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Day One


Chapter 1

A blood-curdling cry rang out, shrill and anguished. Shocked, DI Helen Grace looked up sharply, searching for the culprit. Her heart was pounding, her pulse racing, but there was no need for alarm, her gaze now coming to rest on a seagull twenty feet above her, hanging stationary above the ship’s stern. Gripping the rail, Helen turned away from the shrieking bird, fixing her attention once more on the scene below. After a night’s slow passage across the Channel, Helen had reached her destination. She was in the heart of Europe’s largest port, the bustling city of Rotterdam.

The dockside was a blur of activity, port officials calling out to forklift drivers as they sped past, sparks flying as welders repaired the hulls of careworn container ships, and, above them all, the towering cranes, moving ceaselessly as they hauled vast quantities of bananas, computers, EV cars and more onto the sturdy wharfs. Helen took in the scene with interest, but without enjoyment, her churning emotions mirroring the frenzy below. A week had passed since the traumatic events in Southampton and Helen’s wounds were still raw. In breaking up a major human-trafficking operation and rescuing an innocent woman from certain death, Helen had been strangled, beaten and burnt, but her pain was nothing compared to that of her friend and colleague, DS Charlie Brooks. While attempting to arrest the Dutch haulier responsible for smuggling scores of immigrants into the UK, Charlie had been stabbed in the chest, her attacker fleeing the scene as the veteran officer lay in a pool of her own blood. Thankfully, Charlie had survived the journey to Southants hospital, but the outlook was bleak. She was clinging to life in the ICU unit in an induced coma, her punctured lung threatening to collapse at any moment.

The thought of her best friend’s condition brought tears to Helen’s eyes, her distress exacerbated by her guilt. Six months ago, Helen had resigned from Hampshire Police, leaving Charlie to take over as the head of the Major Incident Team. In trying to fill Helen’s shoes, Charlie had pushed too hard and been grievously injured. Former colleagues insisted that it wasn’t Helen’s fault, but she bitterly regretted ever having placed Charlie in danger, convinced that it was she alone who had set this disastrous chain of events in motion. Horrified by Charlie’s predicament, Helen had at first considered mounting a vigil by her bedside, but her burning anger and keen sense of responsibility ensured this was never really an option. Instead, she’d vowed to bring Charlie’s attacker to justice, wherever the hunt for the elusive fugitive might take her.

The ferry was fast approaching the passenger terminal, so, moving away from the rail, Helen hurried to the stairs. She’d been seething with frustration and impatience for days, exasperated by the paucity of leads on the fugitive’s whereabouts and enraged by Hampshire Police’s refusal to let her join the search. Southampton Central’s senior officer, Chief Superintendent Rebecca Holmes, had made Helen suffer, repeatedly pointing out that as she was no longer a police officer she had no role to play in the official investigation. But in the face of Helen’s fierce resistance, and the growing clamour for Southampton Central’s most decorated officer to be reinstated, Holmes had eventually backed down. As always with this most political of operators, however, there was a sting in the tail, Holmes making it clear that Helen’s reinstatement as Detective Inspector was only temporary. The stabbing of a serving officer and the miraculous escape of her attacker had been a major embarrassment for the force and Holmes had taken care to insulate herself from the fallout. Which was why she’d struck a deal with Helen. Catch the fugitive, restoring Southampton Central’s reputation in the process, and Helen would be reinstated as the head of the Major Incident Team. Fail and she’d be thrown to the wolves, her career in law enforcement over for good.

It was a desperate mission, but one Helen was determined to embrace. Two days ago, the Dutch fugitive had been spotted near Rotterdam and, with the help of the local police, Helen was determined to root him out. Sliding onto her Kawasaki, Helen fired up the engine as the ferry bucked and groaned, settling into its mooring. Perhaps this would be Helen’s last investigation, perhaps she even might fall victim to a city steeped in drug trafficking and gang violence, but she was determined to press on. Every second counted now.

The bow doors creaked open, filling the hull with sunlight. There were several vehicles ahead of her in the queue, but Helen didn’t hesitate, tugging back the throttle and roaring past the waiting motorists. From there, it was a short hop to immigration control, the barrier descending just in time to arrest Helen’s progress. Removing her helmet, Helen handed her passport to the awaiting official.

‘What’s the purpose of your visit to the Netherlands?’ he asked politely, sliding her passport onto the scanner.

‘Business,’ Helen replied firmly, her eyes locked on the way ahead.

‘And where will you be staying during your visit?’ the official asked, angling a glance at his computer screen.

‘No idea.’

‘And how long are you planning to stay in the Netherlands?’ he continued, unabashed.

Helen paused, turning to the officer as she replied:

‘As long as it takes.’

There was steel in her tone, prompting a marked reaction from the official, his expression at once quizzical and intrigued. He stared at Helen for a moment, checked his screen again, before returning her passport to her.

‘Welcome to Rotterdam.’


Chapter 2

The corpse rotated gently in the breeze, ensuring that the construction workers and police officers below got a good look at his ravaged face. The hollow eye sockets stared down at the onlookers accusingly, as if chiding them for arriving too late.

Ducking under the police tape, Hoofdinspecteur Kim Meijer cut a swathe through the workers, making directly for her colleagues. Her day had started badly, her daughter’s tardiness and the rush-hour traffic ensuring they’d been late for school again, and it was not getting any better. Ordering the younger of the two officers to move the crowd back, Kim Meijer turned to her colleague.

‘When was he found?’

PC Arend Bouwman pivoted, his expression relaxing as he realised who was addressing him. Kim Meijer drove her cases hard, but was known to be fair, inclusive and supportive.

‘Just after eight o’clock this morning. The foreman was late in because of the traffic and when he opened the gates, he found this …’

Both officers took in the grim spectacle. The victim had been brutally beaten, his throat cut open, his face caved in and his eyes removed, before being strung upside down from a crane stanchion. Meijer’s mind immediately flashed back to media images of reprisals in Afghanistan following the withdrawal of Western forces, collaborators tortured and murdered before being put on display. Such public deaths always had a point and Meijer suspected the same applied here. Tucking a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear, she asked, ‘How did the killers get access to the site? Was the padlock broken?’

‘No,’ Bouwman replied. ‘According to the foreman, everything was as he’d left it.’

‘Then we’ll need to talk to everyone who had a key,’ Meijer continued. ‘It’s risky and time-consuming to string a man up like this. They’d only do it somewhere they had easy access to, somewhere they knew they wouldn’t be disturbed.’

‘Straight away,’ Bouwman replied. ‘Are we assuming it’s drugs-related?’

