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‘Don’t mistake me for the hero …


I’d kill every last living thing on earth to save you.’
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Dear reader,


‘I don’t want to just reset everything at the end of each book like an episode of The Simpsons.’


I’ve been saying that since those first daunting interviews promoting Ragdoll. But it feels more relevant now than ever, having just finished work on book three in the trilogy, incorporating all of the history and sense of consequence that entails. I believe I’ve achieved a depth to these characters and drama to their relationships that I couldn’t have by writing standalone novels. And while I’ve tried to accommodate new readers in both Hangman and Endgame, there’s no getting around the fact that the books will mean so much more to you having seen the story through from the very beginning.


I also have a bit of a geeky side and love spotting ‘Easter eggs’ and subtle references hidden in my favourite movies and TV shows, knowing that only the most loyal fans will ever know they’re there. It makes a fictional world feel just that little bit more real, and these books are littered with them accordingly.


This is not the end of Ragdoll, not by a long shot. I always wanted these first three novels to be about this particular team at this particular point in time. They overlap. Their stories interweave. They are a trilogy … But that’s not how the real world works either – life has a tendency of coming back to loosen whatever neat little bows we may tie. I already have the bones of book four in place, and I’m incredibly excited about this and the fresh direction in which the series is heading.


After all, it’s just one big story.


As always, a huge thank you to the readers and even huger apology for my complete lack of social media interaction; it’s just not my thing. But you keep me in a job. This book is for you, and I sincerely hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.


So, without further ado: ladies and gentlemen, the final part in the Ragdoll trilogy, Endgame …


Daniel Cole




PROLOGUE


Monday 4 January 2016


11.13 a.m.


‘Once upon a time … Not anymore.’


A snow-capped suburbia scrolled past the grimy windows, the weak sun warming the leather interior as they juddered towards their destination.


‘But you are him, right?’ the man in the driver’s seat pressed. ‘You’re William Fawkes?’


‘Someone’s gotta be,’ sighed Wolf with genuine regret as the dark eyes in the rear-view mirror watched him, occasionally flicking back to the matter of the road ahead. ‘It’s just up here on the left.’


The black cab pulled up, engine spluttering as it idled over someone’s driveway.


Wolf paid the man in cash, not that it mattered anymore, and climbed out onto the quiet street. But before he’d even had a chance to close the door behind him, the vehicle accelerated away, spraying him with icy sludge as the taxi and its swinging appendage disappeared round the corner. Rather regretting tipping the intrusive snitch, Wolf supposed it had probably been wishful thinking that the £1.34 bribe would ever procure the man’s silence for long anyway. He wiped his trousers with the sleeve of the long black coat that had once belonged to Lethaniel Masse – the Ragdoll Killer – a souvenir from a past life, a trophy of sorts and a reminder of all the people he should have been there for.


Successfully smudging the wet spots into dirty streaks, he realised he was still being watched. Despite losing two stone and growing an impressively scraggly beard, Wolf’s imposing size and bright blue eyes betrayed him to anyone attentive enough to give him a second look. Across the road, a woman was staring at him as she fussed over a pram and the baby presumably concealed somewhere beneath the pile of blankets. She took out her mobile phone and held it up to her ear.


Managing a sad smile in her direction, Wolf turned his back to her, entering through the gate behind him. An unfamiliar Mercedes, only identifiable by the badge poking up through the snow, sat grandly neglected on the gravel, and the familiar house itself had grown a third bigger since his last visit. Knowing the front door would be unlocked as always, he didn’t bother knocking, stamping the snow off his shoes before stepping into the mournful gloom that had permeated the hallway despite the cloudless sky outside.


‘Maggie?’ Wolf called, voice breaking just for being back in that house, for taking a greedy breath of the air inside – laced with dying books, floral perfume, ground coffee and a hundred other things that evoked unsolicited memories of simpler, happier times. For this was the place where he felt more at home than anywhere else in the world, the one constant he had been able to rely on ever since first moving to the capital. ‘Maggie?!’


A creak upstairs broke the silence.


As he started to make his way up, light footfalls hurried across the floorboards above.


‘Maggie?!’


A door opened: ‘Will …? Will!’


No sooner had Wolf reached the top stair than Maggie threw her arms around him, very nearly relocating their reunion back down to the hallway.


‘Oh my God! It really is you!’


She was embracing him so tightly he could barely breathe and then all he could do was squeeze her back as she burst into tears against his chest.


‘I knew you’d come,’ she sobbed, voice trembling. ‘I can’t believe he’s gone, Will. What am I supposed to do without him?’


Detaching himself from the embrace, Wolf held Maggie at arm’s length to speak to her. The unfailingly immaculate woman was in her mid-fifties, her running make-up and dowdy black clothing actually making her look her age for once. She had let her dark curls hang loose, when she normally would have tied them up into a vintage style that had inevitably come back into fashion.


‘I don’t have much time. Where … where was he?’ he asked, struggling with the first of many uncomfortable questions that he needed answering.


Her shaking hand pointed towards a splintered door frame in an uncarpeted section of the landing. He nodded and gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead before stepping up into the latest addition to the house, while Maggie held back, loitering on the threshold of the bare room. Wolf regarded his friend’s final project proudly, finished to the exacting standards he applied to anything that concerned his grandchildren. It was to be their new room when they came to visit, a way to spend more time together now he had retired.


A wooden chair lay upturned in the centre of the room, beneath which a dark red stain had soaked into the porous floorboards.


Wolf had convinced himself that, once inside, he would be able to remain impassive, to treat the situation with the dispassionate efficiency he would any other crime scene … But, of course, he had been wrong.


‘He loved you, Will,’ said Maggie from the doorway.


Unable to hold back the tears any longer, Wolf wiped his eyes to the sound of someone crunching across the gravel outside.


