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  Chapter One




  Harpur detested running undercover jobs. In any case, Desmond Iles, the Assistant Chief, had put his own absolute ban on these operations. Now and then, though, Harpur decided

  to ignore that. Of course, it could be dangerous to ignore Iles, and not just career dangerous: physically dangerous, limb and/or eye dangerous, life-expectancy dangerous. But Harpur had always

  realized policing was a risk game.




  Most of his inner-city, hardened officers were too well known to trick their way into a gang. So, it usually meant finding someone from an outlying station, preferably someone young and new to

  the Service: no big, publicized cases in their CV. That is, they were novice cops, and normally might still need some lumps of guidance from a venerable Detective Chief Superintendent like Harpur.

  Not always possible, once they began to play crooked. They had to live a role, like an actor, and contact with them might smash their cover. A good undercover man or woman infiltrated the highest

  and most secret corners of a villain firm and had to be faultless in their part. In those highest and most secret corners a rumbled snoop could be most secretly tortured and done to death. It had

  happened a while ago to a detective called Raymond Street. For ever this darkened Iles’s soul. And so, the ban.




  At present, Harpur had a youngster into one of the drug outfits on the west side of the city. Or half in. Don’t rush. Infiltration always took a while and sometimes went catastrophic even

  after slow, slow months – even after a year plus. Louise Machin came from one of those rural outposts. He had asked for her secondment, allegedly to help with youth club liaison. Yes,

  allegedly. If Iles got a whiff of that he’d know the real ploy instantly and come looking. There was a bit of a tale around that the ACC’s power could be on the slide. This might make

  him even rougher. His claws would dig deeper, to help him hang on.




  A minimum connection with Louise had to be kept. Harpur met her at pre-fixed times to talk method and information, if she had any, not at her place or his place or headquarters or any of the

  supposedly safe but predictable rendezvous sites such as supermarkets, art galleries, swimming baths, cinemas, the opera. Instead, he liked to use the rippling turmoil of Parents Evenings at a

  school somewhere. This would not be his own children’s school, naturally. At the start of every term, the local paper printed a schedule for Parents Evenings, and he settled dates and places

  with Louise then. He reasoned they could blend with the parent crowd and nobody would realize they had no offspring there.




  Tonight, talking at the back of a geography room, Harpur said: ‘Listen, Louise, at every meeting I tell undercover officers that if they get the smallest sense of something wrong ditch it.

  Leave.’ His voice always took on a terrible thinness and frailty when he briefed undercover people. Dread of what he was asking almost silenced him.




  ‘Don’t I know you tell them – us – at every meeting?’ she said.




  ‘Yes, leave, go fast to headquarters or any nick or my house or, at a pinch, Mr Iles’s house. He might not be there but his wife and child probably would be. Even if Mr Iles himself

  were at home, I don’t think he’d try anything sexual when you were distressed after baling out, especially with his family about. He can be surprisingly sensitive.’




  ‘He’s at Idylls, Rougement Place?’




  ‘That’s it. I’m 126 Arthur Street. No hesitation. Abort the whole thing immediately. Don’t return for belongings.’




  ‘You sound like a fire drill, sir.’




  It was a fucking fire drill. In theory, infiltrating drugs operations rated as one of the easier undercover jobs, because the trade had a long, complicated chain – supplier,

  wholesaler, pusher, client – and a talented detective should be able to penetrate it somewhere and take a role. Yes, in theory. ‘Just textbook procedures,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Right setting for a textbook.’




  Stop smartarsing, you smug tit. ‘Anyone would go over these basics with you, Louise.’ Meteorological maps heavy with wind arrows crowded the walls. He liked a classroom to smell of

  chalk, make you sneeze through chalk. But it was all whiteboards and felt markers here.




  ‘“The smallest sense of something wrong” meaning I feel they’ve spotted me?’ she asked.




  At once Harpur said: ‘There’s been something like that?’, his voice even frailer.




  ‘Don’t get het up, sir. No.’




  He stared at Louise, trying to read her eyes and face, in case she were being offhand and brave and fucking loony. But one reason he’d picked her was she could thesp and do deadpan.

  ‘I say this to everyone, every time,’ he told her.




  ‘Yes, you mentioned.’




  ‘Routine. I don’t want you to feel alarmed.’




  ‘No, right,’ she replied.




  Her detachment, even jauntiness, scared him. She gazed about the room, apparently more interested in the maps and chatter than Harpur’s warnings. Another reason he had picked her was she

  did seem calm and full of self-belief. ‘Or if you can’t get out, ring the urgent assistance number. Always a help team there. They’ll come and get you. You’ve memorized the

  number?’




  ‘Haven’t I poll-parroted it often enough for you?’




  ‘Standard check, that’s all.’




  ‘Routine,’ she said.




