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  Prologue


  The third blow sent Terry Allen crashing to the floor, striking his head on the toilet bowl on the way down. He blacked out. For how long, he couldnt be sure. When he
  came to, he didnt know where he was, much less how he came to be there. It took a moment before he could focus, a moment longer to register what he was looking at: his broken watch stopped at
  01:34, spent tab ends, discarded condoms, gum, the odd dead insect, a flash of red  the sole of a high-heeled shoe.


  Grants club was heaving as usual, the seedier side of what Newcastle had to offer on a Friday night. Thumping music kicked its way through the walls into the gents. Just feet away, a
  punter was banging a local hooker up against the wall, too busy getting his end away to pay him any attention. There were some things worth turning a blind eye for. That tart for sure. Shed
  sell her soul for a line of coke. Terry had been there himself when his lass was in a strop and he was consigned to the spare room.


  The music stopped suddenly and with it the vibration through the floor. The punter shagging the whore withdrew. Shoving her away, he told her to get lost in a voice Terry thought he recognized
  but couldnt place. When she held out her hand for payment, the man cuffed her hard with the back of his hand, splitting her lip wide open. Giving him a mouthful, she got the same again, then
  scooped up her bag and disappeared.


  Zipping up his flies, the man turned, a smirk crossing his ugly face as his gaze fell on Terry.


  Terry closed his eyes, felt his stomach lurch. Now he remembered how hed ended up on the floor and why it was so important to get the hell out of there. But his left cheek was stuck fast
  against cold tiles ingrained with muck. He was, quite literally, frozen to the spot, unable to summon the energy to fight. Despite an attempt to push them away, images scrolled through his mind,
  striking terror into him: pliers, hammers, blowtorches and chainsaws . . .


  Friday the thirteenth was about to live up to its reputation.


  Startled by the sound of splashing water, he turned his head to see where it was coming from. Not quick enough. A size-ten boot pressed down on his neck  a warning to stay put. Terry
  complied, senses on high alert. Then it began, as he knew it would, a blow to the back, delivered with such ferocity that he heard bones crack, the air forced from his lungs. As warm liquid made
  its way down the inside of his new Versace shirt, Terry braced himself. But it wasnt blood trickling across his skin and pooling beneath him. He was being pissed on.


  As the boot left his neck, a hand as big as a shovel grabbed him from behind. He was yanked to his feet and spun round, bringing him face-to-face with two pairs of the coldest eyes hed
  ever seen: the OKane brothers  Glasgows finest  a pair with a penchant for torture. He could see they meant business.


  Craig OKane leaned in close. Give him up, Terry.

  
  Terry moistened his fat lip. Fuck off.


  Spitting in Craigs face was only inviting further punishment, but Terry had standards, a reputation to uphold. These heavies had just crossed an invisible line. There was no way he could
  let that go. He was scared. Undoubtedly. But hed rather die than let them know he was in the least bit intimidated. Despite their obvious advantage over him, he feigned indifference.


  Wiping Terrys blood and snot from his face, Craig nodded to his brother.


  Finn didnt need telling twice. Raising a baseball bat high above his head, an evil glint in his eye, he brought it down hard on Terrys shoulder. Then he paused for a moment, a
  broad smile on his face as he savoured the sight of his victim clutching himself in agony, before hitting him again.


  Terry cried out as a succession of blows rained down on him, each one harder than the last. On the deck now, he curled up into a ball, using his good arm to protect his head from the worst of
  it, taking full-on kicks to the body from both men. He knew hed be wasting his breath begging them to stop. There would be no mercy from these two. Craig and Finn OKane were hell-bent
  on getting what they came for. Despite the pain, Terry was equally determined they would go home empty-handed.


  Suddenly the blows stopped, but there was no respite from the terror. Terry knew all too well the consequences of going up against the OKanes. Hed seen the damage they could do
  when riled, the hideous injuries they had inflicted on those stupid enough to get on the wrong side of them: shattered bones, amputations, burns  even blindness for one poor sod. Resisting
  them was suicide.


  Terry shivered, listening to them panting after their exertions, wondering what was coming next.


  Whatever it was, he couldnt let his brother go the same way.


  Get the bolt cutters, Finn said.





  Six Weeks Later
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  David Prentice had been a security guard for over twenty-five years, nearly half his life. Hed worked on the Silverlink Industrial Estate the last ten. In all that time
  there had never been a single incident on his watch. Nights were a pain, but he wasnt complaining. His line of work was, more or less, money for old rope. A piece of piss, in fact, allowing
  him time to study digital photography with the OU.


  What was not to like?


  Lifting his head from his prospectus, he took a long drag on his cigarette, rechecking his monitors. Perfect. Nothing to suggest hed have to make the boring journey round the perimeter
  fence at five, no unusual sightings to report in the logbook. It was still. Quiet. He yawned. Hed be home and hosed by six-fifteen. Except . . .


  Something wasnt quite right.


  Prentice peered again at the monitors. The last one he looked at showed a van straddling the main gate. It wasnt there before. Pushing buttons on a keyboard, Prentice zoomed in on the
  vehicle, its drivers door wide open  no sign of its owner. The van was parked on the access road, so technically not his problem, but it soon would be if the idiot whod left it
  there didnt get it shifted. Half an hour from now, delivery wagons were scheduled to arrive. Prentice imagined them backed up all the way to the coast road, waiting to get in.


  Panicking, he rewound the footage.


  A short while ago, hed eaten his bait and taken a quick slash. Hed been out of his chair only a matter of minutes. In that time, two sets of headlights had approached the main gate
  at high speed: the mystery van and a light-coloured Range Rover following close behind. Prentice began to sweat as he viewed the screen. The two vehicles pulled up sharply. The van door flew open
  and a figure sprinted from one vehicle to the other. Before the door of the four-by-four was even closed, it was driven away at high speed, resulting in rear-wheel spin. It disappeared, leaving a
  plume of smoke in its wake.


