
THE ROAD TO EDEN 

IS OVERGROWN

––––––––

Dan Wheatcroft

Copyright © 2017 by Dan Wheatcroft

The right of Dan Wheatcroft to be

identified as the author of this work

has been asserted in accordance with 

The Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

This book or any portion thereof may not 

be reproduced or used in any manner

whatsoever without the express written

permission of the publisher except for the

use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,

and incidents are either the products of

the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Any resemblance to actual persons, 

living or dead, businesses, companies, events,

or locales is entirely coincidental.

Acknowledgements:

Fabiana: contributions, perseverance, and her love.

Dexter Petley: advice and encouragement.

Firearms advisor: Mike Olley

Cover: Phil Harris


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

NOTES

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41

CHAPTER 42

CHAPTER 43

CHAPTER 44

CHAPTER 45

CHAPTER 46

CHAPTER 47

CHAPTER 48

CHAPTER 49

CHAPTER 50

CHAPTER 51

CHAPTER 52

CHAPTER 53

CHAPTER 54

CHAPTER 55

CHAPTER 56

CHAPTER 57

CHAPTER 58

CHAPTER 59

CHAPTER 60

CHAPTER 61

CHAPTER 62

CHAPTER 63

CHAPTER 64

CHAPTER 65

CHAPTER 66

CHAPTER 67

CHAPTER 68

CHAPTER 69

CHAPTER 70

CHAPTER 71

CHAPTER 72

CHAPTER 73

CHAPTER 74

CHAPTER 75

CHAPTER 76

CHAPTER 77

CHAPTER 78

CHAPTER 79

CHAPTER 80

CHAPTER 81

CHAPTER 82

CHAPTER 83

CHAPTER 84

CHAPTER 85

CHAPTER 86

CHAPTER 87

CHAPTER 88

CHAPTER 89

Also By Dan Wheatcroft

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

NOTES

[image: ]



AWOL: Absent Without Leave

BRIEF:  British slang for Solicitor/Legal Rep

CCTV: Closed Circuit Television

COMMS: Communications

CROPS: Covert Rural Observation Posts

HUMINT: Human Intelligence

IPA: International Police Association

MIT: Major Investigation Team

OPPO: Colleague or friend

OSD: Operational Support Division

PNC: Police National Computer

PPU: Public Protection Unit

SFO: Specialist Firearms Officer

SK: Station Keeper

Holy Corner: junction in Liverpool’s pedestrianised

centre where Lord Street, Church Street, 

Paradise Street and Whitechapel all meet.

Matrix: Police unit specialising in overt/covert disruption

of organised crime

Man in the wall: British slang for ATM

Signalling stick: Wooden stick, approx 3ft (90cm) with flat metal tip. 

Pre-use of radios traditionally used in many City Forces, to tap on pavement signalling to the Foot Officers that their Supervisor required to meet them at the source of the tapping.

The Met: Metropolitan Police

West Mids: West Midlands Police






QUOTE

Knowledge is sorrow, they who know the most

must mourn the deepest over the fatal truth

Acknowledgement: Lord Byron
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CHAPTER 1
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April 2013

Nicks took several mouthfuls of his Dreher beer, sat back, and surveyed the bar. He liked this place, always had. A hint of student reminded him of Keith’s, on Lark Lane in his hometown of Liverpool. 

Tonight, it was not as vibrant as usual. A young couple sat at a small table on the far side, an old guy sat watching TV, and a group of four played pool in the back room.  

The large, shaven-headed, middle-aged man had been looking at him intently. Foreign Legion, Nicks speculated. Never one to back out of a situation, he engaged him with eye contact and nodded. The barman nodded back and raised an empty glass. Nicks nodded again and downed his remaining beer.

He lit a cigarette and promised himself he would give up smoking soon, then put the iPod earbuds back in his ears. There was no music, just a vestige of the isolation he needed. 

Placing a Dreher on the table, the ‘Legionnaire’ accepted payment with a hint of a smile. Nicks gulped the beer down, sucked heavily on the cigarette, rested his head wearily against the wall, and closed his eyes.

He was remembering the letter she’d written, hidden amongst her things for him to find, when the time was right. Imprinted in his memory, each word bore the soft inflections of her voice, each sentence softly crushing his heart. The tears, almost imperceptibly, filtered through his eyelashes, gathering together as if unsure where to go next. 

He sat up with a start to the pain of the burning cigarette and self-consciously eyed the room for any reaction. There was none. He was invisible to all but the barman who stood before him; another beer on the table. Nicks removed an earpiece and stared up at him. “You look as if you could do with this,” the Legionnaire said in Hungarian. “It’s on me.” 

The following day, he left the hotel, walking along Eötvös Utca to the Oktogon. The sun was shining and, with undertones of Paris, Budapest felt welcoming. 

