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			ONE

			There was someone watching him.

			It was late afternoon, warm and humid. He sat with a half-­pint of mild at a pavement table outside The Sun, one of those featureless London pubs with views of stationary traffic and nearby brick walls. All he saw from where he sat were people passing by on Drury Lane, moving slowly through the heat towards Covent Garden or Holborn. But he knew, nevertheless. The instinct doesn’t disappear, that prickle across the skin at the nape of the neck, that sudden tension of the body, heightened awareness of space.

			He wondered how he’d been found. For months now he’d been keeping his head down. In general, he liked to be inconspicuous; he had one of those faces that disappear in a crowd, a manner that made no impression on people he met. Even his lameness was forgettable. His business ventures were the sort that erased themselves. He had a number of names; mostly, people called him ‘Dogs’, though they didn’t know why and he liked it that they didn’t. He was careful, also vigilant, which is why he knew that someone was watching him.

			

			He wondered who it was.

			He finished his beer, wiped his lips with a handkerchief and joined the flow of people, limping as always but careful not to hurry, pausing from time to time to look around, still seeing nothing but the ordinary afternoon scene, just a hot day in London at the beginning of August. Whoever his pursuer was, he was very good.

			Dogs let himself be engulfed by the leisurely crowd, edging past roadworks and wrapped buildings, squeezing into Long Acre, moving sluggishly along congested streets. This too was ordinary: public London, scaffolding and skips, car fumes and dust. England in decline, England broken, soiled, mean; it made him feel broken and mean too. Most of the people here were foreigners; they stood in tired, colourful groups blocking the pavement and he moved through them with irritation.

			Here and there, he stopped to browse in a shop window, taking the opportunity to glance up and down. Still he saw nothing. Perhaps he’d been mistaken, after all. It was his age, he was becoming foolish . . . But as he turned away he caught a glimpse – the merest wriggle in the corner of his vision, something out of place (the tilt of a shoulder, was it, the turn of a head?) – and though it melted away at once, lost in the moving mass of people, his senses flared up again, and he moved on, quicker this time. Was there more than one? His instinct told him it was a solo job. But who?

			

			A name came to him. The Head-­Hunter. Grimacing, he limped on furiously. Couldn’t be the Head-­Hunter, he thought. The Head-­Hunter wasn’t London. Anyway, Dogs had left all that mess behind. But he broke out in a sweat. He had an instinctive aversion to violence. Except of course when he committed it himself.

			He went on anxiously past the Underground station into denser crowds, his limp not slowing him down but giving him a hurried, lopsided manner. People were often surprised – and alarmed – by his agility. He reminded himself that London was his patch; he knew it all, all the grimy nooks and crannies of a Londoner’s long life, broken and mean as it was but rooted here, among traffic and pigeons. Here, surely, in his natural habitat, he could make himself disappear.

			Just so long as it wasn’t the Head-­Hunter. He wanted nothing more to do with that hothead. Dogs had made that clear to him. Hadn’t he?

			He shuddered as he remembered that night six months earlier. He hadn’t realised what the Head-­Hunter was going to do. Right up to the last moment he’d thought it was just another argument. What he remembered now was the blood. The way it spurted and pumped, the crimson of it spritzing in the air, the slow glug down the man’s front. And he remembered the Head-­Hunter’s eyes. Wide, staring . . . insane. The eyes of a man who would do anything. There was a moment when he’d turned and looked at Dogs and didn’t seem to recognise him, his expression intent but obscure, almost a smile on his face, and Dogs had glanced at the razor in the Head-­Hunter’s hand and had thought of his own scrawny neck. That’s when Dogs knew he had to run.

			

			He almost ran now, sweating, into Floral Street.

			Here there were more people than ever. The shops were expensive. He went into an old-­fashioned shop describing itself as ‘Gentleman’s Outfitters’, where he knew the manager. Passing quickly among the crowded displays of waistcoats and brogues, he went through a door at the back leading to the manager’s flat, then down a corridor and out of a fire door opening on to another street round the corner, no longer looking behind him but hurrying to the end, then back along Long Acre to the station. As fast as his limp would allow, he went down the escalator on to the platform. He was in luck, a train was just about to leave. He ran the last few metres and slipped on to it before the doors hissed shut, and as it pulled away was rewarded by the sight of a man coming quickly but too late on to the platform, a man in a black bomber jacket with a crew cut, who stood there exposed and expressionless, watching the train leave.

			Dogs leaned away from the window, getting his breath back, and allowed himself a narrow smile. He still knew how to throw off a tail and – he thought with sudden malevolent energy – deliver a nasty shock if need be.

