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Prologue


Monday 27 August 2018.
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It had been a good day. No, it had been two good days. Two days spent with friends, teammates and rivals in Wiltshire. Two days enjoying the hospitality, the competition, the winning and the accolades. Now, as the daylight began to fade, the four-hour journey home was coming to an end.  

The double cab pick-up truck hit a pothole, causing the six occupants to lift off their seats. The steering suddenly felt heavy, followed almost immediately by a knocking noise as the front nearside tyre began to deflate.  

“Shit!” The driver said, “I’ll pull into that farm track up ahead, uncouple the trailer and change the tyre.”

The truck braked to a stop. The driver uncoupled the trailer and then climbed into the back of the pick-up, found the toolkit and heaved the spare tyre over the side of the vehicle onto the road, a warning triangle was placed behind the trailer at approximately the recommended distance.  

The four passengers not assisting with the repair sat on the small bank at the side of the road. After a series of nudges, encouraging noises and egging on, three of them moved to the rear of the trailer whilst the fourth moved alongside the van to where the truck was being repaired with the intention of distracting the driver should the need arise.

It took less than a minute to roll the motor bike down the ramp and onto the road, unlike the two grass track bikes the road bike did not require any third-party assistance to get started.  

The road stretched out ahead for a mile before it took a slight kink to the right, followed by a shorter kink to the left and then a long, left hand bend. The air was fresh, late Summer putting on its best show before sliding towards Autumn. The road surface had absorbed twelve hours of, above average for the time of year, sunshine and the smoothness was matched by a satisfying grip under the tyres. To the right in the near distance were the ruins of Knowlton Church, unique in the country for being a site of Christian worship built within a Pagan circle but sightseeing and history lessons were the last thing on the rider’s mind.

As the bike took the long bend the silhouette of a tractor and trailer appeared about fifty yards ahead, the rider tried to turn the bike to the right to avoid it but hit a patch of slurry that had been deposited on the road earlier in the day, instinct took over and the rider attempted to lay the bike down on the tarmac but the footrest on the right of the bike frame hit the road surface and the bike flipped over a couple of times.

There was a moment of silence before the sound of footsteps on the tarmac growing closer. Ten minutes passed and sirens could be heard in the distance, the sound growing louder until it was just metres away.

“He didn’t see me until it was too late,” a voice said.

Footsteps and then another voice spoke.

“What have I done, what the fucking hell have I done?”

And then everything for the rider went dark.
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Monday 15 July 2019

06:45, Cotlands Road Business Park, Bournemouth
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Jakub eased his motorcycle to a standstill. Running lights off, ignition key removed, he climbed off, removed his backpack and walked towards the café. 

Condensation on the windows highlighted a drawing of a smiley face looking at him, he instinctively smiled back and pushed at the door, a bell rang announcing his entrance. It was too early for the office workers. At this early hour Babs Café was home to the package-droppers, timber-shifters, carpet-layers and U-bend installers of the trading estate, fortifying themselves for the day ahead. The smell of meat cooking: bacon, sausage and black pudding was all pervasive, vegetarians could order a bowl of granola or mushrooms on toast. The hissing of a tea machine that looked like it could stew for Britain managed to drown out the inane comments of the local radio station punctuated in turn by the sound of metal chafing metal, as cutlery was removed from a self-service tray. A man in white decorator’s overalls, baseball cap reversed on top of a bird’s nest of ginger hair, was walking towards him, coffee-transporting, head down looking at his phone as if he could hear better if he concentrated on the blue screen, a one-sided conversation, a series of ‘yeah, yeah, yeah, sures and no worries. Laters’. Jakub stood aside to avoid physical contact, the ‘decorator’, oblivious to him, walked on and exited the café courtesy of a push with his right shoulder against the door. 

“Yes love?” the woman behind the counter asked. Jakub looked at the mop of dark hair with blonde roots showing through, the warm smile. He looked at the menu, it was for appearances sake, he was going to order the same two items he had asked for every Monday for the past six months, which was the same he had ordered every Wednesday and Friday for the past six months. Familiarity breeds remembrance, she would remember the skinny biker with the backpack and the winning smile long after he had drunk the last dregs of his instant coffee. 

“Black coffee and a bacon sandwich please Babs,” he replied. He handed over a ten-pound note, waited for his change and then walked back to a free table he had passed on his way in. It was at right angles to the front door and more importantly to the other tables in the café, from here he could keep an eye on the warehouse opposite without being overlooked.

He removed his leather jacket and placed it over the back of the chair, reached down into his backpack and removed one of two laptops he was carrying. He took one of the two USB sticks in his possession and inserted it into one of the available ports in the laptop, pressed the settings button and checked the Wi-Fi networks. The café was a Wi-Fi ‘hotspot’ and busy which was a good thing, safety in numbers was a plus but he had the added security of operating via a VPN. He smiled as he clicked on the words Best Network, the password was saved in his settings and just the press of an index finger allowed him access. 

Within a matter of seconds, he had access to the accounting records of dozens of companies, a couple of them based outside of the U.K. Nothing was password protected, none of the data was encrypted.  He tapped on his mobile phone and accessed the notes page, there were a list of thirty companies, some incorprated in England and Wales but many others that had been incorprated in other territories. Turning back to his laptop he opened the fist company’s data and clicked on one of the search fields, he then entered the name of the first company on the list and clicked on the search icon.

A white plate appeared next to him on the table, on which was his bacon sandwich, a blue and white striped coffee mug, with a curl of steam wafting above it, was placed next to the plate. He’d seen Babs out of the corner of his eye and he’d made a big play of moving the computer to one side to make room for his breakfast, but more importantly, to prevent any prying eyes getting a glimpse of what he was working on. He doubted that Babs possessed the accountancy skills necessary to understand the figures he was reviewing but he wasn’t taking any chances. In the six months he’d been visiting the cafe for breakfast and sometimes for an afternoon snack, the subject choice for their conversation had rarely strayed off of the path of polite conversation: cold weather, wet weather and warm weather being the three main subjects. Occassionally she commented on what he was wearing but her tone was of somebody trying to coax a few words beyond a variation on the bacon sandwich/black coffee combo requests, but so far the response had not gone beyond a simple ‘thank you’ accompanied by a bashful smile.  

