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			6 January (Monday)


			Blood.


			Blood everywhere.


			A virtual explosion of it. Bits of hair in it, bits of glass. The vile stuff thick and clotting, sticky rather than runny but spattered in every direction.


			It was the very last thing Alan had anticipated when he’d set out that morning, despite his depressed state. He doubted there was any part of the calendar more drab or colourless than the first few days following Christmas and New Year. As he walked Angus across the meadow towards the line of leafless woods, the yellowed grass beneath his boots was crunchy with frost, the sky a lid of concrete. The dog was happy enough, of course. A springer spaniel, four years old but heavier set than he ought to be, he romped ahead, stopping every few yards to sniff, his tail wafting so hard that his bottom wagged in sync with it.


			Alan didn’t get to see enough of Angus. But that was the way of it when you were away at university. That was also the reason for Angus’s weight gain. It wasn’t unsightly as such, not yet. But each time Alan came home for the holidays, the dog was bigger around the belly and backside. It was unavoidable, he supposed, with only his mum to take the little fella out. Crippled by arthritis, the best she could manage these days was to let him out through the back door.


			Perhaps that was another reason why Alan ought to kick uni.


			He sighed, scrubbing at his hair. Ahead of him, the outer line of trees was less than fifty yards off. In the milky morning light, they were dank, skeletal.


			He wasn’t enjoying the course, plus he was sharing a flat with someone who, when he’d interacted with him in the students’ bar, had been one of the good guys, but who once you got up close and personal with was an irritating oaf.


			But he could have lived even with that, he supposed, if it hadn’t been for the cash issue. Alan had his student loan and his student grant, so his fees and his rent were taken care of, but for everything else, for the fun stuff, he had nothing in the kitty. Christ, he was sick of being broke.


			His head snapped up. It suddenly struck him that Angus wasn’t here anymore.


			He looked around. The meadow was empty. Which left the woods some twenty yards to his right. Ordinarily, this wouldn’t be a problem. What gallivanting pooch could resist snuffling around in the trees? What harm could it do? Not much, except that not too far back in the woods was the A12, the high-speed dual carriageway connecting Ipswich to Colchester.


			‘Angus!’ Alan shouted. ‘Where are you, boy?’


			No friendly yelp echoed in response.


			‘Angus!’


			Throughout the holidays, Alan had walked Angus across this meadow and along the edge of the woods, and though the dog had ducked in and out of the trees, he’d never once shown an inclination to go deeper than that. But even if he had, it still wasn’t worth panicking; yes, the A12 was accessible – there was no fence – but the high-speed road sat atop a steep embankment, which itself was deep in dead but thickly enmeshed vegetation. Most likely, the dog wouldn’t even try to get up there.


			But wherever he was, he wasn’t here.


			‘Angus?’ Alan ventured into the trees. The undergrowth was knee-deep, but dead and brittle. It crackled and crunched as he waded through it. ‘Angus?’ He tried to keep the unease from his voice, but where was the damn brute? ‘Angus!’


			He moved quicker now, veering towards the A12, which at last was becoming visible, its bracken-clad slope materialising through the trees like a distant rampart. Alan heard again his late father’s warning words.


			‘He’s a lively one. So keep him on the lead when you walk him across the fields … that road’s closer than you think.’


			Without warning, the dog scuttled out from the foliage.


			As always, he seemed hugely pleased with himself. His big, slobbery maw had curved into a canine grin as he tried to hang onto the latest treasure he’d found.


			Alan slid to a halt, laughing with relief.


			And then had to look closer.


			The spaniel was dabbled with mud and hung with thorns, leaves and fragments of twig. Nothing unusual about that. It was the treasure he was carrying.


			Alan had initially considered it ‘treasure’ because that was how the dog would regard it. Whatever it was – a knobbly branch, a lost tennis ball or discarded toy – they’d all proved so priceless to Angus in the past that he’d energetically ducked and dived to resist Alan’s efforts to wrest them loose; there was no game he liked better.


			The big difference this time was that it was treasure.


			‘Okay … sit, yeah?’ Alan said. ‘Sit!’


			He hunkered down, enforcing the command with stern body language.


			Angus obeyed, flopping onto his belly, eyes bright, offering only token resistance when Alan tried to work the object free from his jaws.


			Alan hadn’t been mistaken, and he was stunned. He glanced up, wondering which way Angus had come from, locking on a mass of holly to his left. Venturing forward, he pushed the spikey boughs apart. Eager to take point, Angus shoved his way past. Alan wasn’t sure what he’d expected to find on the other side. Perhaps a half-dug pit that someone had given up on. Maybe a burst-open hessian sack.


			But not this.


			Not in the middle of the woods.


			Not a vehicle … even if it was mangled, twisted and wedged against a tree trunk, the force of which impact had caused the tree to splinter across the middle and sag part-way over.


			Alan didn’t think he’d ever seen a car as comprehensively smashed: concertinaed bodywork, an imploded windscreen, a crumpled bonnet from beneath which the engine had all but disgorged itself, its vital fluids leaking from a spaghetti-like tangle of melted, hissing tubes.


			Finally, he took in the bodies.


			Two, he thought dazedly. One on either side. Each hanging upside down from its respective doorway.


			And blood. That blood, which seemed to be literally everywhere.
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			6 January (Monday)


			Lynda understood why her kids were less than motivated that first morning of the spring term. It was 7.30 when the alarm went off, but the meagre light penetrating the bedroom was so dull that she could only locate the clock on the dresser because of its glowing digits. The central heating had been on half an hour, but the room was still chilly.


			Don mumbled something, a motionless hump in the dimness.


			‘Coming down for breakfast?’ Lynda asked, pulling a dressing gown over her nightie.


			He didn’t reply, which was the usual. She checked the radiator with her fingertips before heading out and trekking along the landing, banging first on Daniella’s bedroom door. ‘Come on, miss … back to school. Start getting ready.’


			A muffled groan responded.


			Charlie’s door was already open. Glancing in across the pile of new Christmas toys, Lynda found her diminutive six-year-old already sitting up in bed, his blond hair ruffled. He regarded her with a bleak expression. And coughed. Three times in a row.


			‘The holiday TV’s over, Charlie,’ Lynda said. ‘What’re you going to do all day, sit watching quiz shows?’


			‘I might learn something.’ His voice was feeble, purposely pained. ‘Grandpa Jack says you can learn things from quiz shows.’


			‘You’ll learn everything you need to at school.’


			Downstairs, Lynda hit the lights and pulled the curtains open in the living room. Outside, a pale, bloodless dawn was filtering across the estate. She used the remote to switch the satellite on, jumping to Nicktoons. On the way through the dining room to the kitchen, she gazed despairingly at the dining table, which was buried under a deluge of notebooks, scribbled paperwork and mugs of half-drunk coffee. In the midst of the mess, Don’s laptop was still plugged in, despite her having raised repeated concerns about his habit of leaving gadgets on to charge up overnight.


			She flipped the kettle on, threw some bread into the toaster and, digging the iPhone from her dressing gown pocket, checked her messages. Some twelve minutes later, having drunk her coffee and eaten her toast, Lynda stumped back to the bottom of the stairs and called Daniella and Charlie again.