			In the shuddering carriage he sat thinking it through. He’d only half recognised the man on the platform – but at least it wasn’t the Head-­Hunter. That was a relief. He felt himself relax as he gave thought to other people, other enemies he’d made over the years, wondering, not for the first time, if he’d been wrong to come out of retirement. Before he could stop himself, he thought of Marie waiting for him at the house and quickly put her from his mind, feeling himself grow hard-­edged and cautious again.

			

			At Holborn he changed on to the Central Line. At Liverpool Street on to the Hammersmith and City. At Whitechapel on to the Overground. At Rotherhithe he got off and went up with relief into the labyrinth of passageways and alleys among the riverside tenement blocks and old warehouses of his childhood, making his way to the little park of St Mary’s churchyard, where he sat on a bench with a good view of both entrances. He knew how to watch, he’d learned the habit of it long ago on his father’s Bermondsey market stall, keeping a lookout for unwanted visits by the police.

			He sat there, nursing his leg, smelling the rotting river nearby, hearing the hollow roar of traffic passing into the Rotherhithe Tunnel. Again he felt his age, no longer the younger, meaner man he used to be, a man familiar with trouble, practised at evasion, but a man crowding sixty and not in the best of health.

			The afternoon sank in on itself, people passed by; one or two came into the garden. Keeping an eye on them, he mopped his forehead with his handkerchief, and gave sustained thought to the man he’d left on the platform at Covent Garden. Was he one of Bullhead’s or the Arab’s? He couldn’t remember. It irritated him; he’d always been well-­informed, it was how he’d stayed out of trouble. He kept up with new developments, projects, alliances, operations, even tech. Though people didn’t know him, he knew them, he was good for introductions and connections. Better, he knew their secrets too – what they wanted, what they feared – and how to make his knowledge dangerous to them. Six months ago he’d taken that risk; was it now going to come back to bite him? Suddenly he felt furious again. All he wanted was a quiet life. It was Marie’s fault, he thought savagely. She was the one who’d pestered him. He didn’t want bother anymore, he was too old, a figure of ridicule to children in the street as he limped past with his old-­person’s expression of disappointment. Nothing worse than an old fool and a young woman, he thought.

			

			Gradually, he calmed himself. An hour passed. Rotherhithe darkened, the street lamps came on, hoarding their dim glow. At last he got to his feet. Stretching to ease his neck, he glanced along the little path – and knew at once that something was wrong. He felt it. He knew. He froze, his mouth fell open; then he turned and bolted the other way out of the garden.

			Who was this man? Moving as fast as his leg would allow, he crossed the street into the churchyard, then turned sharply along the narrow alley that ran between two old brick warehouses, burying himself in their camouflaging shadow. The heat of the day broke suddenly with a vengeance and it began to rain, thick drops out of a stormy sky, but although he was almost immediately soaked, he limped on purposefully until he came to some railings and a security gate for which he had the code. He slipped through the gate and along the path. He paused, once, listening. For thirty seconds there was no sound but rain on roofs and the distant hum of traffic passing into the tunnel; then he heard footsteps in the alley behind him and he turned and limped on again, into St Marychurch Street. Modest apartment blocks clustered together here; the road split three ways, branching off to many entrances. Rain came down more heavily. He went down a path dark with overhanging trees until he came to the Adams Gardens Estate. Here, at last, he would be safe. He went past three entrances, stopped at the fourth and rang the buzzer. Two long blasts, one short: the agreed signal.

			

			No response.

			Impatiently, he rang again, looking up at the lit window above. After a moment someone inside drew the curtains and turned off the light. There was no point in crying out. He’d been betrayed, he realised, the doors of the estate were shut against him; and at that moment he heard footsteps.

			He went in a fast hobble into Hatteraick Road; ahead was Brunel Road, and beyond that the entrance to the tunnel, loud now with traffic. He skidded on the wet asphalt, fell against a wall, let out a cry of pain, and ran on as best he could up the street. After twenty metres he twisted round to look over his shoulder and saw, as he knew he would, a figure in a black jacket running easily through the rain towards him and gaining all the time. His cry now was not of pain but panic.

			The storm-­lit sky shifted heavily and rain thrashed against his face as he dashed across the road to the steps that dog-­legged down to the tunnel. A moment later, his pursuer came fast behind him on to the top of the steps, skidding on the wet ground, his momentum slamming him against the low wall at the first turn, and Dogs rose up from his hiding place round the corner and with a quick hoist helped him over the wall into the tunnel. The man fell spinning through the silvery rain and hit the road below at an awkward angle. Cars swerved around him, horns blaring. He jerked a little and was still.

