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‘Deep inside the town there open up, so to speak, double streets, doppelganger streets, mendacious and delusive streets.’

—Bruno Schulz,
The Cinnamon Shops and Other Stories




PART ONE

BESŹEL


CHAPTER ONE

I COULD NOT SEE THE STREET or much of the estate. We were enclosed by dirt-coloured blocks, from windows out of which leaned vested men and women with morning hair and mugs of drink, eating breakfast and watching us. This open ground between the buildings had once been sculpted. It pitched like a golf course – a child’s mimicking of geography. Maybe they had been going to wood it and put in a pond. There was a copse but the saplings were dead.

The grass was weedy, threaded with paths footwalked between rubbish, rutted by wheel tracks. There were police at various tasks. I wasn’t the first detective there – I saw Bardo Naustin and a couple of others – but I was the most senior. I followed the sergeant to where most of my colleagues clustered, between a low derelict tower and a skateboard park ringed by big drum-shaped trash bins. Just beyond it we could hear the docks. A bunch of kids sat on a wall before standing officers. The gulls coiled over the gathering.

‘Inspector.’ I nodded at whomever that was. Someone offered a coffee but I shook my head and looked at the woman I had come to see.

She lay near the skate ramps. Nothing is still like the dead are still. The wind moves their hair, as it moved hers, and they don’t respond at all. She was in an ugly pose, with legs crooked as if about to get up, her arms in a strange bend. Her face was to the ground.

A young woman, brown hair pulled into pigtails poking up like plants. She was almost naked, and it was sad to see her skin smooth that cold morning, unbroken by gooseflesh. She wore only laddered stockings, one high heel on. Seeing me look for it, a sergeant waved at me from a way off, from where she guarded the dropped shoe.

It was a couple of hours since the body had been discovered. I looked her over. I held my breath and bent down toward the dirt, to look at her face, but I could only see one open eye.

‘Where’s Shukman?’

‘Not here yet, Inspector . . .’

‘Someone call him, tell him to get a move on.’ I smacked my watch. I was in charge of what we called the mise-en-crime. No one would move her until Shukman the patho had come, but there were other things to do. I checked sightlines. We were out of the way and the garbage containers obscured us, but I could feel attention on us like insects, from all over the estate. We milled.

There was a wet mattress on its edge between two of the bins, by a spread of rusting iron pieces interwoven with discarded chains. ‘That was on her.’ The constable who spoke was Lizbyet Corwi, a smart young woman I’d worked with a couple of times. ‘Couldn’t exactly say she was well hidden, but it sort of made her look like a pile of rubbish, I guess.’ I could see a rough rectangle of darker earth surrounding the dead woman – the remains of the mattress-sheltered dew. Naustin was squatting by it, staring at the earth.

‘The kids who found her tipped it half off,’ Corwi said.

‘How did they find her?’

Corwi pointed at the earth, at little scuffs of animal paws.

‘Stopped her getting mauled. Ran like hell when they saw what it was, made the call. Our lot, when they arrived . . .’ She glanced at two patrolmen I didn’t know.

‘They moved it?’

She nodded. ‘See if she was still alive, they said.’

‘What are their names?’

‘Shushkil and Briamiv.’

‘And these are the finders?’ I nodded at the guarded kids. There were two girls, two guys. Midteens, cold, looking down.

‘Yeah. Chewers.’

‘Early morning pick-you-up?’

‘That’s dedication, hm?’ she said. ‘Maybe they’re up for junkies of the month or some shit. They got here a bit before seven. The skate pit’s organised that way, apparently. It’s only been built a couple of years, used to be nothing, but the locals’ve got their shift patterns down. Midnight to nine a.m., chewers only; nine to eleven, local gang plans the day; eleven to midnight, skateboards and rollerblades.’

‘They carrying?’

‘One of the boys has a little shiv, but really little. Couldn’t mug a milkrat with it – it’s a toy. And a chew each. That’s it.’ She shrugged. ‘The dope wasn’t on them; we found it by the wall, but’ – shrug – ‘they were the only ones around.’

She motioned over one of our colleagues and opened the bag he carried. Little bundles of resin-slathered grass. Feld is its street name – a tough crossbreed of Catha edulis spiked with tobacco and caffeine and stronger stuff, and fibreglass threads or similar to abrade the gums and get it into the blood. Its name is a trilingual pun: it’s khat where it’s grown, and the animal called ‘cat’ in English is feld in our own language. I sniffed it and it was pretty low-grade stuff. I walked over to where the four teenagers shivered in their puffy jackets.

‘’Sup, policeman?’ said one boy in a Besź-accented approximation of hip-hop English. He looked up and met my eye, but he was pale. Neither he nor any of his companions looked well. From where they sat they could not have seen the dead woman, but they did not even look in her direction.

They must have known we’d find the feld, and that we’d know it was theirs. They could have said nothing, just run.

‘I’m Inspector Borlú,’ I said. ‘Extreme Crime Squad.’

I did not say I’m Tyador. A difficult age to question, this – too old for first names, euphemisms and toys, not yet old enough to be straightforward opponents in interviews, when at least the rules were clear. ‘What’s your name?’ The boy hesitated, considered using whatever slang handle he’d granted himself, did not.

‘Vilyem Barichi.’

‘You found her?’ He nodded, and his friends nodded after him. ‘Tell me.’

‘We come here because, ’cause, and . . .’ Vilyem waited, but I said nothing about his drugs. He looked down. ‘And we seen something under that mattress and we pulled it off.

‘There was some . . .’ His friends looked up as Vilyem hesitated, obviously superstitious.

‘Wolves?’ I said. They glanced at each other.

‘Yeah man, some scabby little pack was nosing around there and . . .

‘So we thought it . . .’

‘How long after you got here?’ I said.

Vilyem shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Couple hours?’

‘Anyone else around?’

‘Saw some guys over there a while back.’

‘Dealers?’ A shrug.

‘And there was a van came up on the grass and come over here and went off again after a bit. We didn’t speak to no one.’

