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For Aidan




ONE


Turner died in the hot, still night air of 15 July, some time between the hours of 2 and 3 a.m., outside the apartment he’d leased for the past six months. Someone planted two bullets in the back of his head, then robbed his corpse and disappeared into the darkness. The shots woke one of his neighbours, and he called the cops. By the time the emergency services arrived, Turner’s body was already cooling in a sluggish pool of blood, long past any medical aid.

Someone said Turner had once worked for the CIA, though the Agency claimed he’d been no more than a data analyst, a desk jockey writing geopolitical reports. The police refused to say if they thought this might have had anything to do with his murder. They wouldn’t – couldn’t – say why someone had emerged from the dark, blown Turner’s brains all over his front wall, then vanished straight back into the shadows again. They wouldn’t – couldn’t – say why he’d been out at that time of night in the first place.

Nor could Turner himself, watching his own death play out on the TV news. Sitting on motel sheets stiffened by too much laundry detergent, a foil carton of awful Vietnamese food forgotten by his side.

Call the information line.

Your tip could catch the killer.

Dial this number.

Alone, in a town he didn’t know, he listened to his own soundbite  obituary. To the pat trotting out of stock newsreader phrases used for serious, sombre stories. How senseless it was, how the otherwise peaceful neighbourhood was still reeling from such a terrible event. A fifteen-second segment of grainy sodium-lit footage recorded at the scene, a few choice words from a tired guy in a suit at a press conference. Now here’s Tom with the scores from tonight’s games.

Two days out of town and he was a dead man. He sat there, numb, and idly wondered what he might have done to deserve it. Who it was who’d taken the bullets instead of himself. Whether they’d earned it too. Why the dead guy had been there at his apartment in the depths of the night. And if he’d been innocent, whether he’d had a family, people who were now wondering where he was and why he hadn’t come home. Family who couldn’t know what had happened until Turner came forward and corrected the mistaken identification.

He thought about his own few friends, acquaintances, people who knew him hearing the news for the first time. His sister, probably, would have been alerted by the cops after they found the body. He hadn’t spoken to Clara in nearly four years, and that had just been an argument. A pointless, bitter row over their mother’s funeral and why he hadn’t come. Turner wondered whether she’d been upset at the news of his death, or angry with him for coming to the very end she’d always predicted. If she thought he’d had it coming. A deserved end at forty-three. She knew he hadn’t been a data analyst, even if she didn’t know exactly what it was he had done for the Agency. The urge came on him, impulse boiling through him, and without even noticing it he was reaching for the phone. To make the call, to tell the world that he wasn’t the man who’d died, that he was OK.

He froze, then, with his thumb over the first digit. The initial shock had burned away and he was thinking clearly again. Those fleeting, indistinct TV shots of the scene surfaced in his mind, every detail locked in ice, clean and clear. Killed in his front yard. Muggers didn’t  wait outside people’s houses; if this had been a robbery, he would have died in the street, on the sidewalk. Burglars didn’t shoot people in the back outside their own doors either. When a burglary went wrong, it went wrong inside. And if the owner came home while they were turning the place over, most burglars, he knew, would cut their losses and run for the back door.

People who waited for a man to come home then shot him twice in the head did it because they wanted that guy, and only that guy, dead. And they wanted them dead for a reason. Get up close, wait for the target’s back to turn, optimum moment.

BAM.

A second round through the skull, just to make sure. Execution.

BAM.

And they were gone.

So was Turner. He grabbed his bag, swept his things back into it and burned out on to the highway, leaving the motel and its rows of identikit prefabricated cells behind. He could feel the old buzz running through his arteries. The mundane falling away, unimportant. Neurons tingling, thoughts like spun glass, wrapped around the hard, sharp form of the need. He needed to know more if he was going to figure out a plan of action. What exactly had happened at his apartment, who the dead guy was, how someone had screwed up the identification of the corpse; not easy, his prints were a matter of record.

If the mistake hadn’t been a simple error, it suggested some kind of official involvement in either his death or its aftermath. Stick his head over the ramparts again without knowing exactly who he should be watching for and for all he knew someone would cut it off. He needed to know exactly what it was he’d done to get himself shot before someone caught up with him and did it right, and that meant moving fast because he was behind the game. Sit around waiting, and you were lost.

And he needed to make sure they realised their mistake. His dad might have been an asshole, but he’d set great store in the belief that if someone took a swing at you, you hit them back, and harder, until the lesson was learned. His son knew now that it wasn’t always the best course of action, but most of the time it still made a good starting point.

For a moment the red glow from the taillights of a big rig ahead of Turner glimmered from Will Parkham’s face. The laminate surface of his photograph, peeking partway out of the envelope on the passenger seat. Unsmiling eyes and mouth curled and twisted, caught in mid-sentence. Parkham’s father a week ago, telling Turner, ‘I don’t care how he takes it. I want him to know not to come back, no matter how sick she gets. I want him to hear it directly, not over the phone. You tell him I said that.’

‘I can’t do it,’ he’d told the old man. ‘I can’t find someone with a trail this cold. Not someone like your son. I know his record. This isn’t my kind of work, anyway. Call Ingram. This is the sort of thing he does all the time.’

‘You can do it, Nathan,’ Parkham had said, eyes full of reptile hate. Turner loathed his given name. ‘Don’t put yourself down. And you will do it.You don’t have any choice in the matter, do you? I’m calling in your marker.’