			

			Dogs looked down with satisfaction, breathing heavily. Yes, he thought, showing his yellow teeth. He still knew how to give a nasty shock.

			When others let you down, there was only yourself to rely on. There was Marie to take care of, money to make safe. He thought of routes, places, situations. Time was the important thing. Although he was tempted to go back and knock again on that door in Adams Gardens, he knew it would be better to move on quickly without recriminations.

			The station was deserted. He went down the escalator, still trying to catch his breath. Though wet and tired, a weight had lifted from him; he felt a rush of gratitude. London was his friend again, this flimsy escalator, these tarnished steps, those filthy gutters. The graffiti made him smile, the diseased pigeons loved him. And, at the bottom of the steps, a man came suddenly out of shadow and took hold of him by the throat. It happened too quickly to be intelligible. Dogs was pinned to the wall, struggling, choking, finally looking into a face he recognised with horror, feeling his own squeezed face swell up, his eyes begin to pop. He’d been wrong: there had been more than one man all along. And here was the other one at last, his worst fear made real.

			‘Head-­Hunter!’ A weak croak.

			He couldn’t breathe. The toes of his boots dithered on the platform. He opened his mouth and tried to cough up his tongue.

			

			The face came very close to his. Those eyes again, wide and staring; that expression, intent and obscure.

			‘Full of tricks, Dogs.’

			Dogs said nothing. Unable. He made a series of wet clicks, the crackle and popping of phlegm. His eyes were about to burst.

			‘You can fool my little helper, but you can’t fool me.’

			Dogs made some small noises, none of them words.

			‘Do you think we’re done? Do you think you can walk away?’

			Dogs had things to say, apologies to make, excuses, pleasing lies, but he managed no more than a hiss.

			‘All that trouble, Dogs. You left me to sort it out on my own. What were you thinking?’

			Dogs squirmed, open-­mouthed and silent.

			‘Your trouble too, Dogs.’

			Head-­Hunter squeezed whatever was left in Dogs’s throat, scraps of larynx, shreds of vocal cords, and shook them up a little.

			‘Now there’s something you have to do.’

			He smiled. Not really a smile. It grew until it filled the entirety of Dogs’s failing vision.

			‘Do you agree?’

			Dogs tried with all his strength to nod.

		

	
		
			

			TWO

			Ryan Wilkins stood in the front room of his rented semi in Oxford with a cigarette and a can of energy drink, grinning at his infant son. Twenty-­nine years old, white, skinny as an adolescent, a long streak of electric blue polyester and nylon. Chav. Trailer-­park boy. Gobby, mannerless, inappropriate. But also a doting father. Also Detective Inspector in Thames Valley Police. Usually, it took people by surprise.

			Little Ryan, his son, was four and a half years old, blond and neat in sensible dungarees, a lover of conversations, thoughtful and polite. He was nothing like his father. That also took people by surprise. He had recently moved from nursery to big school and now he had a project, to make a Norman castle, and his father stood listening to him in awe as he spoke about it, high-­pitched and hesitant as he tried hard to get the right words.

			‘It has to have a motte.’

			‘Oh, yeah.’

			

			‘And a bailey, Daddy.’

			‘Yeah, course.’

			‘What is a bailey?’

			Ryan shrugged. ‘Mate, how hard can it be? Model of a castle. I can help.’

			He gave his father a serious look.

			Mylee, little Ryan’s five-­year-­old cousin, came into the room and announced that she’d been given a sweet, which she carefully showed them, opening her fist to reveal something pink and sweaty.

			‘Lucky you,’ Ryan said.

			‘I expect I was good,’ she said indignantly. She began to recite the names of other sweets she’d been given recently, together with the reasons for her being given them.

			‘Polystyrene,’ Ryan said to little Ryan. ‘Make anything out of polystyrene.’

			‘What’s polystyrene?’

			Jade, Ryan’s sister, came in, a shorter, better defined version of Ryan, compact in knee-­length pink dressing gown, purposeful with scraped-­back blonde hair.

			‘Not making anything tonight.’ She looked at Ryan. ‘You know what you’re doing tonight.’

			Ryan pulled a face.

			‘You promised. He’s been out nearly a month. Calling here every day. You know I’m not going.’

			Ryan’s father, Ryan Senior, had been released early on licence from Grendon High Security, eighteen months into a three-­to-­five, officially because of good behaviour but really because of overcrowding, and was living in a hostel for rehabilitating detainees in Wolvercote on the edge of Oxford.