‘You should go,’ Maggie told him urgently, ignoring the polite knock. ‘Will?’ Hearing the front door creak as somebody let themselves in, she hurried to the stairs to intercept, her expression relaxing as a blond-haired, rat-faced man made his way up: ‘Jake!’ she sighed in relief. ‘I thought you were … Never mind.’


Wolf watched suspiciously as the two of them embraced like old friends.


‘Got you a few bits and bobs,’ the man told her, handing over the shopping bags. ‘Could you give me a minute with him?’ he then asked, shattering the pretence that this was merely a social visit.


‘Go ahead, Maggie,’ Wolf told her.


Looking uncomfortable, she headed downstairs to put the shopping away.


‘Saunders,’ Wolf greeted his ex-colleague as he stepped into the room.


‘Wolf. Long time no see.’


‘Well, you know, I needed some me-time,’ he quipped, hearing a vehicle pull up out on the street. ‘Didn’t think the two of you knew each other.’


‘We didn’t,’ shrugged Saunders, remaining a safe distance away despite the civil conversation. ‘Not until … all this.’ He sighed heavily. ‘Mate, I am genuinely sorry about Finlay. I really am.’


Nodding his appreciation, Wolf’s eyes returned to the stained floorboards.


‘What are you doin’ here?’ Saunders asked bluntly.


‘Needed to see for myself.’


‘See what?’


Wolf lowered his voice for Maggie’s sake: ‘The crime scene.’


‘Crime?’ Saunders rubbed his face wearily. ‘Mate, I attended myself. He was found alone … in a locked room … lying next to the weapon.’


‘Finlay wouldn’t kill himself.’


Saunders looked at him with pity: ‘People never fail to surprise us.’


‘Speaking of which, you got here awfully quickly.’


‘Was on my way over anyway … when the call came in.’


Wolf had never much liked the loud-mouthed detective constable back when they’d worked together but was now beginning to see him in a new light. ‘Thank you for looking out for her.’


‘It’s no trouble.’


‘So … how many are out there?’ Wolf asked him, as if enquiring the time, the atmosphere in the room changing instantly.


Saunders hesitated. ‘Two out front. Two out the back. One sat with Maggie and, all being well, one three feet away from us behind that wall.’ He turned to the open doorway: ‘Honk if you’re horny!’


The sound of a clip being loaded into a semi-automatic rifle answered from the landing.


He smiled apologetically and then removed a pair of handcuffs from his pocket. ‘I promised them you wouldn’t run. Please don’t make me look stupid.’


Wolf nodded and slowly got down onto his knees. Raising his arms, he interlocked his fingers behind his head and stared out through the snowy window – the last vista his mentor would have seen before the end.


‘Sorry, mate,’ said Saunders, stepping forward to secure the handcuffs round his wrists. ‘Suspect in custody!’


‘Will?!’ Maggie called from the kitchen as her house flooded with armed police.


Heavy boots were climbing the stairs towards them, Maggie’s footsteps following them up.


‘Would you do something for me?’ asked Wolf, looking from Saunders to Maggie as the last of the officers filed in through the broken doorway, barking customary orders as they secured him: ‘Don’t tell her I’m back yet.’


‘But, Will—’ she cried, desperate, yet unable to place a foot inside the room in which her husband had been found.


‘It’s all right, Maggie. It’s all right,’ he assured her. ‘I’m not running anymore.’




CHAPTER 1


Monday 4 January 2016


11.46 a.m.


Thomas Alcock was distracted by the muted television as he made himself a cup of tea.


‘Arse!’ he whispered, slopping boiling water all over the work surface … which then dripped accordingly onto his hand: ‘Cocking piss bums!’ He winced in reserved agony, shaking off the pain without taking his eyes off the screen.


On Sky News, a helicopter circled the site of the devastation that had befallen the country’s capital a fortnight earlier. Where it eclipsed the sun, a dark shadow swept effortlessly across the rubble below, at least two others in its company at any given moment – like vultures gathering over a fresh carcass. Apparently the airspace ban over the city, which had caused untold misery and disruption over the festive period, had been lifted, allowing the world to finally appreciate the extent of the destruction.


A disaster narrowly averted, but not without cost.


The explosion, contained to a set of underground toilets at the top of Ludgate Hill, had prompted a routine evacuation of the surrounding buildings while structural engineers carried out their checks. After one eagle-eyed tourist noticed fresh cracks to St Paul’s Cathedral’s west front, emergency restoration works were commissioned. But before the scaffolding had even been erected, they lost the north tower to the concrete below. And then, over the course of three days, column after column had broken off, like legs buckling under the weight, until the enormous portico inevitably crumbled away – an iconic monument slowly dying of its wounds.


It was a surreal image: a missing jigsaw piece.


It took Thomas a moment to realise that the colourful border surrounding the area was in fact a mountain of wreaths and flowers stacked high against the fences: a tribute to those who never resurfaced from Piccadilly Circus, to Constable Kerry Coleman, to all of those lost in Times Square – a touching but short-lived gesture in the sub-freezing conditions.


He sipped his tea.


Flashing lights pulsed distractingly over the yellow subtitles as what was left of the Christmas tree in the other room reminded him it was still there, the piles of unopened presents beneath collecting pine needles. Stroking Echo absent-mindedly, Thomas’s mind returned for the umpteenth time to selfish thoughts: how thankful he was that no one he’d known had been among the dead or injured, how fortunate he felt to have his girlfriend back in one piece and, shamefully, how he secretly hoped that the horrors of the past month, culminating in a national-security incident and capped off with the untimely death of a dear friend, might just be enough to tip her over the edge, to persuade her to leave it all behind, to appreciate what she still had left and be satisfied with her lot.


Baxter’s phone started buzzing loudly across the kitchen table.


Diving across the room, Thomas answered it in an irritated whisper:


‘Emily’s phone … I’m afraid not. She’s still asleep. Can I take a—… Wednesday … nine a.m… . I’ll let her know … OK. Goodbye.’


