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My starting point for this character was her fringe. I dedicate this to two women with iconic fringes whom I greatly admire: Claudia Winkleman and Angela Rayner.




‘Adrift! A little boat adrift’

Emily Dickinson




Prologue

She’s being followed.

The corridor tightens with every step – bare walls, locked doors, no windows. Above, the strip lighting buzzes an urgent warning. Behind: footfalls. Quick. Closing.

Rachel clutches the paper to her chest. The evidence. Her last card. Proof that two men didn’t just die – they were silenced. They knew too much.

She runs.

Back home, she’d have a warrant card. A radio. A weapon. She’d have a rank: Detective Inspector. But none of that counts here. Not in open water.

She can’t stop now. Can’t look back. She has to get above deck – to her family, to witnesses.

Every breath scrapes her lungs. The air down here is thick, recycled. No breeze, no escape. Just ocean pressing in on every side.

Anything can happen at sea.

It already has.

A red light stabs her vision. That tiny whir – another camera shifting on its axis. The crew can see everything on board. Watching. Recording. Deleting.

Her legs drag like anchors. Her stomach heaves.

But she runs. Because, right now, she knows too much.




Chapter 1

Sea

Thursday 20th April

The horn blared a guttural drone as the ship lurched from shore. Solid ground was gone. Anyone having second thoughts now would have to suck it up.

Or jump. That was always an option.

Rachel unclenched her hand from the cold metal rail and took a step back. From this height, the water below would turn to concrete and, in her line of work, she knew what a bloody mess that made of a body. It would have to be avoided, whatever the provocation on board.

She tried to look optimistically at the four members of her family squashed around her; it was only a week, and this was escape, not captivity. Quality time.

Jake and Jess were laughing in what almost looked like sibling harmony. Intrigued, she leaned closer as Jess pointed to the crowd waving from the dock. ‘Her! She’d be your Snog.’

Jake squinted, then shrugged. ‘Yeah. Fit.’

Jess raised one eyebrow. ‘Punching. OK, one bullet – who’s your Kill?’

She turned away, not wanting to jinx it. On her other side, she could hear snippets of the sort of bickering that could only come from forty years of marriage.

‘The big one needs to be out of the way, Barb. We’re blocking the route to the bar.’

‘Well, you can’t be lifting it. Doctor’s orders. Rachel, tell him!’

It had started.

She closed her eyes momentarily, then gave her mum a tight smile, but Barbara was oblivious, tutting at Jake’s backpack. The zip was beyond repair after he’d ignored all packing suggestions and rammed in a laptop, tablet and a spaghetti mess of cables and chargers. It hadn’t been worth the argument.

Drifting from the two conversations, she scanned the bustling deck. Her DI instincts itched: there were crew everywhere in maroon blazers, but two waitresses caught her eye, almost hidden by cocktail-laden trays. Their corporate smiles were cracking, tense whispers just out of earshot.

Nausea was bubbling in the pit of Rachel’s stomach now and the wailing sirens of home ringing in her ears. She shouldn’t be here, the fifth wheel on board a floating old people’s home. She should be at the station, addressing the team, banging the OT drum, doing whatever it took to stitch the case back together.

Her palm throbbed under the clear dressing, the scar raw, threatening to split. Even here, four hundred miles away, Operation Fever was still searing beneath her skin.

She’d always dismissed the medicinal properties of sea air as total bullshit, but could there be something in it? Maybe once they reached open water she wouldn’t feel the DCI’s white-hot anger banging around her brain anymore. Or hear each beat of the ticking clock counting down the seconds until the disciplinary hearing. They hadn’t set a date, but she knew how it ended: unemployment.

Come on, breathe. At least in this version of rock bottom she had an all-inclusive anaesthetic wristband.

‘Selfie?’ she said, channelling calm waters. This could mark the start of a new era. No drama. The bruising at her temple was almost invisible now, after all. Obligingly, they pressed back against the railings for the picture – five links of one weathered chain, anchored together with gritted teeth.

‘Oh, Bob – the T-shirts!’ squealed her mum, breaking the pose and rummaging through her Radley shopper. Beaming, she pulled out a set of baby pink polo shirts.

Rachel blinked.

Jess voiced their collective bafflement. ‘Are they for us, Gran?’

Like a magician eager to get to the prestige moment, Barbara dramatically crossed her hands for the big reveal of the back of the polyester top.

WILDE/HARLOWS ON TOUR

It was written in loopy Comic Sans, and by her parents’ faces this was meant to be met with pleasure rather than horror. Jesus Christ.

She tried to express a complicated range of instructions to her children via eye contact, body language and mind control: Yes, I know they’re hideous. But, they’re paying for this trip and it obviously means a lot to them. So just do it.

Miraculously, some of this seemed to have landed as, after a seesaw-like silence, Jake cleared his throat. ‘Mint. Have I got a pink one, though?’

‘Of course you haven’t, love! You and your grandad’ve got these!’ Barbara thrust him a blue version.

‘You’ve done too much for us already,’ Rachel said, turning to her dad.

His cloudy eyes sparkled. ‘Our pleasure. Not often we’re all together, is it?’

Jess smiled reasonably nicely and took her top without a sarcy comment.