			‘I have to go to work,’ she added loudly. ‘And you know your dad’s too busy to take you. If you don’t come down now, you’ll have to walk … and it’s miserable as sin out there.’


			She was preparing two bowls of cereal when Daniella appeared, looking as uncomfortable as possible to be back in her school uniform. Charlie entered the lounge a short time after, seeming groggy, still attempting to affect ill health.


			‘You shouldn’t say things like that,’ Daniella said, eyes locked on the TV screen as she munched her flakes. ‘That we’ll have to walk to school. It’s not even light outside yet.’


			‘It’s light enough,’ Lynda replied.


			‘You know it wouldn’t be safe for us. You’re a police lady. You should know that better than anyone. And it’s cold too. We might not just get murdered. We might freeze.’


			Before Lynda could respond, a text buzzed in her dressing gown pocket. She saw that it was from Clive Atkins.


			Call me when you’re up. It’s important.


			She headed for the hall. ‘Eat up, you two. And then brush your hair and make sure you’ve got everything you need.’ On her way upstairs, she phoned Clive.


			‘It’s after eight,’ she said. ‘Why would you think I wouldn’t be up? I’ve got two kids to get ready for school.’


			‘Yeah, sorry,’ he replied. Muffled traffic hummed in the background. ‘Holidays are over, aren’t they?’


			She entered the bedroom. ‘When did I last have a lie-in, anyway?’


			Her young DC could be annoyingly priggish. It wasn’t that he was deliberately offensive, but he was so precise and correct in his behaviour at work that he sometimes took it as read that no one else ever was.


			‘Sorry about that … Look, don’t come to the office.’


			‘Why not?’ she asked, seeing that Don was now seated upright in bed, his hair a mop as he rubbed at the back of his neck.


			‘We’ve copped for a job. And it’s a big one.’


			Lynda put him on speaker, and propped the phone on the dresser, as she slung her gown and nightie onto the bed and grabbed some underwear from the drawers. ‘Tell me.’


			‘There was a smash on the A12 last night. Only one vehicle involved as far as we can tell, but unusual circs. Rachel wants us over there straight away.’


			‘Are we talking critical incident?’


			‘Not yet.’


			‘Not yet?’


			‘We’ve got two seriously injured, male and female. Alive at present, though unconscious. It could still turn into a double-fatal.’


			Lynda had already climbed into her jeans. She pulled on a T-shirt and sweater and groped around in the half-light for her lace-up boots. ‘Where is it?’


			‘Four miles north of the A120, southbound. You won’t be able to miss it.’


			‘You there now?’


			‘Almost. I’ve got you a radio and signed you on.’


			‘Okay. Just hold the fort. I’ll be with you in twenty.’


			‘Wilco.’ He cut the call at his end.


			‘So, I don’t get a lie-in this morning, either?’ Don grunted.


			Lynda tied her laces, before standing up and moving to the wardrobe. ‘Do you need one?’


			There was no immediate response. She glanced around as she put her anorak on.


			‘What I need is a break.’ He didn’t bother looking round as he padded naked into the en suite.


			Despite his forty years, he was still tall, lean and in relatively good shape, his bare bottom tight and round. It might have been an erotic sight in any other circumstance, but he’d only taken to going to bed nude recently because he sweated so much when he was asleep. It had reached a stage where he was getting through several pairs of shorts a night. The reason, the doctor said, was stress. But then that was always the reason with Don. It had been the same during his final months with Major Investigations. The problem had subsided a little after he’d accepted the medical retirement package. But now, two years on, he was still unable to sell Nick ’Em, his warts-and-all exposé of life at the sharp end of British policing, and his presence in society was fast receding from view (in Don’s mind, at least).


			‘You go, it’s all right.’ He stood in front of the sink, gazing at his unshaved reflection. ‘I’ll drop them off.’


			Lynda checked that her gloves were in her anorak pockets, before moving to the bathroom door. ‘It’ll happen, Don.’


			‘In that case, everything’ll be fine, won’t it?’ he said.


			He didn’t bother looking round at her.
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			6 January (Monday)


			Lynda had turned thirty-six two months ago, but didn’t think the years, or her two pregnancies, had been cruel. Her shoulder-length brown hair was still thick and lush, she hadn’t wrinkled up very much yet, and if she wasn’t naturally slim anymore, she was at least trim – the result of punishing sessions in the gym whenever she could find the time.


			She’d been an officer with Essex Police for sixteen years now. The first two she’d spent in uniform, before joining CID in 2005, where she’d met and been swept off her feet by the handsome, debonair Detective Sergeant Don Hagen. Once they’d become involved, they’d moved to separate subdivisions so as not to let their feelings for each other get in the way of work. It had been a good plan, their courtship and 2006 marriage passing off without a hitch. In 2007, when Lynda returned from maternity leave, having given birth to Daniella, she’d remained a detective – in fact she was now a detective sergeant herself – but had accepted reassignment to the Essex Roads Policing Division, in other words ‘Traffic’, specifically the SCIU, or Serious Collision Investigation Unit, so that she could work nine-till-five, Monday-to-Friday.


			Her phone rang, interrupting her thoughts.


			‘It’s me,’ Clive said via the hands-free, HGVs rumbling past him. He had to shout to be heard. ‘How are you doing?’


			‘I’m stuck in a jam on a backroad between Lawford and Dedham,’ Lynda said. ‘Presumably this is because you’ve closed off the A12 southbound?’


			‘Correct. There’s a diversion along the B1029.’


			Lynda was more than a little irritated, but she supposed that even had he warned her there’d be traffic chaos all the way in, there was no easy route around it, even by activating the blues and twos wired into her Qashqai’s exterior lighting system, which she’d already done.


			‘Listen, Clive … we can’t close the A12 all day.’


			‘I agree. Especially as I’m here now, and it doesn’t look as if there was any obvious collision on the road itself.’


			That puzzled her. ‘So, what exactly have we got?’


			‘Beige Ford Mondeo, 2-litre. Looks as if it came off the dual carriageway at high speed – extraordinary speed, I reckon. The side barrier’s been flattened like cardboard. Then it went down the slope into the woods on the east side of the road. No trace of any other vehicle involved. Not yet. The sooner we get Aziz on the plot, the better.’


			Aziz Khan, an ex-Traffic man of thirty years’ experience in his own right, was now their resident Forensic Collision Investigator and an expert in vehicular accident reconstruction. He ought to be arriving soon, though doubtless he too was stuck in the gridlock of cars.


			‘What about the two casualties?’ Lynda asked.


			‘Male and female,’ Clive said. ‘Both in their mid-thirties, I’d say. Unidentified so far. Both removed to Colchester General with severe head injuries. They were out cold when the ambulance arrived and remained that way even when the paramedics were carting them up the slope – and that was a job and a half, I’ll tell you.’


			‘What do you mean unidentified?’


			‘Well … they were lacking any documentation. No wallets or purses containing credit cards, driving licences or whatever. No handbag. Didn’t even have mobile phones on them, except for a throwaway cheapie.’


			‘That’s a bit odd, isn’t it?’


			‘There’s odder stuff, but …’ He was distracted by someone talking to him. ‘Yeah, I’ll come in a sec,’ he said. ‘You still there, Lynda?’


			‘What about the vehicle registration? Can’t you ID them that way?’