  He’d have liked to ask her to repeat the number once again, but decided she might be right and he was into hyper-fret. No might. But did she realize how fast memory crumbled when you were

  screwed by fear? Did British Telecom realize, loading us with all those fucking digits? ‘So, is there anything?’ he asked.




  ‘I think they may be going to clip someone,’ she replied.




  Harpur didn’t mind Americanisms. All languages searched for softer ways of saying kill: a kind of woebegone, daft delicacy. ‘Going to?’




  ‘Either going to or they’ve done it by now.’




  ‘We’ve no unexplained deads reported.’




  ‘Just the same, that’s what I’m picking up. They could lose a body, couldn’t they – sink it, concrete it, burn it?’ she said. ‘Or take it to some other

  part of the country?’




  Where did she get her seen-it-all worldliness from, this kid? TV drama? Yes, they could sink it, concrete it, burn it, freight it. He did not say this. He wanted the silence so she would work

  aloud at justifying her guess to him. At the other end of the room, two teachers talked to parents, with a good-sized queue on chairs waiting. A whiteboard still showed part of its rainfall lesson,

  with the words DO NOT ERASE big in the bottom right-hand corner. Harpur liked schools, at least as an adult. They were well intentioned. Even with the lost-looking people ambling about here

  tonight, schools did suggest some underlying organization. They spoke of continuity. There would always be weather and weather maps bringing it to a kind of order. DO NOT ERASE. He gazed at Louise.

  Schools made him feel things might be long-term OK. Stupid, and he knew it.




  ‘I can’t work out who,’ she said. ‘Not yet.’




  ‘One of their own people? Or the competition?’




  ‘Are you expecting something like that?’




  ‘Like what?’ he replied.




  ‘Warfare.’




  ‘What warfare?’ he asked. This was unquestionably a smart child. At other Parents Evenings ten years ago teachers probably told her parents they’d produced a flyer. Now, she

  was in Harpur’s care and he had better make sure she did not get shot down. She was clever, so he had chosen cleverly. And idiotically? Did she see too much, and did this flair make her

  barmy-blasé?




  ‘Warfare,’ she replied chattily. ‘Oh, you know what warfare is, Mr Harpur. Is that why I’ve been put into Dubal’s? You sensed something might be

  starting?’




  Along those lines. ‘What starting?’ he asked.




  ‘Warfare. Either civil warfare inside Dubal’s outfit, or general warfare between the firms.’




  ‘You’re getting melodramatic twice,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘We’ve had nice peace on the streets for so long, haven’t we, but is it ending?’




  ‘What’s it based on?’ Time for the head-on questions.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Your . . . your feeling’s someone’s dead.’




  ‘Based on a feeling,’ she said.




  ‘Something heard? Something seen?’




  ‘Based on a feeling.’




  ‘Yes, but–’




  ‘A feeling,’ she replied.




  ‘Or maybe not heard, but do people go suddenly quiet when you’re around? In that case, get out now. Now.’




  ‘I’m only middle rank in the firm, so far. If they’ve killed they might want it kept boardroom, so when they clam it needn’t mean they’ve sussed me.’




  ‘Is it top people who go quiet when you’re around? You get close to them?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘What the job’s about, yes – reaching the chiefs? No good infiltrating flunkeys.’




  God, she was so magnificently assured, the dodgy, arrogant young cow. She could look like a teenager but talked like a veteran. Harpur knew he could not have selected better, unless she finished

  slaughtered. When their talk paused he caught occasional fragments of conversation between parents and teachers: ‘. . . been all over the main rivers in Africa with Celia, Mr Green.’

  Chuckles followed. ‘When I say “been over” I don’t mean like in a canoe, but at home, learning . . . Nile, Congo, Limpopo. Celia will never sell rivers short.’ Harpur

  was afraid the queue would run out soon, and then the teachers might call Louise or him for a consultation about their supposed schoolchildren.




  ‘If you’re that near to getting something big, we should have an earlier meeting than our schedule says,’ Harpur suggested. ‘As soon as you’ve found a name and

  possible location for the body we’ll close you down. A three weeks’ wait after this is too long.’




  ‘I’d prefer things as planned. I’m used to the pattern. I don’t want to feel hurried.’




  ‘No, but–’




  ‘Best as it is, sir.’




  She was offering a cold lesson in how not to panic. All the same, he felt panicky for her. She was a biggish, wide-faced girl of twenty-three, not pretty, not especially bright in appearance,

  though damn bright. At least, he hoped damn bright, however awkward this might make her questions and guesses – above all, bright enough to spot the difference between being treated as a

  run-of-the-mill exec in Ferdy Dubal’s organization, and being lulled up towards extinction as a spy. She was dressed to suit her supposed job as ranker in the Dubal firm: jeans, brown leather

  bomber jacket, trainers. Her fair/mousy hair had been chop-cut, tufted all directions.