Will Parkham’s photo stared at him, and Turner once more considered everything he knew about the job. About Will’s father’s insistence and the deep strangeness of what he’d wanted. To find his son, a grade-A piece of human garbage in deep with plenty of other walking wastes of good oxygen, only to tell him he had no interest in ever seeing him again. Or so the old man had claimed. Turner could understand it, to an extent; Parkham’s wife was dying and he probably didn’t want Will showing up as the curtain fell. Maybe there’d been more to it than that, not that Turner had given much of a shit at the time.

He’d known the job for a dead end. The last the old man had known, his son divided his time between some deadbeat friends in the Levels and others down in Philly. No further information on the former, one or two names for the latter. Turner had paid a couple of acquaintances to find a guy he knew in the Levels who might know if Parkham was still around, left Turner’s name and number at half a dozen bars and got nothing back, while he’d worked the Philly connection for a couple of days. Drawn another blank there; Will Parkham was a loser and no one Turner had met could’ve cared less if he was alive or dead.

Then, the same night he’d started the drive back from Philly, someone had planted two bullets in what they thought was his head.

‘Did you get me killed?’ he asked the photo.

Making the turn on to the interstate, he spotted the plain white Chevy Express three vehicles back, following.




TWO


Clouds like billowing rust hung low over Newport on the night Kate Friedman met the Sixth Avenue Beast.

She walked into Blanco’s with a head full of black feelings and four months of bad luck and worse choices trailing her like smoke. Pushed through the crowd by the door, caught snatches of conversation, the tail end of someone’s big story, as she passed. A guy’s voice, heavy Southern accent, as he said, ‘It’s not you, baby; it’s me. I’m a total fucking dick and now we’re done I want you outta here.’ Laughter.

It was the usual mix of junkies, Andres Ruiz’s shaven-headed thugs and their people, and maybe a dozen drunken sailors just tied up in the docks and looking for action of one sort or another. One of them was arm-wrestling a bald Mexican, locked in sweating stalemate, while his friends yelled encouragement in what sounded like Russian. Fat Angie was tending bar in a black halter-neck and a pair of matching hot pants dangerously close to shredding under the strain. Kate found some space at the counter between one of the sailors and a guy with a swirl of gang tattoos in Latin script running from his right shoulder to just below his ear. Angie passed her a shot of tequila and a bottle of Chinese lager. Said, the words twisted around her four remaining teeth, ‘You hear ’bout Slow Eddie, babe?’

‘What about him?’ Kate picked up the shot glass, weighed it in her hand as if she was planning on punching someone with it, then  knocked it back and let the tequila burn a track down the back of her throat.

‘Crushed against the wall in the Foster Underpass, dead. Hit and run.’

‘Guess he’d still be alive if he was Quick Eddie, huh?’ She cracked the joke without feeling the humour. Eddie Stein had been a small-time hustler, but a nice enough guy. Probably hadn’t deserved it.

Fat Angie chuckled. ‘I heard Howie’s in town, too. Maybe he knows where your ex is. Get some payback, get you out of this dump, babe.’

‘Ain’t gonna happen.’ Kate swigged her beer, watched the bubbles settle behind the green bottle glass. ‘Ain’t gonna happen. He’s too smart to be found.’

Sitting in places like Blanco’s, surrounded by the ghosts of their old life together, it had taken Kate two months before she lost the feeling that she could turn around and see Logan Keene walk through the door at any moment. The wicked grin on his face, acting like the world was ending the next day, fast and loose and dangerous. Nothing like the cop he’d been in daylight – like they’d both been – and she’d loved him for it. The infectious excitement, a high like skydiving. Looking into a world she’d never touched before, constantly skirting vague half-realised threats in a swirl of shadows Logan slipped through as if he was born to it. Nights of danger and drink and sex like their lives depended on it. Talking, sometimes, in the still of the night, about a house in the Caribbean and long years in the sun and the sand. She’d suspected the truth, or something like it – the whole force was on the take one way or another – a long time before he told her, a long time before it all crumbled around her.

Now she slept alone in a cheap studio apartment full of boxes she saw no point in unpacking, and when the dreams washed over her like midnight rain she’d wake to sheets damp from tears, hands reaching out for answers from a man who wasn’t there.

More shouts in Russian and a cheer from the other side of the  room. The sailor had beaten the Mexican and was trying to clasp him in a drunken brotherly embrace. Kate saw money changing hands, Ruiz’s men jeering their friend. The guy next to her said, ‘Don’t get many cops in here.’

She ignored him. Finished the beer chaser and let Angie set up a couple of replacements.

‘Don’t like many cops in here,’ the guy tried again. ‘Don’t want them. So what you doin’ here?’

She looked at him, kept her anger wound tight, a red-hot spring around her spine. Said, ‘Trying not to kill anyone.’

Something must have shown in her eyes or come across in her voice, because he shut up cold and hard. Glanced briefly at Fat Angie and then moved away.

‘I ain’t a fucking cop,’ Kate said to no one in particular. ‘Not any more.’

They’d been living together a few months when Kate found out Logan was selling coke wholesale. Another cop, off duty, showed up at their apartment while Logan was out, dropped off a DVD he’d borrowed a couple of weeks before. Standing in their front room, radiating something like discomfort, he’d asked her if he could leave a note for Logan. Kate told him, sure, then read the message when he’d gone. It was a warning, suggested a shift change on a particular delivery of . . . something, and it confirmed what she’d been pretending for a long time wasn’t the case. Logan came clean with her as soon as he returned home and saw the note. Every month, the department sent a truckload of seized drugs for incineration. And every month, Logan and the two cops handling the shipments replaced some of the load with dummy powder and sold what they took.