Usually, he’d spend time in Berlin, harvesting cash from the ATMs, but this time, he needed to get home. He couldn’t linger in admiration; one more call to make and a train to catch.

He took the Metro to Batthyány tér station and walked across to the nearby man in the wall. It should be enough; anyone tracking his bank card use would think he lived in the Buda part of the city or was on his way to Déli pályaudvar, the Budapest railway terminal serving the west of the country. Job done, he re-crossed the river.

Entering Keleti station through the grand portico, he checked the departures board, then bought a kávé from a small shop close to the entrance, walking with it to the side exit. He liked this coffee. It was strong, that’s why you didn’t get much of it. With two sugars, it tasted near perfect. At the benches, he dropped the rucksack whilst he had a smoke and finished his drink. 

He clicked a playlist and sat down to watch Budapest life trundle by. Ingrid Michaelson sang Soldier. It was the song he’d played the very first time he’d made this trip. He smiled. 

She was waiting for him as he stepped down onto the platform. With barely time to drop his rucksack, she flung herself upon him, showering him with kisses. “Thank you for coming back to me.” 

Every time, she thanked him, as if his returning home was a gift she never took for granted. Her eyes filled with tears that trickled down her cheeks as he hugged her as hard as he dared. 

Anca was 36 years old, fluent in six languages and a sought-after literary translator, so why she had chosen him —a man 20 years her senior —was beyond Nicks. Perhaps she’d chosen him because they were both broken, sharing a common bond of sadness; the feeling of needing to be saved from themselves.

They walked to the station’s small café, where she bought them coffee. It was a little ritual of theirs. She always said it was like meeting each other for the first time over and over again. On the bench outside, Anca told him everything that had happened whilst he’d been away: the new neighbours, her progress translating yet another novel, and the flowers she was planning to plant in the window boxes of the tiny flat they called home. And it was home. Anca and this quirky Romanian town. His refuge. 

He, of course, told her the same story every time: visits to his parents, places he’d seen. She would listen attentively, nodding and smiling now and then. 

She neither wanted nor needed him to tell her more. She’d never asked him what he did when he went away. It wasn’t because she was foolish or stupid, far from it, but simply because she loved him. He was her love, her best friend, her peace of mind. The rest was of no consequence.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


3rd February 2014

Derek Drayton returned to the MIT office in Police Headquarters with a cheese roll from the canteen. 

“He’s here, in his office,” one of the staff said. 

Derek nodded and went to his desk, placed the cheese roll in his top drawer, and removed two sheets of A4 from his in-tray. 

The door was open, but he knocked anyway. “Good morning, Sir, Derek Drayton, Detective Sergeant. You probably don’t remember me.”

Thurstan Baddeley, the new DCI, looked up from the paperwork on his desk and smiled. “Derek. Of course, I remember you. Admiral Street, wasn’t it? Always thought you were a very promising young bobby, and I see I wasn’t wrong.” He got up, and they shook hands.

“That’s right, Sir, Admiral Street. Happy days,” Derek replied. “Do you prefer we call you Sir or Boss?”

“I prefer Boss, Derek, but when the Chief and his mates are around, it’ll need to be Sir,” Thurstan replied. “You know what they’re like.”  

“No problem, Boss, I’ve got you lists of everyone on the team. This one’s who we actually have now, and then there’s those who would be here if they weren’t working with the other syndicate on the St Helens serial killings.” He handed his Detective Chief Inspector the two sheets of A4.

Thurstan perused them as Derek continued: “I’ve included their nicknames, Boss. You’re going to hear them used around the office, and I thought it would save any confusion.”

“Very sensible,” Thurstan murmured, still reading.

“It may help if I point them out to you. The only one not here at the moment is Chalkie White, he’s your DI. He’ll be in at twelve, had some family stuff to sort out.” 

He walked across to a large window that looked out onto the main office. Thurstan followed him.

“Right. It’ll be easier if I do it in the same order as on the list, if possible.” 

Thurstan handed him the list.

Derek looked at it briefly, then pointed to an individual whose sleeves were rolled up, exposing two very hairy forearms. “That’s Chewy, short for Chewbacca, like the Wookie in Star Wars. The thin guy over there at the back is the Strolling Bone, but we only call him that when he’s out of earshot. Otherwise, it’s just Bob.

“The one eating the sandwich is Gandalph a.k.a The Wizard. He’s very good at finding evidence and intel the rest of us can’t seem to find, hence the name. The girls in the far office are Lizzie and Spud. Lizzie’s the black girl, and she’s your other DS. She’s also called Lizzie the Bizzie, a nickname she picked up from the ‘bucks’ at Admiral Street.”

Bucks was a local name for people who provided the police with most of their work. They, in turn, referred to the police as "The Bizzies."

“Her real name’s Elizabeth, but she doesn’t like it, and Betty’s not a name she responds well to either. We only use them when we want to ‘wind’ her up and then only from a safe distance.” 