  As route into Dubal’s firm, she bought from one of his dealers for a time, then offered to sell to pals. Dubal’s people gave her small amounts at first and, when she came back with

  the loot, increased her stock. She disposed of this, too, and religiously brought them the full takings, without turning junky herself. Main folk in the firm might want to meet her soon, even Dubal

  personally.




  She didn’t actually sell to pals, but to anyone. What she couldn’t sell she stashed and made up the money with some Harpur provided from his informant fund. Supervision of that was

  woolly, the accounting blissfully approximate. The ACC knew Harpur would never disclose pay scales for his grasses, and stuff the rule saying superiors must be briefed. This money went where it

  helped – where Harpur decided it would help, and that was private and would stay private. He had heard the European Union Court of Human Rights wanted to get its worthy, legalistic grip on

  the British informant system. Fuck the EU.




  ‘This will upset Mr Iles, won’t it, sir?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Dubal murdering, or Dubal’s minions, on his say-so? Isn’t there a kind of deal?’




  ‘Deal?’ Harpur replied. He made it sound true puzzlement.




  ‘Dubal, Mansel Shale, Ralphy Ember can do their drugs business as long as they guarantee peace on the streets, and especially no deaths. Isn’t that Mr Iles’s arrangement, in

  defiance of the Chief and even the Chief’s wife?’




  A brilliant summary. It left out only that the deal might start to fade soon, if the rumours stood up and Iles himself was fading. This girl really did have good ears. Thank God ears were not

  sexy. He could do without that kind of interest in her, to make his worries even worse.




  Perhaps the headquarters rumours about change had reached Dubal and the rest, too. The speculation was not just that Iles might slip. It said Mark Lane, the Chief Constable, might be promoted

  away from here to the Inspectorate of Constabulary, with someone new from outside taking the post. Iles would not get it: he had reached ceiling. And there were too many tales in circulation about

  him. In fact, a new, vigorous Chief would most likely want some of Iles’s present filched powers cut. And, if Iles did have his influence chopped, and the peace arrangement collapsed as a

  result, there would be big violence again. Major commodity folk like Manse Shale and Panicking Ralph Ember, and smaller teams such as Dubal’s, would suddenly feel they must start protecting

  themselves and their trade positions once more. Pre-empting would be the fashion – the bloody and rough fashion. It was why Harpur wanted this girl in one of the firms to read any signs. And

  it was why, more than during any other undercover ploy, her role had to be secret from Iles. It was actually about Iles.




  Harpur laughed for a while and managed to get his tone satirical: ‘A deal? An arrangement? Policing could never function like that, Louise.’




  ‘I don’t think I understand Mr Iles – his mind – what I’ve heard of him, it.’




  ‘No great problem,’ Harpur replied, giving this another fragment of laughter. Oh, no? Christ, Harpur would love to understand the ACC’s mind himself. Much of it stayed a

  mystery, although they had worked with and against each other for so long, and at one time shared a woman. Iles’s competing spells of highest calibre brutality, highest calibre tenderness,

  his adoration of his wife and infant daughter, his lust for teenage girls – on the game or not – his uncrackable loyalty to Mark Lane, the Chief, his gross subversiveness of Mark Lane,

  the Chief, his radiant brain, his interludes of screaming mania – these made the ACC quite tricky to profile, possibly a little more than other Assistant Chiefs. Using a special, large voice

  from somewhere central in him, Iles had once recited a line of his favourite poet, Tennyson, to Harpur: ‘Trust me all in all or not at all,’ Harpur did not read much Tennyson, nor

  poetry in general, and decided it was better to give Iles a bit of trust, but only a bit. In fact, when it came to the sexual safety of Harpur’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Hazel, he trusted

  Iles that ‘not at all’ option, or less.




  ‘The Chief would never permit deals with people like Dubal,’ Harpur told Louise.




  ‘But the Chief doesn’t control things, does he? Mr Iles does. This is what I gather.’




  Another brilliant summary, at least to date. ‘Policing can’t function like that,’ he replied. ‘Mark Lane commands here, believe me.’ Harpur had always thought that

  people only said ‘believe me’ when they were lying at full throttle and feared it was obvious. He still thought so.




  ‘Is that why you put me into Dubal’s team?’ Louise said.




  ‘Is what?’




  ‘You had an idea he’d started to stray from the agreement – getting stroppy? Is there some sort of revolution imminent or under way? You think there’ve been earlier

  killings?’




  A third brilliant summary. Harpur had never fully accepted Iles’s doctrine of controlled trading in exchange for urban tranquillity. Always he feared the fixed peace would disintegrate.

  Perhaps it was happening. Now, Harpur wanted evidence of what Louise called warfare to push in front of the ACC and force a change. Louise might find it. Very occasionally, Iles could be reached by

  reason, even from an underling.