‘When was the van?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘It was still dark.’ That was one of the girls.

‘Okay. Vilyem, you guys, we’re going to get you some breakfast, something to drink, if you want.’ I motioned to their guards. ‘Have we spoken to the parents?’ I asked.

‘On their way, boss; except hers’ – pointing to one of the girls – ‘we can’t reach.’

‘So keep trying. Get them to the centre now.’

The four teens looked at each other. ‘This is bullshit, man,’ the boy who was not Vilyem said, uncertainly. He knew that according to some politics he should oppose my instruction, but he wanted to go with my subordinate. Black tea and bread and paperwork, the boredom and striplights, all so much not like the peeling back of that wet-heavy, cumbersome mattress, in the yard, in the dark.

STEPEN SHUKMAN AND HIS ASSISTANT Hamd Hamzinic had arrived. I looked at my watch. Shukman ignored me. When he bent to the body he wheezed. He certified death. He made observations that Hamzinic wrote down.

‘Time?’ I said.

‘Twelve hours-ish,’ Shukman said. He pressed down on one of the woman’s limbs. She rocked. In rigor, and unstable on the ground as she was, she probably assumed the position of her death lying on other contours. ‘She wasn’t killed here.’ I had heard it said many times he was good at his job but had seen no evidence that he was anything but competent.

‘Done?’ he said to one of the scene techs. She took two more shots from different angles and nodded. Shukman rolled the woman over with Hamzinic’s help. She seemed to fight him with her cramped motionlessness. Turned, she was absurd, like someone playing at dead insect, her limbs crooked, rocking on her spine.

She looked up at us from below a fluttering fringe. Her face was set in a startled strain: she was endlessly surprised by herself. She was young. She was heavily made up, and it was smeared across a badly battered face. It was impossible to say what she looked like, what face those who knew her would see if they heard her name. We might know better later, when she relaxed into her death. Blood marked her front, dark as dirt. Flash flash of cameras.

‘Well, hello cause of death,’ Shukman said to the wounds in her chest.

On her left cheek, curving under the jaw, a long red split. She had been cut half the length of her face.

The wound was smooth for several centimetres, tracking precisely along her flesh like the sweep of a paintbrush. Where it went below her jaw, under the overhang of her mouth, it jagged ugly and ended or began with a deep torn hole in the soft tissue behind her bone. She looked unseeingly at me.

‘Take some without the flash, too,’ I said.

Like several others I looked away while Shukman murmured – it felt prurient to watch. Uniformed mise-en-crime technical investigators, mectecs in our slang, searched in an expanding circle. They overturned rubbish and foraged among the grooves where vehicles had driven. They lay down reference marks, and photographed.

‘Alright then.’ Shukman rose. ‘Let’s get her out of here.’ A couple of the men hauled her onto a stretcher.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I said, ‘cover her.’ Someone found a blanket I don’t know from where, and they started again towards Shukman’s vehicle.

‘I’ll get going this afternoon,’ he said. ‘Will I see you?’ I wagged my head noncommittally. I walked towards Corwi.

‘Naustin,’ I called, when I was positioned so that Corwi would be at the edge of our conversation. She glanced up and came slightly closer.

‘Inspector,’ said Naustin.

‘Go through it.’

He sipped his coffee and looked at me nervously.

‘Hooker?’ he said. ‘First impressions, Inspector. This area, beat-up, naked? And . . .’ He pointed at his face, her exaggerated makeup. ‘Hooker.’

‘Fight with a client?’

‘Yeah but . . . If it was just the body wounds, you know, you’d, then you’re looking at, maybe she won’t do what he wants, whatever. He lashes out. But this.’ He touched his cheek again uneasily. ‘That’s different.’

‘A sicko?’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe. He cuts her, kills her, dumps her. Cocky bastard too, doesn’t give a shit that we’re going to find her.’

‘Cocky or stupid.’

‘Or cocky and stupid.’

‘So a cocky, stupid sadist,’ I said. He raised his eyes, Maybe.

‘Alright,’ I said. ‘Could be. Do the rounds of the local girls. Ask a uniform who knows the area. Ask if they’ve had trouble with anyone recently. Let’s get a photo circulated, put a name to Fulana Detail.’ I used the generic name for woman-unknown. ‘First off I want you to question Barichi and his mates, there. Be nice, Bardo, they didn’t have to call this in. I mean that. And get Yaszek in with you.’ Ramira Yaszek was an excellent questioner. ‘Call me this afternoon?’ When he was out of earshot I said to Corwi, ‘A few years ago we’d not have had half as many guys on the murder of a working girl.’

‘We’ve come a long way,’ she said. She wasn’t much older than the dead woman.

‘I doubt Naustin’s delighted to be on streetwalker duty, but you’ll notice he’s not complaining,’ I said.

‘We’ve come a long way,’ she said.

‘So?’ I raised an eyebrow. Glanced in Naustin’s direction. I waited. I remembered Corwi’s work on the Shulban disappearance, a case considerably more Byzantine than it had initially appeared.

‘It’s just, I guess, you know, we should keep in mind other possibilities,’ she said.

‘Tell me.’

‘Her makeup,’ she said. ‘It’s all, you know, earths and browns. It’s been put on thick, but it’s not—’ She vamp-pouted. ‘And did you notice her hair?’ I had. ‘Not dyed. Take a drive with me up GunterStrász, around by the arena, any of the girls’ hangouts. Two-thirds blonde, I reckon. And the rest are black or bloodred or some shit. And . . .’ She fingered the air as if it were hair. ‘It’s dirty, but it’s a lot better than mine.’ She ran her hand through her own split ends.

For many of the streetwalkers in Besźel, especially in areas like this, food and clothes for their kids came first; feld or crack for themselves; food for themselves; then sundries, in which list conditioner would come low. I glanced at the rest of the officers, at Naustin gathering himself to go.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Do you know this area?’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s a bit off the track, you know? This is hardly even Besźel, really. My beat’s Lestov. They called a few of us in when they got the bell. But I did a tour here a couple years ago – I know it a bit.’