  What the hell was all that about?


  Pulling on his uniform jacket, Prentice picked up his torch and went to investigate. As he walked to the exit, it occurred to him that what hed seen might have been a diversionary tactic,
  a ruse to make him take his eye off the ball. The guy hed seen running from the van and his accomplice could be parked around the back, ready to ram-raid the place. To be on the safe side,
  he returned to his office, rechecking his monitors, paying particular attention to the perimeter fence.


  Satisfied that there was nothing untoward at the rear, he made his way outside. As he hurried towards the main gate, a distance of around a hundred metres, his eyes nervously scanned the
  delivery yard. It was a beautifully clear morning. Not yet light. Eerily quiet. No sign of anyone, suspicious or otherwise. His breathing slowed, returning to normal. Probably some daft kids
  messing around in a stolen vehicle. They had little discipline these days and fewer boundaries. What the parents were up to was anyones guess.


  Digging inside his pocket, Prentice took out his master key, then thought better of it and put it back, deciding to remain on site, call the police and set the monkey on their backs, as his late
  wife used to say.


  Theyre paid a damn sight more than you.


  Mrs P was right  they were.


  Intent on getting away home on the dot of six, Prentice looked up, the flap-flap of the company flag above drawing his attention. The only other sound was the soft purr from the vans
  engine as he neared the main gate. Switching on his torch, he aimed it at the open drivers door. The vehicle was a newish Mercedes. Along the side panel, a sign spelled out a company name:
  HARDYS ROOFERS. Beneath it, a website address and contact details were picked out in bold black lettering.


  As he fumbled in his pocket for his mobile, Prentice decided it would be quicker and easier to contact the company direct rather than calling the law. The police would no doubt insist on a
  forensic examination and all sorts of other bollocks before the vehicle could be moved, leaving him stuck on site till lunchtime. Not to mention the shit hed be in with his boss if he
  arrived to find the entrance blocked off.


  The number rang out unanswered. He scanned the van again, moving the torch-beam to the rear wheels where something glistened, thick and shiny like oil, dripping on to the road below, pooling
  beneath the vehicle.


  Oh Jesus!


  Prentice ran.





  2


  It had been a hell of a night in the A & E department of the Royal Victoria Infirmary. Since midnight there had been a steady stream of walking wounded, as well as
  emergency admissions brought in by ambulance, some with blue lights flashing and sirens screaming, the whole works. At last count, a hundred-plus cases had been booked in: heart attacks, strokes, a
  small child rushed in with meningitis, casualties from multiple RTAs. Bursting at the seams, the department had coped  but only just. Then it all went quiet.


  Totally spent, Senior House Officer Valerie Armstrong glanced around the waiting room, sipping cold tea shed been given half an hour ago, relieved to have survived the general mayhem in
  the run-up to the August bank holiday weekend. Apart from one confused old man whod just taken a seat, there wasnt another punter in sight. The place looked as if it had been burgled:
  wheelchairs abandoned at the door, chairs tipped over, food wrappers and polystyrene cups discarded everywhere, a babys nappy dumped on the floor next to, of all things, an empty vodka
  bottle. She couldnt remember a night like it.


  Behind a thick glass screen to her left, the departments twenty-year-old temporary receptionist looked done in. Louise was leaning on the counter, head propped up in the palm of her right hand, ID clipped to the pocket of a tight-fitting white shirt, a pretty silver chain around her neck.


  Stifling a yawn, she took in the clock on the wall.


  What time you due to knock off? she asked.


  Valerie checked her watch. Bout an hour and a half, she said. Im ready to crash.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed an unattended patient lying on a trolley in the corridor, just his head showing above the covers. To be fair to Louise, he was only partially visible
  from where she was sitting. But still . . .


  The SHO pointed at the trolley. Whose patient?


  The girl shrugged. Maybe Dr Suris . . . or Dr Templetons.


  She was blatantly guessing.


  Valerie didnt think much to either suggestion. Both doctors were long gone. Shed passed them in the corridor as she came back in after collecting her breakfast from her car. On
  call since midday, theyd had their coats on and were on the way out of the building.


  No, she said. Theyve gone off duty.


  Rogers then? Another guess.


  A staff nurse appeared, a manila folder under her arm, calling out to the old man. As the two shuffled off behind a brightly coloured curtain, Valerie glanced at a box on the wall where patient
  records were kept for those awaiting treatment. Curiously, it was empty. Her eyes shifted from the box to the man on the trolley, then back to Louise.


  She tried not to sound cross. Any idea how long hes been waiting?


  Im sorry, no. Louise looked worried.

  
  Valerie attempted a smile of reassurance.


  If in doubt, ask the patient.


  She set off to do just that. But as she drew closer, her steps faltered, an inexplicable feeling of dread eating its way into her subconscious. Seized by panic, she stopped short of the trolley
  and glanced nervously over her shoulder at reception. Louise barely acknowledged her. Valeries gaze shifted back to the patient. Steeling herself, she stepped forward, placed index and
  middle fingers on his neck. His skin was cold to the touch. No pulse. No need to call for the crash team. He was as dead as a stone.





  3


  Dawn was breaking as Detective Chief Inspector Kate Daniels Audi Q5 sped off the coast road en route to Silverlink Industrial Estate, Detective Sergeant Hank Gormley by
  her side. She was strangely apprehensive. Word from the control room had reached her only half an hour ago. The incident she was rushing towards was serious. As duty Senior Investigating Officer in
  Northumbria Polices Murder Investigation Team, that was a given. However, something in the controllers voice had raised her antennae, putting her on high alert for a case outside of
  the norm.


