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            FOREWORD

          

          BY BESTSELLING AUTHOR BRIAN L PORTER

        

      

    

    
      John Broughton is an established and accomplished author of historical fiction with over a score of published works to his name. I was therefore flattered to receive a request to write the foreword to The Quasimodo Killings, his first venture into the mystery/thriller genre. Having spoken to John, I knew he was a little apprehensive about taking this big step, departing from the familiar and embarking on a new literary journey into what was, for him, new and uncharted territory.

      The Quasimodo Killings introduces the reader to Detective Inspector Jacob Vance and his assistant, Detective Sergeant Brittany Shepherd, who are called upon to try to prevent a series of murders, after the new Chief of the Metropolitan Police receives a threatening letter after making a speech promising to ‘get tough’ with the criminal underclass that she perceives as the biggest threat to law and order in the capital. Unless she publishes a public retraction of her speech, the writer of the letter promises to exact revenge by committing a series of nine murders across London, all in the name of the mysterious Lord Robert. Thus, the scene is set, and Mr Broughton takes us into the heart of the investigation as Vance and Shepherd attempt to prevent the deaths of a number of innocent members of the population without any way of identifying them in advance, and with no clue to the identity of the would-be killer.

      Usually at home in the world of Anglo-Saxons and first millennium Viking raiders, it’s safe to say that John Broughton has successfully made the transition from historical fiction to the world of present-day crime and its detection. It’s a perfect illustration of the old adage that, ‘you can’t keep a good man down’ as he does a great job of keeping his readers guessing as his first mystery/thriller is engaging and entertaining and will, I’m sure be the first of more to come in his latest venture into this new genre. It’s certainly a brave step to leave behind all he has previously achieved in order to try his hand at something he’d never considered until recently. I’m sure, like his historical novels, The Quasimodo Killings will bring him more success and may even bring about the birth of a whole new series featuring Vance and Shepherd…who can tell?

      
        
        Brian L Porter

      

        

      
        Bestselling author of the highly successful Mersey Mystery Series and the Family of Rescue Dogs series of award-winning nonfiction.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          NEW SCOTLAND YARD, VICTORIA EMBANKMENT, LONDON, UK, 2021 AD

        

      

    

    
      The new commissioner of the Metropolitan Police had every reason to feel satisfied. As only the second female in her position, following the early retirement of her illustrious ground-breaking predecessor and the first from a BAME background, Aalia Phadkar chose this press conference to impact not only on the general public but also the powers that be.

      Even those most unconvinced by her appointment had to admit that she had considerable merits, not least, her striking looks. Some opted to call her statuesque, which her severest critics declared apt because she was, they grumbled, as hard and unfeeling as an ancient Greek bronze effigy dredged from the bed of the Ionian Sea. Instead, her ardent supporters pointed to her undoubted intellect and profound cultural preparation but mainly indicated her crusade to pilot the Met into the vanguard of modern policing techniques.

      The occasion of the press conference called to bring to a conclusion the capture of Angus McBain, the so-called Glasgow Slasher, whose chain of razor attacks on innocent young women had terrorised the nighttime streets of central London for over a year, provided Phadkar with the platform she desired to outline her vision of the Met’s future.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the Press,” she began in a clear voice in perfect received English—

      “Strewth, she sounds like the Queen,” muttered a Fleet Street hack to his colleague, a petite redhead from a rival tabloid.

      “She might as well be, with all the power she wields, but let’s hear what she has to say.” She tapped her roller ball pen on her notepad to demonstrate her concentration to him.

      “I would like to begin by congratulating my colleagues in the Metropolitan Police from the assistant commissioner down to the most recent recruit among our constables and all the support staff whose magnificent work has led to the arrest of the so-called Glasgow Slasher, thus bringing to an end the disfigurement of solitary pedestrian women whose lives have been ruined by this species of lowlife. Regarding which, I wish to take advantage of this auspicious occasion to send a message to the disreputable specimens who, unfortunately, live in our midst.” Her voice took on a clarity that would have resounded in the crowded room without the aid of the microphones ranged before her.

      Determination sounded in her every word. “It is my declared intention to propel the Metropolitan Police to the avant-garde of Western policing. I intend to press the Government for greater investment in technology so that our American cousins and Chinese counterparts will only be able to stare and attempt to imitate us. So, I address my next comments to the criminal fraternity of which Angus McBain is an all-too-typical exemplar. Today’s criminal hardly possesses the intellect of the fictional Moriarty. Scum like McBain have zero culture, an ignorance bred of disdain for the educational opportunities provided by society and wilfully spurned by their underdeveloped brains. This type of squalid individual had better beware since our intention at the Met is to clean the capital of such vermin using every means possible. Indeed, the modern police force intends to demonstrate the merits of an educational system second to none, which enables the force to draw upon the smartest brains the country has to offer.” She paused to beam triumphantly around the assembled denizens of the English Press.

      Her pause was well calculated and allowed her philosophy to penetrate the minds of her audience. Now was the moment to strike. “To make the streets of our metropolis safe for the law-abiding citizen at every hour of the day, I unashamedly use this platform to address the Prime Minister himself—he has declared several times that he is the most public-spirited member of his party. As such, he will consider my appeal for an increase in staffing for our overstretched personnel. I refer not only to our old-fashioned constables on the beat in some of the more degraded parts of this fine city but also to the motorised elements and the invaluable deskbound members of our policing community. Thank you for your attention. May I end with a motto? Altiora etiam petamus, which is not the Met precept, but would do surprisingly well, as I am sure you will all appreciate. She beamed around at the shuffling embarrassed figures in the body of the room, many of whom felt like the uncultured criminals she had berated moments earlier.

      “Let us reach yet higher,” murmured the redhead to her unkempt colleague.

      “Yeah, whatever,” was his ungracious acknowledgement of her learning.

      The commissioner provided them with a superior smile, her perfect white teeth transforming the cold, stern image of the speech into an irresistibly attractive portrait for the press photographers. Gliding from the platform like a black swan on a lake, she took the congratulations of the Met Press Liaison Officer and the high-ranking members of her force with gracious aplomb.

      All in all, she reflected, gratefully sipping an espresso coffee dispensed by the top-of-the-range machine in her office as she sank into the plush leather swivel chair behind her desk, I couldn’t have asked for a better start for my inaugural speech. It’ll be interesting to read the daily papers in the morning.

      She could not know that the most captivating literature the following day would arrive in the form of a letter. That particular communication, postmarked London WC1, she now laid on the green leather surface of her desk. Seething, she dialled an internal number and, her tone icy, said, “I want you in my office without delay, Detective Chief Inspector. I hardly need add that it is a matter of urgency.”

      Malcolm Ridgeway closed a report he was reading on an armed robbery at a jeweller in Harrow, frowned, stared at the receiver on his desk, and dwelt on the unusual nature of the call he had just taken. The standard procedure would have been to use an intermediary, for example, the Chief Superintendent contacting him on behalf of the commissioner. Direct contact from the great chief herself and in such a brusque tone surely meant trouble of the kind he could do without. He glanced in the wall mirror, adjusted his tie by a millimetre, checked under his chin to make sure his morning shave had been immaculate, and smiled at the reflection of a fifty-four-year-old that stared back at him. Not bad for my age. I’d give myself ten years less. He hoped that he would meet with the same approval from the Ice Maiden herself. He knew perfectly well that she was born and bred in the United Kingdom, but he couldn’t entirely rid himself of certain preconceptions even if he considered himself a paragon of liberal acceptance. She had used his formal title, Detective Chief Inspector, not his name, which suggested she was in a bad mood. Once, she had addressed him as Mal, just like his other colleagues, who called him Big Mal, as much for his stature as his facial resemblance to a famous football coach of yesteryear. Oh well, I’d better shoot upstairs and not give her an excuse to lay into me.

      Curious and full of trepidation, he knocked on her door. He had not enjoyed the privilege of entering the sanctum reserved for the top brass and didn’t know what to expect. The faint scent of perfume, mixed with the aroma of freshly ground coffee, wasn’t among the sensations he might have anticipated. Nor was the fleeting smile of welcome instantly transformed into an expression bordering on glacial. Yet, her voice was kind and gentle,

      “Good morning, Malcolm. How are you? Well, I hope, and Ruth? How’s she doing?”

      He cleared his throat, wondering how much information was appropriate. “Oh, she’s thriving. She signed another contract yesterday, you know, for those Regency romances she writes. Soon she’ll be making a name for herself. I wouldn’t give them shelf space if it weren’t for her being my wife. Not my type of thing.”

      “I’m sure they’re outstanding, Mal. I must read one—I love that period, Jane Austen, Lizzie Bennett and all.”

      “I’ll bring you a signed copy, ma’am.”

      She almost purred, “Would you, Mal? That would be so kind. Now, then on to less pleasurable matters.” She opened a desk drawer and tossed him a pair of latex gloves. Needing no prompting, he wriggled his hands into them but couldn’t control his puzzled expression.

      “You probably wondered why I called you directly?” Not giving him time to confirm, she hurried on. “It was because I want you to deal with this matter with the utmost discretion. For the moment, I don’t want the upper echelons of our force to know about it. Clear?”

      “Abundantly, ma’am.”

      “Good, here, this letter arrived this morning. As you can see, it’s addressed to me and was posted in the city centre yesterday afternoon after my press conference.” Ridgeway scrutinised the unremarkable white envelope with its typed address before withdrawing the plain, triple-folded sheet of A4 paper. Unfolding it, he read:

      
        
        Dear Aalia Phadkar,

      

        

      
        Or I’m sure you’d prefer Madam Commissioner, given your pompous love of titles and qualifications. Consider this carefully: Lord Robert instructed me to inform you that unless you publicly retract your calumnious diatribe against the criminal classes with a handsome apology, there will be dire consequences. Lord Robert wishes to inform you that many of his fraternity have an extensive cultural preparation, worthy of Conan Doyle’s arch-villain. Furthermore, he firmly believes that nobody in the Metropolitan Police, not even your exalted self, can aspire to his unsurpassed intellect and therefore, he has issued this challenge through his humble servant, yours truly, viz. if the said public apology is not forthcoming by the first day of the next month, to be circulated as a press release, the dire consequences will assume the form of a series of executions—eight, to be precise, which will only cease if the Metropolitan Police has the wit and cultural preparation to explain the theme underlying the killings in the minutest detail. If, and only if, by the eighth murder (how I dislike that term) your minions have not reached a solution, the ninth—the master killing will reveal all to even the dimmest of your detectives. May I suggest, Madam Commissioner, that you swallow your inordinate pride and issue the most grovelling apology that your arrogant nature is capable of?

      

        

      
        I remain, your, and Lord Robert’s humble servitor,

        One whose name is writ in blood.

      

      

      Unsurprisingly, there was no signature.

      Aalia Phadkar indicated a seat, its padded surface inviting Mal to sink into its softness.

      “Before you take that down to forensics, Mal, I’d like to discuss the contents. Let me begin by saying that I have no intention of succumbing to the writer’s threat. What sort of an impression of police competence would a grovelling apology to the criminal fraternity convey?”

      “Of course, ma’am, it’s out of the question. And there’s no guarantee that this is other than a crank getting himself off on threatening the most high-ranking police officer in the UK.”

      “Strictly speaking, Mal, all chief constables are my peers.”

      “Not for modesty, I wouldn’t think.” He further ingratiated himself with his schoolboy smile.

      “What are your impressions of the writer and their threat, and what makes you think the sender is male?”

      “The whole tone of the thing. The writer’s thrown in a few long words to make us think he’s educated, maybe to graduate level and added the last line to highlight that he’s a cultured fellow. You’ll recognise the allusion, ma’am.”

      “Yes, indeed, a twist on John Keats’s epitaph.”

      “Quite so. Clever really, substituting blood for water. In that way, he gets two messages across simultaneously.”

      “Yes, he wants to underline that he’s cultured. But what do you make of this reference to Lord Robert?”

      “Not a lot, ma’am. It may simply be a red herring. He wishes to insinuate that he works for a peer of the realm.”

      “We’ll leave no stone unturned. There can’t be that many Lord Roberts.”

      “That’s as good a starting point as any. But, you know, many people love to christen their kids Prince, Duke et cetera, so this Lord Robert might be a black guy from Brixton, say?”

      “I can see that you’re already thinking laterally, Mal, that’s why I wanted you on the case. But what about a DI—do you have anyone in mind?”

      Ridgeway scratched the short hair at his greying temple with his forefinger. “Given the delicacy of the case, ma’am, I think the best call is DI Vance.”

      “Jacob Vance. Jake the Rake?”

      “He did have a bit of a reputation as a lady’s man, ma’am, when he was a young constable but there’s no truth in it. He’s been happily married to Helena for sixteen years. It was his manner whenever he was near skirt that gave him his unwanted fame. He’s moved on, I’ve always found him a perfect gent.”

      “Mmm, I see. I had wondered.” She smiled ambiguously.

      “He works with DS Shepherd. They have an almost telepathic understanding—a good team.”

      “Smart girl, Shepherd. I’ve followed some of their cases. I’d say she’s in line for a promotion but, as you say, shame to break up a good team. Use the phone, Mal,” she pointed, “and get them up here, smartish!”

      Brittany Shepherd was first through the door, Vance hard on her heels. Aalia Phadkar had an eye for tiny, apparently inconsequential details. That Brittany had preceded Jake meant either that she was confident or that, as she suspected, Jacob had played the gentleman, holding the door for his DS. The third possibility was that Jake was scared witless and every second gained outside the dreaded room counted. She smiled secretly at this thought. Yet, of the two, Shepherd’s oval face was paler, contrasting notably with her short dark hair, cut in a 1920s straight bob. Her sapphire blue eyes, turned-up nose, and full lips made her the force’s sweetheart. Her lithe figure contributed to a certain bygone actress appeal.

      “Good morning, ma’am.” Vance almost bowed but limited himself to an unshowy raising of the right hand, enough to convey friendliness but with respect. Aalia matched his warm smile with her own.

      “Inspector, Sergeant, take a seat.” She waved a casual hand and, sitting, set the example. The desk seemed an intimidating barrier to the two officers, a sensation eased only by the presence of their immediate superior, who, at a nod from Phadkar, began to outline the need for discretion in this case. When he had read the contents of the letter, ostentatiously displaying his latex gloves, Jacob Vance asked. “Excuse me, sir, how can we keep the lid on this one? We’re going to have to involve Max.” He referred to Max Wright, the resident computer geek. If anyone needed to find out information about a person, Max was the turn-to guy. The problem was, Max worked in an open space filled with the desks of other curious detectives and computer specialists. Max’s workstation was the latter’s envy since, as they complained, he inevitably got the first-class equipment from his superiors, no matter the expense.

      Before Ridgeway could reply, Aalia Phadkar intervened, “It’s a question of discretion, Jake. All I ask is that you do your best to avoid the usual speculation that accompanies a case when we try to keep it mum.”

      “Of course, we’ll do our best, ma’am.”

      Shepherd, with some colour returned to her cheeks, asked, “How seriously are we to take these threats? Do you envisage a killing spree based on the writer’s objection to criminals being labelled individuals of inferior intelligence?”

      Phadkar formed her lips into a pout. “We don’t know who we’re dealing with, Sergeant, the man who wrote the letter, if it was a man, may be a psychopath.”

      “That occurred to me, ma’am,” Brittany said. “This Lord Robert might not even exist but might be a voice inside the head of a delusional psychotic.”

      “Good thinking, Brittany, and if that is the case, we may have to consider the threat of nine murders more than hot air.”

      “In that case, ma’am, might not a cleverly couched apology save innocent lives?”

      “To hell with that, Jake! I’m not taking back a single word of what I said in my speech. We can’t cut the kind of figure that will satisfy this troll! Meeting over! Get to work and collar this individual. Ah, Mal, I want the forensic report on the letter and envelope on my desk as soon as possible. We might get a lucky break. See to it!”

      The three detectives left the room with their hearts in their boots. The case seemed intractable, and worse, impossible to keep under wraps.