Lestov itself was already almost a suburb, six or so k out of the city centre, and we were south of that, over the Yovic Bridge on a bit of land between Bulkya Sound and, nearly, the mouth where the river joined the sea. Technically an island, though so close and conjoined to the mainland by ruins of industry you would never think of it as such, Kordvenna was estates, warehouses, low-rent bodegas scribble-linked by endless graffiti. It was far enough from Besźel’s heart that it was easy to forget, unlike more inner-city slums.

‘How long were you here?’ I said.

‘Six months, standard. What you’d expect: street theft, high kids smacking shit out of each other, drugs, hooking.’

‘Murder?’

‘Two or three in my time. Drugs stuff. Mostly stops short of that, though: the gangs are pretty smart at punishing each other without bringing in ECS.’

‘Someone’s fucked up then.’

‘Yeah. Or doesn’t care.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I want you on this. What are you doing at the moment?’

‘Nothing that can’t wait.’

‘I want you to relocate for a bit. Got any contacts here still?’ She pursed her lips. ‘Track them down if you can; if not, have a word with some of the local guys, see who their singers are. I want you on the ground. Listen out, go round the estate – what’s this place called again?’

‘Pocost Village.’ She laughed without humour; I raised an eyebrow.

‘It takes a village,’ I said. ‘See what you can turn up.’

‘My commissar won’t like it.’

‘I’ll deal with him. It’s Bashazin, right?’

‘You’ll square it? So am I being seconded?’

‘Let’s not call it anything right now. Right now I’m just asking you to focus on this. And report directly to me.’ I gave her the numbers of my cell phone and my office. ‘You can show me around the delights of Kordvenna later. And . . .’ I glanced up at Naustin, and she saw me do it. ‘Just keep an eye on things.’

‘He’s probably right. Probably a cocky sadist trick, boss.’

‘Probably. Let’s find out why she keeps her hair so clean.’

There was a league-table of instinct. We all knew that in his street-beating days, Commissar Kerevan broke several cases following leads that made no logical sense; and that Chief Inspector Marcoberg was devoid of any such breaks, and that his decent record was the result, rather, of slog. We would never call inexplicable little insights ‘hunches,’ for fear of drawing the universe’s attention. But they happened, and you knew you had been in the proximity of one that had come through if you saw a detective kiss his or her fingers and touch his or her chest where a pendant to Warsha, patron saint of inexplicable inspirations, would, theoretically, hang.

Officers Shushkil and Briamiv were surprised, then defensive, finally sulky when I asked them what they were doing moving the mattress. I put them on report. If they had apologised I would have let it go. It was depressingly common to see police boots tracked through blood residue, fingerprints smeared and spoiled, samples corrupted or lost.

A little group of journalists was gathering at the edges of the open land. Petrus Something-or-other, Valdir Mohli, a young guy called Rackhaus, a few others.

‘Inspector!’

‘Inspector Borlú!’ Even: ‘Tyador!’

Most of the press had always been polite, and amenable to my suggestions about what they withhold. In the last few years, new, more salacious and aggressive papers had started, inspired and in some cases controlled by British or North American owners. It had been inevitable, and in truth our established local outlets were staid to dull. What was troubling was less the trend to sensation, nor even the irritating behaviour of the new press’s young writers, but more their tendency to dutifully follow a script written before they were born. Rackhaus, who wrote for a weekly called Rejal!, for example. Surely when he bothered me for facts he knew I would not give him, surely when he attempted to bribe junior officers, and sometimes succeeded, he did not have to say, as he tended to: ‘The public has a right to know!’

I did not even understand him the first time he said it. In Besź the word ‘right’ is polysemic enough to evade the peremptory meaning he intended. I had to mentally translate into English, in which I am passably fluent, to make sense of the phrase. His fidelity to the cliché transcended the necessity to communicate. Perhaps he would not be content until I snarled and called him a vulture, a ghoul.

‘You know what I’m going to say,’ I told them. The stretched tape separated us. ‘There’ll be a press conference this afternoon, at ECS Centre.’

‘What time?’ My photograph was being taken.

‘You’ll be informed, Petrus.’

Rackhaus said something that I ignored. As I turned, I saw past the edges of the estate to the end of GunterStrász, between the dirty brick buildings. Trash moved in the wind. It might be anywhere. An elderly woman was walking slowly away from me in a shambling sway. She turned her head and looked at me. I was struck by her motion, and I met her eyes. I wondered if she wanted to tell me something. In my glance I took in her clothes, her way of walking, of holding herself, and looking.

With a hard start, I realised that she was not on GunterStrász at all, and that I should not have seen her.

Immediately and flustered I looked away, and she did the same, with the same speed. I raised my head, towards an aircraft on its final descent. When after some seconds I looked back up, unnoticing the old woman stepping heavily away, I looked carefully instead of at her in her foreign street at the facades of the nearby and local GunterStrász, that depressed zone.


CHAPTER TWO

I HAD A CONSTABLE DROP ME north of Lestov, near the bridge. I did not know the area well. I’d been to the island, of course, visited the ruins, when I was a schoolboy and occasionally since, but my rat-runs were elsewhere. Signs showing directions to local destinations were bolted to the outsides of pastry bakers and little workshops, and I followed them to a tram stop in a pretty square. I waited between a care-home marked with an hourglass logo, and a spice shop, the air around it cinnamon scented.

When the tram came, tinnily belling, shaking in its ruts, I did not sit, though the carriage was half-empty. I knew we would pick up passengers as we went north to Besźel centre. I stood close to the window and saw right out into the city, into these unfamiliar streets.

The woman, her ungainly huddle below that old mattress, sniffed by scavengers. I phoned Naustin on my cell.

‘Is the mattress being tested for trace?’

‘Should be, sir.’

‘Check. If the techs are on it we’re fine, but Briamiv and his buddy could fuck up a full stop at the end of a sentence.’ Perhaps she was new to the life. Maybe if we’d found her a week later her hair would have been electric blonde.

