





[image: image]












More praise for M. W. Craven




‘Craven is making outstanding seem normal with the revelatory Poe and Bradshaw series’


Rob Parker







‘Intelligent. Sophisticated. Intriguing. Poe and Bradshaw are a memorable duo no crime fiction fan should miss’


Mari Hannah







‘Keeps on getting better and better with every new volume’


Maxim Jakubowski







‘So twisty and turny and just so brilliantly clever’


Woman’s Way







‘Our new favourite troubled cop/eccentric buddy duo’


Crime Monthly







‘A superbly plotted, witty, violent thriller’


The Tablet







‘The brilliance and unpredictability of Poe and Bradshaw propel the storyline’


Deadly Pleasures Mystery Magazine







‘Nothing shy of complete genius’


Phonotonal












Also by M.W. Craven


Washington Poe series


The Puppet Show


Black Summer


The Curator


Cut Short (short story collection)


Avison Fluke series


Born in a Burial Gown


Body Breaker









Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-47213-199-7


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © M.W. Craven, 2021


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Constable


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









To Joanne – my ‘lockdown’ buddy, my best friend, my wife.


You type too loudly and had me doing early-morning Pilates,
but you’re OK really …











The mongoose I want under the stairs when the snakes slither by


Attributed to Hannibal












Chapter 1


The man wearing a Sean Connery mask said to the man wearing a Daniel Craig mask, ‘Bertrand the monkey and Raton the cat are sitting by the fire, watching chestnuts roast in the hearth.’


Which was as good a way as any of getting someone’s attention.


‘OK,’ Daniel Craig said.


The men wearing George Lazenby and Timothy Dalton masks stopped what they were doing to listen. Pierce Brosnan, with his headphones on and his laptop spitting out complex instructions, was oblivious to everything but the vault door and the Diebold three-keyed timer and combination lock in front of him. Roger Moore was outside in the van.


‘Bertrand tries brushing the coals aside but he’s scared of burning his hand,’ Sean Connery continued. ‘But he wants those chestnuts and he doesn’t want to wait for the fire to cool. Instead, he persuades Raton to scoop them out, promising him an equal share.’


‘And the cat does?’


‘He does, yes. Raton moves the red-hot coals and picks out the chestnuts one by one. And each time he does, Bertrand gobbles them up. Eventually a maid disturbs them and they have to flee. Raton gets nothing for his pains.’


Timothy Dalton was Sean Connery’s man, but the rest were Daniel Craig’s. George Lazenby was his muscle, Pierce Brosnan was his technical guy and Roger Moore was his wheelman. As crew leader, Daniel Craig felt he should be the one to ask the obvious question.


‘Why are you telling us this?’ he said.


‘No reason,’ Sean Connery said. ‘It’s a fable adapted by the French poet Jean de La Fontaine. It’s called “Le Singe et le Chat” and it’s about people sacrificing others for their own ends. The saying “cat’s paw” comes from it.’


‘It’s an idiom, actually,’ Timothy Dalton said, ‘not a saying.’


Sean Connery turned and glared at Dalton. The mood in the vault’s anteroom changed. It had been tense; now there was an undercurrent of menace.


‘What part of “You do not speak, ever” didn’t you understand?’ he said, his voice low.


Under his mask they sensed Timothy Dalton blanche. Daniel Craig glanced at the Bonds in his crew and shrugged. Sean Connery was paying and he paid well. If he wanted to talk about monkeys and cats and chestnuts and humiliate his own man then who were they to stop him?


The anteroom descended into silence.


Pierce Brosnan broke it.


‘We’re in,’ he said.


Few banks offer a safety deposit box service these days. The vault that the Bonds had broken into was one of several purpose-built facilities belonging to a specialist provider. It had cutting-edge security, but a combination of offsite hacks and Pierce Brosnan’s onsite safecracking skills had rendered them redundant.


At least until the backup systems kicked in.


‘How long?’ Sean Connery said.


‘We’ve had eighteen minutes, twenty seconds,’ Daniel Craig replied.


He glanced at the watch on the inside of his wrist. They still had plenty of time.


The vault was rectangular, fifteen feet by thirty, and had a low ceiling. It was lit by neon lights. A steel table was fixed to the wall opposite the door. Safety deposit boxes stretched from floor to ceiling on the two longer walls. The boxes were suitcase-sized at the bottom and got progressively smaller as they reached eye level and above.


The CCTV cameras were working but had been fixed so they were on a sixty-minute delay. The staff monitoring the vault would see what they were doing, but not for another hour.


‘We’ll start here,’ Timothy Dalton said.


Sean Connery had hired him to evaluate the boxes’ contents and he was keen to contribute. So far he’d been a passenger. He made a move to one of the larger boxes.


‘Not that one,’ Sean Connery said, removing a piece of paper from his pocket. He read out a serial number: 9-206.


The Bonds spread out and searched for the box. George Lazenby found it. It was at head height and was one of the smaller boxes.


‘Mr Brosnan, if you will?’ Daniel Craig said.


Pierce Brosnan studied the lock. The vault’s door had been a challenge but, as no one should be in the vault unsupervised, the security on the boxes was perfunctory, little more than cylinder locks. He pulled a snapper bar from his bag: a locksmith tool specially designed to break and open cylinder locks. It took less than a minute. He put the snapper bar back in his bag and stepped away.


Sean Connery opened the small door. The safety deposit box was empty, as he’d been told it would be. Under his mask, he smiled.


‘Never mind,’ Dalton said. ‘We have hundreds more to check.’


‘Actually,’ Sean Connery said, ‘we’re not here to make a withdrawal.’


‘We’re not? Well, what are we doing?’


‘Making a deposit.’


Sean Connery pulled a snub-nosed revolver from his waistband, pressed it against the back of Timothy Dalton’s head and pulled the trigger.


He was dead before he hit the polished floor. A cloud of pink mist hung in the air where his head had just been. The vault smelled of cordite and blood.


And fear.


‘What the hell!’ Daniel Craig snapped. ‘No guns, I said! We don’t carry guns on jobs.’


‘You know what’s always bothered me about that fable?’ Sean Connery said. He held the gun by his side but it was clear he’d use it again if he had to.


‘Enlighten me,’ Daniel Craig said, tearing his eyes from the twitching corpse.


‘There was no mention of what happened next. No mention of what Raton the cat did to Bertrand the monkey after his betrayal.’


Daniel Craig looked at the corpse again. It had stopped moving. ‘This man betrayed someone?’ Betrayal was a legitimate motive in the circles he moved in.


