
[image: Cover: Nighthawking, by Russ Thomas]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Nighthawking, by Russ Thomas, UK Adult]






For the People of Sheffield, who welcome strangers with great generosity





breaking ground



the first nighthawker

Record of Finds

Date: Mon 6th Nov

Time: 04:45 (approx.)

Location: Botanical Gardens, Sheffield

Finds: shilling coin (indecipherable year), ring-pull (circa 1980s), arm

He climbs the wall slowly, the equipment strapped to his back working with gravity to pull him down to the pavement below. When he reaches the top, he pauses for a moment, sweat on his brow mingling with rainwater before trickling down his neck. A car swings around the corner, its headlights threatening to pick him out. He flicks left leg after right, launches himself into a freefall, and drops like a stone into the silent garden below.

He crouches in the flower bed and waits for his heartbeat to slow. There are no cameras here. No lights other than from the street beyond the wall, and the odd yellow square of a window in the row of terraced houses beyond the treeline. Sheffield is far from being ‘The City That Never Sleeps’, but it is still a city. He consoles himself with the thought that if he gets caught, the penalties won’t be all that harsh. Not from the police anyway.

He moves through the dark of the Botanical Gardens, staying clear of the more open spaces, hugging the walls and darting from tree to tree. The rain begins to ease, which is a bonus. As long as the clouds don’t dissipate; the last thing he needs is an almost full moon to pick him out. There’s still a faint whiff of smoke in the air from the bonfire parties and firework displays that took place earlier in the evening, in spite of the weather.

When he reaches the smaller, walled rose garden he hesitates, his eyes flicking towards the houses now clearly visible beyond the park boundary. This area is more overlooked than the rest of the Gardens but it’s where he needs to be. He has a job to do. He reaches up and takes hold of the strap cutting across his shoulder. The metal detector is light enough but it’s still a relief to lift it from his back. He slips on the headphones and hears the sharp whine of the machine as he switches it on. Time to go to work.

The detector arcs across the ground in long sweeps, its black plastic coil turning over fallen leaves and parting the stems of plants. The wind whips at his jacket and makes him shiver as it cools the sweat on his back. He listens carefully to the background hum of the detector’s negative response, his eyes focused on the digital control box. The glow from the display is small but it could be seen. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s been caught, thrown off some irate farmer’s property or given a telling-off by a poorly paid security guard. Some people threaten to call the police or let the dogs loose, and once, an old man came out of his house and fired a shotgun over his head. But these are the hazards of the trade. He’s a Nighthawker, after all. A trespasser. A thief. He chuckles to himself.

He works for more than an hour, quartering the area, stopping to dig occasionally at the wet earth when he gets a reading, uncovering small items that for the most part will turn out to be worthless and shoving them into his backpack to examine later.

The clock ticks on. Four o’clock. Four-thirty. It won’t be long before lights begin to flick on in bedroom windows and early-morning workers glance out to check the weather for the day ahead. He digs carefully, trying not to leave too much evidence in case he has to come back. Again. For this isn’t the first time he’s been here and each time he worries about the traces he leaves behind. Footprints in the flowerbeds, broken branches, flattened stems.

The wind is bitingly cold now the rain has stopped and he starts to lose the feeling in his nose and toes. His back is aching. He checks his watch again. Almost five. Perhaps one last sweep towards the wall and then call it a night. It’s disappointing, but it’s better than being caught.

He’s halfway to the wall when the detector screeches and he stumbles to a halt, desperate not to lose the reading. He backtracks, checks the display for confirmation — ‘32’. A mid tone. Too high for aluminium or iron, too low for silver. The sweet spot for gold. But also the sweet spot for bottle caps, ring-pulls, other low-conducting metals. He sweeps the ground a couple more times, triangulating the exact location, then he puts down the detector and begins to dig.

The soft wet earth of the flower bed parts easily and he’s down inches in mere seconds; the soil here is freshly dug. And then he hits something. Is this it? He changes the angle and digs down again, finds the same stiff resistance. It’s something, but is it what he’s looking for? He can’t tell anything with the trowel and despite the light pollution from the city, he still can’t see much. He uses his hands now, his fingers sinking into the mud and feeling their way along and around the squishy protuberances. There are several of them. Thin tree roots, perhaps? Gnarled and sticky with some kind of sap. He grabs hold and pulls.

The hand emerges from the mud with the quiet pop of something snapping.

He lets go and falls backwards, stifling a small cry, his own hands sinking into the muddy earth behind him, grateful to be washed clean of the contamination of rotting human flesh. He pants into the darkness, feeling the adrenaline flooding his weary limbs. He glances left, and right, suddenly sure there must be someone else here, someone watching him in the night.

He looks back at the hand lying flat on the ground before him, an arm bone trailing back to the hole he pulled it from. The whole thing is little more than a skeleton but there are remnants of tatty skin still visible that hang loosely around the bones like a torn glove. Around the middle finger of the hand is a thin gold ring. That must be what the detector registered. It looks as though the body it belongs to has begun to crawl its way from slumber. Because there is a body, there has to be. There was that slight resistance as he pulled. That small sound, more of a vibration really, that travelled along the bones and up through his arm. He shivers.

The smell hits him now. A curiously sweet scent mixed with the fetid earthiness of the soil. Rotting meat. The bile rises in his throat even as he realises he can’t allow himself to be sick. He can’t leave behind any DNA. Assuming he hasn’t already.

He needs to go, but he still hasn’t got what he came for and now there’s zero chance he can come back. A light flicks on in the nearest house beyond the wall. He can make out the garden in its entirety now, the bushes, the wall, the entranceway he slipped through a couple of hours ago. He can hear traffic beginning to build outside. Passing cars, every few seconds or so, making it so much harder to escape undetected. He hesitates, making new plans, discarding them, trying to work out how this development changes things. But then another light comes on somewhere. And another.

With a small cry of frustration, the nighthawker grabs the metal detector and runs.




one




The man with the scar on his cheek looks down at the cold steel of the railway tracks and the morning sun glints back up at him. He wonders what it would be like to meet your end in this place. The wind picks up for a moment and he pulls his thick coat around him against the chill. The sharp breeze cuts into the scar on his cheek and makes it ache.