These regions by the river are intricate, many buildings a century or several centuries old. The tram took its tracks through byways where Besźel, at least half of everything we passed, seemed to lean in and loom over us. We wobbled and slowed, behind local cars and those elsewhere, came to a crosshatching where the Besź buildings were antique shops. That trade had been doing well, as well as anything did in the city for some years, hand-downs polished and spruced as people emptied their apartments of heirlooms for a few Besźmarques.

Some editorialists were optimists. While their leaders roared as relentlessly at each other as they ever had in the Cityhouse, many of the new breed of all parties were working together to put Besźel first. Each drip of foreign investment – and to everyone’s surprise there were drips – brought forth encomia. Even a couple of high-tech companies had recently moved in, though it was hard to believe it was in response to Besźel’s fatuous recent self-description as ‘Silicon Estuary.’

I got off by the statue of King Val. Downtown was busy: I stop-started, excusing myself to citizens and local tourists, unseeing others with care, till I reached the blocky concrete of ECS Centre. Two groups of tourists were being shepherded by Besź guides. I stood on the steps and looked down UropaStrász. It took me several tries to get a signal.

‘Corwi?’

‘Boss?’

‘You know that area: is there any chance we’re looking at breach?’

There were seconds of silence.

‘Doesn’t seem likely. That area’s mostly pretty total. And Pocost Village, that whole project, certainly is.’

‘Some of GunterStrász, though . . .’

‘Yeah but. The closest crosshatching is hundreds of metres away. They couldn’t have . . .’ It would have been an extraordinary risk on the part of the murderer or murderers. ‘I reckon we can assume,’ she said.

‘Alright. Let me know how you get on. I’ll check in soon.’

I HAD PAPERWORK ON OTHER CASES that I opened, establishing them a while in holding patterns like circling aircraft. A woman beaten to death by her boyfriend, who had managed to evade us so far, despite tracers on his name and his prints at the airport. Styelim was an old man who had surprised an addict breaking and entering, been hit once, fatally, with the spanner he himself had been wielding. That case would not close. A young man called Avid Avid, left bleeding from the head after taking a kerb-kiss from a racist, ‘Ébru Filth’ written on the wall above him. For that I was coordinating with a colleague from Special Division, Shenvoi, who had, since some time before Avid’s murder, been undercover in Besźel’s far right.

Ramira Yaszek called while I ate lunch at my desk. ‘Just done questioning those kids, sir.’

‘And?’

‘You should be glad they don’t know their rights better, because if they did Naustin’d be facing charges now.’ I rubbed my eyes and swallowed my mouthful.

‘What did he do?’

‘Barichi’s mate Sergev was lippy, so Naustin asked him the bareknuckle question across the mouth, said he was the prime suspect.’ I swore. ‘It wasn’t that hard, and at least it made it easier for me to gudcop.’ We had stolen gudcop and badcop from English, verbed them. Naustin was one of those who’d switch to hard questioning too easily. There are some suspects that methodology works on, who need to fall down stairs during an interrogation, but a sulky teenage chewer is not one.

‘Anyway, no harm done,’ Yaszek said. ‘Their stories tally. They’re out, the four of them, in that bunch of trees. Bit of naughty naughty probably. They were there for a couple of hours at least. At some point during that time – and don’t ask for anything more exact because you aren’t going to get it beyond ‘still dark’ – one of the girls sees that van come up onto the grass to the skate park. She doesn’t think much of it because people do come up there all times of day and night to do business, to dump stuff, what have you. It drives around, up past the skate park, comes back. After a while it speeds off.’

‘Speeds?’

I scribbled in my notebook, trying one-handedly to pull up my email on my PC. The connection broke more than once. Big attachments on an inadequate system.

‘Yeah. It was in a hurry and buggering its suspension. That’s how she noticed it was going.’

‘Description?’

‘‘‘Grey.” She doesn’t know from vans.’

‘Get her looking at some pictures, see if we can ID the make.’

‘On it, sir. I’ll let you know. Later at least two other cars or vans come up for whatever reason, for business, according to Barichi.’

‘That could complicate tyre tracks.’

‘After an hour or whatever of groping, this girl mentions the van to the others and they go check it out, in case it was dumping. Says sometimes you get old stereos, shoes, books, all kinds of shit chucked out.’

‘And they find her.’ Some of my messages had come through. There was one from one of the mectec photographers, and I opened it and began to scroll through his images.

‘They find her.’

COMMISSAR GADLEM CALLED ME IN. His soft-spoken theatricality, his mannered gentleness, was unsubtle, but he had always let me do my thing. I sat while he tapped at his keyboard and swore. I could see what must be database passwords stuck on scraps of paper to the side of his screen.

‘So?’ he said. ‘The housing estate?’ Yes.

‘Where is it?’

‘South, suburbs. Young woman, stab wounds. Shukman’s got her.’

‘Prostitute?’

‘Could be.’

‘Could be,’ he said, cupped his ear, ‘and yet. I can hear it. Well, onward, follow your nose. Tell if you ever feel like sharing the whys of that “and yet,” won’t you? Who’s your sub?’

‘Naustin. And I’ve got a beat cop helping out. Corwi. Grade-one constable. Knows the area.’

‘That’s her beat?’ I nodded. Close enough.

‘What else is open?’

‘On my desk?’ I told him. The commissar nodded. Even with the others, he granted me the leeway to follow Fulana Detail.

‘SO DID YOU SEE the whole business?’

It was close to ten o’clock in the evening, more than forty hours since we had found the victim. Corwi drove – she made no effort to disguise her uniform, despite that we had an unmarked car – through the streets around GunterStrász. I had not been home until very late the previous night, and after a morning on my own in these same streets now I was there again.

There were places of crosshatch in the larger streets and a few elsewhere, but that far out the bulk of the area was total. Few antique Besź stylings, few steep roofs or many-paned windows: these were hobbled factories and warehouses. A handful of decades old, often broken-glassed, at half capacity if open. Boarded facades. Grocery shops fronted with wire. Older fronts in tumbledown of classical Besź style. Some houses colonised and made chapels and drug houses: some burnt out and left as crude carbon renditions of themselves.

