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      Epigraph

    


    

      O what can ail thee, Knight-at-arms
Alone and palely loitering;
The sedge is wither’d from the lake,
And no birds sing.


      ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’
John Keats, 1795–1821


    


  

    

      

    


    

      Part One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Strolling through Castlemere with Thomas Stirling on a Sunday morning made Mrs Cunningham feel like a young woman again.


    Coming to town with Mr Cunningham was like taking part in military manoeuvres. So long for the drive in: mark. So long to find a parking space: mark. (They had a Ford Fiesta but Mr Cunningham drove as if it were a Chieftain tank.) So long to shop: ‘Quickly, quickly, you’orrible little woman, a Peruvian grandmother with gout could get round Tesco’s faster than this,’ or ‘Look, we’re three minutes behind schedule already! Better do Safeway’s at the double.’


    How different, then, walking these same streets with Thomas. He never hurried her, considered his time well spent if he had no more to show for it than the memory of her smile. They wandered, they chatted – mostly Marion Cunningham chatted, Thomas paying solemn attention to all her opinions. They paused to admire the sights – the castle crumbling on its hill above the diamond, the Georgian frontages below, the sparkle of canal water glimpsed through the Brick Lane entries, the boats in Mere Basin bright as bath-time toys.


    Sometimes she reached out and touched him, almost as if to prove that he was real. For reply his cornflower gaze adored her. When she was with Thomas she never gave Mr Cunningham a thought.


    It didn’t matter that the shops, except for the newsagent on the corner, were closed. They window-shopped. Mr Cunningham never window-shopped; but Thomas allowed himself to be steered from one display to the next and never cared what he was being invited to admire as long as it was pretty.


    Today they stopped at the jeweller’s. When Marion was a girl old Mr Reubenstein sold costume jewellery and alarm-clocks from a shop the size of a goat-house in one of the entries. His son Mr Reubenstein expanded into a proper shop in Castle Place selling better jewellery, silverware and a nice class of crystal, and his son Mr Reubenstein expanded into the shops on either side to create Rubens, a glittering array of jewellery, presentation-ware and objets d’art. It was all here: the precious, the semi-precious and the merely pleasing. Mr Reubenstein the latest was no snob when it came to selling. He agreed with Thomas: he’d put anything in his window if it was pretty and turned a profit.


    Mrs Cunningham was looking at the rings. Some were new, others antique; several were a shade ostentatious for good taste but Mrs Cunningham didn’t mind. She loved their fire, their sheer joie de vivre. ‘Oh look, Thomas,’ she said, pointing to a cluster of amethysts around a single diamond, ‘that’s a hundred years old. It was first worn by a lady when my grandma was in her pram.’


    Thomas Stirling said, ‘Ruggle,’ and set about chewing the ear off his teddy; which Mrs Cunningham took to mean much the same as tempus fugit.


    Thus preoccupied – Mrs Cunningham with the ring, her grandson with his bear – they did not for a moment notice that they had been joined at the glittering window by a third party; and indeed, to take the non-speciesist view, a fourth.


    ‘Lovely, aren’t they?’


    Mrs Cunningham looked up, enthusiastic agreement on her lips; but she was so taken aback that all she could manage was a sort of non-committal moo.


    Politely, the man showed no signs of having noticed. ‘Every inch a gentleman,’ thought Mrs Cunningham in mounting hysteria. But what did he expect? – standing there in his green felt fedora, his tartan muffler and his calf-length burgundy corduroy coat, like a man thrown out of a Doctor Who audition for being too peculiar.


    It may have been the smear of lipstick that finally did for her, it may have been the puff of blusher; it may have been the brassy curls permed within an inch of their life peeping out from under the hat. Or it may have been the dog – if it was a dog and not a skinned rabbit – squatting on its naked rump at his feet. It wore a blue collar studded with rhinestones, and that was all. Its freckled fawn body was devoid of hair. There were tufts on its feet, a plume on its tail, an explosion of hair like a punk’s Mohawk on its head, but its cat-sized torso was nude. It gave Mrs Cunningham a bored yawn revealing an absence of teeth.


    She backed so hurriedly she almost fell off the kerb. ‘Whoops,’ said the strange man mildly. Flustered and embarrassed, Mrs Cunningham flashed him her most brilliant smile, wheeled the pram and set off across Castle Place like a galleon in full sail, her raincoat flapping round her. Her cheeks flamed.


    She realized her behaviour was provincial but she’d been startled. Her willingness to live and let live was as well developed, she hoped, as in any middle-class woman of her generation – beside Mr Cunningham she seemed a dangerous libertarian – but her subconscious was honed by small-town mores fifty years before when an apparition in lipstick and a green fedora would have had insults, and worse, hurled at him in the street.