‘Didn’t they teach you never to assume at police college?’ A brief smile ghosted across Meijer’s face, before she added, ‘But in this case, I think we can say it’s a given. At the very least, we can rule out a domestic …’

Moving away, Kim Meijer stood directly beneath the corpse. This was not the first body she’d seen this week, the city riven with tit-for-tat killings between the gangs who made millions from the drugs trade. Demand for cocaine in America had reduced dramatically of late, thanks to that country’s growing addiction to fentanyl, prompting the traffickers to target Europe instead, the vast port of Rotterdam now the principal entry point for Colombia’s finest. Organised criminal networks, both European and North African, had fought to get a foothold in this lucrative trade, often using extreme violence to assert their territorial claims. Law-enforcement agencies had responded with vigour, the port buzzing with police drones searching for the spotters and traffickers who facilitated the trade, but iron­ically the authorities’ success in seizing illicit shipments had only increased competition between the rival gangs. As tension spiked and the stakes escalated, so the body count rose.

‘Any idea who he is?’ Bouwman enquired.

Kim scrutinised the man’s ravaged face, running her gaze over his lank black hair, his brutalised eye sockets, his slack, gaping mouth.

‘Well, I’m not Sherlock Holmes, but, taking into account the snake tattoo, the missing left index finger and the frankly shocking haircut, I’d say it’s Niels van der Linden. He runs with Arie Bos’s crew. Well, he used to …’

‘And you think this is the Moroccans making a point?’

‘No,’ Meijer replied firmly. ‘This was Bos’s doing. A couple of weeks ago, his competitors got a tip-off about an incoming shipment of cocaine. They killed three of Bos’s men, stole his stash and made a healthy profit, leaving Bos to explain to his clients why he couldn’t supply. I think we now know who the inside man was.’

‘And you know all this because …?’

‘Because it’s my job and, besides, look closely. It’s not just his eyes that have been removed …’

PC Bouwman stepped forward, his gaze zeroing in on the man’s gore-caked mouth.

‘See no evil, speak no evil,’ the young constable muttered, sickened.

‘This is Bos’s message to his own crew. Reminding them of the importance of loyalty and discretion.’

As she spoke, Meijer’s long hair escaped its mooring, whipping across her face. She had lived in Rotterdam for over twenty years, but had never got used to how infuriatingly windy the city was. Irritated, she pushed the errant tress away before turning to Bouwman.

‘Get him down and off to the mortuary asap. Van der Linden was a worthless piece of shit in life, but let’s try to give him a modicum of dignity in death.’

Bouwman was swiftly on his radio, stepping away from his superior to liaise with the city pathologist. Kim Meijer remained where she was, her eyes glued to the ravaged foot soldier. Van der Linden must have thought he was being canny, crafty even, but his error of judgement had cost him dear, his savage murder a clear warning to others tempted to make a fast buck. The missing eyes and tongue told their own story, but, in case the message remained unclear, Arie Bos’s butchers had added one final touch – a knife protruding from between the victim’s shoulder blades. This then was the treatment meted out to traitors and back-stabbers. Disloyalty would not be tolerated; duplicity would not go unpunished, especially when there was so much at stake. There were millions of euros to be made in cocaine smuggling, but in truth this competition was now an existential battle, the assorted gangs fighting for survival in a febrile, unpredictable atmosphere. Van der Linden’s death was simply the latest murder in an increasingly desperate struggle. Padding away from the scene, her spirits descending with each step, Kim Meijer feared it would not be the last.


Chapter 3

‘You’ve got to hand it to social media. Nothing like it for getting the message out.’

Smiling broadly, Jan Mertens angled his phone so that his brother could see the screen.

‘News travels fast,’ Paul responded dryly, before returning his attention to the ferry terminal.

‘You bet it does. And, boy, did they get some good footage …’

Running his hand over his shaven head, Jan chuckled to himself. Already there were four different social media posts showing the body spinning in the breeze, the handheld videos taken by local construction workers revealing Niels van der Linden’s corpse in all its glory. Jan let his eye linger on the victim’s blood-smeared face, remembering with relish Van der Linden’s cries of agony as Jan robbed him first of his sight, then his voice, then his life. That had been the fun bit, Jan taking his time to ensure the traitor had felt the full force of Arie Bos’s displeasure, but the rest had been pure drudgery. Transporting the body across town had been tense and tedious, while stringing Van der Linden up had been nothing short of back-breaking. Jan and his brother were no slouches, both ex-military and in their prime, but they would ache for days following last night’s exploits. Surely there had to be an easier way to send a message.

‘Turn that off, will you?’ his brother murmured darkly. ‘We need to concentrate.’

‘They’ll take the posts down soon anyway,’ Jan replied evenly, concealing his displeasure at being told what to do.

Dropping his mobile into the drinks’ holder, Jan pulled down the visor, flicking open the mirror flap. Moving in closer, he examined his angular features with curiosity, surprised to find a spot of blood still lingered on his right cheek. Removing his John Lennon glasses, he wiped the smudge of gore away, annoyed that he had missed it first time around. Small mistakes lead to big problems, as his brother was overly fond of saying.

Flipping the visor back up, Jan cast his eye over the tired inter­ior of the car, noting the worn leather and scratched surfaces.

‘When are we going to get some new wheels? This thing is a piece of junk. Plus, the smell is becoming unbearable.’

‘It gets us from A to B.’

‘I know, but how does it make us look? A Skoda, for God’s sake, and an old one at that. We’ve got money, plenty of money. Why don’t we—’

‘Because we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves,’ Paul replied sternly. ‘Nobody gives a wreck like this a second look, meaning they don’t remember it, meaning they don’t remember us. Jesus, we don’t even have to lock this shit heap. Nobody wants stolen CD players anymore …’

This time it was Paul’s turn to chuckle, but Jan didn’t share his brother’s amusement. He knew Paul was right, but the aged vehicle was getting him down, his frustration at not being able to identify the source of the sour smell that polluted the interior growing day by day.

‘Fair enough, but surely we could upgrade a lit—’

He was cut off mid-sentence, Paul sharply raising a hand for silence as he tensed over the wheel. Reacting, Jan swivelled to take in the ferry terminal, his eye immediately drawn to a solo motorbike rider exiting the passenger terminal.

‘What do you think?’

Suddenly alert, Jan snatched up the sheaf of papers on his lap, flicking through the images. Some were CCTV grabs; others were photos culled from Southampton’s local newspaper, the Evening News, but all showed the same purposeful, athletic woman, sometimes astride a motorbike, other times addressing the press at a crime scene. There was a strength in her poise, an attitude in her expression that Jan found both challenging and intriguing.