      “Surely, nine human lives are worth more than a pathetic apology,” Brittany murmured.

      Jake Vance heard her and said, “C’mon, Brit, it’s not a simple sergeant who has to apologise, is it? If Her Ladyship made a public apology, it’d make headlines in The Washington Post. She’s right about that.”

      “Bollocks! There’s nothing simple about this, Sergeant. Look out for a laxative in your coffee! Only joking, boss!”

      “I wouldn’t put it past you, Brittany Shepherd, the Lucrezia Borgia of the Met!”

      “Lucrezia—? Oh yeah, right! She got a bad press, you know. Talking about the bloody press—some historians say she never did anyone in.”

      “Well, I’ll be inspecting my coffee from now on. Can’t trust female sergeants!”

      They laughed their way back to his office, turning a few heads in the busy room.

      “Coffee, boss?”

      “Bloody hell, no!” he bellowed and since the door was ajar, more heads turned to stare in their direction.

      “Well, go on, then, make us one. I’ll get onto Max after you’ve poisoned me!”

      They exchanged a conspiratorial grin and Brittany winked. Had they known how many espressos they would consume during this case they might not have been so cheerful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          RIVERSIDE APARTMENTS, FULHAM, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      The occupant stared over the balcony rail, looking down to the Thames, admiring the view, and watching the steady progress of a cargo barge sending a regular wave from its bows. A few pleasure craft, their owners taking advantage of the calm, sunny weather, cruised past the more cumbersome vessel. Time to go indoors and make a coffee, the observer decided, padding in soft moccasins over the polished parquet floor. Soaking in the ultra-modern surroundings, he blessed Aunty Amy’s bequest.

      Never in his wildest dreams would he, a simple, comprehensive school statistic— and nothing else of academic note—from Southwark, have imagined owning a luxury £860,000 riverside apartment in Fulham. Not that he lacked intelligence, far from it. Concerning education, he had deemed the state GCSE examinations pointless and, even before this great stroke of good fortune, he had believed in his unique destiny that did not comprehend tests or university study. He alone knew what his brain was capable of. Years of isolation and a solitary diet of periodicals and encyclopaedias had, in his opinion, furnished him with a store of knowledge at the postgraduate level that included astrophysics, genetic engineering, and forensic science. When once, out of ridiculous and unfounded insecurity, he had done a series of IQ tests, without cheating, of course, he had scored a more than satisfactory 168. A pointless exercise since he knew he was MENSA standard.

      He lovingly stroked the stone worktop in the kitchen and clicked the switch at the power point to set his coffee machine working. First, he ground the beans in a receptacle at the top, dispensed the freshly-ground powder into the holder, flicked another switch on the steel exterior of the machine, and listened to the hiss of the steaming hot water pass through the grounds to produce a delicious espresso that he sweetened with a level teaspoon of cane sugar. He raised the tiny cup in a silent toast to the apartment—he had only moved in two days before. The flat still seemed to hold a magical quality that he promised to maintain by keeping it fanatically tidy and clean. Apart from his obsessive nature, it was the least he could do in memory of Amy, whose house-pride was legendary in the family. His aunt had lived in a modest flat in the more elegant quarter of Clapham from where she made her fortune playing the stock market, trading in futures. He had understood broking techniques in a flash. He might do the same if ever her vast endowment ran low, which he doubted after his prudent investments. Amy was an astute woman, avoiding all the many pitfalls her chosen activity threw up daily. She worked with lower spreads, regulating them carefully, fully aware that 72% of retail CFD accounts lose money. He rinsed and dried his cup, putting it in line with the other four on the coffee machine hotplate, positioning the cup so that its handle matched the angle of the others perfectly.

      It was time to do some planning. The resident shuffled over to his desk, only delivered from the warehouse yesterday afternoon. The delivery men had complained about its weight. So they should because it was a solid walnut, two-columned Victorian-style piece. He had wondered whether it would be out of keeping with the modern surroundings, but he needn’t have worried. The contrast pleased him enormously, as did the matching Kimberly-style chair in the same wood with green leather upholstery. He chuckled as he sank into it—oh yes, he had taste, which was easy to indulge when money was no object.

      He glanced at the monthly calendar—the only clutter along with the antique pure copper pen holder he could tolerate on his flawless desktop—counted the days and smirked, only ten to the deadline he had set.

      Turning the key in the top drawer on the right, he took out an A4-sized print of an abstract painting. He withdrew a pack of clear acetate sheets of the type used for overhead projection from deeper in the same drawer. Carefully, he laid the transparent plastic over the print, took a set of acrylic paint pens, selected the colours to match the painting, nine colours in all, then began to shade over the acetate with a delicacy and accuracy of touch worthy of a calligrapher.

      One of the advantages of a solitary existence is that one’s mobile phone rarely rings. To make sure, he had put it on silent mode. Therefore, he was able to concentrate for the twenty minutes it took him to complete his matrix. With a flourish, he removed it from the original, held it up to the picture window, ignored the splendid view of the river and grunted in satisfaction. Next, to be sure, he took a sheet of white paper from a ream and placed the transparency over it with immense care. The reproduction of the abstract pleased him. The question that now tormented him was one of scale. He selected three maps of central London, each to a different scale. Deliberately choosing one he knew to be too large, he snorted and replaced it in its drawer. The second map might work, but it did not take him far enough to the north of the Thames, so it joined the first in the drawer. The third, as he suspected, was ideal. All he needed now was to position the transparency carefully and, with the point of a pair of dividers, prick through the plastic film to outline the boundaries of each colour. That would take him a long time of monastic-style dedication. He chuckled at the idea of a monk poring over an illuminated manuscript. Having selected yellow, he realised that it would take him an hour to circumnavigate just the one colour.

      When he finished, he removed the transparency, rolled his neck to ease his tense muscles and drew back his elbows to relieve the pain in his upper back that was his constant accursed companion. Directing the light from an anglepoise lamp, the only other item he could abide on his desk, onto the map’s surface, he took a black pen and dipped the fine tip repetitively into the series of holes created by the divider. Brilliant! He now had a clear outline in the abstract shape of one of part London E2. He sighed heavily at the thought of having to repeat the procedure for eight other colours. Maybe he should do one a day, but no! The white area was so small that he could do two on that day, which would mean a week of pricking out, and he had ten days. There would be three days to spare, then he would fit in other vital preparations.

      The next essential stage of his planning involved consulting the AZ of London for the street names in the yellow demarcation zone. Demarcation! He chortled. How apt to use a military term! He just hoped that the Met bitch wouldn’t apologise—no chance of that, surely?

      It took him another hour of careful sifting through street names, in which he couldn’t find what he wanted, and he snarled with frustration until he had a brainwave—but then he would, wouldn’t he? In a new notebook, bought especially for the occasion, he inscribed 1) and next to it wrote Allenbury Lane, E2. That would give the police a hard time!

      Thoroughly pleased with his ingenuity, he put everything away until the desk was clear, tilted the anglepoise back to its starting position, checking it out from different places in the room until satisfied. Replacing the desk seat with similar millimetric precision, he then took to an armchair, positioned by the window so that he could gaze at the river meandering past his apartment complex. He rolled his neck again before settling to consider the efficacy of his chosen method of execution. In truth, he had already decided on a technique that met his exacting criteria. Prime among them was cleanliness. Even murder had to be executed to meet his demanding standards: no mess, maximum speed and efficiency, and above all no traces left behind. Aalia Phadkar needed to know who she had to reckon with.

      Ten days, from one point of view, seemed an eternity, but from the other, he needed to cram in a great deal of preparation. Moving home had cost him valuable time, but he did not regret it. In some respects, his choice of accommodation might prove another red herring for the police. The first action he had to take was testing the murder weapon in real life. It had overcome every obstacle in his fervid imagination, but you couldn’t beat a live experiment. Or should that be a dead experiment? He sneered at his joke—a pity the world could not appreciate him. But it soon would!

      Standing slowly, to avoid a dizziness that plagued him, he drew his elbows back to ease the ache in his upper spine, walked over to the hall, unhooked a black hoodie jacket, slipped it on, and returned to his desk. Unlocking the second drawer on the right, he withdrew the murder weapon, already loaded that morning, and guided it into his pocket, handling it with all the respect something so lethal (he hoped) deserved.

      As he descended in the lift, the question troubling him was where to commit the crime, not to mention the choice of victim. Much as he would like to murder a person, it would impinge on his overall plan. No, it would have to be an animal. A large dog would be perfect. Again, ideally, he would strike outside his preferred area. No need to alert the coppers in advance. Where did dog lovers tend to congregate? A public park would be suitable; plenty of confusion there to make his getaway. With this in mind, he took the underground as far as Green Park, crossed the busy road, followed the railings as far as an entrance, slipped into the park, kept strictly to the path, muttering that other people shouldn’t stroll on the grass—so unnecessary.

      At last, he spotted an empty bench, where he sat to survey for a potential victim. A somewhat obese gentleman wearing an inappropriate pair of red shorts offended his eye, but his gaze lingered. Holding his attention was the retractable leash, on the end of which romped a black Labrador. As a potential victim, it was ideal. A young animal in prime health belonging to an aesthetically unpleasing owner seduced him.

      There were no CCTV cameras in the park, so he needn’t pull up his hood until he wished to exit the recreation area. He concentrated, recognising that he must not draw attention to himself, especially after the deed. Somehow, he had to approach the dog while it was far from its owner. Waiting until the frisky Labrador’s perambulations brought it in his direction, he rose slowly, strolled casually towards the dog, went down on his haunches, took a striped humbug from his mouth between forefinger and thumb and held the boiled sweet out for the dog to sniff. Delicately, the animal took it into his mouth, wagging its tail. Its false benefactor made a show of ruffling the dog’s fur as it crunched the humbug before quickly and furtively extracting the weapon. The Labrador yipped and ran off, looking back accusingly, for the moment intent on resuming its sniffing. But only for a moment, just long enough for the murderer to resume his place on the bench to watch intently as the hound staggered, keeled over to lie twitching, and expire. Two minutes at the outside! The killer smiled smugly and rose to walk at a natural pace along the footpath to the gate he had used to enter. Just before reaching it, he looked back at the bereaved owner attempting to bend over his defunct pet.

      Raising the hood despite the warm weather, the assassin, head bowed, left the park to stride along the pavement towards a bus stop. He would use his Oyster Card to take him as far as another underground station. It was good practice to mix up the transport as if he was under surveillance, which, of course, he was, just like the rest of the metropolis’s inhabitants, not that the ignorant masses, on the whole, knew or cared about that. He gazed across the aisle at a youth whose hair was shaved trendily at the sides and the back. Why did people ever follow fashion? He never would. Didn’t they realise that their desire to shake off a nondescript image had precisely the opposite effect by aggregating themselves in a stereotypical mould? For a fleeting moment, a yearning to stalk this individual to make him one of the select nine gripped him. Lowering his hood, he shook his head, deciding that he could not afford to waste time on a nonentity. Taking another humbug from its bag, he popped it into his mouth and rolled it around his tongue. He snorted, what a contradiction! It was because the youth was a nonentity conforming to fashion that made him want to kill. As usual, his planning overview took precedence. How could he imagine that the random killing of an adolescent on this bus would achieve anything worthwhile?

      By the time he rose to alight opposite a tube station, his mind was at peace for once. Of course, when he got home, he would report to Lord Robert on the undoubted success of the method. Lord Robert was a busy man, so it was understandable that he tended to speak with him late in the day, often even after his servant had retired for the night. He felt sure that his patron would be delighted with the progress made on their grandiose scheme.

      Back home, he carefully replaced the weapon, sat in his armchair, and smiled at the river. He had only gazed upon it for two days but already considered it an old friend. He admired the stately way it flowed past his home. The thought that the river could be relied on to continue what it had been doing for centuries pleased him. The waterway was permanent, not like futile humanity that could snuff from one day to the next, just like that dog. True, he had helped it on its way, but one minute it was romping in the sunny park, the next—

      Well, he had a mission, and that made his life worthwhile. Maybe he should celebrate. A slap-up meal in the restaurant down in the complex reception area would be ideal. He loved the way the architects had designed the tree-lined boulevard to welcome visitors to the development. The precise topiary of the trees in their large vases, the fruit-laden orange trees in the entrance hall, and he would be able to enjoy the restaurant’s riverside terrace. Today’s work deserved as much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          NEW SCOTLAND YARD, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Ridgeway drummed his fingers on the desk, leant back in his leather chair, tilted back his head on its comfortable rest and stared at the ceiling. At certain times of the day the sunlight spotlighted the one small area that the decorator had missed when passing his roller over the surface. Small things like this no more than two-inch aberration irritated Mal beyond belief. Not that he would ever take steps to remedy the slight defect that nobody else would ever notice. Pragmatically, he preferred an excuse for irritation from a non-human source to doing anything about it except sighing whenever he focused on it.

      The reason for his bad mood and boredom could be summed up in two words—unnecessary pressure. There was no point in the commissioner pressing him for a breakthrough, and on what basis? he asked himself. Why should a crank letter have an experienced professional policewoman so agitated? On reflection, the first days in a job of such enormous responsibility would test anyone’s nerves, he reasoned. More so if that person had to overcome the scepticism and prejudices that he had come so close to expressing. The more he thought about his attitude to Aalia Phadkar, the more he was ashamed of himself. Political correctness? I’m not a male chauvinist, nor am I racist. My Rachel would tear me apart if I confessed any doubts about Aalia. He glanced back up at the ceiling where, thankfully, the sun had moved a little to the right, no longer highlighting his fixation. Besides, she’s proved herself an exceptional detective. Not everyone would have pinned sufficient damning proof on the Talarico clan to dismantle it and break its stranglehold on the narcotics trade in London. She’s a damned good copper.

      A knock on his door snapped him out of his trance.

      “Come!”

      Another woman he admired slipped into the room. Dr Sabrina Markham, head of forensic science, whose competence was second to none.

      “Good morning, Mal. I thought I’d bring this myself since I’m the bearer of bad news.”

      She probably was because he could detect her Manchester accent, only perceptible when tense or shocked.

      “Regarding the big chief’s letter, Sabrina?”

      She smiled very slightly in recognition of his sharpness.

      “Well, yes. No news is good news except in my sector. I’ve put the letter and envelope through every test known to science—but nothing. Your troll is extremely careful. Everything about this communication screams caution. The sheet is standard white printing paper available at every supermarket in the city. The ink is standard and authentic HP black. Even the individual’s conservative choice of font, Calibri, suggests a desire to hide their personality. Whoever this person is, they have used every precaution. The envelope was sealed with a moist cloth impregnated with London tap water, so no saliva for a DNA sample, I’m afraid. No trace of a fingerprint, so they’ve worn latex gloves. This crank did not want to give you anything to work on, Mal.” She uttered this last sentence with a definite Lancashire accent.

      “Don’t stress, Sabrina! I swear I wouldn’t have mistreated any of your colleagues had you chosen to send a messenger. It seems to be a lot of fuss over nothing. After all, threats are two a penny in this day and age. It doesn’t mean that the nutter who wrote the message has any real homicidal intentions. There’s a difference between dashing off a threatening letter and committing murder.”

      Doctor Markham did not like speculation, as her profession required certainties. This worried her. “I’m sorry to say, Mal, but the care this person took not to leave traces suggests otherwise. If it was a desire to make a throwaway statement, why take the trouble to ensure the letter was squeaky clean?” She looked apologetic, almost embarrassed.

      “Thanks, Sabrina, you’re spot on, of course. I’m not thinking straight. I suppose what worries me is who the recipient was.”

      “As far as that goes, it should be me who’s worried, not you. Here’s my report, just lines of nothingness. Maybe the commissioner will think I’m useless at my job.”

      “Don’t worry, Doc. Everyone knows you’re the best! And that includes the big chief herself.”

