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Dedication

Dedicated with deep respect to all the men and women in law enforcement who operate in the shadows in order that we might be safe.
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Dr Daniel Solomon stood and waved self-consciously, as he accepted the warm applause in the bookshop in central York. The place was packed to the rafters with readers eager to hear him talk about his inspiration for his new book, An Iman, a Rabbi, a Priest, and an Atheist Go Into a (Juice) Bar: How Religion and Secularism Can Peacefully Coexist.

The book was his life’s work. A polemic forged by his experiences, beginning in Israel, formed in the University of Alberta in Canada and then crystallised while getting his doctorate at Edinburgh. This was his passion. Social cohesion in a polarised world. Unlike many others, he could see a way out of it, and his driving force was to broadcast it to the whole world.

And how he’d succeeded. Against all odds the book had been an instant, massive success, topping the Sunday Times and New York Times bestseller lists for weeks and weeks on end. For once, a narrative had been delivered that was not polarising, quite the opposite. He preached to all faiths, and cultures came together with a shared vision, and it had landed on the public like nobody could have foreseen.

He had read from the first chapter, which he had performed with all the vigour of a member of the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Rose Theatre. His voice was rich and sonorous, and had carried to every inch of the space, and into each and every listener’s heart, as he espoused his vision of unity amongst all faiths.

His final sentence had captivated the audience, his soft voice accented with a curious mix of Israel, Canada and Yorkshire. ‘My friends, this is my message. As communities we must stand tall against the scourge – the pernicious scourge – of the racism and bigotry that we all face. We must do it steadfastly, honestly, with courage, humility and open hearts. How can we succeed? We must unite, as friends and faiths together, whether believers in a higher power or not. We are all the same, friends, and our differences must unite us, not divide us. As one, we can form a world where the overriding agenda is not one of want, of avarice, but is one of service. To serve all by being part of one community of all faiths. We must not fail. We cannot fail.’

The rapturous applause of the fifty listeners could have been a hundred-strong, such was the enthusiasm with which it was delivered.

Daniel was a scholar of philosophy, an academic, and a former soldier, in that order. He had seen evil up close, and knew that there was only one solution to overcome it. Acceptance, cooperation and understanding.

The line of readers, all clutching copies of the book, snaked towards the back of the shop, and Daniel spent time with everyone, shaking hands, posing for selfies, and signing and dedicating copies.

He felt giddy with excitement as the queue began to dwindle and the last customer arrived at the table, book in hand, a wide smile across his face. He was a short and stocky man, with huge eyebrows and thick spectacles, and he wore a heavy raincoat, despite the hot, sultry day. ‘Hello, Dr Solomon, I loved your talk. Please would you sign my book?’ he said, grinning inanely.

Daniel smiled. ‘Sure, what’s your name, my friend?’ he asked.

‘Lionel,’ he said, showing stained and uneven teeth that were framed by a wispy moustache and beard. His pale, spotty face was covered with a light sheen of sweat. Daniel enjoyed book signings, but you did attract the occasional odd-bod, and it seemed Lionel was one of those.

A quick squiggle in his book, and a pause for a photograph, and he was done.

‘Thank you very much, Dr Solomon. I very much loved your descriptions of life in Israel in the Eighties, very interesting.’ His voice was high-pitched, monotone and flat.

‘You’re welcome, my friend, now if you’ll excuse me, I really must get going.’

‘Of course, shalom, doctor,’ said Lionel, studying the dedication and signature rapturously.

There was a brief pause while Daniel thanked the staff at the shop, and very soon he was emerging into the bright, early evening sun, the rays warming his face after the air-conditioned interior of the shop. He sighed, satisfied about a great talk and a good number of hardbacks sold, which would all add to his chances of staying in the Sunday Times top ten.

He was excited to get back to his home in Leeds, where his wife, Abigail, would be waiting, eager to hear all about his first big event. Hopefully there would be something nice cooking in the oven. A story with the kids, and then he had a book he was wanting to finish, perhaps with a nice glass of something chilled.

It was as he was leaving the shop and walking along the narrow, twisty York streets that things changed forever.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Pulling it out and looking at the screen, he saw it wasn’t his wife, as he’d expected, but a private number.

‘Hello?’

‘Dr Solomon?’ A well-educated voice, with shades of public school, tinged with a hint of Scotland.

‘Yes, who is this, please?’

‘It doesn’t matter who I am, Dr Solomon, but you are in danger. You need to hide; you must get away and hide.’

He felt his insides chill as he slowed his pace. ‘I’m sorry, but who are you?’

‘Never mind who I am. Listen, there are people out there who hate you. They hate you and they want you dead. Your book is the final straw to them, and if you want to live, you must get away.’

Despite the absurdity of the words, he felt the hairs prickle on the back of his neck. Who could wish him harm? He was just a lapsed Jew who preached social integration and peace. ‘I’m sorry, I think you have the wrong person, I’m just a writer.’

‘No. Look, listen to me, Dr Solomon. You cannot go home, they’ll be wait—’

Daniel hung up and quickened his pace, looking behind him. The streets were busy, bustling with early evening revellers.

‘Nutters,’ he whispered to himself, trying not to break into a jog as he crossed from Parliament Street onto Piccadilly towards the Coppergate Car Park, feeling the colour draining from his face. ‘Ridiculous,’ he muttered, as he risked a glance behind.

And then he saw him.

It was Lionel, from the shop, his hands buried beneath his thick coat. He was matching the pace of Daniel’s stride, about thirty metres behind, head down, his slightly knock-kneed gait giving him a curious rhythm. A cold hand seemed to grip him.

Feeling his stomach clench at the sight, he quickened his pace, pushing the doors to the car park open. He quickly validated his ticket at the machine in the stairwell, hands shaking as he poked the piece of card into the slot, and then tapped his payment card against the reader.