The area was not crowded, but it was far from empty. Those who were out looked like landscape, like they were always there. There had been fewer that morning but not very markedly.

‘Did you see Shukman working on the body?’

‘No.’ I was looking at what we passed, referring to my map. ‘I got there after he was done.’

‘Squeamish?’ she said.

‘No.’

‘Well . . .’ She smiled and turned the car. ‘You’d have to say that even if you were.’

‘True,’ I said, though it was not.

She pointed out what passed for landmarks. I did not tell her I had been in Kordvenna early in the day, sounding these places. Corwi did not try to disguise her police clothes because that way those who saw us, who might otherwise think we were there to entrap them, would know that was not our intent; and the fact that we were not in a bruise, as we called the black-and-blue police cars, told them that neither were we there to harass them. Intricate contracts!

Most of those around us were in Besźel so we saw them. Poverty deshaped the already staid, drab cuts and colours that enduringly characterise Besź clothes – what has been called the city’s fashionless fashion. Of the exceptions, some we realised when we glanced were elsewhere, so unsaw, but the younger Besź were also more colourful, their clothes more pictured, than their parents.

The majority of the Besź men and women (does this need saying?) were doing nothing but walking from one place to another, from late-shift work, from homes to other homes or shops. Still, though, the way we watched what we passed made it a threatening geography, and there were sufficient furtive actions occurring that did not feel like the rankest paranoia.

‘This morning I found a few of the locals I used to talk to,’ Corwi said. ‘Asked if they’d heard anything.’ She took us through a darkened place where the balance of crosshatch shifted, and we were silent until the streetlamps around us became again taller and familiarly deco-angled. Under those lights – the street we were on visible in a perspective curve away from us – women stood by the walls selling sex. They watched our approach guardedly. ‘I didn’t have much luck,’ Corwi said.

She had not even had a photograph on that earlier expedition. That early it had been aboveboard contacts: it had been liquor-store clerks; the priests of squat local churches, some the last of the worker-priests, brave old men tattooed with the sickle-and-rood on their biceps and forearms, on the shelves behind them Besź translations of Gutiérrez, Rauschenbusch, Canaan Banana. It had been stoop-sitters. All Corwi had been able to do was ask what they could tell her about events in Pocost Village. They had heard about the murder but knew nothing.

Now we had a picture. Shukman had given it to me. I brandished it as we emerged from the car: literally I brandished it, so the women would see that I brought something to them, that that was the purpose of our visit, not to make arrests.

Corwi knew some of them. They smoked and watched us. It was cold, and like everyone who saw them I wondered at their stockinged legs. We were affecting their business of course – plenty of locals passing by looked up at us and looked away again. I saw a bruise slow down the traffic as it passed us – they must have seen an easy arrest – but the driver and his passenger saw Corwi’s uniform and sped again with a salute. I waved back to their rear lights.

‘What do you want?’ a woman asked. Her boots were high and cheap. I showed her the picture.

They had cleaned up Fulana Detail’s face. There were marks left – scrapes were visible below the makeup. They could have eradicated them completely from the picture, but the shock those wounds occasioned were useful in questioning. They had taken the picture before they shaved her head. She did not look peaceful. She looked impatient.

‘I don’t know her.’

‘I don’t know her.’ I did not see recognition quickly disguised. They gathered in the grey light of the lamp, to the consternation of punters hovering at the edge of the local darkness, passed the picture among themselves and whether or not they made sympathy noises, did not know Fulana.

‘What happened?’ I gave the woman who asked my card. She was dark, Semitic or Turkish somewhere back. Her Besź was unaccented.

‘We’re trying to find out.’

‘Do we need to worry?’

‘I . . .’

After I paused Corwi said, ‘We’ll tell you if we think you do, Sayra.’

We stopped by a group of young men drinking strong wine outside a pool hall. Corwi took a little of their ribaldry then passed the photograph round.

‘Why are we here?’ My question was quiet. ‘They’re entry-level gangsters, boss,’ she told me. ‘Watch how they react.’ But they gave little away if they did know anything. They returned the photograph and took my card impassively.

We repeated this at other gatherings, and afterwards each time we waited several minutes in our car, far enough away that a troubled member of any of the groups might excuse himself or herself and come find us, tell us some dissident scrap that might push us by whatever byways towards the details and family of our dead woman. No one did. I gave my card to many people and wrote down in my notebook the names and descriptions of those few that Corwi told me mattered.

‘That’s pretty much everyone I used to know,’ she said. Some of the men and women had recognised her, but it had not seemed to make much difference to how she was received. When we agreed that we had finished it was after two in the morning. The half-moon was washed out: after a last intervention we had come to a stop, were standing in a street depleted of even its latest-night frequenters.

‘She’s still a question mark.’ Corwi was surprised.

‘I’ll arrange to have the posters put around the area.’

‘Really, boss? Commissar’ll go for that?’ We spoke quietly. I wove my fingers into the wire mesh of a fence around a lot filled only with concrete and scrub.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘He’ll roll over. It’s not that much.’

‘It’s a few uniforms for a few hours, and he’s not going to . . . not for a . . .’

‘We have to shoot for an ID. Fuck it, I’ll put them up myself.’ I would arrange for them to be sent out to each of the city’s divisions. When we turned up a name, if Fulana’s story was as we had tentatively intuited, what few resources we had would vanish. We were milking leeway that would eradicate itself.

‘You’re the boss, boss.’

‘Not really, but I’m the boss of this for a little bit.’

‘Shall we?’ She indicated the car.

‘I’ll walk it to a tram.’

‘Serious? Come on, you’ll be hours.’ But I waved her off. I walked away to the sounds only of my own steps and some frenzied backstreet dog, towards where the grey glare of our lamps was effaced and I was lit by foreign orange light.

SHUKMAN WAS MORE SUBDUED in his lab than out in the world. I had been on the phone to Yaszek asking for the video of the kids’ interrogation, the previous day, when Shukman contacted me and told me to come. It was cold, of course, and fuggy with chemicals. There was as much dark and many-stained wood as steel in the huge windowless room. There were notice boards on the walls, from each of which grew thickets of papers.

