there in the first place.
But that had just been the natural caution of a former police officer. She hadn’t seriously believed it was likely to happen. But now, after what she had just witnessed and what had happened to Colin Gormley, she was feeling genuinely scared. Someone had actually attempted to come into her room, and that person had apparently had a key. They had been prevented only by the chair, and even now she was surprised the intruder hadn’t made a second, more forceful attempt.
But nothing further had happened. She’d waited, holding her breath, for the door to be opened a second time, but it had remained closed. She could hear nothing from outside, but she had no idea whether the would-be intruder had departed or was still waiting out there. She couldn’t even reach the spyhole in the door without risking dislodging the chair.
She’d wondered about phoning down to reception. But there was no internal phone in the room, and she suspected that if she tried to phone the hotel’s external number on her mobile, she’d end up being transferred to a central call centre. Even if she did manage to contact reception, she wasn’t sure how seriously she’d be taken.
She decided to give it a few more minutes to see what, if anything, might happen. After all, as she’d demonstrated in the lift, she did know how to look after herself. She always carried a personal alarm with her. If anyone did try to attack her, she’d set that off and create as much noise as possible.
Fifteen minutes went by and still nothing happened. She sat on the bed, the alarm in her hand, and continued to wait. While she waited, she focused on trying to make some sort of sense of what had been happening since her arrival in Cambridge.
First, someone had broken into Paul’s former room, apparently with the intention of searching for something they believed had been in Paul’s possession prior to his death. Presumably their search had been unsuccessful if they’d made a further attempt to search Colin Gormley’s office. Again, their search had failed.
Then, of course, there was the loss of her own purse. That might have been coincidence, and it was possible she’d dropped it accidentally. But it was something else to add to the pot. If the coveted item, whatever it might be, could be held in her purse, it was likely to be very small.
The real question was who these people were. She could easily believe Paul had obtained sensitive information of value to interested parties. That might mean that some third party was trying to get hold of the data or, perhaps more likely, that the owners of the data were trying to reclaim it before it fell into others’ hands. Or, she added to herself, possibly both.
She wondered if this had contributed to Paul’s decision to take his own life. He hadn’t normally been the sort to worry – or at least that was how she’d seen him. But if he’d entangled himself in something serious, something that had dragged him out of his depth, perhaps he’d seen no way out. She would have hoped that he’d have spoken to her before doing anything drastic. But she also knew that Paul might well have sacrificed himself rather than implicating her in something dangerous or criminal.
There was, of course, another possibility, the thought of which sent a chill down her spine. Perhaps Paul hadn’t taken his own life after all. Perhaps his life had been taken from him.
Paul had died from an overdose of prescription painkillers. There had been no suspicious circumstances, no reason for the coroner to consider any verdict other than suicide, accidental death or an open verdict. In the event, the coroner, perhaps out of kindness, had delivered an open verdict. Paul had left no note or other indication of his intentions and his behaviour in the period before his death had seemed normal to his friends and associates. Ultimately there’d been no way of knowing whether the overdose had been deliberate.
Even so, there were unanswered questions. No one could explain why Paul had been taking strong painkillers in the first place. There was no evidence of any medical condition that would have necessitated their use. Similarly, the source of the drugs was unknown. Paul had not obtained them through a legitimate prescription, and they had not been obtained from any pharmacy in the city. The assumption had been that Paul had obtained them from some illegal source.
She looked at her watch. She had been sitting there waiting for nearly an hour now, and there hadn’t been a sound from outside the door. She couldn’t sit here forever.
With the personal alarm clutched in her hand, she rose from the bed and cautiously approached the bedroom door. Making as little noise as possible, she dislodged the chair and pressed her eye to the spyhole.
As far as she could see, the corridor was empty. It was conceivable someone might be hiding below or out of the range of the spyhole’s fish-eyed view, but she thought it unlikely. Slowly, she pressed down on the door handle and pulled open the door.
The corridor was silent and deserted. She could see down its length to the main lifts. Whoever had tried to break into her room was gone, probably long ago.
She was about to turn back into the room when she looked down. Propped against the wall to the left of the door was an object she recognised. Her missing purse.
Once back in the room, she flicked on the kettle to make another coffee, and then checked through the purse’s contents. Nothing seemed to be missing, but there hadn’t been much in there in the first place. The return of the purse should have felt reassuring, but it felt almost as threatening as its original disappearance. As if someone wanted to let her know they knew her room number, knew who she was.
She was on the verge of losing any sense of perspective. She could almost bring herself to believe she’d imagined the attempt to enter her room, that in her state of heightened anxiety she’d thought someone was trying to push open the door. That it had been a trick of the light or of her own fevered brain. Perhaps, as she’d discussed with Colin Gormley, she was creating a pattern, a conspiracy, where none existed. Trying to invest Paul’s death with a meaning it lacked.
She checked the time again. Still barely 6am. She had another couple of hours to kill before she could reasonably head into town. Sod it, she thought. I can either sit here in a complete funk, or I can get on with life.
It took her only a couple of minutes to wedge the chair back under the door handle. Once she’d done that and felt secure, she returned to the bathroom, bearing her mug of tepid and bitter coffee, and continued with the bath she’d been planning more than an hour before.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Danny Carter had managed to coax another tenner from the ATM by the market square. He was teetering on the brink of his overdraft limit, and he’d feared the stolen ten pounds might prove to be the last, at least until his next benefit payment. Didn’t the bastards realise he couldn’t afford to be robbed?
He needed to find himself another job. He didn’t think he was unemployable. Unfortunately, that view didn’t seem to be shared by an increasing number of employers, particularly those for whom he’d previously worked. Danny’s main problem was that he was easily bored. He’d take on a new job with huge enthusiasm, and for the first week or two he’d work his proverbial socks off to demonstrate how efficient he could be. Then, typically by the end of the second week, he’d find the work increasingly tedious. He’d cut corners, fail to complete the allocated tasks, turn up late. If he knew he could complete sufficient work in a few hours why should he bother getting there on the dot of eight thirty or nine? That was how he saw it, though his employers tended not to share his view.
It never ended well. Sometimes he was the one to walk out. Sometimes he was sacked. Sometimes they ended the employment by mutual agreement. But one way or another, it never lasted long. Danny told himself it would be different if he could land a job suited to his talents and ability, something more demanding. The trouble was no one was likely to trust him with anything like that until he’d proved he could handle something more menial, and that wasn’t likely to happen any time soon.
That was why he’d increasingly devoted himself to his unpaid interests. There at least he could feel he was doing something potentially useful, and nobody cared if he didn’t start work until the middle of the morning or, for that matter, the middle of the afternoon. The downside was that, even then, he’d never quite managed to take it seriously, and in retrospect that was probably a real mistake. He knew the people they were dealing with, whatever their backgrounds, would never risk treating their work with anything other than utter rigour. From the outside, that made them seem slightly absurd. Couldn’t they see how pointless and self-defeating their activities were? Devoting their lives to chasing ghosts they didn’t really even understand.
But that was the point about work. About any kind of work, from the most mundane administration to the wilder reaches of some James Bond fantasy. You had to persuade yourself it meant something, that you were adding something to the world. You had to persuade yourself it mattered. It wasn’t a trick Danny had ever quite managed to pull off. And now, he was beginning to realise, it might be too late.
He went straight from the ATM to the supermarket, determined this time to spend the money before anyone tried to take it from him. As he made his way down the steep street from the market square, he kept squinting over his shoulder, half expecting someone to be on his trail. If they were, they were keeping themselves well-hidden, although he imagined they’d be more than capable of doing that. There were plenty of ambling shoppers passing by, and any one of them could be a pursuer.
Once inside the supermarket, he tried to think carefully about his purchases. He had only the tenner and a handful of small change, and he wanted to eke the food out for a few days, partly because that was when his next payment was due and partly because he didn’t want to leave the flat again until he had to. Some instinct prompted him to avoid fresh items – even those in the reduced aisle – and he filled his basket largely with dried and tinned goods.
He paid for his purchases, again glancing suspiciously at the figures behind him at the checkout, then emerged back into the street. With another look around him, he hurried back up the hill to his flat. The return journey felt shorter but even more fraught, as he grew increasingly conscious of his isolation once he’d left the town centre.
Back at the flat, he was again faced with choice between the stairs and the lift. He again opted for the stairs, even though the prospect of climbing three storeys didn’t normally appeal. By the time he reached the top he was already out of breath, but the sight that greeted him as he stepped out onto the landing knocked the remaining air from his body.
The door to his flat was open. Wide open. The frail lock was broken. Someone had simply battered or kicked it until it had given way. Danny imagined that hadn’t taken very long.
His first instinct was to turn on his heel and leave. The last thing he’d wanted was to encounter whoever had been responsible for kicking open that door. On the other hand, he had no idea where else he might go. He took a step forward into his flat, still listening hard. If someone else was there, they were being very quiet.
Danny peered into the sitting room. It was empty but had been left in an even more chaotic state than usual, an impressive achievement in itself. The sofa had been turned over, its bottom slit open. His books had been pulled from the shelves. The lock had been broken on the cupboard he used to store files and paperwork, and the cupboard’s contents strewn across the floor. He had no idea whether any files had been removed.
What had been removed, it occurred to him now, was his laptop. It had been sitting on the small table in the corner. The laptop itself was ancient, clapped-out and no doubt worth peanuts. But it hadn’t been insured, and it had been the only laptop he had. He couldn’t afford to replace it even with an equally ancient and clapped-out model.
Leaving the living room, he pushed open the door of his bedroom. The room had been left in a similar state to the living room. The duvet had been pulled from the bed and torn open. The bed itself had been turned over and the divan slit open underneath. His clothes had been pulled from the wardrobe and the chest of drawers by the window.
The kitchen and bathroom were in a similar state. He was mildly impressed by how much mess they’d managed to make in the kitchen. The cupboards had been opened and every item swept out either onto the work surfaces or, more often, onto the floor. Jars and packets of coffee, rice and sugar had simply been opened and tipped out onto the surfaces. Even the fridge had been left open and its contents thrown to the floor.
The scope for damage in the bathroom had been less, but even there they’d made a strong effort. The few contents of the cabinet over the sink had been emptied onto the floor. The previously loose panelling around the bath had been pulled away. The lid of the toilet cistern had been removed and was lying on the floor. Danny almost felt like giving the intruders a round of applause. They’d obviously been trying hard and had achieved a remarkable amount in what must have been a relatively short time.
He returned to the kitchen and picked up the kettle which he filled and set to boil. He found an unbroken mug and spooned in coffee from one of the piles on the worktop. Luckily – he was inclined to treat almost any non-negative outcome as a positive, just at the moment – the plastic carton of milk that had been in the fridge had remained undamaged, despite being tossed to the floor. He finished making the coffee and carried it through to the living room.
It took him another moment to set the sofa the right way up. He slumped down and looked around him. He should have been expecting this, or something like it. At first glance, it looked like little more than mindless vandalism. But he suspected that what he was looking at was the result of a very systematic, if hurried, search.
Whoever they were, they had been looking for something. One question was whether they’d been looking for something in particular or just been trawling for whatever he might have. If it had been the latter, they’d have found a few items of potential interest among the files and on his laptop, but nothing too incriminating or exposing. Although he’d been given access to some of that material, none of it was held there. Danny didn’t even really know where it was held. He’d left all that stuff to people who could be relied on to hold it safely and securely.
People like Paul Raven.
He felt, not for the first time that day, a clutch of fear in his stomach. Whatever was going on here, this was no longer just a light-hearted exercise to fill Danny’s endless spare time. It was the real thing, and it was scary.
He tried to tell himself that they’d now searched his flat and that would be that. If they’d been intending to harm him, they’d have waited here for his return. They’d turned him over, found nothing, and would now move on to someone else.
The logic was sound enough, but it failed to reassure him. These people were persistent. He might be safe for the moment, but if they failed to find what they were looking for elsewhere, they might return and use more persuasive techniques to extract information from him. The fact that he didn’t actually have any information, or at least nothing substantive, was unlikely to be a deterrent.
There ought to be someone he could contact at a moment like this. Some simple button he could press to summon help or to extricate him from the mess. But that wasn’t how it worked. Or, more accurately, it wasn’t how they’d agreed to work. The only person he could really call was Red, and he couldn’t see how that was likely to help. It never had before.
So what was he going to do?
The obvious answer was to stay here, barricade himself in, wait to see what happened next. But there were several problems with that. First, he couldn’t afford even to get the door repaired, let alone strengthened in the way some of his neighbours had. Strictly speaking, the responsibility for repairing the door lay with his landlord, and in the circumstances Danny could presumably demand some improved security. But involving his landlord would inevitably involve reporting the break-in to the police. Most likely that would be nothing more than a formality – he couldn’t imagine the police would devote much effort to trying to recover his clapped-out laptop – but he didn’t feel inclined to put himself on the authorities’ radar.
What other options did he have? He could try to repair the door himself. He might be capable of making some kind of running repair, and maybe add one or two hefty bolts. But anything he was capable of doing wouldn’t provide the level of reassurance and security he needed. He could pile furniture against the door and literally barricade himself in, but that way madness was likely to lie.
The other option was to find somewhere to hide. Just go off-grid way out in the country somewhere, where no one could track him down. A little secluded cottage tucked away in a remote valley in the middle of the North Yorkshire Moors. Something like that. He could almost feel himself drifting off into a bucolic fantasy where he left the cottage only to purchase milk and vegetables from a neighbouring farmer or to take a brisk invigorating walk along the local lanes and footpaths.
The only problem was that he didn’t know anyone who lived in the country, let alone anyone who lived in a chocolate-box cottage miles from anywhere. Short of applying for a job as a farmhand – did they still have farmhands? – he couldn’t easily extricate himself from this town. He didn’t actually know many people at all, and the people he did know, with a very few exceptions like Red, mostly lived in this building. He could think of only one other option, but that would very much be a last resort.
Danny made his way back to the front door and took a closer look at the damage. He had to acknowledge it was substantial. The area around the lock was crushed and splintered, and the door jamb similarly damaged. Someone had simply kicked it repeatedly until the lock had given way. Not exactly subtle, but perfectly effective.
‘Bummer, mate.’
He jumped at the voice behind him. Christ, he was hopeless. Here he was, in fear of his life, and yet he’d still allowed someone to sneak up unnoticed. ‘Rollo.’
Rollo was no one’s idea of a skilled silent assassin. Not only was he the opposite of a seasoned killer – he was a committed vegan who worried about how to get rid of wasps without harming them – he was also endlessly talkative and pretty much deficient in any discernible skills. ‘See your door’s been damaged.’
‘Thanks for pointing that out, Rollo. I might have missed it otherwise.’
‘Nah. You’d have spotted it. That’s quite a lot of damage.’
‘You didn’t happen to see who did it, I suppose?’
Rollo held up two bags of shopping. ‘Just got back, mate. Supermarket.’
‘Yeah, of course. What about Pug?’
Rollo frowned. ‘He’s not been shopping.’
Danny took a breath. ‘No, I was wondering whether he might have seen or heard something.’
‘He might have. He’s not been out.’
‘Right. I guess we could ask him?’
Rollo nodded earnestly. ‘Yeah, that would be a good way to find out.’
Conversations with Rollo tended to proceed along these lines. Even so, on the whole he liked Rollo. Since Rollo and Pug had moved in a year or so back, they’d been unobtrusive and occasionally helpful neighbours. Like Danny, they largely kept themselves to themselves, but that was how he liked his neighbours to be.
Rollo wasn’t Rollo’s real name. He was actually called Martin King, but both he and Pug seemed to have a mild obsession with vintage children’s television, which had led, via the cartoon character, to the nickname of ‘Rollo’ King. Pug was apparently named after Captain Pugwash, for reasons that were even less evident. Danny had never worked out whether Rollo and Pug were a couple or simply flatmates.
‘Shall we do that then?’ Danny prompted. ‘Ask him, I mean.’
‘Yeah. Why not?’ Rollo had finally taken the hint and was fumbling in his coat pocket for his flat keys. ‘Hang on. I’ll need to open the door first.’
‘Better than trying to shout through it,’ Danny agreed.
‘Right.’ Rollo leaned forward to insert the key into the lock. ‘That’s funny.’
‘What is?’
‘It’s not locked.’
‘Maybe you forgot to lock it.’
‘No, I mean, it’s not closed properly. It’s still just on the latch.’
‘Maybe you didn’t pull it properly closed behind you.’ Danny knew Rollo had the capacity to continue this kind of conversation interminably, even if he was the only participant.
‘I’m sure I did. I always do.’
‘Maybe Pug came out for some reason.’
‘I suppose so. Though that’s not like Pug. I wonder why he did?’
‘We could always ask him.’ Danny was beginning to feel as if he was trapped in some kind of recurrent conversational loop. ‘Perhaps he came out because he heard my flat being broken into.’
‘That might be the explanation,’ Rollo agreed.
‘It might well be. Why don’t we find out?’ Danny was trying his best to be patient, because that was the most effective way of dealing with Rollo. If you tried to hustle him into doing something, he just became confused and everything took even longer. Even so, he could feel his anxiety mounting by the second.
Rollo picked up his shopping and pushed the door open with his foot. He stepped forward and then uttered a sound unlike anything Danny had ever heard before. If he’d been asked to describe it, he’d have said it was somewhere between a scream and a sob. A sound somewhere between terror and anguish.
Danny peered over Rollo’s shoulder into the flat. ‘Oh shit.’
It wasn’t the most elegant of epitaphs, but Danny didn’t feel in the mood for poetry. Pug was lying on his back in the middle of the small hallway. His white T-shirt was stained deep crimson at the front, and there was a pool of blood beneath his supine body. To Danny’s eyes, he was very clearly dead, but that didn’t prevent Rollo rushing in to kneel beside him. Danny, seeing no alternative, had already pulled out his phone to dial 999.
Why the hell would anyone want to kill Pug? He was a thoroughly inoffensive, gentle man who, like Rollo, quite literally wouldn’t have hurt a fly if he could possibly help it. As he spoke to the call handler, Danny took a step back and looked into the open doorway of his own flat.
He hadn’t spotted it before, probably because his attention had been focused on the damage to the door and the chaos in the rest of the flat. But he saw now that there were red blood spatters across the wall inside the doorway, and streaks of blood on the floor of the communal landing. Danny’s best guess was that Pug had been disturbed by the sound of the door being kicked in and had come out to see what was going on. He’d presumably then heard the noise in Danny’s flat and had gone inside.
Danny didn’t know whether the intruders had mistaken Pug for himself returning, or whether they’d killed Pug simply because he’d disturbed and seen them. It didn’t much matter. The outcome, as far as Pug had been concerned, had been the same. The only remaining question was how and why Pug had ended up back in his own flat. Maybe, injured, he’d made his own way there to try to summon help. Maybe the killers had dragged him back in the hope of buying time by concealing what they’d done. If Pug had lived alone, it might have taken longer for his body to be discovered. Again, the question was largely academic, at least from Pug’s perspective.
Danny finished providing the details to the call handler, who was asking if he thought Pug needed CPR. Danny looked back into the next-door flat. Rollo was crouched beside Pug, sobbing uncontrollably. There were at least two substantial knife wounds in Pug’s stomach, slicing through the thin cloth of the T-shirt. ‘I think we’re well past that, I’m afraid.’
She reassured him that an ambulance and the police were on their way and should be arriving within minutes. ‘And you don’t know the circumstances behind the incident? Other than the break-in at your flat.’
‘No, I’ve literally no idea.’ Even as he spoke the words, he wondered whether he was telling the truth or at least a partial lie.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

‘You’re okay, though?’ Emma asked.
Colin Gormley paused with the cup of coffee halfway to his lips. ‘Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?’
‘Why? Because I’m a weak and feeble woman?’
To his credit, Gormley looked as if he was giving the question some serious consideration before answering. ‘Well, partly, I suppose. I was being gallant.’
She smiled. ‘And that’s very sweet of you, Colin. But I should probably remind you that I spent more than twenty-five years as a police officer. I’ve had a few hairy experiences in that time.’
‘I suppose.’ He frowned. ‘You really left this guy doubled-up on the floor of the lift?’
She could see him closing his legs involuntarily, as if she might be about to launch a similar attack beneath the restaurant table. ‘I’m not exactly proud of that. Even if he was an utter sleazeball. I could have handled it another way.’
‘He doesn’t sound as if he’d been very susceptible to reasoning,’ Gormley said. ‘It probably wasn’t his brain doing the thinking.’
‘Fair point. But you’re avoiding the issue. You’re the one who actually encountered intruders. It must have left you shaken.’
‘And you had someone try to break into your room in the small hours–’ He stopped. ‘Okay, I know it’s not a competition. And, yes, it left me shaken. But they didn’t do anything other than make themselves scarce. In the cold light of day, I feel much calmer about it.’
It was still only 8.15am. It was a fine, cold winter’s morning in the heart of Cambridge, and Gormley had brought them to a café just on the edge of the city centre, which he’d known opened early. They were the only people actually sitting at the tables, though the café was busy with people coming in to grab takeaway coffees on their way into work.
‘So have we decided that this is more than a series of unlikely coincidences?’ Gormley went on.
She sipped her coffee. After too many cups of the virtually undrinkable stuff in the hotel, this tasted like nectar. She was already onto her second cup, and could feel the effects of the caffeine. ‘It’s just too many coincidences. We’ve had break-ins to Paul’s and your rooms, an apparent attempted break-in to my hotel room, the assault I experienced in the lift, and the possible theft of my purse. Even if we discount the last two – maybe he was just a drunken sex pest and maybe I did just drop my purse – that still leaves three actual or attempted break-ins.’
‘And my intruders seemed intent on searching my room in the same way that Paul’s room had apparently been searched.’
Emma paused while the waitress delivered their respective breakfasts. Emma had ordered an unapologetic full English, which on arrival looked even more substantial than she’d expected. Gormley was vegetarian, and had ordered a smashed avocado concoction. ‘What troubles me,’ Emma continued once the waitress had departed, ‘is that this feels pretty professional. I mean, I’m assuming it’s not that easy to break into a room in a Cambridge college without being seen, and there’s no question in my mind that the search of Paul’s room was as thorough as you’d expect from, well, the police.’
‘You’re the expert. It’s probably easier to break into college outside term time, and we have had the occasional instance of petty theft, though some of those have turned out to be inside jobs. The main question is how they knew how to find Paul’s and my rooms. That’s a different challenge from just breaking into rooms at random.’
‘On the other hand,’ Emma said, ‘they made a hell of a lot of noise breaking into your place, and they didn’t appear to expect you to be there. And it’s interesting that their reaction to your appearance was to flee rather than to – well, deal with you in some way.’
Gormley had been carefully cutting away another square of avocado-topped toast. ‘Deal with me?’
‘Look, Colin, we’ve no idea who these people are or how dangerous they might be. An ordinary burglar would generally make themselves scarce rather than risking further trouble, but we’re working on the assumption that these people are not ordinary burglars.’
‘That’s – not exactly reassuring.’
‘It wasn’t intended to be. I want you to be clear what we might be dealing with here. But they did just turn on their heel and leave which suggests, at the very least, that they’re keen to avoid any unnecessary trouble.’
‘I take your point. And their faces were concealed so I couldn’t identify them. They didn’t have much to lose by retreating and trying another day.’
‘Except that now you know they’re looking for something. If you did have that something, it would have given you a chance to conceal it more securely.’
‘So what conclusions do you draw from that?’ He sounded as if he might be prompting a slightly slow student in a supervision session.
‘That, at least at the moment, they – whoever they might be – don’t want to attract any more attention than they need to.’
Gormley scrutinised his final piece of avocado as if it might hold the key clue as to what exactly this was all about. ‘There was nothing low-key about what they were doing to my room last night.’
‘Yet you’ve already said that the Master will be reluctant to report it to the police. And, on the same basis, there’s probably not much point in reporting what happened to Paul’s room. What crimes have been committed? Breaking and entering. Some limited criminal damage. Some petty theft, assuming Paul’s laptop’s missing. Even if the police were involved, most likely nothing would come of it.’
‘Whereas if they’d harmed me, it would have been much harder to keep it low-key.’
‘Just a tad. Even if they’d just restrained you in some way, it would have changed the picture. Apart from anything else, the tabloids would love a story about a Cambridge don being found bound and gagged.’
‘I don’t imagine it would have been the first time,’ Gormley said gloomily. ‘So who are we dealing with?’
‘My guess is that it’s the intelligence services.’
‘What? Like MI5?’
‘I don’t know exactly. I’m no expert. The few dealings I had with the intelligence services, they just proved to be a royal pain in the backside. Everything has to be done on their terms, though of course they can never tell you why because that’s a matter of national security.’ She sliced into her remaining sausage as if envisaging that some recalcitrant spook was on the end of the knife. ‘But it has the feel of something like that. Professional but with at least half an eye on the PR consequences of what they’re doing.’
‘MI5 or MI6 care about PR?’
‘Increasingly so. It’s all self-preservation. They want people to be aware that they’re doing important work.’
‘Isn’t that a bit counter-productive for a covert service?’
‘More productive than having their funding cut, I’d guess. But, of course, they can’t tell us why their work is so important because again that’s a matter of national security. Sorry if I sound jaded. Let’s just say there’s some history between us.’
‘But you think this is likely to be the British services rather than some foreign power?’
Emma looked around them. They were still the only people sitting in the café, so it was unlikely anyone would overhear the conversation. It felt absurd to be discussing this kind of issue in a Cambridge coffee shop. Even so, she was growing increasingly uneasy.
‘I suppose it depends which foreign power,’ she said. ‘But on the whole foreign powers tend to be more blasé about killing other nations’ citizens than their own.’
‘I suppose it’s mildly reassuring to think we’re probably being targeted by the home team, then.’
‘It’s all supposition. Maybe it’s not a state thing. It could be strictly private sector. If Paul had managed to antagonise some multinational, they wouldn’t hesitate to come after him.’
‘Is that a less or more worrying proposition than state intervention?’
‘Again, it depends. Most Western governments at least pay lip service to the rules. I’m not sure some of these global companies even know the rules exist.’
‘You really do know how to put a person at ease, don’t you?’
‘I do my best. Look, Colin, all this may be nothing, just the product of my fevered imagination. Even if there is something behind it, it doesn’t necessarily mean they’ll come back. If they haven’t found what they’re looking for, they may just move on. Take it seriously, but don’t get freaked out.’ She pushed aside her plate. ‘That should keep me going till July or thereabouts. Shall we go and deal with Paul’s stuff.’
‘If you’re ready. Where are you parked?’
‘Lion Yard.’
‘I’ve managed to organise you a space in college. If we go and collect your car, I should show you where to go.’ He smiled. ‘You have to know the tricks to get in.’
‘I bet you do.’
Outside, it was bright and cold, the city beginning to come to life. Shops were opening up, cyclists and pedestrians crossing the market square with a blithe disregard for each other’s presence.
‘Must be a nice place to live,’ Emma commented, as they approached the Lion Yard shopping centre.
‘It’s a long while since I lived anywhere else, so I haven’t much to compare it with.’
‘Really?’
‘I’m from Manchester originally, I did my undergrad and postgrad degrees here. Managed to wangle myself a fellowship, and been here ever since.’ He looked slightly wistful. ‘Sometimes I regret that.’
‘There’s still time, surely. You’re not that old.’
They travelled in the lift up to the car park in silence. At this time in the morning, the car park was still relatively quiet at the higher levels, with only a scattering of cars that had been left overnight. Emma’s compact BMW was parked close to the lift, and she saw what had happened as soon as the lift doors opened. The car boot was wide open. ‘Bugger.’
They walked over to the car. Emma pulled open the door and peered inside. The glovebox was open, its few contents thrown to the floor. The handful of CDs she kept in the car had also all been opened and tossed onto the floor. She extracted her head and walked round to the rear.
There hadn’t been much in the boot anyway, as she’d taken her small overnight bag over to the hotel. It was waiting for her now in the Porters’ Lodge where she’d met up with Colin Gormley earlier. The boot base had been lifted to expose the couple of storage spaces beneath, but Emma had kept nothing under there other than the standard items that had come with the car.
‘How did they get in?’ Gormley said. ‘There doesn’t seem to have been any damage.’
‘I suppose I should be grateful for small mercies. If this is the intelligence services, I don’t suppose breaking into a BMW is beyond their capabilities.’
‘Anything missing?’
‘Not that I can see. Looks like another pointless search on their part.’
‘They seem very persistent.’
‘They certainly appear to be trying all possible avenues. I wonder if anyone else has been on the receiving end of this stuff. We’re not the only people Paul knew.’ She sighed. ‘Okay. Let’s go and sort out the rest of his stuff before they have another go.’





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Red looked up and sighed. He’d become heartily sick of compiling the Abrams file within the first fifteen minutes, and he’d now been working on it for several hours beyond that. The process hadn’t become any more stimulating or enjoyable in the intervening period. Even so, he’d maintained his strategy of extending the task for as long as possible, if only as a vague act of defiance to Willis.
In the event, by dint of rereading each document several times, he was able to complete the file on the dot of 12.29pm. He was slightly sorry he hadn’t been able to extend the task through to the afternoon, but he wasn’t sure he could face the prospect of returning to this after his lunch break. And, in fairness, even Willis was unlikely to be persuaded that the task really had taken that long.
He dropped the file ceremoniously and with slightly too much force onto Willis’s desk. ‘There. Done.’
Willis glanced at the clock on the wall of the office. ‘Just in time for lunch.’
‘I had to rush the last few entries slightly. I’d assumed you wouldn’t want to wait too long.’
Willis gazed at him sceptically. ‘Simon Robshaw completed the equivalent file at least an hour ago.’
‘I wanted to make sure it was done properly. I don’t like cutting corners.’
‘I’d better check those final entries carefully, then. If you rushed them.’
‘Well, not exactly rushed. I’d just become more adept by that point. I’m sure they’re fine.’
‘Even so. I don’t want shoddy work going upstairs.’
‘No one wants that.’ Red looked pointedly at his watch. ‘Well, that’s me for the morning.’
‘You don’t fancy working through lunch? I’ve a couple of other tasks I need doing for upstairs.’
They both knew that, for the office grades, any overtime was voluntary and unpaid. Red suspected Willis would have been utterly thrown if he’d said yes, not least because there was generally too little work even to fill the standard office hours. It was just a ritual that Willis liked to go through. ‘Normally, I’d be only too happy. But I’ve arranged to meet someone for lunch today.’ This was Red’s standard response. It was also, of course, a lie.
‘I’m sure I can find someone.’ Willis tapped the file. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll give this a look over.’
Knock yourself out, Red thought. He had no doubt that somewhere in the depths of the file Willis would find an error. An item out of date order. A misspelled word in one of the summaries. Incorrect referencing. It was how Willis demonstrated the value he added to the department.
Red was even more relieved than usual to escape the building that lunchtime. The anxiety he’d been feeling since talking to Danny had gradually increased over the morning. The need to sort through endless anodyne references to Peter Abrams hadn’t improved his mood. He still felt as if he’d been given this task for a reason. As if someone was telling him they already knew everything but, for their own reasons, were so far choosing to do nothing about it.
Once out in the open air, he felt slightly better, if no less anxious. In the office he’d felt nervous that at any moment someone – probably not Willis, but one of the uber-Willises from the upper floors – might place a hand on his shoulder and say, no doubt very gently, ‘Mr Harrington? I wonder if you’d mind coming with us for a brief chat?’ His imagination hadn’t yet determined what that brief chat might comprise or how it would be conducted, but he knew the outcome would not be pleasant.
Out here, he was less afraid of the unexpected hand on the shoulder, but he felt more vulnerable. Any one of the people passing him on these bleak south London streets might be someone with an interest in what he’d been up to, and some of them might be even less charitable than his superiors back in the office.
Without realising he’d done so, he’d already started walking more quickly. He didn’t really even know where he was going. This was a relatively insalubrious part of London, but, as in all parts of the capital, there were patches of gentrification. His original intention had been to visit a new food market which some optimistic entrepreneur had recently established nearby. It was the usual deal. Trucks selling over-priced street food, tables and benches set up under old railway archways for the diners. It wasn’t the sort of place Red normally frequented, but it might give him a chance to escape the increasing claustrophobia of the office. The day was bright but still cold, so he was hopeful the market would be relatively quiet.
After a moment’s thought, he bought himself a Thai stir-fry and a can of Irn-Bru from one of the stalls. He found a bench by himself and sat down to eat. The food was good, and he was enjoying having some time by himself. He pulled out his mobile phone and opened his internet browser app, flicking through to the BBC News page. In his growing paranoia, he’d almost expected some pertinent headline on the front page, but of course there was nothing. The stories were all much as usual, featuring various government scandals that seemed to trouble nobody anymore. Some minister pontificating in the House of Commons about the risk of a new Cold War. A post-Brexit trade story Red didn’t even try to understand.
The reporting of Peter Abrams’ death had made him increasingly wary. After skimming through the major national news stories, he turned his attention to the regional news, selecting those he knew might be relevant. The first few he looked at were just the kind of local news that get churned out when there are pages to be filled. He clicked to the West Country page and flicked down the stories. And stopped.
Shit.
He told himself it could just be a coincidence. Gregory Smith wasn’t that an unusual name. There were probably dozens of them out there. But the age and location were right, and that narrowed the odds. He read through the story several times, but it was characteristically uninformative. Smith had been found dead in his home, and the police were currently treating the death as suspicious. That was it.
Suspicious. That was a notch up the scale from ‘unexplained’, wasn’t it?
He searched Smith’s name and found several equally uninformative variants on the story in both local and national media. There was enough in the story to leave Red feeling nervous, and not enough to provide him with any reassurance. Which was presumably just how they intended it. Not that he personally would be the target.
He looked around. The tables were quiet for the time of day, the weather still too cold to encourage al fresco dining. A man sat diagonally opposite Red reading a copy of The Guardian. Every few minutes he lowered the paper and gazed, apparently vacantly, in Red’s direction.
Red couldn’t recall if the man had been sitting there when Red had arrived, or whether he’d turned up subsequently. Every time Red looked in the man’s direction, the man raised his paper or looked away as if avoiding Red’s gaze. It occurred to Red that, if the man really was some kind of surveillance operative, he was singularly bad at his job. Unless of course – and Red conceded this was probably an equally legitimate objective for an intelligence officer – they simply wanted to put the fear of God into him.
The third possibility was that Red was sinking into an ever deeper paranoia. Most likely the man, like Red himself, was here only for a few minutes’ respite from a claustrophobic office and a mind-numbing job, and was wondering why the young man opposite kept staring at him.
Red finished the last of his stir-fry and swallowed the dregs of his Irn-Bru. Then, as the surrounding signs directed, disposed of the packaging in the recycling bin provided. He turned and saw that the man had vanished.
Red looked about him. There was no reason to be disturbed by the man’s disappearance. He’d obviously just finished his coffee and left. That was what people did. It was what Red himself was about to do.
Even so, Red felt oddly disconcerted, as if he’d witnessed some impressive but inexplicable magic trick. The mystery of the man who got up and left his table, he told himself. Not one that would have left Sherlock Holmes stumped for long.
There was another twenty minutes or so before he was due back in the office. He didn’t feel inclined to stay out here much longer. On the other hand, he had no desire to return to the office before the end of his allotted lunch hour. Apart from anything else, it would confuse Willis.
He decided to while away the time by strolling up to the river and back. That would at least give him a breath of air and a chance to think. With a final glance around in case the man should still be lurking nearby, he made his way up the street.
He’d walked only a few metres when he heard the screech of tyres behind him. He turned, half hoping for an opportunity to watch an actual or near-miss collision to lighten his mood.
The car had risen partly up onto the pavement and was heading directly towards him. It took Red only a moment to process that thought, but already the car was almost upon him. It was only then that it occurred to Red to scream because, well, that was what you did when you were about to die, wasn’t it?
The scream was almost immediately strangled in his throat. He felt someone grab the collar of his shirt and drag him physically backwards. Still choking, he blinked as the car passed within centimetres of him. It bounced back onto the road and disappeared up towards the river, lost in the thickening traffic.
Red’s saviour released his grip on Red’s shirt and Red toppled backwards onto his backside. He sat there for a moment, still shaking, knowing he’d be unable to move. Then he looked up.
He was somehow unsurprised to see the man who’d been sitting with his newspaper just a few minutes before. ‘They were trying to kill me,’ Red said, perhaps unnecessarily.
‘That would certainly have been the outcome.’ The man was still looking in the direction where the car had disappeared. ‘Whether intentional or otherwise.’
‘They mounted the pavement.’
‘That’s a strike against them, clearly.’
Red forced himself to stand. ‘You saved my life.’
The man looked back with apparent surprise on his face. ‘I suppose I did. I take it that wasn’t a mistake?’
‘Not as far as I’m concerned. The driver of the car might have a different view.’
The man seemed unprepared to offer an opinion. ‘Still, no harm done.’
‘No harm–’ Red decided there was no point in arguing, especially as, unless you counted the damage to Red’s nerves, the man was clearly right. ‘I’m sorry. Who are you?’
The man looked surprised. ‘I was just passing.’
‘You were in the food court.’
‘So were you.’ The man sounded as if he was responding to an accusation. ‘How was the stir-fry?’
‘Pretty good.’ Red had answered before he could stop himself. ‘Are you watching me?’
‘Not at the moment,’ the man said. ‘At the moment, I’m looking at the time and thinking that I should be getting back to work. I was wondering if you were going to bother thanking me.’
‘Yes, of course. Sorry. It left me a bit shaken up. Thanks very much. If it hadn’t been for you–’
‘Let’s not dwell on that. I just feel we all ought to display some gratitude when it’s due.’
‘You’re quite right.’ Red had begun to feel that he’d been led down some conversational alley he hadn’t expected. ‘Thanks again.’
‘Anytime.’
The worrying part, Red thought, was that the man actually sounded as if he meant it. As if he really would be happy to come to Red’s aid again, and that the circumstances might require it. Perhaps the man really was what those mad Americans called a guardian angel. He’d been carrying the right newspaper, after all.
‘Well–’ Red stopped because the man had disappeared again. For a moment, Red thought that his psychic suspicions had been confirmed. Then he realised the man was walking briskly away up the street, though that didn’t explain why he hadn’t said any kind of farewell or, for that matter, how he’d worked the trick of actually disappearing from under Red’s nose.
Red was already late for returning to work. At the same time, the thought of spending the afternoon under Willis’s watchful and suspicious eye felt too much for him. He thumbed through his address book until he found Willis’s direct line number and dialled.
‘Willis.’
For the first time, it occurred to Red to wonder whether Willis actually had a forename, or indeed whether Willis actually was his forename. ‘It’s Red Harrington. I’ve been in an accident.’
‘An accident?’
‘I was hit by a car.’ They always said that, if you were going to tell a lie, you should keep it as close to the truth as possible. That was what had led Red down this line, but he’d already realised his story was likely to divert from accuracy very quickly indeed. ‘I mean, just a glancing blow.’
‘A glancing blow?’ Willis repeated the words as if they represented something entirely incomprehensible.
‘I don’t think I’m badly hurt, but it knocked me over. I might have been unconscious for a second or two, I’m not sure.’ This was already beginning to drift much further than he’d intended into the less charted seas of fiction. ‘Anyway, someone called an ambulance.’
‘An ambulance?’ Each time Willis echoed his words, they sounded less credible.
‘They’re insisting on taking me in for tests. Just in case.’
‘Tests? What kind of tests?’
How the hell do I know what kind of tests, Red thought. Do I look like a paramedic? ‘For observation. In case I’m suffering from – concussion or something.’
‘I see.’ Red wondered momentarily whether Willis’s words were intended literally. Whether, at that moment, Willis might be striding down the street to where Red was standing. ‘And what are the implications of that?’
‘Well, I assume it’ll take a while, so I don’t know if I’ll be able to get back in this afternoon.’
‘I see.’ Red looked anxiously up the street, but there was no sign of Willis’s portly frame. ‘But you expect to be released today?’
‘I imagine so. I mean, unless they find something.’
‘Of course. Where are they taking you?’
The straightforward question almost threw Red. ‘I – I’m not sure. St Thomas’s, I suppose. That’s the nearest.’ He felt almost wary offering the information. He couldn’t imagine Willis was likely to turn up bearing flowers and soft fruits, but he wouldn’t put it past Willis to check Red had been admitted.
‘Well, I hope everything’s okay. I presume you’ll keep me informed of any developments?’
‘I’ll call if it looks as if I’m able to get back today, or if they find anything that stops me coming in tomorrow,’ Red specified. ‘I imagine I’ll be fine to come back tomorrow if not before.’
‘Let’s hope so. Get well soon.’ Willis managed to inject more irony into the final three words than Red would have believed possible.
At least he’d managed to escape an afternoon back in the office, but the downside of that was that he was still exposed out here. Had someone really tried to kill him? He couldn’t quite believe it. Why would anyone be interested in killing him, out of all the people on the planet? It wasn’t exactly that Red was harmless, but he was at least ineffectual.
He realised he was more shaken by what had happened than he’d initially appreciated. He wanted nothing more than to head back to his minuscule shared flat, buy himself a few beers on the way, then lock himself in his room and drink to oblivion. It was an attractive prospect. The only problem was that to realise even this limited ambition, he had to cross several roads, get himself on and off two Tube trains, and expose himself to numerous similar risks. It wasn’t a journey he was looking forward to.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