Within a minute, he was blipping the lock on his Jaguar, and sighing with relief as he settled into the cosseting leather. He just sat there, breathing easily, as he regained his composure. He reached down and grabbed his insulated metal water bottle, and took a swig.

It was as he was screwing the lid back on that he saw him again.

Lionel was walking slowly towards Daniel’s car, his hands buried in his pockets, head down, a half-smile on his face.

‘Oh, shit, no, please,’ he said, as he fumbled for the start button, his finger trembling.

Lionel reached the car, his hands moving from his pockets, almost seeming to be in slow motion, a copy of the book in his hand. ‘Dr Solomon, you forgot …’

As Daniel pressed the car’s starter, the world seemed to shift on its axis, and his only conscious sensation was of massive, overwhelming pressure, just for a microsecond before the explosion from the device under the car threw it up in the air, smashing the roof into the low, concrete ceiling, before ripping both Daniel and Lionel into pieces with its devastating force.
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Almost a year later

Terry ‘Stringer’ Dent smirked as he looked from the dock, in court one of Newcastle Crown Court. The judge, Mr Justice Imran Ahsan, met his gaze, scowling over the top of his spectacles, his wig only just slightly askew. He was a slim man, with heavy eyebrows and thick greying hair. As always, he wore a superior expression, his lips drawn back from his teeth in a permanent sneer.

Stringer had grown to hate the judge with a burning passion. It was the way he fucking stared at him, and the way every single thing his barrister presented to him he rejected, with a sarcastic grin that made Stringer want to smash through the glass in the dock, and wring the skinny fucker’s neck.

But not now.

Now Mr Justice Arsehole, or whatever his name was, looked depressed as the prosecution barrister, a severe and stout woman called Mrs Cullompton KC, had offered no evidence after the star witness had failed to turn up at court for the second day running.

This wasn’t entirely unexpected to Stringer, owing to the fact that said missing star witness, James McGovern, was currently stricken with a severe case of permanent missing person syndrome, and was in fact at the bottom of the Tyne, weighted down by a twenty-kilogram kettle bell. It had been a bastard to sort from jail, and had almost cost him another six months on remand, with his legal team demanding adjournments for bullshit technical reasons, to allow his people to take care of the grass. It was six months well spent; he sniggered to himself. Six months on an easy remand against a life sentence if the McGovern had turned up in the witness box was an easy call to make.

The judge cleared his throat, faced the jury and spoke in his stupid posh-boy voice. ‘Members of the jury, we now find ourselves in a highly unfortunate position. The Crown finds itself unable to proceed in this case, and as such have offered no evidence, effectively ending the trial. However, as you all took an oath promising to fairly try the defendant, he remains in your hands, and as such, only you can clear him. I will soon ask your foreman to stand, and the clerk will ask you whether you find the defendant guilty or not guilty. As the prosecution has unfortunately decided to draw stumps, this case remains unproved, and as such there is only one verdict open to you, therefore I direct that you are to return a verdict of “not guilty”.’ He nodded at the clerk, who stood and faced the jury.

‘Will the foreman of the jury please stand.’ A grey-haired woman sitting front and centre of the benches got to her feet.

‘In respect of charge one on the indictment, do you find the defendant, Terry Dent, guilty or not guilty?’

‘Not guilty.’

‘In respect of charge two on the indictment, do you find the defendant, Terry Dent, guilty or not guilty?’

The foreman drew herself to her full height and spoke. ‘Not guilty.’

Stringer burst out laughing as the cheers echoed around the public gallery.

He was laughing as he was escorted down to the cell block, was still laughing as he was put in the sweatbox back to Frankland, and he was chuckling as he collected all his shite from his cell. He knew that the smile wouldn’t leave his face for quite some time.





Stringer was still grinning when he was faced with the pale, bespectacled young prison officer in reception as he was handed a clear plastic bag that contained his few possessions. The same bag, containing the same possessions, that he had handed over when arriving at Frankland Prison almost a year earlier after being remanded in custody to face trial for a single count of attempted murder, and for being involved in the supply of a very large amount of heroin.

‘Cheers, Mr Carmichael,’ said Stringer, in a tone that managed to convey humour and sarcasm, only just tinged with an edge of hostility.

A diminutive, late-middle-aged prisoner in maroon tracksuit bottoms and a stained white T-shirt was disconsolately pushing a filthy mop around the grimy floor. He was lean and compact, with heavy features, and as he saw Stringer, he leaned his mop against the wall and approached the giant man, without even a trace of nervousness. Crude tattoos covered his forearms, which were tight and corded with sinewy muscle. His hands bore multiple tattoos, including crosses on the knuckles, and the number 88 on the centre of the back of his hand. His face was scarred from the corner of his eye to the corner of his mouth.

‘You get out now, Stringer?’ he said, in accented English redolent of Eastern Europe. His voice crackled with phlegm.

‘That I am, Boggie,’ he said, unable to stop a broad grin from spreading across his huge, round face at the sight of the older prisoner.

‘You lucky man. Have lady waiting for you, aye?’ he said, advancing and hugging the giant gangster. He was so short, however, that his head barely came up to Stringer’s chest. Despite the disparity, Stringer returned the embrace.

‘Hopefully, Boggie.’ He paused and looked at the man, who had slicked-back dark hair and icy-blue eyes that surveyed him with warmth. ‘I’ll not forget you, pal,’ he said, clapping the man on the shoulder.

Boggie stood back and stared up hard at Stringer his eyes burning with intensity. ‘Never forget, eh?’

There was so much emphasis in those two words that Stringer felt a shudder travel down his spine. Stringer met his gaze, his face impassive and full of respect.

‘I won’t, pal. I’ll never forget.’

The Russian pulled himself closer to Stringer, and he whispered, his voice hoarse, ‘The cause is everything, my friend. Nothing matters but the cause, never forget this, no?’ He gripped Stringer’s hand tightly, his eyes damp with emotion. Stringer felt a knot in his stomach as he and Bogdan just stood there in the smelly reception, eyes locked, something tangible passing between them, almost like electricity.

