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About the Book
A band of vigilante executioners roam London�s hot summer nights, abducting evil men and hanging them by the neck until dead.
SENTENCED TO DEATH
� The gang member who�s abused vulnerable girls.
� The wealthy drunk driver who�s mowed down a child.
� The hate preacher calling for the murder of British soldiers.
As the bodies pile up and riots explode across the sweltering city, DC Max Wolfe hunts a gang of killers who many believe to be heroes.
And discovers that the lust for revenge starts very close to home . . .
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For Fred Kindall of Kentish Town





A great multitude had already assembled; the windows were filled with people smoking and playing cards to beguile the time; the crowd were pushing, quarrelling, and joking. Every thing told of life and animation, but one dark cluster of objects in the very centre of all � the black stage, the cross-beam, the rope, and all the hideous apparatus of death.
Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
Sir, executions are intended to draw spectators. If they do not draw spectators they don�t answer their purpose.
Dr Samuel Johnson



PROLOGUE
After PrayErs
After Friday prayers Mahmud Irani walked back to where he had parked his taxi and within a few minutes he had picked up the man who was going to kill him.
The man was standing opposite the entrance to London Zoo, dressed in a suit and tie, the jacket buttoned up despite the steaming midday heat. His eyes were hidden behind dark glasses and he had one arm already raised in the air to hail a cab, as if he was fully expecting Mahmud to be driving round Regent�s Park�s Outer Circle immediately after prayers, as if he knew he was coming.
As if he had been waiting.
Mahmud pulled up beside him, smelling the animal stink of the zoo in summer.
�Cash only, boss,� Mahmud said.
The man nodded, glancing at his phone before showing it to Mahmud. On the iPhone�s screen there was a map of the City with a red marker pinpointing their destination.
Newgate Street, EC1.
Less than four miles away but it meant crossing the middle of the city in the stagnant traffic of lunch hour. Mahmud grunted his reluctant assent and watched the man slide into the back seat.
In silence they drove east through the sweltering city.
Mahmud was turning his taxi onto Newgate Street when he glanced in his rear-view mirror and saw the man removing a small leather credit-card holder. Mahmud sighed. How many times did you have to tell these stupid people?
�It�s cash only,� he repeated, harder this time, tugging at his polo shirt, the sweat sticking.
But the man was not getting out a credit card.
He leaned forward between the gap in the front seats and placed an old-fashioned razor blade firmly against Mahmud Irani�s left eyelid.
Mahmud drew in his breath and did not let it go.
He felt the thin cold steel of the blade�s cutting edge settle into the folds of soft flesh beneath his eyebrow. The fine layer of skin covering his eye fluttered wildly against the razor blade. Pure naked terror rose up inside him.
�Please,� Mahmud said. �Please. Just take the money. It�s under my seat.�
The man laughed.
�I don�t want your money. Keep driving. Nice and easy now.�
Mahmud drove as if in a dream, driving with one eye squeezed closed, trying to concentrate on the road ahead with a razor blade pressed against his eyelid.
Following the man�s directions, he drove to the end of the street and then turned left onto a huge building site. It was deserted, one of those little pockets of total silence and emptiness that suddenly surprise you in the city. Another tower of glass and steel was being erected here, but there was nobody working this afternoon. They were all alone. Ahead of them was a yawning hole in the uneven ground.
�Down there,� the man said.
�I have a wife and children.�
�Too late for all that now, pal.�
The razor blade pressed more firmly into Mahmud�s flesh and he felt his eyeball move, a sick rolling feeling as the eye recoiled from the cutting edge. Mahmud drove into the hole and down, bumping over a speed bump and then over some random rubble before entering a vast basement twilight.
What was this place?
Mahmud could not tell if it had once been an underground car park or if that�s what it would be in the future. Right now it was simply a massive expanse of empty space with a very low ceiling; a subterranean basement with no lights apart from the shafts of summer sun coming in from somewhere.
�Where are we going?� Mahmud said, unable to stop himself talking, and this time the man slid the razor blade very gently across his eyelid, just one inch, but enough to cut into flesh and make Mahmud cry out from the shock of sudden pain.
A warm trickle of blood oozed slowly around the curve of Mahmud�s left eyelid.
And he did not speak after that.
They got out of the car and that was a moment when Mahmud thought he could run away if he was not so stricken with terror, so paralysed with disbelief that this was happening, so appalled by the warm blood that ran now on either side of his left eye, so scared witless that he did not fully register the chance to escape until the moment had passed.
Then the man stood behind Mahmud, the razor blade returned to the soft fold of flesh above the left eye and the man�s other hand gently taking the taxi driver�s wrist.
They walked across the wide-open space to a door.
They went down some steps.
The air got colder.
They descended into total darkness and walked along a narrow passage until suddenly a thin shaft of natural light was coming from somewhere high above their heads. Mahmud could see ancient white brickwork that was stained green by time and weather. It was very cold now. The summer was on another planet. The air was fetid with what smelled like stagnant water. It was like stepping into another world.
And then there were the others.
Three of them.
Their faces hidden by black masks that revealed only their eyes.
One of them had a red light shining in their hands.
It was some kind of camera, and it was pointing at Mahmud Irani.
There was a stool. A kitchen step stool. Mahmud could not understand what was happening as hands helped him onto the stool and something was placed around his neck. The blood was in his eyes as he watched the man from the car consulting with the one who held the camera. Mahmud wiped away the blood with the palm of his hands and he tried to balance himself, afraid he would fall from the stool.
His fingers nervously felt his neck.
It was a rope.
They had put a rope around his neck.
He looked up and saw that it was attached to a rusted tangle of ancient pipes in the ceiling.
Hands were touching his arms. He heard a metallic click. He found that his arms were secured behind his back.
And now the words came in a torrent. Now he had no difficulty at all in speaking. Now even the razor blade pressed against his eyeball could not have shut his mouth.
�I have a wife and children!� he screamed, and his voice echoed back at him in this secret basement.
Wife and children!
Wife and children!
�I�m just a taxi driver! Please! You have the wrong person!�
The man from the car was covering his face with a black mask. Like an executioner. He turned to Mahmud Irani.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution?� he asked.
Mahmud stuttered, �What? This � what? I don�t understand. What? I�m a taxi driver��
But then the words choked in his throat because, beyond the red light of the camera, one of them was sticking A4 sheets of paper to the worn white bricks of this underground place.
The A4 sheets of paper were portraits that had been downloaded from the Internet.
They were all the faces of girls. Young girls. Smiling girls.
And, yes, they were all smiling, every one of them � although some of them had smiles that were stiff and shy, and some had smiles that were natural and full of confidence.
They all smiled in their own way. The school photographers had insisted upon a smile, encouraged them to smile, tried to make them laugh.
They were formal portraits, the kind that a school takes every year to record and honour a student�s growth, and they caught the girls at the fleeting moment in their lives when they were poised between the children they had so recently been and the women they would one day become.
The smiling faces watched Mahmud Irani.
And he knew these faces. All of them.
He had known them in rooms full of laughing men. He had heard the girls scream for help when no help was coming. He had seen them blurry and on the edge of unconsciousness, foggy with cheap booze and strong drugs as their clothes were removed.
He had laughed at those girls with all the other men.
And now his words were edged with bitterness and contempt and anger.
�Whores,� he said. �Cheap whores who like drink and drugs. Sluts who show themselves. Girls who like men. Many men. Typical girls of this country. Oh, listen to me! These are not decent girls! Will you listen to me?�
Someone was kicking the stool he stood on.
�Whores,� spat Mahmud Irani, and then he said no more, not another word, because the stool was gone and all at once the rope around his neck cut deep, deep, deep into his throat and his feet were kicking wildly at nothing but the air.
He soiled himself immediately.
The red light watched him squirm and writhe and twist, wild with panic and pain, so much pain, his body thrashing desperately at the rope that cut into his flesh, deeper and deeper every second.
The rope first compressed his jugular vein and then the much deeper carotid arteries, stopping the flow of blood to his brain, abruptly turning it off, his brain instantly swelling, making Mahmud�s eyes roll back into his head and his tongue loll out of his flapping mouth and a choked gurgling sound come from somewhere deep inside his throttled neck.
The red light watched Mahmud as he was strangled by the rope around his neck.
And the pain!
Mahmud did not know that there was so much pain in the world. The minutes passed as slowly as centuries. But after what seemed to him a thousand years but was less than five minutes he finally stopped kicking and his arms went limp by his side.
Mahmud Irani choked out his very last strangled breath in that secret white-brick basement that hides deep below the city.
The red light went out.
And on the wall, the faces of the girls were still smiling.
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We sat in Court One at the Old Bailey and we waited for justice.
�All rise,� the bailiff said.
I stood up, never letting go of the hand of the woman next to me. It had been a long day. But finally it was coming to the end.
We were there for the man she had been married to for nearly twenty years, a man I had never known in life, although I had watched him die perhaps a hundred times.
I had watched him come out of their modest house in his pyjamas on a soft spring evening, a middle-aged man wearing carpet slippers, wanting to do only what was right, wanting to do nothing more than what was decent and good, wanting � above all � to protect his family, and I had watched the three young men who now stood in the dock knock him to the ground and kick him to death.
I had watched him die a hundred times because one of the young men in the dock had filmed it on his phone, the small screen shaking with mirth, rocking with laughter, the picture sharp in the clear light of a March evening. I had watched him die again and again and again, until my head was full of a silent scream that stayed with me in my dreams.
�He was a good man,� his widow, Alice, whispered, gripping my hand tight, shaking it for emphasis, and I nodded, feeling her fingers dig deep into my palm. On her far side were her two teenage children, a girl of around sixteen and a boy a year younger, and beyond them a young woman in her late twenties, the FLO � Family Liaison Officer.
I believed the Central Criminal Court � the proper name of the Old Bailey � was no place for children, especially children who had watched their father being murdered from the window of their home.
The FLO � a decent, caring, university-educated young woman who still believed that this world is essentially a benign place � said that they were here for closure. But closure was the wrong word for what they wanted in court number one.
They wanted justice.
And they needed it if their world would ever again make any kind of sense.
When I had first gone to their home with my colleagues DCI Pat Whitestone and DC Edie Wren on that March evening, the last chill of winter had still been clinging on. Now it was July and the city was wilting in the hottest summer since records began. Only a few months had gone by but the woman and her children were all visibly older, and it was more than just passing time. The three of them had been worn down by the brain-numbing shock of violent crime.
For our Murder Investigation Team at Homicide and Serious Crime Command, West End Central, 27 Savile Row, the case had been straightforward. You could not call it routine, because a man having his life brutally taken can never be considered routine. But there was incriminating evidence all over the smartphones of these three blank-faced morons in the dock, and the blood of the dead man was all over their hands and their clothes. It was an easy day at the office for our CSIs.
We were not hunting criminal masterminds. When we arrested them, they still had fresh blood on their trainers. They were just three thick yobs who took it all much too far.
But the case felt personal for me.
Because I knew him. The dead man. That lost husband, that stolen father. Steve Goddard. Forty years old.
I had never met him in life but I knew what made him leave his house when the three yobs were urinating on his wife�s car. I understood him. I got it. He could have let it go � ignored the noise, the laughter, the obscene insult to his family and the street where he lived, the mocking of all that he loved.
And I could even understand that it made no rational sense at all to go out there in his carpet slippers to confront them. I could see why it was not worth it, why he should have turned up the television and drawn the curtains, and watched his children grow up and get married and have their own children, and why he should have stayed indoors so that he could grow old with his wife. I got all that.
But above all I understood why this decent man did not have it in him to do nothing.
�Members of the jury, have you reached a verdict?� said the judge.
The jury spokesman cleared his throat. I felt Alice�s fingernails digging into my palm once more, deeper now. The faces of the three defendants � immobile with a kind of surly stupidity through most of the trial � now registered the first stirrings of fear.
�Yes, Your Honour, we have,� said the jury spokesman.
Juries don�t give reasons. Juries don�t have to give reasons. Juries just give verdicts.
�Guilty.�
�Guilty.�
�Guilty.�
And juries have no say in sentencing. We all looked at the judge, a papery-faced old man who peered at us from under his wig and over his reading glasses as if he knew the secrets of our souls.
�Involuntary manslaughter is a serious offence,� intoned the judge, glowering at the court, his voice like thunder. �It carries a maximum penalty of life imprisonment.�
A cry of, �No!� from the public gallery. It was a woman with a barbed-wire tattoo on her bare arms. She must be one of the boy�s mothers, I thought, because none of their fathers had been spotted for nearly twenty years.
The judge rapped his gavel and demanded order or he would clear the court.
�Public concern and the need for deterrence must be reflected in the sentence passed by the court,� he continued. �But the Criminal Justice Act requires a court addressing seriousness to consider the offender�s culpability in committing the offence. And I accept the probability that the deceased was dead before he hit the ground due to a subarachnoid haemorrhage, making this a single punch manslaughter case.�
�But what does that mean?� the youngest child, the boy � called Steve, like his dad � murmured to his mother, and she shushed him, clinging on to good manners even in this place, even now.
It meant they would be home by Christmas, I thought, my stomach falling away.
It meant the bastards would get away with it.
It meant that it didn�t matter that they had kicked Steve Goddard�s head when he lay on the ground. It did not matter that they had urinated on his body and posted it on YouTube.
None of that mattered because the judge had swallowed the defence�s evidence that the man who attacked three unarmed boys was dead before he hit the ground due to a pre-existing medical condition.
Get the right brief and you can worm your way out of anything.
�I am also obliged to accept the mitigating factor of self-defence, as the deceased was attempting to assault the defendants,� said the judge. �I note you are all of good character. And I therefore sentence you to twelve months� imprisonment.�
It was over.
I looked at Alice Goddard�s face. She didn�t understand any of it. She didn�t understand why her husband was dead thirty years before his time. She did not understand what the judge had said or why the defendants were laughing while her two children were quietly weeping. I wanted to say something to them but there was nothing to say. I had no words to offer and no comfort to give.
Alice Goddard let go of my hand. It was over for everybody apart from her and her two children. It would never be over for them.
Alice was smiling, and it tore at my heart. A tight, terrible smile.
�It�s all right, Max,� she said. �Really. Nothing was going to bring my Steve back, was it?�
She was anxious to make it clear that she did not blame me.
I looked at the defendants. They knew me. I knew them. I had seen one of them weeping for his mother in the interview room. I saw another one of them wet his pants at the prospect of imprisonment. And I saw the other one empty-eyed and indifferent through the entire process, beyond recall, beyond hope.
When they had been arrested, and when they were questioned, and when they were charged, the three young men had seemed very different.
A coward. A weakling. And a bully.
Now they were one again. Now they were a gang again. Yes, they were going down, but they would be home in six months. Taking a life would have no real impact on their own lives. It would no doubt give them a certain status in the cruel little world they lived in.
The anger unfurled inside me and suddenly I was out of my seat and walking towards them. But the court bailiff blocked my path, his hands slightly raised to show me his meaty palms, but saying nothing and offering no threat if I dropped it right here.
�Leave it, sir,� he said.
So I did the smart thing. I did nothing.
He was a typical Old Bailey bailiff with a demeanour somewhere between a diplomat and a bouncer, and he looked at me sympathetically with the faintest hint of a smile � sad, not mocking � and I let the moment pass, choking down the sickness that came with the rage.
And my face was hot with shame.
The three youths in the dock smirked at me before they were taken down.
I had seen that look before.
Too many times.
It was the look of someone who knows they just got away with murder.
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Later that day we watched the man hang.
We saw the film of his death on the big HDTV screen that�s on the wall of Major Incident Room One in West End Central, at first not sure what we were seeing, not even convinced it was real, still stunned by the fact that you can watch a man being executed online.
It was early evening and we were standing at our workstations, ignoring the phones that were ringing all over MIR-1, as the man was helped onto the kitchen step stool and a noose was slipped round his neck.
And the terrible exchange between the two men.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution?�
�What? This � what? I don�t understand. What? I�m a taxi driver��
The voice of the first man muffled by some sort of mask. The voice of the second man choked with terror.
�Who is he?� DCI Pat Whitestone said.
�IC4,� said DC Edie Wren, running a hand through her red hair, her eyes not leaving the giant screen. IC4 meant the man � the one we could see, the one with the noose around his neck � was of South Asian descent. �Maybe forty years old. Unshaven. Jeans. Polo shirt. Lacoste.�
�A Lacoste knock-off,� I said. �The little crocodile�s looking in the wrong direction.�
�Where is that place, Max?� said Whitestone.
I took a few steps closer to the screen. The film was sharp but the room was dark. In the shadows I could glimpse white tiles or bricks, stained green and yellow by time and the weather.
I felt I had seen it before. It was some part of London that was just round the corner, and yet a hundred years away, and beyond the reach of memory. I took a step back.
�I don�t know,� I said.
�What are they doing to him?� said Trainee Detective Constable Billy Greene.
Then the stool was kicked away and we did not speak as we watched the man hang, his body twisting and squirming in the air, and there was no sound but the strangled gurgling coming from his throat. When the hanging man began to soil himself the cameraman turned away and I caught glimpses � nothing more � of two or three figures in dark clothes, their faces covered in black masks, only their eyes showing, their backs pressed against those yellowing walls.
�There�s three or four of them,� I said. �Maybe more. Wearing ski masks. No, not ski masks � they�re tactical Nomex face masks, or something similar.� A pause. �They know what they�re doing.�
The man�s face began to change colour as the life was strangled out of him. Then he was still and it ended. A film lasting ten minutes and twenty-one seconds that was suddenly trending all over the world.
�You seen this hashtag?� Edie said, hunched over her laptop. �It�s everywhere: #bringitback.�
�Bring what back?� said TDC Greene.
�Play it again,� said Whitestone. �Answer the phones, Billy. Find out where the hashtag comes from, Edie.�
Edie began tapping on her keyboard.
�Does that look like a hate crime to you, Max?� Whitestone said.
�It looks like a lynching,� I said. �So � yes, maybe.�
�Here,� Edie said, and then a panel appeared in a corner of the big screen.
There was a black-and-white picture of a smiling rabbit-faced man from the middle of the last century. The account was called @AlbertPierrepointUK. No message. Just the hashtag � #bringitback � and a link to the film.
�It�s got just under twenty-five thousand followers,� Edie said. �No � over seventy-eight thousand followers. Wait�� She leaned back in her chair and sighed. �Wow, popular guy, this Albert Pierrepoint. Why is the name so familiar?�
�Albert Pierrepoint was the most famous hangman this country ever had,� I said. �He carried out more than four hundred executions, including a lot of the Nazis in Nuremberg.�
�Metcall have had a 999,� Billy said, putting down the phone. �From a woman who recognises the victim.� He looked up at the screen and winced at the man once more locked in the final throes of agony. �The woman�s a Fatima Irani from Bethnal Green. The man is Mahmud Irani. Her husband.�
�How do you spell his name?� Whitestone said. �Got a DOB? Got a description of what he was wearing?�
Greene read from his notes. Then he looked up at the screen.
�She said her husband was wearing jeans and one of those shirts with the little crocodile,� he said, and stooped to retch into a wastepaper basket. It took him a moment to recover. �Sorry,� he said.
�Play it again,� Whitestone said. �Have a drink of water, Billy. Are you looking on the PNC, Edie?�
Edie Wren was running the name of Mahmud Irani through the Police National Computer.
�He�s been away,� she said, meaning the man had done time. �Did six years of a twelve-year sentence. He was part of the Hackney grooming gang. They targeted girls as young as eleven. A lot of the girls � but not all of them � were in care. Some of the gang got life. This Mahmud Irani was found guilty of trafficking � he�s a taxi driver. He was a taxi driver. He got off relatively lightly.�
We watched him hang for the third time.
�Maybe not that lightly,� I said. �If this is connected.�
A young Chinese man appeared in the doorway of MIR-1. He was Colin Cho of PCeU � the Police Central e-crime Unit, jointly funded by the Home Office to provide a national response to the most serious crimes on the Internet.
�We�re looking for Albert Pierrepoint,� he told Whitestone, nodding at the big screen. �He � they � seem to be using exactly the same tech as terrorists, pornographers and whistle blowers. The account is running through an anonymiser designed to hide all digital footprints. But it�s not Tor or 12P. It�s something we have never seen before. The site�s under a lot of pressure � political, media, users, concerned parents � to take the film down in the name of decency, but we�ve persuaded them to leave it up there while we try to trace the sender�s IP address. Off the record, of course.�
�Thanks, Colin,� Whitestone said, glancing at her phone. �Metcall tell us we�ve got a body. In the middle of Hyde Park. No positive ID yet.� She looked at the screen and then at me. �But the responding officer says the deceased is wearing one of those shirts with the little crocodile.�
�Hyde Park?� I said. �The body was found in the actual park?� I looked up at the screen, at the subterranean space with the stained white tiles. �They didn�t do this in Hyde Park.�
I thought of the underground car parks of the big hotels on Park Lane, running down the east side of Hyde Park. But none of them looked anything like the room where they strung up Mahmud Irani. That place was from some other century.
In the panel of the TV screen we could see that @AlbertPierrepointUK had gone viral.
TRENDS
#bringitback
#bringitback
#bringitback
#bringitback
#bringitback
�I think somebody just brought back the death penalty,� I said.
Edie pressed play and on the screen Mahmud Irani was about to hang again.
�But who�d want to do that to him?� said the new boy, TDC Greene, and I remembered that Hackney grooming gang and the thought came unbidden as I headed for the door.
Who the hell wouldn�t?
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There was something strangely peaceful about standing in the middle of Hyde Park on a warm summer night, nothing moving out here but the Specialist Search Team doing their fingertip search off in the darkness, and the CSIs quietly getting kitted up as DCI Whitestone and I contemplated the corpse.
You could tell it was him.
There was enough moonlight to show the crocodile on his polo shirt was still facing in the wrong direction and what looked like severe burn marks around his neck.
So even before the divisional surgeon had arrived to officially pronounce death, and long before his next of kin had the chance to formally identify the body in the morgue, we knew the identity of the body lying under the trees of Hyde Park.
�Mahmud Irani,� Whitestone said quietly.
�So it�s not a hate crime,� I said. �He wasn�t killed because of his race or religion.�
�All murder is a hate crime. Do you know what that gang did to those girls? They branded them, Max. Can you believe that grown men would do that to children?� She shook her head. �Some people deserve to be hated.�
I looked away from the dead man and inhaled clean air. Hyde Park stretched on forever. Londoners always complain about how cramped and crowded their city is, but Henry VIII used to hunt wild boar right here. Even today, London was still a city with fields. The white lights of the West End burned bright from far away, an orange glow rising high above them, like the sun coming up on another planet.
Whitestone stared silently at the corpse.
She was a small, fair-haired woman in glasses, neither young nor old, and if you saw her on the train you would not think that she was one of the most experienced homicide detectives in London. I would not speak again until she spoke to me first, for these were the crucial minutes when the Senior Investigating Officer takes a look at the pristine scene, the body exactly where it had been found, letting it all sink in, learning what she can before we start filming, photographing and bagging evidence. Those last moments when the scene is untouched.
Even the blue lights of our response vehicles seemed very distant, as though they were waiting for a sign from the SIO; a large circle of blue lights in the darkness of the massive park, sealing us off from the outside world. I could see DC Edie Wren and TDC Billy Greene interviewing the Romanian men who had discovered the body while preparing for an illegal barbecue.
�OK,� Whitestone said. �I�ve seen enough.�
I raised a hand to the Crime Scene Manager and on her word the CSIs moved. I saw that our POLICE DO NOT CROSS tape now ran down the length of Park Lane and was patrolled every twenty metres or so by uniformed officers.
�You�ve locked down all of Hyde Park?� I said.
�Because I can always bring the perimeter in later,� Whitestone said quietly, her eyes not leaving the body. �But I can�t extend it later. Better to make the crime scene too big than too small. Let�s take a closer look.�
We wore blue nitrile gloves and white face masks and under the plastic baggies over our shoes we stood on forensic stepping plates that were invisible to the naked eye.
Whitestone and I both carried a small stack of the stepping plates � transparent, lightweight � and we carefully placed them on the grass before us as we created an uncontaminated pathway to the body. We crouched down either side of Mahmud Irani.
�First hanging?� Whitestone said.
I nodded.
She pointed with a gloved index finger at the livid, lopsided markings around his neck.
�You only get that mark from hanging,� she said. �Any other ligature strangulation will leave horizontal marks.�
�But this is diagonal,� I said. �It runs from low on the neck on one side to just below the ear on the other.�
Whitestone nodded.
�Because the rope � or belt, or bed sheet, or wire, or whatever it is � angles towards the knot. See how deep it is? He was strangled by his own body weight. The rope compresses the carotid arteries, turns off the supply of blood to the brain. In judicial hangings, they used to snap the second cervical vertebra � the hangman�s fracture, they call it. More humane. These guys didn�t bother with any of that. They just strung him up. But hangings always look like this � the angled strangulation mark. What�s unusual about this one is that it�s not a suicide.� She stood up. �Every hanging I ever saw until tonight � and I�ve had my share � was either deliberate or accidental suicide.�
�Accidental suicide?�
�Autoerotic asphyxia. You know. Sex games that kill you.�
�Oh.�
�It tends to be a male pastime, like doing DIY or watching cricket. Women seem less keen on autoerotic asphyxia. But strangulation apparently heightens the intensity of orgasm. And what could possibly go wrong?� She nodded at the body. �What�s unique about Mahmud Irani is that his hanging was not for the purposes of masturbation or ending his life. It was murder. Who uses hanging to murder someone?�
I thought about it.
�Somebody who wants revenge?�
�No � somebody who wants justice.� Her eyes scanned the park. �This is not the killing ground, is it? He didn�t die here.�
I thought of the white-tiled room where no light seemed to shine. And I thought of the underground car parks that were in this area, not just by Hyde Park but also under the grand hotels and the fancy car dealerships of Park Lane. None of them, as far as I knew, looked even remotely like the room in the film, which looked like somewhere that should have been torn down a hundred years ago.
�So they chose to move him from the kill site to the dumping ground,� I said. �Why would they do that?�
�Makes it harder for us,� Whitestone said. �Now we can�t run forensics on the kill site.�
�Yes, but it makes it more dangerous for them. Why risk someone seeing them dump the body? Why not leave him where they�d strung him up?�
Whitestone thought about it.
�Because they wanted us to find him,� she said.
We watched the Specialist Search Team inching their way across Hyde Park on their hands and knees. In the distance, a German Shepherd from the Dog Support Unit began to bark.
�What I could really use is the rope they did it with,� Whitestone said, more to herself than me. �Ropes can speak volumes. The kind of rope. The kind of knot.�
Fierce white arc lights clicked on and lit up the scene like a film set. The body of Mahmud Irani looked horribly broken in the glare, the agony of his death imprinted on his lifeless face. The crocodile on his shirt stared off in the wrong direction, as if averting its gaze from the large stain on his jeans.
The Area Forensic Manager and his CSIs were already sweating inside their Tyvek suits, blue gloves and forensic face masks. A van with blacked-out windows came trundling across the parched grass. The mortuary van. And behind it I saw the great white marble arch that marks the junction of Oxford Street, Edgware Road and Park Lane. And something whispered through the trees, like the sigh of the uneasy dead.
�This was Tyburn,� I said. �Maybe that�s why they took the chance of dumping him here. The dump site could be part of a ritual killing. Maybe the most important part. Because this was Tyburn.�
�Tyburn?� Whitestone said. �The public gallows?�
I nodded. �The Tyburn tree � the three-legged gallows pole � was at Marble Arch. This spot was where London had its public execution site for almost a thousand years.� The great triumphal arch glowed with the lights of the night. �Fifty thousand people were hanged right where we�re standing,� I said. �And they weren�t just killing him, were they?� I looked down at the body of Mahmud Irani and the lopsided wound on his neck. �They were punishing him.�
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Just before three o�clock on a sun-soaked Monday afternoon, Stan and I waited for Scout outside the school gates, both of us struggling to contain our emotions.
Our small red Cavalier King Charles Spaniel was always excited at the school gates � all those kids, all that attention, all those compliments � but for me today was special because it was the last day of the school year.
And we had made it.
The children began to appear and the waiting crowd of parents surged forward.
I saw the long blonde hair of Miss Davies � my daughter Scout�s beloved teacher � and then there were little girls whose faces I recognised and finally Scout herself, carting a huge folder and wearing a school dress that was the smallest they had in stock but still came down well below her knees.
Miss Davies saw me and smiled, waved, and gave me a big thumb�s up.
I wanted to thank her � for everything � but too many parents were milling around her, giving her gifts, wanting a word before the long summer break, so Stan and I stood and waited at the school gates, his tail wagging wildly and his round black eyes bulging with excitement.
�We watched a film because it was the last day,� Scout said, by way of greeting. �It was about a Japanese fish called Ponyo.� She spotted the face of a friend who she hadn�t seen for at least five minutes.
�MIA! MIA! MIA-MIA-MIA-MIA-MIA!�
�Bye, Scout!�
�Bye, Mia!�
Scout gave me her folder stuffed full of the year�s work. Her name and class printed neatly on the front.
Scout Wolfe, 1D.
On top was one of her early works, a picture called �My Family� that I remembered from last September. In the picture Scout�s family was just a little stick-figure man who didn�t even have a briefcase to call his own and a little girl with brown hair and a red dog. That picture had torn at my heart last year because the man and the girl and the dog had seemed lost among all that white space. But now it made me smile.
We made it!
We drifted away from the school gates, and all around us there were best wishes for the holidays, and plans being made to stay in touch, and I felt a sense of relief that was almost overwhelming.
All parents want the same things for their children. But the single parent wants something extra. The single parent wants to survive.
If Scout and I could get through the first year of school, then I knew we could get through anything.
She took Stan�s lead, wrapped it twice around her thin wrist, but the dog was still skittish, as if the thrills of the school gates had yet to wear off. He was sniffing a lamppost, wild-eyed and lost in his own world, that world of scent that dogs live in, when he suddenly looked up and spotted a well-groomed poodle on the far side of the road. Without warning, he tried to dive into the traffic and Scout had to hold him back with both hands.
I took the lead from her and we both stared at Stan, who only had eyes for the poodle on the far side of the road.
�He�s reached sexual maturity,� Scout said. �You�re going to have to face it, Daddy.�
The homeless man sat on the pavement in the shade of the great arched entrance to Smithfield meat market.
He wore an old green T-shirt, the sleeves far too long, threadbare camouflage trousers and combat boots with no laces. There was a baseball cap in front of him containing a few coins. Everything about him said ex-serviceman.
Without looking up, he spoke to us as we walked past.
�Spare fifty grand?�
The line made me smile. It was a good line. Unexpected.
And then my smile froze because I knew that voice from years ago. Not the voice of this man but the boy he had once been. A time when I knew that voice as well as I knew my own.
I slowly turned and walked back to him, Scout and Stan following me. And he looked up � a light-skinned black man who had not shaved for a while, who had not slept in a bed last night, and who had not eaten properly for a long time.
But it was still him.
�Jackson Rose,� I said, and it wasn�t a question, because there was no doubt in my mind, and I saw the shock of recognition dawn on that familiar face.
�Max?�
How long had it been? Thirteen years. Another last day of term in what was for us the last school year of them all. But for the five years before that, we had been closer than brothers.
One of those childhood friendships that you never find again.
I held out my hand and helped him to his feet and he grinned and I saw the gap-toothed smile I remembered, although one of his front teeth was chipped now, and we hugged, both laughing at the improbability of it all. Then we stood apart, shaking our heads. Time overwhelmed us.
I looked at his filthy army fatigues.
He looked at my daughter. And our dog.
And then we laughed again.
�You�re a father?� he said.
I nodded. �Yes.�
That gap-toothed grin. �Congratulations.�
�Thanks.�
He held out his hand to Scout and she solemnly shook it.
�Jackson Rose,� he said.
�Scout Wolfe,� she said, and she watched him as he crouched down to make a fuss of Stan. �Are you my daddy�s friend?�
�That�s right, Scout. And do you know what they say?�
Scout shook her head.
�I don�t know what they say,� she confessed.
�You can make new friends,� Jackson Rose said, looking at me. �But you can�t make old friends.� He gave me that gap-toothed grin. �Isn�t that right, Max?�
�You�re coming home with us,� I said.
Something passed across his face.
�I can�t come home with you and Scout,� he said, looking away, and I saw that he was ashamed.
�Why not?�
He hesitated for a moment then gave a short, embarrassed laugh.
�Because I really need a shower,� he said.
�We�ve got a shower,� I said.
Then I looked at Scout, wondering if she would be worried by the presence of a stranger under our roof. But she reached out and took Jackson�s hand.
�My friend�s called Mia,� she told him.
We took him home.
My plan was to order a Thai takeaway, or pizza, or whatever he wanted, but as soon as I mentioned food he was at the fridge door, looking at what we had.
�I was a cook in the army,� he said. �You like curry, Scout? Everybody likes curry, right?�
Scout looked doubtful. She had never tried curry.
�This is a special curry,� Jackson said, pulling out onions, carrots, chicken. Mrs Murphy, our housekeeper, kept stuff in there. I was more of a scrambled omelette man. �A Japanese curry,� Jackson said, and I saw the boy he had been, and how nothing could stop him once he had decided on a course of action. �Not too spicy,� he said, with a reassuring wink to Scout. �Don�t worry about a thing.�
And it was delicious. The three of us ate Jackson�s Japanese curry with the heat of the day wearing off outside, and Stan sleeping in his basket. When Scout had finished her first curry and gone off to her room, Jackson and I smiled at each other.
�You�re sleeping rough, Jackson?�
He laughed.
�Purely temporary. And what about you? Anybody else coming home?�
I shook my head.
�It�s just us,� I said. �Me and Scout. This is it.�
His big wide smile. Then it slowly faded. �What happened, Max?�
I wasn�t sure if I could explain it to him, or even to myself.
�I met a girl, and we fell in love, and then we had a baby, and it was the most beautiful baby in the world. And then things were harder than we ever thought they would be. No money. Her career stalled. My job was all hours and maybe sometimes I was too wrapped up in it. And this girl, Jackson � she was a beauty.�
�What�s her name?�
�Anne,� I said, and I wondered if I would ever be able to say that one little name without a stab of pain. �And she met someone else. A good-looking guy with plenty of money.�
�Nothing like you then?�
�Nothing like me. She fell in love.� I paused. This next bit was tough to talk about. �And got pregnant with his kid. Walked out on us. Now she�s got a new life, got a new family � and me and Scout, we had to get on with it, too. And we did.�
�This Anne � she still see the kid?�
�On and off. It�s patchy, to be honest. She�s busy with this new life. Happens all the time.�
�Yes, it does. But it�s still hard.�
�It�s actually not that hard because Scout is the best thing that ever happened to me, Jackson. And because it feels like everybody we know is rooting for us.� I thought of Mrs Murphy. I thought of Miss Davies. And I thought of Edie Wren, who could talk to Scout more naturally than anyone in the world.
�Lot of support,� Jackson said.
�We�re doing all right,� I said.
The cardboard folder that Scout had brought home was on the dinner table. Jackson leafed through it.
�What about you?� I said. �Wife? Kids?� I remembered how much girls had liked him. For his looks, and for his wildness, and for his lack of fear.
He shook his head.
�Not me,� he smiled, as if the thought had never even crossed his mind, and when he rubbed his eyes and stifled a yawn, I saw how exhausted he was. �I�ve been too busy feeding the British Army.�
�You�re worn out,� I said. �Come on.�
I showed him the little spare room at the far end of the loft and he said that he might have a nap for a bit and I told him that was a good idea.
�I�m glad to see you, Max,� he said, and I knew that I would never have a friend like him again.
�Me too,� I said. �Do you need anything?�
He smiled shyly and I cursed my stupidity.
Jackson needed everything.
When I came back with clean clothes, towels and toothbrush, he was standing by the window, staring down at the meat market. He had pulled off his boots, socks and T-shirt, and I saw that his entire torso � his back, his chest, and his shoulders � was one mass of scar tissue. The skin looked as though it had been torn off and then carelessly pulled back together. It was livid, corrugated, discoloured, and it made my throat constrict with shock.
�What happened?� I said, echoing his question to me.
�I served my country,� smiled Jackson Rose.
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�So that�s the plan?� said Edie Wren early the next morning. �We work our way through the list of everyone who hated Mahmud Irani because of his conviction for grooming? That�s our MLOE?�
Major Line of Enquiry.
I nodded. She whistled.
�Long list,� she said.
�Then we better get started,� I said.
I had parked the BMW X5 in a courtyard of a low-rise block of flats on the hill that slowly rises from King�s Cross all the way to the Angel. We were in Islington, but this was not the Islington of cool caf�s and million-pound studio flats. This was the other Islington, where the council houses stretched as far as the eye could see. Even this early in the day, the heat was building.
�We run the TIE process on everyone who had good cause to hate the victim,� I said.
Trace, Interview and Eliminate.
�We�re doing this in the absence of the kill site,� I said. �And in the absence of any other suspects, clues or leads.� I looked up at the bleak block of flats. �Sofi Wilder was eleven years old when she met Mahmud Irani.�
�Jesus,� Edie murmured.
�Now she�s eighteen. Sofi was one of the gang�s first victims, and has had a lot of physical and mental problems. Apparently she doesn�t leave her home.�
�Why are we looking at this poor kid? Max, this is a total waste of time.�
�Not Sofi,� I said. �We�re looking at her father � Barry Wilder. Threats were made in the courtroom on the day of sentencing.� I read from my notes: �I�m going to kill you. I�m going to hunt you down and fucking kill you. And there�s something else. The dad � this Barry Wilder � he�s been away.�
�What for?�
�Assault. Football violence. Twenty years ago.�
Edie looked doubtful.
�Lynching a man is a bit different from giving the away supporters a good hiding,� she said.
I shrugged.
�Look what they did to his daughter,� I said. �Come on.�
We got out of the car and found the flat.
Barry Wilder opened the door. He had a shaved head and a short-sleeved Ben Sherman shirt with fading tattoos on arms that had been built up by manual work rather than a gym. THE JAM, said one tattoo. MADNESS said another. He was a forty-something skinhead but he looked as though life had kicked all the aggression out of him. He glanced at our warrant cards but seemed too shy to make eye contact.
�Mr Wilder? I�m DC Wolfe and this is DC Wren. We would like to ask you some questions about Mahmud Irani.�
He nodded. �All right. You don�t need to talk to our Sofi, do you?�
�It�s you we�re interested in,� Edie said, and he seemed relieved.
He let us into the flat.
