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      To Chris, my father

      And Chris, my brother

      And Chris, my soul-brother

      And Sandra, my sister – but maybe we

      should call her Chris to avoid any ambiguity






      Prologue

      When despatch called to tell Sheriff Webster Gayle about the plane crash, he was at the bowling alley, just about to sink
         a spoon into an enormous bowl of ice cream. One of the thoughts that went through his mind as he listened, along with the
         first gripes of pity for the dead and bereaved, and dismay at the shit-storm this would bring him, was that this seven-dollar
         sundae was now surely going to waste.
      

      ‘Emergency landing?’ he asked, making sure he understood. He cupped his hand around the phone to shut out the reverberating
         sounds of pins falling and being reset in the adjacent lane.
      

      ‘Nope.’ Connie was definitive. ‘No kind of landing at all. That bird just fell out of the sky, hit the ground and blew the
         hell up. Don’t know how big it was or where it was coming from. I’ve put calls out to ATC at Phoenix and Los Angeles. I’ll
         let you know when they get back to me.’
      

      ‘And it’s definitely inside the county limits?’ Gayle asked, clutching at a feeble straw. ‘I thought the flight path was more
         to the west, out by Arcona.’
      

      ‘It came down right by the highway, Web. Honest to God, I can see the smoke right out the window here. It’s not just in the
         limits, it’s so close you could walk to it from the Gateway mall. I already passed the word along to Doc Beattie. Anything else you want me to do?’
      

      Gayle considered. ‘Yeah,’ he said after a moment. ‘Tell Anstruther to get up there and rope it off, a good ways out. Far enough
         so we don’t get anyone stopping by to rubberneck or take pictures.’
      

      ‘What about Moggs?’ Meaning Eileen Moggs, who comprised the entirety of the full-time staff on the Peason Chronicler. Moggs was a journalist of the old school, in that she drove around and talked to people before she filed copy, and even
         took her own photos with an over-sized digital SLR that made Gayle think of a strap-on dildo he’d seen once in a sex toys
         catalogue and then tried to forget.
      

      ‘Moggs can go through,’ Gayle said. ‘I owe her a favour.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ Connie queried, just blandly enough that Gayle couldn’t be sure there was any innuendo there. He shoved the bowl
         of ice cream away from him, disconsolate. It was one of those fancy flavours with a long name and an even longer list of ingredients,
         leaning heavily on chocolate, marshmallow and caramel in various combinations. Gayle was an addict, but had made peace with
         his weakness a long time ago. It beat booze, by a long way. Probably beat heroin and crack cocaine, too, although he’d never
         tried either.
      

      ‘I’m on my way over,’ he said. ‘Tell Anstruther a good quarter of a mile.’

      ‘A good quarter of a mile what, chief?’

      He waved to the waitress to bring him the check. ‘The incident line, Connie. I want it to be at least five minutes’ walk from
         the wreck. There’ll be people coming in from all over when they get a sniff of this, and the less they see, the sooner they’ll
         turn around and go home again.’
      

      ‘Okay. Five minutes’ walk.’ Gayle could hear Connie scribbling it down. She hated numbers, claimed to be blind to them in the way some people are blind to colours. ‘Is that it?’
      

      ‘That’s it for now. Try the airports again. I’ll give you a call when I get out there.’

      Gayle took his hat from the empty seat beside him and put it on. The waitress, an attractive dark-featured woman whose name
         tag said MADHUKSARA, brought him the cheque for the ice cream and for a hot dog and fries he’d had earlier. She affected to
         be scandalised at the fact that he hadn’t touched his dessert. ‘Well, I’d welcome a doggy bag if it was a practical proposition,’
         he said, making the best of it. She got the joke, laughed louder and longer than it deserved. He creaked a little as he stood.
         Getting old, and getting rheumatic, even in this climate. ‘Ma’am.’ He touched the brim of his hat to her and headed out.
      

      Gayle’s thoughts were on idle as he crossed the baking backlot towards his battered blue Chevrolet Biscayne. He was entitled
         to a new car on the police budget whenever he wanted one, but the Biscayne was a local landmark. Wherever he parked it, it
         was like a sign saying, THE DOCTOR IS IN.

      How was Madhuksara pronounced? Where did she come from, and what had brought her to live in Peason, Arizona? This was Gayle’s town, and he was
         attached to it by strong, subterranean bonds, but he couldn’t imagine anyone coming from a great distance to be here. What
         would be the draw? The mall? The three-screen movie theatre? The desert?
      

      Of course, he reminded himself, this was the twenty-first century. Madhuksara didn’t have to be an immigrant at all. She could
         have been born and raised right here in the south-western corner of the US of A. She certainly hadn’t had any trace of a foreign
         accent. On the other hand, he hadn’t ever seen her around town before. Gayle wasn’t a racist, which at some points in his
         career as a policeman had given him a certain novelty value. He liked variety, in humankind as much as in ice cream. But his instincts were a cop’s instincts and he tended to file
         new faces of any colour in a mental pending tray, on the grounds that unknown quantities could always turn out to be trouble.
      

      Highway 68 was clear all the way to the interstate, but long before he got to the crossroads he could see the coal-black column
         stretching up into the sky. A pillar of smoke by day, a pillar of fire by night, Gayle thought irrelevantly. His mother had belonged to a Baptist church and quoted scripture the way some people talk about
         the weather. Gayle himself hadn’t opened a bible in thirty years, but some of that stuff had stuck with him.
      

      He turned off on to the single-file blacktop that bordered Bassett’s Farm and came up through the fields on a nameless dirt
         track where once, a great many years before, he’d had his first kiss that hadn’t come from an elderly female relative.
      

      He was surprised and pleased to find the road roped off with an emphatic strip of black-and-yellow incident tape, a hundred
         yards or so before he was close enough to see the sprawl of twisted metal from which the smoke was rising. The tape had been
         stretched between two pine fence posts, and Spence, one of his most taciturn and unexcitable deputies, was standing right
         there to see that drivers didn’t just bypass the roadblock by taking a short detour into the cornfield.
      

      As Spence untied the tape to let him pass, Gayle wound his window down.

      ‘Where’s Anstruther?’ he asked.

      Spence pointed with a sideways nod. ‘Up there.’

      ‘Who else?’

      ‘Lewscynski. Scuff. And Mizz Moggs.’

      Gayle nodded and drove on.

      Like heroin and cocaine, a major airplane crash was something outside Gayle’s experience. In his imagination, the plane had come down like an arrow and embedded itself in the soil, tail up. The reality was not so neat. He saw a broad ridge of
         gouged earth about two hundred yards long, maybe five or six feet high at its outer edge. The plane had broken up as it dug
         that furrow, shedding great curved pieces of its fuselage like giant eggshells along the whole, tortured stretch of ground.
         What was left of the fuselage was burning up at the far end and – now that Gayle’s window was down, he became aware – filling
         the air with a terrible stench of combustion. Whether it was flesh or plastic that smelled like that as it burned he could
         not be sure. He was in no hurry to find out.
      

      He parked the Biscayne next to Anstruther’s black-and-white and got out. The wreck was a hundred yards away, but the heat
         from the fire laid itself across Gayle’s body like a bar across a door as he walked over to where a small group of people
         was standing, on top of the newly ploughed ridge. Anstruther, his senior deputy, was shielding his eyes as he looked out over
         the remade country. Joel Scuff, a no-account trooper who at age twenty-seven was already more of a disgrace to the force than
         men twice his age had managed, stood beside him, staring in the same direction. Both looked sombre and nonplussed, like people
         at a funeral for someone they didn’t know that well, fearful that they might be called on for small talk.
      

      Sitting at their feet, on the rucked-up earth, was Eileen Moggs. Her phallic camera sat impotently in her lap and her head
         was bowed. It was hard to be sure from this angle, but her face had the crumpled look of someone who had recently been crying.
      

      Gayle was about to say something to her, but at that point, as he trudged up the rising gradient of the earthworks, his head
         crested the ridge and he saw what they were seeing. He stopped dead, involuntarily, his brain too overloaded with that horrible
         image to maintain any commerce with his legs.
      

Bassett’s North 40 was sown with corpses: men and women and children, all strewn across the chewed-up earth, while the clothes
         disgorged from their burst suitcases arced and twisted above them in the searing thermals, as though their ghosts were dancing
         in fancy dress to celebrate their new-found freedom.
      

      Gayle tried to swear, but his mouth was too dry, suddenly, for the sound to make it out. In the terrible heat, his tears evaporated
         right off his cheeks before anyone could see them.
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      The photo showed a dead man sprawled at the foot of a staircase. It was perfectly framed and pin-sharp, and nobody seemed
         to have noticed the most interesting thing about it, but it still didn’t fill Heather Kennedy with anything that resembled
         enthusiasm.
      

      
      She closed the manila folder again and pushed it back across the desk. There wasn’t much else in there to look at anyway.
         ‘I don’t want this,’ she said.
      

      
      Facing her across the desk, DCI Summerhill shrugged: a shrug that said into each life a little rain must fall. ‘I don’t have anyone else to give it to, Heather,’ he told her, in the tone of a reasonable man doing what needed to be
         done. ‘Slates are full across the department. You’re the one with the most slack.’ He didn’t add, but could have done, you know why the short straw is your straw, and you know what has to happen before that stops.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ Kennedy said. ‘I’m slack. So put me on runaround for Ratner or Denning. Don’t give me a dead-ball misallocation
         that’s going to sit open on my docket until five miles south of judgement day.’
      

      
      Summerhill didn’t even make the effort of looking sympathetic. ‘If it’s not murder,’ he said, ‘close it. Sign off on it. I’ll
         back your call, so long as you can make it stick.’
      

      
      ‘How am I meant do that when the evidence is three weeks old?’ Kennedy shot back, acidly. She was going to lose this. Summerhill had already made up his mind. But she wasn’t going
         to make it easy for the old bastard. ‘Nobody worked the crime scene. Nobody did anything with the body in situ. All I’ve got
         to go on are a few photos taken by a bluebell from the local cop-shop.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that and the autopsy report,’ Summerhill said. ‘The north London lab came back with enough open questions to bring
         the case back to life – and possibly to give you a few starting points.’ He pushed the file firmly and irrevocably back to
         her.
      

      
      ‘Why was there an autopsy if nobody thought the death was suspicious?’ Kennedy asked, genuinely puzzled. How did this even get to be our problem?

