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‘I usually experienced the presence of a dead body as an absence, but in this case, it felt like a black hole opening up in front of me.’

Disconnected from his history and careless of his future, Detective Aidan Waits has resigned himself to the night shift: an endless cycle of meaningless emergency calls and lonely dead ends.

Until he and his partner, Detective Inspector Peter ‘Sutty’ Sutcliffe, are summoned to the Palace, a vast disused hotel in the centre of a restless, simmering city. There they find the body of a man. He is dead. And he is smiling.

The tags have been removed from the man’s clothes. His teeth have been filed down and replaced. Even his fingertips are not his own. Only a patch sewn into the inside of his trousers gives any indication as to who he was, and to the desperate last act of his life …

But even as Waits pieces together this stranger’s identity, someone is sifting through the shards of his own.

When mysterious fires, anonymous phone calls and outright threats start to escalate, he realizes that a ghost from his own past haunts his every move.

And to discover who the smiling man really is, he must first confront himself.
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‘It’s as if I know something and don’t know it at the same time.’

Thomas Ligotti, ‘The Frolic’






It started with a knock at the door.

When he thinks of that now he grimaces. Closes his eyes and runs a hand across his face. It’s a bad memory in a head full of them, and the smallest thing can spark it. The electricity in the air before a storm, or the lancing smell of ozone after heavy rain. Sitting across the table from a new girl or a new colleague, and caught off guard like this, he might allow himself to drift off into it, knowing that neither one of them will last anyway. His vision blurs and a haze of sunspots passes in front of his eyes, like he’s staring into a bright light.

‘I think there’s someone outside,’ he’d heard the old woman say.

It was after ten on a Sunday night and they’d probably been on their way to bed.

Their house was a stubborn mid-sized Tudor-build, designed to withstand everything, apparently, but the rain. Through the pane of smoked glass set into the door, the boy could make out two or three buckets in the hallway, collecting dripping water, and perhaps that’s why they hadn’t heard him at first. He knocked again, stepped back and looked at the house. It seemed too big for one old couple, but it had something he didn’t associate with the narrow, thin-walled rooms he’d lived in, some personality.

It had to, out here in the middle of nowhere.

The old woman got to the door first. When she opened it she called out for her husband. He looked even older than she did, and it seemed like a struggle for him to get around. When his head appeared over his wife’s shoulder, when he saw the small, shivering boy on their doorstep, he adjusted his glasses in surprise. The boy was rake-thin, glass-eyed, pale. Wearing just a T-shirt and trousers, both soaked through by the rain. The old couple looked about him, but it seemed like the boy was on his own.

The woman frowned, crouched. ‘Are you OK, sweetheart?’

The boy stood there shivering.

She squinted into the night again then took him by the wrist, led him gently inside and closed the door. ‘He’s frozen,’ she said to her husband, drawing the boy past him and into the front room. The old man re-locked the door, pushed the deadbolts back into place and followed them through, looking at the wet footprints on the tiles.

The boy wasn’t wearing any shoes.

‘I’m Dot,’ said the old woman. ‘This is Si.’

When the boy still didn’t answer, Dot shrugged. Found a blanket and went to boil some water. Si sat on the sofa, worrying his hands. He guessed the boy was about seven or eight years old but aged prematurely by the dark rings around his eyes. He didn’t look about the room, or even focus on the things in front of him. He just stared blankly ahead. When Dot returned with a hot-water bottle, Si reached up and put an affectionate hand on his wife’s arm. The boy’s eyes flicked suddenly on to them, as if unfamiliar with the gesture.

‘Can you tell us your name?’ said Dot, lifting the blanket and pressing the hot-water bottle against the boy. His shivering intensified, until his teeth sounded like a baby shaking a rattle. He forced his eyes shut and clenched his jaw to control it. ‘Should we call the police?’ said Dot to her husband. He was nodding, already getting up, glad of something practical to do. She rubbed the boy’s head while she waited. It felt like his blood was boiling.

‘Dot …’ Si called from the hall.

‘Hold that thought,’ she said.

When she left the room the boy smoothly removed the blanket from around him and went to the light switch beside the door. He flicked it off and on, off and on. He put his head out into the hallway and watched. Si and Dot were both frowning at the phone, which they’d discovered wasn’t working. The boy went to the porch, walking on the balls of his bare feet, unlatched the front door, drew back the deadbolts, and opened it.

A shape dislodged itself from the shadows and moved slowly towards him. The rain had stopped and there were stars visible now that the boy had never seen in the city before. As the shape grew closer it stood out against them, looking somehow darker than the night.

‘Good lad,’ said the shape, the man, nodding at the boy. The man’s face was flat and angular as a blade, and he wore a trained inexpression that gave nothing away. It was his body that said everything, erupting with messy, overlapping networks of muscles and veins, like the storage device for all the hate in the world. He had a claw-hammer in his gloved right hand and used his left to tousle the boy’s hair.

He stopped, retracted the hand in awe.

He’d produced a coin from behind the boy’s ear and held it out for him to take.

‘What do you say, Wally?’

‘Thanks, Bateman,’ said the boy, accepting the coin solemnly.

He sat on the porch as Bateman went past him, inside the house.

‘Hey …’ he heard the old man say. ‘What are you—’

There was a wet thud and something heavy hit the floor.

The old lady started to scream. ‘No,’ she shouted. ‘No—’

Another wet thud, the sound of something else hitting the floor. Straining, the boy heard a low moan coming from inside. A determined gurgle and perhaps another word. Perhaps her husband’s name. Then there two more footsteps, a final blow and total silence.