He placed the mobile down on top of the oven gloves in case it went off again.


‘Who was that?’ asked Baxter from the doorway, startling him.


She was sporting one of his baggy jumpers over her tartan pyjama bottoms, the homely attire a welcome change to the thirty-five-year-old detective chief inspector’s usual get-up. Thomas felt sick all over again as he looked at her, at the toll the job had taken on the woman he loved. Her top lip was stitched together. Two of her fingers were splinted to one another, protruding from the sling she was reluctantly wearing to support her injured elbow, while her ruffled dark brown hair was hiding the majority of the scratches and scabs that still covered her face.


He forced an unconvincing smile: ‘Want some breakfast?’


‘No.’


‘Just an omelette?’


‘No. Who was on the phone?’ she asked again, holding her boyfriend’s gaze, confident even that much conflict would be too much for him.


‘It was your work,’ he sighed, angry with himself.


She waited for him to elaborate.


‘A Mike Atkins calling to inform you that you have a meeting with him and the FBI on Wednesday morning.’


‘Oh,’ she replied dazedly, scratching Echo’s head when he jumped between the work surfaces to dribble on her.


Thomas couldn’t stand seeing her looking so fragile and downtrodden. He walked over to embrace her but wasn’t convinced she’d even registered that he was holding her as she stood there limply.


‘Has Maggie called today?’ she asked him.


He let go: ‘Not yet.’


‘I’ll go over … in a bit.’


‘I’ll drive you,’ Thomas offered. ‘I can just sit in the car or get myself a coffee while you—’


‘I’m fine,’ she insisted.


The curt response actually lifted Thomas’s spirits a little. Somewhere, hidden deep beneath the broken surface, was that familiar acidity to Baxter’s tone.


She was still in there. She just needed time.


‘OK,’ he nodded, smiling kindly.


‘I’m gonna …’ She finished the thought by gesturing upstairs. ‘But I’m fine,’ she muttered as she headed for the hallway, Echo trailing close behind. ‘I’m fine.’


The hedge might have looked like any other hedge had it not been for the flash of bright orange hair bobbing in and out of sight behind it.


Alex Edmunds’s first assignment as a private investigator had been a modest affair, leading him to a piece of wasteland-cum-shopping-trolley-cemetery opposite his local Sainsbury’s. But now, with his mark squarely in his sights and the only exit blocked by his team, the welcome buzz of the chase started to return.


He made his move …


His target bolted, faster than he’d been expecting, fleeing straight towards his trap.


‘PI 2!’ he yelled into the Toys R Us walkie-talkie. ‘PI 2, prepare for intercept!’


‘Do I have to?’


‘Please!’ panted Edmunds before watching his plan unfold like a well-rehearsed piece of choreography, his fiancée appearing from nowhere ahead of them, blocking the path with the pram.


Skidding to a halt, their payday deliberated for a moment and then scrambled up what appeared to be the tallest tree in London, knocking snow from the upper branches as he ascended out of reach.


‘Balls!’ grimaced Edmunds, holding a stitch as he stared skywards.


‘PI 1, ferrets can climb trees,’ Tia’s distorted voice informed him as she wheeled Leila over. ‘What now?’ she asked, no longer requiring the walkie-talkie.


‘This is … This is all right,’ Edmunds told her confidently. ‘He’s trapped.’


‘Is he, though?’ she asked him, removing the cat box from the back of the pram and placing it on the frozen ground.


‘Right, I’m going up there,’ said Edmunds decisively, expecting her to protest.


She didn’t.


‘Up the really big tree,’ he clarified.


She nodded.


‘OK, then,’ he nodded back. ‘Stand a safe distance away just in case I fall … and die.’


‘How about … back at home?’ suggested Tia.


‘Sure,’ he shrugged, a little surprised she would want to miss out on all the excitement. He stepped up to the tree and took hold of a thick branch above his head. ‘This is fun, though, isn’t it? Getting to spend a little more time together?’


Tia didn’t respond.


‘I said …’ he tried again after sliding back down the trunk. ‘Oh, you’ve gone.’


She was already halfway up the bank.


‘Well, I think it’s fun,’ Edmunds mumbled to himself. ‘OK, Mr Scabs,’ he called up into the branches. ‘Your reign of terror ends here!’


Wolf was snoring loudly.


He had been confined to the room in Hornsey Police Station for over three hours, two and a half of which he’d spent enjoying the most restful sleep he’d had in weeks. When a door slammed out in the corridor, he awoke with a jolt. Briefly confused by his unpleasant surroundings, the handcuffs clinking against the metal chair at his back served as an adequate reminder of his eventful morning. A little annoyed at the inconsiderate door-slammer, he was now quite desperate for a wee and a couple of minutes’ pacing the limited floor space to wake up his left butt cheek.


As he attempted to flex out the encroaching cramp, the sound of heeled shoes clicked down the corridor towards him. The door unlocked and a dashing man in his fifties entered the room, his bespoke suit jarring with the taupe walls.


‘Huh,’ Wolf greeted the well-dressed stranger. ‘I thought you were a lady.’


The silver-haired man looked perplexed, deep creases forming across the leathery skin of his forehead.


‘But you’re not,’ Wolf informed him helpfully.


A hint of a smile appeared on the man’s face. ‘And there was me worrying needlessly that your detective skills might have suffered while you were AWOL.’


He pulled up a chair and sat down.


‘Speaking of which,’ started Wolf, suddenly reminded of something. ‘And I don’t want to sound petty or anything, but I did still have fifteen days’ annual leave to take when the whole Masse thing … happened. I don’t know if there’s any way to—’


The man cracked a bemused smile, stopping him mid-sentence, his ice-white teeth almost glowing against his orange-tinted skin.


‘Yeah, you’re probably right. We’ll sort it out another time,’ Wolf nodded, puffing out his cheeks when a strained silence ensued.