A large, heavy-set blonde was sitting by the window, furiously smoking a cigarette and blowing the smoke out into the warm summer day. Unfiltered Camels. Her mouth flexed with loathing at the sight of us.
Jean Wilder. Sofi�s mother.
�Ma�am,� I said, and my greeting was ignored, and she continued to smoke her cigarette as though she hated it.
Edie and I sat on the sofa, Barry Wilder in the armchair opposite us. I got a closer look at the body art on those thick arms. There were some ancient football tattoos, as faded as Egyptian runes. You couldn�t even tell if he was Tottenham or Arsenal.
�You�re aware that Mahmud Irani has been murdered?� I said.
I heard a door open, glimpsed the face of a young woman, frightened and pale, and watched the door silently close.
Sofi.
�Mr Wilder, I hope you understand that we have to talk to you because of the relationship between Mahmud Irani and your daughter.�
The woman at the window exhaled.
�They didn�t have a relationship,� Mrs Wilder said quietly. She took a deep drag on her cigarette. �What do you think? They were boyfriend and girlfriend? Relationship! Why don�t you ever do your job? It�s not much to expect, is it?�
�Ma�am,� Edie said. �Please.�
�You�re in my home,� Mrs Wilder said, totally calm. �And you�re talking about my daughter.�
Edie looked at me and let it go.
�I need to ask you about threats that you made on Mahmud Irani�s life,� I said to the father.
Mrs Wilder stubbed out her cigarette with something like fury. But the big man in front of us nodded mildly, his hands rubbing together as if he was washing them.
I tried to make my voice as neutral as possible.
�This is what you were heard to say in court, OK?�
�OK.�
I read from my notes. �I�m going to kill you. I�m going to hunt you down and fucking kill you.� I looked at the man. �Did you make those threats?�
�Yes.�
Mrs Wilder came across the room. She had tried to cover the smell of cigarettes with smells that I knew � Jimmy Choo and Juicy Fruit chewing gum.
�Do you have children?� she asked me.
�This is not about me, ma�am.�
�Why are you scared to tell me the truth?�
�I have a daughter,� I said.
�How old?�
�She�s five.�
�She�ll grow up,� Jean Wilder said. �They always do. You can�t imagine it now but she�ll grow up so fast that it will make your head spin. And you should get down on your knees and pray to God that she � your daughter, who I am sure you love like you love nothing else in this world � never has a man like Mahmud Irani and his friends catch her scent. Because what we have been through in this family is worse than hell and it is worse than death and it could happen to anyone with a daughter in this country today. And the people who are meant to protect children? The policemen and the social workers and all the professional do-gooders? They look the other way when children are tortured and raped.� A breath escaped her mouth, and she shook her head in wonder. �They look the other way.�
�I do appreciate how much you�ve suffered,� I said. �But this is a murder investigation and we are obliged to make enquiries.�
I turned to her husband.
�Did you have any contact with Mahmud Irani after he was sentenced?� I said.
But Jean Wilder spoke for him.
�Barry didn�t do it,� she said. �When was it? He was here. He�s here every night. We all are. The three of us. Where would we go? Why would we want the neighbours and people we don�t even know staring at us � pointing at us � looking at Sofi as if she was less than human. Yes, my husband said those things. Screamed those things at the top of his voice. No doubt he meant it at the time. Because when they were in the dock, they were laughing at us. Those stinking Paki bastards who wrecked our lives.�
�Please,� I said.
But she would not let it go.
�You say you have a daughter,� she said, as if there was the possibility that I might be lying. �What would you say if they treated your daughter like a sex toy and then they laughed at you?�
She was very close to me now. I could smell the unfiltered Camels and the Jimmy Choo and the Juicy Fruit.
�I�ve had no contact with the man,� Barry Wilder said quietly. No doubt he had been a violent youth when he was running riot at the football, but I could see no violence in the man now, only a bottomless sadness, and a grief that was never-ending.
He looked at the floor and washed his hands with each other.
�I said those things, yes, I did say them, I don�t deny it, but I didn�t see the man since the trial, not until they showed that film on the Internet.� At last he looked me in the eyes. �The film of him being hung,� he said.
We stared at each other in silence.
And then I thanked him and stood up.
Jean Wilder followed us to the door.
�You useless bastards!� she said. �You tiptoe around these gangs because you�re terrified of looking racist.�
I turned to look at her.
�Mrs Wilder, I don�t tiptoe around anyone,� I said quietly. �I was not a part of the investigation into Mahmud Irani and the Hackney grooming gang that abused your daughter and neither was DC Wren here. Those men were criminals and they got what they deserved.�
She pushed her face close to mine. Too many cigarettes, I thought. And too much Jimmy Choo.
�She could have loved someone,� she said. �My Sofi. And she could have gone to college and she could have had a normal life, but that�s all gone now.�
I opened the door. Jean Wilder reached across me and closed it. She had not finished with us yet.
�Do you know what they did to her?� she said �To all those girls? You think you know � because you skimmed some report or you caught it on the news. But you don�t know. They flattered these children, and gave them attention, then filled them with booze and drugs and took them to rooms where men were waiting. Dozens of the leering, stinking bastards. They gang-raped these children. They filmed them. They invited their friends round. All their stinking Paki cousins and Paki brothers. They branded them.� A rage and grief swelled up inside her and it was no different from vomit. She choked it back down. �They put cigarettes out on their bodies and laughed about it. They fucking laughed. My daughter � my little girl � my baby � has cigarette burns on her breasts and buttocks��
Barry Wilder roared.
�ENOUGH!�
Jean Wilder�s eyes were shining as she watched her husband lumber towards us. She placed a hand on her husband�s arm, and patted it once.
�He had nothing to do with it,� she said, suddenly very tired. �But you know what? I wish he did!�
I gently opened the door.
And this time she let me.
�And what would you do, Detective?� she said, laughing at my eagerness to get out of that broken-hearted home. �If it was your daughter � in those rooms � with those men � what would you do about it?�
I said nothing.
I couldn�t look at her.
She followed us to the door.
�You catch them?� she said. �The men that hanged Mahmud Irani? Give them a medal.�
We were walking to the car when I looked up and saw the face of the girl at the window. Sofi. The curtain closed and she was gone. Edie and I didn�t speak until we were back in the car.
�You didn�t answer her question,� Edie said. �What would you do if it was Scout, Max?�
�Oh, give me a break, Edie.�
We both knew what I would do.
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There is a hanging tree in the Black Museum.
It is a horizontal wooden triangle supported by three legs and it rests in a quiet corner of what is officially known as the Crime Museum. It is draped with perhaps two dozen hangman�s nooses, all individually labelled with the name of the man or woman they executed.
�It�s a replica of the triple-tree at Tyburn,� said Sergeant John Caine, the keeper of the Black Museum. �The gallows was portable, and that�s one of the reasons that nobody can ever agree about where Tyburn actually stood, although they were hanging people there for centuries.� He sipped from a mug that said BEST DAD IN THE WORLD. �They moved it about, see.�
I touched one of the nooses.
It was just four thin strands of rope running through a metal eyelet to form the noose. Other ropes were much thicker, twice the size, strands of heavy rope woven together and running through a big brass thimble to form the noose.
�The thin ones date from the eighteenth century,� Sergeant Caine said. �The thicker ones are more modern. They go all the way to 1969, when the death penalty was abolished in this country.�
�You�ve got a lot of ropes in here, John. I never noticed before.�
�We�ve hanged a lot of people in this country. You could fill a stadium with the people they hanged at Tyburn alone. Some of these nooses date back to 1810 when there were 222 offences that were punishable by hanging, including robbing a rabbit warren and shoplifting.�
�But why would anyone use hanging to murder someone?� I said, touching one of the nooses as if it would reveal the answer. �Why not just shoot them or stab them?�
�Because they want revenge,� said Sergeant John Caine. �Let me show you something.�
It was a battered black leather suitcase. Inside was a length of rope, a leg strap and a hood that had once been white but was now yellow with age, folded as neatly as a handkerchief.
�This is Albert Pierrepoint�s suitcase,� John Caine said. �People misunderstand Pierrepoint. They forget how important he was to this country. He didn�t simply represent punishment. He represented justice � right up until capital punishment started being seen as wicked and cruel and not very nice. But before that, Pierrepoint was a national hero. Who do you think hanged all those Nazi war criminals after the Second World War? Old Albert went to Germany twenty-five times in four years and strung up over two hundred Nazis. Not that he enjoyed it much, because they were making him do job lots � a dozen or so at a time. Old Albert was a bit of a perfectionist, with a lot of professional pride in his work.� He had a sip of his tea. �The people who killed this child abuser � they use a picture of Pierrepoint online, don�t they?�
I nodded.
�So they want justice,� I said. �They want revenge.�
John gently closed Albert Pierrepoint�s suitcase. �And what�s wrong with a bit of revenge?� he said.
My phone began to vibrate. EDIE WREN CALLING, said the display. Her voice was tight with adrenaline.
�We�ve got another hanging,� she said. �Go online and watch it.�
�I�ll be back in the office in fifteen minutes,� I said. �I�ll watch it then.�
�Max,� she said. �Go online and watch it now.� Edie Wren took a breath. �This one is live.�
We watched the second man hang on John Caine�s computer.
At first it looked like exactly the same set-up with the camera aimed up at a terrified man standing on some kind of stool as the same voice asked the same question.
�Do you know why you�ve been brought to this place of execution?�
But the picture was far sharper, and there was a date and time stamp running in the bottom right-hand corner, as if they wanted the world to know that this public execution was going out live.
It was the same room. You could see the walls more clearly this time, and they seemed to be rotting with age, brickwork that was once white crumbling to yellow and green and brown.
�Where�s that look like, John?�
We leaned in closer. I heard John Caine quietly curse.
�I feel like I know,� he said. �But I don�t remember.�
The condemned man on the stool was babbling with terror. There was a rope being placed around his neck and it snaked off out of shot to the ceiling. He was a much younger man than Mahmud Irani, and dressed in a suit and tie. And white.
�Do you know��
And then suddenly it all went wrong. The man in the suit was half jumping, half falling from the stool, and the noose could not have been secured to the ceiling because although it was around his neck it didn�t stop him falling from the stool and then the camera was dropped and there was nothing to see and only the sounds of a furious struggle and the soft thud of punches thrown into flesh and bone and the weeping of a man who was suddenly aware that there was no escape.
As the camera was picked up, I saw some dark figures taking their places against a wall, standing like masked sentries under a single 8 x 10 inch photograph that had been attached to the wall of a smiling boy, perhaps eleven years old, wearing school uniform as he posed happily for the photographer.
I looked at the boy�s smile and I knew with total certainty that the man being forced onto the back of the stool had somehow killed him.
�Do you know why you�ve been brought to this place of execution?�
Someone was kicking at the stool. The man flapped his arms and I saw that his hands were not tied. But the noose was still around his neck and now it was secured to the ceiling.
�There�s four of them,� John Caine said. �At least. Four that I can see. Black tracksuits � I think I saw a Nike logo. They�re all wearing tactical Nomex face masks � that�s what those masks are. The one who held the camera is the one who did the heavy lifting when the victim tried to do a bunk. A very big geezer. Can�t see much of the others.�
The man on the hanging stool screamed once.
�No!�
�But who is he?� John Caine said. �And who�s the kid?�
The man in the suit hung.
With his hands unbound, he fought against the rope tightening around his neck more fiercely than Mahmud Irani had fought it, he clawed at his neck, he ripped and tore at it, he lashed wildly with his legs and he tried to scream in protest, although no sound was possible other than the terrible noise that a man makes when he is being strangled to death. But he fought more fiercely and so it was over more quickly.
The man stopped kicking. The screen froze, one spot of fresh blood on the eye of the lens.
�Why don�t they just stab him in the eye?� I said, getting out my mobile phone.
�Because that would look like murder,� John Caine said. �And � I�m just guessing here � they think that murder is too good for him.�
I watched the digital world react.
#bring it back
#bring it back
#bring it back
#bring it back
#bring it back
�You want me to drive you to West End Central?� John Caine said.
�Thanks,� I said. �But it�s faster to run.�
He was still staring at the screen.
�Where is that place?� he said, as if he should know.
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I ran all the way to 27 Savile Row.
It was early in the evening but the heat was sticking to the city and I was soaked in sweat by the time I climbed the stairs to the top floor of West End Central. Major Incident Room One was already crowded.
DCI Whitestone was deep in conversation with our boss, DCS Swire, the Chief Super, as the two women stood before the giant TV screen, watching the man in the suit and tie hang one more time.
I realised with a jolt that they seemed relieved.
�But are we sure?� DCS Swire was saying in her hushed Margaret Thatcher voice. �Are we absolutely sure, Pat?
�Yes, ma�am,� DCI Whitestone said. �The victim is definitely an IC1.�
IC stands for identity codes and it is the system our people use to describe ethnicity. IC1 meant the man who had just been hanged was a white man of North European stock.
Mahmud Irani had been an IC4.
�Good,� said the Chief Super. �Then whatever the motive � it�s not race. Thank God for that!�
Edie Wren was furiously pounding her laptop as she conducted a conversation with Colin Cho of the Police Central e-crime Unit. TDC Billy Greene was on the phone fending off a reporter who had somehow been put through from the switchboard. And there was a shockingly attractive young woman I had never seen before who had her laptop plugged into one of the MIR-1 workstations. She was watching the same segment of the new film over and over again.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution? Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution? Do you know . . .�
She had a long pale face, very serious, and the kind of hair that doesn�t move so much as swing. When she leaned forward to stare at the screen her hair swung forward, like a long black veil falling over her serious face, and she pushed it back, biting at her lip with concentration.
�DC Wolfe,� I introduced myself to her. �Are you running some kind of voice analysis on that dialogue?
But she just glanced at me for a second and then turned back to the screens, pushing back the long black veil of hair, a glint of gold on the third finger of her left hand. So that was the end of that conversation.
Edie Wren looked up from her workstation. On the screen before her I could see the online traffic reacting to the second hanging.
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�It feels like it never went away,� Edie said.
�Who is she?� I said, nodding towards the woman with the swinging hair.
�Tara Jones. Speech analyst. Voice biometrics, they call it.�
�Is she any good?�
Edie shrugged. �Tara�s meant to be the best. But she hasn�t given us anything yet.�
Then a mid-Atlantic voice called me.
�Max? Come and have a look at this.�
Dr Joe Stephen, a forensic psychologist from King�s College London, was at a workstation with someone else I didn�t recognise, a bald but bearded middle-aged man with a sweat patch in the shape of Australia on the back of his corduroy jacket. They were also watching the hanging. And I saw that the man with Dr Joe was not middle-aged at all. Beyond the bald head and the beard he was perhaps only thirty but there was something prematurely aged about him. His head was remarkable � so oval that it looked like a rugby ball impersonating a hard-boiled egg.
�Murder by hanging is almost unknown, isn�t it?� the strange young man said.
Dr Joe nodded. �But the unsubs � sorry, the unidentified subjects � don�t think of it as murder.� He had an American accent softened and smoothed by half a lifetime in London. �They clearly believe they are carrying out the death penalty for what they consider a capital crime.�
The young man nodded thoughtfully.
�Capital from the Latin capitalis, of course,� he said. �Literally regarding the head � a reference to execution by beheading.�
�Max,� Dr Joe said. �This is Professor Adrian Hitchens. He lectures in history at King�s College.�
I held out my hand but Professor Hitchens ignored it. He was looking at the frozen image on the screen before him, the last frame of this latest online execution � a glimpse of the worn, ruined brickwork of the kill site.
I took my hand away.
Perhaps he was thinking very deeply about where the kill site could be. Or perhaps he thought I was the janitor.
But my feelings were not too hurt. The Met are always wheeling in these experts for a bit of specialist advice. Some of them � like our resident psychologist Dr Joe � stick around for years. But most of them are wheeled straight out again when they prove to be no help with our enquiries. There was a very good chance that I would never see Professor Hitchens again.
Or the woman with the swinging hair.
The history man jabbed a fat finger at the screen. It was stained yellow with nicotine.
�The building looks late Victorian,� he said, more to himself than Dr Joe or me. �I�m guessing some kind of public works.� He nodded at the dank white walls, stained green and yellow with the rot of a hundred years. �A madhouse? A prison? Yes, almost certainly late Victorian.�
DCS Swire and DCI Whitestone joined us.
�Hitch,� the Chief Super said to the history man, as if they were old buddies. �I understand DC Wolfe here has a theory about where the first body was dumped.�
Whitestone nodded encouragement at me. �You thought it could be significant that the body was left in Hyde Park, right, Max?�
I nodded. Professor Hitchens still wasn�t looking at me.
�Tyburn,� I said. �We found the first victim on the Park Lane side of Hyde Park. Not far from the site of Tyburn.�
He looked at me at last.
�Where this country hanged people for a thousand years,� I said.
Professor Hitchens grinned at me, though there was no warmth in his smile. His chipped teeth also looked old beyond their years. I wasn�t crazy about him, to tell you the truth.
�I know what Tyburn was, Detective Wood.�
�Wolfe.�
�Detective Wolfe,� he said, and he turned in his swivel chair to address the room at large. Fat yellow fingers tapped the armrests of his chair. �But Tyburn was most emphatically not in Hyde Park.�
�No, I know that, but��
�The location was further north � according to the Rocque map of London in 1746. Are you familiar with Rocque�s map of 1746?�
I briefly shook my head to confirm I was not familiar with Rocque�s map of eighteenth-century London.
�The actual location of the Tyburn Tree was on the traffic island where the Edgware Road, Oxford Street and Bayswater Road all meet,� Hitchens said.
�But they�re not going to dump a body in the middle of a traffic island, are they?� I said, and watched him bristle, unused to being contradicted. I suppose these big-shot academics get used to students hanging on their every word. �What about that kitchen step stool, Professor?� I said. �That look late Victorian to you?�
Whitestone shouted across the room to Wren. �Still no ID of the vic, Edie?�
Wren shook her head. �Colin�s monitoring the online traffic and Billy�s got an open line to Metcall, but nothing yet.�
Metcall, also known as Central Communications Command, is responsible for public contact. If someone hit 999 because they knew the man who had just been hanged online, it would come through to them first.
�Play it one more time,� the Chief Super said.
TDC Greene hit the button and we watched in silence as the scene unfolded again. Somehow repeated viewing had not drained the hanging of its power to shock.
The man in the suit and tie fighting for his life. The desperate struggle before he was dragged onto the stool they used for a makeshift scaffold. The last words he would ever hear: �Do you know why you�ve been brought to this place of execution?� His strangulation on the end of a rope. His hands unbound, tearing at his throat.
And the boy. The picture on the wall of the smiling young boy, who smiled just as sweetly and innocently as the girls had smiled when Mahmud Irani died. Smiling from beyond the grave, smiling for all eternity.
�What the hell are they doing, Dr Joe?� Whitestone said quietly to our psychologist.
�The ceremony is everything,� Joe said. �The ritual seems to be at least as important as the punishment. Both of these killings have been as choreographed as anything you would see at the Old Bailey. But instead of wigs they wear black masks. Instead of a judge and jury it�s the unsubs. And in the dock, you have the accused.�
�With no chance of getting a suspended sentence,� Whitestone said.
�But the ritual � the ceremony � whatever you want to call it � is a statement and a warning. And, above all, it�s an expression of power,� Dr Joe said. �That�s the crucial thing. It�s an expression � and a reaffirmation � of power. In a normal court of law it is a reaffirmation of the power of the state. The unsubs no doubt see what they�re doing as a reaffirmation of � I�m guessing here � some higher form of justice, some higher and more noble and less fallible law. A reaffirmation of the power of the people.�
�Got it!� Wren shouted. �The name of the victim!� She listened to her phone and I saw her face register something that I could not read. �And the name of the kid on the wall,� she said, all the euphoria suddenly leaving her. She ran her hands through her red hair and slowly hung up the phone.
�OK,� she said. �The victim of the hanging is � was � Hector Welles. Thirty-five years old. Single. A trust fund manager in the City. Sent down for causing an accidental death while driving.�
�The boy on the wall,� I said.
Edie nodded. �Welles was driving his Porsche 911 when the kid rode his bike into the street.� She hit her keyboard and the same photograph of the smiling boy filled the giant TV screen.
�The child was killed outright?� Whitestone said.
�He was in a coma for six months. In the end the parents switched off the life-support machine. The boy�s name was . . .� She glanced down at her notes. �Daniel Warboys,� she said.
I took a breath.
�Daniel Warboys? What part of the world was he from?�
�West London. Hammersmith.�
�Do you know this child, Max?� Whitestone said.
�I think I�ve met his grandfather,� I said. �Paul Warboys.�
There was silence in MIR-1.
�The Paul Warboys?� the Chief Super said.
I nodded.
Paul and Danny Warboys ran West London back in the day when Reggie and Ronnie Kray were running the East End while Charlie and Eddie Richardson ruled the roost in South London.
I could easily believe that Paul Warboys had a grandson named after his beloved brother Danny.
�How long did Hector Welles go down for?� Whitestone asked.
�He was sentenced to five years for dangerous driving,� Edie said. �Also fined ten grand and banned from driving for three years. Let off with a slap on the wrist because there was not a trace of drugs or booze in his bloodstream. And also because he had the best brief that his employers could buy and apparently he wept a lot in the dock. In the end, he served just under two years. And they even gave him his old job back.�
We were silent. The phones had stopped ringing. The only sound was the low drone of the cars down on Savile Row and the laptop of the voice analyst with the swinging hair.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution? Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution? Do you know . . .�
�Two years for knocking down a little kid,� I said. �It�s not enough, is it?�



8
Paul Warboys was the last of the line.
The last of those old gangsters whose names were known to the general public. The last of the career villains who wore suits and ties and had a short back and sides even when everyone else in the Sixties was growing their hair, wearing flares and dropping acid.
The very last of the true crime celebrities.
Back in the Sixties and Seventies, Paul Warboys and his brother Danny held court in West London, from their Hammersmith home to the massage parlours, knocking shops and drinking dens of old Soho. While Ronnie and Reggie Kray nursed their grievances in dingy East End boozers and Charlie and Eddie Richardson rattled around their South London scrapyards dreaming of striking gold in Africa, the Warboys brothers sucked the juice from the West End.
Paul and Danny Warboys had made more money than all of them.
�Nice gaff,� said Edie Wren as I steered the BMW X5 down the great sweeping driveway of the Essex mansion where Paul Warboys and his wife lived when they were not in Spain.
I could see staff dotted all around the grounds. A man trying to capture a solitary leaf that glided on the pristine swimming pool. A team of gardeners fussing around the flower beds and mowing the lawn. A maid in traditional black-and-white uniform giving strict instructions to a supermarket delivery driver.
But Paul Warboys opened his front door himself.
�I�ve been expecting you, Max,� he told me, almost smiling. �Come in.�
Paul Warboys was dressed for the beach and had a deep tan that did not come from a spray can. Polo shirt, khaki shorts, flip-flops. Chunky gold jewellery clinked on his thick muscled arms. No tattoos. His thinning patch of hair was dyed an unbelievable shade of blond but he looked like what he was: an extremely fit old man who had not had to worry about money for a long time.
�I thought you might come alone,� he said, squinting over my shoulder at Edie Wren.
�I can�t do that, Paul,� I said. �You know that.�
�Trace, Interview and Eliminate,� he said. �Right, Max?�
�DC Wren, Homicide and Serious Crime Command,� Edie said, holding out her warrant card.
Paul Warboys� smile grew bigger. His teeth were the dazzling white of a game-show presenter. Then he nodded.
�Put it away, sweetheart,� he told Edie. �I believe you.�
We followed him into the living room. An English Bull Terrier padded across the carpet towards me, wagging his stumpy tail. I held out the back of my hand and the dog bent his magnificent sloping head towards me, confirming we had met before.
�Bullseye remembers you,� Paul Warboys laughed, scratching the dog behind his ears.
Bullseye had once belonged to an old face called Vic Masters, who I had found dead in a ditch on Hampstead Heath. Bullseye had stayed with me, Scout and Stan until Paul Warboys had come to claim his dead friend�s dog.
�I never knew about your grandson,� I said. �I�m sorry.�
He nodded briefly, folding up something within himself. He wasn�t from the generation that needed to share every emotion with the rest of the world.
�Yeah. Well. Thanks. No reason why you should have known, is there? A little boy getting knocked down by a car. It�s not news, is it? The story got a paragraph here and there. But nobody was holding the front page.�
�But I would have thought it was news,� I said, as gently as I could make it. �The grandson of Paul Warboys . . .�
He laughed. �It�s news now!� he said. �Now that bastard got hanged by the neck until dead.� Another laugh, harder this time, and it was laughter in the dark, full of something bitter and raw. �Now it�s news!�
A woman came into the room.
A tiny blonde woman, maybe fifteen years younger than her husband, and she also seemed dressed for some beach far away, with the blue-and-gold batik wrap she was wearing and a tan the colour of teak.
�Doll,� Paul Warboys said. �This is DC Wolfe.�
�The young man who looked after our Bullseye?� she said. �Of course. Thank you.�
Doll Warboys shook my hand, and the chains on her tanned arms made the same sound as her husband made when he moved, a soft clinking sound, the sound of money in a life that had not been born into money.
�Hello, love,� she said to Edie, and I was reminded of the London I knew when I was growing up, where love was almost a punctuation mark, an endearment casually bestowed on total strangers. But when Doll Warboys smiled she seemed very tired, as if she had been awake all night tormented by old wounds.
Her grandson had been killed many years ago, but the execution of the man who did it was still trending online. All the old pain had been awakened. She smiled and left us. Edie and I took the chairs across from the sofa where Paul Warboys sat with Bullseye�s monstrous head in his lap.
�Someone killed Hector Welles,� I said.
He shot me a ferocious look. Paul Warboys had always been friendly to me, thanks to our connection to Bullseye, but I was under no illusion that we were anything resembling friends. And even now, even after all these years since the Warboys brothers had been almost as famous as the Krays, I could still see the serious violence in the man.
He got his rage under control.
�We don�t say that name in this house,� he said very quietly, his fingers deep in Bullseye�s fur. The dog whimpered with something between pleasure and pain. �We never say that name, Max.�
It was a threat as much as a statement.
�But I have to talk to you about him,� I said.
�I understand that you have to run your fucking Trace, Interview and Eliminate,� he said. �But this is my house and we never say the name of the man who killed my grandson in this house.� He waited for me to contradict him. �OK?�
Edie had her notebook out. �Where were you when Hector Welles was being hanged?�
Under the deep tan, his face flushed with fury, the kind of fury that once enabled him to order the amputation of an informer�s tongue. But then he laughed.
�I was home with Doll,� he said, and I was reminded that he had been answering police questions since before Edie Wren and I were born.
�How did you hear about it?� Edie said.
�How do you think?� he said. �The phones started ringing. Ringing and ringing and ringing they were. Friends. Family. Former colleagues. Some of them were laughing. Some of them were crying. And they all said the same thing. Go online, they said. Go online, Paul, because someone is stringing up the bastard that killed your Danny.�
�And you can corroborate your alibi?� Edie said.
�Darling, I can give you all the corroboration you need. But let me ask you a question.�
She held up her notebook as if to protect herself.
�Mr Warboys��
�Do you know how long ago it was that I last hurt someone for profit or pleasure?� he said. �A lifetime. When people talk about the Krays and the Richardsons and the Warboys, they forget that it was all over before most people in this country had colour television. They came after us, love. Your lot. Your mob. And we all went down hard. Charlie Richardson got twenty-five years in 1966 � when England won the World Cup! A couple of years later, Reggie and Ronnie went down for thirty years � the longest sentence ever passed at the Old Bailey.�
�And you and your brother both served life sentences for murder,� Edie said. �For removing your lawyer�s tongue.�
�The evidence was circumstantial,� he said. �But my point is that our generation � those days when family firms ran London � ended fifty years ago. We all went away for a long time, and we either died inside or we came out into a changed world. You know � lovely modern multicultural Britain, where the blackies, the Pakis and the Iraqis all deserve their slice of the pie or it violates their human rights.�
�Yes,� said Edie. �If only we could go back to the good old days when Reggie and Ronnie Kray were helping little old ladies across the street.�
He waved a dismissive hand.
�Now you�re just taking the piss,� he said, sounding almost bored. �But if you honestly think that the world is a safer place these days than when Reggie and Ronnie and Charlie and Eddie and Danny and myself were young men, then you are kidding yourself, young lady.�
He leaned forward and looked from Edie to me.
There was no warmth in him now.
�Do you actually know what happened to little Daniel? My grandson? He was riding his little bike over a zebra crossing when that bastard came along in his fucking Porsche and mowed him down. Daniel was in a coma for six months before they turned off the life support. Do you know why we�ve got the dog? Why the dog�s with us? Because Daniel�s mother � my youngest � can�t look after a dog any more because she has never been right since her boy died. She has the lot. Depression. Pills. Panic attacks. Self-harming. Falling to bits. Can�t even walk a dog twice a day. Can�t get out of bed to feed old Bullseye. Can�t get out of bed to wash herself or take her daughter to school. She can�t see the point to any of it � you know. Fucking living. That bastard wrecked lives, Max. Served two years for what he did to a child. I served twenty years for what I did to grown men.�
�But nobody has the right to kill him,� I said. I found that I would not say the name of Hector Welles in this house. I did not understand if it was out of respect to young Daniel Warboys, or his grandfather, or if it was because I hated him too.
Paul Warboys shook his head.
�That�s your law, Max. It�s not mine.�
He leaned back. Edie Wren closed her notebook. She looked at me and I nodded. Time to go.
Paul Warboys walked us to the front door in silence. There he placed one large hand on my arm. I looked at his face and his pale blue eyes were shining with tears.
�You ever hear of a man called John Favara, Max?�
I shook my head. �Who was he?�
�John Favara was a man who lived in New Jersey many years ago. One day in 1980 this John Favara ran down and killed a twelve-year-old boy. This child�s name was Frank Gotti � that ring any bells, Max?�
I nodded. Now it was coming back to me.
�Frank was the son of John Gotti,� I said.
Paul Warboys chuckled. �John Gotti � the Dapper Don. The boss of the Gambino family. The last of the old school Mafia bosses. And then this John Favara knocks down and kills young Frank Gotti. You know what happened next?�
�Yes,� I said. �The guy � John Favara � was abducted and never seen again. And the assumption is that he was murdered for killing the boy.�
�But Gotti and his wife were on holiday in Florida when Favara disappeared,� Paul Warboys smiled. �So they were in the clear, weren�t they? Long way from Florida to New Jersey.�
�Didn�t they also call Gotti the Teflon Don?� Edie said. �Because nothing ever stuck? And didn�t Mrs Gotti attack John Favara with a baseball bat prior to his disappearance?�
�Feels like the least she could do,� Paul Warboys said.
He placed a scarred hand on our arms so that we could not take our leave. His knuckles were stark white against his suntan where the skin had been torn off and grown back. I had seen hands like that before but only on professional boxers.
He leaned close to our faces.
This was very important to him.
�My point is this,� Paul Warboys said quietly. �If I had killed the bastard that murdered my grandson with his car, I would have a much better alibi than the one I�ve got.�
Then he laughed.
�And I wouldn�t have done it online,� he said.
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Jackson went for his run at first light.
As the sun came up around five the door to his room quietly opened and I stirred from the last stage of sleep, that shallow sleep that is full of dreams, as he padded across the loft to get Stan. By the time I got up an hour later the dog was curled up on his favourite chair, happily exhausted, and Jackson was in the kitchen, making porridge for us, his hair still wet from the shower. He already looked stronger than when we had found him.
He smiled his gap-toothed grin and nodded at the sleeping Cavalier.
�Stan likes the ladies,� Jackson said. �You�re going to have to watch that.�
�He�s still a puppy,� I said. �He�s just friendly.� Stan was snoring. �You wore that dog out.�
�I think it was the cute Labradoodle he met down by the river who wore him out,� Jackson laughed, tipping blueberries into the porridge.
Then his face became serious.
�Thanks for all this, Max. You know � putting me up. I appreciate it.
�No problem.�
�I�ll sort myself out soon,� he said. �Find my own place.� He tugged at the wrists of his long-sleeved T-shirt. He preferred to keep his scarred arms covered, even here in the loft. Even with us. He flashed that gap-toothed smile. �You know what they say about house guests and fish,� he said. �They start to smell after a while.�
I shook my head. �Stay as long as you like.�
�I might have a look across the road for work.�
�At the meat market? Good idea. They always need grafters.�
He grinned, pleased that I liked his plan, and placed a bowl of porridge in front of me.
And the truth was I liked having Jackson around. He had been with us for two days now, and he did everything he could to make himself useful � walking the dog, making breakfast. And I realised that I had missed having someone that close in my life. It was true what he said � you can make new friends but you can�t make old friends.
Scout emerged from her bedroom, wild hair and bleary-eyed. �You kept Stan on lead, right, Jackson?�
�I promised you, didn�t I?�
My phone vibrated. DCI Whitestone.
�We�ve got the body of Hector Welles,� she said. �They must have dumped it during the night.�
�Where did they leave him?�
�About one hundred metres from where we found Mahmud Irani.�
�In Hyde Park?�
�No. This one � if you can believe it � was found at the junction of Oxford Street, Bayswater Road and Edgware Road � on that massive traffic island right opposite Marble Arch. You know where I mean, Max?
�Yes,� I said. �Tyburn.�
DCI Whitestone and I came out of the white CSI tent, both of us sweating from the heat and the sight of the dead body of Hector Welles. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand.
�He�s a bigger mess than the first one,� she said.
�They secured Mahmud Irani�s hands behind his back,� I said. �They didn�t get the chance to do that with Hector Welles.�
�It looks like he tried to tear his own throat out.�
�Yes � and he still couldn�t shift the rope around his neck. Irani never quite believed what was happening to him, but Welles knew exactly what they were going to do � he had probably seen Irani hang on YouTube � so he fought like hell. Before they had his neck in a noose, and then when he was hanging. This one fought for his life, Pat. And that�s what made all the mess in there.�
We had thrown up our perimeter around the traffic island where the body of Hector Welles had been found and it had effectively shut down central London. The POLICE: DO NOT CROSS tape stretched from Park Lane in the south to Oxford Street in the east to Edgware Road in the north to Bayswater Road in the west. The blue lights of more than twenty Rapid Response Vehicles pulsed and shone in the summer morning, brighter than the sun, and beyond them you could see four of London�s great roads, empty of traffic.
Dozens of uniformed officers patrolled the perimeter. Specialist Search Teams fanned out in every direction, fingertip-searching the area around the traffic island and beyond. Somewhere out in the endless city streets, the blare of all that paralysed traffic filled the air.
�You sure you want to maintain this perimeter?� I said. �We�ve shut down West London and the rush hour hasn�t started yet.�
�I told you before � I can always bring the perimeter in later,� she said. �But I can�t take it out later. Who found the body?�
�Owner of one of the Lebanese supermarkets on the Edgware Road. Edie�s taking his statement now. He was coming in to work about five.�
�But they didn�t dump him at dawn, did they?� she said. �And nobody noticed a dead body in one of the busiest corners of London during the night?�
�Maybe they thought he was drunk or stoned or another Romanian gypsy getting his beauty sleep. Probably nobody even clocked him. This traffic island�s not lit up at night. They knew what they were doing.�
We stared out across the great green expanse of Hyde Park. Just beyond the perimeter tape at Speaker�s Corner, I could see Professor Adrian Hitchens in conversation with a young uniformed police officer. The professor had a motorcycle helmet under one arm and sat astride what looked like an old 500cc Royal Enfield, its faded blue paint worn down to shiny silver and freckled with rust.
Edie Wren walked up to us.
�You told that freak the first body was dumped where Tyburn used to be,� she said. �You told him and he wouldn�t listen, would he? Some expert he is.�
�I wasn�t sure myself. Not until the second body. But now they�re rubbing our noses in it. They want the world to know they�ve brought back capital punishment.�
Edie looked around at the pristine white monolith of Marble Arch, at the start of the West End proper on Oxford Street, at the grand hotels running all the way down Park Lane, and at Hyde Park, an endless sea of green in the very heart of the city.
�And remind me � what�s so special about this place?� she said. �Why does it mean so much to them?�
�There�s probably more history where we are standing than any place in the country,� I said. �For a thousand years, Tyburn was the country�s most celebrated place of execution. More than fifty thousand men, women and children were hanged here. London was always a city of execution � in the eighteenth century you couldn�t enter the city without seeing a line of gibbets � but Tyburn was always special.�
�Dr Joe says that ritual and ceremony was important to the perps � as important as the punishment.�
I nodded. �It matters to them that this was where Tyburn stood. It�s important to them that their victims are hanged, and then dumped here. I�m sure they wish they could do it on the pavement outside the Odeon Marble Arch. But I�m hoping they care too much, that it�s too important to them. I�m guessing that they are so obsessed with all that symbolism that we will have our chance to nail them.� I turned to look at our SIO. �You want to get Marble Arch staked out?�
�I should have done it sooner,� Whitestone said. �After the first one. It�s not a difficult place for a team of undercover officers to watch, especially in summer when there are more bodies sleeping out around Hyde Park and Marble Arch. But if they do it again, they have to come back here. And next time we�ll be waiting.�
�And they�re going to do it again, aren�t they?� I said.
�I don�t see how they can stop now,� she said.
Edie consulted her phone. �The Divisional Surgeon has arrived to check that Welles is really dead,� she said. �I�ll escort him in.�
I looked at Whitestone.
�And the history man is here,� I said.
�Let�s give him one last try,� Whitestone said.
I walked across to the perimeter and the old-looking young man who was waiting there. He had got off his bike and placed the helmet on the pillion and was sucking on a soggy roll-up cigarette. It did not seem to be giving him much joy. Despite the motorbike, and despite the fact that it was going to be another brutally hot day, Professor Adrian Hitchens wore a two-piece corduroy suit, a shirt and tie and a V-neck jumper that had been munched by moths long gone. His head still looked remarkable to me � so egg-shaped that it was almost pointed. It glistened with heavy beads of sweat.
�Professor Hitchens,� I said.
�I feel that we got off to a bad start,� he said. �You and I. Your theory about Tyburn � I dismissed it out of hand. That was wrong. You were correct. And I apologise.�
I shrugged. �It was just a hunch. I also told you that they would never dump a body on a traffic island in the middle of the West End.� I nodded to the white tent. �And that�s exactly what they did. So I was wrong, too,� I said.
I held out my hand to him and he went to shake it until he saw the blue latex gloves I was offering him.
�Put these on and keep them on until you sign out at the perimeter. Don�t touch anything. Follow my instructions at all times.�
He signed in with the uniformed officer and put on the gloves and baggies. The officer and I held up the DO NOT CROSS tape as Professor Hitchens eased his great bulk under the tape. I had never seen a man so young who was so fabulously unfit.