Bogdan had changed everything for Stringer. Before his incarceration he’d been a drug dealer with right-wing opinions, but in his time with Bogdan that had changed. Opinions were like arseholes; everyone has them. It was time for action, and he was here for it.

The officer was clearly unimpressed. ‘Bogdan, that floor is not gonna mop itself. Get cracking,’ he said, sharply.

Bogdan grinned, tightened his grip on Stringer’s hand for a second, before releasing it, shrugging and picking up his mop, continuing to spread the dirt around the floor of the reception area, in half-arsed slow, deliberate circles.

Stringer glared at the screw, before pulling out a plain black jacket from the plastic bag and slipping it on. It was a bit snug across his bulging shoulders. Stringer was well over six feet tall, probably eighteen stone of pure, north-eastern beef. The harsh overhead lights reflected on his shaven scalp that was bisected by a long, livid white scar stretching from the forehead to the crown. His eyes were dark and sunken. Like pebbles, totally devoid of any light or emotion. As he smiled, he showed his stained, uneven teeth that seemed too small for his massive head.

‘Sign here for your property, Mr Dent,’ said the screw in a wobbly voice, his skinny hand shaking as he pointed at the form. The fear was coming from the pasty-faced dweeb, probably because he had been one of the few officers who had seemed to enjoy subjecting Stringer to the vagaries of the Category A regime. The older, more experienced screws realised that Stringer’s reputation made him a man not to get on the wrong side of.

They probably thought he was a man to bear grudges.

And they’d be right. Stringer did bear grudges.

He had resisted the urge not to drop knowledge of the prison officer’s address, wife’s name, or where his kids went to school into the mix to really shit the little prick up. He’d made it his business to find out everything about him, after his shitty treatment, and almost constant disrespect. One day the little fucker would realise that he’d made a mistake disrespecting Stringer Dent on a regular basis.

Mr Carmichael, the baby-faced screw, would find out to what extent Stringer bore grudges at some point in the future. But not now. Now he had bigger priorities.

Now, he had a cause.

‘I’d like to say that it’s been a pleasure, Mr Carmichael, but it would just be a lie,’ said Stringer, his voice deep, resonant and rich with the tones of the north-east. He took the pen and scribbled on the sheet of paper.

‘Well, best of luck. Whatever our differences, Mr Dent, I hope you realise I was just doing my job,’ said Carmichael, his eyes darting from side to side and his chin almost wobbling.

Jesus, what a fucking baby, thought Stringer.

‘Aye, a shame maybe that you seemed to enjoy it so much, bonny lad. Now, can you show me out of this fine establishment? I’m a busy man, with things to do and people to see,’ said Stringer.

He pulled a worn and scratched timepiece out of the bag and slipped it on his wrist. It felt good. Comfortable and tangible and a reminder of who he was. His dad had been an inspiration, and the watch was all Stringer had left of the tough old boy. It was only the fact that his late dad’s Omega watch was in that bag that he’d gone back to jail at all.

‘Is that it?’ he said, staring hard at Carmichael.

‘That’s you,’ said the prison officer.

‘Follow me,’ said another screw. A more reasonable old chap who understood the rules far better than the pencil-necked Carmichael.

Stringer followed the screw’s skinny back towards the exit, and whatever came next.





‘Bonny lad!’ said Jimmy ‘Shorty’ Shore, as Stringer approached the stocky, wiry man standing by the door of a gleaming black Mercedes G-Wagon.

‘Good to see you, brother,’ said Stringer, as they hugged.

‘Good to be out, man?’

‘Champion. Could you have picked a less conspicuous fuckin’ car, man?’ Stringer threw his bag through the open window and onto the driver’s seat. The early afternoon sunlight danced on the car’s gleaming paintwork.

‘Thought you’d want picking up in a decent motor.’

‘Aye, but this is fuckin’ mental. Chuck us the keys, I’m driving,’ he said, holding out his meaty palm.

Shorty tossed the keys, which Stringer caught, turning them over in his hand.

‘Would you’ve rather I brought a Lada?’

‘I’d have cut your bollocks off if you did.’

‘Then you’re welcome, mate.’ Shorty grinned, his teeth too white and too even to be anything other than veneers.

‘News?’

‘About what?’

‘Cozzers hear anything about York?’

‘From what I hear, they’re still blaming the Islamic fundamentalists, as you wanted. The Cashier was quality, man. Left no clues other than the ones we wanted them to find. The bomb was apparently exactly the same as an Islamic State device, and he even left a breadcrumb trail with phones, and shite that leads right back to some shitty off-shoot of AQ called Sharia 4 UK.’

‘Fucking Sharia 4 UK, those bastards couldn’t organise nowt, but that’s what we need. Angry patriots and Jews. Cashier is a fucking miracle worker, man.’

‘Aye, how did your Russian pal get hold of him?’

‘He has more contacts than you can possibly imagine, pal. I’ll tell you more over a beer, which I’m fucking gasping for.’

‘Same,’ Shorty said, grinning.

Stringer returned his smile. ‘Who was the other poor bugger who died?’

‘A nobody. Casualty of war.’

‘Not ideal, but cannat be helped. Just the beginning, pal.’

‘Who’s next?’

‘Not yet. I’ve more plans, which is why we need to keep grafting with the gear. Need money for proper wedge to pay for that.’

‘On it. Although we’ve lost a big customer in the toon who was supplying all the middle men. Revenue has dried up.’

Stringer stopped and stared; his face frozen. ‘I heard Digger got nicked. Who’s taking over?’

‘No one yet. It’s still sorting itself out, which is a problem, as the market has to adjust before we can make sure the new dealers take our product. There’s another supplier keeping it going, but I cannat find out who. We’re also pretty low on people right now. It’s costing us a fair amount.’

‘Man, not fucking now.’ Stringer leaned against the car.