      
      Summerhill closed his eyes, massaged them with finger and thumb. He grimaced wearily. Clearly he just wanted her to take the
         file and get the hell out of his morning. ‘The dead man had a sister, and the sister pushed. Now she’s got what she wanted
         – an open verdict, implying a world of exciting possibilities. To be blunt, we don’t really have any alternative right now.
         We look bad because we signed off on accidental death so quickly and we look bad because we stonewalled on the autopsy on
         the first request. So we’ve got to reopen the case and we’ve got to go through the motions until one of two things happens:
         we find an actual explanation for this guy’s death or else we hit a wall and we can reasonably say we tried.’
      

      
      ‘Which could take for ever,’ Kennedy pointed out. It was a classic black hole. A case that had had no real spadework done
         at the front end meant you had to run yourself ragged for everything thereafter, from forensics to witness statements.
      

      
      ‘Yes. Easily. But look on the bright side, Heather. You’ll also be breaking in a new partner, a willing young DC who’s only
         just joined the division and doesn’t know a thing about you. Chris Harper. Straight transfer from St John’s Wood via the academy. Treat him gently, won’t you. They’re used to more civilised
         ways over at Newcourt Street.’
      

      
      Kennedy opened her mouth to speak, closed it again. There was no point. In fact, on one level you had to admire the neatness
         and economy of the stitch-up. Someone had screwed up heroically – signed off way too fast and then got bitten on the arse
         by the evidence – so now the whole mess was being handed off to the most expendable detective in the division and a poor piece
         of cannon fodder drafted in for the occasion from one of the boroughs. No harm, no foul. Or if it turned out there was, nobody
         who mattered was going to be booked for it.
      

      
      With a muttered oath, she headed for the door. Leaning back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head, Summerhill stared
         at her retreating back. ‘Bring them back alive, Heather,’ he exhorted her, languidly.
      

      
      When she got back to her desk, Kennedy found the latest gift from the get-her-out-by-Friday brigade. It was a dead rat in
         a stainless steel break-back trap, lying across the papers on her desk. Seven or eight detectives were in the bear pit, sitting
         around in elaborately casual groupings, and they were all watching her covertly, eager to see how she’d react. There might
         even be money riding on the outcome, judging from the mood of suppressed excitement in the room.
      

      
      Kennedy had been putting up quietly with lesser provocations, but as she stared down at the limp little corpse, a ruff of
         blood crusted at its throat where it had fallen on the trap’s baited spike, she acknowledged instantly what she ninety-per-cent
         already knew – that she wasn’t going to make this stop by uncomplainingly carrying her own cross.
      

      
      So what were the options? She ran through a few until she found one that at least had the advantage of being immediate. She picked the trap up and pulled it open, with some difficulty
         because the spring was stiff. The rat fell on to her desk with an audible thud. Then she tossed the trap aside, hearing it
         clatter behind her, and picked up the body, not gingerly by the tail but firmly in her fist. It was cold: a lot colder than
         ambient. Someone had been keeping it in his fridge, looking forward to this moment. Kennedy glanced around the room.
      

      
      Josh Combes. It wasn’t that he was the ringleader – the campaign wasn’t as consciously orchestrated as that. But among the
         officers who felt a need to make Kennedy’s life uncomfortable, Combes had the loudest mouth and was senior in terms of years
         served. So Combes would do as well as anyone, and better than most. Kennedy crossed to his desk and threw the dead rat into
         his crotch. Combes started violently, making his chair roll back on its castors. The rat fell to the floor.
      

      
      ‘Jesus!’ he bellowed.

      
      ‘You know,’ Kennedy said, into the mildly scandalised silence, ‘big boys don’t ask their mummies to do this stuff for them,
         Josh. You should have stayed in uniform until your cods dropped. Harper, you’re with me.’
      

      
      She wasn’t even sure he was there: she had no idea what he looked like. But as she walked away, she saw out of the corner
         of her eye one of the seated men stand and detach himself from the group.
      

      
      ‘Bitch,’ Combes snarled at her back.

      
      Her blood was boiling, but she chuckled, let them all hear it.
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      Harper drove, through light summer rain that had come from nowhere. Kennedy reviewed the file. That took most of the first
         minute.
      

      
      ‘Did you get a chance to look at this?’ she asked him, as they turned into Victoria Street and hit the traffic.

      
      The detective constable did a little rapid blinking, but said nothing for a moment or two. Chris Harper, twenty-eight, of
         Camden Ops, St John’s Wood and the SCD’s much-touted Crime Academy: Kennedy had taken a few moments in-between Summerhill’s
         office and the bear pit to look him up on the divisional database. There was nothing to see, apart from a citation for bravery
         (in relation to a warehouse fire) and a red docket, redacted, for an altercation with a senior officer over a personal matter
         that wasn’t specified. Whatever it was, it seemed to have been settled without any grievance procedure being invoked.
      

      
      Harper was fair-haired and as lean as a wire, with a slight asymmetry in his face that made him look like he was either flinching
         or favouring you with an insinuating wink. Kennedy thought she might have run across him once in passing somewhere, a long
         way back, but if so, it had been a very fleeting contact, and it hadn’t left behind any strong impression for good or bad.
      

      
      
      ‘Haven’t read it all,’ Harper admitted at last. ‘I only found out I was assigned to this case about an hour ago. I was going
         over the file, but then … well, you turned up and did the dead rat cabaret, and then we hit the road.’ Kennedy shot him a
         narrow look, which he affected not to notice. ‘I read the summary sheet,’ he said. ‘Flicked through the initial incident report.
         That was all.’
      

      
      ‘All you missed was the autopsy stuff, then,’ Kennedy told him. ‘There was sod all actual policing done at the scene. Anything
         stay with you?’
      

      
      Harper shook his head. ‘Not a lot,’ he admitted. He slowed the car. They’d run into the back end of a queue that seemed to
         fill the top half of Parliament Street: roadworks, closing the street down to one lane. No point using the siren, because
         there was nowhere people could move out of their way. They rolled along, stop-start, slower than walking pace.
      

      
      ‘Dead man was a teacher,’ Kennedy said. ‘A university professor, actually, at Prince Regent’s College. Stuart Barlow. Age
         fifty-seven. Place of work, the college’s history annexe on Fitzroy Street, which is where he died. By falling down a flight
         of stairs and breaking his neck.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’ Harper nodded as though it was all coming back to him.

      
      ‘Except the autopsy now says he didn’t,’ Kennedy went on. ‘He was lying at the bottom of the staircase, so it seemed like
         the logical explanation. It looked like he’d tripped and fallen badly: neck broken, skull impacted by a solid whack to the
         left-hand side. He had a briefcase with him. It was lying right next to him, spilled open, so there again, there was a default
         assumption. He packed his stuff, headed home for the night, got to the top of the stairs and then tripped. The body was found
         just after 9 p.m., maybe an hour after Barlow usually clocked off for the night.’
      

      
      
      ‘Seems to add up,’ Harper allowed. He was silent for a few moments as the car trickled forward a score or so of yards and
         then stopped again. ‘But what? The broken neck wasn’t the cause of death?’
      

      
      ‘No, it was,’ Kennedy said. ‘The problem is, it wasn’t broken in the right way. Damage to the throat muscles was consistent
         with torsional stress, not planar.’
      

      
      ‘Torsional. Like it had been twisted?’

      
      ‘Exactly. Like it had been twisted. And that takes a little focused effort. It doesn’t tend to happen when you fall downstairs.
         Okay, a sharp knock coming at an angle might turn the neck suddenly, but you’d still expect most of the soft tissue trauma
         to be linear, the damaged muscle and the external injury lining up to give you the angle of impact.’
      

      
      She flicked through the sparse, unsatisfying pages until she came to the one that – after the autopsy – was the most troubling.

      
      ‘Plus there’s the stalker,’ Harper said, as if reading her thoughts. ‘I saw there was another incident report in there. Dead
         man was being followed.’
      

      
      Kennedy nodded. ‘Very good, Detective Constable. Stalker is maybe overstating the case a little, but you’re right. Barlow
         had reported someone trailing him. First of all at an academic conference, then later outside his house. Whoever signed off
         on this the first time around either didn’t know that or didn’t think it mattered. The two incident sheets hadn’t been cross-referenced,
         so I’d go for the former. But in light of the autopsy results, it makes us look all kinds of stupid.’
      

      
      ‘Which God forbid,’ Harper murmured, blandly.

      
      ‘Amen,’ Kennedy intoned.

      
      Silence fell, as it often does after prayers.

      
      Harper broke it. ‘So that stuff with the rat. Is that part of your daily routine?’

      
      
      ‘These days, yeah. It pretty much is. Why? Do you have an allergy?’

      
      Harper thought about that. ‘Not yet,’ he said at last.

      
      Despite its name, the history annexe of Prince Regent’s College was aggressively modern in design: an austere concrete and
         glass bunker, tucked into a side street a quarter of a mile from the college’s main site on Gower Street. It was also deserted,
         since term had finished a week before. One wall of the foyer was a floorto-ceiling notice board, advertising gigs by bands
         Kennedy didn’t know, with dates that had already passed.
      

      
      The harassed bursar, Ellis, came out to meet them. His face was shiny with sweat, as though he’d come straight from the bureaucratic
         equivalent of an aerobic workout, and he seemed to see the visit as a personal attack on the good name of the institution.
         ‘We were told the investigation was closed,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘I doubt you were ever told that by anyone with the authority to say it, Mr Ellis,’ Harper said, deadpan. The official line
         at this point was that the case had never been closed: that had only ever been a misunderstanding.
      

      
      Kennedy hated to hide behind weasel words, and at this point felt like she owed little loyalty to the department. ‘The autopsy
         came back with some unusual findings,’ she added, without looking at Harper. ‘And that’s changed the way we’re looking at
         the case. It’s probably best to say nothing about this to anyone else on the faculty, but we’ll need to make some further
         investigations.’
      

      
      ‘Can I at least assume that all this will be over before the start of our summer school programme?’ the bursar asked, his
         tone stuck halfway between belligerence and quavering dread.
      

      
      Kennedy wished it with all her heart, but she believed that giving people good news that hadn’t been adequately crash-tested
         was setting them up for more misery later. ‘No,’ she said, bluntly. ‘Please don’t assume that.’
      

      
      Ellis’s face fell.

      
      ‘But … the students,’ he said, despite the self-evident lack of any. ‘Things like this do no good at all for recruitment or
         for our academic profile.’ It was such a strikingly fatuous thing to say that Kennedy wasn’t sure how to respond. She decided
         on silence, unfortunately leaving a void that the bursar seemed to feel obligated to fill. ‘There’s a sort of contamination
         by association,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you know what I mean. It happened at Alabama after the shootings in the biology department.
         That was a disgruntled teaching assistant, I understand – a freak occurrence, a chance in a million, and no students were
         involved at all. But the faculty still reported a drop in applications the next year. It’s as though people think murder is
         something you can catch.’
      