      “You’re too kind.” She smiled, and her brown eyes twinkled, reminding him that the forensic scientist, for all her brilliance, was a beautiful woman in her forties. Not for the first time, he marvelled that she had remained single. Still, he recognised many advantages to that state, not that he would ever contemplate life without his Rachel. What was it about scientifically orientated women that appealed to him? He smiled warmly and winked at Sabrina when he took the plain manila folder containing the report. She beamed at him and retreated from the room, glad to have imparted her news with so little fuss and discussion. One thing she could say for Ridgeway, he was always fair and considerate. His molecular biologist wife, Rachel, was a lucky woman, she thought, as she pressed the button to summon the lift to make her way over to Lambeth and her kingdom of microscopes and sophisticated ultra-violet gadgets.

      As for Ridgeway, he could see no point in putting off revealing this lack of progress. Aalia Phadkar had impressed on him that she wanted the forensic report on her desk as soon as possible. So, he strode along the corridor to call the lift from the floor where Sabrina had exited. Upstairs, he knocked on the commissioner’s door to deliver the folder.

      “Ma’am, Dr Markham is scrupulous to a fault, and she found nothing, which is significant in itself.”

      This comment did not disconcert Phadkar, who remained impassive, limiting herself to saying, “Indeed, it is. We must take the sender even more seriously. The contents of the letter assume greater importance. Has DI Vance made any progress regarding the mysterious Lord Robert?”

      “I know that he put Max Wright to work on that score.”

      “Well, lean on them a little, Malcolm, would you?”

      “At once, ma’am.”

      He returned to the floor below, this time taking the stairs two at a time, and strode across to Sergeant Wright’s computer, where he found another sergeant bending over the technician’s shoulder. Arriving just in time to hear an expletive, he coughed discreetly to gain their attention. “Anything to report, Sergeants?”

      “Yes, sir,” Max Wright replied, his hand massaging the nape of his neck, his green eyes peering up from his tilted head. “I’ve checked the House of Lords, both sitting and non-sitting members. Among the Hectors, Ruperts, and Ambroses, I’ve found fifteen bona fide Lord Roberts. That is, excluding the famous Lord Roberts himself as his given names are John Roger, quite apart from the fact that he is the most upright of men.”

      “What else?”

      “Well, another seven have Robert as their second name, but I’ve been unable to discover whether they use it in preference to their first name.”

      “So, there’s a starting point, at least, for you, Sergeant Shepherd. You can get over to the Lords. Elimination is going to be important in this affair. I hardly need to tell you to pussyfoot on this. I doubt anyone will object to revealing the name they use. List the seven, Sergeant Wright, and you get along to Westminster and find out what you can, Brittany. Report to Vance and take him with you, and remember, softly, softly.”

      The sapphire eyes made contact. “Will do, sir.”

      She knocked on Vance’s door and, without waiting for the usual abrupt “Come!” barged in.

      “Isn’t it normal practice to wait for a reply, Brittany?”

      “Eh? Oh, yeah. I thought I might catch you with your pants down!”

      He glared, but seeing her cheeky grin, relaxed, and grinned back. “I’m hoping you mean figuratively and not literally, Sergeant.”

      “What? Well, it would hardly be literally, I hope. I’m probably the only person in the Met who ignores that Rake name you somehow got tagged with. I know you’d never betray Helena.”

      “Keep that to yourself—I don’t want my reputation in tatters. Anyway, what brings you bursting into my privacy? You know, I might have a sensor fitted to the door controlled by a remote device. People not waiting for permission after knocking could receive a mild electric shock from the knob.”

      Shepherd laughed. “That’d do wonders for your career! Imagine giving the commissioner or Big Mal a sizzle!”

      “Mmm. I had in mind a lowly sergeant. But I take your point. I’d need a monitor, too.”

      Brittany Shepherd smirked. “I hope you’re feeling lowly today, boss. They’ve ordered both of us to hobnob with the peers of the realm.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      She giggled. “Yeah, you seem humble enough, begging! We have to make discreet inquiries as to nomenclature.” She shook the list of seven names under his nose. For example, is the Baron of Tankerness known to all and sundry as James or Robert?”

      “Oh, I see. James Robert Wallace. Wasn’t he the Deputy First Minister for Scotland a little while ago?”

      “The very same. And if he’s known as James, Jim, Jamie, or Jimmy, he’s in the clear, but if he goes by Robert, Bobby, or Robbie, he remains firmly among the suspects.”

      “What? A right honourable gentleman like JR Wallace?”

      “C’mon, sir, they’re all right honourables, aren’t they? The thing is, we want to eliminate them from our inquiries without anyone getting wind of what’s going on.”

      “Nothing’s bloody going on, Brit! That’s the trouble. All this fuss over a crappy crank letter! I can hardly credit it.”

      “Well, I have my directions from above, and they include taking you with me. So, are you coming, or disobeying orders, sir?”

      Vance reached for his warrant card and slipped it into his pocket, put his hat under his arm and said, “What, are you still here?” To which he received a snort, but he smiled inwardly. He couldn’t invent a better colleague or sergeant even if he wanted to, which he didn’t. “You’re driving, by the way.”

      “Don’t be daft.”

      “Eh?”

      “It’s only five minutes on foot. It’ll take longer to drive at this time. Come on, fight the flab, Jake.”

      “That would be Jacob to you, and what flab? There ain’t any!”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to see you in a swimming costume!”

      He breathed in and pulled his stomach under his ribs. “See, there’s not an ounce.”

      She laughed. “Now let your breath out! See, look at that overhang! Bet you’ve got love handles, too.”

      “You won’t be finding out any time soon, but you might be back on the beat or directing traffic at Marble Arch if you’re not careful, young lady.”

      By now, they were walking briskly along the Victoria Embankment, oblivious to the intense automobile traffic running parallel to the Thames. Vance was determined to force the pace to see whether his sergeant could keep up with him with her shorter legs. Flab, indeed! He’d show her! She didn’t know that her immediate superior officer rose every morning when there wasn’t a case to occupy him to go for a run in Hyde Park. Also, she’d be surprised to know that he was getting faster, having cut twelve minutes off his time. She wouldn’t be so surprised to see that he flatly refused to give up the occasional pints of London Pride, his favourite tipple. Brittany expected him to drag her into a pub whenever work allowed. Yet, he knew that every pint of ale went straight to his waistline. Still, he would not renounce either his masculine pride or his pint of Pride.

      Big Ben loomed in front of them but failed to chime the hour. Jacob sighed and checked his watch; he missed the regular bongs. Restoration work had silenced the bell since 2017, and it wasn’t due to resume until the New Year. The Great Bell had marked the hours since 1859 without fail. He especially missed the midday bell with its prolonged sonority.

      “Sir?” Brittany tugged at his sleeve. “How are we going about this?” He noticed she wasn’t out of breath. “I mean, we can’t just barge into the chamber and interrupt proceedings, can we?”

      “First, we’ll show our credentials to get into the palace and then we’ll make our way to the Lords’ Bar. Much better an informal setting for this operation, besides someone might offer us a drink.”

      “On duty? Not on your life!”

      Shut up, Brit!”

      They managed to persuade the armed police to admit them, but not without difficulty. Indeed, Vance had to convince the guards that they’d be in trouble with the commissioner of the Metropolitan Police herself if they did not oblige. That, a phone call to New Scotland Yard, and their warrant cards did the trick. Getting into the Lords’ Bar proved even more challenging. Understandably, security was high, but as the police inspector pointed out to the burly guards, his job to make inquiries took precedence over the procedure, where a threat to national interests was concerned. So eloquent was his argument that Shepherd hardly recognised him. Duly admitted, DI Jacob Vance continued in this vein, approaching a dignified personage, and identifying himself with authority and politeness that obtained the cooperation of the peer of the realm who waved him over to a low table surrounded by five comfortable armchairs.

      “Now, what can I do for you, officer?”

      “Sir, we wish to eliminate some gentlemen from our inquiries. The matter is delicate, but we feel confident that none of the seven gentlemen is in any way involved in…” he cleared his throat, discreetly, “…anything unseemly.”

      “I see, and who are these gentlemen you refer to?”

      “Firstly, Baron Wallace of Tankerness. Do you know him, my Lord?”

      The white, bushy eyebrows rose, and the peer’s expression clouded. “Jamie Wallace? Good heavens, yes. But he’d not perform an improper action to save his life.”

      “I thought not, my Lord, and I’m more than happy to take your word for it.”

      “Good man! I say, won’t your charming sergeant join us? Come on, Sergeant, take the weight off your feet. Although there’s not that much weight, eh, what!”

      Of the other six, all life peers and entitled Baron, this particular Lord, by coincidence himself named Robert—Vance made no mention of police interest in the name—a retired civil servant, circumstantially cleared them all by referring to each by a name other than Robert when quizzed. “Dear Geoffrey,” he said of one, “he would be appalled to know you had mentioned his name, even to clear it. Do you know, we have Lords Spiritual in our House, but I doubt that any one of them is saintlier than Geoffrey. I say, won’t you have a little snifter whilst you’re here, dear upholders of the law?”

      “On duty, my Lord,” Brittany replied primly.

      “Me too, but what harm could a single malt do? I hardly think Lord Robert will report us, will you, sir?”

      Good heavens, no! I dare say Hitler would have won the war, but for the wee drams that kept us going. Ha-ha! Come on, Sergeant, a G&T, eh, what?”

      “Well, perhaps not too stiff, my Lord.”

      “Good gal, that’s the spirit! No pun intended, by the way! You’ll join me with a drop of Glenfarclas, won’t you, Inspector? Cask strength, be warned!”

      It was the first time Vance had tasted this dark golden scotch. Although he was someone who prided himself on his knowledge of whiskies, he wasn’t quite ready for the pungent malt with its ripe, rounded aroma. He detected a hint of caramel and enjoyed the delicious aftertaste. Playing up to his host, but in all sincerity, he said, “By Jove, Milord, this isn’t a malt for the faint-hearted!”

      “Ha-ha! I did warn you, old boy! Sixty per cent, I believe. But we have to celebrate, do we not?”

      “Milord?”

      “Haven’t we cleared the names of seven peers between us?”

      “Oh, I see. Why, yes, we have. About which, forgive us, duty calls!” In reality, another measure of the superb Glenfarclas would have ended any efficiency in Vance’s working day. With profuse thanks, they left Westminster in a buoyant mood.

      “You can’t resist, can you, Inspector?” the sergeant teased.

      “I can resist anything but temptation, Sarge.”

      “Oh, come on, your wit’s no match for Oscar Wilde!”

      “No, but the great author wouldn’t have treated that peer with so much respect. At the least, he’d have had him sweating over his birth name.”

      “Why, is he a Lord Robert, too?”

      “Didn’t you catch that? You knocked back a suspect’s gin and tonic, Sergeant. But I’ll tell you what, the old boy has exceptional taste in whisky. I’m inclined to remove him from our list of suspects on those grounds alone, but, of course, my professionalism will prevail.”

      “Do you think it extends to buying some extra strong mints, sir?”

      “What are you talking about, Detective Sergeant?”

      “I don’t think it advisable to report to DCI Ridgeway exhaling Glenfarclas fumes in his face, do you?”

      “Good thinking, Sarge, you’re not a pretty face.”

      “I think you mean not just a pretty face, sir.”

      “No, I always choose my words carefully, Brit.”

      She gave him the benefit of the doubt. There might have been a compliment in there—tucked away. In any case, they made a detour for the strongest mints he could find. Then, the time came to report back that their list of suspect accomplices had shortened by seven.

      “Max did say there were fifteen lords called Robert, didn’t he? Just how are we going to eliminate them?” Vance asked reasonably enough.

      “Especially since the only crime we have to investigate is a threatening letter to the commissioner.”

      “Aye, but only three days to the deadline, Sergeant.”

      “Let’s report to Big Mal, sir.”

      “He’ll want it in writing, Brit. That’s your job to type it up. No mention of whisky and gin, mind. Oh, you might include the conscientiousness of the lads on the gates. They gave us a hard time, as they should.”

      “Will do, sir. It won’t take long. I’m a sixty words per minute lass, me.”

      He knew that was the least of her talents. Wasted as a sergeant, he thought as he wandered over to Max to check out on his progress.

      “We can exclude those seven, Max. But that still leaves fifteen lords, doesn’t it?”

      Choosing not to remark on the minty breath that assailed him, Max smiled up at his likeable superior officer. “Not exactly, sir, I think we can eliminate at least five. Unless, of course, you wish to consider the Bishop of Exeter as a likely criminal?” He grinned up at Vance, who was considering the possibility of a prelate involved in delinquency.

      “I guess we can discount him,” he conceded, “so, he’s a Robert, then?”

      “We’re only looking at Roberts, sir.”

      “Print me off the ones you think we can and can’t exclude. Two columns of full names and titles, okay? Oh, and Max, well done!”

      Vance strolled into his room and thought it wise to suck on two extra strong mints before following up with an espresso coffee. He felt better for having accomplished something positive regarding one of the strangest beginnings to a case he could recall. But if the letter weren’t a hoax, the situation would become serious within three days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          LONDON E2 (THREE DAYS LATER)

        

      

    

    
      The blonde, Bethany, changed down to the second gear of her Harley-Davidson Sportster Iron 883, slipped into neutral, and cruised down Allenbury Road until the purring machine reached the end where Allenbury Lane led nowhere. Switching off the lights, she killed the motor and braked, putting the bike onto its kick stand. She dismounted, patted the saddle, running her hand appreciatively over the corrugated leather seat. Her eye lingered on the mustard-coloured petrol tank, which with the front and rear matching mudguards were the only parts of the machine that were not black. Even the number plates were black because she’d covered them by taping them over with pieces of plastic bin liner.

      She removed her crash helmet, shook free her long, straight, blonde hair, and looked around. Satisfied that the streetlight was sufficient for her purposes, she laid the helmet on the seat, felt in her pocket for the deadly object and, reassured, she sidled across the pavement to stand out of sight behind one of the brick uprights that acted as pilasters to support the overhanging balconies built in series along the facades of the upmarket terraced houses.

      Her reconnaissance work earlier in the week paid off handsomely when at precisely eleven o’clock, as expected, a young woman, also with long, straight, blonde hair walked into the lane and, as anticipated, paused, full of curiosity. She admired the powerful motorcycle parked outside her house. Bethany crept out noiselessly, her soft-soled trainers chosen for the job, pulled out her weapon, reached her unsuspecting victim and asked, “Do you like my bike, miss?”

      Startled, the young woman spun around in time to see another blonde female smiling at her. Off-guard, she had no time to react when the needle plunged into her throat. Her eyes bulged and her knees buckled. Bethany took her under her armpits to haul the dying woman into the patio of her own house, sheltered by the balcony, before gazing around to ensure that nobody in the quiet lane had seen anything. Removing a can of black spray paint from her leather jacket, she sprayed it onto the red brick wall: 9-1 = 8. The round plastic top clicked into position on the spray can, so she thrust it back into her deep pocket.

      Unfeelingly, Bethany bent over the dead woman, whose only motion had been a couple of final twitches of the legs and placed two united fingers on her throat to ensure there was no pulse. Satisfied, she took out a small square of paper prepared at home, quickly re-read the nine words, unbuttoned the top of her victim’s blouse, no easy feat in latex gloves, and slipped the note into the woman’s cleavage. What a shame, thought Bethany, she’s a pretty one, but as Lord Robert says, there’s no room for compassion. Next, she took an artist’s brush from her inside pocket. She had sharpened the top end of the wooden handle to a point so that driving it into the woman’s ear channel, rupturing the tympanum and forcing it up into the brain was not as difficult as feared. One last thing, she rifled through her victim’s handbag, found what she was hoping for and stuffed it into her pocket. Her work completed, she strolled back to her vehicle, pulled the helmet on, clipped the chinstrap, removing the bike from its stand and wheeled it, still in neutral, along the lane for fifty yards before springing lightly onto the saddle, kickstarting the bike and roaring off through the gears, shattering the silence of the quiet residential area.

