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Monday 24 September


Life may not be the party we’d hoped for, but while we’re here we should dance, Gerald Ronson used to say. It was Gerry who had put him up to this, the reason he was standing in the arrivals hall of London’s Gatwick Airport. A bit difficult to dance at this particular moment, but inside him, boy, was his heart pounding away! 


She would appear at any moment.


His upright military bearing, conservative tweed suit, suede brogues and neat grey hair barbered earlier today were at odds with the sheer, utter childlike joy on his face. His whole body was jigging with excitement. With anticipation. His stomach was all twisted up. He felt like a teenager on a first date, except he was approaching sixty, and he knew it was ridiculous to be like this, but he couldn’t help it. And, hey, this day had been such a long time coming – almost a year – he could scarcely believe it was finally here – that she was finally here!


Most of the people massed alongside him were chauffeurs, holding up placards bearing the names of their pick-ups, peering hopefully at the throng emerging through the sliding doors. But Johnny Fordwater, instead, clutched a massive bouquet of pink roses, so big he needed both arms to hold it. Normally the former soldier might have been embarrassed about carrying a bunch of flowers, he wasn’t really a flowers kind of guy, but today was different. Today he didn’t give a monkey’s what anyone thought. He was walking on air. And he only had one thought.


Ingrid. She would be coming into the arrivals hall any second. The love of his life. Who had told him she loved pink roses. And rosé champagne. A fine bottle of that was on ice, awaiting her, back in his flat in Hove. Laurent Perrier, vintage. Classy.


For a very classy lady.


The wait was tantalizing. The butterflies were going berserk inside him. Butterflies he’d not felt since that first date with Elaine, over forty years ago, when as a teenage student he’d nervously climbed out of his rust-bucket of an old Mini and walked up the garden path of her parents’ house close to Brighton seafront.


A cluster of people emerged through the doors. An elderly couple being driven on a buggy, their luggage stacked behind them. A large Middle Eastern family, accompanied by a porter with a loaded flatbed trolley. A mother wheeling a suitcase with a small boy trailing behind her, pulling a little suitcase striped like a tiger. A group of serious-looking suits. Two nuns. A man in shorts, a Hawaiian shirt and flip-flops with a woman wearing a sombrero the size of a tepee, each pushing along gaudy, wheeled cases.


Come on, Ingrid! My darling, my love! Mein Liebling, mein Schatz!


He glanced at his watch: 7.08 p.m. Fifty minutes had elapsed since the Munich flight had landed. He looked at the arrivals board, then pulled out his phone and double-checked on the flight tracker app for the fifth or maybe sixth time to make sure he wasn’t mistaken. Definitely. Fifty-two minutes ago, now. Probably a delay with the baggage coming through, which often happened here. He looked at the luggage tags of passengers who had just emerged and were walking past him along the cordon. Looking for the tell-tale easyJet tags, which would show him they were probably on the flight from Munich, along with his beloved.


Ingrid Ostermann.


He loved everything about her, including her name. There was something mysterious about it, something exotic. A woman of the world!


A blonde in her late thirties, with cool dark glasses, a short leather jacket and ankle boots appeared, striding confidently, pulling an expensive-looking suitcase.


Ingrid!


His heart did a double flip. Then another!


Then sank as she came nearer and he realized it wasn’t her. Was it?


She walked straight past him. He was about to check her photograph on his phone when she waved at someone ahead. He watched her step up her pace and fall into the arms of a tall guy with a ponytail.


At least the Munich flight was coming through now, he thought. Hoped. He waited. Another fifteen minutes. Twenty minutes. Plenty more easyJet tags. But no Ingrid. He checked his phone. She had promised she would text the moment she landed, but maybe she had a problem getting her German phone to connect here. He sent a text.


I’m here waiting, mein Liebling! 


XXXXXXXXXX


He watched the display, waiting for a text back. Had she forgotten to switch her phone back on?


Then he heard a male voice right behind him say his name. ‘Mr Fordwater?’


He turned to see a shaven-headed, stocky man in his fifties, wearing a suit and tie, accompanied by a woman in her late twenties, with sharply styled fair hair, in a dark trouser suit.


‘Yes?’ Johnny said, alarmed by their sudden presence. Had something happened?


‘John Charles Fordwater?’


‘Yes, that’s me.’


The man held out a warrant card. ‘Detective Sergeant Potting and Detective Constable Wilde from Surrey and Sussex Major Crime Team, sir. We’ve had a phone call from your sister, Angela, who’s been concerned about you since one of my colleagues spoke to you a couple of months ago. Your sister told us you would be here and who you are meeting. Could we have a word with you, sir?’


Johnny felt a moment of utter bewilderment. Then his insides were like a lift plunging down, as the terrible thought struck him. ‘Oh God, please no, please don’t tell me Ingrid’s had an accident. Please don’t.’


‘Would you mind accompanying us to the airport police station, Mr Fordwater?’ DS Potting said. ‘It’s only a five-minute drive.’


‘Please – please say she’s all right. She hasn’t had an accident, has she?’


‘There hasn’t been an accident, sir, no,’ DC Wilde said as they went outside and reached the parked police car.


‘Thank God, thank God for that,’ Johnny said, relief surging through his confusion. ‘You see I’m worried – I’ve been waiting for – waiting to meet her off the flight.’ He looked down a little sheepishly at the bouquet he was carrying.


‘I’m afraid Ingrid Ostermann wasn’t on the flight, sir,’ she said.


Johnny turned to her, feeling that plunging sensation again. ‘Why – what happened?’


There was a brief moment in which both police officers glanced uncomfortably at each other before DC Wilde spoke again, deeply sympathetic.


‘I don’t know quite how to put this to you, sir,’ she said. ‘I’m really sorry to have to tell you, as I think it’s going to come as a shock. From our intelligence, the lady you are waiting for, Frau Ingrid Ostermann, does not exist.’
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Monday 24 September


A text pinged in.


Take your clothes off, meine liebe Lena, I want to see your beautiful body!


In her sixth-floor apartment in Munich’s Müllerstrasse, Lena Welch was feeling an erotic tingle and desire she had not experienced in a very long while. Fortified by three glasses of Prosecco, her normal inhibitions were all but gone. The forty-seven-year-old divorcee was flattered by the attentions of the handsome man who had responded to her ad on an online dating agency, who had been engaging with her for the past three months, but whom she had not yet met.


She liked to think she was still attractive, and through keeping rigorously fit in the gym and by running three times a week, she knew her body was still in great shape, particularly for someone who had given birth to three children, now all at university. But five years on, she was still wounded by the break-up of her twenty-year marriage to her Peter Pan of a husband, who preferred the company of younger women to herself and to the responsibility of his growing children.


Some of her old confidence was beginning to return and she had finally taken the advice of her sister, who had joined an online dating agency after being widowed, and pressed her to do the same. And her sister had been right, these past months of flirting online with a number of men had done wonders for her self-esteem. But after enduring years of Jorg’s behaviour, it was still taking the former PR executive time to trust any man. And she had good reason, just recently, to be suspicious about this one. Although Dieter Haas was the only one of her current suitors that she actually really fancied.


Until she’d discovered that he wasn’t real.


Propped up on her desk in front of her was a row of photographs of a fair-haired hunk. In one he was modelling a Prada suit on a catwalk. In another, all rippling muscles, he was wearing the briefest of swimming trunks on the quay of a Mediterranean harbour, against a background of yachts. In a third, he was in a cool black jacket and Ray-Bans, leaning on a bar, being admired by a very beautiful girl.


And in a fourth, he was posed in a pornographic shot, stark naked.


None of these images quite gelled with the advert he had placed on the German dating agency site, ZweitesMal.de.


Thirty-five-year-old divorcee, Air Traffic Controller, seeks friendship with a feisty fair-haired lady for fun, frolics, and who knows what beyond?


She took another sip of prosecco for Dutch courage and texted back:


You’ll have to wait to get here to see what I’m wearing ;-)


Moments later he replied:


Meine liebe Lena, I cannot wait!