Sean Connery said nothing.


‘Dalton was a shit Bond anyway,’ Daniel Craig said, looking at his watch. ‘We done?’


‘Almost,’ Sean Connery said. He removed something from his pocket and placed it on the lip of the empty safety deposit box. He spent some time making sure it was in the right position.


‘Now we’re done,’ he said.


And with that, the Bonds left.


Thirty minutes later, alerted to a robbery in progress by the security company monitoring the vault’s CCTV, the first police officers arrived.


But all they found was a corpse cooling on the floor and a ceramic rat looking over it …









Chapter 2


Detective Sergeant Washington Poe usually hated attending court. He found the bureaucracy and the subservience to idiots in wigs archaic. He hated being at the beck and call of barristers and he hated the way cops were universally viewed with suspicion when they gave evidence. He hated that so-called experts were allowed to pull apart decisions made in a fraction of a second.


But most of all he hated that when he attended court it meant someone had been failed. A family would never see a loved one again. A woman would never trust a man again. An old man would never leave his house again.


There were many reasons to hate being in court.


But not this time.


This time he was attending as the defendant.


And he planned to enjoy it.


His case was being heard at the Carlisle Combined Court, a modern building in the centre of the city. Its only nod to the past was the Grade II-listed statue of the nineteenth-century Member of Parliament who’d dropped dead outside. Poe approved of statues like that. He wished there were more of them.


The district judge, who had lost patience with him a while ago, tried again.


‘I must impress upon you, Mr Poe,’ he said, ‘I know this is only a civil matter but I strongly advise you to get legal representation. I’m sure your friend is’ – he checked his notes – ‘“as clever as Stephen Hawking’s wheelchair”, but what happens here today cannot easily be undone.’


‘Consider me advised, your honour.’


‘And it’s been explained that refusing legal representation is not grounds for a later appeal?’


‘It has.’


The district judge had jowls like a bulldog and an unsettling resemblance to Rumpole of the Bailey. Tufts of hair sticking out from his ears made it look as though furry animals were burrowing in them. He peered at Poe over his half-moon spectacles. Poe stared back.


‘Very well,’ he sighed. ‘Mr Chadwick, you may proceed.’


The council solicitor got to his feet. Small and moustached, he was an officious-looking man, the type who would take the minutes at Neighbourhood Watch meetings.


‘Thank you, your honour.’ He opened a thick manila file and picked up a summary sheet. ‘The facts in this case are not in dispute. Almost five years ago Mr Poe legally bought land on Shap Fell from a Mr Thomas Hume. This land—’


‘Mr Hume is now deceased, I understand?’


‘Regrettably that is the case, your honour. Mr Hume was the legal owner of the land and he was well within his rights to sell it to Mr Poe. This land included an abandoned shepherd’s croft.’


‘The building in question?’


‘Yes, your honour. We understand that Herdwick Croft has been there since the early 1800s. It has recently come into the catchment area of the Lake District National Park. The position of the local planning authority is that the croft has been a designated heritage asset since 2005, and therefore cannot be modified without the express permission of our office. Herdwick Croft’s original owner was informed of this designation.’


‘Mr Poe, would you like to interject?’ the judge said.


Poe looked at the person beside him. She shook her head.


‘No, your honour,’ he said.


‘You’re aware that challenging the heritage-asset status of the croft is one of the few legal avenues you have left at this point?’


‘I am, your honour. Although to be fair, I was unaware of Herdwick Croft’s status when I bought it. Thomas Hume must have … forgotten to tell me.’


Poe felt, rather than saw, someone stiffen in the public gallery. He knew that Victoria Hume, Thomas’s daughter, was there to support him. She felt responsible for her father’s duplicity despite Poe reassuring her she wasn’t. Poe hadn’t completed the usual legal checks prior to handing over his cash and he was now paying the price.


‘As a serving police officer, I’m sure Mr Poe will be aware that ignorance of the law is not a legal excuse,’ Chadwick said.


Poe smiled. He had hoped he’d say that.


Chadwick spent ten minutes detailing the modifications Poe had completed at Herdwick Croft: the roof he’d fixed; the borehole and pump he’d installed to provide fresh running water; the septic tank he’d buried; the generator and how it supplied power. In short, everything he’d done to make the croft modern and comfortable. Even his beloved wood-burning stove got a mention.


When Chadwick had finished the judge said, ‘And how was it you came to be aware of Mr Poe’s modifications?’


‘Your honour?’


‘Who told you, Mr Chadwick?’


‘A concerned citizen, your honour.’


‘That wouldn’t be the member for Oxenholme, would it?’


Chadwick didn’t rise to the judge’s bait. ‘How we came to find out about the modifications is not the business of this court, your honour.’


Poe knew the judge had got it spot on, though. The man who’d informed the council about his unauthorised restoration project was a former police officer, a direct-entrant detective chief inspector called Wardle. They’d butted heads during the Jared Keaton case. Wardle had double-downed on the wrong line of enquiry and it had cost him his career. He had since left the police and was now pursuing his new calling: local politics. Poe turned in his seat, half-expecting to see him sitting in the public gallery but, other than Victoria Hume, the benches were empty. It didn’t matter; if it hadn’t been Wardle it would have been someone else. Poe collected enemies the same way the middle class collected Nectar points.


‘Get on with it then, Mr Chadwick,’ the judge said.


The local authority solicitor spent another ten minutes detailing the planning regulations Poe had fallen foul of. After two minutes Poe had drifted off.


He’d had an extended stay at Herdwick Croft recently. The Serious Crime Analysis Section, shortened by everyone to SCAS, hadn’t had a major case since the Curator and, given how that had ended, no one was looking for a new investigation. The director of intelligence, Edward van Zyl, had given everyone involved a month off.


The break had done Poe good. The Curator case had almost broken him, physically and mentally, and he’d got off lightly compared to some. He’d enjoyed spending time at home. Most days he’d packed some food in a rucksack and headed on to Shap Fell. Just him and Edgar, his springer spaniel, and thousands of sheep.


‘How’s DI Flynn?’ he whispered to the woman beside him. Stephanie Flynn, SCAS’s detective inspector, had given birth during the case and it hadn’t been straightforward. She was still off sick and he wasn’t sure she’d be coming back.


‘Shush, Poe!’ the woman whispered back. ‘I need to hear this.’


Poe returned to his thoughts. Even when it concerned his own future he didn’t have the type of brain that could listen to legal arguments for more than a minute. He made a mental note to call Flynn later. He’d avoided speaking to her recently – it brought back bad memories, for both of them he suspected.


