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Prologue

Costa del Sol, Spain.

It was the sobbing, stifled whimper of a child in total despair.

Black. Empty. Devoid of hope, or relief from the pain of life.

The silent corridor soaked up her tears, the helplessness lined its walls. The shadows let the horror hide within itself, as if wrapped in the folds of a shroud.

A choked scream from time to time spoke more of inevitability than of pain. A keening resignation that was muffled by the padding on the door and walls but that pleaded ‘enough, enough, enough’.

Tabor exited the fourth door, his face pale, bleak eyes staring behind him at the room he was leaving, with its walls of equipment there, ready. Ready and waiting. Leather chokers, some of them fleece lined; gags with wide black leather straps, whips and 18-inch riding paddles. Bondage stocks and head restraints. Hoods and masks and two straightjackets.

For a moment he heard nothing, his mind filled with images of the way these implements would have been used. Then he heard it.

The sobs rolled along the carpet and reached up to his ears.

Begging. Entreating. ‘Please. Please help me. Please.’

 



It was ten strides to the door and he hit it without trying the knob.

It flew open: there had been no catch or lock fastened and he fell through the doorway, colliding with the hairy man astride the girl.

The man shot forward across the girl’s body, smothering her face, then rolled over, the final throes of ejaculation spurting over her as he dropped off the bed and on to the floor.

The girl’s breathing was fast and irregular, pulling air into her starved lungs with huge gulps, and the weals and bruises on her face and body were painting fresh hues of blues and blacks in the paleness of her flesh.

She opened her eyes and a momentary spark of recognition flared in them.

Then she closed them and her chest was heaving and alongside the bed the hairy man was pushing himself up, turning to face the intruder who had forced his way into the room.

Tabor took it in at a glance: the girl on the bed, her face ghostly beneath the discolouration of the beating, her hands tied with leather straps to rings on the wall and the iron frame at the foot of the bed but now the other man was on his feet, his face distorted with anger, his hands balled into fists and muscled legs taut in preparation for action.

Tabor hit first. He dived across the bed, pushing the man hard against the wall, hearing his shout of pain as his back scraped against a light switch and he slid down to fall back across the girl.

The man shoved himself up, smashing his fist into the  girl’s nose in spite, hearing the bone crunch beneath it, then he was back, reaching for Tabor’s throat, his whole body vibrating with the thrill of the pain racing through him. Better than the girl!

Tabor sliced him across the windpipe and the man began to gag. He twisted him around and jerked his knee into the man’s testicles, feeling the satisfaction as the bastard screamed out, this time in pure agony when they crushed inside his body. He hit him again: a full forehead butt into the bridge of the nose, simultaneously shooting out with a right hook, punching him, with all of his strength, in the solar plexus.

The man appeared to double over then attempt to straighten up, his eyes glazing, his hands clenching his crushed testicles, but the impact propelled him towards the wall, towards the window. Out of control, staggering backwards, he grasped at the curtains but they ripped from the rail, draping around him, fouling his legs, bringing him to a standstill, whipping his feet from under him.

He was too close and it was too late.

With a scream of terror he fell through the window, the glass shards scraping his face and naked body. Then he was over the ledge and falling, his body twisting, the curtains curling around his legs like a parachute that had failed to open, as he plunged the four storeys to the concrete below.

Tabor didn’t wait to see him smash head first into the ground.

He was already reaching for the girl, the tears rolling down his face as he saw her battered body and her eyes, wide in horror and pain, staring at the ceiling.

There was no movement in the features: her chest was still and he could hear no breathing. He took her face gently in his hands and cupped her to him, trying to breathe into her mouth but it was hopeless. It was obvious in the  smashed-in nose he had seen before in other places, other times and for other reasons.

He let her sink back into the pillow and reached out to close her eyes. His baby sister.

He looked at her frail body: the skin so pale for lack of daylight. It had seen none of the sun that existed beyond these walls. A body for use, and to be used. She had lost her youthful schoolgirl’s figure, and he remembered tales from time past about how the men who used places such as this preferred their children to be skin and bone. It amplified the pain.

Her ribs were showing and her pelvic bones prominent. The flesh was battered and beaten.

But as he stared at her it was the mark that caught his eye.

He looked closer. There, in the groin, where it would normally have been hidden by the girl’s underwear, was a highly detailed one-inch tattoo of an intricate flower.

Tabor slumped down beside her, hugged her lifeless body to him and began to cry.




One

Burnham-on-Crouch, Essex. Two years later.

Landon looked away from the corpse inside its body bag, as it was placed on to a stretcher, and turned to DCI Raymond Ellis who had brought him out to this spot, the end of nowhere, Landon thought.

‘Have your people found any witnesses yet?’

‘Only the man who came across the body,’ Ellis answered. ‘As I told you in the car on the way over, he was out walking his dog. Why anyone would want to walk a dog in this kind of weather at six o’clock in the morning is beyond me, but it seems he does it every day, rain or shine, light or dark. Like clockwork, he said. Most people have the good sense to stay in bed.’

Landon grunted. It’s where he would have preferred to be himself. Although it was now eight o’clock on the bleak Essex coast, it was still no place to be on a Sunday morning. No place for man or beast.

‘Do the media know?’

‘I put a hold on information until you came. Is it the tattoo?’ Ellis asked.

‘It’s a tattoo.’

Too early to be committal.

The wind was still whistling around them and conversation was difficult, with Ellis clearly straining to hear.

‘I thought those cases were cold. It’s been a long time,’ he said. He had never met Landon before and was finding it difficult to glean information from him. Landon, it seemed, didn’t share the Essex policeman’s trait of normal, relaxed conversation.

‘Five months, two weeks, the last one.’

‘As I said, cold.’

‘Cases are never cold. They lie dormant. We bring this one out from time to time.’

Ellis let the comment pass, but the way he’d heard it from friends in London, DCI Alan Landon and his team had spent nearly two years in all, failing to find anything. There were no clues and the task force that had been assembled was dismantled three times. Now Landon had only his regular unit of four, mostly assigned to other jobs while the Tattoo case lay ‘dormant’. As far as Ellis was concerned, that meant the case was cold. He was already starting to regret replying to the message that had been left months ago for all UK forces to contact Landon at New Scotland Yard immediately if anything like the tattoo turned up.