‘You don’t recognise me, do you, Will?’


‘Errrrrm …’


‘This is Commissioner Christian Bellamy,’ announced a regrettably familiar voice from the doorway as Commander Geena Vanita entered the room.


She was wearing a relatively tasteful ensemble by her standards: a black jacket covering a commendable amount of the clashing garments beneath. Perhaps it was too much daytime television, maybe just where his mind was at, but if he were to categorise the outfit, he’d have gone for ‘Teletubby funeral wear’.


She was still talking.


‘I’m sorry. What?’ asked Wolf, completely missing everything she’d said next, his mind wandering onto far more pressing matters: Dipsy – heroin OD.


‘I said: “It was only a matter of time before we caught you,”’ repeated the diminutive woman.


‘You do remember the part where you didn’t actually catch me, right?’ asked Wolf. ‘Because I distinctly remember giving myself up.’


Vanita shrugged, already formulating the press statement to announce his capture. ‘You say tom-a-to. I say—’


‘Shameless propagandising?’ he suggested.


‘Look, we’re not your enemies, Will,’ interjected Christian before they could continue bickering. But on noticing the glaring match taking place across the table, he decided to amend his statement: ‘I am not your enemy.’


Wolf scoffed at that.


‘You know, we’ve actually met before,’ Christian continued. ‘Admittedly, a long time ago. And …’ For the first time, the effortlessly suave man’s composure faltered. ‘We both lost a dear, dear friend this week. Don’t think you were the only one.’


Wolf regarded the man sceptically.


‘So …’ started Vanita, ‘William Oliver Layton-Fawkes.’


He winced.


‘Now that you’ve been caught—’


‘Surrendered!’ groaned Wolf.


‘… you’re looking at a pretty lengthy prison sentence to atone for your rather considerable list of offences.’


Wolf noticed Christian frown disapprovingly in his subordinate’s direction as she continued.


‘Withholding evidence, perjury, failing to attend when requested, actual bodily harm—’


‘Aggravated assault at best,’ argued Wolf.


‘The list goes on and on,’ Vanita finished, folding her arms in satisfaction. ‘You’ve managed to wriggle your way out of so many messes over the years, but this time it looks like your sins have finally caught up with you. Have you anything to say for yourself?’


‘Yes.’


She waited expectantly.


‘Would you mind scratching my nose?’ he asked her.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘My nose,’ Wolf repeated pleasantly, the handcuffs jangling at his back. ‘Would you mind?’


Vanita shared a look with Christian and then laughed. ‘Did you even hear a word I said, Fawkes?’


Wolf’s eyes were watering.


‘You are going to prison for a very long time.’


‘Come on, please,’ said Wolf, unsuccessfully attempting to rub his nose against his own shoulder.


Vanita got to her feet: ‘I don’t have time for this.’


She’d made it as far as the doorway before Wolf spoke again. ‘Léo … Antoine … Dubois.’


Vanita paused, one foot out of the room. Very slowly, she turned back round:


‘What about him?’


‘Nose first,’ tried Wolf.


‘No! What about Dubois?’


‘Pardon my ignorance,’ interrupted Christian, ‘but … who?’


‘Léo Dubois,’ huffed Vanita, recalling the multi-agency fiasco she’d had the pleasure of not thinking about in years. ‘It was a big case for the department: murder, human trafficking, drug smuggling. Fawkes was involved, so, unsurprisingly, an unprecedented mess.’ She turned back to Wolf when he yawned loudly: ‘What about Dubois?’


‘Current whereabouts, names and images of his entire network, account numbers, the name of the ship en route to our shores packed to the rafters with sex workers …’


Unconsciously, she took a step back into the room.


‘Oh! Vehicle registrations,’ he continued, ‘money-laundering services … and I’m pretty sure he’s hacked someone’s Netflix account.’


Vanita shook her head: ‘The desperate promises of a captured man.’


‘Surrendered,’ Wolf reminded her.


Christian remained quiet, noting the abrupt change in his colleague.


‘I feel I’ve horribly misjudged you, Fawkes,’ said Vanita theatrically. ‘The sceptic in me always suspected you’d gone on the run simply to save your own arse after commissioning the services of a serial killer. But it turns out, all this time, you’d actually taken it upon yourself to single-handedly bring down a notorious crime lord!’ She laughed at her own wit. ‘This is ridiculous! You can’t expect anyone to believe—’


‘I expect you to believe,’ Wolf cut her off, ‘that from the moment I left that courtroom, I started putting provisions in place to get my life back, in preparation for this moment right now, to present you with an offer you couldn’t possibly refuse.’


‘Oh, I can refuse it,’ snapped Vanita, apparently forgetting she wasn’t in fact the most senior person even in the three-person room. ‘So, at no point did Dubois happen to recognise the man who tried for months to put him away? He wasn’t suspicious in the slightest?’


‘He was suspicious plenty,’ Wolf told her. ‘But there’s nothing like having your face plastered all over the papers to instil a little truth into a story … I’m going to need you to scratch my nose now.’


She opened her mouth to refuse.


‘Just scratch his nose, will you?’ barked Christian, eager to continue.


Looking indignant, Vanita removed an expensive pen from her pocket and held it out in Wolf’s general direction, making no effort to hide her displeasure.


‘Right a bit,’ Wolf instructed. ‘Bit more. Oh yeah, that’s it. You’re in the wrong profession, you know?’ he told her, before adding: ‘That’s just a completely unrelated statement of fact, by the way, nothing to do with your scratching skills.’


Leaning back in his chair, he smiled victoriously as Vanita dropped her favourite pen onto the table for somebody else to pick up.


‘What do you want, Fawkes?’ she asked through gritted teeth.


‘No prison time.’


She laughed out loud:


‘It’s public knowledge what you did. At least some of it, anyway. The very best you can realistically hope for is a police-friendly wing.’