“The other girl’s DC Murphy, I take it?” Thurstan offered. 

“That’s right, and the guy sat on the desk is Mark Sandon, a.k.a. Sando, or as we’re currently calling him, Glando the Strolling Erection. Let’s just say he’s very fond of the ladies.”

“I see. Why not have done with it and just call him Shagger?” ventured Thurstan.

“Already taken by someone on the other team, Boss,” Derek replied matter-of-factly.

“Morning, Sir, and you, Sarge!” chirped a happy-looking chap as he passed by carrying a pile of papers.

“That’s Soapy,” Derek said, then added, “Don’t ask, Boss.” 

Thurstan frowned in thought, then chuckled. “I suspect I know where you’re going with that one. Are the girls aware?” 

“Possibly not, but it’s not something I feel the need to clarify,” he grinned back before pointing once more. “That guy, on the far desk to the right, is Sparky, used to be an electrician. If you ever need your electrics doing, he does a great job at very decent rates. On his left is Polo, after the ‘mint with a hole’. Give it a couple of days, and you’ll see why.” Thurstan nodded.

“Then there’s the group over by the water cooler. Left to right: Fast Eddie —very meticulous, but if you’re in a rush, give it to someone else. Fred, the bald guy, weightlifter, looks like the singer from the group Right Said Fred. The chap next to him, we just call Arthur.”

“Why Arthur?” Thurstan asked. 

“It’s his name, Boss,” smiled Derek.

Thurstan raised his eyebrows in a gesture of surrender. “Ah, well, fair enough. How old is he? He looks about seventy-five?” 

“I know,” Derek laughed, “but he’s a good ten years younger and an ex-DS, retired now. He’s the Office Manager. If we get a job whilst the other enquiry is still at full speed, I’d suggest we use him as the house-to-house enquiries co-ordinator, running the control, especially if the local uniformed sergeants haven’t done it before. We won’t be able to use Matrix Disruption because they’re tasked to the other enquiry. Anyway, Arthur’s very good and a stickler for detail. Next to him is Taff, Welshman, unpronounceable first name. There’s some dispute as to whether even he’s pronouncing it properly.”

He pointed to the two officers who had just walked out. “The black lad is Devon – as you might have noticed, another weightlifter. He and Fred like to take the same lunch breaks so they can train together. The other guy is Ikky. Iqbal Hameed.” He looked around the main office and then said, “Ahh! And over there, the Indian lad is Sandy, which is short for Sandeep. The other one is the newest and youngest on the team, the Foetus.” He didn’t add anything further, preferring to wait for the response.

“Good grief!” Thurstan exclaimed. “How long have we been employing twelve-year-olds?”

Derek laughed again. “I know. No point sending him up to the bar to get a round in if we go for drinks, he keeps getting refused. Well, that’s it, Boss. They’re a good bunch. All very keen, and they know their stuff.” 

“Well, thank you for that invaluable information,” Thurstan replied with a smile, then added in a more businesslike tone of voice: “Right, Derek. Can you get the team together, including those who’ve just left the office?”

“Yes, Boss. Not a problem. They’ll only have gone to the canteen for an iced bun or a sandwich. No one’s due out anywhere today. We’re putting the finishing touches to the last job. I’ll ring the canteen.” He looked at his watch. “Shall we say... 15 minutes?”

“Fine,” Thurstan replied as he returned to his desk. He hadn’t needed to ask his DS what his nickname was. Coming from Liverpool, he already knew Derek would be called Degsy.
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CHAPTER 3
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3rd March 2014

Sitting outside Costa’s at the corner of Old Hall Street and Tithebarn, chewing the last of his almond slice, Nicks sipped the remains of his caramel Latte and tapped his foot in rhythm to the music in his earphones.  

The surveillance team interrupted: “Subject approaching Fazakerley Street. Fifty metres.” 

With the strap over his left shoulder, messenger bag on his right hip, he crossed the pavement into Old Hall and walked casually away from the city. Outside the sandwich bar, he took out his spare phone pretending to make a call as he took in the surroundings. 

Within seconds, he’d identified his target: White male, 40s, muscular build, shaven head, casual sports jacket, merino jumper, jeans, and shades. He named him Sunglasses.

“Subject crossing Old Hall ...entering Fazakerley Street ... now.”

A voice: “Yes, yes.”

It was narrow, one car’s width; a thin footpath on either side. A hundred metres long, it connected Rumford Place to Old Hall, carrying one-way traffic towards the latter. Stepping into it, he said quietly: “Elvis has entered the building,” and activated the CCTV disruption device he carried in his pocket. Sunglasses was ahead of him. Nobody else was in sight. It was all down to him now. The voice: “Yes, yes.” 