If he hadn’t responded to that, Ellis needn’t have come out here to the black expanses of the Crouch estuary where it was cold enough to freeze the balls off brass monkeys. He could have left others to do that.

‘Hold off on any autopsy for a few days, will you? Give it a chance for any more bodies to turn up?’ Landon asked.

‘You think there could be more? It looks like a yachting accident to me.’ Ellis sounded tetchy. ‘The girl was washed overboard. I only called you because one of my men  reported the tattoo. We’ve notified the Coastguard, but it was a bad storm, wreckage could have been blown for miles.’

‘Maybe. That’s why I want you to wait for more bodies. We don’t know anything about the size of yacht she was on, or even for certain if it was a yacht - she could have fallen overboard from something like a ferry. It was a big storm. I’d like to wait for some time to see what turns up. If there’s wreckage, or more bodies, it could help identify this girl. It could confirm what happened. If there are more girls with tattoos, the comparisons could throw up a new line of enquiry.’

‘I don’t see how, but please yourself,’ said Ellis. ‘She won’t mind staying in the fridge for a few more days.’

Landon watched silently as the stretcher was carried across the mud banks to where the ambulance was standing on hard soil alongside the river, a good half-mile or more away. She had a serene face. As though she hadn’t died in terror at all. Rather as though she’d struggled ashore then given up the will to live and waited for death to bring her peace.

He wondered about the clothing. Often clothing did get ripped off in storms but usually something was left - a bra or a pair of knickers at least. Some kind of underwear, but on this body there was nothing. Only the mud where she’d crawled ashore remained on her skin as any kind of covering.

The girl would be fourteen or fifteen. She had the high cheekbones and darker complexion once stereotyped as one of the Slavic races, but that meant nothing these days. She was well built, nourished and could easily have fallen from a sailboat caught up in the storm, as Ellis intimated. Girls liked to top up their tans sun-bathing naked on a yacht deck. It could account for the lack of clothing, but in this weather? Then there was the tattoo.

The bulk of the trumpet-shaped flower was an extraordinary shade of rich golden yellow, deeper than any daffodil he  had ever seen, tipped with three slender horns so dark a green they could easily have been mistaken for black. So exquisite was the shading of the tattoo that the base of the flower seemed to sink into a fathomless depth, surrounding the lush green of the hints of leaves that surrounded it.

The tattoo was no more than an inch and half in diameter, but the detail was as fine as that in any book on botany.

And it was placed in exactly the same part of the body as those found on the other dead girls.

But this time things were different. They’d been killed with an ice axe into the brain and acid poured over the tattoo to obliterate all trace. This girl had drowned. No attempt had been made to remove the tattoo and it was clearly visible.

It was the first time he had seen a complete one, except in a photograph. Until now all he had were artists’ outline drawings of what pathologists had found beneath the skin. The acid had burned into the flesh enough to destroy surface detail, but with tattoos something always remained below the surface. Only traces, but experts insisted the tattoos were of similar things. Small flowers in the groin.

‘Small flowers’ was a pathetic misnomer. In its full glory, like this one, it was a miniature work of art tattooed on what had once been a living body. In reality far more breathtaking than he had imagined from the drawings, or the photo taken more than a thousand miles, and two years, away from here.

Twenty-two months, he thought.

Pathologists’ findings, reports from crime-scene investigators, background from the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System, HOLMES. Three cases spanning nearly two years and nothing beyond mutilated bodies and artists’ incomplete drawings. Hundreds of man hours, tens of thousands of pounds from the budget.

A cold case.

Until today.

Now fate, and the worst storm in decades in the Channel might finally have provided the impetus to warm it up.




Two

The Lake District, England. Two weeks later.

The quarrel cut through the air and rammed into the archery target fifty yards away.

‘Shit,’ Simon Tabor muttered out loud, shaking his head in disgust. It had struck outside the centre and that was no use to anyone. The breeze wasn’t strong but it was steady and he’d been trying for more than an hour to compensate, but every shot drifted either right or left of the bull’s eye.

The target was protected by a stand of small trees, and beyond that he could see the wavelets flickering over Wast Water. The trees created variations in the wind direction and strength as it curled around trunks, but he should have been able to cope with that. This was the tenth day of practice in the heart of the Copeland Forest, and so far he hadn’t achieved the kind of efficiency with the crossbow that he wanted.

The hills and the lake lay serene in the early afternoon, the pale sun playing over his naked upper body, not enough to burn. Satisfactorily cool.

But, at this moment, something was troubling him.  Breaking his concentration. For the past five minutes the silence had been interrupted by the low rumble of an engine. At first he thought it was in the distance, around Nether Wasdale, but usually such sounds lasted only a few moments then evaporated as the tourists vanished off to their holiday homes or bed and breakfasts. This one stayed like a persistent mosquito, buzzing in his ears, picking at his senses.

It was coming closer.

Of that he was quite certain. He could tell from the sound that it wasn’t bogging down or grounding in the ruts, which suggested a professional was driving.

Police? Civil or military? He forced himself not to turn around, but the tension was rising inside him.

He sighted down the crossbow and willed the bolt to follow his eyes, into the centre of the target, squeezing the trigger, but it was wrong again. The bolt slammed into the hard-packed straw of the target, two inches away from where he intended.

This time he turned around angrily, aware the vehicle was stopping, inwardly blaming the noise for his errors as it came to a halt on the more level surface of the pasture.

It was an ordinary black saloon. The driver got out of the car and walked towards him, hunched slightly in an instinctive, involuntary crouch, as if the breeze were stronger than it felt.

Tabor said nothing. The crossbow hung in his hand and he pointedly inserted a new quarrel and stretched the bow ready.

‘It looks as if you need more practice,’ Landon said as he approached. He was a tall man, a fraction over the six-feet mark, but Tabor stood at least an inch taller. At a distance one might have thought they were brothers, so similar were their height and build, but close up the differences were obvious. Landon was crowding his fifties and it showed;  Tabor had a couple of years to run before he reached thirty and he could have passed for even younger.