			‘Like I say, there’s odd stuff here. I’ll bring you up to speed when you arrive. How long do you think you’ll be?’


			Lynda glanced at the clock on her dash. ‘ETA ten.’


			


			Even on a dreary January morning, Detective Constable Clive Atkins managed to look smart. He was ten years younger than Lynda, and a tall guy of mixed-race origin, handsome, and always clean-shaven. His suits and ties hung well on him even with a heavy, hi-vis POLICE jacket worn over the top.


			Lynda pulled on her own jacket as she approached along the blacktop. Navigating the standing jams of traffic on the country lanes between here and Manningtree had taken forty minutes when it should have taken ten, even with her lightshow activated. When she’d reached the A12, she’d cut north along the southbound carriageway, this section now empty, of course, parking beyond the incident tape, next to Clive Atkins’ grey Peugeot 308, just short of the designated control vehicle, a Traffic Range Rover. This was unmanned but still occupied the middle of the two-lane carriageway, its beacon swirling.


			‘There’re going to be a lot of upset commuters,’ Lynda said, accepting a radio and pulling on her gloves. The sun was aloft, but no more than a dim radiance amid clouds the colour of dishwater. The frost along the verges had melted, but the air was piercingly cold.


			‘Rachel’s been on to Chief Superintendent Templeton,’ Clive replied, falling into step alongside her. ‘We’ve got till twelve noon. After that, he wants to review.’


			‘No pressure then. Who’s Road Scene Manager?’


			‘Gina Tubbs. She was first on the scene and recommended the case for investigation.’


			Lynda nodded. Traffic Sergeant Gina Tubbs was usually on the money with these things.


			They walked north along the southbound. Beyond the central barrier, northbound vehicles moved freely, though cars slowed as they passed. This section of the A12 passed through open countryside. It was also elevated at this point, with low-lying fields, meadows and woodland on either side of it.


			‘Like I say, no obvious sign there was a collision on the road,’ Clive said.


			A point came up on their right where a portion of the roadside barrier, perhaps thirty feet or so, had vanished, and now was replaced by a taut line of incident tape. Gina Tubbs stood to one side, huddled under her hi-vis slicker, her white TRAFFIC hat tilted down as she scribbled on a pad. Beyond the missing barrier, Lynda saw a tangle of splintered shrubs and saplings.


			‘The accident seems to have occurred last night,’ Clive added. ‘Which I presume is why no one reported it until this morning.’


			‘Who did report it?’ Lynda asked.


			‘Some local guy. He was walking his dog.’


			‘What time was that?’


			‘Not long after seven.’


			‘Only two people on board the Mondeo?’


			‘Yeah. The bloke was driving, the girl riding.’


			‘Both still unconscious?’


			‘That’s the last word from the hospital. Being prepped for surgery as we speak.’


			‘Did the paramedics give any indication how bad they were?’


			‘Sounds like the female’s got a severe skull trauma. We could be close to losing her. The male …?’ Clive shrugged.


			Lynda turned, checking back across the whole breadth of the road. Normally, even if there’d been only a minor collision, its surface would be scattered with fragments of glass and splintered alloy. But there was nothing obvious. She turned back to the Road Scene Manager. ‘Morning, Gina.’


			‘Lynda,’ Tubbs replied.


			‘Your lot are going to have a busy day, I think.’


			‘Tell me about it. We’ve already got queues on B-roads that most people didn’t even know existed till this morning.’


			Lynda approached the tape. Two strips of the grass verge underneath the barrier had been churned to black pulp. Snapped struts were all that remained of the barrier itself. The undergrowth behind had been pulverised: smaller trees smashed and bushes uprooted. She leaned forward to gaze down a sloping trail of such destruction, which was further defined by strips of fluttering incident tape tied between the trees on either side.


			‘That’s Little Crickledon Wood, down there,’ Clive said. ‘It’s only a coppice really. Runs along the bottom of the embankment for a couple of miles.’


			At the far end of the damage trail, perhaps twenty feet below their position, but a good thirty yards from the foot of the embankment, Lynda could just about distinguish the battered wreck of a beige vehicle glinting through the devastated foliage.


			She glanced back at the road. ‘Am I right in thinking there’s a distinct absence of skid marks here?’


			‘That struck me too,’ Clive replied.


			‘And me,’ Tubbs said.


			‘So, they didn’t try to brake?’ Lynda asked.


			Clive shrugged again.


			‘Checked for traces of oil on the road?’ she wondered.


			‘No sign of it from a cursory exam.’


			‘Ice?’


			‘It got down to minus three last night,’ Tubbs said. ‘But even if they hit black ice, you’d still think they’d have tried to brake.’


			Lynda walked the length of the shattered barrier. Clive followed. Behind them, Tubbs resumed her writing.


			‘Attempted suicide?’ Lynda suggested.


			Clive was non-committal. ‘We’ve seen it before, but … it’d be quite a way to go, with no certainty you’d go quickly or even at all. Plus, it’s difficult to imagine two of them wanting to give it a whirl.’


			She mused. ‘Maybe it was only the driver who wanted to end it. And the poor passenger got taken along for the ride.’


			Clive grimaced.


			They straddled the barrier on the right side of the tape, and commenced clambering downhill, keeping clear of the path of destruction, but blundering from tree to tree just to stay upright.


			‘What’s this other thing you wanted to tell me, anyway?’ Lynda said, as they arrived on the flat. ‘Concerning the IDs, or lack thereof.’


			‘Oh,’ Clive replied, ‘the car was running on dummy plates.’


			She glanced back at him. ‘Come again?’


			He checked his pocket book. ‘That index, Oscar-Sierra-nine-six-one-Hotel-Uniform-Bravo, is a professionally made duplicate. I ran it straight away. Belongs to an identical vehicle currently in the ownership of Mr Harold Ball in Bournemouth.’


			‘This Mondeo is a clone?’


			‘Seems like it.’


			Lynda pushed through a few tangles of desiccated undergrowth. The wreck lay in front of them, encircled by an extra cordon of tape. The car had been scrunched out of shape by the front-end impact on a mature sycamore, which had split crosswise and half toppled onto the Mondeo’s roof, compressing it downward. The engine hung out in pieces from under the bonnet. Every window had gone, and what she could see of the interior was crammed with shattered branches. All four doors hung buckled and twisted, having burst open on impact. The closest of the front two was the driver’s door; congealed blood was much in evidence, streaking the door inside and out, spattering what she could see of the car’s interior.


			Another Traffic officer, Tim Philbin, a burly guy in his early thirties, with a dense brown beard and thick, horn-rimmed glasses, stood close by with a clipboard. He nodded to them, made a note on his log and offered it for them to sign. They both complied, before pulling their woollen gloves off and replacing them with latex disposables. Lynda walked around the cordon’s exterior.


			‘This is definitely not Harold Ball’s car?’ she asked.


			‘Definitely not,’ Clive confirmed. ‘He’s a retired gent and his car’s currently sitting in his garage. He was good enough to show the local divisional lad who went around to check.’


			On the other side of the car, the passenger door was equally stained with dried blood, as was the dashboard when Lynda leaned over the tape.


			‘We haven’t gone over it in close-up yet,’ Clive said. ‘But I’d like to bet the ID number’s been changed.’