‘Let’s get another picture, a proper one!’ Barbara trilled as they all pulled the bastards on. Now that Rachel could see the front up close, she noticed a clip-art icon of a boat with ‘JUST CRUISIN’ emblazoned in the same ‘fun’ font.

Gamely, they regrouped as the horn reverberated once more. Robert and Jake at the back, Jess and Barbara in front, and Rachel crouched awkwardly in the centre, hand shaking as she tried to get everyone’s head in the frame.

With Southampton’s shoreline gradually disappearing into the distance, all she could focus on were five words: worse things happen at sea.




Chapter 2

Sea

The Vegas vibes had shocked Rachel within the first five seconds. She’d thought she was well acquainted with all the cultural references: Jane McDonald belting out a big number; the sequel to Speed which Keanu Reeves must have declined to lower himself to; even that battered old Agatha Christie book.

But arriving on board was a gut punch of bling: a floating monument to capitalism in all its garish, Swarovski-encrusted glory. If there was a surface available that hadn’t been polished to within an inch of its life, she was yet to see it.

They’d left Newcastle at stupid o’clock, reaching the terminal just in time for their four p.m. embarkation slot, but the stress of driving the full length of the M1 receded as the three of them stared up in awe at the mountainous white vessel, The Synergy of the Seas.

Now, the way the almost-entirely South East Asian crew were rolling out the red carpet for White Middle England was starting to make her feel uncomfortable. The stewards were actually bowing as they shepherded passengers through a gleaming atrium towards the retail outlets.

Even the air on board was obnoxious: eau de hand sanitiser with top notes of box-fresh merchandise. But it was masking something beneath. Something sour that made her want to gag.

She looked at Jess and Jake, both taller than her, both wide-eyed, and gave herself a shake. They were slipping away. This time next year they’d be sixteen and probably wouldn’t be seen dead with her in public, let alone agree to share a cabin. Though her DI salary plus Scott’s sporadic maintenance payments kept them ticking over, holidays had been off the table for years.

Being here together had to be an opportunity – a chance to fix the fraying fibres still tethering them before the cord snapped for good. At the very least, with Jake out of school, she’d have a brief reprieve from calls from Mr Powell.

They followed the regal pensioner procession to the safety briefing, which everyone around them was nonchalantly referring to as the Muster Drill. Jake was immediately shot down by his sister when he mooted giving it a miss.

‘It’s part of our legal requirement as passengers.’

‘Calm down, Jess,’ Rachel said. ‘Threat level’s minimal.’

‘Who knows what’ll happen with him,’ she said, nodding at Jake’s glaiky expression. ‘Are you sure he wasn’t switched at birth?’

‘Could’ve been. I was a bit busy with the haemorrhage in the aftermath.’

Jess rolled her eyes. ‘Any excuse to dust off your I Gave Birth to Twins medal.’

Rachel resisted the urge to remind Jess that having unplanned twins at nineteen had seemed anything but medal-worthy at the time. And no one had been handing out anything other than NHS tea and toast.

They stood dutifully for twenty minutes on the dance floor of the Poseidon club, listening to Wikipedia: The Live Show. Who knew that the Synergy was equipped to carry up to 4,905 passengers and had had its maiden voyage in 2015? She was dismayed to hear that only sixteen lifeboats were available. Her shoulders tensed: hadn’t this industry learned anything from the Titanic?

After running through arrangements in case of fire and terrorist threat with all the pizzazz of an ITV game-show host, the compere gestured to the senior crew members, seated on a raised stage: ‘As you can see, we’re a happy ship!’

They might be smiling, but all were dead-eyed, presumably having had to trot out the same lines for wave upon wave of new passengers boarding the ship over the afternoon.

The captain was a late-fifties, English-gent type and the compere’s tone took on a nauseating reverence. ‘Captain Miller has been circumnavigating the globe for two decades aboard HLC’s fleet of vessels. His mastery of the sea is unparalleled.’

Rachel felt herself clicking into work mode, instinctively conducting a visual assessment. Miller had to be ex-services: classic Sandhurst material. With his stately posture and clipped accent, he was clearly innately comfortable with steering a thousand-tonne floating village across the continent.

The chief security officer, Simon Van der Wyk, was hailed as an industry shining star, with a background in the South African National Defence Force. He was square-jawed with biceps to spare, and his dazzling blue eyes locked onto hers for a moment as he outlined his role. She shivered, goose bumps rising in the chill of the air-con.

‘It’s my pleasure to ensure your vacation with us is plain sailing. Rest assured my team and I will be overseeing every aspect of your safety and security throughout the voyage.’ Surely this was a change of pace, switching the mean streets of Joburg for squabbles over who’d put a towel on the last sunlounger.

Her phone vibrated. Lennon.

She’d been avoiding him since admitting defeat and putting in her leave request. Easy enough, when he’d been storming up and down the M60, doing her job, and she’d been confined to a desk, shuffling paper and trying to stave off the panic attacks.

The acrid tang that had been curdling in her stomach for two excruciating weeks started to creep up her throat. The way she’d lost control, lost herself up there, with him. And Lennon had seen it all. Swallowing hard, she squeezed the shame back down.

No. She couldn’t let herself start thinking about the whole Gallagher/suspension clusterfuck or Lennon’s reaction. Everything between them was still frosty. All messaging minimal: OK. Fine. No bother.