A dozen or so separate railway lines branch here, in a complex spider’s web of iron that stretches out to meet the platforms at Sheffield station. Another man, in a bright orange safety vest with reflective flashings, stands a few paces ahead, holding a black and white communications paddle. He’s there for protection, in case there’s a mix-up and a train gets shunted through on the wrong line. A radio crackles on his belt.

There’s not a great deal to see, of course. The body found here thirteen years ago is long gone, the parents of the teenage boy have put him to rest, and the blood and any other evidence has been washed away by countless rainstorms. And yet, the man tries to imagine what it was like.

It had been late evening, snowing heavily, and East Midlands Trains were already running a reduced service. There were no witnesses passing on the final trains in from Manchester or Nottingham. The original investigation posited a rival gang, some turf beef that ended in a knife to the guts. Tragic and unnecessary but sadly not unusual. The death of young boys is an embarrassing stain on the reputation of this city, which once had a different reason for the fame of its knives. His parents and friends said he wasn’t in a gang but then they always say that, don’t they?

The boy’s corpse had been found the next morning, half-buried in a snowdrift and an unnaturally deep shade of blue, the body so unrecognisable the driver who reported it assumed it was an animal hit by a passing train. The woman sent out to check had needed weeks of counselling.

After a few months the investigation stalled. The case was filed away with all the other unsolved cases. Which is what has brought the man with the scar here.

‘Finished?’ The railway worker has returned from the tracks ahead. ‘Only, the eight-fifteen to Plymouth’ll be through soon and if they have to divert it’ll throw a right spanner in the works.’

They begin the short walk back to the platform.

‘Can’t imagine what you thought you’d find after all these years. Reckon this was a bit of a waste of your time.’ The railway worker clearly considers it a waste of his.

But the man with the scar has found something. A building that overlooks the crime scene. He knows no one in those offices was interviewed in the original investigation. Maybe someone in the building was working late that night. Maybe they saw something they didn’t fully understand at the time. Maybe they’ll remember it, thirteen years later. Maybe.

He thanks the railway worker and takes his leave of the station, following the curve of the Cutting Edge sculpture in Sheaf Square as it glistens in the morning sunlight. He walks up the hill past the university buildings and crosses Arundel Gate, cutting through the Millennium Galleries and the Winter Garden and onto Surrey Street.

Outside the coffee shop, a barista stares in disgust at a young homeless guy tucked up close to the wall against the chill. The man with the scar drops a couple of quid into the lad’s polystyrene cup.

‘You shouldn’t encourage them,’ the barista scolds, and disappears back inside.

At the counter, the man orders his drink while the barista pointedly continues his conversation with a colleague, extolling the merits of his one-man war on destitution.

‘I’ve a good mind to call the police,’ the barista says and holds a Sharpie poised against a cup. ‘What name is it?’ he asks distractedly.

‘Tyler,’ says the man with the scar. ‘Detective Sergeant Adam Tyler.’

The barista manages a sick smile and hurries away to steam some milk.



Dave Carver arrives at the Botanical Gardens early that morning, just as he always does. His official shift starts at ten but he likes to get here earlier. Sometimes he’s even here before the council workers who open the gates, and he has to wait patiently until they arrive.

He likes to grab a takeaway coffee – black, filter – from one of the High Street chains that have sprung up like mushrooms along Ecclesall Road. He remembers a time when there were far fewer coffee shops in Sheffield, when people made do with what they had at home. Now, you can’t move for cardboard cups and the smell of roasted coffee beans. He’s filled with disdain for these capitalist multinationals, enslaving the downtrodden poor of South America so some middle-class student can part with £3.50 of Daddy’s money for a syrupy concoction that costs the purveyor no more than eight pence a cup. It’s obscene and he despises himself each time he goes into one of these places. But he goes anyway, every week. Because she loved them so much.

Once through the entrance to the Gardens he wanders up the steep path that leads to the greenhouse with the signing-in book. Then he tracks right, never left – he stays clear of that side of the Gardens if he can – and turns right again into the small walled area they call the Marnock Garden.

He finds it peaceful here, a small enclave within the busy, breath-taking city, like the eye at the centre of a storm. Here he will sit, until the start of his shift, on a wooden bench with a small brass plaque. Sometimes he gets so lost in memory he ends up late for work. So often in fact that he has a reputation for tardiness and poor timekeeping among the other volunteers. It has become a running joke. Speedy Dave. So early, he makes himself late.

This morning is different though. As he enters the garden he glances once at the giant stainless-steel ant sculpture made from scrap metal and idly wonders, as he often does, if any of the parts were made with steel he had a hand in tempering. But then, as his eyes swing back round to the rose garden along the left-hand side he sees something that causes him to stop short.

At first – and later he’ll laugh at the absurdity of this notion – he sees it as a living organism. Some new plant he hasn’t seen before, pushing its way out between the succulents. Five stubby branches and a long, thick trunk. And then, of course, he realises what it really is. A human arm. Five fingers loosely clenched, as though it has begun crawling its way towards the path.

The blood drains from Dave’s face and his knees lock. He stands perfectly still, staring at the hand. It seems to beckon him in some way, even as it crawls its way ever closer. Come over here Join me. Then, behind him, a woman screams, and as though the noise has given them permission, his legs give way beneath him and Dave falls to his knees on the gravel path.



Detective Constable Mina Rabbani braces the desk with the back of her neck and head, and lifts, shoving a folded-up copy of yesterday’s Sheffield Star as far under the front left leg as she can manage before the weight becomes too much for her and she has to let go. She hears the monitor above her rock back and forth and then settle, and breathes a sigh of relief. That would really go down well with IT, if she managed to smash her PC so early into her new role.

PC. Personal computer. Or Police Constable. Except it’s DC now. Detective Constable. She wonders whether she’ll ever get used to that. She knew there was nothing particularly glamorous about the role but she’d hoped she might get to see a bit more action than fixing a wobbly desk. Still, it means something. She finds herself smiling. It means a lot.

She straightens up and glances around the room. Still no sign of Tyler. Well, there was no reason to suppose today would be any different to yesterday but it’s becoming more and more difficult to cover for him. If Jordan finds out she’s going to lose the ‘Detective’ bit before she’s even got used to it.