‘Are you ready to respond, Mr Poe?’


Poe blinked. Chadwick was back in his seat and everyone was looking at him.


Poe stood up.


‘Am I right in understanding that the local authority is seeking a court order to compel me to return Herdwick Croft to the condition it was in when I bought it, your honour?’ Poe said.


‘That’s correct. Are you ready to respond?’


Poe looked at the person on his right. She nodded.


‘I am, your honour.’


‘And despite her not having a legal background, you’re confident your colleague is up to representing you, Mr Poe?’


‘She is, your honour. You may trust me on this.’


He sat down. When he’d lived in Hampshire he’d had an address. Now, he had a home. To protect it, he was willing to fight dirty.


And what he was about to do was as dirty as it was possible to get.


‘Over to you, Tilly,’ he said.









Chapter 3


Matilda ‘Tilly’ Bradshaw was an oddity, but in a good way. She had two DPhils from Oxford University, their equivalent of PhDs, but probably didn’t know who the Prime Minister was. She could quote pi to a thousand decimal places, and would if you let her, but wouldn’t be able to tell you who the Sex Pistols were. She’d started higher education at thirteen, an Oxford admissions professor having persuaded her parents that her ‘once in a generation mind’ needed more stimulation than the state was capable of providing.


Pure mathematics was her speciality, but she excelled at most scientific disciplines. With governments and private companies all over the world throwing research grants at her, she’d been expected to stay at Oxford her entire working life. And for a while that had been enough for her.


Until it wasn’t.


Because what the admissions professor had failed to understand – or perhaps had deliberately overlooked – was that curtailing a childhood on the cusp of adolescence had consequences. Not being around people her own age, and not being exposed to anyone who didn’t operate at her intellectual level, meant she’d never needed to develop the skills to talk and think in a socially conventional way. The result was an innocent, guileless woman who verbalised every thought she had and believed everything she was told.


Poe had never got to the bottom of why she had chosen to leave the world of academia and join the National Crime Agency’s Serious Crime Analysis Section. He suspected she’d inherited a wilful streak from her father. In her early thirties she’d left Oxford and taken a job as a SCAS analyst. She told Poe she wanted to implement real-world applications to her theoretical models of mathematics. Poe didn’t know what that meant but he knew a diamond when he saw one. He’d taken her under his wing and helped her navigate the new and exciting world she was being exposed to for the first time. In return, as best she could, she softened his sharp edges and helped him manage his demons.


And, to the surprise of everyone, they’d become friends. Not mates, friends. The type of friend that might come along once or twice in a lifetime.


Which was why, when she’d found out about Poe’s housing problems, she’d taken a week’s leave and become an expert in planning law.


Chadwick didn’t know what was about to hit him.


If Bradshaw was nervous, it wasn’t showing. She didn’t have any legal training, but Chadwick, with his four-year degree, his year-long Legal Practice Course and his back-office support, was no match for Bradshaw and a day on the internet.


‘Hello,’ she said.


She gave the judge a small wave. Bemused, the judge waved back.


‘My name is Matilda Bradshaw, your honour. I am very pleased to meet you.’


‘It’s very nice to meet you too, Matilda.’


‘What is this?’ Chadwick said.


‘Nothing wrong with exchanging pleasantries, Mr Chadwick,’ the judge said.


Poe smiled. Bradshaw had already won over the judge.


‘Nothing at all wrong with being civil, your honour,’ Chadwick said. ‘I was referring to how someone should dress if they wish to be heard by this court. By dressing like this, she not only disrespects you, she disrespects centuries of tradition.’


Bradshaw was wearing a T-shirt and cargo pants with large side pockets. Pretty much the same thing she wore every day. Her T-shirt was black with ‘You Matter’ in large white letters. Underneath, in much smaller writing, were the words, ‘Unless you multiply yourself by the speed of light squared … then you energy.’


Poe stood. ‘That’s your favourite T-shirt, isn’t it, Tilly?’


‘It is, Poe. It’s a Neil deGrasse Tyson quote. It’s a limited edition.’


‘Yeah, she has dressed for the occasion, your honour.’


Chadwick stood.


‘But—’


‘Mr Chadwick, in this court I’ll be the one who decides if I’m being disrespected, not you,’ the judge said. ‘I will hear from Miss Bradshaw. If you want to hear from her as well, I suggest you sit down.’


Chadwick sat.


‘Please continue, Miss Bradshaw.’


As they’d rehearsed, Bradshaw removed two documents from her rucksack. ‘May I approach the bench, your honour?’ she asked.


‘You may.’


Bradshaw walked up to the judge and passed him one of the documents. On her way back she handed the other to the sulking Chadwick.


‘Our position is simple, your honour,’ she said. ‘We believe it will be illegal for the county court to rule against Poe.’


‘What!’ Chadwick yelled.


The judge frowned at him then said, ‘I think you’d better explain, Miss Bradshaw.’


‘It is really quite simple, your honour. In 1901 the municipal borough of Kendal proposed Byelaw 254, later confirmed into law by the Secretary of State. It is for the protection of Shap Fell and Mardale Common. As you can see from the enclosed map, Poe’s home falls within these boundaries. I understand that Byelaw 254 was to stop the unlawful expansion of the quarry. You both have a photocopy of the original document. When the borough of Kendal became part of South Lakeland in 1974, all its byelaws were adopted and subsumed into the current portfolio of planning laws. It was then ratified by Cumbria County Council. It has never been repealed.’


Chadwick had put on a pair of thick reading glasses and was frantically turning the pages of the document he’d been handed.


The district judge appeared relaxed. ‘And what does this byelaw prohibit, Miss Bradshaw?’


‘Section 2, Subsection F, explicitly prohibits the wilful removal, rearrangement or defacing of any rock within the specified boundaries.’ Bradshaw turned to Poe. ‘Poe, how did you fix up Herdwick Croft?’


‘I used whatever rocks were lying around,’ he said.


‘Your honour, if you turn to Section 3, Subsection E, you’ll see the cutting or damaging of any plant or vegetation is also explicitly prohibited. Poe, how did you install your septic tank and borehole?’


‘I had to dig them in.’


‘And did you damage the surrounding plants and vegetation?’


‘I’m afraid I did.’


‘And what penalty is attached to these two crimes, Miss Bradshaw?’ the judge said.


‘The schedule at the back states that any person who offends against any of these byelaws shall be liable to a fine not exceeding fifty pounds in today’s money.’


Poe stood. ‘It would be my intention to plead guilty to such offences if charges are brought against me, your honour.’