			Lynda nodded. ‘So, we’re talking chop-shop … or something similar?’


			‘Seems possible.’


			‘How intriguing.’


			‘There’s also this.’ Clive signalled to Philbin, who approached and offered something to Lynda. It was a transparent plastic evidence sack containing what looked like a bundle of £20 notes bound with elastic bands. ‘This was found in the vicinity of the wreck,’ Clive added.


			‘Specifically, where?’


			‘We don’t know. The guy who was walking his dog …’ Clive checked his notes again. ‘Name’s Alan Langton. His dog found it. The dog was already running around with the money in its mouth when Langton got here.’


			‘I assume we’ve not counted it?’


			‘Thought I’d leave that to Forensics. But if they’re all twenties, I reckon there’s at least a thousand quid there.’


			Lynda pondered that as she wandered around outside the cordon, eyes glued to the ground. She followed the outer circumference of the taped-off area, starting on the north side, then the east, then the south, and then back again, each time moving three or four yards further out, covering a wider and wider arc of woodland. Clive followed her.


			Briefly, her eyes were drawn to a scattering of white, flaky material at the foot of a silver birch. But it turned out to be a few fragments of torn wood and tree bark.


			‘A grand just lying here,’ she mused. ‘A car that doesn’t exist, which swerves off the road at high speed for no obvious reason. No immediate sign that another car was involved … at least there was no impact to cause the swerve. And then the driver doesn’t even brake.’


			‘Told you it was odd.’


			‘You did.’ They climbed back up the slope. ‘What’s this guy Langton like?’


			‘Gina Tubbs interviewed him. No statement yet, though.’


			At the top of the slope, Tubbs was still engaged in paperwork.


			‘What’s the story with Langton?’ Lynda asked.


			‘He was back at his house when I went to see him,’ Tubbs said. ‘In a bit of a state.’


			‘Define “a bit of a state”?’


			‘Shaking, pale. Drinking coffee like there was no tomorrow. Didn’t think I’d have much joy getting a coherent statement off him. Not yet anyway. He’s not going back to uni till tomorrow. I’m calling back later on.’


			Lynda wandered a few yards north. ‘Something I want you to do for me, Clive.’


			He walked up behind her. ‘No probs.’


			‘Find out how many Ford Mondeos have been reported stolen and never recovered in the Essex Police Force area. Go back five years. Not just beige, of course. Any colour.’


			He nodded. ‘CCTV?’


			‘I’ll start that ball rolling.’ She advanced again because something else had caught her attention. ‘Do that in a minute. What do you think of this?’ She walked more quickly. ‘And this?’


			Clive hurried to catch up. Some fifty yards north of the flattened barrier, a lengthy smear of rubber arced across the blacktop. Twenty yards further on, Lynda stopped next to another; this one zigzagged in a different direction. There was yet another one close behind that, though thus far there was no rhyme or reason to the pattern.


			Clive shrugged. ‘Could be relevant.’


			‘The sooner the lab rats get here, the better,’ Lynda said. ‘These marks lead up to our incident, but we need to know if they’re connected.’


			They walked on several hundred yards, encountering further such smears and smudges on both lanes, all of which indicated abrupt braking, swerving and skidding. Even though Photographic were en route, no doubt mired in the traffic like everyone else, Lynda took several pictures on her mobile. Half a mile from the crash site, the central barrier displayed what looked like recent damage, the white-painted metal gashed and scraped.


			Lynda photographed this too, and then dug some tweezers from her pocket. Picking one or two flakes of metallic beige paint from the gouge marks, she slipped them into an evidence envelope and held them to the light.


			‘Bits of glass on the road surface here too,’ Clive said.


			‘Bag them,’ she replied.


			The glass in itself told them nothing. There was broken glass the length of Britain’s highways, but quite clearly something had been happening here.


			‘Our guy was all over the road, wasn’t he?’ she observed.


			Clive glanced back. ‘And over quite a distance. I hope Aziz Khan’s got his whole team with him. If we’ve only got till lunchtime, they’ll have to go up and down this carriageway on their hands and knees in double-quick time.’


			‘We’re going to need an extension on that,’ Lynda replied. Again, she scanned the repeating crisscross of melted rubber stripes. ‘You know, I’ve seen this kind of thing before.’


			‘Yeah?’


			‘2013 … RTA on the A414 near Harlow. No other vehicles involved, but the couple in the car were fighting.’


			‘Fighting?’


			‘Physically. The driver lost control, clipped the kerb, rolled his Porsche over four lanes.’


			‘We don’t know there’s no other vehicle involved in this one yet.’


			‘That’s true. Compelling case to kick off the New Year, eh?’


			Clive didn’t seem enamoured by the prospect, which was not atypical. In complement to his smart appearance and conscientious attitude, he was a worker bee. You could always rely on Clive to get a job done. But he didn’t like complications.


			‘What’s up?’ She nudged him. ‘You don’t like a challenge now and then?’


			‘Gives us something to get our teeth into, I suppose.’
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			6 January (Monday)


			‘You’ve got the southbound carriageway till five, Lynda,’ Rachel Hollindrake said. ‘Your team has to wrap up by then.’


			Lynda clamped her phone to her ear as she paced the Neurological Intensive Care Unit waiting room in the Neurosciences Building at Colchester General Hospital.


			‘Rachel, if we reopen that road to ordinary traffic, all the forensics will have gone.’


			There was no immediate response, and Lynda knew why. You didn’t close a major highway like the A12 lightly. DI Rachel Hollindrake was head of the Serious Collision Investigation Unit, and as an official detective and trained investigator, was recognised as having a particular and rare expertise. But she was still answerable to the higher echelons of the Essex Roads Policing Division, and its overarching boss, Chief Superintendent Templeton, would already be leaning on her hard.


			‘Can’t you clear it one lane at a time?’ Hollindrake asked.


			‘From my last conversation with Aziz Khan, we can give you the inside lane in the next half-hour.’


			‘Well, that’s not going to work. If I go back to Mr Templeton with that, he’ll blow his top. How you doing with the CCTV? Surely that’ll tell us if there was another car involved?’


			‘We’re still collecting footage, but we haven’t got too many cameras along there.’


			Hollindrake sighed. ‘How are the casualties doing?’


			‘Incommunicado at present. Both suffered severe head traumas.’ Lynda moved to the shatterproof glass door serving as the NICU’s internal entrance. Though the angle was awkward, she could just about see into the room where the woman from the accident was being treated. From here, she was virtually invisible, just a hump under blankets with life-support equipment on either side. NICU nurses moved briskly around her. ‘The female’s out of surgery now. Seems they had to elevate a depressed skull fracture. She’s in a medically induced coma, to try and aid recovery. She’s seriously ill, Rachel … we could still lose her.’


			‘How about the male?’


			‘He’s in NICU too. He’s not been operated on, but he’s had a scan and is currently under sedation. He’s suffered what’s called a minor basal skull fracture. That’s not considered to be life-threatening. But he’s out for the count at present. In a nutshell, neither of them can be interviewed yet, and probably won’t be available for some time.’


			‘And that’s all we’ve got?’


			‘There are a couple of oddities …’


			‘You mean like why we haven’t been able to put names to their faces?’


			‘Well … the car’s untraceable and neither of them had any ID.’


