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Chapter 1

February

DEPTFORD WATERS, A SPARROW-HOP FROM CANARY WHARF and just thirty minutes overground to central London – if you can believe the sales hype. The brand-new arty tower block reflects the setting sun in gold and blue and peach. The town houses and dinky retirement bungalows remain empty for one final night, but the last-minute finishing touches are done, and they are ready for release to the first lucky owners. In the dying rays of the sun the development seems almost to glow with pride, and even a brief shower seems calculated to add an extra shine to the scene.

Everyone has gone, save the developer who is full of excitement and nerves for the next day, when councillors, planning officers, academics and experts on the built environment will descend to admire his work and share their thoughts with press and media.

Too early for a first pass from the security firm, too dark for further sweeping and primping, the development quietly waits. Only the developer’s fire red BMW remains, parked in front of the show house, and a dark Ford Transit van in one of the more distant bays. The sudden grind of a motor disturbs the picture of serenity. Nothing to cause concern, only a landscaper’s van – the foreman no doubt – coming to make a final inspection of the work.

He parks in front of the show house, easing himself slowly onto the tarmac, his head bent, watching his step, waxed jacket on top of his overalls, his battered, broad-brimmed hat still wet from the recent shower. He limps around to the back of the van to retrieve a rake, then makes his way to the side gate.

The landscaper continues his slow shuffle around to the back of the house. The garden has been laid to gravel and decking, softened with perennial borders. The first snowdrops are already peeking through a mulch of bark. The security light comes on and he dips his head, holding his hand up as if to protect his eyes from the glare. The patio doors stand open. Odd, given the coolness of the night. The room is unlit, but the floodlight illuminates a sheen of water on the tiled floor, so the doors must have been left open and unattended for ten or fifteen minutes.

The man straightens up, shedding a good twenty-five years in the process. Shaking off arthritis with miraculous ease, he returns down the side passage and quietly leans the rake against the gate. It won’t stop anyone, but it will warn him of their arrival. Returning to the open patio doors, his limp vanished, and the last remnants of his landscaper persona discarded, he steps lightly inside the house.

A whimper.

The man moves away from the glass doors, aware that while he’s visible, he is vulnerable. Standing with his back to the outer wall, he waits for his eyes to adjust to the level of light and listens. There! Again, a faint whimper.

The man is standing in a kitchen-diner – open plan, but compact – no chance of anyone hiding in any corners. There are boot prints leading across the tiles into the hallway. A glimmer seeps through the open kitchen door: the lights must be on in one of the other rooms.

He unholsters his gun and, taking a suppressor from his jacket pocket, screws it in place, then flicks the safety off. The hallway is clear. He glances up the stairwell, pistol ready, then glides soundlessly to the front room. Doorless to increase the sense of space, this is where the light is coming from. It’s empty. More boot prints muddy the carpet, and a lamp has been knocked over.

Returning to the stairs, he begins the climb, aware of muffled sobs. An oblong of light shows through an open door at the far end of the landing. Tiled floor – so probably the bathroom. This is the source of the sound, too, he realises. The threat from a whimpering individual is almost certainly less significant than the possibility of someone lying in wait in one of the darkened bedrooms, so he continues methodically checking each room.

Room one is clear. On to the second. Crouching low, he sweeps left, right, above. The wood-framed bed has linen spilling over the sides to floor level. He moves fast, lifts the bedding, finds nothing.

Back onto the landing, he heads towards the distressed sounds; this is where it could get interesting. There are clear signs that someone had come into the house uninvited ahead of him. The question is: are the frightened whimpers a reaction after the fact, or are the interlopers still on the premises – perhaps waiting behind the bathroom door?

He slams the door open, hears a stifled shriek as the wood bounces off the bath rim. Steadying it with one gloved hand, he swivels to check the bath. A man is bound with zip ties to the taps, tears coursing down his face.

Seeing the gun, he shrieks again, shaking his head wildly, begging through the tape covering the lower half of his face.

It looks like the property developer, but he needs to be certain.

‘My God, what happened?’ the man says.

Confusion is mingled with fear on the developer’s face, now. He tugs at the taps, his eyes bulging, mumbling through the gag.

‘Hey, it’s okay.’ The armed man raises both hands, gently placing the gun down on the floor. ‘Here, let me …’

He peels the gag away, taking a few layers of skin with it and eliciting another shriek from the property developer. Yes, it is Jason Floren.

‘What happened?’ he asks again, his voice loaded with concern. ‘Who did this to you?’

‘Oh, thank God, thank God! I thought they were going to kill me. They—’

‘They? Who are “they”?’

‘I don’t … I don’t know. They made me—’ He breaks down, sobbing.

‘Look at me,’ the man says, and the authority in his tone has its effect. ‘I can help you, but you need to calm down.’

‘Oh, God,’ Floren wails, his eyes wild. ‘You’re police, aren’t you?’ The man’s overalls don’t exactly shout ‘police’, but Floren is traumatised, his judgement impaired, so his confusion is understandable.

This is Sam Turner – a man so far outside the law that the question is almost laughable. But he keeps a straight face and lets Floren make up his own mind.

‘Fuck,’ Floren groans, tears still running down his face. ‘You’re going to arrest me, aren’t you?’

‘Not necessarily,’ Sam says kindly. ‘Tell me everything that happened, and maybe we can work something out.’

Hope blossoms in the property developer’s eyes. ‘I have money. I can pay you – a-a lot.’

‘Please, Jason, don’t insult me,’ Sam says. ‘I’ve been paid. I don’t want your money.’

Stricken, Floren stammers, ‘I-I’m sorry, I thought you—’

‘Just be honest and leave it to me to decide. But be warned – I will know if you’re lying.’ Sam doesn’t really need to hear the details of Floren’s ordeal; he’ll do what he was paid to do no matter what he hears. But his curiosity has been piqued, and he’s irritated that whoever was here before him has created an untidy scene. He would like to know why.