      Before long, she was heading towards Tilbury port, reassured by the banality of the late evening traffic, where she had rented an eight-by-six-foot container for two months. The thief-proof container was equipped with a padlock, which she opened to release a lever. The front of the metal box swung open on well-oiled hinges so that she could push the Harley-Davidson inside with no trouble. She unclipped her helmet and tossed it onto the floor of the container where her leather gauntlets, syringe, can of black spray paint, and, almost, the latex gloves joined it, but then she thought again and replaced them on her hands before picking up the shoulder bag she had left in preparation in the container days before, then she shut the metal box—one could not be too careful. She took off the gloves and stuffed them in her pocket before walking casually out of the container warehouse, smiling brightly at the watchman, who called a cheery greeting.

      Bethany strolled out of the terminal to Tilbury Town station. Before crossing the road to approach the station, she tied up her hair, piled it on her head and pulled a black beanie over it so that there was no trace of blonde. She checked her appearance in a compact mirror and satisfied, felt it didn’t matter if the station CCTV captured her image. She glanced at her watch—perfect! The last train for central London was at 23:44, which would take her to Fenchurch Street station for twenty-four minutes after midnight. From there, she would take a taxi home. The journey was complex enough to throw a bloodhound off her scent—she smiled at the image and gratefully accepted Lord Robert’s congratulations. She slipped her smartphone into the back pocket of her jeans, opened her shoulder bag and, unzipping the internal compartment, took out her Oyster Card to pass through the automatic gate. She reminded herself to top up the prepaid card when she arrived at Fenchurch Street. She didn’t have time here with just four minutes to departure.

      There were few passengers at this hour on the train, which had come from Southend via Benfleet. Bethany judged them to be shift workers heading home to bed. Nobody bothered her, although she had to look away when a middle-aged fellow smiled at her, having caught her eye. She was relieved when he stood to get off at the next stop. Grays. She didn’t need anything to complicate what was proving to be a perfect operation. Forty-five minutes after departure, she sauntered out of Fenchurch Street station, having recharged £20 into her card.

      The seven-mile journey to her flat in Fulham passed uneventfully as the taxi driver was obligingly taciturn. She let him keep the change out of gratitude for leaving her in peace. No other residents crossed her path as she took the lift to her apartment. The simple action of slipping inside and closing the door with a sigh of relief sealed the success of her mission. Lord Robert would be delighted.

      In an act of supreme irony, Bethany went over to her Bose sound system, selected Lou Reed and played Walk on the Wild Side, humming along with the tune as she took off her blonde wig to reveal short light-brown hair. She went into the bedroom, stripped, removing the bra with its padding to expose a flat hairy chest. He stared at his reflection in the full-length mirror and grinned. There was nothing in the slightest feminine about his less than perfect but undoubtedly male physique. He sang along: Candy came from out on the island… and hummed in tune with the coloured girls that go Do, da, do, da do, do, do, do. Oh, yes, he had taken a walk on the wild side, alright! He dressed and wondered whether Lord Robert might want updating, but he never decided when to contact him—it was always, and inevitably, the other way around.

      The question now was, he speculated as he sat by his window to admire the twinkling lights reflecting in the river, should he wait or contact the police at once. Surely, they would find the body tomorrow and see his warning. What would they make of the Jack Kerouac quote? Nothing probably—the commissioner bitch couldn’t hope to match his intellect. Besides, he had taken so many precautions. They’d be chasing red herrings for days. Yet, the urge to contact them was so impelling. Maybe just a short letter to reiterate his conditions was in order. Mind you, he couldn’t waste much time because he had to set up the second murder on Satchwell Road. That would need extra careful planning. Luckily, there was no need to rush. This evening, the woman, entirely taken by surprise, hadn’t been in a state to resist, so the police would find no incriminating DNA. Reconnaissance took rather a lot of his time, but as tonight had proved, its dividends were indisputable. Wincing, he massaged the top of his spine with four fingertips, scowled, and mumbled a complaint against his ill-luck before padding into the kitchen in his soft slippers to take two strong painkillers with a glass of still water. Back in the lounge, he smirked at the loudspeakers as Lou Reed assured him it was a Perfect Day. It was late and time to retire, so he switched off the sound system, picked up his mobile and by now in bed, he reassured the suave voice of Lord Robert that plans were well in hand to ensure the successful continuation of their project.

      Sometimes, Lord Robert, despite his undoubted pedigree, was insensitive. It was late, and his faithful servant was tired, wanting only to sleep, but the voice nagged him for details and questioned why the killing had to be so clean. He left his minion in no doubt that he would appreciate butchery, maybe by knife, Jack the Ripper-style, giving it more impact. It was hard to defy the demanding aristocratic voice. Its insistence, along with weariness, was giving him a headache, despite the painkillers. However, at the end of their conversation, the peer accepted the need for efficiency and cleanliness. He also reluctantly concurred that the complexity of the case for the police would ensure maximum effect without unnecessary carnage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          ALLENBURY LANE AND NEW SCOTLAND YARD, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Detective Constable Mark Allen swept into Vance’s office, his expression one of a man bursting to inform.

      “What is it, Constable?” Jacob rose slowly from his seat to seem less intimidating and more receptive to the young detective.

      “One of our mobile units called in, sir. It appears there’s been a murder in Allenbury Lane in the Bethnal Green patch. Dr Tremethyk is already on the scene and has requested a forensics team. The victim is a white female in her thirties. A neighbour found her at eight o’clock this morning, lying in front of her house.”

      “DC Allen, on your way downstairs, find DS Shepherd and send her up to me, there’s a good lad.”

      Allen grinned at the popular inspector. “Will do, sir.”

      A few minutes later, Shepherd appeared. “Is it true there’s a murder for us to investigate?”

      “Get the car, Brittany. I’ll explain on the way.”

      As she navigated towards Allenbury Lane, Shepherd asked, “Do you think the perpetrator is the sender of the letter? I mean, the date’s right, isn’t it? Wasn’t last night the deadline? If they found her at eight o’clock, I’d presume they killed her yesterday.”

      “We’ll know soon enough, Brit. You know what I think about coincidences.”

      “Yeah, you don’t believe in them—I know,” she murmured, more to herself.

      A police car, several uniformed constables, and the usual blue and white crime scene tape draped across the entrance to one of the terraced houses awaited them in Allenbury Lane.

      A policewoman stepped forward to prevent them from approaching until Vance flashed his warrant card.

      “Scotland Yard, sir? You’ll be taking over the case, I expect. This way please.”

      “Where are you from, Sergeant?” he asked as he pulled on the white disposable suit she handed him.

      “Bethnal Green, sir. The woman over there, with Constable Harris, called 999. We came straight over. We’re the nearest station.” She lifted the tape to allow the two detectives to pass.

      “You were right, boss.” Shepherd nudged Vance and pointed to the black paint on the brick wall. 9-1=8.

      “Nine minus one equals eight. It has to be the sender of the commissioner’s letter.”

      Vance, who had eyes only for the white-clad figures bending over a woman’s body, hadn’t noticed the sprayed message.

      “Yes, that confirms that this is their handiwork, Brit. Our job is to make their arithmetic stretch no further.” His tone was bleak.

      “Greetings, DI Vance,” a voice with a melodic Cornish accent called. Jacob grinned at the Chief Medical Examiner of the Metropolitan Police, Dr Francis Tremethyk. They had worked many cases together in the past, and while Jacob was delighted that he was on the case, one thing grated—Tremethyk’s propensity for calling him me-dear and boy, terms of affection common to the most southwestern of the English counties. Right on cue came, “Rum business, this, me-dear. At first glance, it looked like a straightforward heart attack, but if you tread carefully over here—don’t want to be upsetting the remarkable Markham, do we, boy? —you’ll see a puncture wound to the neck. Here, look, see it? No, this is a case of murder with substance or substances unknown. And yes, before you say it, I’ll get the results to you as soon as I’ve completed the post-mortem. All I can tell you, for now, is that she died sometime last night, I’d say between ten and twelve hours ago. The body was moved, by the way, boy. Look at her high heels, they’ve been dragged along the pavement, like, see the abrasions. I’ll bet forensics will find traces nearby, me-dear.

      Tremethyk turned to his photographer and held out a hand. Even without a word of communication, the other white-clad figure with telepathic understanding handed a plastic evidence bag to the doctor, who passed it to Jacob. “Found it between her breasts, poor lassie. Whether she put it there herself or your killer placed it belongs to your field of investigation, not mine, me-dear.”

      Vance slipped the bag into his pocket, silently pointing to the victim’s left ear.

      “Ah, yes.” The Cornishman said and nodded. “Odd business that.” His accent became more marked when he was disturbed by something—a tendency Jacob had picked up on— “Inserted post-mortem. I’ll be certain when I examine the body back in the lab. It would have been the cause of death if the poor lassie had still been alive, but at first glance, this was done after her demise. God knows why!”

      “Mind if I take a look around the area, sir?” Shepherd asked.

      “You do that, Brit. Oh, see what the neighbour woman who called in the crime has to say.”

      While Shepherd scouted around, noting the installation of a CCTV camera on the corner house of the row pointing back along the terrace, the forensics team arrived, shooing Tremethyk, his photographer and Vance away from the body.

      “Sir, Mrs Wilson—the neighbour who found the body—is still in shock. The usual stuff. Spoke well of Gillian Coombs, an estate agent, it seems, and didn’t see or hear anything. But regarding that, take a look over here.” She led him a few paces down the lane and pointed to the camera. “If it’s working, we could be in luck.”

      “Come on, the car! There’s nothing else we can do here. Let’s get back, report to Commissioner Phadkar and get a warrant for the CCTV.”

      “Shouldn’t you give that note to Dr Markham, sir?”

      “All in due course, Sergeant. We need a head start in this case. Don’t worry, I won’t pollute it.” Even as he said this, with Shepherd driving along Allenbury Road, he pulled on his latex gloves, opened the evidence bag, unfolded the note, and read aloud:

      “The low yellow

      moon above the

      Quiet lamplit house.”

      “What the Devil? Mean anything to you, Sarge?”

      Shepherd frowned and clicked her tongue. “Unless—”

      “What?”

      “It’s not one of those Japanese poems, is it? Aren’t they usually just three phrases?”

      “A haiku? Good thinking. Could be, but let’s see, how many syllables? The haiku should have seventeen. He counted. Nope, thirteen.”

      “It just means it isn’t classic Japanese, that’s all. But what’s the point they’re making? There must be something hidden that we’re missing.”

      “As I see it, it’s just confirming the nighttime murder.” Vance folded the paper carefully, replacing it in the evidence back and returning it to his pocket. “But remember the commissioner’s letter. He quoted from memory: the murders will only cease if the Metropolitan Police has the wit and cultural preparation to explain the theme underlying the killings in the minutest detail. So, it’s a test of our collective intellect. If you remember, Brit, they underlined minutest. It means, hey! Bloody white van drivers! They’re the worst of road hogs. Did you see how he cut in?”

      “If I hadn’t, sir, we’d have crashed. Soddin’ London traffic! I should be the one grumbling. Anyway, you were saying?”

      “Ah, yes, they want us to explain who wrote this haiku, if that’s what it is, and why they left it on the body. So, as soon as we get back, I’ll pass it on to Wrighty. He’ll find out who the poet is, at the very least.”

      The series of traffic lights began to annoy Shepherd. “I reckon we should spray this car with holy water, then we might get a few green lights!”

      Still, as they turned into New Scotland Yard, Vance realised they had made good time despite the traffic.

      “You’d better come with me to report to Big Mal. He’ll know best how to get the warrant out of the commissioner.”

      As it turned out, Aalia Phadkar was only too eager to oblige the three detectives lined up before her.

      “I imagine you are judging me for not issuing an apology now a young woman is dead, but consider this, either way, I suspect our killer would have struck. These people are depraved. They will take any excuse to sate their evil appetites. Remember, we cannot descend to making a pact with the Devil. What we can do is bring them to justice as soon as possible, so, yes, you can have a warrant for the closed-circuit film.”

      She scribbled a signature on the document and stamped it. She looked up with a curious smile. “Normally you’d have to go through a court, but as part of my remit, I’m authorised to bypass procedure. Time appears to be as valuable as ever.” She handed the warrant to the grateful Vance, who folded it neatly and slipped it into his breast pocket.

      “Much appreciated, ma’am. With your permission, we’ll be on our way.”

      “Pull out all the stops, Jake. I want to look this murderer in the eye as soon as possible.”

      “Bloody liberty, calling me Jake,” he grumbled to his sergeant as they took the lift to the floor below.

      “The commissioner is just trying to be friendly and approachable, sir.”

      “Trust women to stick together!”

      Shepherd treated him to her most infuriating grin, which elicited, “If Big Mal hadn’t stayed to discuss the case with her, he’d have backed me up.”

      “Meaning you can’t deal with your lowly sergeant alone, eh, boss?” She repeated the smirk, and he snorted and strode out of the lift, where in other circumstances, he would have gestured for her to step out first. As if to reinforce his disapproval, he marched ahead to Max Wright’s computer. The sergeant was busy working on another case and, since he was in a bad mood, Vance did not wait politely for the technician’s attention as he might otherwise have done.

      “Max, we’re off to fetch a CCTV tape. Top priority when we get back, meanwhile, as a matter of urgency, find out where this poem, or whatever it is, comes from. And for God’s sake, wear gloves. When you’ve copied the words, get it across to forensics in Lambeth .”

      “Anything else, Detective Inspector?” Max knew a bad mood when he saw one, so he made sure not to make his question sound sarcastic.

      “Yes. I want you to find out whatever you can about a certain Gillian Coombs, estate agent in her thirties, resident in Allenbury Lane. Everything you can, mind, for when we get back. Come on, you!”

      Brittany Shepherd rolled her eyes at Max Wright behind his back, winked and trotted after her inspector. In the car, he forgave her for her cheeky grins. It didn’t take much because he knew that they had a splendid working relationship. He made peace by saying, “Well done, by the way, Brit.”

      “Eh?”

      “For spotting the CCTV camera. Not everyone would have noticed.”

      “Sorry to contradict you, sir. I think anyone on our floor would have—but thanks, anyway.” She took her eye off the road for a fleeting moment, long enough to smile at him.

      He grunted and smiled inwardly.

      When they arrived, forensics were still combing every square inch of the crime scene. Dr Markham waved Vance over. “We don’t seem to be of much help these days, Inspector. All I can tell you with any certainty is that the victim was probably killed about here.” She pointed to the road in front of Ms Coombs’s house. “There are micro-traces of red leather that begin here. It’s from the victim’s shoe heels. She was dragged to the position where she was found, perhaps to conceal the body until the morning. Nothing else, I’m afraid, but if you look over there, you’ll see there’s a CCTV camera. If it’s working, it might tell you more than we can. Your killer left no traces, just like their letter.”

      “I’m on to the closed circuit. I’ve got a warrant in my pocket.”

      “Splendid! In that case, I’ll call off my team. There’s nothing to find here.”

      “Thanks, anyway, Doc. I have a feeling you’ll contribute a lot to this case, all in good time. If you’ll excuse me—”

      The detectives strolled to the corner house of the row. Vance glanced at his watch. “They might be at work, Brit. In that case, be prepared to assist with an illegal operation.”

      “You’re not seriously contemplating a forced entry, I hope?”

      “Well, if it comes to it. Look, we have a callous murderer on the loose, and I have a warrant to back me up.”

      “It doesn’t provide for breaking and entry, though. You could get yourself suspended.”

      “If a woman answers the door, you do the talking otherwise I’ll deal with it.”

      Vance pressed the doorbell and heard a brief version of a Brandenburg concerto chime. Behind the fluted glass of the front door panel, the distorted figure of someone dressed in pink appeared.

      “Over to you, Sarge.” Vance stepped back.

      A woman, maybe in her fifties, wearing a pink cashmere cardigan and a calf-length denim skirt, peered at Shepherd, who was flashing her reassuring smile.

      “Good morning, madam. Police.” Brittany held up her warrant card for scrutiny. “I’m Sergeant Shepherd, and this is Detective Inspector Vance.” He displayed his warrant card.