      
      Okay, that was less fatuous, Kennedy thought, but a lot more obnoxious. This man had lost a colleague, in circumstances that
         were turning out to be suspicious, and his first thought was how it might affect the college’s bottom line. Ellis was clearly
         a selfserving toerag, so he got civility package one: just the basics.
      

      
      ‘We need to see the place where the body was found,’ she told him. ‘Now, please.’

      
      He led them along empty, echoing corridors. The smell in the place reminded Kennedy of old newsprint. As a child she had built
         a playhouse in her parents’ garden shed from boxes of newspapers. Her father had collected them for arcane reasons (maybe,
         even that far back, his mind was beginning to go). It was that smell, exactly: sad old paper, dead-ended, defeated in its
         effort to inform.
      

      
      They turned a corner and Ellis stopped suddenly. For a moment Kennedy thought he meant to remonstrate with her, but he half-raised his hands in an oddly constrained gesture to indicate their immediate surroundings.
      

      
      ‘This is where it happened,’ he said, with an emphasis on the ‘it’ that was half-gingerly, half-prurient. Kennedy looked around,
         recognising the short, narrow hallway and the steep stairs from the photographs.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Mr Ellis,’ she said. ‘We’ll handle this part on our own. But we’ll need you again in a little while, to let us
         into Mr Barlow’s study.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be at reception,’ Ellis said, and trudged away, the cartoon raincloud over his head all but visible.

      
      Kennedy turned to Harper. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘let’s walk this through.’ She handed him the file, open and with the photos on
         top. Harper nodded, a little warily. He staggered the photos like a poker hand, glancing from them to the stairs and then
         back again. Kennedy didn’t push him: he needed to get his eye in and it would take as long as it took. Whether he knew it
         or not, she was doing him a favour, letting him put it together in his own mind rather than hitting him with her thoughts
         right out of the gate. He was fresh out of the box after all: in theory, she was meant to be training him up, not using him
         as a footrest.
      

      
      ‘He was lying here,’ Harper said at last, sketching the scene with his free hand. ‘His head … there, around about the fourth
         stair.’
      

      
      ‘Head on the runner of the fourth stair,’ Kennedy cut in. She wasn’t disagreeing, just wrapping it in her own words. She wanted
         to see it, to transfer the image in her head to the space in front of her, and she knew from experience that saying it would
         help. ‘Where’s the briefcase? By the base of the wall, right? Here?’
      

      
      ‘Here,’ Harper said, indicating a point maybe two yards out from the foot of the stairs. ‘It’s open and on its side. There are a whole lot of papers, too, just strewn around here. Quite
         a wide spill, all the way to the far wall. They could have slipped out of the briefcase or out of Barlow’s hands as he fell.’
      

      
      ‘What else? Anything?’

      
      ‘His coat.’ Harper pointed again.

      
      Kennedy was momentarily thrown. ‘Not in the photos.’

      
      ‘No,’ Harper agreed. ‘But it’s here in the evidence list. They moved it because it was partially occluding the body and they
         needed a clear line of sight for the trauma photos. Barlow probably had it over his arm or something. Warm evening. Or maybe
         he was putting it on when he tripped. Or, you know, when he was attacked.’
      

      
      Kennedy thought about this. ‘Does the coat match the rest of his outfit?’ she demanded.

      
      ‘What?’ Harper almost laughed, but he saw that Kennedy was serious.

      
      ‘Is it the same colour as Barlow’s jacket and trousers?’

      
      Harper flicked through the file for a long time, not finding anything that described or showed the coat. Finally he realised
         that it was in one of the photos after all – one that had been taken right at the start of the examination but had somehow
         been shuffled to the bottom of the deck. ‘It’s a black raincoat,’ he said. ‘No wonder he wasn’t wearing it. He was probably
         sweating just in the jacket.’
      

      
      Kennedy climbed part of the way up the stairs, scanning them closely. ‘There was blood,’ she called over her shoulder to Harper.
         ‘Where was the blood, Detective Constable?’
      

      
      ‘Counting from the bottom, ninth and thirteenth stairs up.’

      
      ‘Right, right. Stain’s still visible on the wood here, look.’ She circled her hand above one spot, then the other, triangulated
         to the bottom of the stairs. ‘He hits, bang, bounces …’ She turned to face Harper again. ‘Not robbery,’ she said, to herself more than to him.
      

      
      He referred to the file again – the verbal summary this time, not the photos. ‘No indication that anything had been taken,’
         he agreed. ‘Wallet and phone still in his pocket.’
      

      
      ‘He’s worked here for eleven years,’ Kennedy mused. ‘Why would he fall?’

      
      Harper flipped a few pages, was silent for a while. When he looked up, he pointed past Kennedy to the head of the stairs.
         ‘Barlow’s office is at the other end of that first-floor corridor,’ he said. ‘This was pretty much the only way he could take
         when he left the building, unless he was going all the way back to reception to drop off some outgoing mail or something.
         And it says here the bulb had gone, so the stairwell must have been dark.’
      

      
      ‘Gone? As in removed?’

      
      ‘No, gone as in burned out. Bulb had blown.’

      
      Kennedy ascended the rest of the stairs. At the top was a very narrow landing. A single door, set centrally, led to another
         corridor – from what Harper had said, the corridor that led to Barlow’s office. To either side of the door were two windows
         of frosted glass that looked through on to the corridor, extending from the ceiling down to about waist height. The remaining
         three feet or so from the windows to the ground were white wooden panels.
      

      
      ‘So he comes to the top of the stairs in the dark,’ she said. ‘Stops to turn on the light, but it doesn’t go on.’ It was to
         the left of the door, a single switch. ‘And someone who’s waiting here, on the right-hand side, moves in on him while his
         back is turned.’
      

      
      ‘Makes sense,’ Harper said.

      
      ‘No,’ Kennedy said. ‘It doesn’t. That’s not where you set an ambush, is it? Anyone standing around out here is visible both
         from the bottom of the stairs and from the upper corridor, through these windows. It’s stippled glass, but you’d still see
         if someone was standing there.’
      

      
      ‘With the light out?’

      
      ‘The light might be out on the landing, but we’ve got to assume that it’s on in the upstairs corridor. You wouldn’t miss someone
         standing right there in front of you, on the other side of the glass.’
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ said Harper. He paused, thinking. ‘But this is a college. You wouldn’t necessarily assume it was sinister for someone
         to be waiting here at the top of the stairs.’
      

      
      Kennedy raised her eyebrows, let them fall again. ‘The murderer would know it was sinister,’ she said. ‘So it would be an odd place to choose. And Barlow had reported being followed, so he might be
         more alert than usual. But there’s a better answer for all this anyway. Go on.’
      

      
      ‘A better answer?’

      
      ‘I’ll show you in a minute. Go on.’

      
      ‘Okay,’ Harper said. ‘So whoever it was hangs around on the landing here for however long it takes, lets Barlow walk past,
         then grabs him from behind. Twists his head until his neck snaps, and pitches him down the stairs.’
      

      
      Even as he was saying this, Harper was smiling. He snorted derision at his own summary. Kennedy looked a question at him,
         and he pointed to the top of the stairs, then to the bottom. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t make any sense at all. I
         mean, talk about overkill. The guy was fifty-seven years old, for Christ’s sake. The fall would probably have killed him in
         any case. Why not just give him a push?’
      

      
      ‘Interesting point,’ Kennedy said. ‘Maybe Mister Somebody doesn’t want to take the chance. Also, let’s not forget that Mister
         Somebody knows how to break someone’s neck with a single twist. Maybe he doesn’t get to show his skills off too often and this was his night to strut.’
      

      
      Harper joined in the game. ‘Or they could have struggled, and the twist was a headlock that went wrong. Both that and the
         fall could have been accidents, more or less. Even if we find the guy, we might not be able to prove intent.’
      

      
      Kennedy had descended again as he was talking. She passed him, went all the way back to the foot of the stairs. The banister
         rail ended there, curving down into a thicker wooden upright. She was looking for a specific feature, which she knew had to
         be there. It was about two feet off the ground, on the outside of the upright – the side that faced the lower corridor, rather
         than the stairs themselves.
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ she said to Harper, pointing. ‘Now look at this.’

      
      He came down and squatted beside her, saw what she was seeing. ‘A nick in the wood,’ he said. ‘You think it was done on the
         night Barlow died?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Kennedy. ‘Before. Probably a long time before. But it was definitely there on the night. It shows up in some of
         the forensics photos. Look.’
      

      
      She took the prints back from him and flicked through them, came up with the image she’d first seen earlier that day, sitting
         across from Summerhill as he gave her the poisoned chalice. She passed it to Harper, who looked at it with cursory interest
         at first, then carried on looking.
      

      
      ‘Bloody hell,’ he said at last.

      
      ‘Yeah. Bloody hell indeed.’

      
      What the photo showed was a small shred of light-brown cloth caught on the jagged lip of that tiny imperfection in the wood.
         The forensic photographer had been careful to get it in very clear focus, presumably assuming at that point that he was participating
         in what could be the start of a murder inquiry.
      

      
      
      The ragged tuft of cloth had been logged as evidence, too, and was therefore still sitting in a labelled bag in a labelled
         box on a shelf back in the division’s forensic support wing. But nobody seemed to have given any real thought to it since.
         After all, you usually didn’t have to work too hard to establish the presence of the victim at the scene of the crime.
      

      
      Also in the photo, in the background but still more or less in focus, was Stuart Barlow himself, in a tan jacket with leather
         pads sewn in at the elbows – the stereotypical bachelor academic, except with his neck bent at an impossible angle and his
         staring face livid in death.
      

      
      ‘I looked through the pack, but I didn’t really register this,’ Harper admitted. ‘I was mostly just looking at the body.’

      
      ‘So was the investigating officer. You see what it means, though, right?’

      
      Harper nodded, but his face showed that he was still working through the implications. ‘It’s from Barlow’s jacket,’ he said.
         ‘Or maybe his trousers. But … it’s in the wrong place.’
      