She decides to keep her head down in the hope no one will notice her. Or the fact that Tyler’s missing. She goes back to the case she’s been reviewing but within a few minutes her mind is wandering again. For some reason she finds herself wondering if her brother, Ghulam – he’s a doctor, you know! – ever has to stop his desk wobbling with yesterday’s newspaper. She leans forward and puts her head in her hands, digging the heels of her palms into her eye sockets. It isn’t that she’s ungrateful. Really, it’s not. She’s got a lot to be thankful to Tyler for, not least for saving her life. It’s just that none of this is what she expected. None of this is what she wanted!

She knows police work isn’t like it is on the TV or at the movies. Cases like the one she was involved in last year don’t just crop up every day, she gets that. She’s grateful for it, really. Otherwise her mother wouldn’t even let her out of the house. Ay, Mina! Jaan, why can’t you get a different job? She knows the job involves a lot of paperwork and maybe it isn’t as hands-on as it is for the Murder Room team. It isn’t as though Doggett had wanted her anywhere near his squad after what happened anyway, but that was fine. She was happy to give up her original dream for a chance to work with Tyler. It’s still CID and, to be fair, she would have taken anything as long as she got that word ‘Detective’ in front of her name. It isn’t even that she doesn’t believe Tyler when he tells her how important it is to review cases. It’s there in the name, after all. Cold Case Review Unit. She gets that. She’s done every crappy job Tyler’s asked of her, and more. It’s beyond boring, but has she complained? No. Not even once.

But it would all just be a lot more bearable if he was there leading by example. Instead of doing whatever the hell it is he does all day.

There’s a loud cheer and Mina swivels in her chair in time to see Guy Daley walk into the office. It has been a year since she last saw him, being hurried into the back of an ambulance. The room erupts into a chorus of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ but, for all that she’s happy Daley hasn’t suffered any long-lasting effects from his knock on the head, she can’t bring herself to join in with it. She turns back to her screen and begins reading the notes again.

Half an hour later she gives up and makes her way to the watercooler with an empty plastic bottle. You’re not supposed to refill bottles. There’s a printed sign, laminated and stuck to the wall with Blu Tack that says, ‘In the interests of hygiene, please do NOT refill water bottles. Use the paper cups provided!!!!!’ Despite the underlining, bold, and excessive use of exclamation marks, no one ever uses the paper cups provided.

Her bottle is half full when Daley appears alongside her. He smiles at her without speaking and it’s even worse than the encounters she used to have with the man.

‘Welcome back, Guy. How are you doing?’

‘Cheers, Mina. Yeah, I’m good, mate.’

Mina? Mate? Perhaps the knock on his head dislodged something. She immediately feels the shame of that thought. He was badly hurt last year and from what she’s heard, it’s been a long recovery. He might be an ignorant bastard but he didn’t deserve that. Still, mate? Maybe it’s the fact she’s a detective now. She hasn’t considered that before. Is she now ‘one of the lads’?

As though he’s read her thoughts he says, ‘Congratulations, by the way.’

‘Right. Yeah, thanks.’

‘Look, I…’ He trails off and they stand in silence as her water bottle fills slowly to the brim.

She lets go of the dispensing button and turns to face him. She wants to head straight back to her desk, but it’s obvious he hasn’t finished yet.

‘Thing is, Mina,’ he says, and steadfastly fails to reveal the thing. ‘I just wanted to say… look, thanks. You know.’

She’s so shocked to hear the words coming from him it takes her a few seconds to work out what he’s talking about. But then it comes to her. He must have found out from someone that she was the one who sat with his split scalp cradled in her hands as he bled all over her best jeans. With one hand she’d pressed a t-shirt as hard as she dared against his head to staunch the blood loss, while with the other she called for help, chasing up the ambulance, the fire brigade, and every police officer South Yorkshire had to spare.

‘No problem,’ she says. She can’t really think of anything else to say.

‘No, really, Mina. I mean it.’ And she thinks that maybe he does. ‘You… you proper saved my life. I owe you one.’

Bloody hell, that knock must have been harder than the doctors thought! He’s probably still concussed.

‘It’s good to have you back, Guy.’ The words stick in her throat but she manages to get them out, and a half-smile to go with them.

‘So… you’ve joined CCRU, then?’ He says it the same way everyone does, ‘sea-crew’, as though she’s a deckhand on a trawler. She’s never sure if the nickname’s meant to be disparaging or not.

Oh, God! He’s trying to make small talk. She preferred it when he was being a dick. She knew how to deal with that.

‘It seemed like a good fit,’ she tells him. And it had done, at the time. She glances back at the screen and the case notes waiting for her. ‘You didn’t happen to see DS Tyler on your way in, did you?’

Daley can’t help the involuntary scowl that crosses his face and it’s so familiar to her, Mina almost smiles.

‘No,’ he says, and then, like the shark that he is, he smells blood in the water. ‘Why? What’s he up to?’

‘He went down to look at some evidence, I think.’ The lie comes easily to her after months of practice. ‘Just a case we’ve been looking at. Listen, I’d better get back to it.’

‘Oh, right, yeah, course.’ But he makes no effort to let her go. ‘Listen, I was wondering… some of the lads said they want to take me out for a few drinks after work tonight and I thought—’

But whatever he’s thinking is cut off as someone shouts, ‘Oi-oi, saveloy! Daley Thompson’s back!’ and three of Daley’s colleagues begin slapping him on the back and shaking his hand and Mina uses the distraction to slip back to her desk.

She sits down and takes a long, hard swig from her water bottle, trying not to think about whatever it was Daley had been about to suggest. She’s just grateful she didn’t have to say no to whatever it was.



Breakfast with Paul does not go according to plan. It was supposed to be a chance for them to reconnect but, as is so often the way when they meet up, Tyler finds his attention wandering. Paul slaps butter and jam onto a croissant – the man shovels food into his mouth faster than anyone Tyler’s ever encountered, and burns it off just as quickly – and talks about a factory that went up in flames last night, out towards Doncaster. It’s been a busy weekend for the fire service, with Bonfire Night falling on a Sunday and Paul’s voice is weary and strangely soporific. Tyler listens to his words without really registering them and then, too slowly, realises the conversation has stopped. He looks up from the table to find Paul watching him.