�Take your time, sir,� the young uniform said, without irony.
Safely under the tape, Hitchens smoothed his corduroy suit and cleared his throat. We began walking towards the white tent and I found I had to slow my pace so that he could keep up.
�We need to find the kill site,� I said. �If the dump site has a ritualistic value for them, then possibly the kill site will have some significance too. The place where both the victims were hanged feels like it should ring some bells. There can�t be many late Victorian basements left in this town. If we find the kill site, it leads us to them. Any thoughts on where it could be?�
�Where we are right now is London�s primary place of execution, as you so correctly observed.�
�But they didn�t do it here, did they? They dump the bodies at Tyburn but they can�t hang them here. So where�s the next best thing?�
�If ritual is that important to them, they�re spoilt for choice. It could be any one of a number of places of execution. Kennington Common, Shepherd�s Bush, Tower Hill, Charing Cross. Pirates were hanged at the execution dock at East Wapping. There were executions at Smithfield � although burning and boiling were preferred to hanging, especially during the sixteenth-century heresy trials. Charles I was executed in Whitehall. But Charles was beheaded � if we are talking specifically about hanging . . .�
�What about Newgate?� I said. �Didn�t they have hangings at Newgate after they stopped public executions at Tyburn?�
Professor Hitchens nodded his great oval head.
�In many ways, Newgate would be their obvious choice. There was a gaol on that site for eight hundred years and after Tyburn�s gallows were abolished in 1783 public hangings continued at Newgate for almost another hundred years. Hangings were as popular as FA Cup Finals. Huge crowds would turn up to watch. The crush was apparently phenomenal. Often there would be a few dozen dead when the crowds went home for their supper. But Newgate Gaol was closed in 1902 and torn down in 1904.�
�And nothing remains?
�The prison was completely demolished so they could build the Old Bailey on top of it. There�s a plaque on the wall of the Old Bailey. But Newgate was essentially wiped off the face of the earth. The theory was that they were replacing one kind of brutal British justice with another more enlightened kind of justice. There were no executions at the Old Bailey.�
We stopped at the white tent.
Inside, the Tyvek-suited CSIs in their blue gloves, baggies and face masks photographed and filmed and dusted, moving with a kind of insatiable curiosity, determined to record absolutely everything, like tourists on some hostile planet.
I looked at Hitchens.
�And are you really going to help me, Professor? Don�t waste my time, Hitch � may I call you Hitch?�
�Please do, Detective.�
�If you�re just looking for a few juicy anecdotes to share with your colleagues over sherry evenings back on campus, then you can bail out now. You don�t have to like me. But if you stick around, you do have to help me.�
�I want to help you. I truly do.�
I looked at him for a while.
Then I nodded and took him inside to see the body.
Hector Welles.
What remained of his neck was a pulp of raw and bloody meat. As we watched, a CSI armed with long surgical tweezers carefully plucked something from the shredded meat of his neck and expertly slipped it inside a plastic evidence bag.
The history man�s mouth dropped open with a kind of sickened wonder.
Professor Hitchens stared at the body in disbelief. I have no idea what he had been expecting. But it was not this � a man who, in his last desperate minutes, had tried to remove the rope strangling him by attempting to rip open his own throat.
Hector Welles looked as though he had been flayed alive from his chin to his chest. There was not a piece of skin left intact, just a sickening mass of minced meat where his neck used to be.
Professor Hitchens said, �Dear God . . . what does he have stuck in his neck? They�re not . . .�
The CSI gently removed something else with the tweezers. There were ten of them in total.
I nodded.
�Fingernails,� I said. �Hector Welles� fingernails. When he was hanging, he tore at the rope around his neck so hard he ripped out all of his fingernails.�
Professor Hitchens quietly emptied his stomach over the blue baggies on his shoes.
A summer breeze stirred the tent.
I shuddered, my skin crawling at the proximity of all that ancient horror, and the wind in the trees of Hyde Park sounded as if all the ghosts of Tyburn were moaning.
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I was packing my kit bag for the gym. Scout was off for a sleepover with her friend Mia, and down on the street the meat market�s night was just beginning. After the day I had spent at Marble Arch, I knew that sleep would be a struggle for me if I did not exhaust myself at Fred�s.
Then Edie called with what felt like our first breakthrough.
�The good news is we�ve got prints,� she said. �All our forensics are back for Mahmud Irani and Hector Welles and the same print is on both of the victims� clothes.� I could hear the excitement in her voice. �It�s a glove print, Max, but really sharp. A thumb. A left thumbprint on both of the dead men.�
Most criminals believe that gloves hide fingerprints. But it is not true, especially with more modern gloves made of latex or something similar. The thinner the glove, the more likely the telltale ridges, whorls, arches and loops are to be left behind.
�And what�s the bad news?� I said.
�None of it rings any bells on IDENT1.�
IDENT1 is the country�s major database for storing fingerprints and contains the fingerprints of knocking on for ten million people. That only leaves about fifty million people who are not on there � the part of the population who have never come into contact with the police.
�And both of our potential suspects are on IDENT1,� I said. �Because both Paul Warboys and Barry Wilder have criminal records.�
�Wilder for his youthful indiscretions at the football, and Warboys because crime was what he did for a living,� Edie said.
�Are we sure it�s not them?�
Fingerprint analysis is not the exact science that it is always cracked up to be in the movies. Fingerprint officers have been known to get it wrong. Until 2001, a sixteen-point standard existed for fingerprint matches � meaning there were sixteen identical points required on a latent print to legally match it to a suspect. The system was scrapped because it didn�t work.
�It�s not even close, Max.�
�But we still don�t have the kill site, so we don�t have prints on surfaces, do we?� I argued. �Paul Warboys or Barry Wilder could have glove prints, fingerprints, footprints and DNA all over the kill site. This one print found doesn�t mean either Barry Wilder and Paul Warboys � or both of them � weren�t there. It doesn�t mean they had nothing to do with it.�
�It makes it a lot less likely though, doesn�t it?�
I had to give her that. �Yes.�
Jackson came into the loft, soaked in sweat from his evening run. Stan got off the sofa and padded across to greet him. The pair of them stared at me talking on the phone.
�You know what this means, don�t you?� Edie said.
�There�s a very strong possibility that these guys don�t have criminal records.�
�Clean skins,� Edie said. �I bloody hate clean skins. I�ll see you in the morning, Max.�
�This is the thing on the news,� Jackson said, his fingers scratching the back of Stan�s neck. �The Hanging Club.�
I nodded.
�So what are they?� Jackson said. �Some kind of vigilante group?�
�We have a psychologist who works with us,� I said. �Dr Joe. American. His theory is that they think of what they�re doing as capital punishment. They don�t think they�re committing murder. They don�t see it like that. They believe they are carrying out a death sentence.�
�But they�re only killing scumbags, right? A child groomer and a hit-and-run driver.�
I smiled. �They�re not allowed to kill anyone, Jackson. It�s against the law.�
He looked thoughtful.
�Still � it can�t feel good having to go after them. For you, I mean, Max. Like you�re a lawyer or something.�
I shouldered my kit bag.
�Did they give you any choice about going to Afghanistan, Jackson? Did they ask you if there was somewhere you would prefer to go?�
He shook his head.
�You went where you were sent,� I said. �Same here. We just do our job. That�s all we do. The law�s not just there for nice people. I�m off to the gym.�
�Bit late to be training,� Jackson said.
�I need to work off the day,� I said. �Or I�ll never get any sleep.�
�I�ll come with you.�
�You just had a run.�
He laughed. �Another hour of cardio won�t kill me.� He looked thoughtful. �I�m just saying � what they�re doing is illegal. But does that make it wrong?�
�You talk like you admire them.�
�And you talk like you don�t. A child groomer, Max. A hit-and-run driver. No great loss.�
�That�s not the point.�
�What is the point?�
�The point is � who made them God? Who elected them judge, jury and executioner? They�re not the law.�
�I forgot,� he smiled. �You are.�
�I was at the Old Bailey,� I said. �Some boys kicked a man to death. His name was Steve Goddard and he was forty years old. They got off too lightly and it made me mad. I was going to go for them. I wanted to wipe the smiles off their faces. I wanted to hurt them, to punish them in a way that the court had not punished them. I wanted to give them what they deserved. Stupid, right? I�ve got Scout to raise. I�m no good for her sitting in a jail cell. But it was a moment. Then one of the court ushers got in my face and the moment passed.�
�That�s you, Max. For some people, the moment doesn�t pass.� He paused. �But the hanging�s weird. A funny way to do it, I mean. You ever see anything like this before?�
I shook my head. �Never.�
�Even if you hate these bastards, why would you go to all the trouble of stringing them up?�
I smiled at him. �What would you do? Beat them to death with your spatula?�
He didn�t smile back. His dark eyes slid away from me.
�If I wanted to kill someone that deserved to die, I wouldn�t hang them.�
�What would you do, Jackson?�
He shook his head. �I wouldn�t put a rope around his neck.�
�But what would you do? Put a bullet in their brains from half a mile away?�
�I�m no sniper, Max. I�m a chef. But I�d get close enough to smell what they had for breakfast.� He stared at the open palms of his hands as though noticing them for the first time. �Then one in the head,� he said. �And one in the heart.�
We were silent. Then he gave me his gap-toothed grin and the moment was broken. He gestured at my bag.
Fourteen-ounce gloves. Shirt. Shorts. Trainers. Gum shield.
�Can you lend me some kit?� said my friend.
We banged the bags at Smithfield ABC.
One of Fred�s famous circuits � ten three-minute rounds on the bags, alternating the heavy bag and the speedball, with one minute between rounds for ten burpies and ten press-ups. No rest for your heart. Recover while you work.
�You�re so lucky to be training!� Fred shouted at us. �If it was easy, everybody would do it! Pain is just weakness leaving the body!�
Halfway through I stood back from the speedball, trying to catch my breath, reaching for that second wind while Jackson whaled away at the heavy bag, the dull thud of leather against leather. He had on one of my long-sleeved T-shirts that was a size too big for him.
He laughed at my exhaustion.
�I was always tougher than you!� he shouted.
It wasn�t true. I was always tougher.
But he was wilder.
There was a crowd of drunks in Charterhouse Street.
More than anywhere in the city, Smithfield was the neighbourhood that never slept. The meat market worked all night. The clubs on Charterhouse Street had them dancing till dawn. Pubs had licensing laws that saw the clubbers and meat porters having a pint at first light. Drunks were no big deal in this part of town.
But the men in front of us now were the ugly kind of drunks. They were standing outside one of the clubs, being refused entry. Politely but firmly. Jackson and I stepped into the road to walk around them as they argued with the men on the door.
�I smell pig,� one of them said. The smallest one. The runt. They are often the mouthiest. Napoleons in polo shirts.
We kept walking.
I saw Jackson glance over his shoulder and then look at me.
�Keep walking,� I said.
�That might not be an option,� he said.
They were following us. I looked over my shoulder. Five of them. Polo shirts in the warm summer night. Kebab stains down the front. Three of them were holding bottles. One of the bottles exploded between my feet.
Glass and beer everywhere. Then they were in front of us.
�Where you off to, pig?� one of them said, stepping forward, right in my face. I could smell cigarettes and beer and junk food. Working himself up into a frenzy, the way they always do before the violence starts. �I think you know my mate, pig. I think you helped to send him down.�
I took a long step back, giving myself enough room, and I aimed a big right hand at his heart. That always slows them down and shuts them up. A hard punch in the heart. Nobody is expecting a big punch in the heart.
And I missed.
He swivelled to address his friends just as I threw the punch and I caught him high on his shoulder, a skimming shot that spun him around and kicked it all off.
Suddenly there were punches in my face, wild punches that scuffed against my ear, my forehead and high on my cheekbone. Nothing punches. Then one caught me flush on the jaw and the next thing I knew I was on my hands and knees. A foot slammed into my ribs. And another, the other side this time. I could not get up.
And then, through their legs as they continued to kick me, I saw Jackson.
The runt who had screamed in my face went down first. Jackson aimed one low, hard kick at his knee, the side of his foot connecting with bone and ligament, ripping them apart, sending him down with a scream that turned them all around.
Jackson wasted nothing.
These were not the same as the kicks that were pounding into me. These were expert, economical movements, shocking in their violence, his foot raising and turning and aimed at knees. And connecting. Another one hit the deck, his face twisted with agony. Two of them went for Jackson at once. He stepped forward, lifted his hands and inserted both his thumbs into their eye sockets. As they whirled away, howling, their hands clutching their faces, he kicked their knees. It wasn�t the kind of fighting you learn in a boxing gym. There was nothing fair about it. There was no respect for his opponent. He destroyed them. I wondered if they would ever walk again.
One man was left standing. Jackson moved swiftly towards him and swung his body, his right elbow connecting with the man�s mouth, showering front teeth across the pavement. He kicked both of the man�s knees before he hit the pavement.
Then he was helping me to my feet and we were running.
We did not speak when we were running. And we did not speak as we cleaned ourselves up and I dressed the wound that he had on his elbow, his flesh torn away by the front teeth of the last man.
And then we looked at each other.
�What kind of chef were you?� I said.
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A Media Liaison Officer was meant to be briefing DCI Pat Whitestone before the press conference at West End Central. But it was the Chief Super, DCS Swire, who was doing most of the briefing.
�The message we need to send, Pat, is that nobody takes the law into their own hands. Because that doesn�t improve the law. It destroys it. Just keep hammering that point home.�
�Phone call, ma�am,� TDC Billy Greene said.
Behind her glasses, DCI Whitestone�s eyes flashed with anger.
�I said no calls, Billy.�
�You�ll want to take this, ma�am.� He hesitated. �I�m afraid it�s your son.�
Whitestone took the call and I went to the window where Edie Wren was staring down at the street. The circus was arriving. Camera crews, satellite vans, and dozens of reporters.
�And they�re not even serial killers yet,� Edie said.
�Give them time,� I said. �They�ve done two. They only need one more to make the grade.�
�Are you all right, Pat?� the Chief Super said behind us.
Whitestone was white-faced with shock.
�It�s Just. My son. My Just. I thought he was staying with a friend last night. But he�s at the hospital. They tell me he�s been there all night. There�s been . . . an incident. Someone � a gang � put a bottle across his eyes.� She fought to control herself. She took her glasses off and polished them. �Ma�am,� she said to the Chief Super. �They say � they think � the doctors think there�s a chance he could lose his sight.�
To me Whitestone�s son was a shadow that I had glimpsed on a computer screen late at night when his mother Skyped him from our office. They talked of the domestic minutiae that fill a family�s life � homework, meals, triumphs and disappointments, the plans for tomorrow. It suddenly felt as if he would never be the same boy again.
�Go to him,� the Chief Super said. �Just go.�
�But the press conference��
�Just go to your son,� Swire said, and she physically escorted Whitestone to the door of MIR-1. �Go to him now. Nothing is more important.�
When Whitestone was gone, the MLO stood before the Chief Super, shaking her head.
�But who�s going to take the press conference?� the MLO said.
�The investigation�s senior officer,� the Chief Super said, and she looked at me without enthusiasm.
I stared out at the massed ranks of media who had crammed into the briefing room at West End Central. My mouth was dry and my palms were wet. My shirt stuck to my back and my mind was totally blank.
�Good morning, everyone,� I said. Nobody looked up.
�Wait a minute,� the MLO said. �Your microphone�s not on.�
�Bloody hell,� I said, one second after she had turned it on. Now they were all looking at me. Some of them were smiling. Someone shook his head.
�Ah,� I said. �My name�s DC Wolfe and I�m going to give you a briefing on the two murders we are currently investigating.�
I looked at my notes. But they were already shouting questions at me.
I tried to remember the message. The message I had to hammer home. The message about the law not existing when someone takes it into their own hands. Feedback howled out of the microphone.
�DC Wolfe?� a tall, hard-looking redhead said. �Scarlet Bush.�
�Scarlet,� I said.
�How do you feel that the online community sees these men as heroes?�
�They�re not heroes,� I said.
My mouth twisted to show the absurdity of the very idea. It was bone dry although curiously my back was warm and wet with sweat.
�What we have seen in these two films,� I said. �That�s not the law � that is what happens when the law breaks down.�
Scarlet Bush shook her head.
�But the two men who died had both done unspeakable things. One was part of a grooming gang. The other crippled and killed a young boy. How can you stand there and say��
�It doesn�t matter what they�ve done,� I said, and the room went wild.
�It doesn�t matter what they�ve done?�
�It doesn�t matter what they�ve done?�
�It doesn�t matter what they�ve done?�
I reached for my water just as I caught DCS Swire staring at me from the back of the room. Somehow I knocked the water over.
�Oh, fuck my giddy aunt,� said the Media Liaison Officer as water spread across the front of her dress.
Scarlet Bush laughed.
�The victims of both these evil men were children,� she said. �Blameless, innocent children who had their lives destroyed by wicked men. And you say it doesn�t matter what they�ve done?�
�What I meant��
The MLO leaned across me.
�No more questions!� she shouted into the microphone.
�One last question,� said Scarlet Bush. �How do you sleep at night, Detective?�
It was online news by the time I got to the hospital.
�IT DOESN�T MATTER WHAT

THEY�VE DONE!�

Callous cop insults the innocent

By Scarlet Bush, Crime Correspondent
Bad day at the office, I thought.
Pat Whitestone was sleeping in the hospital waiting room.
She was curled up on a row of plastic chairs that were fixed to the sticky carpet as if somebody might decide they were worth stealing. Without her glasses her face had an unguarded look that was so different to the woman I knew from work, she almost looked like someone else.
I went to get myself a cup of coffee from a vending machine that I had passed on the way in. It came out black and boiling hot. I stood in the corridor, sipping it as it cooled down, watching the cancer patients in their dressing gowns smoking their last cigarette of the day beyond the big glass doors of the main entrance. When I came back to the waiting room, she was awake and sitting up.
�Max,� she said, and I knew that there had been no real rest for her in this place. She slowly put her glasses on and I had never seen her face look more vulnerable.
�How�s your son?� I said. �How�s Just?�
She nodded, as if struggling to understand their new reality.
�He � uh � lost his sight in one eye.� She shook her head. �Somebody hit him in the face with a bottle, Max.� She put on her child-sized trainers, ran her fingers through her messy blonde hair. �In a club. A fight. Over some girl. He was meant to be looking at some girl. And his right eye � his right eye took the full force of the blow and the left eye got a shower of glass fragments. He�s lost that right eye, Max. That�s gone. That�s mush. Forget about that right eye, Max. The left eye has a detached retina and all the bits of glass in it and � uh � they are trying to save that other eye. Dr Patel is doing his best, Max. But there�s glass . . . bits of glass . . . in his eye . . . his left eye.�
�Pat,� I said. �My God, Pat.�
She scratched her head. She sighed. She exhaled.
�So that�s where we are,� she said. �Waiting for news about his other eye.� She shook her head and then she looked at me and her face stirred with the start of a smile. �What about you?�
�Me?�
�I left you in the lurch. Up at West End Central. The press conference. How did it go?�
�You didn�t see it?�
�No.�
�Of course not. Of course you didn�t see it. It went well.�
�That�s good, Max.�
I felt like putting my arm around her. But she looked me straight in the eye and I saw that she was still the woman I knew, she was still my boss, she was still the most experienced homicide detective in 27 Savile Row, and the moment passed, even though her eyes were wet with tears, even though I had never felt closer to her.
I sat down next to her.
�What happened, Pat?�
She shook her head. She told me the story in broken fragments. Because it made no sense and yet at the same time it was all horribly easy to imagine.
�Just the usual teenage rubbish,� she said. �It started with a lie � Just told me he was going to play video games at his friend�s house. I believed him. And his friend told his mother the same lie. And instead they sneaked off to this place. To have a few drinks. To pretend that they�re not children any more. It�s what teenagers do, Max. Some boys out � Just and a couple of his friends from school � nice kids � they were in some little pub off the Holloway Road � then suddenly these other boys were shouting at Just � that he had looked at a girl � but his friend � I spoke to his friend � his friend sat in the hospital all night long, too scared to go home � he said that Just didn�t do anything � he didn�t even see this girl � but they � one of them � this gang � the Dog Town Boys, they call themselves � they put a bottle across his face � and it broke � the glass � and his eyes . . .
I took her hands in mine.
She needed to say no more. It was the kind of ordinary madness that happened every night of the year. But it usually happened to someone else.
�We�re such a small family, Max. Me and Just. You don�t realise it until a time like this. I feel like I should call someone. But who can I call? My parents are dead. I don�t have brothers or sisters. There�s no one to call, is there?�
�What about his father?� I said, and when I saw her face twist with anger I knew immediately it was the wrong thing to say.
�He�s dead to us,� she said. �He left us to get on with it. And we will get on with it. Even this.�
Then we were silent until a doctor appeared in the doorway. A thirty-something Asian in blue scrubs, in a rush. He looked around the waiting room.
�Miss . . . Whitehead?�
�Whitestone,� she said, standing up. �Where�s the other doctor? Dr Patel?�
�Dr Patel�s shift ended. I�m Dr Khan. I�ve just come out of surgery with your son, Jason.�
�His name is Justin.�
�Exactly.� He looked at her, his face a mask, and my stomach fell away. �It�s not good news, I�m afraid,� he said, consulting his notes. �We managed to remove the fragments of glass from your son�s left iris and its supporting tissue but unfortunately the optic nerve has been detached from the back of the eye . . .�
He looked at her, nervously licked his lips, waiting for her to fill in the terrible blank.
But she said nothing.
�What does that mean, Doctor?� I said.
�The eye is a sphere with a transparent bulge at the front � the cornea � and a stalk � the optic nerve � at the back. The glass was in the cornea but the optic nerve � which carries visual impulses to the brain � has been severed . . .�
�What does it mean?�
�Vision is not possible without the optic nerve.�
�So he�s . . .� she said, swallowing hard. Swallowing it all down. The rage. The grief. The fear. The disbelief. Emotions that I could not begin to imagine because it was not my child in that operating room. She could not say the word. It seemed as if she would never say it, as if she would live and die without ever saying the word. And then finally she said it.
�Blind?� she said. �He�s blind?�
The doctor was saying something about the benefits of counselling but Pat Whitestone wasn�t listening. She was gone, calling her son�s name, out of the waiting room and into the corridor.
�Just! Just! Just!�
�You can�t�� a nurse said at their station.
�He�s resting after the operation,� said another nurse outside her son�s room. �You mustn�t��
But she must and she did.
I followed her.
The room was in darkness and so was her boy, still unconscious from the general anaesthetic. There were white bandages over his eyes that covered half his face.
�My beautiful son,� Pat Whitestone said, sinking to her knees beside the bed, and then the tears came, hopeless tears that seemed as if they would never stop.
�I�m here now,� she said.
I stood by her side but I did not touch her and I did not speak.
And I wished there was a father and grandparents and siblings in this room to help her carry a weight that she should never have to carry alone. But there was only me.
�Those bastards,� she said. �Those fucking bastards.�
She closed her eyes and began to rock back and forth and her mouth tightened with a rage and a violence that I had never seen in her before. And as I watched her she gasped, as if she suddenly couldn�t breathe, and lifted her face, her eyes still screwed tight, as if she could actually see the bastards who had done this to her son, as if she could see their faces, as if she could see them getting what they deserved.
As if � and the thought came unbidden � she could see them screaming for mercy as they swung from the end of a rope.
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When I got to 27 Savile Row in the morning I was hoping to see Pat�s familiar figure running the show up in MIR-1, but she was clearly still at the hospital with her son.
TDC Billy Greene was putting a photograph of Hector Welles on the whitewall that he must have downloaded from Welles� company�s website � one of those official portraits that big corporations take of their staff, Welles smiling with shrewd, bright-eyed confidence, as though your money would be safe with him.
It sat next to the police mugshot of Mahmud Irani.
Colin Cho and a couple of his people from the Police Central e-crime Unit were hunkered down around a laptop. Dr Joe was eating a frozen yogurt as he contemplated the giant map of London that covered one wall. And the voice analyst � Tara Jones � was at a workstation, replaying the one line of dialogue from the hanging of Hector Welles, repeatedly stopping and starting the film as her black hair swung across her face and she pushed it away.
But no DCI Whitestone.
�No word from the boss?� I said.
Billy shook his head. �Should I try to contact her?�
I thought of the blinded boy in his hospital bed.
�Leave her,� I said.
I was acting SIO now.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution? Do you know � do you know � do you know?�
The graph on her laptop jumped and fell in time to the words.
�How�s it going?� I said, but Tara Jones ignored me, and continued to pore over that solitary line of dialogue.
�Do you know � do you know � do you know?�
Still looking sickened from his viewing of Hector Welles, our history man, Professor Hitchens, stood before the giant map of the city.
�So the spot where Hector Welles� body was discovered,� Dr Joe asked him. �That was Tyburn?�
�As far as we can ascertain,� said Hitchens. �But it�s not quite so simple. DC Wolfe was correct � this was Tyburn. But the reason Tyburn�s exact location is disputed is because Tyburn�s Triple Tree was portable.� Hitchens glanced at me. �Tyburn was certainly here � though the gallows was probably in twenty different places over the course of the centuries. But the area seems to have deep significance for the � what�s the word? � the perps.�
�And what did they do?� Edie said. �Back in the day. They just assembled their moveable gallows like an IKEA flat-pack and then strung them up?�
�The condemned stood on the back of a horse-drawn cart,� Hitchens said. �The rope was attached around their neck to the cross-beam of the Tyburn tree. The cart drove off and death was by strangulation rather than broken neck. The condemned were mostly drawn from the ranks of the poor, but Samuel Pepys saw one of his closest friends � a gentleman � hanged at Tyburn. It wasn�t quick and it wasn�t pretty. And it wasn�t meant to be.�
�So if we want to stake out the area,� I said, �what counts as Tyburn?�
Hitchens traced a large area on the map that seemed to cover Hyde Park and a hefty chunk of the West End.
�The area just north of Marble Arch probably saw most of the fifty thousand executions. But all roads in this area lead to Tyburn. Until the eighteenth century, Park Lane was called Tyburn Lane and Oxford Street was called Tyburn Road.�
�So they could dump a body anywhere from Hyde Park Corner to Oxford Street and still call it Tyburn?� I said.
Professor Hitchens shrugged. �Theoretically,� he said.
�You really think they�d come back here with every plain clothes copper in the Met looking for them?� Edie asked me.
I looked at Dr Joe for the answer.
�I think they�ll find the temptation to stick to their ritual almost impossible to resist,� he said. �If they kill again.�
�And you think they will, Dr Joe?�
�I don�t think they can stop themselves. I think they have set themselves the task of punishing all the wicked in the world.�
�And who are they, Dr Joe? What kind of men are we after?�
�They are men who clearly believe that justice has been thwarted. They�re obsessive about the judicial process � or at least their version of the judicial process. The Albert Pierrepoint obsession, the kangaroo court, the reading of charges. I would guess they have some experience of the law and they didn�t much like it.�
I waited for him to say what we were both thinking. But he just finished his frozen yogurt, because it would have sounded like blasphemy in here. So I said it for him.
�They could be cops,� I said.
�Possible,� said Dr Joe.
I turned to the woman with the swinging hair. She had her back to me.
�How we doing on the voice recognition, Tara?�
She ignored me, and stood up to pitch an empty coffee cup into a wastepaper bin. She was a tall woman in flat shoes. One of those tall women who are never really comfortable with their height. Leggy. Slim. At first I had thought she was shy or self-contained. Now she just seemed indifferent to the people in this office. Especially me. She sat down and played the same piece of tape.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution?�
I felt a surge of irritation.
�Max?� Edie said. �I don�t think that you were ever properly introduced. Tara is��
And Tara Jones turned and looked up at me, as if seeing me for the first time as she pushed back her swinging black hair that fell across her pale and serious fabulous face.
And I finally realised that Tara Jones was deaf.
�This is what I�ve found,� she said. �It is the same voice on both the Mahmud Irani and the Hector Welles tape. The voice has the glottal stops of a London or southeast England accent, but there are distinct signs of modification � think of it as an Estuary accent that has learned Received Pronunciation. In other words, the subject is not speaking with the voice that he grew up with. Either he has had elocution lessons or, more likely, moved to a social strata beyond the environment of his parents. It happens a lot. For most people, a university education will do it.�
And I thought about her own voice.
There was nothing wrong with it. But now I knew of her deafness it was as if she was saying the words but not hearing them.
�And there�s something else,� she said. �There is an unusual cadence to some of his sentences, as if there was a foreign language spoken in his home. And he can speak it too.�
I was impressed.
�And you know all that from one sentence?� I said.
I smiled at her.
She didn�t smile back.
�Voice biometrics � the digital analysis of speech patterns � is all done by software,� Tara Jones said. She gave me a cool look. �So I think you�ll find that my deafness is no impediment to my job.�
�Of course not,� I said, my face flushing with shame.
The door to MIR-1 opened and DCI Whitestone walked in. She seemed ten years older and ten pounds thinner than when I had seen her last night. She looked shattered. She stared at us and we stared back.
The silence was broken by Billy Greene.
�Jesus Christ,� he said. �We�ve got another one!�
Then it was on the big screen.
A young man with tightly cropped hair was being led into that room where the sun did not reach, as the dark figures hovered in the background pinning something to the white brickwork stained green with the ages.
�There�s no time-and-date stamp,� Edie said.
I turned to Colin Cho.
�Is this live?� I said.
He shook his head. �I don�t know, Max.�
�Is it live?� I shouted.
�I don�t fucking know, Max!� Colin shouted back. �Give us a chance!�
The PCeU team desperately huddled around a single laptop. The phones all began to ring at once because they were about to reach the magic number. Three is the magic number.
The Hanging Club were about to become serial killers.
I looked at DCI Whitestone for guidance. But she had slumped down into a workstation as if she was tired beyond belief, as if she had not slept for days.
And her eyes never left the big screen.
�Marble Arch, Edie,� I said. �Go with her, Billy. I�ll call CTC and get some bodies down there in case they�re dumb enough to dump the body in the same place.�
CTC � also known as SO15 � is Counter Terrorism Command, a special operations branch in the Met. They have over a thousand surveillance officers at their call. Before I came to 27 Savile Row, I had been one of them.
I looked at Whitestone to see that I had made the right move. But she was still staring at the screen.
Edie Wren and Billy Greene went out of the door just as up on the big screen the noose was placed around the young man�s head.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution?�
He did not reply.
He blinked back tears and I saw the track marks of the long-term heroin addict on his arms.
�I wonder who he killed?� Whitestone said, her voice small and far away, as if she was talking to herself.
�It appears to be live,� Colin Cho said. �Thank you all for your patience.�
There were photographs on the white-brick walls that had been stained green by time.
Two photographs.
A smiling soldier, in black and white, a British soldier of the war against Nazi Germany.
And a colour photograph of the same man, some sixty years later, an old man now, leaning back in an armchair and grinning with a modest Christmas tree behind him.
�According to the online community,� Colin Cho said, �the old gentleman is Bert Page, a Normandy veteran and a retired Fleet Street printer, who is still in a coma after being mugged by Darren Donovan, a heroin addict.� A pause. �And Metcall has received numerous confirmations that the young man in these images is Darren Donovan . . .�
�So � if that�s true � they�re not just hanging murderers now,� Dr Joe said.
�And it was never only murderers that were hanged at Tyburn,� Professor Hitchens said. �In the eighteenth century there were two hundred offences punishable with death in this country. Vagrancy. Theft. Sacrilege. Being in the company of gypsies for one month . . . They hanged seven-year-old children who stole a letter, and they hanged highwaymen, and they hanged the men who executed Charles I.�
�I want these identities confirmed,� I said. �The old man in the photos and the young man they�re hanging. I�m not taking the word of the online mob.� But, deep in my bones, I already believed it. Darren Donovan, a drug addict, had attacked and robbed an elderly man for a few coins. And now he was going to pay for his crime. With his life.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution?�
This was the most leisurely hanging.
Darren Donovan did not plead for mercy as Mahmud Irani had pleaded for mercy.
Darren Donovan did not fight for his life as Hector Welles had fought for his life.
He was pathetically passive as he was helped up onto the kitchen stool. He meekly inclined his head as the noose was placed around his neck. The only sign of his abject terror was the way he could not stop shaking.
And then there was a noise.
A single sound just before they kicked the stool away.
I looked at Tara Jones. And I saw the screen before her, with the sudden spike at that single sound.
�What was that, Pat?� I said. �A name? Did somebody say a name?�
Whitestone gave no sign she had heard me.
I looked at Tara Jones.
�I don�t know,� the voice analyst said. �But I can work with it.�
And then they hanged him.
�Dear God,� Dr Joe said, and he turned his face away.
But the rest of us in MIR-1 watched as the stool flew away and Darren Donovan�s legs kicked out at eternity, his tongue lolling, his eyes bulging in his head and the dark stain spreading on the crotch of his ragged jeans.
And when the life had been strangled out of him, the camera cut away to the smiling face of a young soldier who was off to storm the beaches of Normandy.
I looked at Whitestone as she stared at the screen, her face a mask of indifference, watching it all with a terrible calm, as if some people deserve to die.
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Mrs Murphy was dozing on the sofa with Stan on her lap when I got home.
Our loft was silent because Mrs Murphy always watched TV with the sound turned down when Scout was sleeping. As I kicked off my shoes and padded to Scout�s room, Stan half-opened his eyes, yawned widely and snuggled back down.
It was another night when the heat would not quit and Scout had kicked off the single sheet that covered her. She stirred as I pulled it back up.
�Daddy?�
�Sleep now, angel, it�s late.�
�But Jackson went to work.�
�They have to work at night in the market.�
�Mmm.�
She buried her sleepy face in the pillow and it made me smile.
�You enjoying your summer holiday?�
�It lasts forever.�
I laughed.
�It feels that way when you�re little. The bigger you get, the faster the time goes. Sleep now, angel.�
�And you too.�
�I will.�
But after Mrs Murphy had gone home, I sat in the window, looking at the blaze of Smithfield meat market. Dozens of white-coated porters were unloading vans and trucks, but I couldn�t see Jackson.
At midnight the five-ton clock bell of St Paul�s Cathedral � Great Tom, they call it � struck the hour and I called Edie. SO15 had sent a dozen surveillance officers to Marble Arch.
�I can�t see the others,� Edie said. �But then I guess that�s the point.� I could feel her frustration. �Do you really think they�re going to leave a third body here, Max?�
�It feels like a long shot because I don�t see how they can do it without getting collared. They must know we�ll be waiting for them. But at the same time, I don�t see how the crazy bastards can resist it.�
I told Edie to go home.
My old colleagues at SO15 would be out there all night. They would be the homeless man sleeping in Hyde Park, and they would be the courting couple snogging in the doorway of a closed department store, and they would be the late-night dog walker and they would be the dark figures sitting unnoticed in parked cars.
And they would be waiting.
I turned off the lights and was about to go to bed when I saw my MacBook Air on the kitchen table, exactly where I had left it. But the laptop was closed now and I was sure I had left it open. Stan stirred in his basket as I powered up.
I went on Safari and hit Show History.
And it wasn�t my history.

Last visited today
The Hanging Club � Google search
@AlbertPierrepointUK � Twitter
Mahmud Irani � YouTube
Hector Welles � YouTube
Tyburn � Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
The Hanging Club � Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
Albert Pierrepoint � Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
Bringing Back the Death Penalty � Daily Mail Online
�Let �em dangle!� � Sun Online
Public executions are back � Guardian
@albertpierrepoint � Twitter
Darren Donovan � YouTube
Darren Donovan � YouTube
Darren Donovan � YouTube
Darren Donovan � YouTube
Darren Donovan � YouTube
Vigilantes Hang Third Man � Daily Telegraph � Sunday Telegraph � Telegraph Online

There was more. Much more. Reams of the stuff. I glanced towards the big windows where the lights of Smithfield shone. I had told my old friend that he could use my laptop whenever he needed it. It looked as though he had spent all day on it, reading about just one thing.
I closed the laptop and went to bed. But when sleep came it seemed to abruptly jerk just out of reach, jolting me awake, and I spent hours trying to get comfortable, trying to empty my mind, trying too hard to fall asleep. I must have dropped off at some point because in the light period of sleep, the last part of sleep, when dreams come in the shallows, I found myself waking from a dream of Marble Arch in the darkness and slipping from my bed and walking to the window.
It was still early, before five, but the rising sun was turning the great dome of St Paul�s as white as bone. And at the meat market, the night shift was over and Jackson was coming home.
I watched him cross Charterhouse Street, grinning at something one of his workmates had said, and the light of the new sun was so dazzling on the front of his white porter�s coat that at first you could not tell that it was smeared with fresh blood.
A few hours later I stood alone in MIR-1 looking at the floor-to-ceiling map of London and sipping a triple espresso from Bar Italia.
Professor Hitchens came in with his motorbike helmet under his arm, already sweating inside his corduroy.
�Tyburn,� he said. �It�s a river, isn�t it? That�s where everything else comes from. Tyburn Road, Tyburn gallows � it�s all named after the River Tyburn. The Tyburn is one of the great underground rivers of London.�
�The gallows is named after the river?� I said.
He nodded his egg-shaped head. �Look at this,� he said.
He produced a battered book from his saddlebag. Thames: Sacred River by Peter Ackroyd. Professor Hitchens found the page he wanted and pointed a fat finger at a passage. He began to read:
�There is some intimate association between the river and what we call �paganism�. Something has settled there. The river in some sense becomes the sacred witness of punishment . . .�
He looked at me with his eyes shining.
�Don�t you see? The river in some sense becomes the sacred witness of punishment!�
Tara Jones walked in and stared at us. Hitchens continued reading.
�It is perhaps not coincidental that the two major sites of execution on land, Tyburn and Smithfield, were adjacent to the Thames tributaries of the Tyburn and the Fleet.� He shook his head with wonder. �Can�t you see what it means?�
�Wait a minute,� I said. �Let me get this straight. London�s underground rivers � the Tyburn and the rest � they once flowed over ground?�
�Yes!�
�So what happened to them?�
�We built this city on top of them.� He waved at the giant map on the wall. �As the city has grown over the centuries, the rivers became deeper. The London sewer system is built on the template of the city�s underground rivers. But they�re still there.�
I looked at the map, and back at him.
�So the Tyburn � the River Tyburn � still exists?� I said.
�Of course!�
�Where does it flow?� I said. �Show me.�
He pointed at a great swathe of green towards the top of the map.