The policeman held out his identification. Tabor read it and handed it back.

‘That’s what I’m getting,’ he snapped irritably, finally answering Landon’s comment. There was neither warmth nor welcome in his voice. He was blaming this interruption for his inaccuracy.

Landon turned and looked at the house, some two hundred and fifty yards away, not far from the lake.

‘Can we go inside?’

‘There’s nothing to be said inside that can’t be said out here. I live alone.’

Landon smiled tolerantly. ‘My understanding is you have company from time to time,’ he said mildly. ‘Trainees in survivalism. ’

‘This is a National Park,’ Tabor hedged. ‘You probably need permits for things such as survival courses. You’ve obviously checked up on me, so you’ll know I don’t have one.’

‘True.’

‘Is that what this is about? Since when has the Metropolitan Police CID been interested in acting as park warden?’

‘Since I made it my business to be interested.’

Landon stepped back from what was hovering on the edge of confrontation. He needed to get the discussion on to an even footing. He strolled over to a fallen tree trunk and sat down, then pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket. ‘I’ve got something I’d like you to look at. Something you may want to see.’

‘As far as I’m aware I’m not in trouble with you lot.’ Tabor stayed where he was, the crossbow clutched in his right hand. ‘I’m in no breach of my parole.’

‘Whether you’re in breach of your parole isn’t up to me to  say. These visitors that come here on survivalism courses may be casual friends or they could be paying you to teach them skills. Nothing wrong with the training but there could be a parole breach if you’re making a commercial business out of an operation in the park without telling the authorities.’

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Landon replied dismissively, patting the space beside him on the tree trunk. ‘Blackmail is illegal even for a copper, so come and sit down and look at this. I’m not after you for a parole breach. I want your opinion then maybe your help. Ten minutes is all I need. I won’t delay you longer if you turn me down.’

‘Policemen from London don’t drive to an out-of-the-way place in Cumbria for ten minutes.’

But he strode over, sat down and took the envelope from Landon. He pulled out the photograph of the tattoo. His face blanched, his lips tightened. ‘Where did you get this?’

‘The body was washed ashore near Burnham-on-Crouch in Essex two weeks ago,’ Landon replied quietly. ‘Since then, five other bodies have washed up. Four girls, all about the same age as that one, and a male adult. The girls haven’t been identified and there’s no evidence they were all together on the same boat, but it’s highly probable they were.’

‘Where were they found?’

‘They drifted onshore in Holland and Belgium and had no papers or identification. The man was found close to Whitstable. He was a yachtsman called Tom Winters, quite well known in east-coast yachting circles. One theory is he was out with the other victims on a boat and got caught in a storm. The boat capsized and everyone drowned.’

‘All of the girls had tattoos like this?’

‘No. Only the one in Burnham.’

‘So what’s it got to do with me?’

‘You know what I want,’ Landon said patiently. ‘You’ve  seen a tattoo like that in Spain. You want to find out who did the tattooing. So do I. Tell me I’m right and we’ll talk more. Tell me I’m wrong and I’ll go away and leave you with a couple of forms to apply for a commercial licence to work in the National Park.’

Tabor hesitated briefly. ‘Go on.’

‘This isn’t the only girl we’ve found dead, bearing a similar tattoo,’ Landon said. ‘There have been three others. They’ve never been identified, but they were murdered, killed either in the street or in a city house or apartment block, with an ice axe.’

Tabor studied the photograph then handed it back. ‘Why didn’t you contact me about the earlier ones?’ he demanded. ‘What suddenly makes you need me now?’

‘The others didn’t have an identifiable tattoo,’ Landon replied. ‘They’d been burned off with acid. This is the first we’ve seen fully. Only you know if it’s the same as the one you saw in Spain. That’s why I want you. So what’s it to be, Tabor? Do you want to know more or take those forms I mentioned and leave this behind you? Leave Emma behind you?’

Tabor quivered at the mention of the name. Despair and anger flashed momentarily across his face, but just as quickly vanished. He pointed to the car. ‘Will you take me to the girl’s body?’

Landon nodded and Tabor went over to pick up a gilet he had dropped close to where he had been standing to practise.

‘Then let’s go.’

He brought up the crossbow and without sighting on the target let fly the bolt. It smacked as if on wire, directly into the centre.




Three

Sevilla, Spain.

Ask an Englishman about Spanish bullfighting and three distinct attitudes emerge.

To one group it is an abomination, to be banned in the way fox hunting was in England, to have tradition discarded like a broken eggshell and good riddance. To another sector the tradition is held sacred, based on a complex inter-reaction between man and beast, the conflict between life and death, wrapped in a theatrical performance beyond description. To the third group it is background noise on a Spanish-bar television set, unheard over the clink of glasses and loud conversation, watched only in case the matador slips and the bull can gore his opponent. The expectation of someone dying.

Felix Blake despised all of them.

In the British mind, he understood clearly, bullfighting meant only Spain and only men on foot. Uneducated fools, all of them. Dismissible. The protest groups searched for a cause, and moved from one to another without rhyme or reason; the environment this week, nuclear weapons the  week before, bullfighting today and tomorrow. Off with their heads, as the Queen of Hearts demanded. The second group toyed with phrases such as theatre and art, but knew nothing of the reality. If anything those in the third group were more understandable. At least they didn’t try to dignify their attitudes with empty thoughts and observations. They wanted the matador to die. The bull was an instrument to do it.

Blake sought purity and perfection.

Purity in the breeding of the bull, perfection in the actions of the cuadrillo and in the essence of what was enacted every time a bull and a matador faced one another across the sand.

Each time he hoped to find it. In the bullring, in his orchids, in his work. For a brief moment he thought about  Tatú, but that was an intrusion.

He switched back mentally to the scene in front of him.

Each time he went to the bullring he hoped to witness the perfect moment. Mostly he came away hollow and unfulfilled, but this time it was different. He sensed it the moment the bull thundered into the ring, tossing his head this way and that, black baleful eyes taking note of the men milling around him, assessing them, judging them.