‘Well?’ his brother barked.

‘Right height and physique,’ Jan replied, watching as the biker signalled to turn left down the street. ‘And, look, her hair’s long, doesn’t quite fit inside her helmet …’

‘I can’t see the make of the bike,’ Paul complained. ‘What is that?’

Jan hesitated, craning to see the manufacturer’s logo, as the rider turned slowly before speeding away down the street.

‘Kawasaki – it’s definitely a Kawasaki. And the number plate matches.’

‘That’s our girl, then.’

Firing up the ignition, Paul released the handbrake and pulled away from the kerb. Quickly Jan retrieved his phone, urgently punching in the number he knew by heart. Seconds later the call was answered, but Jan skipped the pleasantries.

‘She’s here.’


Chapter 4

‘Are you sure?’

Arie Bos’s tone was tense, his enquiry urgent.

‘One hundred per cent,’ Jan said down the phone. ‘She’s just left the port and is heading for the city centre.’

‘Stay with her,’ Bos ordered gruffly. ‘I want to know where she goes and who she sees. Is she alone?’

‘Looks like it. Just a bunch of caravans and people carriers behind her, so …’

‘And you’re sure you’re not being followed?’

There was a brief silence, before Jan responded. ‘No, we’re clear.’

‘Keep it that way. We can’t afford any mistakes.’

Never had Arie Bos’s words been truer. Born and bred in Rotterdam, he’d had the whip hand in his hometown for years – the major conduit for cocaine arriving from South America, the principal supplier to Holland, Belgium and beyond. He’d literally grown fat on the profits, his once lean waistline now doughy and soft, but the landscape in Rotterdam had changed completely in recent years. The North African gangs who’d muscled their way in did not play by the normal rules, leading to a marked upturn in violence. Bos was struggling to live up to his nickname as the ‘Boss’ of this city and the arrival of a British police officer to meddle in his affairs was the last thing he needed.

‘Where is she now?’ Bos angled a glance out to the club beyond where Hendrik was noisily restocking the bar.

‘Heading south,’ Jan replied crisply. ‘My guess is that she’s heading for the police station in Zuidplein.’

‘So far, so predictable,’ Bos replied, eyeing up the line of cocaine he’d been cutting for himself when the phone had rung. ‘That’s something, I guess.’

‘Who’s she going to be working with there?’ Jan enquired.

‘It’ll be either Meijer or Bakker. They are the only two who’ve got the know-how.’

‘And can we handle them?’

‘It’s not them I’m worried about’ Bos rasped tersely.

‘What do you mean by … Actually, hold on a second …’

The line went quiet, Jan’s voice suddenly muffled as he conferred with his brother.

‘What’s going on?’ Bos demanded.

‘Nothing, we’ve … we’ve just lost her, give us a minute …’

Swearing loudly, Bos restrained himself from throwing his phone across the room. This was the problem with working with an out-of-town crew. Jan and Paul Mertens had an excellent reputation for both efficiency and brutality, but they weren’t locals, didn’t know how to navigate Rotterdam. Bos often boasted that he could walk across this town blindfolded without ever running into trouble, but it was not the same for hired muscle.

‘Well? Have you found her?’

‘Hold on …’ Jan replied cautiously.

‘For fuck’s sake, can you see her or not?’

Slamming his phone down, Bos leant forwards, snatching up the thin metal tube. Taking a breath, he hoovered up the long line of cocaine, the white powder gliding over his ravaged septum. The effect was instantaneous, a pulse of energy surging through him. This was the good stuff, the unadulterated merchandise that never got near the street. Bos knew he was using too much, but right now it was the only thing keeping him going. As he relaxed into the hit, he realised Jan’s tinny voice was summoning him again.

‘Well?’ Bos snatched up the phone.

‘It’s OK, we’ve got her, crisis over.’

‘Thank God for that.’ Bos sounded a little more unnerved than he meant to as he flicked a stray speck of cocaine from his nostril.

There was a brief silence, then Jan responded, his tone lighthearted, even amused.

‘Is Grace going to be a problem? Should we be worried, Arie?’

There was more than a hint of mockery in the enquiry. Jan and Paul had no concerns for their own safety; they were experienced killers who were more than capable of taking care of themselves. No, his question was aimed at their employer, questioning whether Bos himself was under threat.

‘Absolutely not. She’s a solo player, a renegade. She’s no idea who she’s dealing with.’

‘So why don’t we take her out now?’ Jan asked eagerly. ‘She’s isolated, exposed …’

‘Not yet,’ Bos replied firmly. ‘For the time being, we watch and wait. But don’t worry. If Grace interferes in my business, if she brings any more heat down on me …’

Arie Bos paused, a furious energy surging through him, as he concluded,

‘… then she’ll have to be dealt with.’


Chapter 5

Helen gripped the handlebars tightly as she sped through the city centre. Burning away from the port, she’d wasted no time in heading straight for Zuidplein, an up-and-coming suburb in south Rotterdam. Normally Helen felt energised and powerful when astride her Kawasaki, but today she couldn’t muster her customary enthusiasm. Helen had visited Holland before, working successfully with Dutch police on smuggling operations, but she didn’t know Rotterdam well, so everything felt surprising and unfamiliar. The street names flashed by – Waalhaven, Pendrecht, Charlois – taunting Helen with her ignorance. For so many years a resident of Southampton, her home city held few surprises for her – Helen knew the faces, the places, the basic rhythm of the city – but that was not the case here. In Rotterdam, she was a tourist, pure and simple.

It was a feeling that only grew as she pulled up outside the towering glass doors of the Politiebureau. Squeezing in between the massed ranks of white-red-and-blue police vans, Helen dismounted her bike, casting a wary look up at the unfamiliar building. With each passing second her disquiet was growing, so, tugging off her helmet, Helen flipped open the seat, keen to press on. Now, however, she paused, transfixed by the contents of the small storage unit.

In fleeing the crashed lorry in Southampton, Charlie’s attacker had been forced to leave behind his lucky Feyenoord scarf, the tatty red-and-white garment a testament to his lifelong love of Rotterdam’s most successful football team. Helen had at first been tempted to burn it, but then, thinking better of that, had decided to bring the scarf with her to stiffen her resolve. The mere sight of it made Helen’s blood boil, urging her to stick to the task, so shrugging off her feelings of discomfort she slammed the seat shut and headed into the building, nodding at the uniformed police officer who loitered in reception, one hand casually resting on his gun. If he was surprised by Helen’s sudden appearance, he didn’t show it, but he was obviously intrigued by her, as was the custody sergeant, who swiftly switched into English on noting Helen’s accent.