‘Look,’ Paul says, ‘I know you’ve got a lot on your plate at the moment…’ He holds up a hand as Tyler begins to apologise all over again. ‘Just, let me get this out. It’s fine, I understand there’s stuff going on and I’m not going to ask, you’ve made it clear you don’t want to talk about it. But I’m beginning to get the impression it’s not just that.’ He absently wipes the crumbs from his grey t-shirt. ‘I’m beginning to think it might just be me.’

Tyler senses this is the pivotal moment. If he says the wrong thing – or is it the right thing? – the relationship’s over. He doesn’t think he wants it to be, but neither can he offer Paul exactly what he wants. Not right now, anyway. Maybe never. He’s conscious he hasn’t said anything at all yet and Paul’s face is beginning to harden.

‘I want to tell you about it,’ Tyler says, and realises as he says it that he actually does. It will be good to get Paul’s input, to apply that cool, considered, analytical mind of his to the problem that has been dogging Tyler for so many months. He even finds himself with the urge to talk about Jude, and he hasn’t mentioned that to anyone yet. But, as always, he finds himself asking the same question – is it fair to involve him in all this? He needs more time to think. ‘Not here,’ he says, checking his watch. ‘Dinner, tonight? My place?’

Paul hesitates, perhaps considering if Tyler’s worth another chance. There have been so many already. Finally, he agrees. But when they leave the coffee shop there are no hugs, no kisses. Tyler can feel them both teetering on the edge of something, he just isn’t sure which way they will fall.

When he gets to the office, the first person he sees is Guy Daley back from his convalescence. He’d forgotten the man was due back today. They manage exactly two words between them.

‘Tyler.’

‘Daley.’

And that appears to be that. Still, at least it was civil. Sort of.

Rabbani’s at her desk. She greets him with a somewhat less civil, ‘Where the fuck have you been?’

‘Morning, Mina. How are you?’

Rather than answering she gives him a look, raising those shaped eyebrows of hers into an arch.

Tyler suppresses a smile. Since gaining the Detective moniker, she’s grown into herself. DC Rabbani is a far greater force to be reckoned with than PC Rabbani ever was, and that’s saying something.

‘Now look,’ she says, forgetting her irritation with him, or parking it at least. ‘I think I found something.’

He grabs an empty swivel chair and Rabbani calls up the relevant files and outlines the cases to him, the connection she thinks she’s made. He listens and allows that there could be something in it. But it’s thin. Still, he’s not going to dismiss her theory out of hand.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Good.’ Her back stiffens, perhaps it’s the unexpected praise. ‘Carry on, then.’

‘What?’

‘It’s your case, look into it. You know what to do.’

‘I just thought… I mean, don’t you want to…?’

‘Come on, Mina. You’re a detective now, you don’t need hand-holding. Just keep me up to date on progress.’

It’s better if they work separate cases for now. For one thing it will increase their chances of getting a result and, for another, he has the feeling that the more he distances himself from Rabbani, the better it will be for her professionally. He tries not to think of the real reason he’s keeping her at arm’s length. The reason he’s been keeping everyone at arm’s length, including Paul. There are things we need to talk about…

‘Look,’ he goes on. ‘You’re a capable police constable, better than that, you’re good. We’re a team, sure, but there’s no need for us to both work the same case until we need to. Dig a bit deeper and if you need my help, you know where I am.’

Her mouth opens but then she closes it again without speaking.

‘Right, I’ll leave you to it then.’

‘But…?’ Rabbani turns on her chair. ‘Where are you going now?’

‘There’s something I need to look into, and then I have a lunch appointment. You can call me if you need me.’

She looks as though she wants to argue further, but in the end she lets it go and turns back to her screen.

Tyler pulls out his mobile and holds the number 2 until the speed dial clicks in. There’s no answer at the other end, just a curt demand that he leave a message. ‘I need to see you,’ he says. ‘Tonight. Usual time, usual place.’ When he hangs up he sees Rabbani watching him. ‘Dentist,’ he tells her, not caring that even Guy Daley would be able to see through that one. Rabbani certainly can.



Mina watches Tyler disappear back through the door he came through less than twenty minutes ago. She can’t decide how she feels about that. On the one hand, she’s beyond stoked he seems to be trusting her with more responsibility, and that talk he gave her about how good she is and how they’re a team and all that was… well, uncharacteristically nice of him. But on the other hand, it was exactly that – out of character. What the hell’s going on with him?

Maybe it’s love. People sometimes act funny when they’re at the start of a new relationship, don’t they? Ay, Mina, when are you going to get a husband? That’s what she’s heard anyway. And the phone call would back up that theory. The usual time. The usual place. It certainly sounded like a romantic meeting. But from what she’s pieced together about his relationship with Paul, she didn’t think things had been going all that well. The thought of Tyler in love seems even more ridiculous than the thought of her agreeing to one of her mum’s attempts at matchmaking. So he genuinely has confidence in her? No, she can’t believe that. He’s up to something, she’s sure of it. And whatever it is, he’s trying to keep her out of it, which probably means it’s something dodgy and he’s trying to protect her.

She buries her head in her hands for the third time that morning. Maybe she should have joined the dog-handlers after all.

Across the room a telephone rings, and then another, and a third, and within a few minutes the room is buzzing in that way that always speaks of something big. It’s juicy by the sounds of it. She could just go and insert herself into a conversation. No, she has her own case to see through.

After a few minutes Guy Daley’s voice cuts across the noise in the room and puts her out of her misery. ‘All right, that’s enough! Quiet! Carla, I need you to set things up at this end; Dev, Cat, Mina, you’re with me.’

It takes her a moment to realise he means her. ‘What?’ By that time, he’s joined her at her desk.

‘Grab your jacket, it’s cold out there.’

‘I can’t! I’m busy. And anyway, I report to DS Tyler now.’ Even as she says it, she knows it sounds petty and ridiculous. She doesn’t even know what the case is yet. It could well be something more important than a case that’s been lying dormant for eight years that Tyler doesn’t think is important enough to bother with.

‘Come on, Mina. You know we’re short-handed and your case isn’t going anywhere, is it? It’s waited all this time, it can wait a few more days.’

It pisses her off to hear him speak the thoughts in her head again. What is he, a mind-reader now? She wants to argue with him and remind him that what she does is just as important but she can’t quite find the words.

‘Look,’ he goes on. ‘You don’t really want to be digging around in dusty old case files for the rest of your career, do you? Do yourself a favour. If this goes well I’ll talk to Doggett. You’re a good… cop.’ She can’t be sure, but she’d put money on the fact he’d been about to say ‘WPC’ before he stopped himself.