‘It’s not a big thing,’ he’d said, his hands up. Kate was livid. ‘There’s just four of us involved. We don’t take much, we don’t make much, but it’s enough for a retirement fund.’

‘It’s fucking drug dealing, Logan.’

‘You know how the department is, Kate. Everyone in the whole goddamn NCPD has their own private scam. We get paid shit and nothing we do makes a goddamn difference anyway. I don’t want to do this my whole life. We ain’t selling on the streets and we only handle coke; Slow Eddie set us up a direct trading line to Andres Ruiz for his people’s own private enjoyment. We’re not fucking up kids and we’re not turning people into junkies who weren’t already. For fuck’s sake, Captain McLachlan gets paid twenty grand every time she turns a blind eye to the Marianao Boyz bringing in another truckload of Cuban illegals to work the streets for them. That fat fucking assistant DA is owned by Alejandro fucking Guttierez and makes sure none of the blood he leaves behind ever leads back to him. That’s real bad stuff. What we do hurts no one.’ He’d looked her in the eyes, said, ‘But you don’t like it and you can’t live with it, there’s the door. It’s your choice, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier. I don’t want to keep things from you, Kate.’

She’d stayed still and silent for a long time. Pictured herself leaving, life without him, staying, and living with what he was doing. For better or worse, she loved him. And maybe he was right. She’d been in the NCPD for seven years and she knew it was rotten to the core.

‘It’s for retirement,’ Logan had said, taking the chance to press his point home. ‘Get enough, invest it offshore and let it build up nicely, quit the job in a few years when it’s all forgotten. We fold the whole thing as soon as we’re set. Not long now; four more trips should do it.’

She loved him, but she didn’t trust him. Wondered how much she actually knew him. Walking away was the hardest thing she could remember doing her whole life.

Two months later, it all ended for Logan. Four DEA agents showed up at Kate’s door, early morning in the pouring rain. He’d bailed before they got to his apartment – which had been their apartment –  and they wanted to know where he was, and what her role in the operation had been.

One of the others on Logan’s scam had screwed up. Spent a pile of money he wasn’t supposed to have and this alerted the authorities. He cracked, gave up Logan and the whole operation to the DEA. The DEA found out that the main outlet for the scheme’s money was an account in Kate’s name, an account the gang were all aware of but which she knew nothing about. A final parting gift from her ex-love, made worse when the DEA said it had been set up months before she’d left Logan. Even when he’d come clean to her, he’d been keeping secrets. The buyers escaped, Logan was gone and the other cops were all facing trial. In the end, after going through her financial records with atomic precision, the DEA and other agencies decided they couldn’t actually prove Kate had any involvement, but the department still suspended her indefinitely pending the results of an internal inquiry.

‘You know the drill, Detective Friedman,’ her captain had said to her. ‘Badge, sidearm, blah blah blah.’ Added, ‘And I wouldn’t expect to get any of them back. Too many people here can’t afford anyone from outside looking over their shoulders to keep a public fuck-up, or a snitch, on the force. Check the want ads. Get a waitressing gig instead.’

Four nights later she’d shown up, against her better judgement, at a departmental friend’s birthday bash in a cop bar near the 12th Precinct. Two drunken uniforms shouted that she’d ratted the others out to the DEA to save her own skin. One took a swing at her and she broke his nose, left him squealing on the floor, and got out before things got even uglier. For seven years the department had been her extended family and just about her only friends, and they’d declared her outcast without a second thought. She was alone.

And so she’d ended up going back to places like Blanco’s, places she’d been with Logan in the good days before the truth came out. At  least amongst the dregs she felt properly at home now, a reject among other rejects, even if they’d chosen their fate and hers had been determined for her by someone she’d trusted. Playing a dangerous game, daring the world to throw her just one more curve, to take her down another notch if it could, to give her a chance to show it and everyone in it what she was made of.

 



Midnight was long past by the time Kate paid up and left Blanco’s. The crowd had shifted, turned quieter and more serious. Business time, and she had no call to stick around. As soon as the door rattled shut behind her, she knew: there was someone out here, waiting for her, watching her. More than one.

Kate stood on the edge of the parking lot with a hot night wind off the bay skirling dust across the blacktop, fighting the head fog and sour gut the tequila had left her with, and felt the adrenaline take her senses, turn everything witchy. She fumbled her keys from her pocket, let them slip deliberately to the ground and used the drunken lurch to retrieve them to take a look at her surroundings, try to fix their locations. Made two guys in a truck at the far end of the lot, deeper shadows behind the streetlight-orange swabbed windshield. Thought she saw maybe another in the cover of a fire escape where the corner of the bar met the street, and sensed movement, a fourth guy, on one of the rooftops overlooking the parking lot. Realised, with a stab of fear, that they were covering every escape route apart from the alley that ran past the back of Blanco’s to the old derelict freight yards beyond.

Kate felt the alcohol, hurt and anger inside drown in ice water and wondered who’d sent them. Ruiz? Probably not. Cops figuring her for a risk or a snitch? Someone elsewhere in the chain looking to get back at Logan and figuring she really had been involved? Maybe he’d cheated on a deal and this was payback.