The boy closed his fist around the coin Bateman had given him and stared out into the darkness. His mouth watered and sunspots started to pass in front of his eyes. They were just a shimmer at first, then they came thicker and faster, until they were roaring down in front of him like the rain. Like he was staring into a bright light instead of pitch-black darkness.
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The heat that year was annihilating. The endless, fever dream days passed slowly, and afterwards you wondered if they’d even been real. Beneath the hum of air conditioners, the chink of ice in glasses, you could almost hear it. The slow-drip of people losing their minds. The city was brilliantly lit, like an unending explosion you were expected to live inside, and the nights, when they finally came, felt hallucinatory, charged with electricity. You could see the sparks – the girls in their summer clothes, the boys with their flashing white teeth – everywhere you went.

There’s a particular look on their faces between the hours of midnight and 6 a.m. Falling in and out of bars, kissing on street corners, swinging their arms along the pavements. Whatever’s happened to them before is long gone and, for a few hours at least, they feel like tomorrow might never come. Most of them are students, sheltering from the economic downturn in degree courses they’ll never pay off. The others work minimum-wage jobs and live for the weekend. When I see them they’re living in the moment, for better or worse, and the doubt, their default setting during the daytime, is replaced by some kind of certainty. I was on my 120th night shift in a row. Six months into what felt like a life sentence.

My own kind of certainty.

So I watched their faces, the young people, between the hours of midnight and 6 a.m. I watched life literally passing me by. I nodded when they did, smiled when they smiled, and tried to stay in the moment. I kept my head down and took the positives, the sparks, wherever I could get them.

We were already on Wilmslow Road when the call came through. An enormous interconnecting through-line, it runs almost six miles, linking the moneyed properties south of town with the struggling city centre. It’s the busiest bus route in Europe and always alive with taxis, double-deckers, commuters and light. And lately, with fires that someone had been setting in the steel dustbins lining the road. Because these fires were low priority, likely meaningless, and always set after dark, they fell to us, the night shift.

There were only two permanent members of the team.

Young detectives rotated through, just to say they’d done it, and some of the no-hope floaters did a few shifts a month to cover our days off, but permanent night duty meant one of two things. No life or no career. In my few years on the force, I’d managed to satisfy both requirements.

The dustbin fire was already out when we got there. My partner and I arrived to smouldering cinders, asked some questions and had begun to pack it up when we saw a crowd gathering on the other side of the road. I checked the time and drifted through the traffic towards them.

They were preparing a midnight vigil for a kid called Subhi Seif. Supersize to his friends. Until a few hours before, Supersize had been an eighteen-year-old fresher, living in a city for the first time in his life. Then he’d seen a girl being mugged and gone after the man who did it. He’d run into the road without looking for traffic and been obliterated beneath the wheels of a bus.

The mugger got away.

Alongside the torches, UV lights and flowers already laid in tribute, ten or so of Supersize’s friends were standing marking the spot. They played sad songs from their phones and passed sweating cans of beer to keep cool. I reminded them not to stray out into the road themselves, then crossed back to the car where my partner was waiting. We drove an unmarked matt-black BMW that criminals could still spot at a glance. Mainly because of the man usually crammed into the passenger side. My superior officer, Detective Inspector Peter Sutcliffe. At a glance he could only look like a cop or a criminal, and I still wasn’t sure which was closer to the truth.

‘How are the Chicken McNuggets?’ he said, not looking up from the sport section. Sutcliffe was one of life’s great nature–nurture debates. Was he a born shit, or had he just grown into one because of his unfortunate name? His suit jacket, filled to breaking point by his body, looked water-damaged with sweat, and he was giving off so much heat that we sat with the doors wide open.

‘What’s on the radio?’ I said, nodding at the scanner, the reason he’d waved me back over the road.

He turned a page, sniffed. ‘The Hamburglar’s struck again.’ I waited and he sighed, folded the paper. ‘It was sexual harassment, or assault, or something …’

‘Sexual harassment or something?’

Sutcliffe’s face, neck and body were swollen in odd, ever-shifting places, and his skin was deathly pale. He looked like he’d survived an embalming. We never used his full name, just called him Sutty to avoid distressing the public any further.

‘Jesus Christ, this heat.’ He ran a hand through his glistening, thinning hair. ‘Feels like I’ve had a blood transfusion from Freddie fucking Mercury.’ He looked up, remembered I was there and gave me a yellow smile. ‘You know me, Aid, I zone out as soon as I hear anything “sexual”. We’re going to Owens Park, though, if you wanna crack on …’

Sexual harassment or something.

The only thing Sutty hated more than young women was me. I watched him as he began applying the alcoholic skin sanitizer that he used compulsively, whenever I got in or out of the car. It made him look like he was rubbing his hands together with glee. I gave him a smile to keep things interesting. Then I indicated and pulled out into the road.
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It was almost midnight when we arrived at Owens Park. The largest halls of residence in the city and home to more than two thousand students, most of them first years. Set in spacious, leafy grounds, the campus comprises five main blocks, including one tower which can be seen from the street, glowering out over the trees. Grey buildings clash hard with green surroundings. The baby-boomer wet dream. It had been built to last in the sixties but was looking its age now. There was talk of tearing the lot down and starting from scratch but it would be a shame when they finally got around to it. So much of the city already looked like a building site.

I parked up and looked at Sutty.

‘You coming?’

‘That’s a personal question. Just give us a call if her knicker-drawer needs searching.’ He returned to his paper. ‘You’re always so good with the little girls …’

I got out of the car, ignoring his tone, frankly grateful not to be taking him with me. Sutty and I were two different kinds of bad cop. Our being partnered together was a sort of punishment for us both, and we each tried to make things as difficult as possible for the other. It was the only thing we had in common.

I walked through the gate. Followed the stark white lights, blazing in the darkness. I smelt the freshly cut grass and felt a flicker of excitement. I’d never lived here but had visited a few times when I was younger, crashing parties, seeing friends. It was strange to think that I wasn’t in touch with any of them now, that dozens of people must have occupied their rooms, their beds, their lives, in the intervening years. For a moment I felt like I was walking into my past, going through a gateway into Neverland. I heard a scream of laughter and saw a teenage girl run by, being chased by a boy with a super soaker. Looking over my shoulder, I watched them melt into the darkness, still laughing. It reinforced a cruel, universal truth. I would age. Owens Park would always be eighteen.