He took out the smartphone, clicked music, playlist, then ‘Fly With Vampires’ play all and put it back in his pocket. Immediately, the opening chords of Puppet Master resounded through his head.

With twenty metres between them, he knew Sunglasses was heading for his car in the little side street at the far end, to his right. He knew exactly how it was parked. He’d seen it earlier. The cul-de-sac had once been bounded on three sides by buildings, but the left and far-end boundaries had long been demolished. The BMW sat about fifty feet from the junction.

Sunglasses was in a happy place. His recent meeting had gone well. The problem of his ex-mistress would soon be resolved, permanently, leaving him to concentrate fully on his current business interests and plans for early retirement. He looked back and saw only a businessman talking on his phone. That reminded him, he needed to speak to Tommy, his primary enforcer and close friend. They needed to sort out that weasel Kehoe before he caused them any further problems. Then he needed to sort out Tommy. He was getting too cocky, assuming too many things. Sunglasses felt uneasy. He felt a possible change in the air. He took out his mobile and turned the corner.

Quickening his pace as Sunglasses disappeared, he narrowed the gap between them back to fifteen metres. It gave him accuracy yet distanced him from the result and provided an adequate space between him and the target in which to react. He crossed over to the left-hand pavement, opening up his view. Sunglasses was walking towards the driver’s side of the car, keys in his right hand, phone to his left ear. The vehicle’s indicators flashed. 

He registered both the scene and his peripheral vision. No immediate threats; three workers off to his left across the wasteland and adjoining road, one stood in a hole, the other two standing idly by. A white van drew up alongside them, obscuring him from view.

Briskly now, he crossed back over the narrow roadway, stuffed the phone into his trouser pocket, and took the suppressed Sig 226 from the messenger bag. Taking two paces from the junction into the cul-de-sac, hidden from anyone looking up the alley from Old Hall Street, he brought the weapon up in a weaver stance, paused momentarily, then gently squeezed the trigger. 

Tommy wasn’t picking up. Sunglasses placed his hand on the car door handle, glancing back along the street at the businessman who was pointing at him. No. He wasn’t pointing. It was the last thought he had. His phone bounced off the cobblestoned roadway and into the gutter.

Walking unhurriedly towards the city centre, the weapon replaced in the messenger bag, left hand to his lapel, he whispered: “Elvis is leaving the building.” He didn’t look back. The white van drove past him, heading in the same direction. 

On the opposite pavement, he dropped the messenger bag into a street cleaner’s cart and continued without pause or acknowledgement. Turning right at the junction, he passed the Pig and Whistle pub and walked calmly into a side street, softly announcing: “Elvis has left the building.” 

Thirty metres later, he stopped and selected another playlist, nonchalantly checking the street behind him before continuing. 

The street cleaner closed the lid to his cart and trundled it off. Occasionally stopping to brush something up, he reached a quiet side street less than half a mile away. Within 30 seconds, both he and the cart had been loaded into the rear of a white van and driven away.
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3rd March 2014

Chalkie stood in the doorway to the DCI’s office. “Sorry to interrupt, but the Control Room has just been on. There’s been a shooting in the city, Fazackerley Street. Local CID reckon it’s one for us. Looks like a professional hit. They’re asking us to attend.”

Thurstan glanced up from the paperwork he’d been discussing with DS Lizzie Johnson. “Do we know the victim yet?”

“Not confirmed at present,” Chalkie replied, “but a vehicle at the scene is known to be used by Tony MacMahon, and a credit card on the body is in the name of one of his companies.” 

Thurstan looked at his DS. “Okay. Lizzie, we’ll have to finish this another time. Grab some of the chaps and follow us down to the scene. We’ll take it from there. Oh, and tell Derek where he’s taking me.”

Ten minutes later, Degsy delivered him to the scene. They entered via Rumford Place and were instructed by a Traffic Officer engaged in the road closure to park up and walk to the inner cordon. Uniform had taped off the area. The Sergeant directing wore a high visibility yellow jacket, a traditional foot officers’ helmet, and carried a signalling stick. 

An older officer sporting a thick moustache, he recognised Thurstan as he approached the tape. 

“Alright, Sir.” He smiled, then nodded at Degsy. “Alright, young Mister Drayton. Nice to see you. Just getting some of the troops out to these buildings to round up any witnesses, get lists of occupants, and the like.” Turning to a probationer with a clipboard, he added: “Make sure you get their details on the log, young Bartlett.”  

The bobby looked at him quizzically. “But you know them, Sarge.”

“I know I know them, Bartlett,” the Sarge said slowly and deliberately, “but I may be dead tomorrow, and then where would we be?” He gave the officer a chastising look.  

“DS Nolan’s over by the vehicle, Sir,” the Sergeant said, waving his signalling stick in the direction of a black BMW. 