      
      ‘Jacket or trousers, Barlow shouldn’t be anywhere near here,’ Kennedy agreed, tapping the spot itself with her finger. ‘It’s
         a good seven or eight feet, laterally, from where he ended up, and it’s on the wrong side of the stair rail – the outside.
         The jag in the wood is angled downwards, too. You’d more or less have to be moving upwards into the sharp edge to tear your
         clothes on it, and that’s assuming you’re standing where we are. I don’t see any way this could happen as the body fell from
         above.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe Barlow flails around after he hits bottom,’ Harper speculated. ‘Not quite dead. Trying to get up and get help or—’
         He stopped abruptly, shook his head. ‘No, that’s ridiculous. The poor bastard has a broken neck.’
      

      
      ‘Right. If the loose thread had been from the street coat, then I’d maybe buy that. You can’t figure the angles on something
         that’s flapping around loose in someone’s hand. But the street coat is black. This came from the clothes the victim was wearing,
         which wouldn’t move upwards when his body was moving down, or do elaborate pirouettes around solid objects. No, I’m thinking
         Barlow met his attacker right here, at the bottom of the stairs. The guy waited out of sight here, probably in this alcove
         under the stairs, then when he heard the footsteps coming down he got into position, stepped out as Barlow walked by and grabbed
         him from behind.’
      

      
      ‘And then arranged the body to look as though he fell,’ Harper finished the thought. ‘That would explain him hauling Barlow
         upright and catching his clothes on that jag.’
      

      
      Kennedy shook her head. ‘Remember the blood on the upper stairs, Harper. The body did fall. I just think it fell later. The
         attacker kills Barlow down here, because down here is safer. No windows, less chance that Barlow will see him coming – or
         recognise him, maybe, if they’ve met before. But he’s thorough and he wants to make sure all the physical evidence is right.
         So once Barlow is dead, he drags the body up the stairs so he can throw it down again and add that extra touch of authenticity.
         In that process, as he’s manhandling the body, the jacket catches on this jagged edge and a little shred of it gets caught.’
      

      
      ‘That’s way too complicated,’ Harper protested. ‘You just have to hit the guy with a pipe wrench, right? Everyone will assume
         it was a mugging that went wrong. You could walk right out of here with the murder weapon under your coat and nobody would
         ever know. Dragging the body up the stairs, even late in the evening when there’s no one around, is a stupid risk to take.’
      

      
      ‘It could be he preferred that risk to the risk of an investigation,’ Kennedy said. ‘There’s the bulb, too.’

      
      ‘The bulb?’

      
      ‘On the upper landing. If I’m right, Barlow wasn’t killed or even attacked up there. But the light is blown, to make it look that bit more likely that he fell. Could just be a weird coincidence,
         but I don’t think so. I think our killer takes care of that little detail too. Unscrews the bulb, shakes it until the filament
         snaps, puts it back.’
      

      
      ‘Afterwards.’

      
      ‘Yes. Afterwards. I know, it sounds insane. But if that is what happened, then maybe …’
      

      
      She started up the stairs again, on hands and knees this time, head bent low to examine the edges of the stair runners. But
         it was Harper who found it, seven steps up, after she’d already gone past it.
      

      
      ‘Here,’ he called to her, pointing.

      
      Kennedy turned and leaned in close to peer. Caught on the head of a nail that had been hammered in at a slight angle and remained
         proud of the wood, there was another wisp of light-brown cloth. It had survived because it was right in close to the wall,
         where people using the stairs were least likely to tread. Kennedy nodded, satisfied. ‘Bingo,’ she said. Corroborating evidence.
         Barlow’s body had been dragged up the stairs, prior to falling down them but presumably after death.
      

      
      ‘So,’ Harper summarised, ‘we’ve got a killer who strikes from the shadows, breaks a guy’s neck with a single twist, then lugs
         him all the way up a flight of stairs that’s in public use, and hangs around long enough to do a bit of stage dressing, all
         so he can fake an accident and duck a murder investigation. That takes an insane amount of balls.’
      

      
      ‘Late in the evening,’ Kennedy reminded him, but she didn’t disagree. It suggested a cold-blooded and self-possessed performance,
         not a crime of passion or a fight that just got out of hand.
      

      
      She straightened up. ‘Let’s take a look at Barlow’s study,’ she suggested.
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      In Leo Tillman’s dreams, his wife and kids were both alive and dead at the same time. Consequently, the dreams could pivot
         on almost nothing – some tiny detail that sparked the wrong association in his defenceless subconscious – and career off into
         nightmare. There were very few nights where he made it through all the way to morning. Very few dawns that didn’t find him
         already awake, sitting on the edge of his bed to disassemble and clean his Unica, or reading through online databases in the
         hope of a sighting.
      

      
      This morning, though, it wasn’t his bed. He was sitting on the seat of a complicated exercise machine in a stranger’s bedroom,
         watching the sun come up over Magas. And it wasn’t a gun in his hand, it was a printed A4 sheet with a couple of hundred words
         of slightly blurry copy. The Unica was tucked into his belt, with the safety on.
      

      
      A colossal picture window in front of him framed the presidential palace at the other end of a narrow avenue lined with wrought-iron
         fencing. It looked exactly how the White House would look if you dropped a mosque right in the middle of it and then walked
         away. Beyond that, Main Street, and beyond that – opening directly off the main drag – the Caucasus Highway. It was a joke
         to call Magas a town, in Tillman’s opinion, in the same way that it was a joke to call Ingushetia a country. No army. No infrastructure. Not even any people. The latest census gave
         the whole republic a smaller population than, say, Birmingham.
      

      
      People mattered to Tillman. He could hide in a crowd, and so could the man he was looking for. That made Magas both attractive
         and dangerous. If his quarry was here, which admittedly was a longshot, there weren’t very many places for him to go to ground.
         But the same thing would be true for Leo if things went bad.
      

      
      There was movement from the bed behind him: the faint, purposeless stirrings that come with waking up.

      
      Almost time to get to work.

      
      But he watched the sunrise for a few moments longer, caught – despite himself – in a waking dream. Rebecca was standing in
         the sun, like the angel from the Book of Revelation, and with her, cradled in her arms, Jud, Seth and Grace. All of them as
         they were on the last day he saw them: not aged, not touched by time. They were so real that they made Magas look like a cardboard
         cut-out of a town, a bad movie set.
      

       Tillman indulged these moments because they kept him alive, kept him moving. And at the same time he feared them because they softened him, made him weak. Love wasn’t part of his present, but it was real and vivid in his past, and the memories were like a sort of voodoo. They made dead ground inside him yawn and gape open, made parts of his own nature that were almost dead rise up. Most of the time, Tillman was as simple as a nail. Remembering made him complex, and contradictory.

      
       He heard a sigh and a fuzzy mumble from the bed. Then a more concerted movement. Reluctantly, Tillman closed his eyes. When
         he opened them again a few seconds later the sun was just the sun, not really capable any more of warming his world: just
         a spotlight, shining from a guard post in the sky.
      

      
      
      He got up and crossed to the bed. Kartoyev was fully awake now and was coming to terms with his situation. He strained against
         the ropes, but only once with each one, testing the tension. He wasn’t going to waste any energy in pointless struggle. He
         stared up at Tillman, his teeth bared as the muscles in his arms flexed.
      

      
      ‘Kto tyi, govn’uk?’ he demanded. His voice had a gravelly burr to it.
      

      
      ‘English,’ Tillman told him, tersely. ‘And lie still. That’s a friendly warning.’

      
      There was a moment’s silence. Kartoyev glanced off towards the door, listening and calculating. No sound of approaching footsteps.
         No sound at all from the rest of the house. So had this intruder killed his bodyguards or just sidestepped them? It made a
         difference. Either way, his best option would be to play for time – but the amount of time would be different in each case.
      

      
      ‘Ya ne govoryu pa-Angliski, ti druchitel,’ he muttered. ‘Izvini.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s clearly not the case,’ Tillman said, mildly. ‘I heard you last night, talking to your girlfriend.’

      
      Belatedly, Kartoyev cast a glance to his left. He was alone in the massive bed. There was no sign of the redhead who’d shared
         it with him the night before.
      

      
      ‘She’s downstairs,’ Tillman said, reading the Russian’s expression. ‘Along with your muscle. No sense in making her go through
         all the unpleasantness that you and me are about to experience. No, she didn’t betray you. It was the booze that got you,
         not the girl.’ He reached into his pocket and brought out a small bottle, now mostly empty. It would look to the Russian like
         gloating, but in fact Tillman was just letting him see how deep Shit Creek was running. ‘One comma four,’ he said. ‘Butanediol.
         When it hits your stomach, it turns into GHB, the date-rape drug – but if you drink it along with alcohol, it takes its own sweet time to kick in. They’re both competing for the same digestive enzyme. So that’s why you slept so deeply. And
         why all your people are tied up in the bathroom right now like so many cords of wood.’
      

      
      ‘The boy from the bar,’ Kartoyev said, grimly, lapsing into English at last. ‘Jamaat. He’s dead. I know his name, his family,
         where he lives. He’s dead. I promise you.’
      

      
      Tillman shook his head. He didn’t bother to deny the young Chechen’s complicity: the booze was the only common factor and
         Kartoyev was no fool. ‘Too late for that,’ he told the Russian. ‘The kid’s long gone. I gave him a couple of million roubles
         out of your safe. Not a fortune, but enough to give him a start-up in Poland or the Czech Republic. Somewhere out of your
         reach.’
      

      
      ‘There is nowhere out of my reach,’ Kartoyev said. ‘I know all the flights out of Magas and I’ve got friends in the interior
         ministry. I’ll trace him and I’ll take him apart. I’ll take you both apart.’
      

      
      ‘Possibly. But maybe you’re overestimating your friends. Once the funeral’s over, they’ll probably be too concerned about
         carving up your little empire to worry much about who it was that took you out.’
      

      
      Kartoyev gave Tillman a long, hard stare, appraising him, taking his measure. Clearly he found something there that he took
         for weakness. ‘You’re not going to kill me, zhopa. You got that big pistol tucked into your belt, there, like a gangster, but you don’t have the stones. You look like you’re
         about to start crying like a little girl.’
      

      
      Tillman didn’t bother to argue. Maybe his eyes had watered a little when he stared into the sun, and the Russian was welcome
         to read into that whatever the hell he liked. ‘You’re right,’ Tillman said. ‘As far as the gun’s concerned anyway. It stays
         where it is, for now. Most of what I had in mind to do to you, it’s already done. Except I may untie you if you give me what
         I came here for.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Kartoyev sneered. ‘You hot for me, American? You want to suck my cock?’

      
      ‘I’m British, Yanush. And I’ll pass, thanks.’