			

			‘Not taking Ry with me.’

			Ryan Senior’s conviction had been for the abduction of his grandson with intent to harm.

			‘All I’m asking is you keep your temper and try not to kill him with a half-­brick. Like last time.’

			Ryan had issues, addressed but not necessarily alleviated by semi-­completed anger management courses required by Thames Valley as part of the reinstatement process after his last discharge. (He was also sarcastic, snippy and what people called ‘a bit much’, but no courses had been available, apparently, to help him with these things.)

			Jade looked at her watch. ‘Off you go.’

			He opened his mouth but his excuse, whatever it was, was interrupted by a phone call.

			‘What?’

			A voice told him to get to the GoHotel Express on the Horspath Road.

			‘What do you mean, kicking off?’

			The voice explained and the call ended.

			Ryan looked at Jade, shrugged, and she frowned and turned away. He kissed little Ryan’s blond sheen of hair, and said ‘Polystyrene, mate.’

			Little Ryan looked dubious.

			‘Polystyrene, straight up, fucking brilliant stuff. What?’

			‘Language, Daddy!’

			He apologised, hiked up his trackie bottoms and ambled out of the house, still grinning. As he went, he thought that there was nothing in his life he would change, nothing at all.

			

			 

			In his exquisite little house in affluent North Oxford, in the wake of yet another exhausting domestic argument, Detective Inspector Ray Wilkins (no relation) changed another nappy. He was thirty-­three years old, London-­Nigerian, born rich and privately educated. Handsome, in that effortless, even-­in-­the-­early-­morning sort of way. Fast-­tracked to promotion, the recipient of the Silver Leaf police award for outstanding bravery. For several years, the golden boy of Thames Valley, the rising star, the one to watch. That was before he was partnered with Ryan. Before he became one half of a detective pantomime horse. Also before he became the shattered father of twins, now one year old and thrashing loudly on their changing mats as he struggled with the stupid poppers on their expensive, impractical sleepsuits, in what used to be his bijou study-­den.

			Diane, his wife, came into the room, a petite woman with the fluent moves of a dancer and alert expression of an ironist, both attitudes blurred around the edges now in these days of deep childcare. For weeks now they had been arguing, and she was still angry after this one. She had a laundry basket on her hip and seemed to Ray to be looking for trouble.

			When she spoke, she spoke curtly, aggressively even. ‘Savlon?’

			‘What?’

			‘Did you remember to put the cream on?’

			Ray, struggling with the very last popper of the unnecessarily complicated sleepsuit, ignored her.

			

			‘We talked about it. Antiseptic cream till the rash goes.’ She spoke in the same shorthand way, as if conserving energy. Her voice was harsh. For several weeks now they had been arguing, about childcare, work-­life balance, the division of labour: bad arguments leaving behind distrust and resentment. With a questioning glance she turned her face to the other twin on the adjoining changing mat, and Ray looked at Felix lying there dressed in the same beautiful complicated clothing.

			‘You have to do them both again, Ray.’

			He began to complain.

			‘We talked about it,’ she said and left the room.

			He reflected on the fact that the divorce rate for members of the police was double the national average, then angrily took the tub of cream from the cupboard and began to unbutton first Felix, then Oliver. He was the good husband, the good father, but no longer himself, merely a function of the family. He was lucky, with some part of his brain he knew it, lucky with the great good luck of the talented, the good-­looking, the hard-­working, the well-­off. But he did not feel it. What he felt instead was the weight of broken nights, of insatiable one-­year-­olds, of Diane’s nagging. He missed Diane as she used to be: teasing, funny, clever. He missed himself, Young Ray, Handsome Ray, energetic and compelling. He missed romance.

			He had a headache.

			Briefly, he glanced round the room. Brintons carpet shiny with baby spillages, vintage desk sticky, signed Jean-­Michel Basquiat print (Irony of Negro Policeman) resting lopsided against the wall with a broken frame. A little metaphor of his life. With a sigh he gave his attention again to the sleepsuits, prodding uselessly at them with blunt fingers. Thinking of work, he found no relief. His police career looked frankly like a failure. His application for promotion to DCI had stalled. Younger, keener men were coming through. There were moments in the last few months when he’d asked himself whether he even wanted to stay in the force. He thought of the recent cuts at Thames Valley, the reduced opportunities for promotion, above all the exhausting ambiguities of the other Wilkins, whom he could not shake off. He was disillusioned, tired of it all.