�The source of the Tyburn is Hampstead. It runs south � parallel to the Finchley Road, down to Swiss Cottage, through Regent�s Park. In the West End it follows the path of Marylebone Lane before passing through Mayfair and into the Thames.�
�We�re probably standing on it,� Tara said.
Hitchens� prematurely aged face split into a wide grin.
�Savile Row? I would say that it�s extremely likely the Tyburn is directly below us.�
I thought about it, let it settle.
�They�re not going to go back to the site of the gallows because they know we�ll be waiting. But � if they are so obsessed with the ritual of punishment � they could still leave the body in the Tyburn � the River Tyburn.�
�It has to be a possibility,� Hitchens said.
�How many miles of river are we looking at?� I asked.
He shook his head. �The Tyburn winds and turns . . .�
�Ballpark figure, Professor.�
�It could be as many as ten miles.�
I shook my head.
�Only someone much more important than me can authorise a search of that scale.�
I called the Chief Super�s office. They put me straight through and I told her what I wanted.
�Where�s Pat Whitestone?� DCS Swire said.
The truth is I didn�t know where DCI Whitestone was or if she was ever coming to work again.
�Ma�am, I believe she must be with her son at the hospital.�
A pause.
�Do it,� she said. �Send everyone you can down there. But I want them all out at the end of the shift.�
�Ma�am?�
�London sewers have the highest concentration of cocaine of any waters in Europe.�
For a moment I had the image of London�s paranoid coke users all flushing away their drug of choice.
But that wasn�t quite it.
�The city has the highest number of cocaine users in the northern hemisphere and their urine all ends up in the sewers,� DCS Swire told me. �The trace cocaine in London�s waste waters is 500 per cent higher than anywhere else in Europe. If anyone stays down there too long, we�re going to start getting cardiac arrests. And then we�re going to start getting lawsuits. So one full shift and they�re all out, understood, DC Wolfe?�
�Yes, ma�am.�
I�ll tell them not to inhale, I thought, heading for the door as I speed-dialled Edie Wren.
Tara Jones called me back.
�I got the voiceprint of that sound we heard on the latest film,� she said. �It�s not a name. And it�s not a word.�
�What is it?�
�It�s laughter.� She shook her head as if she could not understand such a thing, and a veil of glossy black hair swung in front of her lovely face. I watched her push it away. �The noise is a short bark of someone . . . laughing. What does it mean?�
�They�re starting to enjoy it,� I said.
We had been looking in the wrong place. They were never coming back to the site of Tyburn gallows. So almost one hundred officers � Specialist Search Teams from West End Central and New Scotland Yard, surveillance officers from SO15�s Counter Terrorism Command � spent eight hours of a long summer day wading through the miles of sewers that trace the flow of the Tyburn.
And at the end of a long shift we knew this was the wrong place too.
I showered and changed my clothes at West End Central but I felt that I could still smell the ancient stink of subterranean London on my skin. MIR-1 was deserted apart from Hitchens, who was sitting at a workstation reading his Peter Ackroyd book. I stared up at the great map of London that covers one wall of MIR-1.
�Where does it come out?� I said.
�What?� He didn�t look up from his book.
�This river. The River Tyburn.� I took a step towards the map. �The Tyburn is a tributary of the Thames, right?�
Now he was looking up.
�Yes.�
�So it doesn�t flow into the sea,� I said. �And it doesn�t disappear underground. At some point the River Tyburn flows into the River Thames.�
�That�s correct.�
�Where?�
He quickly pulled his iPad from his saddlebag and found an ancient map of London.
�The Rocque map of London in 1746,� he said. And then, �Vauxhall Bridge.�
�So the Tyburn flows into the Thames at Vauxhall Bridge?�
�Yes.�
�It will be quicker if we take your bike,� I said.
Vauxhall Bridge rose up before us as Hitchens tore down Millbank on his old 500cc Royal Enfield with me riding pillion.
Downriver the sun was sinking behind Battersea Power Station. On the far side of the Thames I could see the great tiered building housing MI6, the Secret Intelligence Service, at Vauxhall Cross. Hitchens steered his bike in the empty forecourt outside Tate Britain and we left it there.
We found some stone steps that led down to the Thames Path, the walkway that runs along the riverbank. I started towards the bridge, Hitchens struggling to keep up with me.
�Down there,� he panted. �A culvert.�
I was directly opposite the MI6 building when I saw it. A large round hole punched into reinforced concrete, big enough for a man to stand up in, pouring a shallow but steady stream of water into the Thames. The culvert was one level lower than the Thames Path, and I realised that it was invisible from the road.
�Is that it?� I said. �That�s the Tyburn?�
I don�t know what I had been expecting.
His breathless voice was behind me. �According to Rocque��
But I was already going down the steps that led right on to the riverbank and so I missed what Rocque had noted in the eighteenth century. I stepped into the culvert and the water covered my shoes. I took another step and peered into blackness. But the concrete culvert looked too modern to mark the end of a river that had flowed here for thousands of years.
Hitchens hesitated at the mouth of the culvert, keeping his feet dry.
�This can�t be it,� I shouted, and my voice echoed back to me.
�What�s that?�
�I said��
And then I saw the body.
One arm reaching from the deeper darkness of the culvert. The limb bare, white and � as I edged through the water towards it � I saw the ghastly scars of heroin addiction, the track marks on the limb looking like a child�s join-the-dots game.
Hitchens called out to me. �Detective?�
�This is it!� I shouted.
I went further into the black hole and the water was deeper here, over my shoes, and much colder. And there he was � Darren Donovan, perhaps ten metres back from the Thames, his cropped head face down in the black waters of the Tyburn.
Then the darkness suddenly rose up and slammed into me, knocking the wind out of me and throwing me backwards against the curved wall of the concrete culvert.
I banged my head hard against the wall and sat down in the water with a thump, the base of my spine smacking against the reinforced concrete.
And then I felt the hands around my throat.
I was thrown onto my back as if I was weightless, the hands never letting go, digging deep into my flesh, their grip tighter now.
Large hands. Strong hands. Trying to kill me, trying to choke the life out of me.
I stared up at the large figure in the darkness, and I kicked out wildly, clawing at the hands around my neck and then raking the thick muscled arms, reaching for where I knew his eyes would be but unable to find them, unable to get even close, all the strength ebbing out of me with every passing second.
Already my breath had stopped. Already the blood had stopped.
�Detective?� Hitchens said at the entrance to the culvert. �Max?�
The hands let me go.
I was aware of the dark bulky figure splashing towards the light. I tried to call out to Hitchens but found I could not speak. I tried to get up but found I could not move. Sickness overwhelmed me. Far away someone was calling my name.
But I was bone-tired, suddenly far too exhausted to respond, and so I lay back and closed my eyes for just a little while, needing a moment before I got up and went on, my head resting in the ancient waters of the Tyburn.





PART TWO




The CroSS-beam aNd the rOpe



14
I sat on a bench by the Thames watching the sun go down in a blaze of red over Chelsea while a couple of detective inspectors from New Scotland Yard did the hot debrief, the interview that takes place in the golden hour after a major incident. There wasn�t much to tell them but we went over it again and again and again as the sun sunk lower over West London.
�He was big,� I said. �Freakishly big. Abnormally strong. Tossed me about as if I weighed nothing.�
One of the detective inspectors stifled a yawn. The other one closed his notebook.
�Funny thing is,� he said, �that when you get dumped on your arse, they tend to get bigger and stronger every time you tell the story. You want us to drive you to an A&E?�
I shook my head.
�Nothing broken,� I said, and they both gave me their cocky Scotland Yard grins.
*��*��*
The press were waiting for me when I arrived at West End Central in the morning.
They were milling around and sucking down caffeine under the big blue lamp that hangs above the entrance to 27 Savile Row, young journalists and older photographers, maybe twenty of them, sent out to collect whatever scraps they could on the story that was dominating the rolling news. They stirred at the sight of me. I recognised Scarlet Bush but I did not stop walking. They all crowded in with their little digital microphones and their cameras and their questions.
�DC Wolfe? Scarlet Bush, Daily Post. Is it true that you were assaulted when you found the body of Darren Donovan? What�s that mark around your throat, Max? Did the Hanging Club do that to you?�
They followed me inside. A uniformed sergeant, red-faced with irritation, stepped out from behind his desk and began shooing them back. The questions became nastier when they knew I wasn�t going to answer them.
�Is the Hanging Club doing a better job than the police at cleaning the streets, Max?�
�How does it feel to be hunting heroes?�
�What about the victims? Do you ever think about them?�
�Did you see one of them, Max? Did you see one of the Hanging Club?�
No, I thought. But I know a man who did.
In a quiet corner of MIR-1, Professor Adrian Hitchens sat working with a police sketch artist.
�No, no . . . those eyes are wrong . . . can you erase that and try again? Could we possibly have another go at the mouth?�
It�s never easy. Anyone who sits down with a police sketch artist has been a witness to a serious crime. They are attempting to recall a face that they saw for only moments, usually during a criminal act that was accompanied by extreme violence. In the case of our history man, he was attempting to remember the face of someone who had come barrelling out of a culvert without warning and knocked him flat on his ample backside.
I nodded to the police sketch artist, a woman around thirty who looked as though she had the patience of a Zen monk. She had probably grown up wanting to be the next Picasso or Edward Hopper.
�How�s it going?�
She showed me her sketchpad with a half-smile. She had drawn the outline of a large oval-shaped head with a sizeable nose in the middle and a pair of ears stuck to the side. And that was it. I looked at Hitchens.
�So we�re looking for Mr Potato Head?� I said.
�I can only draw what he saw, Max,� said the sketch artist. �And Professor Hitchens doesn�t know what he saw.�
He wrung his hands. �I�m sorry, I�m sorry.�
�How long have you been working on this?� I said.
The sketch artist glanced at her watch. �Couple of hours?�
I shook my head and stared at Hitchens with disbelief.
�Tell me one more time what happened,� I said.
He brushed his nicotine-stained fingers across the great sweaty dome of his head.
�You entered the culvert. When you didn�t come back out, I called out to you because I was worried. I can�t recall exactly what I said . . .�
�You said, Detective and then you said Max � and that was when my assailant let me go and did a runner . . . Then what?�
�I was trying to text you,� Hitchens said. �I was looking at my phone when I heard footsteps in the water � moving very fast. I thought it was you � and I looked up and . . . I stared straight into his face just before he sent me flying. And that�s where you found me. Sitting on my backside.�
Tara Jones came in and began clearing her desk. She saw me looking at her and nodded, sending a torrent of black hair forward. She pushed it off her face and began packing away the hardware that was scattered all over the workstation she had used for the last month.
I patted Hitchens on the arm. �You saw him. You did, Adrian. Briefly � very briefly � but you saw him. But it�s just out of reach.�
�I don�t understand why I can�t recall . . .�
�It�s the shock of violence. Even if you were used to it, this would be hard. And you�re not used to it. You just had one of the worst experiences of your life. Don�t feel too bad. I looked at him too and I didn�t see a thing.�
�But you were in darkness and I was in blazing sunshine . . .�
�You want me to try some software?� the sketch artist asked.
In recent years there has been a move to improve facial composites with what we call a feature recognition system � the witness is shown complete faces until a final image emerges. But I shook my head.
�Pencil and pad still works best,� I said. �Just keep trying,� I told Hitchens.
�I am . . .�
�Try harder.�
I walked over to Tara Jones. I had worked out by now that I needed to be directly facing her before I started talking. She looked up at me and smiled politely.
�You�re leaving,� I said.
�My contract with the Met was for a month. And the month�s over. So . . .�
�Thanks for your help with the tapes.�
She laughed. Good teeth. So white and even that there must have been an orthodontist in her childhood. Middle-class teeth. I wondered what her parents had been like and how they had dealt with her disability. As far as I could tell, it had not stopped her doing anything she wanted.
�I didn�t do much,� she said. She slipped a thin MacBook Air into a messenger bag. �But then � in my defence � they didn�t say very much, did they? I�ve run full voice biometrics of everything we have.�
I suddenly realised that it was unlikely I would ever see her again.
�May I ask you something, Tara?�
She nodded, shoving back her hair, the wedding ring a glint of gold among the black.
I hesitated. �You don�t do the thing with the hands,� I said.
She wasn�t offended. If anything, she just seemed a little weary, as if she had explained this one so many times that it was becoming a chore.
�Signing? No, I don�t sign. Why � can you read sign language?�
I felt stupid.
�No � I just . . .�
�Not all members of the deaf community sign,� she said, very patiently. �It�s a misconception that all deaf people sign. It�s very much a personal choice. I can speak and I can read lips. I don�t consider myself to be culturally deaf. That is, I don�t define myself by my lack of hearing.� She zipped her messenger bag shut. Her desk was clear now. She smiled brightly. �OK?�
I nodded. �Thank you. For everything.�
I wanted to know more but there was no time.
Edie Wren was standing in the door of MIR-1 and beyond her I could see Dr Joe Stephen, checking his messages.
Tara Jones was ready to leave 27 Savile Row.
And the dead were waiting for me.
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The three dead men lay naked on their stainless steel beds in the Iain West Forensic Suite at the Westminster Public Mortuary, untroubled by the temperature that is forever kept just a degree or two above freezing point.
The first thing you noticed about them were the large Y-shaped incisions on their torsos where Elsa Olsen, our forensic pathologist of choice, had chopped open their ribcages with exactly the kind of green-handled pruning shears you can buy in any gardening centre to trim your roses. And the next thing you noticed were the burn marks around their necks.
�Cause of death was strangulation,� Elsa said. �All three of them. Method of death was almost certainly some kind of wire noose.�
�Not rope?� I said.
�Rope would probably leave trace evidence in their wounds,� Elsa said. �And I couldn�t find any rope fibres. I suggest they used some other kind of material.�
�And they know what they�re doing,� I said.
I stared at the cadavers. Mahmud Irani. Hector Welles. And Darren Donovan. Three men of wildly disparate ages, income and background. Irani had the soft spreading gut of a man who had spent a lifetime sitting down. Welles had been a confirmed fitness fanatic, spending hours pushing himself in parodies of manual labour. And Donovan had abused his body with Class A drugs since his early teens but still had the unearned slimness of youth.
Even their crimes were very different.
Irani had been one of a gang that abused vulnerable young girls for years. Welles, the heartless hit-and-run driver who was found wanting in a mad moment. And Donovan was a career junkie who regularly mugged elderly pensioners for his next shot of poison.
They did not look so different now.
Elsa considered the three of us shivering inside our blue scrubs and hairnets. On one side of me Edie Wren was impassive, her pale young face a mask of professional curiosity, but on the other side I could feel Dr Joe shaking with tension. It is never an easy thing to step inside the Iain West Forensic Suite for the first time.
�So are you SIO on this investigation, Max?� Elsa said.
�Acting SIO,� I said. �Until DCI Whitestone returns. Dr Joe�s with us looking for signatures, if that�s all right with you.�
The tall Norwegian pathologist nodded, anxious that she should only have to say all this once. She slowly circled the dead men on their stainless steel tables.
�Life flows through the neck,� she said. �The fragile, essential neck. Blood is pumped from the heart to the brain. Oxygen flows to the lungs. Compress the neck hard enough, and all that abruptly stops. You see the marks on their necks?�
On all three of them, the hanging mark angled diagonally across the neck, the highest point almost touching the left ear, where the noose�s knot had been. On all three men, the furrow of the hanging mark was far more shallow here. But it was pale yellow on Darren Donovan�s neck, a darker yellow on the raw skin of Hector Welles� neck and a dark brown on Mahmud Irani, the earliest victim.
I felt the thick bile of revulsion rise up inside me and I swallowed it down. Deep breath, Max, I told myself. It�s about to get worse.
With a long thin stainless steel implement, Elsa gently prised open the mouth of Mahmud Irani. Then she did the same with Hector Welles, and finally Darren Donovan.
�See that?� Elsa said, her blue eyes bright. �When a man has been hanged, his tongue turns purple.�
Dr Joe had begun to pant like a dog on a summer�s day.
�I�m OK,� he said, not looking at me. �I�m fine. Really.�
�This is how strangulation by hanging works,� Elsa continued. �Once the noose is around your neck and there is nothing to support you, you are killed by your own body weight. Strangulation compresses the carotid arteries in the neck, shutting off the supply of blood to the brain and causing the brain to swell so much that it plugs the top of the spinal column. This causes a reaction known as the vagal reflex, which stops the heart. The compression of the neck closes the trachea and aborts the supply of oxygen to the lungs. So � no blood to the brain and no air to the lungs. Bad news. The victim passes out due to suffocation. And then he dies.�
�How long does it take, Elsa?� I asked.
�It depends. But it is not a quick way to die. Strangulation by hanging takes at least five minutes, but no more than twenty.�
�Do we have any defensive wounds?�
�There are no defensive wounds on Mahmud Irani or Darren Donovan, although there are signs of advanced intravenous drug use on Mr Donovan.�
�What does advanced mean?� Dr Joe asked.
�The veins of his arms had collapsed and he was shooting up between his toes,� Elsa said. �But Hector Welles is the only one of them with extensive defensive wounds.�
I remembered Welles fighting for his life as the dark figures struggled to control him.
He knew what they had done to Mahmud Irani.
�There are contusions and welts on Mr Welles� arms where he was restrained,� Elsa said. �Some facial bruising where he was punched or kicked.� She smiled sadly at me. �But unfortunately no skin tissue under his fingernails, Max. Apart from his own.�
In the glare of the Iain West, the flayed neck of Hector Welles looked like the self-inflicted scars of some bizarre tribal ritual.
�Hanging is of course a popular method of suicide. But Mr Irani and Mr Donovan both have burn marks on their wrists where their hands were secured behind their backs, precluding suicide. Mr Welles did not have his hands secured behind his back, making suicide a theoretical possibility � in fact, most suicide hangings look exactly like Mr Welles, as they change their mind when it is far too late and attempt to claw the noose from their neck. But the extent of his defensive wounds eliminates that.�
�And three million hits on YouTube of the guy being hanged,� Edie said.
Elsa Olsen looked at her sharply.
�I�m looking at the medical evidence and not what�s trending on YouTube, Detective.�
�Of course,� Edie said.
Elsa nodded curtly. �And a suicide victim is unlikely to be cut down and dumped in the middle of Marble Arch. The dead don�t move themselves,� she said. �In all three cases, the manner of death was murder.�
�Anything you can give us about the knot?� I said.
The way a knot is tied and the type of knot used might have been a priceless lead, I thought, remembering Pat Whitestone�s words when we had found Mahmud Irani. But Elsa shook her head.
�Sorry,� she said. �For that I would need to see the rope or the wire or whatever it was. The neck markings are not enough to go on.�
�We still don�t have a kill site, Elsa,� I said. �How long had they been dead when we found them?�
�They�re all different. As you know, rigor mortis sets in after approximately two hours and then the body gets progressively stiffer. And then we follow the twelve-twelve-twelve equation. Twelve hours to get stiff. Twelve hours to remain stiff. And twelve hours for the body to lose that stiffness as it begins to decay. Rigor mortis had just begun to set in on Mr Irani, suggesting he had been dead for around twelve hours when he was discovered. The second victim, Mr Welles, had advanced rigor mortis. He had been dead for approximately twenty-four hours. And the body of the latest victim, young Mr Donovan, was losing the stiffness of rigor mortis. And you can see that his skin has a greenish hue around his head, shoulders and abdomen. There�s also a degree of bloating because of gases accumulating in the cavities. His internal organs had longer to break down.�
�Because the bodies are becoming harder for us to find,� I said.
�And there�s lividity on the back of Mr Irani,� Elsa said, nodding at Edie. �Would you be so kind, DC Wren?�
Together the two women turned the cadaver of Mahmud Irani onto his front. The skin around his shoulder blades, back, buttocks and calf muscles was pale and surrounded by ugly purple blotches that looked like bruises. Dr Joe looked at me.
�That�s the lividity,� I said. �Those marks that look like bruises. Think of lividity as stagnant blood. When you die, your heart stops beating and your blood stops moving. Gravity does the rest. The blood settles. But you don�t get it where the body touches the ground. Lividity can help us determine how long someone has been dead and if the body has been moved.�
�The technical name is livor mortis,� Elsa said.
�From the Latin,� Dr Joe said. �Livor meaning bluish and mortis meaning of death.�
Elsa and Edie heaved the dead man onto his back.
�The lividity on Mr Irani strongly suggests that he lay undisturbed for most of the time between death and discovery,� Elsa said.
�What does that mean?� asked Dr Joe.
�It means they didn�t move him very far,� I said. �So the kill site has to be within � what? � one hour�s distance of Marble Arch and Vauxhall Bridge.�
�That narrows it down to all of Greater London,� Edie said.
�I can also tell you they were all taken down minutes after death,� Elsa said. �If they had been left hanging, the furrow of the neck wounds would be much deeper.�
We stared in silence at the bodies. I felt myself shudder.
It�s just the cold, I told myself. Just the bitter cold in here.
�And there�s something else,� Elsa said. �A professional hangman works on a system of variable drops. It was the method used by this country�s most famous executioner � Albert Pierrepoint. Saddam Hussein�s goons used the same method. How heavy the body is, how far it needs to fall to separate the second and third vertebrae in the neck and cause instant death. It�s called the hangman�s fracture. If the drop is too long, the victim is decapitated. These people � the Hanging Club � clearly don�t bother with variable drops. Despite the charade of hanging, they essentially strangle their victims.�
She gave Edie Wren a severe look.
�And I watch YouTube, too,� Elsa said. �But what�s interesting is that the most recent victim appears to have died in less than half the time of the first two. Examining the damage to the carotid arteries and the spinal column, I estimate that Mr Irani took thirteen minutes to die, Mr Welles took ten and Mr Donovan took just five.�
�What does that mean?� asked Dr Joe.
�It means they�re getting good at it,� I said.
We were back in the changing room, taking off our scrubs, when Dr Joe began talking about signatures.
�The three murders are more than ritualistic killings,� he said, pulling off his hairnet. �Among the unknown subs there�s a clear hierarchical structure at work.�
�Yes, it�s always the same one who asks the question,� I said. �Do you know why you�ve been brought to this place of execution? He�s the leader.�
�Everyone has their role to play and yet they are capable of acting in the interests of the group,� Dr Joe said.
Edie pulled off her hairnet and shook her hair out. �When Hector Welles tried to do a runner, they all jumped on him at once. Or at least, three of them did. And then they went back to their roles. And they all have a strict role to play, don�t they? Somebody to speak. Somebody to film. Somebody to watch. And somebody to be executioner.�
�Judge, jury, witness and hangman,� I said. �But what are the signatures, Dr Joe?�
�A strong facility for organisation. An ability to be totally ruthless. A strict hierarchy that has room for individual endeavour before the hierarchy reasserts itself.�
�You really think they�re cops?� Edie said.
�Not necessarily, although it�s a possibility. I think that at least one of them has some kind of specialist training in upholding social control. And I believe that probably more than one of them has experience of some kind of public service. Someone with experience of an institution that sanctions those who violate laws or harm the state. Someone who has been disappointed in the limits and failures and compromises of that institution. So a serving or ex-police officer is one possibility. But equally we could be looking at one or more unsubs who has experience in the prison service or some other branch of criminal justice.�
As I watched Dr Joe thinking I knew what he was going to say next, and I had to stop myself from saying it out loud, from blurting it out, as into my mind leapt the image of my oldest friend and his gap-toothed grin.
�Or even the military,� Dr Joe said.
My phone began to vibrate.
The woman on the other end of the phone was crying and apologising all at once. It took me a moment to realise that it was Alice Goddard, the widow of Steve Goddard, kicked to death outside his own home.
�I�m sorry to call you, Max, I didn�t know who else I could call . . .�
�Slow down. Take a breath. What�s wrong?� I said.
But all she could do was to keep apologising and crying.
In my line of work, we move on. There�s always the next case, there is always some fresh human misery coming down the line. But the victims of crime, they don�t move on. They can�t move on. They remain forever stuck in the moment that their life changed, the shock and the pain never diminishing with time. And beyond all the grief that never dies, there can be practical problems. When justice is done, there is usually someone out there raving about the injustice of it all.
The three pieces of pond life who killed Steve Goddard all had friends and families. And sometimes, after pond life has been locked up, these friends and families feel they have a point to prove and a debt to settle.
It can take the form of low-level harassment. It can be petrol poured through a letterbox. It can be anything in between. That�s why I had given Alice Goddard my card and told her that she could call me any time. If the friends and loved ones of the pond life came calling, then I wanted to know about it.
But this was something else.
�It�s my son,� she said, her voice breaking.
I parked outside the Goddard house and took a moment to adjust. The first time I had seen this quiet suburban street, the uniforms were putting up a tent and tape, the CSIs in their white Tyvek suits were dusting, filming and photographing. And Steve Goddard was lying dead, his body half on the pavement and half in the road.
I remembered that there wasn�t much blood. And I remembered the devastated family who were inside: Steve Goddard�s wife and son and daughter, Alice and Steve Junior and Kitty, the three of them holding on to each other as this brutal new reality kicked in and they started to unravel.
I blinked my eyes and the memory faded and it was just another suburban street on a summer evening. I took a few deep breaths and walked up the short garden path to the door of the Goddard family.
Alice greeted me with a warm, embarrassed smile. Her eyes were red raw, but she had made a real effort to regain control.
�It�s Steve Junior,� she said. �He�s got a knife.�
I found the kid in the local park.
He was in the deserted playground, sitting on the swings, puffing on a cigarette.
The last time I had seen Steve Junior was at the Old Bailey. What was he? Fifteen? Sixteen? He had looked like a young boy that day, overawed and baffled by his surroundings, his shirt too big and wearing a tie that his mum had done up for him. Now, just weeks later, he looked like a bitter young man.
�Steve? Remember me? DC Wolfe.�
His eyes met mine and then slid away. There was some shouting in the distance and we both looked over to where it had come from. A group of boys and one girl were sprawled over a distant park bench.
I sat down on the swing next to Steve Goddard Junior.
�Is anyone bothering you?� I said.
He looked at me with disbelief. Then he laughed and shook his head.
�Is anybody bothering me? Is that your question? My dad gets kicked to death and you ask me if anyone is bothering me?�
�Since then, I mean. Is anyone getting on your case since the trial?�
I watched his eyes fill with tears. �I�m going to be bothering them,� he said. �Don�t you worry about that.�
�Is that what the knife is for?�
Silence.
�I understand why you want to get even,� I said. �It�s natural. What happened to your dad � to your family � it�s not fair, is it?�
�No. It�s not fucking fair. You got that right.�
�So what you going to do? What�s the plan? Stick a knife in one of them when they get out? Stick your knife in all of them?�
Two teenage girls went past arm in arm. They looked at me and Steve sitting on the swings and walked away consumed by mocking laughter.
�Why are you even here?� he said.
�I don�t want anything worse to happen to your family.�
His mouth twisted.
�What could possibly be any worse than my dad going outside to ask for a bit of peace and quiet, and then getting his head kicked in? What could be worse than that?�
�You getting locked up in Feltham.�
He frowned. I wondered if he had the knife on him. Then I saw the bulge in the pocket of his hoodie and I didn�t have to wonder any more.
�What�s Feltham?� he said.
�Feltham Young Offenders Institution,� I said. �It�s a prison for male juveniles near Hounslow. If you stick your blade in one of those creeps who killed your dad, that�s where they will send you. Because you�re under eighteen.�
He looked at me and for the first time I thought that I might be getting through to him.
�I understand how you feel, Steve. I understand why you want to do it. And I can even understand why they deserve it. I saw your dad the night he died.�
The boy flinched as if he had been slapped.
�And I saw you that night,� I said. �And your sister Kitty. And your mum. And I was there in the Old Bailey when those three bastards got off with a slap on the wrist. But that doesn�t mean you should take the law into your own hands. Because if you do, then the law is going to come down on you. And I promise you, Steve, you are not the kind of lad who thrives in Feltham.�
I stood up.
�Get rid of the knife,� I said. �On your way home � drop it down a drain. The first drain you see. Then go home and take care of your mum and your sister. They need you more than you can imagine.�
I began to walk away.
His voice called me back.
�Is that it?� he said. �Is that the only reason I can�t get even with the bastards? Is that the only reason I can�t stick a blade in those bastards who killed my dad? Because of what will happen to me if I do?�
�Yes,� I said. �It�s the only reason. But it�s the only reason you need.�
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In New Scotland Yard�s Room 101, Sergeant John Caine put the kettle on while I walked into the Black Museum and stared at the hanging tree. More than twenty ropes were draped over the three-legged gallows� pole, arranged with the loving care of decorations on a Christmas tree. Next to the hanging tree there was a framed photograph of Albert Pierrepoint and a quote from 1974.
�The fruit of my experience has this bitter aftertaste. Capital punishment, in my view, achieved nothing but revenge.�
�Sorry, no triple espresso in here,� John Caine told me, holding out a mug of steaming tea. He took a sip from his BEST DAD IN THE WORLD mug.
�You�re having a bit of a quiet week, aren�t you?� he said. �Nobody�s been hanged on YouTube.�
I nodded. �Three murders in July and now nothing for the first seven days in August. Why would they stop, John?�
�Lots of reasons why they might jack it in. One of them might have died. They could have fallen out with each other. Somebody�s wife found out what her old man has been doing and begged him to stop for the sake of the kiddies. Or � most likely reason a crew stops � they might think that they�ve been rumbled and you�re going to kick down their front doors at five o�clock tomorrow morning.�
I laughed bitterly.
�Not much chance of that happening.�
DCI Whitestone had not turned up for work this morning because her son was having another operation on his eyes. This meant I was still the acting SIO. In the absence of any leads, I had done what I always do when I need guidance � come for a cup of tea at the Black Museum.
�Or one of them lost their nerve,� John said. �Or all of them lost their nerve. Or they�ve ticked off everyone on their kill list. That�s possible. Or they�re quitting while they�re ahead because they�re intelligent enough to know that if they keep doing it, they�ll get caught.� He took a thoughtful sip of his tea. �Maybe they�re cashing out while they�re ahead.�
�You ever meet a villain that smart?�
�Not yet.�
�Me neither.�
I inspected the ropes on the hanging tree. The oldest � four thin strands now black with age � was two hundred years old. The newest � in pride of place at the front, like the star on top of a Christmas tree � dated back to 1969, the year that capital punishment was officially abolished. It was made of eight thick strands of hemp that were gathered in a large brass thimble. They looked slick and sticky.
�Vaseline,� John said. �Stops the rope from burning off skin. That�s the Sixties for you � when they hanged you with a bit of compassion.�
�What am I doing wrong? I�m no nearer to them than I was a month ago.�
He adjusted the ropes on the hanging tree. If anything was touched in here, then he wanted it to be exactly as it was before.
�You�re not following the leads you�ve got,� he said.
�But I don�t have any leads. No kill site. No witnesses. No prints that are worth a damn � nothing that shows up on IDENT1.�
He looked at me as if I was missing the obvious.
�You�ve got two men with criminal records who both had serious beefs with two of the dead,� he said. �Back in the day, Paul Warboys and his brother Danny gave Reggie and Ronnie Kray and Eddie and Charlie Richardson a run for their money. Paul Warboys didn�t get a life sentence just because he took out a lawyer�s tongue with a bolt cutter. He got life because the lawyer bled to death. Now � if Paul Warboys would kill a man for talking to the police, what�s he going to do to a man who runs over and kills his grandson?�
I shook my head.
�But I don�t buy it. Warboys is retired. He�s been retired for twenty years.�
�You don�t think he�d come out of retirement for the man who knocked down and killed his grandson?�
�But we ran a Trace, Interview and Eliminate on Warboys. Of course we did. And he made the point � and I thought it was a good point � that if he had wanted Hector Welles dead, he would not have bothered with putting a post on YouTube.�
�And does he have a cast-iron alibi for when Welles was hanged? Because he had a very good one the time that lawyer had his tongue taken out � Warboys and his brother were miles away, doing the Lambada on the Costa del Sol. But that didn�t stop a judge finding him guilty and sending him down for life.�
I thought about it.
�The funny thing is, Warboys doesn�t have a cast-iron alibi for when Welles was killed,� I said. �He was at home with his wife and we have no other witnesses to confirm it. But that makes me believe him. As he said to me himself � if you were going to invent an alibi, you would come up with something much better than that.�
I drank my tea. It was strong enough to stand up your spoon in. Real builder�s tea.
�It�s the cast-iron alibis that I never quite believe,� I said. �Good tea.�
�Thank you. And then there�s Sofi Wilder�s dad,� John said. �Barry Wilder. He did time, didn�t he?�
�Yes, but that was kid�s stuff. Years ago. And he was in a different league from Paul Warboys.�
�But look what they did to his daughter, Max. Look what they did! This grooming gang, they got away with it for so long because everyone was afraid of seeming racist. The police, the social services � we practically held their coats while they were raping and torturing children.�
�I�m not denying he�s got motive. But Wilder is another one with an alibi that�s not good enough to be made up, another one that says he was home with the wife watching television. And what about Bert Page? How does he fit into this?�
�Who�s Bert Page?�
�The Normandy veteran that Darren Donovan put in a coma for fifty pence. As far as we can see, Bert Page doesn�t have any violent criminals to avenge him. In fact, despite all the hand wringing in the press, Bert doesn�t have anyone to give a toss about him. He was living in care until Donovan put him into the hospital. There�s a middle-aged daughter in Australia and that�s it. Why would someone want to hang the nasty little creep who hurt him?�
Sergeant John Caine shrugged.
�I don�t know, Max,� he said, making a minute adjustment to one of the ropes on his hanging tree. �Maybe just because it�s the right thing to do.�
At the end of the working day Edie Wren and I stood outside a big house in Canonbury Square. We were close enough to Highbury Corner to hear the unbroken rumble of the traffic on the Holloway Road and Essex Road, but Canonbury Square itself was green and leafy, like a millionaire�s fantasy of the English countryside.
Edie consulted her phone as I rang the doorbell. �Tara Jones lives in the whole house?� she said. �The whole house?�
A child in his pyjamas opened the door. Maybe three years old. That age when they stop being babies and start being the person they will be for the rest of their life. And I could see Tara in the child. The pale face, the huge green eyes and especially that almost Asian hair.
I crouched down so that our eyes were at the same level.
�Is your mummy in?� I said.
�Yes,� he said, but a Filipina nanny came to collect him and a man appeared, still wearing the suit and tie he had worn to his office in Cheapside or Canary Wharf.
�Can I help you?� He had an accent that was full of privilege and a nose that had been broken more than once, the telltale signs of someone who had played a bit of rugby at his private school.
�I�m DC Wolfe and this is my colleague DC Wren from West End Central,� I said, standing up. �I believe your wife is expecting us?�
He nodded and went to get her, leaving Edie and I alone on the doorstep. Down the corridor we could see large mirrors, tasteful prints on the walls, a home of money and taste.
Edie chuckled softly. �And to think I felt sorry for her when she arrived in Savile Row,� Edie murmured. �You know � the brave young deaf woman making her way in the world. To think I felt sorry for her! She�s got everything, hasn�t she?�
�Yes,� I said. �I guess so.�
Then Tara Jones was in front of us in a white T-shirt with those tight trousers with the hoops around her bare feet. She pushed back her hair and she didn�t smile and she didn�t ask us to come inside.
�Tomorrow we�re bringing in Paul Warboys and Barry Wilder for further interviews,� I said.
�On the weekend?� she said.
�The law doesn�t stop for the weekend,� I said.
�And you want to know if they�re lying,� said Tara Jones.
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The summer had a different rhythm to the rest of the year and I did not drive home after we said goodnight to Tara. I didn�t need to go home.
Now Scout was at school, our lives revolved totally around term dates, pick-up times and all the everyday details of school life. But it was different in the long summer holiday.
Many of Scout�s friends had gone off on holiday, but there were always plenty more still in town, and my daughter was a popular child �and not just with her classmates. Parents loved her too because she was polite, sweet-natured and � just shy of her sixth birthday � already a veteran of the sleepover. Scout wasn�t one of these children who had been pushed into the sleepover too soon and then wakes up in tears at 3 a.m., demanding an Addison Lee cab to take her home. Parents, kids � everyone loved her.
Tonight Scout was away at her number one sleepover destination � with her best friend Mia in Pimlico � and as I watched Edie walk off to join the revellers on Upper Street where she was meeting her married boyfriend in some funky new bar, I realised I had no reason to hurry home.
So instead of heading south to Smithfield, I turned the BMW X5 north and drove to the far end of the Holloway Road, to the Whittington Hospital, where Darren Donovan�s elderly victim slept in the darkness that is somewhere between life and death.
Bert Page lay in a room full of flowers.
There were flowers on every available surface of his small room at the Whittington, flowers in every state from brown decay to full bloom, many still wrapped in their cellophane. I checked a few of them for the cards of well-wishers, but there was nothing.
I sat down beside the old man, my eyes stinging with helpless fury at the state of him.
Bert Page was a tiny man, almost child-size, and his frame did not seem strong enough to cope with the vast array of machines attached to his frail body.
He had tubes snaking up his nose and mouth and down into his windpipe from the ventilator giving him his next breath. An intravenous drip pumped two soft bags of fluids into one of his stick-like arms. Monitors traced lines of green, yellow and red for his heart rate and blood pressure.
I leaned closer to see some sign of life. Beyond the tubes that covered much of his face, he did not appear to be sleeping. He was not in anything recognisable as sleep. It was in a state far deeper than sleep. I had never seen anyone look so far from life with their heart still beating.
Frayed striped pyjamas hung loosely on the tiny old man�s emaciated frame and I could see the white hair on the papery skin, and the rough tattoo just above his heart, smudged with the passing of the years.
6 - 6 - 44
The sixth of June 1944. D-Day. I tried to imagine Bert as the teenage soldier he had been, landing on that Normandy beach, but it felt like it was another lifetime. I took his hand, the one that didn�t have the tubes keeping him alive, and it was like holding a small bird, just delicate bones held by a thin layer of skin.
�Oh, Bert,� I said out loud. �What did that bastard do to you?�
The door opened and a nurse let in a young doctor. The nurse disappeared and the doctor came in, consulting his notes. He looked Greek or Turkish. Very young, very tired.
�I�m Dr Safik.�
Turkish then, I thought. I stood up and shook hands, telling him my name as I showed him my warrant card. He really looked at it and I realised that he had already seen a few warrant cards in his short career.
�Detective Constable Wolfe?� He gave me back my warrant card. �By your rank, I�m assuming you�re not the Senior Investigating Officer?�
�Acting.�
�How can I help you? Presumably you�re not investigating the assault on Mr Page?�
�I�m investigating the murder of Darren Donovan, the man who assaulted Mr Page.� I looked at the old man in the hospital bed. I did not like saying Donovan�s name in this room. �What can you tell me about his visitors?�
Dr Safik�s mouth twitched with distaste.