      
      Kartoyev tensed at the use of his given name and strained against the ropes again. ‘You are going to bleed, asshole. You better
         kill me. You better make sure you kill me because if I get my hands around your—’
      

      
      He broke off abruptly. Even over his rant, the click had been clearly audible. It had come from the bed, from directly underneath
         him.
      

      
      ‘I told you to lie still,’ Tillman said. ‘What, you didn’t feel that bulge under the small of your back? But you feel it now,
         obviously. And maybe you know what it is, since it’s in your catalogue. In the special offer section.’
      

      
      Kartoyev’s eyes widened and he froze into sudden, complete stillness.

      
      ‘There you go,’ Tillman said, encouragingly. ‘You got it in one.’

      
      Kartoyev swore long and loud, but he was careful not to move.

      
      Tillman raised the sheet of paper he was holding and read aloud from it. ‘The SB-33 minimum metal anti-personnel mine is a
         sophisticated battlefield munition combining ease of use, flexibility of deployment and resistance to detection and disarming.
         Emplaced by hand or by the dedicated air-dispersal SY-AT system – page 92 – the mine’s irregular outline makes it hard to
         locate on most terrain, while its MM architecture (only seven grams of ferrous metal in the whole assembly) renders most conventional
         detection systems useless.’
      

      
      
      ‘Yob tvoyu mat!’ Kartoyev screamed. ‘You’re insane. You’ll die, too. We’ll both die!’
      

      
      Tillman shook his head solemnly. ‘You know, Yanush, I really don’t think so. It says here the blast is highly directional:
         straight up, to rip open the balls and maybe the guts of the poor bastard who steps on it. I’m probably okay standing way
         over here. But you stopped me before I got to the good part. The SB-33 has a double pressure plate. If you lean down on it
         hard the way you just did, it doesn’t detonate, it just locks. That’s so you can’t make it blow long-distance, with a mine-clearing
         charge. It’s the next move you make that’s going to unlock the plate and introduce you to a life lived like a football match
         – in two halves.’
      

      
      Kartoyev swore again, as vigorously as before, but the colour had drained out of his face. He knew this item of his inventory
         very well, and not just by reputation: during his army days, he had probably had plenty of opportunity to see what the SB-33’s
         maiming charge could do to a human body at point blank range. Probably he was weighing up in his mind the many different ways
         in which that shaped charge could mess him up, short of killing him. With the mine’s upper surface pressed right against his
         lower spine, it was virtually certain that it would kill him. But there were some truly sickening alternative scenarios.
      

      
      ‘So,’ Tillman continued, ‘I was looking for some information on one of your clients. Not a big account, but a regular one.
         And I know he’s been by to see you quite recently. But I don’t know which of your many products and services he was interested
         in. Or how to reach him myself. And I’m very keen to do that.’
      

      
      Kartoyev’s gaze flicked up, down, sidelong, then back to Tillman by the longest possible route. ‘What client?’ he asked. ‘Tell
         me his name.’ The Russian was too smart and too disciplined to let anything show in his face, but Tillman saw it all the same in those restless eyes – the visible sign of a complex calculation. You didn’t get to be as successful as this man was
         in so many different rackets – illegal arms sales, drugs, people trafficking, the buying and selling of political influence
         – by ratting out your customers. Everything he said would have to sound plausible and everything he said would have to be
         a lie. Small, inconsequential details would be closest to the truth, while key information about place and time and transactions
         would be lies on a spectacular and heroic scale. Kartoyev was building an inverted pyramid of falsehood in his mind.
      

      
      Tillman waved the question away brusquely. ‘Name’s slipped my mind,’ he said. ‘Don’t even worry about it. I need to get some
         coffee, and maybe a little breakfast. We’ll talk later.’
      

      
      Kartoyev’s eyes widened. ‘Wait—’ he began, but Tillman was already heading for the door. When he was halfway along the upper
         hallway, he heard the Russian say ‘Wait!’ again, in a slightly more urgent tone. He went on down the spiral staircase, treading
         heavily on the inlaid wooden steps so his footsteps resounded.
      

      
      He checked on the other captives before doing anything else. Kartoyev’s girlfriend and many bodyguards weren’t in the bathroom:
         it would have taken too long to drag them all from the various places in which they’d fallen into the drug sleep. Tillman
         had just tied and gagged them in situ or lugged them a little way and dumped them behind furniture if there was any chance
         that they could be glimpsed from the building opposite. Most of them were groggily awake by now, so he went around with syringes
         of Etomidate, a dope-fiend Santa with gifts for all. He injected the drug into the men’s – and the woman’s – left or right
         cubital veins because their tightly bound arms made them stand out like ropes. Soon enough they were all sleeping again, more
         profoundly than before.
      

      
      
      When it came to killing, Tillman was precise and professional, and his choice of drugs reflected this. The difference between
         an effective dose of Etomidate and a lethal one was about thirty to one for a healthy adult. These people would wake up sicker
         than parrots and weaker than puppies, but they’d wake up.
      

      
      With that business concluded, Tillman went and sat by the window for a while, watching the street. The house was set back
         in its own grounds, the gates high and the walls topped with razor wire. To discourage uninvited guests no doubt. But he didn’t
         want to be surprised by an invited one, or a colleague or acquaintance coming around to find out why Kartoyev hadn’t shown
         up at some appointment or other. Once that happened, the house, the city and the entire Republic of Ingushetia would quickly
         become an escape-proof trap for Tillman. He had every reason to act fast.
      

      
      But he had even better reasons to wait, so that was what he did. And because he was too tense to eat or drink, to read or
         to rest, he waited in stillness, staring out of the window into the bull grass and the monkey puzzle trees.
      

      
      Tillman had been a mercenary for nine years. He’d never done interrogation work – he had no particular taste for it, and in
         his experience the men who specialised in it were profoundly damaged – but he’d seen it done and he knew the big secret, which
         was to make the subject do most of the heavy lifting for you. Kartoyev was a tough bastard, who’d clawed his way to his current
         position of eminence using the balls and throats of lesser mortals as handholds. But now he was lying on top of a contact
         mine, and his imagination would be feeding on itself in ferocious, toxic fast-forward. When a strong man is helpless, strength
         becomes weakness.
      

      
      Tillman gave it two and a half hours before he went back up to the bedroom. Kartoyev hadn’t moved a muscle, as far as Tillman could see. The man’s face had gone white, his eyes were
         wide, his lips slightly parted so you could see the clenched teeth within. ‘What was the name?’ he asked, in a low and very
         distinct tone. ‘Who do you want to know about?’
      

      
      Tillman patted his pockets. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I wrote it down somewhere. Let me go check my jacket.’

      
      As he turned back towards the door, Kartoyev made a horrible, ragged sound – as though he was trying to talk around a caltrop
         in the middle of his tongue. ‘No,’ he croaked. ‘Tell me!’
      

      
      Tillman made a big show of thinking it over, coming to a decision. He crossed to the bed and sat down on the edge of it, placing
         his weight with exaggerated care. ‘The first time you lie to me,’ he said, ‘I’m giving up on you. You understand me? There
         are other guys on my list, other people this guy uses, so you’re completely expendable – to me, as well as to him. You lie
         to me, or you even hesitate in telling me everything you know, and I’m gone. In which case, it’s going to be a very long day
         for you.’
      

      
      Kartoyev lowered his chin to his chest, then brought it up again, a slow-mo nod of acquiescence.

      
      ‘Michael Brand,’ Tillman said.

      
      ‘Brand?’ Kartoyev’s tone was pained, uncomprehending. Clearly he’d been expecting a different name. ‘Brand … isn’t anybody.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say he was important. I just said I want to know about him. So what have you got, Yanush? What does he come to you
         for? Weapons? Drugs? Women?’
      

      
      The Russian drew a ragged breath. ‘Women, no. Never. Weapons, yes. Drugs … yes. Or at least, things that can be used to make
         drugs.’
      

      
      ‘What sort of volume are we talking about?’ Tillman was careful to keep his voice level, not to let the urgency show, because the strength had to be all on his side. Any chink in
         his armour might make the Russian baulk.
      

      
      ‘For the weapons,’ Kartoyev muttered. ‘Not so very many. Not enough for an army, but enough – if you were a terrorist – to
         finance a medium-sized jihad. Guns: hundreds, rather than thousands. Ammunition. Grenades, one or two. But not explosives.
         He doesn’t seem to care much for bombs.’
      

      
      ‘And the drugs?’

      
      ‘Pure ephedrine. Anhydrous ammonia. Lithium.’

      
      Tillman frowned. ‘So he’s brewing meth?’

      
      ‘I sell meth.’ Kartoyev sounded indignant. ‘I said to him once, if that’s what you want, Mr Brand, why take away these bulky
         and inconvenient raw materials? For a small surcharge, I’ll give you crystal or powder in any amount you like.’
      

      
      ‘And he said?’

      
      ‘He told me to fill his order. He said he had no need of anything else I could offer him.’

      
      ‘But the amounts?’ Tillman pursued. ‘Enough to sell, commercially?’

      
      Kartoyev began to shake his head, winced. He’d been holding to a position of paralysed rigidity for several hours, and his
         muscles were agonisingly locked. ‘Not really,’ he grunted. ‘Recently, though – this last batch – much, much more than usual.
         A thousand times more.’
      

      
      ‘And it’s always Brand who collects and pays?’

      
      Again, the look. Why is he asking this? ‘Yes. Always … the man uses that name. Brand.’
      

      
      ‘Who does he represent?’

      
      ‘I have no idea. I saw no reason to ask.’

      
      Tillman scowled. He stood up suddenly, rocking the bed a little and making Kartoyev cry out – a choked, premonitory wail of anguish. But there was no explosion. ‘Bullshit,’ Tillman said, leaning over his captive. ‘A man like you doesn’t fly blind.
         Not even on small transactions. You’d find out everything you could about Brand. I already warned you about lying, you brain-dead
         scumbag. I think you just used up the last of my goodwill.’
      

      
      ‘No!’ Kartoyev was desperately earnest. ‘Of course, I tried. But I found nothing. There was no trail that led to him, or from
         him.’
      

      
      Tillman considered, keeping his face impassive. As far as it went, that matched his own experience. ‘So how do you contact
         him?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t. Brand tells me what he needs, then he appears. Payment is in cash. He arranges his own transport. Cars, usually.
         Once, a truck. Always these are hired, under assumed names. When they’re returned, they’ve been scrubbed clean.’
      

      
      ‘How does Brand contact you?’

      
      ‘By telephone. Cellphones, always. Disposables, always. He identifies himself by a word.’

      
      Tillman caught on this detail. It seemed unlikely: amateurish and unnecessary. ‘He doesn’t trust you to recognise his voice?’