Maybe it wasn’t even work-related. Maybe he was dating someone; he’d been quiet on that front for a while. And there’d been an atmosphere, even before Dalton Crescent. He’d had a succession of girlfriends over the years, though, and it had never bothered her in the slightest. The thought of moving slowly towards him, lips achingly gentle, brushing her tongue against his and feeling the heat of his neck close to her skin did absolutely nothing for her at all. Nothing.


JPG still in critical care. Merseyside made the arrests. You were bang on about Davison being a wanker but we’ve got enough to charge. 11erife obvs acting like he traced the Scousers single-handed. Enjoy the trip.



He still sounded formal. Too polite.

She craved his piss-taking. Dark eyes burning into her as he spoke; every word teetering on the edge of the unsaid. But it was entirely normal to feel that way about a close friend. She couldn’t help that, objectively, he was an attractive man. There was no point denying the purely aesthetic appeal of his face. Or body. Or arse when he wore those black Levi’s.

Years ago, sure, things could have been different, but that was fully behind them and she didn’t spend any time thinking about him naked. Or sweaty. Or whatever.

Another message, like a PS:


Don’t come back riddled from all your shagging.



She grinned; he was back.

Rachel made sure the phone was out of view of Jake, lolling restlessly at her side, before replying. Jess, further along, was alert, preparing for a non-existent exam on the content of the presentation.


As if. Only thing I’ll be catching is norovirus. Or feelings. Ugh. Keep me updated.



Straight away, three dots bounced underneath and she waited, feeling more positive than she had for weeks, despite the sting of the case – her case – being out of her hands.


If anyone’s catching feelings, it won’t be you. Stop texting and work on your tan.



The briefing reached its home straight, with the Synergy’s emergency muster points highlighted on a floor plan. They must be moving now; a coursing motion was dragging beneath her feet and the walls seemed to have tilted to an unnatural angle. She tried to steady her wedge heels on the floating floor, but there was nothing to grab onto. Whether seasickness or PTSD, this hadn’t been in the itinerary her mum had circulated on WhatsApp.

‘Upon accessing your cabins, please take a few moments to familiarise yourselves with the life vests provided.’ The compere gestured towards the cruise director, a flamboyant American with an aggressively backcombed updo. ‘Our very own Veronica Chase will now demonstrate how to tighten the straps.’

Rachel would swear under oath that several crew members at the edge of the dance floor exchanged pointed glances at these last three words. Her radar rarely misfired and she shifted to have a better sightline of the woman on the stage.

As the compere wrapped it up, Veronica seemed to recoil from the captain’s hand, which was resting lightly on the arm of her chair. There was a flicker of something in her eyes. Unease. Or irritation? Consummate professionalism still shone from her blindingly white teeth, but Rachel clocked some context that told a different story.

They were released from the daylight disco room, safe in the knowledge that they knew what to do in case of piracy and/or food poisoning, and began their ascent up a marble staircase to the top deck for the full family rendezvous.

Everywhere, there were people.

But Rachel felt removed: an observer, not a participant. Snatches of chatter and wrinkled faces were bobbing around her, as if the whole ship was submerged and she was viewing this water world from behind a scuba mask. Panic set in and she scrambled for something, anything – a whistle, an air tank, an escape route.

She’d been drowning on land too, though, waiting for the disciplinary. This trip was her life raft. Cop-mode just had to be switched off for the next seven days. Surely, here, of all places, that was going to be possible?

Breathing deeply, assessing her surroundings, she conceded it was slightly more diverse than she’d given it credit for. A boatload of pensioners, granted, with their sensible slacks and combovers; but also harassed-looking parents laden down with designer buggies, and couples grinning smugly, stopping every five seconds to take loved-up photos.

It all reeked of money.

Suppressing a shudder, Rachel manifested a silent SOS as cruise life enveloped them in its shiny, sanitised embrace.




Chapter 3

Land

Three months earlier – Thursday 26th January

‘The powers that be have decided to offer you the SIO position.’ DCI Bailey’s mouth curved upwards a fraction at one corner. This was the closest Rachel had ever seen to him smiling.

Her own reaction was just relief. She’d done it. All the prep, the early starts and late finishes, transferring the kids twenty quid to get another Dominos while she boxed off one more job: it had actually paid off.

‘Thank you, sir, for the opportunity.’

‘Mmmm.’ He was scanning a document on his desk and sounded less than enthusiastic, but she continued, elated that the hundred-day strategic plan she’d painstakingly put together had got the nod.

‘We can make a real difference in this pilot. Byker’s been crying out for this sort of focused policing for years.’

‘Indeed. Your results and work ethic have certainly drawn attention, Harlow, even if …’ he looked at her, brow furrowed ‘… there have been some reservations about your methods.’

Careful to maintain her poker face, she avoided delving into this pass-agg critique. Reservations or not, she’d got the job, hadn’t she?

‘When will I start, sir?’ The notice period for Safeguarding could stall it, if DCI Murdoch was one of Bailey’s fellow reservationists and wanted to throw his weight around.

‘Arrangements are in process. Handover across the next fortnight, then straight into the NEROCU.’