Thurstan and Degsy made their way over to a second taped area, the primary crime scene. “Hang on there, Boss!” Sammy Nolan called. “I’ll come to you. It’ll save you kitting up.” 

The white-suited detective ambled over, and they shook hands. “Long time no see, Boss,” he said, grinning broadly. “Good to see you.”

“And you, Sammy!” Thurstan placed his left hand over Sammy’s as they gave each other a firm, extended handshake. “We really must stop meeting like this.” They both laughed. “This is DS Derek Drayton. I don’t know if you’ve met before.”

“Don’t think we have,” Sammy replied. “I would have remembered someone more handsome than me, I’m sure.” Degsy and Sammy shook hands.

“Right, what have we got?” asked Thurstan, taking in the scene. The body lay on its back now, but he assumed it may have been turned over by either the officers first on the scene or the paramedics as they attempted to save life.

“Mark Anthony Stephen MacMahon, forty-eight years old,” Sammy recited, matter-of-factly. “Subject to formal identification, of course, but the car’s one we know he uses, the bank cards in his wallet belong to companies he owns, and, anyway, I recognise him. Last locked him up eighteen months ago when I was still on the Matrix. As you might expect, it didn’t go anywhere. Surprising sudden lack of witnesses,” he added sarcastically. 

Thurstan wasn’t surprised. Until now, MacMahon had been the city’s undisputed crime lord, surviving many attempts to bring him to book, usually through witness intimidation.

Sammy detailed all he knew in respect of the current situation. The first officers on the scene thought they’d felt a pulse. The paramedics had turned him over to work on him, but provided ‘confirmation of life extinct’ practically immediately. He had a gunshot wound to the front right side of the head, and one of the officers had found an empty shell casing roughly fifteen metres away, near the building line, which she’d protected with a small cardboard box pending the arrival of the Crime Scene Investigators. The shell casing looked like a 9mm, the weapon most probably a semi-automatic pistol. As nobody heard a gunshot, it was probably silenced; all still to be confirmed by forensics. The CSIs were nearly finished, the Coroner’s Office had been informed, the body would be removed shortly, and Sammy was ready for a cup of tea and a sandwich. Then, as an afterthought, he told them the three workmen who’d called the job in were giving their details to the Matrix patrol in the big yellow van over by the Apartment Hotel.

“Thanks, Sammy, I’ll come back to you in a minute if you’d delay that cup of tea for a bit. I just need to speak to my DS over there.” Thurstan indicated back towards the first taped barrier, where Lizzie Johnson and five other members of the MIT were gathered. He patted Sammy on the shoulder, then he and Degsy walked off towards the barrier.

Constable Bartlett looked up from his clipboard and wondered if he was going to be on YouTube. He’d noticed the man on the balcony of the Apartment Hotel earlier on, and now he was back and looked like he was filming the scene on his phone. The Officer stared up at him, and then he was gone, back into the room. “Come on, young Bartlett,” his Sergeant chided, “Don’t be daydreaming. You’ve got a job to do.”

Thurstan called the Sergeant over, and together they discussed the options with Lizzie and Degsy. The Sergeant provided four Uniforms to team up with four of the DCI’s detectives, and Thurstan briefed the officers, who then split into teams and began visiting the nearby buildings. 

Thurstan looked at the three left. “Taff, you co-ordinate the house-to-house activities, such as they are. Derek, you and Lizzie go speak to the Matrix, over there. Find out what their witnesses can tell us and get some statements taken. I’m just going back for a quick word with Sammy Nolan.”

“Got you, Boss,” they replied almost in unison. Thurstan walked back towards the primary scene.

Lizzie and Degsy split up, collected leather document holders from their vehicles, and met up at the Matrix van. 

“Alright, Offs. DS Lizzie Johnson from MIT.” 

“Alright, Sarge,” replied the officer, shaking her hand, then nodded at Derek. “Degsy.” He gave them a brief account of what the witnesses were saying.

“Me colleagues are takin’ statements. One of ‘em’s in the carrier,” he said, thumbing behind him to the yellow van with riot grills and the Matrix logo. “An’ the other’s in this place’s reception.” He pointed to the Apartment Hotel. “The other fella’s behind the carrier, havin’ a smoke. I’d be takin’ his statement, but we didn’t have enough statement forms. If you can give me some, I’ll go and take it now.”

“Thanks for that,” Lizzie smiled at him. “It’s fine. I like to keep my hand in. I’ll box him off.”

“I thought you lot were all fully employed with the St Helens job,” Degsy said to the Matrix constable.

“We are, but we were warned for an all-dayer at the Mags. The buck eventually decided to throw his hand in, so we finished early and thought... city centre patrol. You know how it is, Degs, thought we might get a late arrest and some overtime.” He smiled broadly. 

Degsy smiled back. Lizzie was walking the remaining workman towards her vehicle. 