‘So it’s the public we’re worried about, is it? Hence the relentless manhunt you conducted to find me,’ grinned Wolf. ‘Apart from it wasn’t so much “relentless” as it was “leisurely”, and not so much a “manhunt” as it was a “browse”.’


Vanita tensed up.


‘A month. Minimum security,’ he offered.


‘A year,’ countered Vanita, somewhat overstepping her job description; however, Christian didn’t raise any objections as he watched the negotiations bounce across the table like a spectator at a tennis match.


‘Two months,’ suggested Wolf.


‘Six!’


‘Three … but I have conditions.’


Vanita paused: ‘Go on.’


‘No one tells Baxter I’m back but me.’


More than happy to avoid any interaction with her irritable detective chief inspector, Vanita considered knocking a week off Wolf’s sentence in gratitude; instead, she feigned a reluctant nod.


‘And …’ he continued, ‘this is probably the opportune moment to tell you that during my time infiltrating Dubois’s crew, I played a part in a group beating of a rival sex trafficker, who wound up in ICU with life-threatening injuries.’


‘Jesus, Fawkes!’ said Vanita, shaking her head.


‘He made a full recovery, though!’ Wolf added quickly.


‘OK. I’m sure we can work with that.’


‘So we went back and shot him.’


‘Anything else?!’ groaned Vanita, nearing the end of her tether.


‘Yes. I’m going to need a suspended sentence,’ said Wolf, deadly serious.


‘But of course you are!’ she replied sarcastically. ‘And, just out of interest, how long do you fancy?’


‘As long as it takes.’


‘To?’


‘To work one final case,’ he told them, all cockiness and mischief gone from his voice.


‘You’re wasting my time, Fawkes,’ said Vanita, again getting up to leave.


‘Hang on,’ Christian jumped in, speaking for the first time in minutes.


Glaring at her superior, Vanita obediently sat back down.


‘Which case, Will?’ Christian asked him.


Wolf turned to address the commissioner:


‘The murder of Detective Sergeant Finlay Shaw.’


No one spoke for a few moments while they processed the bizarre request. Christian cleared his throat and raised a hand just as Vanita was about to respond:


‘Will, it was suicide. You know that … I’m sorry but there is no investigation for you to join.’


‘You were his friend?’ Wolf asked him.


‘His best friend,’ said Christian proudly.


‘Then answer me this,’ said Wolf, meeting his eye. ‘Is there even one conceivable scenario you can dream up in which Finlay would ever have left Maggie?’


Realising she was no longer part of the conversation, Vanita kept quiet. She hadn’t even known for certain that Finlay had been married.


Christian sighed heavily and shook his head. ‘No. Not one. But the evidence is … It’s indisputable.’


‘Surely, as his friend, you can’t have a problem with me verifying that beyond any possible doubt? Then I’m all yours,’ promised Wolf.


Christian looked torn.


‘You can’t seriously be considering this?’ Vanita asked him.


‘Would you just be quiet?!’ snapped Christian, before turning back to Wolf: ‘You would really put Maggie through this?’


‘She’ll understand … if it’s me.’


Christian still looked uncertain.


‘Come on. What have you got to lose?’ Wolf asked him, for the first time letting his desperation show. ‘I confirm it was a suicide; you get Dubois.’


He watched the commissioner turning over the options in his head:


‘OK. Do it.’


Vanita got up and stormed out of the little room, leaving the two men alone to talk.


‘I’ll have the file brought over to you along with a signed copy of our … agreement,’ smiled Christian with a twinkle in his eye. He slapped Wolf affectionately on the back, just as Finlay used to, no doubt leaving a bruise that his mentor would have been proud of. ‘So, where do we start?’


‘We?’


‘Think I’m letting you do this alone? This is Fin we’re talking about!’


Wolf smiled. He was beginning to like Finlay’s oldest friend.


‘So, where do we start?’ Christian asked again.


‘We start at the beginning.’




CHAPTER 2


Monday 5 November 1979


Bonfire Night


5.29 p.m.


Christian opened his eyes, only to be blinded by the bright light dangling from the corrugated roof. Shifting his weight to turn away, he felt the floor flex beneath him. He raised a hand towards his aching jaw, smacking himself in the face with a heavy boxing glove. Piece by piece, things started coming back to him: he and his partner had been sparring … Losing miserably, he’d gone in for a reckless uppercut … and missed … He remembered his opponent winding up for a left hook … and then blackness.


Finlay’s unpleasant visage appeared above him. The twenty-four-year-old Scot was built like a tree trunk, his shaven head almost as knobbly and unsymmetrical as one. He had a flat nose, which tended to change direction with each visit to the gym:


‘Get up, you girl,’ he taunted in his rasping Glaswegian accent.


Groaning, Christian sat up in the centre of the ring:


‘You’re supposed to be teaching me, not just beating the shit out of me!’


Finlay shrugged, the muscles moving beneath his skin weirdly reminding Christian of his date the night before, the young constable shifting in her sleep under the sheets when he snuck out of her room.


‘I am teaching you,’ Finlay told him with a smile. ‘Next time, you’ll duck.’


‘You’re a prick, you know that?’


Chuckling, Finlay pulled him to his feet.


‘How do I look?’ Christian asked in concern, as he intended to take their attractive co-worker out again after their run of night shifts.


‘Wonderful,’ grinned Finlay. ‘A bit more like me.’


‘Christ! You should’ve just put me out of my misery,’ Christian told him, earning himself a final winding blow to the kidneys.


Almost three years younger than his partner, Christian was the polar opposite of his appointed best friend: a handsome and popular young man. He wore his sandy hair in a shoulder-length style like the pop stars off the television. He was intelligent, when he wanted to be, but was lazy and more concerned with chasing women than criminals, if truth be told. The two men did share some common ground, however: an ‘army brat’ upbringing, an uncanny ability to attract trouble and a shared aversion to their new chief.