She looked again at the photographs of Mr Too-Good-To-Be-True. Thinking how much she had been enjoying their email correspondence, but at the same time getting increasingly concerned that some of the things he had said to her and his excuses for not meeting just did not correlate. And then came the bombshell of asking her for a loan of 25,000 euros for his sick mother’s hospital bills.


That had made her suspicious enough to begin extensive research on the internet. With her background in IT and with the help of a former work colleague who was a borderline hacker, she now believed she’d uncovered his true identity.


She hadn’t yet updated her sister about what she had found out earlier today, and before she went to the police she needed to have some evidence. Which was why she’d invited him here tonight, under the pretext of handing over the money he’d asked for. She’d set up a hidden camera and recording device.


But would he take the bait?
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Monday 24 September


So far, a no-show.


His intelligence was wrong. Crap. And he was feeling crap, again. His head was swimming from the symptoms that kept recurring, randomly, and mostly when they were least welcome. Behind the tinted glass of his grey Passat parked on Munich’s residential Müllerstrasse, Andreas Vogel continued his vigil, drinking a tepid can of Coke and frequently lighting another cigarette, which, each time, made him feel even worse. A steady drizzle was falling, coating his windows, helping make him even more invisible, but not helping his view of the entrance to the small apartment building a short distance ahead, on the other side of the street. A typically Bavarian building, painted yellow with red roof tiles and dinky balconies.


Lena Welch, the woman he had been sent here to watch, had arrived home over four hours ago. Definitely her. In her forties, with blonde hair, a smart raincoat and high boots; from the photograph on his phone there was no mistaking her. She’d opened the gate in the spiked railings, let herself in the front door of the building and had not come out again, that he was certain of. The rear entrance was only a fire escape that would trigger an alarm. He might not be feeling up to the job at this moment, but he was professional enough not to have let her slip out unnoticed. Vogel could see lights on in the sixth-floor apartment that, from the plan he had been given, he was pretty certain was hers.


Suddenly, he stiffened. Headlights in his rear-view mirror. A car was crawling along the street as if looking for an address. A dark-coloured sedan. An Audi. It passed by and in the glow of a street light he saw the silhouettes of two men inside. African-looking.


Them?


An instant later his view was blocked by a large motorhome that pulled up alongside him.


‘Get out of my way!’


The passenger door of the camper opened and a dumpy woman climbed down, then stood in the road talking loudly to the driver. Another car pulled up behind and, after some moments, gave a blast of its horn.


The woman carried on talking, in German, to the driver. ‘Get out of my way!’ Vogel repeated, frustrated.


The horn from the car behind blasted again.
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Monday 24 September


Johnny Fordwater sat in silence in the back of the car during the short drive from Gatwick’s North Terminal to the airport police station, anger rising inside him. He stared at his phone, willing a text to appear from Ingrid. The police had no idea. Of course she existed! He and Ingrid were crazily in love with each other. About to start a new life together. She had been selling up everything in Germany, preparing for her move to be with him in England. He’d had his flat redecorated, with new carpets in some rooms, and he’d worked hard making it feel homely.


The male officer in front of him put his window down as they reached a barrier and held a card against the reader. The barrier rose and they entered a wire-mesh compound containing several police vehicles. They pulled into a bay and the female officer opened the door to let him out. 


They walked through the September warmth, the male officer having a quick vape on the way, and entered a nondescript two-storey building that smelled of old linoleum. They went up a flight of stairs, along a drab corridor past several notices stuck to the wall and into a small, functional, windowless room with two chairs on either side of a metal table. A CCTV camera, mounted high on one wall, was aimed down at them.


‘Would you like something to drink, Mr Fordwater?’ Velvet Wilde asked. ‘Tea or coffee?’


He felt sick with worry. Numb. He didn’t know what he wanted. ‘Just some water, please.’


As the two police officers left the room, he checked his phone again. Then again. There was clearly a terrible mistake here. Had Ingrid missed the flight? There could have been any number of reasons. Most likely the road to the airport closed because of an accident, or something of that nature. He texted her again. Perhaps the police were mistaken and she was still in the baggage area, waiting for her luggage? Or filling in a lost-baggage claim?


No reply.


He dialled her number.


All he got was a message in German which he did not understand. But it sounded like there was some kind of a problem with the number.


Was the network down? Had she lost her phone? Had the battery died?


The woman officer, DC Wilde – he remembered her name – came back in, followed by her colleague. She placed a plastic beaker of water on the table in front of him. He thanked her. ‘Mr Fordwater, would you be comfortable if my colleague, DS Potting, and I recorded this conversation?’ she asked.


‘Sure, why not,’ he said, bleakly.


‘We met you at the airport as a result of a phone call from your sister, Angela, and we believe you have been targeted in a fraud case that we are investigating. You may remember my colleague DC Helen Searle coming to see you a couple of months ago. She was concerned that you were a possible victim of an internet scam, but you disagreed,’ she said. ‘We believe the situation now has changed and want to ask you a number of questions. It will be easier to have those on record, so thank you for agreeing to us recording it.’


The two officers sat down opposite him. She pressed a button on a control panel and tilted her head up towards the camera. ‘The time is 8.10 p.m., Monday, September 24th. DC Wilde and DS Potting interviewing Mr John Charles Fordwater.’


She gave him a look of reassurance. Johnny didn’t touch his water.


Potting began, ‘Mr Fordwater, can I ask how you first met Ingrid Ostermann?’


He blushed. ‘Online, on a German dating site.’


‘When was that?’


‘Almost a year ago.’


‘Does October 22nd sound right?’


‘Honestly? I don’t remember. Perhaps, yes.’


‘And you placed this advertisement? “Widower, mid-fifties, former army officer, fourteen handicap golfer, keen hiker, likes fine wine and good food, can do Times crossword in ten mins, seeks like-minded lady for companionship and perhaps romance.”’


Johnny shrugged. ‘I did. You see, I’ve been on my own for the last four years since my beloved Elaine died. Years back I served in the army for a time in Germany and – frankly – I really liked German women, although I was married at the time and never strayed. But there is something about them that always appealed to me – so many of them seemed strong and confident and full of life.’


‘When did this lady begin asking you for money, Mr Fordwater?’


‘Why do you want to know?’


‘It might be relevant, sir.’


Johnny shrugged. ‘About a month after we first made contact. She was going to come over for a weekend, but someone rear-ended her car on the way to the airport. She told me her ex-husband had cleaned out her bank account. So I sent her 3,000 euros to get her car fixed – oh, and another 2,000 for her medical bill, for her whiplash investigation – MRI scan and stuff. Apparently, her husband hadn’t told her he’d not been paying her medical insurance.’


‘That was all you sent her?’ Potting asked.


‘Initially, yes – as a loan. About three weeks later she paid it all back – and sweetly added two hundred euros, saying that was interest!’


‘She paid it back?’ Potting queried, surprised.


‘She did, yes.’


‘Did you send any more money after that?’ Wilde asked.


Johnny hesitated. ‘She told me she wanted to come over to see me, but her two sons were going to be removed from private boarding school because, same problem, her ex hadn’t paid the fees. I sent her 30,000 euros to cover their schooling for the next term – as a loan, as was the car-repair money. She said she would pay me back as soon as her divorce was settled, and they’d sold the marital home – she’s entitled to a fair chunk of it, under German law.’


‘Did you make any further payments to this lady, Mr Fordwater?’ Wilde pressed.


Beginning to feel irritated by them, he replied, ‘Look, frankly, this is very embarrassing, I don’t really want to talk about it any more. Can you take me back to the airport to get my car, please.’


From her recent work with the Financial Crimes Unit, Velvet Wilde knew there were a number of phases that a victim of fraud went through. They would begin with denial, followed by doubt, then partial acceptance. Then would come realization, next anger and finally accusation, blaming anyone. Mr Fordwater was following just this deeply tragic pattern now.


‘We’ll drive you back,’ Norman Potting said. ‘But can you tell us if you made any more payments to Ingrid Ostermann, Mr Fordwater?’


‘It’s Major actually,’ he said testily. ‘But why do you need to know?’


‘As I’ve said before, it may be relevant, sir – Major.’


‘Well, OK, yes, a couple.’


‘And these were?’