    By the time she reached Dorinda Day’s on the far side of the diamond she had regained enough self-possession to slow down and, under the guise of studying the latest thing in cruise wear, steal a backward glance at what the strange man was doing now. But in the time it took her to cross Castle Place he had disappeared, possibly into one of the shops, possibly up the steps to the castle. She gave a sigh that was mostly relief but just a little disappointed.


    But she had little time to ponder who he’d been, where he’d come from and where he’d gone. In an instant the open space that all week was packed with parked cars and traffic and now held only a handful of strollers like herself, enjoying the April sunshine or fetching the Sunday papers, was filled with sound: an anarchic roar that drummed the ears and made Thomas Stirling drop his bear and howl in protest.


    It came from the direction of Cambridge Road and filled Castle Place like water filling a bucket. Mrs Cunningham just had time to recognize the bellow of a high-powered car before it shot into sight, a big black 4x4 with bull-bars; and not enough time to complete the indignant thought, ‘They’ll cause an accident going at that speed!’ before the behemoth slewed across the square where thirty seconds earlier she’d been pushing the pram. Then it mounted the pavement where, a few seconds before that, she and Thomas had been window-shopping. Mrs Cunningham gripped the handle of the pram until her knuckles turned white. In the instant that she realized what the vehicle was going to do, it did it.


    There was toughened glass in the window of Rubens, and a grille designed to stop an opportunist brick without denying potential buyers a view of the goods. It might have been cellophane for all the resistance it offered. Safe in its cage the big dark bonnet smashed through glass and grille, spraying them and the wares they guarded in a rainbow arc of spinning, glittering, prism-scattered light.


    By the time the air had cleared of stars Mrs Cunningham could see the monster entirely inside the shop, all five doors open, small dark figures – four of them, and perhaps they only seemed small beside the over-sized car – tossing in everything they could reach in a minute and a half. There was no time for discrimination, they took it all: gemstones and rhinestones and Christening mugs and charm-bracelets and watches.


    At the end of ninety seconds they piled back in the car, the engine gunned – the sound drowning out the wail of the alarm – and the 4x4 lurched back through the wreckage of the window, spun on a rear tyre and shot off down Bedford Road at the foot of the diamond. First it disappeared from sight, Mrs Cunningham and half a dozen other stunned observers staring after it, then the fighter-plane roar of the engine faded into the distance.


    For perhaps another minute only the shrill of the alarm, the broken glass tinselling the pavement and the gaping hole in Rubens’ window display testified to what had happened. No one ran for the police. No one chased after the big dark car. The sheer speed of the episode, from a normal sleepy Sunday morning in Castle Place back to the same thing with burglar alarms, had paralysed them. Mrs Cunningham had one hand to her mouth: she couldn’t have said why, but nor could she have moved it.


    Then a new siren joined the first and a police car shot out of Market Lane, slewing to a halt in front of the ravished jeweller’s. Two officers leapt out. The man dashed through the breach into the shop, the WPC – seeing Mrs Cunningham clinging to the pram – hurried over to check that she was all right. ‘Did you see what happened?’


    Mrs Cunningham nodded.


    ‘You were standing here?’


    Mrs Cunningham shook her head. ‘Only a moment.’ Her voice shook, too. ‘Just before it happened we were over there. Right there. Right – there.’


    WPC Wilson looked across the square and back to Mrs Cunningham, and frowned. It was a long way for a middle-aged woman to push a pram in a few seconds. ‘Thank God you moved. Why did you – was there some kind of warning?’


    ‘My guardian angel,’ said Mrs Cunningham. She began to laugh. ‘My guardian angel, constable, wears a green felt hat and make-up, and has a boiled rabbit on a lead.’ Then the laughter turned to tears, and she lifted Thomas Stirling out of his pram and hugged him as if she meant never to let him go.


    ‘Coincidence?’ Detective Inspector Liz Graham pitched it precisely midway between a statement and a question. It didn’t mean she had no opinion, rather that she wanted to hear Shapiro’s first.


    Detective Superintendent Frank Shapiro gave a morose shrug. ‘What’s the alternative? A ram-raider with a social conscience?’ He glared at the papers littering his desk. It was the same desk he had had as Detective Chief Inspector. Most of the papers were the same too. It was Sunday afternoon.


    ‘Could be. It’s not in their interests to turn this into a murder inquiry.’ She stood at the window gazing down at the canal, a tall woman who wore the CID uniform of tweed jacket, trousers and brogues with rather more style than most of her male colleagues. Long fair hair with an exuberent natural curl was tamed into a pleat for work, and her green eyes sparkled with intelligent good humour.