‘Come on. Shift starts in an hour,’ mumbled Finlay, undoing his gloves with his teeth. ‘Let’s see what utter bollocks the boss has in store for us tonight.’


‘I know this might sound like utter bollocks,’ started DCI Milligan through the hanging haze of smoke that mimicked the smoggy Scottish capital outside. The arching pole of ash clinging to the end of his cigarette finally snapped off, dropping onto his trousers.


‘Maybe it sounds like bollocks … because it is bollocks,’ suggested Christian.


Milligan wiped the ash into a grey smudge and turned to Finlay. ‘What’s he saying?’


Finlay shrugged.


Milligan turned back to Christian. ‘We cannae understand you, son. What country are you from again?’


‘Essex!’ replied Christian.


Milligan watched him suspiciously for a moment before continuing. ‘You two shites are on surveillance of the shipyard tonight. End of.’


‘Can’t French and Wick do it?’ complained Finlay.


‘No,’ replied Milligan, who was rapidly growing bored of their company. ‘Because French and Wick have been posted at the truck stop.’


‘Where the deal is actually going to take place,’ huffed Christian.


Milligan either ignored or didn’t understand him.


‘This is a waste of time,’ said Finlay.


‘In which case, you two idle shits are going to get paid for sleeping in a car park all night. Everybody wins! You are excused.’


‘But—’


‘You … are … excused.’


At 7.28 p.m., Finlay pulled up outside one of the side entrances to the shipyard. Parking inches from the metal gates, they had an unobstructed view of the floodlit warehouses, a wall of multicoloured cargo containers stacked like giant Lego bricks, and a lone forklift truck abandoned for the night, their reflections trembling in the dark River Clyde beyond.


The first raindrops struck the windscreen, blurring the colours together, distorting shapes like paint running on a canvas. They watched the shower intensify into a torrential downpour while they tucked into their Wimpy burgers and first warm beers of the night – a stakeout tradition, much like the department’s unmarked Ford Cortina. After eleven years of service, the clapped-out vehicle was probably as recognisable to Glasgow’s criminal element as a patrol car with the sirens blaring, but who were they to argue with the wisdom of those higher up the food chain?


‘Why is it,’ started Christian between mouthfuls, ‘that us two always get the shit jobs?’


‘Politics,’ Finlay told him wisely. ‘Sometimes you just need to know whose arse to kiss in this job. You’ll learn … Plus, I’m pretty sure Milligan’s a horrible racist.’


‘I’m from Essex!’


Finlay decided to change the subject: ‘How’s it going with the hairdresser?’


‘She found out about the masseuse.’


‘Oh,’ said Finlay, taking another bite of his burger before continuing: ‘Client of hers?’


‘Sister of hers.’


‘Ahhhh. So, how’s it going with the masseuse?’


‘Didn’t take kindly to me seeing the constable.’


‘Right. So, how’s it—’


‘It’s going well,’ said Christian. ‘I’m taking her out again on Thursday. I think that Mistress of the Apes flick is on at the pictures.’


Finlay raised his eyebrows but didn’t vocalise his concerns over his friend’s appalling choice of date movie. He reached into his shirt pocket and proudly produced a cassette tape.


‘No! Come on! Not Status Quo again!’ complained Christian. ‘Please not Quo!’


The clunky mechanism swallowed it whole and hissed a static prelude through the speakers …


It was Quo.


An hour had passed.


‘Sean Connery?’ tried Christian, cracking a window to avoid suffocating as they chain-smoked their way through the evening.


‘How the hell did you get Sean Connery from that?’


‘Literally all your impressions sound exactly the same!’


Finlay look rather offended. ‘I’ll have you know I’ve been told I’ve got a very good ear for accents.’


‘And perhaps you do,’ said Christian. ‘I’m saying it’s your mouth that’s letting you down.’


‘OK. Try this one …’ said Finlay in irritation.


Listening carefully, Christian closed his eyes as he wracked his brain.


Finlay repeated it a little slower.


‘Sean Connery?’


‘Oh, fuck off!’


The flimsy hands of the dashboard clock read 9 p.m. when the first colourful explosions started lighting up the sky.


‘I spy … with my little eye … something beginning with … “F”.’


‘Fireworks?’ asked Finlay in a bored tone, feeling reasonably confident, seeing as they’d already had ‘fence’, ‘forklift’ and himself.


The various booms and crackles were just about reaching them through the crack in the window.


‘Yeah … it was fireworks,’ sighed Christian, as he searched the glovebox for something else to do.


Finlay looked around the car. ‘OK. I spy … with my little eye … something beginning with—’


They both jumped when there was a loud bang against the roof of the car, heavy footfalls bending the thin metal above their heads. A tall figure then proceeded to stomp across the bonnet before scaling the metal gates. Both Finlay and Christian watched open-mouthed as the mullet-haired trespasser scrambled over, landing acrobatically on the other side of the fence. Pulling a pair of bolt cutters from his rucksack, he broke the chains and started dragging the large gates open.


All of a sudden, the rain was sparkling, a set of headlight beams illuminating the scene from somewhere behind them. Realising that they were now worryingly conspicuous, Finlay and Christian slumped lower in their seats, watching five dark figures pass within inches of the passenger window, followed by a black van. The sound of the engine was drowned out by the rain as the vehicle rolled at walking pace into the shipyard.


Finlay groped blindly for the radio. Over the dashboard, he could see the group fanning out as they approached the largest of the warehouses. He held the clunky handset to his mouth. ‘Crystal?’ he whispered, having heard his favourite dispatcher’s voice over the airwaves throughout the evening. ‘Crystal!’


The sound of tyres spinning on wet tarmac cut through the rain as the van accelerated aggressively towards the warehouse, building enough speed to smash through the enormous roller doors. The team on foot hurried in through the opening to the stutter of automatic gunfire.