  Sounds nasty, yawned Hank. He was barely awake.


  Maybe the eyewitness got it wrong. Indicating left off the roundabout, Kate stopped at a red light, glancing at him as they waited to move off again. You know what
  theyre like sometimes. In the dark they see things that arent there. Panic sets in and we get half a story.


  Maybe, Hank said hopefully.


  The lights changed to green. Kate floored the accelerator, keen to reach her destination. But as she rounded the corner, she was met with a sight that forced her to slam on the brakes, bringing
  the vehicle to an abrupt halt that nearly put them both through the windscreen.


  Or maybe not, she said drily, her eyes glued to the road ahead.


  The crime scene was bigger than either of them could have imagined. Blue lights flashed at either end of an access road empty of civilians but crawling with police personnel. Traffic officers
  had blocked off the grey strip of tarmac for as far as the eye could see. Arc lights were being erected and forensic officers in white suits were walking the line, placing tread plates every metre
  or so, a process that was ongoing.


  Without another word passing between them, Kate and Hank got out of the car, ducking under crime-scene tape that warned others not to cross. As they neared a grey Mercedes van  the focus
  of everyones attention  they saw Home Office pathologist Tim Stanton on his knees in full forensic kit, the hood of which was pulled tight around his head to ensure no contamination
  of evidence.


  He looked up, a pained expression on his face.


  From where Kate was standing, it was impossible to tell what hed been looking at. But his eyes held a warning: This is not something either of you want to see. Receiving his
  unspoken message, Kate sent Hank to find the witness who had called the incident in. Only after hed disappeared did she step forward, all the while hoping that her imagination was conjuring
  up worse images than she was about to view.


  She was wrong.


  Her heart rate increased as her tired eyes travelled down the side of the van to a place near the rear offside wheel. Despite the urge to look away, she knew she couldnt. No matter how
  gruesome a spectacle, she was paid to investigate murder. She couldnt afford to buckle. Still, she found it hard to make sense of what her eyes were transmitting to her brain, even harder to
  quell the silent scream inside her.


  Suspended from the underside of the roofers van was the naked torso of a white male  or what was left of it  a mangled mess of bloody flesh, missing limbs, a gaping jaw . .
  .


  What is that? Bone? Teeth?

  
  Dont look into his eyes.


  Suddenly cold, Kate pulled up the collar of her coat. Doing up her top button was the only distraction available. She was calm on the outside, but traumatized on the in. Hank arrived at her
  side, his attention immediately focused on the victim. He tried his best to make out he wasnt moved by what he saw, but failed miserably. In fact, he seemed to shrink physically the longer
  he stared. When finally he glanced up, his eyes were dull with shock.

  
  The witness is pretty shaken up. He swallowed hard. Cant say I blame him, now Ive seen it
  for myself. Hell be having nightmares for weeks.


  We all will, Stanton said.


  Kate mimed to Hank: You OK? Concern she wouldnt voice in the presence of the pathologist.


  Hank nodded. The detectives would debrief later.

  
  Who found him? she asked.


  David Prentice, security guard at this place. Hank thumbed over his shoulder to the premises behind them, a two-storey warehouse in need of a paint job. Apparently the
  estate is like a racetrack some nights. He wondered if joyriders had hit a pedestrian and carried on driving, not realizing there was someone underneath.


  If hes under the impression that this is a tragic accident, he couldnt be more wrong. Stanton didnt look up. The IPs body is secured to the
  chassis with a thick leather belt. See, here . . . He beckoned the DCI with his index finger.


  Kate crouched down as he pointed at a section of the torso that remained intact. Outrage and sadness competed for space in her head. What kind of despicable act of madness was this?


  Can you make it out? Stantons tone was impassive. The belt is looped in such a way as to make it impossible that this was anything other than deliberate. Judging by
  the trauma inflicted, the vehicle mustve been travelling at terrific speed. The buckle is almost embedded in his stomach. Theres no doubt whatsoever that were dealing with a
  murder case. Forensics are trying to locate the rest of him  if they can scrape him off the tarmac.


  Kate had no words.


  Stantons tone softened as they both stood up. Im so sorry you had to see this.


  Thanking him, she turned away, taking Hank with her. The road was lit up like a busy airport runway. They walked the route the van had travelled. Every few metres or so they saw pieces of the
  victim ground into the road surface: an ear, teeth, a section of scalp and bits of unidentified bone.


  Halfway along, yellow chalk circles had been drawn on the road. Kate called out to one of the crime-scene investigators, asking what they were.


  Improvised plates, he told her. We ran out. Theyll guide you the rest of the way.


  Nodding, she walked on.

  
  You OK? Hank asked. Ive been better. You?


  Trying hard not to react to the revolting detritus on the road, even though it was affecting her deeply, Kate registered the absence of gallows humour from Hank this morning. No jokey routine to
  get him through the horror. There were times when it wasnt appropriate, and this was one of them. He was as disturbed as she was. No question. An hour ago, they had been in their respective
  homes, fast asleep, oblivious to the brutality taking place on this deserted stretch of road. Now they were viewing a scene so gruesome it would never leave them, illuminated by the volley of
  camera shutters and flashbulbs going off on all sides.


  Kate took a deep breath. Their job was never pleasant. They had attended some nasty pile-ups and collisions in their time  including a particularly harrowing incident a couple of years
  ago on the A1 trunk road  but this was something else. It was deliberate.


  It was sick.


  A traffic officer approached wearing a fluorescent jacket, his eyes partially shaded by the peak of his cap. Introducing himself as the senior accident investigator, he asked Kate if she was the
  duty SIO. She nodded, giving her name and rank, presenting Hank as her second in command.


  Youve done a great job, she said. Whats your take on this lot?