      
      ‘For whatever reason. He identifies himself by a word. Diatheke.’
      

      
      ‘What does that mean?’

      
      Kartoyev shook his head slowly, with great care, once only. ‘I don’t know what it means to him. To me it means Brand. That’s
         all.’
      

      
      Tillman looked at his watch. He felt almost certain that the Russian had nothing more to tell, but time was against him. It
         was probably time to start packing up. But Kartoyev was the best lead he’d had in three years and it was hard to walk away
         without squeezing the last drop out of him.
      

      
      ‘I still don’t believe you’d let it go that easily,’ Tillman said, staring down at the rigid, sweating man. ‘That you’d do business with him, year in and year out, without trying to figure
         out what he’s about.’
      

      
      Kartoyev sighed. ‘I told you. I tried. Brand comes in on different routes, from different airports, and leaves, likewise,
         in different directions: sometimes by air, sometimes driving. He pays in a number of currencies – dollars, euros, sometimes
         even roubles. His needs are … eclectic. Not just the things you mentioned, but also, sometimes, legal technology illegally
         acquired. Generators. Medical equipment. Once, a surveillance truck, new, designed for the SVR – for Russian intelligence.
         Brand is a middle man, obviously. He fronts for many different interests. He acquires what is needed, for whoever is prepared
         to pay.’
      

      
      A tremor went through Tillman, which he couldn’t suppress or keep from the Russian. ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘That’s what he does.
         But you say you’ve never sold him people.’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Kartoyev’s voice was tight. He could read the emotion in Tillman’s face and he was obviously concerned about what that
         loss of control might mean. ‘Not people. Not for work or for sex. Perhaps he sources those things elsewhere.’
      

      
      ‘Those things?’
      

      
      ‘Those commodities.’

      
      Tillman shook his head. He was wearing a hangman’s dead-pan now. ‘Not much better.’

      
      ‘I’m a businessman,’ Kartoyev muttered, tightly, sardonic even in extremity. ‘You’ll have to forgive me.’

      
      ‘No,’ Tillman said. ‘There’s nothing that says I have to do that.’ He leaned down and reached underneath Kartoyev’s body.
         The Russian yelled again, in despair and rage, stiffening in a whole-body rictus as he braced for the blast.
      

      
      Tillman pulled the squat, plastic box out from under him, letting the Russian see the blank, inert digital display and the
         words – ALARM, TIME, SET, ON-OFF – printed in white on the black fascia. A foot of electric cable and a Continental-style plug dangled from the device, on
         which the maker’s name, Philip’s, was also prominently emblazoned. The alarm clock was of eighties vintage. Tillman had bought
         it under Zyazikov Bridge, from a Turk who had his meagre wares spread out on the plinth of the President’s statue.
      

      
      Kartoyev’s incredulous laugh sounded like a sob. ‘Son of a whore!’ he grunted.

      
      ‘Where did Brand go this time?’ Tillman asked, slipping the question in fast and brisk. ‘When he left you?’

      
      ‘England,’ Kartoyev said. ‘He went to London.’

      
      Tillman took the Unica from his belt, thumbed the safety in the same movement and shot Kartoyev in the left temple, angling
         the shot to the right. The mattress caught the bullet, and some of the sound, but Tillman wasn’t worried about the sound:
         the windows of the house had been triple-glazed and the walls were solid.
      

      
      He packed his things quickly and methodically – the clock, the gun, the xeroxed sheet and the rest of the money from the safe.
         He’d already wiped the room for prints, but he did so again. Then he gave the dead man on the bed a valedictory nod, went
         downstairs and let himself out.
      

      
      London. He thought about that dead ground in his mind, in his soul. He’d been away for a long time, and that hadn’t been an
         accident. But maybe there was a God after all, and his providence had a symmetrical shape.
      

      
      The shape of a circle.
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      Stuart Barlow’s study had already been examined by the first case officer, but there were no evidence notes in the file and
         nothing had been taken. Searching it was going to be a daunting proposition: every surface was stacked with books and papers.
         The strata of folders and print-outs on the desk had spread out to colonise large areas of the floor on both sides, which
         at least had the effect of hiding some of the goose-turd-green carpet tiles. Prints of Hellenic statues and Egyptian karyatids,
         rippled inside their glass frames by seasons of damp English weather and bad central heating, stared down at the shambles
         with stern, unforgiving faces.
      

      
      The small, cluttered space was claustrophobic, and indefinably sad. Kennedy wondered whether Barlow would have been ashamed
         to have his private chaos exposed to public scrutiny in this way, or if the heaped ramparts of notebooks and print-outs were
         a professional badge of pride.
      

      
      ‘Mr Barlow was in the history faculty,’ she remarked, turning to the bursar. Ellis had returned as promised to let them in,
         and now stood by with the key still in his hand, as if he expected the detectives to admit defeat when they saw the intractable
         mess of the dead man’s effects. ‘What did that entail? Did he have a full teaching schedule?’
      

      
      
      ‘Point eight,’ Ellis said, without a moment’s hesitation. ‘Five hours remission for administrative duties.’

      
      ‘Which were?’

      
      ‘He was second in department. And he ran Further Input – our gifted and talented programme.’

      
      ‘Was he good at his job?’ Kennedy demanded, bluntly.

      
      Ellis blinked. ‘Very good. All our staff are good, but … well. Yes. Stuart was passionate about his subject. It was his hobby
         as well as his profession. He’d appeared on TV three or four times, on history and archaeology programmes. And his revision
         website was very popular with the students.’ A pause. ‘We’ll all miss him very much.’ Kennedy mentally translated that as:
         he put arses on seats.
      

      
      Harper had picked up a book, Russia Against Napoleon, by Dominic Lieven. ‘Was this his specialism?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘No.’ Again, Ellis was categorical. ‘His specialism was palaeography – the earliest written texts. It didn’t come into his
         teaching very much, because it’s a tiny part of our undergraduate syllabus, but he wrote a lot on the subject.’
      

      
      ‘Books?’ Kennedy asked.

      
      ‘Articles. Mostly focused on close textual analysis of the Dead Sea and Rylands finds. But he was working on a book – about
         the Gnostic sects, I think.’
      

      
      Kennedy had no idea what the Gnostic sects were, but she let it pass. She wasn’t seriously considering the possibility that
         Professor Barlow had been murdered by an academic rival.
      

      
      ‘Do you know anything about his private life?’ she asked instead. ‘We know he wasn’t married, but was he involved with anyone?’

      
      The bursar seemed surprised by the question, as though celibacy was a necessary side effect of the scholarly life. ‘I don’t
         think so,’ he said. ‘It’s possible, obviously, but he didn’t mention anybody. And when he came to departmental functions, he never had anybody with him.’
      

      
      That seemed to let out wronged husbands or jealous ex-lovers. The odds on finding a suspect were getting longer. But Kennedy
         had never had high hopes. In her experience, most of the work that solved a case was done in the first couple of hours. You
         didn’t return to a case that was three weeks cold and expect to jump the gap in one amazing bound.
      

      
      All this time, Harper had been skirmishing around in the books and papers – a token effort, but maybe he felt that having
         missed the mark with Napoleon, he had nothing to lose by bobbing for insights a second time. This time he held up what looked
         like a picture, but turned out to be a news clipping, pasted neatly on to card and then framed. It had been leaning against
         one of the legs of the desk. The headline read, ‘Nag Hammadi Fraud: Two Arrested’. The man in the accompanying photo was recognisable
         as a much younger Stuart Barlow. His face wore an awkward, frosty smile.
      

      
      ‘Your man had a criminal record?’ Harper demanded.

      
      Ellis actually laughed. ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘not at all. That was his triumph – about fifteen years ago, now, perhaps longer.
         Stuart was called in as an expert witness in that case because his knowledge of the Nag Hammadi library was so extensive.’
      

      
      ‘What was the case?’ Kennedy asked. ‘And while we’re on the subject, what’s Nag Hammadi?’

      
      ‘Nag Hammadi was the most important palaeographical find of the twentieth century, inspector,’ Ellis told her. She didn’t
         bother to correct him on her rank, though out of the corner of her eye she saw Harper roll his eyes expressively. ‘In Upper
         Egypt, just after the end of the Second World War, near the town of Nag Hammadi, two brothers went digging in a limestone
         cave. They were only interested in finding guano – bat excrement – to use as fertiliser for their fields. What they found, though, was a sealed jar containing a dozen bound codices.’
      

      
      ‘Bound what?’ Harper asked.

      
      ‘Codices. A codex is a number of pages sewn or fastened together. The first books, essentially. They began to be used in the
         early Christian era, where up to that time, the norm would have been to write on scrolls or single sheets of parchment. The
         codices in the Nag Hammadi find turned out to be texts from around the first and second century AD: gospels, letters, that
         sort of thing. Even a heavily rewritten translation of Plato’s Republic. An incredible treasure trove from a period just after Christ’s death, when the Christian church was still struggling to
         define its identity.’
      

      
      ‘How did that become a court case?’ Harper asked, cutting off the lecture just as the bursar took a deep breath for what looked
         like another, bigger info drop. Deflected, he looked both indignant and slightly at a loss.
      

      
      ‘The court case came much later. It concerned forged copies of Nag Hammadi documents, which were being sold online to dealers
         in antiquities. Stuart appeared as a witness for the prosecution. I think he was there mainly to give an opinion on the physical
         differences between the original documents and the forgeries. He knew every crease and ink stain on those pages.’
      

      
      Harper put the article down and rummaged some more. Ellis’s face took on a pained expression. ‘Detective, if you’re planning
         to conduct an extensive search, can I please get on with my duties and come back later?’
      

      
      Harper looked a question at Kennedy, who was still thinking about the court case. ‘What was the verdict?’ she asked the bursar.

      
      ‘Equivocal,’ Ellis said, a little sullenly. ‘The dealers – a husband and wife, I think – were found guilty of handling the
         fraudulent items, and of some technical infringements relating to proper documentation, but innocent on the forgery charge,
         which was the main one. They had to pay a fine and some of the court’s costs.’
      

      
      ‘As a result of Professor Barlow’s testimony?’

      
      Ellis made an ‘oh!’ face, finally seeing where she was going. ‘Stuart wasn’t that big a part of the case,’ he said, doubtfully.
         ‘To be honest, everybody thought it was funny that he set so much store by it. I think most of the relevant evidence came
         from the people who’d bought the forged documents. And as I said, it only resulted in a fine. I don’t really think …’
      

      
      Kennedy didn’t either, but she filed the point away for later. It would be worth following up if they drew a blank on everything
         else. Not that everything else amounted to very much, so far. ‘Why hasn’t Professor Barlow’s sister collected all this?’ she
         asked. ‘She’s the only surviving relative, isn’t she?’
      