      “You’ll be here about poor Gillian, I suppose. What a terrible, terrible thing. This neighbourhood is so quiet.”

      “May we come in for a few minutes, ma’am?” Vance asked.

      “Oh yes, of course.” She opened the door wider to admit them into a hall leading into a tidy lounge off to the right. Please take a seat, officers. Will you have a cup of tea?” She hurried into the kitchen, followed by Brittany, who asked, “Do you live alone, Ms—erm—”

      “Jackson. Debbie Jackson, and it’s Mrs. My Fred’s at work. He’s a straddle driver at Tilbury Container Port. I think his job title is Container Terminal Operative. He’s been there for over twenty years.” She tossed teabags in a pot and clicked down a switch.

      “I wonder, did you know the victim?”

      Debbie Jackson shuddered visibly and pulled her open cardigan across her chest with crossed wrists in a defensive gesture. “Not really, she kept to herself. Always had a ready smile and a polite greeting,” her voice caught, and she wiped an eye. “Sorry, it’s such a shame. That young policeman said—but wasn’t she too young for a heart attack?”

      Shepherd considered the situation before saying as gently as possible, “Gillian didn’t die of natural causes.”

      Luckily, the kettle took on a life of its own as it began vibrating and sending out a cloud of steam. With a loud click, it switched itself off so that Mrs Jackson bustled about pouring boiling water into the teapot and stirring the bags with a spoon to extract the maximum flavour.

      “I’ll just let it brew a few minutes. Do you like your tea strong, Sergeant?”

      Brittany agreed that she did and, scrutinising the woman’s face, saw realisation dawn.

      “Do you mean Miss Coombs was murdered?”

      “I’m afraid so. Do you know if she’d been receiving visitors or whether she was in a relationship?”

      “I’m not a nosey parker, Sergeant!”

      “I didn’t mean—but at the moment we’re clutching at straws, anything you can tell us, even the smallest detail, might be important.”

      “Well, let me see.” She found three cups and saucers and arranged them on a tray. The cups looked to be made of fine bone china to Brittany, who smiled her approval when they were joined by a matching milk jug and sugar basin. They were all patterned with a delicate blue wildflower. “I’d like to help, but as I told that nice young constable earlier, Gillian was no trouble. No men coming and going and never any loud music or anything of the sort. She’d sometimes wash her car on the road on a Sunday morning, which annoyed my Frank. He always said she should take it to a car wash. But I saw no harm in it. It’s not as if she uses the bloody thing, he’d say. Oh, excuse my language, officer, just quoting Frank. You see, she only seemed to drive it on Sundays, and she keeps – er- kept it in a garage on Allenbury Road. Well, I suppose, better to pay rental than leave it parked here on the road at all hours. Would you mind carrying the tray? I’ll bring the biscuit barrel and the teapot.”

      They sipped their tea, Shepherd commenting on the wallpaper to relax their agitated host. Suddenly, the inspector said, “I noticed you’ve got a camera on the outside, madam.”

      “Please call me Debbie, Inspector. Yes, it was Frank’s idea. A few years ago, there was a spate of burglaries. We had a break-in once, but they didn’t take much, just a gold bracelet, but the police got it back for me. They caught lads from the council estate, ne’er-do-wells, the lot of them. Since then, thank goodness, we’ve been trouble-free, but Frank insists on keeping it running. I never look at it, mind you, no reason. Frank called me once to look at a badger prowling around—lovely! Frank sees to it. It’s on a forty-eight-hour loop, but he’d be able to tell you more about that. He regularly cleans the lens at weekends.”

      “Debbie, do you mind showing me the installation? Has my sergeant told you that this is a murder investigation?”

      “Do you want me to ring Frank? He might be able to get time off. I don’t understand a thing about it. All I know is what he said—it’s connected to the computer.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Debbie. I know my way around these things.”

      “Frank was thinking of changing the system. He says that you can link up with smartphones these days. He says in that case he’d be able to check our house from work. Isn’t it marvellous what they can do nowadays?”

      “The computer, Debbie?”

      “In the backroom, Inspector, I’ll show you through.”

      Vance, on seeing the set-up, breathed a sigh of relief. It was an NVR system with a Power over Ethernet extender for cables over a long distance while maintaining high image quality. They were in luck since Frank had taken good advice. Bless him! The Network Video Recorder was connected to the same IP network. That was why Frank was on a forty-eight-hour loop so as not to use too much memory on his hard disk. Vance turned to Debbie Jackson.

      “Here’s my card, Debbie. It has my number. Tell Frank to ring me, and I’ll explain why I’ve taken his computer to Scotland Yard. Oh, and call me if anything comes to mind about that poor woman. Any unusual sounds last night, or if you remember anyone behaving suspiciously in the street of late—that sort of thing.”

      She looked stricken. “I don’t think I can let you take Frank’s computer, Inspector. He’ll be furious.”

      “Need I remind you that this is a murder inquiry, madam?” Vance used his most formal tone. “The computer footage might have captured the murderer. Anyway, look at this. It’s a warrant signed and stamped by the commissioner of the Metropolitan Police. There’s no arguing with that! I don’t think Mr Jackson will want to get on the wrong side of the highest-ranking police officer in London, do you?”

      He didn’t wait for a reply but began unplugging cables and removing plugs from sockets. At last, the desktop computer was in his arms. Shepherd gently retrieved the warrant and folded it, putting it in a pocket. “Don’t worry, Debbie, you’ll have your computer back in a day or two. It could be a big breakthrough in the case, and it’ll be down to you and Frank.”

      Relieved to settle into the car and drive away, the detectives sighed simultaneously, then laughed about their synchronised reaction.

      “Nice lady but transmits anxiety. Max will make the most of this for us,” Jacob said, jerking a thumb towards the back of the car. He’ll be able to get close-ups of the killer, I’m sure of it. Did you see the angle of the camera? Our Mr Jackson has it pointing right along the road. It’ll have captured all movements in the street over the last forty-eight hours until I pulled the plug. Didn’t his wife say it picked up a nighttime badger? And that he kept the lens regularly cleaned? You see, there are some sensible citizens, after all.”

      “I hope you’re right about him, boss. She seemed terrified of his reaction to us taking his blessed computer.”

      “Which is why you’ll be the one returning it. If you find so much as a scratch on Debbie Jackson, I want to know. Then we’ll see how big a man our straddle driver is!”

      “Do you think this closed-circuit works?”

      “Judging by the cabling, I think it will give us good images. It might not be the latest technology, but then, neither is my trusty old Leica camera, but it beats your iPhone pictures any day.”

      “I just pray that Max can work his usual magic.”

      “Bear in mind that it was dark, and the streetlamps are designed for a quiet lane, not a motorway turnoff. The badger gives me hope, but we’ll have to keep our fingers crossed.
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      Vance addressed the constable on desk duty as he placed the computer on the counter. Since very few members of the public ever wandered into the reception area, this task was considered a cushy number by the lower ranks.

      “Constable Whiting, isn’t it?”

      The young officer smiled and nodded, pleased the inspector had remembered his name.

      “Be a good lad, and take this computer up to Sergeant Wright, will you? We’ll hold the fort till you get back.”

      “Yes, sir, right away.” Glad to have something to do other than keep a check on surveillance monitors, PC Whiting gathered up the device and hurried over to the lift.

      “Didn’t I tell you, you’re unfit?”

      “You’ve been getting too big for your boots, recently, Detective Sergeant, soon to be demoted.”

      “You couldn’t do without me, boss.”

      Their banter continued until Whiting reappeared, looking pleased with himself.

      “What are you looking so smug about, Constable? Vance asked.

      “Sorry, sir, it’s just that I’ve taken the lead in the team’s fantasy football, and Sergeant Wright is in second place! I’m still chuckling at his expression. Better get back to work, suppose.” He dashed behind the counter and kept his head down.

      “How much do you win at that caper?”

      “Five hundred pounds, sir. There are twenty of us in the pool, see.”

      “No wonder you’re chuffed. Good luck with that!”

      “I’ll need it, sir, long way to go, yet.”

      They took the lift where Vance said, “I haven’t the patience for fantasy football. The real thing’s bad enough.”

      “I thought you were an Arsenal fan.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I mean!”

      She didn’t risk a smile, knowing that he suffered when his team lost. He’d been suffering a lot recently. She just hoped that Max Wright had something for them.

      The detective-technician was already attaching cables to Frank Jackson’s computer. He looked up and smiled. I take it this beauty has the CC film on its hard disk, sir?”

      “Right, Max, but did you get anything from that note?”

      “I did, yes. It’s entitled Haiku. It’s a poem by the American writer Jack Kerouac, one of a collection of his poems.”

      “Jack Kerouac? Wasn’t he one of the beat generation?”

      “That’s the fellow.”

      Vance grunted and frowned. The significance escaped him, but he said, “At least we can go some way to explaining the killing in the minutest detail. Did you take it over to forensics, my lad?”

      “I did, Sabrina—er—Dr Markham, in person, rang five minutes ago to say that there were no traces again. This killer is scrupulous, she said.”

      Vance and Shepherd exchanged a knowing smile. It was common knowledge that Max Wright was sweet on the Head of Forensics. He hadn’t finished, either. “Doctor Markham confirmed what I already knew. She recognised the poem was by Kerouac and knew the title. Cultured lady, our doctor.”

      “I believe she knows a lot about fine wines, too,” Shepherd said mischievously.

      “Does she?” Max pondered this information as the sergeant winked at her inspector behind his back.

      “What about Gillian Coombs?” Vance brought their attention back to the case.

      “Not much to report. She left grammar school with average grades, then obtained her Level 2 and 3 CPD Certified Estate Agent Diplomas, as far as I can tell, working online from home. Until her death, she ran a branch of a chain of estate agencies in Bethnal Green. She was on £25000 a year. Her father, a lawyer, is deceased whilst her mother lives in Sussex. I have all the addresses. She was an only child.”

      “Shame. Brit, check out her office. See if you can find anything useful. I’ll arrange for a woman officer  to break the news to her mother. I presume the Bethnal Green mob checked out Gillian’s home. I’ll give them a ring to see if they turned up anything of interest. Now, Max, before we set about all that, see what you can dazzle us with on Frank Jackson’s computer.

      “Blast! Naturally, it’s password-protected, sir.”

      “Try Debbie. You never know.”

      “Should I phone her, sir?” Shepherd volunteered. “She might know the password.”

      “Aye, do that. She can call her husband if she doesn’t.”

      “I’ll give Deborah a go,” Max said.

      That didn’t work either, so he tried spelling variations of the same name without success.

      Ten minutes passed before Shepherd reappeared, clutching a torn piece of paper.

      “Got it, boss!” she said. “Frank’s blazing about his computer, but since it’s a murder inquiry—”

      “I should bloody well hope so!” Vance growled. “Well?”

      “Type in Gantry Crane 72, Max, capitals G and C, no space between the words and numbers.”

      DS Wright sat back with a triumphant grin. “We’re in! Why seventy-two?”

      “Probably 1972, the year of Frank’s birth?” Shepherd suggested.

      A rapid calculation and Vance agreed, “That would make him forty-nine, about right, I’d say. What about the CCTV?”

      Wright studied the on-screen desktop crowded with icons over a photograph of a young-looking Debbie. The technician clicked on a simple graphic icon of a blue wall-mounted camera.

      “We’re in, Inspector. Look, the day before yesterday’s date, and it’s daylight. Sixteen-nineteen on the clock.”

      “Can you take me fast forward, Max? We need the evening. Say ten o’clock?” The image zigzagged, and the clock raced until the technician stopped it at 22:00. Vance’s sigh of relief was audible to the other two detectives.

      “What, sir?”

      “We got lucky, Brittany, see, it’s dark, but the picture of the street is very clear. There’s nobody on the lane at ten o’clock. That house there.” He pointed. “That’s Gillian’s. Can you zoom in, Max?”

      “Sure, like this?”

      “No, too much. We’ll need to see the road in front. Ah, good. That’s perfect. Now take me forward in fifteen-minute intervals. At the third advance, Vance stopped him, let it run at a slow speed now—just a bit faster. Stop!”

      All three stared at the screen. A motorcycle came to a halt opposite Gillian’s house.

      It’s a Harley-Davidson, sir!” Brittany cried excitedly.

      “The plates are covered,” said the pragmatic inspector, his tone flat.

      “Is that the Kerouac connection?” the sergeant insisted.

      “Eh?” Vance was having difficulty detaching his attention from the screen. “Freeze it, Max. What do you mean, Brit?”

      “Well, wasn’t it him who wrote ‘On the Road’? You know, she quoted, “Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, as is ever so on the road.” It was Kerouac who inspired the music and films, sir, you know, Peter Fonda in Easy Rider—his bike was a Harley-Davidson—”

      “I’m old enough to remember that film, Sergeant. You have a point. There’s a definite connection between this motorcycle and the haiku. Max, I want to know the model, the year and by the way, do you have some sort of program that can convert this black and white film to colour?”

      The technician stopped humming Born to be Wild and said, “I might be able to get hold of one through my contacts. It might take a few hours, though.”

      “See if you can, look, the splash guards are a different colour from the rest of the bike. Move it along, Sergeant.”

      “Good God, it’s a woman!” Vance exclaimed as the motorcyclist removed her crash helmet, shook free her long, straight, blonde hair and looked around. “Look how she’s gazing around, almost as if she wants to be seen. Can you get a close up of her face? We’ll get screenshot to print off and circulate. I’ll call a photofit artist to make an improved image. Good. Hold it there. Print that off!” He snatched up the phone and barked orders. Moments later, a female officer arrived with a sketch pad and pencil. The inspector knew her. He made a point of learning as many names and details about his colleagues as possible. This attention explained why he was so popular even outside his immediate circle of staff. “Ah, Lizzie, how are you? Still dating that doctor?”

      She blushed with pleasure and replied, Edward and I are engaged now, sir. We should tie the knot next summer, all being well.”

      “Good for you, Sergeant. Nice ring, by the way. You can tell doctors are better paid than us miserable coppers.” He turned the screen towards her. “This is our killer. Make the sketch as close as you can, Lizzie, you know the score.”

      In an amazingly short time, the expert artist had the face on paper, reproducing the lineaments precisely.

      “Usual procedure, Lizzie. Bang out enough copies for every station in London, plus run it past our Press Liaison people. We need all the help we can get.”

      The young woman smiled and nodded before hurrying off.

      “Nice lass,” Jacob acknowledged to no one in particular.

      “Jake the Rake!” Brittany whispered to Max, who sniggered.

      “I heard that, DC Shepherd,” Vance snarled.

      “What, eh? Detective Constable? I’m a sergeant.”

      “Not for much longer if you keep winding me up.”

      “Sorry, sir. I admit to being overexuberant sometimes when a case has a breakthrough.”

      “Breakthrough? We haven’t got her yet. But we will!” he said through clenched teeth.

      Max set the film running again and they watched the motorcyclist lay her helmet on the seat.

      “It looks like we’re after a blonde with long hair,” the technician stated the obvious.

      “Except that women can change their hair in the blink of an eye, old chap. She could be a redhead or a brunette by now—and with short hair.” The inspector gazed at the monitor. “Look. She hid behind the brick column supporting the balcony, relying on the victim thinking the lane was empty apart from the swanky bike, of course.”

      They watched Gillian bend over to study the Harley-Davidson, and the other woman creep up behind her, take something from her pocket, speak with the victim, and then strike with stunning rapidity. “Freeze!” Vance ordered, and the film stopped with Gillian Coombs’s knees buckled and a look of horror on her face. “Time of murder eleven-oh-three. Zoom in on the killer’s right hand, Max. That’s as good as we’ll get. It looks like a syringe to me.”

      “It’s a syringe,” Shepherd agreed. “If you look carefully, there’s the glint of a needle. Rewind it ever so slightly, Max. There, see!”

      “There’s very little else to glean from this. She’ll drag the body over there where the camera can’t include the body. Shame, we’ve lost visibility for let’s see—mmm, she’s going back to the bike, pulling it off its stand. It’s eleven-sixteen now. In those ten minutes or so, she’ll have done the black spray, her ritual with the paintbrush and placed the haiku on the body. And look at her now, cunning bitch, she’s pushing the motorbike away so as not to wake up the residents.”