Johnny was silent for some moments, then he said, ‘Well, quite substantial, actually.’ He lapsed into silence again, studying his blank phone. ‘You see, she needs money for a top brief to fight her manipulative ex-husband. That doesn’t come cheap. I loaned her 60,000 euros for her legal battle. On top of that, the poor lady’s mother has advanced Alzheimer’s. In Germany, apparently, they don’t have the National Health care facilities we have here in this country. Her mother was living at home with her, you see. The only way she could be free to come over to be with me was to put her mother in a home, so I helped her out with that.’


‘Very generous of you,’ Norman Potting said. ‘To what extent?’


‘I paid for a year’s care for her mother – 120,000 euros.’


Johnny ignored the gasp from the female police officer.


‘So if I total that up, sir, by my reckoning that comes to a grand total of over 200,000 euros – is that correct?’ Norman Potting asked.


‘More or less. There are a few further bits and pieces,’ he said, blushing. ‘It’s all just a loan, she’s going to pay it all back, as she did before. But what does this have to do with anything?’


‘Quite a lot, sir. May I ask a personal question? Are you a wealthy man, Major Fordwater?’


‘Wealthy? No, I was a career soldier. When I left the army, I worked in the charity sector, until my wife became sick – motor neurone disease. I had to quit my job to care for her full-time. I needed round-the-clock nursing care for her during the final two years, which financially drained me – that and private medical care. We didn’t have insurance, you see.’


‘But you were able to pay this lady, Ingrid Ostermann, over 200,000 euros?’


‘Actually, I – took out bank loans, and did one of these equity-release plans on my flat. I’m pretty much hocked to the hilt. Sold a rare Bentley I inherited from my father. But it’s fine, because Ingrid’s going to pay it all back from her share of her house in Munich.’ He shrugged. ‘You know? If you love someone, you help them, right?’


The two detectives were giving him a strange look.


‘I love her. We’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. The money is irrelevant. She’s going to pay it all back and we can live on the income from her divorce settlement.’


‘We told you earlier, sir, that this lady does not exist, but you don’t believe us, do you?’


‘No, you’ve got this all wrong – I think you must have crossed wires somewhere along the line.’


Norman Potting slid a photograph across the table to him. ‘Is this the lady you believe is Ingrid Ostermann?’


Johnny studied it for a fleeting second and his face lit up. ‘Yes! But hold on, old chap, I don’t believe it – I know it!’


‘You are absolutely sure?’


‘No question, that is her, yes. What exactly are you implying?’


Potting hesitated. When he had been a young cop, working on Traffic, the one job he had hated was delivering what the police called a ‘death message’. Knocking on a door at 2 a.m. to tell them a loved one had died. What he was about to tell Major Johnny Fordwater was going to be just as bad.


In some ways, maybe, worse.
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Monday 24 September


Lena texted.


Hurry up! Your surprise is ready ;-)


The reply came instantly.


30 seconds!


As the text pinged on her phone, the doorbell rang. Nerves began to set in.


She gulped down the last of the glass of prosecco and pressed the intercom. ‘Ja?’


‘It’s Dieter!’


She buzzed him in.


A minute later, there was a knock on her apartment door. She strode along the hall and carefully checked the spyhole, but the light was out on the landing and it was too dark to see clearly. She removed the safety chain and opened the door, cautiously.


Then when she saw the figure, she hesitated.


Before she could close the door again, a powerful hand clamped over her mouth, stifling the scream. He pushed her backwards, one foot kicking the door shut behind him. He then hooked his foot around her ankle, sending her crashing backwards onto the bare wooden floorboards.


He stared around, surveying the flat. ‘Where’s the money?’


‘There is none,’ she said defiantly. ‘You told me your name is Dieter Haas and that you’re an air traffic controller, but I know who you really are. Your name is Tunde Oganjimi, right?’


He froze. She saw sudden rage in his face.


‘The police would very much like to know where you are, Mr Oganjimi. I have a friend in the Munich police.’


‘That’s too bad,’ he replied.
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Monday 24 September


The goddam camper van finally moved off. The Audi had pulled over just past Lena Welch’s front door. Had he missed anything? Andreas Vogel, sweating profusely and feeling nauseous, opened the Passat’s door and stumbled out. A passing taxi missed him by inches.


Trying to pull himself together, he straightened up, unsteadily, supporting himself against the side of the car. Just in time to see a dark shape high above him, falling.


Plummeting from the balcony of the sixth-floor apartment. Her apartment.


There was a dull thud like a fallen sack of potatoes. Momentarily detached, as if observing a scene in a movie, he saw the motionless body of a woman impaled on railings directly beneath Lena Welch’s balcony. Before he could even gather the energy to run over to her, he saw the driver’s door of the Audi open, a wiry black man jump out holding what looked like a large blade, glinting in the street lighting, run over to her, grab her face, slice with his blade and sprint back to the car, clutching something in his hand. As he reached the vehicle, the front door of the apartment building opened and another man, much more powerfully built and wearing red shoes, raced out and across to the car with something bulky under his jacket.


Within seconds the Audi was pulling away.


Vogel hesitated. Then he got back into the Passat and drove after them. They drove straight through a red light and he was forced to jam on his brakes as a stream of traffic passed across in front of him. It was a full two minutes before the lights changed and he could accelerate. He drove recklessly fast for some distance, but there was no sign of the Audi. For ten minutes he drove around, searching up and down side streets, feeling no better.


He gave up and headed back to his apartment, cursing. And wondering just what the accomplice with the large blade had done.


He’d find out soon enough, he figured. Shit.


He’d failed. He swore loudly, shouting at the windscreen. He didn’t do failure.
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Wednesday 26 September


Detective Superintendent Roy Grace was reflecting on the words in one of Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic operas.


A policeman’s lot is not a happy one.


Not entirely true, he thought, although just now, when he’d taken a rare two weeks’ break, he’d still had to come into the office on several of those days. This was his first official day back and he was getting up to speed with current investigations.


During his time off he’d arranged a barbecue for friends and some members of his team, as well as a number of his senior colleagues in the force, though with one notable omission. He was particularly pleased that his eldest son, Bruno, who had been showing some signs of behavioural difficulty, seemed to interact with the adults. He also noted, with some amusement, how well his young DS Jack Alexander seemed to be getting on with his and Cleo’s nanny, Kaitlynn. The barbecue had also been an opportunity to introduce his team to its newest member, Vivienne, the wife of the American detective Arnie Crown, who had been seconded to Roy from the FBI. She had recently taken up a post as an analyst.


Back in the early days, as a detective constable at Brighton’s busy John Street police station, where he had handled everything from burglaries to drug dealers, vehicle thefts, street crimes and violent assaults, Roy had loved the constant adrenaline rush of his job and the building itself. When he’d been transferred to Major Crime, housed on the Hollingbury industrial estate on the outskirts of the city, he’d loved that job even more – and still did, most days – but he’d loathed the building, like just about everyone else who worked there. Among its numerous faults, of which lack of parking was just one, the heating only seemed to work in summer and the air con only in winter and there was no canteen. But after nine months in his cramped, horrid little office in the former student accommodation buildings at the Police Headquarters in Lewes, he would have given anything to be back in his spacious one in Hollingbury.


And to have had his old boss, Assistant Chief Constable Peter Rigg, back in place of his current one, ACC Cassian Pewe.


And to not feel, as he and all other officers did these days, that they were all the time walking on eggshells. Scared of putting a single politically incorrect foot wrong. Somewhere along the line, during the past decade, something called common sense had gone AWOL. Along with the world’s sense of humour.


At least the past few months had been a rare quiet period for the Head of Major Crime, with just a handful of murders in Sussex. Two of them had been domestics – fights or killings within a relationship – and the other three drugs-related. Each had been cleared up within days by other detectives in the Surrey and Sussex Major Crime Team.


This had given him badly needed time to spend evenings and weekends with his family. Until recently the family unit had been his wife Cleo, toddler Noah and their rescue dog, Humphrey. Earlier this year they had been joined by the ten-year-old son he never knew he had, Bruno, who had been born and brought up in Germany. Bruno’s mother was Roy’s missing, now deceased estranged first wife, Sandy. Over the last few evenings Roy had also had the opportunity to prepare for the forthcoming trials of murder suspects his team had arrested, and at most of which he would be required to give evidence.