NEROCU. The North East Regional Organised Crime Unit. She’d be leading a National Crime Agency brief to disrupt OCG activity across the three North East regions: Northumbria, Durham and Cleveland. The reality of Bailey’s gruffly delivered message had started to seep into her bloodstream, a surge of adrenaline making her spine tingle. ‘You won’t regret th—’

‘Damn right, I won’t.’ He sighed, organising his papers into a neat stack. ‘Progress reported to me weekly and you’ll be representing Operation Fever at the National County Lines Co-ordination Centre briefings.’ His baggy eyes bored into her. ‘A tight leash, you could say.’

She held his gaze without blinking. ‘And my team, sir?’

‘A unit of seven. I’ve had excellent reports of a GDP trainee, comes highly recommended. I’ll get him moved across.’

Rachel kept her face impassive. Maybe he’d buck the trend of recent fast-track recruits, most of whom lasted less than a year before realising the job was a lot less glamorous than it looked on Netflix.

Bailey continued in his flat monotone. ‘We’ll need an analyst – Marianne Drummond’s available for IO – but get me a shortlist by close of play Monday for the remaining CID and uniform roles.’

‘Sir.’ This was more promising. She’d worked with Maz before, and a canny intelligence officer would be the lynchpin of a team like this.

Rachel rose from her seat. DCI Bailey’s office was much like the man himself: tired and full of stale air. Everything looked in dire need of a blast of Mr Muscle. The window had a border of frost around the edges, but the ice outside was thawing and she could see tiny buds on the bare branches of the tree at the edge of the car park.

‘Oh, and Harlow—’ He always had to have the final word, as a point of principle. ‘Management advice. Trust no one. Give them a clear job and keep on comms. Got it?’

***

Out in the corridor, she bashed out a quick message with trembling fingers:


Got it!! Senior Investigating Officer for North East County Lines X



Dizzy with adrenaline now, she half walked, half ran, dodging officers, unable to stop the smile from stretching her lips apart. Diving into the locker room to splash some water on her face and regain her composure, she assessed her appearance.

Same pale face, same heavy fringe – cheaper than Botox – but the sparkle in her eyes was unfamiliar. Whatever it was, she liked it.

Her phone beeped. Jake: a thumbs-up emoji. For him, Shakespearean. In contrast, Jess was probably composing a furious takedown of the police force. Growing up with two parents who had worn the badge was, in her mind, grounds for lifelong therapy.

Before Jess could unleash her tirade, an insistent tone sounded: Mum and Dad Landline. She tapped green, suddenly breathless.

‘You both OK? Did you see my message?’

Her dad’s voice was thin and wheezy, but with each word leap-frogging the last. ‘We did, love. How about that, eh? Serious investigation official!’

‘Thanks – I’m absolutely buzzing.’ She didn’t bother to correct the job title; he’d got the gist. ‘Thought I’d messed it up in the panel interview as well.’

‘Ask her if it’s desk-based, Bob.’ Her mum’s voice was faint, further away, then becoming louder, taking charge. ‘It’ll be a management role, will it? Off the street, as it were?’

‘Kind of. Depends on the progress of the operation, but I’ll still be on the arrests, dealing with the CPS and all that side of—’

‘Oh.’ Her mum’s tone was flat, squashing her bubbling excitement with a single syllable. ‘But it’s for the whole county?’

‘Across the three North East forces, but starting with a local Northumbria pilot.’

‘Like when she used to run the eight hundred for the county, Barb!’ her dad added cheerfully, although on completely the wrong track. ‘Round that final bend like a whippet you were, love.’

Operation Fever couldn’t be further from her brief spell as a junior member of Winchester Athletics Club, twenty years ago. Was this even worth explaining? ‘The county bit means the way the drugs get in and out of region; remember I told you before? Monitoring the phone line and the children the dealers are exploit—’

‘Well, heading in the right direction,’ her mum said, each word a blunt pinprick. ‘I daresay you’ll be spending your time with more respectable people at least.’

Rachel said nothing, but felt her air slowly deflating. This again.

‘Colleagues, I mean. You’ll be operating at a different level to the likes of that dark-haired one. Took you out over Christmas.’ She sniffed. ‘Lennon, was it? All those dreadful tattoos.’

‘He didn’t take me out, Mum.’ Rachel’s energy for this conversation was expiring rapidly. ‘We’re just friends. He was giving me a lift. And you barely said two words—’

‘Barbara,’ her dad cut in, ‘don’t be lecturing the girl. Policing’s what she’s gone for; it’s a noble profession and she’s got our full support. Wouldn’t have been my first choice for a woman, particularly of her height, but that’s by the—’

‘Right. I need to go.’ She could picture them both so clearly: M&S stalwarts. Her mum winding the phone cord round and round her finger, her dad with his vest tucked firmly into his slacks. Both had fine, fair hair, if faded now to silver. Her own wild, dark mane in the mirror looked nothing like either of them. The odd one out.

‘Send our love to the children.’ Barbara couldn’t help herself from one more attempt to pop the celebratory balloons. ‘If you cross paths, that is. They seem to be fending for themselves somewhat—’

‘Battery’s dying,’ Rachel said, stabbing the screen and leaning back against the locker. She closed her eyes.

There was a sudden bang as the door opened and she could sense him before she felt strong arms encircle her and spin her off her feet.

‘She’s only gone and done it! What’s Bailey thinking?’

For a moment, she kept her eyes shut and savoured the sensation of being pressed so close to his chest. Just for a moment.