  It stops, or should I say starts, adjacent to Halfords. He pointed along the road. Looks like they stripped him, tied him on to the Mercedes, got in and floored the
  accelerator. The van did a reciprocal round the mini-roundabout  probably what killed him  then it travelled west at high speed along the main road here, round the roundabout at the
  top and back down again, turning sharp right, dumping the van where it is now. The victim never stood a chance.


  Kates jaw bunched. According to the control room there was a second vehicle involved.


  Yes, maam.


  I want it found. Any sign of his clothes?


  Not yet, but the CSI lads are on it.


  Thats good. Keep me posted.


  In the distance, Kate saw motorists abandoning their cars to stare in her direction. To the left of the roadblock a group of pedestrians stood behind flapping tape, craning their necks to see
  what was going on, probably crowing because they couldnt get to work. They would be demanding to know when the diversion would be lifted, resentful at being held back by officers as clueless
  about it as they were.


  The DCI sighed. With forensic evidence spread over such a wide area, the site would remain closed for some time. Hundreds were employed on the industrial estate, and soon there would be delivery
  vehicles and shoppers adding to the congestion. I can almost hear the complaints pinging their way into my inbox already. She grimaced. Therell be a million calls to
  handle: enquiries from the press, local MPs, headquarters  all wanting answers we dont have.


  Yet, Hank reminded her. But youre right, thisll end up feeling like were working in a circus instead of a major incident room.


  Kate was exhausted just thinking about the day ahead. Well, theyll all have to wait. We have other priorities.


  A mobile rang.


  They both went for their pockets.


  It was Kates. The screen showed Pete Brooks. She swiped to answer. Go ahead, Control.


  Looks like we found your second vehicle, boss. Brooks hesitated, checking details. CCTV picked up a Range Rover heading west along the coast road towards the city centre
  shortly after leaving Silverlink. It was found abandoned and on fire off Walker Road in the East End five minutes ago.


  Damn! Kates shoulders dropped. The victims clothing was probably inside. Are Forensics at the scene?


  They just got there. The controller paused as someone spoke to him at the other end. After a few seconds, he came back on the line. The fire is out, but dont hold
  your breath for a positive result. Forensics say its going to take a while for the vehicle to cool down, then itll be a question of seeing whether theres anything left to
  examine.


  Problem? Hank asked as Kate thanked Control and hung up.


  The Range Rover  its been torched.


  He narrowed his eyes. What did you expect?


  Frustrated by the development, she looked away, her eyes finding the warehouse entrance. Something about her crime scene didnt quite add up. It was always difficult at such an early stage
  of an enquiry to second-guess what was going on. She expressed her reservations in a question to Hank. Why dump the Merc in full view of CCTV rather than on a piece of wasteland? God knows
  there are plenty of those scattered around the city.


  She didnt expect an answer. Didnt get one either. They both knew there was only one plausible explanation. Whoever was responsible didnt just want their victim to suffer.
  They wanted him dead. And they wanted him found.
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  The dead patient was handsome, late twenties, early thirties. Only his head was visible. Dr Valerie Armstrong got a whiff of expensive aftershave as she said a silent prayer
  for him. The man had obviously looked after himself. His skin was perfect, his eyebrows waxed. He had long dark lashes, a straight nose and strong jawline. There was no pillow on the trolley, so
  his head was tilted back slightly, his mouth open as if inviting a kiss. What an absolute tragedy, that someone so young should die on a hospital trolley, unnoticed in the midst of all the frantic
  activity of A & E.


  Wondering whether he was a family man, her eyes shifted from the face to the blue blanket that covered his body. It was then that she saw the blood, now a dark brown where it had dried out in
  the high temperature of the corridor, staining the open weave around the abdominal area. A sob left her throat as she pulled back the cover and saw that the dead mans elbows were bent, his
  hands resting on his stomach, a wedding band on his left ring finger  his only finger. Every other digit was missing, including both thumbs; not crushed or ripped off, as she would
  have expected had he lost them in an accident, but severed with a smooth blade. As the blanket fell from her hand she saw that more blood had pooled on the sheet either side of his torso,
  presumably from an injury to his back.


  Valerie ran to reception and made an urgent call.


  Thirty minutes later, argumentative voices reached her as the medical director arrived in A & E, followed by the duty lead consultant. For the next few minutes, pointed
  questions were asked. The director was furious on two counts. One: because hed been hauled out of bed. Two: because the consultant hadnt run her shift properly. As he threw his weight
  around, she bit back, citing understaffing and pressure in the department, shifting responsibility to him. Neither gave a thought to the identity of the dead man or how long hed been
  there.


  Stop! Valerie glared at them both.

  
  The director bristled. Excuse me?


  The SHO flicked her eyes toward the entrance where a couple assisting a wheelchair patient were calling for help. Ignoring them, the director asked her to cover up the corpse.


  Or better still, he suggested, move him out of sight to one of the side wards.


  Valerie refused point-blank. This is a police matter, we cant move him.


  I insist! the director whispered through gritted teeth. We cant possibly leave


  I agree with Valerie, the consultant cut him off. Reminding him she was still in charge of the unit, she nodded to the receptionist. Make the call, Louise.


  As the girl hurried back to her desk, Valerie beckoned a porter. Get some screens over here. And see to it no one goes near the body.


  It took the police less than five minutes to arrive. A male sergeant and female colleague, both in uniform, walked through the door with radios squawking. Ushering them to a
  side room where they could talk without interruption, Valerie explained the situation. Even in her head, it sounded incredible. It was painfully obvious that the officers were unimpressed. Whether
  that was because, like her, their shift was almost at an end and they could do without the hassle of staying on duty, she wasnt able to gauge. And, if it was, who could blame them?