Roy Grace knew a lot of officers did not enjoy being in court, but he genuinely did. At least, when the trial was going his way. What the public didn’t realize was that the process of an investigation, and the ultimate successful outcome of the arrest of the prime suspect, was only the beginning. The many months that followed, of laboriously piecing together the evidence to make it watertight for presentation in court, was so often an even harder task than solving the crime itself. The tiniest slip in the chain of evidence would be pounced on by a smart defence brief, enabling an offender the police knew was guilty as hell to walk free. Free to perpetrate all over again. Few things were more demoralizing to his team than that.


Together with his colleague and mate DI Glenn Branson he was currently poring over the vast amount of trial documents relating to a Brighton family doctor who had turned out to be a serial killer. The man deserved to spend the rest of his life behind bars, and Grace was determined that was going to happen.


In addition to this case, he was working closely with a civilian financial investigator, Emily Denyer, on preparations for another trial, the so-called ‘Black Widow’ who he was certain had murdered at least two husbands, and possibly more.


As his job phone rang, the display showing Caller ID Withheld, he had no idea that, when he picked up, his period of respite would be under threat.


‘Roy Grace,’ he answered. Then immediately recognized the voice at the other end, of his friend and German equivalent Detective Marcel Kullen from the Munich Landeskriminalamt or LKA.


‘Hey, Marcel, how are you doing?’


They exchanged jibes and pleasantries, briefly catching up on each other’s lives since they’d last seen each other, earlier this year in Munich. Then Kullen became serious.


‘Roy, we have a situation I am thinking you might be able to help us with. You are still Head of Major Crime for Sussex Police?’


‘I am.’


‘Gut. We have a murder enquiry you may be able to help us with. Does the name Lena Welch mean anything to you – or to anyone in Sussex Police?’


‘Lena Welch?’


‘Ja.’


‘No. Not immediately, anyway.’ With Kullen spelling the name to him, Roy Grace wrote it down on his pad. Putting the phone momentarily on mute, he turned to Branson. ‘The name Lena Welch mean anything?’


The DI, wearing a sharp waistcoat with his suit, looked pensive for an instant. ‘Nope. She welched on someone?’


Grace shook his head. ‘Be serious.’


‘Lena Welch?’ Branson thought for a few seconds. ‘Nope.’


Un-muting the phone, Grace said, ‘Why do you ask, Marcel?’


‘She died on Monday night, and is originally from England – from your city. Her birth name is Williamson.’


‘Lena Williamson?’ Grace added a note and looked at Branson. Again his colleague shook his head. ‘Doesn’t ring any bells, Marcel. Tell me?’


‘Although Lena’s laptop and phone seem to have been taken, we have found a back-up hard drive. From initial examination, it seems she discovered that her photograph was being used by internet romance fraudsters. One of the identities is an Ingrid Ostermann. It is looking as if this fictitious character was purporting to be in love with a man in Sussex, England, called John – or Johnny – Fordwater. A former army officer, a major. We understand he has transferred considerable amounts of money to a München bank account in the fake name and identity of Ingrid Ostermann – a total in excess of 200,000 euros. And now we have Lena Welch found dead and the money long cleared out of the fictitious Ingrid Ostermann’s account.’


‘How did she die?’


‘Not very pleasantly.’


‘Dying isn’t generally a very pleasant experience, Marcel.’


Kullen laughed. ‘Glad to know you still have your dark humour, my friend. This was definitely not a pleasant death.’


‘Tell me?’


‘She fell from her sixth-floor apartment and was impaled on railings beneath.’


‘Was it suicide?’


‘No. She lived on her own after a divorce. But we have very good reason for doubting suicide.’


‘Which is?’


‘She had most of her tongue cut off.’


‘Her tongue?’


‘Ja. A witness reported that moments after she landed on the railings, a man ran from a car over towards her holding what looked like a machete. He hacked at her face and ran back to the car. A few seconds after, another man ran from the apartment building into the same car, an Audi A4, and they drove off at high speed.’


‘Did your witness give you any descriptions?’


‘She was pretty shaken up. She said both men were black. She gave us a couple of digits from the Audi’s licence plate, but as you can imagine there are many thousands of these cars here in Germany. And probably the plates are false. She said something else that might be of interest. The man who ran from the apartment was wearing shiny red shoes.’


‘Red shoes? What man wears shiny red shoes?’ He looked at Branson, imagining him in a pair.


But even the DI, with his sometimes questionable taste in clothes, looked askance. ‘Not sure I’d trust any bloke wearing red shoes, boss.’


Grace glanced down at Branson’s feet. ‘Wouldn’t go with those socks anyway.’ They were lime green.


‘It’s how you wear ’em.’ Branson grinned. ‘Could be a case for our foot man, Haydn Kelly.’


‘Can I see the forensic report, Marcel?’ Grace asked.


‘Sure, I will send the autopsy report when it is finished. The photographs are not so nice, probably not ones for her family album.’


He smiled, grimly. ‘What is your hypothesis, Marcel?’


‘What we know so far from our investigations is that this lady had discovered her identity is used by a “romance fraud” gang. She confided in a friend of hers, recently, that she was suspicious of a man she had met online after joining a dating agency herself. She told her friend that she was going to meet the man and confront him. Then she is found dead, missing half of her tongue.’


Grace shuddered. ‘Which dating agency was it?’


‘As I said, her computer and phone are missing – presumably taken by her attacker – and we are examining CCTV coverage from a hidden camera we found. But there seems to be a lot of information on the back-up drive relating to names, photographs and emails, which we are trying to piece together, to see whether this is connected with her death.’


‘We have a dedicated “romance fraud” team operating here in Sussex, Marcel,’ Grace said. ‘It’s a growing menace. There are very big sums involved in this country. We estimate about thirty million pounds in the past twelve months in the county of Sussex alone, based on those we know about and an estimate of those we don’t from people who’ve been too embarrassed to come forward.’


‘Here also a similar amount. We are aware there’s an organization operating internationally, with one of their bases somewhere in Germany. They are taking people’s identities from online dating agencies and using them to defraud people. This unfortunate lady, Lena Welch, had discovered the truth and was perhaps threatening to expose them. Our hypothesis is they might have killed her in order to discourage other victims from trying to do the same. Perhaps there is some symbolism with the tongue. We are trying to establish who else has been targeted with Lena Welch’s identity around the globe. But, so far, the only person we have is Major Fordwater, in your country.’


‘What details can you give me about him?’


‘At this stage very little, I’m afraid. We have his name. And his date of birth – which makes him fifty-eight. And we believe he is from your city, Brighton and Hove. If you could find out anything about him, that would be extremely helpful to us.’


‘Leave it with me, Marcel. By the way, that hangover I got when I stayed with you in April?’


‘Ja?’


‘I’m still suffering.’


The German detective laughed. ‘You poor antique. You are over forty. Maybe you should retire and go live in an old people’s home. With some nice bright-red slippers, perhaps?’


‘Ha, ha! I’ll book the room next to yours, Marcel!’


Ending the call, Grace entered the name, ‘John, Johnny, Fordwater’ into the NICHE – the Sussex Police Combined Crime and Intelligence System search engine.


Within seconds he had a result. He picked up his phone.
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Wednesday 26 September


Johnny Fordwater, unshaven, in his dressing gown, hair unkempt, sat at the dining table, on which lay his uneaten breakfast and his unopened copy of today’s Times newspaper. Normally he would have done the crossword first thing, but today he had not even glanced at it.


Instead he stared glumly out of the living-room window of his home, a spacious fourth-floor apartment on Hove seafront – or rather the bank’s apartment, since they effectively now owned it. He was in hock to them up to the hilt. And, if the police were right about Ingrid, he wasn’t going to be able to meet many more of the monthly payments. He’d been too embarrassed to tell the police that it was, actually, substantially more than 200,000 euros that he’d loaned Ingrid. It was closer to 400,000. He’d raised that by cashing in most of his pension and shares, releasing equity from his property, selling his classic car and going cap-in-hand to his bank.