‘Oh, this is ridiculous,’ Chadwick snapped. ‘How can the local authority possibly be expected to know the ins and outs of a century-old byelaw it was forced to adopt in the seventies? Your honour, this is clearly a desperate attempt to—’


The judge smiled. ‘But Mr Chadwick, as you said earlier, ignorance of the law is no excuse.’


Chadwick flushed.


The judge continued. ‘I’ve only had a quick look but it appears to be a legal document. And this court certainly doesn’t have the authority to disregard a law ratified by the Secretary of State.’ He looked over his half-moon glasses. ‘And neither does the local authority.’


Bradshaw stood again.


‘Your honour, if this court compels Poe to return Herdwick Croft to its original condition, they would also be compelling him to break the law again. He would have no choice but to rearrange the rocks he used to build up the walls, and the plants and vegetation would undoubtedly be damaged when he dug up his septic tank and borehole pump.’


‘Mr Chadwick, would you like to explain how Mr Poe is to restore his home to its original condition without breaking the law?’


Chadwick stared at the document in front of him.


‘I’d like a two-week adjournment, your honour,’ he said.


‘Denied. This is your petition and I expect you to be prepared. Now, unless you have anything else to add I’m going to retire. When I return I’ll be in a position to make a judgment. Mr Chadwick, if I were you, I’d mentally prepare for my finding. And furthermore, this court will take a dim view of any local authority that changes the law just to pursue a grudge. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Crystal, your honour,’ Chadwick said.


Poe smiled at Bradshaw. They bumped fists.


It had gone exactly as they’d hoped.


Which was when two men entered the courtroom and everything turned to shit.









Chapter 4


The two men approached the bench. One had ginger hair, the other’s was long and grey. Poe silently nicknamed them Ginge and Gandalf. Ginge whispered something to the judge. To Poe’s surprise, instead of telling them to get out of his courtroom, the judge whispered back. More than once he glanced in Poe’s direction.


Eventually he nodded.


He cleared his throat and said, ‘It seems you’re going to get your adjournment after all, Mr Chadwick – Mr Poe is urgently needed elsewhere.’


Two minutes later the courtroom was empty. The judge had retired to his chambers and Mr Chadwick had sloped off to lick his wounds.


‘Washington Poe?’ Ginge said. Gandalf had yet to speak.


Poe nodded.


‘Can you come with us, please, sir?’


‘And you are?’


‘My name’s Jonathan.’


‘You have a surname, Jonathan?’


‘Could you come with us, sir?’


‘Where?’


‘It’ll take a couple of hours to get there.’


‘I see,’ Poe said. ‘I don’t suppose you could show me some ID?’


‘Sorry, sir. I don’t carry any.’


‘I’m going nowhere then,’ Poe said. ‘My dad told me never to get in cars with strange men.’


Jonathan looked at Gandalf. He nodded.


‘There’s been a murder,’ Jonathan said.


Victoria Hume and Bradshaw were waiting outside. Poe explained the little he knew.


‘I’ll go and get Edgar,’ Victoria said. ‘You can collect him later.’


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Tilly, would you be able to take my car back to my place? Yours is parked there anyway.’


‘Actually, sir, we’d like Miss Bradshaw to come with us as well,’ Gandalf said, the first time he’d spoken.


‘You would?’ Bradshaw said.


Gandalf gestured towards his colleague. ‘Jonathan will be driving your car home for you. It’s why he’s here.’


‘Is he now?’ Poe said. ‘And do you have a name?’


‘That isn’t important, sir. What is important is getting you to where you need to be.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘And we’re already running late.’


‘You do realise that the judge was about to rule in my favour? Who knows what the council will come up with in the extra time you two clowns have just given them.’


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said, ‘but this is time sensitive. People are waiting for you.’


‘It’s OK, Poe,’ Bradshaw said. ‘Legally, there’s nothing they can do.’


Poe wasn’t convinced. The Lake District National Park was obsessed with the past. Everything had to be as it was during Beatrix Potter’s time, and anything that wasn’t was discouraged and legislated against. Two weeks was a long time for people searching for a loophole.


‘Sir?’


Poe looked at Bradshaw. If Gandalf and Jonathan were from the agency he thought they were, then Gandalf probably wasn’t exaggerating about it being time sensitive.


‘You up for this, Tilly?’


‘Let’s do it, Poe.’


‘Lead the way then, Gandalf.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Nothing.’









Chapter 5


Gandalf turned his nondescript but powerful Audi south on to the M6 and put his foot down. He didn’t say where they were going but Poe had a fair idea.


They hadn’t offered surnames and they hadn’t shown any ID. The journey would take ‘a couple of hours’ and they were heading south. That would put them near Manchester and, because of an astonishing blunder when the builders who were contracted to put up their northern operations centre had put pictures of it in their corporate brochure, Poe even knew to what postcode they were heading.


He didn’t say anything, though. Better to keep his suspicions to himself for now.


Gandalf took them to an industrial estate on the outskirts of Manchester. Poe was sure he was taking a circuitous route so they wouldn’t be able to remember the way.


‘You should have made us wear hoods,’ Poe said.


Gandalf ignored him.


When they arrived at their destination – a low, flat building that looked like an Amazon distribution centre – Gandalf turned towards an underground car park, slowing as he approached a checkpoint. He rolled to a stop in front of a black and yellow wedge-shaped anti-ram barrier. The man behind the glass was armed and wearing a bulletproof vest.


‘Gosh,’ Bradshaw said.


Poe, who had seen fortified police stations when he’d toured Belfast with the Black Watch, said nothing.


Gandalf lowered his window and flashed the ID he’d earlier denied having.


‘Not alone today, sir?’ the man behind the glass said.


‘Got two for the briefing.’


The man bent down to check who was in the back of the car before picking up his phone. After a short conversation the anti-ram barrier lowered.


After they’d parked, Gandalf escorted them to a lift. Like some inner-city hotels, it had a card reader to activate it. Unlike inner-city hotels, none of the floor buttons were marked. Cameras in all four corners of the ceiling ensured there was nowhere to hide.


Gandalf touched the card reader with his ID card. The floor buttons lit up. He shielded them with his torso before pressing one.


‘Seriously, mate, you should have made us wear hoods,’ Poe said. The more they tried to conceal procedures, the clearer everything became.


The lift moved. Down, not up. Made sense, he supposed. The building was only high enough for a couple of floors, but there was no limit to how deep it was.