Once in a lifetime there was such a bull, once in a lifetime there was such a matador, and this evening, in the 32-degree heat of La Maestranza in Sevilla, the oldest bullring in Spain, the two had come together.

Thirty metres away from where Blake sat in the shade, Satanas snorted and breathed furiously, his huge chest heaving as he pawed at the ground with his right front hoof. His flanks rippled and sweat rolled off his huge black body. Steam rose from his withers and back in small wisps that drifted into the air then vanished.

More than ten thousand people were packed into the stadium and a thousand or more abanicos - the ubiquitous fan used by millions of Spanish women throughout the  summer - fluttered from the benches, as they tried to keep cool.

But they were whisper quiet. They too sensed this was different.

From the edge of their seats they watched the matador, a small scarlet-clad figure, standing bareheaded no more than two metres from the bull, waiting.

The bull knew. Somehow everyone could tell. Everyone could understand. The tension palpable.

A fighting bull hooks mostly to one particular side, but Satanas was a maverick. He hooked both right and left without favouring either. He learned from the men, rather than blindly reacting to them. Satanas learned. He learned from the capes, from the pain inflicted by the picador, from the barbs of the banderillas planted in his shoulders. Satanas did not play the game according to the traditional, the theatrical rules.

His tail flicked from side to side and there was the fire of anger, pain and hate in his black eyes. As his shoulders flexed, the green and white banderillas of Andalucia swayed in response to the motion of the muscles. Blood from the wound at the base of the neck, where the picador had sunk his lance, was coagulating over his chest and legs, and streaks of it were splattered over the clothing of the matador facing him.

The vibration of the mobile phone broke Felix Blake’s concentration. He pulled it impatiently from his shirt pocket and flicked open the lid.

‘Yes?’ he snapped.

‘We have a problem,’ said a soft voice at the other end.

Blake heard the trumpets calling for the start of the third and last tercio. The suerte del muerte. It was the fourth bull of the evening and the main fight of the corrida.

‘Half an hour,’ he said. ‘Call me then. I must watch.’

He snapped the phone shut, cutting off the call, and turned his attention back to the ring.




Four

Chelmsford, England.

‘He’s a surly sod,’ said DCI Ellis bluntly. ‘A big bugger too.’

Landon looked at the closed door, beyond which lay the morgue that Tabor had entered fifteen minutes earlier.

‘He doesn’t like coppers a lot,’ answered Landon diffidently. ‘Some would say he’s got no reason to.’

But the DCI was right. Tabor was big and it wasn’t merely his height. He was still dressed in the clothes he’d been wearing for the crossbow session, except that he’d pulled on a white T-shirt to accompany the sand-coloured camouflage trousers and carried the gilet in his hand. Beneath the thin shirt, the muscles in his arms and shoulders rippled with every movement.

‘He was a captain in the SAS until a couple of years ago,’ Landon said. ‘His fifteen-year-old sister Emma went missing on a backpacking trip with a friend across Morocco and he applied for compassionate leave to go search for her. It turned out the friend, who was eighteen, had already been found, wandering out of the Atlas Mountains. She’d been raped and abandoned there. Tabor’s sister vanished.’

‘So he kept looking for her?’

‘He asked for extra leave, but it was denied. Tabor was wanted for a mission. So he went AWOL. Three months later he traced the kidnappers to Spain where the girl was being held. He broke down the bedroom door and found a naked man astride her, bashing her around. It was an S&M brothel. He threw the man out of the window. It was four storeys up in an apartment block. The police were called and it took five of them to restrain him. One policeman had a cracked rib, another a broken arm. They only pulled him down by using a Taser.’

‘The girl?’

‘The man punched her in the nose with his fist. Drove the bone right up into her brain. Killed her instantly. She was Tabor’s only family. The police said later the brothel was well known for sado-masochism, either the clients being beaten by the girls, or the girls being beaten by the clients. Tabor’s sister got the “being beaten” treatment.’

‘The police let him off?’

‘They charged him with manslaughter then our government applied pressure, thanks to Tabor’s commander at Hereford. The Spanish gave him ten years, without any formal trial and handed him over to us. They were happy to be rid of him. When Tabor got back to Hereford the sentence was reduced to ten years parole, but he was given three months in the glasshouse for going AWOL then dishonourably discharged.’

‘So what’s he to you?’

‘Coincidence.’ Landon hesitated before he said it. ‘I’ve seen the documentation sent over from Malaga. Tabor’s sister had a tattoo of an exotic flower. I thought if Tabor saw the girl here in the morgue it would ring bells. It might give us a lead on these tattoo murders. It’s a long shot, but I’ve played them before.’

‘You don’t have anything else to go on?’

‘Just the murders and the tattoo.’

‘Best of luck,’ muttered Ellis. ‘Personally I wish he’d wrap it up inside there. It’s already nearly nine o’clock and I’d like to get home some time tonight.’

‘Go now,’ Landon suggested. ‘I know you had to be here for protocol’s sake, but you don’t need to stay.’

‘Right.’ Ellis sighed with relief. ‘What about the body here?’

‘The Belgians and Dutch have done autopsies on the girls over there and I’ve got copies of the reports. All death by drowning. There were no more tattoos. Maybe the girls were from different boats to ours. The Belgians and Dutch don’t know and nor do we. I don’t need this girl’s body now Tabor’s seen it. There’s no evidence of anything but the yachting accident. As you said, there’s been no identification. I’d like them to do a blood test but you can’t do much more.’

‘She’s just a Jane Doe who got too close to the water, poor little sod. What a waste of a young life. I’ve spoken to the coroner. He’s ready when you are, so we’ll schedule the inquest tomorrow then have her cremated at public expense. Are you sure you don’t want one last look at that tattoo?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Right then. I’m off,’ Ellis said.

 



It was another ten minutes before Tabor emerged.

‘The tattoo?’ Landon asked immediately. ‘Was it the same as Spain?’

‘Similar,’ replied Tabor. ‘Is this where we talk? Here in the corridor?’

