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Prologue


Somehow Gaz had managed to sleep, on his side with knees drawn up and arms folded over his chest. The bed was wide and the sheets fresh. The only light came from the crack beneath the door. It was enough for him to see the toilet through the other door, that one open. After drinking thirstily from the tap, he realised that his clothes had been removed. He was wearing some kind of loose gown, white. His heart missed a beat when he understood what it was – he’d seen his father in one when he was coughing his life away in hospital.

He ran to the door and banged on it, shouting. The wood was thick and the handle round, cold and immobile. Turning to the bed, he saw there was food – rolls, cheese, apples – and kneeled by the low table to satisfy the hunger that suddenly raged. Then he sat on the bed and tried to remember what had happened.

He’d been pissed, all right – the usual Friday night pints in the pubs he and his mates visited. It had been damp in Newcastle, but only drizzle so his nuts hadn’t frozen off for a change. They’d gone for a curry and downed plenty of Indian beer. Then his memory got rough around the edges. They’d gone to the nightclub, he remembered that, and he’d danced with a fit bird, long dark hair and a foreign accent. And after that? A big car. Had he passed out in the back seat? Must have done. But what the fuck was he doing locked up in a room that had blacked-out windows? Never mind the soft mattress and clean sheets, the place smelled damp and old, like a dungeon.

Gaz cried out again, a chill running through him. The place was warm enough – he couldn’t work out how – but he was afraid. He might have been over six feet and the hardest centre back in the amateur leagues, but this was way beyond his experience. What could anyone want from him? His job at the warehouse didn’t even pay enough for him to get his own place. He thought of his mother. She wouldn’t be wondering where he was; he often spent the weekends at friends’ places. She’d be at the kitchen table, smoking and throwing back voddie and orange. He held up his wrist in the dim light and saw that his watch had gone. How long had he been here? Another shiver gripped him.
         

Then he heard footsteps, heavy as they approached, boots like the steel toe caps he wore at work. He shouted, but his voice dried up as bolts were drawn and a key turned in the lock. There was a light in what he could see was a stairwell, stone steps leading upwards. A barrel-chested figure wearing a black balaclava, thick jersey and jeans filled the space. What really scared him was the object in his captor’s hands. It was long and metallic, with a sharp point.

‘Lie down!’ the man ordered.

‘Fuck you!’ Gaz said, making a dash for the door. He was poked with the pole and a jolt of electricity threw him to the stone-flagged floor.

‘On the bed!’

Quivering, Gaz got to his feet and did as he was told.

‘Arms out, legs open! I’m aiming the cattle prod at your cock.’

Gaz felt metal on his right wrist and heard a click as the cuff was closed. The same happened on his other hand and both ankles.

‘Don’t you piss yourself,’ the man growled. ‘That’ll earn you an arse that’ll sting for days.’ The heavy head came close to his face, dark eyes boring. ‘Aye, you’ll do,’ his captor said. ‘I see you’ve stuffed your guts.’ He straightened up and raised the gown so that Gaz’s groin and abdomen were bare. ‘One more thing.’ He took a balaclava from his pocket and pulled it over his captive’s head. This one didn’t have eyeholes. ‘Enjoy yourself,’ he said, with a sick laugh.

Lying there immobile, blind and defeated, Gaz reckoned the chances of pleasure were less than zero.
         

He couldn’t have been more wrong.
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Joni Pax was at the window of her flat near Corham Abbey. The street ran behind the ecclesiastical building. Its stone flanks were now even more like honey under floodlights, the square tower surmounted by the yellow-and-red-striped Northumberland flag. For the first time since she’d transferred from the Met to the newly constituted Police Force of North East England three months ago, the chill had left her bones. The rain and cold winds had been a shock, the snide comments of her colleagues in the Major Crime Unit less so; for some of them, black people, even mixed-race Caribbean and Caucasian like Joni, couldn’t survive in the wild north. She’d proved them wrong about that and several other things, but she had a way to go before they accepted her fully. In the meantime, she was going to enjoy what was left of the first real weekend of spring. She’d got to know the city and had read up about its most famous custom, as well as picking her colleagues’ and neighbours’ brains. She’d also driven around it in the nine-year-old Land Rover Discovery she’d reconditioned.

All over Corham, midway between Newcastle and Carlisle, preparations for May Sunday were coming to an end. The evening of the first Sunday in that month was traditionally an unofficial parade. The real thing, with re-enactors playing medieval monks, Viking raiders, Border Reivers and Roman legionaries, took place the following Saturday, in daylight. May Sunday, despite the religious significance it used to have (pagan Beltane and Walpurgis Night, replaced by Christian Roodmas), had for decades been an opportunity for citizens, especially the young, to let off all the steam they could raise. It was a demographic fact that more Corham babies were born in February than any other month, particularly to underage mothers.
         

Springtime, fertility: Joni felt oppressed. Her mother, who lived half-an-hour’s drive further north, regularly reminded her that time was running out. Joni was thirty-four and had never been interested in starting a family, but the maternal pressure was wearing her down. It would help if she had a man, especially one who could look past the crimped scars on her abdomen.

It was time to hit the streets. Earlier she’d been for a two-hour run near the Roman Wall. She was buzzing, invigorated and ready to take part in the local carnival.
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Gaz heard the door open again – it could only have been a few minutes after the gorilla had left. Listening intently, he realised that it hadn’t closed. He could see a blur of light through the wool of the balaclava. For a moment he forgot about his bonds and tried to get up. A soft hand was laid on his stomach. He breathed in through the damp wool and picked up a hint of perfume. It was more subtle than any used by the women he got his end away with.

Then the hand began to move slowly downwards. He gulped involuntarily as his body responded to a shock almost as violent as the cattle prod’s. He was erect before the fingers closed around his cock. He tried to raise his arms, desperate to touch the woman’s breasts. A thought struck him. Maybe it wasn’t a woman. Maybe the shithead who’d tied him down got off on dabbing perfume behind his ears and slathering on hand cream.

He breathed out as he felt himself being guided into what was without any doubt a cunt, moist and welcoming. The woman began to move slowly up and down on him. The sensations were so overwhelming that Gaz came in seconds, thrusting his groin upwards in a series of jerks. He was still breathless when he took a hard slap on the cheek. The balaclava soaked up some of the force, but his head still whipped sideways. Obviously he had disappointed her.
         

He heard the door close. What now, he thought. This is fucking crazy. Despite the painful rubbing of the cuffs, he laughed. His mates weren’t going to believe this. Tied down and used as a sex toy? It was like something out of a porn film. Then he remembered the man with the prod. What the bleeding hell was going on?

Some time later the door opened again. Fingers touched his damp cock again and worked it. Then he felt the woman’s breath through the wool.

‘Make it last this time,’ she whispered, ‘or I’ll cut your balls off.’

Gaz made it last.
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Heck Rutherford spent a couple of hours walking on the Roman Wall on Sunday morning. He breathed in deeply, his heart thundering and sweat beading his forehead. Before the operation and subsequent chemotherapy, he could walk all day without losing his breath. The surgeon who told him that cancer changed everything had got that right. Then again, the scalpel-wielder’s idiot colleagues had consistently failed to spot the tumour that had been growing in his urinary tract for years, gradually sapping his strength and intermittently nagging at his groin like a piranha with attention-deficit disorder. By the time they finally decided to operate a year back, the growth was a monster, one end rooting around in his left kidney and the other creeping towards his bladder.