      
      ‘Rosalind. Rosalind Barlow. She’s in our files as next of kin,’ Ellis agreed. ‘And we’ve corresponded with her. She said she
         wasn’t interested in any of Stuart’s things. Her exact words: “Take what you want for the college library and give the rest
         to charity.” That’s probably what we’ll do, eventually, but it will take some time to sort through it all.’
      

      
      ‘A lot of time,’ Harper agreed, adding after a beat, ‘All good here, Inspector?’

      
      She shot him a warning look, but his expression was as bland as runny custard. ‘All good,’ she said, ‘Detective Constable.
         Let’s go.’
      

      
      She was heading for the door as she spoke, but she hesitated. Something had registered on her inner eye, without her realising
         it, and was now clamouring to be admitted to her conscious attention. Kennedy knew better than to ignore that fish-hook tug.
         She slowed to a halt and looked around once more.
      

      
      
      She almost had it, when Ellis jangled his keys and broke the slender thread by which she was pulling the thought up into the
         daylight. She shot him a glare, which made him falter slightly.
      

      
      ‘There are other things I need to do,’ he said, with no conviction at all.

      
      Kennedy breathed out deeply. ‘Thank you for your help, Mr Ellis,’ she said. ‘We may have to ask you some further questions
         later, but we won’t need to take up any more of your time today.’
      

      
      They headed back to the car, Kennedy turning over in her mind the little they knew about this already badly mangled case.
         She needed to talk to the dead man’s sister. That was priority number one. Maybe Barlow really did have a nemesis in the palaeographical
         arena; or a student he’d gotten pregnant, or a younger brother he’d stiffed in some way that might have left a festering grudge.
         You were about ten times more likely to catch a killer by having his name given to you directly than you ever were by climbing
         a ladder of clues. And they didn’t have a ladder as yet. They didn’t even have a rung.
      

      
      Yes, they did. The stalker, the guy who Barlow had said was following him. That was the other way into this. Harper was going
         to hate her, because she was determined to talk to the sister herself, so most of the grunt work in all of this would fall
         on him.
      

      
      In the car, she laid it on the line for him, forwards and backwards.

      
      ‘When Barlow said he was being followed,’ she said, reading from the file notes, ‘he was at some kind of an academic conference.’

      
      ‘The London Historical Forum,’ Harper said. He had been flicking through the file at odd moments in the course of their visit, evidently to some effect. ‘Yeah. He said the guy was hanging around in the lobby and then he saw him again in the car
         park.’
      

      
      ‘I’m wondering if anyone else saw him. Barlow didn’t give us much of a description, but maybe we could fill in the gaps. Maybe
         someone even knew the guy. There would have been dozens of people there after all. Maybe hundreds. The organisers would have
         a contact list. Phone numbers. Email addresses.’
      

      
      Harper gave her a wary look.

      
      ‘We share the cold-calling, right?’

      
      ‘Of course we do. But I’m going to see Barlow’s sister first. You’ll have to chase it by yourself until I get back.’

      
      Harper didn’t look happy, but he nodded. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘What else?’

      
      Kennedy was mildly impressed. He’d read her expression accurately, knew there was more to come. ‘You’re going to take a lot
         of shit for working with me,’ she said. ‘That’s just the way it is right now.’
      

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘So you can get out of it really easily. Go to Summerhill and say we’ve got personal differences.’

      
      There was a pause.

      
      ‘Do we?’ Harper asked.

      
      ‘I don’t even know you, Harper. I’m just doing you a favour. Maybe doing myself one, too, because if you’re in with those
         monkeys, I’d rather have you outside the tent than inside – and you’d rather be there, because I’ll sure as hell pass the
         pain along when it comes.’
      

      
      Harper tapped the steering wheel idly with a thumbnail, blowing out first one cheek and then the other. ‘This is my first
         case as a detective,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘So?’

      
      
      ‘Two hours in and you’re already trying to kick me off it.’

      
      ‘I’m giving you the option.’

      
      Harper turned the key and the engine of the antiquated Astra roared gamely – an old house cat pretending to be a tiger.

      
      ‘I’ll keep it open,’ he said.
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      As he’d planned to do, Tillman drove the rental car to the outskirts of Erzurum, where he left it way off the road hidden
         under a few tree branches and armloads of scrub. He’d hired it using a false name, which was different from the false name
         on the passport he’d shown at the Georgian and Turkish borders.
      

      
      From a bar on Sultan Mehmet Boulevard, he placed a call – untraceable as far as local law enforcement was concerned – to the
         police in Magas, making sure they knew about the body. They’d find the bound and gagged guards, if someone else hadn’t already,
         and nobody would die except Kartoyev. Not mercy, obviously: just a habit of mind that Tillman put down to neatness or professional
         pride.
      

      
      He wasn’t planning to stick around long, but he wanted to make a couple more calls before he went off the radar again. The
         first was to Benard Vermeulens – a cop, but a cop who, like Tillman, had done both regular military and mercenary service
         before coming back into civilian life. Now he worked for the UN mission in Sudan, and he had access to all kinds of unlikely
         but topical information, which he was sometimes prepared to share.
      

      
      ‘Hoe gaat het met jou, Benny?’ Leo asked, the one Flemish phrase that Vermeulens had ever succeeded in teaching him.
      

      
      
      ‘Mother of god. Twister!’ Vermeulens’ hoarse, burring voice made the phone vibrate in Tillman’s hand. ‘Met mij is alles goed! What about yourself, Leo? What can I do for you? And don’t bother saying nothing.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not nothing,’ Tillman admitted. ‘It’s the usual thing.’

      
      ‘Michael Brand.’

      
      ‘I heard he was in London. Could still be there. Can you turn over the usual stones? I want to know if his name turns up on
         anything official. Or anything at all, for that matter.’
      

      
      ‘Joak. I’ll do that, Leo.’
      

      
      ‘And the other usual thing?’

      
      ‘Now there, I have bad news.’

      
      ‘Somebody’s looking for me?’

      
      ‘Somebody is looking for you very hard. For two weeks now. Lots of searches, lots of questions. Mostly three or four elbows
         in the chain, each time, so I can’t get a glimpse of who’s asking. But they’re asking like they mean it.’
      

      
      ‘Okay. Thanks, man. I owe you.’

      
      ‘This is for friendship. If you owe me, we’re not friends.’

      
      ‘Then I owe you nothing.’

      
      ‘That’s better.’

      
      Leo hung up and dialled Insurance. But Insurance just laughed when she heard his voice. ‘Leo, you’re not a risk that anyone’s
         willing to take any more,’ she told him, with what sounded like genuine fondness in her voice.
      

      
      ‘No? Why is that, Suzie?’ he asked. It did no harm to remind her that he was one of the three or four people still around
         who’d known her when she had a real name.
      

      
      ‘If you kill someone on a side street in Nowhere-on-Sea, honey, that’s one thing. But killing someone at a major intersection
         in the big city where we all live … well, that’s different.’
      

      
      Tillman said nothing, but he covered the mouthpiece with his hand for a moment anyway, afraid that he might swear or just suck in his breath. Hours. Just a few hours. How could the news
         have run ahead of him? How could anyone have tied his name to a death that had only just been discovered?
      

      
      ‘I thought the world was a village,’ was all he said.

      
      ‘You wish. In a village, it would just be MacTeale’s big brother you had to worry about. As it is, it’s everyone on his Rolodex.’

      
      ‘MacTeale?’ For a second Tillman had trouble even placing the name. Then he remembered the big, angry Scot who’d headed up
         his squad for the last year of his stint at Xe. ‘Somebody killed MacTeale?’
      

      
      ‘You did, apparently. At least, that’s the word that’s going around.’

      
      ‘The word’s wrong, Suzie.’

      
      ‘So you say.’

      
      ‘I didn’t kill MacTeale. I killed some no-account Russian middle-man who thought he had friends in high places, but I reckon
         they were the kind of friendships you rent on a short lease. Listen, all I want is another passport, in case this one got
         a stain on it. I can pay up front, if that will make things easier.’
      

      
      ‘You can make things as easy as you like, Leo. Nobody is going to sell to you, employ you or share intel with you. The community
         has closed its doors.’
      

      
      ‘And that includes you?’

      
      ‘Leo, of course that includes me. If I start offending the sensibilities of my clients, I’ll have a lonely, impoverished old
         age. Which will still put me ahead of you, sweetheart, because from what I hear, you’re on borrowed time now. No hard feelings.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe a few,’ Tillman said.

      
      ‘Good luck.’ Insurance sounded as though she meant it, but she hung up without waiting for him to answer.

      
      
      Tillman snapped the phone shut and put it away. He nodded to the barman, who came and brought him another Scotch and water.
         Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to shut him down, and whoever it was, they’d achieved miracles in a very short time.
         He tipped back the whisky in a silent toast to his unseen adversary. Your first mistake, Mr Brand, he thought, was letting
         me find out your name. Now here we are, just thirteen years later, and you slipped up again.
      

      
      You let me know I’m on the right track.

      
      Tillman was nobody. He’d be the first to admit that: more so as he’d gotten older, as he’d moved further and further away
         from the one time in his life when everything had come into clear focus and – briefly – made a kind of sense.
      

      
      It was the mystery on which he was nailed up, these days. The hunt was what gave shape and meaning to his life, and so he
         was defined by an absence: four absences, in fact. The only things that were real for him were the things that weren’t there.
         Such a long time ago, now. So much blood under the bridge, and more to come, definitely, because the alternative was to stop
         looking. If he stopped looking, Tillman wouldn’t just be nobody, he’d be nothing, and nowhere. Might as well be dead as admit
         that he’d never see Rebecca again, or the kids. Never come home, was how he put it to himself; admit, finally, that the world
         was empty.
      

      
      It had been different when he was a younger man. Being nobody was the easy option back then. Born in Preston, Lancashire,
         where he lived until he was sixteen, he grew up with a drifter’s nature and a drifter’s skill set, too lazy to be dangerous
         or even effective. He wandered into things, wandered out of them again, cared about nothing.
      

      
      At school, Tillman had been good at most subjects, the academic stuff as well as workshops and sports, but was too uncommitted to any one thing to turn good into great. Good came without effort, and it was enough. Consequently, he dropped out at sixteen, despite earnest interventions from
         his teachers, and took a job at a garage that paid sufficiently well to supply a lifestyle of casual vices – drinking, women,
         occasional gambling – indulged without all that much conviction.
      