‘Then turn right here,’ Gormley said.
Emma glanced up at the all-too-obvious No Entry sign. ‘Are we allowed to turn right here?’
‘Access only. And this is how we gain access.’
‘Right. And if the police stop us?’
‘I’ll tell them I’m a Fellow of the college. And you can tell them you’re a former Chief Constable.’
‘You’d be surprised how little ice that cuts once you add the word “former”.’ Despite her reservations, she’d followed his directions and was proceeding down a narrow street shaded on both sides by tall, apparently very old college buildings. It looked as if it might very well conclude in a dead end, if not in some kind of elephant trap aimed at unsuspecting tourists. A literal tourist trap. ‘Is this right?’
‘Just at the end there. You see the gate?’
She could hardly miss it. It was several times higher than she was tall and constructed of what she imagined to be old English oak. It looked impenetrable.
‘Just pull up in front of it, and I’ll get it sorted.’
She waited while Gormley climbed out of the car and approached the gate. She half expected some Ali Baba-style incantation, but instead he produced an electronic key card which he waved near the lock. A moment later he was pushing the two gates open and gesturing for her to drive the car through. ‘Right, it’s space number 37 which is supposedly over there at the back somewhere.’
They continued without incident around the side of the building into a small court clearly dedicated to accommodating the tiny number of cars allowed within the hallowed precincts. Space 37 proved to be unexpectedly accessible.
‘That was a first for me, too,’ Gormley said. ‘First time I’ve ever been in a car in the college.’
‘Now you tell me.’
‘I asked for a spot near Paul’s building. And for once they seem to have actually listened and not done the polar opposite just for their own amusement.’
‘You don’t have to help me if you don’t want to. You must have other things to do.’
‘I’m a Cambridge don outside term time. What else would I have to do?’ He smiled. ‘Seriously, I understand if you prefer to do it on your own. But more than happy to help with the heavy lifting.’
‘It’ll be good to have someone else there. Especially after yesterday.’
She followed him across the court and waited while he unlocked the door to the staircase. They were approaching Paul’s former room from a different direction to the previous day, and it took her a few moments to regain her bearings. The corridor was no more prepossessing from this side.
The room was in no worse a state than before, but it hadn’t noticeably improved either. Paul’s possessions were still scattered around the floor, the furniture still overturned and torn open.
‘I did wonder about coming to do some tidying up yesterday afternoon,’ Gormley said apologetically. ‘But I thought you’d prefer to sort out Paul’s stuff yourself.’
‘You’re probably right.’ She looked around her. ‘I don’t suppose it’s going to take long.’ For all the chaos, the inventory of Paul’s possessions was relatively short. Not a lot to show for nineteen years of living, but no different from most people of his age.
Gormley pulled the bed back upright and lifted up the two now empty suitcases. ‘How do you want to do things?’
‘I’m not going to spend a lot of time going through it all. I’ll do that when I get it all back home.’ She wondered if she really would, or if she’d just stick the whole lot in the back of a cupboard. She had a suspicion she might never bring herself to look at it again. ‘We might as well just pile the stuff back into the suitcases.’
‘Can’t see any sign of a laptop, can you?’
Emma had made a point of checking that when they’d first entered the room. ‘Definitely not here. Can’t see any sign of his tablet, either.’ She suddenly straightened up. ‘What about his phone? He must have had his phone with him when they found him. I hadn’t even thought about it. I’m not sure what’s happened to my brain since I retired.’
‘It’s a good question. The phone, I mean.’
‘I just assumed it would either be here or someone would have put it aside for safekeeping.’
‘That may be the case. I’ll check with the Porters.’
‘I don’t imagine it’s important. But I’d be interested to know if it’s gone missing.’
They finished loading Paul’s clothes and other possessions into the suitcases. There wasn’t much. His coursework from the previous term. A few items he’d kept as souvenirs, some of which Emma recognised as dating back to his childhood. She’d had to stuff those quickly into the suitcase before she allowed herself to stop and think. There were a number of books, although most of the academic volumes had been borrowed from the college or faculty libraries. The remainder comprised of some works of literature and a handful of popular science books. Gormley shuffled through the titles. ‘Not many of my students would be reading this stuff alongside the great literary works.’ He held up one of the titles. ‘Understanding Data. A lot would mock this stuff. It was what made Paul so interesting to teach.’
‘It’s good of you to say so. He was always a fairly unusual child.’
The job was almost done. They closed the now bulging suitcases and, between the two of them, managed to get them sealed.
To Emma’s eyes, the room looked bleaker than ever. She was conscious of the white walls, the sterile grey tiles on the floor, the functional furniture. The sort of place where you could enjoy the happiest days of your life or the most miserable.
Gormley insisted on carrying the two suitcases down to the car. Emma followed, holding Paul’s old rucksack along with a plastic carrier bag containing a few items they’d not fitted into the suitcases. They loaded the bags into the back of Emma’s car, and she slammed down the boot as if trying to re-close Pandora’s box. ‘I just need to collect my own bag from the Porters’ Lodge.’
‘We can check on Paul’s phone while we’re over there.’
They walked across the main court in the chilly winter sunshine. There was no one else around other than a scattering of out-of-season tourists peering at the buildings. ‘I could impress them by walking across the grass,’ Gormley said.
‘Is there no end to your superpowers?’
‘It works better if I’m wearing my gown, admittedly. Otherwise, they probably just think I’m incapable of reading the notices.’
None of the Porters on duty had any knowledge of what had happened to Paul’s phone and there was no record of it in the lost property book. ‘I’ll check if it was given to Paul’s tutor,’ Gormley said. ‘That’s another possibility.’
‘I don’t suppose it really matters.’
‘Well, I’ll let you know.’
‘Thanks. And thanks for everything you’ve done over the last day or so, Colin. It’s made everything much easier.’
‘I’ve not really done much. I’ve enjoyed meeting you. I’m just sorry it had to be in such awful circumstances. Look, are you in a hurry or do you want to come up for a coffee before you head off?’
‘Yes, why not?’
Gormley’s room lay in one of the older and more picturesque parts of the college. If you had to live in college, this was how to do it, Emma thought.
‘Very nice.’
‘I was lucky to get it. The Fellows’ accommodation’s a bit of a mixed bag, but this is one of the better ones.’ As they approached, he gestured ahead of them towards an outwards-opening door standing ajar. ‘There. You can see what they did to the door. Maintenance staff are supposed to be fitting some sort of temporary lock so I can secure it.’
The area around the lock was splintered and broken, presumably from the application of a crowbar or similar. The inner door had no lock and Gormley pushed it open. Then he stopped on the threshold. ‘Shit.’
He stepped aside to let her see.
‘Christ, they really did make a mess, didn’t they?’
‘It’s worse than that. I tidied it up this morning.’
‘You didn’t do a great job.’
‘No, I mean, they’ve been back.’
She stepped past him and looked around. The room looked to be as Gormley had described it the night before. The books had been swept from all the bookshelves, and were lying spreadeagled on the carpet. All the drawers had been emptied onto the floor. The contents of several cupboards and cabinets had been similarly distributed around the room.
‘I’m sorry,’ Gormley said. ‘Not the most relaxing environment for a coffee.’
‘Why don’t we get it tidied up? It won’t take long with two of us.’
‘I can’t ask you to–’
‘You’ve done plenty for me, Colin. It’s the least I can do.’ In fact, she thought, the sensible thing to do would be to leave it as it was and call the police, so they could let the CSIs do their stuff. But she had no confidence the police would ever be called into this place. And if this break-in had been committed by the kind of people she was assuming, there was no reason to think they would have left any fingerprints or other useful forensic evidence.
‘If you’re sure. Though it’s beginning to take on something of a Sisyphean dimension.’ Gormley gloomily picked up one of the books, gazing at the title as if it might give him some clue about the break-in.
It took them less time than Emma had feared to restore some sort of order. Gormley dealt with the books, on the basis that he had the best idea where they went on the shelf. She dealt with the contents of the cupboards and cabinets, which she replaced in what appeared to be the most logical places.
They finished in the kitchen, which had been similarly disrupted. Fortunately, the kitchen was sufficiently small that even the most complete disruption took only a short time to rectify. ‘At least they’ve left coffee beans and milk,’ Gormley said. ‘Clearly not complete savages.’ They had, in fact, tipped most of the beans out onto the work surface, but Gormley had been able to collect up the majority and restore them to the tin.
While he prepared the coffee, she walked over to Gormley’s desk. They’d managed to restore it to a semblance of its former order, and Gormley had had the foresight to take his laptop with him when he’d left that morning, so that was still sitting in his shoulder bag on one of the armchairs.
While they’d been tidying, she’d noticed a white envelope on the desk with ‘Dr Colin Gormley’ typed neatly on the front. She hadn’t really registered it previously, assuming it was just some post left there by Gormley. Now it occurred to her to wonder why, given the thoroughness of their search elsewhere, the intruders hadn’t bothered to tear open the envelope.
She turned to Gormley, who was emerging from the kitchen bearing two mugs of coffee, and gestured to the envelope. ‘Do you know what this is?’
‘An envelope?’ He peered more closely at it.
‘I mean, was it here before the break-in?’
‘I haven’t seen it before. It wasn’t there when I left this morning. All our mail’s delivered to the pigeonholes downstairs, but maybe one of the Porters…’ He reached out to pick up the envelope.
Some instinct made her grab his arm. ‘Wait.’
He looked back at her. ‘What?’
‘I don’t know. Have you got any gloves?’
‘Gloves? What sort of gloves?’
In the old days, when she was involved in operational policing rather than driving a desk, she’d always carried a stash of disposable gloves to help protect evidence and, on occasions, herself. Now, she’d have to make do with whatever was available. ‘Any you’ve got.’
He disappeared into the bedroom and emerged, a few minutes later, bearing a pair of leather gloves. ‘Will these do? All I could find. Mind you, it’s difficult to find anything in there at the moment.’
Emma slipped on the gloves and carefully picked up the envelope. It wasn’t sealed but the flap had been tucked inside. She very gently opened the envelope and peered at the contents.
There was nothing inside but a neatly folded flat wrap of what she took to be aluminium foil. A little like a chewing gum wrapper. Nothing else. No note or message. She placed the envelope back on the desk, and pushed it away from her with her gloved hand. ‘I think we’d better get that checked out.’
‘Checked out?’
‘It’s most likely nothing. Just a hoax. Someone trying to scare you.’
‘At the moment, the person mostly doing that is you. What’s in there?’
‘I don’t know. My guess is it’s either something deeply toxic, or something that we’re meant to believe is highly toxic. Either an attempt on your life or a warning.’ She stopped as a thought struck her. ‘You don’t use drugs, do you?’
Gormley frowned. ‘Drugs? Me? Nothing stronger than a pint of IPA.’
‘It just occurred to me that it might be a delivery, which might be a bit embarrassing if I do get it checked out.’
‘If it’s a delivery, it’s nothing I’ve ordered. I suppose it might be an attempt to discredit me. I can imagine the Junkie Don headlines.’ He paused. ‘So when you say you’ll get it checked out…?’
‘You’re worrying about what the Master’s going to think, aren’t you? The thing is, if it is something genuinely toxic, we can’t just ignore it. I imagine the reputational damage of, say, an outbreak of anthrax might be even greater than an academic buying some dope.’
Gormley blinked. ‘Anthrax?’
‘For example. I don’t know what it is, assuming it’s anything at all. I just don’t think we can afford to take the risk.’
‘So what do we do?’
She’d been asking herself the same question. The obvious answer was to call the police and let them get on with it. The problem was that, if she just called 999, she had no confidence either she’d be taken seriously or that, even if she was, it would be handled with appropriate discretion and competence. The last thing she wanted was either to exacerbate the problem or create an unfounded panic. ‘Look,’ she said to Gormley, ‘I’ve got a few contacts here. I’ll get it handled as discreetly as I can. If my fears are correct, I can’t promise it’ll stay discreet. If I do that, can you speak to the Master’s office and make sure they give full co-operation?’
‘I’ll pop up to his office. Probably one of those things that’s better done face to face.’
‘Take care.’ He was only going to be walking a few hundred metres within the college boundaries, but she realised she meant it.
‘I’ll be as quick as I can. Though it’s not always easy to explain things to Professor Armstrong. Well, anything that doesn’t involve quantum mechanics, anyway.’
Emma knew a number of people in the local constabulary, though she knew and trusted some much better than others. The inevitable complication was that those she knew best weren’t necessarily those she trusted most. She finally settled on a Chief Superintendent called Roger Morton whom she’d got to know on an inter-force working party some years before. She dialled his number, and he answered almost immediately.
‘Roger. It’s a voice from the past here. Emma Raven.’
‘Emma. Blimey. How are you? I was sorry to hear the news.’
She guessed he was talking about her career rather than Paul’s death. The developments in her career had been national news – thankfully briefly – whereas Paul’s fate had been barely covered even in the Cambridge press. ‘Water under the bridge now.’
‘I’m guessing it might have been different if you’d been a man.’
‘I couldn’t possibly comment.’ She paused. ‘Look, Roger, I’m afraid this isn’t just a social call. Are you okay to talk?’
‘Hang on.’ She guessed that Morton was moving to some less public area which suggested he’d accurately interpreted her tone. ‘Go on.’
She explained the background as concisely as she could, concluding with her discovery of the envelope.
‘Christ,’ he said. ‘That’s awful news about your son. I’m so sorry, Emma.’
‘It’s not really hit me yet. That’s why I’m not sure if I’m thinking straight about this.’
‘To be honest, if this was anyone else, I might be suggesting you need to go off in search of your marbles. But you always struck me as one of the more level-headed senior officers.’
‘You might be right, anyway. But I’m just telling you what’s happened.’
‘So what do you think this is all about?’
‘I’ve no idea. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if Paul had stumbled across something sensitive. The question is who’s trying to get hold of it. I’d assumed it might be our intelligence services but, if I’m right about this envelope, I don’t think even they’d stoop to something like that.’
‘And none of this has so far been reported to the police?’
‘It’s a Cambridge college, Rog.’
‘Tell me about it. Okay, what do you want me to do?’
‘The priority is to ensure this envelope’s appropriately handled and its contents checked out. If I’m wrong and it’s harmless, feel free to use me as an anecdote in the staff canteen whenever you like. If I’m right, it’ll give me an idea of what we’re dealing with.’
‘If you’re right, Emma, you need proper protection. If they’ve come after this academic, why wouldn’t they come after you?’
‘It’s a good question. Maybe, if they can’t get hold of whatever it is they’re looking for, their next priority is to eliminate everyone involved. They might be sparing me for the moment because there’s a chance I could lead them to their real target. And, yes, Rog, I am only too aware how insane this all sounds.’
‘Stranger things have happened.’ Morton’s tone suggested that, if he were pressed, he’d be unlikely to come up with many. ‘But you’re clearly right that we need to get the envelope sorted. I’ll get onto that. What about access to the college?’
It sounded absurd that that should even be a consideration, but she was beginning to understand how things worked round here. ‘Colin’s clearing that with the Master at the moment. If you go to the main gate, we’ll make sure they’re briefed.’
‘Not too well briefed,’ Morton said. ‘I don’t want to start a major panic.’
‘We’ll just say we’ve found a suspicious package which the police have been asked to deal with.’
‘Good stuff. Okay, Emma. If you’re right about this, I’ll owe you a drink for preventing a major incident.’
‘And if I’m wrong?’
‘Then you’ll owe me a lifetime’s worth of drinks for allowing me to make a complete tit of myself.’





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Red made it home without incident, or at least without any incidents he wouldn’t normally expect on the familiar trek from south to north London. Which meant, in practice, that he’d almost been hit by a bike courier shooting the red light on a pelican crossing, he’d had a black cab almost flatten him while turning left without a signal, and he’d sat nervously on a Tube train stuck for ten minutes between stations. It was quite possible that one or more of these constituted another attempt on his life, but it was more likely that they represented only the everyday perils of living in central London.
He’d more than once considered moving to somewhere closer to the office. There was nothing enticing about the place he was living in currently. It was basically a five-bedroom maisonette he shared with four others of varying backgrounds, ages and personalities, none of whom he particularly got on with. When he’d first moved in, he’d had vague hopes of a household community – that they might occasionally eat or go to the pub together. They were all single people thrown together in the heart of an anonymous city. As it had turned out, the others seemed to have far more friends than Red, even though he’d lived in or near London all his life. Nobody was interested in establishing any kind of communal life and Red had abandoned his vague fantasies and returned to the reality of ready meals for one and nights binge-watching TV.
Today, not untypically, he was greeted by an irritated-looking flatmate, Juanita, who tended to be among the grumpier and more assertive members of the household. She worked in hospitality, although she’d never shown Red much signs of any, and was from Spain or possibly South or Central America. She spoke Spanish, anyway. Unless it was Portuguese.
‘It’s a mess,’ she said, bluntly.
‘What is? The state of national politics? The economy?’
Juanita also spoke excellent English but ignored Red’s usual attempts at irony. ‘Your room.’
‘Ah.’ He couldn’t really argue with her. The only question was how she knew and, more to the point, what business it was of hers. Red was fairly sure his room hadn’t yet reached the state where its mounting disorder was impinging on his neighbours. He looked down the hallway. The door of his room was standing open.
Leaving Juanita still mouthing complaints behind him, Red peered into his room. He’d thought it was messy before, but now he realised that he’d hardly been trying. He should take a picture of this and use it as a response to anyone who ever again accused him of being untidy.
The room had been well and truly devastated. The mattress had been dragged from the pine bed and slit open, as had the cheap office chair he’d picked up in some local charity shop. The books and Red’s few other possessions had been thrown from the bookshelves. The chest of drawers had been pulled open and Red’s clothes tossed to the floor.
Red turned to Juanita, who looked as if she was about to launch into another round of criticism. ‘Who did this?’
‘It’s your room.’
‘Yes, I know it’s my room. But I didn’t do this. Who did?’
‘You didn’t do it?’
‘No. Or at least not like this. Someone must have come into my room. Did you see anyone?’
‘There were the men.’
‘The men?’
‘They came earlier. Just before I went out,’ Juanita said.
‘They came into the house?’
‘They said the landlord sent them. Electricity.’
‘Did they have any ID?’
‘ID?’
‘Anything to prove they were who they said.’
‘I was on my way out.’
‘But you let them into the house?’
‘The landlord sent them,’ she repeated. ‘Electricity.’
‘Yes, of course. I’d forgotten. What did they look like?’
She looked perplexed at the question. ‘Men. You know. The usual.’
‘The usual? Tall, short, old, young, fat, thin?’
She shrugged. ‘The usual.’
‘How many were they?’
‘Two.’ She sounded more confident in her response. ‘Definitely two.’
He half expected her to correct herself, but she didn’t.
‘What time was this?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe an hour or a bit longer. I had to walk to the post office. It’s a long way.’ Juanita spent much of her time complaining about the lack of amenities in the area, which had frequently caused Red to wonder why she didn’t move, given that she didn’t seem to have much time for her flatmates either. But he could ask the same question of himself.
So the two men had visited here an hour or so ago, assuming Juanita’s estimate was accurate. That would have been a little after the apparent attempt on his life. But if the men were so keen to take him out, why hadn’t they waited here for his return? He glanced over his shoulder, wondering if there was any possibility the two men had somehow concealed themselves in his room. It wasn’t feasible, he concluded. He could even see under the bed now that the mattress had been removed.
‘You tidy up!’ This was Juanita’s final shot as she returned to her own room, clearly content her work here was done. Red was tempted to shout some obscenity after her, but didn’t have the energy.
He turned back to his room, wondering what to do now. He could follow Juanita’s instructions and try to get the room back at least to its previous state of chaos. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that someone had tried to kill him and then someone – the same someone, a completely different someone? – had ransacked his room. They, whoever they might be, literally knew where he lived.
He didn’t fancy sitting in here waiting to see whether they’d return, and how they’d behave if they did. He walked into his room and closed the door behind him. The intruders had broken the lock but at least it would reduce the risk that Juanita might return.
What the hell was he going to do? He didn’t want to stay here, but he had few other options. Very few meaning, when he thought harder about it, none. His parents had both passed away. He didn’t know anyone else he could stay with. He couldn’t afford a hotel or even an Airbnb for very long. Short of sleeping on the street – a prospect he found marginally less enticing than being the target of a ruthless killer – he had no alternative but to stay here.
He felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the screen. Danny.
In some respects, Danny was the last person he wanted to speak to. After all, it was Danny, at least indirectly, who had got him involved in all this in the first place. At the same time, and for the same reason, Danny was the only person he could talk to about what was happening. ‘Danny? I thought you said we weren’t to get in contact.’
Danny sounded out of breath. ‘I said you shouldn’t call me, not that I couldn’t call you.’
‘Oh, right. What is it?’
‘I’m in the shit, mate. That’s what it is. I’m deep in the excrement.’
‘Funny you should say that, actually, because–’
‘No, you don’t understand what I’m saying. I’m in the shit.’
Red thought he’d grasped the basic concept first time round. ‘What kind of shit?’
‘The police are after me.’
‘The police? Why are the police after you?’
‘For murder.’
‘Murder? You’ve murdered someone?’
‘Do you think I’d be capable of murdering anyone?’
Red wasn’t sure how to answer that. He was pretty confident Danny wouldn’t be capable of murdering anyone on purpose. But he might easily be capable of doing it by accident. Or would that be manslaughter? ‘But if you haven’t murdered anyone, why would the police think you did?’ Red reflected that no matter how bad your troubles might be, Danny always managed to come up with something worse.
He listened while Danny explained what had happened in his flat. ‘Wait a minute, you’re saying your flat was ransacked?’
There was an exasperated sigh from the other end of the line. ‘Haven’t you been listening? Yes, my flat was trashed but that’s not the point–’
‘It’s just that mine has been as well.’
‘What?’
‘My flat. It’s been trashed as well. As if someone was searching for something.’
There was a moment’s silence. ‘But no dead people?’
Red was tempted to point out that it wasn’t a competition. Then he realised that, if it had been a competition, he’d have the winning hand. ‘Well, me. Nearly.’
‘What?’
‘Someone tried to kill me. Drove at me in a car. Missed me by centimetres.’
‘Deliberately?’
‘I was on the pavement at the time.’
‘When was this?’
‘An hour or so back. Just before I found the flat like this. Anyway, why do they think you’ve killed this guy? People don’t generally murder their neighbours. Not even in my flat,’ he added, thinking of Juanita.
‘He was killed in my flat. They’re bound to treat me as a suspect.’
‘You could tell them you didn’t do it.’
‘That’s a brilliant idea. I don’t know why Peter Sutcliffe didn’t think of that.’
‘Yes, but he–’ Red stopped. ‘So what have you done?’
There was another short silence. ‘I ran.’
‘You ran? With respect, Danny, that sounds an even more half-baked response than just telling them you didn’t do it.’
‘I wasn’t thinking straight. I didn’t know what else to do.’
‘So where did you run to?’
‘Well, that was the other problem. There wasn’t really anywhere I could run to. I’m at the bus station. That was where I got stuck.’
‘Stuck?’
‘I thought I might just get on a bus and go somewhere. Hide myself away till this all blows over.’
‘Danny, this isn’t a movie. If the police are treating it as a murder enquiry, it’s not going to blow over.’
‘No, but they’ll realise I didn’t do it.’
In Red’s view, the police were more likely to conclude that Danny wasn’t the killer if he actually took the trouble to tell them so. ‘But you can’t just run forever.’
‘I can’t really run at all. That’s why I’m stuck. I don’t even have the money for a bus.’
‘You’ll have to go back then, won’t you? Go and talk to the police.’
‘I can’t do that. I’m a fugitive.’
‘But you won’t be if you go back and talk to them,’ Red said, patiently. For all his quirks, Danny wasn’t an idiot. It wouldn’t take him long to realise he didn’t have many other options.
‘It’s not just that, though, is it? It’s the question of who we trust.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Look, Red, both our flats have been trashed by someone who’s clearly after something they think we’ve got. Whoever broke into my flat was happy to kill Pug just because they thought he was me. Someone tried to kill you. We know that Paul Raven’s dead. We know that Peter Abrams is dead–’
‘Oh God,’ Red said. ‘That was the other thing I had to tell you.’
‘What?’
‘I don’t know if you saw. In the papers. Gregory Smith’s dead too.’
‘Shit. Any other information?’
‘Just that the police are treating the death as suspicious.’
‘That’s not good, is it?’
‘Not really. And Willis has had us putting together these files on Abrams and Raven.’
‘You said.’ Danny was silent for a moment. ‘What was in the files?’
‘I don’t know about Raven’s. Someone else did that. But there was nothing much in the Abrams one. All public domain stuff. Nothing remotely controversial.’
‘It doesn’t smell right, does it? Why would they want you to put together a file like that?’
‘It was just baffling. Almost as if they were trying to send me a message. “We’re onto you, matey.” That kind of message.’
‘More likely they’re trying to smoke you out. Maybe they’ve realised we’ve got someone on the inside–’
‘I’m not really inside.’ Red was flattered by the description, which made him sound like a highly skilled counter-espionage agent, rather than someone who’d been placed in a basic administrative role by an employment agency.
‘You know what I mean. They may not know how inside you are or how inexperienced–’
‘Thanks.’
‘Maybe they’re handing out this file work as a test. See how you react.’
‘It’s possible, I suppose. In which case I reacted by not returning to the office.’
‘You did what?’
‘I was shaken up by what had happened with the car. I couldn’t face going in and spending the rest of the afternoon dealing with Willis. So I phoned in sick.’
‘Sick?’
‘I told Willis I’d been hit by a car.’ It sounded even more absurd than when Red had spoken to Willis. ‘And that I was being taken into hospital for observation.’
‘You’re not in the office?’
This was another example of Danny being slow on the uptake when he didn’t want to hear what you were telling him. ‘That’s how I saw what had happened to my flat.’
‘So what you’re saying is, we’re both in the shit. Up to our necks.’
‘I wouldn’t say–’
‘They know, Red. They must have had their suspicions, but now you’ll have confirmed them.’
‘But Willis wouldn’t have me killed.’ Red stopped. ‘Would he?’
‘Probably not Willis,’ Danny conceded. ‘But someone above him.’
‘Uber-Willis.’
‘What?’
‘It doesn’t matter. But they’re a government agency, Danny. They don’t kill people.’
‘Listen to yourself. The armed forces are government agencies. Killing people is pretty much their core business.’
‘Yes, but–’ Red knew there was no point in arguing. Danny might be wrong about some of the specifics, but his general thesis was no doubt right. At the very least, there was no question someone had tried to kill Red. It probably didn’t matter too much whether they’d been civil servants. ‘What are we going to do?’
‘I’ve got one idea. It’s something I’d forgotten about because I’d never taken it seriously. And it’s probably a stupid idea, but I can’t think of anything better.’
‘What is it?’
‘I don’t want to tell you over the phone. I don’t know how easy these things are to bug, or whatever it is you do with phones these days.’
The thought hadn’t even occurred to Red. Could you bug a mobile phone? On reflection, he supposed there must be some way of conducting surveillance on mobile phone users, but he hadn’t envisaged he was ever likely to be a target of it.
‘Can you get yourself up here?’ Danny asked.
‘Up there?’ Red was about to point out to Danny that he did have a full-time job, until it occurred to him that, if Danny was right, he probably didn’t anymore. ‘I could get a coach, I suppose.’
‘That’ll take forever. You’ll need to get a train.’
‘That’ll cost an arm and a leg. Even off-peak.’
‘You can afford it, can’t you? You had a job.’
There was potentially scope for a long debate here, in the course of which Red could point to the extortionate costs of London rents and living. But actually he could afford it. He did have some money saved up from his work, but he also had a sum of money he’d inherited following the deaths of his parents. It wasn’t a fortune, but he’d put it prudently aside on the basis that, one day, it might form the starting point for accumulating the deposit needed even to think about buying a property of his own. The prospect of that, at least within striking distance of London, seemed ever more remote, but he’d clung on to the dream. It was money he could access if he really needed to. ‘I suppose I could.’
‘In that case, get yourself up here. Head straight into Manchester. I’ll get the bus in – I think I can just about afford the fare into the centre – and I’ll meet you there.’
Red was about to express some reservations about this plan – if it could be dignified with that name – but Danny had already ended the call. Red sighed and looked around him at the wreck of his flat.
The last thing he wanted right now was to head up to Manchester, or anywhere else for that matter. What he really wanted was to find somewhere safe and small and snug, and just curl himself up into a ball and not worry about anything anymore. But he couldn’t see any easy way of achieving that preferred goal.
Danny was no doubt right that the authorities – whoever the authorities in this case might be – were onto them. He was also no doubt right that Red could no longer return to his job. In truth, that was no great hardship. Yes, the money was useful and Red wanted a job, but it had never paid well and the prospect of no longer having to kowtow to Willis was definitely a cheering one.
If he really was leaving and heading up to Manchester, there was no telling when he might be returning to London. That rather depended on Danny’s mysterious plan, and Red had no great faith that would turn out to be viable. On the other hand, Red also had no great desire to remain there. Even if he could somehow get the door repaired, he couldn’t envisage sleeping there in constant fear the intruders might return.
It was already later than he’d realised. If he was going to get an off-peak train he’d need to leave now. He quickly packed a bag with whatever clothes he could gather up, threw in some personal items he didn’t want to leave behind, and took a final look around the flat. He wondered when, or indeed if, he’d ever return here. If he didn’t, he’d have to sort out all the details with the landlord remotely.
It probably didn’t matter much. Given the state he was leaving the place, he wasn’t likely to get his deposit back.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

‘How was the Master?’ Emma asked.
‘Bemused, I’d say.’ Colin Gormley shook his head. ‘Baffled. Befuddled.’
‘He’s a nuclear physicist?’
‘He’s a Nobel laureate. You get him on quarks and he’s the life and soul of the party. It’s the day-to-day stuff he has trouble with.’
‘Isn’t that an issue for someone who’s running a large and prestigious educational establishment?’
‘You might have thought so.’
‘But you got the message through to him.’
‘He realised he didn’t have much option but to get the police involved, and that the risks of not doing so might reflect badly on his tenure in charge of the college.’
‘Is that what he actually said?’
‘More or less. I probably simplify.’ Gormley sighed. ‘It was a long conversation.’
They were standing outside the Porters’ Lodge awaiting the arrival of Roger Morton and his team. After a few minutes, an anonymous grey BMW turned into the college forecourt, followed by an unmarked white van. Morton climbed out of the car and strode towards them.
‘Nice to see you again, Emma, even in rather odd circumstances.’ His smile suggested that he was enjoying himself. It was probably a while since he’d played an active part in an operation, even if this one might turn out to be nothing more than a wild goose chase.
Gormley led them into the Lodge. The Porters on duty had been briefed about the presence of a ‘suspicious package’ and seemed to be enjoying the incident as much as Morton.
Morton consulted with the Porters about the best way of approaching Gormley’s room without attracting too much attention. ‘We want to get as close as possible so we can get the package safely secured with minimum risk of exposure to the public.’
‘What is it?’ one of the Porters asked. ‘A bomb? You going to detonate it in there? That’s an old building, that is. Can’t go blowing it up.’
‘We’ll try not to.’ Morton made his way back outside and consulted with the driver of the white van. The plan was to take the van round to one of the side entrances, where a Porter would be waiting to admit them. They could park the van outside Gormley’s staircase.
‘Is your room unlocked?’ Morton asked Gormley.
‘In the sense that someone’s crowbarred the lock off the door.’
‘And the location of this envelope will be obvious to us?’
‘It’s on the desk,’ Emma said. ‘In front of the window.’
‘Just for the record, you’ve no idea what its contents might be but you’ve reason to believe they might be potentially dangerous?’ Morton said.
‘I’m very happy for you to do whatever you need to to cover your backside, Roger,’ Emma replied. ‘But you’ll see the state of Colin’s room when you get there. Whoever did that didn’t leave the envelope as a complimentary sample. If it turns out to be a stick of chewing gum in there, you’ve my full permission to mock me as publicly as you like.’
‘Trust me, I won’t need your permission. But understood. Okay, here goes.’
Morton signalled to the driver of the white van, who did a smart U-turn back out into the street. ‘I’ll walk through with the Porter to meet them. Then it’s their party. They know what they’re doing.’
‘Thanks, Rog. I don’t know whether to hope I’m right or wrong.’
‘If you were an ordinary member of the public, I’d be telling you you’ve definitely done the right thing. Even if I didn’t really believe it.’ He looked from Emma to Colin Gormley and back again. ‘You really think this is about something your son had?’
‘I’ve told you as much as I know, Roger. Your guess is as good as mine.’
Morton turned to Gormley. ‘These people you found in your room. They didn’t seem threatening?’
‘They didn’t stay long enough to threaten me, put it that way. I don’t know what would have happened if I’d been in their way.’
‘It’s intriguing that they came back so quickly. Even more so, if they did leave behind some toxic little gift.’
‘Assuming,’ Emma said, ‘that the two break-ins were carried out by the same individuals.’
‘You’re suggesting there were two separate break-ins within a few hours?’
‘I’m just considering possibilities. If there is interest in whatever Paul supposedly had, I guess it’s conceivable there might be more than one party involved.’
‘All a bit above my pay grade,’ Morton commented. ‘Anything involving spooks makes me uneasy.’
Emma felt much the same. Apart from anyone else, you never knew who to trust. Something she’d discovered, during the latter days of her police career, was that some of the intelligence services’ representatives were more deeply embedded than she’d ever imagined. She was prepared to trust Morton more than she would many of her ex-colleagues, but even by talking to him she was nervous she might in some way be betraying Paul’s memory.
Morton had been joined by the Porter, and the two of them walked across the court in the direction of Gormley’s room. Emma smiled as the Porter steered Morton away from crossing the grass.
‘The city may be at risk of a mass killing,’ Gormley observed from behind her, ‘but the college rules must be observed.’
‘That’s the civilisation we’re fighting to preserve.’
‘You honestly think there’s something dangerous in that envelope?’
‘I’m really hoping not,’ Emma said, ‘even though it would be the final nail in the coffin of my professional reputation.’
‘Seems unbelievable in a place like this. If you’re right, we’re dealing with something really serious, aren’t we?’
‘Yes. And somebody who wants us to know that they’re not playing games.’
‘I’m a lecturer in English literature. It doesn’t really prepare you for dealing with something like this. Well, not beyond reading John le Carré, anyway. I don’t know if I should say this, but I’m scared.’
‘If it’s any consolation, so I am.’ She paused. ‘That probably isn’t much consolation, is it?’
‘Given you’re a highly experienced former police officer, no, not particularly. In fact–’
‘Yes. Sorry. Look, Colin, do you have anywhere you can go?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘I was just thinking. Your rooms here have been targeted. Twice now. Someone’s left something in there which might or might not prove to be dangerous, but which at best was clearly intended to scare you. I was thinking it might be a good idea for you to get away from college for a few days.’
‘It sounds an excellent idea. Except I don’t really have anywhere I could go.’
‘No relatives?’
‘I’ve a sister in Gloucester. But they’ve got two small kids. If there is a threat, I wouldn’t want to risk taking it to them. Similarly with any friends I might think of.’
Emma hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘You could come back with me.’
‘With you?’
She considered telling him that he shouldn’t misunderstand the proposition. Then she reflected that, if she were to say that, it would be acknowledging that there might be scope for it to be misunderstood. ‘I was just thinking that we’re in the same boat on this one. If one of us is in danger, most likely we both are. At least if we stick together for a bit, we can watch out for each other without extending the risk to anyone else.’
‘It makes sense, I suppose.’
‘Is there anything keeping you in Cambridge for the next few days?’
‘Not really. I’ve a few commitments, but nothing I can’t easily postpone. In fact, there’s nothing much keeping me in Cambridge this term.’
‘Don’t you trouble yourself with little concerns like student teaching, then?’
‘I do normally. But I’m due to take next term as a sabbatical. I’ve a book to finish, so I thought I’d use it to focus on that.’
‘Why not come back with me, then?’ Emma said. ‘Do some writing there, if you want to. You can get the train back to Cambridge when things have settled down.’
‘You’re sure about this? I don’t want to be a burden.’
‘Do you have any bad habits I should know about?’
‘Only what’s self-evident.’
‘To be honest, at the moment, I’ll feel better not travelling by myself. Once Morton’s done, you can grab some clothes and we can head off.’
‘You do know this isn’t me, don’t you? I don’t do things spontaneously. Even when I’m going on holiday, I plan every detail meticulously for weeks beforehand.’
‘How does that usually work out for you?’
‘Something usually goes badly wrong on the first day and throws the rest of my plans into turmoil.’
‘There you are, then. Try something different.’ She stopped as she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. Roger Morton. ‘Roger?’
‘All done,’ Morton replied.
‘That was quick.’
‘These guys know what they’re doing. All boxed up and secured.’
‘No clue what it is?’
‘They decided it was better not to just open it up to take a peek, in the circumstances.’
‘Yes, okay, smart-arse. So what now?’
‘We’ll need to get it to the proper authorities to have it examined,’ Roger said. ‘Might take a while given we don’t know what we’re dealing with.’
‘That moment when they finally extract the stick of chewing gum. I’m going to be so mortified.’
‘It’s not funny, Em.’
‘Trust me, I’m not joking. But thanks, Roger, I know you’re putting your head on the block for this.’
‘It’s the right decision, Emma. We both know that. I’m not going to be embarrassed if it proves to be a hoax.’
‘Aren’t you?’
There was a moment’s silence. ‘I’ll just make sure everyone knows it was your idea.’