There was a static click over the radio: ‘Is that you, Fin?’


‘Aye. We’re down at the Goven Shipyard and need backing up pronto.’


There was an explosion from somewhere inside. Clearly, the microphone had picked it up because the dispatcher’s friendly tone turned abruptly efficient. ‘Backup en route to you now. Out.’


Finlay had just replaced the radio when a second explosion blew the mullet-haired man out of a first-storey window, his floodlit form a crumpled heap on the ground.


‘Whoa!’ laughed Christian, already practising the story in his head to rub in their colleagues’ faces.


But then, unbelievably, the broken body swung out an arm and struggled back up. The man retrieved his weapon from a puddle and hobbled back inside.


‘Someone’s keen,’ said Christian, finishing his burger.


Finlay turned to him angrily: ‘How can you be eating right now?’


Christian shrugged innocently: ‘We going in, then?’


‘Yeah. Why not?’ said Finlay, winding down the window to stick the magnetic light to the roof.


The fireworks in the distance continued to shower over the city as he switched the engine on and Status Quo’s ‘Rockin’ All Over the World’ fired back up. Hitting the sirens, they sped towards the warehouse, no real plan in place bar the hope that the presence of one police unit might indicate the imminent arrival of more.


‘Mullet-head’s back!’ warned Christian as the man staggered from the building, weapon raised as he spat bullets at the approaching Ford Cortina.


‘Put your bloody foot down!’ yelled Christian as the car was peppered with fresh holes.


‘It is bloody down!’ Finlay shouted back as he spun the wheel, sending the car into a skid, inadvertently swinging the back end into the gunman.


There was a sickening thud as the limp body rolled towards the river. The vehicle spun to a stop, its one surviving headlight illuminating the bloody corpse twenty feet from where they’d hit him. Both breathing heavily, Christian and Finlay glanced nervously at one another, realising that they had perhaps bitten off more than they could chew on this occasion … Over the raindrops exploding against the damaged bonnet, they watched the gangly figure reanimate once more.


‘What the hell?!’ gasped Christian, appalled.


With trembling arms, the long-haired man pushed himself up onto his hands and knees.


Finlay revved the engine threateningly.


‘Hit him again!’ yelled Christian.


Despite a disgustingly obvious broken arm, the sodden man staggered to his feet. Swaying slightly, he stared at the two concerned faces gawping back at him through the cracked windscreen. And then, without a moment’s hesitation, he turned round and dived into the dark water.


‘Huh,’ nodded Finlay, eyes still fixed on the river. ‘You know, whatever they’re paying that guy, it’s not enough.’


They climbed out of the car and ran over to the destroyed doors.


An eerie quiet had settled over the warehouse as they peered in. The black van was visible among the debris in the loading bay, its rear wheels still spinning uselessly a foot off the ground. A metal staircase scaled the back wall up to a solid-looking door.


‘Looks clear,’ whispered Christian.


Tying his hair back into a ponytail, he hurried over to the van. A quick glance into the empty cab revealed that the accelerator had been wedged down with a rod. He waved Finlay over.


‘Up?’ his partner suggested.


‘Up,’ nodded Christian.


They climbed the staircase to an oval metal door that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a submarine, a jet of cool air whistling out through a single bullet hole in the glass.


‘Airlocks,’ frowned Finlay, waving his hand through the escaping air.


He had to fight to pull the door open, hearing another slam elsewhere in the building as they entered a clinical corridor. Two bodies were slumped against opposite walls. One was clearly a member of the infiltrating team, the other dressed from head to toe in protective overalls.


‘Stay behind me,’ hissed Finlay, relieving the first corpse of its weapon and then systematically checking the open doorways as per his training: industrial weighing machines, money counters, flatbed trolleys.


They pressed on, walking against the indoor breeze as the pressurised air continued to leak out, when there was a deep boom from somewhere below them.


They both froze.


‘That didn’t sound good,’ whispered Christian.


Finlay shook his head: ‘Let’s make this quick.’


They hurried to the end of the corridor, where a second airlock door blocked their path. Taking hold of the long handle, Finlay heaved it open. Christian stumbled through the doorway as a wall of air rushed past him, the imbalanced pressures attempting to equalise. Struggling to hold the heavy door open, Finlay edged through the gap before letting it slam violently behind him.


‘Don’t worry about me … I got it,’ he said sarcastically, but his partner didn’t answer. Christian was staring in awe at the bags of off-white powder piled five feet high and the bricks of neatly stacked cash beside them. Finlay made his way over and handed Christian the weapon. He tore a small hole in one of the bags, licked his finger and then spat it out on the floor: ‘Heroin.’


‘How much is here?’ Christian asked him. The most he’d ever come across on the street was a kilo.


‘Dunno … Thousands.’


There was another rumble underfoot. On noticing the warming glow dancing across the wall, Finlay approached the door to investigate, feeling hot air pouring in through the opening. Peering through the small window, he could see a metal walkway spanning the upper level of the warehouse. The deformed door swung freely as he crossed the threshold and hesitantly approached the roar of a fire in ecstasy.


The moment he stepped out into the open, he had to shield his eyes from the heat radiating off the inferno. What once had been a state-of-the-art manufacturing lab was now no more than a collection of tanks and canisters taking it in turns to ignite, cremating the assorted bodies scattered across the floor below: laboratory staff, infiltrating team and what appeared to be casually dressed security alike.


Realising that the soles of his shoes were melting into the metal, Finlay sprinted back towards the room, closing the broken door behind him as best he could.


‘Problem?’ asked Christian, looking worried.


‘Fire.’


‘Big?’


‘Pretty big.’


‘Shit.’


‘Looks like we missed a hell of a firefight. Everyone’s dead.’


They both turned back to their career-making find.


‘Which is the priority?’ Christian asked his superior officer. ‘The drugs or the money?’