‘Okay, but just get these ties off me, okay?’

Sam shakes his head, eyeing the zip ties binding Floren. ‘I feel safer this way.’

Perhaps Floren has forgotten that his potential rescuer was carrying a gun when he came into the room. Anyway, he doesn’t mention it.

‘Okay … Okay, I’ll tell you,’ he says.

Sam listens for several minutes with increasing wonder. If he hadn’t found the man in this position, he might have thought the entire story a fantasy. As Floren finishes, Sam hears a distant police siren and feels the first real pang of concern. ‘They said they’d send police?’ he asks.

The property developer nods shakily. ‘I thought it was a trick. But then you came, and you said you’d listen.’ He laughs, tears springing again to his eyes. ‘I swear, I never thought I’d be happy to see the police.’

‘You thought I was police?’

‘You said—’

Sam shakes his head. ‘No, Jason, I didn’t.’

‘You’re not police?’

‘Far from it.’

‘Well, look, they’ll be here any second. Get me out of here and … and we’ll talk,’ Floren says, avoiding a second, insulting offer of money but still negotiating like a true businessman.

‘I think I’ve heard all I need to hear.’ Sam stoops and picks up his gun from the floor, shoots Floren twice: once in the chest and once in the head. He checks for a pulse and – finding none – takes a few photographs to confirm death.

Sending confirmation to his client will have to wait: the sirens are close. He slips out through the kitchen; red and blue lights strobe at the front of the house. The van is of no use to him now, so he runs to the end of the small garden, leaping to grip the top of the fence. The drop on the other side is a good fifteen feet, so he swings over, dropping the last few and landing softly on the earthen pathway of the canal towpath. Treading quietly, light on his feet, he vanishes into the dark like an urban fox.

Thirty minutes later, safely distanced from the development, Sam sends proof of Floren’s death to the person who commissioned the hit.

Payment confirmed, he is about to ditch the SIM when a message comes through.

—Did you have to make so much noise?

It seems that news has travelled fast.

—The razzle-dazzle is of someone else’s making, Sam replies.

—Well, I don’t like it.

Sam isn’t interested in his client’s likes or dislikes. The job is done, their business concluded. He turns the phone off and ditches the SIM card.

Back at his hotel, Sam completes his packing – he’ll be gone from here in five minutes. But he recalls that there was another van, parked in one of the bays at the far end of the road at Deptford Waters – a dark Ford Transit. He’d driven past it on his way in, and his headlights picked up a dulled ghost in the shape of flames above the rim of the wheel arches – the remnants of vinyl graphics removed in a hurry, he surmises. And wasn’t there a faint crease in the sliding door, too?

He takes a moment to set up alerts for any mentions of a van of that description in connection with the Met Police. Floren’s story has him intrigued.




Chapter 2

Early April

THE WAREHOUSE WAS ABLAZE. Detective Sergeant Rick Turner stood at the inner cordon tape, mesmerised by the play of colour above the semi-derelict building. Shades of green, phantom, teasing, sometimes barely visible on the edges of his vision, then sudden flashes of apple green and vivid flickers of hot pink. The red and blue emergency lights of fire appliances added to the chaotic light show while two crews of firefighters, kitted out with breathing gear, aimed solid water jets at the flames. As steam and smoke rose in swirling vortices into the night sky the colours seemed to dance and shimmer, expanding and contracting, fading in and out in pulsating waves. The sound of the fire was an angry growl and the taste … Charred wood, burnt plastic and an almost vinegary acidity caught at the back of Rick’s throat.

Another month of work, literally gone up in flames.

A group of three firefighters stood to one side of the action, helmeted, but without breathing apparatuses. One of them jerked his head towards the cordon and a tall man broke off from the group. A moment later, Rick introduced himself to the station commander.

‘What do you know about this?’ The commander had to yell to be heard over the drone of two fire engines and the answering roar as hot metal turned water to steam.

‘Suspected drug warehouse.’ Rick had been one of a team observing the building for over a week.

The commander nodded, as if he’d made that assessment already. ‘Not a factory?’ The question wasn’t idle curiosity. If the occupants had been manufacturing the stuff, there would be a greater risk of explosion.

Rick shook his head. ‘Unlikely.’

‘Unlikely.’ Rick was tall, but the commander stood five inches taller in his boots and helmet. He stared down at Rick. ‘Is that the best you can do?’

The warehouse was being used by Ayaz Emin, and it had been set up only seven days before. Just a month earlier, the Met Police and other agencies had been ready to put him on trial for drug trafficking. Until witnesses disappeared, changed their stories, or blankly refused to testify. Then evidence went missing, and the case collapsed. But this was privileged information Rick wasn’t authorised to share, so he said, ‘My boss will be here in five – he’ll be able to tell you more. Anyone inside?’

‘Too dangerous to check just yet. But we found two men zip-tied and unconscious just outside the roller doors, and a fair number made their own way out. Ambulance crews have taken some to hospital just to be sure they’re okay, but it looks like they were well clear before the fire got going. We saw at least seven legging it across the waste ground as we rolled up.’

Rick turned. Despite the late hour, lights were on in a row of low-rise apartments a couple of hundred yards away across a flattened desert of concrete building slabs, glass and shattered bricks – all that was left of what had once been a busy industrial estate.

‘You must’ve got here fast,’ Rick shouted.

‘My guess is someone called as the fire started.’ The commander must have seen the surprise on Rick’s face because he added, ‘Yeah, you don’t often get that kind of civic responsibility when a drugs factory catches fire. They were very insistent that we should send hazmat units as well.’

‘So, they knew what was in the building.’