I consulted the campus map, found the block I was looking for, buzzed a first-floor flat and waited. The grounds were eerily quiet now and I turned to look around. Felt the latent power of a day’s heat, humming up from the grass. Across the path stood another firm, grey block of buildings – lit windows glaring at me. I heard the bolt of the door click and turned to open it.
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I went through the hallway. Past some street bikes, under a bare light bulb and up the stairs. The block was badly ventilated, built decades before in a city where heatwaves were unimaginable. I felt the sweat spiking out of my skin. There were listless, conversational voices behind closed doors. Adolescent smells of deodorant, drink and drugs.

It felt like a pressure cooker.

On the first-floor landing there was a teenage boy, pacing back and forth. He was black. Handsome and wearing a smart, dark tracksuit. He took a swig from a large, frosted glass and frowned when he saw me.

‘Thought you’d be a woman.’

I stopped. ‘What kind of service were you expecting?’

He snorted, took a step closer and lowered his voice. I could smell the mint in his glass. ‘I called about my friend. And she doesn’t know that I did. Thought they sent women for girl stuff …’

‘Girl stuff?’

He nodded. ‘Said when I called. You all not on speaking terms?’

‘Dispatch aren’t as articulate as you are, Mr …?’

‘Earl.’

‘That a first name or a surname?’

‘Only name you’re getting. What do they call you? To your face, I mean?’

I smiled. ‘Waits.’

He looked at me for a second. Thought about it. ‘Heavy,’ he said, finally. He led me into a kitchen-cum-communal space. ‘Park here, I’ll find Soph.’

I could hear ambient sounds from the hallway, a steady hip-hop beat, but there was no one else in the room. Because it was dark outside and the lights were on, I could see myself reflected in the black mirror of the window. On the table there were trays of crushed ice, mint, sugar and lime. There was a row of jelly glasses and a wet bottle of rum.

Through a door I heard a girl say: ‘What?’

I sat there, beneath the blazing fluorescent lights, and waited. A minute or so later, Earl came back into the kitchen, went to the trays and began fixing a strong drink without looking at me. He had the practised movements of a professional cocktail maker, even going so far as to spin the rum bottle in his hand.

He saw me notice. ‘I mix in The Alchemist,’ he said. A celebrated Spinningfields bar where you could do permanent damage to your body and bank account. ‘Here.’ He slid me the glass he’d been working on. A mojito.

‘I’m on the clock,’ I said, catching it.

‘Not for you, Sherlock. Maybe she needs one?’ He walked out into the hallway, nodded at the door he’d come from and then went to his own room. I picked up the glass, so cold that it hurt my hand, went to the door he’d indicated and knocked.

I didn’t know what to expect.

‘Hello,’ said a shaky, southern voice. The room smelt faintly of suntan cream and the girl inside it was young. Sitting on the bed in denim cut-offs and a vest. Her shoulders were starting to turn red from the weather but the rest of her skin glowed from weeks of vitamin D. She had freckles about her eyes and a heart-shaped face, and as her desk fan strafed the room it tousled her hair, brown with the tips dyed blond. There were some bruises on her legs but I was glad to see she didn’t look upset or in distress. Just a little embarrassed. A little put out. She closed a laptop and pushed it to one side.

‘I expected someone older …’ she said.

‘I’ve got the liver of a man twice my age.’ She almost smiled and I handed her the glass that Earl had given me. ‘My name’s Aidan Waits, Detective Constable.’

‘Sophie,’ she said.

‘We could talk in the kitchen if you like, Sophie?’

She considered me for a moment. ‘Here’s fine. Would you close the door, though?’

I did, then motioned to an absurd pink chair at her desk. ‘May I?’ She nodded and I sat down. ‘Sounds like your friend out there’s worried about you.’

‘Earl’s a good guy …’

‘Tight-lipped, though.’

‘I was surprised he called you at all. He hates the police. I mean—’

‘Don’t worry, I basically agree with him. We do have our uses, though. I’m guessing if he picked up the phone it’s something serious. Why don’t you tell me about it from the start?’

‘Well, I’m a first year …’

She said it like it explained everything else.

‘No crime there. What are you studying?’

‘English lit?’

‘I’ve heard of it.’

‘Probably not much use in the real world.’

‘Sometimes the real world’s not much use itself …’

‘Yeah.’ She put the glass to her forehead for a second, rolled it from right to left and then took a drink. ‘So, last week I went to a club. Actually.’ She reached over to the desk and handed me a crumpled flyer.

Incognito.

The picture was of a young woman, dressed in school uniform. The copy pitched hard to entice freshers to a club night. Free entry (pardon the pun). Free birth control, too, as the rumour went. Most girls went once, 100 per cent in on the joke. They took the free drinks, absorbed the heated stares of the regulars and then left. You still heard the odd horror story, though. Entry for men was twenty quid a go and most of them wanted their money’s worth. I’d seen the queues, sliming their way down the street.

I handed back the flyer. ‘I’ve heard of that, too.’

‘I met a man, Ollie. Older but, y’know, nice. Well dressed and stuff. He seemed like a big deal in there, anyway.’ I had a good idea of what a big deal in Incognito might look like. Sophie rubbed her palms, unconsciously, on the bed. ‘We went back to his flat …’

‘We can have a female officer here if you’d prefer?’

She shook her head. ‘We slept together, it was fine.’

‘Those bruises?’ I said, referring to the marks on her legs.

‘Oh, no, I’m a cyclist. It’s one of the things I love about it here.’ She paused. ‘Look, the night was fine, it’s just that he filmed us—’ She stopped abruptly, looked down at the bed.