			‘There was nothing else inside the car? No paperwork of any sort?’


			‘Nothing. Clean as a whistle. Like it had just been valeted.’


			‘Fingerprints?’


			‘I’ve not been able to run the female’s yet … she’s been out of reach all day. I’ve arranged for Gina Tubbs to come in later and try again. In the meantime, I’ve run the male’s but there’s no match.’


			‘He hasn’t got a record?’


			‘It would appear that way.’


			The DI was quiet again. She might be frustrated at how slowly things were moving, but the detective in her was fascinated. A car that shouldn’t exist, and yet which had looked as if it had just been driven out of a showroom, and by the original John and Jane Doe. ‘When are you thinking of going public on this?’ she asked.


			‘Thought we’d leave it until tomorrow,’ Lynda said. ‘Give concerned friends and relatives a chance to report them missing.’


			Hollindrake pondered again. ‘What are these oddities you mentioned?’


			‘Oh … yeah. Well, the woman has a mouth injury dating from a couple of days prior to the accident. There’s a mild trauma to the upper lip, which hasn’t yet repaired. The doctor who examined her said that he can’t be absolutely sure, but that it’s consistent with her having been punched in the face.’


			‘And you think that may be pertinent?’


			‘Could be. At the same time, the male has three parallel gouge marks on his left cheek, running diagonally from the lobe of his ear to the side of his nose. They’re relatively recent and about half a millimetre deep.’


			‘They couldn’t have been caused by woodland debris inundating the car through the windscreen?’


			‘The doctor doesn’t think they’re that recent. Plus, he said they look like scratch marks. You know, from fingernails.’


			‘And in your mind, this adds up to …?’


			‘I’m entertaining the possibility that she and the driver were having some kind of altercation.’


			Hollindrake was surprised. ‘You mean while he was at the wheel?’


			‘Well, if they’d had one a few days earlier, they could have been having another.’


			‘So, this is what we think happened if there wasn’t another car involved? That the driver and his passenger were fighting?’


			‘It’s only a theory, I admit.’


			‘Seriously, Lynda?’ The DI sounded irritable again. ‘After nearly a whole day’s investigation, this is what we’ve got? A load of supposition and nothing solid?’


			‘We are where we are, ma’am. And if we lose some forensics, it could be even worse.’


			There was another long silence. ‘Okay,’ Hollindrake said, ‘I’ll call Templeton. But he won’t be happy. And in the meantime, you get back in touch with your FCI. Tell him they still might say no … this isn’t a murder case, after all.’


			Not yet, Lynda thought, though she didn’t say it aloud.


			As she crossed the car park towards her Qashqai, her phone rang again. She climbed in, and switched the engine on. The call was redirected through Bluetooth.


			‘Detective Sergeant Hagen,’ she said, pulling out of the car park.


			‘Oh, hello, Mrs Hagen … this is Mrs Campbell.’ The voice had a distinct West Indian lilt. ‘We’ve met a couple of times. I’m deputy head at St John’s.’


			


			Lynda found Charlie sitting in the deputy head’s office, working away with a box of crayons. Mrs Campbell, a huge, mumsy figure, beamed when Lynda entered the office. Charlie grinned too.


			‘What happened?’ he asked, excited and intrigued by this change to his routine.


			‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Campbell,’ Lynda said, trying not to look as flustered as she felt.


			‘We rang your husband’s number a few times,’ Mrs Campbell said, standing. ‘But couldn’t get through.’


			‘Terribly sorry. Complete mix-up in Don and my communications.’


			‘Not to worry. Everything’s fine.’


			‘Was Daddy too busy to come and get me again?’ Charlie asked.


			‘No, no … that won’t have been the case.’ Lynda refused to meet the deputy head’s eye as she grabbed Charlie’s coat and baggage from the spare chair. ‘Come on.’


			When they arrived back at their home avenue, Westcombe Close, the weather had deteriorated, gusts of razor wind driving sleety flakes across the houses and gardens. At number sixteen, Don’s beaten-up BMW 3 sat on the drive, but the front of the building was mostly dark. Glancing through the window, Lynda saw that light only spilled into the lounge from the dining room. She opened the front door and ushered Charlie inside.


			‘Go up and get changed,’ she said, switching on the stair light. ‘Put your uniform away neatly.’


			As Charlie trudged upstairs, she went through into the lounge, and then the dining room. As expected, Don was slumped in his usual place, surrounded by a mess of paperwork and open books. He wore tracksuit pants and a coffee-stained T-shirt as he scribbled in a pad. On top of his dog-eared 2006 copy of the Crime Investigator’s Manual was balanced an empty Pot Noodle carton with a fork in it.


			She didn’t bother looking past him into the kitchen, because as usual, the dishwasher would not have been loaded, nor the scrapings of breakfast disposed of in the bin.


			‘Hi,’ he said, without looking around. He hadn’t bothered shaving or even combing his hair.


			‘What happened?’ she asked.


			‘The usual,’ he muttered.


			‘You’ve not been reachable this afternoon,’ she said.


			‘Been on the phone to Abby.’


			Abby, aka Abigail Cartwright, was his literary agent. London-based and well connected, she’d promised so much when he’d first contacted her, seeming blown away that an ex-Major Investigation Team DI had wanted to join her list, though so far she hadn’t been able to get him a sniff of a publishing deal.


			‘This bigshot editor in London. You know what he said? Abby sent him the first four chapters of Nick ’Em. He got back to her, having expressed serious interest when she first approached him about it, to say he hadn’t bothered reading past the first one. Said he found it “non-authentic”. I mean, non-authentic, for fuck’s sake! Did I do the fucking job, or what?’


			‘Don …’ Lynda shook her head. ‘I mean what happened about you picking Charlie up?’


			At first, Don looked puzzled. And then the penny dropped, and he jumped to his feet in panic. ‘Shit!’


			‘Don’t worry. I’ve brought him. He’s gone upstairs. But he can still probably hear us. So, you can tone down the effing and jeffing if you don’t mind.’


			‘Christ …’ Don leaned forward, shoulders sagging. ‘I … I just … it totally slipped my mind.’ He shook his head, as shocked as he was remorseful. He glanced up again. ‘You say you brought him home?’


			‘Yes, but only by knocking off early.’


			‘Hey.’ His voice tightened again now that Charlie was safe. ‘I’ve explained what happened, okay? I’m sorry.’


			‘Yeah, you really sound it.’


			‘Jesus, Lynda! Get over yourself, eh? I’ve just told you I’m having a crap day. And it affects both of us if you actually give it some thought.’


			‘It doesn’t affect both of us as much as it would if I end up losing my job. This is the third time I’ve had to do this. And today I’m up to my eyes in a difficult investigation.’


			He snorted, grabbing his Pot Noodle carton and lumbering into the kitchen. ‘Difficult investigation?’ His tone was scathing. ‘Traffic? Give me a bloody break!’


			‘Don …’


			‘I’ve said I’m sorry.’ He threw his fork into the sink and walked back into the dining room. ‘I’ll go up and apologise to him right now. I’ll play with him on his castle for a bit. Christ knows, I can’t get any more work done today.’


			Lynda followed him through the lounge.