Dirt seemed to lurk in the room’s corners, on the edges of its workstations: but once I had run a finger along a grubby-looking groove by the raised spill-stopper, and it had come back clean. The stains were old. Shukman stood at the head of a steel dissecting table on which, covered with a slightly stained sheet, the contours of her face plain, was our Fulana, staring as we discussed her.

I looked at Hamzinic. He was only slightly older, I suspected, than the dead woman. He stood respectfully close by, his hands folded. By chance or not he stood next to a pinboard to which was attached among the postcards and memos a small gaudy shahada. Hamd Hamzinic was what the murderers of Avid Avid would also term an ébru. These days the term was used mainly by the old-fashioned, the racist, or in a turnabout provocation by the epithet’s targets: one of the best-known Besź hip-hop groups was named Ébru W.A.

Technically of course the word was ludicrously inexact for at least half of those to whom it was applied. But for at least two hundred years, since refugees from the Balkans had come hunting sanctuary, quickly expanding the city’s Muslim population, ébru, the antique Besź word for ‘Jew,’ had been press-ganged into service to include the new immigrants, become a collective term for both populations. It was in Besźel’s previously Jewish ghettos that the Muslim newcomers settled.

Even before the refugees’ arrival, indigents of the two minority communities in Besźel had traditionally allied, with jocularity or fear, depending on the politics at the time. Few citizens realise that our tradition of jokes about the foolishness of the middle child derives from a centuries-old humourous dialogue between Besźel’s head rabbi and its chief imam about the intemperance of the Besźel Orthodox Church. It had, they agreed, neither the wisdom of the oldest Abrahamic faith, nor the vigour of its youngest.

A common form of establishment, for much of Besźel’s history, had been the DöplirCaffé: one Muslim and one Jewish coffeehouse, rented side by side, each with its own counter and kitchen, halal and kosher, sharing a single name, sign, and sprawl of tables, the dividing wall removed. Mixed groups would come, greet the two proprietors, sit together, separating on communitarian lines only long enough to order their permitted food from the relevant side, or ostentatiously from either and both in the case of freethinkers. Whether the DöplirCaffé was one establishment or two depended on who was asking: to a property tax collector, it was always one.

The Besźel ghetto was only architecture now, not formal political boundary, tumbledown old houses with newly gentrified chic, clustered between very different foreign alter spaces. Still, that was just the city; it wasn’t an allegory, and Hamd Hamzinic would have faced unpleasantnesses in his studies. I thought slightly better of Shukman: a man of his age and temperament, I was perhaps surprised that Hamzinic felt free to display his statement of faith.

Shukman did not uncover Fulana. She lay between us. They had done something so she lay as if at rest.

‘I’ve emailed you the report,’ Shukman said. ‘Twenty-four-, -five-year-old woman. Decent overall health, apart from being dead. Time of death, midnightish the night before last, give or take, of course. Cause of death, puncture wounds to the chest. Four in total, of which one pierced her heart. Some spike or stiletto or something, not a blade. She also has a nasty head wound, and a lot of odd abrasions.’ I looked up. ‘Some under her hair. She was whacked round the side of the head.’ He swung his arm in slow-motion mimicry. ‘Hit her on the left of her skull. I’d say it knocked her out, or at least down and groggy, then the stab wounds were the coup de grace.’

‘What was she hit with? In the head?’

‘Something heavy and blunt. Could be a fist, if it was big, I suppose, but I seriously doubt it.’ He tugged the corner of the sheet away, expertly uncovered the side of her head. The skin was the ugly colour of a dead bruise. ‘And voilà.’ He motioned me closer to her skinheaded scalp.

I got near the smell of preservative. In among the brunette stubble were several little scabbed puncture marks.

‘What are they?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘They’re not deep. Something she landed on, I think.’ The abrasions were about the size of pencil-points pushed into skin. They covered an area roughly my hand-breadth, irregularly breaking the surface. In places there were lines of them a few millimetres long, deeper in the centre than at either end, where they disappeared.

‘Signs of intercourse?’

‘Not recently. So if she’s a working girl maybe it was a refusal to do something that got her in this mess.’ I nodded. He waited. ‘We’ve washed her down now,’ he said eventually. ‘But she was covered in dirt, dust, grass stains, all the stuff you’d expect from where she was lying. And rust.’

‘Rust?’

‘All over. Lots of abrasions, cuts, scrapes, postmortem mostly, and lots of rust.’

I nodded again. I frowned.

‘Defensive wounds?’

‘No. Came quick and unexpected, or her back was turned. There’s a bunch more scrapes and whatnot on the body.’ Shukman pointed to tear marks on her skin. ‘Consistent with dragging her along. The wear and tear of murder.’

Hamzinic opened his mouth, closed it again. I glanced up at him. He sadly shook his head: No nothing.


CHAPTER THREE

THE POSTERS WERE UP. Mostly around the area our Fulana was found but some in the main streets, in the shopping streets, in Kyezov and Topisza and areas like that. I even saw one when I left my flat.

It wasn’t even very close to the centre. I lived east and south a bit of the Old Town, the top-but-one flat in a six-storey towerlet on VulkovStrász. It is a heavily crosshatched street – clutch by clutch of architecture broken by alterity, even in a few spots house by house. The local buildings are taller by a floor or three than the others, so Besź juts up semiregularly and the roofscape is almost a machicolation.

Laced by the shadows of girdered towers that would loom over it if they were there, Ascension Church is at the end of VulkovStrász, its windows protected by wire grilles, but some of its stained panes broken. A fish market is there every few days. Regularly I would eat my breakfast to the shouts of vendors by their ice buckets and racks of live molluscs. Even the young women who worked there dressed like their grandmothers while behind their stalls, nostalgically photogenic, their hair tied up in dishcloth-coloured scarves, their filleting aprons in patterns of grey and red to minimise the stains of gutting. The men looked, misleadingly or not, straight off their boats, as if they had not put their catches down since they emerged from the sea, until they reached the cobbles below me. The punters in Besźel lingered and smelled and prodded the goods.