			

			Then his phone rang. A voice told him to go to the GoHotel Express on the Horspath Road, and, suddenly focused and urgent, he called out to Diane and ran down the stairs.

		

	
		
			

			THREE

			The hotel forecourt was a movie, big-­screen and loud. Sudden jump-­cuts to flashpoints. Lights and movement, crowd noise. Surge of out-­of-­condition men in summer leisurewear, thud and shove of the packed police, silent parabolas of flung stones, coins and flaming bottles.

			The road in this industrial stretch of Oxford was closed to traffic both ways between the Isis Business Centre and the Stagecoach bus sheds. Opposite Gate 8 of the BMW plant, the hotel stood wreathed in smoke. In front of it, the police line held, a dull glint of helmets and shields extended between SWAT vehicles protecting their right flank and, on the left, the waiting Jankels, bull-­nosed trucks with their smash bars and bomb-­proof armour. In front of the police, on the forecourt and spread across the road, was the mayhem of men, women and children. Two hundred people? Three hundred? A sizeable crowd draped in flags and moving erratically, charging, brandishing baseball bats or sticks, lighting things and flinging them, shouting abuse and, at every moment, taking videos of themselves doing these things.

			

			One of the SWATs burst into flames. Overhead a helicopter hung roaring, directing its spotlight across the scene below, fire and smoke. Police announcements instructing people to disperse blared from a tannoy. The crowd contracted and broke apart again, and a chant began: ‘Whose streets? Our streets! Whose streets? Our streets!’

			Oxford, gentle city of scholars and poets, burning on a warm late August evening. Somewhere, in a more peaceful part of the universe, the sun was blithely going down.

			 

			Ryan slid unacknowledged into the passenger seat of Ray’s car parked in the shadows at an angle to the main action behind the burning SWAT. For several moments neither spoke. Flames from the vehicle lit their faces in colourful swirls.

			Without looking at him, Ray said, ‘Not in the car. Told you before.’

			Ryan put away his cigarettes. Ray’s car was top-­of-­the-­range, family-­friendly, immaculately valeted. It smelled of some sort of fragrance, floral or herbal or just lovely chemicals, Ryan couldn’t tell which. In the back were two state-­of-­the-­art baby seats. They sat together in the car’s gorgeous hush watching the riot.

			‘How’s Diane?’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Twins?’

			Ray didn’t answer.

			

			Burning detritus smashed against the hotel wall and the flame ran down. Ryan hummed a little.

			‘Ry and me are making a castle. Special type: Normandy castle. Heard of it?’

			Ray glanced at him but said nothing.

			‘Polystyrene,’ Ryan added. ‘Going to be the best fucking castle ever.’

			A few minutes passed and they peered through the window.

			‘What’s the point here? Giving us a kicking or actually trying to get in?’

			They watched as the thick edge of the crowd heaved against the police line. A bobblehead at the end fell and was dragged back to safety by his colleagues. Slogans daubed on bits of cardboard were waved about: Save Our Children, Send Them Back, No Sharia Here. A chant began referencing the birth of Muhammad.

			‘I think they’re really trying to get in,’ Ray said.

			Inside the hotel were 159 asylum seekers housed there by the Home Office. None of the Oxford authorities had known they were there until twenty-­four hours earlier, when anti-­refugee riots began to spread across the UK and a panicking Home Secretary belatedly gave out information. Hasty liaison with other regional divisions and the National Police Chiefs Council had enabled Thames Valley to throw up this makeshift defence, but it was under-­strength and the crowd was bigger and angrier than expected. They were incensed that a few days earlier, in another street, in another city, an immigrant had murdered a young woman. Their anger was not dissipated by the later revelation that he was not an immigrant but, as it happened, the son of immigrants and also mentally ill; such details were no longer important, the emotion had already been released. Now, here and elsewhere, people were venting their fury. Terrified faces appeared at the windows of the hotel and disappeared. Missiles slashed the evening air, crashed against riot shields. The police line shuffled backwards, cautious in the face of superior numbers.

			

			As Ray and Ryan watched, a late arrival appeared behind them: a solitary, very young plain-­clothes officer in colourful sleeveless knitwear, pedalling enthusiastically on a police-­issue bicycle fitted with emergency vehicle lighting and panniers, comically inadequate but exuding confidence.

			‘Good to see,’ Ryan said. ‘Reinforcements. Reserve battalions. Could tip the balance.’

			The young policeman leaped off his bicycle and immediately inserted himself into the most agitated part of the crowd, where he began issuing directions. He looked so young it seemed surprising he was not at home doing his homework.

			‘Boy Scout, must be.’