‘Hector Hugh Rutherford, you listen to me,’ Ag had said, the night before the operation, one which the surgeon had been less than optimistic about performing. His lower abdomen and groin had been shaved and he’d been given an enema, both of which made him feel that he’d reached rock bottom in the human dignity stakes. He was an innocent back then.
         

‘Don’t lecture me,’ he said to his wife. ‘This is already bad enough.’

Agnes Rutherford, née Sweet (‘You wonder why I want to take your name?’), was thirty-nine at the time, thirteen years younger than Heck, a primary school headmistress who took no prisoners but was loved by almost all her pupils. She was only a couple of inches over five feet, surprisingly full breasted, and the owner of long auburn hair that a Pre-Raphaelite would have killed for.

‘I’m not lecturing,’ she said. ‘I’m just telling you what you have to live for.’

‘I know what I have to…’ He broke off when she squeezed his arm hard. She looked like a schoolgirl, but she had the strength of a wrestler.

‘You have a wife who loves you more than she loves herself – unusual, that, you know.’ She paused, waiting for him to smile, which he eventually did. ‘And two kids who worship the ground you walk on and are wetting themselves about what’ll become of you. Not forgetting a father who’d happily take your place in this bed, a dog who waits at the door for you to come every night and a cat—’

‘That doesn’t give a shit about me,’ Heck interrupted, blinking back tears.

‘Well, you may be right there,’ Ag said, with a smile.

‘All Adolf cares about is his food. The little bugger sleeps with his paws over the bowl, for Christ’s sake.’ Kat and Mikey, ten and eight at the time, had found the stray kitten in the garden and fallen for it immediately. They didn’t know that the diagonal stripe of black above his eye and the black splotches beneath his nose that marred otherwise completely white fur had a historical connotation. The fact that the animal seemed to possess the dictator’s character had also been beyond them back then, although both had done Nazi Germany projects at school by now.
         

‘I’m serious, Heck,’ Ag said, squeezing again. ‘You’re going to come through this and you’re going to be fine. For yourself and for all of us.’

He drew his forearm across his eyes, ignoring the tissue she held out. ‘Oh, yeah, big girl? Whatcha gonna do if I don’t?’

‘You’re a detective chief inspector, not Philip Marlowe,’ his wife said. ‘What am I going to do? Take your pension and run?’

That made him laugh. As if Ag, most devoted of mothers, would ever desert their children. She’d even look after his father until his dying day, despite the fact that she often found David a serious pain.

She leaned over and looked into his eyes. He couldn’t resist the grey-green of hers: they had enchanted him the first time he saw her, at a funfair of all places. After he divorced Lindsey, he used to go to places like that to pick up women. In Ag he’d found a lot more than he’d been looking for – he’d found his saviour.

‘I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you,’ he said resentfully.

‘True. You’d have a year of life, if you were lucky.’

‘I might still only have a year. Shit, I might never come round from the anaesthetic.’

‘Look at me,’ Ag commanded. ‘You will come round, you will recover, and you will be back with us, a better man than before.’
         

‘Oh great. I’m having a personality transplant too, am I?’

‘You will recover,’ she said, smiling but transmitting her full intensity to him. He felt it course through him like a surge of electricity. ‘For me. For us.’
         

And he did, though it was a close one. Grade three (four being terminal) – a belligerent sod – and stage three, one, zero. The last was good, meaning no metastases, the first less so: it showed the fucker was well advanced. Which meant four months of chemotherapy. At least his hair hadn’t fallen out, but it had thinned, so he wore it close cut now. And, despite taking the pills they’d prescribed, he’d vomited like a student on the lash. Having spent most of his life as a six-foot-one hunk, he now resembled a vertical stick insect, as Ag had pointed out caustically when he declined one of the no-nonsense puddings she’d started making.
         

Heck stood on a rock. He had nothing to complain about, he thought, scanning the contours to the north, the last of the dew rising smokily in the sunlight. He was back at work, in a new job, with a new boss and new colleagues. His prognosis, although no better than fifty-fifty after the op, was improving by the month and he’d had no recurrent symptoms. His bladder was the most likely area to have been colonised by malignant cells, so he’d already had an unfeasibly large camera up his dick three times, with another cystoscopy scheduled next month. The first time he really did think he’d gone beyond all the shame barriers, but the cheery nurses and dexterous surgeon helped him through. It didn’t even hurt that much, though the first pee afterwards would have delighted a masochist.

Heck had only been back for six weeks at the headquarters of the new Police Force of North East England – Pofnee as it was already widely known. Starting the Major Crimes Unit from scratch had been challenging and he hadn’t fully shaken off the effects of his wound. He still had pains in his abdomen at the end of every week and walked to work them off. But that did nothing to help the fear that had gripped him. Being a northern man and an ex-rugby player, he hadn’t told anyone – not even his wife. Had the cancer left him unable to do his job?

Ag Rutherford heard the sound of the Cherokee as her husband pulled into the drive. They had moved to a run-down farmhouse ten miles northwest of Corham five years back. Heck and her father-in-law had done a lot of work on it, despite the fact that the former’s grasp of DIY was shaky. Their closest neighbours were fifty yards down the road, Henthaw being less a hamlet than a line of separate houses. She had never liked their home’s name – Whiffler’s Close – but had agreed to keep it because Heck, who was sentimental off duty, had a friend who’d lived there when he was a kid. Her husband wasn’t great with change and he’d had to cope with a lot of it recently.
         

She went out as Heck was on his way to the garage, his hiking boots over his shoulder. He was trying ineffectively to push away Cass, their Golden Retriever.

‘Catch any criminal Picts?’

He gave her a long-suffering look. ‘The tribe that occupied the area north of the wall didn’t paint themselves. They were the—’

‘Votadini, aka Otadini,’ Ag interrupted. ‘I do know something about local history, sweetheart. ‘She stepped closer. ‘You look tired.’

‘No worse than usual.’

‘Well, that’s something. Are you going into town later?’

‘No chance. Morrie Sutton’s on duty. Let’s hope he doesn’t cock anything up.’

‘Dad!’ Their twelve-year-old son Luke ran up and thumped his shoulder into Heck’s thigh, his back bent in the approved rugby tackle stance. Cass jumped up, forepaws scrabbling on the boy’s sweatshirt.

Heck winced as he returned Ag’s wry smile, which said, ‘You wanted him to play rugby, now take the consequences.’ His own nose, broken when he was nineteen and not properly reset, was a permanent reminder of the sport’s hazards.

‘Very good, lad,’ he said. ‘What’ve you been up to?’

‘A bit of this, a bit of that,’ Luke said, acting the wide boy from some TV programme. Heck only ever watched the news, sport and the History Channel.

‘Hi, Daddy.’ Kat stood at the garage door, her black hair in a ponytail and pretty face damp beneath dark brown eyes.

‘Not again,’ Heck said. His daughter might only have been fourteen, but she was already showing a worrying propensity for affairs of the heart. ‘I’ll break his legs.’

She laughed. ‘Don’t be daft. He’ll be on the phone again in a few minutes.’ She held up the ludicrously expensive mobile he’d been talked into buying for her last birthday.
         