‘Hoofdinspecteur Meijer is expecting you. Let me take you to her.’

As they ascended to the fifth floor, her companion kept up a steady stream of pleasantries. Helen responded politely, but her attention was elsewhere, her eyes roving over the interior of the building as they strode along the corridor towards the incident room. Helen was striving to get a feel for the place, to understand the layout, the mood, the dynamics. But she could gain little from such brief exposure to her temporary home, except that her presence was creating a stir. She’d hoped that might be a good thing, galvanising the team and focusing minds on the hunt for Charlie’s attacker, but in her heart she wasn’t certain. Would her Dutch colleagues welcome the chance to work together on a major investigation? Or would she be viewed as an unwelcome distraction?

A wall of sound swept over Helen as her escort buzzed them into the incident room. There were at least two dozen plain-clothes CID officers in the bright, spacious area, all of them actively employed, hammering the phones, pounding keyboards, urgently discussing new developments in their cases. There were several different zones, a handful of incident boards, but Helen’s eye was drawn to the centre of the room, where a clutch of officers were examining a selection of crime-scene photos, the most striking of which appeared to show a corpse suspended from a crane. Judging by the officers’ animation, Helen sensed this must be a new case, some fresh outrage. She had no time to speculate further, however, her companion now re-emerging from the throng, trailed by an authoritative officer with a handsome, lived-in face. Hoofdinspecteur Kim Meijer.

Helen was immediately struck by how similar Meijer was in build and poise to Charlie. Shorter than Helen, and curvier, Kim Meijer had a seasoned, careworn quality that reminded Helen of her stricken friend, the latter combining hours of gruelling police work with her role as a partner and mother. Helen clocked the wedding ring on Meijer’s left hand and a tiny splash of what looked like porridge on the hem of her blazer, immediately suggesting to Helen that Meijer was also a wife and mother. There the similarities ended, however, for whereas Charlie could never wholly conceal her natural warmth and effervescence, Kim Meijer looked a tougher proposition, her expression serious, her face etched with worry lines. She looked stressed and distracted this morning, but nevertheless mustered a smile as she shook Helen’s hand.

‘Welcome to the Netherlands, DI Grace. How was your journey?’

‘Fine, thanks,’ Helen replied with a shrug. ‘I would have loved to have got here sooner, but …’ She swallowed the rest of the sentence, not wanting to come across as impatient or frustrated, though in truth every hour of the journey to Holland had felt like an eternity.

‘Well, you’re here now,’ Meijer responded genially. ‘And we’re glad to have you.’

Turning to the custody sergeant, Meijer exchanged a few words with her colleague who retreated. Meijer pivoted to face Helen, clearly about to speak but Helen got in first, keen to say her piece.

‘Before we begin, Hoofdinspecteur—’

‘Kim, please.’

‘Before we start, Kim,’ Helen continued, ‘I wanted to say how grateful I am for your assistance. Charlie Brooks is a valued colleague and a dear friend, and it would mean everything to be able to bring her attacker to justice. So, thank you …’

‘It’s not a problem,’ Meijer replied, dismissing Helen’s thanks with a wave. ‘I’m sure you would do the same for us.’

‘A hundred per cent.’

Helen smiled warmly, but felt awkward, aware that this was not her incident room. It was Meijer’s role to lead here, not hers. As if reading her mind, Meijer took up the baton.

‘I’m sure you’ll want a little time to settle in. I’ve assigned one of my colleagues to take you to your accommodation. It’s a safe house that we often use and it’s only a short drive away. Perhaps we could meet later this afternoon to run through the basic—’

‘Actually, if it’s OK with you, I’d like to get started straight away.’

There was a brief silence, Kim Meijer failing to conceal her surprise at Helen’s interruption, as if offended at the rebuff, so Helen was quick to continue.

‘I can see that you’ve got loads on your plate and I appreciate how stretched you must be, but I feel that time is of the essence here, so if we could just dive in, I’d be hugely grateful. Look at it this way – the sooner we find him, the sooner I’ll be out of your hair.’

This was offered with a smile and Helen’s charm offensive seemed to carry the day, Meijer relenting as she gestured towards an incident board at the rear of the room, adding, ‘Then let’s get cracking, as you English like to say.’

Five minutes later, a small team had gathered around the board. Meijer introduced Helen to the three junior officers who’d be assisting them, all of whom seemed responsive and eager to help. Whether their superior was as enthused was hard to say, Helen watching Kim Meijer closely as the latter commenced the briefing.

‘DNA taken from the abandoned truck in Southampton has confirmed the identity of our fugitive. While crossing to and from the UK, he was travelling under the alias Matthijs Visser, with a fake passport to match, but his real name is Maarten Dekker.’

Meijer paused to tap a CCTV grab on the board, showing a swarthy figure in his mid-forties. It was a face that was burned in Helen’s consciousness, a face she’d come to loathe.

‘Born and raised in Rotterdam, he’s been in trouble with the authorities since the age of ten. His father murdered his mother around that time, meaning Dekker was taken into care at a young age. He never took to it and was soon earning a living as a narcotics spotter down at the docks. He’s been involved in trafficking of one kind or another ever since. He’s been pulled in multiple times over the years on suspicion of drug smuggling, but, as DI Grace and her team discovered, he recently transitioned to people-trafficking, running a lucrative route from Rotterdam to Southampton. However, I think we can safely say that his latest line of business has gone up in smoke, thanks to the efforts of our colleagues in the UK.’

A couple of the officers smiled at Helen, making her feel as though she’d just won a prize at speech day. It felt profoundly odd to be standing on the sidelines saying nothing, but Helen knew she had to bide her time.

‘What do we know about his movements since the stabbing at Southampton docks?’

This from Brigadier Julia de Lange, a stick-thin, immaculately turned-out young officer who oozed purpose and energy.

‘Well, we know Dekker hitched a ride on a cargo ship from Southampton to Copenhagen,’ Meijer said. ‘A crew member has admitted taking cash to smuggle him on board. The sea voyage took four days, after which it looks like Dekker made his way southwest across the Continent towards the Netherlands, keeping a low profile.’

‘Not surprising, given he’s on an Interpol watchlist …’ Bri­gadier Noah Kuipers added, the fresh-faced young officer breaking into a wry smile.