The doors opened and Gandalf gestured for them to step out. They were led through a succession of security checks. They had their fingerprints taken and their retinas scanned.


Poe’s mood worsened.


Eventually they were shown into an enclosed reception area. It was clean and functional. Moulded plastic seats, a water dispenser and harsh lighting. Clocks showing the time in major cities across the world were the only items on the wall.


Gandalf took them to the reception window. The woman behind the glass looked capable and organised. The kind of person who knew the right bus to catch.


‘Washington Poe and Matilda Bradshaw from the National Crime Agency,’ Gandalf said, his voice amplified electronically through a metal grill. ‘They’re here for the three p.m. briefing.’


‘ID cards, please,’ the woman said.


A flap opened underneath the window and a tray slid through a slot. Gandalf picked it up and put it on the counter.


Poe looked at Bradshaw and shrugged. They put their ID cards in the tray. Gandalf pushed it back through the slot. The flap closed. The woman took their IDs and entered their details into her computer. She put two credit card-sized passes in plastic wallets, attached them to lanyards and sent them back in the tray.


Poe looked at his. It had his name, VISITOR in large red letters and an access area code that presumably allowed him into certain parts of the building but not others.


‘Wear these at all times,’ the woman said. ‘Failure to do so is a criminal offence. When you leave here you’ll hand them back. Your ID cards will then be returned to you.’


Gandalf pulled out his own ID and slung it round his neck. His didn’t have VISITOR on – or his name – Poe noticed, and his access area code was different to theirs.


‘Now, if you’ll pass me your mobile phones and any other electronic devices we can get you to where you need to be.’


Bradshaw removed her work mobile, her tablet, her personal mobile and two different laptops from her bag. It took three goes of the sliding drawer to get them all through.


The woman slipped them into a black case and wrote Bradshaw’s name on it.


‘Wow, is that a Faraday sleeve?’ Bradshaw said. ‘That’s a Faraday sleeve, Poe.’


He shrugged.


‘It’s designed to shield what’s inside from wi-fi, Bluetooth, mobile signals, GPS and radio signals,’ she continued. ‘It means that if I attempted to send or receive messages I wouldn’t be able to, not while my gear’s in there.’


‘And are you?’ the woman said. She narrowed her eyes and looked at Bradshaw.


‘Golly, no. I don’t even know where I am.’


‘Sergeant Poe, your mobile phone, please.’


She slid the drawer open.


‘No,’ Poe said.


‘No? What do you mean, “no”?’


‘Easy enough to understand, surely. Extremely common word. Used to express an answer in the negative.’


‘No one gets in here with a mobile phone, Poe,’ Gandalf said.


Poe said nothing.


Gandalf said nothing.


The woman behind the window said nothing.


Bradshaw’s eyes flitted between the three of them, probably wondering how much self-inflicted trouble Poe was about to get himself into.


Poe knew where he was and what agency he was dealing with. He also knew that if he didn’t put a marker down early on, one that said he wasn’t their lapdog, then he’d never be allowed to work independently. And something told him that working independently was going to be important over the next few days.


Gandalf blinked first.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘You can’t come in then. I’ll ring downstairs and let them know you’re on your way back out. Noreen, can you arrange transport to take Mr Poe and Miss Bradshaw home, please?’


He made no move to do anything. Neither did Noreen.


‘Take Tilly’s stuff out of your faraway sleeve then,’ Poe said.


‘Faraday sleeve, Poe,’ Bradshaw said.


‘What did I say?’


‘Faraway.’


‘Did I? Where did I get that from?’


‘I don’t know. Enid Blyton’s Magic Faraway Tree perhaps?’


‘Oh yeah. I’d forgotten about them. I was more into the Famous Fi—’


‘Pack it in, Poe!’ Gandalf snapped. ‘You have two choices: either you give Noreen your phone or I’ll have you arrested.’


‘Poe, give them your phone,’ Bradshaw said. ‘Pleeeease.’


‘No,’ Poe said again.


‘Noreen,’ Gandalf said. ‘Please call security. Tell them to place Sergeant Poe under arrest.’


Noreen picked up her phone. She dialled a three-digit number then whispered into the mouthpiece.


Bradshaw gasped.


‘Don’t worry, Tilly,’ Poe said, keeping his gaze on the feckless Gandalf. ‘We won’t be getting arrested. We haven’t done anything wrong and no one from this agency has the power of arrest anyway. That’s why we’re here, I suspect. And there’s no need to arrange transport for us. I know exactly where we are.’


Poe told him.


‘How the hell could you know that?’ Gandalf demanded.


The woman behind the glass looked at him with suspicion.


‘What?’ he said. ‘I didn’t tell him!’


Poe sighed. ‘I guess you MI5 clowns aren’t as clever as you think you are.’









Chapter 6


‘MI5?’ Bradshaw said.


‘The very same, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘Or the Security Service, or Five, or whatever name they think’s cool this week.’


‘So, shouldn’t we do what we’re told?’


‘Yes, Sergeant Poe, shouldn’t you?’ someone behind them said.


They all turned. A man had entered the reception area. Poe didn’t know where he’d come from. He had neither seen nor heard him approach – one minute he wasn’t there, the next minute he was.


He was in his fifties and had a stiff, jerky gait. Tall and slim, he had neatly parted salt-and-pepper hair, and an air of authority that only those used to serious command radiated. His suit was the colour of shadows. Poe was sure it had been fashionable once, and probably would be again. But not right now. Completing the illusion of someone born a century too late was the pocket watch secured to his waistcoat by a gold chain. All he was missing was a top hat and a monocle. If Poe had been wearing a cap, he’d have doffed it.


The man’s piercing grey eyes took in what was happening in a single swoop.


Gandalf paled. Noreen found something to do on her computer.


The man gave Poe a droll smile. ‘This all looks rather exciting,’ he said.


His voice was cultured. An Eton-educated patrician drawl that could spout obscure Latin phrases at will.


‘Sergeant Poe won’t hand over his mobile, sir,’ Gandalf said. ‘We were about to call security.’


‘Why ever not?’ the man replied. ‘You have told him why he’s been invited here?’


‘Invited,’ Poe said. ‘That’s what you call it?’


‘Yes, sir. I told him there’d been a murder.’


‘And?’


‘Sir?’


‘And what else did you tell him?’


Gandalf reddened. ‘Nothing, sir.’