			The young policeman’s fairish hair flew as he dashed up and down the line. What he was doing seemed both admirable and irrelevant: few of his colleagues paid him any attention. Ray and Ryan watched a few minutes more, then without speaking left the car and ran together between the as yet untorched SWAT vehicles to where Superintendent Wainwright had emerged from the hotel door. She too was young and blonde, impeccable in full uniform, only in her mid-­thirties but already a veteran of difficult operations, standing now with her team, as was never recommended in training or protocols but typical of her. Her expressionless face was alternately lit with flames and striped with shadow.

			

			‘Stay out of the way,’ she said without looking as Ray and Ryan came up.

			Twenty metres in front of them the crowd shoved again, the police line stumbled and lost ground, the young policeman ran and gestured; the helicopter dipped as if to help them, and rose again, uselessly loud. The Superintendent spoke into her headset. ‘One more like that, I want the Jankels in second phase.’

			Ray said, ‘Back entrances?’

			She didn’t reply for a moment, preoccupied with the scene in front of her, her eyes going this way and that. ‘Fire exit only,’ she said at last. ‘The back’s quiet. Access road to the car park’s manned. We’ve contained them here. At least for the time being.’

			There was a bang as a part of the burning SWAT exploded and a noise went up from the crowd, something guttural and primitive. Call it a cheer.

			Continuing to watch, she said, ‘I want your eyes. This is going to the courts in record time, we need to be ready when the lawyers arrive. The cameras won’t catch it all.’ She looked at Ryan standing there sloppily in his electric blue Adidas. ‘You. You stay out of the way or some of our guys will think you’re one of them.’

			The police line buckled again and a Jankel moved, shouldering forward, pushing its great bull snout across the concourse. The young policeman ran from behind cover and stopped a bare-­chested man draped in a St George’s flag. They both fell to the ground, struggled to their feet and parted.

			

			‘Give the boy a badge,’ Ryan said.

			Ray and the Super ignored him. Ray asked what was happening inside.

			‘Second Jankel now,’ the Super said to her mouthpiece. ‘Yes, now. The asylum seekers are in their rooms,’ she added to Ray. ‘Half a dozen uniforms at the exterior doors, preventing entry, keeping order. In theory.’

			The crowd surged, the line broke and reformed. They were only ten metres from the hotel entrance now.

			The young policeman had disappeared. Scuffles in the heart of the crowd were obscured by drifting smoke. The crowd spilled forward and sideways. A window behind the police line was smashed, then another.

			‘Fuck’s sake,’ the Super said. ‘Where’s that Jankel?’

			The young policeman reappeared unexpectedly from behind them. His cheeks were a healthy pink, as if he’d just finished a cross-­country run.

			‘Dib, dib, dib,’ Ryan said.

			The young man stood in a formal attitude in front of the Super, absorbed in the seriousness of what he was doing.

			‘Requesting assistance, sir,’ he said, his voice fluting a little.

			The Super raised an eyebrow. ‘What is it, William?’

			‘Men heading round the back. Towards the car park.’

			‘What happened to the officers on the access road?’

			

			‘It’s on the other side. They’ve got through the industrial estate and over a wall. There’s a fire door to the hotel. If they find it, I don’t know if it will hold.’

			The crowd in front of them surged once more. Several police fell and were trodden on in the forward push.

			‘What do you fancy?’ Ryan said to the young policeman. ‘Couple of tanks do it?’

			‘There is no assistance,’ the Super said.

			Ray spoke. ‘We can go.’

			She looked at him.

			Ryan looked at him. After a moment he shrugged, said, ‘Yeah, if you like.’

			The fighting in front of them intensified.

			Instinctively, she checked her watch. A little after eight o’clock. ‘Go then,’ she said. ‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ she added, looking at Ryan.

			 

			Inside the hotel, the half-­dozen police were no longer establishing order. There was no order; there was noise, the raw keening of human distress. Nor were the police manning the various entrances, but had gathered together at the front, where the assault was expected to take place at any moment. Upstairs, left alone, 158 men, women and children huddled together in tiny rooms, or else roamed up and down the corridor, galvanised by terror, shouting out in a variety of languages. Broken glass littered the carpets and much of the second storey was soaked after efforts to extinguish a fire. Chairs and tables from their rooms, piled in front of the door to the stairs, formed a sort of barricade. Even now, they had a touching belief that the British police would save them. But they were frightened: though their journey to the UK had been fraught with many dangers, they had not yet faced people who seemed to be actively trying to kill them.