“I’ll have to go and see if my colleague needs anything,” he said apologetically, patting the constable on the upper arm: “Nice to see you, Tommo. Give us a ring, and we’ll go for a pint.”

“Yeah, yeah. We must do lunch sometime,” Tommo called back.

Later that evening, the staff gathered in the MIT office, sitting around on various desks and chairs, some standing. Thurstan stood before them, recapping the day. 

“Right. Well, I think that’s all we can say for now.” The DCI looked around the room. “Where’s Lizzie?”

“Here, Boss.” She held her arm up.

“Ah! Sorry, Lizzie, I didn’t see you come back in. Any news on Tommy Cole?” 

Tommy Cole was MacMahon’s second in command, now Liverpool’s new crime lord, although they all doubted it would go undisputed. He’d handed himself into his nearest police station, having heard about MacMahon’s demise on the local news. Not wanting to be caught unawares, he’d arranged for some housekeeping. With the help of his solicitor, he employed a strategy designed to delay the inevitable search of his home and any other properties he owned. He knew if they’d arrested him at home, they had the power to search without the nuisance of obtaining a written authorisation or relevant warrant.  

“Degsy’s gone down there with Devon and is still in interview at present, Boss. Cole turned up with his brief, and as far as I’m aware, he’s not been arrested yet.” 

“Thank you, Liz. Right! If no one’s got anything else, those of you with completed H to H enquiry forms, see Arthur and get them sorted, and anyone with a statement that hasn’t been handed to DI White yet, please do so now. Otherwise, you’re in your own time.” As they started to disperse, he raised his voice above the hubbub. “And make sure you’re fully aware of your new shifts.” 

“Phone call for you, Boss,” one of the team called out. “It’s the Press Office.” 

The conversation was short. Despite his protestations, they told him the Chief Constable had instructed it required a DCI. Thurstan put the phone down and looked at the officer. “Have to do a Press interview tomorrow.” The detective noticed the long face. Taking a tube of mints from his pocket, he said: “Polo, Boss?” 
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March 2009

The Crows Nest was known for its fine selection of real ales and socially varied clientele. Nicks started to drink there after his wife died, ovarian cancer. She was 47. 

Despite their brave fight, one morning 14 months after he’d retired and 13 months after they’d learnt the awful truth, Mary passed away.

He’d been awake next to her; all that night, she lay in a morphine sleep, her breathing heavy and laboured, clinging to life until she felt it safe to leave him.

He’d called the District Nurse, who injected her with something to clear her lungs, then they turned her on her side, and he’d continued his vigil. Eventually, exhausted and unaware, he’d fallen asleep.

At 5.45 am, he awoke suddenly in fright. She was breathing normally and was peaceful. He saw a hint of a smile on her face. He’d tried to stay awake but drifted off again. He woke at 6.30. She’d left him, softly like the song.

It was what she wanted. She knew he’d have begged her to stay: one more day, one more hour. Her heart would have broken.

During the day, he’d pretend she was at work and would be home as usual, but as 5 pm approached, the fantasy would crumble. For that reason, every day at 4.30 pm, he could be found at the Crows Nest. And thus they found him.

It was a chilly, dark evening, and Nicks was sitting at a heavy wooden slatted table in the car park. He was alone, and that’s how he preferred it. People would come out for a smoke, remark how cold it was, and stand chatting to each other. When finished, they’d disappear rapidly back into the warm interior of the snug, lounge, or public bar according to their social loyalties. Others would come out alone, and there’d be an exchange of small talk before they too fled to warmer climes. Nicks did his best to be pleasant. 

With his fourth pint of the night, he sat down on the bench seat, took a mouthful of ale, and lit a cigarette when the man approached him. He was wearing black trousers, shiny shoes, and an expensive, long, black overcoat. Around his neck, he wore a patterned scarf, which Nicks thought was probably expensive too. His hair was thinning, but brushed forward in an effort to disguise the fact. His broad and conspicuous nose sat above thin lips, which, when he spoke or smiled, displayed teeth with a hint of prominence. It wasn’t an unpleasant face, but could never be described as handsome. Nicks decided he was most probably a solicitor and pondered whether or not the man recognised him from his days of evidence giving in the courts. He was, he concluded, definitely looking for him, or he was the world’s loneliest man.

“Do you mind if I sit here?” he said, placing his pint on the table and sitting down, not waiting for a reply. “It’s very chilly, isn’t it?”

“Not if you’re wearing the right clothes.” Nicks was dressed in combat trousers, layers topped with a hoodie, and a windproof softshell jacket. 

“Yes, quite,” the man nodded in agreement. “I should really have brought a hat.”

He’d a refined voice with the plummy overtones of an English public school education. Nicks promoted him to Barrister.

“It’s Nicks, isn’t it?” It was more statement than question.

He was wary. “Sorry, do I know you?”