‘We think he’s avoided trains and buses so far,’ Meijer continued. ‘Nor has he hired a car, instead hitch-hiking his way between service stations. We have CCTV footage of him buying food from a vending machine near Bremen, but the most recent sighting of him was at a service station on the outskirts of Utrecht. A truck driver told local police that he saw Dekker climbing out of a lorry, before loitering by a café until a van turned up ten minutes later. I’m guessing it must have been a pre-arranged pick-up as Dekker got straight into the van without any discussion, according to the witness.’

Meijer indicated a CCTV still of a white minivan leaving the service station. Because of the angle, the driver wasn’t visible but the registration plate was clearly captured.

‘Who does it belong to?’

‘It’s not a registered vehicle’ Meijer responded. ‘The plates don’t match the model, so it’s obviously stolen …’

‘Where did the van go after that?’

‘No other sightings since then, I’m afraid. They probably stuck to country lanes to avoid traffic cameras.’

‘And this was two days ago?’

‘That’s right,’ Meijer replied.

‘And Utrecht’s, what, about an hour’s drive from Rotterdam?’

Meijer nodded.

‘So, Dekker’s had plenty of time to return home, find somewhere to hide out, make plans. We’ve had no sightings at all of him in the city since then?’

‘No, and, to be honest, we’re not even sure he is in the city.’

As she spoke, Meijer turned to the map, indicating where the witness had spotted him.

‘The service station where Dekker was last seen is by the junction of the A12 and the A2. So, yes, he could have carried on west to Rotterdam, but he could just as easily have driven to The Hague, or north to Amsterdam, or even south towards Antwerp.’

‘Have there been any unconfirmed sightings of him in those cities?’ Helen demanded.

‘Not as yet, but—’

‘Then I think we can rule them out. Dekker was within an hour’s drive of his hometown – why would he go elsewhere?’

‘Because this is the obvious place for him to come,’ Meijer countered. ‘Somewhere he knows we’ll be looking for him. If I were Dekker, I’d go anywhere but Rotterdam.’

‘Think about it, though,’ Helen insisted. ‘He’s clearly being helped by someone. The rendezvous at the petrol station was obviously pre-arranged and his main support network is here.’

‘Agreed, but until we have an actual sighting of him, we have to keep an open mind. An hour’s drive could have taken him to any number of places.’

‘He’s here.’

Helen hadn’t meant this to come out so bluntly, but she was growing frustrated by the vague generalities and apparent lack of urgency.

‘It’s the only thing that makes sense. He’s got the British police, Dutch police and Interpol breathing down his neck,’ she continued earnestly. ‘His photo is all over the press and social media; he daren’t show his face anywhere, so what does he do? He heads home, where he has friends, influence, places he can hide out. Remember, Dekker didn’t plan any of this. He’s thinking on his feet …’

‘Possibly,’ Brigadier Kuipers replied carefully. ‘But as the boss says, we’ve had no confirmed sight—’

‘Because he knows this place inside out’ Helen pushed back. ‘Because he knows how to avoid being spotted. Rotterdam is his sanctuary, his safe haven. He’s got no family, no dependents to fall back on, so what does he do? He seeks out his old pals – Arie Bos chief among them.’

This time it was Helen’s turn to step forwards, tapping briskly on a mugshot of a portly, middle-aged man with a pitted face and a watchful expression. The mere mention of his name seemed to provoke a reaction, Meijer’s face clouding over.

‘Look at Dekker’s record. From the off, Bos and Dekker’s names crop up together. We know they were both spotters at Rotterdam docks as kids, before they progressed to trafficking. They’ve been joined at the hip ever since, Dekker even saving his mate from a nasty machete attack a year ago. They’re lifelong friends, brothers in arms. Surely you’ve got to concede that it’s likely Bos would be the first person Dekker would turn to?’

Helen knew she was pushing too hard, but she was annoyed by Meijer’s attitude. Did her counterpart genuinely believe Dekker was hiding elsewhere in Holland or was she simply keen to ensure that the fugitive was out of her jurisdiction?

‘Logically, yes,’ Meijer replied testily. ‘But there’s been no phone or email contact between them, nor have they been seen together …’

‘You’ve got Bos under surveillance, then?’ Helen asked.

For the first time, Meijer looked a little ill at ease, failing to meet Helen’s eye as she replied.

‘After a fashion, but you must understand that our resources are extremely limited, plus Bos seldom leaves his club anyway. It’s far too dangerous for him.’

Helen was about to interrupt, but Meijer got in ahead of her.

‘And besides, Bos is not the only person of interest. Dekker has other contacts in Rotterdam.’

‘You mean his ex? Are you watching her too?’

As she spoke, Helen’s gaze drifted to the board, taking in the photo of Suzanne de Graaf, a pretty brunette with an enchanting smile. Her photo flanked a picture of Dekker, Helen’s eyes seeking out the tattoo on his forearm that spelt out Suzanne’s name.

‘They were an item for over twenty years and Dekker’s clearly made no attempt to get that tattoo removed’ Helen continued, tapping the photo. ‘Could he have holed up with her?’

‘No sign of him so far’ Brigadier Kuipers pulled some fresh images from a file. ‘These photos were taken yesterday afternoon and a plain-clothes officer passed by again this morning.’

Accepting the photos, Helen examined them, running her eye over the slight, pretty forty-four-year-old woman who was working a market stall, flanked by a muscular, bald man.

‘Odds on there’s not likely to be either’ Kuipers added. ‘For the past two years, Suzanne has been in a relationship with Pieter de Jong. They run a clothing stall together, do all the daily markets in Rotterdam. I can’t imagine Pieter putting up with the re-appearance of his partner’s ex. Especially as Dekker’s on the run from the police …’

‘OK, maybe that is unlikely’ Helen handed back the photos. ‘Which is why we should concentrate our focus on Bos.’

Julia de Lange nodded uncertainly at this, darting a look at Meijer, but Helen pressed on.

‘He’s a big player in this city, with numerous drug dens and safe houses to conceal his childhood friend in. He has a strong motive for doing so – he loves this guy and loathes the police. Nothing would give him greater pleasure than to save his old pal and frustrate our endeavours. We should have eyes on this guy twenty-four-seven, trying to work out where he’s active, where he has hideouts, where he could best conceal a wanted man.’

Helen finally ran out of breath. She hoped she’d done enough to convince them but Meijer still appeared resistant, her colleagues apparently sharing her reticence.

‘That’s a huge ask, given our current caseload,’ Meijer replied gravely. ‘And without concrete evidence linking Dekker to Bos, I just couldn’t justify it.’

‘He’s here – I’m sure he is,’ Helen insisted. ‘If he was still on the road, there would have been further sightings of him. I think he was ferried back here by Bos and is hiding out somewhere in the city. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.’