‘No,’ answered Landon. ‘I needed your confirmation first. You had to see the body in the flesh, photographs can lie. I’ve got to get back to London now, but I want to see you in the morning. We’ll talk then.’

‘So find me a place to stay,’ Tabor said curtly.

Landon remembered Ellis’s words. ‘Surly sod,’ he’d said. But it wasn’t surly. It was matter of fact. He’d brought Tabor here but there was no way he could get back to the Lake District tonight. Putting him up in a B&B was the least Landon could do.

‘I’ll find you a place but it won’t be five-star luxury.’

‘I don’t care if it’s a police cell as long as it’s dry, has a bed and a shower,’ Tabor replied. His voice said he didn’t care. His attitude, and the file on him that Landon had read, confirmed it.

‘Send a copy of that photograph of the tattoo to a botanist,’ Tabor said. ‘Or someone else who’s an expert on exotic plants. I want to know exactly what he says before we talk.’

‘I already have. It’s an orchid. A Masdevallia elephanticeps to be specific.’

Tabor turned away. ‘You didn’t need my confirmation,’ he said. ‘You only wanted to know how it relates to the one in Spain. I’ll tell you. He’s doing a series.’




Five

Sevilla.

Blake stood up with thousands of others, his heart pounding from the sheer magnificence of the history he was witnessing.

An estacado recibido. The kill-or-be-killed movement where neither bull nor matador gives way. They were weighing each other across the narrow divide, each consumed in contemplation of imminent death.

The silence was absolute. The abanicos stilled, breath escaping slowly from held-in lungs, no sound passing the ten thousand tightly compressed lips. The moment!


Satanas charged.

At the same instant the matador leaped up and dived between the slashing horns, rolling over the bull’s head, ramming the blade to the hilt in the cervical vertebrae, deep into the heart. One horn ripped into the red satin of the trace de luces, tearing the gold embroidery, carving into the matador’s stomach, before he landed on the other side of the bull, his feet placed astride on the ground, holding himself upright, pride and tradition demanding he witness the denouement.

Satanas, the bull who had showed only fire and never fear in his five years of life, stood still for a moment, his head hung low, close to the ground. Drops of blood dribbled through the nostrils. He sank to his knees and then lay down.

Moments later he rolled over and died.

The matador stood for another moment, blood staining his extravagant clothing, then collapsed into the sand, his head gently touching Satanas’s still body.

 



The phone rang again. He had left the bullring as Satanas’s carcass was dragged out by the horses and was now standing outside in the road, his mind racing over the splendour of the encounter, but vexed that he had been disturbed at all.

‘Is there a problem?’ Blake demanded tersely.

‘My latest consignment has been lost, including a package that interests you.’ The voice was still as soft and sibilant as before. Calm but threatening, the English accent lightly laced with what Blake had once mentally labelled Transylvanian. Blake despised the little man but he was a necessary evil. For the moment at least. ‘There may be an investigation that could cause difficulties for you, as well as us.’

‘Fix them.’

‘I’m flying out tonight to rectify matters. A delivery man has to lose his job. Not a major problem, but you asked me to tell you if anything ever happened again. It has and it’s in hand.’

‘Good.’

Blake clicked the phone shut irritably. The man was a lackey without redeeming grace, apart from his efficiency at what he did. Soon, Blake thought, he won’t be necessary any more.

He looked around for a taxi to take him to San Paulo airport. There were plenty available. There were two more  bulls to fight before the crowd began to stream out of the building.

Half an hour later he boarded his private helicopter at the airport and took off, heading across the plain, dropping over the Serrania de Ronda towards his home in the mountains of the Sierra de Las Nieves.

He was looking forward to an hour in the orchid house then some further relaxation.

Perhaps Mahler’s 4th.

It was ideal for his mood. It would go down perfectly with a bottle of Louis Roederer Cristal Rosé. The 1999 vintage. Intense. Generous bouquet. Silky elegance.

He thought about it a little more. Perhaps he might even drink two.




Six

London. Early hours.

Sanchez stood in the doorway of the club, smoking a cigarette. It was pungent and acrid, but Spanish cigarettes were what he was used to and there was always a plentiful supply brought over in the trips from the Costa del Sol.

The club was one of dozens in central London where the drinks were overpriced, along with the girls, and the ‘dancing’ was nothing more than window dressing. The rooms upstairs were let by the half-hour and were rarely empty between midnight and four o’clock.

He leaned against the wall and puffed smoke into the street, watching the rings, amused at the way the light wind disposed of them in seconds. Like the girls upstairs, he thought idly. Totally disposable.

Jorge Sanchez was only a small man but he had a big sexual appetite, and the money to indulge it, which made life pleasant except when things went wrong as they had a couple of weeks ago when the boatload of new girls sank.

They’d been worth £250 each to him, on arrival in London, for his end of the transport arrangements and he’d  see none of that money now. It wasn’t an unbearable loss but £5,000 paid for a lot of new shirts and ties.

‘Passing the time of night, Jorge?’

Sanchez pushed himself away from the wall and stood upright, smiling at the huge man in front of him.

‘It’s unusual to see you here, Serghei,’ he said, reaching up to pat the man on the shoulder. ‘I thought your tastes lay elsewhere.’

‘You can keep your women,’ Serghei Lacatus answered lightly. ‘Too much scent and sweat. There’s a job for you. We have to take a little walk where no one will see us, but don’t worry. I’ll be there to protect you.’

Jorge stubbed out his cigarette against the wall and dropped the half-smoked butt into the gutter. He pushed his shoulders back and put a scowl on his face to look tougher. He straightened his tie. It was black, with a gold dragon motif, and stood out vividly against the yellow of his silk shirt.

‘Let’s go,’ he said, leaving the shelter of the club and stepping into the street.

Serghei smiled, put an arm around Jorge’s shoulders and led him off into the maze of alleys, heading east, amiably teasing him about Sanchez’s gymnastics with the girls in his bed.

It was past three and they kept to side streets where there were few pedestrians around. The bulk of the noise was from the squalling of cats, burrowing in the rubbish bins, knocking off lids and clawing into black bags to reach the food waste tossed out from nearby restaurants.