CHAPTER NINETEEN

Red had a nerve-wracking journey. The train, as the last off-peak Manchester service of the afternoon, was busy and he didn’t have a reservation. He eventually found himself a seat in the so-called ‘quiet carriage’ where, in his limited experience, the familiar sound of people talking on their phones was mostly replaced by the sound of grumpy middle-aged men telling people of Red’s age to turn them off.
‘Is this free?’ Red gestured to the vacant aisle seat.
The man in the window seat clearly wanted to say no, but couldn’t bring himself to lie quite so blatantly. ‘I’m not sure.’
‘I’ll risk it, then. They can always ask me to move.’
The man nodded reluctantly and returned to the film he was watching on his tablet, jamming his headphones more firmly into his ears. Red threw his bag onto the overhead rack and lowered himself into the seat.
He looked around at his fellow passengers. They were the usual mixed bag of travellers – a few business types in suits, some who looked like students, a harassed looking woman struggling to entertain two bored children. No one who looked obviously like an agent of the intelligence services. But he supposed they wouldn’t if they were any good at their job.
He told himself no one could know he was on this train. He’d got the Tube up to Euston and then bought his ticket from one of the automated machines in the station. His debit card would be traceable, but that presumably wouldn’t be instantaneous. The only other possibility would be if they really had been listening in to his call from Danny. But he couldn’t imagine anyone listening to his and Danny’s calls in real time. If they were, he pitied the poor bastards.
No, the likelihood was that no one had any real awareness of his whereabouts, and quite probably no one really cared. That was fine by Red. He’d always been happy to slip beneath the radar.
Once the train had passed through Stoke-on-Trent, Red began checking the news headlines and stories on his phone. As far as he could see, there were no further references to Gregory Smith’s death. Perhaps more to the point, there seemed to be no reports of any suspicious deaths in the Stockport area.
The train stopped briefly and uneventfully in Stockport, and then passed the viaduct and the M60. The man from the window seat began packing the bag he’d left beneath his seat, stuffing in the tablet and earphones. Every so often, he glanced irritatedly at Red, as if resenting the limits placed on his movements by Red’s presence. ‘Nearly there.’
He gave the man an apparently grateful smile, pulled himself to his feet and grabbed his bag. As he reached the end of the carriage, he glanced back. This time, his eye was caught by a figure sitting facing him at one of the nearby table seats. A man in a suit. He had his head down, apparently engrossed in a book, but something about him seemed familiar. It took Red a moment to realise that the man bore at least a superficial resemblance to the man he had encountered in the street earlier. The man who, not to put too fine a point on it, had been responsible for saving Red’s life.
It couldn’t be the same man, though. He’d been heading back to work. Why would he be sitting on a mid-afternoon train to Manchester? But, now Red looked more closely, the resemblance did seem quite striking. It was no doubt an illusion, a trick of Red’s obsessive imagination. The man kept his head resolutely down.
‘You just admiring the view, mate, or you planning to get off?’
While Red had been watching the man, a queue had started to build up behind him. ‘Sorry. Miles away.’ He continued out of the carriage to the vestibule. They were passing through the semi-industrial wasteland south of Piccadilly and would be arriving in the next few minutes. Red positioned himself by the exit, ready to jump out as soon as the door opened. He didn’t want to give himself time even to think about what he was actually doing up here.
The downside of sitting in the quiet carriage was that he ended up being deposited at the far end of the platform, with a long walk up to the concourse. He glanced behind him as he walked. The platform was crowded with departing passengers, and he could see no sign of the man from the train.
He passed through the doors out onto the concourse. After a moment he heard a shout from his left. ‘Red. Over here.’
Danny was lurking at the edge of the concourse. Red walked towards him, but Danny gestured for him to move to the left. Without knowing why he was doing so, Red made his way in a loop to where Danny was standing. ‘What was that all about?’
Danny gestured towards the roof of the concourse. ‘CCTV.’
‘What?’
‘There’s loads of CCTV in here. I’m not sure we can avoid it entirely, but I’m doing my best.’
‘Right. Yes, of course.’ Red looked nervously around. ‘Maybe I should have met you somewhere else?’
‘I wondered about that. But we’d have had to come here anyway.’
‘Right. Why’s that?’
‘Because we’re getting another train.’
‘Yes, of course.’ Red was silent for a moment. ‘Where are we going, by the way?’
‘Filey.’
‘Of course. Where’s Filey?’
‘East Yorkshire.’
Red was beginning to feel that each answer he was given just made him more aware of his ignorance. ‘Is there a reason we’re going there?’
Danny looked up at the clock on the station concourse. ‘We haven’t a lot of time if we want to get there tonight. We need to get tickets. Well, you do.’
‘Okay.’ Red had decided there was no point in arguing. ‘Singles or returns.’
‘That’s a good question.’ Danny looked as if he was genuinely thinking it over. ‘You might as well get returns. There’s not much difference in price, and it might muddy the waters a bit.’
‘And give us a way of getting back.’
‘Yeah, that too. Have you got cash?’
‘Some.’ Red had withdrawn some cash at Euston, just in case he needed it. ‘Why?’
‘Enough to buy the tickets and give us a bit to live on?’
‘Probably not. But I can always use my card.’
‘Best not. The more you use your card, the easier it’ll be for them to track us.’
‘Yes, stupid of me. Easier for who?’
‘The police. The authorities. Whoever’s after us.’
It was only at that point that it finally struck Red that if he went off with Danny, they really would be on the run, not just from some unspecified adversary but actually from the police. ‘You’re sure this is a good idea, Danny?’
‘What other choice do we have?’
‘You could hand yourself in. They’ll realise you didn’t kill your neighbour.’
‘That’s not the point, though, is it? They probably know that already. But we don’t know who we can trust. We can’t assume we can trust the police, any more than we can trust anyone else.’
If anyone had asked him before today, Red would have said that he’d never trusted the police. But that had just been a default lefty position, the assumption that, when push came to shoving a crowd of kettled protesters, the police would act as agents of the state. It hadn’t really occurred to him that you might literally not be able to trust them, that they might set you up for reasons that had nothing to do with your criminality or otherwise. That had probably been a little naive.
‘Look, just go and get the tickets. Use cash so the destination can’t be linked to your card, and get them from one of the machines so there won’t be a ticket seller who can identify you.’
Red wasn’t remotely convinced that all this sub-James Bond cloak-and-dagger stuff would work, but there was no harm in trying it. At least, it made him feel he was acting with some purpose rather than just being dragged inexorably into an ever-increasing mess. He did as Danny had instructed him, including trying his best to keep out of range of whatever CCTV cameras he could see. He returned bearing the tickets.
‘Right,’ Danny said. ‘Now we have to run for the train.’
‘Run?’
‘We’ve got eight minutes but I wanted to leave it late to minimise the risk that anyone might try to jump on the train behind us.’
There was no time to argue, even if Red had felt inclined to. He followed Danny back around the concourse and down the platform to the train. Danny was walking quickly, but making an effort not to move so hurriedly that they might appear conspicuous.
Danny picked a seemingly random carriage halfway down the train, throwing himself into a seat at the opposite end from the majority of the passengers. ‘Right. Step one complete.’
‘Out of how many?’ Red still had no idea of what they were actually planning to do.
Danny lowered his voice, as if the two teenage girls down the coach might be listening. ‘We’ve two changes. York and Scarborough. If we’re smart, that gives us two more points at which we can confuse anyone trying to track us.’
Red was almost enjoying the process – or at least he could enjoy it if he forced himself to stop thinking seriously about what was really going on here. It was more entertaining than cutting and pasting newspaper clippings in files. That was another thing he was trying not to think too much about – that he was never likely to be doing that ever again. ‘Right. So that gets us to this place–’
‘Filey.’
‘Filey. So what’s in Filey?’
‘I don’t know. It’s a seaside place, I think. Probably fish and chip shops and amusement arcades.’
Red told himself that strangling Danny on a public train probably wouldn’t help their position. He forced himself to stay calm. ‘But I take it we’re not going there for cod and chips and a game of penny falls?’
‘We’re not going to Filey. Well, we are because we have to go to the station. But not for very long.’
‘So where are we going?’
‘Place near Filey.’
‘Right.’ It was occurring to Red that, even if the police did get hold of Danny, it would take them a while to prise any useful information out of him. ‘And this place would be…?’
‘Place called Hunmanby Gap. Or just near to there, anyway.’
The train had just begun to move. Red felt a sense of relief as it pulled slowly away from Piccadilly Station, leaving Manchester behind them. It wasn’t that they were necessarily any safer now they were on a train – or at least he had no particular reason, beyond Danny’s not entirely convincing reassurance, to believe that to be the case. But it was another step away from their pursuers. ‘And how do we get to this place?’ He decided that, for the moment, this might be a simpler question than why they were going there in the first place.
‘We walk.’
‘How far is it?’
‘About four miles. Maybe an hour-and-a-quarter’s walk.’
‘I suppose a cab’s out of the question?’
Danny sighed, with the air of Q showing patience with a particularly clueless double-O. ‘The whole point of this is to travel as inconspicuously as possible. The last thing we want is for some local cab driver to be able to recall the arrival of two young men heading for Hunmanby Gap.’
‘I can see that.’ The question had really just been a placeholder anyway, while Red geared himself up for the big one. ‘So, I suppose the other question I’ve got is, well, why are we going to this–’
‘Hunmanby Gap?’
‘Yes, that one.’ It sounded, when Red thought about it, like a name that Danny might have made up. ‘Why are we going there?’
‘To hide.’
‘I see. In the gap, presumably?’
Danny was staring fixedly out of the window, as if afraid that their pursuers might somehow be running alongside the train. ‘In a cottage, I’m hoping.’
Red decided, for the moment, to ignore the last two words. ‘A cottage. Any particular cottage, or are we just hoping to commandeer one?’
‘Paul Raven’s cottage.’
‘Paul Raven had a cottage?’ Red had plenty of views about the highly privileged elite who were able to study at Oxbridge but he’d never thought of Raven as a scion of the landed, or even cottaged, gentry.
‘His mother’s, apparently. I don’t know the story exactly. Something to do with her divorce from his dad. Anyway, one way or another, she was left with a holiday cottage. She used to take Paul there when he was small. She lets it out in the summer but at this time of year it should be empty.’
‘How do you know about this?’
‘Paul told me, obviously.’
That made sense, Red supposed. He’d come to know Paul a little, through this business, but Danny had known him much better. They’d been at school together for a while. Danny had been older than Paul, but they’d shared an interest in esoteric computer games and had become relatively close. That was how Danny, and by extension Red himself, had become involved in all this. ‘And he told you you could just use it when you felt like it?’
There was a brief silence, which made Red suspect that he might have stumbled upon the weak spot in Danny’s plan. ‘He told me about it for precisely this kind of contingency.’
‘He knew this was going to happen?’ Red had always known that Paul was bright, but he hadn’t realised he’d been blessed with the power of prophecy.
‘You know how paranoid Paul was. He made plans. And one option he told me about was hiding himself away in this place.’
The key word there was ‘himself’, Red thought. ‘And he was happy for us to do the same?’
‘He never said he wasn’t. Obviously, he doesn’t have a need for the place now–’
‘But it’s not his, it’s his mother’s. I don’t imagine she’d have objected to her own son staying there, but she might not be so keen on accommodating two people she doesn’t know.’
‘She does know me, or at least I’ve met her.’
‘Okay, but you’re literally on the run from the police. She may not be keen to renew the acquaintance.’
‘If you want to announce that to the whole train, why don’t you go and ask the guard if you can borrow his public address system?’
‘Sorry. But, well, this sounds a bit half-baked, Danny.’
‘Do you have a better idea?’
‘No, but–’
‘Look, Red, we’ll probably only need to stay there for a few days before things resolve themselves one way or another. If we leave the place tidy, Paul’s mother will never even know we’ve been there. She’s not likely to turn up for a seaside holiday in January.’
‘I suppose not. But how do we know the place is going to be empty. What if she’s found a long let for the winter or something?’
‘Then we’re screwed,’ Danny said cheerfully. ‘But from what Paul told me, she’s never done that before. And there’s no tourist trade at this time of the year.’
Red was thinking about the prospect of completing this journey followed by a four-mile walk only to find that the cottage was occupied. For all Danny’s insouciance, he wondered exactly what their options would be at that point. That didn’t bear thinking about, so he tried hard to avoid doing so. ‘Okay, so assuming this place is unoccupied, how do we get in? Break in?’
Danny smiled triumphantly, as if the catechism of Red’s questions had been leading inevitably to this point. ‘No. I’ve got it all sorted. Paul told me exactly how he’d deal with that.’
Red could easily imagine that Paul Raven might have his own patentable approach to housebreaking, probably involving hacking into the software of the smart doorbell. ‘Go on.’
‘His mum keeps a key under the doormat.’





CHAPTER TWENTY

‘You’re sure we’re okay in here?’ Colin Gormley looked around nervously.
‘Roger told me they swept it for any signs of radiation, but there was nothing,’ Emma said.
‘Well, that’s good. I’m relieved to know my rooms haven’t been turned into a second Chernobyl.’
‘Depending on what they find in the envelope, they may give it another check over. But he said he’d no objection to you grabbing some of your clothes.’
‘Big of him.’ Gormley smiled. ‘Seriously, I’m very grateful to both of you for helping me deal with this.’
‘We’re both dealing with the same thing. It was me who got you tangled up in this in the first place.’
‘That’s a good point. I hadn’t thought about blaming you.’
‘Feel free. But try to multi-task and pack up some clothes at the same time so we can get going. I won’t be sorry to get away from Cambridge just at the moment.’
‘Funnily enough, I feel the same and that’s not something I thought I’d ever say.’ He finished stuffing handfuls of clothing untidily into a suitcase. ‘That’ll probably do me. I’m sure I’ve forgotten something essential, but I imagine I’ll survive.’
‘Let’s get on the road, then.’
As they left the room, Gormley stopped in the doorway and looked back, his expression suggesting that he might never see the room again. Emma wasn’t sure whether or not the expression was entirely one of regret.
It took them the best part of an hour to crawl their way out of the city centre onto the M11, the whole place apparently close to utter gridlock.
‘Is it always like this?’ Emma had asked.
‘Not always,’ Gormley said. ‘But quite often. Mind you, in this case, I think we may be part of the problem.’
‘Yeah, right. We’re not in traffic. We are traffic. Mind you, we’re only one car, and we’re carrying two passengers.’
‘That’s not what I meant. I meant that your police friends briefly closed the road at the rear of the college while they did their stuff.’
‘Oh. Right. And that would be enough to cause all this?’
‘A butterfly flapping its wings in New Zealand’s enough to cause gridlock in Cambridge.’ Gormley looked thoughtfully around at the stationary traffic. ‘This is probably the biggest impact I’ve had on the place in all the time I’ve been here.’
Once they reached the M11, the journey was smoother. It was a bright, cold afternoon and the traffic was relatively light, and they made good progress for the next hour or so. Emma was feeling more alert than she’d expected after her disrupted night, her body still pulsing with adrenaline. Beside her, Gormley was beginning to doze. She turned on the radio and chose Radio 3, something apparently by Berlioz playing gently as she drove.
‘Berlioz,’ Gormley murmured after a while. ‘Fourth symphony. The Symphonie Funèbre et Triomphale.’
‘You heard the announcer,’ Emma said. ‘You weren’t asleep at all.’
‘Are you accusing me of cheating? You know I could be stripped of my Fellowship for something like that.’
‘You really recognised the music?’
‘What can I say? Some people understand cricket. Actually, I do that, too. I’m a walking cliché.’
‘I’m glad there are a few of you left. I’m not sure we’re supposed to value knowledge for its own sake anymore.’
‘I’m guessing you weren’t a typical police officer.’
‘You’d be surprised. But it might be why I’m not a police officer anymore.’
He was silent for a moment while she overtook a lorry. ‘I wondered if I should ask you about that. I thought your name rang a vague bell.’
‘You’ve got a good memory. As the Berlioz proved.’
‘None of my business, obviously. I can’t even think of a good reason for asking you.’
‘You don’t have one.’ She smiled. ‘But, funnily enough, it might be relevant to our current situation.’
‘I wondered that.’
She glanced across at him. ‘It’s true, isn’t it? You Cambridge dons aren’t entirely stupid.’
‘I need to introduce you to one or two of my colleagues.’
‘The point is that this isn’t the first time I’ve had a run-in with the intelligence services. Apart from the incident with Paul, that is.’
‘Maybe not surprising you’re on their radar, then?’
‘Not really. What is surprising – well, it surprised me, but that maybe just shows my naivety – was quite how much and in what way.’
‘You don’t have to tell me.’
‘No, I don’t. But it’s good to talk about it once in a while. Reassures me I’m not entirely insane. Okay, it’s a long story but I’ll cut it fairly short. It started with something relatively trivial. Well, trivial to everyone except those directly affected, that is. A typical Saturday night hit-and-run. Some drunk who’d driven away from a pub having had one too many – or in this case several double Scotches too many – jumps a red light at a pelican crossing and hits this guy crossing the road with his mates. Victim badly injured and dies later in hospital. Driver apparently panics and doesn’t stop. But one of the mates has been smart enough to remember the registration, which is subsequently confirmed by CCTV in the area.’
‘What does this have to do with you as Chief Constable?’ Gormley said.
‘Nothing to start with. But then the story becomes more interesting. Turns out the car has fake plates. So the reg doesn’t help us. All we’ve got to work on is the colour, make and model of the car. I’m saying “we”, but I wasn’t even aware of the case at this point. Anyway, as it turns out, we get lucky, or more accurately we benefit from the enthusiasm and alertness of an eager young PC. Again, I say “we”, but the one person who definitely didn’t benefit was me. A couple of nights later, he and his colleague stop a car in the same area for driving over the speed limit. As soon as the driver winds down his window, it’s obvious he’s been drinking. They breathalyse him and, sure enough, he’s well over the limit. It’s then that it occurs to the smart young cop that the colour, make and model of the car are the same as those of the vehicle involved in the hit-and-run. We have the car examined and they find damage to the front wing that provides solid evidence it’s the same car. Moreover, the victim’s friends confirm the driver’s identity. It’s looking cut-and-dried. And then…’
‘You’re not going to tell me he was an intelligence agent?’
‘I said you were bright, didn’t I? Turns out it’s some spook who’s up in the north doing anti-terrorism surveillance. Reading between the lines, everybody knew he was a drunk but it didn’t occur to anyone that might be an impediment to him carrying out his designated duties. Which maybe tells you something about the culture of the intelligence services. He comes up with some cock and bull story about how he had been observing this terrorist cell – oh, did I mention that the hit-and-run victim and his mates are all young Muslims? – but they clocked him and attacked him. He had no option but to flee, in the course of which he was unfortunate enough to run over one of the gang before he managed to escape.’
‘While drunk?’
‘He seemed to think that was just a small detail we’d let pass if we bought the rest of his story. No, me neither. By this time the case has finally reached my desk because someone’s just twigged it might be a tad sensitive. Sensitive, that is, in at least two directions. First, because it concerns the intelligence services. Second – and far more important from my perspective – because it concerns the killing of a young Muslim in an area already experiencing significant cultural and racial tension. In the months prior to this, we’d had it all including increasing provocation from the far-right. The last thing we need is for all that to be stoked up by some pisshead spook.’
‘Presumably nobody actually believed his story?’ Gormley said.
‘I sometimes think spooks believe anything they’re told. But, no, not really. The CCTV footage didn’t exactly support his account, though unfortunately it didn’t definitively disprove it either. My initial feeling was that we should charge him and then let justice take its course. His lawyers were arguing he couldn’t use his defence in court without revealing his identity and that the case should be dropped in the interests of national security.’
‘National security?’
Emma shrugged. ‘For my part, I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. I’d no desire to antagonise the security services – no good ever comes of that – but given that the local community already knew how and why we’d made an arrest, I couldn’t drop the case without exceptionally good reason if I didn’t want a literal riot on my hands. But it wasn’t just a political dilemma. I also didn’t see why the hell some murdering pisshead should be let off the hook just because the powers that be had been stupid enough to allow him out unsupervised.’
‘So what happened?’
‘I had a visit. Well, two visits, in fact. The first from a very smooth supposed senior civil servant who told me that the government wouldn’t be very happy if we proceeded with the case against our inebriated spook. I gave him the very shortest of shrift and told him we’d do what we thought was appropriate. A day or two later, I had a second visit, this time from a senior member of the government, bearing pretty much the same message but this time with the addendum that, if I didn’t play ball, it would be me that would suffer.’
‘Why were they so keen to protect this guy?’
‘I don’t think anyone gave a bugger about him. I’m willing to bet he was pensioned off as soon as it was all over. It was more the principle of the intelligence services being accountable to the law. This time my available shrift was even shorter, because I was getting tired of being pushed into a corner. Later that afternoon I had a third visit, this time from my Police and Crime Commissioner who advised me I was being suspended from duty pending an enquiry into my conduct.’
‘Seriously?’
‘Oh, he was very serious,’ Emma said. ‘There were a whole bunch of trumped-up charges – bullying, sexual harassment, inappropriate conduct, you name it. It was all bollocks but I’ve no doubt that, if I’d fought it, they’d have drummed up witnesses from somewhere. It was made very clear that I had two choices. If I chose to fight, they’d make sure I was destroyed – reputation in tatters, no pension, maybe even a criminal prosecution. If I co-operated, I could take early retirement with my reputation and pension intact.’
‘And you chose the latter?’ Gormley sounded mildly disappointed.
‘I couldn’t see I had any choice. Either way, they’d have me out and my successor would drop the charges. If I’d fought, it wouldn’t have made any difference to anyone but me.’
‘You could have made it public.’
‘You think they’d have allowed that? At best, I’d have been so discredited no one would have believed me anyway. Just an ex-cop with a grudge. At worst, I’d have been discreetly taken out.’
‘You’re kidding?’
‘These are ruthless bastards especially when their own self-protection’s at stake.’
‘So what happened?’
‘That’s the only mildly satisfying part of the story. And even then only in terms of the blackest of irony. I left, with some cobbled together story about policy differences with the new Police and Crime Commissioner. They brought in a well-trained yes man as my successor. He duly had the charges dropped, supposedly because of lack of evidence. And sure enough there were riots. Much more intense and uncontrollable riots than they’d expected. With the result that, within a few weeks, my successor was also forced to resign.’ She was silent for a moment. ‘Which was either karma or, more likely, a deal that was stitched up in advance. He probably got a nice pay-off for agreeing to carry the can. Who knows?’
Gormley was looking mildly shell-shocked. ‘Do you think this sort of thing is commonplace?’
‘I’ve no idea. At some level, I’m guessing so. Probably most of it’s trivial stuff, but I’d imagine it’s no more edifying. Everything I’ve seen suggests that they’re a bunch of halfwits. Ruthless and malicious halfwits. But still halfwits.’
Gormley was looking uncomfortable. ‘It’s not possible they’ve bugged your car, is it?’
‘When they broke in? I guess it’s possible. In a way, I rather hope so. Halfwits!’ she added, just a little more loudly, as if for the benefit of the tape.
‘Was that entirely wise?’
‘Probably not. But it was very satisfying.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The two changes had gone without any obvious hitches. At Scarborough they’d had a longer gap before the connecting train was due to leave, so Danny had led them out of the station, on a brisk and rather convoluted walk around the neighbouring streets before bringing them back into the station and onto the train.
‘Very invigorating,’ Red said. ‘What was that all about? Getting us in shape for the walk later on?’
‘Tradecraft.’
‘How was that tradecraft?’
‘If anyone’s following us, they’d have assumed we were staying in Scarborough.’
‘Unless they followed us back onto the train, of course.’
‘I didn’t see anyone follow us back on, did you?’
‘No, but I didn’t see anyone follow us off either. If there is someone following us, I guess there’s a chance it might be someone who’s quite good at it.’
Danny had been silent for a while after that, which Red guessed was intended to show his displeasure at having the piss taken out of him. For the most part, Red actually preferred it when Danny kept talking, because it gave Red less time to think about why they were here.
During their journey from Manchester, it had occurred to Red that he hadn’t eaten since his stir-fry that lunchtime. That already seemed like it was something that had happened to someone else, a lifetime away, although oddly the near miss with the car seemed much more immediate. When Red had mentioned he was hungry, Danny pointed out, with what had appeared to be stoic pride, that he hadn’t eaten at all that day.
‘You must be hungry too, then?’ Red had said, ignoring Danny’s silent bid for martyrdom.
‘I suppose.’
They had time to grab some sandwiches and drinks in York, which Danny had wolfed down at the earliest opportunity. Red had saved his for the final leg of the journey, reasoning that he didn’t know when they’d have a chance to eat next. Danny had apparently brought the fruits of his earlier supermarket shop with him, but since those were largely tinned and dried goods, their value was limited for the moment.
Now, Red was sitting silently chewing his sandwich while Danny stared resolutely out of the window at the passing night. For the whole afternoon, Red had been forcing himself not to think about what they were doing. It had been easy to do that. Things had kept moving, one event following another. Even on the train to Manchester, his paranoia had been sufficient to keep him occupied. Now they were almost at the end of their potentially inexplicable quest and they’d hit a moment of relative stasis, sitting in an empty railway carriage heading down the east coast. For the first time, he had an opportunity to consider what they were doing, and he realised he had no real idea. Or, more to the point, he knew why they were here but he had no idea how and when this would play out.
Almost without realising, Red had taken a series of irrevocable steps. He’d walked out of his job. He’d probably walked out of his flat. He’d fled Manchester in the company of a man who was being sought by the police. Even if their plan tonight worked out, he had no idea what might happen after that. He just couldn’t see an endgame, or at least no endgame that would end well. Maybe there was a good reason why he’d been avoiding thinking about all this.
‘I think we’re there,’ Danny said. ‘Looks like it’s started raining.’
Red groaned. The last thing they needed was an hour’s walk in the rain, but he supposed that was always inevitable. The decent weather would last only until they had to be out in it.
They alighted in Filey without incident. Red looked around at the handful of other passengers leaving the train. There was no one among them who looked like a potential agent of the state – a couple of teenage girls, an elderly woman being greeted by an equally elderly man. If someone had been on their trail, it looked as if they’d finally been left behind.
Red followed Danny to the station entrance and peered past him into the night. The rain was little more than a drizzle, but there was a strong wind whipping in from the North Sea that made the night even less hospitable than Red had feared. ‘Great.’
‘It could be worse,’ Danny said.
Red buttoned up his duffle coat, pulled up his hood, and followed Danny out into the darkness. Danny tramped ahead of him, head down.
‘Do you know where we’re going?’ Red said.
‘There aren’t a lot of options.’
That response didn’t exactly fill Red with confidence, but he saw no alternative but to stick to Danny’s heels. It was a miserable night, the rain blowing horizontally into their faces, the wind seemingly trying to drive them back towards the station. Maybe the wind was smarter than they were.
They tramped on, following what Red took to be the closest thing to a main road in these parts. He had a vague hope that some passing driver might take pity on them and offer them a lift. The problem with that plan was that, so far, there’d been no sign of any passing traffic.
Red forced himself to walk on automatic pilot, not thinking about the distance or how long they’d been walking. There were no landmarks to help track their progress, other than a constant line of swaying trees and hedgerows, black to their left and right. Danny had produced a flashlight from somewhere, but it made little impact on the darkness. ‘I don’t want to miss the turning.’ His voice was barely audible against the roar of the wind. ‘This is it, I think.’ Danny was waving the torch beam at an almost illegible sign.
‘You think?’
‘I’m pretty sure that’s what Paul said.’
This plan was feeling more half-baked by the minute, but there was no point in arguing about that now. ‘Let’s go and see, then.’
They turned into a single-track lane lined on both sides by tall hedgerows, which at least provided some shelter from the worst of the wind and rain. At first, Red could see nothing ahead of them, until suddenly the track twisted left and the hedgerows fell away behind them. The view opened up, and there was a stretch of beach along the bay and, sitting squatly ahead of them in the darkness, the silhouette of a small bungalow.
‘Looks like the place,’ Danny said.
‘It looks like a bungalow,’ Red agreed. ‘We don’t know if it’s the right one.’
The bungalow was in darkness and looked unoccupied. Even if this wasn’t the right place, it might at least provide them with some shelter for the night. It was funny how circumstances could change your ethical standards, Red thought. There would have been a time, even just a few hours before, when he’d have believed that breaking and entering was unacceptable.
Danny had already reached the front door and was on his knees, fumbling under the doormat. ‘Ugh. A slug,’ he said, then added, ‘Ah. Told you.’ He was holding up a key, glittering in the light of his torch. ‘Must be the place.’
‘Must be,’ Red agreed. ‘Nobody else ever leaves a key under the doormat.’
Even so, he was relieved when Danny inserted the key in the lock and the front door swung obligingly open. Danny stuck his head inside, as if reconnoitring the place, and then beckoned for Red to follow.
The house was cold and had a musty, slightly damp air that confirmed its lack of occupancy. There was a pile of junk mail inside the doorway. Red bent down and picked one up. Mrs Emma Raven. They had the right place, then. They might well be breaking into the property of someone they’d never met, but at least they had the glimmer of a pretext for being here.
Danny had been trying the light switch without success. ‘Power’s off.’ He shone the torch around the hallway, then spotted the electricity meter just inside the front door. He clicked the mains switch and the light in the hallway came on, dazzling them both.
‘Isn’t that a bit conspicuous?’ Red said.
‘There are no other properties around here, other than a couple of similar holiday places. Anyway, if anyone should be able to see, having the lights on is less conspicuous than having a torch beam bouncing about the place.’
It was a fair point. Red realised his real unease stemmed from the fact that, in using the electricity, they were now technically stealing from Paul’s mother. For the first time, he was actually committing a criminal act, however minor. The first step on the proverbial slippery slope, he tried not to tell himself.
Danny had made his way through to the kitchen, and he dumped the bag containing his shopping on the small kitchen table. ‘Not exactly luxurious, but it’ll do us for a day or two.’
Red had reached the point of nervous exhaustion where anything warmer than an exposed sand dune would have done him. This place wasn’t actually tropical, but they were no longer outside in the wind and rain. ‘It’s okay. And I don’t suppose anyone’s likely to be able to find us here.’
‘My reasoning exactly.’ Danny had been trying to fill the kettle from the tap, but now realised that the water was turned off. It took him a few minutes to locate the stopcock under the sink. ‘Everything seems to be working anyway. Coffee?’
‘Oh, why not?’ Red said. ‘I’ve a feeling this is going to be a long night.’ He paused. ‘You brought coffee?’
‘No, but there’s a nearly full jar in the kitchen. Only instant, though, and there’s no milk.’ Danny sounded genuinely apologetic.
So this was it, then. They’d almost immediately progressed from ‘Paul’s mum would never know they’d even been here’ to happily helping themselves to whatever she’d left available, from electricity to coffee. At one level, it was no big deal, but Red felt as if he’d allowed himself to step across a line that could never be recrossed. ‘We’ll have to make do then.’
‘Could be worse. Actually, there’s quite a lot of stuff in the kitchen cupboards. With the shopping I brought, we should be okay for a few days.’
While Danny was preparing the coffee, Red closed the curtains in the living room, partly to minimise the chance of any unlikely passer-by observing their presence and partly in the vague hope of warming the room. The house was still very chilly. The house clearly had central heating but they hadn’t yet extended their casual theft to trying to turn it on.
Danny returned with the coffees and set about trying to get the television working. They had assumed that, at best, the TV would be set up only with the basic channels, but in fact there seemed to be a full satellite service. They tuned to one of the news channels and watched in silence to see if there would be anything pertinent to their position. Sure enough, way down the running order there was a reference to a suspicious death in Stockport, including the heart-stopping addendum that police were seeking to speak to a neighbour, Daniel Carter, in connection with their enquiries.
In Red’s mind, the mention of Danny’s actual name made the whole thing seem much more real. He told himself nothing had actually changed. He’d already assumed that the police would want to talk to Danny. It was unsurprising that the police had Danny’s name – obviously, Rollo would have given it to them immediately. Things were no better or worse than they had been before.
‘You look freaked out, man,’ Danny said. ‘What is it?’
‘They mentioned your name. Your name. On the news.’
‘Well, yeah. I didn’t know whether it would make the TV news or not, but I suppose it was bound to. Poor Pug.’
‘You seem very relaxed about this.’
‘I’m not. But I’m not freaked out. That’s the difference between us.’
‘But they mentioned your name. On the news.’
‘Yeah, I got that bit. I actually got it when I heard my name mentioned on the news, but I’ve always been quick that way.’
‘But–’
‘Look, Red. Like I say, the only question was whether it would actually make the TV news. It did, but there’s nothing we can do about that. At least they didn’t show a picture of me.’
Red had to agree that that was a small consolation, but that thought immediately precipitated a further panic. ‘But that’ll be the next step, won’t it?’
Danny shrugged. ‘I doubt it. In fact, I doubt whether the story will stay in the news for more than a day or two. My guess is that the police aren’t seriously treating me as a suspect, but do literally want me to help them with their enquiries.’ Danny said all this in the hyper-confident style that tended to be his default when he wasn’t deeply rattled.
‘So why won’t you help them?’
‘We’ve already been round this loop, Red. We can’t just hand ourselves in without knowing what it is we might be walking into.’
Red thought about pointing out that, for his own part, he had nothing to hand himself in for, other than stealing a few kilowatts of electricity. The bigger question was what was the endgame from all this. They couldn’t keep running forever. Or even for very long. ‘So where do we go with this?’
Danny was silent for long enough to confirm he had no ready answer to this question. ‘We need to find out what’s really going on. We know Smith and Abrams have been killed, and we can guess who killed them. We can guess that someone’s looking for more information, which is why our rooms were trashed. But we don’t know what information that is, or who’s looking for it. And we don’t know whether Paul Raven took his own life or was killed.’
This was a fairly succinct summary of what they knew, or more accurately what they mostly didn’t know, but Red couldn’t see it took them much further forward. ‘What about Paul’s contacts? I mean, we’re small beer in all this. Paul must have networked with other people.’
‘That was always one of Paul’s problems. He was always paranoid–’
‘In fairness, it does look as if someone might have been out to get him.’
‘I’m not saying he was wrong. But he always saw himself as – I don’t know, as the spider in the middle of the web. He was uncomfortable even with me talking directly to you, though we’ve known each other for years. He always thought any communications should go through him.’
‘He never seemed that keen on talking to me at all,’ Red said ruefully. ‘I’m not sure he really trusted me.’
Danny didn’t respond immediately. ‘It was after you landed that job with what we all knew to be an off-shoot of MI5. He always thought it was too much of a coincidence that you’d ended up there of all places.’
As it happened, Red had been having the same thought over the preceding twenty-four hours. He hadn’t really thought much about the job while he’d actually been doing it. When the agency had first contacted him, they’d told him it was an administrative role in the Home Office. When Paul Raven had discovered the truth, Red had felt a momentary unease, but had decided it was just one of those jokes the universe plays from time to time. The fates having a laugh.
That had seemed even more probable once he’d actually started work. He couldn’t quite believe how stunningly mundane his duties were, a far cry from any secret agent fantasies he might have harboured. Paul had quizzed him about it a couple of times in the early days on the rare occasions they’d actually spoken over the phone. He’d had the impression Paul hadn’t really believed what Red was telling him. But that wasn’t surprising. It was all fairly unbelievable.
Now, Red was wondering if Paul hadn’t been right all along. Perhaps it hadn’t just been coincidence that he’d been offered the job. Perhaps they had seen him as a possible conduit into the group, or maybe they’d just thought it safer to keep him occupied and under their scrutiny. It would make a weird kind of sense, he supposed, or at least it would have if Red had been remotely close to being any kind of threat. But anyone who was a threat probably wouldn’t have taken the job in the first place, or would have done more to take advantage of it. All Red had done was turn up more or less on time, carried out his allotted tasks, and left on the dot of five or earlier if he could manage it. But he’d been kept out of mischief, he realised now, or at least out of any more mischief, and they’d been able to keep an eye on him. Including, it occurred to him, knowing he’d be out of his flat all day. He wondered now whether his flat had been searched previously, albeit more discreetly.
But if Paul had thought Red capable of betraying the group, he’d been wrong. Red would never have done that, at least not deliberately. But Red had to acknowledge he’d have been more than capable of betraying the group accidentally. He couldn’t recall that he’d ever said anything incriminating while he’d been in the office, but he couldn’t swear he hadn’t. In retrospect Paul Raven had perhaps been right to keep him at arm’s length.
While he’d been running through these thoughts, Danny had continued talking. ‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘it more or less worked as long as Paul was there to actually be the spider. It was a frustrating way to do things, and you knew that Paul only relayed the stuff he wanted to, but I don’t blame him for wanting to keep control. The problem is that, as soon as you remove Paul, the whole web falls apart.’
‘Maybe that was exactly why they removed him?’
Danny stared at him, as if Red had just discovered some great unrecognised truth about the universe. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. I’d assumed they focused on Paul because he was the only one who had the whole picture, and that’s almost certainly right. But you’ve got a point. Maybe they got what they thought they could from him, and then took him out to pull the plug on the rest of us.’
It was a chilling thought. They sat in silence in the drab little living room, both clearly thinking about the implications of what Danny had just said. Somewhere, beyond the walls of the bungalow, Red could hear the steady wash of the sea on the beach. Something rattled outside. He told himself it was just the force of the wind.
‘We don’t know that they killed him,’ he offered finally.
‘No. We don’t know that,’ Danny agreed.
They’d turned down the volume on the television after the mention of Danny’s name, and the images were playing out silently in front of them. The channel had moved on to coverage of international news now, and was showing some footage of the US president being interviewed. Danny picked up the remote control and turned the TV off. ‘And we don’t know who killed him,’ he added, as if as an afterthought.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

‘You live in a pub? You should have said.’
‘I live behind the pub. You can’t really see it from here,’ Emma said.
She took a left turn, apparently into the pub car park, but then continued past the pub itself and up a single-lane track. After another hundred metres, she turned off the track and pulled up beside a neat, attractive-looking cottage.
‘Convenient for the pub, though,’ Gormley said.
‘Bit too convenient sometimes. We’ve had the odd drunk driver trying to take a shortcut this way.’ She gestured uphill. ‘The road eventually just peters out into a bog, so we’ve had some entertainment dragging their cars out afterwards. Not much fun at eleven o’clock at night, though.’
‘I can see that.’ Gormley was surveying the view behind them. From where they were standing the land dropped away to the river valley, rising again on the far side of the village. It was almost fully dark, and all that was visible was a scattering of lights below them and across the valley.
‘We can pop down for a pint, though, if you fancy it. Decent food.’
‘Sounds perfect after today.’
‘Let’s get our stuff inside, then we can head down.’ She opened the car boot and pulled out their bags. Gormley lifted out the suitcases that had belonged to Paul. ‘Just leave them in the hall,’ Emma said. ‘I’m not sure I can face even looking at Paul’s stuff at the moment.’
She unlocked the front door and strode down the hallway to disable the burglar alarm. She’d feared, and half expected, that the house might have been broken into while she’d been away and she felt some trepidation as she turned on the living-room light. But, as far as she could see, the room was undisturbed. She checked the kitchen and the room she’d jokingly designated the office, but there was no sign anyone had been here.
‘All okay?’ Gormley said from behind her.
‘Doesn’t look as if we’ve had any visitors.’
‘Did you think you might?’
‘Someone’s keen to find something. Given they tried several times in Cambridge, I thought they might have tried here.’ She closed the living-room curtains as if attempting to shut out the night. ‘Maybe they still will. It looks to me as if they’d assumed Paul still had whatever it is they want, but then they tried your room in case it had been found and placed in your safekeeping. Then me, in case you’d handed it to me. If that’s the case, this could well be next on the list.’
‘That’s not tremendously reassuring.’
‘No, not really. It’s something I need to think about, though. Something we need to think about.’
‘Any ideas welcome.’
‘I might have one. Let’s get down to the pub, get some food and beer in us, and then we can give it some consideration.’
Gormley had dropped the two cases in the hall. ‘Want me to do anything with these?’
‘We can sort all that out when we get back. I just realised I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.’
They stepped back out into the night, Emma carefully resetting the alarm and locking the door behind them. She gestured up over the door. ‘I’ve got some security cameras up there, too. We can double-check them when we get back and check no one suspicious has been hanging about.’
‘You’ve got pretty decent security. Maybe that’ll keep them at bay.’
‘I wasn’t a police officer for twenty-five years for nothing. It’s decent kit, but it’s all domestic stuff. There’s nothing there that would deter a professional.’
‘You think that’s what we’re dealing with?’
‘I’d say so, wouldn’t you? Of one type or another.’
They tramped back down the track, the welcoming lights of the pub ahead of them. Emma glanced uneasily over her shoulder, realising how tense she was feeling. She hadn’t felt like this since her early days on the beat when, as an inexperienced copper, she lacked the skills or intuition to recognise potential threats.
They reached the pub without incident. Emma took a brief glance around the car park. It wasn’t particularly full, and there was the usual mix of upmarket cars and more practical rural vehicles. That was the clientele here – well-off diners from the surrounding suburbs and local farming types who mainly frequented the public bar.
‘Anything?’ Gormley said.
‘Nothing out of the ordinary. Let’s see.’ She pushed open the door and stepped into the lounge. Behind the bar, a solidly-built man raised a hand in her direction as he finished serving a customer.
‘Evening, Em.’ Immediately, his face assumed a more serious demeanour. ‘How was it?’
‘A bit different from what I expected, to be honest, Grin. But I got through it. Brought his stuff back.’
Grin shook his head. ‘Sad business. He was a good lad. But you don’t need me to tell you that. Anything we can do, just let us know.’
‘Best thing you can do right now is pour me a pint of that IPA, Grin. Same for you, Colin?’
Gormley nodded. ‘Whatever you recommend.’
‘On the house, Em. For you and your friend.’ Grin placed a delicate emphasis on the final word, which left Emma in no doubt that she’d have to explain Gormley’s presence at some point. ‘You both eating?’
‘We will be. Just give us a minute to look at the menu.’
Grin busied himself pouring the pints while Emma and Gormley made their selections. They ordered a vegetarian curry for Gormley and a roast duck dish for Emma, and then carried their drinks over to a corner.
‘Grin?’ Gormley asked.
‘Short for Peregrine, supposedly. Peregrine Fitzallen.’
‘There’s a joke there somewhere, but I’m not going to hunt for it. That’s really his name?’
‘It’s the name over the door, anyway. Grin’s a man who likes to create his own mythology. But there’s not much happens in this neck of the woods he doesn’t know about.’
As if to prove her point, Grin appeared at the table bearing cutlery and condiments for them. ‘Here you go. Food won’t be too long. Fairly quiet tonight.’ He paused, then leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘Meant to say, Em–’ He glanced at Gormley. ‘Sorry, don’t mean to be rude, but you’re happy for me to talk in front of your friend here?’
‘Apologies, Grin. This is Colin Gormley. Paul’s Director of Studies at uni.’ She was conscious this would only heighten the mystery of Gormley’s presence, but for the moment she was happy to keep Grin guessing. ‘Long story.’
‘Aye, must be.’ Grin gazed at Gormley for a moment, as if seeking to read his mind. ‘Good to meet you, anyway. Any friend of Em’s and all that.’
‘You can speak in front of Colin, Grin. What is it?’
‘Just that you had a couple of visitors while you were away.’
‘Visitors?’ She exchanged a glance with Gormley. ‘What sort of visitors?’
Grin was silent for a moment. ‘If I hadn’t known better, I might have said they were ex-colleagues of yours.’
‘Police?’
‘They had that air. You know the type.’
‘Only too well. But you don’t think that’s what they were?’
‘Didn’t feel quite right, somehow. Just a gut feeling.’ He patted the aforementioned part of his body. ‘I’ve plenty to feel with.’
‘What did they want?’ Emma asked.
‘Reckoned they were old friends of yours. Knew you lived in this neck of the woods, but couldn’t track down the address they had. Asked if I knew you.’
‘What did you say?’
‘You know me, Em. I played dumb. One of my few skills. Said I didn’t know the area too well myself. Couldn’t place the name.’
She smiled, mainly at the prospect of Grin claiming not to know the area. He’d been born three houses away and, as far as she knew, had rarely travelled outside the county boundaries. ‘How did you know I wouldn’t want to see them?’
‘Nobody wants people just turning up out of the blue, do they? I’d turn my own family away. Unless I could sell them a pint, obviously. Seriously, I reckoned that if they were real friends of yours they’d have had your phone number. And you weren’t here anyway so, worst case, if they were real friends you’d know who they were and could get back to them. Why? Did I do wrong?’ His expression was one of wide-eyed innocence.
‘You know full well you did right, Grin. I’ve no idea who these people were, but one or two things have happened in the last couple of days that make me think they might not have had my best interests at heart. When was this?’
‘This afternoon. Late on. Five-ish, I guess. They parked out here and I saw them walking up the road, presumably trying to work out where your house might be. But it was already getting dark so I’m guessing they didn’t want to go stumbling about with the light going. They eventually drove off. Buggers didn’t even buy a drink when they came in.’ It was clear that in Grin’s eyes this alone placed them beyond the pale.
‘They’ll be back,’ Emma said. ‘Someone round here will tell them where I live, if they haven’t worked it out already. But thanks, Grin. You’ve bought us a bit of time, at least.’
Grin’s eyes flicked from Emma to Colin Gormley and then back again. ‘What’s this all about, Em? You in some sort of trouble?’
‘I’m not sure, Grin. Nothing we’ve done, but someone seems keen to get their hands on something they think we might have.’
‘This to do with Paul, is it?’
‘Anybody ever told you you’re too smart for your own good?’
‘Aye, many times. Either that or too dumb. Anyway, I’ve told you what I know. Up to you what you do with it.’
‘Thanks, Grin. Appreciated. And take care of yourself, eh? Whoever these guys are, they’re not to be messed with.’
‘Now you tell me.’ He looked back at the bar behind him. ‘Looks like I’m needed by honest customers.’
‘So you were right,’ Gormley said, once Grin had returned to the bar.
‘Looks like it. If they’re not back tonight, they’ll be back tomorrow.’
‘You think they’ll risk breaking in with us there?’
‘They’ve not exactly been discreet so far, have they?’
‘So what do we do? Sit and wait for them?’
‘I’m not sure that would be wise. Like I said, I do have one idea.’ She paused while a young server appeared to deliver their food.
‘Looks good,’ Gormley said. ‘I hadn’t realised how hungry I was. Go on.’
‘I’ve got a place. Up on the east coast. Just a little holiday cottage.’
‘I hadn’t realised you were a property magnate.’
‘Long story. It was part of my divorce settlement. It had belonged to my ex-husband’s family. He was keen to hang on to the house we had, whereas I was only too keen to get out of the place, so we did a financial deal which included him throwing in this place. It was never going to be worth a fortune, but it gave me somewhere I could take Paul when he was young. I’d envisaged selling it by now, but it has problems with coastal attrition and subsidence not to mention potential flooding, which means I’ll never get anything for it. At the moment it’s just a money-pit, as my dear old ex no doubt knew only too well. I’ll need to make a decision about it eventually, but for the moment it’s there, it’s inhabitable – well, more or less – and it would provide us with a bolthole.’
‘You think we’d be safe there?’
‘Safer than here, anyway. I don’t doubt you could track back ownership of the place to me if you tried, but it’s not somewhere I generally mention to anyone else. I go up there a couple of times a year to check over the place and do the odd running repair, but I don’t even pay anyone to keep an eye on the place. If it fell down tomorrow I wouldn’t be particularly sorry, except about the environmental impact. But, basically, it would take us off the grid for a day or two.’
‘You think that’ll be enough?’
‘It’ll buy me the time to think and maybe to do a bit of digging. I’d like to have a clearer idea of what this is all about, and who we can and can’t trust. I’ve plenty of contacts who might be able to help, but I’m reluctant to approach them without knowing more.’
‘Sounds worth a try, then. How long’s it likely to take us to get to this place?’
‘Three hours or so. Maybe a bit less.’
‘You want to head up there tonight?’
She gazed ruefully at her almost untouched pint. ‘I think it would be a good idea. We don’t know when our friends might return, and it might be a good idea to put some distance between us.’ She pushed the pint glass across the table towards him. ‘In which case, you’d better finish this. The last thing I want is to be pulled over by the police.’
Gormley was already more than halfway through his own drink. ‘You sure? Must say, it goes well with the curry.’
‘It went well with the duck too,’ she said. ‘But I guess those are the sacrifices we just have to make.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