  ‘Perhaps Ferdy Dubal isn’t in favour of the arrangement,’ Louise said. ‘He might want to destroy it because he considers others are favoured more than himself. The way to

  destroy it is by clipping someone, maybe more than one. So, peace is kaput.’




  He had not turned out here for a policy discussion with some detective sergeant, but that’s what he was getting. This girl had come from the accelerated promotion course at Bramshill. And

  he could see how she’d got there. Harpur said: ‘Suppose – suppose . . . Suppose it was true Mr Iles has what you call an arrangement, a peace arrangement, with–’




  ‘I do suppose it, sir.’ She obviously thought she could be as insolent as she liked as long as she stuck a ‘sir’ on the end. Harpur often used the same technique with

  Iles. Louise was a true find.




  ‘. . . so, suppose a peace arrangement with the drugs firms,’ Harpur said. ‘Surely the–’




  ‘You’re going to say Dubal is a drugs firm so, surely, the sensible thing for him to do is preserve the peace, not smash it, because he needs settled conditions to trade in as

  much as others.’




  Yes, he had been going to say that. This girl was a bright pain. God, she would need some looking after. He went back to all-out attack-from-defence: ‘Of course, the whole notion of

  an arrangement is crap. How could it be implemented?’




  ‘By . . . by arrangement. It’s nice for Mr Iles – and for you, perhaps. People don’t get killed on the streets or in the clubs, like London or Manchester. Good for your

  statistics. Law and order rule, except, naturally, for the comfortable trade in substances. And that’s nice for Panicking Ralph Ember and Manse Shale, also.’




  ‘And, if your analysis were right – which it never could be – but, if it were – nice for Dubal, also.’




  ‘No. Too much of the business had been shared out before he arrived. Panicking and Manse are drawing – are drawing what, half a Big One from trade every year? Say even

  £600,000?’




  Yes, say £600,000.




  ‘Dubal’s at low point gain. Possibly only eighty, ninety thousand a year. Only possibly. He’s a late incomer. It’s amazing he’s got so far, but he doesn’t

  think it’s far enough. They never do. This lad has major ambitions. Why he moved in here from Liverpool.’




  ‘You sound like his PR.’




  ‘He can’t go higher because of the established, holy arrangement. The trinity against one. Three very powerful and settled outfits against his.’




  ‘Two as far as I know – Shale, Ember.’




  ‘Shale, Ember, Iles.’




  ‘That’s crap.’




  ‘Yes, you said.’




  ‘Crap,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Ferdy Dubal’s heard about the future.’




  ‘Which?’




  ‘Mark Lane to be promoted out of here. New strong Chief. Iles’s power hacked to what it officially should be, or less.’




  ‘Some story,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Ferdy wants to be sure that, when Lane does go, Mr Iles and the arrangement have no chance to hang on. Or not an arrangement favouring Shale and Ember. Iles is a toughie. He’s

  smart. He has smart and influential mates. Ferdy knows it. So he’ll try to wreck or even get rid of Iles every way he knows – now, before the switch-over.’




  ‘Mr Iles a target? An Assistant Chief? Oh, come on, Louise.’




  ‘And Ferdy will do everything to blast the peace. Probably he’ll look around for ways of doing both at the same time.’




  ‘Kill Iles?’




  ‘Or someone close to him.’




  ‘Kill Mr Iles personally?’ Harpur kept on at it because for a couple of moments at least the idea of the ACC removed did not seem unbearable. Would Hazel grieve? She could grieve if

  she wished, but she’d be safe from him.




  Louise said: ‘Personally, maybe. Plus other ways to weaken him, crack his mind. He’s got associates, pals. He’s got a family there in Rougement Place. His address isn’t

  secret. The place is wide open, no fortress.’




  ‘I’m a sort of pal.’




  ‘Sure. Your address is even in the phone book, for God’s sake. And that’s no fortress, either. You think I need a lot of protection, don’t you, sir? What about you

  and yours? Dubal’s young, perhaps a bit mad, undoubtedly fixated by estimates of Panicking’s and Manse’s profits. It’s almost a mystical thing with Ferdy, an identity thing.

  And generational. He has to win the succession. Anything in the way gets annihilated, or at least flattened. You might be in the way. Iles and some of his other buddies certainly are. Ferdy’s

  thinking could be that, if he gets a war going and Mr Iles negated here, he – that’s Ferdy – will come out victor and be able to run those two profit accounts together, plus his

  own, which means another nought on the end and a plumper figure at the beginning. Then he’s powerful enough to take on any new firebrand Chief. And they’re sure to put a firebrand in

  after the soft Lane years.’




  ‘Mr Lane has always tried to–’




  ‘Oh, I know he longed to be strict, a cleanser. But there was Desmond Iles. As they’ll see it in the Home Office, someone who can’t control an assistant is feeble.’ She

  spoke as if she had daily Westminster briefings. At the Bramshill selection interview she must have been titanic.