Checked her cell phone. No signal. Turned back to the bar, and saw  the fifth guy standing by the doorway. Tall, blond, surfer’s hair and eyes like switchblades. Dressed down, trying to blend in, act like he was just out for a smoke, but she saw the black stub of the taser inside his jacket. She stepped towards him, patting her pockets as if she was trying to find a light, and felt the cool, comforting grip of the extendable baton slip into her hand. She smiled at him as she brought it out and back in one smooth motion, still smiling as she whipped him in the gut with it. A rising blow, flick from the wrist and power from the shoulder, just as she’d been taught. The guy doubled up, trying to shout in pain or warning but managing nothing more than a wheeze. Kate kicked him in the side of the head and ran for the yards.

Shouts and pounding footsteps behind her, too far to catch if she could keep up the pace. Another taser, twin darts slapping into a bike as she passed, sparks as it grounded out through the machine’s kickstand, crackling through its frame.

Turned the corner into the darkness and ruin of the freight yards, strewn with debris from long years of homeless visitors, cover from her pursuers and maybe a way out. Into the maze of trash and fragments of old lives, her heart hammering. Kate was wondering why the place was so deserted tonight when a hunched figure in a ragged coat erupted out of the gloom in front of her. She saw white, staring eyes and a face like a carnival mask, teeth bared and ruddy. Something like an iron bar crashed into her jaw and suddenly she was on her back. Scratched red lines across her throat and ripping at her gut and the world became a well of blackness and pain. Through it all a man’s voice hissing like escaping steam.

‘For all of us. For all of us.’




THREE


Off the freeway now, taking the back routes into the city, slinking home like a pariah. The van was still there in Turner’s mirror, keeping its distance. It was a good tail, he thought, unhurried. He hadn’t tried shaking it, made no complicated switchbacks or sudden turns. Just done enough to satisfy himself that they were after him, not enough to let on that he knew they were there. At one stoplight they’d been close enough for him to see three guys sitting in the front of the Express. Not close enough to make out anything else about them. He knew he could probably keep up these back-road meanderings for another hour, tops, and then he’d run out of city and be forced to either shake them or to confront them. He’d stopped kicking himself for his stupidity now – the Parkham job had seemed straightforward, a couple of days in Philly, no special precautions and no need for them; Will Parkham was trash and meant nothing much to anyone. Turner had paid his way by credit card, under his own name, like a regular citizen, and that must’ve been how they found him. Now he had to deal with it.

Chatter on the radio news had mostly been about the murder of another banker, the ‘Sixth Avenue Beast’ again, short on details, long on drama, but he’d caught a mention of himself now and then. Just repeats of the information the TV had carried, no developments so far and why should there have been? Unless you caught someone at the scene, he knew murder investigation was a slow burner.

Coming into a belt of boarded-up stores facing an empty lot, twisted concrete overrun with tangled weed like kudzu, Turner decided the time had come. Two blocks now from the street market on Lord’s Row and the half-mile strip of grubby commerce feeding out from it, a ghost of the city’s old ‘red zone’ transplanted wholesale and given a fresh coat of grime and desperation.

He hit the gas, saw the van shoot out from behind the car between them to follow. Spun the wheel, feeling the tyres judder over the broken surface of the decaying parking lot beneath them, and swung the nose of the car into a service alley. The van followed without slowing, wide enough to block the narrow cleft between buildings. Seventy-five, a hundred yards back and accelerating. Turner wondered if the occupants knew the area, what they were driving into, decided they probably didn’t or they’d be making more effort to stop him before he got there. Halfway down the alley, another turn, the back end slipped out like ice and for a second he thought he’d lost it, then flashed across another street and back into the shadows. Whipped past two ruddy-faced guys sitting with a bottle of cheap vodka on a battered yellow box bearing a biohazard symbol, hit the brakes twenty yards from the end of the alley, cranked the wheel hard left. He pulled up in a bay marked with a rusted ‘taxis only’ sign, empty except for an abandoned Hyundai with no windows.

Then he was out and breaking across the street, plunging into the morning crowds weaving their way down Lord’s Row. Someone hurled a burst of Korean after him as he pushed past. He didn’t bother to look back, could hear the van’s engine echoing in the alley as it closed.

Broke right, then, into a deep, narrow stall selling an incongruous mix of dried spices and cheap plastic children’s toys. Tattered pink nylon tarp over a wood frame, bunches of withered chillies and untidy stands of shrink-wrapped gifts in varying ugly shades of neon. A flap of tied plastic sheeting served as a back way out; probably where the  stallholder, a dumpy Thai woman with bad skin and too many teeth, left her trash. Turner shifted gears, forced himself to act like a regular shopper, pretending to look at the wares, one eye fixed on the alley’s mouth through gaps in the spice forest.

The van squirted out on to the Row and screeched to a halt just before it hit the wall of people. They must have spotted Turner’s car because two men climbed from the cab and went to check it out with a poorly practised nonchalance. The driver stayed where he was and Turner could see him talking to someone else, presumably in the back. A brief conference, a shake of the head from the guys investigating the car, and two more climbed out of the sliding side door. The driver gunned the van’s engine and turned it around, away from the Row. Probably didn’t plan on taking it far; out of sight, but close enough to come back if it was needed.