In the morning trains ran on a raised line metres from my window. They were not in my city. I did not of course, but I could have stared into the carriages – they were quite that close – and caught the eyes of foreign travellers.

They would have seen only a thin man in early middle age in a dressing gown at his morning yoghurt and coffee, shake-folding a copy of a paper – Inkyistor or Iy Déurnem or a smudgy Besźel Journal to keep my English practiced. Usually alone – once in a while one or other of two women about his age might be there. (An economic historian at Besźel University; a writer for an art magazine. They did not know of each other but would not have minded.)

There when I left, a short distance from my front door on a poster stand, Fulana’s face watched me. Though her eyes were closed, they had cropped and tinkered with the picture so that she did not look dead but stupefied. Do you know this woman? it said. It was printed in black and white, on matte paper. Call Extreme Crime Squad, our number. The presence of the poster might be evidence that the local cops were particularly efficient. Maybe they were all over the borough. It might be that, knowing where I lived, they wanted to keep me off their back with one or two strategic placements, especially for my eyes.

It was a couple of kilometres to ECS base. I walked. I walked by the brick arches: at the top, where the lines were, they were elsewhere, but not all of them were foreign at their bases. The ones I could see contained little shops and squats decorated in art graffiti. In Besźel it was a quiet area, but the streets were crowded with those elsewhere. I unsaw them, but it took time to pick past them all. Before I had reached my turning on Via Camir, Yaszek called my mobile.

‘We’ve found the van.’

I PICKED UP A CAB, which sped-stalled repeatedly through the traffic. The Pont Mahest was crowded, locally and elsewhere. I had minutes to look into the dirty river as we edged toward the western bank, the smoke and the grimy dockyard ships in the reflected light of mirrored buildings on a foreign waterfront – an enviable finance zone. Besź tugs bobbed in the wakes of ignored water taxis. The van was skew-whiff between buildings. It was not a lot that it was in, but a channel between the premises of an import-exporters and an office block, a stub of space full of trash and wolf shit, linking two larger streets. Crime-scene tape secured both ends – a slight impropriety, as the alley was really crosshatch, but rarely used, so the tape was a common rule-bend in such circumstances. My colleagues were faddling around the vehicle.

‘Boss.’ It was Yaszek.

‘Is Corwi on her way?’

‘Yeah, I gave her the info.’ Yaszek said nothing about my commandeering of the junior officer. She walked me over. It was an old, beat-up VW, in very bad condition. It was more off-white than grey, but it was darkened with dirt.

‘Are you done dusting?’ I said. I put on rubber gloves. The mectecs nodded and worked around me.

‘It was unlocked,’ Yaszek said.

I opened the door. I prodded the split upholstery. A trinket on the dashboard – a hula-dancing plastic saint. I pulled open the glove compartment onto a battered road atlas and dirt. I splayed the pages of the book but there was nothing inside: it was the classic Besź driver’s aid, though an edition old enough to be black and white.

‘So how do we know this is it?’ Yaszek led me to the rear and pulled it open. I looked in on more dirt, a dank though not sick-making smell at least as much rust as mould, nylon cord, piled-up junk. ‘What is all this?’

I poked it. A few bits. A little motor from something, rocking; a broken television; remnants of unidentifiable bits and pieces, corkscrewed detritus, on a layer of cloth and dust. Layers of rust and scabs of oxide.

‘See that?’ Yaszek pointed at stains on the floor. Had I not been looking carefully I might have said it was oil. ‘A couple of people in the office call it in, a deserted van. The uniforms see its doors are open. I don’t know whether they listen to their alerts or if they’re just thorough when they check through outstandings, but either way we’re lucky.’ One of the messages that would have been read to all Besź patrols the previous morning would have requested they investigate and report any grey vehicles, and refer to ECS. We were fortunate these officers had not just called in the impounders. ‘Anyway they saw some muck on the floor, had it tested. We’re verifying, but it looks like it’s Fulana’s blood type, and we’ll have a definite match soon.’

Lying like a mole below heavy refuse, I leaned down to look under the debris. I moved it gently, tilting the junk. My hand came away red. I looked piece by piece, touched each to gauge their heft. The engine thing might be swung by a pipe that was part of it: the bulk of its base was heavy and would break what it was swung into. It did not look scuffed, though, nor bloodied nor specked with hair. As a murder weapon it did not convince me.

‘You’ve not taken anything out?’

‘No, no paperwork, no nothing. There was nothing in here. Nothing here except this stuff. We’ll get results in a day or two.’

‘There’s so much crap,’ I said. Corwi had arrived. A few passersby were hesitating at either end of the alleyway, watching the mectecs working. ‘It’s not going to be a problem of not enough trace; it’s going to be too much.

‘So. Let’s assume for a minute. That junk in there’s got rust all over her. She’s been lying around in there.’ The smears had been on her face as well as her body, not concentrated on her hands: she had not tried to push the rubbish away from her, or protect her head. She was unconscious or dead when she was in the van while the rubbish knocked against her.

‘Why were they driving around with all this shit?’ said Corwi. By that afternoon we had the name and address of the van’s owner, and by the next morning we had verification that the blood was our Fulana’s.

THE MAN’S NAME was Mikyael Khurusch. He was the van’s third owner, officially at least. He had a record, had done time for two assault charges, for theft, the last time four years previously. And – ‘Look,’ said Corwi – he had been done for Sex Buying, had approached a policewoman undercover in a prostitution blackspot. ‘So we know he’s a John.’ He had been off radar since, but was, according to hurried intel, a tradesman selling bits and pieces in the city’s many markets, as well as three days a week from a shop in Mashlin, in western Besźel.

We could connect him and the van, and the van and Fulana – a direct link was what we wanted. I went to my office and checked my messages. Some make-work on the Styelim case, an update from our switchboard on the posters and two hangups. Our exchange had promised for two years to upgrade to allow Caller ID.