‘Just a blip, we need to let it settle before we can be back up and running at full steam.’

Stringer kicked the bulky tyre disconsolately. ‘How long?’

‘Couple of months before we’re back up to the levels before Digger got nicked.’

‘Shite. We need money, man. No time to waste. I’ve things to tell you and things you need to hear about. My time in this shite-hole has changed everything, man.’

‘We’re okay for now, no panic, Stringer,’ Shorty said, his brow furrowing.

‘Not with what I have in mind, man. Things are changing, and we’ll need money for the cause more than ever. How about Scotland? That was shaping up nicely, big open market there to expand into.’

Shorty hesitated, his mouth pursed.

‘Spit it out, man,’ said Stringer, eyeing him balefully.

‘We may have a problem with our contact north of the border – nasty rumours and that,’ said Shorty, opening the passenger door and getting inside.

Stringer rounded the gleaming G-Wagon and climbed in the driver’s seat, nestling himself into the soft leather. ‘Go on?’ he said, picking up a pair of sunglasses out of the centre console and slipping them on.

‘A word to the wise was received. Our contact has suggested that someone has loose lips.’ Shorty looked at his friend, his face pensive, ready for the inevitable explosion. It didn’t arrive. Instead, Stringer’s eyes just looked straight ahead, like a viper considering a rodent.

‘About what – the business or the cause?’ His voice was low and flat, and laced with menace.

‘Both.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Jockland somewhere, but he’s coming down tonight for a drink at your do.’

‘I hope you’ve planned something canny, like? Nae “Spoons and slappers”?’ He turned his gaze to Shorty, a mirthless smile stretching across his face.

‘Aye, man. I’ve booked the VIP box at the Bandits tonight, and they’re laying on a spread for you. I think they were grateful that you continued the sponsorship. Speedway’s a fucking expensive thing, lad.’

Stringer just grinned, his heart leaping at the prospect of watching his beloved Berwick Bandits speedway team. ‘Champion, man. Fucking missed watching the Bandits. All the lads coming?’

‘There’s a good few coming. Food’s laid on, couple of nice birds available, if you’ve not been turned by being surrounded by blokes for the last year?’ Shorty gave a cheeky smirk.

‘You can hadaway and shite.’

‘You ready to celebrate?’

‘Definitely.’ Stringer’s gaze stayed fixed out of the windscreen.

‘What about you-know-who?’

‘Let me think about that,’ he said, trying to sound relaxed, despite the familiar fire in his belly beginning to burn hot.

‘You sure?’

‘Aye, bonny lad, it’s been a long fuckin’ time in that shit-hole jail, and I know one thing. I’m not gannin back. Let’s piss off and get mortal, man. Problems can wait till tomorrow.’ Stringer gunned the powerful V8 engine, and roared off.
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The glass-fronted VIP box was hot, sweaty and full of bonhomie, as Stringer held court with his acolytes, each of whom came up to him, shook his hand, hugged him and congratulated him on busting the case.

A couple of fit young girls worked the room with trays of beers. Burgers, sausage rolls and finger foods adorned a groaning table in the corner of the room. The lads were tucking in with gusto, and the shouts and cheers were deafening in the enclosed space as they all gazed out of the window at the mechanical ballet that roared around the track outside.

Stringer watched transfixed as the motorcycles circumnavigated the track, spitting up swaths of dirt as the riders powered around. He loved speedway, always had done since his old man brought him here as a ten-year-old. There was something about the atmosphere, the smell of petrol, the howling engines, the grizzled old northern men, smoking their Woodbines and cheering the local riders on. It was intoxicating, and he had missed it. He just sat there, at the front of the box, taking it all in and feeling a sense of freedom that had almost made the year behind the door in that shite-hole prison worth it.

Almost. But not quite. He looked across the room, and his eyes fell upon the jovial figure of Billy Mac, short, red-headed and freckly, a tough-looking Jock from Edinburgh who had linked him in with the big market in Scotland before he went inside. It had been chaos north of the border, as the cops had destroyed a couple of the big firms up there. First the Hardie boys, and then the Albanians had been totally put out of action, which had been great for business in terms of an available market. They just needed a proper network, which Jimmy had put them onto, even if it was only small time. Now Stringer was out, he could keep on expanding, and get some serious cash moving. Not for him. Not for wealth.

For the cause.

Stringer had no particular interest in wealth, not since meeting Bogdan, anyway. No longer was he a criminal who made money for the sake of it. He had ideals, he had values, and he had something to protect. His watch was modest, his clothes understated, and beyond a nice car, he had no need for the finer things in life.

The cheer in the room rose to a crescendo, as the Bandits superstar, Danny Peters, roared across the line in first place. Victory.

Stringer leapt to his feet. ‘Yeees, ya beauty,’ he yelled, feeling the familiar fire in his belly as Danny did a lap of the track, doing wheelies, his arm aloft as the crowd cheered.

The shouting in the box subsided as the occupants all cracked open new beers, and the clink of glass on glass became the dominant sound.

‘Welcome home, Stringer,’ came a Scottish accent from behind him. He turned to see the short, stocky form of Billy Mac, hand extended, a bottle of lager in his other hand.

‘Nice one, Billy,’ Stringer said, grinning as he clapped the Scot on his meaty shoulder.

‘Glad to be out?’ said Billy.

‘Daft question, lad. Frankland is a shite-hole. You down for long?’ he said, eyeing the tough-looking smaller man.

‘No. I have to get back to Edinburgh now. I said I’d meet a pal later in Leith for a beer, he’s a useful contact, and has access to all the fishing villages up the north-east. Ripe old market, Stringer.’

‘Ah, man. Stay. Small fry there.’

‘Plenty of junkies, pal. The Scousers were making a packet after the Hardies got weighed off, until the Albanians fucked them off, and then the cops smashed them, so it’s all free and easy with just a few local dealers. They’ll easily be sorted. Good money to be made, Stringer, and I’ll be looking for decent weight from you to keep that going.’ Billy grinned, his teeth crooked, but his smile cheeky and cheerful.