‘It would seem so.’ The commander glanced over his shoulder to his two teams, clearly itching to get back to them. ‘Tell your boss I need a word when he arrives. And you might want to move back to the outer cordon while you wait.’

Rick lifted his chin in question.

‘See the green tinge in the flames?’

‘It is there, then,’ Rick stared at the shimmer of colours, fading now, as the fire crews doused the flames. ‘I thought I might be hallucinating.’

‘I wouldn’t rule that out,’ the commander said with a grim smile. ‘The taste at the back of your throat?’

Rick worked his tongue against this hard palate. ‘What is that?’

‘Cat pee,’ the man said. ‘Oh, not literally – but burnt heroin can taste like it.’

‘And the colours – that’s drugs, too?’

‘Adulterants,’ the commander said. ‘Cutting agents to make the stuff go a little further. Odds-on they’ve used rat poison, given the fetching shades of green in our mini-aurora.’

Alarmed, Rick looked again at the homes close by.

‘We’ve got local police knocking on doors, telling residents to keep their windows closed,’ the commander reassured him. ‘Wouldn’t want them blissed out on fumes now, would we? Meanwhile, you can see which way the wind’s blowing, Sergeant – just take yourself off to the outer cordon and keep upwind of the smoke.’




Chapter 3

THE SOUND OF SUBDUED LAUGHTER rose from a small group gathered around a fire pit in the back garden of a house in Blackheath. Shielded from prying eyes by high walls and careful planting, four men and a woman were congratulating themselves on the success of the night.

Satisfied that they were well provided with beer, their host, Cap, had taken his station at the barbecue. He gazed at them with pride: six months ago, he would not have thought any of this possible.

Sooner, always the quietest, appeared almost detached from the chatter around him.

Living up to her name, Frosty seemed the most chilled, as if armed combat was all in a night’s work. Out of tac gear, she was slim, almost slight in appearance. But appearances could deceive – Frosty had a wiry strength that should not be underestimated and was in fact the most battle-hardened of the six.

Brock sat facing him, firelight shining off his bald head, gold and yellow sparks leaping in his eyes. Taking a good swallow of ale, Brock set the bottle down on the flagstones to warm his hands over the fire. ‘We did it, guys,’ he said. ‘Did you see those colours? Like green fire!’ He kicked the foot of the man seated next to him. ‘Should’ve saved yourself the money on that Iceland trip, Prozac, mate – could’ve brought your missus along to see the light show for free!’

Prozac grinned obligingly, but his jaw was clenched tight, and the host knew that he was desperately trying to keep his teeth from chattering. He watched Brock’s gaze flit from the younger man’s face to his bobbing right knee – a sure sign that Prozac was agitated. During action, he could be as cool as any of them; it was the release of tension that the kid found so difficult – in the van on the way back, he’d been quivering like a nervous whippet.

‘Loosen up, man,’ Brock said. ‘It went like a dream.’

Prozac didn’t look convinced.

Cap felt he had a point, and to deflect Brock’s increasing irritation he called, ‘Food’s ready,’ and five faces turned to him.

Pug was first up. ‘Nice one, Cap.’ Despite his substantial bulk, Pug was light on his feet – a boxer from boyhood, most of the weight he carried was muscle – none of it for show. He piled burgers and buns, pork ribs and relish onto his plate like he was eating for two.

‘Oy,’ Brock complained, elbowing him out of the way. ‘Leave some for the rest of us!’

Pug flexed his pecs in answer. ‘Takes protein to keep this toned, mate,’ he said, then picking up the mustard bottle in one giant paw, he squirted a generous gloop onto his burger.

‘Schnoz like yours, you should go easy on that stuff,’ Brock said. ‘One sneeze, you’d blow us all from here to Greenwich.’

Pug gave his considerable hooter a tug. ‘Had it broke so many times I don’t smell too good no more.’

‘You’re telling me!’ Brock chortled, and Pug wrinkled his forehead and feigned a coming sneeze.

Prozac laughed along with the rest, but Cap thought that he seemed relieved that the focus of attention had shifted away from him, rather than genuinely amused, and he wondered if Brock had been needling the younger man out of earshot.

For the next ten minutes, they ate mostly in silence and Cap sat with them like the good host he was. It was a cold, still April night and the fire crackled merrily, sending red and orange clusters of sparks skywards. The heat on his face and the sweetish scent of burning cherry wood made him almost sleepy. But a top note of petrol fumes clinging to his crew’s clothing soured the fire’s aroma, reminding him that he had less pleasant tasks to attend to before bed.

They’d earned their moment, so he let them enjoy it, waiting for the lulling effect of food and beer to mute the hum of adrenaline coursing through their veins. It wasn’t till twenty minutes later, during a break in the conversation, that he brushed crumbs from his hands into the fire, sending up a flare of orange sparks.

‘Anyone need another beer?’ he asked.

The majority shook their heads, murmuring thanks, readying themselves for the drive home, but Brock leaned across Prozac and claimed a fresh bottle.

Cap waited for Brock to take his first swallow before saying, ‘We need to talk strategy.’ His voice was calm and low – he made sure of that. Even so, he caught a few uneasy glances around the fire pit.

Prozac cleared his throat. ‘Will this take long? Only, I promised Livi I’d be home before midnight.’ He sounded anxious.

Brock shot him a nasty grin. ‘Sounds like you need to grow some balls, Cinderella.’

Pug laughed, always easily swayed by Brock’s attempts at humour, but Prozac got on the defensive.

‘No, it’s just the baby. She’s been cranky since she started teething and Livi’s not getting much sleep, so I said I’d—’

Leaning one elbow on his knee, Brock feigned nodding off and Prozac started to bristle.

‘You’ll be home by midnight,’ Cap soothed, his eyes fixed on Brock’s smirking face. ‘Why don’t you start us off, Brock?’

Brock snorted. ‘Pass.’