      “That doesn’t quite add up, boss,” Shepherd said. “Why bother when she’s looked straight up at the CCTV camera more than once? She could have hopped on the bike and roared away. Even if someone had peered out of a window, by then she’d covered her head.” She frowned and looked puzzled. “I don’t know. My instinct tells me there’s something that doesn’t quite tie up here.”

      “Can you make a copy of the film, Max?” Vance asked, not commenting on his sergeant’s remark but weighing up her words. He had come to trust Brittany’s instincts.

      “I can do that in five minutes. The quality is good enough for a copy, sir.”

      “Good, but don’t forget my earlier request, Max, you know? Colour?”

      “Will do. No promises, though.”

      “Brit, you hang around. As soon as our expert here has finished with the computer, take it to Debbie and check on her wellbeing.”

      “Whilst I’m in the area, I’ll drive over to the estate agency in Bethnal Green to see if there’s any gossip or evidence in Gillian’s desk.”

      “Good. I’ll send a woman officer down to Sussex to break the news to the poor girl’s mother. Oh, and I should ring Bethnal Green to see about Gillian’s house. I wonder if Dr Tremethyk has finished. I’ll go down to the morgue after that.”

      “Don’t forget your Vicks, sir.” Brittany grinned cheekily.

      It was always a good idea to create a medicinal barrier in the nostrils when visiting Dr Tremethyk’s realm. The mortuary emanated a mixture of odours that turned even the hardiest stomachs. His Bethnal Green colleagues were friendly but could not help. An inspector told Vance, “The lass seems to have been a loner—something of a nun. No sign of men in her life. No diary, nothing compromising of any kind. If I might express an opinion—” he waited politely for consent.

      “Please do.”

      “I’d say this was a random killing. Maybe opportunist. If anyone didn’t deserve such a fate it was MS Gillian Coombs. A model citizen, I’d say.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind, Inspector. Thanks for your help.” Jacob Vance stared at the receiver for a few moments and thought, Well, it wasn’t opportunist, that’s for sure. Our killer planned this well ahead. He snapped out of his reflections, except for a vague unease about something his sergeant had said. Ten minutes later, he had finished giving instructions to PC Stephanie Williams, arranged a car and driver for her and apologised for saddling her with that most unpleasant of tasks—breaking the news of a child’s death to a parent.

      He took Shepherd’s advice and, unlocking his desk, withdrew a small jar of Vicks VapoRub. It was time for his mortuary visit. How he hated staring at previously unblemished bodies sliced open and now stitched closed. Tremethyk stared at him with something approaching compassion. “You never get used to it, me-dear. Your report is ready in that folder, boy. Except for the most important part.” His marked accent told Vance that Francis Tremethyk was particularly upset on this occasion.

      “And what would that be, Doctor?”

      “I’ve sent one of my assistants post-haste to the Toxicology Department of Imperial College. We should have the results sometime tomorrow morning. Best I can do, I’m afraid.” His accent had subsided since he wasn't talking about the victim.

      “So, they poisoned the poor woman, Doc.”

      “Oh, aye, and I have an idea what was used, and if I’m right, me-dear, we have a rare killer on our hands. But I’ll not pronounce on it until we have our results. All I can say is that the young lady didn’t suffer too much, death would have taken her in a matter of seconds. It’s all in there, in your little light reading.” He pulled a white sheet over the corpse that Jacob had studiously avoided looking at.

      “Can I see the paintbrush?”

      “If you can be bothered to go over to the remarkable Markham, boy. Your killer had sharpened the handle to a point. Well, it’s all in there.” He waved a hand airily at the folder. “Tell me, Detective, what’s the use of me writing it all up if you boys want everything straight from the horse’s mouth?”

      “You’re quite right, Doctor. I’ll go and read it thoroughly. If it’s too technical, I’ll ring you.”

      “All right with that, boy. Happy reading, poor soul.”

      Vance wondered as he walked out to fresher air whether that last remark was intended for the victim or himself. He sat down in his office with a strong coffee and turned to a photograph of the paintbrush, noting how the killer had sharpened it to a wicked point. Finding the relevant passage in the report, he discovered that insertion had, indeed, been after death. The wooden point had penetrated the temporal lobe of the victim’s brain.

      Consoling himself with a fix of caffeine, he wondered why. What point was the killer trying to make? Culture! That was at the basis of the grudge against the police. Paintbrush? Was it a message that involved a painting? What about colour? The only clue regarding that was the black spray paint on the wall. No, it wasn’t! He thought of the haiku. Didn’t it mention yellow? He looked it up. Yes,

      
        
        “The low yellow

        moon above the

        Quiet lamplit house.”

      

      

      So, if his speculation was right, black and yellow had to be considered, but which? And why? He swore and went over to the percolator. Another cup of coffee wouldn’t help his blood pressure, but the only cure for that would be an arrest. He returned to read the pathologist’s report from the beginning. All he gained from that was an impression of the efficiency of the murderer. Further progress had to wait on Imperial College. The report was not too long, owing to the vagueness regarding the murder substance. Gillian Coombs enjoyed perfect health until she met her nemesis.

      Vance had just finished reading when a knock came at the door.

      “Come!”

      In walked Shepherd with her usual grin. “I waited this time, sir.”

      “So, you did, Brittany. It won’t harm your chances of remaining my favourite sergeant.”

      They relaxed, and Vance indicated a seat, offering, “Coffee, Sarge?” He let her drink before asking, “Is Mrs Jackson all right?”

      “Relieved to have the computer back. Debbie inspected it as carefully as I inspected her!”

      “No sign of bruises or weals?”

      “No, it seems our Frank Jackson was shocked at Gillian’s death and can’t do enough to help the police. Maybe we misjudged him. I reckon that his wife transmits anxiety. They’re probably all lovey-dovey.”

      “I’m sure you’re right. Now about Gillian’s office?”

      “I drew a blank there. The latest appointments are all vouched for by her colleagues. There was no mention of any sinister visitor nor any notes to help us. The other agents all speak of her in glowing terms. Our Gillian was a complete professional according to them.”

      “So, another dead end. It’s increasingly likely that the murderer was unknown to Gillian Coombs, which makes our task harder.”

      “There’s one thing that strikes me as odd, sir?”

      Vance’s antennae pricked up. “Go on.”

      Shepherd ran the tip of her tongue along her upper lip, something she did when in thought.

      “When I spoke with Debbie Jackson, she told me that Gillian had a car in a rental garage nearby. She only used her car on Sundays. That makes sense with her home near to work. She could walk there in ten minutes. On my way across town, I popped into forensics to have a rummage inside Gillian’s handbag. I thought she might have a pocket notebook or something, and I wanted to check out her recent calls.”

      “And?”

      She bit her lower lip this time. “Nothing in the calls. Some to her mother, a call to her office, one to her dentist’s. But what I didn’t find that surprised me.”

      Vance fairly growled, “Out with it!”

      “Well, sir, as I said, she had a car, but there was no driving licence among the contents of her handbag.”

      “Well spotted, Brit. I’ll ring the inspector at Bethnal Green again. Let’s see if they found it at her home. We’d better get forensics to give Gillian’s car the once over, you never know. What kind of car is it?”

      “Debbie Jackson said it was blue. We should ask her husband. He’ll know.”

      “No need. The garage will only have one Gillian Coombs on their books. This case is becoming rather tiresome, Sergeant. As I see it, there are too many blind alleys. I’m afraid we need another murder to make progress. But that’s the last thing we want, isn’t it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          RIVERSIDE DEVELOPMENT, FULHAM, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Bethany entered the flat and kicked off the shoes nipping her toes before sitting in her favourite armchair to massage them. Seated there, she sighed with relief and gazed at the lights reflected like multi-coloured rippling snakes in the river. She smiled. Dear Aunty Amy would not recognise her if she walked into the flat as a ghost right now. If she did, she would be distraught. Without a doubt, she would never have left her fortune to a transvestite murderer. Amy was a good soul, everything Bethany wasn’t, although, that wasn’t true either. But for accursed misfortune, she might have been a pillar of society by now. Amy had seen past the adversity, bless her! Probably owing to the tribulations Bethany had endured, Amy had decided to make her the sole heir—not that there were other suitable candidates.

      Bethany tossed the blonde wig on the coffee table and scratched at her short male hair, patting it into something like order. The second murder had gone as smoothly as she had planned it, without a hitch. Next time, though, she would change the approach if not the method. Travel was proving too risky. Returning the car to the airport rental returns was anonymous enough, but the late evening underground trip back from Heathrow had stressed her. But enough of this negativity! What about the positives?

      There are plenty of those, she thought, ticking them off on her fingers. First, they’ll be looking for a blonde female; second, they’ll think the killings are confined to London E2—surprise; third, there’s the Japanese connection—that was a masterstroke; fourth, there’s the red herring of the street; fifth, they’ll search for a relationship between victims—that’s why I chose a man this time; and sixth—there must be a sixth, but I can’t think of it! I’m tired. I’d better get some shuteye.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Vance snatched up the receiver.

      “Bethnal Green Station, sir, Inspector Preston wants me to put him through to you,” DC Mark Allen’s voice came over the line sounding breathless and curious.

      Vance decided there was no point in asking Allen what was going on so early in the day. “Well, put him through, then.” The line went silent for a moment as the young policeman on the Yard switchboard made the connection.

      “Hello, Jacob, it’s Will Preston. We’ve got another death on our patch for you. According to the Cornish fellow, it’s a white male, aged twenty-five or thereabouts—the same modality—a puncture wound to the neck. He’s at the SOC now, waiting for forensics. You’d better get your skates on, pal! The body is in an open passageway at the end of Satchwell Road, just off Bethnal Green Road, that’s the A1209, by the way. Satchwell Road is a narrow street with a Japanese restaurant on the corner. Easy to find.”

      “OK, Will, I’m on my way, and thanks.” He hurried across the room to Malcolm Ridgeway’s room, responding to the invitation to enter.

      “Sir, we have a second killing in the Bethnal Green area. I’m on my way, I just thought you should know.” He trotted out the few details he knew.

      “Thanks, Jacob. I want an update as soon as you get back. I’ll inform the commissioner.”

      Pausing only to locate Shepherd, he explained the situation, established that she knew the quickest route through the London streets to Satchwell Road. Brittany knew the restaurant as she’d eaten there more than once.

      “It’s the Issho-ni, sir. Excellent food and reasonable prices. I’m not sure that the chef is Japanese, but he knows how to prepare delicious sushi.”

      “Raw fish, Sergeant, raw fish? You’ll do yourself in with an intoxication one of these days.”

      “You’re more at risk, Inspector. What, with your Cockney love of shellfish. I’ll bet some of the cockles and mussels you eat come straight from the docks with them creatures sucking in all the filth from ships’ bilges.”

      It was too early in the working day for their usual banter. They lapsed into silence. After a while, Vance asked, “Isn’t that the restaurant down there? Why are you turning right?”

      “Trust me, sir, I’ve been here before. Look, first left and left again and there’s loads of parking. Taking Satchwell Road would have meant we had nowhere to park. Look, there are our lads over there.” She pointed them out before tugging the handbrake.

      “Well done, Brit. All the activity seems to be over by those railings.” He led the way with a hurried stride. Hastily pulling on the white protective gear, he saw Dr Francis Tremethyk raising his head from over the body to rebuke him. “What kept you, me-dear? It’s the same fiend as with that poor young woman. This time the victim is male. See here, the same modus operandi. Puncture to the throat and the very poison that did for the lass, I’ll wager, boy. The earlier results should be through sometime this morning.”

      “I see the murderer has chosen a nostril and not an ear this time.”

      Jacob Vance stared at the two inches of a paintbrush that protruded from the victim’s nose. “Will that have reached the brain, too, Doc?”

      “That it will, me-dear, but your killer will have had to use more force to breach the nasal cavity than a mere tympanum.” The Cornish accent came over melodic and robust. The doctor was upset.

      “But would a young woman have the necessary strength?”

      “Is it a woman you’re after? That surprises me! But, aye, with a well-sharpened shaft, a determined woman could do that. You’ll be interested in the note, too, I expect.”

      “Another note?”

      “’Fraid so, tightly rolled and pushed into the left ear. I couldn’t miss it. It’s in the evidence bag, here.” He handed over the square plastic envelope. “Curious there’s a Japanese restaurant a few yards away.”

      “Is that of any bearing, Doc?”

      “It might be. We’ll see what Imperial College has to say. Ignore me for now, just a hunch, me-dear.”

      “Time of death, Doctor?”

      “It seems to have been between ten and eleven yesterday evening, at first glance. As ever, I’ll be more precise when I’ve done the autopsy.”

      “Rather you than me. Thanks anyway. Ah, here comes Sabrina and her team. She’ll be telling us to shift in a minute. Come on, let’s save her the trouble.”

      After hailing Dr Markham, he stripped off his white forensic overall and recognising the Bethnal Green sergeant, wandered over to her.

      “Good morning, we meet again under tragic circumstances.”

      She gave him a weak smile. “Good morning, Inspector. It looks like the same killer, sir. The night shift took the call at the station just before midnight. A customer from the restaurant on the corner said he stumbled over the body. The streetlamp over the cut-through is dead, unfortunately. The couple who reported the body had parked at the back of the restaurant—most people do. There’s no real room on Satchwell Road.”

      “Do you have a contact number for the couple, Sergeant? It’s possible that our killer ate in the same restaurant before committing the crime. She may have chosen her victim from among the diners.”

      “She, sir?”

      “Ah, a slip of the tongue, but our preliminary inquiries point in that direction. Did you not see the photofit?”

      “I haven’t been into the station so far. I suppose if it’s poison, as they’re saying, it could well be a woman. As to the contact number, she flipped open a notebook, copied a mobile number, ripped out the page, and handed it to Vance. “Marcus Welsby and his fiancée, Deidre Walsh—nice couple on a pleasant evening out. We let them go home after taking their statement as it was late. Then we sealed off that snicket.”

      “Snicket?”

      “Passageway, sir. Don’t you call it that?”

      “I will from now on.” He grinned.

      They were interrupted by a discreet cough and a polite voice, “Sir,” one of the forensics team addressed the inspector, “there’s something that might interest you. I was poking around the general scene and drifted into the road itself at the top end of the passageway—”

      “The snicket?”

      “Eh? Ah, yes, exactly. This way, sir. See the steel corrugated shutter under Flats One and Two, painted blue. Well, it’s covered in white graffiti, except if you look closely, there are the black numbers, just like in Allenbury Lane.” The white-clad figure pointed at the black-sprayed 9-2=7.

      Jacob Vance swore under his breath. The murderer was beginning to prey on his nerves quite as much as on Doctor Tremethyk’s. Remembering himself, he said, “Well done, young man. Can we get a photo of this? One can’t be too careful. I feel sure it’s the same hand, but you never know.”

      Having decided to spend no more time at the crime scene, Vance, wearing latex gloves again, stared wordlessly at the note in his hand. The silence lasted long enough for Shepherd to comment, “Everything alright, boss?”

      “No, it isn’t Brit. To be honest, I’m pig-sick of this case. We have a perpetrator on the loose playing around with the police. It’s obscene. She’s killed twice and intends to kill seven more innocent people. We haven’t got a clue where to start, which proves her theory that the police are a witless, culture-shunning bunch of twerps.”

      “Sounds like you’ve decided our killer is a woman, sir.”

      “True, based on the motorcyclist captured on film and that poisoners tend to be female, Sarge, but I’m not closing my mind to anything. Listen carefully, what do you make of this?” He read from the note:

      
        
        “I won’t be happy

      

        

      
        with the first one I pick

        but will try different ones

        until I know you. How

        will I know you?

      

        

      
        You’ll feel warm

        between my palms

        and I’ll cup you like

        a handful of holy water.”