Drops of rain slid down the glass and a cold wind blew in, despite the double-glazing, a reminder that summer was over and winter was not far off. Below, on the promenade, a woman in an anorak was being tugged one way by her umbrella and the other way by her grey Spinone dog. It was high tide and the turbulent sea threw spray and pebbles over the pastel-green railings.


Turbulent, like his mind. The heaving water at its greyest. Also like his mind. It was 11 a.m. He’d lain awake most of the night, his phone beside him. Waiting for a text from Ingrid. A call. Neither of which, he sensed increasingly in his heart, was going to happen. The photographs Detective Potting had given him, which were laid out on the breakfast bar behind him, attested to that.


Yet he still could not believe it. Did not want to believe it.


Could not afford to believe it.


In front of him was a lined notepad with calculations scrawled on it. Sums. Maths. The interest and repayment amounts on the money he owed. What remained of his army pension coming in.


Strewth, before Ingrid he’d been comfortably enough off. He was able to afford to live in this flat, with the mortgage paid off, and to enjoy plenty of luxuries – not that he had ever been an extravagant person. Now he faced ruin. The prospect of having to go to a military charity perhaps and beg for help mortified him.


Still in semi-denial, as he watched a seagull swirl a short distance from his window, he drained his coffee and stood up. He needed to eat something, but he had no appetite. He sat back down on a bar stool and stared again at the array of photographs of Ingrid Ostermann. Nine of them. Except in only one of them was she actually called ‘Ingrid Ostermann’.


In each of the other eight she had a different identity. The same woman, no question. But different names and profiles on different online dating agencies. He sent her yet another text.


Please call me, Ingrid. Please say the police have it wrong, that this is all a dreadful mistake. I love you. I love you so much. I’m looking forward so much to us spending the rest of our lives together! Call me! Please.


Moments later a text pinged in. His heart fleetingly rose, until he looked at it. And saw it was from Amazon, informing him of a delivery delay of a book on military strategies he had ordered. It was an expensive book. Maybe he should return it when it arrived?


He stared at the damned silent phone. Back at the photographs, his heart flip-flopping between love, hatred and disbelief.


Denial.


The love of his life did not exist.


All the money he had in the world, and much more beyond, was not coming back. He was going to lose his home.


How at his age could he ever make back the money he had now lost? The headline of the newspaper read: 


CURBS ON TOP BANKERS’ PAY?


Bankers, he thought, erratically. Bankers with bonuses of millions of pounds. None of those fat cats would miss a few hundred thousand. The sum would mean almost nothing to them. But it was everything to him.


Bastards.


A lifetime of careful savings and prudent investments, to ensure a decent lifestyle when he retired. Gone. The police told him there was little hope of ever recovering even one penny of it.


Gone.


No one was going to employ him in anything other than a menial job. His life was over.


He stared at the silver ice bucket on the coffee table, in front of the blue sofa. At the bottle of Laurent Perrier rosé still lying in there, with its soggy label floating free. At the vase of roses he had placed beside it. Was it his imagination or were they wilting, like himself?


Duped. Conned.


How stupid and gullible had he been?


On the wall beside him was a framed winged dagger badge of his former corps, the SAS. And beneath, its legend.


Who Dares Wins.


It was there as a permanent reminder of the best ten years of his life. He’d been at the peak of his fitness back then – something he’d endeavoured to get back to recently by doing two challenging hours of weights and interval training every day in the gym. Because he’d determined, successfully, to lose his pot belly and have as much of a six-pack as was possible for a man of his age, for when he and Ingrid were finally in bed together.


He’d better cancel his membership, to save some money there. 


Beyond his army pension he had no income. He remembered, years ago, being pinned down in a foxhole in Iraq with a bunch of squaddies under his command. They were against impossible odds and running out of ammunition. If they stayed where they were they would eventually be taken out by a shell. If they climbed out, they’d be cut down by machine-gun fire.


He remembered the words he had shouted out to the men under his command.


‘OK, we’re all going to die. Let’s just take out as many of them as we can before we do.’


Then they’d gone over the top.


To his astonishment, somehow with the loss of just one of his team, they’d made it through to the enemy gun emplacement and neutralized it by killing all five Iraqi soldiers manning it.


He had later been decorated with the Military Cross for valour in combat. It hung in a frame on the living-room wall. His proudest achievement, and the last thing he would ever sell.


Now he had been destroyed, with no bloodshed, by an unseen enemy.


And he was thinking to himself, Is this what I nearly died for? Only years later to lose my home to another enemy?


I thought I was smart. How could I have been so stupid?


Before going into any combat situation, some soldiers drank, some took drugs, others just pumped themselves up with fury-based adrenaline.


He stared down at the photographs again. Thinking. Anger, like the livid sea beyond his window, surging through his veins.


I fought so this could happen?


His phone rang.
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Wednesday 26 September


The single-engined Cessna bumped and yawed through the grey cloud swirling past the windscreen in front of him. Through his headphones, Andreas Vogel heard the calm exchange between the English pilot, seated to his left, and the St Helier tower on Jersey. The little plane reminded him of his time, years back, as a sniper in the US military in George Bush’s Iraq, being flown places in Black Hawks. Not the greatest of memories. Sitting on his helmet to avoid losing his nuts if someone fired at their helicopter from the ground.


For most of the journey they’d flown in silence. The pilot, who used to fly for Qantas, he’d told him, and who had flown him from the little private airfield outside Rennes for a very large wad of cash, had attempted to chat to him, but Vogel had said little in response. He didn’t do small talk.


And he was still thinking about Munich, which he had left on a private flight to Rennes early this morning. What a screw-up that had been. He’d never normally have let something like that happen – his current illness was really impacting on his judgement.


Moments later the cloud became wispy, then was gone. Below them appeared the grey, white-flecked water of the outer extremity of the English Channel. He saw a couple of rocky outcrops. Then the green, hilly land mass of an island ahead. Clusters of houses; a town; a tall smokestack; a harbour mole.


Vogel saw the long, straight tarmac of the runway. The pitch of the engine changed and the plane began losing height rapidly. It bounced on the runway, veering right then left, then the wheels touched down again and settled. After a short taxi, the pilot turned right towards a series of hangars, in which there were parked several executive jets. They turned left and he saw a batman ahead, waving them forward with paddles. Finally, they stopped. The pilot killed the engine and removed his headphones. Vogel removed his.


‘Welcome to Jersey,’ the pilot said.


Vogel did not reply.


‘Nice talking to you.’


He didn’t respond to the sarcasm in the pilot’s voice.


The pilot reached across him and yanked on a door handle. ‘The best way to get out is put your right leg on the rubber strip on the wing, kneel, turn around and put your left leg on the rung just behind the wing.’


Vogel did what he was told and jumped down onto the tarmac. Then the short, wiry man with an angry face waited in the strong, gusting wind that billowed his camel sports coat as the pilot removed the brown holdall from the luggage locker behind the rear seats and handed it to him. Vogel always travelled light.


As he took the leather bag and turned away from the aircraft, limping from an injury earlier this year, he looked around warily for any signs of an official. But, as he had been previously reassured, there was none in sight. A woman in her thirties strode out of a building beside the hangars and greeted him. ‘Mr Vogel, welcome to Gama Aviation. Your car is here for you.’


He followed her through the building, passing a couple of empty baggage carts in a corridor, and then outside, where a black, long-wheelbase Range Rover was parked. A bald-headed giant of a man, in wrap-around sunglasses and a sharp suit, jumped out and strode towards him.


‘Mr Vogel?’


He gave a short nod.


‘Welcome to Jersey, sir. Your first visit?’


Vogel did not respond.


‘Mr Barrey sends his regards. You will see him at midday tomorrow. It’s important to be punctual, Mr Barrey does not like people who are late. I’ll be here to make sure you are not late.’


Again Vogel did not respond.


The man took his bag and ushered him into the rear of the car. As they swept away from the airport, Andreas Vogel glanced through the darkened glass. No one knew he was here. Just as no one knew he had left Germany. That was how he needed to travel. No checked baggage, no record of where he was. His mobile phone had been in airplane mode since before leaving Munich. It would remain in that mode until he returned.