‘Ah, the strider returns.’ David Rutherford came under the retractable door, bowing his head with its bush of demented professor’s white hair. ‘See any interesting birds?’ he asked, with a wry smile.

His father had an encyclopaedic knowledge of wild birds, but he also still had an eye for women.

Heck shook his head in resignation.

‘Come on, you lot,’ Ag said. ‘Lunch is nearly ready.’

‘Are you doing roast spuds?’ Luke asked. His face was a mass of freckles and his red hair was cut short in imitation of his father’s.

‘I might be,’ his mother replied, pulling him away from Heck. ‘Leave your dad alone. He’s knackered himself on the Wall. Come on, Cass.’

Kat slipped her arm under her father’s. ‘You should rest more,’ she said. ‘And spend more time with us.’

Heck nodded, his eyes meeting David’s. ‘I know, pet. I need time to get my head together, that’s all. How about Monopoly after lunch?’

Kat shook her head. ‘Grandpa always steals money when he thinks we’re not looking. Cluedo?’

‘Cluedo it is,’ Heck agreed. If only catching real criminals was so easy; not that he often won the game. He’d been in love with Miss Scarlett since he was Luke’s age and he cut her all kinds of slack.
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Gaz was still panting five minutes after he’d come. He was trying to work out what the woman was doing. This time she hadn’t slapped him. He was pleased with himself because he’d made her moan and scream, but what the fuck was she up to now? He could feel her head against his thigh, but none of the rest of her body. In the light from the open door, he made out a vague shape. Was she doing a head stand against the wall?
         

Then a familiar figure appeared in the door. All the pride and pleasure vanished. Heavy feet came close. He felt a sharp blade along his throat beneath the balaclava.

‘You do anything except what I tell you and you’ll be having a shower in your own blood,’ the man said. ‘You got that?’

‘Yes, yes,’ Gaz said, his voice embarrassingly high.

‘Good. I’m taking your cuffs off, all right? After that, you’re going to the bathroom. Clean yourself up, especially down there.’ A gloved hand grabbed his balls.

When he was free, Gaz was led on unsteady legs to the other door and pushed through. The door was closed behind him and an external lock turned. The light was switched on. The room was small and there was no bath, only a shower without a curtain in one corner. There was soap and shampoo, but nothing he could use as a weapon – no razor, no mirror to be smashed; even the toilet lid had been cemented against the cistern.

At least the water was hot and there was plenty of it. When Gaz finished, he found there were no towels, only a pile of face cloths. What was the gorilla scared of? That he’d flick his eyes out? The bastard had the fucking cattle prod. Then he had a thought. Maybe they’d taken precautions against him topping himself. That made his stomach flip. What else was in store for him?

‘I’m opening up,’ came the gruff male voice. ‘You don’t need to wear the balaclava now.’

When Gaz came out, hands over his groin, the man was pointing the prod at him and his face was still covered.

‘There are clean clothes for you and more food.’ He laughed emptily. ‘Get a feed down. She might be back any time.’

When he’d gone, Gaz huddled under the covers in the dark and ate more bread and cheese. He and his mates had often joked about being gigolos or toy boys. The reality wasn’t funny at all. Even though the sex was amazing.
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Suzana – she could hardly remember her surname, the Noli family having so little significance for her any more – ran her finger across the tines of the fork. It was a heavy piece of cutlery, steel, she thought, one that must have originally belonged in a rich house. She’d found it beneath a floorboard in the room that had been her prison for months, filling the gap with hair and dust so it wasn’t discovered during the daily searches. The second-floor window was barred and the glass covered with black tape, but she peeled back a corner ever day and had seen winter turn to watery spring, and now the first days of sun. She had no other means of telling the time, just as she had nothing of her own. Her captors had taken everything.

Although she could only vaguely remember her mother’s tear-stained face and the defeated way her father had raised his arm in farewell, Suzana could still see the mountains around the village, snow on the peaks even in early October. She had grown up in their embrace and had been proud to be a ‘child of the rock fathers’, as the villagers called themselves. They were poor, but every family had strips of land on the terraced slopes and a few beasts. There were trees in abundance as well – almonds, chestnuts, even some hardy cherries. The river that rushed down the crack in the mountains kept the small valley fertile, while the ridge at the western end cut it off from the rest of Albania. Even Hoxha’s functionaries had given the villages there a wide berth, in awe of the powerful clans that ran things the traditional way. Deals were done with the communist state, a few lanky boys sent to do their national service and some truckloads of logs driven to the capital.

Suzana, seventeen a month before she left, brought the fork close to her left eye. She could put it out, she could rip apart her cheeks and slash open her breasts – that would reduce her value to the men who pimped her. Only one thing stopped her, and it wasn’t fear for her parents. Once she’d arrived in London – how she had dreamed of that moment – and passed legally through the border control at the airport, her passport had been taken by the shaven-headed brute Leka. Later that day he and three other men raped her. She understood why her father had looked at her the way he did; he knew she wasn’t destined to work in a restaurant or as a cleaner. She had made her decision. The only way to save herself was to be harder than stone with everyone else. She had shed her last tear weeks ago.
         

There was no mirror in the room, only a cheap wooden bed, a chair for the customers’ clothes – though many of them did nothing more than undo their trousers – and a small table. On it were a box of condoms, tissues, lubricating jelly and a pair of nipple clamps. Two men liked to attach them to her (she still hadn’t got used to the pain), while there was one with breasts larger than hers who clamped his own nipples. There was also a metal waste bin. When she was working, it soon filled up with sodden paper and used rubbers. During the few hours she got to herself, it served as a chamber pot.

The absence of a mirror was a blessing from God, not that Suzana had any faith. There had been an imam in her village since the end of communism – the imposition of atheism had been one of the few things the state had been rigid about – but her family had not gone back to being Muslims. What faith would have helped her in these months of violent coupling, sometimes twenty times a day, often without protection because the customers preferred it that way: she hoped she had passed on diseases to them. The doctor Leka brought in regularly had given her antibiotics more than once, but she wasn’t allowed to stop working.

Even without the mirror, Suzana knew how she looked. She could feel the swellings on her cheeks and was sure that the bones had been broken that first night when she’d fought until she was subdued. The acne that had plagued her when she was younger was still there, made worse by the chocolate she was given as a treat – the only one. Her nose was broken too, though it seemed to have reset itself in a fairly straight line. The strands of black hair that hung in front of her eyes were greasy. She thought today was her turn for the shower. It didn’t matter. The customers fucked her even when she stank of the previous ones. They were animals, as was Leka. He had looked at her after he stripped her that first night, ogling her breasts but mocking her skinny legs and thin arms. There was more meat on them now as the ‘girls’ – she wasn’t sure how many others were in the house – were fed mostly white bread and tasteless yellow cheese, and on rare occasions salty sausage; but never fruit or vegetables. Her skin was pasty and slack, and she hated herself. But not as much as she hated Leka.
         

She heard heavy steps on the stair and darted across to the loose floorboard to conceal the fork.

‘Up, bitch,’ Leka said, slamming the door against the wall. He gagged. ‘And take that shit-can with you. Make yourself decent. It’s a festival. There’ll be a lot of customers.’