  Harpur said: ‘You’ve met Dubal? He talks to you about strategy?’ Was this the most talented undercover detective he had ever known? Could there be bigger justification for

  having put her into the firm?




  ‘I told you, it’s what I feel,’ Louise replied.




  ‘Oh, feel. That’s all?’




  ‘I feel it. Got a better explanation for what’s happening, sir?’




  ‘Nothing’s happening, not that we know of.’




  ‘It is. It will,’ she replied.




  ‘Scenarios. Projections.’




  ‘That’s right,’ she said.




  ‘Not right enough.’ But probably as good as was going to show, to date, anyway. Even if the rumours about Lane’s move and Iles’s possible decline were wrong and the

  warfare never started, or started for other reasons, Harpur still needed to keep tabs. He might be able to put what he found in front of the ACC and convince him that the peace policy was

  tottering. Yes, occasionally Iles would listen to a point of view from Harpur.




  That depended on the ACC’s moods, though. Iles had two supreme obsessions. To understand him you had to understand these. The first brought very tricky problems and, when

  Iles was gripped by it, Harpur had no hope of getting any argument through to him. The ACC never forgot, and never let others forget, that there had been a time when, to use Iles’s own brisk

  phrase, Harpur was ‘giving it in the backs and fronts of cars, by-the-hour hotels and similar’ to the ACC’s wife, Sarah. Occasionally, Iles would still yell unhinged,

  near-frothing condemnation at Harpur, and to everyone else around. In headquarters, people loitered about the corridors when they saw the ACC speaking to Harpur at any length, in case the Assistant

  Chief suddenly soared to one of his gorgeous, noisy fits of rejuvenated jealousy. If Harpur wished to be heard about the safety-on-the-street pact he would obviously avoid discussing it at these

  kinds of encounters – supposing he were allowed to open his mouth and discuss anything then. Once in a while, Harpur met people from other police forces who had bumped into Iles at some

  conference or seminar and who’d describe him as aloof, impassive, cool verging on cold. And he could be like that. But not always. Oh, God, not always.




  Harpur pushed these uncomfortable notions under. It was time to get out of the school. Louise had no more for him now. ‘Look, I know we’ve been over and over this, but just recite

  the assistance number again, will you?’ he asked. ‘Another routine.




  She groaned but did it.




  ‘And watch your substance intake,’ he said. ‘Only enough for credibility. Too much and you’ll get daring and slack.’




  ‘Is that what happened to Ray Street?’




  ‘I don’t want Street darkening everything all the time, like a threat,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘He does, though, doesn’t he?’




  He did, mostly because of Iles. Overwhelmingly because of Iles. The second of the Assistant Chief’s ruling impulses concerned Street’s death. This Harpur preferred to regard as

  Iles’s truly crucial fixation. It dated from when the ACC allowed Harpur to put Street undercover in a drugs syndicate, where he was eventually exposed as a cop, beaten and murdered. Harpur

  and everyone else at headquarters knew this terrible dark memory never left the Assistant Chief: the regret and sick guilt. Iles was even more famed for this than for his dementia spells over

  Harpur and the ACC’s wife. Iles specialized in guilt, most particularly the guilt of others, but also his own when it came to Street. Although the two heavies reasonably regarded by the ACC

  as responsible for Street’s death escaped conviction when sent to trial, they were soon afterwards found dead, one shot, the other very picturesquely garrotted.1 Harpur and others felt it might have been Iles who personally brought this off. He possessed many deep, interesting skills, enough to keep him secure, at least until these recent

  whisperings. There had never been charges against him: Iles knew about evidence, and how not to leave much, or any. But even those neat vengeance killings failed to quell the ACC’s

  self-blame. Consequently, his eternal embargo on undercover work. Harpur knew Iles saw himself as the caring guardian of all his people. When he failed one of them, the humiliation and pain were so

  appalling and permanent he could not load the risk on others or himself again.




  A couple of weeks after his school meeting with Louise, Harpur took to walking late in the evenings around the Valencia Esplanade district, where most of the city’s drugs

  dealing happened. He needed to see her. Only that: see Louise. It would be crazy to approach or talk to her here. They were certain to be noticed by someone in touch with Dubal. It might be crazy

  for Harpur even to walk here alone. Everyone recognized him. Trading stopped as soon as he left his car – club trading, shop-doorway trading, alley trading. Mobile phones spat his name across

  the Valencia. Dubal would hear he was about and might wonder why. Pushers in these designated streets were supposed to be left alone, as long as they stayed there: part of Iles’s non-violence

  bargain with Dubal and the rest. In any case, Harpur was too big a rank to start chasing pushers. Dubal would suspect these walks were policy walks.




  Just the same, Harpur felt he had to come here. He needed to check Louise was alive. Yes, only that – inventory her. But although he had been down to the Valencia three times lately, he

  never saw Louise. He did not see her tonight, either, and went home. The phone rang as he was taking a couple of nightcap gin and cider mixes.