‘Had a book going, y’know?’ Lennon murmured, into her hair. ‘You owe me a tenner.’

Normally any touch was a joke, just banter – an elbow to the ribs, a hip knocking the other off their stride as they walked side by side down the corridor. This was different. It took her straight back to faded fragments from years ago: that hazy glow, the heat of his body. One night that had almost changed everything.

‘Your loss.’ Her mouth was mushed into his shoulder, words barely audible, but from his squeeze she could tell he’d heard. She opened one eye and was horrified to find him looking back. Too weird.

Quickly, they shook each other off, untangling limbs, overplaying it for a non-existent crowd.

His nose was wrinkled for added effect. ‘What’s that perfume? Smells like rat’s piss.’

‘Says the man still using Lynx Africa.’

He held his hands up. ‘Haven’t had any complaints.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Please. You’re tucked up on your tod every night watching Sky Sports highlights.’

‘And? Stress of the job, pet. It’s called self-care.’

‘When’s the last time you actually went on a date?’

‘None of your business. Not everyone’s a raving nympho.’

She feigned a yawn. ‘Get some new material. And it’s ma’am to the likes of you from now on – strictly professional.’

Lennon was a natural charmer. He could get a conversation going with a corpse and was referred to in certain departments as MTM, or Milk Tray Man, for his penchant for a fitted polo neck. But he was exactly the same around whomever he spoke to: from the commissioner, to the cleaner, to the spice-addled charvers he spent much of his working life rinsing for intelligence.

He was quiet now though, looking at her with a strange expression. ‘What?’ she said, turning to the mirror and smoothing her fringe down. ‘Do I look a right clip?’

‘That’s nothing new.’ He smirked behind her in the glass, but she could see red creeping up his neck from the collar of his shirt.

‘What then?’

‘Just – it won’t change, will it? Us being mates. You’ll be mixing with the top brass, but we can still – y’know, get a cuppa.’

She snorted. ‘The top brass?’

‘Don’t sound like you, does it.’

She turned back. ‘We’re not going to change. Not getting rid of me that easily.’

‘You’ve proper smashed it, Rach.’ His smile was infectious. ‘SIO!’

‘And I was all over the place when we started.’ She reached out and prodded him in the stomach. ‘So were you, mind.’

‘You always had a spark. You knew what you wanted.’

They were inches apart, but she could still feel the glow radiating off him from the way he’d held her before, hot and hard. She had known what she’d wanted back then – but, right now, was he thinking what she was thinking? How it could have been …

This was stupid. He’d just said it. They were mates. Nothing more.

‘How’d you find out, anyway? News travels fast.’ She leaned against the locker, still flushed, the cool metal a relief. ‘I was on my way to find you.’

‘Doppa said he saw you, proper coat hanger mouth, so I put two and two together.’

‘Well. It’s genius like that I’m looking to recruit to Operation Fever.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Fancy it?’

‘Under you? Fate worse than death.’ He put his head in his hands. ‘You’re going to be an absolute nightmare.’




Chapter 4

Land

Two months later – Monday 27th March

Rachel leaned over Tariq’s desk, trying not to get too close to the old coffee cups, and refreshed the screen. It was pointless and they both knew it. For a Monday morning kick-off briefing, this had the potential to involve holes actually getting kicked in the walls.

She faced her team. ‘Right, the 4-3-5 line’s dead.’ A shitstorm of epic proportions was imminent. ‘I know—’

The feed had gone from everything to nothing overnight. They’d been inching forwards for six weeks and now, here they were, kicked back to the kerb, trying to monitor a phone line with zero activity.

Tariq, her usually mild-mannered analyst, slammed his fist into the desk and slumped back, kneading his knuckles in immediate regret.

‘So, we’re back to square one?’ Coates said, indignant. He’d learn. Seven months into the Graduate Detective Programme and didn’t they all know it. Full of suggestions on how long-established CID processes could be amended to increase efficiency, Lennon had renamed him Elevenerife on about day three.

‘No.’ God, he was more of a hindrance than a help. ‘Not square one. They’ve just clocked we’re on to them somehow. It happens. Once we get up on the new line, we’ll transfer all the intel over.’

He nodded, somewhat pacified because he’d been addressed directly by the senior investigating officer which, presumably, gave him brownie points in his reflective training journal, or whatever bullshit document he was always asking people to sign off.

He made to speak, but she continued. ‘It’ll be the same users all over the new number so primary objective remains putting an ID to the line holder. Rossy, where are we on that?’

‘Still NFI, boss,’ DS Natalie Ross said, nodding at the evidence board. No Fucking Idea. Brilliant.

Rachel turned to the grainy A4 printouts: fifteen faces, arranged in a pyramid across one wall of the office. These ranged from surly teenage boys at the bottom, invariably snapped with hoods up, to older individuals, all known to the police, all with sizeable records. Each image was labelled with its corresponding mobile number, DOB and any additional information on their role within the OCG. As it stood, the pattern faltered the further you travelled up the tiers towards the ceiling.

Her focus, as ever, was drawn to a face at the mid-point. Strong jaw, shaven head, green eyes, snapped covertly while smoking a tab outside the Raby. John Paul Gallagher. She’d stared at his face so much lately she was seeing it in her sleep. They even had the same fucking birthday. She quickly looked away.