Suzana carried the bin against her chest, hoping he wouldn’t follow her into the bathroom. He had taken her in the shower more than once, forcing her to bend over until the top of her head touched the cracked tiles on the floor. Instead, he watched her from the door-less entrance as she emptied her waste into the toilet and flushed it, then got under the shower. There was no curtain, but she’d got used to being stared at. She scrubbed herself with the pungent brown soap and rubbed thin shampoo into her hair. She was thinking about what the bastard had said. Plenty of customers. That meant the house would be busy, Leka and his friends making sure the correct money was handed over and the drunken men kept in line.

It was her chance. Tonight. Suzana couldn’t wait any longer. If she wasn’t free by this time tomorrow, she would mutilate herself beyond all use and recognition.
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Joni looked at her watch, a cheap thing she’d bought from a street-seller in London who claimed he was from Nigeria though she thought his accent was more Brixton. Growing up with money permanently in short supply had made Joni oblivious to fashion and status symbols. Her mother, Moonbeam, was an art teacher in a comprehensive, but she spent most of her salary on robes and other Wicca impedimenta, rather than saving to get out of the council flat she’d been assigned when she was a single mother. Whence Joni’s nine-year-old Land Rover, identical dark grey trouser suits and pairs of heavy-duty black boots. Her only weakness was for blinding blouses, though she generally kept to white for work. She pulled on a tan leather jacket and headed out.

From what Joni had learned, May Sunday was one of the few times of the year when there was a degree of harmony in Corham. Perhaps there had been a homogeneous population in Roman times, though the presence of legions raised in continental Europe and even Asia Minor suggested otherwise, but in the final decades of the twentieth century the divisions between the town’s northern and southern halves had attracted sociologists from the universities in Newcastle, Durham and beyond. The medieval town, built on a strategically salient hundred-foot cliff above the River Derwyne, had become a centre of worship and commerce because of the large abbey and monastery. It encompassed the remains of the Roman town, an important camp servicing the Wall fifteen miles to the north. In later centuries, tanning and distilling developed outside the old walls, still on the northern side. There had also been a large sugar mill, owned by the ennobled Favon family. It was only with the discovery of iron ore a few miles south of the town that the steel works and surrounding workers’ communities sprang up there. The area was called Ironflatts and Corham’s burghers paid as little attention to the rapid development there as they could, until they realised they could make money – serious money – from the works and the workers, as well as turn their town into a nascent city. They even built a second bridge to supplement the still operational medieval one. Pride was swallowed and profits pocketed.
         

But not by the poor. They had always been Corham’s problem, and the multitudes that colonised Ironflatts made it worse. The tanneries, sugar processing plants and distilleries needed more labour than was available locally, so families had moved from the Derwyne and Wear urban areas. The landowners, bankers, lawyers and preachers who controlled Corham saw them as a necessary evil, but made sure only a minimum of the town’s wealth was spent on them. Cheap two-up, two-down houses in narrow streets ran outwards like the spokes of a wheel from the old town centre, the abbey and its environs occupying a teardrop-shaped peninsula that the river wound around in a ‘u’ bend.

Ironflatts and its neighbouring communities south of the river were even worse. Terraced houses to the west and sixties tower blocks in the east stood up to the disparaging gaze of the Northies, as the people beyond the Derwyne were known to the Southies. The blocks’ expanses of glass reflected the red explosions from the foundries as well as the weak north-eastern sun. True Corham natives blinked before shaking their heads. The brief presence of Ironflatts Rovers in the 1970s First Division was also a shock, but the team plummeted along with the local heavy industry. When the works were finally shut down in the mid-eighties, thousands of people left the area, turning it into a social and industrial wasteland. Drugs were the only burgeoning commercial venture and generations of Southies had been raddled by heroin, crack and any other poisons the disaffected youth could get its hands on. AIDS took a swathe as well. Meanwhile Northie kids did alcopops, weed and Ecstasy at weekends, dutifully doing their homework when they’d sobered up. But not on May Sunday.
         

Joni went down into Corham Square, with the Abbey on one side and refurbished shops and pubs on the others. It was full of braying and squawking humanity. Her uniformed colleagues had cordoned it off, but that hadn’t stopped some idiot dressed as a traffic light standing in the middle of one of the access roads. He had rigged up functioning red, amber and green panels, which he changed every so often. People paid due attention, egged on by his friends; waiting when he displayed red, and then moving on with green. The level of hysteria this provoked drew Joni closer, though she had to push her way through a group of men in bikinis with peacock feathers sprouting from their heads.

‘Come on, Nick!’ a short-haired youth with a red plastic fish on his head shouted. ‘Beer time!’

Joni saw there was a slit in the tall cardboard rectangle the traffic light had erected on his shoulders. The eyes behind it were creased in amusement.

‘A few more minutes,’ he said. ‘This is fucking brilliant!’

Joni wasn’t sure whether impersonating a traffic light was illegal, but swearing in public definitely was, under section 5 of the Public Order Act 1986. Not that she particularly cared. There were no small children nearby to be harassed, alarmed or distressed and this Nick was hardly the only person using profane language. She watched as the red light above his head came on. Then his friends lost patience and grabbed him, holding him horizontally and driving him like a battering ram into the Coach and Horses. Not all of them looked over eighteen, but that wasn’t her problem either.

The crush of people headed down Derwyne Street, the main thoroughfare, and Joni went with them. There was a lot of drunken bonhomie, mainly to do with the amount of flesh on display. A guy dressed as a mermaid, tail split, was sitting on a fat man’s shoulder. The beast of burden was naked to the waist. On closer inspection, Joni realised the black-and-white stripes on his abdomen were a tattoo.
         

‘Like what you see, lass?’ the man asked, with a grin.

Joni glared at him until his bravado departed. ‘Two things. I’ve got a judo black belt. And I’m a police officer.’ She watched as he took a step back, provoking an angry yell from the man whose toes he’d trodden on. ‘Fancy your chances?’

He patently didn’t. She let them go, the mermaid bending down to find out what had happened. Maybe her mother was right, Joni thought. Moonbeam claimed that Wicca was about harmony and not doing harm to anyone. If only life – let alone police work – was so straightforward.
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Over the hours Gaz had worked himself into a state of serious anger. He was ashamed at himself for being used by a woman – he was used to telling the cows what to do – and he was fucked off big time by the gorilla who had rolled all over him. What the shithead didn’t know was that Gaz had form when it came to dishing it out. He had knocked out plenty of guys behind nightclubs and pubs. He’d even lain in wait for a forward who made a fool of him during a football match and done major damage to his kneecaps. He wasn’t going to take being kidnapped and used as a sex slave lying down.
         

When the door crashed open, Gaz was ready. The man in the balaclava wasn’t carrying the cattle prod this time, though he did have the knife in his belt. Gaz stood up, his shoulders down to make it look like he was defeated.

‘Sit down, fuck face,’ his captor said.

Gaz thought about it, then complied. Anything to get the gorilla up close.
         

‘You’re in luck, bonnie lad. Her highness wants another dose.’ He looked at Gaz’s groin. ‘I hope you’re clean.’ He laughed. ‘If you aren’t, that’ll make a fine sausage for my dog.’

That did it. Gaz had no idea what the woman was planning for him, but he was getting a bad vibe from her enforcer.

‘I’m clean, me,’ he said softly, dropping his head.

‘Lie down then. Cuff time.’

Gaz made his move, grabbing the knife and pressing the point against his captor’s belly.

‘Back!’ he shouted. ‘Get away from me! And take that fucking balaclava off!’