He lifted the top slice of bread off the sandwich, reached for the brown sauce and squirted liberally over the bacon. Using the knife, he had taken from the cutlery holder he drew it across the top of the sandwich from top left to bottom right, pausing momentarily to admire the symmetry of the two halves. He interlocked his fingers, resting his elbows on the table and rested his chin on the finger bridge, he contemplated the scene beyond the café which could now be seen more clearly than when he had arrived, the extractor fan was working as intended and the steamed-up window complete with welcoming smiley face had gone. 

He took a bite from the sandwich and opened the laptop again. The first name he had typed into the search engine had returned a ‘no matches found’ reply from the database. He repeated the exercise twice more with new names from the phone list, each entry being met with the same response. The fourth name however produced over five thousand matches. He clicked on the company name, followed by the audit trail button and surveyed the list of transactions in front of him. More names, new to him, appeared within the list, this was rapidly becoming the Russian doll of all searches, each keystroke opening another line of enquiry. 

When he had agreed to undertake this work, he had no idea what he would be discovering, the initial brief had been to ‘get into the system and have a poke around’, he now felt like he was poking a stick at a very angry wasps’ nest.

He would have to spend some time researching these new names and there wasn’t enough time available before starting work. He disliked the word ‘hacking’. True, he was hacking in any normal definition of the word, but he would defend his corner by stating that he had spent some time being engaged by companies to access their systems to improve their security by pointing out potential vulnerabilities and deficiencies in cyber security and as far as he was concerned this was an equally valuable task he was undertaking, only this time he was exposing potential deficiencies in moral judgement. 

He took another bite out of the sandwich and a mouthful of coffee whilst he pondered his next move. 

The easiest and quickest solution would be to take a back-up. He knew from personal experience that the back-up procedure was carried out by the part-time bookkeeper who, at just after three o’clock on any given afternoon, was more concerned with picking up her children from school than she was with the security of the data she was responsible for. She backed up the data to a removable disk that was placed in the company safe, and she wouldn’t notice an entry in the back-up log from a time outside of her normal working hours, and if she did it would probably be passed off as a software error or a ‘systems re-configuration’ which nobody understood and could be used to explain away anything to anybody without an A* in computer geekery. 

He reached down to his backpack and removed a USB stick and pushed it into one of the slots in the side of his laptop, a message flashed up to confirm that the stick had been detected by his computer. He clicked the backup option on the software and then choose the destination for the data. The Wi-Fi signal was strong, and the first download was completed in less than thirty seconds. Over the next five minutes he repeated the exercise with all the listed accounting systems data, then he removed the stick and pushed it down into the bottom of his backpack. He then took a second back-up, repeated the data download operation and then stuffed the second back-up stick into a padded envelope that had a stamp addressed label stuck on the front. He finished his sandwich, drained the contents of his cup and closed the laptop which was returned to the backpack.

He stood up, lifted his jacket off the back of the chair and pushed the padded envelope into one of the pockets before zipping it up. He put his arms through the straps on the backpack and pulled it up onto his back, before waving at Babs and calling out a warm, “Bye Babs.”  

As he left the café his progress across the concrete apron that separated the café from the warehouse opposite was being monitored by two CCTV cameras. Six miles across town the images from those cameras were being recorded and watched in ‘real time.’ 
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Friday 19 July 2019.
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“Mateusz, what are you doing in there, it’s been hours man.” 

“Wash it any longer and it’ll drop off,” a second voice added.

The comment was followed by the sound of manic laughter from beyond the bathroom door. Mateusz could not hear the comment from his friends as he stood beneath the showerhead, the warm water cascading over his head, down his face and off his chest. He smiled to himself as he began to apply the shower gel for the second time, once to get clean, twice to be sure, he told himself.

There was a banging at the door, “Mateusz, I need a piss man, come on.”

Mateusz stepped out of the shower onto a towel, he reached for a second towel that was hanging over a radiator, wrapped it around his midriff and opened the door. “You really have to learn how to chill Jakub.”

“Right now, I need a piss more than I need to chill. Trust me.” Jakub said squeezing through the gap between his friend and the bathroom door, “

Mateusz walked along the landing to his bedroom, he threw the towel on the bed and stood in front of the full-length mirror admiring himself. Those hours spent down the gym were paying off. He patted his stomach the six pack was beginning to take shape. 

He opened the double doors of the wardrobe and surveyed the clothes in front of him. He looked at his Chefs whites and felt a sense of pride, soon they would be taken out of this wardrobe for the final time as he moved to London to begin his dream job. He opened the underwear drawer and took out a pair of dark blue pants and matching socks, then he reached for a crisp, freshly ironed shirt, light blue but with a thin claret coloured stripe running through it – casual but smart. Jeans or trousers. No point wearing jeans in case the doorman at Breezers was being particularly awkward sod and adhering to his own dress code. Black Chinos. To finish it off a pair of longwing brogues. 

He needed some mood music, he reached for his I-phone, scrolled though his playlist and found his choice, Metallica ‘Hit the Lights’. He pressed play, waited, and then began jumping around the room. Music, like cooking, brought out the best in him, made him feel alive, able to express himself.

“Put some clothes on man,” Jakub said watching from the doorway, “you’re going to bruise your bollocks jumping around like that.”

Mateusz closed the door with a karate kick and carried on jumping.

Thirty minutes later the three friends had reached the bus stop that would take them into Bournemouth if they were to choose that option.

“Bus or taxi?” Jakub asked his younger brother Krzysztof and their flat mate Mateusz.

“I didn’t get dressed up like this for a ride on a bus,” replied Mateusz. 

At just before nine thirty, a yellow taxi dropped the three of them off in Horseshoe Common, the centre of night life in the town. A red single decker bus, part of the Operation Protect campaign to make people feel safer when out enjoying themselves, was parked in the centre of the greenspace. Two police officers were chatting to a young couple explaining the purpose of the bus to them.  

“So,” Jakub said, “fancy something to kick off the evening. Tapas and a beer at El Gringo’s.”