They had been walking for fifteen minutes when Serghei let the arm slide from around Jorge’s shoulders and began to stride out ahead. As they delved deeper into the darkness of the back streets, Jorge began to feel concerned.

‘Slow down. I can’t keep up.’

They were engulfed in the blackness. Not a crack of light  showed from shuttered or curtained windows. Street lamps had either gone out or been broken. Even the cats seemed to have departed mysteriously, unwilling to be silent witnesses to what was happening.

Something was wrong. Jorge’s instincts gnawed at him. These dark alleys, the inkiness of the night, screaming at him that here lurked danger. He broke into a sweat. He kept turning to look behind, stumbling over his feet as he did, but there was nothing to be seen there, while in front the gap with Serghei continued to widen.

‘Wait!’ Jorge yelled out. ‘You said you’d protect me!’

‘He lied,’ whispered the soft voice from behind him and Jorge staggered to a halt, panting heavily, trying to catch his breath. He sank down, resting his hands on his knees in a half-crouch then looked up. Serghei had stopped about thirty feet away and was standing in the roadway, his legs astride, his arms folded across his stomach.

‘Serghei often lies,’ the almost lifeless voice continued. ‘He was brought up never to tell anyone the truth because in his day it could be dangerous. It still is, Jorge.’

‘Costel? Thank God for that.’ Jorge sighed in relief. He straightened up and held out his hand.

Potrascu ignored the outstretched hand. ‘It’s a pity, Jorge,’ he said, his voice a sibilant hiss. ‘There are times in life when things you’ve done in the past catch up with you. Serghei knows that. He understands.’

‘Is this to do with the police?’

‘Police?’ Potrascu laughed this time but the voice didn’t rise and there was no humour in it. ‘In a way, I suppose.’

‘I haven’t told anyone anything,’ said Jorge, suddenly deeply afraid and looking around for an avenue of escape. To the sides were the high walls that barred access to the backs of other houses or shops. No way out past the other two men. ‘No one at all!’

‘Not even the man you go to meet at the pick-ups on the coast?’

‘No one.’ Jorge shook his head frantically. ‘I kept everything to myself to protect you.’

‘Very professional, but stupid. Spreading your knowledge might have made it more difficult for us. Since you told no one, it makes it easier. The loose ends can all be tied up here.’

He came closer and in the faint light of the moon Jorge could finally pick out his features. Sallow and sharp, his head covered in a mass of tight black curls, his neck thick, like that of a bull. But his body was slim and well looked after and he walked lightly, so quietly that Jorge hadn’t even heard a footstep until now.

Jorge went to speak but his mouth was dry and no words would come out. He looked to the right, then to the left and behind him towards Serghei who had moved a little closer.

He turned back to Potrascu and saw what he was holding in his hand.

He went cold and his eyes began to bulge. In desperation he threw himself to the right, trying to get out of the way of the man blocking his escape, searching to go somewhere, anywhere away from here as long as he could reach safety. Fear would lend him wings.

But fear did nothing.

As Jorge moved, the ice axe smashed in his left temple, driving the spiked edge into the brain, the steel smashing into the skull and laying it open, killing him instantly. Jorge fell to the ground and Potrascu watched the blood flow out into a puddle spreading around his head.

He moved his polished shoes away, careful not to touch the blood and studied the body for a few moments, as if assuring himself it was all over. Then he leaned down and pulled out the ice axe, took a couple of man-sized tissues  from his pocket and wiped the blood from the metal. He tossed the paper into the gutter. It was Jorge’s blood and Potrascu was wearing latex surgical gloves. There would be no fingerprints on the tissue. The police would learn nothing from it.

Serghei came up alongside him and looked without expression at the corpse splayed out in the street.

‘There are no tattoos to look for,’ Potrascu said. His voice sounded heavy with regret. ‘But we can’t leave it at that, can we?’

Serghei shrugged. It was immaterial to him. ‘A man who is dead knows no more pain. He gives no more enjoyment to anyone else.’

‘Ah, Serghei, sometimes I despair of you. Unlike our friend in Spain, you have no sense of the artist in you.’

He took a bottle from his pocket, pulled out the glass stopper and poured the clear liquid contents over Jorge’s face, watching as it seared into the skin, giving off fumes that stank of roast pork, eating away at the flesh and the eyes deep into the bone.

He carefully replaced the stopper in its bottle. When they reached a suitable location it could be thrown into the river. The bottle first, then the gloves, placed in individual plastic bags and weighted down with bricks so that they would sink.

‘He’ll be identified anyway,’ Potrascu admitted regretfully. ‘He’s a colourful person and when the police ask around Soho someone will recognise the clothes. But it amuses me and it gives the policemen something to do. Now we can go home.’

They walked away down the alley, vanishing into the darkness.

Jorge Sanchez’s faceless body lay on the ground.

The cats began to yowl again.

Monday morning.

The café was full. Around them voices rasped out, higher than might be normal as people tried to talk across the tables.

The air was redolent with the smell of oil from the cooking, the scent of female perfume, the tang of male aftershave.

A sign dangling from a light chain twisted in the breeze each time the entrance door opened or closed. ‘PLEASE RETURN YOUR TRAYS HERE.’ Hardly anyone did, but Tabor finished the double burger, left the uneaten fries on the tray and took it across to the litter bin to dump.

Once he was comfortable again, Landon plunged in. ‘I read the SAS report on you and those from police in Malaga before I went to the Lake District. The flower tattoo on your sister Emma’s body? I saw a photograph, but I still don’t know what exactly it was.’

‘Another orchid. A Masdevallia veitchiana. The same genus as on the girl in the morgue. That’s why I said the tattooist was doing a series.’

‘How do you know so much about orchids?’

‘When I was in jail I had access to the Internet. I traced the identity of the orchid tattooed on my sister’s body then had a couple of months to look at pictures of other tropical orchids.’

‘Why?’

‘That should be obvious, even to a copper.’

Landon paused. This had to be played carefully. He needed to keep Tabor hooked.

They were close to a window and he watched as a pigeon landed on the outside windowsill, only inches from the ground. It seemed to be staring inside, looking at the people, its beady eyes watching the food on the tables, waiting for leftovers for the taking. Fat chance, Landon thought.