Munich was his new home, for now. For the next few days he would be using a phone that had been placed on the seat beside him for his convenience. Programmed into it were all the telephone numbers he would need. It had no GPS capability. He wasn’t exactly persona grata on English soil these days. Maybe it was dumb to be accepting a job that took him back there. But the truth was, word had gotten around in the US that he had murdered one of his previous paymasters – and that hadn’t been great PR for him. Clients weren’t exactly tripping over each other to hire him any more.


Maybe it was time to quit. Cash in his chips.


‘You been to the Channel Isles before, Mr Vogel?’ the driver asked. Vogel did not reply.


He didn’t particularly like his current name, Vogel, either. It was a make of healthy bread sold in supermarkets, and not his choice. But it would suffice for now.
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Wednesday 26 September


Johnny Fordwater saw on his phone display the words No Caller ID.


Instantly, his spirits rose. Was it Ingrid at last? Excitedly, he answered.


The voice at the other end said, ‘Hey, buddy, how you doing?’ His old mate, Gerald Ronson.


Masking his disappointment, he replied, with as much brightness as he could muster, ‘Gerry! Good to hear you!’


‘You OK, buddy?’


‘Yes, fine.’


They’d been in that foxhole together, almost twenty years back, and had both, somehow, survived the rest of their time in Iraq. They’d remained good friends ever since. Both couples had visited each other back in the good old days when Elaine was fit and well.


After his divorce, Gerry, who had become a firefighter when he quit the military, sounded like he’d been having a ball trying out online dating agencies. Gerry had been encouraging him to do the same. For over three years, still mourning Elaine’s death, Johnny had resisted. Almost a year ago, with wording provided by Gerry, he’d finally put a toe in the water. He’d chosen a German dating site, partly to avoid embarrassment if anyone in the UK found out, but just as much because of his liking for German women.


‘You don’t sound OK, buddy. You sound a little down.’


‘Around £400,000 down, if you want to know the truth, Gerry. I’m about to lose my home – thanks to my stupidity.’


‘Hey, hold on! What do you mean about what you are going to lose?’


‘My home. I’m about to lose my home.’


‘Your home?’


‘All of it, buddy.’


‘How – like – why – what’s happened?’


‘Want me to spell it out?’


‘Letter by letter.’


Johnny spelled it out. When he had finished, he sat in silence, waiting for Gerry’s response.


When it finally came it was succinct. ‘Shit, buddy.’


Within seconds of ending the call, his phone rang again. Once more he answered with his hopes raised.


It was Detective Sergeant Potting.
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Wednesday 26 September


A sharp rap on Roy Grace’s office door, then it opened before he could say anything, and detectives Potting and Wilde appeared.


There had been a time, last year, when the four-times married Potting, approaching normal police retirement age, had been on the verge of marrying – yet again – this time to a police officer who was subsequently killed in a fire. He had really spruced himself up during the time he had been dating her, and he continued to take pride in his appearance after her death, which would have pleased Bella, Grace reflected.


Although he was still dressing well, some of his spark seemed to have left him, his face was drawn and pale and he seemed downcast. Grace wondered if that had anything to do with the prostate cancer treatment Norman had begun back in May, after which he had lamented privately to him that his libido was on the floor.


Unable to cope with the changed world he was in, the detective constantly upset people with his politically incorrect remarks and attitude, but Roy Grace resolutely kept him on his team, despite requests from ACC Pewe to the contrary. He fought Norman Potting’s corner for two reasons. Firstly, and most importantly, he was an immensely capable detective with years of invaluable experience – something, Grace rued, people seemed to value less and less. And secondly, he fought to keep him because he cared for the man. Compassion was another value that had gone missing during the country’s austerity measures.


Grace no longer had space for a conference table in his office, so Potting and Wilde had to sit in the two swivel chairs at the empty desk facing his own.


‘Good to see you, Norman,’ he said. ‘It’s been a while.’


‘Not enough blooming murders,’ Potting grumbled. DC Wilde smiled politely.


‘Good to see you, too, Velvet,’ Grace said. She was a feisty character, with short, spiky blonde hair, though conservatively dressed, like most detectives. ‘How’s everything?’ he asked.


‘Good, thank you, sir,’ she said in her Belfast accent.


He turned to Potting. ‘Norman, what can you tell me about this man John – Johnny – Fordwater?’


‘If you want my opinion, chief, for a retired high-ranking soldier he’s pretty dim. Allowed himself to be defrauded by a woman he met on a German dating agency. I think he’s a sandwich short of a picnic.’


Grace looked at DC Wilde. ‘Would you agree with that assessment, Velvet?’


‘Well,’ she said, guardedly. ‘He’s a nice fellow, but he seems to have been pretty naive, as Norman says, sir.’


‘In what way naive, Velvet?’


‘To hand over every penny he has in the world to a complete stranger he’s never actually met in person. I call that naive, sir.’


Grace glanced quizzically at Norman Potting for being quick to criticize Fordwater. Potting’s own record wasn’t much better. His third marriage – or perhaps it was his fourth – had been to a Thai gold-digger. After just a few months, Potting had come to see him wanting advice. She’d returned to Thailand to be with her supposedly sick father. Within days, the first request for money had come through. The amounts had steadily risen. Grace had told him to stop, and Potting had, wisely, heeded his advice. But not before the DS had paid over many thousands into her bank account.


Potting never saw the money or his bride again.


‘Like I said, chief,’ Potting added, ‘a complete idiot! Unbelievably gullible.’


‘We’re talking about an amount of 200,000 euros, right?’


‘I don’t think he told us the whole story, sir,’ Velvet Wilde cut in. ‘I suspect it’s even more than that. We’re going to talk to him again, in an hour’s time.’


‘Let me ask you a question. Do either of you think he’s capable of murdering someone – or ordering them to be killed?’ Grace asked, looking at each of them in turn.


‘Murdering someone – seriously, chief?’ Potting quizzed.


‘Very seriously, Norman.’


‘You want my humble opinion?’ Potting looked at his colleague for reassurance. ‘I don’t think he’s capable of making toast.’


‘But he was a soldier, right? SAS regiment. Decorated for bravery,’ Grace said. ‘We’re talking about pretty capable people, Norman.’


Potting looked at Wilde again and shook his head. ‘Maybe once he was a tough soldier, but not now. The only soldier in him these days is the kind you dunk in an egg.’


‘I agree with Norman,’ she said.


‘This is the lady Major Fordwater has been in a romantic flirtation with – or so he thought,’ Grace said. He leaned over and pushed three photographs across the desk. ‘I just received these from the Munich Landeskriminalamt. I’ll be getting a full set shortly.’


Potting and Wilde looked at them, in shock.


‘If you’re wondering about all the blood running down from her mouth,’ Grace said, ‘it’s because half her tongue was sliced off when she was lying impaled.’
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Wednesday 26 September


Toby Seward, a motivational speaker – and recent early loser on the television programme MasterChef – was happily occupied with one of his two passions, preparing meals for his husband, Paul. His other was tending the tiny garden at the front of their home. Playing on the television in the kitchen of their house in the North Laine district of Brighton was a recording of the programme, with contestants on the show who had got further than he had managed.


Few things in life gave the distinguished-looking, silver-haired, soon-to-be forty-eight-year-old more pleasure than to cook a fine dinner for the man he loved. And he was at a critical stage in the early preparations for tonight. Lobster ravioli with avocado and garlic, broccoli, almond and quinoa salad. Paul’s favourite. The almonds, frying in coconut oil in the pan, were on the verge of burning. He drained them, all the time watching the television programme, as he was copying a recipe from it. He was also in a hurry. In less than two hours he was due on stage at the Brighton Centre to talk to five hundred delegates from a pharmaceutical company.


His mobile phone rang, and he very nearly did not answer. Usually, when he saw the message ID Withheld, he ignored the call, because almost certainly it was spam, someone trying to sell insurance, a fake car-crash claim or some other bit of flotsam from the digital sewer. Then he remembered that Paul was having problems with his new iPhone and was taking it to the shop to exchange it. Perhaps it was him?