      
      Eventually, though, and maybe inevitably, he’d drifted out of his accustomed orbit. He became part of a generational exodus
         from the north of England to the south, where there just seemed to be more going on. It wasn’t even a decision, really: in
         the decades after the Second World War, Lancashire’s mills and factories had foundered like so many torpedoed trawlers, and
         the waves thrown up by their collapse had pushed a million people to the opposite end of the country. In London, Tillman had
         done a lot of things, been ambitious in none of them: a strong man whose strengths were hidden from him. Garage mechanic,
         plasterer, roofer, security guard, joiner. Jobs that required skills, certainly, and Tillman seemed to acquire those skills
         very readily. What he didn’t do was to stick to any one path for long enough to find out what he was underneath those quotidian
         disguises.
      

      
      Perhaps, in retrospect, it ought to have been obvious that a man like that would find his centre of gravity in a woman. When
         he met Rebecca Kelly, at an after-hours lock-in party given by one of his former bosses in an east London pub, he was twenty-four
         and she was a year younger. She looked out of place against dark-pink flock wallpaper, but she was so extraordinary that she
         probably would have looked out of place anywhere.
      

      
      She wore no make-up, and she didn’t need any: her brown eyes contained all colours and her pale skin made her lips look redder
         than any lipstick could make them. Her hair was like the hair described in the Song of Solomon, which Tillman vaguely remembered from a religious studies lesson: clusters of black grapes. Her stillness was like the stillness of a dancer waiting for the overture to start.
      

      
      Tillman had never encountered beauty so perfect, or passion so intense. He’d never encountered a virgin, either, so their
         first night of lovemaking was unexpectedly traumatic for both of them. Rebecca had wept, sitting amid the bloodied sheets
         with her head buried in her folded arms, and Leo had been terrified that he had injured her in some profound and irrevocable
         way. Then she embraced him, kissed him fiercely, and they tried again and made it work.
      

      
      They were engaged three weeks later, and married a month after that in a registry office in Enfield. Photos from that time
         invariably showed Tillman with his arm protectively around his wife’s waist, his smile tinged with the solemnity of a man
         carrying something precious and fragile.
      

      
      Work had never been entirely real for him. He prospered without effort, meandered without a tether. Clearly, though, love
         was real: marriage was real. Tillman’s life had folded inward on another’s life, to make a focus where none had been.
      

      
      Happiness was something he’d never missed because he believed he already had it. Now he understood the difference, and accepted
         the stark miracle of Rebecca’s love with uneasy wonder. There was nothing you could do to deserve a gift like that, so on
         some level you always half-expected the boom to drop and the gift to be snatched away.
      

      
      Instead, the children had come along, and the simple miracle had become a complex one. Jud. Seth. Grace. The names had a biblical
         ring. Tillman had never read the Bible, but he knew that there was a garden in it, before the Devil showed up and the shit
         hit the fan. He felt as though he were living there: for six years he felt that.
      

      
      Part of being happy was that he’d learned to focus his skills and his intellect. He’d set up his own company, selling central heating systems, and he was doing pretty well – well enough
         to rent a warehouse with a small office attached, and take on a secretary. He worked six days a week, but didn’t stay late
         unless there was an emergency. He always wanted to be there to help Rebecca put the kids to bed, even though she never allowed
         him to read them bedtime stories. It was the one thing about her that he didn’t understand. She had a horror of stories, never
         read fiction herself, and shut him down within a sentence if he ever ventured on a ‘Once upon a time’.
      

      
      She was a mystery, he had to admit that. He’d explained himself to her in a dozen sentences or so, without the aid of diagrams,
         but Rebecca was reticent about her past, even more so about her family. She only said that they were very close, and very
         inward-looking: ‘We were everything to each other.’ She became quiet when she said these things, and Tillman suspected some
         tragedy that he was too afraid to probe.
      

      
      Had he married a picture? A façade? He knew so little. But you could know nothing about gravity and still remain fastened
         to the earth. He was fastened to her, and to the children, that tightly. Gentle, nervous Jud; boisterous, crude Seth; furious,
         loving Grace. Rebecca, against whom adjectives leaned askew because there was no way to describe her. If he needed to know
         anything more, she’d tell him. And whether she told him or not, gravity would still operate.
      

      
      One evening in September, when the summer had stopped as suddenly as a car crash and the trees were burning bright red and
         yellow, Tillman came home, not one minute later than usual, to find the house empty. Completely empty. Jud was five, and had
         just started school, so he thought at first that maybe he’d got the date mixed up and missed a parents’ evening. Contrite,
         he checked the calendar.
      

      
      
      Nothing.

      
      Then he checked the bedrooms and his contrition turned to abject terror. Rebecca’s side of the wardrobe was empty. In the
         bathroom, the vanity unit was bare and his toothbrush stood alone in a purple plastic mug that bore the face of Barney the
         Dinosaur. The children’s rooms had been even more thoroughly stripped: clothes and toys, sheets and duvets, posters and friezes
         and pinned-up kindergarten paintings, everything had gone.
      

      
      Almost everything. One of Grace’s toys – Mr Snow, a unicorn who smelled of vanilla essence – had fallen behind the sofa and
         been forgotten.
      

      
      Then he found the note, in Rebecca’s handwriting, consisting of four words.

      
      Don’t look for us.

      
      She hadn’t even signed it.

      
      Tillman was walking wounded, working through the shock of what felt like an amputation. He called the police, who told him
         he should just wait. You didn’t become a missing person by walking out of the house: time has to elapse before you can be
         awarded that status. Tillman could maybe call around his wife’s friends and family, the desk sergeant suggested, and see if
         she was with anyone she knew. If the kids didn’t show up for school the next day, then Tillman should call again. Until then,
         it was much more likely that the whole family were safe and well somewhere close by than that they’d been abducted en masse.
         Particularly since there was a note.
      

      
      Rebecca didn’t have any friends, that Tillman knew of, and he had no idea where her family lived, if they were still alive
         at all. These options were closed to him. All he could do was walk the streets on the very remote off-chance that he might
         run into her. He walked, even though he already knew it was an empty hope. Rebecca and the children were far away by this
         time; the purpose of the note was to make sure that he didn’t follow or to persuade him – as if that were even possible – that they’d
         left of their own accord.
      

      
      They hadn’t. That was his starting point. As he stalked the streets of Kilburn like an automaton, he replayed the events of
         the day again and again: the children kissing him goodbye, with as much spontaneity and love as usual; Rebecca telling him
         the car might be in the garage for its MOT, so if he needed a lift home she probably wouldn’t be able to pick him up (he called
         the garage and checked: Rebecca had driven the car in at noon, asked them to replace the spare tyre at the same time, and
         arranged to pick it up the following morning unless it failed its test). Even the contents of the fridge were a speaking testimony:
         she’d stocked up for the week, presumably in the morning before dropping the car off.
      

      
      So the note had been written under duress – a prospect that he had to force his mind away from immediately because the dangerous
         rage it evoked threatened to tear its way out of him in some crazy way.
      

      
      The police had been no more helpful the next morning. The note, they explained, made it very clear that Mrs Tillman had left
         him of her own volition and taken the children with her because she no longer trusted him with them.
      

      
      ‘Was there some marital dispute the night before?’ the desk officer asked him. He could see naked dislike in her eyes: of
         course there was a dispute, that look said. Women leave their husbands all the time, but they don’t up and run with three
         kids unless there’s something seriously wrong.
      

      
      There was nothing, Tillman said, and kept on saying, but the same question surfaced again and again, accompanied each time
         by an absolute refusal to list Rebecca as a missing person. The kids, yes: school-age and pre-school-age children can’t be
         allowed to just disappear. Descriptions were taken and photofits put together. The kids would be looked for, Tillman was told.
         But when found, they would not be taken from their mother, and the police would not necessarily cooperate in putting Tillman
         and his wife back in contact with each other. That would depend on the story Rebecca told and the wishes she expressed.
      

      
      At some point in this vicious circle of patronising indifference and bald suspicion, Tillman lost control. He spent a night
         in the cells, having had to be wrestled away from an impossibly young constable, screaming obscenities, after the little rodent
         asked him if Rebecca had been having an affair. It was fortunate that he hadn’t got his hands around the kid’s throat: he’d
         certainly been about to.
      

      
      As far as Tillman could tell, there was never any real investigation. He got progress reports, at odd intervals; sightings,
         which according to the Met were always followed up but always turned out to be false alarms; sporadic news articles, which
         seemed at one point to be building into some kind of conspiracy theory in which he’d murdered his wife and kids or else murdered
         his wife and sold his kids to Belgian paedophiles. But that kind of phenomenon has to have something to feed on, and since
         there was no news after the first day, it petered out without reaching critical mass.
      

      
      Tillman contemplated the ruin of his life. He might have gone back to work, tried to forget, but he never seriously considered
         it an option. To forget would be to leave Rebecca, and their children, in the hands of strangers whose agenda he couldn’t
         even begin to guess at. If they hadn’t gone willingly, and he knew they hadn’t, then they’d been taken, from a populous city
         without so much as a trace. And they were waiting now to be rescued. They were waiting for him.
      

      
      
      The problem with this, as Tillman was intelligent enough to appreciate, was that he wasn’t even close to being the man they
         needed: the man who could find and free his family from the hands of their captors. He didn’t even know where to start.
      

      
      Sitting in the kitchen of their home, a week after the disappearance, he thought it out with ruthless and clear-headed logic.
         What needed to be done could not be done by him and could not be trusted to anyone else.
      

      
      He had to change. He had to become the man who could find and fight and liberate and do whatever else was required to restore
         equilibrium to the world. The resources he had at his disposal were fourteen hundred pounds’ worth of savings and a mind that
         had never yet been tested to its limits.
      

      
      He took Rebecca’s note from his pocket. Don’t look for us. For the thousandth time he read those words, for surface and then for hidden meanings. Maybe, but only maybe, the space after
         the first word was wider than the other spaces: Rebecca’s yearning for him projected into that minuscule void, begging him
         to see what her heart was really shrieking as her hand wrote.
      

      
      Don’t

      
      look for us.

      
      I’m coming, he told her in his mind, his hand balling into a fist. It won’t be soon, but I’m coming. And the people who took
         you away from me are going to bleed and burn and die.
      

      
      The next day he joined the army – the 45th Medium Regiment, Royal Artillery – and began, methodically, to rebuild himself.
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