Cap stared at him, implacable. ‘Don’t be bashful. I’m sure we all want to hear what happened.’

‘Whaddaya mean?’ he slurred. ‘They all got out, didn’t they?’

‘That has yet to be confirmed,’ Cap said.

Brock glowered into the flames. ‘We got the workers out.’

‘Not all of them.’ He waited, aware that the crew were mostly avoiding even a glance in Brock’s direction.

Finally, Brock spread his hands, sploshing beer from his bottle. ‘The office was dark – I didn’t think anyone was in there.’

‘But someone was there – the warehouse manager. Which was dangerous,’ Cap said. ‘For him—’

Brock interrupted with a sharp, ‘Pfft!’

‘And us. What if he’d been armed?’

‘Well, he wasn’t, so—’

Murmured exclamations of ‘Fuck, man!’ and ‘Jesus, Brock!’ seemed to sober him a little. He leaned forward again, both elbows on his knees, and scratched the angle of his jaw with his free hand.

‘Our tactical goal tonight was disruption,’ Cap continued evenly. ‘Any death in the course of these operations is a failure – even if it happens in self-defence. And a death resulting from a sloppy error from any one of us is unforgivable,’ he added, forcing the point home.

‘Okay,’ Brock said. ‘I get it. On the same page – won’t happen again, Cap.’ He ended with a mock salute.

Cap held Brock’s angry gaze. ‘Good to know. And – just so we’re “on the same page” – if it does, you and me are going to have a serious problem.’

Brock blinked and looked away, but even this gesture had a measure of contempt in it.




Chapter 4

Morning debrief, a day after the fire

CHARGED WITH UPDATING THE TEAM, RICK TURNER took his place at the front of the meeting room at Hammersmith Police Station. The ten others seated around the table represented the Met, the National Crime Agency and Border Force.

‘Can you start with casualties?’ The question came from DCI Will Fenton, the SIO and case coordinator. Just shy of forty, the DCI had the round face and soft brown eyes of a spaniel, but Rick knew that looks were very deceiving when it came to Fenton. He’d seen the man flip from spaniel to bullmastiff in a second.

‘Fire crews found three men in all. Two – probably guards – dumped outside the building, bound hand and foot with zip ties.’

‘What makes you think they’re guards?’ Fenton again. Although this was an inter-agency operation, as the local force, the Met took the lead.

‘No weapons found, but both wore holsters, and one had a thirty-round Magpul magazine tucked in his belt – fully loaded with 7.62 by 39 cartridges.’ This was Russian ammo, deadly at over two hundred yards. ‘So I’m thinking AK47s.’

Nods of agreement around the room.

‘But residents in the apartment blocks nearby say they didn’t hear shots fired,’ Rick said, ‘and there was no gunshot residue on either of the men.’

‘So they were ambushed.’

‘Pretty efficiently, I’d say. They’ll live, but judging by their injuries, the medics think one man had been choked out, the other bashed over the head – he had a lump on his noggin the size of a duck egg.’

‘Hm.’ Fenton folded his arms. ‘If this is all from the medics, I take it Emin’s men aren’t talking?’

‘Tight as clams, both of them,’ Rick said. ‘But they’re definitely Ayaz Emin’s crew.’ When the prosecution case against Emin had collapsed, the Met had made a show of stepping back from investigating his gang, but an inter-agency team had secretly continued to keep a quiet watch on his activities, albeit on a reduced budget and with skeleton staffing.

‘Emergency services were quick to arrive on the scene,’ Fenton said. ‘Who made the call?’

‘Not known. The third man taken to hospital was the warehouse “manager”. The first crew at the scene managed to drag him clear of the building,’ Rick said. ‘He says he wasn’t even aware there was trouble until he saw the flames from his office window above the shop floor – he collapsed coming down the stairs – overcome by fumes, apparently.’

Fenton’s eyebrows shot up. ‘He’s cooperating?’

‘He was sobbing with gratitude when he made that statement, but …’ Rick raised one shoulder.

‘Gratitude has a short half-life,’ Fenton finished for him.

‘Yep. His lawyer was at his bedside less than an hour after he arrived at the hospital.’

‘Do we know what they had on-site?’ someone asked.

‘Forensic reports are pending.’ Rick pulled up a video the CSU had sent from the warehouse. Windows, a narrow access personnel door and the roller door at the main entrance were soot-blackened. ‘Product in the process of cutting and weighing had been laid out on trestle tables – most of that went up,’ Rick explained.

‘Were the tables the seat of the fire?’ Fenton asked. All that remained of them was twisted metal and melted and charred plastic.

‘The commander says multiple points of origin,’ Rick said. ‘They’re still damping down, but he hopes to have a clearer picture by the next briefing.

‘There was more product further inside the building,’ he went on, as the camera zoomed in on sacks of a white powered substance and smaller, brownish blocks stacked in pools of greasy hose water and grimed with soot and tarry streaks.

‘That’ll help in prosecuting the men we have in custody,’ Fenton commented. ‘Although I understand that some of the cutting agents are highly toxic, so it’s going to be a slow and difficult extraction process.’

Rick nodded. ‘The good news is a lot of the packages are intact. And from a visual inspection, the CSU is confident there’s heroin, cocaine and maybe fentanyl in there.’

‘Not a very thorough job, is it?’ This comment, spoken half to herself, came from an NCA agent, a square, sallow-skinned and solid-looking woman in her early forties.

Rick glanced across to her. ‘Bethnal Green fire station crews were the first attenders. Their commander thinks someone must have dialled triple nine a good five minutes before anyone outside of the place would’ve noticed the flames.’

‘Don’t we have anyone who’ll talk to us?’ This plaintive question came from a Border Force representative.

Rick shook his head. ‘Most of the locals say the first they were aware was when they heard the fire brigade sirens. And a lot of the factory workers who were taken to hospital disappeared during the night. The others are too scared.’