‘And now he’s holding it over you.’

She blushed, nodded. ‘I didn’t know people actually did that.’ She took another mouthful of her drink. ‘He said,’ she stopped. ‘He implied that if I don’t see him again he’ll leak it on to the internet.’

‘I take it you don’t want to see him again?’

She shook her head.

‘Do you have a surname for Ollie?’

‘What will you do?’

‘I’ll talk to him.’

‘Now?’

‘There’s no time like the present.’

‘Isn’t it a bit late, though?’

‘The later the better, it might give him some idea of how serious this is.’

‘… And is it serious?’ I could see that she was trying to talk herself down.

‘Your friend out there seems to think so. I think I agree. Ollie’s trying to blackmail you into doing something. For some men it’s the only way they know.’

‘I didn’t get his surname.’ She looked away. ‘God, you must think—’

‘I don’t think anything. Can you describe him?’

‘Older than you, maybe mid-thirties? And, I guess, he was a little chubby. He had sort of light red hair, like it was losing its colour.’

‘And he got in touch with you about the video. Did you swap numbers?’

She shook her head. ‘In the morning I got up and bolted. Stupidly, I left my jacket with my student ID in. He messaged me today.’

‘Where did Ollie live?’

‘The Quays. I’m not sure which building, though. I think the big one.’

‘Can I see the message?’

She made eye contact for a second. ‘I’d rather you didn’t.’ It was the first time she’d sounded anguished, and I was glad Earl had made the call.

‘It’ll be a big help if I know the nature of the threat. If I know everything you do.’

‘So, is this official already? It’s just, I didn’t call you, Earl did.’ She paused. ‘My parents would kill me.’

I thought about it for a second. ‘If you show me the message, I’ll know as much as you do. If I can find him, I can have a word informally if you like.’

‘There’s a picture.’

‘It’ll stay between us.’

‘You don’t look much like a priest. No offence …’

I sat back, gave her some space. ‘Nicest thing anyone’s said to me in months.’

She made up her mind. Opened the laptop, turned the screen towards me and then stared at the wall. Loved your debut, think you could be a star. Should the world see this, though? Maybe you can come back around and convince me otherwise ;) xxx

Beneath the text there was a gif. It repeated one second of video on a loop. In it, Sophie was naked, sitting on a bed laughing. I thought she looked high. I turned the screen back towards her, got up and left my card on the desk.

‘Leave it with me.’
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I went back to the car and climbed in. I could smell the disinfectant that Sutty had wiped the surfaces down with, and when I picked up the radio it was slippery in my hand.

‘Complainant doesn’t want to make a formal statement at this time, over.’

That closed the case as far as Dispatch was concerned.

‘How’d it go?’ said Sutty, stirring. ‘Think you can finger a suspect?’ I opened a window so I could breathe, started up and pulled out into the road. ‘Let me guess. She had a face like a boiled arse but says some bloke risked his liberty to kiss it.’

I just drove.

Sutty had no family and no friends that I knew of. The rumour was that he’d once been a promising detective, before he became addicted to human tragedy and was slowly seduced by the night shift. That had been a decade ago. Now it was all that he lived for. Ours was essentially a patrol duty, prowling around looking for trouble. This gave the shift the illusory promise of real detective work. The chance to see something through to the end. This promise was generally broken by our handing cases over to the day shift. Often we inherited them back the following night impossibly transformed, or with basic follow-ups not done. We were plain-clothes detectives, officially reporting to CID, but they rarely acknowledged it. Uniform treated us with the minimum amount of respect that they could get away with. I was here because I had to be.

But Sutty was in love with it.

He was at once attracted to, and repulsed by, the people. The boys were all snowflakes and fuckwits, the girls were easy or, worse, feminists, but he’d happily sit in cells, listening to them all night, he’d even drive them home when they were lost or drunk or both. To the untrained eye, these instances could look like sympathy, but in truth he enjoyed seeing people cast low.

In truth, he encouraged it.

He’d routinely let the names of informants slip to violent criminals, he’d drop young girls working as escorts in the worst parts of town. He told me he’d once attended an AA meeting, poured a bottle of vodka into the free coffee and waited, watching, as people got drunk. ‘Took this blue-haired slag home afterwards,’ he’d said. ‘Screwed her until the hair dye was running down her face.’

Our partnership was a war of attrition.

He openly despised me, but any obvious reciprocation seemed to feed something inside him. So I tried to keep the condemnation out of my voice. He’d say and do outrageous things and I’d smile back, swallow them, refuse to give him the satisfaction.

Although he was a large man, and although we often disagreed, I’d never been physically afraid of Sutty. He enjoyed our status quo too much to change it. Mentally, though, it was a different matter. Once, we’d been parked in the lay-by of a car accident hot spot, our lights out as we watched the road for speeders. It was three or four in the morning and he’d been talking, idly, about old cases. Finally, he got around to his first go at the night shift. He’d responded to a disturbance at a dog shelter.

‘So there’s this witch at the entrance, yeah? Long black coat, fingerless gloves, the whole bit. Except she’s twitching like someone put a thousand volts through her, listening to the ghosts in her hair or whatever. And the voices are especially vicious tonight. Three-part harmony from Hitler, Ho Chi Minh and Fred fucking West.

‘So I go up the path, Mr Nice, and get up alongside her. She starts giving me all this Jesus stuff, asking if I’m saved. Says he’s coming back, he’s on his way, etcetera, etcetera. I said I think he’s outta town tonight, sweetheart.

‘Anyway, turns out she’s broken in, given the dogs their first holy communion or something. Wait here, I say. I get halfway down the hall and the smell’s killing me, just unbelievable. Every cage I look in, the dogs are sodden, I mean soaking wet.’ He laughed. ‘She’d only gone and baptized ’em in petrol. Then I see her at the door and she’s got her back to me, shuddering. I realize she’s striking matches. Mad bitch has put us on God’s guest list.’