‘You hungry?’ Danny said.
Red thought about the question for a moment and realised that, actually, he was very hungry indeed. The sandwich on the train had briefly filled a hole, but that was a couple of hours ago, during which he’d endured an hour-long walk in the rain and biting wind and the shock of hearing Danny’s name read out on the news. He’d thought the anxiety generated by the latter might be sufficient to deaden his appetite, but in fact the opposite was true. ‘Starving, now you come to mention it. Do we have anything?’ It was past eleven, too late to begin any serious cooking with the goods Danny had brought.
‘There are some cans of soup in the cupboard.’
‘Yeah, why not?’ He followed Danny into the kitchen and filled the kettle while Danny delved in the cupboard. ‘More coffee?’
Danny emerged brandishing two tins. ‘Might as well. We’re not going to sleep much tonight anyway, I’m guessing. Oxtail or tomato?’
‘Whichever.’
‘I’ll take tomato, then. It’s comfort food.’
‘We need all of that we can get. Comfort, I mean.’
‘Tell me about it.’ Danny pulled open the ring pull on the tins, and emptied the contents into two saucepans he’d dug out of the cupboard below. While the soup heated, he peered out of the kitchen window. ‘Weather’s getting worse.’
‘You know how to cheer someone up.’ Red brought the filled coffee mugs over to the table.
‘I reckon it’s a good thing from our point of view. Who’s going to venture out on a night like this?’
‘We did,’ Red pointed out. ‘I don’t imagine professionals are likely to be put off by a bit of rain.’
‘It’s more than a bit of rain,’ Danny said. ‘And that’s a hell of a wind.’ As if to prove his point, a sudden gust rattled the window. It sounded as if someone was throwing a handful of pebbles against it.
‘This isn’t doing a lot for my nerves,’ Red said.
They found some bowls for the soup and carried them through to the living room to eat. Somehow, Red felt more secure in here, though that was mainly only because the curtains were closed. The soup was warming and tasty, taking at least the edge off their hunger. ‘How much food do you reckon we actually have?’ Red asked. It was the kind of practical question he didn’t want to engage with, but he knew they’d have to.
‘I reckon if we’re careful we can easily eke it out for a week or so. Though I say it myself, I reckon I did pretty well for a tenner. Pasta, rice. All the staples. Might be useful if we have a think about some kind of meal plan, so we don’t use it up too quickly.’
All of this was, of course, raising the question of what would happen once that week was up. Would the threat, whatever it might be, disappear? There was no particular reason to think so. ‘Do you think they’re taking out the whole team?’
‘What?’ Danny was scraping his bowl in a vain effort to extract some final dregs of soup.
‘We know Paul’s dead. We know Abrams and Smith are both dead. There seem to have been attempts on our lives. So that’s all the people we know about. But presumably they’re not just coming after us. We’re small fry. What about Paul’s other contacts?’
‘We don’t know, do we? Given we don’t know who the other contacts are.’
‘That’s my point. We’re working in the dark. If we had some inkling of who the others are, we might be able to do something to help them.’
‘Like what?’
Red was momentarily stumped by the question. ‘I don’t know. Warn them, I suppose.’
‘I don’t imagine Paul, Abrams or Smith were unaware of the risks. That didn’t really help them, did it? But it’s all academic, isn’t it? We don’t know who they are, and we’ve no obvious way of finding out.’ He finally gave up on the bowl and pushed it away from him. ‘Look, I’m as pissed off with Paul as you are–’
‘I’m not–’
‘You are, and quite rightly too. Paul was a smart guy, but his paranoia hasn’t done any of us any good. It’s just left us all isolated. You and I are only in this together because we knew each other before we met Paul.’ He paused. ‘I’m just surprised a smart guy like Paul didn’t put some contingency in place for this kind of outcome. He must have known it was a possibility.’
‘Maybe he did. Maybe that’s what these people are after?’
Danny gave a hollow laugh. ‘Perhaps that was Paul’s final joke. Maybe he’s got them chasing after some non-existent MacGuffin.’
Red was silent for a moment. ‘Not a tremendously funny joke, given that it’s already resulted in at least one additional death. And almost resulted in ours.’
‘No,’ Danny agreed. ‘Not a big laugh.’
‘Isn’t it more likely that Paul put in place some contingency which has either gone wrong or for some reason hasn’t kicked in yet?’
‘Maybe, but that doesn’t really help us, does it? For the moment, we’re still well and truly screwed.’
They sat in silence, contemplating that thought. Finally, Red collected the mugs and bowls and took them into the kitchen. For lack of any other way of filling his time, he washed them carefully and stacked them on the draining board to dry. The wind outside hadn’t lessened, and he could hear, disconcertingly close by, the steady roar of the sea against the sand. It wouldn’t be difficult for someone to sneak up on this place, unseen and unheard by himself or Danny.
He jumped at the sound of Danny’s voice behind him. ‘You reckon we should try to get some sleep tonight?’ He was standing in the kitchen doorway, his shoulder resting on the frame.
‘We ought to try. Not sure how much I’ll actually be able to sleep, though.’
‘I was just looking at the bedrooms. There are actually three. Two doubles and a single. Any preferences?’
Red followed Danny back into the hallway. There wasn’t much to choose between the bedrooms. The two doubles faced the rear, overlooking the track they’d walked down earlier. The single room, which looked as if it had initially been intended to accommodate a child, looked out onto the sea. They were all small with basic furniture. ‘I’d probably prefer the sea-facing room,’ Red said. ‘I’m happy with a single.’ He had a slight hope that the rhythmic white noise of the sea might help him to sleep.
‘You sure?’ Danny said doubtfully. ‘That bed looks pretty small.’
‘I’ll cope,’ Red said. ‘If we’ve got to be stuck somewhere like this in January, I might as well wake up to a sea view.’
Danny was peering out of the bedroom window. ‘If that tide gets much higher, the sea view’ll be coming in to see you. Nasty old night.’
There was no bedding in the rooms, but, after a brief search, they found a stack piled in one of the cupboards. Danny dragged his into one of the rear bedrooms, and Red took his into the single room. He’d brought a full set of bedding in, but he wasn’t sure he had the energy to make the bed properly. He wasn’t even planning to undress. He didn’t want to be any more disadvantaged than he could help it if something should happen overnight.
He turned out the light, lay down on the mattress in his clothes and pulled the duvet around his body. He was growing accustomed to the cold of the house, but he wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing. He assumed it would become even colder before morning.
As he’d expected, he found sleep elusive. He lay on his back, listening to the wash of the sea outside, the clattering of rain against the windows. Every moment, he thought he heard something else. A footstep on the gravel drive. The sound of a voice, whipped away by the wind. Someone trying to access the window from outside.
It was nothing more than his imagination, he knew. He tried to resist the temptation to get out of bed and peer through the window at every supposed alert. Eventually, and much to his later surprise, he must have finally fallen asleep.
He only knew he’d been asleep because, sometime in the intervening period, the wind had dropped. Everything seemed eerily quiet. He could still hear the wash of the sea but more distant now, and the now gentle patter of rain on the window.
It was only just after 1am, so he hadn’t been asleep for long. That wasn’t surprising, but it was mildly depressing, particularly as the prospect of further sleep was diminishing by the second.
Then, as he lay there in the darkness, he heard it. Distant, but unmistakeable. Distant, but coming closer.
The sound of a car engine.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The drive took them longer than Emma had hoped. She’d naively expected that, at that time of night, there’d be no significant impediments to their journey.
As it turned out, the roads were largely clear but the Highways Agency had taken the opportunity to establish repeated banks of road works at various points along the M62. In practice their progress comprised a series of brief sprints interspersed with lengthy tailbacks before each set of road works. It was almost 1am before they turned off the A64, shortly before Filey, and turned onto the A165 heading south.
Colin Gormley had dozed several times during the journey, but was now awake and peering through the windows. In the darkness, the only objects visible were the thick blackness of the passing hedgerows and the occasional glimpse of a tree looming over the road. ‘Where’s the sea?’
She gestured to their left. ‘Over there. Maybe a mile or so. But don’t worry. We’ll get closer.’
They drove another couple of miles, then Emma signalled left. ‘This is the place.’ She braked and stopped at the entrance to the track. ‘What do you think?’
‘Certainly tucked away. I’m not sure I’d have spotted that sign even if I was looking for it.’
‘I might come up and remove it altogether tomorrow. Not make it any easier for our pursuers than we have to.’
‘You see, it’s that word “pursuer” that makes me nervous.’
She cautiously progressed down towards the sea. ‘At the moment, I’m mainly nervous that this wind might have brought down a tree. After all this, it would be ironic to end up dying in a head-on collision with some bloody great tree trunk.’ She peered forward as they reached the turning at the head of the track, and then suddenly hit the brakes. ‘Bloody hell.’
‘Tree?’
She was gesturing urgently into the darkness. ‘No, look. There’s someone already there.’
‘What?’
‘There. Look.’
He leaned forward, her gaze following where her finger was pointing. ‘There’s a light.’ It was barely visible, flickering between the trees.
‘That’s the house. There shouldn’t be a light.’
Gormley was silent for a moment. ‘You couldn’t have just left it switched on?’
‘The power shouldn’t even be on. I turned it off when I last left. I always do.’
‘What do we do, then? Turn round and head back?’
‘I can’t believe anyone’s got here before us. It doesn’t make sense.’
‘If you’ve been on their radar before, maybe they have all this information stored up.’
‘You’ve clearly got a lot more faith in the capability of the intelligence services than I have. But I suppose it’s possible.’ She slammed her fist against the steering wheel. ‘Christ, I’m sick of this. I don’t care who those bastards are. I’m not going to be chased out of my own house twice. Let’s go and see who the hell they are.’
‘Are you sure–?’
She was also gunning the engine, knowing that if she was going to do this, she had to do it before her nerve failed. Take advantage of that brief sweet spot in which her anger outweighed her good sense.
She pulled to a halt in front of the house, making no attempt to conceal their presence. Before Gormley could try to prevent her, she was out of the car and striding up to the front door. She bent down and lifted the doormat. ‘Thought so. The bloody spare key’s gone.’ She turned back to Gormley who had just caught up with her. ‘And spare me the lectures on security, thanks. At least this way they haven’t kicked the door in.’
She fumbled in her bag and produced a set of keys. It took her another second in the dim light to identify the key to the bungalow, and then she opened the door and stepped inside.
She stopped and listened. The hall light was still turned off, but she could see that a light was showing from the kitchen. She walked slowly down the hall, alert now for any movement. The bedroom doors were closed. The living room door was ajar, but the room itself seemed to be in darkness.
Finally, she reached the kitchen door and kicked it open. There was a shriek from inside that reminded her of the sound of a puppy being kicked. She stepped through the door, tensed for any attack.
He was standing at the far end of the kitchen, his back against the fridge door. It took her a moment to take in what she was seeing. A young man in T-shirt and boxer shorts, with an uncovered duvet wrapped around his shoulders. He was holding a knife, pointed approximately in her direction. The immediate threat, however, seemed to be limited, given that the knife in question was a table knife used to butter the slice of toast sitting on a plate on the table beside a mug of coffee.
The young man had looked utterly terrified, but now his face softened slightly. ‘Mrs Raven?’
It was the voice she recognised first. It took her a moment longer to link it to the face and then to a name. ‘Daniel?’
The young man visibly relaxed. ‘Yes, it’s me. Daniel. Look, I’m really sorry about all this…’
She gestured for him to sit back down. She hadn’t seen him since he was sixteen or seventeen. He’d been a year or two older than Paul, but they’d been good friends for a while, drawn together by a shared love – obsession would have been a more accurate word – for computer gaming. She hadn’t seen Daniel since Paul had departed for university, though she’d understood they were still in contact. The main question was what the hell Daniel was doing here.
She was about to ask when she heard a shout from behind her. She stepped back and peered into the hall. Gormley had been knocked back against the wall by another young man, this time fully dressed though again, oddly, bearing a duvet. Gormley was doing his best to ward off the young man, who was trying his ineffectual hardest to drive Gormley back, shouting as if he might achieve the desired effect through the use of his voice alone.
From behind her, she heard Danny call, ‘Red, stop it. This is Paul’s mum.’
The sudden silence was disconcerting. ‘What?’
‘Paul’s mum.’
Red stared at Emma. ‘Paul’s mum? Oh Christ.’ He paused. ‘Though I suppose that’s better than the alternative, isn’t it?’
Emma’s anger was already transforming into relief and mild amusement. ‘If I were you, I’d reserve judgement on that till I’ve heard what you have to say.’ She turned back and returned to the kitchen. ‘Is that coffee? Why don’t you make us all one and we can then have a chat about what’s going on here?’
‘Yes. I mean, it’s your coffee. Though there’s no milk, I’m afraid.’
‘Remiss of me. Right, let’s go into the sitting room. You bring us coffees, Daniel, and we can discuss what this is all about.’
Five minutes later, and they were all seated in the living room while Danny tried to explain, as clearly as his anxious brain would allow, why he and Red were there.
‘So you’ve heard the news about Paul?’ Emma was trying to disentangle the threads of Danny’s narrative.
‘I’m really sorry, Mrs Raven. It must have been a dreadful shock. I don’t know what to say…’
‘I know you were a good friend of his. It’s been a shock for all of us. By the way, please do call me Emma. Mrs Raven was all very well when you were at school, but it makes me feel like your grandmother.’
‘Sorry, Mrs Rav– Sorry.’
‘That’s fine. And, just for the record, I don’t mind you and your friend being here. It’s actually good for the place to get a bit of use. I just want to know why.’
‘It’s a long story. We think someone’s trying to kill us.’
Emma exchanged a glance with Colin Gormley. ‘Kill you?’
‘There’s already been an attempt on Red’s life. And my neighbour was killed in an apparent break-in. I think they were aiming for me.’
‘Is that in Stockport?’ Gormley said. He’d been checking the news headlines on his phone as they drove over, in the hope of finding something pertinent to their experiences in Cambridge.
Danny nodded miserably. ‘The police want to talk to me. But I didn’t kill him. He was killed in my flat, I think, because he disturbed the intruders. They thought he was me.’
‘And you decided not to just hand yourself in to the police and explain that?’
‘I didn’t know who I could trust.’
‘You didn’t think you could trust the police?’
Danny had clearly just recalled Emma’s former occupation. ‘I didn’t mean–’
‘No, I understand that. Look, Daniel, what you’re saying sounds far-fetched–’
‘I know, but–’
‘But Colin and I have good reasons to believe you.’
‘You do?’
‘Well, maybe. You say someone broke into your flat? We’ve experienced similar break-ins. Paul’s room at college and Colin’s rooms were both ransacked. We think whoever’s doing this is looking for something, and they won’t stop until they get it. Whoever tries to stand in their way.’ She paused. ‘The question is what are they looking for? Can you or your friend here shed any light on that? Or what it was that Paul was involved in?’
Danny was silent for a long time, then he looked up at Red and shrugged. ‘We weren’t supposed to talk about it. Not to anyone.’
‘Who told you not to talk about it?’
‘Well, Paul, actually.’
‘Paul who’s tragically no longer with us. Does that change anything?’
‘I’m not sure. That’s one of the problems.’
‘What is?’
Danny hesitated. ‘I don’t want to criticise Paul…’
‘I’m not going to be offended.’
‘It’s just– Well, Paul was the brains behind this, but he never shared the full picture with anyone else. Or, at least, not with me and Red. He established a team–’
‘A team?’
‘Well, sort of. A group of people to help him manage the project.’
‘Project?’ This was beginning to sound like some kind of corporate working party. Emma’s experience of those in the police was that they rarely worked and they were never any kind of party.
‘Like I say, it’s a long story. Paul had been recruited by the intelligence services. You know he’d become very adept at hacking into sensitive security files?’
‘He was still doing that?’
‘He never really stopped, though he was always very careful after that first time. Then, when he got to university, he received an official approach from the intelligence services.’
‘At the university?’ Gormley said. ‘Who approached him?’
‘I don’t know. One of his lecturers or tutors or something. He wouldn’t give any details. I assume he was already on their radar. They initially wanted to use his IT skills. They wanted him to hold data on a group of intelligence assets, but in a way that was outside the official network and, as far as possible, impregnable to hacking.’
‘And when you say assets…?’
‘People. Mostly related to organised crime and potential terrorist groups across Eastern Europe and Russia. What you’d call double agents or informants, I guess. From what Paul said, it was a bit of a rag-bag,’ Danny said. ‘Most of them were individuals in various forms of witness protection, or who’d taken it upon themselves to establish new identities away from their home nations.’
‘Sounds like potentially sensitive stuff. Where on earth did someone like Paul fit into this?’
‘In theory, it was just about holding the data, all in heavily encrypted form. But they also encouraged Paul to use his own skills to identify other assets they could use.’
‘You’re seriously telling me that Paul could do something that all their assembled IT experts couldn’t?’
‘I don’t think that was the point. Paul never said too much about it, but my impression was that there was a lack of trust internally. Stuff had been leaked so one of the points was to keep this off the official system.’
‘I’m guessing deniability was another motive,’ Colin Gormley said from across the room.
Danny nodded. ‘That was what Paul said.’
Emma looked at Gormley, then back to Danny. ‘How do you mean?’ Though she realised she already knew the answer.
‘If our agents were discovered poking about in the systems of other nations or making claims about links to organised crime or terrorism, you can imagine what kind of diplomatic incident that would cause,’ Gormley said. ‘If Paul had been caught poking about, the authorities would just have denied all knowledge of him. Some student doing his own thing. He’d have been disowned, maybe even handed over to the power in question, I’m guessing. I’m not wrong, am I, Daniel?’
‘I don’t think so. In fairness, Paul understood the risks he was running. He had his eyes wide open.’
‘So what was in it for him?’ Gormley said.
‘They were paying him pretty well. It was apparently presented as some kind of civil service sponsorship.’
Gormley raised an eyebrow. ‘He never seemed any wealthier than most undergraduates. Less than many, given it was Cambridge.’
‘I don’t think the money really interested him. It was more the intellectual challenge.’ Danny paused. ‘And actually, I think he enjoyed the risk. He got a buzz from it.’
Emma could imagine that, too. The same kind of thrill that others derived from extreme sports. ‘You mentioned there were others involved?’
‘Paul had identified a number of individuals who were likely to be of interest. Some were already on the payroll or at least known to the intelligence services, but Paul had identified some unknown to the authorities here. Some were in the pay of foreign powers, some were acting independently. They weren’t all active, but most of them had a continuing interest in undermining the current regime. Paul acted as a kind of go-between with them. Again the intention was to keep them at arm’s length from anything official.’
‘Deniability,’ Emma said.
‘There was a kind of divide and conquer thing, too. Keeping the whole thing loose so that no one would spot the linkages. Paul established a kind of network of people to maintain contact with the individual assets, deliberately picking people who were unlikely participants.’
‘Such as you and your friend here,’ Gormley said.
Danny’s expression suggested that it was only now, as he told the story, that he was beginning to realise what he’d actually allowed himself to become tangled up in. ‘Red was particularly unlikely, because he was actually working for the intelligence services.’
‘What?’
‘In a very lowly capacity,’ Red said. ‘Junior clerical officer on an agency contract. I hoped it might give me some insights that would be useful, but it didn’t really. It was just a coincidence. Unless it wasn’t.’
‘And Paul was the only one who had the whole picture?’ Gormley said.
‘As far as we know. I could understand why he structured it that way. I mean, in his shoes, I’m not sure how much I’d have wanted to trust people like me and Red either. But it wasn’t just that. It was also that he didn’t want us to be any more implicated than he could avoid. We were just guys off the street who didn’t really understand the significance of what we were doing. If we were rumbled, we could just plead ignorance and, frankly, no one’s going to disbelieve us.’
Gormley nodded. ‘Another level of deniability.’
Emma could see that made sense. The result was, though, that Paul effectively pulled all the risk onto himself. He’d absolved the authorities of any accountability, and ensured minimum risk was passed on to those working for him. ‘Were you paid for this?’
‘No. This was all unofficial.’ Danny shrugged. ‘Paul paid us some expenses, and he bailed me out a couple of times when I was having financial problems, though that was really just because he was a friend. To be honest, it just seemed like a bit of fun. I don’t think we really took it seriously.’
It sounded absurd, Emma thought. But she could somehow envisage that this might be exactly how this kind of operation was run. It felt characteristically British, a Heath Robinson contraption held together with the human equivalent of sticky tape and string. A jolly jape until suddenly it wasn’t anymore. The ruthless professionals at the centre making sure that, whatever happened, their hands would remain clean.
She could see Colin Gormley was working through a similar train of thought. ‘And you say that two of these so-called assets have already died?’
‘I don’t know the details. But Peter Abrams and Gregory Smith were the individuals that Red and I dealt with. They were on the authorities’ books, and at the more innocent end of the scale. Political dissidents who’d been working for us for years digging out information on their corrupt colleagues. Shipped out and given cover stories when there was a risk of them being exposed. That’s all I know, really. They were small fry, to be honest, which is why Red and I had been entrusted with them. Both were long retired, but they supposedly had knowledge that was potentially valuable. We just kept in contact with them, and they were supposed to let us know if they had any reason to be concerned. I guess that was another way of keeping it all at arm’s length from the centre.’
‘You’d heard nothing from them prior to their deaths?’ Gormley asked.
‘Nothing out of the ordinary. We used an encrypted messaging system that Paul provided to keep in contact. But there was no indication anything was wrong. The first thing we knew was when their deaths were reported in the press.’
‘We thought it was odd that their deaths should have made the national papers,’ Red added. ‘But maybe that was the authorities’ way of trying to send a signal to the people in Paul’s network.’
‘Which suggests that the authorities didn’t know who they were either,’ Gormley said. ‘He really didn’t trust anyone, did he?’
‘Maybe with good reason,’ Emma said. ‘Given he’s dead.’
‘Sorry, Emma. I’m being thoughtless. It’s just that I’ve never been caught up in anything quite like this before.’
‘It does raise the question of whether Paul’s death was what it appeared to be.’
They all sat in silence for a few moments, thinking through the implications of what she’d said. Emma could hear the sounds of the sea outside, and suddenly felt very vulnerable. ‘So if Paul was killed, who killed him?’
‘It doesn’t make sense for our people to have killed him,’ Gormley said. He stopped, thinking. ‘Unless they thought he was about to spill the beans to someone he shouldn’t. Would Paul have done something like that?’
‘It’s hard to say. I don’t think I ever managed to get fully inside Paul’s head. He wouldn’t have done it for money or personal gain. But his idea of what constitutes a principle wasn’t always the same as most people’s. Even so, my instinct’s to say no, just because I can’t imagine he’d knowingly have put someone else’s life at risk by betraying them.’
‘Unless he thought their lives were more at risk from the British side, for some reason. It’s just a hall of mirrors, this, isn’t it?’
‘But if we assume Paul’s death wasn’t self-inflicted and that the British services weren’t responsible,’ Emma said, ‘that suggests that some other organisation is involved.’
‘It might explain some of the confusion,’ Gormley said. ‘Maybe there’s more than one group involved in this. Maybe whoever ransacked Paul’s room isn’t the same as whoever killed him. Maybe the people who searched my room the first time aren’t the same people who searched it the second time and left me that charming gift.’
‘So what have we got?’ Emma said. ‘One group who were primarily concerned to stop Paul’s work and wanted the details of his network so they could eliminate those involved.’
‘And another group, maybe our own people, who also want to find out what Paul knew so they can prevent that happening,’ Gormley said.
‘In which case,’ Emma responded, ‘and assuming you’re right about it being our own people, shouldn’t we just hand ourselves in to the authorities and put ourselves under their protection?’
‘We could,’ Gormley said, ‘except we still don’t really know who we can trust. We don’t know for sure that this is our own people and, even it is, we don’t know we can trust them either. They won’t want any trace of this to leak into the public domain, and I don’t know how ruthless they might be to prevent that happening. We don’t even know for sure that there are two groups involved. Maybe this is just our lot engaged in some frantic damage limitation.’ He paused. ‘But you’re the former senior police officer. Am I just talking nonsense?’
‘I haven’t a clue. Paul obviously didn’t have much trust in the people he was working with, or he wouldn’t have played his cards so close to his chest.’
Danny had sat back in his chair, staring blankly into space as if hoping that some escape route might open up for him. ‘We just don’t know, do we? We don’t know if we’re dealing with one group or two. We don’t know if we’re dealing with our own side or some hostile power. And even if it is our side, we don’t know that they’re likely to be any less ruthless than anyone else. Whichever way we go around it, we’re still well and truly stuffed.’
There was no immediate response, mainly because, Emma thought, no one could come up with any good reason to challenge his conclusion. ‘We’ve got to do something,’ she said finally. ‘We can’t just sit here and wait for them to come and deal with us.’
The real question, therefore, was whether there was, in fact, anything they could realistically do. Sitting there, in a drab little bungalow on the very edge of England in the small hours of the morning, Emma couldn’t immediately think of anything.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The remainder of the night passed uneventfully. They divvied up the available sleeping places, with Emma and Colin taking a double room each, while Red took the single and Danny the living-room sofa. The place was hardly palatial but they could make it work for a few days.
After a token effort to make up the bed, Emma undressed, donned the old pyjamas she’d brought with her, and climbed into bed. They hadn’t got around to firing up the central heating that night, so the place still felt cold and damp. Another task for the morning.
She slept fitfully, her mind filled with fragments of dreams that never cohered into anything comprehensible. The worst of the storm had passed, but the rain had continued, clattering randomly against the windows. Even sleeping, Emma had had half an ear alert for any significant sounds – a car engine or a car door, anything that might signal the arrival of visitors.
But nothing happened. She fell into a deeper sleep, eventually waking around 7am. The rain had finally ceased and, although the sun hadn’t yet risen, light was showing through the curtains. She dragged on some clothes and made her way through to the kitchen. Slightly to her surprise, she was the only one up. Not wanting to disturb Danny in the living room, she went to the kitchen to make herself a coffee.
Outside the kitchen window, she could see the small rear garden – barely more than an enclosed yard – and, beyond that, the dunes and the beach leading down to the sea. The tide was out, the wide expanse of sand looking newly cleaned after the night’s downpour. The sky and sea were reddening before sunrise, the horizon lost in the lines of crimson cloud. It looked like a decent day.
Carrying her coffee, she wandered back into the hall. A small pile of mail was waiting behind the front door. Presumably nothing more than junk mail that had arrived since her previous visit. She carried the stack of envelopes back through into the kitchen, unbolted the back door and let herself out into the small yard.
It was cold, but she felt invigorated by the chill. She took a seat at the small garden table, sipping her coffee, staring out at the ceaseless movement of the sea. With nothing else to occupy her time, she began to work her way through the envelopes. For the most part, they were just as she’d expected. A stack of leaflets promoting local supermarkets and other services. Some supposedly personally-addressed letters from organisations she’d presumably signed up to at some point.
Then she stopped, staring at the next envelope on the pile. It carried her name and address, nearly printed onto a computer label. But something about the package felt less corporate and more personal than the rest.
It clearly contained something more than merely a letter or circular. Her first thought was of what they had encountered in Colin Gormley’s room. She returned to the house, still clutching the envelope firmly, and found a set of disposable gloves. She slipped them on and then returned to the garden table. If there should prove to be something toxic in the package, the last thing she wanted to do was open it in the house.
She carefully eased it open and peered inside.
There was no silver sachet or anything else resembling the contents left for Colin. Instead, the envelope contained what she took to be a tiny, but sophisticated-looking data stick.
She took a breath. Was it possible that the item that everyone had been searching for, the item that had already resulted in three if not four deaths, had all the time been sitting behind the front door of this tiny holiday home on the east coast? With a key helpfully left under the doormat in case the flimsy locks should prove too much of a challenge for the housebreaking talents of the world’s intelligence services.
It was characteristic of Paul, she supposed. A variant on hiding in plain sight. He’d known her and her circumstances well enough to recognise that, if she was up against it, this would be where she would come. He’d presumably even had the same thought himself, given what he’d said to Danny. And it was possible that the ultra-cautious Paul had taken the risk of revealing the existence of this bolthole to Danny precisely because he’d known that, under pressure, Danny would also make his escape up here. If Emma hadn’t found the envelope it was likely that Danny would have.
So Paul hadn’t failed them, or at least Emma hoped that this was what the envelope meant. He’d prepared the kind of contingency that they’d hoped for, and he’d gone to some lengths to ensure it would be found by the right people.
‘Sleep well?’
Colin Gormley was standing in the back doorway.
‘Better than I feared. You?’
‘Not brilliantly, if I’m honest. I woke up at every noise convinced that someone was about to launch a SWAT raid against us.’
‘No sign so far.’
‘Nice and refreshing out here, anyway. You okay for coffee?’
‘For the moment.’
He disappeared back inside and she continued to look at the data stick on the table in front of her. She’d checked inside the envelope and there was no message or explanatory note.
Gormley re-emerged from the house, now wearing his coat and brandishing his coffee. ‘We’re going to have to think about this,’ he said.
‘Being outside?’
‘The coffee. There’s not a huge amount left. I don’t know about you but I don’t function well without it. If we’re going to be locked up here for a few days, we might need a shopping trip. The two lads have done their best, along with a few items you’d presumably left, but it won’t last four of us very long.’
‘We need to be careful now. If someone is seriously trying to find us, they’ll be able to track us down fairly quickly if we keep using our mobiles. We may be already too late on that front, especially if Danny or Red have been using theirs.’
‘So what do we do?’
‘Not much we can do, except try to be smart from here on. The worry about shopping is that if we use any kind of bank card we’re potentially traceable. It’ll probably take a bit of time because the banks aren’t always co-operative. But it’s another vulnerability.’
‘I’ve a couple of hundred quid in cash on me, if that’s any help.’
‘You’re full of surprises, Dr Gormley.’
He took a seat at the table opposite her. ‘I’m just old-fashioned. One of those people who gets out what they need at the start of the week and then lives within the budget.’ He shrugged. ‘What can I say? It’s what my mum taught me. And academics, even Cambridge ones, are less well paid than you might think.’
‘I’m impressed. And it might help dig us out of the hole. I’ve fifty quid or so in cash, so between us there should be enough to keep us going without having to put ourselves back on the grid.’
Gormley gestured towards the pile of envelopes. ‘Anything interesting?’
‘I was coming to that. There might be. Did you know that the local supermarket’s got a 3 for 2 deal on selected ready meals?’ She looked down at the leaflet in front of her. ‘Or at least it did, four months ago.’
‘Good to know. And?’
‘And this.’ She held out her hand with the data stick nestled in the palm.
‘Ah. This was just in the post?’
‘Cunningly concealed among a pile of junk, yes.’
‘Risky, if it’s what we’re hoping it is.’
‘Maybe, but maybe no more risky than anywhere else Paul might have concealed it. It’s the sort of solution that would have appealed to him. It was one of his things that people tend to look for high-tech solutions when something simple would achieve the same outcome – like that apocryphal story about NASA spending a fortune developing a pen that would work in zero gravity, while the Russians just used pencils.’ She smiled. ‘I can envisage our pursuers spending ages checking out cloud and encryption solutions while this was sitting there in its envelope.’
‘An exercise in misdirection,’ Gormley commented. ‘You may well be right. Though that looks like it might be encrypted as well.’
‘I was wondering about that. It doesn’t look like your average data stick that doubles as a fridge magnet.’
‘Which means we’ll need a password.’
‘If Paul addressed it to me, that suggests it’ll be a password I’ll be able to guess. Or maybe something that Daniel might know.’
‘Well, it’s definitely worth a try.’
‘I’ll get my laptop and we’ll see what we can do.’ Emma made her way back into the house. As she entered the hallway, Danny emerged from the living room, wearing only a pair of boxer shorts. ‘Oh God, sorry. Was heading for the loo.’
There was something about him that, even now, reminded Emma of Paul’s teenage awkwardness. ‘I won’t stop you. But I do have some news.’ She held up the data stick. ‘In the post by the front door.’
‘Do you think that’s…?’
‘Who knows? But we might need your brains, or at least your knowledge of Paul, to help access it.’
‘I’ll be right with you,’ he said. ‘I’ll put some clothes on first.’
‘Good thought. There’s only so much excitement I can take at this time in the morning.’
By the time she’d got the laptop booted up outside, Danny had joined them, now dressed in jeans and a jumper. The first rays of sun were appearing over the horizon, though the morning remained cold. ‘You want me to get Red?’
‘If he’s managed to sleep, we can leave him to it for the moment. Let’s see what we’ve got first.’ Emma inserted the data stick and waited for it to do its stuff. As she expected, a pop-up box appeared, demanding a password. She looked around the table. ‘Any bright ideas?’
‘Childhood pets? Cuddly toys? That sort of thing?’ Gormley prompted.
‘Maybe.’ Emma tapped in a couple of ideas. ‘No joy. But you’ve also got the whole uppercase, lowercase thing. There are so many potential permutations.’
‘But if your theory’s right, it’s going to be something you can guess.’
‘Paul was a bit obsessive about passwords,’ Danny said. ‘He never really trusted those password storage tools, so he preferred to use passwords he could remember himself, but with a mix of numbers and special characters and the like. He had some sort of system, I think.’
‘What sort of system?’ Emma asked.
Danny shrugged. ‘Sorry.’
Emma sat back, feeling deflated. She didn’t know how much accessing this data would help them, but she’d hoped that it might at least give them a way forward. But it looked as if even this door was closed to them. She rose and stared out to sea. The sun was up now, swollen and deep red above the horizon, strung with crimson cloud, throwing low shadows across the beach.
She remembered being here with Paul when he was small. She’d been unsure about coming here at first, associating the place too much with her ex. She’d also been very conscious that he’d allowed her to have the place only because he wanted rid of it. But Paul had loved the place. They’d got into a routine of coming here whenever Emma’s work schedule would allow it – which in those days had been relatively rarely. They’d frequently come for weekends and would come for longer stays maybe two or three times a year. That had tailed off as Paul had grown older and his interests had changed, but they’d enjoyed a few golden years.
They’d mainly come in the summer, but it hadn’t been unknown for them to come at this time of the year. They’d once spent Christmas and New Year here, and they’d often come at the spring half-term. They hadn’t done anything particular while they were here. She’d played with Paul on the beach, helping him build ornate castles in the wet sand. He’d loved that, creating edifices of increasing sophistication and complexity. He’d reached a point, characteristically with Paul, where he’d no longer wanted or indeed needed her help. After that, she’d just sat there with a coffee or a cold drink, or in the evenings a glass of wine, while he’d worked with his usual intensity.
Max Factor.
The name came back to her from nowhere. She couldn’t recall now where it had come from, whether it had been a joke of hers or just a name that Paul had appropriated from a TV advertisement. But for some reason it had been what Paul had decided to call his imaginary friend at home. She’d been a little anxious when Paul had first started describing his conversations with Max, but had quickly decided not to worry. She’d suspected it had been one of Paul’s mechanisms for coping with the aftermath of the divorce. Someone he could discuss things with without burdening his mum. Yet another example of his pragmatic ingenuity.
She’d asked him whether Max came with them when they came here, but Paul had dismissed that as a stupid idea. How would Max have travelled here? She couldn’t really argue with the logic but had been unsurprised when Paul announced that he had an alternative friend nearby. An even more impressive cousin of Max’s who went by the name of Max2Factor10, with particular skills on the castle-constructing front. The name, she’d assumed, was some kind of mathematical joke.
Without saying anything to any of the others, Emma returned to the laptop and tapped in the letters. She felt a mix of mild surprise and gratification as the files opened up. Paul really had known how she’d think.
Colin Gormley raised an eyebrow. ‘That looked almost telepathic.’
‘It almost was.’ That was how it had felt. As if, just for a moment, Paul had spoken to her from beyond the grave. Nothing supernatural, just a congruence of minds engaging through time.
The number of files looked relatively sparse, and each had a name that, to her at least, was uninformative. She turned the laptop towards Danny. ‘Does this mean anything to you?’
He opened up each of the files in turn and skimmed through the contents. Most comprised lists of names, addresses, phone numbers and what Emma took to be contact names for some kind of encrypted messaging. ‘This looks like it. A complete list of the assets that Paul was in contact with, and a complete list of the team members. There are one or two names I recognise, though I hadn’t known they were involved.’
Gormley had risen from the table and was peering at the screen over Emma’s shoulder. ‘And we’re assuming that at least some of this stuff isn’t known to the authorities here?’
‘That’s what Paul suggested to me. He’d gone further and got names that, as far as he was aware, hadn’t been identified by the likes of MI6. Some of the names were known to other Western services, but others were just groups operating independently across Eastern Europe.’
Gormley gave a low whistle. ‘So this stuff could be dynamite.’ He paused. ‘Do we believe that? I know from my own experience how bright Paul was, and frankly this is not stuff I begin to understand. But even so…’
‘I honestly don’t know,’ Emma said. ‘Nothing about Paul would surprise me, but like you this stuff means nothing to me. And I’m biased, obviously.’
‘It’s not just Paul, though.’ Danny was still skimming down the lists of names. ‘There are other names here I recognise as IT types. It looks to me as if Paul might have recruited a small army of fellow hackers to help him in his work. I’m guessing he probably only shared elements of what he was doing with them, but it seems to me that it would take a lot to keep this bunch out if they were determined to break through your security.’
‘More than the combined might of GCHQ or whoever it is does our stuff?’ Gormley still sounded deeply sceptical.
‘Maybe,’ Danny said. ‘This is a different kind of beast from your payroll IT guy. These people do it for love. The thrill of the chase. Obsessives who won’t give up till they’ve cracked the puzzle. You get one or two of those in the professional set-ups, but they don’t tend to last. Their obsessions aren’t encouraged. They’re told to play within the rules. Eventually, they walk or they get sacked.’
‘You sound like it’s a world you know,’ Gormley said.
‘I’ve been sacked often enough, if that’s what you mean. And I’ve walked a few times too. But that’s mainly because I’m a lazy git with the attention span of a goldfish, or so my last employer told me. I tried to persuade him the goldfish thing was just a myth, but that didn’t help. I wouldn’t put myself anywhere close to the same league as these people, but I’ve seen them work and I understand the mentality. If a group of them got their act together – and Paul would be capable of making that happen – they could achieve more than a pro-team could dream of.’
Gormley nodded. ‘Okay. So we have to take this seriously. And I suppose the other point is that, even if we can’t judge the value of what we have here, it’s clear that there are others who think it’s very valuable indeed. So what do we do with it?’
‘With what?’
The voice was Red’s. He was standing in the back doorway, dressed in jogging trousers and a T-shirt, rubbing his eyes and gazing round at the assembled group. ‘Have I missed something?’
‘Story of your life, Red,’ Danny said.
Red stumbled out to join them, while Emma briefly filled him in on what had been happening. When she’d finished, he pulled the laptop towards him and gazed at the screen. ‘Blimey. That’s some list. Wonder if all those assets are still safe and sound?’
It was a good question, and one Emma hadn’t yet considered. They knew two of the assets were dead. If the intention was to take out the assets one by one, it could be that others had already been identified and dealt with.
Red said, ‘This is a much bigger deal than I’d realised. There are a hell of a lot of people here.’
Emma nodded. ‘So what do we do?’
No one seemed to have much of an idea. Finally, Danny said, ‘Christ, this is a mess, isn’t it?’
‘Succinctly put.’ Emma was gazing out to sea, as if hoping for some inspiration. Nothing much seemed to be forthcoming, not even from the gulls clustered on the shoreline.
‘We need time to think,’ Colin Gormley said. ‘Look, what if Emma and I go and do a shopping run?’
‘I’m not sure you can buy bright ideas at Tesco,’ Emma said.
‘I was more thinking that it’ll give us time to come up with a plan. And if we have a decent breakfast when we get back, maybe that’ll get the creative juices going.’
‘Spoken like a true Englishman.’ Emma shook her head. ‘But you may be right. We need some supplies if we are going to hole up here for a while. I also want to check if there’s any feedback from Roger Morton on that envelope, and I’d rather wait till I’m away from here before turning my phone on.’
‘There you are, then,’ Gormley said. ‘It’s like I always say. If in doubt, go shopping.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