She glances back at her monitor. It would be good to get back out on a case. Something recent. Something with real evidence to follow up. Of course, Daley could just order her. But he hasn’t. He’s being annoyingly nice. Is that what she’s waiting for? An order? So that later she can tell Tyler it was all Daley’s fault. Or is it just that she feels more confident when someone’s telling her what to do?

‘Mina. It’s my first day back. Do me a favour, eh?’

‘Fine,’ she says, grabbing her jacket.

Daley beams at her like a child who’s just got the extra sweets he asked for.



The arm’s just lying there, looking like it belongs in one of those zombie B-movies Ghulam was always so obsessed with when they were teenagers. As though it’s just crawled its way out of a grave.

Mina shivers in the wind and pulls her jacket tight. She can’t smell the body from this distance; she’s not sure how much it would smell anyway, given the desiccation of the flesh on the skeleton. It’s in an advanced state of decay and would appear to have been buried for a while. But there’s a fecund earthiness to the air that’s unusually turning her stomach. This isn’t her first body, and she finds the buried ones are usually a bit easier to deal with than the fresh ones, the scenes where life has so recently been snuffed out that the arterial blood is still dripping down the walls. But there’s something about this one that’s bothering her.

She wonders if it’s the location. The Botanical Gardens has always been one of her favourite places in the city. She used to come here when she was studying for her police entrance exam and sit on the grass with all the students reading and drinking and snogging, imagining a life she never had a chance to experience. Not that she isn’t happy about where she’s ended up. And if she had gone to uni, like Ghulam, she doubts she would have got on all that well. She just isn’t academically minded in the same way he is. She can accept that, even if their mother can’t. But she’d enjoyed that summer, lying in the sun, half-experiencing a life she would never have, while simultaneously planning for the one ahead of her.

Of course, the Gardens feel different at this time of year. The evergreens are still beautiful but the deciduous trees so recently turned to flame are already sporting bare branches. And this part especially, this walled inner garden full of sparse flower beds, feels bleak and dead, even at the tail-end of autumn. The only real sign of life is the sound of children screaming and shouting in the schoolyard on the other side of the red-brick garden wall.

The arm is obscene. It looks almost as though it has been planted there, quite literally. Maybe it has. Maybe it’s just an arm. There doesn’t have to be a whole body underneath, does there? She can’t decide if that would be better or worse though. If it is just an arm then maybe the person it belongs to is still alive out there somewhere, although that seems a bit unlikely. But if it is just an arm, it’s going to make their job so much harder.

The man standing next to her is shaking. He’s wearing the grubby overalls that mark him as one of the volunteers who help tend the garden. He can’t seem to take his eyes off the thing, but that’s hardly surprising. The crime scene manager, Jill Harris, hadn’t wanted to let him back into the scene but Mina convinced her. She wants to see how he reacts when he retells his story and, since he’s already been in here, as long as they stick to the Common Approach Path, the damage is minimised. Jill had reluctantly agreed.

‘Can you tell me how you found it, please, Mr Carver?’

He doesn’t answer straight away.

‘Mr Carver?’

‘Wha…? Oh, sorry, love. It’s just… the shock.’

‘I understand. I’m sorry I have to ask you this now but it’s important we go over it all while it’s fresh.’ She baulks at her choice of words. The only thing fresh around here is the wind. Unless it changes direction.

His eyes stay fixed on the wasted limb. ‘I did tell the other policewoman.’

‘If you could just go over it with me, please, Mr Carver.’

He still fails to meet her eye. ‘I’m not sure how much I can tell you. I came in at the usual time, about eight-thirty, I suppose. I do the early shift so Alice can see to her husband before she leaves the house and—’

Mina cuts him off. ‘Just what happened today, if you don’t mind?’

‘Oh, sure, sorry. Well, like I said, it were around eight-thirty. I came into the Marnock Garden and there it was.’

‘Do you always come here first? At the start of your shift?’

Carver meets her eyes for the first time. ‘I like it here. It’s always… peaceful.’

‘But the Gardens open at eight, is that right? Could someone have been here before you?’

‘I can’t say for sure, but most people that early are just passing through. The volunteers don’t start ’til ten and we’re mostly working on the Mediterranean Garden at the moment, which is further over that way so… no, I doubt anyone came into this area before me. I mean, they couldn’t have, could they? Or they’d have found…’ He trails off and gestures at the arm.

‘So you saw the arm straight away?’

‘As soon as I came through the wall.’

This is what Mina had wanted to follow up. ABC. Assume nothing. Believe nobody. Check everything. She glances back at the entranceway into this smaller garden. ‘I don’t mean to contradict you, Mr Carver, but I can’t see the entrance very well from here. That tree blocks the view.’

Carver glances across to the entrance. ‘I don’t… I don’t know then. I suppose I must have walked in a ways, an’ then seen her.’

‘Her?’

‘What?’

‘What makes you say, “her”? We don’t know who the arm belongs to yet?’

‘I just… it looks like a woman, doesn’t it? Small?’

‘Go on. So you walked into the garden a bit?’

Carver huffs and splutters. ‘Look, I don’t know. Why are you asking me all this?’

‘It’s just routine, sir. It’s important we know where you’ve trodden.’

Carver thinks for a moment and studies the grass. ‘I walked in along the path there, I think. I sometimes sit on the bench over there for a spell, just to gather my thoughts, but I didn’t get that far. I must have glanced across and that’s when I saw her… it.’

Mina makes a note to tell Jill about the increased area of potential contamination. ‘And did you know what it was, or did you have to move closer to see?’

‘I might be getting on a bit to you, love, but I’m not that far gone.’

Mina smiles to herself. David Carver can’t be much over fifty. If that. ‘What did you do then?’

‘I don’t know. I just… froze, I suppose. And the next thing I knew, Lynda were screaming.’ He points to the orange-haired woman Daley is talking to over by the entrance. She has her hands thrust into her fleece jacket and is talking animatedly at Daley as though she’s never going to stop. It’s funny, Mina thinks, how some witnesses love to talk while others clam up.

‘I think she’d seen me come this way,’ Carver goes on. ‘And she followed me to say good morning. Poor lass, she shouldn’t have had to see that.’