Sutty lost his eyebrows and most of the hair on his head before he got outside. He collapsed on to the lawn, coughing his lungs up, listening to the dogs howling, barking, burning alive in their cages. At first light he’d traced the woman’s footprints. They went one hundred feet into the trees and stopped suddenly. As far as he knew, that was the last anyone saw or heard of her. The story wasn’t remarkable in the context of the night shift, which is filled with haunted people and impossible dead ends.

It was Sutty’s reaction to it that disturbed me.

‘That’s when I saw it,’ he’d said. ‘All the famine and war and children in need. We’ve been born right into the end of it, Aid, straight into the death throes. The whole race is suicidal, it’s hardwired into us and something’s flicked the switch. We’re the last generation there’ll ever be.’ As he talked, I realized that he was being sincere. Worse, that he was in love with the idea.

The night shift meant different things to different people. To our superiors it was a demotion out of sight, almost out of reality. To me it was an act of cowardice. Somewhere I could hide out from my own life and let it pass me by. But to my partner it was life itself. It was his front-row seat to the end of the world and he was on his feet, applauding, in standing ovation.
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‘What did I tell you?’ said Sutty, dowsing himself, face, neck and chest, in sanitizer. ‘The window-lickers are out in force tonight.’

Incognito ran out of a loft bar off Piccadilly, and we watched the line of men, oozing outside the door and round the corner. They were standing in packs, smoking and swearing, driven half-mad by the neon and the heat. By the girls in their summer clothes who didn’t even notice they were alive. Most of the men wore sharp buzzcuts and shapeless going-out shirts, and they seemed to share one low, booming voice that happened to possess them at different times. ‘Yeurgh,’ said Sutty, opening the glove compartment. He found his wet wipes and leaned over me to clean the steering wheel I’d just taken my hands off. ‘Someone really let one go in this gene pool.’

Although he was including me in his dim assessment of the men, looking out at the line it was hard not to agree. It was like watching one personality, stretched paper-thin across twenty people.

‘Fancy a walk?’ I said.

He balled up his wet wipe and threw it out the window.

‘I could stretch my legs, yeah. Ever met the guy who runs this place?’ We climbed out of the car and I shook my head. ‘Bloke should’ve been a handjob. A real beauty. Looks like the singer off a cruise ship that hasn’t docked in a decade.’

Two girls walked, arm in arm, to the front of the queue. The men nearby stopped braying for a second and drank them in. The doorman winced like he’d just done a shot, then stood to one side so they could pass, watching as they went up the stairs. His hair was shaved so closely that I could see the veins, gripping his skull. Any shorter and I could have seen what he was thinking.

He looked at Sutty. ‘Back of the line, darling.’

‘Try Detective Inspector. And get it right first time.’

All emotion drained out of the doorman’s face. ‘Apologies, Detective Inspector. How can I help?’

‘We want to talk to the owner …’

He didn’t move. ‘There’s a few heads with a stake in Incognito. Let me know which you’re after an’ I’ll make an appointment.’

Sutty was laughing again. ‘An appointment with Guy Russell? That’s not a little black book I want my name appearing in.’ The doorman still didn’t move. ‘Come on, you know the bloke. Personality like a contraceptive. Hairpiece that could place runner-up at Crufts. I know he’s here and I know you haven’t been ID-ing those girls tonight, so best we talk to him off the record, eh?’

‘Pat,’ said the doorman to a colleague. ‘Work the line a minute, yeah?’ He gave us a dull, gold-toothed smile that sent the veins pulsing across his skull again. ‘Right this way, gents.’ We went inside, across the sticky, fly-trap floor and up the stairs. The doorman walked ahead, easing people out of our way with one arm. The blending smells of perfume and alcohol felt intoxicating, and the air throbbed with bass and thick, numbing heat. We emerged next to the bar, in a half-lit loft space with around a hundred people in it.

‘Wait here,’ said the doorman. I looked at Sutty, his eyes caressing the men and women in the room. It was almost an even split between them. Most stood separately, some cautiously mingled, and one or two had paired up on the dance floor, grinding into each other with the music. The real action took place in the booths lining the room. You’d see four or five girls crammed into one side and two men on the other. Nothing between them but gleaming steel buckets, filled with cheap bottles of prosecco and ice.

The doorman emerged from the dance floor. ‘Mr Russell can see you now.’

‘I’ll wait here,’ said Sutty, eyes bobbing from table to table. ‘Secure the bar.’ When the lights caught his face he looked like a spoiled, sweating chicken.

The doorman led me across the dance floor, to a booth in the corner. A man in his mid-forties was sitting beside a young girl. He was staring at me while she scrolled idly through her phone with one finger. The man perfectly matched Sutty’s description. Carefully dressed, but strangely out of time. His black shirt was tight and had the top four buttons open, creating a long V shape beneath the neck. He gave me a practised, peroxide-white smile and motioned to the seat opposite him. I slid into the booth. The girl, who hadn’t looked up from her phone, wore clothes that seemed designed for the room. Wild colours that caught ultraviolet lights at suggestive angles. She wore frosted eye-liner and atomic pink lipstick, and she must have been twenty-five years younger than the man beside her.

‘Someone looks thirsty,’ he said, over the music.

I didn’t say anything.

‘Alicia,’ he said to the girl. ‘I’m thinking … two Jack and Cokes.’

There was an ice bucket with a bottle of Dom Pérignon on the table but apparently I wasn’t worth it. Alicia stood without looking at either of us. I saw that she was wearing UV contact lenses. They made her seem vacant, dead behind the eyes. The man watched her go, glowing through the crowd, before he spoke again.