Hitting the remote to freeze the television, he answered perkily, ‘Toby here!’ And heard a cultured, middle-aged female voice. ‘Is that Toby Seward?’


‘It is indeed!’


‘I’m very sorry if this sounds strange, Mr Seward,’ the woman said. ‘My name is Suzy Driver. You see, you don’t know me, but the thing is, I thought I knew you.’
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Wednesday 26 September


Twenty-five minutes after he’d left the airport, the receptionist at the Radisson Blu hotel on St Helier harbour front photocopied his passport, took an impression of his Amex card, told him how to connect to the Wi-Fi and handed him his key card. ‘Enjoy your stay with us, Mr Vogel.’


Tooth scooped up his passport, Amex and the key card in its little envelope and headed to the lifts, he walked down the fourth-floor corridor and entered the suite his paymaster had booked for him. Hotels like this suited him. Big, modern, anonymous. The windows looked down onto a commercial port. A tall incinerator chimney, fishing boats, a ferry marked CONDOR and a harbour basin of small private motorboats and yachts. The tide was a very long way out. Over to the right was a causeway to a rocky island on which was some kind of an old fortress.


He removed his laptop from his bag, set it on the desk and connected to the Wi-Fi, then removed his washbag and the small amount of spare clothing he travelled with, along with the encrypted, ex-military phone he’d bought for $10,000 on the dark web, as well as his pre-paid ‘burner’ phones and the one he’d been given earlier, and placed the items in drawers. Next, he removed a roll of gaffer tape, stood on the desk and masked the smoke detector. He made himself a treble espresso coffee from the capsules and, using the spare mug as an ashtray, lit a cigarette.


An email pinged in on the phone he’d been given:


I will see you at midday tomorrow. You screwed up. This will not happen again. This is where he and his accomplice are living, and I believe this is his next target. You will stop them. Frighten them.


Beneath was an address in the city of Brighton and Hove, in England, as well as a JPEG attachment.


He didn’t like the tone of the email, the thinly veiled threat. Nobody threatened him, ever. Tooth had fed the testicles of the last person who’d threatened him to his dog. Yossarian had licked his lips and looked up at him for more. Maybe soon, if he had any further emails like this, the dog would finally be getting a second helping.


He looked again at the address. It didn’t make him happy.


If there was one place in England he did not want to return to it was there. The lair of that smartass detective, Roy Grace, who had been such a big pain in his life in recent years. Although, he considered, it would give him a kind of perverse pleasure to outsmart him yet again. And an even bigger pleasure to kill him.


Just the thought of Roy Grace’s name made him angry. He’d like to get even with him. And take his dog a little Detective Grace goody bag. But that was not for now. He had a job to do and needed the money, paltry though it was compared to the fee he normally commanded, to fund the new life in Ecuador he was planning. Somewhere he could have his ‘associate’, Yossarian, flown out to join him. The only friend he’d ever had in this shitty world.


He removed the SIM card from the phone, went into the bathroom, shut the door and switched the shower on hot. Then with his lighter he burned the card. Steam from showers, he had learned, dissipated smoke and prevented the alarm from going off.


Tooth flushed the charred card down the toilet. He was feeling hot, he realized. Clammy. He walked over to the air-con control on the wall to turn it down. Saw it was already down low, 16 degrees. And it wasn’t even a warm day outside.


He needed another cigarette. He sat down heavily at his desk, perspiring. Again.


He drank some coffee, lit a Lucky Strike and instantly felt worse. Jesus.


He wobbled his way across to the minibar, peered at the rack of miniatures inside and pulled out a Jim Beam. Not his favourite bourbon, but better than nothing. He twisted off the cap, necked half the contents and sat back down.


For a few seconds he felt better, then his head was swimming again. The same flu-like symptoms he’d had repeatedly over the past six months. Back in March, due to his own stupidity and Detective Superintendent Roy Grace’s actions, he’d been trapped in a room full of venomous creatures. He’d been bitten by spiders, snakes and suffered a sting from a deathstalker scorpion, one of the world’s most venomous critters. He’d been close to death for some while, so he’d been told by medical staff at the Royal Sussex County Hospital when he’d eventually come round.


He managed to escape, evading the dumb police guard on his room, and make his way under one of his false identities to Germany, where he had work contacts. The specialist doctor he had consulted subsequently, in Munich, was a world authority on tropical diseases and reptile venom. He told him he’d been lucky to survive the scorpion sting, but as a result he was likely to suffer severe flu-like symptoms on a regular basis for the rest of his life. He was experiencing another of these episodes now, he realized.


There was another side effect the doctor informed him of, the bastard barely masking a smirk. That he might find his manhood had shrunk.


Which, to his embarrassment, it had.


Thank you, Detective Superintendent Roy Grace.


One day, I’m just biding my time at present, but one day, I’ll get you – I promise you that.


He badly needed to lie down, but he daren’t. Last time, a month back, when he had felt like this, he’d lain down on his bed and woken, soaking wet and shaking, three days later. Remembering his military training as a sniper, which had enabled him to stay concealed, motionless, behind enemy lines for days at a time, he allowed himself to catnap, seated. Five minutes’ shut-eye and he’d be good to go again. That had been part of his training. He used to be able to function for days like that. Weeks if he had to. But those catnaps were vital. Deprive a cat of sleep and it would die in two weeks. Deprive a human and he would become psychotic.


He was remembering something else about that sniper course all those years back, too. Almost the first thing his instructor had said. ‘Most times you get just the one chance at your target, one shot. There’s no second chance. The target needs to be dead at first sight. And if he ain’t, you might be.’


Five minutes later he opened his eyes and necked the rest of the tiny bottle, then, forcing himself to concentrate, opened the JPEG. A sequence of photographs. A blowsy-looking woman in her mid-fifties. Long dark hair. Still doing her best to look sexy. And no doubt did, to some. Might have been a beauty in her younger years, but probably spent too much time in the sun, judging from her tanned, wrinkled skin. Or a heavy smoker, perhaps. Or both.


Whatever.


Next was a photograph of his target – his employer’s former business partner who had gotten greedy and gone rogue. A tall, large-framed African, his hair cropped to a neat fuzz, wearing an Armani bomber jacket over jeans, a bling watch and loud red trainers. He was leaning, proprietorially, against the driver’s door of a red Ferrari, his expression confident and arrogant. A long way from his impoverished roots as a boy soldier in a war-torn nation. When he’d moved to the West he’d ditched his old name, Tunde Oganjimi, in favour of Jules de Copeland, a name he had seen on the credits of a television show, and which he wore with a swagger.


This was the man Tooth had seen running from the front door of Lena Welch’s apartment building and jumping into the passenger seat of the Audi.


There was another photograph, this one of Copeland’s colleague and distant cousin, Dunstan Ogwang, whose real name was Kofi Okonjo. Tooth instantly recognized the shorter man with the machete who had hacked out the tongue of the dying woman. According to the file, this man had formerly been a child soldier along with Copeland. He read on.


Both men, at the age of fourteen, had been taught how to rape and then mutilate or cut the throats of their victims. What kind of moral compass did either have, he wondered? More fool his paymaster, Steve Barrey, for thinking he could be in business with them.


Tooth liked always to know who he was actually dealing with, in a world where few people went under their real names. Barrey at some point in the past decade had relocated from his native city of Brighton and Hove to Germany, where he had made his base, and from there to Jersey. Barrey seemed to be his real name, but Tooth was never sure.


After being transplanted from Ghana to Bavaria by Barrey, Copeland had then moved, with a forged passport, from Germany to Brighton, England, where he had an uncle and a cousin who ran an internet café and safety deposit box business. It was behind that front he had set up his own internet scamming business, and brought over his cousin as his lieutenant. He’d taken into his employment, back in Ghana, several of the notorious Sakawa Boys internet scammers, whom he’d been running for Barrey, and he was now both targeting his former employer’s chosen victims, as well as fishing for new ones. Tooth was well aware that, through Copeland’s clumsy approach, the dumb, greedy, arrogant idiot was risking blowing apart his employer’s entire carefully crafted and managed empire. Two of the targeted women had already rumbled the scam. Both had threatened to go to the police. One was now dead.