They decided to drive up to a supermarket in Scarborough rather than visit anywhere more local. Emma wanted to risk a call to Roger Morton to discover if he had any news on the contents of the envelope, and didn’t want to provide their pursuers with an opportunity to identify their precise location. Scarborough was the largest town in the area, so she’d reasoned it was the best option to muddy the waters.
They completed the shop relatively quickly, buying sufficient to keep them going for a week or so in reasonable comfort. Back in the car, Emma pulled out her phone. She hesitated a moment before turning it on, feeling as if she was on the point of announcing her presence to the world at large. There were a couple of messages from Morton, asking her to call him back urgently. She dialled the number.
‘Emma? Where are you?’
It was an interesting opening question. ‘I’m safe enough. What’s the news?’
‘Well, first, you were right.’
‘Always gratifying to hear, though maybe not in this case. Go on.’
‘The contents of that envelope were deeply nasty.’
Emma was silent for a moment. ‘Some sort of biological weapon?’
‘I’m not at liberty to say. Mainly because the full detail’s apparently above my pay grade. But I’ve been assured we did the right thing. As it stood the risk was minimal because the material was safely enclosed. Or so I’m told. I’m not about to test it out. But if you or your friend had actually opened the package…’
‘I get the picture. I take it your people handled it appropriately.’
‘They know what they’re doing’
‘That’s some kind of relief.’
‘Up to a point, yes.’
‘What point?’
‘I’ve not been able to keep a lid on this, Emma. I couldn’t have even if I’d wanted to. It’s too big a deal. And too sensitive a deal. Everybody’s crawling over it now. The NCA. Special Branch. The anti-terrorist lot. The intelligence services. Oh, and not forgetting the government. The thing is, this isn’t the first instance of this in recent weeks.’
‘So what are they saying?’
‘That this must be state-sponsored. But of course it’s not as simple as that because it never is. There’s a lot of interest in this friend of yours, this Colin Gormley. Why should he have been selected as a target?’
Emma glanced across at Gormley, who was clearly following the conversation, though she couldn’t be sure how much he was hearing of Morton’s end. ‘We’ve been assuming he wasn’t. That he was just collateral damage, or he would have been. These people seem more interested in whatever it was that they think Paul had.’
‘This was placed in Gormley’s room. Not yours, for example.’
‘I imagine that’s just a question of timing.’
‘But there was nothing waiting for you back at your home?’
She hesitated before responding. She was becoming uneasy with the conversation, and had a growing sense that Morton was trying to trick her into saying something that would give a clue to her whereabouts. ‘I need to go, Roger. I’ll be back in touch.’
‘Emma–’
She ended the call and turned off her phone.
‘A biological weapon?’ Gormley said.
‘He was being very cagey. Supposedly because he wasn’t privy to the details. I’m not sure I believe that. But it sounds as if it was something like that.’
‘Christ, Emma. You saved my life.’
‘Both our lives. A lesson in trusting your instincts.’
‘But who’d do a thing like that?’
‘There’s no shortage of nasty people out there.’ She took a breath. ‘Look, Colin, let’s get moving. I got the impression that they’re keen to track us down, and I feel like a sitting target as long as we’re here.’ She started the engine, taking the shortest route out of the supermarket car park back onto the main road.
‘I heard what he was saying,’ Gormley announced, once they were back heading south. ‘He’s wondering why they targeted me in particular.’
‘We know now that they didn’t, though I wasn’t intending to share that information with Roger. They tried to take out Danny and Red too, and we know someone killed Abrams and Smith. If they’re trying to eliminate all the people who were involved in this operation, I imagine they’d just do it in whatever order seems convenient.’
‘So what about you?’
‘If you’re on the list, I’m guessing I am too. I assume they just hadn’t got round to me yet. We don’t know what those two guys Grin met would have done.’
‘I don’t really understand why they’d want to kill us anyway. You and me, I mean. I mean, we’re not part of this operation.’
‘We are now, whether we like it or not.’
Emma realised she was glancing repeatedly in the rear-view mirror, unconsciously nervous they were already being followed. There was a stream of cars behind them, people leaving the supermarket just as they were, but no reason to view any of them as suspicious. Even if her phone call had exposed her location, there was no way that anyone could be following them already.
They arrived back at the house without incident. For the last few miles, the roads were largely empty so Emma could at least feel confident that they weren’t being physically followed.
She’d half-expected something to have happened in their absence, but Danny and Red were sitting in the living room watching one of the news channels.
‘Anything?’ Emma gestured to the TV screen.
‘Nothing,’ Danny said. ‘They seem to have dropped the Stockport killing story. Which I guess either means that they’ve put a lid on it or that it’s simply not newsworthy enough.’
‘I’d guess the latter,’ Gormley said. ‘I know he was your friend, but to them it’s probably just another knife crime.’
Emma nodded her agreement, though she felt less confident he was right. She could feel her paranoia growing, an increasing sense that the net – or quite possibly more than one net – was closing in on them. They’d bought themselves some time by coming up here, but at most only a matter of days, and she had no idea what to do next.
‘Anybody fancy a late breakfast?’ Gormley said. ‘I’m starving.’
‘Why not?’ Emma didn’t feel remotely hungry, but she hadn’t eaten since their visit to the pub early the previous evening. She wondered whether Grin had received any more visitors since their departure.
Gormley retired to the kitchen and busied himself making a vegetarian variant on a full English breakfast. Like Gormley, Danny and Red were both vegetarians, and Emma was happy to go with the flow, especially as it would help save some of their limited cash. She’d offered to help with the cooking, but Gormley had refused her request so she sat with a coffee at the top of the beach watching the rhythm of the waves. It remained a fine, cold day, the sky an empty blue above a similarly azure sparkling sea. On a day like this, the location seemed idyllic.
It was the sound that alerted her first. A buzzing on the edge of her hearing, scarcely discernible above the rush of the sea. A moment later, she was certain. Some kind of aircraft.
She shaded her eyes against the bright sunlight. For a few moments, she could see nothing. Then she spotted it, little more than a dot away to the north. She rose and re-entered the kitchen. Gormley was bent over the cooker, frying vegetarian sausages alongside mushrooms and tomatoes. She stood beside him, peering through the kitchen window.
‘What is it?’
She pointed through the window. ‘Helicopter.’
‘Probably nothing. Air-sea rescue or something. They must be up and down this coast all the time.’
‘You sound very certain.’
‘I’m not. But we can’t afford to get paranoid.’
‘We can’t afford to be complacent either.’
‘But why would they use a helicopter? It would be an expensive way of tracking us down.’
‘I suppose so. Though they’ve got some high-spec observation equipment on those things.’ She could see the helicopter now, relatively close to the shore as if tracking the line of the coast. Almost involuntarily she backed away from the window. She was conscious her car was standing out at the back, its registration plate visible to anyone who might be observing from above. That was something she should have thought about before now.
The helicopter changed its course abruptly and headed inland, passing virtually overhead. She felt as if the house was vibrating from the helicopter’s proximity. What she knew with certainty was that the registration number of her car would be clearly visible to anyone inside the aircraft.
‘It must be a coincidence,’ Gormley said, though even he was sounding less confident. ‘Why would they go to those lengths?’
‘Maybe because they’ve tracked down the address and wanted to check whether we were actually here.’ She stopped. ‘Well, if so, they have the answer.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

‘So what do you suggest we do?’ Colin Gormley asked.
‘I haven’t a clue. I just think we can’t stay here,’ Emma said.
The four of them were sitting round the small kitchen table, empty plates in front of them. Gormley had cooked a decent breakfast, but the growing sense of anxiety and tension had improved no one’s appetite.
‘So what other options are there?’ Danny was still mopping at some spilled egg yolk with a piece of bread.
‘There aren’t any.’ Gormley rose and walked over to the window, as if looking for some invading task force. ‘Unless Emma’s got another bolthole she hasn’t told us about.’
‘I only run to the one. I didn’t expect them to track it down quite so quickly.’
‘We don’t know that they have.’
‘But if they have we’re sitting ducks. We know we’re not dealing with amateurs. If they haven’t tracked us down yet, it won’t take them long.’
‘So we need a plan,’ Red said.
‘Well spotted.’ Danny finally finished chewing on the bread and then turned his attention to his mug of coffee. ‘Anything in mind?’
‘If we can’t stay here,’ Red said thoughtfully, ‘we’ll have to leave.’
Danny turned to Emma and Gormley. ‘The thing we have to bear in mind is that these people actually employed Red. They might well be less professional than we imagine.’
‘Look, I’m trying to think…’
‘We can almost see the steam coming out of your ears.’
Red leaned forward, almost knocking over Danny’s coffee in the process. ‘We’ve got the list.’
‘List?’ Emma said.
‘On the memory stick. The list of names.’
‘Is this just a recap for anyone who missed the previous episodes?’ Danny asked. ‘Because most of us have been following the plot quite carefully.’
‘The point is that we have a list of names and addresses for all the individuals who’ve been involved in this exercise. At the moment, as far as we know, whoever’s pursuing us doesn’t have that list.’
‘Go on,’ Emma said to Red.
Red stopped for a moment, clearly thrown by the fact that someone was taking his contribution seriously. ‘I was just thinking. We ought to try to warn the people on that list that they’re at risk–’
‘That doesn’t help us get out of the hole we’re in, does it?’ Danny said.
‘But that’s my point,’ Red went on. ‘It might. Or it might at least give us a next step. What I was thinking is that we could identify the people on the list who are closest. Geographically, I mean. If we can track down someone who’s relatively near to us, we may be able to kill two birds with one stone.’
‘In the current circumstances, I’m not sure that’s the most apposite metaphor,’ Gormley said, ‘but go on.’
‘I was just thinking that we could take the opportunity to warn the person what’s going on, but it also might give us somewhere to go to from here.’
‘You think they’d take us in?’ Danny asked sceptically.
‘Who knows? But they might be persuaded that there’s some strength in numbers, so it could be in their interests. And we know that some of these people must be professionals themselves, so they could have expertise we could draw on.’
Gormley nodded. ‘It’s definitely worth considering. At worst, we’d at least ensure that some more of these people are aware of what’s going on. But it might also give us a way of finding some shelter and buying ourselves more time. And with more people aware of what’s going on, it’s going to become increasingly hard to keep all this under wraps.’
Emma wasn’t entirely sure she was convinced. But for the moment, she couldn’t come up with a better idea than Red’s, and it wasn’t as if doing nothing was an attractive option.
As if to prove her point, the front doorbell rang.
She took a breath, trying to calm her nerves. ‘Of course, we may already be too late.’
She could see Gormley was rattled now, though, like her, he was trying to maintain his calm. ‘It’s probably nothing. The postman. Meter reader.’
‘The Avon representative? Anything’s possible.’
‘So what do we do?’ Red was peering out of the kitchen window.
‘I think this makes the decision for us,’ Emma said. ‘I’d suggest the rest of you start gathering together the shopping so we can just stick it in the car. If you keep as quiet as you can, I’ll go and answer the door.’
‘Is that entirely wise?’ Gormley said.
‘What’s the alternative?’ Emma said. ‘If someone’s planning to storm the place, it won’t matter whether or not we open the door. If you’re right and it’s some innocent visitor, then I can get rid of them as soon as possible. If someone starts checking round the house and spots us in here, it’ll look even more suspicious.’
She stepped into the hall and closed the kitchen door behind her, already feeling less confident she was making the right decision. She could see the shadow of a figure through the frosted glass of the small window in the front door. The bell rang again.
Emma had had a fairly substantial chain fitted inside the front door in the days when she’d stayed here regularly with Paul. She made sure the chain was firmly in place.
A uniformed police officer was standing on the doorstep, smiling amiably. She looked past him to where a marked police car was parked behind her own. As far as she could see, the police officer was alone.
‘Yes?’
‘I’m sorry to bother you, madam. Are you the occupier here?’
‘It’s my house, yes.’ She couldn’t see any benefit in pretending otherwise. ‘Is there a problem?’
‘Probably not, madam. It’s just a routine check.’ The apparent amiability of his smile hadn’t lessened during their conversation.
‘A check on what?’
‘We had a call from one of your neighbours. Said he’d seen lights showing in the house.’
There were no neighbours, or at least none close enough to see lights showing in the house. In any case, as far as she was aware, the closest houses were all holiday homes themselves, unlikely to be occupied at this time of year. ‘That’s generally how I find my way around the house after dark.’
The police officer laughed obligingly. ‘Yes, of course. It’s just that the neighbour expected the house to be unoccupied.’
‘I’m sorry. I’m being very rude. I should open the door properly. Can you show me some ID?’ She wasn’t too bothered about seeing the ID itself – she assumed that any half-professional fake would have come with a convincing-looking warrant card to match the convincing-looking uniform. But it was the kind of request a solitary woman would be expected to make in these circumstances.
‘Yes, of course.’ The officer fumbled in his pocket and produced his warrant card, which he held in from of her. ‘PC Russell.’
It looked real enough, she supposed. ‘Just a moment.’ She closed the door, removed the chain, and reopened it, her body tensed in case he should try to force his way in. But Russell maintained the same relaxed demeanour. ‘Well, as you can see, the house isn’t unoccupied at the moment. I’m staying here.’
‘Are you staying here alone?’
Emma didn’t allow herself to hesitate. She told herself to get into the mindset of the kind of middle-class, middle-aged woman she was often taken for. ‘I’m sorry. May I ask why that’s any of your business?’
To his credit, Russell did at least look mildly abashed. ‘I’m merely responding to a call from the public.’
‘I appreciate that, and I’m very grateful for your prompt intervention to protect the security of my property.’ The words had a more sarcastic edge than she intended. ‘Now you’ve seen that the house is occupied, you can perhaps reassure your caller.’
‘Yes, of course. May I ask how long you’re likely to be staying here?’
‘I’m not sure at the moment. It was a rather spontaneous decision to come. I’ll probably see how the weather holds up. Now, if that’s everything, officer…’ It was what the respectable types always said to police officers in television shows, though in Emma’s experience people rarely said it in real life.
Russell took no obvious offence at her attempted dismissal. ‘We just like to keep an eye on holiday properties during the winter. We do get the occasional spate of housebreaking.’
‘I generally leave little here that’s worth stealing.’
‘Even so. Vandalism and the like.’
‘Of course. Well, thank you for your concern and for taking the trouble to check. I really am very grateful.’
‘Just doing our job.’ With a nod of his head, Russell returned slowly to his car. She stood watching him with a smile, giving him a slight wave as he turned the car round and drove back up the access track to the main road. As far as she’d been able to judge, he’d been on his own and she could hear no sounds from any other vehicle.
She closed the door and returned to the kitchen. The shopping was bagged up ready on the kitchen table, and Gormley had already washed up the items of crockery and cutlery they’d used.
‘Anything?’ he asked.
‘I’m still not sure. On the face of it, it seemed reasonable enough. There are no neighbours close enough to see the lights, but I suppose someone could have seen them while out walking or something. He didn’t really seem unduly inquisitive. Not more than any half-decent copper should be, anyway.’
‘But?’
‘But somehow it didn’t quite feel right. His uniform and warrant card looked genuine enough, even to my relatively expert eye. But there was just something slightly off-kilter about his manner.’ She shook her head. ‘I may just be ultra-paranoid.’
‘So why did he come?’ Danny said. ‘I mean, if you’re right about the helicopter and everything. Why make a personal visit without doing anything more?’
‘Maybe just checking out the lay of the land. Checking it really is me here, rather than someone else using my car. Maybe trying to get an idea of whether I’m here alone or with others.’
‘It sounds like you didn’t give much away,’ Gormley commented.
‘I hope not.’
‘So what do you think? Do we stick with our plan?’
‘Maybe I’m wrong but that visit so soon after the helicopter feels like a coincidence too far to me. We need to get out and we don’t seem to have a better plan than Red’s.’
‘So when do you think we should go?’
‘I imagine our PC Russell, if he isn’t genuine, will go and report back, but we don’t know how long that might take. They might decide to wait till nightfall, but we can’t assume that. This spot may be remote enough for them not to worry about whether it’s day or night. I’d suggest we pack up our stuff and get going.’
‘We need to look at the list,’ Danny pointed out.
Emma nodded. ‘You and Red do that, once you’ve got your packing sorted. You’ve got more of an understanding of the significance of the names than we have. I’ll log in to the memory stick for you.’ She was conscious she hadn’t yet shared the password with any of the others, and for the moment something held her back from doing so. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust them, she told herself. It was more that the password felt like a personal communication between her and Paul.
She opened up the files while the others went to repack. Red and Danny returned after only a few minutes. Red shrugged. ‘We didn’t bring much.’
‘I’ll leave you to it for a few minutes. Just get names and addresses for anyone who looks possible. Be as quick as you can.’
Her own packing took scarcely less time than Danny and Red’s had taken. Between them, she and Gormley ferried the luggage and shopping out to the car.
By the time the car was loaded, Danny and Red had completed the list of potential contacts. ‘We’ve got one in the north of England and one in the Borders. Those are the nearest. You think that’s enough?’
‘It’ll do to start, anyway,’ Emma said. ‘Where’s the nearest?’
‘Between Thirsk and Northallerton. Guy called Alan Merchant.’
‘Alan Merchant?’ Gormley said. ‘British?’
‘Merchant’s not his real name. Lithuanian national, according to the notes. Another ex-academic. There’s not much in the information, but it looks like he was some kind of feed to British intelligence mainly on disinformation activity. At some stage, for whatever reason, he was brought over here and set up with a university job.’ Danny shrugged. ‘That’s all there is.’
They collected up their remaining items and hurried out of the house. While the others climbed into the car, Emma scanned the landscape around them. She could see no movement other than the sweep of the sea breeze through the rough grass, and hear nothing except the sound of the sea and the harsh cawing of the gulls. The emptiness felt eerie, as if the world was paused for some impending event. She half-expected to catch sight of a head appearing above the dunes, or the glint of a sniper’s rifle in the pale sunshine.
But there was nothing. She joined the others in the car and started the engine. ‘I’m still not sure,’ she said, ‘whether or not we’ve all gone collectively insane. Whether we’re running away from something that doesn’t exist.’
‘If it doesn’t,’ Gormley said, ‘eventually we’ll be able to stop running.’
‘And if it does?’
‘Then eventually it’ll stop us.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Emma drove nervously back up the access track, tensed for any attempt to prevent them leaving the bungalow, then turned left, initially heading south. The satnav had wanted to take her north to Filey and along the A64 to Thirsk and Northallerton, but Emma’s preference was to avoid the major roads where they were most likely to encounter traffic cameras, and to stick as far as possible to the back lanes.
Further north that was likely to be problematic as there were relatively few minor roads running west to east across the moors. Gormley fumbled away with a map application on his phone, and eventually identified a route to the south which would minimise their need to use A-roads.
This far south, the land was largely flat, wide empty fields stretching away on both sides of the road, lined by scrubby hedgerows bent diagonal by the sea winds. The sheer desolation of the landscape felt oddly comforting to Emma. There were few places to hide, little risk of anyone approaching them unseen.
‘How are we going to play this?’ Gormley asked. ‘With Merchant, I mean. What are we going to say to him?’
It was a good question, and Emma had no ready answer. ‘I’m assuming you two have had no contact with him?’ she said to Danny and Red in the rear.
Danny shook his head. ‘Complete unknown to me, I’m afraid. We’ve only spoken to a handful of names on the list, and even then only by phone. There are a few others I know by name or reputation. But Merchant’s not one of them.’
‘Same with me,’ Red said. ‘All I know about him is what’s on the notes.’
‘The main question,’ Gormley said, ‘is how we persuade him to trust us. We’re four complete strangers turning up on his doorstop with some apparent cock and bull story about his life being threatened by persons unknown. It’s not going to be an easy sell.’
‘If he’s in the same position as Abrams and Smith, he’ll already know there’s a risk,’ Danny pointed out.
‘But he’ll have no particular reason to trust us,’ Gormley said. ‘He won’t know that we’re not part of that threat.’
‘There’s Paul,’ Emma said. ‘Presumably he knew Paul.’
‘He was the only common factor in all this,’ Danny agreed. ‘He’d have dealt with Paul. Whether he’d have trusted him exactly, I don’t know. From what I saw with Smith and Abrams, these people don’t really trust anything. But Paul was very straight. He kept plenty to himself, but he never pretended otherwise. He was good at getting people on-side, and he could be very persuasive.’ Danny shrugged. ‘Which I guess is why Red and I are here now.’
‘It’s all we have, anyway,’ Emma said. ‘Either he takes us seriously or he doesn’t.’
‘Would he have had a more local handler?’ Gormley said. ‘An equivalent of Danny and Red?’
‘I don’t know,’ Danny said. ‘There’s nothing about that in the files on the data stick, as far as we’ve been able to see. Paul kept that information to himself. He handled most of the important cases himself. It was the B-list, in terms of their potential importance or influence, who were delegated to us.’
‘Would he have met Paul?’ Emma asked. ‘Face to face, I mean.’
‘Probably. They’d have done most of their business through messaging apps, but you’d need the face-to-face contact to generate trust.’
‘My suggestion is I speak to him alone initially,’ Emma said. ‘He’s less likely to be freaked out by a lone woman turning up on his doorstep than by all four of us. I’ll talk to him about Paul and tell him who I am, and we’ll play it from there.’ She paused, thinking. ‘Will he be aware that Paul’s dead?’
‘He’d be aware that Paul hadn’t been in contact,’ Danny said. ‘But that wouldn’t necessarily have surprised him. Paul maintained radio silence unless there was a reason to communicate. That usually meant a quarterly routine contact with the asset, with further communication only when needed by either party. Unless Merchant was due one of the quarterly sessions or had actively raised some question with Paul, the lack of contact would have been just what he expected.’
Emma drove in silence after that, Gormley giving the occasional navigation instruction. The roads were largely single carriage, the traffic relatively light. They passed through a number of pleasant-looking but anonymous villages and towns, with similar brick-built rows of houses, attractive village pubs, and convenience stores. Between the villages, there was more farmland, the occasional older farm building. A striking, quintessentially English landscape under the clear blue winter skies that looked almost provocatively normal in the circumstances.
The journey took much longer than if they’d taken the main A-roads, and it was early afternoon before they approached their destination. The village was little more than a lengthy string of houses lining both sides of the road. There was a pub on the right as they entered the village, and a small petrol station and convenience store ahead on their left. For the last couple of miles, Emma had reverted to using the satnav, hoping it would guide them more directly to their target.
Merchant’s house was at the far end of the village, an imposing detached building, probably built within the last ten years, with views of the open fields to the rear. Very much the house of a solid, respectable citizen, Emma thought.
She pulled into the kerbside, taking care to ensure that the car and its occupants would not be immediately visible from the house, and switched off the engine. ‘Here goes.’
The walk down the drive to the front door of the house felt interminable. She felt as if she was being watched from one of the windows above her, though she could see no sign of movement. She reached the door and pressed the bell.
After a few moments, the door opened to reveal a middle-aged woman, who regarded Emma with a degree of hostility. ‘Yes?’
She was elegant-looking, dressed largely in black, as if she were about to leave for some formal event. Some instinct made Emma adjust the spiel she’d prepared during the journey. ‘I’m sorry to trouble you, but is this Dr Merchant’s house?’
The hostility was now overlain with suspicion. ‘May I ask why you want to know?’
The approach she’d been envisaging during the journey was already feeling increasingly untenable. ‘I was just hoping to see Dr Merchant.’
Emma had been reworking her story as she’d been standing there. She hadn’t been expecting this level of hostility or that she’d have to explain herself to some third-party. Was this Merchant’s wife? She seemed oddly protective. Emma decided to chance her arm. ‘I’m a former colleague of his. I happened to be passing by and recalled that he lived here. It was a spur of the moment thing. I wasn’t even sure whether he still lived here.’
The suspicion on the woman’s face hadn’t lessened. ‘Where did you know him?’
Shit, Emma thought. She’d been hoping the woman would accept her story at face value. The notes on the data stick had provided no useful information about Merchant’s academic career. ‘It was a long time ago. We were both external examiners. He always said to call if I was in the area, but of course I never was. Until now.’ She was conscious how lame this all sounded. In practice, the reception she’d received from this woman had probably told her all she needed to know. The best she could do was cut her losses, beat a dignified retreat and move on to the next name on the list.
‘And now I’m afraid you’re too late.’
‘Too late?’
‘Professor Merchant is no longer with us.’ She placed a delicate emphasis on the first word, as if gently chastising Emma for using the wrong honorific.
‘I’m sorry. I don’t understand.’
‘He died. A couple of days ago,’ the woman said bluntly.
A dozen different thoughts raced through Emma’s brain, not least the question of how Merchant had died. There was no obvious way to ask the question. ‘Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I had no idea.’
The woman was still gazing at Emma with an expression of distaste. ‘There’s no reason you should have. It was very sudden.’
‘I’m so sorry I troubled you. In the circumstances. It must have been a shock.’
It suddenly occurred to Emma that something felt wrong, off-kilter. She had no idea who this woman was – Merchant’s wife, a relative, a colleague? – but she’d assumed that it must be someone close to Merchant. But there was no emotion in the woman’s face, no sense that Merchant’s death meant anything to her. Emma looked past the woman into the dark interior of the house. ‘I’m sure you must have a lot on your plate. Please accept my sincere condolences. I won’t take up any more of your time.’ She was already backing away.
The woman finally smiled, though there was no obvious humour or even humanity in her expression. ‘That’s no trouble at all. I’m sorry I’ve been unable to help you.’
It was an odd comment in the circumstances, but it simply added to Emma’s sense of dislocation. She turned and made her way back down the drive to the gate, occasionally glancing back over her shoulder at the house.
The woman was still standing at the door, watching her, as if wanting to see her off the premises.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The woman who called herself Selina Doleman closed the front door, a faint smile playing across her face. Still smiling, she walked back down the hall to the living room. The man she knew as Neil Tennyson was sitting where she’d left him, feet up in front of the television watching some godawful mid-afternoon crap.
‘It was them. At last.’
Tennyson dropped his feet to the carpet, as if worried she might chastise him for his poor manners. She’d already done so on several occasions, but he hadn’t seemed to care. ‘I’ll call in then.’
‘You do that. We don’t want to risk losing them again.’
Tennyson picked up a mobile phone from the coffee table beside him and dialled a number. He began to speak almost immediately. ‘They’ve just been here. Just now. What do you think, that I made myself a coffee before I called you? Fuck off. No, I don’t fucking know. That’s your job.’ He dropped the phone back onto the table.
‘You always were a great conversationalist,’ Doleman observed. ‘You’ve not lost the social touch.’
‘You can fuck off too.’
‘A sad loss to the Algonquin round table.’
He glared at her for a moment but clearly couldn’t come up with a better response than he’d already given, so he slumped back in his chair, replaced his feet on the table and continued watching the TV.
‘Is that good?’ She gestured at the screen.
‘It’s shite.’
‘But you wouldn’t want to miss a minute. Don’t you think we should get on with the job?’
‘What’s the rush? Let him stew for a bit. Anyway, we’re more likely to get a result from that bunch outside.’
That was probably true enough, Doleman reflected, though it wasn’t really the point. So far, this had been blood from a stone stuff, for all Tennyson’s evident expertise in the requisite areas, Merchant had clearly retained all the resistance tricks he’d presumably learned in the old days. In any case, they had no idea how much or little he really knew. Doleman had a suspicion Merchant was telling the truth when he claimed to know nothing more than he’d already told them. She wasn’t convinced that keeping tabs on Raven and her cronies was likely to prove any more fruitful, but in the absence of alternatives they had to pursue every avenue available. It wasn’t as if they had many other options.
She left Tennyson watching TV and made her way up the stairs. Merchant’s bedroom was at the top of the stairs. She paused for a moment, as if gathering her breath, then pushed open the door.
Merchant was on his back, his wrists firmly strapped to the metal bed frame with plastic ties. They’d sedated him after the last session and he seemed to be sleeping relatively peacefully. Or at least as peacefully as one might expect in the circumstances. He stirred as she entered the room, but remained unconscious.
He was dressed in old-fashioned striped pyjamas. She’d insisted on that. Tennyson had wanted to leave him naked. It was part of the technique, Tennyson had argued. To make Merchant feel even more vulnerable and humiliated. As far as Doleman could see, Merchant had so far shown few signs of seeming vulnerable and humiliated at all. In pain, yes. Agony even, as Tennyson had plied his distinctive trade, sometimes using literal pliers to do so. But even at the worst moments, Merchant had contrived to maintain a seemingly effortless dignity. The only person who looked humiliated, Doleman thought, had been Tennyson as his supposed expertise failed to deliver the required outcome. Fair enough. The worst that Merchant faced was agony and death. Tennyson, on the other hand, might eventually have to explain to their superiors how and why he’d failed.
She walked over to the window. Raven’s car had long gone, and she assumed it was now being tracked. But she’d been right. She’d trusted her instincts in assuming Raven and her associates would come here first. Merchant had been one of the few still living assets they’d already identified.
Doleman had pointed out that Merchant might be the asset closest to Raven’s eccentric little bolthole. It had been a long shot and Doleman had acknowledged that. They couldn’t know for sure there weren’t assets closer to the east coast. But they’d known that, with the exception of some groups in the big conurbations, the assets were generally spread fairly widely. Once they’d identified Raven’s residence in the area and confirmed she was there, apparently with Gormley and the others, it was always a possibility they’d head here. The fact that they’d done so had confirmed what Doleman had continued to believe, but which others had begun to doubt. That somehow, despite all their efforts, Paul Raven had passed on the list of assets either to his mother or to Gormley. Or conceivably, she thought, to one of those two young deadbeats, but she thought Paul Raven would have been too smart for that.
Behind her, Merchant stirred again, this time muttering something. Perhaps, she thought, he was quietly muttering the very names they were seeking, his subconscious betraying him under the influence of the drugs. She supposed she ought to sit down beside him, listen carefully to whatever he was saying. But she couldn’t be bothered. That was Tennyson’s job. If he preferred to sit watching crap daytime TV, that was his problem.
Still smiling, she left Merchant chuntering away to himself on the bed, and made her way back downstairs.