  The senior officer perched on the edge of the desk, asking her to repeat her account one more time. This time around, his colleague took notes in her pocket book. But it wasnt long before
  Valerie ran out of words. Much as she appreciated the importance of getting every detail straight, she could only tell them what she knew.


  I saw nothing, she said. Right up until the moment I spotted him lying in the corridor.


  Well, someone must have, the sergeant said, an accusation almost. The way you described his injuries, Mystery Man didnt walk in unaided, did he?


  No, I dont suppose he did.


  So whats the sketch? Any idea how he managed to pull it off?


  Valeries eyes found highly polished lino. She had no theories  at least, none that made any sense, none she cared to share. Shed just completed a marathon shift and was due
  for another in a matter of hours. All she wanted was to go home, crawl into her bed and sleep. Shed done nothing wrong and had no reason whatsoever to feel guilty. So why did she? The
  sergeants hard eyes werent helping.


  A female voice pulled her back into the room.

  
  Doctor? The PC stopped scribbling. The sergeant asked you a question.


  Im sorry. Valerie shook her head, tried to focus. As I said, I have no idea how he got here, or how he came to be missed. We were extremely busy


  How about when he was found? the sergeant asked. Do you have any ideas on that score?


  That I can tell you. It was almost five-thirty. One of the admin staff asked me how long before I went off shift and I checked my watch. When I discovered he was dead, I put in a call and
  questioned the triage team myself while I was waiting for a response. It seems he wasnt assessed on arrival by any of the nurses on duty. I realize youll also want to talk to
  them.


  Except you didnt call us at five-thirty, did you? he said.


  Well, no, not personally.


  My information is that your receptionist called it in some time after six.


  Thats correct. But Id reported the matter to the medical director. Its procedure.


  Maybe a nurse went home, the female officer suggested. Forgot to log the patient in?


  I doubt that, Valerie said.


  It happens, surely? The sergeant eyed her sceptically. Someone goes sick . . . they rush off without finishing what theyre doing. Not that the hospital trust would
  ever admit to such a thing, but you and I know different, dont we? Mistakes happen in all walks of life  no need for a cover-up.


  Cover-up? If youre suggesting


  Im not making allegations, Doctor  its far too early for that. This unexplained sudden death isnt a matter my colleague and I can handle on our own.
  Well have to pass it upstairs, consult with the Murder Investigation Team. Until they arrive, I must ask everyone to remain in the building until further notice. And Ill need the
  names of everyone who was on duty at the time.


  Valerie offered no argument. The sergeant had a point, she supposed. As a health professional tasked with the job of saving lives, she wasnt happy about a patient in critical condition
  being left unattended in a corridor. And she was all too aware that the medical director would pass the buck in her direction if he thought he could get away with it. Hed do so in a flash if
  it would save his own skin.


  The police sergeant stood up. Can you take us to the body now, please?


  Valerie led the way across A & E. The department was dark, the lights dimmed. At the request of the police, it had already been closed down and emergency admissions temporarily redirected to
  another entrance.


  She rounded the screen that concealed the trolley from view and turned to face the two officers. From the glances they exchanged on catching sight of the victim, it was obvious he was no
  stranger to them.
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  On the Silverlink Industrial Estate, DCI Kate Daniels had just finished overseeing a delicate and ghastly operation. Having called upon the Fire Service to jack up the Mercedes
  to enable crime-scene investigators to photograph her victim in situ, shed looked on as the body was extricated from the underside of the vehicle and handed over to mortuary staff for
  transfer to Newcastles city morgue.


  The body-bag was zipped up, laid on a stretcher and loaded into a black van. Hank Gormley waved it forward, instructing a uniformed colleague to follow in a panda car. It was important to
  preserve continuity until the cadaver was in the care of Tim Stanton, who was standing by to carry out an urgent post-mortem. Police tape and cones were lifted, allowing the vehicles through inner
  and outer cordons, where they were joined by a Traffic car, its driver engaging blues and twos to ease the journey.


  As the mini-convoy disappeared, Kate turned to face Hank.


  What was the name of our witness? she asked.


  David Prentice. Forty-eight-year-old widower. No form. Lives on Benton Park Road. Father of two, grandfather of four. He pointed to a sign behind them: JMR Air Conditioning & Refrigeration Services. Hes in there, waiting for you.


  Kate found the man at his desk in the security office, hands cupped round a mug of sweet tea, a half-smoked cigarette dangling from his lips. He stubbed it out and stood up as she walked in. It
  was as if the room was shrouded in fog. Bizarrely, it had no air conditioning. Without asking permission, the DCI opened the window to let the smoke out. Then she sat down, taking the weight off
  her aching feet. The man looked grey. Was it any wonder? She wasnt feeling too hot herself.


  Im DCI Kate Daniels. Are you up to answering questions, sir?


  To be honest, Id rather go home. Im feeling a bit shaky.


  Thats entirely understandable. Finding a body must have been harrowing for you, especially in the dead of night.


  I dont want to talk about it.


  He was a dead ringer for Kates old guvnor who was now the head of CID; a little younger perhaps, but the face was the same shape, with a generous mouth and greying hair at his
  temples. They couldve been brothers, except Prentice was quaking in his uniformed boots and Detective Chief Superintendent Bright would never do that, no matter how unpleasant the
  circumstances. Then again, the security guard had probably never seen so much as an angry dog in his whole career, much less had to deal with one.


  I wont keep you long, I promise. Kate gave a smile of encouragement. The sooner we get it over with, the sooner you can go home to your bed. It would help if you
  could tell me everything you know, a blow-by-blow account of your movements since you came on duty, including how and when you discovered the body. Its very important to establish what
  happened here so I can start looking for those responsible.