‘The lower-level workers aren’t likely to be able to tell us much, anyway,’ Fenton said.

‘What are we looking at – a rival firm? If so, there’s bound to be blowback.’ This came from a tactical support officer seconded from MO19, the specialist firearms command.

‘Albanians, maybe?’ someone volunteered. ‘They’ve got the monopoly on cocaine across the city, and a stash like that would be tempting if they got word of it.’

The NCA agent spoke up again. ‘That’s unlikely; the Albanian mob avoid tit-for-tat rivalry – they’re all about building relationships.’

‘And anyway, they didn’t touch the drugs by the look of it,’ Rick added. ‘That’s weird, isn’t it?’

‘The Albanians ship their cocaine direct from Colombia. It’s the cheapest and the best quality on the market. They don’t need to go scrounging around for the stuff – in fact, Emin probably bought his supplies from them in the first place …’ She tilted her head, considering. ‘I suppose they might torch the place as punishment if Emin pissed them off, but as revenge attacks go, this was pretty mild. When the Albanians do get violent, they’re brutal – you’d expect to see a body count – I mean, no shots fired? And the guards dragged to safety?’ She grimaced. ‘I agree – it doesn’t feel right.’

‘Okay, so maybe a smaller crew,’ the tac support guy said, sounding on the defensive now. ‘Someone wanting to build a rep for themselves—’

‘Then why’d they burn the product?’ Rick demanded. ‘Why didn’t they steal it along with equipment?’

‘I’m sure we could argue the finer points from now till supper time.’ The comment, in a rich, carefully moderated tone, came from the back of the room. Everyone turned; Detective Superintendent Ghosh had just entered. Satisfied that he had their attention, he went on: ‘The press hacks have already made their minds up about the who and the why. Rick – can you do a web search for “Tower Hamlets drugs blaze”, throw it up on the screen?’

He closed the door and Rick obliged, clicking through a few of the articles. The tone varied, but each questioned police effectiveness and speculated that gang warfare was being fought openly on the streets of London.

‘We need to clamp down on this, and fast,’ Ghosh said, taking Rick’s place in front of the smartboard. ‘Emin is bound to move his operation, set up elsewhere, perhaps even go to ground if he feels personally threatened. So the question is, do we sweep in now and take what we can get, or wait and see how this shakes out?’

Fenton said, ‘We’ve got eyes on him. I say we watch, record, gather info, move in when we have something substantial we can hold him on.’

‘We’ve got a warehouse full of drugs,’ someone chipped in, ‘three of his men in custody—’

‘We need a direct line from Emin to the warehouse,’ Ghosh interrupted, irritably. ‘Do we have that?’

Rick had interviewed the property owner an hour earlier. ‘Keyholder says he rented the place out three weeks ago to a “business type” with a bag full of cash. Didn’t know what he wanted it for and didn’t ask. There’s no written contract – he says it was a “gentleman’s agreement”.’ That raised a chuckle around the room.

‘And was he able to provide a description?’ Ghosh’s words dripped with sarcasm.

‘He was vague, but he did recall a name – Smith.’

‘How original.’ Ghosh locked his dark eyes on the detective who’d mentioned the men in hospital. ‘And while I agree it’s highly suggestive that three known members of Emin’s crew have been found in possession of a significant quantity of drugs, we all know to our detriment that the man himself has very recently wriggled off the hook with far more compelling evidence against him. I have no doubt that he will deny all knowledge and claim police harassment.’

A dispirited silence followed. Failing to prosecute Emin twice in a matter of months would be hard to take – they had put too much work into trying to dismantle Emin’s criminal network to let the case drop. And why – because of a random attack on his premises?

You might as well shut up shop now, tell the gangs that the city is theirs for the taking. This advice came care of Rick’s older brother. Although Sam had been absent for almost half of Rick’s life, it was always his voice Rick heard at times like these. Often gently mocking, almost always irritating.

Rick had worked with Ghosh before, and Sam-the-counsellor was right – the superintendent had his CV to consider – and with the possibility of promotion to his dream job just one high-profile result away, the Met’s upper echelons would be watching. As a skilled politician, Ghosh would drop the Emin inquiry without a second thought – settle on the quick and easy prosecution of three low-ranking, expendable drones rather than risk failure in prosecuting the kingpin of the organisation.

Well, are you going to let him look the other way because he’s worried he might lose face? Sam goaded.

‘Emin doesn’t know he’s still under police surveillance, sir,’ Rick ventured. ‘And he’s got to be feeling the pressure, right now – smaller crews looking to get a toehold,’ he said, with a nod of acknowledgement to tactical support, ‘foot soldiers hoping to impress the big boys with their initiative. He needs to restock in a hurry to keep his business viable, which means he’ll put his own people under pressure, take risks. All it takes is one mistake, one careless move to give us the break we need.’

Ghosh scratched his eyebrow and sighed. Finally, he addressed DCI Fenton: ‘Is he still at his house in Mayfair?’

‘For now,’ Fenton said, and Rick saw a flash of eagerness in his eyes. ‘And if he does relocate, there’s a better chance of getting access to the new property to install audio equipment. Part of the difficulty of establishing good surveillance on him is he’s got that street pretty much sewn up – vehicles at either end of the road, men on constant watch around the perimeter of the family home. But if he sets up elsewhere, he’d need to spread his resources more thinly. Speaking of which—’

‘I know, you need more warm bodies,’ Ghosh said, pre-empting the request. He stared over the heads of the team, a furrow creasing his brow as if he were working on a difficult mental calculation. Maybe he was, because after a few moments he said, ‘I’ll see if I can wangle more personnel. But we can’t wait till we get the nod – Emin, and anyone in his inner circle, need to be watched closely right now. I want to know where he’s planning to set up before he lays cash down on the transaction – before he’s even made his mind up that he wants the place. Okay?’