The man was a couple of yards from him now and the knife wasn’t an immediate threat any more, but he uncovered his face all the same. It was that of a classic hard man, gaze unwavering, square jaw, nose broken, heavy moustache.

‘You think you’ll get far, bonnie lad?’ he asked contemptuously.

Gaz had thought it through. He knew there would be more doors. ‘Keys,’ he said. ‘Now!’

‘You really don’t want to be doing this,’ the gorilla said.

‘Oh, yes, I fucking do. Take off your boots an’ all.’ Although he’d been given clothes, Gaz had no footwear – not even slippers. ‘Sit down while you do it!’ The man’s boots were thick-soled and heavy, and would do damage if he threw them.
         

A couple of minutes later Gaz had the keys and the boots, though he didn’t waste time putting the latter on now. He took a step towards his former captor, the knife extended. ‘I should cuff you and slash your wrists,’ he said. ‘But I’m not like you. I’ll just lock you in here.’

He turned and ran for the door, slamming it hard and fumbling to get the key in the lock and turn it. He shot the bolts too. Then he laughed and sat down to put on the boots. They rang loudly on the first stone steps.

The whistle from inside the room was loud and high-pitched. Gaz looked round, then turned to the front again. The dog – he recognised it immediately as a Doberman – was already in the air, its spittle-flecked jaws wide open.
         

Gaz’s head hit the floor hard and he lost consciousness. In that, he was lucky. The dog tore his throat out.
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Joni had followed the crowd to the Old Bridge, where it split. The Northies hung around the riverside park, waiting for the firework display, while the Southies crossed the refurbished medieval structure, claiming that the view was much better from their side. She looked around, taking in the willows whose branches were touching the water, and the lights on the wall that had been built along the bank. Some idiot teenagers – the males dressed as well-endowed schoolgirls in short skirts and the females as mechanics in gaping overalls – climbed up, but they were soon shouted down by the few adults who weren’t the worse for alcohol. Joni had only drunk from the water bottle in her pocket, not having a head for booze. That had been another thing that differentiated her from her colleagues in the Met. She had never smoked either, let alone touched drugs. Growing up in Hackney, she’d seen the damage they did.

‘Hey, Nick, get up on the wall!’

She turned when she heard the shouts to her right. The guy in the traffic light rig was being carried towards the riverbank. As she watched the group of lively young people, a tingling started at the top of her spine and then invaded her mind. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. A month after she’d started in plain clothes, she’d reacted without conscious thought. She’d become aware of a small boy at the edge of the pavement near her flat in Vauxhall. She got to him as he had one leg in the air, pulling him back as a white van flashed past.

‘Let him go!’ a thin woman with rat-tail hair shouted from a shop doorway. ‘Help! The brown bitch is taking my son!’
         

Fortunately a well-spoken middle-aged man in a suit, white like the woman, had seen the whole thing and told the mother she should be thanking Joni for saving her boy, and what did she think she was doing letting him so near the road unattended? The woman eventually mumbled thanks. Back home, Joni sat down and closed her eyes. The boy was still there, his back to her as it had been before she’d clutched him. The boy. He was mixed-race too. Would she ever have a son or daughter? Her mother was forever pressing her. They said the stabbing hadn’t damaged any of the relevant organs, but she was still wary.
         

The traffic light was on the wall now, showing green. The youth’s mates were chanting, ‘Red! Red! Red!’ None of them noticed that his legs were unsteady and his back was angling towards the river. He was very close to falling.

Joni came at him from the side, leaping on to the wall before she grabbed him, and lowering her left shoulder so that he would topple towards the others. They were caught before they hit the ground.

‘What the…’

‘Jesus, Nick,’ one of the boys laughed. ‘What have you pulled now?’

The laughter died in their mouths when Joni got up and stared at them. She pulled the traffic light to his feet.

‘That was dumb,’ she said, peering at the eyes through the slit in the cardboard. ‘Grow up before you do yourself an injury.’ She looked round the made-up male and dirt-streaked female faces. ‘Now go away.’

The young people started muttering but did what she said, moving eastwards along the bank. Joni watched them go, suddenly aware that she’d put her body on the line for the first time since the Met operation that had finished her career down south. She was expecting the tingling to fade. It didn’t, and that hadn’t happened before. She suspected she needed to see a shrink again. She should go to the police doctor, but that was the last thing she wanted so soon after she’d taken the job in Corham. Besides, the sensation seemed to have a purpose. It was some kind of warning. She moved through the jovial crowd, keeping the top of the traffic light in sight.
         

‘Hello, lass,’ came a soft voice to Joni’s left.

She turned and saw the small figure of Maureen Hughes, her sixteen-year-old son looming behind.

‘Maureen. How are you?’

‘Oh, you know,’ the woman said, grimacing. The bruises on her face had almost gone, though her right arm was still in a sling. ‘Wayne here’s been helping out.’

Joni nodded at the boy, who avoided her eyes. He’d been knocked out by his father when he came to the aid of his mother. It had been Joni’s first significant case in Corham and the trial was coming up.

Maureen looked down. ‘He’ll … he’ll be sent away for a long time, won’t he?’

‘I’ll make sure of that,’ Joni said, though she knew how random the justice system could be.

‘I canna … I canna thank you enough for what you did,’ the woman said. ‘He’s been hurting us for years.’

Joni nodded, trying to keep sight of the traffic light bobbing through the crowd. She had tracked Vince Hughes down to an abandoned shed on the moors and broken his arm after he laid out the DC accompanying her. She’d had her photo in the Corham Bugle and been door-stepped by a reporter from Newcastle, as well as being required to do a press conference by Assistant Chief Constable Ruth Dickie, who was keen to publicise the new force’s commitment to gender equality and racial diversity.
         

‘I’m sorry, Maureen, I’ve got to go.’

‘That’s all right.’ The woman squeezed her arm. ‘Work to do, no doubt.’

Joni did her best to conceal the shock of being touched, her skin hyper-sensitive even through the layers of leather and cotton. The intense feeling that something important was about to happen was making her jumpy.
         

‘I’ll see you soon,’ she said, nodding to Wayne and his mother, and set off again through the crowd. What were Nick and his friends up to now? Surely they’d have learned from what had nearly happened on the wall. Some of them were drunk, but none was raving or raging; yet. She knew that could change at any moment. She followed the group down the road that led to the former tanning and distillery district, now being redeveloped but still the location of several dodgy bars and clubs. This was old Corham’s dope-dealing centre, though most of the serious business went on across the river in Ironflatts. Was that what the kids were doing down here? If so, she was going to step in.
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Suzana felt the weight of the man, then his prick. He was the eighth, she reckoned, and it was more painful than usual – as if her body, aware of what she was planning, was resisting the abuse it had become accustomed to. At least the man with long hair and moustache was the one wearing the nipple clamps, but he might soon attach them to her. The street light was making yellow rectangles around the blacked-out glass, but she had no clear idea of the time. Evening, and a lot of noise. Leka had been right. There was some sort of festival going on.