‘I think you still want the people behind Emma’s abduction, ’ he said. Beating about the bush was no way to handle Tabor. ‘Killing the man who attacked her wasn’t enough. He was sick. You want the people who were sicker, so sick they’d kidnap a child, rape her and force her into prostitution. You want revenge.’

‘Revenge is an unfocused emotion,’ Tabor said matter-offactly. ‘It’s counterproductive. I want justice. I haven’t been given it. Why should I help the police?’

‘You don’t have to, but you may want to help yourself.’

Behind the stony face Landon suspected Tabor was reliving the torment of his sister’s killing. The colonel in charge of his unit in Hereford had told him Tabor was an emotional cauldron, usefully channelled for the army’s purposes, but always with the capacity to boil over. Tabor was boiling.

‘How?’ he demanded.

Landon relaxed. Quickly he reiterated the discovery of the girl’s body at Burnham and his belief that it, and those of the other girls in Belgium and Holland, along with the sailor, Winters, came from a single vessel. Then he switched to the seemingly unconnected ice-axe murders.

‘The link between the girl in the morgue, your sister and the ice-axe murders is a tattoo in the groin. I can link Emma and the Burnham body, thanks to you. In the ice-axe murders there were tattoos but we still don’t know exactly what they were. Not enough remained for the pathologists to work on, but they thought it was some kind of intricate flower.’

Tabor sat impassive, listening.

‘That’s where it stands. There have been three killings in London in the past twenty-two months but we’ve found no clue as to the murders or reason for them. They’re at irregular intervals, the MO always involves the use of the ice axe, prostitutes who are partially stripped, the fact that they can’t  be identified and the use of acid to burn off their tattoos. More or less that’s the sum total of our knowledge.’

The pigeon flew away, his hunger unabated. Other customers came and went from the burger bar but Landon and Tabor stayed, occupying a table, a waitress eyeing them in frustration, as if telling them this was a fast-food place and they weren’t being fast enough.

‘Now I’ll tell you my theory. We’ve checked on Tom Winters. He came from Burnham-on-Crouch, where the girl was washed ashore. He was known locally as a solid upright worker, but a couple of people we’ve spoken to think he had smuggling rackets going on the side. A pub manager in Maldon told us Winters occasionally provided cigarettes in bulk, brought across the Channel at cost price. Tourists do it all the time, but it isn’t legal to sell the cigarettes. He said Winters would add a little to the cost of the cigarettes “for his trouble”. Another man said there might be more to it than cigarettes, but wouldn’t amplify other than to suggest “Tom liked the ladies a bit too much”.’

He paused, but Tabor did no more than nod to signify he was still listening.

‘I think Winters smuggled people from the Continent to England. I believe he was smuggling people that night he drowned and I think they were young prostitutes. There’s no proof yet, but I intend to find some. This is where you come in and it’s off the record. You’re a convicted criminal, on parole and banned from leaving this country. Your passport’s been revoked so you can’t legally go abroad, but what I want would mean you’d violate that condition and it would land you back in jail if you were caught. I could go to prison too. What I’m asking you to do would force the Met to take action if they found out. They’d have to dismiss me and prosecute me as well. The government doesn’t take kindly to CID officers taking matters into their own hands. I can’t offer expenses and  that’s why you only got a B&B last night. I’ve got you a rail warrant back to Penrith and that’s above board. It’s the closest I can get you to Wast Water.’ He took two envelopes out of his pocket and slid the smaller one across the table. ‘There’s the warrant and a £50 note for your trouble.’

Tabor left it where it was.

‘Where did the £50 come from?’

‘Me,’ said Landon. ‘It won’t show on any paperwork.’

‘Take it back. If you can’t give me officially what I’m entitled to, I don’t want anything.’

For a moment they stared at each other, then Landon silently picked up the smaller envelope, took out the banknote, put it into his wallet then handed the envelope back. Tabor left the larger one lying on the table, but scrutinised the warrant before putting it inside his gilet.

‘Go on.’

‘You don’t trust anybody, do you, Tabor?’

‘I’ve got no reason to.’

Landon leaned over the table and his voice dropped a little. ‘Like I said, I think Winters was running prostitutes across the Channel. The ice-axe victims were prostitutes and we don’t think they were British. The tattoos are clearly linked and you saw the one on Emma in Spain. There’s other circumstantial evidence to back up Spain as a focal point, but nothing hard. Nonetheless, I think the chain of prostitution running starts there, perhaps on the Costa del Sol where your sister died. Spanish police haven’t been helpful, but, if the girl who died in Burnham was sent here for prostitution, her death, by extension, was murder.’

He stopped and sat back, waiting for Tabor to comment.

‘You said you could be prosecuted.’ Tabor’s face gave away nothing. ‘Why take the risk?’

‘Personal reasons. You don’t need to know what they are, only that they’re worth it for me.’

Tabor leaned back, studying the policeman, considering his options. No doubt Landon’s reasons would become clear in time. Not that he gave a shit. There were matters to clarify first.

‘I want a couple of direct answers,’ he said. ‘About this operation.’

‘Anything I know I’ll tell you.’

‘The other bodies across the Channel. You said they didn’t have tattoos, but what makes you think they were prostitutes?’

‘All of the autopsies showed multiple penetration. Some of those kids were barely in their teens. It wasn’t a group of girls enjoying a few men’s favours in return for a yacht ride. Not unless the girls were rampant nymphomaniacs.’

‘Was there anything else abnormal about the girls who were murdered and had their tattoos removed?’

Landon frowned. ‘Actually, yes, but it’s not straightforward. All had something in their blood the pathologists haven’t identified so far. They suspect the girls had taken medicine, or had an injection or other kind of treatment. They were also all in the very early stages of pregnancy. The girls across the Channel weren’t pregnant, didn’t have tattoos or anything strange in the blood. We don’t know about the girl from Burnham yet. I should get her test results later today. The pathologists guessed that the earlier pregnant victims might - and they stress might - have developed malformed foetuses. They don’t know. They never found an embryo that had gone much past the first-month stage.’