    A persistent girlishness had somehow survived the bludgeoning effort of turning a job she had a talent for into a career until now, at forty, she had the rank she’d earned with a senior officer she liked and respected. People who’d known her through the struggle for acceptance reckoned she’d finally cracked the secret of dropping a year with each birthday. At last summer’s Castlemere Horse Show she won a red rosette in the Pairs Jumping (Any Age) partnered by a seriously competitive seven-year-old on an Exmoor pony.


    ‘So they sent a sweeper up ahead to clear the path?’ Shapiro was unconvinced. ‘Why not put out cones, or ask for a police escort?’


    Liz grinned. She knew him well enough to recognize that gentle irony as the smoke-screen behind which he did his thinking. He was always open to rational argument, possibly because rational argument mostly proved him right. Yet coincidence tended to be the last thing they considered, when nothing else made sense. ‘He was the look-out. It was his job to take a last look at the shop before they hit it, to make sure the area car hadn’t just stopped for ice-creams at Cully’s.’


    Shapiro pictured the incident in his mind’s eye. He was of an older generation than Liz, a thirty-year-man who wasn’t the height of fashion when he started. He scraped through recruitment with question-marks against his height (modest), his bulk (immodest, even as a young man) and his manner (diffident going on vague). Only a note pointing out the wisdom of encouraging minorities got him a probationary posting. But the rest of the way to Detective Superintendent he made on merit, and the sheer ability that lay behind the broad amiable face and slightly disorganized manner had been a matter of public knowledge for so long now there was almost no one left who remembered what unpromising material he was once considered.


    He nodded slowly. ‘All right. They’re not committed, they can change their minds right up to the moment they hit the window. There’s a look-out on the street in case anything goes wrong at the last moment. If the area car had been doing the ice-cream run they’d have just kept driving.’


    It was Liz’s turn to look doubtful. ‘Most look-outs try to blend into the background. They don’t dress up like something from an end-of-the-pier show.’


    ‘Agreed,’ said Shapiro. ‘But that car was doing sixty when it hit Castle Place: the driver had just a few seconds to decide whether the raid was on or off. He hadn’t time to hunt for the one chap who knew if it was safe to proceed. The look-out needs to be obvious from a speeding car a hundred yards away.’


    They weren’t arguing. They were trying to work it out, and that made sense. Liz thought it possible to push the hypothesis a little further. ‘The woman with the pram said he vanished before the car arrived. So the plan is, if he’s still there when they reach the target they keep going; if he isn’t they do the job. That works. If the coast’s clear and they do the raid the look-out’s already offside so there’s nothing to connect him to it. If he’s still there, there’s no raid.’


    Shapiro was leafing through his papers. ‘There’s no mention of a Quentin Crisp look-alike at any of the earlier incidents.’


    ‘I’m not convinced this is the Tynesiders at all.’


    The Detective Superintendent elevated a shaggy eyebrow. ‘Really?’ He could invest a single word with enough polite disbelief to send most junior officers back-pedalling for their lives. But Liz mostly considered her opinions before expressing them, which made her harder to shift. Shapiro was forced to run to a second word. ‘Why?’


    She thought for a moment. ‘Every police force in the country is watching out for a gang of ram-raiders who first struck in Middlesbrough five months ago and have reappeared at three- or four-week intervals in Harrogate, Barnsley, Mansfield, Nottingham and Leamington Spa. We’re calling them the Tynesiders, though they could be from the Isle of Wight for all we know, because that’s where they made their debut.’ A strong forefinger tracked their progress down the map on the wall.


    Usually Shapiro had a map of Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire pinned up but today it was a larger map of England. It was not a new map. Either it was a very old map, that had had a lot of pins stuck in it tracing the course of a lot of criminal enterprises over the years, or it was the one that hung beside the dart-board in the canteen. To avoid perforating it further, Shapiro had tacked on stickers to represent the ramraiders’activities. They described a wobbly but essentially vertical line down the centre of England.


    ‘Logically,’ said Liz, ‘their next port of call is somewhere round Oxford and it shouldn’t be for another week or more. They’re fifty miles off course, and though I don’t know why they follow that particular routine I can’t see them changing it when it works so well.’


    Shapiro shrugged. ‘Perhaps they think it’s time to throw in a wild card. Make it harder for us to second-guess them.’


    Liz stared. ‘Has anybody come close to second-guessing them?’


    ‘Not that you’d notice,’ admitted Shapiro.


    Liz nodded. ‘Then there’s the look-out. Nobody’s reported that before.’