The four guys ran their eyes over the crowd, no more than thirty yards from where Turner stood, and he might as well have been invisible. They were a mixed bag; younger than him by various degrees, all of them in decent shape, some bigger than others. One hung back in case their quarry returned, pretended to take an interest in a juice stand, while the other three fanned out and headed into the Row. Turner concentrated on the goods in front of him, felt eyes pass over him, unseeing, as the men walked by.

The Thai woman said, ‘You look for present?’

He shook his head, gestured at the dried chillis with a shrug as he left the stall. As he merged unhurriedly with the crowd and followed the three men, he heard her say, ‘Then you look for future.’

The men strode along the Row, standing out from the crowd so much they might as well have been wearing riot gear or carrying burning torches. Their body language, directness, the way they were looking around them. As obvious as tourists gazing upwards as they walked around a new city. Turner didn’t think these guys were random thugs – something about the way they moved suggested a  military or law enforcement background – but he doubted they’d had much surveillance training or practice. He followed them, unnoticed, for two blocks up the Row before one of them broke away, down a narrow cross-street lined with smaller, shabbier stalls.

The roads that fed off the Row tended to amount to a block or two of more specialised vendors following a path that looped around and eventually rejoined the main drag. Turner knew a block not far from where they were that held nothing but butchers, the only place in the city he’d ever seen sheep’s brains for sale. This one he didn’t recognise, but the stalls and tables crammed along it were full of DVDs, second-hand stock mixed in with poorly made pirate copies out of Hong Kong. The yammer and glare of fuzzy portable TVs showing a bewildering swirl of films, many of them dubbed into a polyglot of foreign tongues. On his own now, and vulnerable, the man ahead of him slowed, checking out the passing stalls more thoroughly in the narrower confines of the side street. Turner held station, trying to figure out if the guy was going to double back, to see whether his quarry was following the other two, or if he’d just carry on and rejoin them when the road looped back towards the Row.

Turner hung back when the man paused to investigate the depths of a larger stall up ahead, browsed the array of martial arts films behind a smeared plastic display. Felt the crowds around him, the narrow street funnelling everyone together, tight, in heavy sunlight. Then in the fuzzy reflection in front of him, Turner saw another one of his pursuers. The man’s head loomed over the crowd, twenty yards behind him and closing, leaving him trapped between the two of them. Deliberate trick or not, it didn’t matter; he was caught. The first guy emerged from the stall, glanced in their direction. When Turner checked the reflection again, reminding himself to stay calm, steady, the second one was gone.

And he ran.

Broke through the back of the stall, a gutter swamped with dry, packed trash, up and over a chain-link gate and into a service alley overhung with laundry. Heard someone shout behind him. He followed the alley round, cut back on to the Row. Down to the next intersection and on to another side street, half-formed memory stirring. He knew this place, had worked a protection job here a few months before for a woman called Rose. In daylight the road was quiet, cold glass and steel shutters, a strip that only came alive at night in a fog of neon and junkies and whores.

He ducked through a half-open doorway into an unlit hallway that looked like a drab doctor’s waiting room. A bored woman behind a desk glanced up from the magazine she was reading. Said, one eyebrow raised, ‘You ain’t here for the hunting.’

‘What?’

‘Line from a joke, honey. Either you got a hard-on you urgently got to lose and can’t wait for night time, or you lookin’ for something else.’

‘You got a back—’

She pointed over her shoulder, further into the building, turned another page in the magazine.

‘Thanks.’

In the alley at the back there were stacks of junk wedged between a pair of dumpsters and a chain-link fence further down the block that cut the passage in two. An untidy stack of old, busted furniture tossed out and left there to rot and rust. Turner shrugged off his jacket and grabbed a broken steel table leg. Draped the jacket on top of the fence as if it had snagged while he was climbing, then scooted into the narrow gap between a dumpster and a stack of trash sacks, heart howling in his ears. The sacks reeked, the smell thick as tar in the heat. He waited for the sound of pursuit, wondered if maybe he’d already lost them. Tried to control his breathing, slow it, quieten it. Then the door crashed open and he heard footsteps, one set only,  heading for the fence. The table leg was slick, slippery in his grip. He couldn’t feel his fingers and his calf muscles were burning.

The guy walked past Turner’s hiding place, wary, but keeping his eyes on the discarded jacket and the rest of the alley beyond. Turner didn’t wait for him to think about what he was seeing or to look around. He stood, took three long, quiet, measured steps up behind the other man and swung the table leg round and down against the back of his head. The impact was hard, not enough to break anything, but a lot more than just a love tap. It jarred Turner’s arm and left his bones tingling. The man dropped to the ground and stayed there, unconscious, slack and bleeding.

There was no sign of the others, but Turner knew he wouldn’t have long. The man was carrying a Glock, expensive, professional, couple of spare magazines. A telescoping steel baton. A wallet, ID calling him Ed Roma, a couple of hundred bucks. And a copy of a photo. Of Turner, a shot he knew was from his police file, nowhere else. An old arrest, a dropped charge for breaking and entering.

Which confirmed what he’d figured: the guys were either cops, or they were working for a cop. The police must have deliberately misidentified ‘his’ body, either because they’d been involved with the killing, or because they had some other reason to cover it up, and any slim hope he might have had that he could take this to the official machinery was gone.




FOUR


Kate woke to the bleating of a phone and a pulsing headache at the top end of the Richter scale. Thought, for one groggy second, that the phone was hers, but then her brain finished processing the information filtering through from her eyes and she realised she wasn’t at home.