  ‘Col?’ Harpur knew the voice immediately. He gave no answer, waited. ‘Col, I pick up a buzz about one of your troupe.’




  ‘What buzz?’




  ‘This is grave, Col.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘We need to act.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘I mean immediately. They’ve been leading her on, setting her up. Well, she’s set up now. You’ll need my help. I don’t suppose you’re carrying

  anything.’




  ‘What sort of thing?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘The ordinary sort – muzzle, trigger, full magazine.’




  ‘I’ve heard of them.’




  ‘Louise. That’s the name I get in the buzz.’




  Jack Lamb heard a lot of buzzes, had a lot of knowledge. He was possibly the greatest informant in the world. He talked confidentially to Harpur and only to Harpur. He belonged to Harpur. Or,

  likewise, Harpur belonged to him. Harpur thought the EU Court of Human Rights might not like this. Very sad, that. Security worries would normally stop Jack opening up so fully by phone. Things

  must be . . . must be, as he said, grave. ‘What buzz?’ Harpur asked. He felt the same tremor as when Louise revealed how much she knew: if Lamb had heard it. Dubal and those

  around him could have heard it. That’s where this buzz might have begun.




  ‘This is all part of the general disturbance in the patch, isn’t it, Col?’




  ‘What disturbance?’




  ‘Mark Lane possibly translated to make room for some leader capable of getting a for-ever arm lock on dear Ilesy. Outcome? Panic in the firms. Naturally, as a gifted detective, you want to

  know about all this dangerous unease. To find out, you risk a young girl.’




  ‘You do collect some tales, Jack.’ Yes, he fucking did. ‘Who’s been filling you with dream stuff?’




  ‘She’s installed, right?’ Lamb asked.




  Harpur said: ‘Usually, when it comes to information, you can sort out so brilliantly the shit from the champagne, Jack.’




  ‘Louise Machin,’ Lamb replied.




  ‘Installed?’ Harpur said.




  ‘Wars and rumours of wars, Col.’




  ‘What?’ Christ, did Jack have to echo Louise?




  ‘You’re a Scriptures man, aren’t you? And I hear you’ve turned night street walker.’




  ‘Just strolling our ground.’




  ‘You won’t find her,’ Lamb replied.




  ‘Just strolling our ground. Routine.’ Harpur hated to be seen through.




  ‘When I say immediately, I mean tonight. Within the next half-hour. They’ve been keeping her in, but tonight they–’




  ‘Right,’ Harpur replied. There always came a stage when he would stop trying to fend off Lamb, give up pretending his material didn’t rate. When Jack told you something

  you’d better believe it, especially if you already knew most of it as truth.




  ‘I suppose you were keen to get to bed,’ Lamb said.




  ‘Don’t let it trouble you.’




  ‘Is the sweet, undergrad girlfriend there, waiting for you after your Valencia stroll?’




  ‘I like Denise to be in the house with the children when I’m out at night,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘I bet.’




  ‘I’m a one-parent family, Jack. Denise is a help.’




  ‘I bet. Is she the only one these days and nights, Col?’




  ‘They’re still just thirteen and fifteen, you know, Jack. They need someone here.’




  ‘Oh, the pains of widowerhood.’




  ‘Don’t let it trouble you,’ Harpur said.




  ‘This operation tonight might be dicey. But you can’t bring help, can you?’ He sounded joyful. ‘Louise Machin is not supposed to be there, is she? There’s still the

  Iles block on, I gather.’




  ‘Oh, yes, I can bring help, if it’s bad.’




  ‘Of course it’s bad,’ Lamb snarled. ‘Would I ring otherwise? But, no, don’t bring help. We can manage it, Col.’ Lamb liked that: Harpur’s dependence on

  him alone, Harpur’s gratitude to him alone, if things worked all right, whatever they were. Harpur thought he knew what they were. Jack adored the word ‘we’ when applied to him

  and Harpur. The link, the bond. ‘Are you carrying something?’ Lamb said.




  ‘You asked me that.’




  ‘Meaning, no.’




  ‘Right,’ Harpur replied. Naturally, Lamb was correct and Harpur could not look around for aid. If he did, Iles would hear, and know there had been a breach of his ban and sense

  undercover. Although Harpur shared Iles’s horror at Street’s death, he could not let this paralyse an entire category of work. Harpur thought he lacked Iles’s knack for looking at

  one incident and seeing universal and eternal lessons there. Maybe it was an aptitude in officers of staff rank only, and Harpur had not yet reached staff rank, as Iles often reminded him –

  usually adding that Harpur with his prole features, friends, home, hairstyle, trousers and fashion standards altogether, never would.