    ‘Nobody’d have reported it this time if Mrs Cunningham hadn’t got talking to the Queen of the May. Anyway, it’s obviously a disguise – even Quentin Crisp doesn’t look that much like Quentin Crisp! As long as he’s easily identifiable he doesn’t have to stand out like a lighthouse. Maybe last time he was the one pushing the pram; or he was a jogger in a fluorescent shell-suit, or a blind man selling flags on the corner. Anything that the driver would spot in the couple of seconds he has to make his decision.’ He picked up a couple of faxes, discarded them again. ‘There’s not enough detail in these. Get Scobie to phone round, see if that rings a bell with anyone.’


    ‘We’ll give it a shot by all means,’ she agreed readily. ‘But I still think it’ll turn out to be another crew. Ram-raiding isn’t that devastatingly original any more. And the Tynesiders have attracted enough attention in the last five months to inspire copy-cats.’


    ‘Their timing’s not that rigid – they’ve hit two towns in a fortnight before,’ said Shapiro. He had an almost sentimental attachment to the idea. ‘Yes, we’re a bit offline for them, but what’s fifty miles on the motorway? Maybe one of them’s got a granny in the area that it’s time he visited. Ram-raiding may be old hat in the cities but it’s a new departure for Castlemere. And—’ He stopped.


    ‘And?’


    He scowled. ‘And I have a gut feeling about it. Fine, feel free to laugh – poor old Frank, used to be a decent detective until he started getting indigestion and thinking it was ESP. All I know is, some people can sense where there are underground streams and I get feelings about crooks. And my guts don’t think these crooks are home-grown.’


    ‘Well, we’ll know when we catch them,’ Liz said diplomatically.


    ‘We’ll know before that. If it’s the Tynesiders, and if they stick with their usual MO, they’ll hit us again soon – maybe tomorrow, maybe Tuesday. I want to be ready. I’m staking our overtime budget that if we watch all the likely targets till then we’ll catch them in the act.’


    ‘You can’t do a full surveillance of a dozen shops for two days! It’d cost a fortune.’


    ‘It doesn’t have to be all day.’ Shapiro was working it out as he went along. ‘They rely on surprise, on getting in and out again before we know what’s happening. They don’t want to get caught up in traffic, and they don’t want to be roaring through town in the middle of the night when everyone within earshot will guess what they’re up to. Sunday morning’s good, they’ve used Sunday mornings before. Weekdays they come in before the morning rush – between six-thirty and seven-thirty – or twelve hours later, after the commuters are safely home and before they set out for a night on the tiles. If we do ninety minutes morning and evening for two days we’ll get them.’


    ‘Unless they’re home-grown, in which case they’ll go on a blinder and won’t do it again until they’ve spent whatever they made this time.’


    Shapiro glowered at her. He trusted his instincts, but not to the point of ignoring hers. If she was right his next request for overtime would be about as successful as Donovan’s next promotion board.


    ‘The lookout in the green fedora: isn’t that a bit sophisticated for the home team?’


    She smiled. ‘Ask them when you catch them. If they recognize both the words “fedora” and “sophisticated”, they’re imports.’


    In a way she hoped he was right. If it was the Tynesiders it should be possible to predict their next move. Of course, police in Harrogate, Barnsley, Mansfield, Nottingham and Leamington had probably thought the same. But even knowing a crime was imminent you couldn’t seal off a medium-sized town for days on end. It made sense to do two or three quick raids in an area before moving on. The homework – learning the road network, the emergency exists, the ways they could go if those ways were blocked – only needed doing once. If Castlemere had been on that same vertical line she’d have had no doubts. But why would whatever was drawing them south suddenly pull them fifty miles east? Why would the Tynesiders change anything about their MO when it had served them so well?


    ‘All right,’ Shapiro said as if he had the clincher, ‘then think about this. The chap in the green hat could be a local in fancy-dress, but what about that dog? That’s not a Jack Russell in drag. Have Donovan check the vets, see if any of them treats a Chinese Crested Dog.’ He’d had the public library opened specially to lend him the Observer Book of Dogs. ‘I’ll bet you lunch at The Ginger Pig that they don’t.’


    ‘You’re on,’ said Liz. ‘But it’ll have to be Morgan – Donovan’s in London, remember? We’ll check the hotels too. If our friend isn’t local, whether or not he’s with the raiders, he’s staying somewhere. He can disguise himself, but how do you set about disguising a naked dog? With a toupee?’


    Shapiro grinned. Her sense of humour was one of the best things about Liz Graham. And her creativity, that had kick-started more stalled investigations than he could remember; and her willingness to do the groundwork while waiting for the lightning-stab of inspiration. A chauvinist, which Shapiro was not, would have gone on to note the aesthetic differences between the average DI and this tall handsome woman who shopped in London and Cambridge and not on the bargain rail at Suits Is Us in Viaduct Lane. She was a good detective, a good friend, good to have around.