‘You driving back?’ said Stringer, taking a swig from a bottle of beer that had been thrust into his hand by a red-faced bull of a man.

‘No, pal. I’ve had a few too many, and it’s less than an hour on the train.’

Stringer’s grin widened, as if sensing an opportunity. ‘Tell you what, bonny lad. Berwick feels a bit shite for tonight, and I’m up for a big one. I mean, first night out of jail, and what’s the options in fuckin’ Berwick, eh? Me and Shorty will run you back to Edinburgh in the G-Wagon and we’ll all gan and get mortalled in the Jock clubs, how’s about that, eh?’ He guffawed, a fleck of spittle flying from the corner of his mouth.

Billy opened his mouth, ready to decline, and then snapped it shut, his eyes lighting up with excitement. ‘You sure, Stringer?’

‘Damn right, mate. We’re up for a fuckin’ massive night, and Berwick is hardly Las Vegas, is it? We’ll get a hotel, not that we’ll fuckin’ see it before dawn, man. Shorty has some nice pills, be a banger.’

‘Stoatin’. I’ll show you some mad places, eh?’ Billy chinked his bottle against Stringer’s.

‘Aye, look, give me a couple of minutes to say goodbye to these fucking reprobates, and we’ll head off. It’s only nine o’clock, and we’ll be in Edinburgh just in time for the place to liven up. Meet us in the car park in ten.’ He nodded, and began to work the room, pumping hands and slapping backs, the hero indefatigable after beating the system.





The sun was lowering as Billy waited by the big shiny G-Wagon, a strange mix of excitement and trepidation fluttering in his stomach. Excitement as he was really in with these boys now, and yet trepidation because he knew just how unpredictable, and frankly almost maniacally violent Stringer could be. Billy had seen him flip from being funny, charming and charismatic, to truly terrifyingly violent, with literally no warning. It was almost as if an internal switch was flicked, and he went from zero to a hundred in a microsecond, as if he deployed adrenaline faster than normal people. And Shorty? Well, despite his comparatively small stature, he could be equally evil, and was possibly even more sadistic.

Billy’s phone buzzed in his pocket. An unknown and unsaved number. It was always a new, unsaved number when he received the messages. As always, the message was short and to the point.

Update?

Billy’s fingers flashed across the keys. Heading to Edinburgh on the piss with Stringer and Shorty.

The dots blipped flashed as the sender typed. Need new phone numbers for both.

Billy’s stomach began to boil at the sight of the apparently innocuous message, but he quickly replied. I’ll try. So much unsaid in that message, and its bland response. He felt a bead of sweat trickle down his spine, and he shivered.

A bleep from the G-Wagon made him jump as the vehicle was unlocked. He looked up and saw Stringer and Shorty heading towards him, both grinning widely as they approached.

‘You ready?’ said Stringer.

‘Aye. Buzzing for it, man.’ Billy hoped to God that his smile was convincing.

Stringer held up his huge fist and Billy bumped his against it.

‘Then let’s get gan. The Jock birds will be gagging for it. You take shotgun, Bill. Shorty can ride up back.’

They all got in the big car, and Billy felt a tingle of excitement as the big engine burbled. He settled into the cream leather seat and pulled his seatbelt across him. This was what it was all about, he thought, a grin stretching across his face.
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Jackie Jameson yawned, just as the light was emerging above the horizon and casting orange shadows over the tree-lined road. She paused a moment to let Laddie, her ageing collie do his business, just as she came to the break in the shrubbery that offered the view of the River Tweed, a shaft of early sunlight dancing on the surface of the fast-flowing river.

‘C’mon, Laddie,’ she said, and the collie’s ears pricked up. He carried on his slow trot along the grass verge as they descended the slope towards the bridge. She took in a deep breath, enjoying the clean and fresh air, with just the hint of grass and wildflowers.

Jackie always took this route, every morning from her home just up the slope on the English side of the Tweed, heading down to the Union Chain Bridge. She was a local woman to her very soul, and always enjoyed the fact that as she stepped foot on the reinforced suspension bridge, she entered no-man’s land until she passed over the 449 feet of tarmac and arrived in Scotland. It made her proud, somehow. The only bridge of its type in the world that was still taking vehicles since its opening in 1820.

She considered herself a local expert on the bridge and was involved in its recent restoration; part of the reason for her early walks with Laddie was to check for any faults or damage.

Occasionally, English or Scottish nationalists would daub a bit of graffiti on the sandstone pier, which was the opposite of what Jackie wanted. She was English by birth, but like some close to the border she felt a great deal of allegiance to Scotland as well. Family members lived on either side of the divide, without difficulty, and a bit of rabble-rousing from nationalists was the last thing that was needed.

As the pair rounded the final bend, Laddie’s ears pricked up again, his gait became more alert and he began to pant with excitement. The bridge was clear, the sun casting shadows across the surface. She looked past the sandstone structure, with its simple blue rectangular sign that declared the reader was now in England. She saw nothing. Laddie strained at the lead and let out a little ‘yip’, and began to pull towards the bridge.

‘What is it, boy?’

In a flash, he bucked his head, slipped the lead and took off, barking towards the centre of the bridge and then stopping suddenly, his nose on the ground as he sniffed at the guard rail that had not long ago been replaced. His tail was wagging with excitement, and he began to bark, rhythmically.

‘What’s going on, ya daft lad?’ she said, slipping his lead back over his shaggy, greying head. He just sat, staring intently at the edge.

Feeling a prickle of fear, Jackie’s eyes followed Laddie’s line of sight. He was just staring at the edge, with burning intensity, as only a border collie can do.

Then she saw it. A slip of blue nylon cord, tied around one of the barrier struts. It looked like the sort of cord her dad used to use to secure tarpaulins over his trucks.