  Harpur felt a double need to keep the Assistant Chief ignorant of Louise’s present job. First came the special element of Iles’s possible personal involvement in the situation:

  rumours of his possible shrinkage might have destabilized the drugs firms – Shale, Ember, Dubal. Second, loomed the ACC’s abiding, manic dread that the Street tragedy would be repeated.

  To conceal things from Iles was not easy: he had his own hidden network of tipsters and whisperers, his own magical intuitions. And his own way with reprisals. Yes, those.




  Yes, those . . . Harpur wondered if he was beginning to exaggerate, to fantasize, even. Had he been knocked more than he realized by Jack Lamb’s call? Perhaps. At any rate, Harpur found

  himself now accepting as probable that, if another undercover officer were lost, Iles might . . . yes, Harpur did believe this feasible, didn’t he: Iles might, in the madness of grief, wipe

  out Harpur for flouting orders. The ACC’s undimmed rages about Harpur and Sarah Iles sharpened the possibility, plus his rabid frustration at finding Hazel successfully corralled off from him

  by Harpur: or successfully as far as Harpur could tell. Nobody really knew altogether how the Assistant Chief’s thinking functioned, nor what replenished stocks of violence lay heaped in him,

  ready for use.




  Harpur felt Iles might well prefer garrotting above all other methods of killing enemies, although one of the men acquitted of Street’s death had in fact been shot. The ACC would revel in

  the physicality and necessary nearness to the victim, and probably still regretted having to pamper that man with a bullet. Most likely, Iles considered garrotting proclaimed with elegance his

  endless contempt for anyone involved in Street’s murder. And Iles did prize elegance of statement. It was obvious in his fine suits and blazers, in his heartily polished, custom-made shoes,

  and in the careful checking and rechecking via mirrors that his face was at its imperturbable best, and not compromised for the moment, anyway, by his Adam’s apple. Because of his

  Adam’s apple, Iles refused to believe in any kind of decent God running the universe and felt he should look out for himself. This might explain so much about the ACC’s everlastingly

  unmild character. It could be that, because of his Adam’s apple, Iles had a special loathing for necks and throats, and so the garrotting speciality. Harpur lacked the ACC’s focus on

  Adam’s apples, but he’d always thought of garrotting as probably his most dreaded form of death, and supremely most dreaded if Iles in one of his great suits were doing it to him.




  As Harpur was leaving to meet Lamb, his younger daughter, Jill, came downstairs alert and frowning, school blazer buttoned up over her pyjamas. ‘I heard the phone, dad.’




  ‘I have to go out.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Work.’




  ‘Is it?’




  ‘Yes, of course. Work,’ he replied.




  ‘Is it?’




  ‘Go back to bed now, love.’




  ‘Will Denise be upset? I mean, again?’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘You going out. I mean, again.’




  ‘It’s work,’ he said.




  ‘Is it?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Will she believe it?’




  ‘What else would it be?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘Well–’




  ‘Work.’




  ‘A phone call so late.’




  ‘Policemen get late phone calls.’




  ‘I’ll tell her it’s work. I mean, if she gets jealous again, makes a fuss.’




  ‘It is work.’




  ‘I quite believe you, dad, honestly.’




  ‘Thanks, Jill.’




  ‘But Denise–’




  ‘I’ll be back soon.’




  ‘If you’re not and she makes a fuss, thinking another woman, like intrigue and uncontrollable pash – all that – I’ll definitely say it’s work – that I

  really asked you and asked you and you said work every time.’




  ‘Denise is asleep, anyway.’




  ‘But if she wakes up and you’re not in the bed – then she could get edgy, that way of hers, and make a fuss.’




  ‘An emergency,’ he said.




  ‘Dangerous?’




  ‘An emergency.’




  ‘Are you tooled up?’




  ‘Don’t talk tellydrama.’




  ‘Are you? I’ll say you went out tooled up which shows it’s truly work, not some woman.’




  ‘Thanks, Jill.’




  ‘I really think Denise thinks a lot of you, despite your . . . your everything – your haircut and behaviour.’




  ‘I don’t have behaviour.’




  ‘I’ll tell her that, dad, I really will. It would be terrible if you lost her – if she went back to sleeping in that student place, Jonson Court without an h, there being two

  Jonsons in lit, this one called Ben and the other Sam, with an h. She told me that. It’s bound to come in useful. You’re really lucky to get her at your age and so on. Beautiful,

  knowing all about where the h goes, youngish, clever. Her, I mean. And boobs, no implants. Her, I mean.’




  Harpur walked to the gates of a park not far from his house and Jack Lamb picked him up in a van. Once before Harpur had been in this vehicle at Lamb’s invitation. He used it to carry

  pictures to or from customers. Lamb ran a toweringly successful art dealership, and when Harpur last entered the van it was to look at some canvases: good stuff, apparently, by people with names

  Harpur certainly half knew, and still half remembered – Tissot, Hunt, Mellais or Millais or Molière. He never asked Lamb where or how he came by his rare items. This was the essence of

  their relationship: Lamb brought Harpur brilliant insider stuff – but not art insider stuff – while Harpur did nothing to shatter the picture business, discouraged moves to have it

  probed. To entangle Harpur more thoroughly, Lamb liked to show him valuable paintings now and then. Harpur comforted himself with the thought he was helping to keep art and culture hale in the

  area.