  Prentice took a deep breath. I started at ten oclock. It was a normal, boring shift until I noticed the van a few minutes before five, after leaving the office for a moment or
  two.


  Is that allowed? Kate asked.


  It was that or piss in a bucket. Forgive the language, I


  Needs must, eh? Another smile. Kate pointed at a hard-backed ledger on his desk. Is that your duty log?


  He nodded.


  May I see it please?


  Prentice pushed it towards her. He looked on as she opened it up and turned to the relevant page. The writing was neat but so small she was forced to use her reading specs. Scanning the entries,
  she noted that hed made a tour of the perimeter fence every hour throughout the night until four a.m. The five oclock patrol remained blank.


  Picking up on her concern, Prentice was at pains to point out that he hadnt completed that circuit because he was too busy investigating the mystery van.


  Thats when you called us?

  
  Sweating profusely, he nodded.


  Kate shifted her attention from the man to a desk littered with paraphernalia: a half-completed crossword, an Open University pamphlet, a framed photograph of four grinning schoolboys she
  assumed were his grandchildren, a few jottings on a notepad and some literature on photography.


  Oh God!


  Along with a feeling of dj vu, a young woman appeared in Kates head: an amateur photographer shed come across in a previous case whod tried to cash in by
  selling images of a dead man to the press. That was the way things were these days; everyone carried a camera in their pocket, the means with which to capture a moment in time, no matter how
  miserable. People saw it as fair game. Images that sold newspapers were highly prized. Sadly, that particular photographer had paid the ultimate price, silenced for good by someone who didnt
  want their face made public.


  Keen photographer, are you sir? Kate took in an enthusiastic nod. Take any snaps while you were outside? Because, if you did, Id like the film and the
  camera.


  I dont have one with me.


  Mobile phone?


  I didnt take any pictures.


  Thats fine. Kate sent a warning shot across the desk. I just need to be sure. The incident Im investigating is not one that should end up in the public domain.
  If that were to happen, you should understand that there would be consequences.


  Check it if you dont believe me. He pushed his mobile across the desk. Theres nothing on it, I swear.


  Ill take your word for it.


  Thanking her, Prentice shuddered as if something with more than two legs had walked across his skin. To be honest, I was so spooked when I realized what Id found that I bolted back
  here. I dialled 999 in case he was, yknow, still alive. It never occurred to me to get my camera out. Im no ghoul, Inspector. He paused for thought. Not that I thought
  he could be  alive, I mean. But Im no doctor, am I? You hear about people surviving terrible accidents.


  He hadnt been told.


  Kate tried to find the right words with which to convey the unpalatable truth. Mr Prentice, Im not here about a terrible accident. This is a clear-cut case of murder. As despicable
  as it sounds, what you witnessed tonight was a deliberate act.


  What? He looked horrified.


  Im afraid so. Im sure youll appreciate how serious that is and why I need your full cooperation. Unfortunately, Kate was destined not to get it.


  Prentice immediately clammed up, floored by the realization that whoever she was after knew where he worked and when they could find him alone on the premises. Having seen what they were capable
  of, he had no doubt they would silence a witness without a second thought.
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  No amount of gentle persuasion made a difference. The witness was frightened. He had a right to be. Kate drove slowly through the traffic on the way back to the city centre.
  She was tired and under pressure but, if she were being perfectly honest, enjoying the adrenalin rush of a new enquiry, even though this one was more difficult to stomach than most. She could tell
  Hank felt it too. He was as high as a kite, on the phone to their guvnor, Detective Superintendent Ron Naylor.


  The news isnt all grim, he was saying. We already have a victim ID.


  Tuning him out, Kate turned her attention to the case generally. Identifying the victim was something she hadnt thought possible a couple of hours ago. But thanks to the timely
  intervention of crime-scene investigators, she was in possession of the most vital piece of evidence an SIO needs in the first few hours of a new case. Prints lifted at the scene matched some
  already on the database. That was good. The name of the person to whom they belonged was not. In fact, it was quite the opposite: enough to strike fear into the heart of most detectives, whether or
  not they knew the man personally. His reputation was legendary in the Northumbria force area.


  Repercussions would surely follow.


  Kate drove on, hoping she didnt have a turf war on her hands.


  Having finished his call, Hank had gone quiet. A worrying development, unheard of almost. Not only was he not talking, he wasnt catching up on lost sleep either, something he did at every
  opportunity. Normally, hed be hanging like a bat from his seat belt by now. The horrific nature of this case had got to him.


  Do yourself a favour, she said. Dont think about it.


  Since when did you take up mind-reading? he asked.


  She glanced sideways, a wry smile on her face. Try zoning out the images. Itll allow you to concentrate on the case rather than the pain of it, if that makes sense.


  You do that?


  Every time.


  Does it help?


  Were humans too, Hank.


  Nice sidestep. I notice you didnt answer the question.


  Complete detachment would mean we were robots. Kate kept her eyes on the road. It may surprise you to learn that we are allowed to feel. In fact, its obligatory. Number one on my list of coping strategies. It makes me try all the harder to catch the bad guys.


  There was another way she handled the nasty stuff and shed already made up her mind to make the call as soon as the briefing was over, the murder enquiry underway. Shed talk it
  through with her friend and confidante, criminal profiler Jo Soulsby. Their discussion would take the form of a professional debrief almost. It wouldnt change a thing, but afterwards
  shed feel a little less like she was dying inside.


  Hank was still in a bad place. Its beyond me how Stanton manages. At least we dont have to look at it twenty-four seven.


  Did I ever tell you Jo believes in meditation? Kate said. You should try it sometime.


  No offence, but thats bollocks. It wasnt like him to be so dismissive. He liked Jo a lot, respected what she did for a living, valued the contribution shed
  made since her secondment to the Murder Investigation Team.