There had been, of course, many people calling to tell us they recognised Fulana, but only a few – the staff who took those calls knew how to filter the deluded and the malicious and to a startling degree were accurate in their judgements – only a few so far that looked worth chasing. The body was a legal assistant in a small practice in Gyedar borough, who had not been seen for days; or she was, an anonymous voice insisted, ‘a tart called Rosyn “The Pout,” and that’s all you get from me.’ Uniforms were checking.

I told Commissar Gadlem I wanted to go in and talk to Khurusch in his house, get him to volunteer fingerprints, saliva, to cooperate. See how he reacted. If he said no, we could subpoena it and keep him under watch.

‘Alright,’ Gadlem said. ‘But let’s not waste time. If he doesn’t play along put him in seqyestre, bring him in.’

I would try not to do that, though Besź law gave us the right. Seqyestre, ‘half-arrest,’ meant we could hold a nonwilling witness or ‘connected party’ for six hours, for preliminary interrogation. We could not take physical evidence, nor, officially, draw conclusions from noncooperation or silence. The traditional use was to get confessions from suspects against whom there was not sufficient evidence to arrest. It was also, occasionally, a useful stalling technique against those we thought might be a flight risk. But juries and lawyers were turning against the technique, and a half-arrestee who did not confess usually had a stronger case later, because we looked too eager. Gadlem, old-fashioned, did not care, and I had my orders. Khurusch worked out of one of a line of semiactive businesses, in an economically lacklustre zone. We arrived in a hurried operation. Local officers on cooked-up subterfuge had ascertained that Khurusch was there.

We pulled him out of the office, a too-warm dusty room above the shop, industrial calendars and faded patches on the walls between filing cabinets. His assistant stared stupidly and picked up and put down stuff from her desk as we led Khurusch away.

He knew who I was before Corwi or the other uniforms were visible in his doorway. He was enough of a pro, or had been, that he knew he was not being arrested, despite our manner, and that therefore he could have refused to come and I would have had to obey Gadlem. After a moment when he first saw us – during which he stiffened as if considering running, though where? – he came with us down the wobbling iron staircase on the building’s wall, the only entrance. I muttered into a radio and had the armed officers we had had waiting stand down. He never saw them.

Khurusch was a fatly muscular man in a checked shirt as faded and dusty looking as his office walls. He watched me from across the table in our interview room. Yaszek sat; Corwi stood under instructions not to speak, only watch. I walked. We weren’t recording. This wasn’t an interrogation, not technically.

‘Do you know why you’re here, Mikyael?’

‘No clue.’

‘Do you know where your van is?’

He looked up hard and stared at me. His voice changed – suddenly hopeful.

‘Is that what this is about?’ he said eventually. ‘The van?’ He said a ha and sat a little back. Still guarded but relaxing. ‘Did you find it? Is that—’

‘Find it?’

‘It was stolen. Three days ago. Did you? Find it? Jesus. What was . . . Have you got it? Can I have it back? What happened?’

I looked at Yaszek. She stood and whispered to me, sat again, and watched Khurusch.

‘Yes, that’s what this is about, Mikyael,’ I said. ‘What did you think it was about? Actually no, don’t point at me, Mikyael, and shut your mouth until I tell you; I don’t want to know. Here’s the thing, Mikyael. A man like yourself, a delivery man, needs a van. You haven’t reported yours as missing.’ I looked down briefly at Yaszek, Are we sure? She nodded. ‘You’ve not reported it stolen. Now I can see that the loss of that piece of shit and I do stress piece of shit wouldn’t cut you up too badly, not on a human level. Nonetheless, I’m wondering, if it was stolen, I can’t see what would stop you alerting us and indeed your insurance. How can you do your job without it?’

Khurusch shrugged.

‘I didn’t get it together. I was going to. I was busy . . .’

‘We know how busy you are, Mik, and still I ask, why didn’t you report it gone?’

‘I didn’t get it together. Really there’s nothing fucking dubious—’

‘For three days?’

‘Have you got it? What happened? It was used for something, wasn’t it? What was it used for?’

‘Do you know this woman? Where were you on Tuesday night, Mik?’ He stared at the picture.

‘Jesus.’ He went pale, he did. ‘Someone was killed? Jesus. Was she hit? Hit and run? Jesus.’ He pulled out a dented PDA, then looked up without turning it on. ‘Tuesday? I was at a meeting. Tuesday night? Christ’s sake I was at a meeting.’ He gave a nervous noise. ‘That was the night the goddamn van got stolen. I was at a meeting, and there’s twenty people can tell you the same.’

‘What meeting? Where?’

‘In Vyevus.’

‘How’d you get there, with no van?’

‘In my fucking car! No one’s stolen that. I was at Gamblers Anonymous.’ I stared. ‘Fuck’s sake I go every week. Last four years.’

‘Since you were last in prison.’

‘Yes since I was in fucking prison, Jesus, what do you think put me there?’

‘Assault.’

‘Yeah, I broke my fucking bookie’s nose because I was behind and he was threatening me. What do you care? I was in a room full of fucking people on Tuesday night.’

‘That’s, what, two hours at the most . . .’

‘Yeah and then afterwards at nine we went to the bar – it’s GA not AA – and I was there till after midnight, and I didn’t go home alone. There’s a woman in my group . . . They’ll all tell you.’

He was wrong about that. Of the GA group of eighteen, eleven wouldn’t compromise their anonymity. The convenor, a wiry pony-tailed man who went by Zyet, ‘Bean,’ would not give us their names. He was right not to do so. We could have forced him, but why? The seven who would come forward all verified Khurusch’s story.

None was the woman he claimed to have gone home with, but several of them agreed that she existed. We could have found out, but again what would the point have been? The mectecs got excited when we found Khurusch’s DNA on Fulana, but it was a tiny number of his arm hairs on her skin: given how often he hauled things in and out of the vehicle, it proved nothing.

‘So why didn’t he tell anyone it was missing?’

‘He did,’ Yaszek
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