			That had been quite a blow to him, she supposed; the publisher who he’d thought was interested in his book to say ‘no’ without even reading it. But it was hardly likely to impact on their lives the way Don imagined.


			‘You knew it was going to be hard,’ she said up the stairs after him. ‘Especially as you’d never even thought about writing until …’


			Don looked back down. ‘Until I became society’s spare part?’


			Well, you took the medical retirement, she thought. You didn’t have to. You could have gone back into uniform, taken an inside job.


			But again, she didn’t say any of that. Sometimes, she was too patient with him for her own good, let alone his.


			Don plodded on up the stairs. ‘I’ll go and play with him for a bit.’


			Lynda nodded. That was something Don was good at, and Charlie would love it. She could soon hear their muffled laughter overhead; it made her smile, but that smile faded when she saw what passed for Don’s writing career strewn in front of her again.


			He’d never asked permission to use the dining table as a desk, even though it meant that the rest of them would have to eat their dinners with plates balanced on their knees. But getting angry wouldn’t help – every counsellor she’d spoken to had advised that understanding was the best way forward. She had no clue how she would react to being taken hostage by a maniac gunman and driven over a hundred miles, being told all the way that it was her final day on Earth.


			She took her anorak off, hung it in the closet and started to get the tea ready. But a few things were bugging her.


			Obvious questions remained concerning the anonymous status of the A12 casualties – who the hell were they, and why no one had reported them missing, and the fact they were in a stolen car that had never been reported stolen (as far as the police were aware) – but there was also the not insignificant matter of the money.


			For some reason, that wad of twenty-pound notes was niggling her. A full count had now confirmed that it was £1,000 exactly. In itself that wasn’t too suspicious, but couple it with the other curiosities surrounding the crash and you had to wonder about that as well. Lynda slipped her phone from her jeans pocket and called Clive Atkins.


			‘Sorry I left you with it earlier,’ she said.


			‘No problem.’ By the sounds of it, he was back in the office. ‘Get everything sorted?’


			‘Yeah, it’s okay now. Listen, Clive … that bundle of cash the dog found. A single neat bundle of twenties totalling a grand and fastened with elastic? I’ve been trying to work out what was bugging me about it, and now I think I know. Isn’t that the sort of thing you see when there are larger sums involved? When there are several such bundles in fact?’


			He considered this. ‘Maybe, but we both saw the crash scene for ourselves. There was no more money lying around, and there was none inside the Mondeo. Aziz Khan’s team would’ve found it. Why, what’re you thinking?’


			‘I don’t know.’ She flipped the kettle on. ‘It’s just another piece of the puzzle, and every piece we’ve got so far suggests those two casualties were up to no good.’


			‘Well, it’s not helpful to that hypothesis, but the cash is all legit.’


			‘That’s been confirmed, has it?’


			‘Just in. All the notes were issued at different times and have been in circulation for quite a while.’


			‘Okay, fair enough …’ If the cash was legit, there wasn’t much more they could learn from it. It wouldn’t even be traceable. ‘Sorry again about today. I’ll be in extra early tomorrow.’


			She chucked teabags into a couple of mugs. As she did, her phone rang again. This call was from Gina Tubbs.


			Lynda put it on speaker. ‘Hope you’ve got something good for me, Gina?’


			‘Think I may have,’ Tubbs replied. ‘I managed to run the woman’s prints. And we’ve got a hit.’


			‘Yeah?’


			‘Name is Jill Brooks. Londoner. Thirty-four years old. Only one offence, but it’s an eye-opener.’


			‘Go on?’


			‘GBH. It was back in 2008, when she was twenty-two. She put a stiletto heel through some guy’s cheek.’


			‘Ouch.’


			‘She pleaded guilty at Westminster Magistrates Court, where she drew a five-month suspended sentence on the basis that it was her first offence.’


			Lynda mulled this over as she poured boiling water on the teabags.


			‘So, what’re you thinking?’ Tubbs wondered.


			‘I’m thinking there are two kinds of girls in this world, Gina. Those who wear their heels to look pretty. And those who have a wide range of other uses for them.’
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			14 December (Saturday)
– 23 days earlier


			It was a frigid night, glacial stars scattering a clear black sky.


			As long as it stayed clear, that was fine by Elliot. The neon barometer on the dash of his BMW Sport read minus two. If it rained now, it would fall as snow, but while that wouldn’t be a problem on the main roads, here in the backcountry he was less certain. Since leaving the A1071, he’d worked his way through a network of farm lanes so little used that in many cases they didn’t even figure on his sat nav. He’d been given directions which he’d written down and tried to memorise, so he was sure he’d be okay – so long as the weather held.


			At nine o’clock, he halted at a T-junction and a moss-covered fingerpost. Elliot didn’t remember this from the instructions, which he now checked again. As there were no clues there, he opted to go left. He wasn’t sure why, apart from some vague memory in which Jim Naboth had said that if he got lost it was best to keep bearing south. That wasn’t hugely helpful, but there was one landmark he was supposed to look out for: a derelict silage tower standing left of the road. After that, he’d been instructed to go straight on for half a mile, before taking his next right and then his second left. He had his mobile with him, so he could always ring ahead and tell them he’d got lost. But he was loath to do that. The whole purpose of this evening was to demonstrate his professionalism. If he finished up floundering before he even got there, how would it look?


			Not for the first time, Elliot wondered about the wisdom of this venture.


			It had been a relief to be asked. In this game, you only earned for as long as your reputation lasted, and reputations could diminish quickly if you laid low for too long, and yet lying low wasn’t always your choice. So, getting an invitation wasn’t just an ego trip. It meant that you hadn’t been forgotten, not yet, and that your skills were still prized.


			Assuming you hadn’t lost your edge in the meantime.


			Elliot was sure he hadn’t, but then he hadn’t tested himself much recently, and it wasn’t always the best idea presenting yourself for duty with the Naboths when you weren’t prepped. Jim was the affable face of the firm, the ‘Hail fellow, well met’ guy, the seeming good egg. But then there was Jo as well, and that was much darker territory. Before he could ponder more, a distinct shape caught his attention, approaching on the left. At first it was a tall silhouette which slid into the corner of his vision as he rounded a bend on the narrow lane. But the closer he drew, the more it materialised until soon there was no mistake.


			It was the vertical, dome-topped outline of a silage tower.


			


			Elliot followed the turn-off for about thirty yards, wheels jolting on the rutted, frozen surface, until he came to a tall iron gate. From a decayed, shack-like structure behind the gate on the right, a figure emerged in grey jeans and hoodie top with the hood pulled down over his face. Elliot flashed his high beams four times. There was a dull clatter as a bolt was disengaged, the figure lugging the gate open.


			Elliot drove through, entering a parking area at the back of a building, the purpose of which was unrecognisable in the darkness. The redbrick wall in front of him had a single door in the middle, covered in flaking green paint. A couple of other vehicles were parked about forty yards to the right, but at that distance they were indistinguishable. There was no other sign of life. He turned his engine off, pulled on his fleece and gloves, and climbed out. It was so dark that he had to grope hand-over-hand along his Sport towards the building. As he did, the green door opened, and he could sense a figure standing there.


			‘Where the fuck do you think you’re going?’ a voice asked.


			It was low, with a northern accent. It sounded amused.