  I was a sceptic too once, Kate said.


  Another wave of sorrow washed over her.


  Who was she trying to kid?


  By the time they reached the station, Naylor had set the wheels in motion. The incident suite was full of detectives and civilian personnel awaiting instructions from the DCI,
  all leave over the coming bank holiday weekend cancelled at short notice. No one minded. That was just the way it was. In fact, some welcomed the opportunity for overtime, an occurrence far less
  frequent than it used to be.


  Taking her own advice, Kate forced herself to concentrate on procedure rather than dwelling on images she wished shed never seen. Sharing the name of the deceased with DC Lisa Carmichael,
  advising her that crime-scene photographs were available for upload, she set her to work immediately, excusing her from the briefing, before turning to face the squad.


  Right, ladies and gents, can we have some quiet please? She waited for the hum of voices to die down. Weve got a distressing torture case on our hands. Nominal One is
  John Allen. That is the John Allen, for those of you in the know.


  There were a few raised eyebrows in the room.


  Kate moved on. For the benefit of those new to the squad, hes a villain from a criminal family going back generations. Hes also well known to the Serious Organized Crime
  Agency. Along with his brother and equally obnoxious mates, John Allen has dabbled in anything and everything, specializing in stealing high-end cars to order, selling them on, shipping them
  abroad. A very lucrative line of business it was too. Enough to buy them a pretty fancy lifestyle


  Not any more, Hank said drily.


  Kate glanced at the murder wall. On one side of a state-of-the-art digital screen, John Allens name had appeared in large capital letters, alongside his age (twenty-nine), date of birth,
  address when last arrested, significant others and known associates. Underneath was a police mugshot Carmichael had lifted from the PNC. On the other side of the screen, horrific images were
  uploading; a macabre illustration of what Kate had seen at dawn on a deserted street a few miles east of the station.


  The state of the body was such that several officers dropped their heads on one side, trying to work out which way was up: DS Paul Robson, DCs Neil Maxwell and Andy Brown among them. Andy, the
  quiet one of the three, grimaced as if hed eaten a lemon whole. Silence spread throughout the room, except for the tap-tapping of Carmichaels fingers as they flew over her computer
  keys. The young DC had her head down as usual, so deep in concentration she was oblivious to the reaction her efforts were having on the rest of a team coming to terms with what was being
  shown.


  Let me be clear here, the DCI said. No matter what criminal activities Allen instigated in his lifetime, he didnt deserve to end his days the way he did. My immediate
  concern is that his associates may take the law into their own hands, exact some form of retribution on those responsible for his death. Our first priority therefore is to find his brother Terry
  before all hell breaks loose.


  We just did, a voice behind her said. All eyes were on the door.


  Two uniformed police officers were standing on the threshold, the older a male sergeant most of them had known for years. Excuse the interruption, maam. He held up an
  incident report. But this concerns you.


  Did you bring Terry in? Kate asked.


  She had good reason to jump to this conclusion. As soon as victim ID was confirmed, shed turned her attention to his relatives, in particular the delivery of a death message, a job easier
  said than done for two reasons: the Allens were antagonistic towards the police and their criminal lifestyle meant they moved around a lot. When they couldnt be found, shed issued an
  action to trace next of kin.


  No, the sergeant said. Terry Allen is also in the morgue.


  What? Are you serious?


  Deadly, no pun intended.


  For a moment, no one spoke. Then the silence was broken by rumblings of Jesus Christ, good riddance and other harsh words directed at the younger Allen brother. Kate asked for
  attention, giving the officer the opportunity to explain his attendance at the RVI, the fact that hed personally identified Terry, an offender hed arrested on several occasions, as
  the deceased patient whod been found in a hospital corridor.


  Youre absolutely sure it was him? Kate asked.


  The sergeant was nodding. His wallet and driving licence were in his pocket. We made some tentative enquiries, called out the duty pathologist. Apart from injuries we could see for
  ourselves  all bar one of his fingers were missing  the doc confirmed hed been stabbed several times in the back. Its definitely a murder case, linked to the one
  youre already dealing with, unless you believe in coincidence. I suspect you dont.


  Two brothers . . .


  Tortured to death on the same night . . .


  Not for a moment did Kate believe this was a coincidence. Whoever killed the Allen brothers was switched wrong  a malicious sadist. She dreaded what would happen when word got out to
  family and associates. Like it or not, as SIO she had no right to withhold cause of death even in cases like this one, where the family had a history of dispensing their own brand of justice. She
  felt sure they would close ranks, put the shutters up and use any means at their disposal to track down those responsible. It wasnt hard to imagine what would happen next. She knew it
  wouldnt be pretty.
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  A number of competing actions scrolled through Kates head. At least two people were involved in John Allens death: the drivers of the Mercedes van and the Range
  Rover. She needed to catch them both before his family did. Appointing DS Robson as statement reader, she asked DC Maxwell to take care of the CCTV they had appropriated from JMR Refrigeration. As
  usual, he had his head up his arse; he was so busy eyeing up MITs newest female recruit, Kate suspected he hadnt heard a word shed said.


  Neil, did you get that? Or do I have to repeat myself?


  Maxwell apologized, his face flushing.


  I said theres a DVD on my desk, footage from the main gate. Get it to Technical Support right away. Tell them Im specifically interested in the section between four
  fifty-five and five past five. See what they can do with it and report back to me as soon as you can. Im hoping theyll give us something we can work with, a vague idea of who
  were looking for. Having already seen the footage, she was doubtful.


  Delegating other tasks, she turned lastly to DS Brown. Andy, see if you can pinpoint where the Range Rover went after it left Silverlink. Raise an action for any joyriders in the area:
  they may be potential witnesses or suspects. As soon as we get confirmation of the vehicle licence plates, I want you to hunt down the registered keepers. Hank, Lisa, come with me. I need you at
  the hospital.