Plain white ceiling made from some kind of one-piece sheet of moulded plastic and bright fluorescents set behind transparent squares. Polished steel walls. A smell like burnt lemon. She felt as though she was lying on a flat, padded table. Something loose and polyester, medical, against her skin.

Someone coughed. Kate sat up, wincing as pain shot through her chest. A dressing there, another on the side of her neck by her shoulder. She was in some kind of examination suite. She turned to see a guy perched on the edge of a stainless steel work table by the door, nursing a paper cup of coffee. His eyes were sad, drooping sacks of egg white in a face like a deflated balloon. He could only have been in his forties at most, but he looked about a hundred. The guy stood, straightening a suit which seemed to have been woven entirely of creases, and tossed her a small bottle of pills.

‘Codeine. Doc says to take them if you’re in pain,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a bruised larynx, came close to getting a broken jaw, a bite injury to your shoulder, clawing to your torso, some bumps and bruises. Nothing that won’t mend, he says. It would’ve been a lot worse if the  guy hadn’t run when he realised we were right behind you. In fact, you’d be dead. Name’s Kightly. Come with me.’

‘Where the hell are we?’ It hurt to talk. ‘Wait – bite? Clawing?’

‘You remember much about last night?’ He pushed through the door, led her into a moulded concrete corridor. She could hear voices from one of the rooms up ahead.

‘I came out of the bar, and there were a bunch of weirdos waiting for me. I tagged one but good and ran. And . . .’ For all of us. ‘There was a guy . . . Someone in the dark. He hit me . . .’

‘Yeah, well, I’m one of the weirdos.’ He glanced at her with a strange, feral humour in his eyes. ‘I’ve been up all damn night. I think something took a dump in one of my lungs. And we had nothing to do with you. Not until you cracked White in the ribs and nearly broke his cheekbone, anyway. He’s not happy about that.’

‘Guy like him with a taser and a pack of the rest of you lying in wait, I did what anyone would’ve done.’

‘Anyone who’d realised we were there. None of the other drunks who rolled out of that place noticed a thing.’

‘So who are you guys and why were you there?’ Kate followed Kightly into a clean, sterile laboratory office. A second man sat behind a desk at the far side of the room, glowering at the screen in front of him. At first she thought it was a trick of the LCD glow, but Kate quickly realised that his right eye had no apparent iris, milky white with the tiny black pinhole of the pupil blindly tracking its companion. It made him look reptilian, like some ancient iguana, cold and cunning. He was older than Kightly, had a military buzz of brilliant white hair and a face that looked as if it had been carved out of a hunk of wood with a chainsaw, all rough edges and unlikely gouges. He wore a black rollneck and pants as if they were a uniform, and Kate felt unease scratch inside her skull.

‘Kate Friedman,’ he said. ‘My name is Lucas Thorne. You are –  were – a detective. You’ve heard of what the media are calling the Sixth Avenue Beast.’ It wasn’t a question.

As she drew closer, Kate could see the clouding or scarring on the lens that had obliterated Thorne’s iris. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Psycho killed two financial-type people in uptown. Who are you guys, again?’

‘Last night’s operation – blown when you attacked one of our men – was intended to capture him. Instead, he escaped, and claimed a third victim in the small hours of this morning. He would have killed you too if we hadn’t interrupted him.’

‘You’re not cops.’

‘Neither are you. But it seems to me that you might be useful to us, and maybe we could provide you with the same thing you sought when you joined the police.’

‘We?’

‘I work for a private corporation actively involved in the hunt for this individual – in full co-operation with the police and other authorities, of course. I’ve had the chance to look at your record. You were a good detective before this business with your boyfriend, and your perceived ability to cross the line, so to speak, would make you a useful asset. I’d like to offer you the chance to work with us on this. It could be your shot at glory.’

‘No thanks. I think I’d like my stuff back and I’ll go home, if it’s all the same to you.’

‘If that’s what you’d prefer.’ Thorne looked down with a shrug. ‘Several of your things were missing when we recovered you; you had no bag, no phone, no wallet. I assume the Beast took them when he fled from us. Which of course means that he now knows who you are and where you live. You’re an unfinished job for him, and you’ve seen his face. If you want to go back to your apartment, by all means do so. I’ll have someone call you a cab.’

A deep cold settled over her thoughts, fight or flight instinct  dancing along its periphery. She felt the crushing pain build around her throat again.

Kightly said, ‘Come on, Friedman. You’re going to tell me you’ve got something better to do than help us catch this guy? Get drunk, empty your savings account a little more, wait for the axe to fall?’

After a long, hard moment, she said, trying to keep any tremor from her voice, ‘What’s the deal?’

 



They gave her some clothes, along with a company credit card, some new ID, and a promise that she could buy anything else she needed before she joined the others at what Thorne called their local ops centre. Kightly led her to a locker room she could change in, waited outside. A long-sleeved black top made from a tight cotton weave and thin grey cargo pants, underwear to match, each piece sealed in plastic wrap. None of it bore a label of any kind, but there was a stencilled logo on the wrapping – Cesare DiStefano, Turin. Boots, black, again no brand name, panels of the kind of breathable synthetic used by serious climbers framed with leather. They were a snug fit, comfortable, and Kate wondered if Thorne’s people had gone to the length of measuring her feet while she was out cold. If they kept this kind of stuff in storage for occasions like this. She turned the credit card over and over in her hands, thoughtfully. The name on it was Sirius Bio-Life; she found herself surprisingly relieved to see hers wasn’t there as well.