‘Name’s Guy Russell,’ he said. ‘And you’ve got until she gets back.’ Russell was sitting facing the dance floor, and a dull red light washed across his face. I guessed it was his regular seat, a look he cultivated.

‘There’s a customer of yours I want to talk to.’

‘Yeah?’ He leaned forward, smiled into the light. I could see the seams of several, overlapping plastic surgeries. ‘What’s her name?’

‘His name,’ I said. ‘Ollie or Oliver.’

‘Don’t tell me it’s work-related?’ I nodded. His smile was like a strobe light, flicking on and off continually, and I assumed he’d snorted his dinner. ‘Ollie or Oliver, you say?’

‘Mid-thirties, going to fat, light red hair losing its colour.’

‘Not a lot to go on …’

But I thought he was stalling. Backing away from a name he recognized.

‘He’s a regular,’ I said. ‘He was high-rolling it here last week.’

He beamed at me through his lidless, unblinking eyes. ‘As you can see, I have a lot of regulars, Mr …’

‘Detective,’ I said. ‘Aidan Waits.’

‘I have a lot of regulars, Detective Waits. Most of them “high-rolling it”. Can I ask what this is about?’

‘No.’

He shifted in his seat. ‘But you’re not flinging shit at Incognito?’

‘Who’d notice?’ I said. His smile flicked off again. He took a breath to speak but before he could, Alicia returned with our drinks. She set them before us and sat back down again. She looked like she’d stepped in from another dimension.

‘Sorry, mate. Time’s up, can’t help ya.’

I didn’t move and he clicked his fingers at me.

I leaned in. ‘Don’t act like the real thing, Guy, I’ve seen it close up.’ We glared at each other while the girl pretended to concentrate on her phone. ‘Ollie or Oliver,’ I repeated.

‘What do you think the most important part of this business is?’

I looked at him. ‘The condom machine.’

‘I mean to me personally.’

‘Same answer.’

‘Appearances,’ he said, starting to lose patience. ‘And not just mine. Not just Alicia’s. But an appearance of understanding, discretion. Anonymity. A lot of these lads are in relationships. Married even. Would they be coming back if they thought I was passing out their card numbers?’

‘The man I’m looking for’s sexually harassing a teenage girl.’ Alicia stopped scrolling through her phone. ‘She was one of your customers as well.’

‘Look at that bar,’ said Russell. Through the dance floor I could see dozens of men, holding up cash and cards, trying to get served. ‘Teenage girls don’t pay my bills, Detective.’

‘You think those men are here for the music?’

His smile flickered and finally died out. He looked at me for a moment, then picked up my untouched drink and poured it into the ice bucket.

‘Alicia, it looks like our friend’s dry again.’ The girl stood, taking the hint immediately. As Russell craned his neck to watch her go, I saw the fold of skin behind his ears from a facelift. It made him look as though he wore a mask that was slipping. I turned to see Alicia at the bar, talking to the doorman. ‘Eyes back in your skull, Detective.’ Russell was leaning across the table now. ‘I took a girl back last night. She’s on her knees sucking, and I do mean sucking, my fingers. Thought she was gonna dislocate ’em. And I tell her, you don’t get the rest until you’ve agreed …’

‘Agreed to what?’

‘Incognito, baby. No names. The best deal in town, and I’ve cornered the market. Y’know what? In a place where every club’s a front for one fucking thing or another, I think you just can’t take a bit of honesty.’

‘What is it you’re being honest about?’

‘That men want to screw young girls. That, guess what, young girls want to pop men. But that doesn’t suit someone who’s looking for victims, does it? Well you won’t find any here, pal. It’s a room full of people doing what they want, with who they want, when they want. The name of a guy in last week?’ He laughed. ‘Get real, and get the fuck out of my club.’

It was my turn to smile now, and I stood up, happy at least to have seen his real face. ‘You’ve been very helpful, Mr Russell. Thanks.’ Alicia returned with a fresh Jack and Coke in hand.

‘Take it,’ said Russell. ‘It’s on me.’

I accepted the drink and dumped it on his head. ‘Look at that, you’re right about everything.’ I handed the empty glass back to the stunned girl just as the doorman closed his forearm across my neck, dragging me across the dance floor by the head.

Sutty was laughing like a drain. ‘Tried to tell ya,’ he said. ‘A dog doesn’t know what shit is unless you rub his nose in it.’ We were crossing the road back to the car.

‘Hey,’ someone shouted. I turned around, saw the girl, Alicia, coming towards us. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’

‘Do you collect these girls or what?’ said Sutty, yawning. ‘I’ll be in my office.’

I turned, walked into the middle of the road, met her halfway. ‘Excuse me?’

‘You heard. What, you go round fucking people up?’

‘The only thing I fucked up were his hair plugs. Have you got something to say to me?’

She looked at me through those unreadable UV lenses. ‘A few things, actually, yeah.’

‘Come on,’ I said, leading her back to the pavement. ‘How old are you?’

She thought I was asking if she was legal to drink. ‘Eighteen,’ she said, defiantly.

‘Well I just spoke to a girl the same age who met a scumbag here last week. All I need is the guy’s name to go and set him straight. Your friend in there thinks that’s too much to ask. Do you?’

‘Depends on the scumbag.’

‘Ollie or Oliver something.’ She didn’t move. ‘Look, if you know who I’m talking about, do me a favour. His surname, anything.’ I stepped closer to allow a group of people past us, into the club.

She folded her arms. ‘Cartwright,’ she said quietly.

‘Oliver Cartwright?’ She nodded almost imperceptibly. ‘You wouldn’t happen to know where he lives?’

‘Do you know Imperial Point?’

‘The Quays?’

She nodded. ‘Flat 1003.’

‘Tell me about him.’ But she’d already turned and started for the club, her arms wrapped around herself. ‘You knew,’ I said to her back. She stopped walking. ‘As soon as I said sexual harassment to Russell, you knew who I was talking about.’