There was a long pause, Meijer weighing up her options, clearly torn as to how to respond. Her officers had turned to her, seeking a lead, but perhaps secretly enjoying the drama too.

‘How do you want to approach this?’ Meijer asked cautiously.

‘Bos owns numerous properties in the city, right?’

‘Absolutely. He got in early, before prices went sky high,’ Julia de Lange said brightly, happy to be able to provide some concrete information at last. ‘Some flats he uses to store drugs, others as discreet places to cut the narcotics, others to put up his girlfriends. None of these properties were bought in his own name; all of them were acquired via shell companies, which makes it hard to establish ownership definitively, but we’ve got a pretty good idea which ones are his.’

‘Can I see the list of properties? I can’t imagine Bos letting a wanted fugitive stay at his house or his club, but a hideaway somewhere in the city would be ideal.’

De Lange paused, angling a glance at Meijer, her boss giving her assent with a curt nod. Relieved, Helen followed De Lange to her desk, the latter punching keys on her laptop.

‘Here you go. This is the most up-to-date list of properties linked to Arie Bos and his associates …’

Helen stared at the laptop, her spirits tumbling as a long list of properties chased each other up the screen. There were at least forty properties on the list, possibly more, rendering Helen’s task virtually impossible. With nothing concrete to go on, and only the reluctant co-operation of Meijer to call on, where on earth should she start? Not for the first time, Helen felt assailed by doubts. Was her instinct right? Had the fugitive returned to Rotterdam? Or was he even now fleeing the Netherlands? Staring at the long list of properties, Helen knew one thing for certain. Searching for Dekker in his hometown would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.


Chapter 6

‘Can’t stay away, eh?’

Suzanne de Graaf smiled broadly as the fashionably dressed woman approached her market stall. This was the customer’s third visit in as many days and Suzanne was keen to reward her with a warm welcome. Returning customers were the lifeblood of itinerant enterprises like hers and this striking lady seemed particularly keen, seeking her out in her varied pitches around the city. The endless packing and unpacking was the downside of Suzanne’s trade, there being no permanent market in Rotter­dam, but the interaction with the customers and the buzz of a lucrative sale more than made up for it in her view.

‘I just love your taste,’ the woman replied in her crisp English accent. ‘In fact, I want to be you.’

‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Suzanne replied cheerily, although in reality she was only half joking. ‘Appearances can be deceptive.’

‘Are you joking?’ Her companion smiled, gesturing to the array of vintage clothing laid out on the stall. ‘You’ve got the most amazing eye. And an incredible talent for finding unusual pieces.’

The customer picked up a knitted halter-neck top, holding it against her torso and surveying herself in the mirror. Maintaining her smile, Suzanne didn’t contradict her. She was good at securing superior items of clothing, even if the means she employed to do so were not always ethical or even lawful. There was no need for customers to know that, however.

‘We try our best,’ Suzanne replied gamely, angling a glance at her partner who was unpacking boxes nearby. ‘And it’s so nice to see these beautiful clothes have a second life. You should definitely get that by the way, you look amazing!’

The woman smiled sheepishly, smoothing the top out as she took in her reflection. Hand on heart, Suzanne had to admire her. This young woman had obviously suffered, the historic scarring down the left side of her face a testament to that, but she seemed not the least bit self-conscious, proud of her admirable figure and confident attitude.

‘I think I will. And I might take that jacket too,’ the woman replied, gesturing to a cut-off denim jacket that hung close to Suzanne’s head. ‘I tried it on yesterday, but didn’t have enough cash on me.’

‘Good choice. It’s a classic. And so versatile …’ Suzanne unhooked the jacket.

‘But you’ll have to put it aside for me, as I’ve got some more shopping to do. Is that OK?’

‘Of course, what’s your name, sweetheart?’

Rummaging in her purse for the required euros, the customer looked up, grinning happily as she replied, ‘Marie.’

‘What a lovely name. Are you on holiday, Marie, or …?’

‘No such luck. I’m a teacher at the International School. English language and literature. I’ve just started there, which is why I need to get my Rotterdam wardrobe sorted.’

‘Well, you’ve made a great start.’ Suzanne took the money and bagged up Marie’s purchases. ‘You’re pretty much keeping us in business single-handed.’

She glanced at Pieter, who half-heartedly nodded his thanks, distracted by his inventory.

‘And you’d better tell me your name too. As we’re going to be seeing so much of each other …’ Marie teased.

‘I’m Suzanne. A Rotterdam original. God, I’m part of the furniture here.’

‘And is this Maarten?’ Marie asked, gesturing at Pieter, before dropping her eyes to the tattoo on Suzanne’s left forearm.

‘Oh, no,’ Suzanne replied quickly, tugging down her shirt sleeve to cover the offending decoration. ‘This is Pieter, my boyfriend.’

Marie had clocked Suzanne’s awkwardness, suddenly un-­certain what to say next as she cast an embarrassed glance at Pieter. The man in question didn’t react, continuing with his inventory, but his body was rigid, his attention riveted to their conversation.

‘And Maarten …?’ Marie’s voice faltered slightly.

‘Maarten …’

His name seemed to hang in the air like a bad smell, discomforting everyone.

‘Maarten’s old history.’

‘Well, we’ve all got a few skeletons in the cupboard, right?’ Marie said with a wink, clearly keen to put Suzanne at ease. ‘Anyway, I’d best be on my way. See you in an hour or so?’

‘We’ll be here,’ Suzanne replied brightly.

Smiling, the teacher headed on her way, raising a hand in farewell as she disappeared among the stalls. Suzanne watched her go with a grin plastered to her face, but this was just for the passing shoppers. Any happiness, any lightness of mood had evaporated the moment Marie had mentioned her ex-husband’s name. His ghost had always haunted her relationship with Pieter, never more so than during the last few days when Maarten ­Dekker’s name had been on everyone’s lips. Friends, customers, even suppliers had asked Suzanne about him, curious to know what he was like, whether she’d known how violent he was, whether she had any idea where he might be hiding out.

Suzanne had shut down every enquiry, knowing full well how Pieter would react when they were in private. Maarten’s name, his history, his very existence was a source of anguish to her new partner, his pain often erupting into violence, yet, somehow, Pieter couldn’t stop thinking about him, obsessing about Suzanne’s feelings and desires. She’d tried to reassure him, insisting she was well shot of Maarten, but her words fell flat in the face of his insecurity. It felt to her almost as if he was looking for signs of disloyalty, waiting for her to make a mistake, revealing her faithless heart in the process. Day by day, hour by hour, it was getting worse, the pair spending every waking hour together, yet growing ever more distant. Suzanne felt under siege, barely able to breathe. Which was why, though she presented a happy face to the world, she was riven with anxiety and frustration this morning. For while her former flame was at large, the eyes of the world, the eyes of her lover, would be upon her.