“No, Nicks, you don’t, but I know you, or should I say I know of you.” 

The man ignored the fact he’d received neither confirmation nor denial. He didn’t need it. He sipped his beer. Nicks was intrigued, but before he could say anything, the man continued in measured tones:

“I’ve been receiving very good reports about you for a long, long time now, Nicks, and I’m here to offer you employment. But,” he held up his left hand, two fingers extended as if giving a blessing, “before you say anything, I must tell you it’s a very challenging, exciting opportunity requiring the ability to work as a team whilst using one’s initiative in situations that could be, shall we say, quite fluid. It needs loyalty, courage, determination, and a belief in justice and what’s right. Things I believe you possess in abundance. If you accept, you’ll be working in this country and perhaps occasionally on the continent.” 

It was almost as if he’d lifted it directly from a standard job description the police were fond of using. The man sipped his beer again.

Nicks quietly said, “But I’m not looking for a job.”

“No, I know you’re not,” the man replied matter-of-factly before adding, “And may I just say I’m very sorry about Mary, we all are, but we’re looking for you, Nicks. Or should I say we’re looking for who you were before you decided to try and drink yourself to death.” He paused momentarily. “It takes a lot longer than you’d think,” he said as if, for a split second, he was somewhere else. “You know she wouldn’t approve of what you’re doing, don’t you?” 

Nicks stared at his pint then took a mouthful, swallowed slowly and thoughtfully, and said: “I know.”

“I don’t want an answer now, but if you’re interested, just phone this.” He proffered a plain business card divulging only a telephone number. “Just leave your name and mobile details, and we’ll text you with information in respect of where you and I can meet again to discuss this further.” He took a sip of his drink and declared, “Excellent beer.”

Nicks took the card: “Is this a Government job?”

“Hmmm. The best I can tell you now, Nicks, is that it’s not officially a Government job. I’ll explain should you wish to meet again.” Another sip, then he rose from the table. “It would be nice if you didn’t mention this to anyone.”

“No problem,” Nicks replied with a shrug. 

“By the way, my name is Don.” 

Leaving his beer on the table, he turned and walked away. Nicks looked at the business card and emptied his glass. When he looked up, Don had already disappeared. He stared at the unfinished beer on the table. Picking it up, he drank it in several gulps, then went inside for yet another.

Four days later, he phoned the number on the card.
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November 2009

He’d taken the 3.30 pm from Liverpool Lime Street, arriving in Inverness shortly past 11 pm. Outside the station, he saw the two men standing next to a dark grey Range Rover. One about 5 feet 7, the other slightly taller. They looked like seasoned professionals. Nicks guessed around sixty to sixty-five years old. Something about them made him think they were probably ex-SAS. He wasn’t going to ask.

The taller of the two made the introductions. “Hi, Nicks. I’m Mick, and this is Lofty. Give me your watch and any phones you’ve got.” He’d a south-eastern accent that Nicks automatically associated with London. There were no handshakes. Nicks complied. “Right, stow your stuff in the boot and get in.” He held the rear passenger door open as Lofty went to the back and opened the boot.

“How did you know who to look for?” Nicks asked Lofty, a Scot, as he threw his rucksack into the back.

“You don’t have to be a fuckin’ rocket scientist, son. Besides, we knew what you were wearing.” This was the first hint Nicks had that he’d been watched during his journey. The accent was so thick that Nicks assumed Lofty was from Glasgow. He was amused he’d been called son. 

Sitting on the rear seat, he saw the windows were blacked out. Between him and them, a similarly glassed partition through which he could only just make out the back of the headrests in the front.

A tinny voice spoke. It was Mick, the Londoner. “You okay, in there? You’ll find a couple of cans of fruit drink in the centre console. Don’t drink too much because it’s a bit of a drive and we won’t be making any piss stops.” 

The intercom was turned off. He wasn’t interested in replies. Some two hours later, in the middle of nowhere, they arrived at a small hunting lodge.

Nicks collected his gear and followed Lofty into the building, where he was shown his accommodation. A small room with a wire-sprung bed, plastic-covered mattress, bedside cabinet, small table lamp, wardrobe, and sink with a mirror over it. It was unmistakably Government surplus. On the bed, an old army sleeping bag had been unfurled. 

“Have you eaten?” Lofty asked brusquely.

“I had something earlier, on the train,” Nicks replied, although he was feeling quite peckish.

“Good. You’re not gettin’ fuckin’ fed ‘til the morning anyway. Right! Leave your kit here, I’ll show you the canteen.” 

Lofty turned and left the room. Nicks threw his rucksack on the bed and followed him.

In the canteen, they told him to strip naked and searched through his clothing. When they’d finished, Lofty told him to bend over and spread his buttocks. That done, he was told to get dressed. 