‘Not an answer, Rossy. Without an ID at the top, there’s no way the court’ll authorise the DDTRO. We need that board fully marked up. NFI’s not good enough.’

The process of obtaining a Drug Dealing Telecommunication Restriction Order was like swimming through a shoal of piranhas; every time you thought you had enough to meet the criteria, the court nibbled off another piece of your case until it was reduced to a ravaged carcass.

There were muffled murmurs, but she didn’t back down. She’d been in teams where they’d all known the boss was a waste of space, hiding in their office with the blinds pulled down, duping the stats to alleviate pressure further up the chain of command. That wasn’t going to be her.

Operation Fever had sounded the absolute bollocks in the interview, with free rein to pick her team. On reflection, that optimism might have had more to do with Dry January than the actual hospital pass she’d been handed. Bailey’s face had certainly been tripping him up in every meeting since.

‘We’ve still got multiple lines of enquiry open,’ Rossy said. She could be bolshy and liable to sulk, but she was a good officer. ‘Before this shit—’ she gestured to Tariq’s stone-cold feed ‘—the cell site analysis was dead close.’

‘Still all the ANPR footage to trawl through,’ chipped in Maz, the unit’s intelligence officer. ‘Someone’s making weekly trips up the M60, but we’ve got so much activity from the bando it’s getting too much to track.’ Her Glaswegian accent made every update sound like she was laying down a challenge.

‘Speak for yourself,’ said Chris Chambers, her cherry-picked DC. ‘Spending that much time watching charvers pissing around doing wheelies, I’m gannin’ bong-eyed.’ He nodded wearily to the screen in front of him, showing rolling surveillance from the camera they’d got into the bando, an empty flat opposite the corner shop in the Byker Wall estate.

Rachel gave him her patented DI death stare. ‘Save us the sob story or I’ll get you put straight back on the nonce squad.’

‘Those were the days.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Posing as a fourteen-year-old lass on Snapchat all day – started believing my own cover story.’

‘What about Chambers getting on the exploitation side?’ Rossy said. ‘Respond to some of the Insta stories, see if we can set up a meet?’

Rachel shook her head. ‘Just back to the old issue. Yeah, we can pick up a few young’uns, have them in custody in the next ten minutes. But then what? Minor inconvenience for the OCG. They’ll lose, what? An eighth? No one’s talking.’

People around the room were nodding. Coates was twitching to contribute, but everyone had learned to avoid eye contact wherever possible.

‘Blades of grass,’ said PC Ian Bradshaw. ‘This lot get mown down, there’s plenty more coming up behind.’

He’d been the hardest to sweet-talk into moving over, content to ride out his last few years before retirement in the Byker neighbourhood team and organise the station ski trip every year, but they had history. When she’d first joined the police, walking the beat on Shields Road, Bradshaw had shown her the ropes. He had an encyclopaedic knowledge of the entire community, as regular a presence as the paint flaking off the Tyne Bridge in the distance. Unlike the rest of the team, Bradshaw never kicked off and he spoke with the gravelly voiced purr of Aslan. The Alka-Seltzer to her heartburn.

‘I know it’s not easy,’ Rachel said, looking around. The mood in the drab office was on the floor, and, with foreboding clouds at the only window, the whole room felt grey. This was meant to be the best the North East had to offer: Chambers practically horizontal in his swivel chair; Rossy scrolling on her phone; Tariq still messing on with his knuckles. She’d probably get more energy from whatever was growing in his Sports Direct mug. ‘Fuck’s sake, this is why you’re not a copper. Go and get a plaster or something.’

Shouts of ‘way aye’ and ‘soft lad’ came from the assembled cops. Everyone knew their role in the banter and no one got away without a jibe or a nickname.

Tariq raised the middle finger from his injured hand in response to this standard slight on his civvy status. ‘This one’s working fine.’

She smiled, glad the bubble of tension had burst. ‘Look, we’re nailing jelly to the wall here most of the time, but we’ve got to keep pushing forward.’

Clicking the remote, she turned to the PowerPoint on the screen beside her, the next slide in two columns. ‘Still two strands, right? The deal line – back on it, IDs, cell site analysis, track the Scousers’ cars, Maz – follow the money. We keep on that and we eventually get who’s holding the line.’

She eyeballed Rossy, who grudgingly put her phone down. ‘CCE side – social media leads, liaise with Safeguarding, absolutely everything on record. We need to be ready to go on the exploitation charges as soon as the OCG’s fully marked up.’

Coates jumped in, tapping his pen. ‘They’re all engaging in criminal activity though, aren’t they? The teenagers aren’t innocent. Why we going easy on them?’

He might have a degree in psychology or whatever it was, but he had a hell of a lot to learn. ‘There’s kids as young as twelve knocking around in this footage,’ she snapped. ‘They get offered twenty to keep a package under their bed, why would they say no? And then they’re fucked. They’re locked in.’

‘Where’s Lennon, boss?’ Chambers said. She could see his weren’t the only eyes to have wandered to the unoccupied desk in the corner.

It was first come first served for space, with DS Lennon as the sole exception to the hotdesking policy. For reasons best known to himself as a thirty-six-year-old man, he had steadily filled every available surface of his commandeered corner position with shitty Marvel bobble-head figures which he’d Blu-Tacked haphazardly into submission.