CHAPTER THIRTY

‘It was just odd,’ Emma said. ‘The way she behaved when she answered the door.’
‘So who do you reckon she was?’
‘I’ve no idea. At first, I thought she must be his wife. She just seemed a bit hostile. Then I thought, well, if her husband’s just died unexpectedly, she’s not exactly going to be in the mood for casual visitors. To be honest, I’m not sure I was thinking very clearly. It took me by surprise.’
‘So what do you think?’ Gormley asked. ‘That we were too late? That they already had Merchant’s name and that he was killed in the same way as Abrams and Smith?’
‘Seems likely, doesn’t it? Bit of a coincidence otherwise.’
They were heading away from the village, travelling north. Emma had decided just to drive until her head felt clearer. The next name on the list was in the Scottish Borders, so they were at least heading in the right direction, assuming that was their next destination. Which, at that moment, felt a bigger assumption than she was prepared to commit to.
She glanced in the rear-view mirror, as she had repeatedly since they’d left Merchant’s house. As far as she could tell, they weren’t being followed. Luckily, the road was relatively quiet. She could see a lorry some distance behind, but nothing beyond that.
‘So what do we do now?’ Gormley asked. ‘Continue with our original plan and head up to the next name on the list.’
‘I don’t know. It all feels so half-baked. If we are being tracked, there’s a danger that we’re doing nothing more than putting these people in further danger.’
‘What’s the alternative?’ Gormley said. ‘Go back to the bungalow and wait for them to come to us?’
Emma was trying her best to remain calm, force herself to think rationally. Her efforts weren’t helped by the fact that, although she’d been keeping her speed on the edge of the limit, the lorry had gradually crept up to them. The driver was now hanging just a couple of metres behind them, flashing his lights. ‘Oh for God’s sake,’ she said. ‘It’s a single-carriageway road. Where the hell do you think I’m going to go?’
She glanced again in the rear-view mirror. The lorry was now very close. Closer, she thought, than even the most aggressive lorry driver would really think safe. The lights flashed again.
‘Colin–’ she began, and then she felt it. The gentle bump of the lorry against the rear of the car.
‘What the fuck–?’ she heard Danny say from the rear of the car.
Gormley twisted his head and stared through the rear window. ‘What’s that lunatic trying to do?’
Emma took a breath. ‘I’m pretty sure that he’s trying to kill us.’ She took a breath, sat back in her seat, and floored the accelerator. The truck driver had clearly picked the moment carefully, as they’d hit a stretch of relatively winding road, her visibility limited by the thick hedgerows. Not a road on which to be hitting nearly ninety.
She was a highly experienced driver, and many years ago she’d undertaken police driver training. All that expertise only made her aware of the risks she was taking, but she could see little alternative other than being shunted off the road or worse by a bloody great juggernaut.
She kept the car under control as the speed increased, the lorry falling back behind her, but she couldn’t safely maintain this speed for much longer. Beside her Gormley had closed his eyes, his body tensed.
Then the road straightened and the visibility improved. Half a mile ahead, she saw it. A sharp turn to the right onto a single-track road signposted to one of the neighbouring villages.
She had to time her move precisely. As she approached the turning, she lifted her foot from the accelerator, slowing the car. She glanced in the mirror to see the lorry once more gaining on her. She could sense Gormley wondering what the hell she was playing at.
She held her nerve a moment longer, her eyes flicking between the lorry in the mirror and the turning. The lorry was already just a few metres away.
At the last moment, just as the lorry was about to shunt them again, praying there was no oncoming traffic, she turned sharply into the narrow road. The lorry missed the car by centimetres. Unable to stop or turn in response to Emma’s action, the driver continued on the main road.
Emma stamped on the accelerator and continued up the single-track road at a speed far exceeding both the speed limit and anything remotely sensible for the conditions. Her only objective was to get as far as possible from the main road, ideally somewhere the lorry driver would be unable to find them.
Gormley had opened his eyes and was now twisted in his seat, staring through the rear window. The lorry had vanished, lost behind the trees and hedges. ‘What the hell was that?’
‘Of course,’ Emma said, trying to keep her voice steady, ‘they might not have actually been trying to kill us. Maybe just to scare us.’
‘In that case, I can only congratulate them on a job well done,’ Gormley said. ‘You two okay?’ he asked Danny and Red.
‘Might need a change of underwear,’ Danny said. ‘Smart bit of driving, though.’
Ahead the road divided into two, each option signed to a village she’d never heard of. She chose the right-hand one at random and continued, no idea now where she was heading.
‘At least we can be sure now that wasn’t a coincidence,’ Gormley said. ‘They’re definitely onto us.’
Emma had been continuing to follow the road, with no real idea even which direction they were heading. They were approaching another junction, this time a crossroads. There was a gateway into a field on her left, so she pulled in and stopped the car. ‘Anyone any idea where we are?’
Gormley peered at the satnav map. ‘In the middle of nowhere, as far as I can see.’
‘I was hoping for something slightly more precise.’
‘Hang on.’ Gormley zoomed out on the satnav to get his bearings. ‘Okay, somewhere between Northallerton and Darlington.’ He consulted the map on his phone. ‘If we take a left here, that should eventually bring us to a proper road. Not the road we left, so hopefully not much chance of running into our homicidal friend. From there, we’ve a choice of roads heading north.’
‘So what’s the plan?’ Emma said. ‘Do we continue to the next name on the list?’
‘I’m not sure we’ve any other options,’ Gormley said, ‘unless someone can come up with something better. We can’t risk going back to the bungalow, not after what just happened. If someone was trying to follow us, we’ve presumably lost them along with the lorry, so there’s less danger we’re bringing trouble with us. The only way we’re ever going to get out of this mess is by finding out more about what’s going on.’
Emma started the car and, at Gormley’s direction, she turned left, now heading north. As before, they tried to stick mainly to the minor roads, Emma even more wary of any passing traffic. It was a slow journey, travelling up through the north Pennines and the Northumberland National Park, and it was well into the evening before they reached their destination. With every mile that had passed, Emma had been feeling less optimistic.
‘Who is this guy, anyway?’ she said. ‘Another academic?’
‘There’s no real information,’ Danny said from the back seat. ‘Just a name and address. Boris Kozlova.’
Emma frowned. ‘That name rings a bell from somewhere.’
Gormley nodded. ‘I know the name. Remember reading some article about him. Businessman originally from Belarus, if I remember correctly, though there’s a lot of mystery about his early life. Made a fortune after the collapse of the Soviet Union in the usual dubious ways. Had some sort of falling out with the regime and fled to Europe. After that, the story got a little murky. For whatever reason, he was given asylum here.’
Emma looked across at him. ‘Oh you’re kidding. You didn’t think to mention this before now?’
‘I hadn’t seen the name,’ Gormley said. ‘Never occurred to me it would be someone like that.’
‘I didn’t know who he was,’ Danny echoed.
She sighed. ‘So we’ve spent the best part of five hours driving to try to see someone who’ll probably set the hounds on us as soon as we approach his gates.’
‘He’s probably in rather more reduced circumstances than in his oligarch days,’ Gormley said.
‘But he’s hardly likely to throw his doors open wide to a bunch of complete strangers, is he? If he’s in a safe house, we probably won’t even be allowed to go near it.’
‘I think Emma has a point,’ Red contributed from the rear seat. ‘We’re wasting our time.’
‘We’ve already wasted the time,’ Gormley pointed out. ‘It’s still worth a shot. What’s the worst that could happen?’
‘We get savaged by the hounds?’ Emma said. ‘Shot by some over-zealous security officer?’
‘If it looks like there’s any risk, we just get the hell out of there.’
‘Except I’ll be the one facing the risk.’
‘I can go first this time if you like. You can have the car running to escape the hounds.’
‘We need to do what’s most likely to get us the outcome we want,’ Emma said.
‘From what I’ve read about Kozlova, he’s not likely to be the sentimental type. He won’t care about you being Paul’s mother, so it’s not worth playing that card. I might as well give it a go.’
‘I’m not going to argue with you,’ Emma said. ‘Then we don’t have to worry about outrunning the hounds. All we have to do is outrun you.’ She smiled to show she was joking, which she almost was. ‘You still think this is worth trying?’
Gormley shrugged. ‘You never know. Take a right here.’
They had just passed through Melrose, and were heading north through open country. In the darkness, it was difficult to get any sense of the landscape.
‘We pass through another small village, and then it’s a mile or so after that,’ Gormley said. ‘Off the main road.’
They passed through the village, a nondescript place largely comprised of anonymous estates of bungalows. Then they were back in the open country, with no signs of lights around them.
‘Right, go carefully,’ Gormley said. ‘It’s not far now.’
Emma slowed, and she and Gormley peered through the windscreen, searching for any sign to indicate the turning. After another quarter of a mile, the hedgerow to their right was replaced by a line of trees. ‘This could be it,’ Gormley said. ‘There’s a turning.’
Emma spotted it at the last minute, a rough track between the trees to their right. ‘You’re sure that’s it?’
‘It’s in the right place and there’s nothing else here. It must be.’
She turned onto the track and bumped down its length. She had little faith that they were likely to end up anywhere but in the middle of some farmer’s field. But finally she saw a glimmer of light ahead.
‘That must be it.’ Gormley didn’t sound entirely confident, as he pointed to a set of metal gates ahead of them.
‘So what now?’
‘There’s an intercom. We might as well give it a shot. He can only tell us to bugger off.’
‘Or call the police.’ Emma shrugged. ‘But I don’t have any better ideas.’
‘So what do we do when this doesn’t work?’ Red said from the back.
‘Your guess is as good as mine.’
There were no lights on the gates, and she could barely make out Gormley’s silhouette, his head dipped towards the intercom. After a few moments, he straightened and walked back to the car. She started the engine, preparing to leave.
Gormley opened the passenger door. ‘All sorted.’
‘What?’
‘Sorted.’ He climbed back into the car. The gates were slowly swinging back. At the same time, two spotlights illuminated the drive ahead of them. ‘He said it’s a couple of hundred metres ahead.’
‘He’s prepared to see us? What did you say?’
‘Just what we agreed. He sounded sceptical but mentioning Paul’s name seemed to be the open sesame.’
Emma still hadn’t moved the car. It all sounded too good, too easy, to be true. ‘How do we know this isn’t a trap?’
Gormley shrugged. ‘We don’t. But I didn’t get that feeling. He sounded genuinely taken aback when I first spoke to him. But he’s obviously picked up rumours that there’s something going on. He was aware of the deaths of Abrams and Smith.’
‘So how does he know we’re not part of that?’
‘He doesn’t. He made that clear. His view was that if we were coming here to kill him, we wouldn’t announce ourselves at the front gate.’
‘I don’t suppose we’ve much alternative, anyway.’
‘That was rather my feeling.’
She drove forward through the gates and continued down the drive. When she glanced in the rear-view mirror, she saw the gates closing slowly behind her. It felt as if, after all they’d been through over the last couple of days, they’d now driven voluntarily into a very grand mousetrap.
Ahead of them was a large and imposing country house. Not exactly a stately home, but the kind of place a moderately successful Edwardian businessman might have built to house his family. ‘I thought you said he was living in reduced circumstances?’
‘It’s all relative, isn’t it?’
The drive ended in a gravelled semicircle with a short flight of steps leading up to the front door of the house. There were spotlights illuminating the area, the front door standing open. A man was waiting for them at the foot of the steps.
Gormley was out of the car almost before Emma had turned off the engine. As she opened her own she heard him say, ‘Boris. Good to see you again. It’s been too long.’
She froze in her seat, and looked over her shoulder at Danny and Red in the back seat. They’d both clearly heard Colin’s greeting.
‘Shit,’ Danny said.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Emma’s first instinct was to slam the door, turn the car round and head back to the gates. But then what?
‘Mrs Raven.’
The man she assumed was Kozlova was standing by the car, smiling at her. ‘You are very welcome here. And I can assure you that, whatever you may be thinking at the moment, you and your friends are perfectly safe.’ He smiled. ‘Or, at least, much safer than you would be anywhere else. And please don’t think badly of Dr Gormley. I’m afraid he was not at liberty to be fully truthful with you.’
Emma climbed out of the car and nodded to Kozlova. ‘I don’t understand what’s going on here, but I can’t see I’ve any option but to take you at your word.’
‘I trust you won’t regret it.’
There was something enigmatic in the way he spoke, as if there was some subtext to each of his utterances. It wasn’t a characteristic she found reassuring.
‘Let us get you and your friends settled inside. From what Colin tells me, you haven’t eaten, so I’ll arrange for some supper to be prepared. And then we can talk.’
Gormley was unpacking the luggage from the rear of the car, clearly doing his utmost to avoid catching Emma’s eye. She considered waiting for him, but Kozlova was already ushering her into the house. She followed him up the steps and into the impressive entrance hall.
If Kozlova really was living in reduced circumstances, she couldn’t imagine what his life had been like before. The building had the air of an upmarket country house hotel, with thick pile carpets, plush sofas and painfully tasteful decor. Emma felt decidedly out of place in her pragmatic jeans and jumper, and Danny and Red looked as if they expected to be thrown out at any moment.
Kozlova led them into an even more impressive sitting room, and gestured for them to take a seat. Danny and Red perched on the edge of an expensive-looking leather sofa. Emma, doing her best to look at ease, lowered herself into a plush armchair.
‘First of all,’ Kozlova said, ‘may I offer you all a drink? Wine, beer, or something stronger? Or just tea or coffee, if you prefer.’
‘A glass of wine would be perfect.’ Emma had decided she might as well just go with the flow. The whole experience felt surreal, as if they’d just stepped from a spy thriller into a Noel Coward play. ‘Red, if you have it. Thank you.’
‘I think we can run to that,’ Kozlova said. ‘Gentlemen?’
Danny and Red looked at each other, seemingly at a loss. ‘Beer?’ Danny said, finally.
‘I’ll just be a moment.’
As soon as Kozlova had disappeared through the door, Red said, apparently with genuine bafflement, ‘What’s going on?’
‘I think our supposed friend Dr Gormley is the one to answer that,’ Emma said.
‘I assumed you knew him.’ There was a note of accusation in Danny’s tone.
‘So did I,’ Emma acknowledged. ‘But the truth is I didn’t. Not well. I only met him when I went down to collect Paul’s things.’ It was odd to reflect that this had been just a few days before. She’d felt as if she’d known Colin forever. She’d grown to trust him, even though she really had no reason to do so. She was unsure whether that had been a reflection of her own vulnerability, or whether Colin had manipulated her feelings. Either way, she’d trusted him far more than had been wise.
As she spoke, the door reopened and the subject of their discussion stepped into the room. He was holding two glasses of red wine, one of which he proffered to Emma as if it were some kind of peace offering.
‘What’s going on, Colin?’
‘I’m sorry–’ He stopped as Kozlova followed him into the room, carrying two cans of beer and a red wine for himself. All very civilised, she thought.
‘Boris will explain.’
Kozlova sat down on the large sofa and raised his glass in a toast. ‘To your good health. And to all our safety.’
Emma took a sip of the wine. She was no expert, but it tasted many notches above the six quid plonk she generally bought from the supermarket. ‘I think some explanation might be helpful.’
‘Of course. First, I’m afraid that, as you will have surmised, Colin and I are old friends. He has brought you here under slightly false pretences, though I should say with the best of intentions.’
‘Is that so? So how come you and Colin know one another? I hadn’t seen him as the sort to go mixing with oligarchs.’
Kozlova looked amused by her use of the term. ‘Perhaps Colin himself should explain.’
Gormley looked as if he’d rather do anything else. ‘You’ve probably guessed that I’m on the books of British Intelligence.’
‘You’re a spy?’
‘Hardly. A tiny cog in a massive machine; paid a small retainer to provide some services.’
‘Of course you are.’
‘I can only tell you the truth. Most of what I do is old-fashioned talent spotting. I identify students passing through the college who might be suited to intelligence work.’
‘Like Paul?’
‘Of course, as you know, Paul was already on their radar. We knew how talented he was. It was why we were so keen to offer him a place at the college.’
‘Not for his academic abilities, then?’
‘The two go together. Paul was gifted academically, but the nature of his gifts suited him to the work we had in mind.’
‘For a so-called small cog, you seem to speak with a lot of authority.’
‘My job was just to relay back my opinions. It was for others to test that out and confirm or reject my judgement. But everyone saw Paul’s talents.’
‘Hence he was tasked with co-ordinating the network of assets,’ Kozlova said.
‘That’s quite a responsibility for an undergraduate with no previous experience.’ Emma wasn’t sure she believed a single word of this.
‘Yes and no,’ Gormley said. ‘With respect to my friend Boris here – who is clearly one of the exceptions – the assets in question were of mixed value.’
‘So why were Abrams and Smith killed?’
Kozlova took a deep sip of his wine. ‘You ask a good question,’ he said finally. ‘Although a better question might be who killed them.’
‘So who did?’
‘We will come back to that in a moment. First, let us talk a little more about your son. As Colin said, an extremely gifted young man.’ He smiled. ‘And extremely personable. I warmed to him immediately.’
‘You met him?’
‘Of course.’ The smile had widened. ‘I never take people into my employment without meeting them first. You look a little surprised, Mrs Raven.’
‘I’m baffled. A few moments ago, I was being told that my son had been recruited to the intelligence services by his college tutor. Now I’m being told that he was being employed by you. I know that lots of students have to work two jobs to get through university, but this seems a little extreme.’
‘Nevertheless, it was the case.’
‘You’re saying that my son was – what? A double agent? A traitor?’
‘Most certainly not. Your son was an idealist. A young man of principle.’ Kozlova was gazing at her with an expression of profound earnestness. She was being played. Whatever else he might be, she thought, Kozlova was a consummate actor, skilled at working on her emotions, her vulnerabilities. ‘Your son was employed by the intelligence services and tasked with co-ordination of a set of assets. He very quickly became concerned by the nature and use of these assets. His concern led him to consult with Dr Gormley.’
‘So what were Paul’s concerns?’
‘There were various aspects to them,’ Kozlova said vaguely. ‘In short, Mrs Raven, for various reasons these assets had become something of an embarrassment to the Service.’
‘Was this why Paul was entrusted with this co-ordination role?’
‘I wish your late son no disrespect, Mrs Raven. He was an extremely capable young man. But that is what he was. A young man with no real experience of life, and certainly no experience of the world I inhabit. I am not sure that his own superiors realised quite what they had taken on. That was their loss. But, sadly, also his.’
‘I’m not sure I follow.’
Kozlova continued as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘I am not a politician, Mrs Raven. I am a businessman. Nothing more, nothing less. I remained on positive terms with the regime at home. I have even performed a few business services for them over the years. The president considers me – well, if not exactly a friend, at least not an antagonist. At the same time, I have maintained neutrality with the authorities here. I have made some discreet but substantial donations to your governing party, because that helped to oil the wheels of my arrival, but I have steered well clear of any active involvement in international politics.’
‘This is all very interesting, Mr Kozlova, but I’m not clear what this has to do with me or my son.’
‘The point, Mrs Raven, is that I am an independent operator. I do not work either for the government back home or the government here. As far as they are concerned, I am simply a businessman.’
‘And yet?’
‘And yet I am always seeking to cultivate my own interests. It was Colin here who introduced me to your son.’
Emma looked over at Gormley, who still had his head down staring at his apparently untouched drink. ‘Where does Colin fit into this?’
Gormley shifted uncomfortably. ‘Boris and I are old associates–’
‘I would say friends,’ Kozlova said expansively.
‘Well, yes, friends. I first encountered Boris when I was attending an academic conference in Minsk about ten years ago…’
‘Colin is too modest about his role. He was visiting Minsk with the express purpose of trying to recruit me as one of these famous pro-Western assets. He had obtained an introduction from a common acquaintance who was already on MI6’s books. This was at the point when my relationship with the regime was at a low ebb.
‘I made my position clear,’ Kozlova went on, ‘but Colin and I found each other’s company conducive and we remained in contact. So when Paul approached Colin with, well, let’s say an ethical dilemma, his first thought was to seek my advice.’
‘An ethical dilemma?’
‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Gormley intervened. ‘Though I don’t think there was much of a dilemma for Paul. The only question was what he could do about it.’
‘The brutal fact was that some interests in the Service felt these assets were superfluous to their requirements. As we business types say, they needed to be let go.’
‘Let go?’ Emma felt a tremor of unease in her stomach. ‘I’m assuming you don’t mean offered a voluntary redundancy package?’
‘The termination was intended to be rather more fundamental than that. There were a number of reasons for that. And the process began with Smith and Abrams.’
Danny and Red had been watching the exchange with what Emma could see was a mix of bafflement and semi-boredom. Now, Danny blinked and leaned forward, gesturing at Kozlova with his beer can. ‘You’re saying that they were bumped off by our side?’
‘If you wish to put it like that, that’s exactly what I’m saying.’ Kozlova’s seemingly amiable smile had been unwavering throughout the exchange. Now it seemed to glow even brighter. ‘They were killed by the British. There is no question.’
Emma supposed she shouldn’t really have been surprised. She knew even from her own very limited dealings with the intelligence services that they operated to laws of their own. They might not have a literal licence to kill, but she suspected they would have little compunction in killing if they felt the situation demanded it. ‘But how would they expect to get away with that kind of killing?’
Kozlova shrugged, and she realised she already knew the answer to her own question. The simple fact was that, so far at least, they had got away with it. Smith and Abrams, along perhaps with others, were dead and, so far as she knew, no one had raised any questions. Even so, the story didn’t quite hang together. ‘So why were the stories reported in the media at all?’ Emma asked. ‘That was where Red and Danny saw them, and we’d assumed it was an attempt to smoke out other members of the network. Why would they need to do that?’
Kozlova nodded to Colin Gormley who said, ‘Because of Paul.’
‘Paul?’
‘Paul was supposed to know nothing about the termination operation. The intention was that, if any of the deaths should arouse concerns, suspicions would be directed towards a hostile power.’ Gormley paused, his expression one of unease. ‘It occurred to me to wonder whether perhaps Paul had been deliberately set up as a scapegoat for that eventuality.’
A similar thought had been bubbling in the back of Emma’s brain, though she hadn’t succeeded in articulating it to herself until that moment. ‘In what way?’
‘I’ve no doubt about Paul’s abilities. He was probably the most capable student I’ve recommended. Even so, I was surprised when they handed him responsibility for the network of assets, whatever their worth. But if they were already planning this operation, it might have been convenient for them to appoint someone who lacked experience. If they wanted to blame some foreign power, someone would need to take the rap for leaking the details.’
‘And it might be doubly convenient if that person already had a question mark against his name because of their teenage hacking activity,’ Emma pointed out. ‘Christ, Colin, you threw Paul to the wolves.’
‘I think that is unfair,’ Kozlova said, ponderously. ‘Your son was no fool, Mrs Raven. He knew what he was involving himself in.’
‘Did he really? It sounds as if no one was really clear what he was involving himself in.’
‘I honestly don’t know,’ Gormley said. ‘To be honest, Paul was one step ahead of the rest of us. He was the one who uncovered the elimination plan. I still don’t know how he did it. He was clearly shocked, because he’d taken on the task of co-ordinating the network in good faith. He didn’t know what to do, not least because he’d uncovered something he wasn’t supposed to know, so he couldn’t easily just go to confront his superiors. He spoke to me because – well, I suppose I was the only person involved who he thought he could trust.’
Emma felt a momentary pang that Paul hadn’t felt able to talk to her about his dilemma, although she could see a dozen reasons why he wouldn’t have wanted to.
‘I didn’t know what to advise him,’ Gormley went on. ‘I knew he wouldn’t be able to stand by and do nothing. That wasn’t Paul. He knew as well as I did that if he confronted his superiors about what was planned, he might end up as the next on the list. At best, they’d find some way to silence him. I didn’t know what else to suggest, so I put him in contact with Boris here. Boris was the only person I knew in this business who wasn’t directly on either our payroll or someone else’s–’
‘Or, in most cases, both,’ Kozlova grunted over his glass of wine.
‘I knew Boris was the one person with the capability and the contacts to try to prevent what was happening.’
Emma wasn’t sure how much of this she was following. ‘So what did you do?’
‘First, Paul made life as difficult as possible for them to carry out the operation. His first step was to delete all information on the asset network from the Service’s files.’
‘Really? I mean, Paul was a bright kid but could he really delete that kind of information? Surely they’d have been able to recover it.’
Kozlova smiled. ‘You may be overestimating the abilities, or even the basic competence, of your intelligence services.’
‘From what Paul told me,’ Gormley said, ‘it was surprisingly easy. He had little difficulty overriding their security. They had limited backups, which he was also able to access. He deleted the data in a way that was unrecoverable. He was nervous that some data might still have been retained somewhere, but it soon became clear from the resulting furore that he’d succeeded even better than he’d hoped.’
‘And nobody had this information in any other form?’ Danny asked, with a note of incredulity in his voice.
‘It seems not.’
‘So they were stymied?’ Emma said.
‘Up to a point. Clearly, they could proceed with the names that were still known to them, such as Abrams. But their immediate priority was to recover the data. And suspicion soon fell on Paul, since he was, in effect, the most recent custodian of the list. Paul had set it all up so that he looked like another victim of the deletions. He held no data on his own machines, keeping everything on the internal network as he’d been instructed. He made sure that no audit of the deletion could lead back in his direction. Even so, the Service focused on him as the likely perpetrator, mainly because they had no other credible suspects. They dragged him in and interviewed him at great length.’
‘When you say interviewed…?’
‘I don’t know exactly what they did. But they don’t have a reputation for treating suspects with kid gloves. Even by old-fashioned police standards.’
‘You’re saying they tortured Paul?’
‘Torture’s a strong word,’ Kozlova said. ‘I believe they prefer terms like intensive interrogation.’
‘But the post-mortem didn’t indicate any injuries to Paul’s body.’
Kozlova shook his head, his expression suggesting that he was contemplating all the follies of the world. ‘These people are experts in applying methods that leave no physical scars.’ He fixed Emma with an unblinking gaze. His eyes were dark, she realised, almost more black than brown, and the effect, combined with the subject of their discussion, was deeply disconcerting. ‘There is one other possibility I am afraid you need to consider.’
She looked back at him blankly, not daring herself to speak.
‘Forgive me if this sounds indelicate,’ Kozlova went on, ‘but Colin and I have speculated about your son’s death. We had both assumed, I’m afraid, that Paul was probably murdered, quite possibly by your own intelligence services. Again, they are skilled at killing without leaving a trace. But the answer may be simpler than that.’
She was already ahead of him. ‘That he really did take his own life?’
‘It seems a likely explanation. A heroic act. He realised that he would not be able to withhold the information for much longer, and decided to sacrifice himself rather than betray others.’
‘But if he was already being interrogated by the authorities, why would they have given him the freedom to do that? He was in his own room in the college. Would they have allowed him back there?’
‘I suspect they underestimated him,’ Gormley said. ‘It might be that they had barely begun. Perhaps Paul pre-empted them. And we don’t know for sure that he died in his room. We only know he was found there.’
‘But again, surely the post-mortem would have indicated if he’d been moved after death?’
‘If the pathologist had been looking for that possibility. But there’s no particular reason why they should have been. At that stage, there were no grounds even to treat the death even as suspicious.’
‘So let me get this right. What you’re saying is my student son had a role in the intelligence services. That he’d uncovered a plot by those same services that he felt was deeply – well, let’s say unethical. That he succeeded in undermining that plot, at least temporarily. And that he might have taken his own life rather than betray the lives of others. Does that sound about right?’ Spoken so baldly, the words sounded even more absurd.
‘I believe that is correct, Mrs Raven.’
‘So where do you fit into this, Mr Kozlova?’ she said. ‘Paul presumably came to you for help. You singularly failed to provide it.’
‘You are correct, Mrs Raven. I failed your son. I have already failed some of those he tried to protect. I have no excuse for my failure, other than that I failed to recognise the gravity and urgency of the situation. When I spoke to Paul, I took what he was saying very seriously, but I did not really believe the danger was so imminent. I’m sorry.’
‘So what do we do now then? You’re telling me that we’re fugitives from our own intelligence services. From people who will presumably do anything to cover up their actions. I don’t see an obvious way out of that.’
‘There’s even more to it than that,’ Gormley said quietly.
‘Oh, well, good. I thought we were all having it a bit too easy so far.’
‘It’s not just our own side who are after the assets. Once other powers became aware of the deaths of Abrams and Smith – not to mention Paul, who was also on their radar – they became concerned about what was happening.’
Kozlova nodded. ‘They’re now trying to get to the assets before the other side does. When the opposition starts eliminating its own assets, that sets the alarm bells ringing. So foreign interest in these assets is rekindled. So now they want to know what these individuals have that makes them worth killing off.’
‘Alan Merchant,’ Red said, unexpectedly. ‘What about him?’
Kozlova turned in his seat and looked at the young man. ‘Professor Merchant? What of him?’
‘I was going to tell you.’ Colin Gormley was looking uncomfortable again. Emma had the impression that this was something else he hadn’t been fully open about. ‘We went to Merchant’s on the way up here. I thought you’d want him checked out.’
‘And?’ Kozlova was staring at Gormley, his expression impossible to read.
‘Emma went to the house.’ Gormley sounded like a recalcitrant schoolboy trying to explain why he hadn’t done his homework.
‘There was a woman there,’ Emma said. ‘I assumed she was probably his wife–’
‘Merchant was a widower,’ Kozlova said. ‘There is no wife.’
‘Whoever she was, she told me he’d died.’
‘Died?’
‘That’s what she said. Just a few days ago. I didn’t know what to say…’
‘And you hadn’t thought to mention this?’ Kozlova asked Gormley.
‘I was going–’
Kozlova had turned back to Emma, ignoring what Gormley might have been about to say. ‘Merchant was a key asset. He wasn’t a young man, but he knew more about various aspects of post-Soviet activities than anyone else.’
Kozlova was gazing blankly into space, as if contemplating the significance of what Emma had been saying. Now his eyes flicked back to her. ‘Colin mentioned the lorry. He thinks the driver was trying to kill you, yes?’
‘I’m sure he was,’ Emma said. ‘He very nearly succeeded.’
‘And this happened shortly after you’d left Merchant’s. Clearly, Merchant’s role had been identified by at least one of the groups we’re dealing with.’
Kozlova had remained unmoving by his seat, and now looked round at the assembled group, with the air of a benevolent priest surveying his flock. ‘But you must all be hungry. Let me see whether the food is ready, and I will organise you a top-up of your respective drinks.’
‘Eat, drink and be merry,’ Gormley said.
‘Indeed, Colin. That, and also perhaps what comes after that.’





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Emma slept fitfully that night, waking repeatedly, each time feeling she’d been disturbed by some noise from outside. On the first occasion, she’d climbed out of the enormous bed and walked over to the window. The external lights had been extinguished and she could see nothing but the swaying of the surrounding trees in the rising wind. After that, she’d lain awake for what felt like hours, her head crammed with anxious imaginings.
She still had no idea what to make of Kozlova, but couldn’t complain he had treated them badly. After their discussion, he’d led them into an imposing dining room and seated them around the end of a table that could have accommodated twice their number.
Emma had never seen an actual living working butler before. She’d assumed the concept only existed in period dramas, but now realised how little she knew about the lives of the ultra-rich. She watched in something like awe as the tall, dapper man oversaw the activities of the two young women responsible for serving their food. She wasn’t entirely sure why the butler’s role was needed – the two women appeared to handle their duties perfectly competently without his direction – nor, for that matter, why two servers were required to serve five guests. But she guessed that was the kind of question that rarely troubled a wealthy oligarch.
For her own part, she mainly felt absurdly underdressed. This kind of service seemed to demand the poshest of posh frocks, rather than her own downmarket garb. She might have been tempted to ask for an opportunity to change before dinner, except she knew full well she had nothing better than the clothes she was already wearing. She couldn’t begin to imagine what Danny and Red might be feeling, though after their initial shock the two young men seemed to be taking everything in their stride.
Kozlova had served them an impressive three course dinner. She wondered if he ate in this style every night, or if his chef had rapidly pulled together this feast on their arrival. It then occurred to her, as she gazed darkly at Colin Gormley, that Kozlova had been expecting their arrival. He even seemed to have been apprised of their dietary requirements. Following a clearly vegan soup – described by the butler as a ‘cauliflower velouté’ – Gormley, Danny and Red had been served an artichoke-based main course, while she and Kozlova had eaten excellent roast grouse. The meal had concluded with cranachan, presumably in a nod to their Scottish surroundings. The whole meal had been of restaurant quality, concluding with coffee and the offer of a dram or two from Kozlova’s impressive display of single malts.
Emma had expected that, having eaten, Kozlova would continue the earlier discussion, but he’d seemed content to make small talk, as if they were no more than an ill assortment of guests he’d invited to stay for the weekend. Emma had been more than happy with that, particularly as Kozlova seemed equally happy to do most of the talking. He regaled them with anecdotes about his time in Belarus, his dealings with senior figures in the government, and his contacts with British politicians and officials following his decision to relocate to the UK.
Emma had been unable to decide how much to believe of what Kozlova was telling them but for the moment decided not to trouble herself about that. A more immediate question was how much she should trust Colin Gormley. She’d been deeply shocked at his apparent betrayal, berating herself for her own naivety. But over dinner he had seemed genuinely contrite, insisting that his only motive had been to ensure they all arrived safely at Kozlova’s residence.
‘You could still have told us the truth,’ she’d pointed out, during one of the few moments when Kozlova had briefly left the room.
‘I thought that if you knew about my connections with Kozlova and my role in Paul’s recruitment, you wouldn’t trust me enough to come here.’
These had been the thoughts that filled her head as she’d lain unsleeping in the darkness. At the end of the evening, Kozlova had shown them to bedrooms on the first floor of the house, which were as luxurious and well-appointed as the rest of the house. She was left wondering quite how much of this imposing building Kozlova managed to occupy, even with his retinue of servants.
She must have eventually slept more soundly because when she next woke it was past seven thirty. Kozlova had indicated that breakfast would be available from eight, but that they should all feel free to sleep as long as they needed, given their exertions of the previous day. ‘We can convene later in the morning to discuss our next steps,’ he had concluded ominously before leading them to their respective bedrooms.
Emma pulled herself out of bed and walked over to the window. The day was just beginning to grow light and she could make out the area at the rear of the house. Immediately below her was a courtyard, ringed with stone buildings which looked as if they had been built originally as stables. These had been transformed into residential units, presumably to accommodate the servants. From this elevation, beyond the courtyard, she could see the trees in the rear gardens of the house, with hills silhouetted against the lightening sky in the distance.
She showered in the palatial en suite bathroom and searched through her clothes for her least disreputable outfit. When she was satisfied she didn’t look too much of a mess, she made her way down the wide staircase to the ground floor. The house was silent and for a moment she thought she was alone. Then, as she reached the bottom of the stairs, the butler emerged as if from nowhere and nodded a greeting. ‘Mrs Raven.’
‘Good morning…’ It occurred to her she hadn’t learnt the butler’s name in the course of the previous evening. She still felt uncertain how to interact with him. She couldn’t bring herself to adopt the style of a patronising Victorian house guest, but she felt the butler would disapprove of any less formal response.
‘Good morning, madam. Are you ready for breakfast?’
‘Please.’ She followed him back into the dining room where they’d eaten the previous evening. Kozlova was already at the table, gazing gloomily at a full Scottish breakfast. He nodded a greeting to her. ‘Please come and join me, Mrs Raven.’ He gestured to a row of covered serving trays set up at the side of the room. ‘We normally adopt a self-service approach to breakfast, though Mackenzie will be happy to provide any help you might need.’
She registered the butler’s name for future use. ‘I’m very happy to help myself. I feel surprisingly hungry, given last night’s excellent dinner.’
She approached the silver serving trays with a degree of amusement. She imagined Kozlova had been aiming to recreate a casual Edwardian breakfast, but the effect was closer to the buffet in a half-decent budget hotel. The first tray contained some congealing porridge, supplemented by jars of other cereals and a bowl of fruit salad. The subsequent trays held the usual array of bacon, sausages, baked beans, mushrooms, tomatoes, some presumably vegetarian alternatives and – this being Scotland – haggis, black pudding and tattie scones. The offering seemed excessive for the small number of guests.
Emma poured herself a coffee, and took a small selection of items from the buffet before joining Kozlova at the table. As she took her seat, he cut himself a slice of sausage and chewed on it lugubriously. After a few moments, he said, ‘I’ve had your car checked out this morning. There are no tracking devices attached to it.’ He sounded mildly disappointed, as if Emma’s pursuers had failed to demonstrate the expected level of professionalism.
‘Well, that’s something,’ she said. ‘I’m pretty confident they couldn’t have tracked me last night, then.’
‘That will at least buy us a little time.’ He seemed to be working through his breakfast with slow but scrupulous precision, cutting small pieces of bacon or sausage which he proceeded to chew thoughtfully. ‘I have been considering what we should do next.’
‘It’s been good of you to provide this hospitality,’ Emma said. ‘But you don’t need to be involved in this. It’s not your fight.’
‘It is very much my fight, Mrs Raven.’ Kozlova had moved on to his fried egg, which he sliced open with the relish of one who was perhaps envisaging performing a similar operation on the flesh of his enemy. ‘And I need a pastime in my advancing years.’
‘Potentially a dangerous pastime.’
Kozlova dipped a precisely-cut piece of bacon in the flood of egg yolk. ‘That is the purpose of old age. It gives you little to lose. I have spent my life being cautious. Perhaps it is the time to demonstrate a little recklessness.’
Emma returned to tackling her own breakfast, although her appetite felt diminished. She cut herself a slice of sausage and swallowed it without enthusiasm. ‘So what does that mean in practice?’
‘I am contemplating that.’ Kozlova was silent for a moment, as if providing a literal demonstration of his words. ‘I have done my best to keep my profile low, so I have the advantage of surprise.’ He paused to perform some further surgical operation on his breakfast. ‘For what that’s worth.’
‘What is it worth?’
The question came not from Emma but from Colin Gormley who had silently entered the room. Emma was left wondering how long Colin had been listening to their conversation.
‘Good morning, Colin,’ Kozlova said. ‘Please do help yourself to breakfast, and then come and join us.’
Gormley busied himself at the buffet while Kozlova continued his minute dissection of his food. After a moment, as if only just recalling Gormley’s question, he said, ‘Ultimately, it is probably of little worth at all. In the immediate term, it perhaps gives us an element of control.’
‘In what way?’ Emma said.
‘We are in a position to take the initiative. But we cannot afford to wait too long, or the opportunity will be gone.’
Gormley had rejoined them, returning with only a black coffee and a bowl of fruit salad topped with plain yoghurt. Kozlova regarded the selection with seeming disapproval.
‘You think that’s going to make much of a difference?’ Gormley said. ‘We’re potentially dealing here with the might of MI5 and MI6 on the one side, and a foreign power on the other. I’m not sure that taking the initiative is really going to cut it.’
‘That is the first question,’ Kozlova said. ‘Who are we dealing with?’
‘I think it’s safe to assume that we’re dealing at least with the British security services in some form.’
‘Presumably MI6, since this is not primarily a domestic matter,’ Kozlova said. ‘And I would be surprised if there was any co-operation with their friends over the river. This operation has the potential to cause major political embarrassment. I imagine the Service will be keen to keep it to themselves for as long as they possibly can. If they can complete the operation – that is, seal it all in a nice neat box and bury it as deeply as possible – that would be the ideal outcome for them.’
‘What about the police?’ Emma asked. ‘Are they likely to be part of this?’ She was thinking back to her uneasy dealings with Roger Morton.
‘I think that’s extremely unlikely,’ Kozlova said. ‘At least at a corporate level. I’m sure, with your own background, you would conclude the same?’
Emma nodded, registering in passing that Kozlova was aware of her history. That was far from surprising – he might even simply have obtained the information from Colin Gormley – but it was another reminder not to underestimate the old man. ‘There’s not much love lost between the police and the intelligence services.’
‘That is not to say,’ Kozlova went on, ‘that individual officers, perhaps even at a senior level, might not be on their payroll. I take it you have been cautious in your dealings with your former colleagues, Mrs Raven?’
‘As far as I could be.’
‘What about the two young men?’ he asked. ‘You have good reason to trust them?’
It was a fair question, Emma thought. ‘Not strongly, no. I know Danny a little. He was a friend of Paul’s from way back. Other than that, we met them only when we found them hiding in my cottage. I’ve no idea about their recent histories, other than their supposed contacts with Paul.’
‘Which itself sounds an implausible tale. Fortunately, I have already had them checked out.’
‘You’ve had a busy morning. And?’
‘As far as my advisors can ascertain, they are no more and no less than they appear. Redmond is a young man who has spent the last two years working in a very junior role for MI6 without either uncovering anything significant or being uncovered himself. Which is a largely positive outcome from our perspective. Dan was indeed a friend of your son’s. He appears to have achieved little more in the meantime.’
‘What about the body in his flat?’
‘We have only his word for the circumstances surrounding that. But his story aligns with everything else we know and I see no real reason to doubt it. I think we can trust the two young men. How much use they will be to us is another question.’
‘So we’re a team of five,’ Emma said. ‘A retired police chief, an academic, two young men with no particular experience and yourself. With respect, it doesn’t seem much against MI6.’
Kozlova abandoned his precise consumption of his breakfast and pushed the plate away from him. The butler appeared, again as if from nowhere, and discreetly removed it from the table. He was clearly fully apprised of Kozlova’s habits and preferences.
‘You make a good point, Mrs Raven. That leads me to believe that, at present, your most immediate adversary is your own intelligence services. The FSB and their associates have no shortage of resources to draw upon, but I think they would not easily be able to access those resources in this country.’
‘So do we think that the FSB are involved?’ Gormley said.
‘Your experience with Alan Merchant suggests so. To give some credit to your own side, Mrs Raven, their intention was to do nothing more than tidy up some loose ends. With all respect to Paul’s memory, the Service would not have entrusted these assets to his care if they were felt to be of substantial value. I do not believe they would have wasted much time on Merchant’s death. So that leaves us with the question: who was the woman you met at his house? I have been trying to find some news of Merchant since last night. The house now seems deserted. There is no sign of human life or of any disturbance within. There have been no reports of Merchant’s death. If he was visited by foreign agents, they would have been interested in more than simple elimination.’ His expression suggested they were discussing some social faux pas committed by a mutual friend at a recent dinner party. ‘That is the irony of the situation. In trying to tidy up their loose ends, your people have opened up a can of worms.’ He looked pleased with his deployment of the idioms.
‘You think someone would have been trying to extract information from Merchant?’ Gormley asked.
‘I am sure of it. They would have assumed that your people had their reasons for wanting to eliminate him. Perhaps they underestimate the simple British desire for tidiness.’
At some point during the preceding conversation, the butler had reappeared and collected Emma’s empty plate and Gormley’s bowl. Emma had barely even noticed. The thought made her uneasy, but she assumed that – again, for reasons known only to himself – Kozlova must trust his staff implicitly.
‘The first question,’ Kozlova continued, ‘is what our two sets of opponents actually know. We must assume their knowledge of the full asset base is actually very limited. Otherwise, they would not have been so keen to acquire Paul’s list. So we can assume Paul’s removal of the information was successful. But we do not know which names are known to them and which are not.’
‘What about other powers?’ Gormley asked.
‘Another irony,’ Kozlova said. ‘My guess is that their knowledge will be much more comprehensive. The fact that they targeted Merchant at this stage – if that is indeed the case – suggests to me that they were aware that he was on your people’s elimination list. Which suggests in turn that they have some kind of inside source.’
‘It’s all quite an impressive screw up,’ Gormley said.
‘You could certainly express it in those terms. And that might be something else that works in our favour.’
Gormley rose and helped himself to another coffee. ‘You seem very positive this morning, Boris.’
‘Negativity achieves nothing.’ Kozlova smiled smugly. ‘I should probably choose that as the title of the business book I will one day write.’
‘I’m sure you will,’ Gormley said. ‘So how do you suggest we take advantage of this mood of positivity?’
Kozlova gazed into his now empty coffee cup, as if performing some act of augury with the coffee grounds. ‘I think we should begin,’ he said, ‘by issuing some invitations.’





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

‘The whole thing’s a massive fuck up from beginning to end,’ the woman who called herself Selina Doleman said. ‘Don’t tell me any different.’
The man who called himself Neil Tennyson had his feet up on the coffee table, and was swigging from a can of cheap lager. It was probably his fourth can of the evening so far, though he’d insisted to her that the lager was low strength. She suspected Tennyson’s idea of low strength was rather different from her own. ‘Everything they do’s a massive fuck up. Haven’t you learnt that by now?’
She had to acknowledge that, for all his cheap cynicism, he was right. It wasn’t even that their superiors lacked professionalism, though Tennyson would no doubt dismiss them as a bunch of inept fuckwits. They mostly knew what they were doing. Unfortunately – at least for those unlucky enough to be working for them – what they were mostly doing was protecting their own interests and lining their own pockets. They weren’t too concerned about the fates of two relatively junior officers operating on some rain-soaked little island hundreds of miles from home. She’d learned to live with that and mostly it worked out okay, but sometimes a little more support would have been welcome.
‘I’m going to make a sandwich,’ she announced, suddenly bored with making the effort to converse with Tennyson. That was the other thing. In the past, she’d mostly been teamed up with agents who were broadly her intellectual equal. This time some joker had paired her with a man who had the brain capacity of a badly house-trained dog. It wasn’t that she expected discussions on literature or the arts during these long winter evenings, but it would be nice to listen to something more than expletives and misogyny.
She could see he was going to ask if she’d make one for him too, so she left the room before she had to tell him very gently, yet again, to go fuck himself. She regretted the bad language, which didn’t form part of her usual mode of speech, but his English vocabulary was regrettably limited.
At least the kitchen gave her a momentary respite from his endless grunting. She supposed that, in his familiar, inarticulate way, he was expressing some kind of opinion about the sport he watched endlessly. He’d been delighted to discover that the television in their cheaply rented holiday cottage had an array of sports channels. Doleman had been equally delighted, since it minimised the need to attempt any kind of conversation with him. The grunting remained unavoidable.
She buttered a slice of cheap white bread, then faced the choice of what to put on it. The range of options was far from extensive – plastic cheese, some indeterminate cold meat, a couple of cans of tuna. At home, Doleman considered herself something of a food lover. When she was working away, for some reason she’d never tried to analyse, she restricted herself to the most basic of foodstuffs.
After a moment’s consideration, she cut herself two chunky slices of the cheese, placed them neatly on the buttered bread, topping each with a blob of the brown pickle the British loved so much. She placed a second slice of bread on top and then cut the sandwich in two with a blunt knife. Culinary artistry.
She made another coffee, then returned to the living room. Tennyson was watching some football match. As far as Doleman could tell, he watched pretty much any sport, regardless of its status or who was competing. He made an occasional comment on the action – usually some disparaging remark about one of the players or officials – but he seemed unconcerned about which team or individual actually won.
‘Good match?’ She spoke mainly just for the minor pleasure of disrupting his concentration on the screen.
‘All right,’ he said. ‘Good sandwich?’ By his standards, it was a pointed repost.
‘Wonderful.’ She sat in one of the two armchairs, making sure she maximised the distance from him. The cheese had no discernible taste. The pickle had too much.
‘I could have got more out of him, you know.’ Tennyson’s eyes were still fixed on the screen.
‘Out of who?’ She knew full well who he meant. They’d had this conversation often enough over the preceding twenty-four hours. But she had no intention of indulging him any more than she needed to.
‘Him. Merchant. I just needed more time. And to be allowed to do my job.’
‘We’d got everything we were going to get from him. Which, for the avoidance of doubt, was bugger all.’
‘He’d plenty more to give, if I’d been allowed to do things my way.’
Doleman knew she was on shaky ground here, even though she was notionally the senior officer. She’d made the call that Tennyson had taken it far enough, but she wasn’t at all sure it was a call her superiors would have approved. ‘He was a superannuated old academic. He had nothing to tell us. You’d done enough by that point.’
It wasn’t that she’d had any ethical qualms about allowing Tennyson to do his unpleasant worst. That stuff went with the territory, and she’d sat through more extreme actions in her career. But it was worth doing only if you thought you were likely to obtain useful intelligence in return.
Merchant had been an old man. He’d clearly been terrified of Tennyson from the moment of their arrival. If he’d had anything useful to tell them, he’d have spilled it within five minutes of Tennyson starting work. If he’d revealed nothing of value after nearly twenty-four hours of Tennyson’s interventions, he had no information worth revealing.
At the end of that time, Doleman had decided they should cut their losses. Dispose of Merchant in a suitably quick and humane manner, ideally without too much mess. Tennyson had done that all right, and as far as she could see he hadn’t even left any marks. They’d disposed of the body in a nearby stretch of water, where it would remain undiscovered long enough to give them the time they needed. Other than their female visitor – who could be safely discounted for the moment – no one had even known they’d been at the house. As far as Doleman had been concerned, it was a job well done, even if they’d ended up with nothing to show for it. She just wasn’t sure her bosses would necessarily agree.
Apart from anything else, there was the question of why they’d been given this assignment in the first place. In Doleman’s view, it was a waste of time. All they had was a list of assets that were apparently of some current interest to the authorities here. As far as Doleman could see, the assets in question, with one or two exceptions, fell into the same category as Merchant. Assets who’d only ever been of limited value and whose worth had declined with the passing years. Christ knew why they’d suddenly become of interest to the Service here. Quite probably just because the British intelligence service bosses were as inept as those in her own country. Everyone was terrified of missing a trick, so they ended up chasing every flickering shadow.
All she could do was go along with the charade. Work her way down the list they’d been given. See if they could extract anything of value. If so, well and good. If not, dispose of the asset in a way unlikely to draw too much attention to their death.
That was well and good, except she also knew that if they failed to extract any useful intelligence from these people, that would be judged a failure. No one would care that the assets hadn’t possessed any useful intelligence in the first place, because that would reflect badly on those who’d set up the mission. It was she and Tennyson who’d be held responsible. And she’d be held most responsible because she was the senior officer. Which meant at some stage they’d have to come up with something.
The football match had apparently come to an end, and Tennyson was flicking from channel to channel in search of something else to watch. He eventually settled on a darts competition, presumably because it seemed to be the only live action available. ‘You should have let me do my job properly,’ he said again. ‘Let me finish it.’
‘You had plenty of time,’ she pointed out.
‘I wasn’t allowed to do it the way I wanted. I could have gone a lot further.’
‘You’d got nothing from him up to that point.’
‘I was hardly trying.’
‘Maybe you should have tried a bit harder before, then.’
Even Tennyson seemed to realise the conversation was going nowhere, not that that usually stopped him. He sat in silence, staring at the screen. She finished eating her sandwich and swallowed the last of her coffee.
‘So what’s next?’ Tennyson said.
‘I’m just waiting for the word,’ she said.
‘It’s a pain in the arse,’ Tennyson said. ‘Sitting here waiting to be told what to do like a couple of kids.’
For once, she couldn’t really disagree. The targets were being fed to them one by one. Supposedly, this was because priorities were being reviewed on a day-by-day basis. That was clearly bollocks. None of these ancient relics was going anywhere. The real reason was simply because she and Tennyson weren’t trusted with the full list. She wanted to blame Tennyson for that – everybody knew he was the loosest of cannons – but she had a reputation back home too. She was considered to be something even worse than unreliable. She was considered to be ‘difficult’. She’d spoken her mind once or twice more than was judged acceptable. That was no doubt why the two of them had been selected for this pointless mission.
‘Have you checked?’ he said.
‘I’ve been checking every five minutes for the last hour.’
‘They’re late.’
‘If I were you, I’d have a stiff word with them.’
He retorted with an indecipherable grunt and returned his attention to the screen. She pulled out her phone and logged in to the secure app once more. This time, finally, there was a message. ‘It’s here.’
‘About time.’
She opened up the message and frowned, reading it several times.
‘Go on, then,’ Tennyson said impatiently. ‘How far have we got to bloody drive tomorrow?’ She offered no response and he finally turned towards her. ‘What is it?’
‘I don’t know. There’s something odd about it. The format seems a bit different, that’s all.’
He shrugged. ‘They make up their own rules. It’s only us who has to follow them. Anyway, go on.’
She hesitated for a moment longer. ‘The target is Boris Kozlova.’
‘Why do I know the name?’
‘Used to be a big player. Mate of our dear president. Seem to remember there was some falling out at some point. But I haven’t heard of him for years.’
‘Another senile old fart, then.’
‘Sounds like it.’ She was still staring at the message, as if hoping it would divulge a further secret.
‘Where is this guy?’
‘Not far from the look of it. Up in the Borders.’ The only clue they’d been given to their targets was the accommodation that had been arranged for them. A cottage in Northumberland for a week. After that, she understood they were due to move further south, though they had so far been given no other details. ‘We can have a lie-in.’
He leered at her, as he always did when she gave him half an opportunity to identify some possible innuendo. She’d vaguely wondered if he might try it on with her, given that they were going to be stuck in each other’s company for weeks on end. But she was far too old for him, even though they were roughly the same age. Tennyson’s sexual interests stretched no further than the kind of young, pneumatic blonde you might find in the pages of certain kinds of magazines or websites. Most likely he was gay, she thought. She could see he was trying to come up with some kind of witty response. In the end, he said, ‘What time do you want to get there?’
The lie-in line had been her own idea of a joke, or more accurately a jibe at Tennyson’s inveterate laziness. ‘Early. Before it’s light. We need to reconnoitre.’
‘Reconnoitre?’ he echoed satirically.
‘Have a look around. My recollection is that Kozlova was a big deal. One of the original oligarchs. I don’t know what position he’s in at the moment, but I don’t imagine he’s on his uppers. He may be a harder nut to crack than we’ve had to deal with so far.’
‘You think?’ Tennyson looked uninterested and was turning back towards the television. He wasn’t really one for strategy or tactics. He was mainly one for the straightforward application of brute strength.
‘He’s going to have some security at least. So I’d like to get there early and get a feel for what we’re up against.’
‘I’m in your hands.’ Another leer, as if he hadn’t made the same or similar jokes several times a day since they’d first encountered each other.
She glared at him. ‘If you cause me any problems, your bloody throat certainly will be.’