The man grunted and then cuffed the side of her head, saying words she didn’t understand. Except she did. Bitch, whore, cocksucker, cunt. The tone meant they didn’t need translation. She lay still for a moment and then something broke inside her, a zigzag crack across the surface of her mind. Using all her strength to shove him off, she went to the floorboard and pulled it up, then ran back and jabbed the fork at the pig’s groin. He let out a shriek like a lamb that had been castrated, though she could see the fork hadn’t done that much damage. She stood over him, the weapon quivering as she aimed at his eyes. He curled up in a ball and didn’t see as she grabbed his jacket, the wallet weighing down the breast pocket.
         

Trying to control her breathing, Suzana opened the door. A burst of noise came from the men on the ground and first floors. Leka was standing on the top step down the hall. She was at him before he realised, ramming the fork into where she hoped his right kidney was and wrenching it out. He screamed and went down the stairs head first, his chin bouncing on the uncovered wood. She ran barefoot over his prone form, waving the fork around and making the men move back – many were dressed as women or what looked like old-fashioned fighters. One of Leka’s pig friends was guarding the next stairs. He stepped forward to see what was going on. She missed his eye, but the fork pierced the side of his forehead. She let it go and it vibrated as he bellowed. That gave her the chance to pull the combat knife from his belt and slash it at him as she slipped past.

It was impossible to calm her heart or regulate her breathing now. She heard herself screech like a witch in the folk tales, men retreating in panic as she headed for the street door. There stood the skinny runt who gave Leka orders, a long knife in his hand. He had once made her stick a finger up his ass before he ejaculated over her breasts.

‘What have you done, shit girl?’ he said, in Albanian. ‘You’re dead meat.’ He made a horizontal cut that drew blood on her upper chest, narrowly missing her neck.

Suzana lowered her head and charged him, straightening her right arm. The knife sank into something soft and she felt an expulsion of breath on her scalp. She tried to pull the knife out but the bastard had a hand on it. Stepping to the side, she screamed again to scare off the nearby men, pushed the bloodied whoremaster aside before pulling open the front door. There were more men on the steps leading to the street. She ran past them, shrieking, and bounced off a traffic light in the middle of the road. It was only as she made contact that she realised it was someone in a cardboard costume. Then she was running away across the asphalt.
         

After she turned several corners and found herself in a quiet area, she remembered that she was naked apart from the jacket she had stolen. Naked, with her feet and chest bleeding, but free. Then she heard pounding feet behind her and scrabbled for purchase on a high gate.
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Joni kept her distance from the group of young people as they went past the high walls of a run-down factory. It seemed they’d lost interest in the fireworks – or perhaps they knew a good viewpoint down here. She looked over her shoulder. The golden abbey in its shroud of lights was still visible, but not much else of the town centre stood out. The tingling had turned into a more painful prickling sensation, as if insects were crawling around in her brain. There seemed to be some connection with the youth in the traffic light she’d tackled on the embankment. He and his friends turned left behind a dilapidated building. Others followed them. Joni kept her distance as they reached a narrow street of three-storey Victorian buildings that would have been occupied in the old days by people who had worked their way up from the slum housing further out from the centre of Corham. At the far end were the lights of a dingy pub, people standing outside to smoke. About a hundred yards before it, on the left-hand side, a crowd of men was gathered on the steps of one of the houses. The crawling sensation in Joni’s head worsened, then she heard a high-pitched scream. A few seconds later the people outside the house, who now included Nick and his mates, parted suddenly and a slim figure appeared.
         

The woman had tousled black hair that reached down to an over-large leather jacket. She wasn’t wearing anything on the bottom half of her body and her right hand was covered in blood. She shrieked and ran into the cardboard traffic light, then continued in the opposite direction, turning right at the corner thirty yards before the pub. Joni sprinted to the steps and saw a thin man at the top. He was on his back, groaning and clutching a knife in his abdomen. The words he spoke were in a strange language.
         

‘Nobody move!’ Joni ordered, pulling out her warrant card. In the first few weeks she had felt that it was someone else’s despite the presence of her photograph – she was only gradually getting used to the Pofnee crest. She knelt by the wounded man, aware that people were rapidly taking their leave, brushing past her as she went. ‘I said, nobody move.’ She pointed at the traffic light. ‘Especially not you, Nick. You’re a witness.’

She called the dispatcher at Force HQ and asked for an ambulance, as well as for DI Sutton and the Corham Major Crime Unit. But the tingling was still with her. The woman – she had to find the woman. Looking through the open door, she saw other scantily clad females peering out. It was obvious what the house was. Then a man staggered along the corridor with what looked like the handle of a piece of cutlery sticking out from the side of his brow.

Joni glanced around. Heads down, men were hurrying away, including one with a beard and monk’s robe and another she’d seen recently. She couldn’t keep them all there, but Nick wasn’t going anywhere. She pulled out her cuffs – she never went anywhere without them – and closed one round his wrist and the other round the railing outside the house.

The moment she started after the half-naked woman, the crawling in her skull faded. She was a couple of back streets away from the brothel when there was a series of tremendous cracks and booms. The night sky filled with coloured lights that briefly blinded her: fireworks just when she didn’t need them.

When she could see again, she made out the woman climbing over a high gate and dropping into the dark.
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Heck and Ag were in front of the TV, paying minimal attention to the news. After tea, they had played Cluedo and Heck had duly lost. The kids had complained about their bed times, but Ag was firm. In the end they went mildly enough, Cass following them to the foot of the stairs, her tail thumping against the wall. Kat seemed to have made up with her current beau and was all smiles, looking forward to a chapter of Malorie Blackman before she dropped off. She picked Adolf up when her mother turned away and took him to her room. He would sleep half the night on her duvet and then go out the window to crunch baby rabbits’ heads.

David had declined to play, preferring to consume a bottle of murky local ale while reading a book about industrial architecture. He had worked his way up to a low-level management position at the steel works before they were shut down and he hankered after the old times. At seventy-six, he still worked three shifts a week at a DIY store outside Corham. His wife, Olive, had died in 2001 after suffering from emphysema. When Heck had been seriously wounded, David had thought his world would end. But his elder son was tough, even if he wasn’t yet what he had been. Peter, two years younger than Heck, was all right, but he was practising law in Chicago and rarely came home.

‘I’m off,’ the old man said, closing his book. ‘Get to bed, lad. You’re worn out.’

‘Night,’ Heck said, waving a hand. He was glad Ag had agreed that David could live with them after Olive died, but sometimes the old bugger got on his nerves. He had his own sitting room in what had been the cow shed, but he liked company. ‘Don’t forget to brush your hair,’ he called after him.

David laughed. There was no brush in existence that could get through his tangled locks and that was the way he liked it. Heck had threatened to take sheep clippers to him when he was asleep, but he knew his son wouldn’t dare. They lived to take the mickey out of each other and without the thatch Heck would be bereft.
         

‘Honestly,’ Ag said, squeezing her husband’s arm. ‘I’ve got boys in Year Three who are more mature than you two.’ She smiled and kissed him on the cheek.

‘It was Year Two last week,’ Heck said, returning the kiss.

Ag settled back on the sofa and pulled him closer, then planted her lips on his. ‘Fancy messing around?’ she said, when she came up for air.

Heck frowned before he could stop himself. ‘Well, Mrs Rutherford, this is most irregular.’ In truth, it was. His interest in sex had gone walkabout when he was on sick leave and it hadn’t really returned. On the few occasions they’d made love he struggled to reach orgasm, though he made sure Ag did. She was loving, imaginative, even daring in her suggestions, but he wasn’t able to respond fully. The thirteen years he had on her and the surgical violence done to his gut were undermining him in the worst possible way.