The three men walked across the ‘shared space’ dodging between the cars who weren’t minded to recognise the concept of everyone and no-one having the right of way and headed for the Tex-Mex restaurant. 

“Good to be back home Matty?” Jakub asked as three bottled beers were placed on the bar in front of them.

“Yeah, nothing says home like a Mariachi band playing Beatles tunes,” he replied taking a short swig from the bottle. “It’s always good to come home for the weekend. Cheers boys. Here’s to success,” he said as the three of them touched bottles.  

The warm evening had brought hundreds of people out of the bars and clubs onto the pavements. It was all good humoured, all being monitored by a discreet police presence ensuring that everybody who came into town for a good time, enjoyed themselves and got home safely. For those who couldn’t face a taxi ride home immediately after spending hours drinking, dancing and looking to have a good time in whatever ways were available, and whose condition left them feeling vulnerable there was the red ‘Safe Bus’.

The three young men ate tapas, drank two or three bottles of premium Mexican beer and talked about what they were going to do over the weekend.

Mateusz was preparing for his ‘big move’ to London. The years of studying would soon be over, the half-term placements replaced by a full-time job, the first rungs on his chosen career ladder. He wasn’t too proud to talk about starting at the bottom, not too cocky to be afraid to graft hard to be a success. All he’d wanted to do from as long ago as he could remember was to cook. To create food that would put a smile of people’s faces, he’d learned his trade from a mixture of college and working weekends on the Chuck Wagon, his uncle’s van that had a pitch on Poole Quay, but which also travelled to festivals during the spring and summer. Not just food festivals but music festivals. He was getting a good reputation, people recognised him, or more than likely they recognised the van painted in red and white stripes, but they knew they would get good food from the van and that was down to him.

“London calling?” Jakub said, looking at his friend whose mind was elsewhere.

“And I live by the river!” Matty replied punching the air with his right arm.

“Where are you going to live?” Krzysztof asked.

“Servants quarters,” Matty replied.

“What, like some sort of Downton Abbey yeah,” Jakub replied incredulously.

Matty laughed, “Not quite. Anyway, put that away for another day. Friday night is about forgetting work.”

Jakub rolled an empty beer bottle back and forth between the palms of his hands, “Let’s do some shots and then go to Breezers. Might get lucky.”

Matty looked at his friend, “I’m not sure. Last time we went there I ended up on the floor with some bouncer sat on my chest.”

Jakub placed his right hand on his friends left shoulder, “The thing about the past is that’s where it stays. Drink up, time to get our dancing muscles working.”

Breezers was less than two hundred yards from El Gringos but Matty, Jakub and Krzysztof could see the queue of wannabee clubbers snaking its way up the street past the hairdressers, nail bars, recruitment agencies, and lifestyle optimizers. The sandwich shop was busy, office workers who had gone for a quick drink after work had invariably stayed much longer than happy hour and were now seeking solace in rolls filled with various meats and dairy products, accompanied by large black coffees and nervous tapping on their smartphones, explanations confused by predictive text sent to waiting partners.

“Looks like another job for Wayne’s World,” Jakub said looking at the queue.

As they approached the club, with the obligatory red rope sectioning off the waiting area from the rest of the pavement, they all reached into their pockets and pulled out a credit card sized piece of plastic, this was their membership card.

“Where’s Fatso?” Jakub said, wondering where one of the usual Friday night bouncers was.

“Perhaps they let him have the night off for good behaviour,” replied Krzysztof.

“Yeah, like for one week he didn’t crack somebody’s head on the pavement,” replied Matty.

They showed their complimentary passes to the doorman who stepped aside and allowed them to walk into the club.

“Jeez. It’s hot in here,” Matty said, pulling at his shirt collar.

“That’s England for you yeah, hot weather always comes as a shock,” Jakub looked around, there were a few dancers at the far end of the club in front of the DJ. He wasn’t much of a dancer, but even if a woman laughed at his dancing at least it broke the ice.

The three of them ordered bottled beers and stood leaning against the bar, bottles in hand watching a group of half a dozen women dancing to a track they didn’t recognise, but which had them moving their upper bodies in time with the music. Jakub walked away from the bar in the direction of the staircase that led to the chill-out zone called ‘Breathe’, an area on the first floor that had beanbags, pillows, sofas and chairs for those who didn’t want to communicate by shouting or the use of hand gestures. The music upstairs didn’t make you want to dance, it was for bringing down heart rates, for putting you in that chill zone. Well, that was the theory, none of the three lads had ever given it a try, opting to spend their time drinking, dancing and trying to pull downstairs. 

“Ankle holding up?” Matty asked Krzysztof who had visited the local hospital that morning to have a plaster cast removed following an operation to repair an ankle broken playing five-as-side at college.

Krzysztof nodded, “So far. Could be the numbing effect of the beer though.”

Matty looked around, scanning the faces, trying to put a face to the numerous messages he had received all week. He couldn’t see anybody who either wasn’t with somebody or looked like they were waiting for Mr. Right. 

“See anybody you might know?” Krzysztof asked

Matty shook his head, “Not yet, but the night is still young. Time for another beer I think,” and he turned back to face the barman.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

3

23:15, Wessex Way, Bournemouth
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The black Range Rover Evoque set off a speed camera as it headed west along Wessex Way, the person in the passenger seat, Andrew Rollason, known to his mates as ‘Rollo’, seeing the flash of the camera, shouted “Shit! You’re not supposed to draw attention to us.”

“Chill out,” the driver, Lee Willis, known as ‘Willo’, said in the dark of the cabin, “we’re a ghost tonight. He smiled and increased the volume of the car’s sound system, brooding, driving, basslines filled the car and seemed to propel it forwards with greater determination as they took the ramp off the dual carriageway, went around the roundabout to the third exit and then turned left. “What’s your man look like,” Willis asked.

Rollason reached inside his leather jacket and removed a photograph. The picture looked like a second-generation copy, probably printed from a mobile phone and then photocopied. The person in the photograph was male, early twenties. He was wearing a 1980’s era Juventus football shirt, black and white stripes, the sponsors name ‘Ariston’ emblazoned across the chest, the wearer was smiling giving a thumbs-up sign to the camera, pair of stonewash 501’s the only other item of clothing visible in the three-quarter length photograph.