She appraised her team, still lolling in their seats. At least Coates had been taking notes, although that was more than likely just going to be his basis from which to knock on her door later, deconstruct their strategy and offer his own alternative. ‘Out on CI contact. Something that the rest of you should be considering rather than sitting here whingeing about the 4-3-5. Local knowledge. Community ties. That’s what’s going to get us up the line.’

Some of them had the good grace to look a little sheepish.

‘Few calls to follow up on since the Crimestoppers bit on Look North,’ said Maz, picking some Post-its off her laptop. Her words hung in the air: these were thankless tasks. Pensioners ringing to complain about someone nicking their bins, usually passed down to the neighbourhood beat team, but Rachel had negotiated a segment on the local news last week and specifically requested for anything relevant to the Wall to come straight to the NEROCU.

‘I’ll do a few doorknocks,’ Bradshaw said. ‘Tag along if you want, Coatesy lad. Probably tick some of your boxes for you.’

Coates looked over, unsure if he was having the piss taken out of him, but Bradshaw’s offer was genuine and Rachel was once again reminded why he was worth his weight in gold. She smiled at him gratefully. ‘Plain-clothes though, OK?’ Last thing any of the residents needed was a uniform turning up at their door.

‘You told Lennon about the deal line?’ Rossy’s question was directed to Rachel, but played to the crowd. Sounds of mirth and a few comments of the ‘rather you than me’ variety abounded. He was always the epicentre of any team she’d worked in, even in his absence.

‘Thought I’d leave that to you,’ she said, sweetly, to Rossy, who rolled her eyes. ‘I’m non-contact this afternoon, meeting with the NCA, so expect yet more good news this time tomorrow. In the meantime, fingers out of arses and get me something we can work with.’




Chapter 5

Land

Before the pleasure of a three-hour National Crime Agency Teams call reared its head, Rachel had another matter to deal with.

She sat, straight-backed, in one of the waiting room chairs and tried not to feel like a naughty schoolgirl. She had actually been impressed with Mr Powell’s last contact, finding out Jake had been building a small retail empire selling protein bars from the Cash & Carry to kids in the yard at an extortionate mark-up. It had showed a level of entrepreneurship she wouldn’t have thought him capable of, based on his usual monosyllabic interactions.

This time didn’t sound so hopeful.

It was hard to put a positive spin on the news that he’d refused to attend a detention on Friday, calling the teacher a ‘fucking bellend’ before storming off the premises. She’d tried talking to him over the weekend, but hadn’t got beyond a few grunts and a slammed door.

Her phone beeped loudly, earning a disapproving look from the receptionist. Hopefully this was Scott, with his standard, soz 5 mins, ETA. It was galling enough they were being called in to discuss their son’s ‘continued defiance to adhere to school rules’ without having to turn up on her own, carrying a neon ‘Broken Home’ sign into the meeting.

She glanced at the screen, heart sinking to see Mark Matthews’ name.


Just checking in. How’s it feel being on top? x



A classic CID Billy-Big-Bollocks, he’d also interviewed for the DI job she’d got a year ago. He was matey with Scott, which made it somewhat less than ideal that she’d slept with him a few times, though, as far as she knew, this had not been communicated to her ex-husband.

Ignoring Matthews’ unsubtle come-on, she focused on Scott, trying to summon him by sheer force of will: FFS. You need to be at the school NOW. He worked regular hours these days, not police shifts. Given he’d been on the same brusque email chain to arrange this day, this time, where the hell was he?

The phone on the desk gave an angry buzz and she was ushered into Mr Powell’s office, resigned that she’d failed at the first hurdle of presenting them as a united front.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Harlow. Thank you for coming in …’ he looked at the paperwork in front of him ‘… er – again. And Mr Harlow is—’

‘On his way,’ she said, too quickly. ‘We’ve both spoken to Jake over the weekend, and he’s written a letter of apology.’ There was no need to mention that she’d dictated this through his bedroom door. ‘And he’s assured me he’ll be back on track from now on.’

Mr Powell said nothing, but turned the sheet over to view the long list of recent incidents in their entirety.

She jumped in, disliking the heavy silence. ‘He’s struggling – he really lacks confidence. I mean, it can’t be easy having a straight-A student like Jess for a sister.’

‘Grade 9.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘The key stage four metric of achievement is now numerical, Mrs Harlow. You should have received a parents’ pack on the GCSE curriculum at the start of the academic year?’ He left the question hanging, and she nodded, trying to look like someone who would have diligently read this information rather than leave it, drowning, under the sea of random shit on the kitchen bench.

He continued, ‘Yes. That could certainly be a contributing factor, which brings me to the reason for this meeting.’

She gulped.

‘As educators, we have a responsibility to act in the best interests of our entire student cohort. After discussion with the faculty, we see one path ahead being what we call a managed move.’ He unclasped his hands to make air quotes. ‘We try hard to avoid negative labels like “exclusion”.’

Rachel had to sit on her own hands to stop herself slamming the desk. She was reeling: exclusion? As in, kicked out of school permanently? OK, the year ten detentions were racking up, but this hadn’t crossed her mind for a second.