      

      

      

      “Jeez!” Shepherd exploded, “the first one I pick sounds like her victim—Gillian Coombs, in fact— but will try different ones. But what does she mean until I know you? It’s not a threat to the commissioner, surely? Nobody could be that mad!”

      “We can’t rule anything out, Brittany. We have to capture this murderer before she strikes again. Ah, here we are, Yard, sweet Yard!”

      He slammed the car door and patted his pocket, where he’d slipped the evidence bag with the threatening note. It was time to report to his superiors about the bloody killer.

      The perpetrator in question was working on a strangely shaded map on his desk. After careful reflection, because he faced a selection of one from three scattered locations for his next murder, he made his choice and consulted with the AZ of street names in the chosen sector, which was no longer E2, but N1. He turned to the correct starting letter of the colour and found that he did not have the same problem as the first two murders. One name struck him as particularly suitable as well as attractive. Time to go out on reconnaissance. Today, he would not change gender and maybe not even for the next murder.

      His mind was racing back over the last killing, as he laced up a pair of stout walking shoes. He’d been over the first murder thousands of times, but the last one contained the matter of the hire car. Oh yes, he’d been saucy, all right! I just hope I didn’t overdo it! Let’s see. I grinned at the Heathrow camera, I wore gloves in the car, and kept a hat on. They won’t find anything. Reassured, he double locked his flat and set off for Parsons Green station. At the underground station, he consulted the large wall map. He knew where to start because hundreds of thousands of fingernails, over time, had worn away the station name where he was standing by indicating their starting point. People are so stupid. Why can’t they simply use their eyes? Using his, he traced the green line as far around as Embankment. He’d have to change there, continuing on the black, the Northern line, as far as the closest station to his destination. He laughed out loud, gaining himself some odd looks from a small group of Koreans. He couldn’t help it—the nearest station was Angel. How appropriate for the Angel of Death!

      Vance had reported to his superiors, displaying the evidence without contamination—they knew the procedure well enough. Aalia Phadkar surprised him. “I know that poem from when I was younger. It’s a lady poet called Roisin Kelly. I remember because I like her work. I’m afraid I can’t recall the title offhand, but you’ll find it through her name, Jake. It must mean something deeper to your killer. I can’t believe it’s a threat to my person.”

      “That was DC Shepherd’s idea, ma’am. I can’t say that I go along with her theory. But it never harms to take extra care, does it?”

      “You’d better solve the case as quickly as possible if I’m to be victim number nine, Detective Inspector. We’ve already lost two. It’s a hell of a high price to pay for an apology,” she said bitterly.

      “We’re well beyond that now, ma’am,” Ridgeway said in the same tone.

      “I’ve set Shepherd onto talking with the couple who found the body, although I don’t hold out much hope. Will you give me another warrant for CCTV if the owners won’t cooperate, ma’am? I’m going back to the SOC in case there are any cameras operational.”

      Before leaving, he deposited the evidence bag with Max Wright, issuing the usual stern warning about contamination. “I want the title of the poem. He snatched up a pen and wrote Roisin Kelly on a scrap of paper—the author,” he explained before dashing off, calling over his shoulders, “and then take it over to forensics, Max!”

      He left the premises with the precious search warrant safely tucked away, requisitioned a car to drive himself to the murder scene, and swore at the traffic until arriving behind the Japanese restaurant. He wondered why he and Shepherd hadn’t thought of the CCTV. After all, it was their only lead on the previous case. Their high standards were slipping. This murderer was getting under their skins. A police officer had to be unemotional, he told himself. The callous assassinations of two young people made his blood boil—other than being unemotional. He pulled up more or less where Brittany had earlier, got out the car, and stared around the almost square area, his eyes passing over satellite dishes, burglar alarms, and minor fixtures, but not a trace of a CCTV camera. A case of out of sight out of mind, maybe, he justified himself. He had nearly given up when he thought of the snicket. There were parking bays outlined in white on this side of the black iron railings. There was also a sizeable violet rubbish skip, but it did not block the view of those spaces as it was nearer to him. It was a slim possibility. If only—he strode to the passageway and heaved a sigh of relief. Set back along a path running perpendicular to it and blocked off from the passageway by a sturdy padlocked gate, was a brick-built construction named Alliston House on whose wall was a yellow enamel rectangle bearing the black graphic form of a wall-mounted camera. CCTV! He had to find another way into the building and persuade the owners to let him see the film.

      By walking out of Satchwell Road, turning first right, walking around the block, he came to a narrow street called Gibraltar Walk. By exploring it, he was able to find the entrance to the apartment complex loftily named Alliston House. He entered unchallenged—so much for security—found a resident and extracted from the helpful middle-aged man the name of the custodian in charge of the CCTV. The person responsible for filming was a retired storekeeper named Griffiths, who seemed to grow agitated at the sight of Vance’s warrant card.

      “Did you know that there was a murder last night across the way, sir?”

      The flustered elderly fellow confessed that he did not, insisting he steered clear of gossip but was more forthcoming about his monitor.

      “Of course, I’ll show you, Detective Inspector, we had it installed a few years ago. Most break-ins came along the back passageway that leads onto where your murder took place—bad business!” Tut-tutting, he shook his grey head, slowly turning to white at the temples. “When my Alice was alive—she passed four years ago—she was so worried that she persuaded me to raise funds to pay for installation. I’ve taken over running it but will confess that I don’t check the blessed thing unless something untoward has happened. Last time, it was a break-in to one of the residents’ cars down there. The police used it to apprehend the culprit I’m pleased to say.”

      “Excellent, sir. Is this the room?”

      It took Vance a good half hour to get his fussy host organised sufficiently to replay the footage from the previous evening, but the delay was worthwhile. At 22.25 the evening before, a sparkling car pulled up parallel and close to the iron railings. He cursed because he couldn’t see the number plate. He recognised the model as a Hyundai Tucson. It was probably grey, but then, everything on the CCTV film was some shade of grey or another. He caught his breath when a blonde with long hair got out, looked carefully around, walked into the passageway, waited suspiciously—unsurprised, he recognised her as Gillian Coombs’s killer. He sucked in breath through his front teeth. What was she doing? He squinted. It looked like she was fumbling with an open purse. Suddenly, she dropped it so that the coins fell out. That was her game! The friendly young fellow, having now entered the scene was bending to help retrieve the cash and the purse. The killer repaid his kindness by stabbing him in the throat with her syringe when he straightened up. She stood there callously watching him die, only a matter of seconds, before gazing furtively around. The image wasn’t incredibly clear because, unlike Frank’s lane, there was no functioning streetlight, just the moon. He must remember to ring the Council Offices. A strong lamp might have deterred the murderer. Satisfied, the woman dashed to the steel shutter and rapidly sprayed her message before striding quickly back to the car.

      He watched the exhaust fumes rise from the diesel, then, to his satisfaction, she reversed, turned the car, and he memorised the plate—KVI62KK. He’d made another breakthrough! He wrote it on the back of his hand.

      “Mr Griffiths, I’m afraid I’ll need to take your computer to New Scotland Yard.”

      The elderly gentleman, who had watched the horrific scene act out, couldn’t have been more obliging.

      “You take it, Inspector, and I hope you catch the witch! That poor young man! He only wanted to help.”

      Detective Inspector Vance drove back to base without swearing at the traffic even once. Instead, he was deep in thought. There were so many loose ends to tie up, but he felt that soon he would neaten up the wayward threads.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

          NEW SCOTLAND YARD AND ANGEL ISLINGTON, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Inspector Vance radioed ahead to dictate the number plate of the Tucson. The radio operator relayed the message to Max Wright, who routinely had no trouble tracing the owners. So, when several minutes later, Vance rushed up to his desk, he beamed cockily at the flustered detective.

      “The Tucson is a hire car, sir. It’s part of a fleet at Heathrow.”

      “Get on to them and block new rental until forensics have given it the once-over.”

      “Already done! Forensics are on their way. But wait for the real news.”

      “What?”

      The technician smirked and said, “Guess who rented the vehicle?”

      “I know who hired it—I saw her on CCTV.”

      “Sure, but in what name?”

      “Don’t mess with me, Max. I’m not in the mood!”

      Wright saw the dangerous glint in the inspector’s eye and changed his tone.

      “Sorry, sir, it’s just that it was rented in the name of Gillian Coombs, our first victim.”

      “The gall of it! Cheeky bitch! How did she get away with that? There’s a photo on the licence.”

      “I asked myself the same question, but, you know, let’s say you’ve got a busy assistant on the desk, maybe taking phone calls whilst dealing with the customer—and what if our killer was wearing the regulation anti-covid face mask? She has long, straight, blonde hair like Gillian, after all. Also, it would all have been normal for the clerk: sign here; initial a waiver clause there; maybe receive a cash payment, no questions asked.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get the picture. Talking about which, I’ll ring the forensics people and have them check out all available CCTV images at Heathrow. The place is crawling with surveillance. Don’t forget that colour program, by the way.”

      “I’ve put feelers out, but no joy, yet.”

      No sooner had he returned to his room than he received a call from Doctor Tremethyk.

      “I have news for you, me-dear. The toxicology report has come through from Imperial College. It’s just as I suspected. Will you come down to my office, or will I come up to you, boy?”

      Vance thought for a moment. The pathologist’s office was not as revolting to the senses as the mortuary. As a matter of courtesy, he decided. “I’ll be down straightaway, Doc.”

      The Chief Medical Officer’s room was spacious enough to be practical. Still, Dr Tremethyk had done everything possible to shrink it by cluttering all available surfaces with manuals, bags, charts, and sundry objects unidentifiable to Vance. On the positive side, the visitor’s chair was sumptuously upholstered in soft brown leather. Its padding would have served to accommodate a man three times heavier than the inspector, who shuffled comfortably against the backrest.

      “That Japanese restaurant at our latest SOC was probably a coincidence, me-dear,” began the pathologist, “but, as I supposed, the poison was TTX.”

      Used to the roundabout methods of breaking news at the Met, Vance waited patiently.

      “Aye, TTX—that would be tetrodotoxin to me. It occurs in nature but can be manufactured synthetically, which would require a sophisticated laboratory.”

      “Where does it occur naturally, Doc?”

      The pathologist smiled, ah, that’s where our restaurant comes in. More of that later. It’s found in a fish, the fugu, which you might know as the pufferfish,” he raised an eyebrow, and the inspector nodded, “but also in frogs, flatworms, newts, and, oh, the blue-ringed octopus.”

      “Which all raises more questions than answers, unfortunately. How does the poison work on humans?”

      “That’s what I like about you, me-dear. You have a curious mind. Well, normally, it’s ingested—not our case since it was injected—the victim feels a tingling on the tongue or numbness that spreads to the rest of the face, swiftly spreading to other parts of the body. More and more nerves are paralysed until the unfortunate fatality is unable to move and dies of asphyxiation. In our two victims, the killer must have injected a strong dose since death was so rapid. Bear in mind, Inspector, even one-thousandth of a gram can be fatal. We’re dealing with a substance here that is a thousand times more poisonous than potassium cyanide.”

      “Good God! Listen, Doc, are you implying that this stuff crops up in Japanese restaurants?”

      “Absolutely! Have I put you off sushi, me-dear?”

      Jacob chuckled. He liked and admired Francis Tremethyk. “I was never really on it, to be honest, but my sergeant goes to that restaurant from time to time. You might have a chat with her!”

      The pathologist chortled but hadn’t finished instructing his captive audience. “TTX blocks the voltage-gated sodium in nerve membranes by binding to a peptide group at the opening of the channel. Sodium ions can’t enter the cell so that the nerves don’t fire, and signals cease transmission. Nasty business!”

      It was time to be proactive. “Two things spring to mind: first, our killer must be brilliant to know all this; second, it’s incredible how a little pufferfish can be so deadly.” The inspector looked impressed.

      Dr Tremethyk was enjoying himself. Chatting with Vance made a welcome change from slicing corpses and writing reports. “On the latter, the fish is lucky because of a single amino acid mutation, so it has a modified sodium channel and is immune to its own poison. Our helpless little pufferfish has incorporated TTX into its defences.”

      Vance stared at the examiner. “Going back to our killer, I wonder what sort of preparation she would need to produce her venom? I’d tend to rule out a laboratory unless there’s one near London producing synthetic TTX?”

      “There are one or two. They are allowed to manufacture under strict licence for research purposes. Somehow, I doubt your killer is a molecular scientist prepared to have her face captured on closed-circuit film. These people are highly paid, but I suppose you have to explore every angle.”

      “Can you make me a list of these labs, Doc?”

      “Humph! As if I’ve nothing better to do. But to be clear, I believe it’s more likely that your killer has a supplier from a Japanese restaurant. Let me explain. Pufferfish—either cooked or served raw as sashimi—is a prized Nipponese delicacy. Because the tetrodotoxin molecule is too stable to be destroyed by cooking, the chef has to carefully remove the liver, ovaries, and intestines, all of which contain high toxin concentrations, before preparing the fish. Would you believe fugu chefs face three years’ training during which they have to prepare and eat their own fugu before they sit a written and practical examination? Only then are they allowed to serve it to the public.”

      “That’s one way to guarantee they don’t make mistakes.”

      Tremethyk chuckled, but his face then became grim, “Indeed. Despite that, around fifty to a hundred Japanese each year die from TTX poisoning.”

      “You’re kidding! Are you telling me that this sushumi is available in London?”

      “Sashimi! Yes, but only in the most expensive restaurants. You see, we’re not like some oriental customers. In Japan, the best chefs leave just a trace of the toxin in the fish so that their diners can enjoy that delicate tingle to have the thrill of playing Russian roulette, but without risk.”

      “Sod that for a lark! Those cordon-bleu bods must be confident of their skills.”

      “Of course, just one slip of the chef’s knife, and you die.”

      “Have you ever eaten sashimi, Doc?”

      “On a couple of occasions, I have, and it’s delicious.”

      Vance pursed his lips, tilted his head, and peered at the pathologist from under a lowered brow. “I think I’ll give it a skip. But one thing is bothering me.”

      “Go on?”

      “Well, these chefs even in London must be highly paid. Why would they compromise their career by selling our killer fugu liver, ovaries, and what was it, intestines?”

      “I’m not a detective, but I haven’t met a rich person yet who doesn’t want more money. Either that or she has a contact in the kitchen who can smuggle the stuff out. She would still have to prepare her deadly cocktail ready for injection, so your killer must have some chemical knowledge. Even if rudimentary equipment might serve, she’d have to be careful not to poison herself.”

      “If only! Maybe she works as a cook in a Japanese restaurant. We can begin by checking the kitchen staff in every Japanese restaurant in London and interviewing every chef. Did you say not all of London’s Japanese restaurants serve sashimi?”

      “I’ll bet you can whittle them down to a dozen in London, Inspector.”

      Jacob leapt up. “Well, thank you, Doc, you’ve been most accommodating.”

      “My pleasure.” He stood too. “Oh, by the way, Inspector, let me know when you fancy sashimi together—my treat.”

      “Not likely!” Vance left the office with a grin on his face, rapidly morphing into perplexity, with him wondering whether he’d just idly tossed away an exquisite indulgence at the pathologist’s expense.

      Upstairs, he discovered that Shepherd had returned from interviewing the couple who had chanced on the body. After hearing her report with nothing helpful, he updated her on the murder weapon and the getaway car.

      “I’ve got something right up your street, Brittany. I’m sending you to the best Japanese restaurants in London to interview the chefs and to check on the kitchen staff.”

      “Blimey, sir, do you know how many Japanese restaurants there are in London? Hundreds!”

      “I think you missed one little word, Sarge. I said best. There can’t be that many who offer genuine sashimi, surely?”

      She frowned and ran the tip of her tongue along her upper lip. “I suppose not. But there must be a dozen in the Mayfair area for starters.”

      “Well, begin there. You never know, you might find one you fancy.”

      Shepherd looked doubtful and pulled a face. “A bit beyond a sergeant’s pay packet, sir. Anyway, I was going to ask you whether we should try and find a link between the two victims?”