She went to the edge, her breathing speeding up as she looked down. The blue cord was stretched taut and unmoving.

A red-headed figure was there. Just six feet down, the tips of his shoes swaying slightly. His head was at a sharp angle, as the cord bit into his neck and his tongue protruded, swollen, dangling out of the corner of his mouth, his face the colour of bread dough.

Jackie’s scream echoed in the valley.
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Detective Chief Inspector Laura McKechnie sighed as she parked her ageing little Vauxhall by the SCOTLAND WELCOMES YOU sign, just shy of the sandstone pier that held the suspension cables for the old bridge.

She yawned and stretched, the warming rays from the mid-morning sun that streamed through the trees only just cheering her up enough to chase the scowl from her firm-featured face. She looked down at her scuffed lace-up shoes and cursed when she saw that her socks were odd.

 She’d got the early call from her DS on the Major Incident Team, the always annoyingly cheery Matt Gregory, just an hour ago, dragging her from her bed at her place just outside Edinburgh, hence the dressing in the dark which had led to the wardrobe malfunction.

‘I think it’s gonna be a bit of a shite one, boss. Already lots of back and forth over whose bread bin it’s falling into, as it is precisely in the middle of the bloody bridge in the middle of naewhere. They’ve hauled him up, and he’s known to us. Billy Mackee from Edinburgh. Drug man who’s done a wee bit of time in the jail, hence Northumbria are already looking to chuck it over our side of the border. Metaphorically, like.’

‘I take it no chance it’s a suicide, Matt?’ she’d said, already knowing the answer.

‘Hard to say, but looking at the state of him, I doubt it. They only just managed to get him up and on tae the bridge. Needed the fire brigade to help, but he does’nae look too clever. Lucky, I live near enough, so I could get here nice and quick before the numpties from awa’ the border made a clusterbourach o’ it.’

As always, this ominous news was delivered in his chirpy, thick Glaswegian accent, almost as if he was calling out bingo numbers, which was annoying.

 It always made Laura chuckle when she saw cops on TV shows arguing when a difficult homicide was snatched away from them by another agency. If an angry Tommy Lee Jones–type stormed up to her crime scene and said, ‘FBI, we’re taking over, lady,’ Laura’s response would have been, ‘It’s all yours, lads.’ But this was real life, and it was probably coming her way, particularly as it looked like it was going to be a sticker. A hanging of a known Scottish drug dealer, right in the middle of the bridge. The English cops would almost certainly peg it as Scottish primacy, and that bampot, Detective Chief Superintendent Miles Wakefield at the Chief’s office would certainly want the glory now that he was the Chief’s bagman. He’d become more of a pain in the arse since he left his job as boss of the Major Incident Teams, if that was possible. Miles Wakefield would literally step over his dying granny if it meant him getting promoted again.

So, after the call, she’d dragged herself out of bed, had a quick shower, threw on some clothes, and picked up her bag and a scalding tea in a travel mug, accompanied by a slice of toast, handed to her by her husband as she dashed out of the door. And now here she was, slamming the car door shut and meandering towards a murder scene, bullying her long, dark hair into a ponytail with a scrunchy.

She sighed deeply. Another murder scene. This was the third she’d been to in just over a fortnight, on top of a complex trial looming, multiple meetings with the Crown Office, half the team away either at court, or on leave. She swore under her breath, her mood darkening, as she strode over towards the blue tape stretched between the concrete bollards at the entrance to the bridge, where a solitary cop, whom she vaguely recognised, was standing, one hand in his pocket, the other holding his phone which he was studying with interest.

A murder on the bloody bridge. Not quite England, not quite Scotland. Whichever bastard did this had a shite sense of humour. Not just two different police forces, but two whole different legal systems. She knew that the bureaucracy on this one would be a bloody nightmare, and she suddenly regretted her half-pissed agreement to take last night’s on-call slot from bloody DI Mikey Hannah.

The cop on the cordon looked up, his eyes widening as he saw who was striding over. He hurriedly tucked his phone back in his pocket, not that Laura really cared.

‘Morning, boss,’ he said, pulling out his scene log booklet and scrawling in it.

‘Aye, morning it is. Is DS Gregory here?’

‘Middle of the bridge with the crime scene manager, and some numpty DI from Northumberland,’ said the cop.

‘Northumbria, I think you’ll find, and I suspect that the inspector wouldn’t appreciate being called a numpty,’ she said, her voice a mix of reprimand and sarcasm.

‘Aye, boss,’ the cop said, with a touch of the naughty schoolboy, even if his eyes didn’t reflect this.

‘Right, I’d best join them.’ She nodded at the cop, who pushed the cordon tape down with his boot for her to step over.

‘They’ve all suited up, I’ve one here for you.’ He nodded towards a clear bag leaned up against the bollard. Laura sighed, but didn’t complain. She pulled out a Tyvek suit, gloves, mask and overshoes, and quickly donned them.

Laura didn’t hurry the hundred metres to where the pop-up scene tent was positioned, stark-white against the green backdrop, a lone uniformed cop standing at the open flap.

She held up her warrant card to the bored cop, who just nodded without looking.

‘Hello?’ she called out, as she poked her head inside the tent.

There were three people inside, all suited up.

‘Morning, boss,’ came Matt’s chirpy voice.

Even with the forensic kit on, she recognised the jade-green eyes of Lucy Kovac, the always cheerful crime scene manager, who seemed to have been at every single murder scene that Laura had been to over the past six months. She didn’t recognise the man in the blue forensic overall.

‘Morning, Matt, morning, Lucy.’ She nodded at the man in the blue overall.

‘Boss, this is Inspector Speight from Berwick Police Station, his guys were first on scene,’ said Matt.

‘Nice to meet you, so what do we have?’ she said.