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Roger Morton settled himself more comfortably in the spacious armchair and looked around the lounge. He could grow accustomed to this lifestyle, he thought. Maybe one of the others could put him up for membership if they were sufficiently impressed by his work on this. The future was certainly looking brighter.
He hadn’t realised places like this existed in the provincial cities as well as in London. This place was apparently the northernmost outpost of one of the grandest of these clubs, so no doubt its metropolitan counterpart would be more impressive still. But this version was quite satisfactory enough for Morton.
He’d come down from his room a little early with the aim of soaking in the atmosphere. The lounge was far from busy – no doubt partly because of the time of year – but there was a scattering of other guests, mostly solitary middle-aged men like himself. A few were in groups, no doubt engaged in the kind of serious conversation that would baffle a supposedly honest copper like Morton. He wondered who they all were and why they were here, and whether the reasons for their presence were as strange as his own.
He still wasn’t entirely sure how he’d become entangled in all this. It had started with that call from Emma Raven. He’d always rather fancied her, and occasionally he’d harboured vaguely adulterous thoughts about a liaison between them. Something that might have happened at a conference on policing, perhaps. After all, she’d been free and single, even if he hadn’t been.
But it had never happened, and he hadn’t seriously expected it to. It was just one of those vague fantasies that alleviated working life. She had been well out of his league, not least because she was several ranks senior to him. Then she’d taken early retirement, for reasons that had been much gossiped about, and he’d thought that was the last he’d see or hear of her. When she’d called him out of the blue, he’d been surprised and mildly flattered that she’d even remembered him. Looking back, it seemed almost destined.
He’d responded to her request and, as it turned out, it was as well he’d done so. He’d thought at first he was going to get a bollocking for initially handling the matter on his own initiative, but the senior ranks had accepted his reasoning that he’d had no particular reason to take the matter too seriously at the start. No one could dispute he’d taken all the right steps and that he’d successfully prevented what might have escalated into a major incident. He’d even managed to keep it out of the media. ‘Well done, son,’ the ACC had said to him later. ‘Job well done.’
That had been a surprise. Usually the top brass were only too keen to administer a bollocking if they felt they’d been kept in the dark, whatever the circumstances. Morton suspected they’d been leaned on, and his suspicions had been confirmed when, a day or two later, he’d found himself unexpectedly seconded to work with this bunch. He’d thought at first that the move had itself been intended as some kind of punishment for his actions, but he’d quickly concluded that the spooks really did want his help in dealing with the matter. Or, more precisely, in dealing with Emma Raven. They’d certainly been more than generous in securing his services, even though some of that he’d been told to keep to himself. ‘National security, old son,’ he’d been told. ‘We’re allowed to splash the pennies from time to time. But it had to be done quietly. Don’t tell your bosses. They’ll only get jealous.’
He didn’t really even know why they wanted him on board, except as someone who at least knew about policing, but they’d seemed keen he should join them on their trip up here.
Morton was still looking around him, wondering how one went about summoning one of the discreet-looking waiters – or were they butlers? – who seemed to materialise from time to time to bring drinks to others in the lounge. He might have to resort to approaching the bar, but then he’d have to work out where the bar actually was.
As if in answer to his unspoken question, a voice from behind him said, ‘Roger, you look like a man in need of a drink.’
He twisted in his armchair to see his new colleague, Meredith Ambrose, standing, already accompanied by one of the elusive waiters. ‘What can I get you?’
The honest answer would have been a pint of beer, but he couldn’t see anyone else in the room drinking anything so unsophisticated. ‘Thanks. I think a G&T would probably fit the bill.’
‘An excellent choice,’ Ambrose said, in the tone of a sommelier addressing a customer purchasing the second cheapest wine on the menu. ‘Two large G&Ts it is, then.’ He nodded to the waiter who disappeared as mysteriously as he’d appeared.
Ambrose lowered himself into the armchair beside Morton. ‘What do you think of the place?’
‘Very impressive.’
‘Not a patch on the London original, obviously. But they’ve done a decent job of making it feel like a home from home.’
The ornately-decorated lounge was nothing like Morton’s home, but he was happy to accept Ambrose’s opinion. ‘Very comfortable, anyway.’
‘It’ll do. Though we can’t make ourselves too comfortable. Work to do tomorrow.’ He stretched out his legs in a manner that belied his words. ‘Robin should be down in a few minutes and then we can get the business out of the way before dinner. He’s just dealing with a few calls.’
‘I still don’t really know why we’re up here,’ Morton said.
‘All will become clear. Well, clearish. Ah, here’s Robin.’
The second of the new colleagues, one Robin Elliott, had entered the lounge and paused to chat to one of the other members. Morton had already noted that Elliott seemed to know everyone, or at least everyone above a certain social stratum. Elliott finished his brief conversation and crossed the room to join them. At the same moment, the waiter rematerialised, now bearing a tray containing ice-beaded glasses. Morton noted that there were three drinks on the tray, and wondered how Elliott had pulled that trick.
Elliott lowered himself into the third armchair and waited in silence while the waiter placed the glasses on the table, along with a bowl of upmarket nuts. Elliott nodded his thanks, then leaned forward and grabbed a large handful of the nuts, almost emptying the bowl. He picked up the G&T and half drained the glass in a single mouthful. The whole performance seemed theatrical, as if intended to make some point, though Morton couldn’t imagine what.
‘Good evening, gentlemen.’ Elliott looked around at the other two with the air of a man bringing an unruly meeting to order. ‘I trust you’re both enjoying the hospitality?’
Morton nodded, then, as if to make some point himself, he leaned forward and extracted a single nut from the bowl before taking a tiny sip of his drink. ‘Very nice.’
‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, gentlemen. I’ve just been liaising with those upstairs.’ He made it sound as if he might have been communing with the Almighty.
‘So what’s the latest?’ Ambrose asked.
‘One or two nuggets. First, we do seem to have lost Alan Merchant.’
‘Lost?’ Morton asked. He had no idea who Alan Merchant was.
‘In the sense that we don’t know where he is.’
‘Ah, right. That sense.’ Morton watched Elliott and Ambrose with interest. He couldn’t say either man looked uncomfortable exactly – both were far too studiedly urbane for that – but they seemed more concerned than he’d previously seen them. It was as if they were realising that something they’d formerly treated as a game was turning into an unnerving reality.
He didn’t know exactly what the other two had been doing in the days immediately prior to the three of them meeting up here. He knew they’d been trying to track down Emma Raven and Colin Gormley because he’d been primed to join to them if they succeeded. For reasons best known to themselves, they’d felt they were more likely to persuade Emma to talk to them if he were present. ‘We’d much rather she gave us the information voluntarily,’ Ambrose had told him apologetically. ‘She might be more inclined to do that if you’re there.’
‘I really don’t see–’
Ambrose had added quietly, ‘I’d hate it if we had to use any of our more invasive techniques on her.’
Morton had taken the hint, happy to make himself available if that meant neither he nor, more importantly, Emma Raven had to discover what those more invasive techniques comprised. In the end he hadn’t been summoned, which he took to indicate that they hadn’t succeeded in finding Emma. When the call had finally come, a couple of days later, it was to meet up with Ambrose and Elliott in Edinburgh, for reasons which had been left unexplained.
‘I’m sorry,’ Morton said now, ‘but who’s Alan Merchant?’
Elliott gazed back at him with apparent mild disbelief, as if Morton had failed to keep himself up to speed. ‘He’s the last name we have.’
‘The last name–?’ The two men had previously explained to Morton that the purpose of their mission was to track down a number of intelligence assets who had – for reasons they had left unexplained – attracted the attention of hostile intelligence services. He’d been told that most of these were various kinds of sleepers, individuals who’d initially brought useful intelligence but who had, over the years, fallen off the radar. Ambrose had added that, because of shortcomings in record-keeping over the years, they unfortunately only had a partial list. That was why they were so keen to track down Emma Raven. They had reason to believe that she, through the actions of her late son, might have access to much more comprehensive information.
None of this had made much sense to Morton, and he had no idea how it might connect to the discovery in Colin Gormley’s college room. At the very least, it seemed to reflect poorly on the intelligence services, but that was not a surprise. Morton had found over the years that there was an inverse correlation between the Services’ arrogance and its ability to deliver results.
‘So what’s happened to him?’ The question, as he’d expressed it, seemed too blunt for the sophisticated ambiance established by Ambrose and Elliott. Morton could almost see Elliott wince.
‘We don’t know,’ Ambrose said. ‘We’d been trying to make contact with him, but received no response. Then Robin and I called in on him on our way up here, but there was no sign of him.’
‘Maybe he was just out or away,’ Morton suggested.
Elliott closed his eyes, as if to avoid looking on some offensive sight. ‘We do have protocols for this kind of thing, you know, Roger. There are certain signals we send which our assets are supposed to respond to. If they fail to respond, we have to think the worst.’
Morton considered pointing out that, given they seemed to have lost contact with half their assets, their protocols were perhaps not entirely foolproof. ‘So what are you saying? That someone has Merchant?’
‘I think someone had Merchant, squeezed whatever they could out of him, and then disposed of him. If we ever find him, it’ll be dredging a lake or because some dog walker stumbles across a shallow grave.’
‘That’s not good then?’ Morton ventured.
‘Not ideal, no,’ Elliott agreed. ‘It basically means we may have fucked up the last chance to salvage this operation.’ He sounded oddly cheerful about this outcome.
‘Right. So why are we up here exactly?’
‘Because,’ Ambrose announced brightly, ‘when one door closes, another one prepares to slam right in your face.’
‘What he means,’ Elliott said, ‘is that the fates have given us another opportunity to fuck up.’
Morton was beginning to find the upmarket double act mildly tiresome. He supposed it must go with the job. Overgrown public schoolboys who treated it all as a game. But also, he added to himself, utterly ruthless when it came to winning. ‘Go on.’
‘Yesterday we had a message from one of our assets,’ Elliott said. ‘One of those who’d fallen off our radar, in fact. We were only interested in him originally because he’d supposedly had some big bust-up with the ruling regime back home. When he moved to the West, we tried to get him to co-operate, but his patriotism outweighed his dislike of the regime, so he wouldn’t play ball.’ Elliott picked up the remainder of his G&T and stared at it as if he’d forgotten its purpose. Then he swallowed the contents in a single mouthful. ‘Anyway, yesterday he contacted us out of the blue.’
‘Out of the blue?’
Elliott smiled. ‘It seems he’d been prompted to do so by some unexpected overseas interest in his activities.’
‘Suggesting he was one of the assets on your list?’
‘It seems so,’ Ambrose agreed. ‘When he contacted us, it sent us scrambling back through the files.’
‘So basically you’re only aware of this Kozlova because some hostile power’s got there first?’ Morton’s face was a study in blank innocence as he asked the question.
Elliott’s smile suggested he fully appreciated the humour in what he took to be Morton’s little joke. ‘That’s one way of putting it. But it turns out he might have more to offer us.’
Morton picked up his own drink, which he’d so far left almost untouched. ‘In what way?’
Elliott leaned back in his chair. ‘Mr Kozlova is currently playing host to Emma Raven, Colin Gormley and their two young friends.’
‘That’s…convenient for you.’
‘It is, isn’t it?’ As if at some invisible signal, one of the waiters had appeared silently at the table bearing three further G&Ts on a tray. Elliott waited until the waiter had set out the drinks before continuing. ‘That was our thought. That it was all a little too convenient, given that we were otherwise largely at a dead end.’
Morton drank the rest of his first G&T before offering any response. He already felt as if he’d drifted well outside of his area of competence. His experience of detective work had equipped him to sift through the available evidence, distinguishing carefully between what was true and what was false. But in that world he’d generally been dealing with people whose motives were straightforward. If they lied to you, it was because they had something to hide. These people seemed to lie just for the hell of it. Or, more accurately, to sow as much confusion as possible. He wasn’t sure whether they knew what was true and what wasn’t, or even if there was any bedrock of truth underpinning their activities. ‘I’m not sure I entirely follow.’
‘I’m not sure we entirely do either. As we’ve told you, our understanding is that Paul Raven was the only person with a comprehensive list of our assets–’
‘Which you said he’d somehow managed to hack?’ Morton had inadvertently allowed a note of disbelief to creep into his tone. This was a line he’d previously been fed as an explanation of the Service’s desire to track down Emma Raven, but it hadn’t rung true to him. How was it possible that a young student had managed to access information that the Service itself claimed not to have?
It was Ambrose who responded. ‘He was a very smart young man. The kind of young man who would gather that kind of data just for the sake of doing it. But we don’t know if he had other motives. So it’s concerning to find his mother in this company.’
‘You’re suggesting that Emma Raven might be – well, what? A traitor?’
‘Of course not,’ Elliott interposed smoothly. ‘But she is no doubt a loving mother who cared for her son. If, as we suspect, she had somehow succeeded in obtaining the data her son collected, she might then have felt obliged to carry out his instructions.’
‘So you’re suggesting Paul Raven was a traitor?’
‘That is the question we’re hoping to answer.’
‘If Raven was a traitor, why would this Kozlova then decide to contact you? It doesn’t make sense.’
‘That’s rather the point,’ Ambrose said smoothly. ‘This Kozlova claimed to be a patriot, but he was no friend of the current regime. He’s also a businessman. He may realise the value of what he has and want to cut a deal.’
Morton took a large swallow of his second G&T. He was beginning to hope his hosts would be equally generous with the wine over dinner. He needed something to dull the sceptical voice whispering its doubts into his ear. To Morton’s prosaic mind, none of this quite made sense. It was the kind of fine-tuned nonsense that only very clever men – and he didn’t doubt that the two men sitting opposite him would be replete with their Oxbridge Firsts – could persuade themselves to believe. There was a piece missing, he thought. Something either Ambrose and Elliott hadn’t been told or, more likely, something they were choosing not to share. ‘So what’s the plan?’
‘I’ve made an appointment for us to see Kozlova. His house is about an hour’s drive south, so I’ve organised a hire car for the morning.’
Morton offered no immediate response. His nervousness was growing. He was wondering whether he should bail out of this or at least seek a view from his superiors. But no one would thank him for being unnecessarily obstructive. He’d have to explain why he’d accepted the unexpected generosity, and he’d be throwing away any chance of building on what might prove to be a lucrative relationship. On the other hand, if this assignment should go tits up, he had little doubt that his two associates here would disappear back into the undergrowth leaving him to take responsibility for whatever mess they’d left behind.
‘So what’s the drill?’ Ambrose was saying, breezily. ‘We convene for breakfast down here around seven?’
‘Sounds like a plan,’ Elliott said. ‘Decent breakfast here. Full Scottish, your haggis, black pudding, tattie scones, Lorne sausage, all the works. Need to do that justice.’
Morton was watching him in astonishment. ‘That’s all very well, but first things first–’
Elliott nodded. ‘You’re quite right, old man. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’ve dinner to look forward to first. They do a quite splendid Beef Wellington.’





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

‘How much do you trust Kozlova?’ Emma Raven asked.
Colin Gormley looked surprised at the question. ‘He’s never let me down.’
To do Gormley justice, she thought, he did look mildly embarrassed as he spoke. He was clearly conscious that, if he hadn’t actually betrayed her and the others, he hadn’t been fully honest. She could accept there might have been good reasons for that, but it left her feeling uncomfortable. ‘Has he had many opportunities to let you down?’
Gormley thought about that for a moment. ‘A few, I suppose. My relationship with the intelligence services has become – well, let’s say a little strained. I became a little uncomfortable with some of the things they were doing. Boris has been a good source of advice. If he’d wanted to – or if he’d had the motives to – he could have made life difficult for me.’
‘If you’re so uncomfortable with your intelligence role, why not stop doing it?’
‘It’s not that simple.’
It was late afternoon, and they were gathered in the lounge where they’d first met Boris Kozlova. Kozlova himself had gone to ground since that morning’s breakfast, sending apologies for not joining them for lunch. In the absence of much else to do, Emma had spent the majority of the day in Kozlova’s impressive library, looking aimlessly through the extensive collection of imposing-looking volumes. She had no idea whether the books were as valuable as they appeared – there were a number of apparent first editions of highly prestigious books – but she imagined that, whatever its provenance, the collection would have cost a substantial amount to assemble. A few of the books were in Russian and other languages, but the majority were in English.
At some point, Colin Gormley had appeared and joined her in scanning through the shelves. There were many questions Emma wanted to ask Gormley, but in the end all she said was, ‘Do you think he reads any of these?’
‘I imagine so. Boris is an extraordinary autodidact. His education in Belarus was limited, I understand, but he’s more than made up for it since. He taught himself English, and he speaks that and several other languages fluently. He seems to know more about everything than I do about anything.’
‘So this isn’t just to impress visitors, then?’
‘Who knows? Boris always gives the impression that he’s playing to an invisible audience, even if the audience is mainly himself. It’s one reason he chose to live in the UK. He likes playing the part of the Edwardian country gentleman, and the library’s definitely part of that image.’
At some point, Red and Danny, who’d been having a walk around the extensive grounds, had reappeared. Emma had suggested the four of them should gather in the lounge to discuss their situation. She was hoping Gormley might be able to shed some further light on what Kozlova was planning, though her initial impression was that he knew little more than they did.
‘Why isn’t it that simple to walk away?’ she asked Gormley. ‘You just do it.’
He was silent for a moment. ‘I don’t think you do. Not from them. Or at least if you do, you do it on their terms. Once you’ve sold your soul to them, you don’t get it back.’
‘Blackmail?’
Gormley laughed. ‘As they used to say in the old police dramas, blackmail’s an ugly word. It’s more subtle than that.’
‘So you’re stuck with it?’
‘For the moment. I don’t want to give the wrong impression. I got involved in this stuff for what I thought were honourable reasons. Most people do. Again, that’s how it works. I was in the same position as Paul. Just before I graduated, one of my tutors persuaded me I’d be doing a public service by taking the shilling. I’d never exactly seen myself as James Bond, but it was attractive to think I could contribute something while pursuing the academic career I really wanted. I was pretty naive. And my disenchantment’s grown very gradually. In a way, it was Paul’s case that brought it to a head.’
‘In what way?’
‘I had a huge amount of time for Paul. He was one of the most able students I’ve ever taught. But I had doubts about putting his name forward, even though he was exactly the kind of person they were looking for.’
Emma still didn’t know what to make of Gormley. She couldn’t ignore that, by his own account, he might have been responsible for handing Paul over to his death, even if inadvertently. ‘But you gave them his name anyway?’
‘It wasn’t quite like that. I was open with Paul, or at least as open as I could be. We discussed it at length. I hope I made it clear what was involved. I gave him the option of walking away.’
She could easily imagine that. But she also couldn’t help thinking that Gormley would have realised that once the opportunity was there, Paul would never have turned it down.
As if reading her mind, Gormley continued, ‘He was a more extreme version of what I’d been thirty years before. An idealist who wanted to do something. He’d already involved himself in this world, long before I met him.’ He stopped, as if conscious his arguments sounded unconvincing. ‘Anyway, for good or ill, I did it. And I came to regret it.’
‘You think they were exploiting Paul?’
‘They recognised his talents. They genuinely thought he could contribute something. But they also wanted a potential fall guy in case this assignment went wrong. I’ve told you all that.’
Emma fell silent, reflecting on that and its implications. Before she could offer a response, Red, who’d been sitting silently at the rear of the room, spoke. ‘Where does that leave us?’
‘Screwed,’ Danny said. ‘Utterly screwed.’ Like Red, he’d been sitting silently, his arms wrapped around his legs as if to protect him from some kind of external violence. ‘Emma’s question was the right one. How do we know we can trust Kozlova? How do we know he’s not just preparing to sell us and the data to the highest bidder?’
‘We don’t,’ Gormley said. ‘Not for certain. But I don’t see we’ve any alternative. And if he betrays us, we’re no worse off.’
Danny was gazing at Gormley in suspicion. ‘Except that we’re trapped here. At least before we had a chance of escaping. And how do we know we can trust you? You’ve already lied to us.’
‘Again, you don’t,’ Gormley said.
‘So what are Kozlova’s intentions?’ Red said. ‘What was all that stuff about invitations? I don’t like the sound of any of it.’
‘Whatever any of you might think, unfortunately I’m not privy to Boris’s inner thoughts. My impression – just because I have some familiarity with his way of working – is that he wants to bring things to a head.’
‘I’m not sure that entirely fills me with confidence either,’ Emma said.
‘Don’t misunderstand me. Boris can be an extremely patient man when he thinks patience is justified. But he also recognises when there’s a need for action. Particularly when there’s a need to seize the initiative.’
‘I’m afraid that, just for the moment, you must all curb your impatience. My intentions will become clear soon enough.’ Kozlova was standing in the doorway watching them, a smile playing across his face. He walked into the room and sat himself opposite Emma and Colin Gormley. ‘I’m sorry I’ve had to leave you to your own devices today. It has been most inhospitable of me. I have had some business to deal with.’ He looked around. ‘I have a few minutes to spare. Let me organise us some afternoon tea.’ He leaned forward and pressed an almost invisible button concealed in the coffee table between them. ‘I should have said. If you need anything, just press this and one of my team will come to assist.’
As if to prove his point, a young man in a dark suit appeared at the doorway. ‘Mr Kozlova?’
‘Tea for me and my guests, please, Douglas.’ He watched as the young man nodded and departed. ‘Most efficient.’
The tea arrived almost immediately and Kozlova, having sent the young man away, busied himself pouring cups for them all. ‘If there is anything more you need, do not hesitate to call on the staff. They are here at your service. I’m afraid I need to leave you again. Sadly, I have more business to deal with. I’d suggest we meet here for a drink before dinner – perhaps at around 6.30. We can then perhaps discuss our next move.’ He gave a small bow and left the room.
‘I’m only surprised he didn’t organise us a cake stand laden with cucumber sandwiches and scones,’ Emma said.
‘Don’t let him hear you say that,’ Gormley said, ‘or he’ll think he’s not lived up to the standards you expect of an Edwardian country gentleman.’
‘All very enigmatic,’ Emma said. ‘You think he really does have something organised?’
‘I’ve no doubt about it,’ Gormley said. ‘What I don’t know is whether it’s anything that might constitute a plan, or whether he’s just going to toss a few stones into the pond to see what he disturbs.’
‘Is that his style?’
‘It can be. If he thinks things are at an impasse, he’s quite capable of just stirring things up.’
‘I hope he knows what he’s doing.’
‘Boris generally does. Including knowing what risks to take or not take.’
‘Let’s hope. Otherwise, we’re stuck here forever.’
Gormley looked around them at the large room lined with seemingly endless shelves of books. ‘You know, speaking as an academic, I can think of worse fates.’
   
As promised, Kozlova joined them for preprandial drinks. Emma’s impression was that Kozlova was more relaxed than he’d seemed earlier in the day, though for the moment he was no more forthcoming about his intentions. He invited them to take seats in the lounge, and gazed around in his familiar avuncular style as the butler distributed the various drinks. ‘I trust you’ve had a relaxing day.’
‘As relaxing as possible in the circumstances,’ Emma said, pointedly. ‘Troubled only by the awareness that we’re apparently being pursued by the intelligence services of at least two world powers.’
‘That is unfortunate,’ Kozlova agreed sympathetically. ‘Life is full of such inconveniences.’
She could think of no ready response to that. ‘You seem to have had a busy day.’
‘I have indeed. I like to be well prepared.’
‘That’s good to hear. For what exactly?’
‘For tomorrow,’ he said.
That at least seemed to be a step forward. ‘And what happens tomorrow?’
‘Tomorrow I have a series of meetings. A series of summits, if you will. Which I hope will help us to resolve this unfortunate misunderstanding.’
‘Misunderstanding? You think that’s what it is?’
‘Most of life’s problems result from misunderstandings in my experience. We are too ready to jump to conclusions about what others want and think.’ He sighed in the manner of a troubled agony aunt. ‘I have devoted a large part of my life to trying to address that issue, though I confess with only limited success.’
‘This particular misunderstanding nearly resulted in a bloody great truck deliberately trying to plough into the back of my car.’
‘That is the problem. Too often, we place these dangerous toys in the hands of mere children. It almost pains me to say so, madam, but your son was one of the more mature individuals I encountered in this bizarre world.’
‘And yet he ended up dead.’
‘Another misunderstanding, I’m afraid. Or perhaps a misreading. A huge personal loss for you, but also a loss to the world, I think.’
She gazed at him for a moment, unsure whether or not he was sincere. She guessed he was not a man to understate his opinions. ‘So do you need anything from us tomorrow?’
Kozlova swirled the ice in his half-emptied glass. ‘We will be starting early, I fear. I will ask you to join us at the appropriate moment.’
‘This concerns us as much as anyone. My son is dead. We have all had attempts on our lives. We perhaps ought to have some say in resolving this.’
‘I understand your feelings. In your place, I would feel the same. But this is a bigger game even than that, I’m afraid.’
‘So best left to the professionals,’ Emma said. ‘The professionals who’ve made such a success of it all so far.’
‘You make a good point,’ Kozlova conceded. ‘But that is not really what I meant. What I mean is that it is perhaps a matter better left to me.’
Even in the current circumstances, Emma couldn’t prevent herself from laughing. She still couldn’t fathom Kozlova. He was a bizarre mix of the absurd and the reassuring, utterly self-confident in his own abilities while displaying the insecurities of a man slightly outside his social depth. But there was little they could do but go along with it. ‘In that case, we’re all in your hands.’
As if taking her words literally, Kozlova held out his hand as he half rose from his chair. ‘In return, madam, I ask for nothing more than the honour of your accompanying me into dinner.’
Behind her, she heard Danny or Red, or more likely both, stifle a laugh. Ignoring that, she took Kozlova’s hand. ‘I’d be delighted.’





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

‘I’m sure this is the place.’ The man who called himself Neil Tennyson looked down again at the map on his phone. ‘Well, almost sure.’
The woman who called herself Selina Doleman looked up at the high wall in front of them. Then she looked along its length to her left and right. It was still relatively dark, the sun not yet up, the wall little more than a solid block of shadow against a paler sky. ‘If we actually want to get in, perhaps we’d be better off going to the main entrance.’
‘This was your idea. You said we need to reconnoitre.’ He said the last word as if it was an arcane piece of technical jargon he’d only just come across.
‘Reconnoitre what?’ She looked back pointedly at the seemingly inviolable wall.
‘The land. The set-up. The layout.’ Tennyson stopped, presumably because he’d run out of things that might need reconnoitring. ‘The whole works.’
‘The whole works,’ she echoed scornfully. ‘So what are you planning to do? Send up a drone?’
Tennyson shook his head gloomily. ‘If we were properly equipped, we could do that. As it is…’
She waited, tapping her fingers on the car roof.
‘As it is, I don’t know,’ he concluded.
‘Thank you, Mr Bond. We’ll be in touch.’
They were standing beside the car they’d hired using false ID and the credit card attached to Doleman’s legend. If anyone tried to trace them, the trail would lead no further than a hire car office in York and, beyond that, a non-existent territory manager for a firm of garden centres. Doleman imagined that those back home had chosen her occupation as the most quintessentially British job they could come up with, short of one of the Yeomen of the Guard.
‘Do you have any better ideas?’ Tennyson asked.
‘Better than nothing at all. I don’t know. Give me a minute.’
She lowered her backside onto the car bonnet and looked around. They were parked beside a single-track road which ran alongside the wall for a few hundred metres before veering off to the left. The wall itself was a substantial affair, at least six metres high. It was brick-built and Doleman guessed it dated back to the original building of the house, sometime in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Despite its age, it looked to have been well maintained. She had already concluded that they were most likely wasting their time.
She’d checked out the layout of the house and grounds online. Even the main entrance now lay at the end of a seemingly neglected single-track road, but she imagined its entrance had once been much more imposing, leading visitors past a gated entrance up an avenue of elms towards the front of the house. Presumably the current owner preferred a less ostentatious approach.
The online images had also revealed a similarly gated entrance at the rear, originally intended for less formal traffic. She pulled up the electronic map on her phone and zoomed out till she could see the entire rear of the estate. Beyond the point where the road curved away, there was a further narrow road on the right which led towards the rear gates at the far edge of the estate. She held out the phone to Tennyson and tapped the screen with her fingernail. ‘Let’s have a look.’
‘I was just about to suggest that.’
They climbed back into the car and, with Doleman driving, continued along the road, using only the sidelights. The turning was invisible until they were almost upon it, lost in the relatively thick woodland that comprised the majority of the landscape. There were signs on both sides of the road reading ‘Private Road – No Entry’. Doleman turned into the junction and pulled to a halt.
‘I don’t think you should worry about a No Entry sign,’ Tennyson advised.
She peered back through the windscreen. ‘I’m more interested in what security they might have in place.’ She climbed out of the car and stared around her. She could see only a few metres into the woods, the only sound the soft whisper of the breeze through the trees.
Tennyson had joined her. ‘Anything?’
‘Nothing so far. I suggest we leave the car in the woods here and do the rest on foot.’
She drove the car a little way into the trees, finding a spot where it was likely to be invisible from anyone taking the road towards the house. She pulled two large Maglites from the rear of the car and handed one to Tennyson. ‘Only use it if you have to. We don’t want to attract attention.’
Tennyson took the flashlight from her, weighing it in his hand as if to calculate how much physical damage he could inflict with it. Both of them were carrying revolvers. They were supposed to use these only as a last resort, with the unspoken implication that the final target should be themselves. Tennyson wouldn’t much care which weapon he deployed first.
She led the way through the trees, depending on the gradually improving half-light to see where she was heading. Occasionally she heard Tennyson swear under his breath as he caught his foot in a root. It was an oddly reassuring sound.
As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she was able to distinguish the line of the estate wall through the trees ahead of them. They were walking parallel to the entrance track, six or so metres into the wood, but as yet she could see no sign of the gateway.
Tennyson had his head down, concentrating on not tripping, and seemed foolishly unaware of his surroundings. ‘There’s the entrance,’ she whispered in his ear, more loudly than strictly necessary.
They made their way slowly along the length of the wall until they reached the stone gatepost beside the rear entrance. There were two large wrought-iron gates topped with spikes that appeared more than merely decorative. There was no obvious lock on the gates, and Doleman assumed that they were probably electronically controlled. It was more or less what she’d expected and the reason she’d thought they were wasting their time. ‘Any bright ideas?’
‘I could force them open.’
‘With your bare hands?’
‘There’s a crowbar in the car.’
She could easily imagine Tennyson wrestling with several tons of iron gate using only a crowbar. ‘They’re probably alarmed too.’
‘Do you have any bright ideas?’
‘You could try to climb over them.’
Tennyson looked up at the vicious spikes silhouetted against the sky. ‘I can’t risk my manhood.’
‘I don’t see why not. I don’t imagine you’ve much to lose.’ Beyond the gates, Doleman could see a gravelled drive leading to the main house. To her left were various outbuildings. ‘Or we could just try the front entrance.’
Tennyson had walked over to the gate and was toying with the latch.
‘Leave it alone,’ Doleman said. ‘You don’t want to risk setting off– What is it?’
‘It’s unlocked. Look.’ Tennyson slid the large iron bolt back. ‘It’s not electronic at all. It’s just unlocked.’ He slid the bolt closed and then open again, with the air of a toddler who had just solved a particularly taxing puzzle.
Doleman didn’t like it when a task proved too easy. It hadn’t generally been the story of her life, and when she encountered good fortune she was inclined to view it with suspicion. Surely someone in Kozlova’s position would have tighter security than this.
She stepped forward and, more tentatively than Tennyson, slid the bolt back. The gate opened easily and she stepped through. Maybe Kozlova allowed a pack of underfed dogs to roam around the estate to greet intruders. Or perhaps there were elephant pits concealed further up the drive. Or, more prosaically, security cameras.
This part of the estate was as thickly wooded as the area outside the walls, but ahead of her the trees thinned out and were succeeded by neatly trimmed lawns and flower beds. Beyond that, the imposing bulk of the house loomed over the gardens. The day was growing lighter, but lights were showing in some of the windows.
Doleman still wasn’t sure there was any point to this. Or, at least, any point to doing this now. Given the opportunity, she’d have planned this properly. Found some surreptitious way to visit the house in advance, perhaps. Maybe even deployed the drone camera she’d joked about. Tracked Kozlova over a number of days to record his routines. Instead, she felt she was winging it. Why had they been given so little notice of their targets?
Dealing with Alan Merchant had been straightforward. He was an elderly man who lived alone, with no protection or security to speak of. The poor bastard had virtually let them into the house, hardly questioning the cock and bull story Doleman had spun for him.
Kozlova would be a different matter. He’d have staff. He’d have proper security. They couldn’t just ring the front doorbell and expect to be invited in. In fact, it was difficult to see why they’d be allowed inside at all, regardless of what excuses they concocted. Even if they were, they could hardly treat Kozlova the same way they’d treated Merchant. She had the feeling the servants might object.
So what were they going to do? She didn’t have a clue. She could hardly go back to her superiors and ask how they expected her to deal with Kozlova. Even if she’d been able to communicate with them openly, the answer would have been: ‘That’s what you’re paid for. Use your initiative.’
She’d hoped this early morning visit might provoke some ideas, but so far they were remaining frustratingly elusive. The problem remained the same. Even getting close to Kozlova would be a challenge. Anything more was likely to be impossible.
‘Do we even know that Kozlova’s in there?’ Tennyson asked.
‘They wouldn’t have given us his name if he wasn’t.’ She had no idea whether that was true, but it seemed to satisfy Tennyson.
‘So how do we get to him?’
‘That’s what we’re going to have to decide. Any thoughts?’
She wasn’t really expecting any coherent response, but Tennyson said, ‘We need to get him on his own.’
She gazed at him for a moment. ‘How do you suggest we do that?’
‘Lure him out in some way?’
‘I could try flashing a leg.’ She glared at him as he started to respond. ‘That was a joke.’
‘Okay. How then?’
‘Let’s have a look around the grounds. See what the options are.’ She led them to the left, staying within the line of the trees, hoping to gain some perspective on the house without being seen.
There was little on this side of the estate, other than a few outbuildings which she imagined were used for the storage of garden equipment. She was optimistic about being able to reach the front of the house without being spotted, but had no idea what benefits that would bring. For all she knew, their progress through the trees might already be observed on CCTV, some burly security guard waiting to apprehend them. If that happened, all they could do was try to talk themselves out of trouble.
‘Anything?’ Tennyson said from behind her.
‘What do you think?’
‘I think they’ve got visitors.’
They had just drawn level with the front of the house, and the gravelled area before the front door. A car was parked close to the entrance, headlights blazing. As Doleman and Tennyson watched, the driver and passenger doors opened.
‘Exactly what we need. More people.’
‘It might give us an opportunity,’ Tennyson said. ‘You never know.’
‘That’s what I admire most about you, you know. Your unfailing positivity in the face of all the evidence.’
A figure was descending the steps in front of the house to greet the two new arrivals. Presumably Kozlova himself. They could take him out now if they had a suitable rifle. That wouldn’t exactly fulfil their brief – which was to extract as much information as possible before eliminating their targets – but that particular aspiration seemed already well beyond their abilities. More to the point, no one had equipped them with any kind of rifle, suitable or otherwise.
Two men had emerged from the front seats of the car, and a third climbed out of the rear. Kozlova shook the men’s hands and ushered them up the steps to the front door.
Tennyson said, ‘What do you think?’
She sighed. ‘I think it stymies any possibility of luring him out, at least till that bunch have gone. No point in even trying to flash a leg. Not even one of yours.’
‘Maybe we could bring him out with some kind of fake phone call,’ Tennyson offered. ‘Or – I don’t know – set off the fire alarms…’ He trailed off.
‘Or plant a bomb in his cigar.’ She shook her head. ‘This is hopeless. We should just cut our losses and get out while we can–’
But, as she spoke, she realised it was too late even for that. She’d been careless, she realised now. She’d been so focused on watching Kozlova and his visitors that she hadn’t registered a sound behind her. She turned as calmly and unhurriedly as she could, hoping she’d somehow be able to bluff her way out of this.
Two men were standing in the wood behind her and Tennyson. From their build and demeanour she guessed that they were part of Kozlova’s security team, although both were dressed in the kind of expensive-looking suit that might have betokened a senior executive role. They were smiling in a way that looked genuinely welcoming.
‘Ms Doleman. Mr Tennyson. Welcome. I’m sorry if you became a little lost in the grounds. We did have the front gates open waiting for your arrival. But I hope no harm’s been done. The others have already arrived, so please do come and join us.’
She exchanged a glance with Tennyson who was looking as baffled as she felt. For her own part, she was for once almost lost for words.
‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said finally. ‘We’d be delighted.’