    The grin faded on Shapiro’s face with the awareness that she probably wouldn’t be around much longer. She was too good a detective to end her career as DI at a station the size of Queen’s Street. She’d done work that would have won her promotion before now but for the glass ceiling. She’d broken through it to get here, and she’d break through it again; and Shapiro was too good a friend to hope they’d keep her waiting much longer.


    But his heart sank wondering who they’d send him then. A dead-beat with no ambition to go any further, or a whizz-kid who couldn’t wait to: Shapiro couldn’t decide which he wanted least. There was no one of his own they’d promote into the job. Donovan would make a good DI in his own way; but he’d gone his own way too often in the past to expect another promotion. There was no one else.


    ‘Frank?’


    He blinked. ‘Sorry. Just thinking.’


    She smiled. ‘Perhaps I should stop calling you Frank now you’re a Superintendent.’


    ‘And perhaps you shouldn’t,’ Shapiro glowered. ‘Superintendent – what do you do with it? Chief Inspector you can shorten, but if people start calling me Super we’ll have the place sounding like a finishing school.’


    Not as long as Donovan works here, thought Liz. ‘We were talking in the car,’ she said. ‘Donovan thought I should call you sir with a small S, he should call you sir with a capital S, and the constables should just grovel.’


    Shapiro scowled. ‘The next time Sergeant Donovan calls me sir with any sort of an S and it doesn’t sound like a deliberate insult will be the first. Remind me: where is Castlemere’s answer to Terry Wogan?’


    Liz chuckled. Donovan had many good points, if you looked hard, but geniality wasn’t one. ‘Scotland Yard – the counter-terrorism course. That you and I both got out of going to? He’ll be on the late train tomorrow night.’


    ‘The train? Why didn’t he take his bike?’


    ‘I wondered that. He said he went to Scotland Yard in motorcycle gear once, and three different people tried to arrest him.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The train rattled through the dark. It was the last service of the evening, dubbed the Luvvies Train because of its popularity with patrons of the London theatres. But it took a particularly dedicated luvvy to travel beyond St Neots, especially on a Monday. Mostly those left in the emptying carriages were tired men and women who’d been in London on business that was a bit too much for one day and not quite enough for two.


    Such a one was John Holloway, managing director of Holloway’s (Boots & Shoes) of Castlemere. He’d been visiting the London retailers, listening to their views on why some lines sold like hot cakes and others like soggy sandwiches. But the conversational possibilities of soles, welts and toe-caps were exhausted by mid evening so he caught the last train home.


    After it left the InterCity line and struck off across country there were only six people remaining in the first carriage: Holloway, a teenage girl in jeans and a woolly jacket, a woman of about fifty with a briefcase, a couple in their early twenties and a man in a black leather jacket slumped in the corner. He appeared to be asleep, except that once when Holloway glanced his way he caught the glint of a hawkish watchful eye under the heavy lid.


    With nothing more to go on than that – the jacket might have made some people wary but Holloway had the greatest respect for black leather – he felt himself growing uneasy. He was a pragmatic man of fifty-nine: travelling late had never worried him before. That it was bothering him now made him wonder if perhaps subliminal danger signals were being broadcast, and though he wasn’t sure what they meant he thought he knew where they were coming from.


    For now he did nothing. But he decided to observe the order in which these people left the carriage. If the couple and one of the women left at Castlemere, and the man in the corner didn’t, Holloway thought he’d travel further rather than leave the other woman alone with a man with those eyes.


    But the dark miles poured steadily past the window, marked only by the lights of the occasional farmhouse, and nothing happened. The girl got up and walked through to the next carriage. The man in black watched her but made no attempt to follow. Holloway looked at his watch. A few more minutes and they’d be in Castlemere. He began to feel rather foolish. He thought he’d been wrong, that what had seemed like danger signs were only the disagreeable vibrations given off by a tired man at the end of a long day. He thought he was probably giving off some of his own.


    Then, down the train, just close enough and loud enough to leave no doubt as to what it was, a girl screamed.


    Holloway felt a sudden certainty, though he hadn’t heard her speak, that it was the girl from his carriage. But whatever had happened the man in black wasn’t responsible; the cry had brought him from his seat and he was half way to the connecting door, a tall angular man who moved like an assassin.


    The second carriage was as sparsely peopled as the first: a couple who might well have been to the theatre, two middle-aged women, two teenage boys. One of them went to get up but the man gestured him back like reprimanding a puppy. ‘Stay here. I’ll deal with it.’ His voice was thick with purpose and an Irish accent.