The mobile phone in the cradle to the left of the steering wheel lit up indicating an incoming text message, Willis slowed down, pressed the read button and read the message. “Baggio’s.”

“Change of plan. Not a home visit tonight. Apparently, he’s buying some late-night chow from the takeaway.”

“The hit is in public?” Rollason replied. “Good job we’ve got the masks. Fucking hell.” 

The Range Rover turned left, the street was almost deserted, despite that it being another warm summer evening. They could see four people, two men and two women, standing outside of the takeaway including the person in the photograph.

“Drive past the takeaway. Take the next on the left.”

Willis and Rollason opened their respective doors and made an exaggerated a jump out of the vehicle onto the street, they were both carrying a baseball bat.

Two men were standing, eating and chatting to two women, outside the takeaway. The attackers grabbed one of the men and threw him to the ground, the contents of his chicken kebab spilling out of the polystyrene tray onto the pavement He tried to get to his feet but as he did so he was caught by a second blow to the left leg. The next blow was to the kidneys, the two women started shouting and kicking at the two assailants, one of whom turned around and threatened them with a baseball bat. The shouting brought a third man from inside the shop out onto the pavement.

“This isn’t your battle soldier,” one of the attackers stated, calmly and without raising either his voice or the bat he was holding in his left hand.

“Stop hitting him,” shouted one of the two women, trying to aim a kick at one of the attacker’s genitals, the attacker flicked his right hand in her direction as if he were swatting away an annoying insect.

The second woman began screaming, “No, stop, stop, don’t do this, please stop.”

Half a dozen blows rained down on the man who was crouching on the pavement, they were all body blows. As one of the attackers pulled his bat hard down on the victims back the baseball bat spilled out of his grasp onto the pavement. The intention, after the initial attack, appeared to be to concentrate damage to the arms and legs. At one point, he managed to stagger to his feet, take a couple of steps and then collapse on the road, causing an oncoming taxi to take evasive action and swerve into the other traffic lane. The two attackers began to calmly walk back in the direction they had come from. 

The ferocious attack lasted less than ninety seconds, ending when the attackers were sure that neither their intended victim nor any of the onlookers were going to offer any resistance. The victim was in a foetal position on the pavement, alternatively sobbing and screaming in pain. One of the other men took his phone out of his jacket pocket and pressed the number nine button three times, “Yeah, quick an ambulance to Christchurch Road, Boscombe. There’s been an attack, get the police too. Where? By Baggio’s, the restaurant and takeaway, opposite the West Wind pub.”

A man rushed out from the takeaway, “Matty? Matty? What has happened?”

The two females who had been laughing and joking a few minutes earlier huddled together as if their body warmth would protect them from what they had seen.

“Mateusz, come on man let’s get you into the shop,” one of the other men lifted the victim under his right arm and began to drag him back towards the pavement. 

They had walked fewer than twenty paces when a man ran out of the pub on the opposite side of the road to the takeaway and began chasing them, he managed to rugby tackle one of the attackers but was then lifted off him by the second attacker. The two men started to run and the man on the ground picked himself up and ran after them, following them around the corner into a side street and out of the line of vision of those standing outside of the restaurant and takeaway.

Within five minutes the sound of two distinctive sirens could be heard approaching, blue lights reflecting off every available building as two police cars approached from opposite directions, they were quickly joined by an ambulance.

The police cars parked across the road approximately one hundred metres apart, securing the scene. 
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The Range Rover slowed before pulling into Kings Park car park. A couple of lorries were parked up for the night, the glow of a television screen could be seen through the curtains of a unit that was displaying Lithuanian registered plates.

“What a fucking buzz,” Rollo commented opening the passenger door and drinking in the warm early morning air, he tilted his face skywards and felt warm drops of rain land on his face. 

Willo stepped out of the vehicle and lit a cigarette. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt so calm. At one point during the attack, he felt as if he was having an out of body experience, watching himself from above as he reined blows down on the kid outside the takeaway and then when that stupid twat came shouting after them and grabbed Rollo, he felt a buzz from going back and hitting him. Then when the fight continued around the corner, he felt pure energy. Pure. That was it. Pure.

He was breathing deeply and slowly, exhaling. He began to proceed through a half remembered martial arts routine. The loose chippings on the surface of the car park were barely disturbed by his graceful foot movements. Rollo shook his head, wishing he’d taken the offer of being dropped off at the Off Licence, he could murder a couple of cans of something stronger than the milk he’d been drinking all day to curb the ulcer that was causing him so much grief.  

He waited until Willis had finished his routine before asking, “What are you going to do when some big bastard comes at you with a baseball bat or num-chuks?”

Willis smiled, “A person with outer courage dares to die, a person with inner courage dares to live.”

“What the?”

“On the basis that it is always better to be considered ignorant rather than stupid, you are without doubt the most ignorant halfwit I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet. Get in the car, I’m taking it back and I’ll drop you off afterwards.”

The two men remained silent for the five-minute drive to where Willis dropped Rollo off. It then took a further ten minutes through largely deserted streets until he arrived at the vehicle body repair facility he worked at. Easing the Range Rover to a standstill he switched off the lights followed by the ignition.

He looked around, making sure that nobody was having a late-night bunk-up in front of one of the numerous warehouses on the site. Last thing he needed was to be seen driving into the vehicle yard. He tapped the security code onto the keypad and then pushed one of the two security gates back until it crashed into the brick that held it open during business hours. He then returned to the vehicle, switched the ignition on and gently eased the Range Rover down the slight slope towards the far end of the yard and parked from the gap where he’d removed the car from just over an hour earlier. The white sheet that was used to protect the vehicle whilst awaiting a respray had been dumped under the next car so as not to arouse any suspicion should anybody be walking their dog along the bridle way beside the compound, he collected it and took his time pulling it over the car before walking back to the gate. With the gate pulled shut he reset the alarm and then started to walk back towards the main road, with a little luck he could catch the last bus, without that luck it was a forty-five-minute walk on a mild night to his flat.  
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At just after 12.35 a.m. the mobile phone belonging to DCI Michael Bishop began to play ‘Nellie the Elephant’. Bishop’s right hand grasped at thin air where he thought the bedside cabinet was, He began to lever himself up remembering he had fallen asleep on the settee watching a television documentary. As he put his left arm down to push himself off the sofa, he felt a shooting pain from his wrist up to the elbow and remembered that he was still wearing a protective plaster following an accident whilst out jogging.