�He doesn�t have any, as far as I am aware. That�s not unusual these days. But it�s unusual for a man that attracted so much widespread sympathy as Mr Page.� The young doctor almost smiled. �It didn�t appear to do him much good, did it? All that attention from the media.�
�Does Mr Page have any chance of recovery?�
�He�s in what we call a state of unrousable unconsciousness. Do you know what the Glasgow scoring system is, Detective?�
I shook my head.
�It�s a numerical system used to assess the extent of a head injury. It�s based on motor response, eye opening and so on. A score of seven indicates a full coma.� He glanced at the old man. �And Mr Page is a seven. Recovery at his age? It�s unlikely.�
�And he has no visitors at all?�
�Not as far as I am aware. You should talk to the nurses� station. I know there were some members of the press sneaked in when the attack first happened.� I suddenly remembered a horrific photograph of Bert Page in an Intensive Care Unit shortly after he was robbed by Darren Donovan, the old man�s face so swollen and discoloured that it barely looked human. �There�s a daughter in Australia who can�t quite manage to get over to see her father before he dies. But, no � Mr Page does not get visitors.�
I inhaled the sweetness of Bert Page�s hospital room.
�Then who sends him flowers?� I said.
Saturday night was slipping into Sunday morning when I finally arrived home. Stan roused himself and padded across the loft to meet me, his strawberry blonde tail wagging with welcome.
Jackson was sitting at my laptop, wearing some of my old clothes � a black T-shirt that said LONSDALE LONDON in white letters, faded Levi 501s � that I did not recognise at first because he had washed and ironed them so well.
�You should have seen Scout when Mrs Murphy packed her off with little Mia and her mum,� he said. �She was so excited.�
I felt the pang of the parent who is absent too often.
�Is it OK to use the laptop?� he said. �I was just checking the news.�
�Anytime.�
He closed the laptop.
�You should try to get away with her yourself,� Jackson said. �They give you holidays in the Met, don�t they?�
I nodded. �We get twenty-five to thirty days, depending on length of service.�
I tended to use my days off walking Stan on the Heath. Were Scout and I really going to go on holidays like normal families? Two weeks in the sun? I couldn�t quite imagine it. And what would we do with Stan? He didn�t have a passport. And he was part of our little family, too.
�Remember that holiday home my folks had when we were kids?�
The family that adopted Jackson had a cottage on the coast of Kent. I remembered a pebble beach, bunk beds and the salt tang of the English Channel. The sea was freezing even in the height of summer. When I was eleven years old, it had seemed like heaven.
�Sand Pebbles,� I said.
�Sand Pebbles!� Jackson laughed.
�It�s still there?� I said. �Sand Pebbles is still there?�
�They never sold it,� he said. �They rented it out before they died, but now it doesn�t even get rented out. I spent a couple nights there before I came up to London. It�s not in great nick, but you and Scout can use it anytime.�
He pulled on one of my old red Realm and Empire hoodies and started for the door. For a moment I thought he was going to the little holiday home on the coast.
�Work,� he said.
�OK.�
Stan followed him to the door and then came padding back into the loft when Jackson had left. I stared at the laptop but resisted the urge to open it, and I resisted the urge to look at his browsing history. There seemed to be no point. I felt like I already knew what it contained.
Instead I walked to the window and I stared down at the great meat market of Smithfield. It was in total darkness because London Central Markets, to give Smithfield its official name, is not open at the weekend or Bank Holidays.
So wherever my oldest friend was going, he certainly wasn�t going to work.



18
I looked across the table at Paul Warboys. He held my gaze but his expression was pleasant. I had never seen anyone so calm in an interview room. But then he had done this many times before.
�OK, are we ready?� I said. �Is everybody ready?� I glanced at Edie Wren, sitting by my side, and Warboys and his lawyer on the other side of the small table. �When I press this button, we will start recording . . .�
Warboys smiled gently at the beep, his deeply tanned face as creased as old leather. He crossed his arms and his heavy gold jewellery clinked in the box-like room. His lawyer hovered at his side, staring at me over his reading glasses, ready to pounce.
�All right,� I said, �this interview is being recorded and may be given in evidence if any case is brought to trial. My name is DC Max Wolfe and I am currently serving with Homicide and Serious Crime Command here at West End Central, 27 Savile Row, London. The other officer present is DC Edie Wren. The time is � look at that � exactly noon.� I nodded at the elderly gangster on the other side of the table. �Please state your name and profession.�
�Paul Warboys. Businessman. Retired.�
�Further to our previous interview at your home, Mr Warboys, I�d like to ask � what were your movements on the day that Hector Welles was abducted and murdered?�
The lawyer leaned forward. �I�d like to remind you that my client is not under arrest.�
Warboys held up a hand. His lawyer sat back in his chair.
�I was at home. All day. All night.�
Most people become impatient or irritated when they are asked the same questions more than once. But not Paul Warboys.
�How did you learn about Welles� death?�
�I told you before and now I�ll tell you again.� It was said with a wry smile. �And I�ll keep on telling you the same thing as many times as you like. The phone started ringing. And then it didn�t stop.�
�Who called you?�
�Everybody called me, Detective. And they all said exactly the same thing: �Somebody just hanged the bastard who killed your grandson.� I�m paraphrasing.� His pale blue eyes glistened with tears and he laughed, amused at himself, the old gangster who was still capable of crying. �That�s what they all told me. Somebody lynched the bastard who knocked down little Danny when he was crossing the road.�
Paul Warboys smiled at me again. His teeth were white and even. Most of those old London faces didn�t care too much about their dental work. I couldn�t imagine Ronnie and Reggie Kray worrying about their flossing. But Paul Warboys had spent a lot of money and time getting his teeth to look that good.
�Did you ever meet Barry Wilder?� I asked.
He shook his head. �Who? Sorry, Max. You�re going to have to give me a clue.�
�Barry Wilder�s young daughter was a victim of Mahmud Irani�s grooming gang.�
�Ah. Mahmud Irani. The first one they hanged.�
�Yes, the first one. I�ll ask you again � did you ever meet Barry Wilder?�
�No.� He laughed. �You want me to take a lie detector, Detective? I�m willing.�
His lawyer shot forward. �Paul, I strongly advise��
Warboys again silenced him with a raised hand.
�It�s not necessary,� I said. �But I appreciate the offer. I�m concluding this interview.�
I looked at the one-way mirror of the interview room.
And I smiled back at Paul Warboys.
Because I had someone much better than a lie detector.
*��*��*
I walked Warboys to the main entrance of West End Central.
Doll, his wife, was waiting for him under the big blue lamp that hangs outside 27 Savile Row. She came to his side and gave him a quick, fierce hug, gold chains sliding down her thin brown arms. She peered into her husband�s face.
�You done?�
He nodded. �For now.�
A chauffeured Mercedes was idling by the kerb.
�Are you going back to Essex?� I said.
�Spain,� he said. �Just for a few days. My brief can give you our schedule.�
I nodded. �OK.�
He held out his hand to me and I shook it. But then he wouldn�t let go. He kept my hand in his grip, and he held my gaze with his cold blue eyes.
�I�d like to wish you luck in your investigation,� he said. �But my grandson was the best thing that ever happened to me, Max. An innocent little boy who never did anyone in this world any harm. And I really hope these chaps � the Hanging Club � get away with it.�
Up in MIR-1 Tara Jones was running voice biometrics on a recording of the Paul Warboys interview. His laconic old London accent filled the room.
�Paul Warboys. Businessman. Retired.�
It was a voice from an old London that no longer existed. It made the graph on the screens in front of Tara jump like lightning. When she looked up at us, Edie said, �So, Tara � what�s the difference between a lie detector and voice biometrics?�
�Approximately the difference between a horse and a Ferrari,� Tara said. �A polygraph � or lie detector � is hundred-year-old technology. It records physiological changes during questioning � blood pressure, breathing, heart rate, sweating and so on. And it�s fine if you are screening new employees. You�ll know if they�re lying about their CV, their qualifications and their smoking habits. But for someone like Paul Warboys? It just doesn�t work as well as it does in the movies. Someone like Warboys will be aware of what we call countermeasures. Confidence, controlled breathing, establishing a friendly � or at least a workable � rapport with the questioner. Confidence, above all. Not being scared by the process or his environment. That�s why a polygraph is not considered reliable evidence in a court of law. It is Jurassic technology. But voice biometrics does what we want a lie detector to do.�
We let her work. I stared down at the street, sipping a triple espresso from the Bar Italia until Tara Jones leaned back in her chair and ran her hands through her hair.
�He�s telling the truth,� she said.
*��*��*
In the afternoon Barry Wilder came in. There was no lawyer with him. But his wife Jean was there. She was waiting in the corridor outside the interview room with him, furiously stubbing out one unfiltered Camel on the floor and immediately lighting another one. Barry Wilder got to his feet at the sight of us, moving in weary slow motion, as if every movement took enormous effort.
�There�s no smoking in this building, ma�am,� Edie told his wife.
Jean Wilder glared at her and muttered under her breath as we went into the interview room.
�Little ginger cow.�
Edie shook her head and let it go.
Barry Wilder eased himself into the chair opposite us.
�OK,� I said, �this interview is being recorded and may be given in evidence if any case is brought to trial. My name is DC Max Wolfe and I am currently serving with Homicide and Serious Crime Command here at West End Central, 27 Savile Row, London. The other officer present is DC Edie Wren. The time is 3 p.m.� I nodded at Barry Wilder. If he had once been a man of violence then he looked as if all the violence had been knocked out of him.
�Please state your name and profession.�
�Barry Wilder. Builder.�
�Thank you. Did you ever meet a man called Bert Page, Mr Wilder?�
He looked startled. �Who�s Bert Page?�
�Bert Page was a war hero. Landed on Juno Beach on D-Day. Won the Distinguished Service Medal. Then, a lifetime later, Darren Donovan put him in a coma.�
�Ah, Bert Page � the old gentleman who got mugged by the junkie they just strung up. No, I never met Mr Page. But he sounds like a fine old man.�
�Did you have contact with Mahmud Irani after he was released from prison?�
Wilder hesitated.
I felt Edie tense beside me.
�Yes,� he said.
We waited. I stared at the faded football tattoos on his arms. I saw now they were two crossed irons. West Ham.
�I got a knife,� Barry Wilder said quietly. �I was planning to stick it in his heart.�
I heard Edie exhale by my side.
I leaned forward.
�Mr Wilder, I want you to understand that you are not under arrest but you do have the right to have a legal representative present,� I said. �And I have to remind you this interview is being recorded and may be given in evidence if any case is brought to trial.�
He ignored me.
�I wanted to kill him,� he said.
Then he waited.
�Go on,� I said. �You wanted to kill him . . .�
�I thought I could kill him. I thought God would forgive me because of what he did to our Sofi. The way he ruined her. The way he took her life away from her and nobody did anything to stop him. Not you and your lot. And not me, the one man she should have been able to trust. The one man who should have protected her. And I didn�t, did I? Her own father didn�t protect her. Mahmud Irani and those men took her to those rooms and then they filled her with drink and drugs and then they did whatever they wanted to.� He shook his head. �Whatever they wanted, they did to her. And then they phoned their friends and their fucking brothers, and they came round to do what they wanted to my daughter. They made their own pornography. That�s what they were doing with her. And when we got her back, she was pregnant. Did you know that? Did you?�
�No,� I said.
�She lost the baby and I thanked God. And how can I live with myself, thanking God for the death of a baby?�
�Tell me about the knife,� I said.
�I said I was going to kill him in the courtroom. You knew that. You quoted the exact words! When they all went down for whatever pitiful little stretch they got. When the judge gave them their slap on their wrists. When all those evil bastards were laughing at us. I said I was going to kill him, didn�t I? So then I got the knife and I waited for him at the mosque where he prays every Friday.�
�What happened?�
�I couldn�t do it.� His voice choking now. �I didn�t have it in me. I wanted him to die � and I wanted to be the one who did it � but I was not enough of a man to do it.�
�Did you ever meet Paul Warboys, Mr Wilder?�
�Paul Warboys � the gangster?� He shook his head. �No,� he said.
I reached across and turned off the machine quietly, anxious not to intrude on a grief that would never end.
Outside the interview room, Jean Wilder had a cigarette in her mouth. She brandished it at Edie, to show that it wasn�t lit, but when she got to her feet and got in my face, I could still smell the scent of tobacco that she always carried with her, and I could still smell the Jimmy Choo perfume and Juicy Fruit chewing gum that she used to cover it.
�Will you ever leave us alone?� she said. �You useless flat-footed fools. He didn�t do it. We have been through hell in this family. Mahmud Irani destroyed this family and my husband didn�t do a thing. Why don�t you arrest the stinking Paki bastards that are out there raping our children right now? Right now. Right now. Why don�t you do something useful? Why do you let those Paki bastards get away with murder?�
�Stop,� Barry Wilder said, very quietly, and she stopped immediately, shaking her head.
�I�ll walk you out,� I said.
�Don�t bother,� said Jean Wilder. �We can find the door ourselves. Go and catch some villains. Make yourself useful.�
When Edie and I went up to MIR-1, Tara was already running the voice biometrics on Wilder�s interview.
�He�s telling the truth,� I said.
A slim figure was standing by the window, looking down on Savile Row. She turned to face us and it took a long moment for me to recognise her.
�I want to show you something,� DCI Pat Whitestone said.
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Pat Whitestone sat at her workstation in MIR-1 and searched online until she found a ninety-second film of pure horror.
�Look,� she told us.
The footage was grainy, jerky, filmed by someone who was at the end of a long night. It opened on a club, the dance floor as crowded as a tube train at rush hour, the music a wall of booming noise. Boom, boom, boom. Girls in heels and miniskirts. Shirtless boys holding bottles. Dancing in a space where there was no room to dance. Boom, boom, boom. And then the first screams. High-pitched, disbelieving, the revellers all turning their heads, straining to see.
The crowd parted.
A boy with blood covering his face staggered across the dance floor.
Staggering on legs that were on the verge of giving out. His hands held out before him, groping for help.
Blinded.
The club began to glow with the white lights of phone cameras as more of them began to film the broken boy.
�Look what they did to my son,� Whitestone said.
�Online?� I said. �How the hell can it be online?�
�Because fifty people got out their phones and filmed him. They filmed him, Max. Nobody helped him. But they all filmed him.�
On the film, the white lights followed fifteen-year-old Justin Whitestone as he sank to his knees in the middle of the empty dance floor and screamed. A terrible sound, filled more with fear than pain, and the pain must have been unbearable. Somebody laughed. The film stopped.
�Who have we arrested?� Edie said.
�Nobody,� Whitestone said. �It happened in the toilets. Somebody put a bottle across his eyes in the toilets. The place was full of people but nobody saw a thing. My Just will need someone to take care of him for the rest of his life � and nobody saw a thing.�
�There must be CCTV cameras,� Edie said.
�Not in toilets,� Whitestone said. She was still staring at the frozen image on her computer screen. Her son on his knees, blood streaming from his torn eyes, the long-legged high-heeled girls and shirtless gym-fit boys standing behind him with their phones in their hands. �No CCTV cameras in toilets, Edie. Invasion of privacy.�
�Pat?�
�Yes, Max?�
She was hypnotised by the image on the screen and still would not look at me.
�They must know who did it,� I said.
�Oh, they know all right. It�s a gang from one of the estates behind King�s Cross. The Dog Town Boys. Have you heard of them? I even know their names and where they live. But nobody saw anything, nobody is willing to come forward, and there are no cameras to prove a thing.�
I reached forward and hit the command and Q buttons on her keyboard. Quit. The image disappeared. She looked at me. But there was nothing I could tell her to stop the pain. And if it had been my child in the hospital, my Scout with her sight gone and her attackers still walking the streets, there would have been nothing that she could have done for me.
�They�re getting away with it, Max,� Whitestone told me. �But then they usually do.�
I was back at home before I managed to get anyone on the phone who had been involved in investigating the blinding of Justin Whitestone.
�Terrible thing,� said an old DI from New Scotland Yard. �Well-educated kid like that, never in any bother, and some little herbert takes his eyes out for looking at him the wrong way or spilling his drink or whatever it was. They don�t need an excuse, do they? Yeah, I remember the case.�
�Back up a minute,� I said. �This is not an ongoing investigation?�
The DI sighed down the line.
�What can we do? Everyone�s scared of the Dog Town Boys � and when I say everyone, I mean everyone in about a square mile of the council estates behinds King�s Cross.�
�But this is one of our own,� I said. �The boy is the son of my DCI at West End Central.�
�I know whose son he is,� said the DI from New Scotland Yard, the first frost coming into his voice. �But the boy didn�t see who glassed him � or so he says. And nobody in the club knows who did it � or so they say. There�s not a lot we can do.� Now there was even more frost. �And if it was West End Central running the investigation � there�s bugger all you�d be able to do.�
I stared out the window. The dome of St Paul�s bone-white in the moonlight, the party people rolling down Charterhouse Street, the lights of the meat market coming on for the long night shift.
�I know you did your best,� I said. �It�s just hard to believe that nobody gets lifted for such a serious assault.�
The DI softened.
�It�s rotten, I know. But even if we lifted one of these little gangsters from the Dog Town Boys, it�s not going to make the kid see again, is it? What can you do, eh? Sometimes the guilty just walk away.�
�And there was never a lead?�
I heard him hesitate. �There was a girl. A young woman. From Hungary. Worked in one of those big Islington squares looking after kiddies of people who work in the City. A nanny. A nice Islington nanny called � let�s see � Margit Mester. Twenty-two. Lovely girl. When we went in that first night, stopped them all leaving and tried to have a word, I spoke to Margit Mester and she pointed out a local lad called Trey N�Dou.�
He spelled it for me.
�You know this Trey?� I said.
�Yeah, Trey N�Dou is the leader of the Dog Town Boys.�
I let that sink in. �So what happened to your Hungarian witness, Margit Mester?�
I could already guess the answer.
�We brought her in for a line-up that included Trey and she didn�t recognise him. Couldn�t place him at the scene. It was noisy, confusing, upsetting. The usual bullshit when a witness gets cold feet.�
�Can I talk to Margit Mester?�
�If you go to Budapest.�
�She went home?�
�Couldn�t get there fast enough when she twigged who she was pointing a finger at.�
Jackson came out of his room and crossed the loft. At the door, he raised his hand in salute and gave me his gap-toothed grin and pointed at the market. He was off to work. I lifted my hand � goodbye � and he slipped out.
�The big problem for us was that we didn�t have CCTV,� said the DI, warming to his theme of the guilty going unpunished. �You know the Met solves nearly one hundred murders every year with CCTV images? There are six million CCTV cameras in this country � one for every ten people � but not enough to stop every villain.�
Below me I could see Jackson walking towards Smithfield. But he did not go inside. He turned right and began walking towards Holborn Circus.
�And there�s no CCTV cameras in toilets,� I said. �Although they have them everywhere else, don�t they?�
�I�m not allowed to disclose an image of a patient without their written consent,� said the security officer at the Whittington Hospital.
�I�m not looking for an image of a patient,� I said. �I want to know who visited him.�
We were in the hospital�s security bunker. It was a darkened room with no natural light where four large screens each showed a grid revealing nine CCTV images, everything from the car park to the maternity ward, the A&E department to the main foyer.
�How far can you go back?� I said.
�I can go back a month,� the security officer said. �That�s how long we store the images.� The grid of images was constantly changing on the large screens. �We�ve got one hundred and fifty cameras � pretty standard for a hospital like the Whittington � and when bad things happen, like a sexual assault on a mixed ward, or a baby abduction on the maternity ward, or the assaults on our staff that happen every drunken weekend of the year � they usually get reported immediately. What we looking for?�
�Do you have images from the Critical Care Unit?�
He hit some buttons.
�Waiting room, nurses� station, entrance to the CCU � you need a card to get beyond the door. Nobody just wanders in.�
�Let�s have a look at the nurses� station.� I thought about it. �Let�s start with weekend nights.�
The security officer went back to a Saturday night at the start of the month and found what I was looking for almost immediately.
�Stop it there,� I said.
Jackson Rose was on the CCTV.
He was holding a bouquet of flowers and smiling at a pretty Filipina nurse as if the flowers might possibly be for her as he walked past the nurses� station on his way to visit an old soldier in a coma.
*��*��*
You see London�s homeless at night.
In the day they are invisible, or at least hard to tell from the people with homes. But at night they are revealed and there are places � pathetically few in a wealthy city of ten million souls � where they go to be fed.
One of those places is Waterloo. Under the arches where trains roar above your head, arches that are black with the fumes of today and the fog of long ago.
On this warm summer evening Jackson Rose stood at the back of a white van with a few other volunteers and spooned heaps of Phad Thai noodles on paper plates for men and women of all ages, all races, although many of them wore the rags of what had once been military uniforms.
I waited by the side of the white van, declining a nice old posh lady�s offer of a cup of tea and �some of Jackson�s wonderful noodles�. He was trying to serve everyone, but new people kept arriving so in the end he handed over to the nice old posh lady and we walked beyond the arches until the noise of the trains receded and conversation was possible.
�You quit your job at Smithfield,� I said. It wasn�t a question.
�This is more fulfilling,� he said. �You still get your rent money, don�t you?�
�You think I give a toss about rent money?�
He nodded at the men and women waiting in line for his noodles.
�A lot of them served. Iraq. Afghanistan. And Northern Ireland and the Falklands, some of the older ones.�
�Why didn�t you tell me that you visited Bert Page?�
�Why would I?�
�Because you know exactly what I�m investigating. You know Darren Donovan put Bert in that coma. You know I�m out there looking for whoever topped Darren Donovan.�
Jackson glanced back at the van where the queue for noodles was growing.
�Ah, the late Darren Donovan. You seem more concerned about this dead junkie than you do about the old man he ruined.�
�Look � I can understand why you�d be moved by Bert Page.�
He shook his head. �Moved? Is that what you think I am, Max? Moved?�
�Call it what you want. I understand why you would care, OK? What I don�t understand is why you wouldn�t think to tell me.�
�Why should I? You already look at me sideways.�
�I don�t mean to look at you sideways, Jackson.�
He laughed. �Do you think I�m involved in any of this, Max? These vigilantes � the Hanging Club � you think I�m mixed up in it in some way?�
I remembered the Show History list on my laptop. And I remembered how he single-handedly demolished the men who attacked us on Charterhouse Street. And I remembered what he said.
One in the head and one in the heart.
�No,� I said. �I don�t think you�re involved. But I think you�re on their side.�
�Yeah, me and sixty million other people!�
I remembered the wild kid he had been. And I knew that wildness was in him still and that it would be there forever.
�I don�t want you to get into trouble,� I said. �I care about you, all right? I just don�t know you, Jackson.�
He showed me his famous smile.
�You know me better than anyone,� he said. �You want some Phad Thai noodles? Best this side of Bangkok.�
I stared at him for a moment and then smiled back at him.
�Some Phad Thai would be great,� I said.
But I never got the chance to try Jackson�s Phad Thai noodles. We were under the black arches of Waterloo when my phone began to vibrate.
EDIE WREN CALLING.
�They�ve got another one,� she said.
And I did not need to turn my head to know that Jackson was watching me, his face impassive, not smiling now.
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I came into MIR-1 thirty minutes later and saw the big HD TV screen was filled with a head-and-shoulders shot of a bearded man.
The beard was the frizzy kind that is missing a moustache. The man who wore it was light-skinned, pushing forty, with a small pillbox hat perched on his head and hooded eyes behind wire-rimmed spectacles. He wore plain grey robes.
�The victim of the latest abduction is Abu Din,� Pat Whitestone was saying. Edie Wren, Billy Greene and Tara Jones watched her from their workstations. They must have renewed Tara�s contract, I thought, with a stab of elation.
�Abu Din was born in Egypt and granted asylum in the UK,� Whitestone continued. �He is wanted for inciting acts of terror in the United States but currently resisting extradition from the UK. His appeal is pending at the European Court of Human Rights.� She nodded. �Pretty much your basic hate-preaching scumbag.�
�You back?� I said.
�I�m back.�
�Good,� I said. �I can�t find the Abu Din hanging online.�
�They haven�t hanged him yet,� Edie Wren said. �Or at least they haven�t put anything online.�
Billy Greene brought me a triple espresso and I smiled at him gratefully. It wasn�t from the Bar Italia, but it would do for now. I bolted it down in one.
�What have they posted about him?� I said.
�Nothing that we can find on any of the usual platforms,� Edie told me. �We�ve got an open line to Colin Cho at the Police Central e-crime Unit. The abduction is generating a lot of traffic. PCeU are on it. But Albert Pierrepoint himself is unusually silent.�
�How do we know it�s them?� I said. �They could be copycats. They could be self-radicalised. There are enough people out there who feel like they are on their side. How do we know it�s the Hanging Club?�
�Educated guess,� said Whitestone. �We�ve got CCTV of Abu Din being lifted. They�re far too slick to be fan boys. Have a look at this, Max. Can you run it, Billy?�
Greene�s fingers flew over his keyboard and the mugshot of Abu Din was replaced by black-and-white footage from a CCTV camera. The camera revealed a crowd of men kneeling in the road of a suburban street. A figure in grey robes stood before them. Abu Din. High above the street I could see the curved arch of Wembley Stadium, glinting in the sunshine at the end of another beautiful day.
�Abu Din was at the Wembley Central mosque, but they kicked him out after he went on Newsnight and praised the murder of six British soldiers in Afghanistan. So now he preaches in the street.�
I wanted another triple espresso.
�Abu Din,� I said. �Why does his name seem familiar?�
�He�s the one they call the Mental Mullah,� Billy said. �I�ll just fast-forward over the prayers, shall I?� The CCTV footage began speeding up. �The papers tagged him the Mental Mullah after he said the killing of British soldiers was �a glorious thing�.�
�He gets fifty grand a year in benefits for his wife and six kids,� Edie said. �I reckon we must be the mental ones.�
�The papers had to stop calling him the Mental Mullah because it was considered offensive by mental health charities,� Billy said. �Ah, this is the money shot.�
The CCTV footage slowed down to real time. There were perhaps one hundred men kneeling in the Wembley street. Abu Din himself faced them in his plain grey robes, flanked by what looked like a couple of bodyguards. Both of Abu Din�s index fingers were pointing to the heavens. At the back of the crowd I could see a solitary uniformed policeman, a black officer with the height and bulk of a heavyweight boxer. I guessed he could handle himself. Watching this street wasn�t an easy posting. The uniformed cop was standing directly in front of a young man in a wheelchair. There was a woman behind the wheelchair. Their dark good looks were so similar they could have been twins. The young man was holding up a placard. I could just about make out the words.
My Country � Love It or Leave It.
�Coming up now,� Billy said.
The policeman suddenly started to run. The woman gripped the handlebars of the young man in the wheelchair and seemed to hunch, as if expecting a blow. And then the crowd were all getting to their feet, pointing at something out of camera.
They began to scatter.
Running for their lives.
A black transit van was being driven at speed. It appeared to be heading straight for the crowd but suddenly it mounted the pavement to avoid the young man in the wheelchair. I automatically looked for anything that would make the transit van unique. Dents, scratches, words that had been sprayed over. But there was nothing. There was brown duct tape plastered over the registration plate. Simple but effective.
The crowd had done a runner. Apart from Abu Din, who was wagging an admonishing finger at the black van.
He was still wagging it when Albert Pierrepoint got out of the van. And then another Albert Pierrepoint. The faces of the two kindly uncles scanned the street. At the top of the screen I could see the young uniformed copper on his belly, radioing for assistance. Another kindly uncle sat at the wheel of the transit van, gunning the engine.
�Albert Pierrepoint masks,� I said. �Nice touch.�
�And the duct tape over the registration plates is an even nicer touch,� Whitestone said. �Whoever they are, they know exactly what they�re doing.�
Abu Din�s bodyguards were nowhere to be seen as the preacher was bundled into the back of the black van without ceremony. It began to reverse at speed down the suburban street and then it was gone, the street gradually filling with worshippers watching it leave, the uniformed copper slowly getting to his feet.
Billy hit a few buttons and the big screen became the standard CCTV grid of nine, all of them views of fast-flowing evening traffic.
�The CCTV followed them on the North Circular heading in an anti-clockwise direction and then we lost them. And then we picked them up again.�
The grid was replaced by a single still image of the transit van burning on what looked like the surface of an abandoned planet. In the background I could see the faded sign of a giant oil company.
�They switched vehicles,� I said.
�Disabled the cameras in this abandoned petrol station and torched their old ride,� Edie said. �So we�ve got one CCTV camera for every person in London but it does us no good at all because we don�t know what we�re looking for.�
Telephones suddenly began to ring, chime and vibrate. Edie scanned a text on her mobile.
�Getting the first pictures from what we believe to be the execution of Abu Din,� she said. �Let me put it on the big screen.�
She pounded her keyboard and a hangman�s noose appeared on the TV. The camera zoomed in and then out again, as if getting focused. It settled on the noose, hanging stark against the familiar cell-like space, mildewed with the ages, beyond all light. Then the camera slowly pulled back and you could see the four black-coated figures.
�Production values definitely improving,� Edie muttered.
But this time was different. Because there was no condemned man wild-eyed with terror at the centre of it all. Instead the camera focused on a series of photographs on the wall.
Servicemen. Six of them. Smiling, happy, proud.
Edie looked up from her laptop.
�Getting reports � unconfirmed � that those are the Sangin Six.�
�I remember the Sangin Six,� I said. �Sangin is a district in the east of Helmand Province, Afghanistan. Six of our servicemen � and women � were in a patrol vehicle in Sangin that got hit by an IED. They all survived the blast but then they were torn to bits by a mob. They didn�t show it on the mainstream media because it was too gruesome. Body parts hanging from bridges while the locals danced in the street.�
The camera tracked slowly across the faces of the six dead soldiers. I looked across at Tara Jones who was running voice biometrics on the film.
She saw me watching her.
�Are you picking up any dialogue, Tara?� I said.
�Just ambient sounds,� she said. �It�s not traffic. Sounds like some kind of major building work going on nearby.�
�Abu Din was vocal in his praise of the killers of the Sangin Six,� Whitestone said. �He insisted on calling them the Six Crusaders. The elderly grandmother of one of the Sangin Six said that he should be hanged.�
�Then why didn�t they?� Edie said.
The camera zoomed in for another close-up on the empty noose. And then the image froze.
�Maybe it�s a trailer,� Edie said. �Stay tuned for the main event.�
�Maybe they think hanging�s too good for him,� I said.
The early morning crowds filled the Imperial War Museum. But it was very quiet in the basement room where I sat with the young woman in a wheelchair. I had met Carol through my first SIO in Homicide and Serious Crime Command, DCI Victor Mallory. It was because of him that I could come to her for help at any time.
�I was in Camp Bastion when the Sangin Six died,� she said. �It felt like a turning point in the war on terror.� A short laugh. �That�s when it started to feel like terror had declared war on us.�
She moved her wheelchair closer to the desk and scrolled through some images of hell. Jubilant crowds. Scraps of human remains. The pitiless sun of Afghanistan.
�I don�t know how much you want to see of this stuff, Max,� Carol said. �There�s plenty that they couldn�t show on the evening news, but I�m not sure you can learn anything from it.�
I checked my phone again for a message from Edie Wren. We kept expecting the execution to go live. But the morning after the abduction of Abu Din, it still hadn�t happened.
�I really wanted to sound you out about Abu Din,� I said.
�The Mental Mullah,� she grinned. �They took him, didn�t they?�
I nodded. �Who would want to string him up, Carol?�
�Are you kidding? Anyone who served. Anyone who loved someone who served.� She slapped the sides of her wheelchair without anger or self-pity. �Anyone who came home in one of these.�
I thought of the two protestors held back by one uniformed cop in Wembley.
�But that�s not the same as doing it,� Carol continued. �And besides � the style�s all wrong.�
�You mean abduction and the mock trial and the hanging?�
�All of it. The masks. The drama. The little hashtags. Why hang him? There are far easier ways to kill someone.�
One in the head and one in the heart.
Jackson Rose, I thought. Who the hell are you?
My phone began to vibrate.
�We�ve got Abu Din,� Edie said. �And he�s alive.�
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�Inshallah, there was a mighty fire,� said Abu Din. �And it was revealed to me that this country is Dar al-Harb � the land of war.�
Edie looked at her notes.
�So this was when they burned the van just down the road from Brent Cross, right?� she said. �This is when you had your revelation about the land of war? At Brent Cross?�
He turned his face away from her, the pink tip of his tongue flecking his lips. He smoothed down his grey robes and stared out of the window of his home. It was as if Edie had never spoken. I followed his gaze. On the street where they had taken him, his followers were already gathering, excited at the news of his miraculous return. Some of them were praying. Others were taking pictures with their selfie sticks.
Abu Din had been found alive at London Gateway service station, on the very edge of the city. He had spent the night locked up in the back of an abandoned container lorry until he eventually kicked his way out and raised the alarm. Perhaps his followers were right. It seemed a miracle that his execution was not being watched on YouTube.
�Please tell me everything you remember, Mr Din,� I said.
He nodded, his eyes behind the wire-rimmed spectacles flicking on me and then away.
�Allahu akbar,� he murmured, not for the first time. �They took me. The men in their masks. And then they burned the first vehicle and put me in another vehicle. Then we drove to the car park with many lorries. The big lorries.�
�Container lorries,� I said.
�And all of them gathered around me as they locked me in the metal box.� His eyes swivelled to the heavens. �But the metal was weak, Allahu akbar, and it was not my time to die.�
I looked down at his sandalled feet, both of them bandaged, both of them weeping blood where he had spent the night kicking out the rusted side of a container lorry.
�Did they say anything?� I asked.
�Before they locked me away, one of them � the big one � asked me if I knew why I was being punished. This made another very angry and he slapped the side of the lorry, calling for silence. They were trying not to talk. And then they locked me in and left me and all three of them returned to their vehicle. I heard it drive away.�
�Wait a minute,� I said. �Three of them locked you up? So there was another one that remained in the cab?�
�No. They all came to lock me away.�
�So you�re saying there were only three of them?� I said.
Abu Din nodded. �The two who took me and the one who was driving.�
Edie and I exchanged a look.
�Then where was the fourth man?� I said.
�Maybe he was driving the change vehicle,� Edie said. �It was the smart move to switch vehicles and burn the kidnap van.�
�But he would still need a ride, wouldn�t he? After the first vehicle was torched.� I turned back to Abu Din.
�Did you see their faces?� I asked him. �Did they remove their masks? Did you hear voices? Did they say any names?�
�You asked me this already. I saw their white hands. I smelled their lack of faith. They were kuffars � unbelievers. Like you.�
�Any tattoos or distinguishing features on their hands? Did they say anything at all?�
He did not answer me.
�You�re very lucky to be alive,� Edie said. �You know that, don�t you?�
He knew.
Abu Din gripped his right hand with the left, but still he could not stop it shaking. But he was playing the big man for the followers who were out in the street and who had crammed into the large council house in Wembley. We could hear them stomping around upstairs while we conducted our interview. And it crossed my mind that perhaps he truly believed that it was some god who had saved him today.
�It was not my time for jannah,� he said.
�Jannah is paradise, right?� I said.
He said nothing, unimpressed by my sketchy knowledge of Arabic. �London cops know fifty words in fifty languages,� I said, smiling at him.
No response.
�Mr Din, we are going to give you an Osman Warning,� I said. �It�s an official warning that we believe your life is in mortal danger and we are offering you police protection.�
His thin-lipped mouth twisted into a smile.
�Do you think I need the protection of unbelievers?�
�Yes,� I said. �And we�ll talk again.�
We closed our notebooks.
Abu Din went off to address the followers who were gathering in the street. Edie and I went to the window and watched. It was the kind of shabby suburban street that looks grey and tired even in the middle of a blazing summer. But there was no mistaking the buzz of excitement that ran through it when Abu Din began to speak in Urdu.
�Why didn�t they just do him straight away?� I said.
�Maybe their kill site was being used for a yoga class,� Edie said. �Do you believe he didn�t see or hear anything, Max?�
I nodded. �If they knew enough to cover their registration plates, and if they knew enough to burn all forensics in the van, then they knew enough not to make all the usual dumb mistakes � like calling each other by their names or showing their faces in the presence of their victim.�
We walked out into the street.
Beyond the heads of the crowd of men listening to Abu Din � and they were all men � I could see the uniformed black cop who had been minding the street when the transit van bowled up. Beyond him, the young man in the wheelchair was back with the young woman who accompanied him. They still had their placard and the young man in the wheelchair held it up as Abu Din slipped from Urdu into English.
�In the mighty fire much was revealed to me,� he declared. �It was revealed that the black flag of Islam will fly above Buckingham Palace and it will also fly above Downing Street.�
�Don�t hold your fucking breath,� Edie said.
Skirting the crowd, we walked to the end of the street and introduced ourselves to the uniformed cop. Our people were still here, but not in great numbers and holding back. The SIO � DCI Whitestone, back where she belonged � the CSIs and the search teams had all been and gone on this grey street and now they were up at the London Gateway services on the M1, rummaging around the derelict container where Abu Din had been imprisoned.
We showed our warrant cards to the uniform. Up close he was far bigger than he had looked on CCTV and much younger. He couldn�t have been long out of Hendon. Rocastle, it said on his name tag. He was embarrassed he hadn�t done better when the transit van came barrelling down the road.
�You did the right thing,� I said. �You got out of the way. They wouldn�t have stopped for you or anyone else.�
�Did you see their faces?� Edie said. �Hear anything when they got out of the van?�
�They had those masks on when I clocked them,� he said. �The Albert Pierrepoint masks. There was a lot of screaming and hollering when they were getting Abu Din into the van, but I couldn�t tell who was shouting.�
�If you catch them,� said a woman�s voice, �give them a medal.�
She was standing behind the young man in a wheelchair. For the first time I saw that he was wearing what looked like the remains of a uniform. Green army-issue T-shirt, DPM desert camouflage trousers that hung loosely on prosthetic legs fitted into Asics trainers so unused they could have just come out of the box. As they looked at my warrant card I saw they shared the same brown-eyed, black-haired good looks and the kind of skin that tans easily.
�DC Wolfe,� I said. �But who are you?�
The woman laughed. At first I had thought they could be twins, but now she seemed to be a few years older than the young man in the wheelchair.
�You people are unbelievable,� she said, her mouth tight with bitterness. �Mr Din down there is talking about flying his flag over Downing Street and you really want to see our ID?�
Quite a few reporters and photographers were hanging around, most of them at Abu Din�s end of the street. But a couple of them stirred at the sound of the woman�s voice raised in amused disbelief. I gave Edie the nod and she headed them off before they could come our way.