‘Really? But I was at the same briefing as you this morning, the one where Sergeant Poe’s involvement in this matter was discussed. I specifically remember you and Jonathan being told that he was to be fully briefed on what has happened and where he was being invited to attend. That he is doing us a favour, not the other way around. I also remember it being said that if Sergeant Poe wasn’t fully briefed, or if you tried to strong arm him or got into some sort of pissing match, then … well, things like this were likely to happen. And I specifically remember this being said, Andrew, because I was the one who said it.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Very well. I’m sure you have things to be getting on with.’


Andrew scarpered. There was no other word for it.


‘They sometimes take themselves a bit too seriously in here, Sergeant Poe.’ The man thrust out his hand.


Poe shook it. It was firm and dry.


‘Alastor Locke,’ he said.


‘That your real name?’ Poe said.


‘Good heavens, no.’ He turned to Bradshaw. ‘And you must be Matilda Bradshaw.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


Poe snorted. He had almost said the same thing.


‘Alastor’s fine, Matilda. Didn’t we try to recruit you when you were at Oxford?’


‘Twice, Alastor. And you should call me Tilly.’


‘I will. And should I call you Washington, Sergeant Poe?’ Locke said. ‘Or would you prefer it if we kept things formal?’


‘He likes being called Poe,’ Bradshaw said. ‘Don’t you, Poe?’


‘Poe’s fine,’ he agreed.


‘You are usually a coterie of three, I understand?’ Locke said.


Poe looked at Bradshaw.


‘It means a small, exclusive group, Poe.’


He sighed. It was going to be like that, was it?


‘It’s just the two of us now, Alastor,’ he said.


‘Oh?’


‘And I’m sure you already knew that. Now, can you stop messing about and tell us why we’re here?’


Locke said, ‘Splendid. Now that we’ve all agreed you can’t be intimidated, Poe, be a good chap will you and put your damn phone in the tray?’


Poe did.


‘Right, let’s go and see what all this fuss is about, shall we?’ Locke said.









Chapter 7


Locke led them out of reception and into a long corridor. Cameras clung to the ceiling like geckos. At the end he opened a door for them.


They stepped into an air-conditioned, open-plan office. It was windowless and looked like a call centre. There was no Q blowing up walls with a ghetto blaster, no one was throwing bowler hats onto coat stands and there wasn’t a single Aston Martin in sight. People were sipping coffees, not martinis.


It was most disappointing.


Instead, pasty-faced men and women worked at computers in little cubicles, all clacking keys and serious faces. Poe glanced at one as Locke led them to the back of the room. Her computer monitor was protected by a privacy filter – only the person sitting directly in front of it could see the image on the screen. As soon as Poe got close, her screen went blank. Some sort of kill switch.


She turned to see what had happened. When she saw Poe she tutted.


‘It’s your pass, Poe. They have RFID tags in them,’ Locke said.


‘Tilly?’


‘Radio-frequency identification, Poe. They’re using electromagnetic fields to automatically identify and track us. These ones must also be configured so we can’t wander into unauthorised areas. If we do, computers will automatically turn off and someone will be alerted.’


‘Blimey,’ he said.


As they followed Locke down the central aisle the computers either side went blank, like someone had turned off the runway lights at an airport.


‘I know, I know,’ Locke said with a smile, ‘we should have made you wear hoods.’


Which confirmed Poe’s suspicions that Locke had been watching and listening from the moment they had arrived.


‘This is all a bit dreary, isn’t it?’ Poe said.


‘It’s not all dead drops and park-bench meetings these days.’


‘You sound disappointed.’


‘We all have to adapt. Advances in the cyberworld have been a big leveller in the intelligence world.’


‘How so?’


‘I’m sure young Tilly would be able to explain it better, but nowadays anyone can threaten a country. Anyone. You wouldn’t believe how vulnerable our infrastructure is. Crude acts of terror might steal the headlines but at least when they drive a lorry into a crowd in London, the lights don’t go off in Birmingham.’


‘That’s a thinker,’ Poe said.


‘You have no idea what keeps me awake at night. Anyway, look sharp, we’re here.’


What Poe had assumed to be a frosted-glass partition wall was in fact a self-contained conference room. Locke opened the door and they stepped inside. Poe immediately felt at home.


The conference room was undoubtedly used for a variety of meetings – you probably had to book it through something as mundane as an office manager – but right now Poe recognised it for what it was.


An incident room full of worried people.


Poe and Bradshaw took seats at the back. Locke made his way to the front and whispered into the ear of a woman with sandy-brown hair. She was wearing a no-nonsense suit and had a formidable face. She glanced in their direction. Locke sat at the front and the woman stood up.


The background noise stopped immediately. Obviously a big cheese.


‘Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,’ she said. ‘For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Mary Hope, and I’m leading on this incident. Now that our colleagues from the National Crime Agency are here, we can make a start.’


A few heads turned. Bradshaw smiled and waved. Poe didn’t.


A screen came down from the ceiling. A photograph of a man appeared on it. The kind of photo found in the brochures of blue-chip companies. He was middle-aged and had good teeth. Carefully parted hair and a chiselled jaw.


‘Christopher Bierman. British national but lives in America.’


Another picture. A graphic one this time.


Poe’s spine stiffened. They were now in his area of expertise.


‘Mr Bierman was found this morning in a residential property on the outskirts of Carlisle. It appears he’s been beaten to death. A bloodied baseball bat was found in the same room as the body.’


‘Motive?’ someone at the front said.


‘It’s possible he might have been looking for love in the wrong places – early indications are that the house may have been used as a brothel. It was probably a shakedown gone wrong but, given what’s just around the corner, we felt it prudent to exercise due diligence.’


Mary Hope spent the next few minutes telling them what they knew. Poe guessed she wasn’t used to this type of briefing as there were things, obvious things, she failed to mention.


What had been achieved in the first hour? The ‘golden hour’ was important as forensic evidence was at its freshest. Blood might still be wet and therefore easier to see, witnesses hadn’t drifted off, alibis hadn’t yet been established. Was the scene undisturbed or had people been in it? If he was going to lead on the investigation, Poe hoped the person who had first responded was a cop, not a paramedic. Even when the body was green and gamey, with maggots crawling out of an open ribcage and a four-slice toaster where the head should have been, paramedics still tried to insert a drip. More than a few murderers had evaded justice because crucial evidence was lost to the paramedics and their size twelve, clue-stomping boots.


But if a cop had arrived first, as soon as they had established that the victim’s injuries were incompatible with life, their next thoughts would have been about preserving the scene’s integrity.


These were procedures that an experienced senior investigating officer – in fact, any decent SIO – would know to brief the troops on at the first opportunity. That Hope didn’t know was indicative of why he was there.