			

			One refugee was not there. He was a young man with no family, no friends, speaking no recognisable language, and he was hurrying down the stairs, stumbling in the semi-­darkness. His instincts told him to flee.

			As he went, he heard crashes at the front entrance of the hotel. Something smashed, gave way, the noises sounded nearer. He dropped in staggering leaps down the stairwell and fell to the ground, then picked himself up and ran blindly down the corridor. They were coming to kill him. He believed this, knew it. He did not trust the police to keep him safe. His only hope was to move fast and get away. From the window of his room upstairs he had seen the empty car park at the back of the hotel and, beyond that, fields and safety. He was running now towards a fire exit that he’d noticed when he arrived at the hotel three days earlier. While the crowd of angry people were busy breaking in at the front, he could escape out of the back, where there was no one. But he had to be quick. He slammed round the corner of the corridor, saw ahead of him the fire door and accelerated towards it, hoping he wasn’t too late.

			 

			They had been delayed by riot overspill – a small crowd of youths blocking the way, standing there like bullocks on a country path, surly and unpredictable – but at last they manoeuvred their way past them, and young William led Ray and Ryan round the side of the hotel, calling back occasionally to encourage them. They heard a growing hubbub ahead from the car park, then, abruptly, a roar: not a cheer, but a ragged chorus of mingled alarm and shock. It sent a little wave of unease through them. They speeded up and, emerging moments later on to the asphalt, saw a small crowd of people standing in a circle near the hotel’s fire exit, some of them holding up their phones like an audience at a gig, fans capturing the moment, others turning away as if to escape what they’d seen; and, at the centre of the circle, they saw a blaze, and, at the centre of the blaze, a fallen shape dark and writhing in silence.

			

			And they understood that this was a person burning alive.

		

	
		
			

			FOUR

			All things come to an end, even horrors. A little before midnight, the hotel was quiet again. Most of the reporters had done their broadcasts and gone home, taking their crews and cameras with them, though a few spectators loitered still in the road, taking photographs or leaning on their cars in silence, lost in thought. The car park at the back was quiet too, cordoned off, empty except for a handful of parked cars along the far side and the crime-­scene paraphernalia set up close to the hotel, the forensics tent, mobile lights and tapes saying Do Not Cross. The rioters were long gone. Those at the back had fled quickly. Those at the front, put off by an inconvenient shower of rain, had simply drifted away in groups of twos and threes, chatting as they went, sharing memories and videos. A few dozen were driven off in the intact SWATs, the first of a mass processing operation. The police line had held, just. Inside the hotel, 158 refugees were quiet, though not sleeping; unable to sleep. They were aware that one of them had been burned alive. Their faith in the British police had been shaken; they lay tensely awake, listening out for new threats, as hotel staff, all foreign themselves and equally traumatised, quietly moved furniture back into the bedrooms and swept up broken glass.

			

			In the car park, Crime Scene Investigator John Daly came out of the tent with the Wilkinses and they walked together a little way as if putting some necessary distance between themselves and the patch of charred and melted asphalt inside the tent. They’d been told that the burned man had died before reaching hospital. They knew nothing about him yet, but the smell of him was in their noses. Daly, a humorous, cynical man by nature, spoke now in a dull hush.

			‘Not surprised they couldn’t revive him, worst burns I’ve ever seen. Some sort of fuel was used, petrol by the smell of it. We’ll know more tomorrow from the lab.’ After a moment he said bitterly, ‘They used to burn people in Oxford, hundreds of years ago. Jews, witches, archbishops. Now these racists have started again with asylum seekers.’

			Ryan winced and gurned, hawked and spat, trying to get rid of the taste in his mouth. Wiped his chin, and turned to Daly. ‘What have we got?’

			‘Things a mob usually leaves behind. Personal items, lots of them. Masks, hats, signs, bats, bandanas. General rubbish, of course. Lots of broken glass.’

			‘Find the canister?’

			‘No.’

			Lighter?’

			‘No lighter.’

			

			A shadow busy by the hotel wall resolved itself as young William, and he came across the car park towards them in his usual bright manner.

			Ray was asking about the burned man.

			‘We can’t identify any belongings at the moment,’ Daly said. ‘Even his clothing was almost entirely incinerated. Anyway, wait on the lab, see what they come back with.’

			‘Do we know who he is?’

			‘Not yet. One of the refugees, that’s all.’

			William joined them, a little bruised from his exertions, and they stood together in silence for a moment, like people who have by chance stepped outside a bad party at the same time and have nothing to say to each other. The image of a burning man was a horror in their minds.