‘I need the forensic and pathology reports.’

‘Not that fast. First I want something from you. If we have a deal you get the reports.’

Tabor studied him thoughtfully. Then he asked, ‘How much do you know about orchids?’

‘Nothing. You see them around a lot at weddings and that’s about my limit.’

‘Well, it’s not mine,’ Tabor said forcefully. ‘There were more than eight thousand species at last count and they’re finding more every year. Breeders develop new strains all the time. The tattoo on the body in the morgue, Masdevallia elephanticeps , is extraordinary. It’s not only beautiful, it also has a lip so lightly hinged it can be moved by the slightest touch. There’s another Masdevallia called muscosa that snaps shut when insects land on it. The one tattooed on my sister was also striking. It has a brilliant-orange hue and a shape few laymen would take for being an orchid. That’s the thing about Masdevallias. They’re highly intricate, there are around five hundred varieties and it would take an expert botanist to identify more than a handful. These tattoos haven’t been done by a common or garden ink jockey using a transfer from a drawer in a corner parlour. Whoever is doing the Masdevallia tattooing is an extraordinary artist.’

Landon was assessing him. Watching the mind work. Neither had relaxed, but for the first time the younger man was almost animated. It was the longest Landon had heard him speak.

‘Did you ever speculate why?’ Landon asked. He had, almost constantly since he saw the first one. He had never found an answer.

‘Speculation is a waste of mental effort,’ Tabor answered. ‘Sufficient proof to act on is all that matters. You said there was other evidence pointing to Spain.’

‘I said it wasn’t hard evidence, but we’ve been able to isolate the inks used in the tattoo on the girl at Burnham. A fragment from the skin was enough. That particular shade of yellow comes from dyes only produced by one manufacturer and it’s in Spain.’

Tabor’s eyebrows rose slightly.

‘There’s something else. I was late getting here today because I was called to a murder scene in Soho. A man called Sanchez, in his mid-forties. He didn’t have a tattoo, but he was killed with an ice axe and his face was burned off with sulphuric acid. Before Sanchez came to London he worked in brothels in Spain, mostly on the Costa del Sol.’

It was almost the only bait he had. If Tabor didn’t bite now he possibly never would.

Landon stood up abruptly from the table.

‘That’s it. Spain, brothels, tattoos. All I know and all I can tell you. There’s no point in keeping you any longer.’

‘Spell it out,’ Tabor growled. ‘I want to hear you say it.’ Landon sighed. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I want you to go to Spain, learn who’s doing the tattoos and find a link to the man killing tattooed prostitutes in London. I thought it was clear.’

‘Not clear enough. Why should I do this? You’re the police.’

‘I can’t ask anyone on the force. We can’t operate in another country unless we’re invited,’ Landon admitted. It was his last attempt. ‘You have the best motivation. You’re desperate to find the men behind your sister’s abduction and I think the same men are behind the prostitute running to Britain and the ice-axe murders in London. It’s the same people and to my way of thinking we would have a mutual purpose in working together.’

Tabor said nothing.

Landon waited a few moments then shrugged. ‘Thanks for listening.’ He picked up the larger envelope from the table. ‘These are documents I brought on the off-chance you’d agree, but since you’re not interested I’ll take them away. If you change your mind you can call me through the switchboard at New Scotland Yard. Goodbye, Tabor. Sorry I troubled you.’

 



Tabor followed Landon into the street and took him by the shoulder.

‘What’s the deal?’

‘Not a very good one. You get a free hand as far as I’m concerned, but that won’t help you much. You can handle everything however you want,’ Landon answered, trying to hide his satisfaction. He held up the large envelope. ‘Use your own methods and run your own risks. All I can give you are these, the reports I mentioned.’

Tabor inclined his head slightly, as if in agreement.

‘If you discover anything, you tell me,’ Landon went on. ‘We’re talking about the business of running girls from the Costa del Sol to Britain and redistributing them to British brothels. That’s organised crime and I want the bastards behind it.’

He paused for a moment. ‘I can use my resources to track down anything you want that emerges in Spain. Any paperwork that needs to be chased, background searches on people you think could be involved, even peripherally. There’s the caveat I indicated earlier. If you get caught doing anything illegal, being where you shouldn’t be, I can’t help you. You’re a convicted killer who should be in jail as far as the Spanish are concerned. If you find what you want you’ll probably do something that will put you in jail for life, but that’s your business. It’s not much of a deal, but it’s the best I can offer.’

‘I’ll take it,’ said Tabor, reaching for the envelope.

‘Thank you.’ Landon smiled. He hadn’t believed it would work. In truth, he was offering Tabor nothing and asking for a great deal.

‘What’s the rest? You said there’d be more help once I agreed.’

‘The documents in that envelope,’ Landon answered. ‘I told you there’s something in the blood of all the victims that can’t be identified but that might lead to malformed foetuses, like in the old Thalidomide days.’

‘Are you saying that happened to Emma?’

‘We don’t know because we didn’t have her blood. But I’m working on the theory the ice-axe killer is fixated with prostitutes who have a tattoo of orchids in their groin, and that the tattooing is being done in Spain. I think that the girls with the tattoos, along with other prostitutes who aren’t tattooed, are being smuggled in small boats across the channel. My hypothesis is that the girls are killed because they get pregnant and that it’s connected to the possible malformations. So there’s another part to this mission. I want you to do what I can’t: find the tattooist and the reason behind the orchids, find the people who smuggle the girls to Britain, and give me the names of the people in London who run the handling here. That will give me the ice-axe killer. You get the men behind Emma’s abduction and imprisonment in that brothel. I can’t do it without you. I don’t think you can do it without me and the resources I can use this end.’

Landon took a card from his jacket pocket.

‘I’ve written my mobile number on it,’ he said, handing it over. ‘And my email address. Don’t contact me on any voice phone. You know as well as I do they can be intercepted. Use encrypted email for anything lengthy. Your file says you understand encryption and decryption. For anything very short, four or five words, send me a text message. Send the decryption key the same way. Are you certain you won’t take back that £50?’
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