Ag had managed to get his zip open and was doing things with her tongue that most men of his age would have to pay for. And she was definitely having an effect. Then his mobile rang.

‘Ignore it,’ Ag said indistinctly.

But, of course, he couldn’t. He wasn’t on duty, but he was still responsible for major crime across a huge area. And it was May Sunday…

‘Rutherford,’ he said, his voice rising as Ag applied her teeth.

‘It’s Morrie, sir. We’ve got a situation.’

Heck listened to what he was told and hung up. Five minutes later he was in the Cherokee on his way to the scene.
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Joni’s breath was even as she took long strides to the gate at the end of the street. The lighting was poor and she couldn’t see a sign of anyone behind the metal bars. She looked around. The houses on both sides appeared to be empty, no lights showing. The residents would be out on the streets. The two-up two-down buildings didn’t have basements so there was nowhere to hide. Besides, she was sure the half-naked woman had gone over. What she found harder to understand was how she’d done that. The gate was at least ten feet high. Joni was pretty sure she could make it, and even made an attempt to jump and grab the top. It would have been hard and she had to get back to the brothel in Burwell Street. Although she wasn’t responsible for Corham major crime, she didn’t want to hand the case over to Morrie Simmons completely.

Then she saw a trail of blood high up on the gate. The young woman hadn’t looked much more than five feet eight. She must have either been as fit as a special forces operative or extremely desperate. Remembering the damage she had done to the men back there, Joni wasn’t sure which applied.

‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Is anyone there?’ She paused, aware how ridiculous she sounded. ‘I can help. Really.’

There was no sound in the derelict factory beyond the gate.

‘Please, listen to me.’ Joni thought of the woman, naked apart from the jacket she had presumably stolen from one of the men inside the house and bloody; perhaps she was injured. ‘I can help. Please, come back.’

Stupid, she said to herself. The poor woman probably can’t even speak English. The others looked distinctly foreign, with their dark complexions and the rings under their eyes. And she’ll be scared of anyone who comes after her.

Then she had a thought. Could the wounded man have been speaking Albanian? She knew that many Albanians understood Italian. She took one of her cards from her wallet, turned it over and wrote in that language, ‘I can help. Please call me on my mobile number. PLEASE!’ She pushed the card under the gate.
         

As she jogged back, Joni was struck by an intense sadness. She knew exactly what deprivation and cruelty could do. It was one of the reasons she had joined the Met after Oxford. She was going to help the women, especially the one who had escaped. She was a victim, no matter what she’d done.

Joni, atheist that she was, had always been one for missions.
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‘What?’ Heck said, surprised. ‘Joni Pax is down here?’

DI Morris Sutton nodded, his comb over shifting precariously. He was forty-four, overweight and a recently reformed, and bad-tempered, smoker. ACC Dickie hadn’t been keen on having him at Force HQ, never mind heading up the MCU in the Corham conurbation, but Heck had insisted when the initial planning was being done. Morrie was a good cop, even if his manner was abrasive and he had problems with women, gays and ethnic minorities. Ruth Dickie’s idea, put into operation when Heck was on sick leave, was that Joni would erode the former and latter of those prejudices, even though she was DI responsible for major incidents outside Corham and thus had a much larger brief. The fact that both Simmons and Pax reported to Heck meant they would have to cooperate. Sutton was Heck’s sop to the Major Crime Unit in Newcastle, where he and Morrie used to work. He wanted to show that Ruth Dickie didn’t get everything she wanted, as well as build bridges with the officers, many of them senior, who resented both his past involvement in the anti-corruption unit and his new position. That was one reason he had declined promotion to detective chief superintendent – the others were that he wanted to stay as close as possible to investigations and that he was unsure how he would perform after he’d been wounded. He had the impression he’d played into the ACC’s hands. She was building her fiefdom and could exercise more control as he was still only a DCI. It also saved money from her budget.
         

‘Where is she then?’ Heck asked, looking around. There were few men in the street now, only some locals standing behind the crime scene tape that had been unrolled. The lad in the traffic light was still attached to the wall, but the cardboard box had been lifted off his shoulders. He looked longingly at the bystanders, waving listlessly at another young man who departed shortly afterwards.

‘She went after the woman who wounded the victims,’ Sutton said. ‘I’ve tried her mobile, but she’s not answering.’

‘We’d better organise a search party. The fugitive is probably armed.’

‘People say she wasn’t, at least not any more. What about the knocking shop?’

Heck raised an eyebrow. ‘Forgotten the procedure, Morrie? Search it from top to bottom. There are usually drugs and weapons in these places. This time we might get lucky and find something that’ll incriminate the fuckers who run the dumps.’

‘One of the women said she was from Albania. I think the wounded men were too – they don’t look English – but I can’t get confirmation.’

‘Albanians, eh? Surprise, surprise.’ Clan-based criminal organisations from that country had spread all over England, controlling prostitution and moving into the drugs trade. There had already been some vicious fights with long-established Newcastle gangs. ‘If they’re pimps or heavies, they won’t open their mouths.’

Paramedics had removed the prone figure from the threshold, as well as another man who’d been found unconscious with a punctured kidney at the bottom of the stairs leading to the second floor. Both were alive but urgently needed surgery. The traffic-light boy had seen another man stagger off down the street with a piece of cutlery in his head. A couple of WPCs were looking after the five working girls, none of whom could speak much English. Social services and the Border Agency had been informed, but would take their time to show up on the Sunday night before a bank holiday.
         

‘I can squeeze the women,’ Morrie Sutton said. ‘Get them to talk.’

‘Talk?’ Heck said, with a laugh. ‘Know much Albanian, do you? Even if they speak English, they’ll pretend they don’t. Then a lawyer in a sharp suit will turn up and bail them out. Unless the girls identify the men, we won’t be able to prove the scumbags were even involved with the place. You know how scared they’ll be of saying anything. And none of the customers is going to talk voluntarily.’

‘What if we find an interpreter?’ Sutton asked.

‘A lot of them speak Italian.’

Heck turned on his heel. ‘Joni,’ he said. ‘DI Pax. Glad to see you’re still in one piece.’

‘I lost her,’ Joni said, her breathing regular.

‘Didn’t you hear your phone?’ Sutton demanded.

‘I was undertaking a high-speed pursuit, Morrie.’

‘Not high-speed enough.’

‘That’ll do,’ Heck said. ‘What was that about Albanians speaking Italian?’

‘They get Italian TV from across the Adriatic,’ Joni replied. ‘And there’s been a lot of trade between the countries since the end of communism.’

‘A lot of illegal immigrants too,’ Sutton added.

Joni looked at him. ‘And legal ones, would you believe? I spent four months in Bari. Plenty of Albanians actually get their papers sorted and work in the city.’

‘So you think you’ll be able to get something out of the girls?’ Heck asked.

‘I can try. How many are there?’

‘Five,’ Sutton said. ‘Plus the one you let get away.’

‘Shut up, Morrie,’ Heck ordered. ‘All right, we need to make sure social services and the UKBA keep them in the vicinity. In the meantime, we’ll take them into custody overnight so you can talk to them.’
         

‘Em, hang on, sir,’ Sutton said. ‘This is a Corham MCU case.’