			Then William spoke. ‘I’ve talked to the manager. He knows very little about any of the people in his hotel, in fact I think it’s actually a problem with data at the Home Office end, we’ll have to follow it up with them, and of course I can do that once we’ve sorted things out here, I have contacts there from uni.’

			He looked at Ray, who politely ignored him.

			Ryan said, ‘Shouldn’t you be in bed by now?’

			William blushed and went on. ‘I also talked to one of the other refugees. I speak a little Arabic.’ He kept on blushing. ‘They were all told to stay where they were, but the man who died seems to have fled when it looked like the mob was going to break in. He was very frightened. He left the others and ran towards the stairs.’

			‘Didn’t get very far, poor bastard,’ Daly said in an undertone.

			

			William went on again. ‘The stairs go down to the fire escape, I checked. He must have been hoping to get away, out here, but ran into the men who’d arrived by then.’ He paused. ‘By the way, I think they must have used an accelerant of some sort. I think it might be petrol.’

			Ray nodded. ‘We know.’

			William blushed again, the brightest boy in the sixth form, but went on once more, speaking with very few pauses, as if afraid otherwise someone would interrupt him, which was tempting and must have happened a lot. ‘I’d seen them earlier, when I was reconnoitring. Coming over the playing fields there, through the industrial estate, twenty of them, thirty perhaps, some of them masked, some of them carrying stones and bottles, clearly intent on doing damage, probably also looking for a way into the hotel, at least that was my assumption, and I could see straight away the fire door was an obvious point of vulnerability, which is why I ran round to the front to draw the Superintendent’s attention to it, and—’

			‘We know, we were there,’ Ray said before he could go on.

			But he went on anyway. ‘Once they caught him, they must have just lost their heads. These things have a momentum, it’s classic, the madness of crowds, they’re too furious to think, they egg each other on, a sort of bravado develops, and the person with the petrol—’

			‘And who was that?’

			William looked at Ryan.

			‘Who did you see with the canister of petrol when you were, what’s the word, reconnoitring?’

			

			‘Well, I didn’t actually . . .’ William was silent, but only for a moment. He began to scan the rear of the hotel, talking again as he did. ‘But there’s a camera somewhere.’

			‘Not working. Damaged, redundant, crap, whatever. Broken Britain. What we work with.’

			At last William had nothing left to say.

			Ryan turned away. ‘Going to bed. Keep looking,’ he said to Daly, who rolled his eyes.

			‘Don’t hold your breath.’

			Ray joined Ryan, and they went together towards their cars at the front.

			‘Bit of consideration,’ Ray said.

			‘Who, me?’

			‘You were the new kid not long ago.’

			‘Yeah, but I wasn’t annoying.’

			Ray looked at him.

			‘Not like that,’ Ryan added. ‘Anyway, he only come along for the riot, we’ll probably not see him again.’

			They reached their cars.

			Ryan said, ‘Wait five minutes, will you? Make sure I can get it started, just in case you have to give me a lift home.’

			‘Why don’t you just get a car that doesn’t break down?’

			‘Got you to give me lifts.’

			He ambled over to his terrible Peugeot, parked, if that was the word, on the verge, or partly on the verge, and as he was getting into it he heard Ray drive off. He looked at his watch. Twelve thirty. He lit up. Opposite the hotel, the car plant was vast, black against the lights from the ring road, and, beyond that, the glow of Oxford seemed a sort of tranquillity, odd for a city in which a man had just been set on fire. Ryan wound down his window halfway (it wouldn’t go further) and spat on to the grass, the taste of ash and grease still in his mouth. When he closed his eyes he saw flames, and at their centre a dark writhing shape.

			

			He finished his cigarette, thinking about his father, Ryan Senior. In eighteen months he’d only seen him once, visiting him in Grendon to ask about a case. Then, he’d been shocked to find him so shrunken. Prison had reduced him, the violent alcoholic who’d terrorised him as a boy was now a scrawny old man with bony arms and monkeyish bald head, shaky and tearful. The sort of man who needed help getting dressed in the mornings. Ryan thought of him now in his room in the ex-­offenders’ hostel in Wolvercote. He knew what sort of place it would be – tatty house on its last legs, under-­lit, poorly ventilated. There’d be a smell, toilet back-­up, reheated meals. Men in sweatpants, some clenched and silent, others trapping you in the kitchen and oversharing for hours; others, encountered slack-­faced on the stairs, who didn’t seem to know why they were there. There’d be a man with a habit, one with a condition, one sharing his tiny room, against regulations, with a woman and child. All with a grievance. All with the restless fear. He could imagine his
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