Mr Powell was still talking and she tried to concentrate on the words, not the tightness in her chest, or the roaring in her ears. ‘Jake could have a fresh start, in a new environment. We believe this could work very well for all parties.’ He crossed his arms and sat back on his ergonomic chair, as if to signify that the matter was settled.

Her stomach dropped. ‘I’d be keen to avoid that. I wouldn’t want him to lose the positive relationships he does have here. I mean, PE, that’s a strength – Mr Rees said some good stuff at parents’ evening? And ICT. He’s doing OK in that, isn’t he?’

‘As I said, we need to consider all parties.’

‘He’s not that bad!’ Her hackles were rising now. In the real world, Jake’s misdemeanours were barely scratching the surface. She knew for a fact there were kids his age selling drugs, stealing cars and stabbing each other within walking distance of this office. ‘Yes, we’ve been in here a lot, but they’re all pretty minor incidents. I get it, he’s sworn at a teacher, but that can’t be exclusion level? And, what if he didn’t settle at a new school? What would happen then?’

‘In that case, Jake would go on the waiting list for the pupil referral unit.’

Fuck. This meeting was veering down a path she couldn’t have Jake on, under any circumstances. She knew from her time in Safeguarding that the PRU, for all its noble aims and dedicated staff, was a sinking ship. The kids were only in for a few hours a day and could usually be found roaming Newcastle city centre, falling through the cracks in the system faster than rainwater down a drain.

Rachel stared at Mr Powell and took a deep breath. ‘Can we just give it one more chance before you put any of that into place? I’ll talk to him again. And his dad will. Please.’

He gave a grudging sigh. ‘Last chance, Mrs Harlow. I’ll need to see real change from Jake or I’ll be left with no choice.’




Chapter 6

Land

Rachel’s laptop screen had turned into Guess Who: the Police UK County Lines edition. The objective of this meeting, ostensibly, was to disseminate key findings from the regional units after the first month of Operation Fever. However, it was already clear from the message chat that this was really a chance for each unit to pull a wedgie on someone else before the assistant chief constable noticed the skid marks in their own pants.

She’d raced back from the school with a sense of dread. Scott had been a no-show. And she had no idea how she was going to get the urgency of the situation across to Jake.

With no home-office space, she’d set herself up on the kitchen table, shifting the laptop several times to find a background that didn’t reveal just how much of a shit tip the room was.

The meeting was being chaired by the national county lines lead, ACC George Armstrong, with representatives from each of the ten regional units, as well as the Specialist Cybercrime Unit, Regional Fraud Team and Regional Intelligence Bureau. This was also the official launch of yet another new initiative, with Detective Inspector Alex Brand, whoever he was, having been appointed as the lead for TOEX, the Tackling Organised Exploitation programme.

Rachel’s head was swimming with the sheer number of acronyms being bandied about. Drowning, as they all undeniably were, in the riptides of organised crime, establishing new units and giving them snappy titles seemed to be the main strategy.

‘Thank you all for your attendance at this first monthly information sharing and collaboration point.’ The ACC’s face had now taken centre stage, with the sizeable grid of attendees shunted to the side. He was an imposing figure, even in virtual form: broad-shouldered, with rank insignia across both epaulettes. ‘I’ll now share my screen to begin the introductions. Slide please, Diana.’

There was a slight pause whilst the anonymous Diana made the switch to slideshow mode. As with all Teams meetings Rachel had ever attended, there was someone present who had neglected to turn their mic off, meaning they were all pretending they couldn’t hear a dog barking somewhere in the ether.

‘Can I ask everyone to ensure their camera remains on and microphone off until such time as you are invited to participate. If you have a pressing need to speak, I would invite you to use either the hand-up function or the message chat.’ His voice was brusque. Even though she knew it wasn’t her and she didn’t even have a dog, Rachel immediately rechecked her own settings.

The next slides outlined each participant and their role in the overall National County Lines Co-ordination Centre structure, with four strategic values reiterated, as if the ACC was saying grace at a formal dinner table before letting them loose on the prawn cocktails. ‘We remain resolute in our mission to pursue, protect, prevent and prepare for disruption to organised crime. Our goal is to successfully target those organised criminals causing significant harm in our local communities and establish a reputation as a co-ordinated set of highly professional specialist units.’

It was boggling her mind how much time and effort had been put into the wording of these values, and how much more likely success was deemed to be now that they all began with the same letter.

‘Each of our regional co-ordinators will now give a brief overview of their situation at ground level, giving us some context to your strategic priorities. I’ll then open the floor for questions. As stated on the agenda, we’ll begin with Detective Inspector Marie Connor for East Midlands.’

Rachel took notes as each of her counterparts presented their bleak but familiar pictures. Communities decimated by a decade of austerity; cuts to public services in addiction and youth work creating a perfect storm of supply and demand with a seemingly unlimited pool of vulnerable recruits ready to be exploited. Of course, the abuse of children as part of the drugs trade was nothing new, but social media was making the threat ever more difficult to control. Analysts like Tariq were dealing with rapidly changing goal posts of encrypted 5G networks virtually impermeable to police monitoring.

‘Even five years ago, recruitment still meant hanging around the school gates.’ The third speaker, DI Julie Adams, Met Police, sounded wrung out. ‘Where now, they’re in these kids’ pockets 24/7. We’ve got twelve-year-olds touting for
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