‘We’ve sought and received permission for the National Crime Agency to co-lead on the criminal investigation. For appearances’ sake, Cumbria Constabulary will nominally be in charge, but all major decisions will go through Sergeant Poe.’


Poe made a mental note to call Detective Superintendent Jo Nightingale the moment he got his phone back. Nightingale was Cumbria’s most senior detective and Poe knew she’d be fuming that the case had been taken from her. They had worked the Curator case earlier in the year and, although they’d had their disagreements, Poe liked to think there was a mutual respect between them. He’d need her onside when it came to ensuring resource-heavy tasks such as door-to-door enquiries and passive data searches weren’t messed up.


Mary Hope struggled on with her briefing, looking relieved when she was finished. As the room emptied she beckoned them over.


‘Sergeant Poe, I’m responsible for forming this executive liaison group. I can formally include you in the ELG, and share sensitive information and raw intelligence, as you’ve both previously signed the Official Secrets Act.’ Poe raised an eyebrow and looked at Tilly. ‘Miss Bradshaw signed when she accepted a research grant from the MoD.’


‘You never said you’d worked for the MoD, Tilly,’ Poe said. He had signed his when he had served in the Black Watch.


‘Duh, it was a secret.’


‘You’ve met Alastor, of course, but I’d like to introduce you to the final member of the group: Hannah Finch.’


A young woman, casually dressed in jeans and a jacket, stepped forward. Her face was made up but not heavily. Her black hair was pulled into a no-nonsense ponytail. She looked brand new, as if she hadn’t done anything yet. She scowled at Poe in the same way he scowled at the L and T in a BLT.


She didn’t offer him her hand.


‘Hannah’s our liaison officer,’ Hope said.


She scowled some more.


‘I don’t think she likes me, Tilly,’ Poe said.


‘You do take a bit of getting used to, Poe.’


‘What, and you don’t?’


Hope coughed. ‘Hannah was the first of our people at the scene last night. She’s been there coordinating our response. You’ll have to forgive her, she’s a bit tired.’


‘Fair enough,’ Poe said. He knew all about unexpected thirty-six-hour shifts and what they could do to your smile.


‘You know about the upcoming summit?’ Hope said.


‘The one at Scarness Hall? Not much.’


He knew there was an impending summit, it had something to do with trade and it was taking place in Cumbria. And there was a lot of local disruption. Other than that, he’d taken no notice. He was sure the local cops were heavily involved but he only lived there, he didn’t work there any more.


‘No reason you should,’ Hope said. ‘It’s deliberately been kept low-key. It’s why Cumbria was chosen. Decent transport links but not exactly a media hub. Unlikely to attract big crowds of protestors. And the lower the profile, the fewer grandstanding opportunities there are for the world’s leaders.’


‘World leaders?’


‘At some point, possibly. If there’s a breakthrough they’ll fly in to sign treaties. Shake hands in front of the cameras, that type of thing. Maybe plant a tree.’


Poe put two and two together. Came up with four.


‘And Christopher Bierman was involved somehow?’


Hope nodded. ‘In a minor logistical way. His company, Bierman & McDaid, is providing executive helicopter travel to and from the airport. Scarness Hall was chosen as it has a helicopter landing pad and there’s a fuel depot nearby.’


‘And you’ve asked for the NCA to lead because you want to keep the investigation, and therefore the summit, low key.’


‘And, because the NCA has a national remit, there are no cross-border implications.’


Poe understood that at least. Lines of responsibility weren’t easy to establish when a murder investigation crossed force areas. And Carlisle was only nine miles from Scotland. By having the NCA lead, Hope was keeping the loop small and tight.


‘OK, why don’t you tell me the real reason I’m here?’ Poe said.


Hope frowned. ‘I’ve just explained—’


‘No, you’ve given me a palatable reason why the National Crime Agency are here. You haven’t told me why I’m here. Apart from the fact I don’t always play well with others—’


‘I can certainly confirm that,’ Bradshaw said, nodding. ‘DI Stephanie Flynn says that Poe is the throbbing pain in her … bottom.’


‘Thank you, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘Anyway, we both work for the Serious Crime Analysis Section. Our job is to catch serial killers and serial rapists. I’m not blowing our own trumpet here, and I’m very sorry for Mrs Bierman, if there is one, but a murder in a seedy Carlisle brothel is well below our pay grade. So, I’ll ask you again, why am I here?’


‘Why does it matter?’


‘It matters.’


Hope said nothing.


Hannah Finch filled the silence. ‘This is exactly what I was talking about, ma’am.’ Her voice had an upward inflection, the kind that makes every sentence sound like a question. ‘You’ve read the briefing paper. Right at the top it says Sergeant Poe doesn’t obey orders: he either chooses to cooperate or he doesn’t. And while that might be an asset in his world, it isn’t in ours. I implore you – please don’t go outside with this.’


‘We’re not discussing this again, Hannah.’


‘Perhaps we should. This has to be managed with discretion and tact – neither of which are qualities Sergeant Poe seems to possess.’


Poe looked at Bradshaw and shrugged.


‘And she’s only just met me,’ he said.


‘Can we please not do this in front of the children?’ Locke said. He hadn’t stopped smiling since the moment Poe had laid eyes on him. ‘Hannah, you’re well aware of the reasons Sergeant Poe is here. And Mary, I think you should tell Sergeant Poe why it’s him and not someone from counter-terrorism.’


Mary Hope seemed to be in two minds.


‘I’ll make this easy for you, shall I?’ Poe said. ‘If you don’t tell me why I’m here, I’m walking.’


Finch said, ‘Let him go.’


‘Hannah, you’re not helping!’ Hope snapped.


The room descended into an awkward silence, quiet enough for Poe to hear the low hum of fluorescent lighting.


‘How y’all doing?’ a voice said from behind him. ‘Seems like things are getting a little heated in here. I think y’all need to take a few minutes. And you’re here because I asked you to be here, Sergeant Poe.’


Poe frowned. He knew that voice …









Chapter 8


Poe turned. A woman he didn’t recognise was leaning against the doorframe. She was tall and slender. Her brown skin was flawless and her hair was fashionably short. Her cheekbones were high and prominent, and her eyes looked as though they missed nothing.


She aimed a cynical smile at him. ‘You’re Poe,’ she said.


She didn’t phrase it as a question and Poe frowned in concentration. Where had he heard that voice before? Recently, he thought. It was American, one of the southern states. Louisiana or Mississippi. Possibly one of the Carolinas.


Bradshaw got there first.