Finlay looked torn, bubbles forming on the wall behind him.


‘The drugs or the money, Fin?’


‘Drugs. We take the drugs.’


Christian looked tempted to argue, when the sound of shattering glass prompted him into action. ‘I saw a trolley back in one of the rooms.’


Finlay nodded and hurried over to the pressurised door. Straining with the effort, he held it open enough to allow Christian through, his eyes drying out as the hot air rushed past. Moments later, Christian returned, wheeling one of the corpses on top of the flatbed trolley, its dangling hand trailing along the floor.


‘He was a drug dealer!’ he said defensively on seeing Finlay’s disapproving expression. ‘Now he’s a doorstop.’


Christian unceremoniously dumped the dead body in the entranceway and tried to ignore the stomach-turning crunch it made when Finlay released the door to help him load up. Ninety seconds later, they tossed the final bag onto the flatbed, sweat pouring down their faces as the warehouse became a furnace.


‘Go! Go! Go!’ yelled Finlay when Christian allowed himself one final look back at the mountain of money cast in orange light as the fire stalked them through the collapsing building.


Christian and Finlay were both coughing up black phlegm when the first of their colleagues came speeding towards the inferno. Having exhaustingly moved the bags a safe distance from the blaze, they were sitting on the tarmac watching fireworks go off above their bonfire. Finlay hadn’t said anything when he noticed his partner’s hands shaking, the burn to his own left arm throbbing painfully in the cold rain.


A car door slammed.


‘We’re up,’ he told Christian, getting to his feet.


Adopting their positions either side of the record-breaking bust, thumbs up and grinning widely, the warehouse roof collapsed in on itself behind them. The iconic black-and-white photograph circulated the national press for days – a PR triumph for the Robbery Unit, for Strathclyde Police as a whole … proof that heroes did still walk among us.




CHAPTER 3


Wednesday 6 January 2016


9.53 a.m.


‘A man is dead, Chief Inspector!’


‘A lot of people are dead … after what happened,’ replied Baxter calmly, before turning venomous, ‘and for some reason you people seem intent on wasting everybody’s time worrying about the only person out there who deserves to be!’


Her meeting with the FBI was going about as well as expected, the monumental mess left in the wake of her last case someone else’s problem to clean up: a suspect executed, a missing CIA agent, a blizzard-cloaked crime scene and a large area of Central London blown to hell.


‘Do you have any information on Special Agent Rouche’s current whereabouts?’


‘To the best of my knowledge,’ she answered evenly, ‘Agent Rouche is dead.’


The interview room’s buzzing heater billowed out uncomfortably hot air as their incessant questions continued.


‘You had a team search Agent Rouche’s house.’


‘I did.’


‘You didn’t trust him, then?’


‘I didn’t.’


‘And you feel no residual loyalty towards him now?’


She hesitated for the briefest of moments: ‘None whatsoever.’


The moment the meeting in the next room adjourned, Wolf got to his feet and headed towards the door.


‘And where do you think you’re going?’ asked Saunders.


‘I want to see her.’


‘I’m not sure you’re totally grasping this whole “under arrest” thing.’


‘We had an agreement,’ said Wolf, turning to Vanita.


‘Fine.’ She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. ‘It’s not like this mess could get any worse.’


‘Surprise!’


Wolf’s forced smile started to ache in the protracted silence. The stale smell was yet to follow the liaison officer out of the interview room as Baxter stared at him from across the table. Although she remained silent, her huge dark eyes betrayed the innumerable emotions jostling for position behind her calm exterior. It was like waiting for a fruit machine to stop spinning.


Shifting uncomfortably in his seat, Wolf brushed his wavy hair out of his eyes and picked up the file in his lap. The handcuffs jangled against the metal table as he placed it down in front of him.


‘Five quid says she hits him,’ Saunders bet Vanita as they watched from behind the relative safety of the one-way mirror.


She closed her eyes and muttered something in Hindi, currently surrounded by the three biggest headaches in her life.


‘No deal.’


Reaching across the table, Wolf switched off the microphone to the eavesdropping viewing room and dropped his voice to a murmur. ‘I, errrm … I know I’m probably not your favourite person right now, but I can’t even tell you how good it is to see you.’ He shot an irritated look towards the mirror, willing their audience to give them a few minutes’ peace. ‘I’ve been really worried … with all that’s been going on. I should’ve … Maybe I could have done something.’


Baxter hadn’t moved a muscle while Wolf fumbled his way through his sentences.


He cleared his throat before continuing. ‘I went to the house. I saw Maggie.’


Baxter’s expression flickered.


‘Don’t be cross with her. I made her promise not to tell you. Long story short: I’ve made a deal … with the commissioner. They’re going to let me work one last job … My last job. They’re going to let me find the person who did this to him … to Finlay.’


Baxter’s breathing had quickened, eyelids fluttering over moist eyes.


‘I know what they’re saying,’ Wolf continued carefully. ‘I’ve looked through the file and I get why they’re saying it. From the outside, everything adds up. But you know as well as I do they’re wrong.’ His voice began to crack. ‘He wouldn’t have left her. He wouldn’t have left you … He wouldn’t have left us.’


Baxter now had tears rolling down her cheeks.


Wolf pushed the file across the table towards her. Scrawled over the photocopied front page:


Baxter’s Copy


‘Just look over the file,’ he said softly.


‘I can’t,’ whispered Baxter, breaking her silence.


Wolf flicked through to an annotated page as she got to her feet.


‘But here it says that—’


‘I can’t!’ she snapped at him before rushing out of the room.


Rubbing his face wearily, Wolf closed the file. He got up and dropped it into the confidential-paperwork bin behind him. Walking over to the table, he switched the microphone back on to address the large mirrored window. ‘Just in case you missed that: she said, “No.”’


Baxter exited the Tube station and entered a Tesco Express.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ENDGAME

DANIEL
COLE