  Jack drove hard out of the city. ‘The shits,’ he said.




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Do you know where they’ve taken her?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Dubal’s people.’




  ‘Taken who?’




  Lamb didn’t think this worth a reply.




  ‘Where?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘To Rendezvous One. To our fucking Rendezvous One, Col. Yours and mine. It’s a message.’




  Normally, when Lamb had something to tell Harpur they met at one of four, listed, pre-arranged rendezvous spots, the same sort of system as with Louise. Rendezvous One was what had been a World

  War II anti-aircraft gun site on a wooded hill above the city. Concrete emplacements remained and metal rails for ammunition trucks. It was remote and atmospheric: Jack adored old military

  installations and sometimes dressed in army surplus gear for these meetings. The site had always seemed safe. But was it known about by villains like Dubal all the time? This would be what Jack

  meant when he spoke of a message. Was Dubal saying: ‘We’ve rumbled your undercover girl, Machin, as you see from her corpse, and we know where you meet your grass. So how do you feel

  now, Harpur?’ But did they also know that Jack, in his bonny way, knew they knew and knew they were out there with Louise now? If they did not, there was a chance of saving her.




  ‘How did you find out about this, Jack – Lane’s possible move, Iles, Louise?’ Harpur asked. It was the kind of yokel question he always put to Lamb as a formality, and

  which never got answered. Grasses did not identify sources, particularly sources as infallible as Jack’s. These folk might be needed again, but would be unavailable if they found he blurted

  names.




  ‘I’m not an all-round mouth, Colin,’ Lamb said. ‘I grass only when I’m nauseated, and to hear they’d terrorize and waste a kid like Louise Machin from the

  sticks nauseates me.’




  Always Jack stressed he did not inform for the sake of it or for favours. Find the moral factor. Even with this choosiness, Lamb was still the best in the world. ‘You’ve got a leaker

  at the top of Dubal’s outfit?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘Oh, but what agony among the firms that Iles and all Iles means might be squashed,’ Lamb replied.




  ‘Think he will be? Who squashes Iles?’




  ‘A point,’ Lamb said.




  They left Jack’s van well down the hill and began to walk quickly up through trees towards the former gun positions. It was very dark. Harpur found himself hoping the people with Louise

  would knock her about before the finish, to make her talk. He and Jack needed time. Harpur felt she would hold out for at least a while, and this might keep her alive. The arrogance should help.

  What could she tell them, anyway? They knew it all. He climbed faster. Thank God the ground was familiar. Jack led. Although about 260 pounds and standing six feet five inches he moved nimbly,

  swiftly, silently. He was wearing what might be a replica General Rommel, Afrika Korps grey uniform, necklaced Iron Cross, black ankle boots, and peaked grey cap forced into a high, all-conquering

  V. Now and then when Harpur came up with him for a few yards he could see that Lamb held some sort of semi-automatic in his right hand, perhaps a Glock 9 mm. Good taste: light and easy to strip.

  Police used these, especially armed response car crews.




  Harpur thought he heard voices, or a voice, male. It was distant and no words carried but he sensed a question, a question repeated. Interrogation. Lamb seemed to have heard it, too, and slowed

  a little, grew even more careful about where he trod, and crouched, now like a jungle soldier, instead. Harpur did the same. He loathed firearms yet wished he held a Glock as well. The trees

  began to thin and there was slightly more light. Nice for locating targets, nice for being located. He heard the male voice again. This time he made out one word, ‘Harpur,’ Or

  ‘Harpur?’ – another question. For a second it dazed him. Then came a female voice, too faint for clarity, and very brief, the tone suggesting a bland denial. She could still hold

  them off, then, still say she wasn’t run by Harpur. Holding them off mentally, that is. He heard something else: what could be a blow, a heavy fist blow, even a pistol whip blow, not a slap.

  No cry of pain. Perhaps he had it wrong and she had not been struck. But perhaps, also, that’s how Louise was: not someone who yelled, that wide face deliberately blank. Or perhaps she had

  been dropped unconscious.




  Jack Lamb turned for a second and pointed forward and to his left. Harpur took it to mean he could see the anti-aircraft emplacement and possibly a vehicle and people. Harpur nodded and put on a

  bit more speed. Suddenly, though, Lamb began to run very fast, despite the gradient, opening more space between him and Harpur, his pistol out in front. It was as if he had noticed some change in

  behaviour and decided to ditch stalking and subtlety. Possibly someone was about to end it for Louise.
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