�This was a crime scene, ma�am,� I told the woman. And then I waited. She gave me a driving licence.
Piper Maldini, twenty-nine years old.
�I haven�t got anything,� the man in the wheelchair said, panic in his voice. Piper Maldini soothed him with a touch of his shoulder. She fished an NHS card out of his rucksack. Philip Maldini, twenty-six.
�She�s my sister,� he said.
I gave them back the driving licence and the NHS card. Piper�s hand was still lightly resting on her brother�s shoulder.
�You�re here every day?� I said, as gently as I could.
Piper Maldini still took offence. �Is that a crime, too?�
I shook my head.
�Was it the Hanging Club?� Philip Maldini said, excitedly. He had none of the thin-skinned aggression of his sister. �Is that who took him?�
I could give them a bunch of flannel or I could tell them the truth.
�We�re working on that assumption, although we haven�t ruled out that it could be a group of self-starters.�
�And he got away?�
�Yes.�
�Better luck next time,� Piper said.
�Why do you come down here?� I asked them.
�To confront the people who would dance on our graves,� Piper Maldini said. �Why do you come down here, Detective? To protect the likes of Abu Din?�
�I�m just doing my job.�
�Isn�t that what the guards said at the Nazi concentration camps?�
I stared at her. �I don�t think of myself as a concentration camp guard,� I said. �Ma�am.�
�What would happen to me if I spewed the kind of filth that comes out of his mouth?� she said, gesturing to the man in robes droning away at the end of the street. �If I preached hatred, and if I mocked boys who died for their country, and if I saw gays and women and Jews as less than human � what would you do to me, Detective?�
I leaned forward to look at the young man in the wheelchair.
�Thank you for your service,� I said.
I began to walk away. I didn�t want to argue with her and I didn�t want to arrest them. And I was afraid if I stuck around much longer I would have to do both.
Piper Maldini shouted at my back. �Detective!�
I turned to look at her. She was gripping the side of her brother�s wheelchair with one hand and with the other she was pulling up the sleeve of her T-shirt to show me the tattoo on her bicep. I had seen the tattoo before. It was a British Army tattoo. Five red and black poppies under six words.
ALL GAVE SOME � SOME GAVE ALL
�My brother wasn�t the only one who served,� she said.
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I awoke near the end of the night, at that moment when deep, restorative sleep enters the dreaming shallows.
The first rays of sunrise were filling the big windows of the loft with a milky light. I heard Stan sigh and settle by my side and I reached out to stroke him, reassuring him it wasn�t time to get up yet.
But my phone was vibrating. It was DCI Whitestone.
Press conference �
West End Central �
0800 sharp.
I looked at the clock by the side of the bed. 04.45. I lay back with a sigh, my hand on fur that was smoother than silk. Stan�s huge round eyes were watching me in the half-light.
�Nobody sleeps any more, Stan,� I said.
Scout was spending a couple of nights at Mia�s, an extended sleepover that was only possible during her long summer break, so after I had walked and fed the dog I waited for Mrs Murphy to arrive and then headed off for work hours before I really needed to. There was no sound from Jackson�s room.
MIR-1 was empty when I arrived at West End Central carrying a triple espresso from the Bar Italia on Frith Street, Soho. As sometimes happened when I had not slept well, I could feel my old injuries coming back, reminders of ancient pain that my grandmother would have called �playing up�.
There was a three-inch scar on my stomach where a man who was now dead had stuck his knife.
There was the lower part of my ribcage on the right-hand side where I had torn my internal intercostal muscles � the muscles that let you breathe � when I had fallen through a table. And there were assorted knocks that I had picked up in the gym, trying to be a tough guy.
They all hurt today.
So I took off the jacket of the suit that I had got married in and got down on the floor of MIR-1 to do some stretching. It was the only thing that made all that old bone-deep pain go away. I had learned the moves watching Stan. He did them every time he got up.
I settled in a neutral position on my hands and knees and then curved my spine, raising my head as I pushed back my shoulders. Just like Stan. And then the other way round, arching my back and trying to make my chin touch my navel. Just like Stan. I breathed out, feeling better already, and settled for a moment on my hands and knees before straightening my arms and legs and pushing my butt into the air. And that is the position I was in when I saw Tara Jones watching me from the doorway of MIR-1.
�You do yoga?� she said. �I�m impressed.�
I got to my feet, my face burning. �What? Yoga? No! These are just some moves that Stan taught me.�
�Stan�s your yoga teacher? He�s good.�
�Stan�s my dog.�
She came into the room and went to her workstation.
�Why are you in so early?� I said, and when she turned to look at me we both realised that she had not heard me.
�Sorry,� I said. �Sometimes I forget.�
She was plugging her laptop into the workstation�s computer.
She looked at my face. �You forget I�m deaf?�
�Yes.�
�There�s no reason to remember. My condition doesn�t define me. It�s a difficulty not a disability. My parents were told, �Your baby girl can have a disability or a difficulty. It�s up to you.� They treated it as a difficulty rather than a disability. And so do I.�
�I don�t mean to offend you.�
�It�s fine that you forget. You don�t offend me.�
She waited for me to speak.
�I just wondered why you are here so early.�
The hint of a smile. She pushed the hair out of her face.
�I didn�t mean to disturb your yoga session, Detective.�
I laughed uneasily. �I don�t do yoga.�
�Oh yes, you do,� she insisted. �And so does your dog. Stan? Even if you don�t know it.� She powered up her machine. �Two things. I�ve been running biometrics on the most recent film. The background sound is building work. I know, I know � all of London is a building site. But this is not the sound of someone having a loft conversion or a new conservatory put in. This is heavy machinery, a hundred and fifty feet below ground. That�s a major skyscraper going up. That narrows it down, doesn�t it?�
I nodded. �What�s the other thing?�
�I did a review of your interviews with Mr Wilder and Mr Warboys. The interview with Mr Warboys has no biometrical anomalies. But I don�t think that Mr Wilder was telling you the whole truth.�
I remembered Barry Wilder in the interview room and my total conviction that he had been telling the truth. He had nothing to do with the lynching of Mahmud Irani.
�I thought you said that voice biometrics was infallible?�
�I never said infallible. I said that it was light years ahead of twentieth-century tech like the lie detector.� She hit the keyboard and called up the interview tape. �Just watch, will you?�
I heard my voice.
�Did you have contact with Mahmud Irani after he was released from prison?�
I heard Barry Wilder reply and saw a yellow line jump across Tara Jones� screen like summer lightning.
�Yes . . . I got a knife . . . I was planning to stick it in his heart.�
�He�s telling the truth,� I said.
�Yes, but even when he�s telling the truth, his results show evidence of heart palpitations, raised blood pressure, shallow breathing. Initially I didn�t run tests on statements that we believed to be true. And I should have done.�
�But he�s nervous,� I said. �He�s in a police station. He�s admitting that he considered killing one of the men who abused his daughter.�
She shook her head. �It�s more than that. Far more. His blood pressure was a reading of systolic 190 over a diastolic 110 � that�s what doctors call a hypertensive crisis. Even when he was telling you the truth, his blood pressure was off the chart.�
�Are you saying he lied to me?�
�No,� she said. �I�m saying that you didn�t ask him the right questions.�
*��*��*
Whitestone froze.
She was staring out at the massed reporters, photographers and camera crews stuffed into the first-floor media room at West End Central and they were all staring back at her, waiting for something to happen.
But nothing did.
This small, bespectacled woman, the most experienced homicide detective at 27 Savile Row, looked as if she did not understand what she was doing here, or what was expected of her. There was a statement in her right hand. I saw her fingers tighten into a fist, crumpling the statement.
I was on one side of her and the Chief Super was on the other. I saw the Chief Super gently touch Whitestone�s back, encouraging her, urging her on. And still she did not move.
From the time Whitestone had arrived at MIR-1 today she had seemed distracted, tired, as though her mind was still with her son in the hospital. But I brought her some serious coffee from the Bar Italia and by the time our MIT had assembled, she was more like her old self. Now she had suddenly blanked.
�I�ve got it,� I whispered, and took the microphone. �Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I�m DC Max Wolfe of West End Central and I�m going to make a brief statement about our ongoing investigations and then take a few questions.�
Scarlet Bush stood up.
�I wanted to ask you about the victims of the Hanging Club,� she said.
I prised Whitestone�s statement from her hand. She glanced at me for a moment and then quickly fled the room.
I looked down at the words she had written:
I�m going to make a brief statement.
Scarlet Bush was still talking. �A child molester. A hit-and-run driver. A drug addict who put an old war hero in a coma. And now a hate preacher, popularly � and some would say deservedly � known as the Mental Mullah.�
I held my temper.
�What�s your question?�
�How does it feel to be hunting men who millions consider to be heroes?
�Vigilantes are not heroes,� I said. �Murderers are not heroes. Not in the eyes of the law.�
They were shouting questions at me now.
�The law is there to protect everyone,� I said.
�Even pedlars of hate like Abu Din?�
�Everyone. We will pursue the individuals who attempted to abduct Mr Din as vigorously as we would anyone else. That�s the way it works, folks. Sorry to disappoint you, but that�s the only way it can ever work.�
They were all shouting their questions at me now and I could feel a nervous Media Liaison Officer urging me to wind it up. But I maintained eye contact with Scarlet Bush.
�Murderers are not heroes,� I said.
�Depends who they murder,� she said, and they all laughed.
Whitestone was waiting for me in MIR-1.
�Max,� she said. �I�m sorry. I couldn�t do it.�
�It doesn�t matter. I�m happy to do it. I don�t care if they love me or not. I don�t care what they write. I�m beyond all that now.�
�It�s not that,� she said. �I saw him.�
I stared at her.
�Who?�
�Trey N�Dou. The Dog Town Boy who blinded my son. He lives a mile from us. Can you believe that? I saw him in the street. I will always see him. When my son comes home � he will be there.�
She started for the door.
�Come,� she said. �I�ll show you.�
It was the other Islington.
Not the Islington where politicians eat their organic chicken and plot world domination, not the Islington where you can�t even think about buying a house for less than two million, and not the Islington that is handy for a job in the City.
This was the other Islington, where the council estates stretch on forever, rolling all the way down from Angel to King�s Cross, where the people with nothing live next door to the people with everything, and they don�t enjoy it very much.
I parked up across the street from a kebab shop on the Holloway Road. A purple VW Golf was parked outside.
�They live in these streets,� Whitestone said. �The Dog Town Boys. They�re walking around. I will see them. And they will see me, Max. They will see me with my beautiful boy. The one whose eyes they stole. Trey N�Dou and his friends will see him and they will laugh at us, Max. I know it. I know it. I know it. I�ll do something. If they laugh at us, I�ll do something, Max, I swear to God I will.�
�Listen to me, will you? If you�re inside, you�re no good to your boy, are you? So you�re not doing anything, all right? Stop talking like that, Pat.�
She jabbed a finger at the shabby street.
�That�s him. That�s the Dog Town Boy who did it. That�s Trey N�Dou.�
A man-sized youth swaggered out of the kebab shop, eating with his mouth open.
�He�s the one who did it? You�re sure? You�re absolutely sure?�
Hot tears were streaming down her face.
�How are we to live, Max?� she said.
I stood at the windows of our loft and watched Jackson coming home from Fred�s gym. He was clutching a pair of my old worn fourteen-ounce Lonsdale gloves to his chest.
It was late in the evening, still very light, and the good weather meant the pubs all had crowds outside them. Directly below me, down on Charterhouse Street, there was a group of lads, maybe about a dozen strong, larking about right in front of the entrance to our loft. Jackson was heading straight towards them. Four storeys down, I heard the sound of breaking glass and laughter.
I watched Jackson.
I watched the lads.
I steeled myself to go down and help him.
But he didn�t need my help.
They parted to let him through. They didn�t look at him and he didn�t look at them. But there was something about him that made them step out of his way. At the sound of his key in the door Stan got up and padded off to greet him.
The dog was all over him.
�Hello, little buddy,� he said, scratching Stan behind his extravagant ears. Jackson looked at me and saw my face and waited for me to speak.
�I need your help,� I said.
He nodded.
�Fine. Have I got time for a shower?�
Not � Is it dangerous?
Not � What�s all this about, Max?
He just wanted to know if he had time for a shower. Just a calm acceptance that I needed him by my side tonight. I smiled to myself. He had never felt more like the closest thing I ever had to a brother. And I had never loved him more.
I looked out of the loft�s huge windows, the last of the summer day�s sunshine streaming in.
We wouldn�t have to make a move until after dark.
�You�ve time for a shower,� I told him.
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It was knocking on for midnight when we drove north.
The traffic was light but there were still plenty of people on the streets, squeezing the last juice out of the hot summer night, rolling home from pubs and bars dressed for the beach. But on the Farringdon Road the postal workers were filing into Mount Pleasant, the Royal Mail sorting centre, for the graveyard shift and the sight of them going to work made it feel as if summer was nearly over. Jackson stared out at them as I told him the story.
�A boy was blinded,� I said. �Sixteen years old. Somebody put a broken bottle across his eyes. Over nothing. No reason. No witnesses. Nobody arrested. Nobody punished. His name is Justin Whitestone and he�s the son of my boss.� I swallowed down something hard and bitter. �And the doctors have told his mother that he is never going to see again.�
Jackson nodded. �Who did it?� he said quietly.
�There�s a little mob called the Dog Town Boys,� I said. �They�re on the estates between King�s Cross and Upper Street. The closest thing they�ve got to a leader is this Trey N�Dou. A reliable witness pointed a finger at him before she was frightened off.�
Jackson looked at me.
�And you want to even the score?�
I shook my head.
�I just want this Trey gone. I want him out of town. He�s never going to go down � all the people who saw him blind that boy are too scared to talk. So what I want is to make him go away so that my friend never has to look at his ugly grinning face when she is out with her son.�
�And what do I do?�
�You watch my back.�
We were driving past King�s Cross station. I turned onto the Pentonville Road. Ahead and above us we could see night lights of the Angel.
�I can do that,� Jackson said.
We were in a car park off the Liverpool Road.
It served a supermarket that stayed open twenty-four hours a day, but now it was almost empty. I parked a discreet distance from the purple Ford Escort. On the far side of the street was a bar called Dabs, the only sign of life and light in a bleak row of shuttered shops. It was impossible to tell if the shops were closed for the night or until hell froze over. A distant bass line rumbled from somewhere deep inside Dabs. There were youth on the street, most of them black, chatting with a bouncer. I wondered if the bouncer might be a problem.
�That�s Trey�s ride,� I said, indicating the purple Ford Escort.
�Are we going in or waiting outside?�
�We�re waiting.�
�All right,� he said, and closed his eyes. He had the soldier�s ability to sleep when he was presented with the opportunity. But we didn�t have to wait long. Trey N�Dou came out of the club in the company of a skinny girl in a short skirt. I lightly touched Jackson�s arm and he was immediately awake. We watched Trey and the girl walking towards the car park.
�What happens if he�s not alone?� Jackson said.
�Then we leave it,� I said.
But Trey and the girl veered off towards a dark corner of the car park. They found a patch of scrubby grass and she sank to her knees. Trey stood above her, checking his phone.
No, he was not checking it.
He was taking her picture.
When she had finished, she got up and Trey zipped up and they walked back towards Dabs. As the girl disappeared inside, Trey turned and started towards the purple Ford Escort, its light flashing twice as he unlocked it. We waited for him to get close enough that he had missed the chance to run away.
Then I nodded to Jackson and we got out of the car.
�Hey,� I said, and as Trey N�Dou turned towards me I shoved him backwards into his car. He hit it hard and as he bounced off it, I turned him around, throwing his hands on the roof and kicking his legs apart. I began to pat him down.
Trey chuckled to himself.
�I smell bacon,� he said. �Delicious bacon. Yum yum � smell that pig.�
�That�s right,� I said. �That�s exactly what you smell. You in a gang, tough guy? Me too. I�m in the biggest gang in town.�
I patted him down, struggling to get my breathing under control, feeling myself trembling. I looked back at Jackson but he was calmly staring across the street, watching the entrance to Dabs.
I began pulling things from Trey�s baggy trousers. First a small cellophane wrap of white powder. �What�s this, coke? That�s up to seven years in prison for possession.� Next a lightweight pair of knuckle-dusters. �Possession of an offensive weapon in a public place? That�s another four years. I don�t even have to plant anything on you, do I, tough guy?� Then a lottery ticket. I laughed. �Your luck just ran out, Trey.�
And then his phone.
I pressed the photos icon. Then there were a number of options. All photos. Videos. Bursts. Recently Deleted. I pressed Recently Deleted. And I saw a crowded club. Laughter. Screams. And then Justin Whitestone staggering towards the camera, the blood streaming from his ruined eyes.
�You piece of shit,� I said, and banged the back of his head with his phone. His legs buckled but he didn�t go down.
�I know my rights,� he laughed, and I saw something that I had not expected.
He wasn�t scared of me.
And I needed him to be scared of me.
This was never going to work unless he was scared of me.
�Max,� Jackson said. �We�ve got company.�
A car tooled slowly into the car park, music coming from inside, four faces, three black and one white, staring out as it circled us in a wide arc. The car stopped, its engine still running. Four doors came open. Jackson was already walking toward them as they got out.
�Nothing to see here,� he said to the first one, the driver, and hit him in the centre of his face with the palm of his hand, propelling him backwards, blood all over the hands clawing at the flattened nose. Jackson�s right hand, the same hand that had executed the palm strike, was raised in what looked like a peace sign until he carefully drove the fingertips of his index and middle finger into the driver�s eyes.
Then the other three were on him.
And Jackson took them out.
He slammed the side of his right foot against a knee and then his left foot into somebody else�s knee.
A few wild blows rained down on him but not for long. He waded into them with his low, hard kicks to the knees and his hands and his elbows in their eyes. I was starting to understand his fighting technique. Knees and eyes. That�s what he went for and it is difficult to do much of anything, let alone fight back, when your knees or your eyes are gone.
All you can do is crawl away.
And that is what they did.
The four of them crawled away.
Somehow they got into the car and took off.
But Trey N�Dou still wasn�t scared of me. He saw some weakness, or some reticence in me. Some line that he knew I would never cross. He looked at me and smiled. He knew I wasn�t going to take out his eye or destroy his knees.
�I want you away from here,� I said, and he laughed in my face.
�And I want you to suck my cock until you love me,� he told me.
�Let me have him for a minute,� Jackson said, pushing me aside.
He grabbed the Dog Town Boy, swung a leg behind him and pushed his chest with both hands.
Trey N�Dou went down like a Greek bank.
And then I saw the gun in Jackson�s hand.
It seemed to come from out of nowhere, but I knew I had watched him reach his right hand round to the back of his spine and produce it from under the Original Penguin polo shirt I had lent him.
Trey N�Dou saw it at the same time. I heard him whimper and then a hissing sound as he wet his baggy jeans. I could not breathe as Jackson straddled the Dog Town Boy and put the barrel of the gun in the kid�s mouth.
�I can�t hear you,� Jackson said, the boy gagging on the gun. �Louder. Come on. What is it you want? We can�t understand you.�
Trey N�Dou was begging for mercy with a gun in his mouth.
Jackson took it out.
�Please. Please. Please.�
Jackson fired between his legs.
Twice.
I had heard guns fired with serious intent before. The sound always shocked me � the way it seemed to last for longer than it should, the way it seemed to rend the air, to tear it apart, to go on and on. Somehow this was different. The sound was more like two bombs going off.
I stood there paralysed, my ears ringing, my breath ragged.
I watched Jackson carefully pick up the spent brass from the gunshots.
He slipped them in his pocket.
�Am I dead?� Trey N�Dou said.
Jackson laughed.
�If you were dead you would have one in your head and one in your heart. Listen to my friend. Get out of the Angel. We don�t give a toss if you go to Kingston-on-Thames or Kingston, Jamaica. Up to you. But you really don�t want to see my face again. No more warning shots.�
Lights were coming on all over the Liverpool Road.
There was a group of people outside the club across the street, cowering behind cars and looking across at us. The bouncer was nowhere to be seen. But in the distance I could hear sirens and I wondered if they were coming for us.
�Let�s get out of here,� I said.
We did not speak for quite a while.
I drove to the canals of Little Venice and parked up next to a line of houseboats showing no lights. I turned off the engine.
�Give me the gun, Jackson.�
He half-twisted, reached under his polo shirt and pulled it out. Then he gave it to me. I hefted it in my hand, feeling the weight of the thing, a bit less than a kilo, noting the way just the feel of it made my heart hammer in my chest.
�It�s a Glock 17,� Jackson said, as if I might be wondering. �Sometimes called a Glock Safe Action Pistol. It�s a nine-millimetre, polymer-framed, short recoil semi-automatic.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Polymer is what its frame is made of instead of steel � that hard plastic-type material makes it much lighter. Easier to carry, easier to conceal. Semi-automatic just means that when you fire a round, the spent brass is ejected and the chamber is reloaded.�
�I mean � I don�t understand why you have it.�
He shrugged.
�The Glock 17 is standard issue these days, although the British Army�s pistol of choice was the Browning for seventy years.� He nodded at the gun in my hand. �I prefer this one,� he said. �The Glock holds seventeen bullets � that�s why it�s a Glock 17 � the Browning only thirteen. And the Glock 17 is lighter, safer, more effective at close quarters when the fuzzy-wuzzies have got their hands around your throat.�
�And you just decided to steal one, did you?�
He looked offended.
�It�s not stealing. The British Army has got twenty-five thousand of these things. I need it more than they do.�
�You fucking idiot.�
He watched me slip the handgun in the gap in my jeans where the bottom of my spine met the top of my butt. Then he smiled at me. The gap-toothed smile of Jackson Rose.
I felt like punching him in the face.
�You�re not going to shoot yourself in the arse, are you, Max?� he said.
�No,� I said. �I�m not going to shoot myself in the arse.�
He chuckled. �Good.�
My mouth was totally dry.
�We did enough tonight to be put away,� I said.
�Only if they catch us. And they�re not going to catch us.�
�Do you know who CO19 are, Jackson? They�re the Specialist Firearms Command of the Met. If they had seen you in that car park tonight, they would have killed you.�
He stared straight ahead.
He was getting tired of being told off.
He sighed.
�So you want me to contain that little creep but you don�t want me to � what, Max? � violate his human rights?�
�I can�t be put away, Jackson. I�ve got Scout. I�ve got a daughter to bring up. I�ve got a life. A home. A family. I can�t be around this stuff. I�m not like you,� I said, starting the engine. �I�ve got something to lose.�
I saw the flash of pain in his eyes and I was glad to see it there.
We drove back to Smithfield in silence, the summer-night city empty now, and the BMW X5 always two or three mph below the speed limit.
There was a rage in him and it had always been there.
When we were two boys who didn�t have one parent between us, I always thought of it as his wildness. But it was more than that � beyond the gap-toothed grin was a deep and abiding anger that Jackson Rose would carry to his grave.
Both of us were raised by someone who had to step in for our parents. My grandmother and his adoptive parents. But my parents died. And his left. Perhaps that was the difference between us. He had a father who didn�t want his mother and a mother who didn�t want him.
And it leaves a rage in you, being left like that.
I had always felt blessed. Lucky to have the mum and dad I had, although I would have liked them for longer. Lucky to have my grandmother, although I wished she hadn�t enjoyed her smokes so much and had never got lung cancer. Lucky to have Scout, even though I would spend the rest of my days wishing she had known a family life without divorce. But I never felt sorry for myself, and I never felt that kind of rage.
I was, I guess, a glass-half-full kind of guy. My friend Jackson was a glass-half-empty, smash-it-on-the-bar-and-wave-it-in-your-face kind of guy.
I had seen his rage when we were young and trouble came calling. But it was different now, for now it was honed and polished.
Now someone had trained him for murder.
Stan came to greet us when we opened the door. The dog hated it when nobody was home and my eyes quickly scanned the loft for signs of the small puddles he sometimes deposited when he was anxious. But the floor seemed dry.
Jackson looked at the dog and not at me. He got down on his knees to fuss over the small red Cavalier.
�I was trying to help,� Jackson said quietly. �That�s all.�
�And you did help. In your own mad bastard way � you did.�
�But you can�t be around this stuff.�
�No.�
�And that means you can�t be around me.�
We were silent for a long moment.
He looked up at me and I nodded.
�That�s right,� I said. I felt something fall away inside me, something that I knew I would never get back. �You�re too dangerous,� I said.
He nodded, as if it was all settled.
�I�ll pack my stuff and ship out. Say goodbye to Scout for me, will you?�
�Christ almighty, Jackson, you don�t have to go now.�
He stood up and faced me.
�Ah, but I think I do, Max.�
We both looked down at Stan. The dog stared back at us, confusion in those perfectly round eyes, unable to read the mood. I wasn�t sure I could read it myself.
�What are your plans?� I said, and the sudden formality between us broke my heart.
He shrugged.
�I don�t know. I�ll do what the army trained me to do,� he said.
�And what was that, Jackson?� I said.
He just gave me his gap-toothed smile.
Stan padded behind him to his room.
Jackson turned in the doorway.
�Max?�
I looked at him.
�You think that little gangster will bother your friend any more?�
�No.�
He nodded, satisfied.
�Me neither,� he said.
And then my oldest friend went into the guest room to pack his things.
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It felt wrong from the start.
I turned into Abu Din�s street and the only police presence I could see was one unmarked 3-series BMW parked outside the large council house and the same young black policeman standing guard at the end of the road.
DCI Whitestone came out of the house with Edie and Billy Greene. Whitestone and Edie were in dark headscarves. I nodded to the two officers in the unmarked BMW as I went up to the front door.
�This is it?� I said. �Feels a bit light. We just gave the guy an Osman Warning. We just told him his life was in mortal danger and offered him police protection.�
�The Chief Super considers it a proportionate response in this community,� Whitestone said. She indicated the street. Several groups of bearded young men hung around, quietly conferring as they watched the detectives. A solitary woman struggled home from the shops with stuffed Tesco bags, her face and body covered by a full black burka. �That�s an Armed Response Vehicle outside the house,� Whitestone continued. �CO19 are going to stick around until we�ve nicked these people. And there�ll be two of our team in the house for the next forty-eight hours. It�s not a bad idea to keep it semi-low-key around here, Max. We don�t need lots of uniforms on the street.�
I nodded and watched her face beneath the headscarf, waiting for some sign that she knew what I had done last night with Jackson. Anger. Relief. Gratitude. Disbelief. I didn�t know what to expect.
But DCI Whitestone just looked at her watch.
�So you�re OK to take the first shift with Billy? Mr Din prefers having male officers in his house during the night.�
�Fine.�
�Then Edie and I will see you in the morning,� Whitestone said.
Edie took off her headscarf. �Or by the end of the Dark Ages,� she said. �Whatever comes first.�
After they drove off Billy went back into the house while I stood there watching the sun go down over the rooftops of Wembley, the last rays of the day glinting on the great white arch of the stadium that looms above everything in that part of town. It was only eight in the evening but already the day was done and there was a chill in the air that hadn�t been there for months. Yes, summer was almost over now. I knew Scout felt as if it had gone on forever. But to me the season had passed in the blink of an eye.
I walked down to the young copper at the end of the street.
�PC Rocastle? I�ve got the graveyard shift. We�re going to be in the house.�
�I�m on until midnight.�
I watched him hesitate.
�What�s on your mind, officer?� I said.
�You really think they might come back, sir?� he said.
I pointed at the unmarked ARV parked outside the big council house.
�If they do,� I said, �they better be ready to start shooting.�
The street was emptying as I walked back to the house. A middle-aged white woman and man were walking their German Shepherd. I nodded to them. They ignored me. I smiled at the dog�s proud face and reached down to pet him.
And the woman spat as we passed each other.
A great glob of saliva glistened on the pavement between us. I stopped and stared at their backs. I saw tattoos on white flesh. And I saw their glances back � the man afraid, the woman more willing to show her contempt.
They don�t get it, I thought. They have no clue what we do.
Without fear or favour, we protect everyone.
I had taken the watch in the living room at the front of the house and Billy was in the back garden. I stared beyond the net curtains as Abu Din reclined in his long grey robes and watched me.
�Who are those men parked outside my home?� he said.
�They�re police officers who are trained in the use of firearms.�
He laughed. When I turned to look at him, Abu Din gazed at me with great amusement.
�You don�t seem very worried about the threat to your life, Mr Din.�
�Because there is no threat to my life. It is not my time for shaheed. Hasn�t that been proved already?�
�Shaheed means martyr, right?�
�Literally shaheed means witness. But yes � shaheed is the tribute we pay to believers who die fulfilling their religious commitments. Their place in paradise is assured.�
�Maybe you were just lucky.�
He stopped smiling.
�There�s no luck needed, alhamdulilah. All praise be to God. I have tawakul � reliance on God � so I do not fear shaytan.�
�It must be nice to have such faith.�
He looked at me coldly. �And it must be hell to live without it.�
�One thing I don�t understand . . .� I said.
�Oh, I think there are many things a kuffar such as yourself doesn�t understand.�
�I�m sure that�s true. But there�s one thing in particular that I don�t understand.�
�I�m waiting.�
�If you hate this country, sir � if you hate living with the kuffars � then why don�t you make hijrah?�
�Hijrah? Migration? Are you asking me why I don�t leave this country?�
I nodded. �Nobody�s going to stop you, are they?�
He didn�t even look offended.
�I don�t need to leave, alhamdulilah,� he said.
�Why not?�
�Because everywhere belongs to God.�
And that was when they came.
A white transit roared into the cul-de-sac and slammed on the brakes, as if suddenly clocking the ARV.
�Billy!�
The white transit reversed at speed out of the street. The ARV was going after it. I saw the pure terror flash on Abu Din�s face as I ran from the room. Billy Greene was right behind me.
I went out the front door in time to see the white transit van pulling away with the ARV on its tail. At the end of the street I could see the crumpled figure of PC Rocastle half on the pavement and half in the street. The taillights of the ARV disappeared.
�Call it in,� I told Billy, and began running towards the unmoving body of PC Rocastle.
And then another transit van � this one black � turned into the street and accelerated towards me.
�We�ve been suckered,� I said.
Billy was halfway up the garden path as the back doors of the transit van opened. I waved my hand at him to tell him to keep going.
�Get back in the house, Billy. Lock all the doors. And don�t leave his side.�
I heard his footsteps on the garden path and then the front door slammed shut. I heard the door bolt and looked back to catch a glimpse of Abu Din�s petrified face beyond the net curtains. And then I turned away because three dark figures were getting out of the back of the van. No Albert Pierrepoint masks tonight. No friendly uncles now. Their faces were covered with ski masks. No, not ski masks. Tactical Nomex face masks.
I clenched my fists as they came towards the house and swung a right at the first figure. And that was when my muscles went into involuntary spasm and I was suddenly down on my knees, a drool of saliva coming from the corner of my mouth. I vaguely understood that I had been shot with a taser or some other kind of electroshock CEW. My muscles were still twitching violently with shock and pain as strong hands lifted and loaded me into the back of the black transit van.
Inside there was a smell I knew from somewhere but it felt like it was long ago and far away.
Rank and sweet, like something good that had been left to rot.
The doors slammed shut.
My muscles flexed and trembled and now the pain began.
The transit van started to move.
And it was only then that I realised they had not come for Abu Din.
They had come for me.
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I sat on the bench of the transit van as docile as a lamb being led to slaughter, my mind feeling that it was separated from the rest of the world by thick soundproofed glass. I stared at the black Nomex face masks of the two figures sitting opposite me and they stared back, and for a while all I could think about was the way my muscles twitched and shuddered with a will of their own.
Then I took a breath and tried to think, sucking up the pain and pushing it to one side, telling myself that it would keep on getting better, moment by moment, and telling myself that I could take it.
Think.
There was a smell I knew in the back of the van.
Something foul that had once been sweet.
Rotting fruit.
Dead flowers.
Sugar and human waste.
Think.
I took a breath and looked again at the two figures on the bench opposite me. The big one � the one who had filled my nerve endings with electricity, the one who had picked me up as if I weighed nothing � was sitting by my side. And there had to be one more man driving.
Four of them. The full team. None of them were talking. None of them displayed any telltale tattoos or jewellery.
They were good.
But they were not cops.
If they had been cops � and there had always been the unspoken suspicion that the Hanging Club just might be rogue cops � they wouldn�t simply have knocked the stuffing out of me with a cheap East European taser knock-off. A formal arrest will always be accompanied by physically taking control, was the first thing they taught you at Hendon. They hadn�t done it.
They had merely flattened me with their pound-store taser and chucked me in the back of their van. Any cop would have done more. But I was not cuffed. I was not unconscious. And I would get stronger with every passing minute that I could stay alive.
I looked at the masked faces, realising they had still not said one word.
�So if you�re all here, then who was driving the white van?� I asked.
�Friends,� murmured the large figure by my side.
�Friends?� I said. �I bet you�ve got lots of friends, right?�
A fist pounded furiously on the back of the cab. The driver was sending a clear message.
No talking!
I glimpsed eyes wild with rage behind another black Nomex and I felt the three figures in the back of the van shift uncomfortably. So was that the leader behind the wheel?
I laughed and half-turned to look at the man by my side.
�You�re the big man in town, right? Cleaning up the mean streets��
I caught my breath as he placed the razor blade against the lid of my right eye.
Very gently, almost lovingly, he drew the sharp edge of the razor blade across the thin layer of skin that covered my eye, demonstrating how very easy it would be to slice it open, how little would be the effort required on his part, how pathetically fragile I was.
I thought of what had happened to Justin Whitestone and fought to control my breathing. My eyes, I thought, and my heart wanted to burst.
And I thought that was the end of all conversation. But the black figure holding the razor blade pressed against my eyelid leaned in close so that only I could hear what he had to say.
�And you protect the filth, little man, don�t you? And that is why you have no friends any more. You stand guard at the door while the Pakistani child groomers rape our children and you tug your forelock while rich men murder the innocent and you devote yourself to cleaning the shoes of the scum of the earth. More than any of them, little man, you are the one who deserves to hang.�
And it was a voice I thought I knew from somewhere.
Once upon a time. Long ago and far away. My muscles twitched with pain and my mind was foggy with shock.
But I had heard that voice before.
He pressed the blade against my eyeball and, as stray muscles in random parts of my body still spasmed with shock, I tried very hard to not move.
Perhaps they�re cops after all, I thought.
There was no change of vehicle. Perhaps they had learned their lesson with Abu Din. Perhaps the switch vehicle had been used to sucker the Armed Response Vehicle. And to sucker me, too. But there was no stopping this time.
We drove.
Fast but not that fast. There was little traffic around at this time of night, but the driver kept below the speed limit, like a good criminal should. Then we seemed to go slower and I thought we must be moving into town rather than driving out of it. There was no opening up on a motorway, only slowing down to an inner-city crawl.
Then we were on rough terrain, bumping over uneven surfaces, and going down.
The transit van stopped.
We had reached our destination.
The razor blade was drawn across my eyelid. I felt a sharp sting of pain and I cursed as a dribble of blood ran down my face like a teardrop.
�Be a good little pig and you can die with both of your eyes,� he said. �You don�t want to be on YouTube with your eyes hanging out, do you?� He laughed. �Your daughter wouldn�t want to watch that for the rest of her life, would she?�
The driver opened the back door. And then he didn�t speak any more.
They helped me out into an abandoned underground car park. No, not abandoned. Unfinished. That was why there were no vehicles. This place was still being built.
There were junk-food cartons and empty cans littered around, the refuse of builders working underground in the summer heat. I thought of Tara Jones and her belief that major building work was happening near to the kill site.
Three masked faces stared at me for a moment and then turned away. The big one was behind me. A meaty hand shoved me in the back and I felt his breath as he walked behind me across the empty car park.
It was massive. Shopping mall? Office block? Luxury apartments? The three figures in front of me moved quickly and the big man behind gave me a casual crack across the back of my head whenever I seemed to slow my pace. He still held the razor blade between the thumb and index finger of his right hand and whenever he hit me, I felt the blade randomly slash through hair and skin.
We came to a dimly lit staircase and started down. At the bottom � two storeys down? � we entered a broad, low-ceilinged tunnel. We were in total darkness now. But they knew where they were going. Then we were crossing uneven floor surfaces towards distant lights.
Machinery. Noise. I caught a glimpse of it.
It was a boiler room.
We walked past it and came to a door. The door was unlocked and we passed inside. We went down some more steps and came to a short, strange corridor that was like something from a dream.
We moved down it in slow single file.
And I could not believe what I was seeing.
The walls and ceiling came closer with every step.
I tried to clear my head. I thought my nerve endings were still rattled from the CEW.
But it was real.
The corridor really did become smaller. The ceiling really did get lower. By the time we reached the end we had to press our hands against our sides and lower our heads.
There was a room at the end of the corridor.
And my heart fell away. For I knew this room.
I saw the white tiles stained green and yellow by a century of weather and neglect. And choked down the sickness when I saw the kitchen step stool where they had stood Mahmud Irani, Hector Welles and Darren Donovan.
The room radiated pure evil.
The sharp red light of someone�s smart phone was aiming at my face. From behind me the big man took my hands and I heard the jangle of the handcuffs. Finally they were taking full physical control. He was about to secure my hands behind my back so that I would hang quietly.
�Do you know why you have been brought to this place of execution?� he asked me.
And I fought for my life.
I dragged the heel of my right shoe from his kneecap to his ankle, feeling the skin peel away beneath his trousers, hearing him shriek with sudden agony, the handcuffs clattering to the ground.
Then the others were all on me, aiming wild, random punches that caught me on the ear and in the shoulder and did nothing, but one of them knew how to kick because I felt the air whoosh out of me as the toe of a shoe caught me just below the lowest rib and then in the soft spot low on my temple.
It was enough to put me on my knees.
The big man fell on me and grasped me in a headlock, cursing me, his breath sour against my face. The red light had fallen away. They were not filming me now.
�Fucking pig! Fucking bastard!�
It was a good headlock. I could not move my arms or my legs or my feet. So I pressed my mouth against his face and sank my teeth into his cheek, biting through the Nomex face mask and into his flesh.
He howled and tried to stand up as I held on like a dog with a dying rat. But I was weakened and breathless and sickened by those two kicks and the others pulled me off him.
I felt the noose drop over my head.
They lifted me up, not bothering with the handcuffs now, as they half-dragged and half-pushed me onto the stool, planning to do me as they had done Hector Welles, and I could see him before me now, his unsecured hands still tearing the flesh from his throat with his dying breath, clawing so hard that his fingernails were torn out and buried in his neck.