‘Understood, sir,’ Fenton said.

The room remained silent until Ghosh’s footsteps could be heard retreating down the corridor, then the tension broke, and it seemed all ten in the room let out a collective woosh of breath.




Chapter 5

Midnight, a few days later

Two cars – a heavily modified Ford Fiesta hatchback in two-tone red and black, and a decidedly elderly Audi A3 in nondescript grey – pulled into empty bays near the down-ramp on the fourth floor of a largely empty multistorey car park just off the Fulham Road. Two men got out, leaving their doors open and engines idling.

The Fiesta driver was in his mid-twenties, kitted out in boy racer sports gear, a thick-gauge Cuban-cut silver chain around his neck, and a Rolex rip-off on his wrist. His car exhaust burbled and popped, and the Audi driver, a man in his mid-forties, eyed him scornfully. ‘Keeping a low profile, son?’

The Fiesta driver scowled. ‘I’m not your son.’

‘And they say the art of repartee is dead,’ the older man said, a smile curling the corners of his mouth.

‘Well, I ain’t, so …’

The Audi driver clutched a hand to his heart. ‘Cutting. You just bloody cut me, boy!’ He was laughing now, and the younger man rammed his hands in his pockets.

‘Where the hell is he, anyway?’

‘He’ll be here – don’t panic.’

‘Who says I was panicking? I ain’t panicking, I just don’t see why we had to come here – I mean there’s cameras on every floor.’

‘It’s the twenty-first century, mate – there’s cameras on every bus, road junction, traffic light, pub, shop, and doorbell in the city.’

‘Yeah – that’s what I’m saying, innit?’

The older man sighed. ‘The difference is, the cameras in this place are managed by my firm. How d’you think we got around the bank manager’s home security?’

The younger man’s brow crinkled. ‘That was you?’

‘Safely Does it Security, at your service,’ he said with a bow. ‘I knocked out the security cams remotely about fifteen minutes ago – from the barriers all the way to the top floor. By the time they send someone to fix the outage, I’ll have ’em back online again – they’ll think it was a glitch in the system.’

On the third floor of the car park, in an unmarked van, Prozac sat before a bank of screens.

‘What’re they saying? You getting it?’ Cap’s voice in his ear sounded tense but controlled.

Prozac’s eyes flicked from screen to screen. ‘Audio and visual.’ He’d reinstated the car park’s security cams minutes after they’d been disabled, and audio was being provided by wireless ‘smoke detectors’ on each level. ‘I’m patching the live audio to you – now.’ He tapped the ‘return’ key in time for the team to hear the boy racer through their earpieces:

‘He’d better be here soon, ’cos I’ve waited as long as I’m gonna.’ The audio was loud and had too much echo. Unhurried, confident – this was his domain – Prozac made the necessary adjustments.

‘Ooh,’ the Audi driver said. ‘Does that mean I can have your cut?’

‘That good enough for you?’ Prozac said, grinning.

‘You’re doing great, but we haven’t got ’em, yet,’ Cap said, and Prozac heard the warning in his tone. ‘We’re not done till Target One is here and they’ve split three ways.’

‘Well get your dancing shoes on,’ Prozac said, ‘’cos Target One just drove up the ramp. White Nissan Qashqai.’ He recited the registration plate.

‘Wait for my go,’ Cap said. ‘No one moves before the exchange – clear?’

‘Clear!’ Five voices spoke as one.

‘Stand by,’ Prozac said. ‘He’s stopped on level three. He’s parking up.’ Prozac switched to a camera nearer to the incoming vehicle and zoomed in on the car.

The driver parked nose out, halfway between the up- and down-ramps, leaving a good ten or fifteen yards between his car and the next.

Cautious, Prozac thought. He held his breath, almost afraid to blink in case it alerted the driver to his presence.

For a full thirty seconds, there was no movement in the Qashqai, then the driver’s door opened, and a tall man hauled himself out from behind the wheel. He checked up and down the rows. Perhaps a dozen cars were parked at uneven intervals on this level. The surveillance van was at the furthest corner, partly hidden by a defunct pay booth. The new arrival must have felt reassured because he walked around the back of his SUV and opened the boot, lifting out a large gym bag.

‘Target One on way. He’s heading up to you on foot.’

The response: ‘All received. Stand by.’

Everyone heard what came next. Prozac alone, with eyes on the targets, watched as the tall man handed hefty carrier bags from his holdall to the two waiting men. The Fiesta driver began to rummage, but Target One stopped him with a sharp, ‘Oy, show some sense. It’s all there – you can count it when you’re home.’ He followed up by issuing instructions as to how and when, as well as how much they could spend without attracting attention.

‘The cops haven’t given up on Blackfriars, yet, so hold back for a while, be cautious, pay cash – and don’t brag.’ He glared at the younger man as he said this.

The other two packed their cash into backpacks and hoisted them into their respective cars.

As Audi-man and Fiesta-boy dropped their packages behind the rear seats of their cars, Cap murmured, ‘Go, go, go!’ and Prozac felt a thrill run up his spine and into his arms, sending pins and needles into his fingertips. On the fourth floor, the fire escape doors either end of the level flew open, and five helmeted operatives in black gear piled out, screaming, ‘STAY WHERE YOU ARE! STAND STILL! DO NOT MOVE!’

Prozac laughed, seeing the boy racer twitch like he’d got a cattle prod up the jacksy.

The boy racer clasped his hands behind his head and sank to his knees sobbing, ‘Don’t shoot! Please don’t shoot me!’

‘Uh-oh …’ Distracted by the drama, Prozac hadn’t noticed that the third man had ducked behind the Audi, then flipped over the ramp barrier, landing at the far end of level three.

‘Target One’s making a run for it!’ he yelled into his mic. ‘He’s heading back to his car!’