‘Jesus, Morrie, no one in your team can speak Italian, right?’

‘Don’t think so,’ the DI muttered.

‘While DI Pax has an Oxford degree in the language. With French, if memory serves. What’s your problem?’

Morrie Sutton shook his head. ‘Nothing, sir.’

‘You should be thanking your colleague for her offer of help, not glowering at her.’

‘I’ll wait till she comes up with something useful, if you don’t mind, sir.’

Heck raised his eyes to the night sky.

‘I’d like to have a word with the traffic light too,’ Joni said. ‘He’s about the only witness we’ve got.’ She looked at the faces behind the tape and saw none she recognised. ‘His mates seem to have left him in the shit.’

‘I can handle that,’ Sutton said.

‘Do it together,’ Heck said. ‘Joni cuffed the boy.’

‘And followed him from the town centre.’

Morrie Sutton stared at her. ‘Why did you do that?’

Joni raised her shoulders.

‘Women’s intuition?’ Sutton scoffed.

‘Maybe.’ Joni smiled. ‘You’re forgetting something.’

‘And what might that be?’ Heck asked. He wasn’t a female-cop hater like Morrie, but he didn’t like being strung along any more than the next man.

‘Traffic light – his name’s Nick – didn’t only see the woman close up. He saw the men who came out of the house – the customers. Judging by their rapid departures, I don’t think they want their names in the papers.’ Joni gave Heck a more expansive smile. ‘Who knows? Maybe we’ll catch a town councillor or a paragon of local business who had his pants down.’

Heck exchanged glances with Sutton. Neither of them looked hugely enthusiastic about the prospect.
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Michael Etherington had watched as his grandson stowed the bulky costume into the back of his mother’s Rover. ‘I hope you aren’t going to do anything illegal with that.’

‘Cool it, General Gramps,’ Nick said. He was a handsome lad, recently eighteen and taller than his father had been, his hair raven black and, to Michael’s mind, too long. ‘It’s a bit of fun. Remember fun?’

His grandfather, who had commanded British forces in Bosnia and Kosovo before ending up at a desk in Whitehall, didn’t have it in him to be strict with the boy. Not only was he in his last year at the Abbey private school and almost ready to leave home, but he’d lost his father. Michael’s only son, Alistair, had died of a heart attack fifteen months earlier. In addition, Michael’s wife Christine had died a few weeks later. She’d driven into a tree. Nothing had been found wrong with the car, though there was black ice on the road so suicide could at least not be talked about. Michael had realised Christine would never recover from Alistair’s death, but he couldn’t be sure if she’d killed herself. Helping out Nick and his daughter-in-law, Rosie, was a way of coping – that was why he had moved in with them. They needed help, too. Alistair, a lawyer, had invested badly and lost clients because of his drinking.

‘Of course he remembers fun,’ Rosie Etherington said, squeezing Michael’s arm. ‘That’s why neither of us is going anywhere near the town centre tonight. Omelette aux fines herbes and a nice Chablis will do for us.’

Nick rolled his eyes as he closed the car door. ‘Fun means a lot of things, but not those.’ He smiled. ‘Well, maybe the Chablis.’

‘One beer, all right?’ Rosie said, her tone hardening slightly.

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘And back by midnight,’ Michael added.

Nick, dressed in a grey boiler suit, clicked his heels together and saluted. At least the afternoons he’d spent in the school cadet force had taught him something.

‘Yes, Gramps.’ He got into the car and reversed smoothly down the drive.
         

They watched him head down the village’s main street.

‘He didn’t kiss me,’ Rosie said, lowering her gaze.

Michael put his arm round her thin shoulders. ‘He’s eighteen. Kissing his mother isn’t high on his list of priorities.’

Rosie gave him a serious look. ‘He was unhappy recently.’

‘You have to let him go,’ Michael said, remembering what he’d got up to at his grandson’s age.

‘Yes,’ Rosie said softly. ‘I suppose I do.’

They went into the former merchant’s house and turned on the lights.
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Outside the brothel, Joni said, ‘Go home, sir. You need your sleep and we’ve got this under control.’ She glanced at Morrie Sutton, who nodded reluctantly.

‘I want to interview the boy,’ Sutton said.

‘Both of you,’ Heck repeated. ‘Then DI Pax can talk to the women. You’ve got plenty on your plate, Morrie. The house search, canvassing the neighbours – they must have known what was going on here.’

‘This street’s full of squats and dope dealers,’ Morrie said. ‘You think they’ll say anything to us? Plus, the Albanians will have put the shits up them.’

Heck ignored his objections. ‘You’ve also got to organise the search for the missing woman.’

Sutton shrugged. He knew of old that when Heck Rutherford was in this mood, there was no arguing with him. He walked over to his senior subordinate, DS Nathan Gray, and went into a huddle with him and his DCs.

‘Anything you want to tell me, Joni?’ Heck asked, his eyes  on hers. ‘I hope you didn’t let the woman go. It looks like she’s responsible for three serious attacks.’
         

‘Having been forced to work as a sex slave for God knows how long,’ Joni said, in disgust. ‘No, she got over a gate and was away by the time I got there. I felt I’d be more use here. I gave Nathan the location.’

‘Anything else?’

Joni ran her fingers over the scar that bisected her right eyebrow. It was the result of a knife attack in Hackney when she was seventeen. The boy responsible hadn’t been able to walk for two weeks. She should tell her boss that she’d left her card with the message in Italian. ‘There’s blood on the gate. I’ll let the techies know.’

‘All right,’ Heck said, leaning against his Cherokee. ‘Don’t step on Morrie’s toes any more than you have to.’ He frowned. ‘And don’t let yourself get emotionally involved with the women. We need to keep our distance, especially as they may be illegals.’ He didn’t mention Maureen Hughes, but he’d had to tell Joni that he thought she’d lost her objectivity in the battered woman’s case. He’d been impressed that she hadn’t allowed the publicity to go to her head. If it had been Morrie Sutton, he’d still be walking around like a pigeon with its chest puffed out.

‘OK, I’m for my bed,’ he said, opening the door of the Jeep. ‘One last thing, Joni. Why did you follow the lad in the traffic light from the town centre?’

She looked at him, then dropped her gaze. ‘I don’t know, sir. Hunch?’

Heck looked at her dubiously, then got into the 4×4. There was something strange about her. At first he’d thought she needed time to get used to Pofnee and the north in general but, if anything, she was getting weirder – the faraway look; the intuitive leaps that usually turned out to be on the button; the quick reactions, like her pursuit of the woman earlier. Joni Pax wasn’t like any other detective he’d met. And then there was the issue of why she’d left the Met. There was no way of knowing how much the last operation she’d run still preyed on her mind.

He watched as she swung her long legs into a patrol car, then started his engine and pulled away from the scene. He was heading for bed, but he wasn’t sure how much sleep he’d get. He had hunches too, though he put them down to his years of experience. The people who controlled the now defunct brothel in Burwell Street wouldn’t be happy and someone would have to pay. He hoped the missing woman turned herself in to the police before the men who saw themselves as her owners found her.
         

Driving through the now quiet town, Heck Rutherford told himself to get a grip. Maybe Ag would wake up when he slipped into bed. Then his phone rang. It was ACC Dickie, requiring a status update – and telling him that she wanted a meeting at nine the next morning. So much for the May Day bank holiday.
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