“Mike Bishop,” he said after pressing the accept button.

“Mike, its Mark. We’ve got an incident in Boscombe.” Detective Chief Superintendent Mark Groves was calling from Dorset Police headquarters at Winfrith, “One dead, one with life threatening injuries, CSI on way, we have witnesses, crime scene taped off.”

“I’ll be there as soon as. I will organise Kelly and Parkinson. Can you organise a pathologist?”

Bishop stood up slowly, on top of the coffee table in front of him were half a dozen metal trays, the remains of a Chinese takeaway, together with an empty can that had once contained a well-known brand of cola but was now on its side looking sorry for itself. Where was Chloe? In bed? Then he remembered, she was at her sisters in Paris attending a hen night and their two children were away for the week as part of the Duke of Edinburgh Award scheme.

He peered at his mobile phone and dialed a taxi firm he knew would still be operating in the area at that time of the morning. Twenty minutes he was told by the operator, “Make it fifteen and there’s a tip in it for you and the driver,” he replied.

Taking a holdall out of the hallway cupboard he checked to make sure that it contained a forensic oversuit, mask, gloves and overshoes, his ID card, empty policy book, mobile phone and charger, police radio, torch with spare batteries and a plastic bank bag containing twenty pounds in mixed coins, he was not going to the bank to pay the cash in so the No Mixed Coin Please request on the bag could be ignored. The zipped pockets at one end of the bag contained a waterproof jacket, a packet of chewing gum and a flask which he removed and then took into the kitchen to fill with coffee granules and boiling water. He switched the kettle on and then checked the zipped pocket at the opposite end of the bag from the jacket to make sure he had a pair of waterproof gloves and a waterproof freezer bag that contained half a dozen biros and a blank notepad. 

As the kettle boiled, he ran upstairs, two stairs at a time, to the master bedroom and pulled his white shirt over his head, reaching into the wardrobe he removed a clean ironed blue check shirt and a dark blue tie. He kicked off the slippers he was wearing and located a pair of sturdy leather shoes on the shoe rack. As he was finishing the knot on his tie car headlights appeared at the end of the close, he glanced at his watch, “Not bad Spike, a tenner it is.” 

The flask filled and pushed into the end of the bag he closed the front door behind him, pushed the bunch of keys containing the front door deep into one of the zipped pockets of the holdall and walked down the front path to the waiting taxi. He opened a rear door of the Skoda and threw the holdall onto the back seat then he opened the front passenger door and slid into the front seat, “I bet you were parked up around the corner, weren’t you?”

The taxi driver grinned, “Not quite Mr. Bishop. How’s the arm?”

“Plaster should be off next week, then I should be able to drive myself shortly after that.”

The taxi driver nodded, “I’ll miss the banter and the recommendations for my record collection. I never realised so much misery had been committed to vinyl.”  

Bishop laughed, took his phone out of his coat pocket and called Detective Sergeant Niamh Kelly.

Despite being on call Niamh had been hoping for a quiet weekend and a ride out into the New Forest. She was sitting cross legged on the kitchen floor, wearing a pair of sky blue running shorts and matching tee shirt that doubled as her pajamas, her laptop was close to hand, browser opened and a recently created playlist of cycling inspired tunes was keeping up her enthusiasm for the task at hand. She was applying lubrication to the chain on her road bike when the call from Mike Bishop caused her phone to vibrate its way off the edge of the Welsh dresser it had been placed upon twenty minutes earlier, the call brought an end to any potential quiet weekend.

Ten minutes after receiving the call she was driving from her flat towards the crime scene. Having parked at the edge of the cordon she changed into her protective suit, shoes and mask and walked to where the body lay. Jack Scotland, the Crime Scene Manager, was supervising a young uniform officer who was standing with a clipboard in his hand on which the attendance log for the site would be noted, a blue and white open sided tent had been erected over a body that lay half in the road and half on the pavement of a side street off the main thoroughfare between Christchurch and Bournemouth. Three marked police cars were already on the scene.

Although it was a mild evening there were very few people out, that would be a help in containing potential onlookers making a nuisance of themselves, but it would also reduce the pool of potential witnesses. Five minutes after Kelly had arrived, Detective Constable Kevin Parkinson and two members of the CSI team arrived. They listened to Scotland who explained the timeline so far. Kelly then called Bishop and relayed Scotland’s words.

“Constables Bonham and Plant were in a patrol car in the vicinity when a series of treble nine calls were taken at just after eleven-thirty. Uniform on site within five minutes. Situation assessed, call placed to HQ, area cordoned off. CSI called. I’m parked in the last road on the left off Ashley Road, about fifty metres from the tape, you can put your bag in the boot.”  

“Thanks. I should be with you in fifteen minutes.”

Bishop placed his bag in the boot of Kelly’s Peugeot 208 and pulled on a white over suit, complete with overshoes that felt a size too small for his size nine feet.

He walked beyond the ‘Police Road Closed’ sign and the row of shops that included a launderette, a café advertising all- day breakfasts, a tax advisor and a second-hand record shop that had been in situ for as long as he could remember, the white on red SALE signs that decorated the windows a seemingly permanent fixture, a sign of the times. As he followed the pavement that curved to the left, he saw Kelly, Parkinson and a member of the CSI team standing in front of a takeaway. Blue and white tape had been used to section off the crime scene that seemed to stretch out around two hundred yards from where Bishop was standing. Half a dozen police cars were now in situ, the major incident van was being eased into a parking space. Out of the corner of his eye he could see a couple of people standing behind the floor to ceiling window of the West Wind pub. 

“Morning Boss,” said Kevin Parkinson who was standing next to the door of the takeaway.

“At least you didn’t prefix with ‘good’ KP. Where’s Jack?” Bishop asked.