‘What did you do before you worked for these guys?’ she called to Kightly.

‘Same as you.’

‘You were a cop?’

‘Homicide. You done in there yet?’

‘Just about. Why’d you change?’

He lurched into the doorway, looked her over without any apparent interest. Said, ‘You ever been married?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Smart girl. Don’t; it’s a fucking nightmare. You sit there and look at each other in the mornings, or you lie in bed at night, and you wonder if it’s all worth it. Sure, you got the companionship and someone to share the bills with and everything else, but you’re stuck with that person and it’s hard to get out once you’re in. And they act like it’s all OK and you act like it’s all OK, but you’re both lying through your asses and you know it. Then sometimes it all gets too much, because it wasn’t what you wanted to begin with, and the anger boils over.’

‘That’s marriage?’

‘And working Homicide in this piece of shit town. You do it long enough, that’s what the job’s like. And Thorne and Sirius pay more.’

‘How many times have you been married?’ The idea that one woman, let alone more than one, could fall for a guy like Kightly far enough to tie the knot seemed scarcely believable, but she asked anyway.

‘Just once. I’m not a goddamn idiot – I learn from my mistakes. Next time I want someone to keep me company and split the chores I’ll get a roommate, and next time I think regular sex would be nice I’ll get a hooker. Works out cheaper anyway.’ He sniffed hard, a real coke addict’s back-of-the-throat snort, and nodded. ‘Give it a chance, you might like it here. More honest than being a real cop. Fewer ways to fuck up too.’

Kate shook her head, couldn’t tell whether his last comment was serious or not. ‘Shit. And I thought we were getting on OK.’

‘Don’t let my charming, cuddly exterior trick you. I’m a fucking cock and so are the rest of them.’

‘Thorne too?’

‘Especially Thorne.’ He grinned.

‘How come they need people like us?’

‘Money, for one thing. Big corporate turnover always means someone’s got to keep it safe. And they’re in government bioscience, which means military contracts for people like USAMRID, and everyone from competitors, to foreign interests, to animal rights groups, to Christ knows who from the War On Terror, all wanting a piece of them. That’s a lot of security, and a lot of work that they can’t hand over to people like the NCPD. So here we are.’ He shrugged. ‘And we’re not on official contract, so there’s some plausible deniability there if we get caught doing something naughty. Thorne’s the only one who’s actually on the books at Sirius. That’s why there’s no individual name on your new plastic, by the way; they have stocks of cards and clothes for this sort of thing, none of it capable of tying you to them in any way that’d stand up in a court of law. It’s also why Thorne’s teams aren’t based here at HQ.’

Kate’s shoulder was starting to sting badly. She dry-swallowed a codeine tablet and followed Kightly out of the room. ‘And the Beast connects to them somehow.’

‘There’s a file in the van. We’ve got errands to run and you can read on the way. Short of it is, he’s killing people connected to the company – or who he thinks are connected to the company. There’s more to it than that, of course . . .’

‘Errands? I thought we were going to some kind of centre of operations.’

‘Later. First we’ve got to go over to the city morgue and find out what happened to last night’s victim.’ Kightly smiled like a dog with sunstroke. ‘See what might’ve happened to you too if he’d had the time to finish what he started.’




FIVE


‘Mind if I smoke, Harry?’ Turner pulled a pack of Marlboro out of his pocket and looked expectantly at the man sitting on the opposite side of the desk.

‘You’re dead, Turner. I’m not sure if the rules apply to you any more.’ Harry waved a hand, fumbled around in a drawer for an ashtray. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t managed to quit.’

‘I have, more or less. Bad habit. But the urge is still there.You know how it goes.’

‘I’m the same with the horses.’ He slid a lump of chipped glass in the shape of an oyster shell across the polished walnut. ‘And I suppose you don’t have to worry about dying from lung cancer now.’

‘I didn’t know you gambled, Harry.’ The cigarette tasted like crude oil, but Turner made the most of it.

‘Ugly business, old son. No such thing as a poor bookie. That should be warning enough for anyone.’ Harry poured himself a glass of brandy and leaned back in his chair. ‘So how did you come to die in such an untidy fashion?’

‘How much have you heard?’

‘Only what was in the news. Took me completely by surprise; your name hasn’t come up in the usual channels for a good long time. Since Temurian, I think.’

For a second, Turner wondered how much to tell Harry. He  couldn’t count on anything said here to remain private. But he figured, what the hell, he needed help. Harry Bishop was a fixer and middleman working out of the office built into his waterfront home, a low, sprawling construction spun in glass and galvanised steel like a moon base from some fifties movie. Pleasant gardens, stands of Japanese yew and rhododendron screening the house from the road. The greenery strung with enough surveillance equipment to protect an embassy, his home supposedly designed to keep out every listening device known to man. Faraday cages in the walls, radio and microwave frequency scanners and jammers, tremblers on every piece of glass in the building.