From what Mina can see, Lynda’s dealing with the trauma far better than Carver is.

‘All right, Mr Carver.’

‘Look, it’s just Dave, all right?’

‘Okay, Dave. We’ve got your contact details. Maybe you should get yourself home, eh? You’ve had a nasty shock.’

‘Yeah. I’m all right, love. You don’t have to treat me like an invalid.’ But he glances again at the severed arm and swallows.

Mina steers him back along the path so that he doesn’t tread anywhere he hasn’t already.

‘What will happen to her now then? Or him, or whatever.’

‘Well, we don’t know for sure there’s a whole body there yet, it might just be the arm.’ She sees Caver wince at her feeble attempt to reassure him. ‘But if there is, there’ll be an autopsy and then we’ll make sure it… she gets a decent burial.’

Carver nods. ‘That’s good, then, isn’t it? That’s something.’

Mina and Daley watch as Lynda and Dave negotiate their way under the police tape and up the hill towards the main office by the park entrance.

‘Anything?’ Daley asks.

‘Not really. Sounds like he didn’t disturb the body at least. You?’

‘A recipe for rhubarb and ginger crumble among other exciting tips, but nothing relevant. Oh, here he is!’ This last statement is made as Dr Elliot strides his way forcefully down the path towards them.

‘Good morning, detectives! Nice day for it!’ The skinny Geordie ducks under the tape in a well-practised manoeuvre. ‘In here, is it?’

Daley starts to follow but Mina grabs hold of his arm. He stops and looks at her. She points to the crowd beginning to gather just the other side of the taped area. ‘Do you not think we should close the whole Gardens?’

Daley frowns at the masses. ‘That’s Jill’s call.’

‘But you could suggest it.’

‘Uniform’ll keep them out of this bit.’

‘Yes, but we don’t know how big the crime scene is yet, do we?’ Always assume the worst. Think meningitis; hope for a cold. She’d read that somewhere.

‘Ah, come on, Mina. That hand’s been there ages. Any forensics will have been long lost.’

She suppresses the urge to sigh. ‘But someone dug it up, didn’t they? More recently than ages ago. Someone who might have left trace evidence.’

Daley thinks about this. ‘I suppose. Fair enough. You go deal with Elliot and I’ll have a word with Jill. Should be easy enough to close the whole place, they close it every night anyway.’

‘Be nice,’ Mina tells him. ‘Try not to make it sound like you’re telling her how to do her job.’

Daley walks away shaking his head, the irony of her last statement lost on him. She heads back down the path and into the walled garden.

Elliot’s bent over, staring at the skeletal arm as though it’s the most fascinating thing he’s ever seen.

He glances back at her. ‘Detective…’

‘Rabbani,’ she reminds him, even though they’ve met countless times before. ‘Mina.’

He nods without any visible attempt to commit her name to memory. ‘Well, I’d say it’s gonna take us the best part of the day to get her out of there.’

‘Her?’

Elliot tilts his head. ‘Looks like a woman’s hand to me. Could be a child, of course, but children don’t usually wear gold rings.’

Mina hadn’t thought of that. She hopes it isn’t a child. ‘And the rest of her’s definitely under there?’

‘Well, I can’t tell you if any bits are missing but there’s more than a forearm, that’s for sure. Look, you can see the elbow joint under these leaves. Looks like something pulled the radius and the ulna away from the humerus.’ He clicks his tongue to make a popping sound. ‘It wouldn’t have taken much force. You can also see where the ground has sunk as the body decayed. Classic sign, that. Saw hundreds like that in Kosovo. A bit less obvious with all these bushes and plants on top mind. Mmm…’

‘What?’

Elliot breaks from his reverie. ‘Oh, nothing, I’m just surprised they’ve survived, that’s all. Plant life tends to die off when the body purges its liquefied organs. Doesn’t usually grow back until skeletonisation and, judging by the hand here, that process is only just beginning. See?’ He points to the bony digits. ‘Her nails have fallen out but there’s still a fair bit of skin holding things together.’

‘So can we tell how long she’s been there?’

Elliot sighs dramatically. ‘There’s no set time frame for when skeletonisation occurs but I’d say we’re looking at months rather than years.’

‘Who dug her up? Could it have been an animal?’

Elliot raises an eyebrow at her. ‘Well, I’m not a bloody psychic but…’ He leans forward, turning his head from side to side, examining the earth around the disturbed hole. ‘Looks like it’s been dug with something sharp. Spade or a trowel, I’d say.’ He turns back to examine the arm again. ‘We’ll take her out slowly, try and preserve as much of the matter around her as we can. We’ll need the soil to help determine how long she’s been there.’

She watches him crouching and staring at the arm as though it’s an art exhibit.

Daley crosses from the entranceway and joins them. ‘How old?’ he asks.

Elliot barks out a laugh. ‘Bloody hell, Detective, I’m not a magician either! I’ve no idea how old she is.’

Daley’s face flushes. ‘I meant, how long has she been there?’

Elliot shakes his head and laughs. ‘You’re all the same, you lot, aren’t you? No bloody patience.’

Thankfully, Daley decides not to respond to that.

Elliot turns and looks at them both. ‘Who’s leading on this then?’

‘I am,’ Daley tells him. ‘For now, anyway. Probably DCI Jordan though, DI Doggett’s got his hands full with the Talbot case.’

‘Aye, nasty business, that.’ Elliot flicks his eyes from one of them to the other. ‘All right, fine. All these bushes will have to come out. If we manage to get her out before dark we’ll do the autopsy in the morning. I’ve got a new forensic archaeologist just started so I might well get her to handle things.

‘For now, we’d best get a tent up in case it rains. Or in case things take longer than we think. Plus it’ll stop those little shits from seeing what we’re up to.’ He points to the wall at the back of the garden where the heads of three boys disappear from view in a flurry of giggles.

‘Oh, great,’ says Daley.

‘I’ll go round and have a word with the school,’ Mina tells him, and heads back down the path.

Daley hurries after her. ‘Fucking parasite,’ he mutters.

She frowns at him.

‘Elliot. I swear to God he gets off on this stuff. And all that business about a forensic archaeologist. What he means is he’s got a golf game planned for tomorrow and he doesn’t want to cancel.’

Mina ignores him.

‘So, er… do you think there’s anything else we should be doing?’