I screamed with rage and terror.
But I was exhausted.
Then I was standing on the kitchen step stool and my fingers were ripping at the rope around my neck. I looked up and saw that one of them had passed the rope over an ancient pipe that crossed the stained ceiling of that forgotten room. The masked faces were all looking at me, the big figure touching the torn Nomex face mask where it was stained with his blood.
Someone was trying to kick the stool away.
Two of them were shouting at each other.
�Do you know why��
�Just do it!�
The stool flew away and suddenly there was nothing beneath my feet and the rope around my neck was strangling me. My eyes rolled into the back of my head and my fingers tore at the tightening rope for a second that seemed to last for a thousand years. In that never-ending moment I felt my head tip grotesquely to one side as the rope angled towards the knot and I could feel my body weight killing me.
The blood stopped flowing to my brain.
The air stopped flowing to my lungs.
I knew that I was dying.
I saw nothing.
I stared at the ceiling and I didn�t see it.
I looked up at the rope and I didn�t see it.
There was only the sensation of strangulation as my hands tore at the rope around my neck.
My hands fell away from my throat. My legs kicked and flayed, and I had nothing in me to stop them, and I felt myself on the very edge of the blackness that lasts forever, and it felt as sweet and welcome as home.
But then I reached behind me, my fingers scrambling under the back of my polo shirt, clawing at the base of my spine.
And I felt the plastic grip of the Glock 17.
Then it was in my right hand and I was pointing it at the ceiling, pulling the trigger, the crack of gunfire deafening in that confined place, then pulling the trigger again as fast as I could. I was aware of their screams and shouts but I kept pulling the trigger, trying to break the rope that was killing me, and then the sounds seemed to be coming from underwater and then I heard nothing, nothing at all, just an unbroken ringing in my ears as my heart surged with desperation when I realised that it had not worked.
I was still hanging.
The secret room turned red.
The blood flow to my brain had stopped and that blocked dam of blood seemed to be filling the room.
I closed my eyes.
My hand fell to my side. My fingers were opening, my friend�s gun was slipping from my hand and the unbroken blackness was all I wanted now. I felt the full kilo of polymer and steel in my hand. Someone was trying to prise it from my grasp. I lashed out at them with my foot.
Then something happened in my ears.
I could hear them shouting again.
Scream. Shouts. Cursing.
They were on me, pulling on my legs, and I couldn�t understand, then I saw they were trying to drag me down and get it done, finally get it done, get me over with forever.
And it revived me enough to kick out at their masked faces.
And I raised my right hand one last time.
Because I saw what I had been doing wrong. The range had to be point-blank. Nothing else would work. Everything else was useless. Point-blank or nothing. Point-blank or death.
I felt the barrel of Jackson�s Glock 17 press against the rope, press so hard that I could feel the impossible tightness around my neck become even tighter.
Then I pulled the trigger.
I was aware of the crack of gunfire, a sound that seemed to rip the air apart, and then I was falling, my feet and elbows connecting with human flesh and bone.
I hit the ground hard, the gun still in my hand.
My vision was blurred with what felt like blood and tears. But I could see they were running towards a broken gap in the wall. I pointed at the back of the big man as he squeezed through the gap and screamed a hoarse curse as I pulled the trigger, my eyes streaming.
I heard the metallic click of an empty magazine.
I pulled it again and again, even after the last of them had disappeared through the hole in the wall. White noise filled my head.
I got up, spitting out a bloody scrap of synthetic material that must have come from a Nomex tactical face mask.
I stuffed the Glock down the back of my jeans, hearing a mocking voice deep inside my head.
You�re not going to shoot yourself in the arse, are you?
I took a painful breath.
And then I went after them.
I was sick to my stomach with pain and exhaustion but the rage inside was bigger than both of them. I went through the crack in the wall, stepping over scraps of rotted wood, and down the low-ceilinged tunnel until I found a stone staircase, going down even deeper into the ground. I went down the stairs slowly, moving in total blackness, afraid of falling, afraid they were waiting for me, smelling what seemed to be soot and sewers.
From somewhere I could hear the sound of heavy machinery but it became fainter as I went lower. Down and down until I reached an open space where a series of corridors met, the meeting point of a labyrinth of tunnels.
I stopped and thought I could hear voices in one of them. Then I went on, the ground always sinking beneath me. And just when I thought about turning back, when I thought I could sense the men waiting for me silently in the darkness, the stairs ended.
Ahead there were four identical tunnels, each with a rounded arch, wide but not high, built to process large numbers of people at once. They felt like they were all heading in the same direction. I carried on more carefully now, treading lightly, straining for sound.
But all I could hear was my own breathing.
And then I stepped into what looked like the train station at the end of the world.
There were two platforms facing each other across ancient tracks. It was a tube station, but nothing like one I had ever seen. The platforms were made of wood and I could see the remains of what had once been advertising posters on the black-and-white tiles of the walls. They had rotted away a lifetime ago. It reminded me of photographs I had seen of Londoners seeking safety underground during the Blitz. On a large red circle, the name of the station was written in black letters on a white background.
B L O O M S B U R Y
I shook my head in disbelief.
There is no tube station in London by that name.
I stared at the ghost station and knew I could wait for a hundred years and there would be no passengers and no trains passing through this place.
I felt a shudder of pure terror and wondered if I had died in the room with the tiles stained green by time.
Then I touched the livid weal that had been burned into the flesh around my neck and I flinched with the pain.
I was not dead yet.
I heard sounds coming from deep inside the tunnel.
I walked to the edge of the platform and stared into the blackness but I could see nothing. But the sound was real. It wasn�t just in my head. I looked down at the tracks. There were four lines, two of them with insulators. I thought about that for a while.
The station was dead but that didn�t mean that the lines were dead.
I was aware that in a working tube station the lines with insulators are live and will kill you instantly, and that the trains run on the other lines. But I also knew it was a myth that no electricity runs through the non-insulated train tracks � they carry enough voltage to power the signals. The fact is that making contact with any tube rail is likely to ruin your whole day.
I steadied myself on the edge of the platform, took a breath, and jumped down between the nearest two tracks.
And that was when I heard the train coming.
I quickly scrambled back up onto the platform, feeling the Glock scrape against my spine as it slipped from my jeans. I looked down at it, just about visible on the tracks, as a rat the size of a neutered tom cat skittered across it. Then the train was much closer. Lights blazed deep in the tunnel, twisting towards me and then away as the train snaked through the bowels of the city. I stood drenched in cold sweat on the platform as the train hurtled towards me like an avalanche.
It never reached the station.
At the last moment it veered into the darkness and away from me, a blur of speed and steel, a silver train with red doors and blue trim and a driver who caught a glimpse of me for a fraction of a section.
And stared as if I had been raised from the dead.
The driver must have called it in immediately.
I knew that any 999 call from the public about a possible armed or terrorist incident would be forwarded instantly to the Tactical Firearms Command desk where someone with the rank of inspector or above would assess the information to see if it fit the criteria for armed officers to respond. And I did.
By the time I climbed the tube station�s long and winding staircase up to the street, they were waiting for me.
Armed officers from SC&O19.
They didn�t think I was a ghost.
They thought I was a terrorist.
As I stepped out into the warm summer night, they started screaming at me. I could not tell where the voices were coming from but I could feel the adrenaline in the air. Then I saw their raised weapons. The Glock pistols. The Heckler and Koch submachine guns.
�Hands in the air and get down on your knees!�
�I am DC Wolfe of West End Central and I am complying with your command,� I said, as calm and clear as I could make it.
�Do it now! Do it now!�
I raised my hands and got down on my knees, the pavement surprisingly cold in the warm summer night.
Then I saw them.
Edging towards me, fingers on the triggers.
�There�s a wallet in my right pocket which contains my warrant card,� I said, still as calm and clear as I could make it, but finding it harder to sound like the voice of reason with my face pressed against the pavement.
Someone pushed a boot heel against the back of my neck. A pair of hands patted me down and another pair of hands went through my pockets. I lifted my lower body very slightly so they could remove my wallet.
�Don�t move! Don�t move!�
I felt the barrel of a Glock screw itself into my ear.
I held my breath. I did not move.
But even after they saw my warrant card they kept my face pressed to the pavement and my limbs spread wide. Even after they clocked my photo ID they kept me face down on the ground with a size-12 boot heel pressed firmly against the back of my neck.
And they kept me there for a long time.
It was as if nobody could be trusted any more, as if the world had gone insane, as if you never knew who might want to dance on your grave.
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The view from the top of New Scotland Yard is spectacular.
When you are up there on the eighth floor you realise that the big modern office block located at 8�10 Broadway, Victoria, so self-consciously anonymous, sits at the heart of British power.
From the window of the room where I waited in my old Paul Smith wedding suit I checked my watch against two of Big Ben�s faces as they struck noon and then looked across at the spires of Westminster Abbey and the Palace of Westminster and, stretching off to the north, the rooftops of Whitehall and Downing Street.
It took my breath away.
A portrait of the Queen smiled at me. Her Majesty was young in the picture, and the painting had those saturated Sixties colours where everything was slightly more vivid than real life. She looked like a nice lady who was happy that England had just won the World Cup. Apart from the portrait of the Queen, there was nothing on the walls of that waiting room but posters proclaiming the values of the Metropolitan Police. They all said the same thing.
THE MET VALUES:

PROFESSIONALISM � INTEGRITY � COURAGE � COMPASSION
But on each wall the poster had a definition of a different value. PROFESSIONALISM was highlighted on one wall, INTEGRITY on another, COURAGE on another and COMPASSION on the last, the one with the portrait of the Queen. I had no time to read about the different values because a civilian PA put her head around the door.
�They�ll see you now,� she said.
I followed her inside where DCS Swire and DCI Whitestone were waiting for me in a top-floor corner room, the Chief Super at the head of a long boardroom table and Pat Whitestone at her right-hand side. Far below, the Thames shimmered like molten gold in the last of the summer sunshine.
�Max,� the Chief Super said. �How are you?�
�Fine, ma�am, thank you. Nothing broken.�
The truth is my neck felt as though someone had tried to remove my head and I was so bone-tired that only a constant stream of triple espressos from the Bar Italia was keeping my eyes open. It had been a long night.
When the armed officers had allowed me to remove my face from the pavement I had been taken to West End Central where Edie Wren, roused from her bed in the early hours, had conducted what we call a hot debriefing � an interview conducted at the earliest opportunity to obtain as much information as possible in the aftermath of a serious incident. The Senior Investigating Officer almost always conducts a hot debriefing, but DCI Whitestone had been staying with her son at the hospital, and was unavailable. After the hot debrief I had gone home, slept for a few hours, parked Scout at Mrs Murphy�s, then shaved, showered, got suited and booted and come straight to New Scotland Yard.
�I�m sorry I didn�t have a chance to do the hot debrief myself,� Whitestone said. �Just had some complications with one of his eyes and � well. I�m sorry.�
I shook my head. �No problem, ma�am.� But I wondered how long Pat Whitestone could be the SIO of a major murder investigation when her personal life was taking up so much of her time.
�But DC Wren has done a thorough job,� the Chief Super said.
They both had a set of Edie�s notes in front of them.
�So the assumption we�re making is that they targeted you because you were effectively the public face of this investigation?� Swire continued.
I saw Pat Whitestone flush with embarrassment as she stared down at Edie�s notes.
�Yes, ma�am,� I said.
�What do we know about them, Max?� the Chief Super said.
I wasn�t surprised to be asked the same questions that Edie had asked me at the hot debriefing. That�s the way we work. You ask a question again and again and again. Then you ask it again. And then you see if the answer is always the same.
�There were four of them,� I said. �There seems to have been one missing when they attempted to abduct Abu Din. But last night � with me � they were at full strength. And they are highly organised, highly motivated and at least a couple of them appear to have received some kind of training. One of them does the heavy lifting. Another one had close combat experience.� I shrugged. �They�re tough, resourceful and barking mad.�
�Edie�s notes say that one of them spoke to you,� said Whitestone.
I felt myself begin to tremble. I took a deep breath, held it and let it out slowly. I wasn�t going to fall to pieces in this room.
�Yes, ma�am.� I nodded at the notes. �He told me that the white transit van that distracted the ARV was driven by what he called friends.�
Whitestone turned to the Chief Super.
�We found it burned out in a car park in Notting Hill,� she said. �We�re looking for prints.�
The Chief Super laughed bitterly. �Good luck with that.�
I didn�t understand.
�Wait � our ARV lost the decoy van? How does an Armed Response Vehicle with two highly trained firearms officers lose a transit van on the North Circular?�
�The white van was driven by a wheelman,� Whitestone said. �He wasn�t some boy racer. He knew his stuff. He could drive and I mean, really drive. Like a pro. Like a professional wheelman. And he lost our ARV almost immediately because he entered the North Circular against the flow of the traffic.�
�He drove against the traffic?�
She nodded. �And the ARV couldn�t follow. Too dangerous. They�re trained to shoot straight, not drive like Lewis Hamilton. They phoned ahead and by the time we found the white van � twenty minutes later � it was on fire.�
The Chief Super�s mouth twisted with annoyance. �They took you to the kill site, Max. Any thoughts on where it could be?�
I thought of the square room with the decaying tiles, turned green by a century of neglect, and the corridor they had led me down, where the walls and the ceiling were always closing in on me. Had I imagined that? In the bright light of the morning, I wasn�t sure how much of the night had been real and how much the fevered imaginings of pure terror. There was a smell � wasn�t there? It was sweet and rotten, like dead flowers, or sugar in a sewer. A rank sweetness that I knew from somewhere � or was that just in my head?
�We drove into the city,� I said. �Somewhere very central. Underground. An abandoned building that was important a century or so ago. But I don�t even know where you found me. Nobody�s told me. I thought I saw a sign on the wall that said Bloomsbury . . . No, I mean, I definitely saw a sign on the wall that said Bloomsbury � but I never heard of a tube station with that name.�
�The tube station you found was closed in 1933,� Whitestone said. �It was originally called British Museum. They were going to call it Bloomsbury but they changed the name before it ever opened. And in 1935 � a couple of years after it was closed � they shot a scene in a film called Bulldog Jack down there � a swordfight � and the producers put up signs saying Bloomsbury.�
�With Fay Wray,� Swire said. �The King Kong girl.�
�I was looking at . . . a film set?�
�The tube station was real, Max,� Whitestone said. �Only the sign was fake.�
�But if we know that I was in this tube station,� I said, �then our search teams must be able to find the kill site.�
Whitestone shook her head.
�They�re looking,� she said. �But it�s not that simple. London has hundreds of miles of disused tracks and literally dozens of abandoned underground stations. We know the one you came out of, but you don�t know how far you walked and you don�t know what direction you came from.�
�What about the Dog Support Unit? The sniffer dogs must be able to follow my trail from Bloomsbury back to the kill site?�
�Do you know the best way to distract a sniffer dog, Max?� Whitestone asked me.
�Introduce another animal, prey or food,� I said. �Villains call it hiding the ball. You introduce a scent that�s strong enough to distract the sniffer dogs from what they�re meant to be hunting. Is that what they did?�
�Not them. It�s the rats, Max. The millions of rats down there. The sniffer dogs don�t have a chance picking up a trail in a world full of rats.�
�I want you to talk to Professor Hitchens later today,� the Chief Super said. �There might be something you recall about the kill site that will ring some bells for him.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
�There�s one thing I don�t understand . . .� Whitestone said.
I waited.
�Why aren�t you dead, Max?� she asked.
I had told Edie Wren everything that I could remember but I had not mentioned the Glock 17. Because I did not know where to begin with the Glock and I did not want my friend to go to jail.
But I knew that our people must have found the gun by now.
�The pipe they hanged me from broke and they took off,� I said in reply to Whitestone�s question. �Just lucky, I guess.�
Whitestone and Swire exchanged a look. I knew what was coming so I got there first.
�And they couldn�t shoot straight,� I said. �I managed to get hold of their firearm after it was discharged. Presumably you�ve found it by now? Some kind of Glock. I�m no firearms expert.�
Whitestone glanced at her notes.
�Yes, a Glock,� she said. �The search team found it down on the tracks of that old tube station.� She looked at me levelly, reading me the way I had seen her read so many faces in interview rooms. �A Glock Safe Action Pistol,� she said. �The British Army like them. Standard issue, apparently.�
�Forensics will find my prints all over it,� I said.
�You shot at them?� Swire said, her face darkening.
Every time a member of the Metropolitan Police discharges a firearm, he or she triggers an enquiry that treats him or her as a potential criminal. You are arrested. You are investigated. Unemployment and incarceration are both real possibilities just for pulling that trigger. Even if you shoot Osama bin Laden. And that�s what they do to our highly trained Specialist Firearms officers, the Armed Response Vehicle officers and Tactical Support officers � the specialist police who are actually meant to be carrying a gun.
I had no idea what they would do to someone like me and I wasn�t anxious to find out.
�The magazine was empty by the time I had the weapon in my hands,� I said. �I pulled the trigger but it didn�t go bang. I took it with me for evidence and dropped it when I got out of the way of a train.�
Silence.
They looked at each other and back at me. They were not sure if they wanted to buy it. I found I did not care.
�What about PC Rocastle?� I said.
�Who?� said the Chief Super.
�The uniformed officer who was on duty in Abu Din�s street. I saw he had gone down when they took me away.�
�Oh � PC Rocastle got shot with whatever taser knock-off they used on you,� Whitestone said. �He�s shaken up. Nerve ends a bit scrambled. But he�ll live.�
The Chief Super nodded once. The debriefing was over.
Her voice stopped me at the door.
�And one final matter, DC Wolfe,� she said. �We�ve had an enquiry from the MoD about a misper.�
�A missing person?�
�Yes.� She stared down at her notes, although I felt she did not really need to. �A Captain Jackson Rose,� she said. �The MoD is anxious to contact him. We understand he�s a friend of yours and wondered if you knew of his whereabouts?�
�Jackson was staying with me for a while. Then he left.� I stared at them. Their faces gave nothing away. �Why does the MoD want to reach him?� I asked.
�That�s MoD business not Met business,� the Chief Super said, a sudden frost in her voice. �Do you have any idea where Captain Rose might be?�
I thought of a beach hut by the English seaside where the water was freezing cold even in the middle of a blazing summer, and I thought of two boys who believed that they would be friends forever.
�No,� I said.
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Tara Jones was standing outside New Scotland Yard.
There is an eternal flame in the lobby of New Scotland Yard, remembering the officers of the Metropolitan Police who died in the great wars of the twentieth century, and I paused by it to watch Tara Jones waiting out on the street.
Through the security fence I could see her standing by the revolving sign, a file in her hand, oblivious to the two young detectives who turned their heads to look back at her. She was one of those women who do not care very much about the effect they have on men. Or don�t care at all. I came through the revolving metal gates that let you out of the New Scotland Yard and walked up to her.
And it was only then that I realised that she was waiting for me.
�They said you were dead,� she said.
�No.�
�On the Internet.�
I smiled. �And it�s usually so reliable.�
She smiled back at me. We still had not touched.
�Are you all right?� she said.
�Mustn�t grumble,� I said. �I�m fine. Really. It all could have been a lot worse.�
�I�ve got this for you.�
A double espresso from Starbucks. It�s the thought that counts. I took a sip.
�Thank you.�
She shook her head. �Oh God, oh God.�
�What?�
�Your neck.�
There was a thick red welt around my neck that was hidden under my shirt collar apart from where the rope had angled up to the knot, leaving a livid stripe of raw flesh slashed from my Adam�s apple to left ear.
She touched my face with both her hands, her fingertips measuring the bones beneath my skin. I took her in my arms and lightly touched my mouth against her mouth. It wasn�t quite a kiss. It was as if we were seeing if our mouths were a good fit. The preliminary exploration was a success. They seemed to fit perfectly. They seemed to fit better than any other mouth I had ever known. We tried again, deeper this time. Then we broke abruptly away, suddenly aware that we were standing under the revolving sign outside New Scotland Yard. But she took my hand and would not let it go. We walked toward my car.
She was not smiling.
�What just happened?� she said, running a hand through her hair, the gold wedding band glinting in all that shiny blackness.
�I don�t know,� I said.
But it wasn�t true.
I knew exactly what had happened.
It is when we are closest to death that we cling most strongly to life. It is when we can feel the chill of the grave on our skins that we crave the touch of warm human flesh. When we learn that we are all alone in the universe is exactly when we need another mouth. It is our most basic human impulse. The meaning of life is more life, I thought, pitching the empty Starbucks carton into a bin.
I squeezed her hand and smiled at her unsmiling face, and at that moment she was the only woman on earth that I wanted.
�Do you want to get a real coffee?� I asked her.
We drove to the Bar Italia.
I could have dropped the BMW X5 in the underground car park of West End Central and then we could have walked across Regent Street to Soho. That would have been the obvious thing to do. But I did not want to break the spell, I did not want her to change her mind about going for a proper cup of coffee, I didn�t want her to change her mind about me.
Because as I steered the big BMW around St James�s Park and Trafalgar Square and into the narrow streets of Soho, the spell between us felt like a fragile thing, as if it could dissolve at any moment.
Tara Jones stared straight out of the window and twisted the gold band on the third finger of her left hand and wondered what the hell she was doing with me.
�Don�t you have to go to work?� she said.
�They gave me the rest of the day off.�
�Because those men tried to kill you last night?�
I nodded. �Some guys have all the luck.�
I found a parking spot on Old Compton Street and we walked to Frith Street while I told her a brief history of the Bar Italia.
�The Bar Italia has been in the same family for three generations now and they have their own secret blend of coffee that was invented by a man called Signor Angelucci who used to be next door and because their Gaggia coffee machine doesn�t have a water filter no salts are run through it��
She stopped me with a look.
�Max?�
�What?�
�You�re babbling, just a little bit.�
�I�m nervous.�
She placed a kiss on my mouth. It felt good. Our mouths fit so well. Ridiculously, thrillingly well. I folded her in my arms and when she spoke her voice was muffled against the lapel of my old wedding suit.
�It�s OK,� she said. �You don�t need to be nervous with me.�
We came apart and she slipped her arm through mine and we walked down Old Compton Street into Frith Street like a proper couple, a real couple, and it felt so natural and right and she smiled when she saw the green neon sign that announces the Bar Italia.
We sat holding hands under the large poster of Rocky Marciano that the champ�s widow Barbara gave to the Bar Italia after he died because Marciano had always loved it here. But I didn�t tell her about Marciano�s relationship with the Bar Italia in case it led to some babbling. I kissed her mouth and drank a triple espresso and Tara had a cappuccino, and nobody took any notice of us because AC Milan was playing Inter Milan on the big screens and we were just another couple, lost in the backstreets of Soho.
�I don�t know anything about you,� she said. �And you don�t know me.�
�You know me.�
�What were you like as a boy?� she said. �Did you get bullied?�
I thought about it.
�No,� I said. �I was a bit different because I lived with my grandmother. But I had a friend who was adopted. Jackson. My parents were gone and he never knew his mum and dad.� I smiled at the thought of Jackson Rose as a kid. �We stuck together,� I said. �For years.�
�I was bullied every day,� she said. �I went to a normal school. Horribly normal. They � some boys, a little gang � they said I sounded like a seal when I talked. You know? That noise seals make? They said that�s what I sounded like when I talked.� She squeezed my hand, frowning at my face. �What�s wrong?�
�Nothing.�
I wanted to hunt them down.
I wanted to find them.
I wanted to be in a room alone with them for . . . oh, thirty minutes should do it.
�But it�s all right now,� she said. �So don�t look like that. Smile again. Please?�
�OK.�
�It was only a few pathetic idiots. And it made me stronger. Children will pick on anyone who�s a bit different. And you,� she said, gripping both my hands and shaking them. �You live with your daughter. Just you and her. I heard at the office. I don�t know who told me.�
�Scout. She�s nearly six.� Tara waited for some kind of explanation. I shrugged. �It happens.� I smiled to soften the words. �I didn�t plan it. Nobody plans to be a single parent. That�s the way it turned out. We were left to get on with it. And we did. We do.�
�It must be hard.�
I shook my head.
�Scout makes it easy. And it�s not really just the pair of us. There�s Stan, our dog. And we�ve got a lot of support.� I thought of Mrs Murphy and her family. I thought of Scout�s buddy, Mia, and her family. I thought of my colleagues up at West End Central, who always found a spare desk and some pens and paper for drawing whenever I had to bring Scout to work. I thought of Edie Wren.
�There�s a lot of people around us who want us to make it,� I said.
�I don�t know how you do it. Aaron � my husband � and I find it tough enough with a full-time nanny.�
I didn�t want to hear about Aaron the husband. I didn�t want to think about any of that. Not today. Not in here. So I touched her hair. Her shining, swinging, fabulous hair. I had wanted to do that for quite a while.
�It needs a wash,� she said.
�Yes, it�s a disgrace,� I smiled. �I don�t know how you have the nerve to step out of the house.�
�Funny man. I�ve never seen you in a suit before,� she said, running her fingers under the lapels of my jacket.
�I got married in this suit,� I said, and when I looked down at her hands on my lapel I saw that the blue wool was shiny with time. I had never noticed that before. My wedding suit was old.
She brought her face close to mine.
�You should get a new one,� she whispered.
She gave me a coffee-flavoured kiss and slipped off the stool. �Time to get back to the real world,� she said.
The traffic was unmoving on Shaftesbury Avenue when we started back to West End Central so I put on the blues-and-twos and everything that blocked our path quickly got out of the way.
�Oh God!�
Tara sank deep into her seat, laughing with some combination of embarrassment and delight as the two-tone siren howled and the grille lights blazed and London made way.
We laughed out loud all the way back to Savile Row.
And it was only hours later, after Scout had fallen asleep on the sofa reading a book called I Like This Poem and the bells of St Paul�s were chiming the hour that I suddenly realised Tara Jones had never heard the sound of the blues-and-twos.
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I was jolted from sleep when my phone began vibrating on the small bedside table, moving in jerky little circles as if it had a life of its own. I swung my legs out of bed. Six a.m. and the sky was still almost black. The days were getting shorter.
A woman was crying at the other end of the line. It took me a moment to realise that she was Alice Goddard.
�They are going to let one of them out! They are going to let him off! Max, he�s going to get away with killing my husband!�
�Slow down, Alice. What�s happening?�
She got it out. One of the gang who had killed Steve Goddard was trying to get his verdict declared unsound.
�Which one?� I said, although I could already guess.
�The one who filmed it on his phone. Jed Blake. Do you remember him? He�s saying � he�s saying he didn�t take part, that it was nothing to do with him . . .�
I remembered all three of them. The coward. The weakling. And the bully. They had been cocky enough in Court Number One of the Old Bailey but far less impressive when I had first encountered them in Interview Room 2 at West End Central.
I had seen the bully blank-faced with callous indifference, too stupid to realise the enormity of what he had done. And I saw the weakling wet himself at the prospect of a prison sentence.
And I saw the coward � Jed Blake � crying for his mother, head in his hands as if he could not bear to look at the interview room, repeating over and over again that he had not laid a fist or a boot on Mr Goddard, that he had just pointed his phone and pressed record.
�Listen to me, Alice. It sounds like this Jed Blake creep is seeking permission to appeal. The judge at their trial decided that they were all in it together. But Blake�s lawyer is probably going to argue that his conviction was unsound because they were not all in it together.� The words stuck in my mouth, but I had to spell it out to her. �Because Blake was only filming what happened and not taking part in the beating.�
I heard her crying into the phone. Quietly now, knowing this was no nightmare. This was her life.
Her voice was very small. �But what does it all mean? He�s not really going to get out, is he?�
�Alice � if it goes to appeal, I can�t tell you what way it�s going to go. I�m not a criminal lawyer. And even if I was, I still couldn�t call it. But if Blake seeks permission to appeal, he has to file what they call a Form NG � Notice and Grounds of Appeal, setting out what his lawyer says was wrong with his conviction. If the Form NG is granted by the judge, then it goes to the Court of Appeal at the Royal Courts of Justice in the Strand. And if the judge there decides it�s an unsafe conviction, he could walk. I�m really sorry.�
Sorry this world will not leave you alone. Sorry I can�t do anything to make it better. Sorry your husband got kicked to death for defending his family.
�I�ll be there with you,� I promised. �You don�t have to go through this alone. I�ll be right by your side in the courtroom.�
But by then she had hung up.
I walked into the loft and stood by the large windows, watching the sun come up over the rooftops of Smithfield and the Barbican, first light shimmering on the dome of St Paul�s Cathedral and, even closer, the bronze statue on top of the Old Bailey, blindfolded Lady Justice, her outstretched arms perfectly balanced between the scales in her left hand and the sword in her right.
And although the blindfold Lady Justice wears was meant to make all her judgements seem impartial and wise, today it just made her justice seem random and mindless and cruel.
Stan watched me carefully from his basket and when I went to the door and began putting my boots on, he padded over, his round eyes shining and his tail wagging with delight. We went downstairs and into the street, the Cavalier so relaxed by my side, his old leather lead so loose, that it felt as though we didn�t need it at all. We were walking past Smiths of Smithfield when out of nowhere he tried to dash out into the traffic.
The lead snapped tight and a black cab flew past, inches from his head, its horn blaring.
I crouched down to look into my dog�s face. Those great black marbles of eyes were wild and his tongue � as pink as Duchy of Cornwall organic ham � lolled out of his panting mouth. He sniffed the morning air, savouring some perfume that only he could detect.
�What�s wrong with you, Stan? Christ almighty, you could have been killed!�
And then I saw the woman with her white miniature poodle on the other side of Charterhouse Street. I looked at Stan. He panted some more, and he wouldn�t meet my eye. I shook my head with disbelief.
�That�s why you would get yourself killed?� I said. �Just for a sniff of some girl dog?� I pushed my face close to his and he licked my nose, trying to make amends. �Listen to me. Don�t make me do it. I don�t want to take you to the vet�s, OK? I don�t want to have you . . . done. But I will if you keep throwing yourself into traffic.�
I didn�t speak to him for the rest of the walk. But as he did his morning business in West Smithfield and I read the inscriptions from Oliver Twist that cover all the benches, the passage about Bill Sykes dragging Oliver through Smithfield meat market, Stan kept stealing glances at me.
As if I, of all people, should understand.
Scout was up when we got back.
She was still in her pyjamas and was on a step stool in the kitchen, standing on tiptoes to rifle through the cupboards.
�I�m making you breakfast,� she said. �Jackson taught me to cook.�
�What you making, Scout?�
�Toasted jam sandwich.�
�Sounds good. Don�t put your fingers in the toaster.�
She raised her eyebrows. �Duh.�
�Need some help, angel?�
�No.�
�Looking forward to going back to school and seeing all your friends?�
�I really need to concentrate now.�
�Sorry.�
So Scout prepared our breakfast and Stan curled up in his dog basket and I got out plastic bags full of brand-new school clothes, and the iron, and long spools of name tags that ran on and on like all the days of my daughter�s childhood. Scout Wolfe, they said. Scout Wolfe, Scout Wolfe, Scout Wolfe.
And my eyes suddenly blurred over as I stood there with the iron and the name tags and the new school clothes, watching Scout liberally slapping strawberry jam over a slice of thick brown bread. Stan got up and padded into the kitchen, smacking his lips and correctly guessing that there would soon be stray pieces of bread falling from the sky.
I wiped at my eyes with the back of my hand and I stared dumbly at the name tags in my hand. Scout Wolfe, they said. Scout Wolfe.
And with all my heart I ached for a real family for Scout and for me, a mended family, a restored family, a family that looked like all the other families in the world, a family with nobody missing and nobody gone and nobody wandered off, and I longed for that new family as only a man who has lost his old family ever can.
Then Mrs Murphy came into the loft wearing her green winter coat, wishing everyone good morning, Scout and me and Stan, and saying that this was the first day that she�d felt the chill of autumn in the air, and she gently took the iron and the Scout Wolfe name tags from my hand.
�Here,� said Mrs Murphy.
�I�m no good at it,� I said.
�Don�t worry,� Mrs Murphy told me. �Your daughter will love you for your heart, not your housework.�
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�Where�s the kill room, Hitch?� I said.
It was still early enough for the last of the dawn mist to drift across the rooftops of Mayfair and we were all standing before the massive map of Greater London that covers one wall in MIR-1, West End Central, 27 Savile Row.
Whitestone. Edie. Billy Greene. Tara Jones. Dr Joe. And the history man, his great egghead frowning with concentration.
�It can�t be far,� I said. �I bet it�s a ten-quid black cab ride from where we�re standing. Where did they take me, Hitch?�
�You were somewhere in the darkness, Max,� Professor Hitchens said, his huge head nodding at the map. His nicotine-stained fingers reached out for that great urban sprawl of green and grey and ten million souls. �Down in that other London that exists below the surface. Ackroyd is very good on that subterranean city in London Under: �Tread carefully over the pavements of London for you are treading on skin,� Hitchens said, closing his eyes to recite from loving memory, �a skein of stone that covers rivers and labyrinths, tunnels and chambers, streams and caverns, pipes and cables, springs and passages, crypts and sewers, creeping things that will never see the light of day.��
�But it was real,� I insisted, touching the welt around my neck, feeling the way it ran up to just under my ear. �It wasn�t some mythic underworld. It wasn�t a fantasy. It�s there. And I can�t believe it�s impossible to find.�
�The search teams are still down there,� Whitestone said. �The sniffer dogs are having a lovely time chasing rats. But they�re drawing a blank and the Chief Super is going to wind it up at the end of play today.� My SIO was staring at me. �And I still don�t understand how you walked away.�
�Me neither,� I said.
�And another thing I don�t understand . . .�
I waited.
�Why didn�t they record it?� she said. �Why aren�t you up there on YouTube?�
�Maybe they thought that killing a cop would not play well with the #BringItBack brigade,� Edie suggested. �They might have lost a few followers on Twitter if they had done our Max. A few people might have unfriended them on Facebook or started a petition on Change.org. Maybe they were afraid of the trolls.�
�I don�t think they�re that sensitive to public opinion,� I said. �I saw a red light just before it all kicked off. They were planning to film it. I don�t think they have any qualms about killing a cop. They think we protect the people they hate.� I looked at Hitchens. �You really don�t have any idea where they took me?�
�Subterranean London is endless, Max,� he said. �It�s not another city � it�s a thousand cities. Ten thousand cities. What exactly are those search teams looking for? A passage that hasn�t been used for a hundred years? Do you know how many disused tube stations there are in London, Max? South Kentish Town � closed in 1924. Lords � closed in 1939. North End � abandoned in 1906. There are twenty-three abandoned tube stations and God knows how many miles of abandoned track.�
�Yes, but most of those derelict tube stations are much further out than the British Museum stop.� I tapped the map on Charterhouse Street. �This is the heart of the city. Tara, didn�t you say there was some serious building going on nearby?�
She keyed up the film the Hanging Club had uploaded the night that Abu Din did a runner. The figures were in black shadows. But as the camera slowly tracked across the photographs on the wall of the dead soldiers, the happy, proud and young faces of the Sangin Six, she cranked up the volume of the background noise.
�It�s not traffic, is it?�
�No,� Tara said, studying a line that jolted and jarred across the graph on her laptop. �Because the noise sometimes stops. And the traffic never stops. I still think it�s some kind of major building work going on next to the kill site.�
�But the whole of London is a building site,� Edie said.
�Not buildings like this,� Tara insisted. �This isn�t a house in Hampstead or Chelsea being done up for a Russian oligarch. This sounds like a major development � maybe pile columns for a skyscraper foundation. That narrows it down, doesn�t it?�
I smiled at her. �It certainly does.�
She looked away, biting her lower lip as we listened in silence to the background noise and she studied her graph. I have no idea how Tara registered the sound but to me it sounded like the gods were doing a spot of DIY.
�Is that a thousand tons of concrete and steel being poured underground?� Whitestone said. �It could be.�
When the film had ended I turned to Professor Hitchens.
�There�s something I saw that never appeared on any of their films,� I said. �To get to the kill site, they took me down a corridor that got smaller. It was tiled in the same way as the kill site. White tiles that had rotted with time. White tiles that were so old you could not really call them white any more. They were green as much as white. They were in the kill room and they were in this corridor that got smaller with every step that I took � the ceiling got closer to my head and the walls came in. It was like somewhere in a bad dream But it was real. Did you ever hear of somewhere like that?�
Hitchens shook his head.
�The big problem is that, after leaving the kill site, you can�t tell us if you were walking in a circle or a straight line,� Hitchens said. �So we don�t know if the station where they found you is next door or several miles away.� He looked at Whitestone. �I can�t overemphasise how vast London is below ground. All those forgotten tunnels, all those uncharted hallways, all those derelict passages � there is a parallel London with layer upon layer of geologic time.�
�We appreciate all your help, Professor,� said Whitestone.
�Come on, Hitch,� I said, indicating the frozen image of the kill site. �Look at that room! Those tiles have to be at least a century old. Doesn�t it ring any bells?�
�I wish I could be of more help,� said Professor Hitchens, touching his mouth with those nicotine-stained fingers. I could feel the lopsided welt around my neck throbbing with my frustration. Then I rubbed his great bald egghead to comfort him.
�No problem, Hitch,� I said.
You�re not the only history man in town, I thought.
*��*��*
The Black Museum is cold and dark.
The temperature is low in order to preserve the microscopic particles of human flesh that still attach themselves to certain exhibits � some of them 140 years old � while the restrained lighting prevents the Museum�s exhibits from fading. The subdued lighting does something else. It gives London�s most secret room an aura of quiet menace.
When I arrived at Room 101, New Scotland Yard, Sergeant John Caine was just finishing a tour for a dozen uniformed police cadets from Hendon.
�Give me give a couple of minutes, Max.�
I stood at the back of the tour group.
The young men and women were in a sombre mood. The Met calls the Black Museum � or the Crime Museum, the official name that is increasingly used � a learning resource. And it will certainly tell you more than you really want to know about human nature.
The fledgling cops were staring up at a high shelf on which was displayed a collection of death masks, three-dimensional plaster casts of heads of executed men and women. They were all dark brown, the shade of a burned coffee bean, apart from the very oldest, which had turned jet black over time. The heads were all smooth and their eyes were all closed. But there the similarities ended � the death masks had been taken from faces young and old, fat and lean, male and female.
�Are they real?� said a young copper who looked as though he only shaved once a week.
�All of them are real but none of them will bite you,� said John Caine, standing behind the group. �They were all taken from the deceased immediately after they had been executed for murder.�
John cleared his throat and the cadets tore their eyes away from the macabre masks to listen to his closing speech.