Inspector Speight pulled his face mask down and smiled. He had a clear and open face, and an easy smile, his accent was rich with the tones of northern England. ‘Dog walker called it in at 7 a.m.. Just hanging there. Got Trumpton down to help us haul him up, but he was well gone,’ he said, using the police colloquialism for the fire brigade, after the 1970s kids’ programme Trumpton.

‘Doctor been?’ said Laura.

‘Nope. No one to send either side of the border, yet. Life pronounced extinct by a paramedic.’

‘Pathologist?’ said Laura, opening her log and beginning to scrawl.

Lucy spoke for the first time. Her accent was Scottish tinged with a touch of Polish. ‘Not yet, although I’ve spoken to him. He’s happy for me to do the necessary and get him in for a special PM. Just about to bag up his hands, but as you’re here, you may as well have a look first.’ She stepped back, allowing Laura a good look at the body for the first time. The body was laid on its side, hands behind the back, the head lolling, tongue swollen and protruding. She took a sharp intake of breath. Billy Mackee had not died easily. His face was bloated and brick-red, the blue cord leaving a vivid, deep weal. His face was a mass of blood and contusions, and it was clear he’d had a fearsome beating before he was thrown over the bridge. His nose was misshapen, and blood and snot was congealed in his scraggy moustache. His eyes bulged, the whites a deep shade of scarlet.

‘Jesus, he’s been fucking battered,’ she whispered, hoarsely.

‘Aye, but that’s not the worst of it. Look at his hands.’ Lucy pointed to his back where his hands were out of sight. She moved around the body so she could see, and squatted down. His hands were secured with a set of zip-ties, and each of his fingers was swollen, misshapen and all at angles that would never have been seen in an anatomy book.

‘Jesus. He’s been tortured.’

‘Aye, seems that way, but we should know more at the post-mortem,’ said Lucy.

‘I think we can all see what’s happened, Luce. Jesus, poor bugger. Any CCTV, Matt?’

‘Nope. Sod all. No witnesses, nothing. This place is a tourist attraction during the day, but once the sun goes down …’ He left the sentence hanging.

‘Are we sure this isn’t a Northumbria job?’ Laura looked up towards the inspector.

He shrugged. ‘Above my paygrade, but I’ve spoken to our on-call superintendent, and SIO, and they seem to believe that, at this stage at least, primacy should rest with Police Scotland, as the victim is a known and active Scottish criminal. I’m led to believe that …’ He paused as he consulted a notebook. ‘Detective Chief Superintendent Wakefield has said that you’ll take it for now, with our assistance, unless any evidence emerges suggesting that it should move over the border.’

‘Mr Wakefield is on-call senior?’ said Laura.

‘Aye, boss. All week.’

Laura groaned. ‘How’s he been identified?’

‘Driving licence in his pocket. William Mackee, aged thirty-three, from Edinburgh. Checked him out on PNC, a couple of minor convictions for disorder, including a bit of nonsense at a far-right rally, but intel database suggests he was a mid-tier dealer moving north. You know how the drugs market all went a bit mental after the Albanians got locked up. He was trying to take over the rural markets,’ said Matt.

‘Risky business. Any phone on him?’

‘No, but it could be in the river.’ Matt pointed at the fast-flowing Tweed.

‘Or whoever killed him could have taken it.’

Matt just shrugged.

‘I’d best call Mr Wakefield, then.’ She stood, moved outside the tent and dialled.

‘Superintendent Wakefield,’ came the curt voice at the end of the line.

‘Boss, it’s Laura McKechnie,’ she said.

‘Ah Laura, what do we have? I’ve had some dialogue with our colleagues in Northumbria.’

Laura told him.

‘Any leads?’ said Wakefield.

‘Early days, sir. I’ve only been here fifteen minutes, but my initial view is that it’ll be challenging, no witnesses, no CCTV, no phone on the victim.’

‘Well, best you crack on then. I’ll want a briefing by midday, as the Chief Constable will want to field any questions from the press, particularly as it’s cross-border.’

‘Well, at the moment. It’s just border, boss. Not cross-border. As in it’s right in the middle of the bugger. Still nothing to say it’s ours.’

‘No need for flippancy, Laura. I’ve taken the decision, as the deceased is our problem as a criminal active in Scotland. If evidence shows that Northumbria need to play a bigger part I’ve already spoken to Superintendent Levy on their side, and he’s ready to assist. We need to bring our A game, here. It’s a reputational matter.’ The phone beeped, and Laura just shook her head and cursed the fact that the pension changes meant she had ten years left.

‘Matt?’

‘Aye?’

‘How many currently available on the team?’

‘What, including us?’

‘Of course including us.’ Laura felt her irritation rising.

‘Then two, although we have Peely-Wally-Sicky-Gordy back at the incident room. He’s back off the sick.’

‘What, Gordy’s back on full duties?’ said Laura. Gordy was the longest serving DC on the team, but he was something of an eccentric and a hypochondriac.

‘Obviously not. Four-hour days, three days a week.’

‘What’s up with him this time?’

‘Something to do with his arse.’

‘Seriously, Matt,’ Laura snapped.

‘I am serious. Some bahoochie problem, and he’s sensitive.’

‘What, emotionally, or arse-wise?’

‘Both, I imagine.’

Laura shook her head, her lip curling. ‘Well, that’ll make all the difference, lucky us. Any ideas on when the PM is?’

‘Fiscal is on it. Hopefully later today.’

‘Okay. Let’s crack on then. If Fiscal is happy, we can get the body moved, and see where we are. Get Sicky-Gordy on the intel checks, let’s find a vehicle, a phone, and some family for him, okay?’

‘Aye, but he’s already said he’s no feelin’ too clever, like?’

‘I don’t bloody care. Tell him to get on with it, or I’ll tear him a new arsehole.’ Laura felt her cheeks redden, and she inwardly cursed the new sickness rules. Whatever happened to cops being tough buggers?

‘That’d give him three butt-holes, I’ve heard. But I’ll tell him, anyway.’