    There were more people in the third carriage: so many it seemed some were having to stand. One was the girl from the first carriage, and she’d have been screaming still but for a gloved hand clamped on her neck and the lancet point of a knife pricking the skin under her ear. Her face was creased up in terror, her mouth a ragged ‘o’, and she was shaking.


    The man holding her had a ski-mask over his face. Beside the girl he seemed big, but not big enough to stand out of a line-up of ordinarily well-built men. Two other men wore the same uniform of dark ski-masks, gloves and jeans. Each had a rucksack that the passengers were filling with valuables.


    The man holding the girl was in charge, yelling orders and menaces. ‘You want to get home tonight? In one piece? Then do as you’re told. Hold on to your rings and we’ll cut your fingers off. Hold on to your earrings and we’ll cut your ears. Give’em up and we’ll be on our way, but if anyone tries to stop us I’ll kill her.’ His hand jerked and the terrified girl, her face framed by a floss of fair hair, danced like a marionette. ‘So nobody rushes us, nobody pulls the communication cord, nobody plays the hero. ’Cos if this turns nasty people are going to die, and one of them’s going to be her.’


    The sight of the knife stopped Detective Sergeant Donovan in his tracks. His instincts told him to go for it, that he could reach the man before he made the giant mental leap between threatening to kill someone and doing it. But it was too big a gamble for the sake of some jewellery. If he did nothing and no one got hurt, that would be enough. If he started a war that ended with a teenage girl getting her throat cut, it wouldn’t matter who got their diamonds back and who did time: he’d be on Shapiro’s carpet first thing tomorrow morning, and he’d deserve to be. He took a step back.


    ‘You.’ The man with the knife had seen him. ‘Where are you going?’ Under the throaty bellow there was an accent lurking but Donovan was no expert on English accents.


    ‘I heard a yell, I thought I could help. I guess I was wrong.’


    A ski-mask does more than hide large parts of the face. It emphasizes those parts that do show. When the man in this one smiled it was like the last ten minutes of Jaws. ‘I like a man who can admit his mistakes. A man who knows when he’s made one is less likely to make another, right?’


    Donovan nodded silently.


    ‘OK, back the way you came. You were at the front, yes? Well, go tell them what’s happening. Tell them no one’ll get hurt if they do as they’re told. Stay where I can see you. Go on, do it.’ He took the knife away from the girl’s throat long enough to stab at the air.


    ‘I’m going,’ Donovan said quickly. He backed two or three paces, then turned and jogged up the train.


    When he reached the first carriage he stood in the doorway, blocking it. Hard and low he said, ‘I’m a police officer. Listen to me and do as I say. There’s a robbery going on. They’ll be here in a minute. Don’t argue, and don’t go for the communication cord. Has anybody got a mobile phone?’


    Emily Murchison nodded, her eyes round with alarm. She’d been jolted from a doze by the sudden flurry of activity; mentally she was still addressing a sales conference that had finished three hours before.


    ‘Keep it out of sight, they’re watching me. Dial this number,’ – it was the front desk at Queen’s Street, the only one he could be sure would be manned – ‘then hold it in front of me. If you see them coming, ring off and kick it under the seats.’


    Though Donovan looked like a Hell’s Angel on his day off his voice could convey real authority when it had to. Miss Murchison did as he said.


    When he heard the tone alter and the mutter of words – it might have been Sergeant Tulliver, who always muttered, or just the distance between the instrument and his ear – Donovan spoke his carefully chosen sentences. He spoke up, in the hope that Tulliver or whoever would hear and understand, and also so that he would be heard by the men in ski-masks.


    ‘My name’s Donovan,’ he said. ‘Everybody keep calm, but this train’s being robbed. Steamers – three of them, they’ve taken a girl hostage, they’re threatening to cut her throat. They started at the back of the train so they’re almost through: when they’ve got our wallets they’ll stop the train and disappear into The Levels. If everyone co-operates they’ll be away from here in five minutes and we’ll be in Castlemere in ten. So can we all just sit it out?’


    ‘Good,’ said the man behind him, and Donovan shied like a startled horse. He hadn’t realized they were so close. But Miss Murchison had: she’d waited as long as she dared, then slid the phone out of sight under the table. It was too late to kick it away from her under the seats; instead she slipped it under the skirt of her coat.


    ‘So let’s everybody follow Mr Donovan’s good advice,’ said the big man, ‘and keep calm and co-operate. You.’ He pointed the knife at Miss Murchison, whose heart skipped a beat. ‘That’s a nice scarf you’ve got. Spread it on the floor, and everybody put on it everything they think we might want. Cash, watches, jewellery, plastic, cheque-books.’


    Donovan couldn’t risk parting with his wallet: his warrant card was in there. He made a show of emptying it on to the scarf – cash, credit card, everything the robbers would be looking for. They wouldn’t be looking for a warrant card. Other policemen had difficulty believing Donovan was one.