Mick grinned. “Right, go and get your head down and we’ll see you in the morning.” They hadn’t told him what they were looking for, but Nicks knew they were looking for a phone. Returning to his room, he found someone had emptied his rucksack onto the floor and had gone through every item. 

The next morning, as the light began to creep over the hills, his door was flung open, and he woke to a loud: “Okay, son, time to get up. Get a fuckin’ move on! Come on!” 

He rubbed his eyes in the harsh light from the unshaded bulb in the centre of the ceiling. 

Lofty threw some clothing and a used pair of training shoes onto the floor. 

“You’ll need all of that. It’s a wee bit chilly out there. If the trainers don’t fit, tough shit! Come on! Move yourself! Outside in five!” He was gone.

Nicks extracted himself from the sleeping bag and got dressed: two pairs of tracksuit bottoms, two tops, one pair of socks, and a beanie hat. The trainers, luckily, weren’t a bad fit at all.

An hour later, Mick and Lofty returned a mud-spattered, soaking-wet Nicks to the front of the Lodge, leaving him with the instruction to shower and be in the canteen in fifteen. A rushed fourteen and a half minutes later, he sat down, watching Lofty and Mick, clean and refreshed in their DPM combats and green sweatshirts, serve the breakfast they’d just cooked: full English and a steaming mug of hot sweet tea.

Once done, Lofty declared, “Right, son. Arse into gear. Time to get a fuckin’ move on.”

It was the same every day – run, breakfast, weapons training, specialist skills, evening meal at what Nicks thought might be 8 pm, followed by testing on what he’d learnt. He’d no firm idea of the time. There were no clocks. He got up in the dark and went to bed in the dark. That’s all he really knew. 

Late afternoon on the fifth day, as the light began to fade, he was taken to a small windowless room containing two chairs facing each other across a table. A single light bulb with a metal shade hung from the ceiling. They told him to take a seat and wait. He allowed the silence to envelop him.

The door opened. It was Don.

This time, the pleasant manner was absent, his thin smiles at times both condescending and minacious. Nicks would be a Leveller. An executioner. His call sign, made up from the first letter of his title and three letters from the word ‘eviscerate’, was ‘Elvis’. Nicks smiled inwardly.

Next came Alex: a bespectacled young man in his 30s whose physique gave away his liking for pies and cakes.

He spoke quickly and efficiently. Nicks’ pay would be placed in a safety deposit box relevant to the centre of operations. His box number would always be S-179. Details of the appropriate bank would be sent to him by encrypted text. 

A smile, then Alex delved into a large buff envelope and placed two swipe cards and a secure key on the table. “In the meantime, you’ll need these for access. Most bank secure keys work on a six-figure random number; this generates eight. Initial set-up? Press the green button and key in your chosen PIN, four to eight numbers. To confirm, enter the PIN again and press the yellow button, and it’s done.” He looked at Nicks for a sign of comprehension. 

Satisfied, he resumed his instructions, “To get through the outer door of each location, you swipe with the white card, then key in the random number from the secure key. You’ll then be in an airlock. The next door will not open until the first door has closed securely. When it has, the device on the next door will show a green light. Now it’s thumbprint recognition time. That’s why you’ll need this.” He produced something resembling a very small condom from the envelope. “Despite what it looks like, it is very robust,” he said, noticing the look on Nicks’ face. “Slip it over your thumb, making sure this bit is at the front, and press it against the pad. When the door opens, another airlock, same again. Green light, swipe the black card, and key in another random number, and hey presto! You’re in. There’s no point in my telling you anymore because the staff will talk you through the internal procedures.” He sat back with a smug look on his face. “Any questions?”

“Yes,” said Nicks. “CCTV?”

“There isn’t any,” Alex replied.

“There’s no CCTV?” Nicks squinted back at him.

“Absolutely correct.” He looked even smugger now. “There’s no need. If you knew the levels of security in these places, you’d understand. Besides, it’s one of the selling points for the customers.” He caught Nicks’ frown. “It’s attractive to people with dodgy things to hide. They feel safe with our banking practice and entrust all sorts of interesting things to our care, which we feel, on occasions, need to be shared with the right people, anonymously, of course.” He flashed a broad smile. “Anything else?”

Nicks thought for a moment, “Just out of interest, really, what stops someone digging their way in or trashing the entrance doors?” 

Alex looked at him questioningly. Nicks didn’t need to know this, but on the balance of things, he saw no reason not to tell him. 

“If you can dig your way through twenty feet of steel-reinforced high-quality concrete littered with tremor monitors or get through three doors of ballistic glass and steel reinforcement, then you deserve at least a cup of tea in reception.” There was that smile again. “Right, now for the comms gear.” 

Alex opened the briefcase on the table and produced two devices and a set of in-ear headphones.

“Look, just like Smartphones. This,” he waved the black one, “is a phone and radio combined. Similar to the system the police use, but better. Encrypted phone
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