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

‘Someone’s here.’ Danny was standing at the window, peering past the edge of the heavy curtain.
Emma moved to stand by him. She cautiously moved the curtain a little more so she could see what Danny had been watching.
They had been unable to locate Colin Gormley that morning, his bedroom already empty when Emma had checked just after 7am. The remaining three of them had gathered in Danny’s room, the only one of their guest bedrooms that offered a view of the front of the house. Danny had been keeping watch at the window, while she and Red had sat at opposite ends of the double bed sipping coffee. In keeping with the rest of the house, Kozlova had maintained the hotel ambiance by providing a hospitality tray in each bedroom. It was almost endearing, Emma had thought when she’d first noticed the travel kettle, sachets of instant coffee and little tubs of UHT milk. There was even a little pack of upmarket biscuits.
A car had pulled up outside the front door of the house. The word ‘summit’, even used facetiously, had led Emma to imagine a convoy of limousines but this was nothing more than a mid-sized saloon. The front car doors opened and two men climbed out. She had to acknowledge they at least looked the part, wearing heavy overcoats over smart suits, the light from the surrounding spotlights glinting on their well-polished shoes. They had the air of senior civil servants about to engage in rounds of trade negotiations. Which, she supposed, might not be far from the truth.
After a moment, as Kozlova walked down the front steps, his hands raised in greeting, one of the rear doors of the car opened and a third man emerged, his body language more awkward and less relaxed than that of his two colleagues.
‘Shit,’ Emma said. ‘The third guy there. I know him.’ She pressed her face against the window, wanting to be sure before she said more. But, even in the dim morning light, she had no doubt. ‘It’s Roger Morton.’
‘Roger Morton?’ This was Red from across the room.
‘The police officer I told about the package in Colin’s room in college. He told me he couldn’t keep all this under wraps and he’d had to escalate it.’
‘Looks like he’s escalated it all the way here,’ Danny said.
‘Which doesn’t augur well for us,’ Emma agreed. ‘The real question is why Kozlova’s invited him and the other two guys. My guess is the other two are intelligence officers, so it looks as if, one way or another, we may have been been well and truly shafted.’
‘So what do we do?’ Red said. ‘Try to make a run for it?’
‘I can’t see us getting very far.’ Emma turned away from the window, not wanting to risk being spotted from below. ‘We’ll struggle to get out of the house without being seen. Even if we do somehow manage to get out, what then? We’re still being pursued. If we take the best case and we somehow manage to get the car out with us, it’s not like we’ve anywhere to go.’
‘What do you think, Red?’
Red was mainly just looking miserable. ‘I suppose I feel the same. The odds are too stacked against us. Maybe we should take Kozlova at his word and see where these so-called summits get us.’
‘The other point,’ Emma said, ‘is we’ve still got Paul’s data stick.’ She’d made a point of keeping that with her at all times and, slightly to her surprise, neither Kozlova or Gormley had asked for it. ‘Given everything he went through, I owe it to Paul not to let them have that data without at least some kind of resistance.’
Danny nodded. ‘It’s also our only bargaining counter. If the data’s valuable to them, as long as we have that data and they can’t get to it without us, they have to keep us alive.’
‘Do you think the encryption on that stick would hold up, if their experts had a serious go at it?’
‘I don’t know for certain, but I think they’d struggle. Paul knew his stuff. That stick’s state of the art. It wouldn’t be easy to crack.’
‘Whereas, by comparison, I probably would be.’ She was beginning to think more clearly now. It was evident that, in one way or another, they’d been set-up, even if it wasn’t entirely evident who was involved. Her assumption was that the intelligence services wanted either to get hold of the list of names or, failing that, at least prevent her and the others from passing on the data. ‘Look, I’m not going to force you two to do anything you don’t want – and I know we can’t keep running forever – but I feel as if I can’t just give this stuff up without a fight. Paul deserves more than that.’
‘We could just destroy the data stick,’ Danny pointed out. ‘It wouldn’t be difficult to damage so the data would be unrecoverable.’
‘But then they’d just kill us. If they can’t complete their task, they’ll at least want to silence anyone involved,’ Red said gloomily. ‘I mean, they’ll probably do that anyway.’
‘There’s also the question,’ Emma said, ‘of why Paul chose to retain this data in the first place. Once he’d deleted the data in the intelligence records, that was the job done. If he’d stopped there, the only person who would have had the information was him. It would have died with him…’ She stopped and took a breath as she momentarily considered the implication of that thought. ‘So why did he keep a copy? What did he want us to do with it? I’ve not thought this through properly. We touched on this before, but it seems to me that he was aiming for either Colin or one of you two to find it.’
‘Not you?’ Danny said.
‘That’s where I’m not sure. I’m the only one who could have worked out the password. But if things had turned out differently and I hadn’t become involved with Colin, I might well not have thought of going to the bungalow, even if I’d felt threatened. Looking back, Colin steered me in that direction, which suggests he was aware both of the bungalow and that the data might well be there.’
‘And that he was aware you’d be the one to crack the password. Which suggests Paul trusted Colin,’ Danny said.
‘Or that Paul wanted to use Colin,’ Emma added. There was something that still didn’t quite add up. Paul had been an enigma in many ways, but he never did anything by accident. If Colin was involved, that was because Paul had wanted it. And Paul had presumably known Colin would bring them to meet Kozlova.
Every way she thought about this just seemed to bring her in a circle, the issues still unresolved. She felt caught up in a scheme that wasn’t of her making, a process over which she had no control.
As if to confirm her thoughts, at that moment there was a knock on the bedroom door.





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Emma looked around at the others. ‘Looks as if the decision’s been made for us.’
Mackenzie, the butler they’d encountered on their first night here, was standing outside the door, his face expressionless. ‘Mr Kozlova asks if you and your friends might join him in the drawing room downstairs. He has some issues he’d like to discuss with you.’
‘Do we have a choice?’
Mackenzie took the trouble to look pained. ‘Of course. If this isn’t a convenient time. Although Mr Kozlova did stress that it was rather urgent.’
Emma looked over her shoulder at the others. ‘Are we happy to go down?’
Neither Danny nor Red offered anything as definitive as a nod, but she took their silence for agreement. It was difficult to see what else they could do. Realistically, if the option of escape had ever existed, the moment had passed.
They followed Mackenzie down the stairway to the entrance hall. From there, he ushered them into a large reception room on the opposite side from the lounge and dining room they’d used previously.
The room was even more imposing than those they’d seen to date, with large sash windows looking out onto the rear gardens. There was a black grand piano in the corner, which looked intended for decoration rather than practical use, and an array of sofas and armchairs set out with careless artistry around the room. The decor of the room, in keeping with the rest of the house, was firmly in upmarket country house hotel territory, replete with chintz and romanticised hunting scenes.
Kozlova was sitting on a large, slightly over-stuffed sofa in the centre of the room, conveying his usual air of an elderly patriarch overseeing a not entirely harmonious family gathering. The two men Emma had seen emerging from the car were sitting on a sofa to the left. Roger Morton was beside them, seemingly doing his utmost to avoid catching Emma’s eye. Colin Gormley was behind Kozlova, close to the window. On a sofa to the right were a woman and a man. It took Emma a moment to recognise the woman as the person she had met at Merchant’s house. The man was unfamiliar to her. Nobody looked notably happy to be there.
‘Good morning, my dear. I’m sorry we had to disturb you,’ Kozlova said. ‘There’s coffee over at the side. Please help yourselves.’ He nodded to Danny and Red as they shuffled in behind Emma.
Emma walked over to the large mahogany sideboard Kozlova had indicated and poured coffee for the three of them, more in an effort to buy herself more time than because she wanted yet another shot of caffeine. She turned back to Kozlova. ‘I think you’d better make some introductions.’ She nodded towards Morton. ‘I know Roger.’
‘Of course.’ Kozlova smiled. ‘First, I think everyone here knows who you are.’
Emma carried her coffee over to an armchair close to Kozlova. ‘They do?’
‘I’m afraid we were just discussing you. And your very impressive son. Everyone here is aware of his work.’ Kozlova gestured to the two men on the sofa beside Morton. ‘These two gentlemen are Meredith Ambrose and Robin Elliott. They are – well, let us say, agents of the Crown.’
They looked like senior civil servants, Emma thought, expensively educated and utterly self-confident about their ability to handle anything the world might throw at them. ‘Spooks.’
Ambrose and Elliott both smiled in a manner that Emma assumed was intended to seem condescending, but remained silent.
Kozlova turned his attention to the man and woman on the second sofa. ‘This lady and gentleman would apparently like us to address them as Selina Doleman and Neil Tennyson, though I think we can be sure that these are not their given names.’
‘More spooks?’
‘Not a word I would use. Agents of my home state.’
‘Ah.’ That revelation had taken Emma slightly by surprise. Whatever the nature and purpose of this meeting, she hadn’t envisaged it as a bilateral summit. She really had no idea what Kozlova was up to. She was also wondering whether any of these people were responsible for Paul’s death or indeed for the attempts on her own and the others’ lives. If so, it might dampen the small talk over coffee. There were dozens of questions beginning to crowd her mind, but she thought it better to remain silent. She sat back in the armchair, sipped her coffee, and tried to look expectant.
‘Let us get down to business, then. I believe, my dear lady, that you are in possession of some information which is of interest to others in this room?’
‘I don’t know what is or isn’t likely to be of interest to others in this room.’ She looked round at the sea of seemingly expressionless faces.
Ambrose looked as if he was about to speak, but was silenced by a glance from Elliott. It was clear no one wanted to reveal their hand too early. Only Kozlova seemed prepared to take a lead.
‘I am not sure it helps anyone if you’re disingenuous, dear lady.’
‘I’m not your dear lady, Mr Kozlova. Please don’t patronise me. With the exception of Roger Morton – and I’ve no idea why he’s here – I don’t know who any of these people are. I don’t know what interest they might have in me or anything in my possession. Perhaps someone could enlighten me.’
There was a long silence. Emma sat back, recalling her days as a detective interviewing suspects. Silence could be a surprisingly potent weapon. She sipped her coffee and waited.
Finally, Robin Elliott leaned forward. ‘We believe you have some confidential data, Mrs Raven?’
She looked at him and smiled, but offered no other response.
‘We believe this to be data stolen from the UK government.’ He paused. ‘If that’s the case, I’m afraid you’re in very serious trouble.’
Emma frowned, as if not fully understanding what Elliott was saying. ‘You’re suggesting I’m in possession of classified data. I’m not aware I have anything marked as classified, or that I have any data stolen from the UK government.’ This was literally true. She had checked when they’d first opened the data that it contained no reference to its provenance, and it had carried no security marking. She assumed Paul had deliberately stripped out any information that might provide an audit trail. She wasn’t sure she’d have treated the data any differently if it had been security marked, but she was grateful for the smokescreen now.
‘But you’re admitting you do have data?’
‘We all carry data. I’m simply saying I have nothing that matches the description you’ve just given me.’
If nothing else, she was successfully winding Elliott up. From his expression, she guessed he had a short fuse and was accustomed to being taken seriously. That might be something she could use.
‘We’re not playing games here, Mrs Raven–’
‘Perhaps you could explain to me exactly what you are doing, because at the moment I’ve really no idea.’ It occurred to her, though only at that moment, that she was actually quite terrified. Only her experience and her sheer bloody-mindedness was carrying her through this. She hoped she sounded calmer than she was feeling.
‘I think,’ Kozlova intervened smoothly, ‘that we all need to take a small step back. We seem to have got off – what do you British say? On the wrong foot?’
Elliott lapsed back into silence, glaring at Emma. It was notable, Emma thought, how easily Kozlova dominated the room, even though he presumably had no formal authority over anyone here. She glanced over at the two foreign officers, wondering why the hell they were present.
Kozlova leaned back. ‘I convened this meeting because I was conscious of a lack of communications between the various parties.’
‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Emma said.
Kozlova smiled benignly. ‘My friends over here–’ He gestured towards Elliott and Ambrose. ‘They clearly believe you have some information of value to them.’
‘So valuable that they’ve made several attempts on the lives of me and my friends here.’ Emma paused. ‘And quite possibly were responsible for the death of my son.’
Elliott shook his head but offered no other response.
Kozlova nodded thoughtfully. ‘I’m afraid, my dear, you are labouring under a misapprehension. A misapprehension for which I am entirely responsible. In fact, I believe everyone present may share your misunderstanding. The only exceptions are my friends here.’ He gestured towards the two foreign agents. ‘They arrived here under a similar misapprehension about their mission here. But I have taken the opportunity to disabuse them of that.’ He looked around the room, his face as jovial as ever.
‘I’m not sure I understand.’ Elliott’s tone suggested he might just be beginning to.
‘It’s really quite simple,’ Kozlova said. ‘You and your colleagues were long under the impression that I was essentially an apolitical businessman, broadly sympathetic to the West and broadly opposed to the current regime in my homeland. Am I correct?’
Emma saw Elliott exchange a look with Ambrose. ‘Well, broadly,’ Elliott agreed after a lengthy pause.
‘I am delighted to say that, for that reason, you have largely left me to my own devices in recent years, though I don’t deceive myself you disregarded me entirely. I presume you were aware that I still maintained contacts with a number of assets both here and overseas.’
Elliott stared back at him in belligerent silence. He had clearly decided not to give Kozlova the satisfaction of playing along with his conversational games, although there was no sign that Kozlova himself had noticed.
‘So when I approached you with the promise that I could provide access to some highly valuable data, you were prepared to listen to me. The data included material that you had – well, let us say, mislaid, as well as a number of assets – some broadly friendly but working for other Western powers, some hostile and operating in your territories – that had previously been unknown to you. I believe that is why you’re here today, gentlemen.’
‘You know full well it’s why we’re here today,’ Ambrose said. ‘You invited us.’
‘And you were discourteous enough to arrive at my house carrying firearms. A breach of etiquette I would not have expected from the British.’ It was impossible to tell whether his tone was intended to be ironic.
‘We’re not idiots, Kozlova. We don’t walk into situations like this unprepared,’ Elliott said.
‘Sadly, that preparation didn’t include understanding what situation you were walking into.’ Kozlova’s smile had been unwavering during this exchange. Now, with the suddenness of the sun disappearing behind a cloud, it vanished. There was no humour or benevolence in his eyes. He nodded to the Belarusian agents. ‘Perhaps you can relieve them of their weapons?’
For a moment, the tension in the room felt unbearable. Then Ambrose pulled out the revolver and dropped it onto the table in front of him, sliding it over towards Tennyson. Elliott looked as if he was about to speak, then seemed to think better of it. He reached into his jacket and followed Ambrose’s example. ‘Perhaps we can have a civilised conversation now,’ Elliott said.
‘I had hoped we were already doing so.’ Kozlova turned back to Emma. ‘Now, my dear, you said that these gentlemen had made an attempt on your life. I’m afraid that isn’t true.’
‘Someone gave a bloody good impression of doing it,’ Emma said. ‘If not them, then who else was responsible for that lorry–?’ She stopped, reading Kozlova’s expression. ‘You were behind that?’
‘I’m afraid so. You were in no danger.’
‘That’s not the way it felt.’
‘The man in the lorry was an extremely skilled driver. As, he tells me, are you. You were never at risk.’
She gazed back at him. ‘If you weren’t trying to kill us, what the hell were you trying to do?’
‘The aim was to scare you. To ensure you had no option but to come here. Colin was aware of what was happening.’
Emma transferred her glare to Colin Gormley. It was as if he’d betrayed her twice. First by bringing her here under false pretences, albeit with supposedly good intentions. Now it turned out that even those intentions hadn’t been so good after all. ‘You could have just said please.’ She paused, thinking. ‘What about the attack on Colin?’
‘That was, as it were, cooked up by Colin and myself. It gave him an excuse to leave Cambridge, and more impetus for you to seek safety.’
Emma registered the horrified expression on Roger Morton’s face. But before either he or Emma could respond, Danny intervened from the corner of the room. ‘What about Pug?’
For the first time, Kozlova looked at least mildly nonplussed. He twisted in his seat to look at Danny. ‘Pug?’
‘Rollo’s partner. Pug. He was definitely well and truly dead. That wasn’t any kind of joke.’
Kozlova looked baffled for a moment. ‘This was the man in Manchester?’
‘Stockport. My mate. Pug.’
‘I bear no responsibility for that unfortunate death. Perhaps you should ask our friends here.’ He waved his hand towards Ambrose and Elliott. ‘They may be able to shed some light on your friend’s sad demise.’
The manner of Ambrose’s squirming suggested this was probably the case. It was Elliott who responded. ‘It was an accident–’
‘He was stabbed,’ Danny said. ‘You don’t stab someone by accident.’
‘He caught us by surprise,’ Ambrose said. ‘We’d gone there to check over your flat. We knew you were out, so we weren’t expecting anyone to be there. Then he came in and, well…’
‘You panicked,’ Emma said. ‘You panicked and you stabbed him.’
‘Not panic exactly…’ Ambrose trailed to a halt, clearly realising he was digging himself deeper into a hole.
Kozlova was smiling again, though there was more malice in his expression now. ‘This, I’m afraid, is why our friends here are unable to take the action they would perhaps like. They, and their boss, are on what might be described as – what is that delightful English phrase? – a frolic of their own. Their actions, including their presence here, are not officially sanctioned. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to consider them traitors.’
‘That’s not…’ Elliott began, but clearly couldn’t come up with whatever it wasn’t. He lapsed back into silence.
‘I believe it was they who also made an attempt on young Redmond’s life as well as searching his flat. It is understandable. They have a considerable amount to hide.’
‘Let’s stick with traitors,’ Emma said. ‘I thought these were British intelligence officers.’
‘They are also what one might describe – if perhaps a little generously – as double agents.’
‘Double agents?’
‘In a manner of speaking. Again, I’m afraid you had been misled. You were told that this so-called elimination exercise was simply to tidy up some loose ends left dangling by your security services. There was rather more to it than that. Those on the elimination list were assets who potentially could have exposed the treachery of our two friends.’
‘If they were double agents,’ Danny intervened, ‘doesn’t that mean they were working for your side?’
‘You might think so.’ Kozlova shook his head sadly, as if mourning all the iniquities of the world. ‘But generally that is not the way it works. These gentlemen, like many of their type, were primarily working for themselves. Your English phrase – playing both ends against the middle. They were taking payments for moving intelligence in both directions – and to other powers also. It can be a lucrative business, though it tends to be a short-term one.’
‘I’m still not sure I entirely follow,’ Emma said. It was, she thought, something of an understatement.
‘Our friends here,’ Kozlova said, ‘have been part of a small sub-section of British intelligence who have been engaged in their own form of private enterprise. They have been cultivating a number of assets over the years, but they knew that both we and their own people were getting suspicious.’ He looked over at Colin Gormley who was staring expressionlessly across the room. ‘That was why they put these assets under your son’s control, Mrs Raven. They were effectively seeking to outsource them to minimise the risk of further investigation until they had completed their elimination programme. They rather naively assumed that, by allocating the responsibility to such a young man, they would retain control while ensuring the blame for any anomalies could be shifted to your son.’
‘Setting him up as the fall guy?’
‘If you wish to put it like that. Unfortunately for them, they underestimated Paul. As we all did.’
In any other circumstances, she might have been gratified by this praise for her son. As it was, she was feeling a growing sense of disgust. ‘And, just for the avoidance of doubt, when you talk of eliminating assets,’ she said, ‘you’re talking about people. Real-life human beings.’
‘We all underestimated Paul. Our friends here thought they could exploit him to save their own skins. I realised his worth, but thought I could use him to access intelligence that was otherwise unavailable. In the event, he was several steps ahead of all of us. The problem, which none of us really appreciated, was that Paul was an idealist.’ He intoned that last word as though it was a pejorative. ‘Paul accrued more intelligence. More than I would have believed possible for one of his age and resources. He realised he was being used by our friends over there, and he realised they were using the assets to feed intelligence to both sides.’
‘If Paul was doing all this,’ Danny said, ‘why did he need to involve the likes of me and Red?’
Kozlova waved a hand towards Elliott and Ambrose. ‘Because he wanted these gentlemen to believe he was doing nothing more than looking after their tame group of assets in a rather amateurish way, with no disrespect to you and your friend.’
‘You said he deleted data?’ Emma said.
‘He did. Highly effectively. He brought to an end our friends’ attempt at private enterprise.’ Kozlova smiled again at Elliott, who glared back in silence.
‘But how would that have been possible?’ Danny said. ‘I mean, surely they’d know who their assets were?’
‘For good or ill, that was not how it worked. Yes, of course, there was personal knowledge, and that is how they were able to continue with the initial eliminations. But there was an understandable lack of trust between the parties involved. Many of the assets necessarily remained incognito. The few that were less clandestine were mainly those of least importance whose names were given openly to Paul.’ He nodded to Danny. ‘Including those you and your friend were dealing with. Those were largely red herrings, I’m sorry to say, even though they’ve paid with their lives. The real assets were identifiable only through a complex and supposedly impenetrable coding system. Which, needless to say, Paul penetrated with consummate ease. He then either deleted the data or rendered it genuinely inaccessible.’
‘But why did he do that?’ Emma asked, though she imagined she already knew the answer.
‘Because he disapproved of what these men were doing,’ Kozlova said. ‘Disapproved morally, I mean.’ Kozlova’s tone suggested such an attitude was almost beyond his understanding.
‘So where do you fit into all this?’
‘Ah, well, that is where, for once, Paul was guilty of some small underestimation himself. He came to talk to me because he thought I was independent of both sides. He thought he could trust me.’ He nodded towards Colin Gormley who had been sitting silently throughout this exchange, his face unreadable. ‘It was not Paul’s fault. Colin thought he could trust me.’ Kozlova paused. ‘But then I thought I could trust Colin. But that would have been naive, wouldn’t it, Colin?’
Gormley blinked, as if only just aware he was being discussed. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘You do, though, Colin, don’t you? I am not a fool, and I am not yet in my dotage. You surely don’t think I was fooled?’
Gormley offered no response, but Emma could see that something in his expression had changed. A third betrayal, she thought, though she had no real idea what Kozlova was talking about.
Kozlova had turned his attention back to her. ‘I mentioned that our friends here were working under the direction of a more senior officer.’
Emma turned to look at the man still sitting, almost motionless, at the rear of the room. ‘Colin? But he’s an academic.’
‘And a long-time intelligence operative. The lynchpin of a sophisticated intelligence gathering operation. And, for want of a better description, a freelance traitor.’
There was a long silence. Emma was half expecting that Gormley, Elliott or Ambrose would do something, though she had no idea what. Deny Kozlova’s accusations. Stand up to leave. Produce yet another firearm. Something. But all three sat in silence, as if stunned.
‘So what happens now?’
‘Now, dear lady, you hand over the data.’
‘Why do you want it? What’s its value to you?’
‘This represents, if you like, my last hurrah on these islands. The data includes details of all those who have betrayed my country, as well as considerable intelligence which Paul unwittingly gathered on my behalf. When I return home, this will be my gift to my country. We can use some of the data directly. We can sell other elements to interested parties. There’s enough information there to leave the UK’s intelligence services – and those of some of your major allies – utterly compromised.’
‘If Paul gathered the data, why didn’t he just hand it over to you himself?’
‘Again, I underestimated him. In the course of his research, he achieved what your intelligence services had failed to do. He identified evidence that made him suspicious of my motives. Sadly, I could no longer persuade him to trust me.’
‘So why didn’t he simply destroy it? Why take the risk that anyone might get hold of it?’
‘Only Paul could give us a precise answer to that question. But it is valuable data in the right hands. Perhaps he thought it could be used to bring our friends and others to justice. Whatever the reason, I guessed he would be unable simply to destroy the data, which is why we’ve spent so long trying to track it down. I decided in the end that he would see you as the only trustworthy recipient, reluctant as he no doubt was to involve you.’ He paused. ‘But we are wasting time. Please give me the data.’
‘And if I don’t?’
‘Then we will take it by force, Mrs Raven. If I were in your position, I know which I’d prefer.’
‘It’s not just the hardware, though. You need the password. Only I have that.’
‘I am aware of that. I ask you to give me that as well.’
‘And, again, if I refuse?’
‘Then we will have to take that by force too. Which means we will have to take you with us. Believe me, Mrs Raven, we can be very persuasive. I beg you not to choose that option simply to try to salvage intelligence which your own authorities were not capable of protecting.’
‘If I choose that option, it’s because it’s what Paul would have wanted.’
‘Whatever else Paul might have wanted, he would not have wanted you harmed.’
She couldn’t dispute that, but equally she wanted to be true to Paul’s memory. She still didn’t fully understand what Paul’s motives had been, but she guessed that in the end it had been about principle. He had wanted to prevent the likes of Gormley, Elliott and Ambrose from acting outside the law. If he really had sacrificed his own life for that, she had a duty to do the same. ‘You don’t know what the hell Paul would have wanted. My guess is that what he wanted was never to have met any of you amoral bastards.’
‘You may well be right, Mrs Raven. But that doesn’t change our position now. If you choose not to co-operate, we will have to take the necessary action to persuade you. You should have no doubt that we will succeed.’
Emma was still trying to maintain a calm exterior. To her left, she heard a movement. Roger Morton had risen to his feet and was making his way towards Kozlova.
‘You can’t do this, Kozlova. You’re in Britain. You can’t just do whatever you like. If you lay a finger on Emma, you’ll be under immediate arrest.’
Even to Emma’s ears, it sounded like the most feeble bravado, but she was at least grateful for the distraction. Kozlova simply laughed. ‘Please do sit down, Mr Morton. You are making yourself look foolish. Do you think I’m unaware that your friends over there have already ensured that you are fully implicated in their schemes? I know exactly how much they have paid you to secure your silence and co-operation, and I can guess how long a prison sentence you might be facing if this were exposed. I appreciate you may now be more out of your depth than you had envisaged, but I am afraid it is too late now for regret.’
Morton looked as if he’d been physically struck. He turned to look at Emma, but clearly had nothing more to offer.
‘Sit down, Roger. I don’t need your help.’
For a while, as she and Kozlova had been talking, she’d been conscious of a sound from outside. A repetitive throb, which she only now recognised as the sound of an approaching helicopter. Ignoring Morton, Kozlova took a step towards her. ‘It sounds as if my ride’s here. You have only a few minutes to decide.’
‘Before what?’
‘Before I say my goodbyes to your fine country. I have been planning this for some time. It is only a matter of time before even your authorities realise what I have been doing, and then matters would become protracted and potentially embarrassing. So I am, as you say, quitting while I’m ahead.’
Emma looked at the grandiose room around them. ‘You’re leaving all this?’
‘It is mostly rented. It is surprising what is available if you have sufficient money. It will no doubt be a shock to the staff, but I will ensure that they are well looked after. My only regret is leaving the library. Anyway, I am going. The question is whether I and my two colleagues go alone, or whether we are forced to take you with us.’
‘I’m not handing over the data or the password, if that’s the question.’
‘I am sorry to hear that, Mrs Raven. But so be it. Let us start with the easier part.’ Kozlova nodded to Tennyson, who rose and seized Emma’s handbag, which she’d been clutching tightly during her discussion with Kozlova. She wished now she’d thought to conceal the data stick elsewhere, but she hadn’t envisaged this outcome. Similarly, there was no point in offering any physical resistance. If Kozlova wanted the data, he’d take it easily. The bigger question was the password.
Tennyson rooted through the bag and, after a moment, pulled out the data stick, which he handed to Kozlova. His task completed, he politely handed the bag back to Emma.
Kozlova regarded the stick with apparent curiosity. ‘So here we have it at last. And now, Mrs Raven, all we need is the password. I hope you’re not going to be difficult.’





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Emma took a breath, trying hard to retain at least an appearance of calm. ‘I have no intention of making it easy for you.’
‘I am sorry to hear that. I admire your courage, Mrs Raven, but I’m afraid it will not be sufficient to help you. You will give us the information we desire and probably sooner than you imagine. I regret that the process is unlikely to be pleasant.’
‘You can’t just kidnap me.’
‘Unfortunately for you, I am wealthy enough to do what I please. And there is another consideration you should bear in mind. If I do take you, I will be unable to leave your two friends there as witnesses to what has occurred. I don’t imagine they will be unduly missed.’
Emma was silent. She might owe Paul the duty of supporting his principles, but she didn’t have the right to make that decision for Danny or Red. She supposed it was possible Kozlova was bluffing about some or all of this, but she had no reason to believe so. ‘You can’t involve them.’
‘They are already involved. One way or another, Mrs Raven, I’m afraid this is checkmate. Your son was a very smart young man, but in the end he too was guilty of underestimating who he was dealing with.’
She knew any further opposition she could offer was simply delaying the inevitable. She was considering her response when Danny stepped forward. ‘You don’t have to be the one to betray Paul’s memory, Mrs Raven. I know it’s no compensation for where we are, but if someone’s got to do this, let it be me.’
‘That’s–’ She stopped, baffled by Danny’s intervention. Perhaps he was simply trying to buy more time, but it was too late for that. If they had to do this, it was better to get it over with. It might improve their chances of getting out of this alive. ‘I appreciate the gesture, Danny. But you don’t know the password.’
‘I do actually.’
‘Then why didn’t you say…?’
Danny shook his head. ‘Sorry, I’m not being clear. I didn’t know it till you worked it out. But then I saw what you typed in.’
She thought back to the moment at the bungalow when she’d first entered the password. She hadn’t made any particular attempt to conceal it from the others, but she’d thought none of them were looking at the keyboard at that moment.
‘It’s just one of my things,’ Danny went on. ‘I register when people are typing in passwords, even if I’m not really watching. It’s a useful skill if you’re into hacking. Not that I’ve ever been organised enough to use it.’ He turned back to Kozlova. ‘Anyway, let’s not waste any more time. I know the password.’
Emma wondered about arguing further, but there seemed no real point. She still didn’t know what would happen even if Kozlova was able to access the data. Would he simply leave and allow them to walk free to raise the alarm? Possibly, if he thought he’d be out of the country before anything could be done. She guessed he wasn’t planning to get a scheduled flight from Edinburgh. Even so, that still left Gormley and his buddies. It wouldn’t be in their interests to allow Emma, Danny and Red to walk away.
Kozlova gestured to Doleman, who reached into a bag beside her and pulled out a laptop.
‘Let’s see if you’re telling the truth, young man. If you’re wasting my time, I will not be happy.’
Doleman booted up the laptop and then took the data stick from Kozlova, slotting it into the machine. She looked quizzically at Danny.
‘It’s Max10Factor2. As in the cosmetics company. Uppercase M and F.’
Emma almost intervened to say he’d got it wrong – there was no point in antagonising Kozlova further – but something in Danny’s tone told her to remain silent.
Doleman tapped in the password, then frowned. She was silent for a moment, her eyes fixed on the screen, then she said, ‘Boris. I think you’d better look at this.’ She handed the laptop carefully across to Kozlova. He sat for a moment, reading the screen, then uttered a sharp expletive. Not the kind of language, Emma thought, that he was accustomed to using.
‘Problem?’
He looked up from the screen and glared at her. ‘Your son is the problem, Mrs Raven. I presume this is some sort of joke.’
Danny was smiling. ‘I don’t know what it is, but if Paul did it, it won’t be a joke.’
‘It had better be a joke. Otherwise…’ For the first time, Kozlova seemed genuinely unable to finish a sentence. His gaze shifted round the room, gazing at each person in turn. ‘Were any of you aware of this?’
‘We don’t even know what it is,’ Emma said. ‘Perhaps you’d care to enlighten us.’
‘Your son, madam, appears to have been having some sport with us. There is no data on this device. Or at least not the data I assumed.’
‘There was,’ Emma said. ‘Personal details, various files. It was all there when we looked.’
‘I can vouch for that,’ Colin Gormley said. There was a weariness in his voice. ‘That was why I did all this. Why I brought them here. Before I knew what you really were.’
‘When I tried to open it just now,’ Selina Doleman said, ‘there was only an error message. It said that the data on the file had been unrecoverably deleted. And it also said–’
Kozlova glared at her and she fell silent. ‘That part can’t be true. Even he couldn’t…’ Kozlova tapped on the keyboard and then looked up at Emma. ‘He’s done it.’
‘Done what?’
Kozlova was still staring at the screen. ‘The bastard,’ he said. ‘The young bastard.’
‘If that’s my son you’re still talking about, I don’t appreciate the tone,’ Emma said. ‘Or the language. Or indeed the sentiment.’
‘Your son was clearly cleverer than I gave him credit for. It seems he unearthed what he saw as potentially incriminating evidence against me.’
‘Why does that concern you? You’ve already told us you’re working for a foreign government.’
Kozlova sighed. ‘My business affairs are complex. I have been a loyal ally of our regime. But not all of my dealings have been to its benefit. Your son has very astutely gathered a series of documents which – well, let us say do not place me in the best light.’
‘Ah. And what has he done with these documents?’
‘He has somehow triggered an email copy to me. The message tells me that copies have also been lodged with various hacker activists across the world.’ He looked up at Colin Gormley. ‘The only light relief, from my perspective, is that he has done the same with documents relating to you and your friends’ activities. You will apparently find a copy in your own inbox.’
Gormley visibly paled. ‘I don’t understand. Why has he done this?’
‘It appears he has done it to protect his mother and his friends,’ Kozlova said. ‘The instruction is that, if Mrs Raven or any of a designated list of individuals – which I imagine would include our two young friends here – suffer any unexpected harm the information will be released in a manner targeted to cause each of us the most personal and political damage.’
‘It must be a bluff,’ Gormley said.
‘The material is all here,’ Kozlova said. ‘I can speak only of the material relating to myself, but that is indisputably real and potentially very seriously harmful. I have no reason to doubt that the same is true of the material relating to yourselves. And even less reason to believe that he has not done exactly what he claims.’ He smiled faintly at Emma. ‘It seems that yet again I was guilty of underestimating your son, Mrs Raven. It is I who have been checkmated.’





CHAPTER FORTY

‘Bloody convoluted way of doing things,’ Danny said.
‘I think that was Paul,’ Emma said. ‘But it worked, and I don’t know how else he could have managed it.’
They were sitting in the car park of a motorway service station just south of the border. They had pulled in for petrol and a bite to eat, but none of them felt hungry. Emma thought it might be a while before she had an appetite again.
‘When did he set all this up, do you reckon?’ Red asked.
‘It must have been quite late in the day, surely,’ Danny said. ‘Or he’d have used it to take care of himself as well.’
Emma was silent for a moment. ‘You’re probably right.’ It was a question that had been nagging at her since they’d left Kozlova’s house. If Paul had had this up his sleeve, why not use it to protect himself? There were possible explanations – perhaps Paul had simply left it too late, perhaps he’d thought that his own knowledge and abilities were already too damaging for the threat to work – but none of them entirely satisfied her. Perhaps the bleaker truth was that Paul hadn’t been concerned about his own safety. She still didn’t believe that Paul had taken his own life, but perhaps he had not been entirely sorry that the decision had been taken out of his hands. If that were true, she didn’t know whether it should be a source of comfort or greater despair.
The other, related question was why Paul hadn’t initiated this immediately, why he’d allowed this game to play out in the way it had. After all, she or Danny or Red might have been killed before Kozlova or Gormley were even aware that the incriminating material existed.
Perhaps Paul had intended to trigger this earlier. Perhaps he’d hoped and expected to survive longer than he did. Perhaps he had had other plans, and had posted the data stick to the bungalow only as an additional piece of insurance. And, as it had turned out, that had been a less arbitrary act than it had seemed. She turned and looked at Danny sitting in the back seat. ‘You gave them the wrong password.’
‘Oh, yeah. That.’
‘I thought you’d just got it wrong. I nearly corrected you.’
‘I’m glad you didn’t.’
‘Was that what triggered it all? The destruction of the data. The sending of the emails. All that.’
‘Yeah. Smart, wasn’t it? He knew his stuff, Paul did.’
‘He told you the wrong password?’
Danny shrugged. ‘And the right one, actually. Sorry I had to go through that bit of a charade, but I thought it was safer if you both didn’t know what I knew.’
‘How much did you know?’
‘Not much, really. That’s how it was with Paul. Everything was on a need-to-know basis. And I didn’t need to know much. Just that, if we were in that kind of situation, I should hand over the wrong password.’
‘So why did he give you the right password too? Wouldn’t it have been safer not to know it?’
‘The thing is,’ Danny said, ‘he hadn’t expected or wanted you to be involved. He’d said that if it got to this point, it should be just me and Red. Not that Red knew about it.’ Danny laughed awkwardly. ‘So I needed to be able to access the data so we’d seem credible to Kozlova. We hadn’t expected you and Gormley to turn up. In a way, that was a sort of bonus, in that it made it seem more credible because Kozlova knew Gormley.’
‘I’ve no doubt that Gormley engineered it that way because he wanted to get hold of the data. He didn’t know he couldn’t trust Kozlova.’
‘Anyway, once you turned up, it seemed better to play dumb about the data stick.’
Emma nodded. That was the other thing, she thought. Paul would have been angry that his trust in Gormley and Kozlova had been betrayed. He’d have wanted revenge, but he’d have wanted to prove he could win the intellectual battle too. He could simply have released the incriminating material and destroyed them both. As it was, he’d simply left them dangling.
Kozlova would be unable to return home in the manner he’d originally hoped. He could go back, and he probably would, but without the material he’d hoped would ingratiate himself back with the ruling regime and with the threat of exposure always hanging over him.
Gormley would presumably return to academia and to his double life in the intelligence services, but had been unable to eliminate the numerous witnesses who were capable of exposing, perhaps even unwittingly, the treachery he’d been involved in. Even if Paul’s threats were never enacted, Gormley and his associates might find themselves exposed simply by a careless or inappropriate revelation from one of their associates. Not a comfortable way to live.
In the end, Paul would have been unable to resist the game. It was perhaps no more complicated than that. She only wished he could have been there to see Kozlova’s expression as that final piece had slotted into place.
After that, Emma had simply walked out of the room, taking Red and Danny with her. She had wondered whether anyone might try to stop her, but the fight seemed to have left them. She’d found one of the staff and asked for help in retrieving her car and in ensuring the gates were open. After that, they’d simply driven out, and she’d watched the gates closing behind them. Then they’d driven south.
‘What are your plans now?’ she asked the two young men.
Danny shrugged. ‘The police still want to question me about the killing in my flat. I’ve got to face that.’
‘I can help you with that,’ Emma said. ‘I still know plenty of people in Greater Manchester Police. There’s no evidence to implicate you other than circumstantial. We’ll just tell them you panicked when you realised what had happened.’
‘That’s not even a lie,’ Danny said.
‘What about you, Red?’
‘I need a job. I might stay in Manchester for the moment. There’s no particular reason to go back to London.’
There was no particular reason to do anything, Emma thought. For her own part, she had no idea what the future held. She’d never really settled into retirement even before Paul’s death. Oddly, this experience had left her feeling more energised. She realised how much she’d missed her old life, and how much she wanted something more. She just had no idea what that something might be.
Suddenly, she had the sense that Paul was sitting in the car with them. Not as a ghost or a spirit or anything supernatural like that, but more as a kind of intellectual presence. As if he’d engineered this shift in her mood and ambition alongside everything else. It was a good feeling.
She turned back to Red and Danny. ‘You know what? I think I’m actually beginning to feel hungry. I know exactly what we should do next. We should go and eat.’ She pushed open the door and climbed out into the chilly morning sunshine.
As she did so, she saw a man emerge from a car parked a few spaces along. He smiled at her. ‘Beautiful morning.’ He was a tall, slim man, probably in his mid-forties. Not unattractive, she thought idly, if you liked that type.
She nodded. ‘You don’t know quite how beautiful it feels to me.’
The smile broadened. ‘Actually, I think I might have an idea, Mrs Raven.’
She felt a cold clutch of fear in her stomach. Had they been deluding themselves after all? She should have realised that, for all Paul’s trickery, Kozlova wouldn’t just allow them to walk away. ‘I’m sorry?’
The man had taken a step towards her, still smiling.
From behind her she heard Red’s voice. ‘It’s you, isn’t it? The man with The Guardian?’
The man nodded. ‘The man who saved your life. It’s what I do. Or one of the things I do. Not even the most important one.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Emma said. ‘Who are you?’
The man shrugged. ‘A friend. I was a friend of your son, too. A remarkable young man. Though I begin to see now where some of his qualities came from.’ He gestured towards the service station building. ‘Were you intending to go inside? Not the most luxurious location, but discreet in its way. Perhaps I could join you for a coffee?’
Her instinct was to refuse, but there was something about the man that made her want to know more. ‘What is it you want?’
He shrugged. ‘Just a chat. Nothing more. But I think it might be in both our interests.’
‘In what way?’
‘That remains to be seen.’ He gestured towards Red. ‘But as your young friend here can testify, I can be a useful person to know.’
She stared at him for a moment, still unsure whether to accept his invitation. Then she said, ‘Why not? If nothing else, I’d kill for a coffee.’
‘I can believe that, Mrs Raven.’ He smiled. ‘And, for what it’s worth, I’ve known people kill for less. Let’s go and talk.’
He turned and began to walk towards the service station. Emma hesitated and then, with Danny and Red trailing behind her, she followed.

THE END
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