			Elliot stopped half a yard from the entrance, puzzled. He’d assumed he’d be recognised. At six foot two and well built, with a collar-length shock of sandy hair and ‘patrician’ good looks, which included a square jaw, firm mouth, straight nose and blue/grey eyes, he wasn’t easy to misidentify. ‘I’m … I’m expected.’


			‘Yeah?’ A gloved hand at the end of a bare arm reached out, planted itself on his chest and pushed him backward. ‘Who by?’


			Elliot had no option but to retreat a couple of feet. The guy from the door stepped outside. Elliot’s eyes were adjusting to the moonlight, and he saw a solid, stocky figure; about five foot ten in height, with an unruly mass of dark hair, plus a dark beard and moustache. As well as his black gloves, he wore a black vest. His bare arms were thick with muscle.


			‘I said – who by?’


			‘What’s it got to do with you?’ Elliot retorted.


			A crescent of white teeth split the untidy facial hair. ‘That’s the right answer.’


			The guy spread his arms, indicating that Elliot should do the same.


			Elliot complied, and the guy frisked him. Not just checking his pockets, but along his arms, under his cuffs, under his collar, down either leg of his jeans, and around the tops of his training shoes. Up close, he was somewhere in his late thirties, with cold, pale eyes and a hooked nose. The scruffy fuzz of beard gave him a loopy, piratical air. He continued to smile, but there was nothing congenial about it; it was crooked, scornful – especially when he yanked down the zip on Elliot’s fleece, exposing the patterned silk shirt underneath.


			‘Who are you, Austin fucking Powers?’


			Chuckling more than the joke merited, he unbuttoned the shirt, not just working his rough leather gloves across Elliot’s chest, but under his armpits and around his waist again. Most likely, he was looking for a wire rather than a weapon. When he’d finished, he turned and walked back inside, leaving the door open so that Elliot could follow. Elliot found himself stumbling in darkness across a floor littered with broken glass and loose planking.


			‘I could’ve saved you all that trouble if you’d just asked my name,’ he said. ‘I’m …’


			‘I know who you are,’ the guy interrupted. Definitely northern, possibly Manchester. ‘You’ve got a big rep to live up to. Hope you don’t disappoint us.’


			They followed a few dank brick passages, before emerging into a hangar of some sort, a vast open area some seventy yards in length by forty wide, with a beaten dirt floor and bare electric bulbs suspended by cables from the steel girders underpinning the roof. In the middle stood a row of about eight cars, each one covered by a green canvas sheet.


			‘You still shacked up with that hot blonde piece?’ the guy asked, turning to face him.


			‘What?’ Elliot was fleetingly tongue-tied. ‘You know Harri?’


			‘Harri, eh?’ The guy grinned. ‘Don’t know her personally. Last time I saw her, you wouldn’t believe what she was wearing …’


			‘Elliot Wade!’ a Cockney voice called out.


			They turned. Two men had emerged from a door on the far side of the vast chamber and were now walking past the row of vehicles. Both wore gloves and blue overalls, but while one was older, tubbier and white-haired, the other was younger, in his late thirties, tall and lean, with slick black hair and a wolfish smile. It was this latter, Jim Naboth, who’d called out.


			‘Mr Naboth,’ Elliot said.


			The white-haired older guy waited by the cars, but Jim Naboth approached Elliot and shook hands with him. ‘You two’ve met, then?’ he said.


			‘We’ve met.’ Elliot glanced at the Beard. ‘We’ve not been introduced.’


			‘Allow me,’ Jim said. ‘Elliot, meet Ray Lonnegan.’


			‘Ray,’ Elliot said, assessing the Beard properly now that they were in the light.


			He might not be as tall as Elliot or Jim, but he was thickset with muscle, his torso wedge-shaped as if he worked out. He too wore blue overalls, but they were pulled down and tied around his waist. His brawny left shoulder was marked with a single tattoo: spread wings and an upright dagger, which, Elliot suspected, indicated Airborne Forces. Lonnegan’s smile had now hardened into something callous and cruel; he didn’t bother returning Elliot’s greeting.


			‘Ray needs to be impressed before he gets friendly,’ Jim explained, placing a hand on Elliot’s back and steering him towards the cars. ‘His distrustful attitude is something we all have to live with, but it’s worth it. You know what tonight’s about?’


			‘I’ve got half an idea,’ Elliot replied.


			‘That’s the most you ever have about anything, eh?’ Lonnegan said, walking behind.


			Elliot swung back. ‘Hey!’ With Jim Naboth now present, it felt safer to say what he thought. ‘I’ve come here to do a job, okay? Now, I don’t expect to be treated like royalty, but a bit of mutual respect couldn’t hurt. Otherwise, I can just walk out the door again.’


			‘You can walk out the door any fucking time. You think we can’t do better than you?’


			‘All right, Ray,’ Jim cut in. ‘Enough. We’re at least going to put Elliot through his paces and find him wanting before we give him the heave-ho, yeah?’


			Lonnegan shrugged, as if it didn’t matter to him either way.


			Jim continued to the line of cars, steering Elliot alongside him again. ‘Don’t worry, you’ve got the skills to get on the right side of him. I see you’re gloved up. That’s good. Just don’t take ’em off while you’re here.’


			As Elliot had already seen, the cars were draped with green canvas, but the white-haired older guy now whipped the cover off the one at the far end, revealing a sleek Mercedes-AMG in gleaming metallic maroon.


			‘What do you think?’ Jim asked.


			‘Beautiful,’ Elliot said.


			‘Come around the back. I want to show you something.’


			Elliot followed. The older guy was waiting at the car’s rear; he opened the boot. Inside, it had been loaded with four paving stones, two on the left, two on the right.


			‘These slabs weigh fifty kilograms each, so that’s an extra two hundred kilos in this little beauty’s backside,’ Jim said. ‘What do you reckon, Elliot?’


			‘Tough to handle at high speed, that’s for sure.’


			Jim nodded. ‘Which is what tonight’s all about.’ He glanced at the older guy, who plodded away across the chamber to the facing wall, where Elliot now noticed there was a large pair of wooden sliding doors. With a heavy clanking, a chain was removed, and the doors were pushed open along their tracks, one after the other.


			Jim slammed the boot. ‘Fancy taking her for a spin?’


			‘Sounds like fun,’ Elliot replied.


			He opened the driver’s door, seeing a key waiting in the ignition. To his surprise, Jim then climbed into the front passenger seat, Ray Lonnegan into the rear.


			‘If you want a proper test drive,’ Elliot said, ‘I can’t guarantee anyone’s safety.’


			‘That’s okay,’ Lonnegan replied. ‘At no stage can we guarantee yours. So it all pans out.’


			Elliot glanced at Jim, who arched a laconic eyebrow.


			They drove forward, trundling through the doorway and down a shallow ramp into a gritty siding, where Elliot braked, fascinated by what he was seeing outside of the car.


			Three electric floodlights on tall steel poles had been switched on about forty yards to his right, and now cast their silver radiance over what looked like a disused racing circuit. The hangar behind them had obviously been a repair and garage facility, while to the left of that was the boarded-up structure of an old clubhouse or pavilion, complete with an upper balcony. On the other side of that stood a row of decayed, wooden scaffold-like structures. Tiered seating, he realised; bleachers. The track itself swung away from them both to the left and right. As its central area was little more than strewn rubbish, rusty cars and broken-down buildings, it was visible almost in its entirety. It wasn’t a circle, more of a rectangle, but with curved, steeply banked corners, covering maybe a mile and a half’s circumference.