She half turned. ‘Me and Ollie were a bad match, y’know? We both liked being in control.’

‘Let us drop you somewhere,’ I said.

‘Like where?’

‘Like home.’

She smiled. It was just a flicker at first, then the real thing. She ran the back of her hand over her mouth, like she was trying to wipe it off her face. I saw the hot-pink lipstick, smeared across her wrist.

‘This is as close as I get to it.’ When I didn’t say anything she laughed again. ‘Guy Russell’s my dad.’
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The Quays were only a twenty-minute drive from Piccadilly, skirting around the city centre, and the roads were clear at this time of night.

‘What’s all this about?’ said Sutty.

‘It wouldn’t interest you.’

‘Suit yourself,’ he said, turning to look out the passenger-side window. ‘Just don’t drag me into it.’

‘Drag you into what? Doing your job?’

‘Whatever it is,’ he said. ‘You and those fucking girls again. Last year not enough for ya?’

‘If anyone can turn a blind eye, it’s you, Sutts. You’ve got two of them.’ He shot me a look but didn’t say anything else, and we drove the rest of the way in silence.

It was around 12.30 a.m. when we arrived at the Quays. Formerly the site of the city docks, a port on a busy stretch of the Manchester shipping canal, they’d fallen into ruin when the industry went abroad. In the eighties the boomers had swept in and redeveloped everything into half a billion pounds’ worth of shiny, ultra-modern high- and low-rises, glittering out on to the water. The buildings were uniformly steel and reflective, jutting out from the ground at crazy angles like enormous shards of anti-climbing glass. The architecture, and the economic reality of the people living in it, made for an uncomfortable fit with a lot of the city’s down-at-heel housing.

I got out of the car and went for the building’s entrance. When I looked back at Sutty he was already running a wet wipe along the steering wheel.

Imperial Point had been the first high-rise here, and still stood tallest. The tower had a slanting, asymmetric shape. It looked like the visual expression of a slumping stock market. Unlike Owens Park the streets and the buildings were quiet, and I felt no pull from my personal history. I’d only ever visited the area to break up domestic disturbances. There were either some especially thin walls here, or some especially unhappy people.

I found the entrance, rang the bell and explained myself to the bleary-eyed doorman. He’d been wedged in behind a desk and I got the feeling that I’d woken him.

‘I can take you up …’ He was tucking his shirt in.

‘I’ll manage,’ I said, already going for the lift.

I stepped out on to the tenth floor, felt the quality of the valeted carpet underfoot. Air conditioners hummed overhead and the walls, when I touched them, were like blocks of ice. Automatic lights came on as I passed beneath, dimming again once I was out of their range. The corridors were quiet, still and identical. I got turned around once or twice but eventually found 1003. There was a peephole set into the door and I had the sensation of being watched. Before I could knock, it opened a couple of inches on the chain, and I saw a man squinting out at me.

‘Ollie Cartwright?’

He considered me for a moment. ‘And you are?’

‘Detective Constable Aidan Waits.’

‘It’s the middle of the night, Detective Constable. What’s this about?’

‘Perhaps we’d be quieter inside?’

He looked at me.

I looked back at him.

He closed the door and I heard him taking the chain off. When he opened it again he spoke to me through literally gritted teeth.

‘Right this way.’

I went in, past some hung-up jackets, noting a well-worn denim one that stood out against his shoulder-padded blazers. I went into the beige-grey living room. The furniture was brand new and there was a TV on the far wall that was bigger than the front door. There was an upright hard-shell flight case beside it. I sat down, felt the chill of the air conditioning. In the corners of the mirrored coffee table, I thought I could see powder residue.

Oh, happy day.

Cartwright stood in the doorway watching me. Trying to look like he meant business in his monogrammed dressing gown. He was a big man, older than I was, somewhere in his mid-to-late thirties, as Sophie had said. His hair was thinning and his cheeks were two fleshy pouches hanging off a red, booze-tanned face. I felt a twist of jealousy that the girl I’d spoken to earlier had actually spent a night with this man, and I decided to take it out on him.

‘Take a seat,’ I said. As he crossed the room I saw he was wearing flip-flops, that he dragged them across the floor when he walked. I closed my eyes for a moment then opened them again.

Cartwright collapsed into the chair opposite. ‘What’s this about?’

‘I want you to tell me that.’

He glared at me, radiating annoyance.

‘I’ll wait, then.’ As I said it, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I ignored it. ‘Tell me about yourself.’

‘Like what?’

‘Full name, job description …’

‘Not a big TV watcher?’

‘Are you more annoyed that I woke you up or that I don’t know who you are?’

‘Badge first,’ he said with a sniff. I passed it over. Watched him memorize my name before handing it back. He gave me a meaningless, bland smile. It did look familiar.

‘Name’s Oliver Cartwright. I’m a commentator for Lolitics.’ His inflection went up at the end of the sentence like it was a question. It was a name I associated with vengeful, right-wing web journalism. The odd talking-head appearance on TV that always meant it was time to change the channel.

‘I’ll look out for it. What’s the luggage about?’

‘Dubai on Tuesday.’

‘Business?’

‘Stag week …’

‘You’re single?’

‘Yeah, look this is harassment—’

‘Harassment. I’m glad you brought that up.’ He started to respond but thought better of it. ‘What’s your social life like, Ollie? Where do you drink?’

‘Wherever they serve it. Something wrong with that?’

‘Ever get along to Incognito?’ He sat back, uncomfortable. ‘You might lie for a living, but remember you’re breaking the law when you do it to a police officer.’

He smiled at me. He looked like a man checking for food in his teeth. ‘I haven’t lied, Detective.’