She stumbles to a halt, hardly able to believe what she’s just heard. He’s asking for her advice?

As though he realises he’s gone too far, Daley backtracks. ‘It’s good for your development, a case like this. What would you do?’

So he hasn’t brought her along just because he feels he owes her, or worse, fancies her. He’s brought her along as a crutch. How does she manage to get herself into these situations? She now has one superior who does nothing but distance himself from her, and another who needs his hand holding and his nose wiping. Mina takes a deep breath and, as she begins to tell Guy Daley how to do his job, she tries to concentrate on the fact that one day she’ll be the one sitting in Jordan’s office. When that day comes, she tells herself, these bastards will do exactly what she tells them, and not the other way around.



Tyler’s halfway through a plate of breadsticks by the time Diane Jordan arrives. He sees her coming along the street since, despite the cool weather, the maître d’ has chosen to seat them outside. There are huge orange heat lamps positioned over every table, an extravagant waste of resources.

‘Sorry, I’m late,’ she says, kissing him absently on a cheek and dropping a leather handbag that’s seen better days onto one chair as she sinks into another. She goes straight for a menu. ‘I’m starved.’ He offers her the breadsticks and she snatches one without looking and crams it into her mouth along with a couple of strands of grey hair that have come loose from their bun. She notices without really noticing and curls a finger round the strands to hook them back out again even as she chews and swallows.

He tries to remember the last time he saw her out of uniform. A long time ago. Probably not since the Cartwright case. They’ve not exactly been on the best of terms since then and have seen each other so rarely out of the office that their relationship has become little more than that between any detective chief inspector and her sergeant. He regrets that but wonders if it isn’t for the best right now. He wishes he could change what happened, some of the decisions he made, but he can’t. The only thing he can do is try to prevent it happening again. Try not to compromise his friendship with this woman who has been his protector and confidante any further than he has done so already. It’s one of the reasons he hesitated when she suggested this get-together in the first place. One of them.

The waiter arrives and they order drinks, Tyler a black coffee, Jordan a large glass of sauvignon blanc. ‘You don’t mind, do you? I thought I’d take advantage of the rare day off.’

It worries him to see her drinking at this time of day. There was something in the way she ordered it, emphasis on the word large, that makes him wonder how badly she needs this. Their relationship has passed the point at which he can intervene though, if it ever really reached that point in the first place.

She notices him studying her and smiles. ‘Stop worrying, Adam. I’m fine.’ Then she adds, ‘Really.’

‘I know we haven’t spoken much recently,’ he begins. He’s been rehearsing this for a while now but it doesn’t make it any easier. ‘I just wanted to say—’

But she cuts him off with a raised hand. ‘Please don’t start apologising again. I think we’ve done all that to death. It’s over. You had your reasons for not coming to me, I understand them, even if I don’t agree with them. It’s over, Adam. Really. You have to let it go. I have.’

It’s more than he deserves but then, she’s always given him more than he deserves. ‘I thought maybe you were avoiding me,’ he says.

‘I was giving you space. I learned a long time ago that to do anything else was counterproductive.’

There’s a pause in the conversation while the waiter returns with their drinks and takes their order. As Jordan selects items from the menu, Tyler notices the homeless guy across the street. It’s the same lad that was outside the coffee shop this morning, he’s sure of it. The guy appears to be watching them. Entirely unashamed, he makes no effort to look away when Tyler catches his eye.

When the waiter takes his leave Jordan smiles and says, ‘I’m glad you decided to come back.’

Tyler smiles as well, the scar tugging at the corner of his mouth as it always does. ‘Thank you for taking me back. I’m sure Superintendent Stevens had to be persuaded.’

She laughs. ‘You can leave the Eel to me,’ she says. It’s an unusual breach of etiquette from her, using Slippery Stevens’ nickname rather than his title. He wonders if it’s just because they’re not at work or whether it’s some deliberate attempt to broker peace between them, a bonhomie designed to remind him she’s still on his side. Regardless, there’s a slight tightening around her eyes that tells him he got it right. His reinstatement after the Cartwright business has cost her. What has she given up for him this time? Another chance at promotion?

Jordan takes a long swig of her wine and puts down the glass. It’s already half empty. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you, what changed your mind?’

‘About coming back?’

Take a few weeks, then come find me, Doggett had said over the sound of the drumming rain. There are things we need to talk about.

‘A friend convinced me.’ He doesn’t like lying to her, and maybe, in one sense, he’s not. Jim Doggett isn’t a friend exactly but, in a wider sense of… someone who consistently annoys you but who you can’t quite manage to hate? Is there a word for that? Perhaps what he’s told her is not so far from the truth then. Even so. He is keeping things from her. Again. This is how it starts.

He takes a mouthful of coffee, enough of a pause so it’s not too obvious he’s changing the subject. The homeless guy’s still watching them. But then Tyler decides he’s being paranoid. Maybe he’s just watching the restaurant. There’s something Dickensian about the scene that makes Tyler think of Tiny Tim in A Christmas Carol.

As though it has just crossed his mind and hasn’t been nagging away at him for days now he says to Jordan, ‘I thought I saw Jude the other day.’

‘Jude?’

It’s a small thing. A pause before she says his name, a lack of reaction more than a reaction in itself. But it’s there.

‘It was him, wasn’t it?’ he asks her. ‘He’s back.’ He doesn’t say it aloud but in his head he adds, and you knew about it.

To give Jordan her due she makes no effort to prevaricate now he’s guessed the truth. ‘He’s been back a few months or so, just after Easter. I’m sorry, Adam, I should have told you.’

‘Why didn’t you?’

‘He asked me not to until he was ready.’

‘And you agreed to that?’

Jordan takes another mouthful of wine. This time she doesn’t put the glass down. ‘I understand you’re upset about this but I’ll explain it as best I can. He came to me when he first got back to the city, I assumed at the time because he didn’t have an address for you and because I was still at the same place. He told me he wanted to see you but not until he was back on his feet.’

‘He came to you for money.’

She doesn’t deny it but she won’t confirm it either. She’s stubborn about private stuff like that. He’s also fairly certain that, however much money was involved, Jude won’t have paid her back yet.

‘I tried to convince him to contact you but he said he wanted to get a job first, and an apartment. You’re his baby brother, Adam, he didn’t want to disappoint you.’