‘Hi, Special Agent Melody Lee. I’m Tilly Bradshaw. We spoke on the phone earlier this year. Do you want a cup of fruit tea?’


‘Sure, sweetie.’


Now he remembered. She was the FBI agent who had first alerted them to the existence of the Curator. She had been in a minority of one then, and repeatedly voicing her theory meant she had been a year into a punishment posting in the South Dakota boondocks when she called him. When the case had been resolved, and she’d been vindicated, she had been posted back to Washington, DC. They kept in sporadic touch via email.


And now she was in an MI5 building on an industrial estate on the outskirts of Manchester.


Her presence didn’t clear things up.


‘What are you doing here, Special Agent Lee?’ Poe said.


‘I’m making sure it’s safe for my guy to land in this country.’


‘“My guy”?’


‘Our Secretary of Commerce.’


‘I thought it was the Secret Service who provided executive protection?’


‘Sure they do. But that’s reactive. Something goes down and their job is to run away. It’s the FBI that’s proactive.’


‘OK, then what am I doing here?’ Poe said. ‘Miss Hope is curiously reluctant to tell me.’


‘It’s because they’re embarrassed, Poe.’


‘Embarrassed? Why?’


‘Because the FBI rejected their first choice to lead on this investigation.’


‘Who was it?’


‘No one you know.’


‘What was the problem?’


‘It was no one we knew either.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘It’s simple really, summit security has to be airtight …’


But Poe had stopped listening. Bradshaw had gone to get Melody Lee her fruit tea from the drinks station and for the past few seconds he’d been watching a small group of men who had popped back into the conference room to get a brew. One of them, a chubby-faced man with bug eyes and a Boris Johnson haircut, had just nudged one of the others. He pointed in Bradshaw’s direction and winked. He walked over to her and poured himself a drink, stirred it, but left the teaspoon in the cup. Poe tuned out Special Agent Melody Lee and focused on what was happening at the drinks station.


‘Have you met Bernie Spoon, Tilly?’ Boris Johnson’s Haircut said.


‘I haven’t. Is he here?’


‘Kind of,’ he sniggered. He took the teaspoon out of his mug.


‘Oi, you!’ Poe shouted.


Everyone in the room jumped. Boris Johnson’s Haircut turned.


‘Me?’ he said.


‘Yes, you, you tubby little prick,’ Poe said. ‘Touch the back of Tilly’s hand with that hot spoon and I’ll kick the fucking shit out of you then arrest you for assault.’


The silence was sudden and absolute. Boris Johnson’s Haircut went purple.


‘Who the hell do you think you are!’ he blustered. ‘You come into our house and—’


‘You know exactly who he is, Graham,’ Locke cut in. ‘Did you read anything in Sergeant Poe’s file to make you think he won’t do exactly what he’s just said? Now, please go and wait in my office.’


‘But, sir, he can’t speak to us like—’


‘Perhaps I wasn’t making myself clear,’ Locke said. ‘You must have mistakenly thought I was making a suggestion.’


Graham left the room, shooting Poe daggers as he shut the door behind him.


Bradshaw rejoined Poe.


‘Who’s Bernie Spoon, Poe?’ she said. ‘And why did you shout at that man?’


‘He was going to burn you with the teaspoon, Tilly. Bernie Spoon means a spoon that will burn you.’


She looked at the closed door.


‘What a numbskull,’ she said.


Poe turned to Melody Lee. ‘I’m sorry, you were saying something about summit security.’


‘Sergeant Poe, if there’s a hint of a risk to our guy, the Secret Service won’t let him come,’ she said, a smile dancing across her lips. ‘And if our guy doesn’t come then neither will the others. Three years of planning goes down the toilet. That’s why you’re here: the FBI has asked for an independent investigator – a real murder po-leece. Someone who won’t simply rubberstamp what the Brits want. You came highly recommended.’


‘I was? By who?’


‘By me. The FBI wanted someone who’ll investigate without giving a rat’s ass about the politics or who he upsets.’


Alastor Locke smiled. ‘A task for which Sergeant Poe has just demonstrated he’s singularly suited,’ he said.









Chapter 9


Hannah Finch gave up trying to get Poe excluded from the investigation. She tried a different tack instead.


‘OK, Sergeant Poe stays,’ she said. ‘But I insist that he runs all decisions through me.’


‘That doesn’t seem so unreasonable,’ Mary Hope said. ‘Poe?’


‘Not a chance.’


‘I concur,’ Melody Lee said. ‘Sergeant Poe needs to investigate this like he would any other murder. And that means without excessive oversight.’


Mary Hope shrugged.


‘Fine,’ Finch said, ‘but I’m coming with him.’


‘Excellent,’ Alastor Locke said. ‘It sounds like everyone’s going to get on famously. Where do you want to start, Sergeant Poe?’


‘Where else?’ he said. ‘The crime scene.’


Finch drove. Bradshaw and Poe sat in the back. Melody Lee sat in the passenger seat but twisted herself round for most of the journey up to Carlisle.


She was eager to know what had happened to the Curator. Poe suspected she knew and it was a way to express gratitude. It wasn’t just her career that had been saved when Poe dragged the Curator out of the shadows; it had got an innocent kid out of prison.


‘Pleaded guilty to everything a couple of months ago,’ Poe said. ‘Judge gave him a whole-life tariff. He’ll die in prison.’


She grunted in satisfaction.


‘What an asshole,’ she said.


‘You going to tell me why the FBI are so interested in this? Bierman’s a Brit. It’s likely a Brit killed him. Other than he flew helicopters, I’m not getting the link.’


‘He was in the Secret Service’s security bubble. They’re jittery.’


‘But Bierman was killed in a Carlisle brothel. He wasn’t in the Secret Service bubble. Why do they think there’s a risk to the Secretary?’


‘Not saying they do.’


‘What’s the problem then?’


‘Secret Service have lost people before. They’re risk averse. They want an investigation before they’ll sign off on the Secretary attending.’


‘So we’re here to dot the i’s and cross the t’s?’ Poe said. ‘Nothing more than a comfort blanket.’


Melody Lee grinned. ‘Welcome to my world.’









Chapter 10


They dropped Bradshaw off at Durranhill, Carlisle’s newest police station, where they’d been promised a room they could use. They then made the short journey to the crime scene.


Christopher Bierman had been found in a semi-detached house in a tired cul-de-sac called Cranley Gardens. One of the houses the council built, rented out, sold, then forgot about. Poe took stock of his surroundings. No CCTV. Plenty of on-street parking for the punters. Nice and quiet. Ideal for a brothel.
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