If Copeland had anything between his ears other than sawdust and pound signs, he’d have moved on and ended all contact. There were enough firewalls and digital trails for it to take any cop a year or more to drill down through them, and still end up at a dead-end. And no cop had that time to spare. Copeland should have just moved on to the next targets – there were plenty of them out there online, thousands of men and women looking for love, all of them rich pickings. But Tooth knew Copeland’s type, blinded by greed and hubris.


He was so dumb he hadn’t even realized that Barrey was monitoring his computer, phones and his every move. He’d never even thought to throw away the laptop Barrey had given him and get a new one.


Tooth had been hired in Munich to follow the men and stop them. But, stupidly, he had failed, because of all that venom inside his body making him feel crap. Now the first woman was dead.


You will stop them. Frighten them.


His work was killing people. How was he supposed to frighten these guys? Run up behind them in a Halloween mask and shout boo?


The way he was feeling right now, sick in the pit of his stomach, giddy, too hot, he wasn’t in the mood to frighten anyone. Everything had turned to rat shit. His health, his judgement, his future. He’d been reduced to taking a job paying way beneath his skill set. Way beneath his dignity. At this moment he envied scorpions. They had it sorted. Scorpions had a gap between the armoured scales that covered their backs. When a scorpion wasn’t happy it would commit suicide by stinging itself through that gap. Simple. End of. If he’d had his gun with him, he’d be gone, too.


But he had no gun with him now. Just a view across St Helier harbour.


He never saw the point in views – what did it matter if it was an ocean or a brick wall you were looking at? People travelled hundreds, sometimes thousands of miles to commit suicide some place with a beautiful view. They flew or drove across America, and sometimes even from further afield, to jump off the Golden Gate Bridge facing the bay of San Francisco. Or a place called Beachy Head in Sussex, facing the English Channel. Or the Aokigahara Forest in Japan.


What was all that about?


Did a view matter when oblivion beckoned? They could put him in a garbage bin after he was gone, for all he cared. That’s all the human race was anyway. Garbage with attitude.


He stared at the photograph of Suzy Driver. Then at her address in the city of Brighton – a city which over the past few years he had come to know well. And which in turn knew him a little bit too well.


This had to be a fast in-and-out mission. In and out before Detective Superintendent Roy Grace would have a chance to know he’d been there.


He stared at the photograph of the African again. As he did so, an email came in. A phone number. The pilot he was to call. The one who would fly him to Shoreham Airport, just outside Brighton. There were few customs and immigration controls there. All being well he would slip back into England without anyone noticing. Especially not Detective Superintendent Roy Grace.


And, job done, out again. And then?


Perhaps Mr Barrey would know, when he met him for the first time tomorrow. Mr Barrey, who had threatened him.


Consequences.


Already, he didn’t like Mr Barrey. He didn’t like anyone who threatened him. Mr Barrey wanted to see him at midday. Mr Barrey’s goon had told him his boss did not like people being late. Well, tomorrow was Mr Barrey’s lucky day, Tooth thought.


He didn’t do late.
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Wednesday 26 September


Intrigued by the woman at the other end of the phone, but anxious not to ruin his dish, Toby Seward said, ‘I’m sorry – Suzy, right? Did you say you thought you knew me? What do you mean, exactly?’


‘Well, Toby – if you don’t mind my calling you that – we’ve been chatting each other up for the past eight months – or I thought we had. Until you asked me to lend you £20,000 for your sick grandmother’s hospital bills.’


‘I’m sorry – a sick grandmother? I don’t have a sick grandmother, touch wood. Are you calling the right person?’


‘Oh good, is she better?’


‘She’s just celebrated her one hundred and fifth birthday last week, I was at the party. A wonderful lady, smokes ten fags a day, drinks a large whisky and is still flirting!’


‘I want to be her!’


‘So now you know the recipe for a grand old age. What exactly do you mean, that you thought you knew me – and what’s your last name again?’


‘Driver. Suzy Driver. I think you might be interested in what I’m going to tell you.’


‘I’m already interested.’ With the phone still jammed to his ear, holding a small knife, he began removing the meat from the body of the pre-cracked lobster and putting it into a bowl. Was he talking to a nutter?


‘Did you know, Toby, you are in love with me?’


Definitely a nutter, he decided. ‘I’m sorry, I really think you’ve dialled a wrong number.’


‘You are Toby Seward, of 57 North Gardens, Brighton? Successful motivational speaker?’


‘I’m in a real rush – what are you trying to sell me?’


‘Please listen to me, I’m a fifty-five-year-old widow and I’m not selling you anything. I’m telling you because you’re a victim of identity theft. Please believe what I’m saying. There are eleven women – here in England and in other countries around the world – who are in love with you.’


‘In love with me? I’ve no idea what you are talking about.’


‘I’m talking about eleven women who think you are God’s gift to them! I’m guessing you don’t know that?’


‘No, but I’m flattered,’ he replied, applying his knife to a large, cracked-open claw.


‘I would imagine that depends on how you define flattering,’ she said, sounding amused.


‘Eleven women, I’d consider that’s pretty flattering! Wait until I tell my husband!’


‘They all think you are fifty-eight years old!’


‘What? I’m not telling my husband that bit!’ He nearly gouged a chunk of skin from his finger. ‘Fifty-eight? I’m just coming up to forty-eight!’ He put the knife down.


‘Not on the internet, you’re not. Fifty-eight, rather dishy, and soon-to-be a multimillionaire – from the sale of your company that operates a fleet of seismic oil exploration ships around the globe!’


‘A soon-to-be multimillionaire in my dreams.’


‘And their dreams, too.’


Something in her voice gave him a reality check. ‘What are you saying exactly, Suzy? Suzy Driver, right?’


‘Yes.’


‘OK, Suzy.’ He glanced at the frozen television screen, then down at the lobster. ‘Fifty-eight years old, you said?’


‘I’m aware you are only forty-eight!’


‘I think I’m falling in love with you!’ he said, jokily.


‘You’ve been in love with me for months.’


‘I have?’


‘And you’ve been sending me flowers – mostly orchids – every week.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Very beautiful they are, too. They must have cost you a fortune.’


‘Maybe we should wind back, Suzy, start from the beginning?’


‘Good idea. I think you’ll find what I have to say a little uncomfortable. Just to warn you.’


‘Well, my darling, if we’ve been lovers for the past few months, bring it on!’


‘I’d hate to make your husband jealous.’


‘He’ll get over it!’


She laughed. He liked her laugh. In another life, hey, who knew what might have been?


‘OK,’ she said. ‘Let’s wind back.’


‘I really am in a rush,’ he interrupted politely. ‘Can you give me the short version?’


‘Of course. My darling husband, Raymond, died four years ago, from a heart attack. Coming up to fifty-five, I decided I still had some living – and romance – left in me, so I enrolled in a couple of online dating agencies – ones for the more mature person.’


‘Very sensible of you,’ Toby Seward said. ‘Fifty is the new forty, it’s all about attitude.’


‘Totally. So, online I kissed a lot of frogs, and then I met you.’


‘Me?’


‘Uh-huh. Or so I thought. Except your name wasn’t Toby Seward. It was Norbert Petersen. Or Richie Griffiths. Or one of several others.’


‘It was?’


‘Yes! You and I really hit it off, Norbert!’


‘We did?’


‘Trust me! Online, we were going at it hammer and tongs. I was sure I’d met the man of my dreams. We were planning the rest of our lives together. And then you asked me for a loan. That’s when I had a major reality check – and decided to do some investigating. Hence this call.’


‘I’m so sorry to be a disappointment.’


‘Don’t worry, you’re nothing compared to the Niagara Falls,’ she said.


‘Niagara Falls? What do you mean?’


‘You never heard what Oscar Wilde said about them?’


‘Clearly I’ve led a sheltered existence.’


‘He said that, sooner or later, every American groom takes his bride to see the Niagara Falls. And that they must surely be the second greatest disappointment in American married life.’
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