      “Get off to Mayfair. You know what to ask the chefs. I’ll get Max onto a possible relationship between our two unfortunates.”

      Max Wright was aware of information that had not reached Jacob. The second victim was a chartered accountant named Martyn Lawson, aged twenty-eight, who worked for a practice close to the Barbican Centre.

      “I’ve managed to find no connection between Martyn and Gillian, sir, at least, not from a professional point of view. He was on the auditing side, but his partners and employers, don’t deal with Gillian’s estate agency. The company tends to be more upmarket. On the other hand, we can’t rule out that the victims may have met socially.”

      Detective Inspector Vance considered this. “True. I’ll get a constable over to the practice and one to Lawson’s family. Let’s see what we can turn up. Nothing from forensics at Heathrow, yet?” Max shook his head. “I have a pleasant surprise for you, Inspector. One of my contacts came up trumps and sent me the program you wanted. I went straight to the film of Ms Coombs’s murder.” He clicked on an icon on his desktop. The frames he had chosen to enhance, showed Allenbury Lane in colour. “I adjusted the saturation to compensate for the artificial lighting. This coloration is as close as I can manage. Our killer is a blonde—we knew that—we didn’t know that the mudguards were that mustard yellow while the rest of the bike is black.”

      “Well done, Max. That program might well come in useful in future. Call me as soon as you hear anything from Dr Markham and her squad.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Vance decided that it was time to report to Ridgeway before his superior put pressure on him. Whilst he did so, he would praise Max Wright. The technician was a valuable team member and often displayed initiative. Vance wondered if it might be appropriate to plead for more policemen for what was becoming a complicated case to solve. As he took one step towards the door, to his irritation, the desk phone rang. It was Max.

      “Sorry sir, I forgot to tell you, probably because it was so easy to find. That poem by Roisin Kelly? The title is Oranges.”

      In a change of plan, Detective Vance called Ridgeway, instead of passing by his office. He wanted to sound out a newly formulated theory with his superior officer.

      “Sir, can you fix an appointment for us both with the commissioner? There’s progress to report.”

      The killer was simultaneously pleased and irritated. Content because the intended murder scene was mere seconds away on foot from the tube station, annoyed because the said location was hard to enter. He stared balefully at the imposing grey iron-railed gate. Over the ornamental entry in large numerals and letters stood out the legend, 78 White Horse Yard.

      His planned reconnaissance had transformed unwittingly into a plan of action. The unforeseen difficulty of access made him consider adopting one of the other two sites on his matrix. He dismissed the idea at once because of the convenience of the tube station and its name Angel that so amused him. After all, he reasoned, he liked a challenge—working out how to get in and out of the yard, killing a random victim without being seen, leaving the necessary clues on the body, all in extra quick time, was part of a military-style operation that so appealed to him. Without catching anyone’s eye, he would examine the shutting mechanism of the gate. As he thought, an electrical impulse governed it. To gain access from outside would require someone pressing an admission button from within the building or the possession of a master key.

      He sauntered a few yards along the busy road before coming to a pub. The Pig and Butcher, and its name redolent of slaughter appealed to him, so, he decided to enjoy an ale there. The sign on the wall announced hand-pulled craft ales, not that he was a connoisseur, he was more of a prosecco drinker. Still, he ordered a pint in the lounge bar and noticed that the pub offered food. His stomach reminded him that he had only eaten snatched meals of late. Leaving his beer for a moment, he ambled over to the bar, found a menu, and carried it over to his seat. The Paddock Farm Tamworth pork, pickled girolles, apricot, carrot and mustard purée tempted him, so he placed his order with the barman. When his delicious food appeared, aromatic and steaming under his nose, he realised that he had made an excellent decision, and not just for his stomach. Sitting at the next table, where he couldn’t help but overhear them, were an estate agent and a prospective client. At the mention of the White Horse Apartments, his interest quickened.

      “To be honest, it’s somewhat more than I wanted to pay,” the client confessed.

      “You get what you pay for in this area, sir. We are talking about a luxury duplex apartment. Seven hundred and twenty-five pounds a week is well within the average rental bracket for Islington. You have to consider the position and standard of renovation. All the floors are washed oak, and the owners kept the original crystal glass windows—”

      “Even so—sorry to have taken your time.”

      The client knocked back his gin and tonic, stood and made his excuses. The estate agent, looking glum, still had at least half a pint of beer left in his glass.

      The interested eavesdropper, his meal almost finished, ate another mouthful, keeping one eye on the vendor to make sure he didn’t leave, pushed his plate away, wiped his mouth, and settled back in his chair.

      “Good food in this pub,” he said to start a conversation.

      “Yes, I often come here at weekends. They do a good Sunday dinner.”

      The killer smiled and considered. “I must try it one weekend. But excuse me, I didn’t mean to listen in on your conversation, but are you an estate agent?”

      “I am, in fact.” He fumbled with his wallet and took out a business card. “Here’s my card. As you can see, our offices are nearby. I was trying to interest that gentleman in the flats close by. I don’t suppose—”

      “Absolutely. I’m in the area because I’m looking for a long-term let. I had noticed those attractive apartments at number 78.”

      “The very ones. Would you like me to show you around whilst we’re here?”

      The killer thought it through. He was without his weapon and clues, but it was a way into the property. Maybe he could make a follow-up appointment. After this plausible hesitation, he said, “Let’s finish our drinks, then, by all means, give me the tour.”

      Later, sitting on the rattling underground train, idly watching passengers come and go, he smiled to himself. He had an appointment for the following morning with the friendly agent, what was his name? He took the card from his pocket: ah, until tomorrow at ten o’clock, Matthew Spinks. He rolled his neck. The top of his spine ached more than usual. How he wished people wouldn’t stare at him. It was so rude.

      He did not waste time thinking about his potential victim and the right to life. That would never do. The estate agent was part of an inexorable process—a mere cog in a mechanism.

      The corner of Detective Inspector Jacob Vance’s mouth twitched fleetingly upwards in response to his immediate superior’s solidarity. Ridgeway introduced the conversation with the Commissioner like this: “Ma’am, the Detective Inspector has the sharpest mind among my men and, indeed, he has already formulated a working hypothesis about our killer, haven’t you, Jacob?”

      “It’s like this, ma’am. I’m now convinced we’re dealing with a psychopath with a point to prove. The original message this maniac wrote to you suggests she—”

      “She?” the commissioner seized on the pronoun.

      “The evidence we’ve gathered points to a female perpetrator. We have the same blonde with long hair captured on film at both scenes. As I was saying, the letter hints at a grudge against the police, for reasons unknown. She has launched an insane challenge based on culture—this much we know. Also, she has adopted other psychotic behaviour with regard to the victims. The penetration of orifices with sharpened paintbrushes is nothing less than manic. The notes she has left as clues to her insane scheme bring me to the one piece of good news. The poem that my sergeant took to be a threat against your person, ma’am, takes on another meaning when you consider the title.

      “Oranges!” cried the senior officer. It came to me on my drive home last night. “As soon as I remembered Roisin Kelly’s title, I confess to a sense of relief, from a selfish point of view.”

      “Precisely, ma’am,” Vance smiled sympathetically, “but that led me to think, if the poem isn’t a threat against your person, the only significance it can have for our investigation lies in the title. The colour, orange.”

      “How does that fit with the first murder?” Ridgeway asked, his tone and expression sceptical, but only for the benefit of his superior officer—he wanted to give Vance every chance to explain his startling theory.

      “Perfectly, sir. You see the first poem, the haiku, contained explicit reference to yellow. I believe that this madwoman is painting the London E2 district with death. She is designing a work of art in her crazed mind and our task is to identify it.”

      “Oh my God!” The commissioner sank into her seat, her voice barely audible. “B-but that implies as many murders as the colours her so-called painting portrays.”

      “Indeed, ma’am.”

      The commissioner’s dark brown eyes seemed to darken further into two pieces of coal. “You must stop her at all costs! She spoke of eight victims—”

      “Forgive me, ma’am, actually, nine. But soon she’ll get overconfident and make her first mistake. Then, we’ll have her.”

      The commissioner’s goddess-like countenance crumpled. If he hadn’t known better, aware of her reputation for hardness, Vance would have sworn she was about to cry. She was not, but, for a charismatic leader, she was mumbling uncharacteristically. “How many more, how many more?”

      Suddenly, her fist came down hard on her desk and the dark eyes bored into his. “Get her, Jake, before she kills again! And you, Mal, see that E2 is swarming with our men.”

      “I’ll put everything into it, ma’am,” Jacob managed, with a sinking heart, and he saluted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 9


          

        

      

    

    
      The delivery men were not disappointed by the apartment with its view over the Thames. The strange occupant of the property was another matter. He was insignificant and weird, dressed in a monk’s habit with the cowl drawn over his head so that his face and body were mostly hidden. More used to delivering to the rich and famous, and hoping to meet a celebrity, the muscular pair of operatives lowered the high-end model of their luxury massage chair to the lounge floor, glad of a chance to regain their breath. Their last delivery, a month before, had been to the stately home of a rock star in the Berkshire countryside and the one previous to that to the mansion of a Premiership footballer in Cheshire. Any hopes of an autograph for the kids faded on the instant at the sight of this weird monk.

      “Where would you like it placed, sir?”

      “Right where that armchair is,” the voice from deep within the cowl said. “There’s a convenient socket right there.” He pointed.

      In a trice, the men hoisted the former favourite seat into the corner of the room indicated by the monk. With somewhat more difficulty, they heaved the massage chair to its position overlooking the river. In their experience, this was the first customer who did not wish to sit in the chair immediately as they ran through their spiel explaining the chair’s features. Then again, everything about the odd monk unsettled them, except for the generous tip he pressed onto them.

      As they took the lift down to ground level, one turned to the other. “What did you make of that, then, Alf?”

      “Takes all sorts, Mickey. Here, do you think he was a real monk? I mean, aren’t monks sworn to poverty? The chair alone costs nine thousand quid, mate, not to mention the price of that flat. Did you see the view? Some people have all the luck!”

      “Nah, Alf, I reckon he’s a weirdo. Probably a writer, or summat like that—”

      “Yeah, but bless his heart, that’s a handsome tip he gave us. Fifty quid each, and we didn’t even get to the explanation of the calf and knee massage rollers.”

      “Yeah, weird! But he can mug it all up in the manual or phone to headquarters if he can’t sort it out.”

      “Tell you what though, when he’s all set up, enjoying the heat therapy and listening to his music from the speakers in the headrest whilst staring at the river traffic, with 4D massage rollers in operation—”

      “Yeah, lucky bastard! Give me some of that!” They laughed as they headed out of the Riverside complex in their white delivery van, unaware that their latest customer, divested of his garments worn only to hide his appearance, was already light years ahead of them in his working knowledge of the chair, having studied the manual online for days. Now, he was enjoying the physiological benefits of the invention, blessing every penny he had spent on the luxury item. Aunty Amy would have approved.

      An hour later, while the delivery men were swigging their beers at his expense, he was sat at his desk, feeling on top of the world, and laughing hysterically as his fingers sped over the keyboard of his computer. The letter came in the aftermath of his latest conversation with Lord Robert and began:

      Dear Commissioner Aalia Phadkar,

      Your investigation seems to have stalled; you are making little progress. It is time I gave you a helping hand. Understand that I am just a pawn in Lord Robert’s master plan. I shall want immunity after his arrest after due consideration by the courts of my cooperation.

      Luckily, there was no one to hear his manic laughter as he reread the opening three sentences. He must hurry to finish and get the letter in the post because Lord Robert insisted on him fulfilling the third execution as soon as possible. Damn it! He could do without Lord Robert playing around with his head. The man oozed confidence—if only he could be like him! How exactly did you put a peer of the realm in his place?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The following day, New Scotland Yard

      

      

      On the first floor of New Scotland Yard, Sergeant Shepherd stood back and admired her handiwork in front of a whiteboard that contained her neat handwriting and photographs of the two victims of what she had headed as the E2 KILLINGS. The board included the colours yellow and orange to illustrate Vance’s painting theory. To one side, she had written the three letters TTX in a box from which an arrow led to the words: Japanese restaurants. In a few minutes, she would deliver her speech to the assembled detectives, they would include some extra draftees to help with what increasingly appeared to be the activity of a serial killer loose in central London. She was acutely aware that the highest-ranked officers would be in attendance, it made her a little nervous, although she knew every detail of the case so far.

      Brittany Shepherd didn’t need to worry because her conference was about to be spectacularly derailed. Abruptly thanked and told to sit by Commissioner Phadkar, it instantly became clear that there were new developments. The Press Liaison Officer, Mark Sadler, had been summoned to the meeting and the head of the Metropolitan Police addressed him first.

      “Mark, good of you to come along at short notice. What I need from you is your best efforts to drip feed this case to the press in such a way as the two killings appear to be random. At this point, we can exploit any theory except the truth. I don’t want the public panicking, thinking there’s a serial killer stalking the streets of E2. I’m sure that if you bring all your experience to bear, you can oblige us on this one.”

      “Consider it done, ma’am. Just one question, do you have reason to believe that your killer is about to strike again?”

      “Indeed, I have, Mark. I’m holding it in my hand. This morning.” She flourished a letter, and the gathering noticed for the first time that she was wearing surgical gloves. All eyes had hitherto been on her charismatic face. She continued, “A letter addressed to me arrived, which brings me,” her eyes perceptibly darkened, “to another delicate matter that will become evident as I read:

      
        
        Dear Commissioner Aalia Phadkar,

      

        

      
        Your investigation seems to have stalled; you are making little progress. It is time I gave you a helping hand. Understand that I am just a pawn in Lord Robert’s masterplan. I shall want immunity after his arrest after due consideration by the courts of my cooperation. As yet, I dare not supply his full name as I live in fear of his wrath. You must realise that it was his idea to test your cultural preparation, which he retains far inferior to his own. It would help if you investigated that unashamed paedophile infecting the Upper Chamber by his very presence. The longer he is allowed to pervert the course of British justice, the more victims there will be. I refer not only to those hitherto targeted by him in the E2 district but also the innocent children whose lives are daily scarred by unscrupulous adults of his persuasion. Dear Commissioner, I implore you to liberate me from the ever-tightening clutches of this depraved overprivileged assassin. I, too, am his slave, his hapless victim, and have been since girlhood.

      

        

      
        I have directed your attention to the mastermind. Now it is up to you to put an end to his nefarious machinations.

      

        

      
        Yours in humility and hope,

        Lord Robert’s plaything.

      

      

      At last, she paused for breath, and her noble countenance held them in thrall from the Detective Chief Inspector to the lowliest of constables in the gathering. Each man and woman was hanging on her words and expressions. They were unsure whether her face or the letter was more shocking.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen, I hardly need explain that the case has suddenly taken on a different significance. With the House of Lords involved, I dare say that our paymasters in the Home Office will be scrutinising our every move. So,” she thundered, “let’s make sure that none of our moves is a false one. The utmost delicacy and discretion are called for here. That includes the Press, Mr Sadler.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Any comments, any questions?”

      Shepherd timidly raised her hand.

      “What is it, Sergeant?”

      “Well, ma’am, I wonder if we should open a discussion as to the veracity of the letter. I mean, this could still be the work of a crank. It’s the same person that wrote the first one, but she’s thrown a different slant on things, settling the blame on a peer of the realm. But what if there is no Lord Robert involved? This communication might be an elaborate red herring.”

      “If I may, ma’am?” Ridgeway intervened. “We should consider the peril not just of dealing with peers, but also of neglecting a matter sensitive to public susceptibility. Imagine if it ever came out that the Met was unprepared to follow up on accusations of paedophiles in the Lords. I’m afraid, Sergeant Shepherd, that would blow our credibility to smithereens for years to come.”

      “Nonetheless, the sergeant makes a good point, Detective Chief Inspector. Nothing can be taken at face value in this case. We must explore every avenue whilst treading on eggshells. Sergeant, please now resume the presentation to your colleagues.” Aalia Phadkar crossed her arms and stared into the distance.
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