Too late for that. ‘When was the last time you spoke to him?’

The glass is almost empty and she’s looking round for the waiter, to order another. ‘That was the last time.’

‘But you’ve not mentioned it, in all the months since?’

The waiter returns with their meals, more quickly than Tyler appreciates; he hopes that doesn’t indicate the use of a microwave.

Jordan orders another glass of wine. As the waiter leaves, she goes on, ‘At first, I was just trying to respect his wishes, and besides, I wasn’t sure you were in the best frame of mind to hear about it.’ She doesn’t mention the fact they’ve barely spoken in a year but the words hang there nevertheless. ‘In the end, and since I didn’t hear any more of him, I assumed he’d moved on. I figured the matter was best left. Raising your hopes for them to be dashed again seemed unnecessarily cruel.’

They finish the rest of the meal in silence.

It’s while Jordan is winding the last of her linguine onto a fork that Tyler sees the homeless guy make his move. He’s very good, passing in close proximity to the tables but without alarming the occupants. But then, it’s easy not being seen when you’re someone no one wants to see. The two women seated a few tables behind Jordan are so deep in conversation they don’t register the man’s approach. He reaches out with the expertise of a silent waiter removing an empty glass, lifts the mobile phone from their table and moves on.

Tyler excuses himself to Jordan and follows but the man has a good head start and is hurrying away. Instead of following him back to the street, Tyler turns into the restaurant, flashing his warrant card at the waitress hovering by the door. He asks her if there’s a back exit to the building and she points to an emergency sign at the end of the corridor. He hurries past assorted diners and staff, and pushes the metal bar on the rear door without worrying if it will set off a fire alarm; presumably the waitress would have warned him if it did. The exit brings him out into a service yard and then to another set of fire doors that open near the front of the Winter Garden.

The homeless guy’s a few metres ahead of him, not hurrying in the slightest now, confident that if anyone had seen him he would have heard about it by now. Tyler closes the gap, takes hold of the man’s arm and spins him round.

‘Hey! Watch it, mate!’

He’s just a young lad, can’t be far past his eighteenth birthday, and for some reason Tyler thinks of the pictures he’s been studying of the bruised blue boy on the railway. He has stretchers in his ears and a piercing in his nose that looks as though it might be infected. He also has a small cut on his left cheek and the beginnings of a black eye. His clothes are dirty, but not filthy, and he has a brightness to his eyes that tells Tyler he’s not on anything. It doesn’t surprise him, he doubts the lad would have been able to pull off the snatch-and-grab quite so easily if he was high.

Tyler shows the guy his warrant card. ‘Where’s the phone?’

The lad looks away and says nothing but Tyler simply holds on to his arm and squeezes. Not enough to hurt, but enough to make a point.

‘Dude! All right!’ He reaches into a pocket and pulls out the mobile.

Tyler takes the phone from him and lets go of the guy’s arm. He expects the lad to bolt and has no intention of chasing after him if he does, but he just stands there, staring.

‘Well?’ the lad says, after a moment. ‘Aren’t you gonna arrest me, then?’

‘Should I?’

A shrug. ‘Prob’ly.’

‘Are you gonna do this again?’

‘Not when you’re around.’

Tyler resists the urge to smile. Not Tiny Tim, at all. The Artful Dodger. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Ca… Callum.’ There’s a resignation to his expression that tells Tyler he’s accidentally forgotten to lie.

‘Callum what?’

‘Smith.’ He’s a lot surer of himself this time. ‘Callum Smith.’

This time Tyler does smile and again he feels the scar on his face turn it into a sneer. ‘All right, Callum Smith. Thank you for returning this lady’s lost property. I’ll make sure it gets back to her. You got a bed for the night?’

Callum narrows his eyes. ‘I’m not sharing yours, if that’s your game,’ he states flatly.

Tyler ignores him. ‘I can make some calls, get you into a hostel.’

‘I got a place.’

Tyler pulls out his wallet and extracts a ten-pound note and a business card. ‘Here.’

He tries to snatch it but Tyler holds on for a moment. ‘For food,’ he says. ‘Just food.’ He knows throwing money at the problem isn’t the answer but he’s damned sure locking the lad up isn’t either.

Tyler lets go of the note. It disappears into an inside pocket with one hand while Callum examines the card with the other.

‘I need to get back to my friend. Look after yourself, Callum. If you need help with anything, call me.’ Maybe this one won’t end up dead by the side of the tracks. He turns to walk away and then spins back again. ‘Oh, and if I see you do anything like that again, I’ll come down on you like a ton of bricks, understood?’

Callum sneers at him. ‘All right, DS Tyler. Fair play.’

When he gets back to the restaurant Tyler uses the front entrance. As he passes the table with the two women he reaches down and pretends to pick up the mobile. ‘Is this yours?’

The woman looks at him quizzically. ‘Oh… yes! I can’t imagine…’

‘You should probably keep it tucked away somewhere,’ he tells her. ‘There are a fair few thieves operating in this area.’

‘What was all that about?’ Jordan asks as he sits back down.

‘Nothing.’

She lets it go. He notices her glass has somehow refilled itself.

‘Look. About Jude,’ she says.

‘Never mind.’

‘He’ll be in touch when he’s ready. I’m sure of it. If he’s still around after all this time then maybe we’ve both misjudged him. Maybe he’s just waiting for the right time to reconnect.’

‘Maybe. He didn’t tell you anything about where he was living then?’

‘Just give him time, Adam. You two have a lot of history to deal with. He knows that. He’ll do the right thing in the end.’

But Tyler’s far from sure of that.

‘So what are you working on at the moment?’ she asks.

He outlines the case of the boy on the railway tracks without going into too much detail in case they can be overheard.

She nods along, sadly. ‘I remember. Anything in it?’

‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ He pauses before adding, ‘Doubtful.’

‘Look, I don’t want to put any more pressure on you, Adam, but you could do with a win here.’

Stevens again, no doubt. Sure enough, Jordan begins talking about resources and financial cuts, and for a moment Tyler can hear the Eel’s voice speaking through her. He wonders again just what she had to do to keep his head from the chopping block after the Cartwright case last year. And he realises something else. She’s scared for him. The worry’s present in the creases around her eyes, and in the way she moves her finger through the condensation on her glass.
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