    ‘OK?’ he asked bitterly when he was done.


    ‘OK,’ agreed the man with the knife. He looked at Miss Murchison. ‘You next’


    The sales director of Castle Spa, bottlers of soft drinks and mineral waters, was proving equal to the occasion. She produced the mobile phone as if taking it from her pocket. ‘I believe these have a certain secondhand value.’


    Inside the mask, black wool hemmed with yellow, the thick-lipped mouth beamed. ‘They do that. Stick it on the scarf.’


    Donovan watched stony-faced, praying to a deity he only believed in for real emergencies. He thought his prayer had a good chance of being answered. The man with the knife couldn’t pick the phone up without dropping either the weapon or the hostage, and when his colleagues arrived they’d be ready to leave. They’d shovel the contents of the scarf into a rucksack, pull the cord and jump out as the train stopped. There was neither time nor any reason for them to start playing with the buttons on a mobile phone. But if they do, Donovan was praying, please don’t let them hit the last number redial button.


    Also on to the scarf went Miss Murchison’s purse, her ear-rings, a gold locket with pictures of her parents in it and three heavy gold rings from her right hand; and a wallet, purse and wedding rings in two different sizes from the young couple. At first the wife couldn’t get hers off. The man with the knife growled, ‘Take it off or I’ll cut it off.’


    She gave a little shriek and her hands knotted so that she couldn’t have got a glove off, let alone a ring. Her husband gave up tugging at it and started to rise, putting his body between her and the knife.


    Oh, God, thought Donovan in despair, this is where it goes from robbery with menaces to assault occasioning grievous bodily harm or maybe murder.


    He edged in front of the knife, pressed the young man back to his seat, took the girl’s hand in his own and raised it to his lips. ‘’Scuse me.’ He put her finger in his mouth, made it slick with his saliva and drew off the ring with his teeth. He wiped it on his shirt and dropped it on to the pile.


    All at once they were finished. The booty was bundled into a rucksack and the three men, their hostage still in tow, made for the door. One of them pulled the communication cord and they braced against the expected braking.


    Nothing happened. The train continued oblivious through the darkness of the Castlemere Levels.


    ‘Mustn’t be working,’ said Donovan, dead-pan. Or just possibly, he thought, somebody got a message to the police, who called the station, who called the driver on the radio and told him not to stop for anything.


    ‘I’ll make it bloody work. You.’ The knife jabbed in Donovan’s face. ‘You lead the way.’


    Stall, thought Donovan. Time’s on our side – every minute brings us closer to home. ‘The way where?’


    ‘To the frigging driver!’ For the first time perspiration was beading the skin round the man’s eyes and there was alarm in his voice. ‘He sits at the front, yes?’


    Donovan did as he was told, led the way past notices threatening plague and mayhem on anyone disturbing the driver and tapped diffidently. ‘Excuse me, but—’


    A strong hand yanked him away. ‘Bugger that!’ The big man wrenched open the door and thrust the weapon inside.


    The train began to slow. Filling the doorway, the man with the knife looked back at Donovan. If a ski-mask can look puzzled, this one did. Not a word had been spoken.


    Donovan pushed past, looked into the cab. The driver was still in his seat, bent over his console, a finger hooked inside his tie. His face was white and running with sweat, his eyes stretched; choked sounds came from between clenched teeth.


    ‘God help us!’ With his hands under the driver’s arms Donovan eased him out of the cab, leaving it empty. He sat the man on the floor, loosened his tie and belt, took off his own jacket to cover him. ‘Try and breathe lightly. The worst’ll pass in a couple of minutes.’ One way or another, he thought parenthetically.


    Behind him the man with the knife was staring at the vacant cab. ‘Can you drive this thing?’


    Donovan eyed him sourly. ‘It doesn’t need anyone to drive it, it’ll stop itself. Have you never heard of a dead man’s handle? Well, this is what it’s for. Bursting in like that, you’ve given the poor sod a heart attack.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    When the phone rang, the Grahams were busy. ‘Let it ring!’ gasped Liz. ‘Do that. God, yes! Do it some more.’


    But when it was still drilling its patient, insistent summons two minutes later she relented, pushed Brian off her and reached for it. By way of greeting she growled, ‘This had better be good.’


    ‘Oh, it is,’ Shapiro said with conviction. ‘Sorry to wake you’ – the Detective Superintendent was divorced and lived alone – ‘but you won’t want to miss this. We have a train robbery in progress.’


    ‘Good lord!’


    They’d been married ten years, Brian Graham knew that tone: it meant that something more interesting than him had come along. He sighed, reached for his book.