“He’s around the corner,” Parkinson replied, “CSI reckon there are hundreds of prints on the shop window or the door, but witnesses confirmed that the two attackers didn’t touch anything.”

Kevin Parkinson: Kev or KP to Bishop, was the youngest member of the Major Incident Team, although still only twenty-five he was not exactly a baby when it came to experience. Two years based at Cosham, north of Portsmouth, followed by two years on the Drug Squad based at Southampton Central had taught him enough about human nature to last most people’s lifetimes. He had joined Bishop’s team two years earlier and was known for his ability to recall the smallest detail about seemingly anything he read or saw. He would probably have earned the nickname Arnie if it had not been for the fact that he was rake thin, with a mop of blonde hair that he spent a lot of time pushing off his face.  

Bishop watched as a CSI team member went about his or her business collecting potential evidence and writing on the outside of the evidence bags. He looked at the pavement and then inside the shop at the pristine white tiled floor.  

“Attack took place outside, no physical evidence in the shop apart from that,” Niamh Kelly said pointing at the CCTV camera that was above the menu board behind the counter.

“We’ll organise a full CCTV search once I’ve spoken with Jack.”

Detective Sergeant Niamh Kelly generally worked as Bishops second in command on major investigations, she was studying for her Inspectors exam, when she passed that, there was no ‘if’ as far as Bishop was concerned, she would undertake her SIO training and then become an Operations SIO. Kelly was intelligent and sharp witted, tall, slim with her brunette hair tied back in a ponytail and wearing jacket and trousers, she cut an impressive, authoritative, figure. For the time being Bishop had to ensure that her enthusiasm was tempered with the need for good practice. Her one downside was her lack of appreciation of her colleagues which had earned her the nickname, albeit one never uttered within her earshot, of ‘Kbot’. 

“On-call pathologist is expected within the next twenty minutes,” Kelly added.

“So, what do we know so far?” asked Bishop

“First attack was on a 22-year-old male, Mateusz Boguski,” replied Kelly. “Boguski shares a house in North Road, and he’d been clubbing with his two housemates. They had called in here for a bite to eat. He had been standing on the edge of the pavement talking to a couple of young women at about eleven-twenty-five when he was attacked by two men wearing balaclavas, both carrying baseball bats. They each took half a dozen swings at him, at one point he got to his feet and stumbled into the road, just missed ending up on the bonnet of a taxi. We have the two young women; they are waiting in the café over the road.” 

Bishop surveyed the scene. The garish pink letters spelling out ‘Baggio’s’ on the illuminated sign above the shop front were the only lights on that side of the street as far as the eye could see. Across the road the windows of Café Margot were steamed up, although somebody had been considerate enough to clear a small porthole on one of the windows and Bishop could see two young women, late teens or possibly early twenties, sat at the table nearest the door both cradling large white cups, a female uniformed police officer in attendance. Despite the late hour, and the first rainfall in weeks, a small crowd had begun to gather beyond the cordoned off area.  

“KP, have word with the crowd down there, take a uniform with you. See if anybody was watching the attack and filmed it on their phone, try and nip this in the bud before somebody uploads it. Also see if anybody was watching from those flats,” he pointed to the flats above the shops directly opposite the takeaway. “Let’s walk down and meet Jack. Then what Niamh?”

“Our dead body is Darren Stokes, driving licence in the pocket of his jeans. According to the two female witnesses he was cleaning tables in the West Wind, saw the attack, ran out of the pub, started shouting at the attackers. They started to run off in that direction,” she said pointing towards where police tape turned to the left, off the main road and down a side street. “He chased after them, grabbed one, there was a struggle then they disappeared around the corner. Unlike Mateusz Boguski, he didn’t get the chance to ride in an ambulance.”

Bishop looked at the pub, back to the takeaway and then towards where they were headed. “Any idea what motivated the attack?”

Kelly shook her head, “No.”

“And this place was entitled to be open at eleven thirty on a Friday night?”

“No alcohol after eleven, but it’s open from Thursday night until Monday morning. The restaurant next door is part of the same business, but that is currently closed for renovation. If it had been open or the weather a bit warmer, we might have had dozens of witnesses.”

“Or no crime scene,” replied Bishop, “not too many attacks carried out in front of a full house. So, was somebody targeted deliberately or are we talking about something a little more random?” Bishop posed the question without expecting an answer, he was thinking aloud. He called after Parkinson, “Kev, when you’ve finished crowd control get onto Call Handling and make sure we have recordings of any treble nines by nine o’clock in the morning at the latest.” 

DS Jack Scotland, crime-scene manager, wearing a protective suit, was waiting on the corner of Portman Road for Bishop and Kelly to reach him, he held up a latex gloved hand as a greeting. “Morning Mike. CSI are photographing inside the takeaway and then they’ll work their way down the road to here, this way,” he said gesturing with his left hand. Police tape cordoned off the width of the pavement and metal plates led from the corner of the road to where a tent had been erected over the dead body. “There’s not much in the way of physical evidence, but we might get lucky.”

The three of them watched as a CSI walked a dozen or so paces from the corner of Portman Road using a green light to check for footprints on all surfaces.

“Did anybody actually see the blows that killed Darren Stokes?” Bishop asked.

“We don’t know yet,” replied Scotland, “I’ll organise some knocking on doors when more troops arrive. Looking around there are not too many windows overlooking the site despite initial appearances. We have also got a lot of commercial premises that might have CCTV cameras pointing along the road. The street lighting isn’t great,” he said pointing up at the white street lighting. I’ll phone Val Owen and ask her to get here first thing in the morning.”

Bishop stepped into the tent alongside Scotland and the crime-scene photographer. The overhead lights created a world within a world that despite the advances in technology always remained resolutely artificial. He knelt beside the body of Darren Stokes, a man in his late forties, wearing a light blue polo shirt, jeans and a pair of black trainers. Somebody, somewhere, he thought, will probably be checking and re-checking clocks or mobile phones, a wife, lover, partner, somebody growing more anxious with each passing minute that they have not heard from him after closing time at the West Wind over an hour ago.

“A baseball bat only weighs about the same as a bag of sugar but keep hitting somebody on their head you’re going to see some damage,” Scotland said straightening himself up.