There was no escaping the shadow of Maarten Dekker.


Chapter 7

He pulled hard on his Royal Dutch cigar, drawing the fumes into his mouth, savouring their fierce tang, before expelling them slowly, letting the smoke dance in the dim light. This was his only pleasure, his one source of comfort in an otherwise spirit-sapping existence. How had his world shrunk so quickly? A week ago, he’d been happy, relaxed, prosperous, yet now here he was, marooned in a drafty attic, pacing back and forth over the creaking floorboards. How had his carefree life been reduced to this?

Maarten Dekker knew the answer, of course. Moreover, he knew that he was principally to blame. Yes, Garanita and Grace had played their part, but it had been his decision to plunge his knife into Charlie Brooks’s chest, setting off a disastrous chain of events. A week ago, as he’d sailed out of Southampton docks, concealed in the bowels of a container ship, he’d laughed deliriously at his miraculous escape. But the joke was on him now, with the British and Dutch authorities working in concert with Interpol to hunt him down. Was he the most wanted man in Europe? It certainly felt that way, Dekker fearful of immediate arrest if he set foot on the streets.

He’d been holed up in his hideout for a mere forty-eight hours, but already he was going mad with boredom. His only entertainment came from a scattering of well-thumbed news­papers and the occasional visit to the toilet, a task that necessitated a trip down the ladder to the second floor, where the flat’s other occupant, a shrewd-looking Estonian, watched Dekker like a hawk before ushering him back upstairs. Dekker’s spartan attic bedroom consisted of a camping cot, a rickety chair and table, and a selection of reading matter that he was barely able to read in the tepid light of the naked bulb. It could scarcely be less appealing if he actually was in prison.

How long would this go on for? How long would he have to endure this purgatory? Dekker knew he should be grateful but already he was climbing the walls, desperate to breathe in fresh air. It would be madness to disobey his host’s strict instructions, yet Dekker felt he had to do something. So far all his attempts to contact Suzanne had failed, his ex-wife apparently not possessing a mobile phone, presumably not allowed one by her bully of a boyfriend. If Dekker was to succeed in his plan, if he was to end this burgeoning nightmare on his terms, then he would have to seek her out at some point, but how could he do so without provoking the fury of his guardian angel?

Rising, Dekker crossed the floor to peer down the open hatch. The TV was on, his custodian glued to an American soap opera, lost in the melodrama. Eyeing him with irritation, Dekker looked down the ladder, wondering if there was any way he could climb down without being spotted. As he shifted his weight to peer further into the room below, however, the Estonian thug’s head swivelled sharply in his direction, catching Dekker red-handed. Determined not to appear suspicious, Dekker held his captor’s gaze, smiling warmly at him, a gesture that was not returned. The latter scrutinised him closely, staring at his charge intently as if he could penetrate his thoughts, as though he could sense what Dekker was planning.

Nodding awkwardly, Dekker took another tug on his cigar before moving away, keen to avoid further inspection. His captor was on guard now, waiting, perhaps even expecting, some act of disobedience, so he would have to bide his time, but the situation remained the same. He needed to escape the confines of this gloomy attic. He had to escape this prison if his plan was to come to fruition.

The question was how.


Chapter 8

Helen sped through the city, her eyes constantly checking her mirrors, searching for signs that she was being pursued. During her first few hours in this unfamiliar city she had witnessed nothing to suggest that she was being tailed, yet she couldn’t escape the feeling that someone was watching her. She knew this was crazy, pure paranoia, yet there was no denying that her arrival in Rotterdam had been well heralded. How many times had Detective Superintendent Holmes trumpeted to the press that she was sending “their best officer” to Holland? Holmes was protecting her own position, of course, but in so doing had made Helen’s job considerably harder, ensuring that there were few in the Dutch underworld or law-enforcement community who didn’t know that she was now among them. It made Helen nervous, sensing danger in every passing vehicle. Maarten Dekker had already shown himself to be without scruple or conscience. What was to say his associates weren’t equally ruthless? How far would they go to protect one of their own?

Spotting her exit, Helen left the busy arterial road. She was now in the nondescript suburb of Hordijkerveld, heading fast to a property that Arie Bos had previously used to store significant quantities of cocaine and amphetamines. It was the third such property she’d targeted tonight and Helen was hoping her luck might improve. The first building she’d investigated was long abandoned and completely derelict, while the industrial unit she’d then driven to had been colonised by a bunch of homeless guys who could barely look after themselves, let alone harbour a wanted fugitive. Helen hadn’t lingered, racing across town to the third site on her list, a converted outbuilding in Hordijkerveld. According to Julia de Lange, Bos had used this out-of-the-way property regularly over the past eighteen months, but had abandoned it recently, the drugs lord preferring to switch up the buildings he used for storage and cutting for fear of detection by the authorities or, worse, his rivals. The sizeable outbuilding would no doubt be sold in due course at a healthy profit, but right now it was still part of Bos’s property portfolio and as such might be a useful, low-profile base in which to conceal Maarten Dekker.

Parking up on the street, Helen padded down the gloomy alleyway that opened onto a generous courtyard surrounding the imposing building. On first viewing, this site seemed as quiet and unprepossessing as the other two. The main metal shutter was closed, the window blinds down and the property swathed in darkness. Immediately, however, Helen sensed that there was something different about this place. It might look abandoned and inactive, but, listening closely, Helen picked up the sound of a gentle mechanical humming.

Intrigued, she rounded the old building, peering down the narrow side return. Here she discovered that a small generator had been concealed beneath a tarpaulin, a thick black cable snaking from the machine into the interior, via a crudely drilled hole in the wall. Clearly something was going on inside, but either the internal electricity had been cut off or Arie Bos was deliberately avoiding using the mains, to ensure that the building appeared unused and forgotten.