Maybe it was true, maybe not; Turner’s cell phone always died as soon as he walked through the door, so he could believe it. Turner had been two weeks back from South America, fresh out of the Agency, when a stranger named Harry called him out of the blue to offer him some short-term work. Harry had never told him how he’d known of him. Since then, he’d worked for Harry a couple more times and he knew that the other man liked, needed, his privacy. According to one story, Harry had been a spook with MI6, drummed out of the service for some unspecified wrongdoing, and allowed to survive on sufferance by the British ever since. According to another, he’d worked finance for one of the big drug cartels down in Belize and this set-up was his idea of a retirement plan. ‘The most important thing in this business is what the client thinks they know,’ Harry had told him one night with a wry wink. ‘Front, Turner. Front is key.’

Turner couldn’t even figure out Harry’s accent. Mid-Atlantic, but it regularly shifted. All he knew for sure was that Harry felt secure enough to conduct his business alone, at home, that he wasn’t short of cash, and that the IRS let him be. And that with the cops apparently involved in his murder, Harry was the guy best placed to help him.

‘All I know is what was on the news as well,’ he said. ‘Someone shot a guy in the head outside my apartment because they thought he was me. I don’t want to show them they made a mistake just yet.’

‘Because they’d probably just kill you again? Assuming they weren’t robbing you for crack money, of course.’ His eyes twinkled.

‘I was fresh out of cash and the local dealers don’t take plastic.’

‘Speaking of which, are those cards still good?’

‘They’d better be; I’m relying on them for the time being.’

‘So you’re – what was the name?’

‘Oswald Hartridge-Wallis.’

‘Never let it be said I don’t have a sense of humour when I arrange these things. You’re worried that the police will be monitoring the use of your official credit cards following your untimely demise?’

‘Yeah, doubly so.’

Harry raised an eyebrow. ‘Because . . . ?’

‘I think a cop or cops were involved in what happened. Unless it was a mistake, it must’ve been a cop covered up the ID of the body, at the very least. And a bunch of guys followed me back into town this morning and they were working from my police photo. I lost them in Lord’s Row.’

Harry nodded, apparently approving Turner’s choice of location. ‘Where were you when you were supposedly shot?’

‘Coming back from two days in Philly. Looking for Gordon Parkham’s boy. I saw what happened on the TV at a motel coming home. They were already on my trail by the time I left; Christ knows how. I guess it was by tracing my Visa – part of the reason I switched to the ones you gave me.’

‘Maybe dear old Gordon told them where you’d been.’

‘He didn’t know. I hadn’t spoken to him since he asked me to find his son.’

‘You volunteered to do that for him as a favour?’ Harry saw Turner’s expression and laughed. ‘No, I didn’t think so. What does that man have on you?’

Turner thought of Gray’s grinning face. The wiry Australian, something indefinably ex-military, had been one of the first friends Turner had made after coming to Newport. Gray had died on a job with Turner, hostage rescue from an Ethiopian émigré mob of people traffickers, well-connected. Shot in a place neither of them should’ve been, doing something that no one could know they were doing; if the Ethiopians had found out their identities, both men would have spent a lifetime looking over their shoulders. Turner had buried Gray in a spot in the Chadwick Flats nature reserve overlooking the bay. Nice place. Somehow, Parkham had found out about it all. Maybe the men’s employer had let it slip. It didn’t really matter; one phone call from Parkham, and Turner would have had a bunch of very angry East Africans on his tail.

Turner never knew if Gray had any family. The Australian never talked about it; few of them in their line of work did. Family was something you left behind you, in the Other World, and crossing back was very difficult.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said.

‘Tease.’ Harry sipped his brandy. ‘So, what can I do for you, Turner? An identity, money, a roof over your head? Maybe I can take a poke at the police department and see what their investigation is turning up; though unless their involvement in your death is a matter of official policy, I doubt I’ll find out for certain who might have been up to no good.’

‘Some of those things, sure. But there’s more.’

‘Of course,’ Harry continued, ‘if your death was a matter of official policy, I’d suggest moving to another city. Sorry, you said there was something more?’

Turner handed him a newspaper open to the article covering his  murder. A picture of the scene, a few inches of column space, a resounding ‘no comment’ from the cops.

‘What am I looking for here?’

‘This.’ Turner tapped the photo of his building. The untidy circled letter ‘L’ sprayed on the front wall.

Harry studied it for a second, nodded sagely. ‘It’s what we call graffiti, Turner. A form of street art or territorial marking common to most urban centres. The Discovery Channel probably has a documentary on its origins and usage.’

‘Ho ho. I want to know specifically who this tag belongs to. It looks familiar to me, but I can’t place it.’

‘Why the interest? The streets are covered with this sort of thing. I’m told rap music is to blame.’

‘It wasn’t there when I left the house, and my neighbourhood isn’t big on the stuff. I’m wondering if it was left at the scene by the killer, some kind of confirmation mark to show his employers who’d done it.’

‘Or left by the victim before he died.’

‘What?’

Harry shrugged. ‘Just pointing out that it’s a possibility. You don’t know who the victim might have been?’

‘No idea,’ Turner said. ‘Who the hell would be at my place at that time of night?’

‘They couldn’t have come to see someone else in your building?’

He shook his head. ‘The apartments upstairs use the back door. So?’

‘That tag doesn’t belong to any single gang or individual. As far as I know, it’s used throughout the Levels by just about everyone. A tribal emblem, if you will, to show you’re a local, born and bred. Dreadful place.’ Harry finished his brandy and glanced, disappointed, at the bottom of the glass. ‘Have you had much contact with anyone from the Levels recently?’
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FOR SOMEIT'S HOME, FOR SOME 'S | HELL,
FOR OTHERS IT’S CERTAIN DEATH.