“We’ll leave you to it,” Bishop said motioning to Kelly that they would be stepping outside of the tent.  

Bishop and Kelly lifted the tape, signed the crime scene log and stepped away from the inner cordon. He looked around the immediate area, he knew this part of town well. He had lived a couple of streets away for three years during the late eighties and spent many an afternoon crate digging in the Exchange & Mart they were now standing next to. Hours had been spent looking for bargains in the 10p singles box or the ‘everything 50p’ plastic crates, hoping to find that rare Joy Division release or a single from the eclectic 4AD label or even better, a mythical bootleg. There had been an Austrian café about fifty yards away which sold coffee so thick you could stand your spoon up in it and apple strudel made with a pastry that was gossamer light and which dissolved on your tongue. Lifting the crime tape was like entering a portal to his past.  

He looked in the direction of Kevin Parkinson who was addressing the group of onlookers which had now doubled in size from when he had arrived to around thirty. People were Meerkating, trying to get a photograph that they could post on social media, be the first to break the news, get that all important red heart ‘like’. They were a motley crew, a mixture of post-chuck out pub goers, pizza-delivery jockeys, clubbers whose journey home had been curtailed by the sudden road closures and lovers who had been drawn out of their furtive shadow boxing by the blue flashing lights. A woman in a dressing-gown, a thermos flask in one hand, offered a packet of biscuits around. Two late night, running vest wearing, wannabe Sir Mo’s stood hands-on hips panting, skin glistening with sweat, they gave a long glance in the direction of the tent and then turned on their heels, a long beep indicating that their paused activity trackers had been reactivated. A pensioner, with a Jack Russell on an extendable lead, shook his head and tutted theatrically before moving on.  
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Bishop introduced himself and Kelly to the two young women who were both drinking large cups of hot chocolate which had been topped off with a generous helping of whipped cream and marshmallows. He explained that he was going to record their interview on his mobile phone and that it would be transcribed later and that a copy would be emailed to them as a record of events and that if they disagreed with anything in the statement, they had the right to challenge it. He and Kelly would also be taking notes in the notebooks they had placed on the table, he retrieved a biro from his pocket and then placed his mobile phone in the middle of the table. 

The young woman who had identified herself as Candice Morgan sat in front of Bishop, the other, Millie Hepburn, sat opposite Niamh Kelly, but she had twisted herself in her seat so that her back was against the café window, her right leg pulled up underneath her body, she lifted a teaspoon and began to feed herself marshmallows. 

“So, like, we’d been down the beach and then went onto Breezers to listen to some music and have a dance, but we were getting freaked out by this well dodgy bloke.” Candice Morgan was wearing a black leather jacket, under which was a red blouse, leather skirt and black tights, the ‘clubbing outfit’ as she put it, was completed with a pair of black, ballerina style smart shoes, her purple-coloured hair would have attracted attention without her effervescent personality. 

Kelly looked at the length of Candice’s leather skirt and could hear her mother’s reproachful voice in her head, “Look at that skirt, any shorter and it would have been a hat”. 

“We took a taxi as far as the other end of the precinct then walked. I live at Shelley Park, Millie lives in Pokesdown, but she’s staying at mine tonight. That’s right, isn’t it, Millie?”

Millie, who looked younger than Candice but claimed to be twenty-one, making her two years older than her friend, nodded silently as she stared at her cup of hot chocolate and played absentmindedly with her smartphone, Kelly noticed she had half a dozen silver stars on her right hand, they caught the light as she moved her hand on the phone. Her blonde hair, tightly braided, fell over her shoulders onto the front of her black jacket which she was wearing over a Ramones t-shirt, her outfit was completed with a short black skirt and sky-blue Vans. Her handbag was placed between her legs to protect her modesty.

“We need you to tell us what happened over the road outside Baggio’s,” Bishop said. 

Millie looked up, “I said I wanted a drink, it was hot in the taxi. McDonalds was closed by the time we got there. Snowy said the burger place stays open till half two and they would sell us a can of something even if we didn’t want any food.”

“Snowy?” Kelly asked

“That’s me,” replied Candice lifting a necklace out from under her blouse and showing the two officers a small dog in silver, “my name means purity, white or sincere, so like, I got the nickname Snowy, like Tin-Tin’s dog,” she laughed self-consciously. “We said if we ever get into a fix where we need help it would be a good code word. Better nickname than Candy I suppose which sounds like a stripper’s name.”

Kelly smiled, “And what happened when you got to the takeaway?”

“Nothing much to start with,” Millie said, her hands cradling the cup as if it would give her courage to continue. “The guy behind the counter said we were both lovely ladies who shouldn’t be out so late. I said we were out early, and he laughed. I asked for a couple of cans of coke please and I took a five pound note out of my purse. We had just been served when the guy who got hit first started shouting and screaming.”

Candice coughed exaggeratedly and then took over from her friend, “So like, I’d seen this car go by and then suddenly these two guys started hitting him with baseball bats.”

“One of the attackers dropped the bat,” Millie said, “but he quickly picked it up.”

“I know this might sound strange,” began Bishop, “but was he left or right-handed?”

Candice and Millie looked at each other, Candice looked down at her arms, looking for confirmation of which hand the bat had fallen from, “Left.”

Millie nodded in agreement, more out of friendship than any conviction, “Yes. Left-handed.” 

“Where was the man who was attacked standing when you had arrived at the takeaway?” Bishop asked.

“He was looking in the window of the bakers, which is a couple of doors down from the takeaway,” replied Candice, “he was eating a chicken burger or something with chicken and salad, I can’t be, you know, like one hundred per cent.”

“How did he seem?” Kelly asked, “Was he drunk, did he look like he’d been taking drugs?”

“No,” replied Millie, “he was really chilled. Having a laugh and joke. He said he had been stood up, been into town to meet somebody with his mates but it was a no-show. He said they’d been to Breezers which was mad cos we had too, but we hadn’t seen them.”

“Friday night bants really,” added Candice, “we tried cheering him up, but he seemed shy.”  

“Didn’t either of his friend’s step in to try and stop the attack on Mateusz?” Bishop asked

“One of them did but one of the attackers said something about not being a soldier.”