Picking her path carefully, Helen crept around the perimeter of the building, searching for signs of life, for a way into the forbidding property. But the windows were secured, the rear access locked and she could detect no movement within. Frustrated, Helen returned to the front of the building, crouching down to examine the metal shutter that barred her access. She was not surprised to find that the padlocks had been removed, reinforcing her belief that the property was in use, despite what Julia de Lange had intimated. Would it be possible for her to tease it open and steal inside without alerting anyone? If so, what would she find there? Instinctively, Helen’s hand strayed to her belt, checking that her extendable baton was in place, before dropping to her knees to examine the shutter. Gently, she slid her fingers under the lip of the of the metal and braced herself to tease it open. Three, two, one …

The shutter shot upwards, startling Helen and throwing her back on her heels. She had barely touched the shutter, certainly hadn’t applied any pressure, so was stunned by its sudden ascent. But now the reason for its precipitous movement became clear – four burly men advancing upon her. The leader, a bearded man-mountain clutching a baseball bat, seemed hungry for violence, raising his weapon to strike. Shocked, Helen scuttled backwards, raising her hand to quell his attack or at the very least deflect the first blow. Behind her aggressor Helen glimpsed a blur of action, a quartet of men bagging up pills inside, but the shutter was pulled down sharply, cutting off her view. Leaving her alone with her welcoming party.

Already, the leader was spitting Dutch at her, angry, incomprehensible words that seemed to threaten violence. Helen didn’t fully understand what she’d stumbled into, but she knew she needed to calm things down fast if she wanted to stay alive. Arresting her retreat, she straightened up, holding her ground, raising both hands aloft in a friendly attempt to stop their advance.

‘Look, I don’t want a fight, OK? And I don’t mean you any harm. I’m just looking for someone.’

Her words had an immediate effect, the angry thugs surprised to discover that she was foreign. Now, as they took her in, a lone British woman in this remote spot, they seemed to hesitate, their bloodlust tempered by confusion. Helen knew she had to take advantage of this temporary cessation of hostilities, so pressed on.

‘I’m looking for this man,’ she said, pulling a printout of ­Dekker’s mugshot from her jacket pocket. ‘Perhaps you know him? He’s a friend of Arie Bos.’

Her adversary’s eyes narrowed as he took in the photo, lowering his bat.

‘His name is Maarten Dekker and he’s on an Interpol watch list,’ Helen continued briskly. ‘Believe me, he can only cause you and your associates a world of problems, so if you know him, if you know where he is, just tell me and I’ll be on my way.’

The burly man looked up at Helen, then down at the photo once more, as if considering his options. Then, with a snarl, he stepped forward and spat on the proffered mugshot, hostility contorting his expression once more. Then, taking a purposeful step towards Helen, he brought his bat up sharply, the tip coming to rest underneath her chin. He appeared to be on the cusp of exploding into violence, but, despite his rage, Helen refused to react, barely moving a muscle as he thrust his sweaty face into hers.

‘Get out of here, lady, or I break your head …’

Helen eyeballed her assailant, saying nothing. Normally, she would have been happy to take him on, batting away his weapon and planting a knee in his groin, but she was badly outnumbered and, besides, it was clear that she had struck out here. There was no way Bos would conceal his friend in such an active centre of operations, when any number of people might recognise the fugitive, might even turn him over to the police for the cash reward. No, Helen had guessed wrong and there was nothing to do but beat a retreat.

‘OK, my mistake. I saw nothing …’

Taking a step backwards, Helen mimed zipping her mouth shut, hoping that this dumb show of capitulation might diffuse their anger. To her enormous relief the quartet seemed satisfied, relieved perhaps that the breach of security had not been an intrusion by a rival gang. Helen continued her retreat, waiting until she was a good thirty feet from them, before turning and marching fast down the alleyway.

Though her eyes were fixed on the way ahead, she strained to hear signs of pursuit but detected nothing. She kept her pace steady, reaching the main road quickly and sliding onto her Kawasaki. Her adversaries were already returning to work, the leader with a mobile phone clamped to his ear, so Helen didn’t linger. Confirming the next address on her list, she teased back the throttle and was swiftly on her way, roaring to the end of the road, before hanging a sharp right and disappearing from view.

For a moment, the street was lifeless and still as if the peace of this quiet suburb had never been disturbed. But then the sound of a low growl presaged the arrival of an aged Skoda, emerging from a side street and gliding smoothly down the road. The two shaven-headed men inside appeared focused and intent, consumed by their mission. Reaching the end of the street, the driver followed Helen’s lead, swinging off to the right and following her into the night.


Chapter 9

‘Any idea who they are?’

Kim Meijer’s question was urgent and impassioned, but it was immediately obvious that neither of her colleagues knew the men in the photo, both shaking their heads disconsolately. This was the first concrete lead they’d unearthed from last night’s crane murder, but already it looked like a dead end.

‘Are we saying these guys are definitely suspects?’ Noah Kuipers responded, answering a question with a question.

‘For now,’ Meijer replied. ‘Obviously we can’t link them to the construction site yet, but these images clearly show them casing Niels van der Linden’s house shortly before he vanished. Look at the different time codes – they must have spent the best part of an hour watching his place, waiting for him to show his face so they could make their move.’

Julia de Lange leaned in closer, her gaze drifting over the two men in dark military fatigues and baseball caps to take in the time signature at the bottom.

‘The last sighting of Van der Linden was ten minutes after this last CCTV grab,’ she said. ‘So if they were responsible for his abduction, they didn’t hang around. Are we sure there’s no other sighting of them after this?’

‘Not that we’ve found,’ Kuipers replied, shrugging.

‘Which suggests they must have had a vehicle nearby,’ Kim Meijer continued. ‘How are we doing on the traffic-cam footage?’

‘Brigadier Mulder is collating it now,’ De Lange answered. ‘But there’s a lot to sift through, as it’s a busy part of town.’

‘And yet nobody saw a thing …’

Meijer didn’t mean to sound frustrated, but couldn’t help herself. The station chief had already been on the phone this morning, demanding updates on a case that was generating lurid headlines in the press, yet so far they had precious little to offer. Niels van der Linden had been spirited away from the city centre, tortured, killed and hung out for display without a single person noticing. There’d been no cry for help, no squealing of tyres. Van der Linden had either been very compliant or his abductors incredibly efficient. Kim Meijer feared it was probably both.

‘Interesting body language, isn’t it?’

Meijer looked up at Kuipers, surprised, before lowering her gaze to the photos, as the youthful officer continued.

‘Look at the way they walk. It’s like they are in sync with each other, their arms rising and falling at the same time, like they are on parade or something.’

‘You think they’re ex-military?’ De Lange queried, sweeping her hair into a ponytail as she spoke.

‘Could be. They are obviously fit, lean, focused and their outfits look quasi-military. Plus, they clearly know what they are doing, abducting Van der Linden with the minimum of fuss.’

‘So we’re thinking these guys are professionals?’ Meijer responded. ‘Hired killers as opposed to Bos’s usual thugs?’

‘Could be. I know pretty much everyone in Bos’s
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