‘You know why I’m here. There’s a girl’s jacket hanging up in the hallway. Somehow I don’t think you’ve got the shoulders for it …’

‘Oh, classic,’ he said, watching me through half-open eyes. ‘She has a one-night stand and it turns into rape a week later.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘These girls fall off the fucking assembly line unable to live with themselves. Any instinct they follow’s just something new to regret the next day. And she was well up for it, if that’s what you’re asking.’

‘Difficult thing to prove,’ I said. ‘And we have to take these things seriously …’

He smiled again, almost as though it were him interviewing me. ‘I can prove it, actually.’

Somehow I was surprised when he shrugged, took his phone from his dressing-gown pocket and started scrolling. I hadn’t thought he was stupid enough to volunteer the video himself. He smiled when he found the file he was after and handed it to me. The still image was of Sophie. I pressed play and breathy sounds filled the room. The video showed the girl, flat on the bed as Ollie laboured on top of her. The expression on his face was priceless. He couldn’t believe his luck, either.

‘Looks like a pretty satisfied customer, wouldn’t you say?’ There was a leer creeping out from the corners of his lips. I felt like slapping it off his face. I stopped the video, erased it, then went to his deleted items and cleared that, too. He snatched for the phone but I moved it in time.

‘Is that the only copy?’

‘Yeah, you—’

‘Sit down, Ollie.’

‘What?’

‘Sit down.’ Hesitantly, he did. ‘OK, tonight’s main story.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘I don’t believe that this is the only copy.’

‘I don’t give a shit what you believe,’ he said, re-folding his arms. I looked at him for a moment then ran my middle finger along the corners of the coffee table, holding the powder residue up to him.

‘Think you can make me believe this is dandruff?’ He blushed. ‘I don’t believe it’s the only copy,’ I repeated. I felt my phone vibrating in my pocket again. ‘So we’ll have a look at your computer. Once we’ve deleted it from there, I’m going to go and you won’t hear from me again.’ I looked at him. ‘Sophie won’t hear from you again, either. Will she?’

‘No,’ he said, holding eye contact. He took me through to his study and showed me the files saved on his computer. We trawled through various video images but none saved in the last week. My phone was vibrating again and I looked at the screen. Sutty.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, stepping into the next room to answer it.

‘You moving into one of these fucking flats or what?’

‘I’ll be five—’

‘We’ve got a job. You’ll be at the main entrance in sixty seconds or you’ll be walking.’

He hung up and I went back into the study.

Cartwright looked at me. ‘I’m telling you that was the only copy.’

I didn’t believe him but the fear seemed real enough.

‘Fine,’ I said, walking back through the living room towards the front door. ‘But if you’re lying to me you’ll be making your next sex-tape in prison.’ In the hall I stopped for Sophie’s jacket and unhooked it. ‘And I’m taking this with me,’ I said, holding it up.

‘Good riddance.’

‘You’re getting off light, Ollie. Have a nice life.’

I could feel my heart beating when I got back to the car. Sutty was standing beside it, leaning on the roof. He was squinting into his phone, trying to type a text message with the knuckle of his index finger.

He looked up when he saw me coming. ‘Oh, finally …’

‘Everything OK?’

‘Reported break-in, Palace Hotel.’

I climbed into the car and started up. Felt Sutty’s slick disinfectant on the steering wheel again. ‘Why can’t uniform catch it?’

‘It’s money,’ he said. He looked at the girl’s jacket I’d thrown on to the back seat. ‘Don’t even tell me what that’s about.’
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The Palace is an enormous Victorian redbrick on the corner of Oxford Road and Whitworth. It sits opposite the Grand Central and the Thirsty Scholar, with the Black Dog Ball Room around the corner. I could see the clock tower, two hundred feet above us, commanding the skyline. There had been nights when I’d gotten so drunk and so lost that I’d used that tower like a lighthouse. In the bad old days I’d even stayed at the hotel once or twice, sometimes with girls I’d just met, sometimes when it was too late to even try and get home. I’d thought it was a shame when it was shut down. Renovation implied change, and the Palace was heritage, one of those rare things in life that should stay the same. It had been a while since the doors closed, and I’d read nothing in the press about them reopening. As we got closer I saw that even the clock tower, something I’d always relied on, was telling the wrong time.

It was 1 a.m.

The entrance was a grand, architectural statement. A fifteen-foot marble archway set into the red brick of the building. A young woman was waiting outside. I was surprised to see her breath in the air until I noticed the glowing blue tip of an e-cigarette between her fingers. She was smartly dressed, projecting the kind of confidence that made her look cool against the listless, hot and bothered nightlife. As we approached she was staring into the middle distance, exhaling synthetic smoke, and we had to wait a second for acknowledgement.

‘Police?’ she said, placing the e-cig in her purse.

‘I’m Detective Constable Waits and this is Detective Inspector Sutcliffe.’

Sutty cut in. ‘We hear you’ve got yourself a visitor, Mrs—’

‘Ms,’ she said.

‘Well,’ he smiled. ‘I stand politically corrected. Ms …?’

‘Aneesa Khan.’

‘And what’s your connection to the Palace, Ms Khan?’

‘I work for Anthony Blick Solicitors. We’re currently negotiating the sale of the hotel.’

‘Hadn’t realized it was on the market,’ said Sutty. ‘I might’ve made you an offer …’

She gave him a smile that was there and then gone again, like a shrug of the face. ‘Misdirection, Inspector. Renovation sounds better than the truth.’

‘Which is?’

‘Shut down due to the costly acrimonious split of its owners.’

‘So the place is empty?’

‘It should be.’ She frowned. ‘I suppose we’d better go inside and find out.’

The lobby was enormous, and the only light came from the hotel’s front desk on the far side of the room. It was an impressive, overwhelming space, somehow insulated against the heat from outside. Many of the furnishings were originals from when the Palace was built in the 1800s. It had been the headquarters of a prominent life insurance company and had a sense of style and grace rarely seen in modern architecture. The ceiling, which must have been thirty
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