Cursing, Prozac shoved his chair back, launched himself into the driver’s seat, and turned the key in the ignition.

The engine caught for a second, then choked and died.

‘Cap, do you read me?’

More yelling, no answer.

‘Shit!’ He tried the engine again. ‘Start, you bastard!’

The engine caught and he over-revved.

‘Target One is running!’ he yelled again then, abandoning any attempt at the agreed comms protocol: ‘Fuck it, I’m going after him.’

Hitting the clutch and crunching into first gear, he floored the accelerator. The van jumped forward, clipping the edge of the pay station. Target One had reached his car. Two of the team were in pursuit – Frosty and Sooner, judging by their build and speed – but they’d lost vital seconds. Prozac accelerated, the engine screaming in first gear. He saw the man’s eyes widen as the van bore down on him.

Then Target One reached behind his back.

‘GUN!’ Prozac screamed. Oh, jeez, oh fuck. ‘He’s got a gun!’

He turned the wheel sharply, simultaneously yanking on the handbrake, and the van skittered sideways. Staring through the passenger window, Prozac saw the man raise his right arm to shoot.

Jittering over the tyre-polished floor, the van skipped and slipped for three heart-stopping seconds, the chassis juddering as the wheels gained and lost traction. Then with a thud, the offside front made contact with the nose of the Qashqai, bumping it hard into Target One, jarring his elbow. The gun flew left, loosing off a shot with a deafening bang. It continued, clattering across the concrete towards the two in pursuit.

The van stalled, blocking the SUV entirely, and with a desperate glance over his shoulder, Target One came around the car towards Prozac.

Prozac scrabbled to lock the doors, but the man got there before him, reaching inside, ready to haul the tech out of the driver’s seat.

Suddenly Target One jerked backwards, and with a yelp, fell hard to the concrete floor. Sooner’s voiced boomed out, ‘STAY DOWN! DO NOT RESIST!’

Frosty moved in with zip ties in hand and, seconds later, the gunman was trussed up and bundled into his own car.

Euphoria and tinnitus from the gunshot had put Prozac off-kilter, and it took a few moments to notice and then make sense of the noise in the background. ‘Comms One – SITREP, OVER!’

Oh, Jeez … Cap! Prozac whipped around to check the screens. Pug and Brock stood, weapons at the ready, next to the Audi and the Fiat, where the other two were already secured. Cap, crouching at the barrier to peer down onto their level, repeated his command for an update.

‘Sorry, Boss,’ Prozac said. ‘Target One secured, over.’

‘Received, Comms One. Proceed per instructions.’

‘Will do. Out.’

Bugging his eyes, he turned back to his two oppos. They wore balaclavas under their helmets, but he could see that they were grinning and, for once, he knew they weren’t laughing at him. He watched from his wing mirror as Frosty slid the door open and she and Sooner swung inside. Cap, Pug and Brock were already running down the ramp from the upper level.

Laughing softly to himself, Prozac started his van and reversed to steer around the SUV. Driving slowly past, he saw the owner, zip-tied to the steering wheel and staring at him with pure hatred, which only made him laugh louder. Zooming to pick up the rest of the crew, Prozac allowed himself a whoop of triumph.




Chapter 6

Eight-thirty, next morning

RICK TURNER HEADED INTO THE OFFICE, anticipating another day following up NCA suggestions of possible warehousing for Emin’s drugs operation – dull, but necessary grind. Recent experience had proved that the most unpromising lead could be the one that blew a dead-end investigation wide open, so he made it a rule never to prejudge the day’s work.

As he crossed the threshold, an ironic cheer went up from a huddle of detectives and admin staff in the far corner of the room.

‘Wassup?’ he asked, shrugging off his jacket.

DC Joe Cossio glanced over his shoulder. ‘Take a look, Sarge.’

Rick strolled across to the gathering. They were watching a BBC news bulletin recorded at night outside a multistorey car park. Grey concrete in the background, police tape to the fore, a bank of mics on stands behind which gathered TV reporters and press, while others held up audio recorders and mobile phones. The whirr of camera shutters was audible over the hum of traffic noise. Camera flashes and the red-and-blue flicker of emergency vehicle lights animated the normally immobile features of DCI Kevin Anstell.

The crawler at the bottom of the screen read: ‘Blackfriars Bank Heist … three arrested.’

‘Wasn’t Kath Steiner leading that inquiry?’ Rick asked.

‘Oh, yeah …’ Rick heard the chuckle in Cossio’s voice. He tapped the computer operator’s shoulder. ‘Wind it back, mate.’

Anstell was framed at the centre of the press gathering, hands apart, palms down, patting the air, waiting for silence.

‘Today, I am pleased to announce that we have made three significant arrests in the inquiry relating to a robbery at Blackfriars Bank in Fleet Street,’ he began. ‘As many of you will recall, three months ago a gang of robbers abducted the bank manager’s wife and child and the assistant manager’s fiancée. Using threats and coercion, the robbers gained a haul from the bank estimated at two-point-five million pounds.’

A reporter on the front row raised her voice. ‘Have you recovered the money, Inspector?’

Anstell’s slab-smooth cheeks and narrow mouth betrayed no emotion. He looked around the people behind the tape, taking his time before finally turning his slate-grey eyes on the questioner. ‘I can confirm that we have on video the division of a substantial sum of money – and that money was retrieved during the course of the arrests.’

Rick winced. ‘Bit reckless, isn’t he?’

Cossio glanced at Rick, his brown eyes twinkling with malicious glee. ‘Keep your eye on the bottom left of the screen.’

‘Is Gary Quinn in custody?’ someone called out. Quinn, a former employee at the bank, had been arrested on suspicion at the time of the robbery, but released on bail.