  They reached the Royal Victoria Infirmary a few minutes before ten and set about questioning staff. Kate concentrated on the SHO whod found the body and consultants whod been on
  duty at the relevant time. Hank took the receptionist, porters and ancillary staff, while Carmichael tackled the triage team. Two hours later, they met up in the relatives room the
  hospitals medical director had set aside for them to use.


  They had each drawn a blank.


  Kate nodded as Lisa pointed to a Thermos flask that had been left on the coffee table, a handwritten note beside it: Help yourselves. Nothing, it seemed, was
  too much trouble for the staff of A & E.


  Pity they hadnt paid the same level of attention to their patients.


  The room was soulless, far too warm to be comfortable, and staged  an administrators idea of showing respect to those in distress. Neutral walls vibrated with a million sobs, much
  like the waiting room at the citys crematorium where Kate had supported more families of homicide victims than she cared to remember in the years shed been a murder detective.


  Slumping down on the tan sofa, she dreaded the hours ahead. Delivering multiple death messages on the same day wasnt unusual. Conveying two separate non-accidental deaths to the same
  family was unprecedented. The words shoot the messenger loomed large in her head.


  Accepting a drink from Lisa, she waited for her to sit back down before speaking. So, she said. Shall I go first?


  Lisa and Hank were nodding.


  OK, the SHO, Valerie Armstrong, pronounced Terry Allen dead at five thirty-five, half an hour before his brother suffered a similar fate at Silverlink. According to the attending
  pathologist, Terry had been dead approximately two hours. Taking a gulp of coffee, Kate set the cup down on the floor beside her feet. The doctor claims she had no idea who the
  patient was until the police were called. I gather he wasnt seen on arrival by the triage team?


  Thats correct, Lisa said.


  Hank? Is that your understanding?


  Yup. He wasnt booked in at reception either.


  How come he was missed? Kate asked. He was in no condition to walk in unaided, lie down on a trolley and cover himself up. So how did he get here? More importantly, who
  brought him in?


  Only one nurse admitted to seeing him lying on the trolley, Carmichael said. Poor girl thought he was asleep. Shes blaming herself. Thinks she may lose her job over
  it. She assumed hed been assessed and was awaiting transfer to a ward. Apparently there was pandemonium last night, including a fatal RTA involving a bus with a number of elderly passengers
  on board. They were working flat out, boss.


  Thats also backed up by the receptionists log, Hank said. There were multiple casualties. Cant have been much fun.


  Did any uniforms view the CCTV? Kate asked.

  
  Hank was shaking his head.


  Then we need to do that. Picking up the internal phone, Kate dialled zero and asked for the security office. A few seconds later, a man answered, identifying himself with his first
  name only: Frank. Switching to speakerphone, Kate identified herself by name and rank and, to add weight to the call, as a member of the Murder Investigation Team. Im in the building.
  I need to take a look at your CCTV right away.


  I was expecting that, the man said.


  Really? Kate rolled her eyes at the others. You psychic or something?


  Word spreads like wildfire in a hospital, Inspector. Much as it does in a police station, I imagine. The guy had a deep gravelly voice, a pronounced Irish accent. Perhaps I
  should explain.


  If you would please, Mr . . . ?


  McGowan.


  Im listening.


  Just a moment . . . McGowan wasnt alone. Someone was talking in the background. He responded, asking a colleague to take over. Then Kate heard heavy boots on a solid floor,
  a squeaky door open and close, then the background noise disappeared and he returned to the phone. At around three this morning, the camera covering the front door of A & E flipped up
  suddenly and was pointing at the stars. It had never happened before so I called maintenance to check it out. The guy who examined it says that it had been deliberately angled away from the
  entrance. It couldnt have done that all by itself. There wasnt much wind and the camera had to be prised back in place, so it did. Then later, I heard about your man. I mean the poor
  guy who passed away without receiving treatment. When they mentioned that he wasnt booked in at reception, I put two and two together.


  Thats quite a deduction, Kate said.


  Irish doesnt necessarily mean stupid, Inspector.


  Im sure it doesnt. The DCI grinned at the others. She liked McGowans candour. Thanks for the information, sir. Ill send someone up immediately to
  take a statement. Id appreciate it if youd stay put until they have.


  Im not going anywhere.


  Youve been a great help.


  As Kate hung up, her tiredness vanished. Tampering with equipment. Deliberately masking Terry Allens arrival at A & E. She grinned at the others. They were in business.
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  Hospital CCTV backed up everything McGowan had told them. Having commandeered the footage, the three detectives walked back to their car in glorious sunshine. Hank chuckled
  under his breath when he spotted a sticker for illegal parking on Kates windscreen. Tearing it off, she slapped it against his chest, begging him to sort it when he got back to the incident
  room  one less problem for her to deal with.


  Itll cost you, he said.


  And Im sure youll collect. Kate turned away. Lisa, contact Forensics. We need the camera at the front door dusted right away.


  Pulling out her mobile, the DC dialled a number and lifted the phone to her ear. Can we visit the deli on the way back? Im ravenous.


  Despite an early call-out, no breakfast, and the fact that she was also starving, Kate refused. There was no time for a detour today. Pleading with her to change her mind, Hank said something
  less than complimentary about the staff canteen that made both women laugh. Carmichaels sulk was gone by the time they reached the car.


  Hank climbed in the front with Kate, Lisa in the back. Are we agreed: weve nailed the time Terry Allen arrived at the hospital? he asked.


  Looks that way. Belting up, Kate unhooked her sunglasses from the visor, put them on and fired up the engine. Not that itll take us very far.


  Itll aid the sequence of events


  True. But unless there are prints or DNA on that
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