			Elliot marvelled. ‘Is this the old Tunwood Raceway?’


			‘Should’ve known an ex-Formula One guy like you would recognise it,’ Jim replied.


			‘Didn’t realise it was still here, let alone intact enough to use.’


			‘It’s not very intact, as you’re about to find out,’ Lonnegan said.


			‘Did you buy this, Mr Naboth?’ Elliot asked.


			‘Let’s just say a friend of a friend owed us a favour.’


			‘Fantastic.’


			‘You see, Ray?’ Jim glanced around. ‘This guy’s a purist as well as a pro. Knows quality when he sees it.’


			Lonnegan snorted.


			Elliot was still impressed. Tunwood, though now buried deep in the Essex countryside, and forgotten by near enough everyone, had once been a legendary venue. Opened around 1908, initially for the UK’s burgeoning auto industry to test its new products at continuous high speeds, within five years it had begun hosting competitive motor racing. At least two or three land speed records were attempted here. He thought that it had closed sometime around 1938. Talk about old and venerable.


			‘Shall we get cracking?’ Jim said.


			Elliot checked the gauge, seeing that the Merc had a full tank. ‘How many laps?’


			‘Just take her out. Let’s see what you can do.’


			Elliot fastened his seatbelt before proceeding forward, turning the Mercedes right and joining the racetrack. In width, it was about a hundred feet across so there was plenty of room, but its uncoated concrete surface, so long out of use, was broken, cracked and filled with weed. As such, it was a rough ride straight away, the car bouncing and jerking. It was possible that large sections of the track might also be damp, so ice could be a problem. But then, an easy and straightforward trial run would prove nothing.


			Elliot accelerated, working up through the gears. With a click, Jim snicked his seatbelt into place. There was no such sound from the rear, which wasn’t sensible. This was a genuine 1920s raceway, which meant there’d be no point even looking for safety zones or shock-absorption barriers, just rickety wooden fences with rotted concrete posts located every dozen or so yards.


			‘You want to belt up, Mr Lonnegan?’ Elliot said. ‘You might not care about getting hurt yourself, but if we hit anything, I don’t want you flying into the back of me at a hundred miles an hour, okay?’


			‘A hundred,’ Lonnegan sneered. ‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’


			That comment made Elliot’s mind up. They were already running at thirty plus, and he was fast becoming aware of the extras in the boot. The Merc swayed like a boat, but he tromped the gas harder. As they entered the first curve, they passed forty and the car’s rear end swung out of line even with the steep banking. Elliot hung a sharp right against the turn, tyres shrieking, to bring it back under control, sending them rocketing uphill, but then swung a left and hit the gas, gunning them down onto the next straight.


			‘Nice,’ Jim commented.


			Lonnegan said nothing. But it was satisfying to hear his belt click.


			Tiered rows of bleachers flickered by on their right, but they were close on fifty when they reached the next real obstruction. The track banked again, shallower this time, when from some dark place above and to the right, a hidden party shoved a wheelbarrow down into their path. It was heaped with house bricks, which scattered as it rocked and juddered.


			Elliot spun the wheel right and then left again, swerving past the obstacle without losing speed. In the boot, the heavy paving stones clattered. Elliot checked the rear-view mirror. Lonnegan’s gaze was fixed back on him, narrow and cool. Elliot glanced sideways at Jim, whose tall, well-cut form sat braced, though his expression was relaxed. It took more than a quick drive around a crumbling old circuit to make men like this jumpy, but Elliot had more to give them yet.


			At the next bend he was pushing sixty. Along the centre of old-fashioned banked raceways like this, a dotted line would once have been marked in black paint. That was the ‘Fifty Foot Line’. If drivers stuck to it, even at high speed, they supposedly wouldn’t need to steer around the corners. Needless to say, the Fifty Foot Line had long faded, so now it was about personal judgement.


			Elliot commenced a long, slow turn before he’d entered the bend, but already the back of the car was swinging like a pendulum. As he’d feared, there was black ice too – and in consequence he lost traction, the Merc spinning out of control like a top, turning round and round, wheels screaming, shocks bouncing, the windscreen an ever-changing array of track and bleacher. Jim swore, but on the third revolution, Elliot drove them out of it, ramming back up through the gears, flooring the pedal and blasting them forward. They’d lost speed – they were down to fifty again – but he rapidly re-ascended to sixty and then seventy.


			On this next stretch, three corroded wrecks had been abandoned in the middle of the track, one in front of the other, with perhaps fifty yards between each one. It was a classic slalom, but Elliot veered through it, tight on seventy-five, barely braking, though in every case steering well clear of the jagged, rusted metal. Even nicking the Merc’s paintwork would go against him, as that might render it useless for whichever job was in the offing.


			A hundred yards after the wrecks, a wall had been constructed across the track. It wouldn’t be mortared, just house bricks piled on top of each other. But it stood a good seven feet tall, and there was no apparent gap. Elliot bore at it full speed. He knew it would be an optical illusion. The needle rode past eighty, the wall looming at them until it filled their entire world. Jim was as tense as coiled steel. Elliot even heard the sucked-in breath of Ray Lonnegan. And then he saw it.


			The way through.


			The wall had been constructed in two halves, one thirty yards in front of the next, both overlapping each other by a few feet. Only when you were right upon it did the perspective change, and you spotted the space between them.


			With half a second to spare, Elliot spun them into a handbrake turn, the Merc swinging around again with that weight in the back, and then floored the accelerator, screeching forward, before swinging again, the other way this time, to get around the second wall.


			Beyond the chicane, they spun 360 degrees – another patch of black ice – but Elliot didn’t lose control and gunned them forward again. The needle dropped back to seventy, but they were already approaching the next bend, and he hammered them through it, the car ascending the steep bank with frightening velocity – they shared a vision of the Merc taking off, smashing the wooden fence and lofting high, before exploding down through the skeletal framework of the bleachers – but Elliot held the curving track right the way around, a foot of clearance between himself and the fencing, and when he brought them down onto the flat again they were travelling at just under 100 mph, the world whipping by in a blur.


			‘You wanted a ton, Mr Lonnegan, you’ve got it!’ Elliot shouted.


			The cement mixer in front of them had materialised from nowhere.


			Elliot yanked the wheel right and left again, slewing sideways at mind-boggling speed, and when they hit more ice, spinning right the way around again. He kept his nerve, tromping the accelerator to drag them out of it.


			The home straight now lay ahead.


			The boarded-up clubhouse zoomed up on their right, and then the hangar and beyond that, the towering floodlights. The old guy with white hair stood in the sidings, hands stuffed into his overalls pockets. Elliot didn’t need to ask them if they thought they’d seen enough. He braked, and the rugged running surface became an issue again, the Merc jolting and rocking. But he could detect the relief filling the car’s interior.


			‘We can go around again if you want,’ he said, easing down past thirty.


			Jim stared dead ahead. ‘What do you reckon, Ray?’


			There was no reply from the back.


			Elliot nodded and smiled.
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