“Soldier?” Niamh repeated

“Yes,” replied Candice, “something like, ‘it’s not your fight soldier.”

“Was any threatening language involved at any time?” Bishop asked

“No,” replied Millie, “it was silent. Weird. Scary. Just the line about not being a soldier. And that horrible clunking noise when one of them dropped their bat on the floor.”

“So, like, this guy from the pub ran out and started shouting at them to leave him alone. He was shouting ‘Hey, fuck off, leave him alone. Sorry, language.” Candice said.

“The two guys with the baseball bats started to run and then the guy who’d been shouting started to leg it after them. He rugby tackled him and then it was horrible.” Millie paused, reaching inside her handbag for a tissue to stem the flow of tears.

“So, he rugby tackled them in the road before they got to the corner?” Bishop asked.

“Yes,” replied Millie, blowing her nose loudly, “the guy on the ground was struggling, wriggling really, like a worm trying to escape a bird, and the one who had run around the corner came back and lifted the rugby tackler off his mate. “

“How long was it between him shouting at them and the rugby tackle?” Bishop asked.

Millie and Candice looked at each other and both shrugged their shoulders. 

“It was like, almost in slow motion. Ten, fifteen seconds, max” Candice said before taking up the story again. “Then the attacker who had been tackled got up and started to run away. But then the bloke from the pub got up and as they were going around the corner, we could see that he had grabbed the back of one of the attacker’s hoodie. They were out of view then.”

“Okay,” Bishop said standing up from the table, “Thank you, you were both very brave and you have been a great help. I’ll organise a car to run you home.”

“Blue lights?” Candice asked wishfully.

Bishop smiled, “No.”  

Bishop stood with his back to the window of the West Wind public house, two doors down from the café, glancing up and down the road. He looked across the road to the Italian café and takeaway and tried to visualise exactly what had happened. The vehicle coming into the road from the left passing a crowd of Friday night revelers, stopping in a side street and then two men returning to carry out the attack. Then, when the two attackers are fleeing, a, hitherto unseen, witness to the attack gives chase and is himself attacked. From where Bishop was standing to where the attack which resulted in the death took place was, he estimated. approximately one hundred and fifty metres. He remembered reading an article before the 2012 Olympics where it was stated that an average male running at ‘perfect jogging pace’, that where the least amount of oxygen was being used, would cover 100 metres in 27 seconds. Darren Stokes probably wasn’t jogging but was he in the habit of pulling the ‘Lightning Bolt’ celebration as a matter of routine?

Rain continued to fall, a light drizzle that appeared to evaporate almost as quickly as it arrived, the first rain in a dry English summer had arrived and was intent on hanging around longer than expected. Bishop pulled at the neck on his protective suit and could feel the layer of warm air trapped inside trying to escape. He watched KP walking towards him, that familiar quickening step, did the young DS ever walk anywhere at ‘normal’ pace?

Kevin Parkinson had spoken to those who had gathered around the crime scene perimeter, but nobody had seen the attack. The road was lined by shops and cafes, residential flats above the various commercial properties and those present had been drawn out by the blue flashing lights of the patrol cars and the ambulance. There was talk of a motorcyclist seen outside the Deli, which was in the process of closing when the attack took place, but apart from ‘he was wearing a crash helmet’ there wasn’t much to go on by way of description. The Deli owner was cashing up and had her back to the attack, oblivious to the event until she saw the white suited CSI team.  

“We can start the door-to-door although I suspect anybody who is up at this time of the morning is probably down there watching,” Bishop said. “I see somebody has alerted the media,” he added pointing to a press photographer standing as close as was possible to the CSI tent without crossing the blue and white tape.

“Social media is King these days. Only takes somebody with a smartphone to send a message,” Kelly replied, “not sure what they are expecting to see. It’s gone one in the morning; you’d think they’d have better things to do.”

The three detectives were walking back towards the CSI tent when they became aware of the sound of a motorbike in the near distance, then the sound of the engine was cut. 

“Here comes ‘Chips’,” Kelly said.

Out of the corner of his eye, Bishop could see the diminutive frame of Pathologist Dr Chipperfield, all in white and clutching his bag, striding purposefully along the pavement towards them.  

“Good morning, all,” the pathologist said, and exchanged latex-gloved handshakes with Bishop and each of his immediate team members. Dr Paul Chipperfield was in his mid-fifties. A muscular well-built man a tad under five foot eleven inches tall with copper brown eyes, he sported a wispy ginger Hipsters beard, a nose that looked like it had been broken several times and shoulder length brown hair that was often tied in a ponytail. Bishop and Chipperfield had never socialised, and all Bishop knew about the man’s private life was that his main relaxation was riding his collection of vintage motorbikes, which he housed in a barn rented from a farmer close to his Blandford home. 

“So, right, Detective Chief Inspector Bishop,” he said, his eyes fixing first on the body. “In modern parlance, would you please bring me up to speed?”

“Yes, Dr Chipperfield.”

It was always formal with the pathologist for the first half-hour or so, they adopted the unwritten rules of an end of term school disco, keeping everything formal and respectful until a tune they both liked was picked by the DJ and they could walk away from the wall. 

“We have the body of a man in his late forties. We have witnesses to the start of the attack but not the actual fatal blow or blows. First on scene cordoned off the area and pronounced the body as dead and called it in.”

The pathologist knelt, set down his bag and studied the body in silence for some moments before opening his bag.

In an ideal world all post-mortems on murder victims would be carried out in situ, as there was such a risk in moving them of losing some vital clue, perhaps invisible to the naked eye. But a body less than forty feet from a main thoroughfare did not figure in an ideal world. Bodies were seldom found in places that were post-mortem friendly. Some pathologists preferred to spend a minimal amount of time at the crime scene and return to the relatively pleasant working environment of the mortuary. But Dr Paul Chipperfield was not one of them. He could be at a scene late into the night, indeed all through the night, if necessary, before declaring that the body was ready to be removed to the mortuary.

The first rain of the summer continued to fall and the air outside of the tent smelled fresh, clean, pure, untainted. Inside it smelled of
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