    ‘Where?’


    ‘Coming in off The Levels,’ said Shapiro. ‘Somewhere about the Mile End Straight. I’m on my way there now.’


    ‘Doesn’t the driver know where he is?’


    ‘He’s not answering his radio.’


    Liz didn’t use the train much but it was an easy way to London so she’d done it the odd time. She ran a mental tape of the home straight. ‘Which side of the tunnel?’


    ‘All the signal box can say is that the train’s come to a stop somewhere about the Mile End tunnel and the driver isn’t answering his radio. We’re not going to know any more till we get there.’


    Liz frowned. ‘If they can’t talk to the driver, how do we know it’s a robbery?’


    ‘Ah,’ said Shapiro heavily. ‘You see the time? This is the last train we’re talking about. Remember who was catching the last train?’


    Premonition booted the air out of her. Trouble gravitated to Donovan like iron filings to a magnet. ‘He got a message through?’


    ‘Brief and garbled,’ said Shapiro, ‘but what’s new?’ Liz wasn’t fooled: he was worried, too. ‘Three men holding a girl at knife-point, relieving passengers of cash and valuables. At that point no one seemed to have been hurt but he rang off rather quickly.’


    ‘He won’t do anything rash,’ Liz said quietly. ‘He won’t go to war for the sake of some money.’


    Shapiro wasn’t persuaded. ‘Calling in was rash. If he was caught—’ He avoided finishing the thought. ‘He mustn’t draw attention to himself. He doesn’t want them knowing he’s a policeman.’


    ‘I don’t expect he’s planning to arrest them!’


    ‘It’s not what Donovan plans that you have to worry about,’ Shapiro said grimly, ‘it’s what he does on the spur of the moment. If he thinks he can get the knife he’ll go for it.’


    ‘Maybe he’ll get it. Maybe we’ll get there and it’ll all be over.’


    ‘And maybe they’ll kick his stupid head in.’


    The reason for calling it the Mile End Straight was lost in the mists of time. The line ran straight for seven miles across the Castlemere Levels; the Mile End tunnel itself was half a mile long and three miles short of Castlemere.


    The last train, braking steadily while its driver gasped and clutched his chest on the floor, made for the tunnel like a weary beast returning to its lair. There was something inevitable about it. Almost regardless of the emergency, a driver in control of his train would not have stopped in the tunnel. He would have stopped before if he could, continued through if he had to. Almost nothing that would go wrong on a train could get worse so fast that it made sense to try and deal with it inside a hill.


    But this train had no driver, was incapable of making value judgements. All it knew was to bring itself to a halt as quickly as was consistent with passenger safety.


    Before it was stationary the raiders had the door open. ‘We’re inside a frigging tunnel. Does it matter?’


    ‘Won’t have to,’ decided the man with the knife. ‘Go ahead, I’ll cover you – me and Little Miss Pretty here.’ She was still standing in the aisle, quaking and hugging herself, her face that was midway between child and woman streaked with tears. She let out a breathy little shriek as the man pushed her towards the door. ‘Careful how you jump down, you don’t want to hurt yourself.’


    Donovan was calculating percentages. She was a young girl and they were three violent men high on crime and adrenalin. If he let them take her she might be all right, but she might not. If they had a car near here, and if there was no one to stop them, they would disappear with her into The Levels where rape was about the best she could hope for.


    If he was going to intervene this was probably the only chance he’d get. When the girl jumped down, for a split second before the man followed she’d be out of range of the knife. If Donovan took him then she’d be safe. Even if they fought, even if he lost, there’d be time for her to hide in the darkness. The raider might have lost his knife by then, or be aware how much time was passing. If he grabbed a fresh hostage it could hardly be anyone more vulnerable.


    He was going to do it. He filled his lungs, banished from his mind the likely consequences of failure and moved on to the balls of his feet, ready to jump as the girl jumped.


    But the girl didn’t jump. Instead she backed uncertainly from the door and a second later one of the ski-masks reappeared. ‘There’s torches up ahead.’


    ‘So go the other way.’ Precisely on cue, as they turned to look the length of the train, lights glittered in the portal behind them. ‘Shit.’


    Donovan said, ‘Maybe you’d better give up the knife. Let the girl take it out: if they know you’re not armed it’ll take the heat out of the situation.’


    ‘The knife?’ The man looked at it as if he’d just noticed it. ‘Yes, I could do that.’ He held it out, left-handed, not to the girl but to Donovan. ‘Here.’


    Carefully Donovan reached for it. He was always careful around lethal weapons. But the man didn’t change his mind and when Donovan’s long fingers closed on the hilt he let it go. Donovan breathed out softly and looked up. ‘Good—’
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