‘Mr Quinn—’ Anstell broke off as a blur of movement caused a stir among the reporters, then DCI Steiner’s blonde bob came into focus. She’d ducked under the tape. Straightening up, she tugged her suit jacket into place and smoothed her hair, then performed a fast pirouette, finishing next to DCI Anstell. She looked flushed and annoyed.

‘Detective Chief Inspector Kath Steiner,’ she said, raising her voice as if her colleague had continued speaking. ‘That’s all we have to say for now.’

‘Did you get a tip-off, Chief Inspector?’ The question came from a dark-haired woman holding a mobile phone up.

‘My team has been working tirelessly behind the scenes, following up multiple leads,’ Steiner said, clearly ad-libbing. ‘We’re grateful for the strong public support we’ve had in investigating this crime. This is a dynamic situation in an ongoing inquiry.’

‘Do you expect to make more arrests?’ the BBC reporter asked.

‘We have no further comment to make at this stage, but we will provide updates when we are able to do so,’ Steiner said firmly.

The dark-haired woman thrust her mobile phone at arm’s length towards Anstell. ‘Chief Inspector Anstell – have you anything to add?’

‘Please address your questions to me,’ Steiner said sharply.

Anstell’s expression seemed to shift from frozen stoicism to something more emotionally charged.

The mobile-wielding reporter was not easily deterred, though. ‘Sir?’ she insisted.

Antsell ducked his head and murmured, ‘No further comment.’

‘Looks like a depressed undertaker, don’t he?’ Cossio chuckled.

‘So would you, if you’d just been kicked in the jocks on the BBC,’ Rick said. ‘Can’t say I blame Steiner, though. I mean, what’s he playing at?’

‘He’s known for it, Sarge,’ Cossio said. ‘That’s just Anstell doing his credit-grabbing thing.’

Rick knew Anstell’s reputation. ‘It’s a bit bold claiming credit for this one, though, isn’t it? As far as I know, Anstell’s been working on a spate of tourist muggings and laptop thefts for the past few weeks.’

‘Note his careful use of the royal “we” when he announced the arrests,’ Cossio said. ‘And he didn’t actually say he’d recovered the dosh, did he?’

‘Well, it looks like the gang and Anstell caught Steiner on the hop,’ Rick said. ‘So, who did make the arrests?’

‘MO19,’ Cossio said, clearly enjoying himself hugely.

Rick shook his head. ‘You’re not making sense, mate.’ MO19 was code name for the Met’s armed response unit. ‘That lot don’t investigate.’

‘Maybe not,’ Cossio said, grinning, ‘but they’re still claiming the collar. They got a shout at eleven-forty-five last night, to “bring into custody an armed gang, restrained, but possibly dangerous” at that precise location. Mate of mine at MetCC says the caller identified himself as Job.’

‘So how come the hero of the hour didn’t step up to claim his share of the glory?’

‘That’s a mystery – ’specially as every other bugger’s tried.’ Cossio jerked his chin towards the frozen image of Anstell looking decidedly shifty on the computer monitor. ‘The call sign was fake, but who cares if the intel’s good? Word is, there’s audio and visual of the money share going down. Looks like they got the Blackfriars robbers bang to rights.’




Chapter 7

BROCK WAS GROUCHING about the police press briefing. Cap could hear him going at it in the next room, railing against the announcement of ‘significant arrests’.

‘We do their jobs for them, and they parachute in and take the credit,’ he fumed.

Cap sighed inwardly – getting the others wound up was not going to help. Time to defuse the tension.

‘There’s hot drinks in here, if anyone wants them,’ he called, deliberately breaking into Brock’s barrack-room sound-off. In a varied career, Cap had found refreshments and a change of setting very effective in de-escalating potential flare-ups.

The crew appeared at the kitchen door moments later – Pug first as always. He swooped on the plate of biscuits with a murmur of appreciation and grabbed the first mug to hand. Sooner came second with Frosty taking up the rear. She sent Cap a look of amused sympathy as she added a splash of milk to a mug of coffee and moved to the far end of the island, then watched the men dig in. Her light brown hair tied back in a ponytail, she was dressed in boots, walking trousers and hoodie, as though ready for a hike.

A full minute later, Brock came through the door, clearly aggrieved to have been abandoned by the rest.

‘Did you see what that knob did on the news?’ he demanded, directing his outrage at Cap.

‘I saw it,’ Cap said. ‘Help yourself to tea or coffee – there’s more biscuits if you want them.’

Brock surveyed the offerings with obvious disdain. ‘Got any beer?’

‘Plenty,’ Cap said. ‘But it’s eleven in the morning, Brock.’

‘And?’

‘And … there’s tea or coffee. Water, if you prefer.’

Brock’s eyes burned with suppressed fury and a hush fell over the gathering. Cap remained calm and implacable and finally, ignoring the steaming mugs, Brock returned to his theme: ‘They used our hard graft, claimed it for their own, and … what? You don’t mind, ’cos it’s all for the common good?’

‘I mind,’ Cap said, and meant it. ‘I’m as angry as you are—’

‘Oh, well I’m glad we got that straight,’ Brock scoffed, glancing around at the others in an attempt to recruit support, but they remained intent on their food and drink.

‘I know it’s infuriating,’ Cap said, still trying to be the peacemaker. ‘But on the positive side, no one got away, and every crew member did an excellent job.’

Prozac spoke up: ‘It was fricking slick, like a wolf pack or something.’

‘Yeah, well, no one asked you, Twilight Saga,’ Brock sneered.

Prozac visibly shrank, but Cap grinned. ‘I like that – very apt,’ he said. ‘It was slick – you should be proud. And we achieved our objective: these men will be held to account.’

‘Yeah, so step up and take a bow, Chief Inspector Dickhead.’ Brock shook his head angrily. ‘Is that what we are now? The Met’s PR men?’

‘And women.’

Everyone turned to
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