Laura pulled down her hood, and scrubbed at her face, feeling the tension begin to bubble.

‘Seriously, the job really is truly fucked,’ she muttered to herself.
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Barney Illingworth whistled tunelessly as the kettle began to sing on the small gas hob in his campervan. He always did this. Matching his whistle with the kettle’s whistle. It made him smile in the same way that he always winked at himself every time he passed a mirror.

He pulled his Leeds United mug out of the box on the floor, popped in a Yorkshire Gold teabag and poured the boiling hot water on the bag, watching as the leaves swirled in their cage, and the tea began to stain the water. He stirred the bag, pressing it to the side of the mug with the back of his spoon until the brew was dark and strong. Then a splash of milk, and boom. The perfect brew.

He slid the van door open and breathed in the clean air that wafted in from the Cairngorms, over Loch Morlich and into his mobile abode. He reached down to the floor and picked up his carbon fibre prosthetic, pulled up his pyjama leg and strapped the prosthesis onto the scarred and pink stump.

Barney had lost the limb many years ago during a covert operation in Iraq, and in keeping with pretty much every aspect of his life before and after, he’d never let it bother him too much. As his old dad had always said, ‘’Appen don’t fret abaat things ye cannat change, lad. Things allus turn aat reyt.’

All that had happened over time was that the quality and functionality of the prosthesis had got better, alongside his ability to walk on it. His limp was now undetectable to the average watcher, and his career had continued firstly with MI5 as a technical surveillance expert, followed by his freelance work for a small, covert unit within Police Scotland. He had initially intended to stop working when he’d been forced to retire from MI5, but he’d soon found himself bored and skint after a lifetime of covert operations in the UK and beyond.

He also had to admit to himself, that because he’d been so wrapped up in his work, his marriage had failed, he’d lost his house and he needed the money. This was all possibly not helped by the fact that he was partial to a flutter on the horses. Or the dogs. Or the footy, or (to be brutally honest) anything that he could have a punt on. He didn’t mind too much. He had his van, he had money to buy food, an occasional beer, and enough left over for a pouch of tobacco (or two) a week.

Pulling on his slippers, he stepped out onto the wet grass, breathing the scented air. He reached into his pocket and took out his scratched and worn leather tobacco pouch. With practised ease, he rolled a small, thin cigarette, and lit it with a flame from his battered old Zippo. With immense pleasure, he sucked in the smoke, held it in, and looked out over the glass-like surface of the loch, before letting it wisp out of his nostrils. He picked up his mug again and as he raised it to his lips, he felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He pulled it out and frowned at the unfamiliar number.

‘’Ello?’

‘Barney?’ came the deep, resonant voice. It had a dim and distant edge of a Scottish burr but shot with the unmistakable tones of an expensive public school, followed by an equally expensive university.

‘Fin?’ said Barney. Finlay Smith was an old colleague from MI5. A case officer he’d worked with on a number of occasions over the years.

‘The very same. Where are you?’

‘What, now?’

‘Yes, of course now.’ Finlay was always blunt to the point of rudeness, but he was a reliable and trustworthy man, and a good case officer, who was noted for his abilities in recruiting and handling informants, or more accurately in the world of Security Service ‘agents’.

‘Loch Morlich, ’avin’ a cuppa and a fag.’

‘Are you still working with the police?’ he barked.

‘Aye. A fair bit, but it’s been quiet as owt, recently.’

‘Anti-corruption, I heard?’ A statement, not really a question.

‘Summat like that, although I didn’t know it was common knowledge.’

‘It isn’t, but you won’t be surprised I’ve heard some stories. Can we meet? Something I want to discuss, but not over the phone.’

‘Business or pleasure?’ said Barney, sucking on his roll-up.

‘Business, obviously. I’m in Perth, meet in Pitlochry?’

‘When?’

‘An hour?’ His voice was curt and businesslike, and Barney realised that he didn’t need to ask if it was urgent.

‘I’ll be there. Whereabouts?’

‘Meet me at the boating station. There’s a small café there by Loch Faskally. I’ll send you a pin drop.’

Barney looked at his watch. Almost nine. ‘I’ll be there in an hour and fifteen.’

The three beeps in Barney’s ear told him that Finlay had gone. Barney shook his head, took the final drag from his roll-up and drained his tea. Typical of Finlay. He had always been a good agent, but Christ he was abrupt. The buzz from his phone told him that the pin drop had arrived.

‘Bloody rude posh spooks,’ he muttered to himself, as he turned back to his van. A quick wash, get dressed, and then onto whatever Finlay was looking for. He grinned. This was why he still did what he did, rather than retire and put his feet up.

The only certainty in his life was the uncertainty.

And that was just how he liked it.
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Finlay was already sitting on a bench at the edge of Loch Faskally as Barney pulled into the car park. This was unusual.

In fact, it was almost unheard of. Spooks always liked to get to a meet venue before the person they were meeting but they didn’t announce their arrival. It was in their DNA to arrive first, then observe from a distance to make sure that the person they were meeting was alone and wasn’t followed. It could lead to complex tradecraft dances, particularly if it was a spook meeting another spook, almost like two dominant dogs sounding each other out before deciding it was safe to engage.

Finlay didn’t even turn as Barney approached, his boots crunching on the rough surface. He held out a paper cup in his slim hand. Barney took the cup and sniffed it as he sat down next to Finlay, wordlessly.

‘Tea, right? Not coffee?’ said Finlay.

‘You remembered?’ said Barney, before taking a sip.

‘Coffee is only fit for Yanks or Italians you always said.’ He didn’t look towards Barney, just stared down, as he tossed another fragment of a sausage roll down towards the eager ducks, who tussled over the crumb.

‘Still true today. Not Yorkshire tea, though, is it?’ Barney pulled out his leather pouch and began to roll a cigarette. Finlay turned and watched, a wistful look on his slim, angular face.

‘Still smoking that crap?’ he said, sipping from his own paper cup.
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