�I hope you have enjoyed your tour today.� His shrewd, bright eyes considered them. �When you join the Metropolitan Police you will all be issued with a warrant number. It is a little-known fact that these numbers are consecutive and have always been consecutive since the force began. I hope you had a chance today to look at the exhibit dedicated to the brave men and women who have died in the service of the Metropolitan Police. Every one of them had a warrant number and you will, too.
�The very first warrant number was issued to Constable William Atkinson in 1829 � number one. On his first day in the job, and the very first day that the Met walked the streets of London � 29 September 1829 � Constable Atkinson was dismissed for public drunkenness.�
Laughter. Sergeant Caine allowed himself an ironic twist of the mouth.
�But I know that you will be a credit to the Met, and to the generations who served before you. Take care of yourself and each other. Thank you and goodbye.�
They gave him a round of applause.
After he had escorted them to the first-floor lift, he came back and peered at my neck.
�Max, you�re the only person I�ve ever seen whose looks have been improved by hanging.� Then, for the first time in my life, he briefly hugged me. �Welcome home. I�ll put the kettle on, shall I? Your mob still babysitting Mustapha Pee?�
�Abu Din? No, somebody from in here is watching over him. SO15 � Counter Terrorism Command.�
�So an apologist for terrorists is being looked after by the policemen who protect us from terrorists? Somebody�s had an irony bypass.�
He placed two mugs of tea on his desk. As always, his mug proclaimed BEST DAD IN THE WORLD. My one said NOT ALL WHO WANDER ARE LOST.
I took a sip. Strong and sweet. John Caine always gave me three sugars without asking.
�I need to know where I was, John. We need to find the place they hanged Mahmud Irani � and Hector Welles � and Darren Donovan . . .�
�And you.�
�And me. Same kill site. Same location. And nobody at West End Central has got a clue. We�ve rented an academic, a historian from King�s College, and even he is drawing a blank.�
John sipped his tea.
�Talk me through it,� he said.
And so I did. All of it. From the moment the white van drew away to the armed guard outside Abu Din�s council house to the appearance of the black van. From the unimaginable muscle spasms of being shot by a conducted electrical weapon to the mystery ride to the kill site. I told him how I had fought for my life.
And I even told him the one thing that I had held back from everyone else. I felt the need to tell someone.
I told John Caine how I had aborted my hanging.
�Hold on. You had a gun?�
�A Glock 17. Belonged to an ex-serviceman friend of mine. I�ll not tell you his name, if that�s OK.�
�I don�t need to know his name, Max. But you were armed?�
�I took it from my friend because I was afraid of what he might do with it. And I took it with me to Abu Din�s house because I thought the Hanging Club would not hesitate to kill me to get to Abu Din. I was going to get rid of it after that, chuck it in the Thames from the middle of a bridge.� I thought of young Steve Goddard Junior and his knife. �Or drop it down a drain,� I said.
I was covered in a cold sweat at the memory of having the gun in my hand and wanting to kill them with it. It felt like I had broken enough firearms regulations to get slung out on my ear, or slung in a room with bars on the window. I silently thanked the heavens that it was our people who had found the gun.
�Have you still got the Glock?� John asked.
�No.�
�Good boy.�
He wasn�t interested in the gun any more. There are a lot of firearms in the Black Museum. Guns held no special fear or fascination for Sergeant John Caine.
�Then you went after them,� he said.
�This is where it gets blurry. We were underground. And they went deeper underground. It was totally black � stairs that led to a tunnel that led to a passageway � big arched columns that were meant to process large numbers of people. It looked like a football stadium at first � it had that kind of epic quality to it, as though thousands of people were going to pass this spot.�
�And it turned out to be an abandoned tube station.�
�British Museum. You ever heard of it?�
He shook his head. �But London is full of disused underground stations. They�ve been closing them down since 1900. They were very busy during the Blitz. Since then, not so much. And they found you outside British Museum, right? It�s pretty central, Max.�
�I know,� I said, and we sipped our tea in silence. I could feel the sugar kicking in.
�One other thing,� I said. �When they were taking me to the kill site, they took me down a corridor, and it was like something from a nightmare, something from a fairy story. Because it kept getting smaller. It was Alice in Wonderland stuff. The roof came down, the walls came in, and by the time we got to the end of it I had my arms pressed against my side and my head hunched down.�
His face was suddenly white with shock.
�That�s Dead Man�s Walk,� he said. �There�s a reason the ceiling gets lower and the walls come in, Max. It�s because when a man � or a woman � knew that they were about to hang, they went fighting mad. They went berserk. The corridor getting smaller was a way to physically control the condemned.�
I could feel the welt around my neck throbbing with blood.
�Where�s Dead Man�s Walk?� I said.
�You mean � where was it?� he said. �Dead Man�s Walk was in Newgate Prison. But, Max � Newgate was razed to the ground more than one hundred years ago.�
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�Dead Man�s Walk was in Newgate Prison,� I told Whitestone as I walked back to my car. �Don�t let Professor Hitchens leave. I�ll be there in five minutes.�
I put on the blues-and-twos for the short drive to 27 Savile Row, fully expecting to find MIR-1 feverish with excitement when I arrived. But they all looked up at me as if it was just the end of another long day. Whitestone. Edie. Billy Greene. Tara. And Professor Hitchens, who had an ancient map of London, coloured gold and black, spread out across four workstations.
Whitestone gave me a sad smile.
�Looks like chump bait, Max,� she said. �Sorry.�
�What�s chump bait?� Tara said.
�Chump bait is a false lead,� I said. �Chump bait is deliberately sending an investigation in completely the wrong direction. But��
�Newgate Prison no longer exists,� Hitchens said. �You have to get that into your head, Max. I have no idea where you were taken, but it couldn�t have been Newgate. This is Charles Booth�s map of London in 1899. It�s what they call a �poverty map� � it was originally drawn to show areas of chronic want in the city. Black indicates poverty, gold indicates wealth.� His index finger tapped the centre of the map. �What does that say?�
I stared at the map. And there it was, between Smithfield meat market and St Paul�s Cathedral, right at the very heart of the city.
�Newgate Gaol,� I read.
�That�s right. As you can see, Newgate Prison is clearly visible at the end of the nineteenth century. And now look at Booth�s poverty map of 1903, just four years later.�
He unfolded what looked like an identical black and gold map of London and spread it on top of the first.
�No Newgate,� I said.
Hitchens nodded.
�Because Newgate was razed to the ground in 1902,� he said. �The prison stood for nearly a thousand years, but it was completely demolished at the start of the twentieth century. The Central Criminal Court � the Old Bailey � was built on the site. It was a deeply symbolic gesture. One kind of British justice � medieval, brutal, retributive � was replaced at the start of the new century with another kind of British justice � modern, fair and just.�
�So nothing of Newgate remains?� Whitestone asked. �Nothing at all?�
Hitchens began folding up his maps.
�There�s a very nice pub opposite the Old Bailey � the Viaduct Tavern � with what�s left of Newgate�s cells down in the beer cellar,� he said. �Debtors� cells that held up to twenty people. They say the smell was so bad that it could have choked a horse. But I�ve seen them and they don�t match Detective Wolfe�s description. In fact, they�re nothing like them. Your colleague at New Scotland Yard is quite correct, Max � your description perfectly matches the corridor in Newgate Gaol called Dead Man�s Walk. It progressively narrowed so that the condemned man � or woman � could not turn around to fight or flee. But it hasn�t existed for over one hundred years.�
They were all looking at me with something approaching pity.
�But it was real,� I said. �I saw it. I walked down it.�
�The internal architecture of Newgate is well documented,� Hitchens said. �The prison appears on the very first map of London drawn in 1575 by Georg Braun and Franz Hogenberg. More than anywhere that ever existed, Newgate represented traditional British justice, red in tooth and claw. So whoever abducted you knew exactly what they were doing. They knew exactly what that corridor resembles.� He slipped his maps into his man bag and wiped his hand across his sweating forehead. �But trust me � it couldn�t have been Newgate.�
�I want to check out the pub,� Whitestone said. �The Viaduct Tavern.�
�There�s not much there,� Hitchens said. �Certainly nothing that��
Whitestone raised one hand, silencing him, and I saw the thread of steel inside this unassuming woman. Her world had been torn apart this summer but she was still running this murder investigation and she wanted to see the cellars of the Viaduct Tavern.
It wasn�t a suggestion.
Thirty minutes later we were all down in the beer cellar of the Viaduct Tavern on Newgate Street. Hacked into the walls were cells that could have been built to contain large animals. They were cold, dark and reeked of ancient terrors. The pub above was a place of warmth and cheer and it was light years away from this ancient place of horrors. The cells seemed designed to muffle human screams. I felt my skin crawl.
Whitestone and Edie were looking at me.
�Anything look familiar?� Whitestone said.
�This is not where they took me,� I said. �Nothing like it.� My spirits sank. �Chump bait, as you say.�
�Fair enough,� Whitestone said, patting me lightly on the back. �Every investigation has its share of false leads, Max, and this was one of them.�
We went up to the pub. The Viaduct Tavern is a beautiful Victorian pub with a wrought-copper ceiling that gives the place a warm and rosy glow. After the fetid air of the cells, being up here felt like breathing out. I sank into the nearest chair. Suddenly I was very tired.
�I think we deserve a round,� Whitestone said. �I�ll get them in.�
Hitchens was excited. �Their selection of real ales is first class,� he said.
I saw Tara Jones slip outside. I placed an order for a sparkling mineral water and a triple espresso and followed her. She was staring up at the sky. I looked up at the white wash of moonlight on the dome of the cathedral.
�It�s beautiful, isn�t it?� I said.
�I wasn�t looking at St Paul�s,� she said.
And I saw what she had been looking at.
The giant black silhouettes of the cranes standing out against the night sky, those huge constructions that dwarfed even the highest shining towers, the cranes that would build tomorrow�s skyscrapers.
I drove her home. It was surprisingly easy to arrange. Nobody looked at us twice when I offered to give her a lift back to Canonbury. But she was distant in the car and when I touched her arm she just shook her head.
�You don�t want to be that guy, Max,� she said.
�What guy?�
�The cynical romantic. The man who gets his heart broken early on and spends the rest of his life moving from one married woman to the next. Taking no chances, risking nothing, leaving all these wrecked marriages in his wake that, most times, never even know that they�re wrecked.� She shot me a brief look. I smiled at her beautiful face. She didn�t smile back. �Women will come to you,� she told me. �All kinds of women. Don�t make the mistake of only wanting what you can�t have. Don�t become that man, Max. I mean it. You�re better than that.�
I laughed.
�I have no idea what you are talking about,� I said.
But I did and she could see it in my face.
We had reached Canonbury Square and she told me I could let her out at the corner. I said that I would drive her to her front door and she didn�t argue with me. But of course I understood that I could not kiss her goodnight in front of her home.
The door opened as she went up the path and I could have looked away but I forced myself to watch. Her husband appeared in the light of the doorway, shirttails outside his trousers and a glass of red wine in his hand, the successful money man at the end of his busy day, and I saw them briefly kiss. More of a quick peck between two sets of lips than a proper kiss. There was affection in the gesture, and familiarity, and even love � the kind of quiet, understated love that comes with the years.
But there was no hunger.
There was nothing like our coffee-flavoured kisses in the Bar Italia.
What she had with her husband was very different.
Their front door closed and I went home and read about Newgate Prison until the sky began to lighten.
I read of how a gaol had been built on the fringe of a Roman fort, a place of punishment born at a moment in history so unremarkable that no man ever thought to record it or remember it.
And as the meat market buzzed with its nighttime life beyond the windows of our loft, I read of Newgate becoming a crucible of misery and disease and corruption across the centuries, constantly destroyed and rebuilt, destroyed and rebuilt, burned to the ground in the Great Fire of 1666 and rising yet again, like a disease that could never be killed.
I read of the virulent strain of typhus that fermented in Newgate�s filthy black depths. I read of Rob Roy and Casanova rotting there, and of Robin Hood and Captain Kidd dying there, and the London crowds who queued to peek at its horrors and flocked to see its public executions and the appalled visitors like Charles Dickens who saw Newgate as London�s mark of eternal shame.
And as the total blackness of the night began to bleed away into the milky dawn, I read how, at the start of the twentieth century, Newgate was torn down brick by brick by brick, as if the city was seeking to hack out the tumour that had grown in its heart for almost a thousand years.
And when real morning came, one of those cold bright mornings that make summer suddenly seem like the stuff of dreams, I shaved and showered and I walked Stan and I made Scout breakfast and saw her settled with Mrs Murphy.
Then I walked to the Old Bailey to wait for justice.
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As I waited for Alice Goddard inside the Central Criminal Court I stared up at a large shard of broken glass embedded in the wall at the base of the main staircase.
The jagged chunk of glass was as big as a dinner plate. It glinted with the golden light of an early autumn morning as the traffic of the Old Bailey bustled beneath it. The QCs in their wigs and gowns, the lawyers in black carrying cardboard boxes of evidence, judges, jurors, witnesses and � mostly younger, poorer and blacker than everyone else � the defendants in their best suits or newly laundered sportswear.
At least, I thought it was a chunk of glass. It looked like a chunk of broken glass. But I couldn�t understand how it got up there. Perhaps I was seeing things. Security at the Central Criminal Court is tighter than any public building in the country. No mobile phones, no bags and no food and drinks are allowed. So how did a random hunk of broken glass get stuck in the wall?
�It�s from the IRA car bomb in 1973,� said a voice beside me.
I looked at him. He was a large man with the beginnings of a beard. There was a name card on his dark suit.
ANDREJ WOZNIAK, it said. BAILIFF.
And now I knew him.
He was the court bailiff who had stood in front of me and blocked my path when Steve Goddard�s killers had got away with murder.
He was the big man who had prevented me from doing something stupid.
I held out my hand and he shook it.
�Before my time,� he said. �But I understand the IRA made a bit of a mess. One dead and two hundred injured that day.� He nodded at the broken glass embedded in the wall, almost smiling now. �We keep it as a souvenir.�
�Let�s hope it doesn�t fall on some judge�s wig,� I said.
Wozniak laughed.
�It�s buried quite deep,� he said. �I think we�re safe.�
Wozniak had a reassuring presence. Although the Central Criminal Court is the venue for some of the highest profile cases in the land, a large part of its daily life is devoted to cases concerning gangs. Far more than the average policeman, the bailiffs of the Old Bailey have to be physically capable men with skill sets somewhere between diplomats and bouncers.
Over Wozniak�s shoulder I could see Alice Goddard coming through the main doors. Her children, Stephen and Kitty, followed her. Now I saw the entire family looked much older than the night I met them. The children on the edge of maturity, and Mrs Goddard worn down by stress, growing old before her time. She waved to me. The big bailiff was still looking up at the chunk of broken glass buried deep into the wall of the Old Bailey.
�All this time,� he said. �Just think.�
The gang of three had been reduced to one.
Jed Blake, in his best suit. Looking nervous. Sitting in the dock and scanning the public gallery for familiar faces. They had been a gang the night that Steve Goddard died. When they had been arrested, and when they were questioned, and when they were charged, they had been a gang.
Different kinds of creeps, certainly. The coward. The weakling. And the bully. But undoubtedly a gang. They had felt like a gang when we brought them in and separated them in different interview rooms. They had felt like a gang when we charged them. And when they had gone down for involuntary manslaughter, they had felt like a gang. But now Jed Blake sat in the dock alone, anxious to abdicate from the gang, as his wigged and robed lawyer argued in an expensively educated accent that there had been a terrible miscarriage of justice.
Because they were never really a gang, he insisted.
�My Lord, there was no joint enterprise,� the lawyer said. �My client was under the impression that he was joining his friends for a game of soccer in the local park. He took no part in the involuntary manslaughter of the deceased. He is a young man of impeccable character, My Lord. The suggestion that there was joint enterprise was predicated on the fact that my client filmed the assault.�
The judge frowned over his reading glasses at the trembling youth in the dock. There was a kiss tattoo on Jed Blake�s neck. I had never seen one of those before. I don�t think they will catch on. It�s going to look silly when he�s sixty.
�Do you understand the premise being suggested by your legal representative?� the judge said.
Jed Blake snapped from his reverie. �Sorry, sir? What, sir?�
Irritation flickered across the claret-faced features of the judge.
�Young man, all judges sitting at the Central Criminal Court are referred to as �My Lord� or �My Lady� regardless as to whether they are High Court judges, Circuit judges or recorders � do you understand?�
�Yes . . . My Lord.�
�Good. Your Mr Gilkes here argues that you had no intention of causing any physical harm to the late Mr Goddard. In common law legal doctrine there is something called common purpose � also known as joint criminal enterprise or common design. It imputes criminal liability for all participants in a criminal enterprise from all that results of that enterprise. Under the doctrine of common purpose, if a gang murders a man then all members of that gang are responsible for his death, regardless of who dealt the fatal blow.�
Jed Blake�s mouth lolled open. He was trying to keep up.
The judge continued.
�You are here today to request leave to appeal against the verdict of involuntary manslaughter on the premise that you were never part of the gang that committed involuntary manslaughter. What do you have to say for yourself?�
�Please, My Lord,� the boy said, and burst into a fit of snotty sobbing. For a minute the only sound in the court was his weeping.
The judge cleared his throat.
�Do you need a glass of water?� he asked.
�No, My Lord.�
�Do you need a fifteen-minute break?�
�No, My Lord. Thank you very much for asking, My Lord. It�s very kind of you, My Lord.�
Blake wiped his nose with the back of his hand. He smiled bravely. The judge frowned at him over his reading glasses.
�What were you doing outside Mr Goddard�s property?�
�I thought we were, like, going to play football, My Lord.� Blake�s rat-like features pinched with cunning. �The only reason I filmed it was because I was messing about with my phone when he � the man � came out of his house. I was scared of him, My Lord. I could see he had lost his rag � that he was angry, My Lord. My mates � they had the bundle, My Lord. We were just mucking about, My Lord. It was just a laugh! A bit of a laugh, My Lord! I don�t know how it happened. The altercation, My Lord. I just froze. I didn�t touch him. It wasn�t me. It was my mates, My Lord. It�s completely wrong that I got done.�
The judge thought about it for a moment.
�Leave to appeal . . . granted,� he said.
I looked up at the public gallery. Heavy-set women with tattoos were celebrating as though they were at a football match. Blake�s mother, sisters, perhaps a girlfriend.
The lawyer was puffed up with pride.
�It�s not fair, is it, Max?� Mrs Goddard said quietly.
I looked at the stony face of her son, Steve Junior, and the quiet tears of her daughter, Kitty. And then I looked at Alice.
It clawed at my heart that she felt the need, even now, to keep her voice down.
�No,� I said. �It�s not fair.�
*��*��*
I stood at the base of the main staircase and stared up at the broken shard of glass from an IRA car bomb buried deep in the wall.
All that time. Just think.
The crowds at the Old Bailey were thinning out now.
But I lingered, staring up at the detritus of an old war, troubled by a thought that I could not name.
Just think.
Then I began to move, walking up the main staircase of the Old Bailey, unsure what I was looking for.
I went through a door and into a long, lavish dining room. It was set for dinner. Perhaps fifty places. A signed portrait of the Prince of Wales smiled at me.
And then I saw it. A heavy black iron doorknocker attached to a square of hard wood, ancient but unmarked, the wood dark brown with time.
The doorknocker of Newgate Prison. It was as black as the grave. And I could see where the old saying comes from. As black as Newgate�s knocker. And as I stared at it I could understand � really understand for the first time � that Newgate Prison had once stood on this same ground.
All that time.
Just think.
I went out of the door as some kind of manservant was coming in. �Can I help you, sir?� he said, but I was already past him, going back down the main staircase and through the marble halls of the Old Bailey.
STAFF ONLY, said a door, and I went through it. It was a long corridor with offices on one side. I walked past the offices, looking in, seeing that they were quite small, glimpsing screen savers on computers and the remains of caf�-bought lunches eaten at the desk, seeing the faces of all those office workers weary with mid-afternoon torpor. Everyone ignored me. There was an unmarked door at the end of the offices. It was unlocked so I went through that, too, and down a staircase, deep into the bowels of the building. I could hear machinery rumbling and wheezing, like the engine room of some old ocean liner. I came to an ancient boiler room.
This basement area was bathed in a weary green light. There was an unmarked door at the end of the corridor. It was locked.
�Are you all right?�
I turned to face Andrej Wozniak.
�I just want to check something out,� I told the bailiff. �Do you have a key for this door?�
�I can find you one.�
�Thanks.�
He was back within minutes. I stood aside as he unlocked the door for me and I went through, descending another flight of stairs. There was no light now apart from what seeped down from the boiler room. It was colder down here, and getting darker by the second as I continued down the stairs, and I could feel the weight of the city was pressing down on me. Wozniak�s footsteps were right behind me.
I stepped into a room that was abandoned years ago.
�What�s down here?� I said.
�Storage rooms,� said Wozniak. �But there�s a lot of damp so we can�t keep papers down here. They rot.�
I walked on. There was empty room after empty room, the damp showing through the cracked and peeling plaster.
And then I opened a rotten wooden door and finally there was a room that I recognised.
A room with white tiles that had turned green with time.
A room that was shaped like a cube.
You could smell the decay.
�You having any luck?� Wozniak said.
I thought he was talking about Mrs Goddard.
�They gave the boy leave to appeal his conviction,� I said. �They said it wasn�t joint enterprise.�
�I meant the other thing,� he said. �Your murder investigation. Any luck with that?�
It was like a room that I had seen in a dream. Everything felt slightly changed from what it should be. There was no kitchen step stool. The stool where they had stood Mahmud Irani. And Hector Welles. And Darren Donovan. And me.
It was not dark. A green light ebbed into the room from the boiler room a floor above. My eyes scanned the floor.
There was no gun.
And there was no rope hanging from the ceiling.
And so I was wrong. This could not be the place.
I was overthinking it. I was trying too hard.
�The other thing,� Wozniak repeated. �The Hanging Club.�
�We�ll find them,� I said. �You can�t go around helping yourself to revenge.�
He chuckled. �But it�s not revenge, is it? It�s a signal. It�s saying, �This is still our country. You can�t do what you like here. We�re not going to let you.��
�That�s one way of looking at it.�
And then I saw it. The dull gleam of a single casing.
I picked it up and looked at it.
Spent brass, I thought.
This was the place.
I held it in my hand, and I turned to smile at Wozniak.
And then I saw something that his beard could not quite hide.
The teeth marks that I had left on his face.
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There was a door on the far side of that square room with the rotting tiles and I already knew what was beyond it.
No, not a door � a black slit in the wall, just big enough for a man to pass through. Taking my time, not looking at the big man, I walked across to it and saw the corridor.
It had not been a dream.
It was the corridor where the walls came in and the ceiling came down.
�Dead Man�s Walk,� Wozniak said. �It narrows to stop a man � or woman � going insane at the sight of the scaffold. Can you imagine what it felt like? Hearing the crowd outside. Knowing the agonies that were waiting for you. Dead Man�s Walk was behind the prison. Originally it connected the gaol to the sessions house next door. It became the most practical way of transporting some wretch to the scaffold. But it�s just one of a labyrinth of tunnels. Hardly anyone knows that so much of Newgate is still down here.�
�I�ve seen enough,� I said.
�Maybe too much,� he said, and quietly closed the door.
A green light still seeped into the room and for the first time I noticed the air vent high up in one wall. But it was like breathing the air of dead men.
And now I looked at him.
�Newgate was a nice touch,� I said. �A shame that nobody recognised it. But who knew that so much of it was still left down here.�
He did not move. I took a step towards him, staying just beyond arm�s length.
Timing and distance, I thought. Remember your boxing at Smithfield ABC. Remember all those hard hours. Remember the lessons of Fred.
�Mind you,� I said, �bringing back Newgate does make you and your friends look bat-shit crazy.�
He laughed bitterly.
�I think it makes us look like the last sane men alive,� he said. �We executed an abuser of young girls. We executed a hit-and-run driver who killed an innocent boy. We executed a stinking scumbag drug addict who destroyed an old man who fought for our nation�s freedom. And we�re the crazy ones? You protect these scumbags. You hold their coats while they commit their crimes. You worry about their human rights while they�re raping our children.�
�Shut up now,� I said. �I�m arresting you��
He kicked me across the room.
One kick, perfectly executed, that caught me high in the midriff with the side of his enormous right foot, whooshing the air out of me as it lifted me off my feet and threw me backwards.
It felt like the first time I had been kicked by someone who really knew what he was doing.
Wozniak crossed the room and pulled me up by the lapels of my wedding suit. I heard the material rip and felt him adjust his grip. I weigh eighty kilos. He tossed me into the centre of the room as if I weighed nothing. My trousers tore across the backside as I hit the ground. I watched him touch one lapel of his jacket.
He brought out an old-fashioned razor blade from behind the lapel. It�s an old bouncer�s trick. If anyone ever grabbed his lapel, they would soon wish they hadn�t.
He started towards me.
I tried to roll away but he was fast for a man that big and then he was directly above me and I saw the razor blade in his right hand and I watched him set himself on the balls of his feet and I could hear someone screaming and it was me and then he came down on top of me like a bomb. As he came down I drove my right fist up into his heart with every scrap of my remaining strength. The air went out of him and he flinched with shock and pain.
But it didn�t stop him.
Shit, I thought. That punch always used to work for me.
He settled his massive weight on top of me, but not exactly the way he�d planned. He had one knee pressed into my chest, the other pinning down my left shoulder, the razor blade still in his right paw, but his body was twisted from the one shot that I had landed.
I had hurt him. He was breathing hard. The sweat rolled off him and dropped onto my face. His free hand pinned down the top of my right arm but there was diminished strength in it.
That�s the thing about big men. They wear themselves out.
�Little man,� he said, as I thrashed like something dying in a bigger animal�s mouth, flailing at him with my legs. �Don�t you know that you should be on our side? Can�t you see that we�re doing the job you should be doing? Are you so stupid��
I wrenched my right arm free and stuck my thumb in his left eye. Then I kept it there. He jerked away from me with a scream and then I was on my feet and trying to slam the sole of my right shoe into his knees, and I realised that I was trying to fight like Jackson Rose, going for his eyes and his knees, kicking him again and again, catching his shin and his calf muscle and his upper thigh, kicking him everywhere apart from his knee.
But he backed off with one hand over his eyes and I went after him, still kicking.
I took my breath and I took my aim.
And finally I caught him, my right foot striking him on the side of his knee, buckling the big man and making him roar like a wounded bear, swiping out at me with the blade in his right hand. I felt something sharp pass across my forehead and then it was warm and wet but there was no pain yet, and I realised he had cut me with his blade.
But he was done.
And so was I.
I sank to my knees, the blood flowing freely now, my hands covered with it as I tried to keep it from my eyes and Wozniak crumpled against the wall, moaning as he measured the damage. I stared at my hands, weak with the loss of blood and the paralysing shock of being cut. And when I looked up I saw him hobble through the crack in the wall of that secret room.
I must have gone after him because I was aware of passing down Dead Man�s Walk and into the broad, low-ceilinged tunnel that has waited beyond it for centuries.
I found the stone staircase that went deeper into the city and I took it, hearing Wozniak ahead of me, making the infuriated sounds of a wounded animal. We moved slowly. I looked at my phone once. But there was no signal down here. This was the past.
The stairs ended.
I called his name.
�Wozniak! Wozniak!�
But he kept on and so I went after him, deeper into that other city, the forgotten city, the underground city, to where the stairs finally ended and there were four identical tunnels, each with a rounded arch, wide but not high, built to process large numbers of people who had been dead for nearly a hundred years.
And I reached the train station where two wooden platforms faced each other across the ancient tracks and where, on a big red circle, the name of the station was written in black letters on a white background.
B L O O M S B U R Y
I watched Wozniak disappear off the end of the platform and hobble into the darkness. There was a light deeper down the tunnel. It was getting closer. It twisted and turned in the darkness. I watched him limp towards it, a giant of a man who could hardly walk now.
I stood on the edge of the platform but I went no further as I watched him disappear into the black. The light of the approaching tube train hurtled still closer and although I knew it would never reach this abandoned station, I understood that it would reach the man hobbling in the darkness.
�Wozniak!�
He was gone now but I heard the tube train twist and turn and speed away to light and life and some station where the commuters and tourists were waiting, and I heard the wheels of steel screaming with protest as the driver applied the emergency brakes as he saw, far too late, the man who shuffled towards him in the darkness.
But I did not see him die and if he made a sound, then I did not hear it.
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What remained of Newgate Prison was a crime scene now.
Deep in the bowels of the Old Bailey, our people waited at the perimeter that Whitestone had decided should begin at the boiler room. CSIs, photographers, forensic scientists, geo-forensic specialists were all struggling into their white Tyvek suits, overshoes and masks, waiting for the go-ahead from the Senior Investigating Officer. TDC Billy Greene was helping a young uniformed officer put up the barrier tape, a major incident scene log form in his hand, ready to sign them in and out.
Inside the square room with the rotting tiles, Whitestone and I stood on forensic stepping plates. Above her face mask, the eyes behind her glasses roamed the room.
�So this was the holding cell,� she said. �Where they kept the condemned before they took them outside to hang them.� She took off her glasses and polished them. She was thinking about the perimeter of our crime scene. �I know where it begins,� she said. �But I don�t know where it should end.�
A figure in a white Tyvek suit squeezed through the gap in the wall that led into Dead Man�s Walk. A stray strand of red hair fell across Edie Wren�s forehead. She pushed it away.
�The tunnel at the end leads from here � Newgate � to St Sepulchre�s church across the way. It dates from 1807. Hangings were massive crowd-pullers � twenty-eight people died when a pie stall overturned � so they built the tunnel to allow the priest to minister to the condemned man without having to force his way through the crush.�
�There�s at least one staircase leading off the tunnel,� I said. �But I�ve been down there. It goes on forever.�
Whitestone thought about it for a moment.
�Establish the other side of our perimeter at the far end of the tunnel,� she told Edie.
�Ma�am,� Edie said, and disappeared back inside Dead Man�s Walk.
�Shall I tell the Crime Scene Manager to send them in?� I said.
�Give me a minute,� Whitestone said.
I knew that every SIO valued this first look. For all our stepping plates and bunny suits and blue gloves, once we started work, this place would never look the same again.
�So nobody knows this place is down here?� she said. �That�s hard to believe.�
�It�s not preserved,� I said. �It�s just here � the holding cell, Dead Man�s Walk. Like the cells in the pub across the street. There�s no conservation order on it. There�s no blue plaque outside. It has just survived, by some fluke of history. It�s not open to tourists. It�s not open to anyone. I doubt if more than 1 per cent of the staff of the Central Criminal Court have ever been down here, or even know it exists. One day they�ll replace that boiler room outside and it will all be swept away with no fuss and no ceremony. And nobody will be sorry to see it go because nobody was ever proud of Newgate. Not now. Not ever. Just the opposite. From the time Charles Dickens came to Newgate in 1836, it was a source of national shame.�
�It�s the perfect kill site. You can smell death in the air. How many hanged at Newgate?�
�One thousand, one hundred and sixty-nine � not including Mahmud Irani, Hector Welles and Darren Donovan.�
�Do we know how Wozniak accessed this place from the street?�
�I�ve asked the search teams to work their way through all the underground car parks of the surrounding office blocks. It might take a while, but they�ll find it.�
�You�ve carried this investigation, Max,� she said.
She was staring down at a smear of blood on the floor. It was next to a scrap of torn wedding suit.
�You�ve had a lot on your plate,� I said. �How�s he doing? How�s Just?�
�He�s coming out of hospital soon,� she said. �He�s coming home.�
�I�ll drive you,� I said, wanting to do something for the pair of them, wanting to make it right, and knowing that I never could. I felt my face burning because it seemed like a pathetically inadequate thing to offer, to drive Whitestone and her son from one end of the Holloway Road to the other.
But she shot me a grateful smile.
�That would be a big help, Max,� she said. Then she nodded at the door, and the perimeter beyond, suddenly all business. �Let them in,� DCI Whitestone said.
We went deeper into the city.
Lit by the torches of our phones, Whitestone and I passed through Dead Man�s Walk and into the underground tunnel that links Newgate to St Sepulchre�s church, descending the stone staircase and carefully picking our way through the blackness until we reached the four identical tunnels with the rounded arch, and passed through them to the two wooden platforms of the abandoned British Museum tube station.
Deep inside the tunnel we could see the lights of the emergency services, retrieving the remains of Andrej Wozniak.
�Who was he?� I said. �What do they say up at the Central Criminal Court?�
�Apparently he was very good at his job,� Whitestone said. �A master of decorum who you wouldn�t want to mess with.�
�Yes,� I said. �He stopped me once. After the verdict at the Goddard trial. When I might have done something stupid. Something that I would have lived to regret.�
�From what they tell me, he was a typical Old Bailey sheriff. You know what they�re like. They are actually a great bunch of guys. Staying calm and collected in the face of every scumbag that passes through their doors.�
�He told me we were on the same side. Just before he tried to cut out my eyeball.�
�He was single, never married, no children, thirty-nine years old. Third-generation Anglo-Polish. His grandfather came over here to fly Hurricanes for the RAF in 1939.�
�The Polish Air Force. There were twenty-five thousand of them. They were the largest non-British contribution to the Battle of Britain.�
Deep in the tunnel we could see the lights of the emergency services, hear the calls of the men, see a silver glint of the tube train that had claimed Andrej Wozniak.
�What happened to him?� I said. �How did he make the leap from Old Bailey bailiff to the Hanging Club? It has to be something more than staring at the daily parade of scumbags.�
�There was a girl,� Whitestone said. �His fianc�e. From a different faith. Wozniak was a Catholic and the girl�s family violently objected. Kicked her out of the house. Disowned her. Called her a whore for falling in love. Priti � that was her name. Nobody ever went down for it, but she was the victim of an acid attack. A relative walked up to her as she was coming home from work and threw acid in her face.�
�Christ Almighty.�
�And apparently Priti couldn�t live with it. None of it. Not the separation from her family, not what a family member did to ruin her face. Maybe she couldn�t bear to see the look in Andrej Wozniak�s eyes. The pity. The sadness. The rage. Maybe Dr Joe can explain it to you. I wouldn�t know where to begin. You know what the biggest lie in the world is?�
�Tell me.�
�That everything happens for a reason. It�s not true. Some things are totally without reason. Some things � the things that hurt the most � are totally meaningless. Some things make no sense and will never make sense.�
I felt like she was talking about herself and her son as much as Andrej Wozniak and his fianc�e. I was silent, hearing her breathe in the darkness. Then she adjusted her glasses and went on with her story.
�Wozniak came home to their flat one night and Priti had hanged herself. He was on compassionate leave for six months. He came back to work at the start of the summer, just before they picked up and hanged Mahmud Irani. Did you know that Irani had a daughter?�
I didn�t have to think about it.
�Wozniak�s fianc�e,� I said. �Priti.�
Whitestone nodded. �And nobody was ever punished for the acid attack on Priti. At least, not until Wozniak came back from compassionate leave. I suppose someone has been punished now. But where did he find the rest of them?�
I thought about it.
�He found them among the ranks of people who were just like him,� I said. �Let down by the system. Humiliated by slick lawyers. Sickened by watching evil bastards get away with murder.�
The lights were coming closer.
They were white and blinding and you could feel their heat.
We saw the sweating, haunted faces of the men and women who carried their terrible cargo in a collection of body bags.
�He found them at the Old Bailey,� I said.
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I watched Tara Jones cross MIR-1. I watched her every step of the way. I couldn�t take my eyes off her. I thought she might have said something about my new suit. I thought she might give me some secret smile. But she just placed a thick file on my desk.
�You might need this,� she said.
It was the original voice biometric analysis of the interviews with Paul Warboys and Barry Wilder. She returned to her desk with her shoulders slumped and her hair hanging in her face, as if something precious had already been lost. But I couldn�t work out what.
�Check it out, Max,� Edie said.
She was running the kidnap of Abu Din for Dr Joe up on the big HD TV screen. The black-and-white CCTV footage showed scores of men kneeling in the drab Wembley street as Abu Din faced them in his long grey robes, flanked by a couple of heavies, his index fingers pointing to the heavens, as if predicting rain.
�Do you want me to fast-forward to the van, Dr Joe?� Edie said.
�Just let it run at normal speed, please,� said the forensic psychologist. We were all looking now. Edie and Billy Greene. DCI Whitestone and me. And Tara, her chin lifted as her eyes flitted from the screen to Dr Joe�s lips.
�What exactly are we looking for, Dr Joe?� Whitestone said.
�We�re looking for what they don�t want us to see,� he said.
At the back of the crowd I could see PC Rocastle, his heavyweight�s bulk standing directly in front of Philip Maldini in his wheelchair, his sister Piper behind him, her hands resting on her brother�s shoulders as he held up his placard.
My Country � Love It or Leave It.
And then it all kicked off.
PC Rocastle began to run, desperately shouting into the radio attached to his shoulder. Philip Maldini�s wheelchair lurched onto the pavement and his sister seemed to place herself between the young man and what was coming down the street. And then the crowd was getting off their knees.
Pointing. Shouting. Running for their lives.
The black transit van came into frame and seemed to aim itself at the crowd, suddenly mounting the pavement to avoid the Maldinis.
The transit van came to a halt.
The crowd was gone.
Abu Din was wagging a finger at the black van.
�You can�t park that there, mate,� Edie said, and we all laughed.
And then we stopped laughing as Albert Pierrepoint got out of the van. And another Albert Pierrepoint. The masked faces scanned the street. At the top of the screen I could see PC Rocastle, flat on his belly, calling it in. When he turned his head to check the street, you could see a third Albert Pierrepoint at the wheel of the transit van, gunning the engine.
�Stop,� Dr Joe said.
Edie hit a button and froze the frame.
In total silence we stared at the three Albert Pierrepoint masks on the screen.
Then Dr Joe spoke.
�Those Albert Pierrepoint masks serve a dual purpose,� he said. �They�re more than symbolic. Yes, the Hanging Club see themselves as justice incarnate. Yes, they see themselves as meting out punishment to the wicked. Yes, they believe they are the heirs of Pierrepoint. All of that is true. But those masks also serve a practical purpose � we focus on them. We look at the masks. They distract our eye. They sidetrack our senses. They�re a diversion.�
Professor Hitchens walked into MIR-1. He placed his motorbike helmet on his workstation and waddled off to the coffee machine. I walked to his workstation, picked up his motorbike helmet and threw it at him as hard as I could. It hit him high and hard and sent a fountain of cappuccino all over him.
�You fucking maniac, Max!�
Then I was in his face.
�You knew,� I said. �You knew that it was Newgate, Professor. That little farce you played in here. And you knew. You knew from the start!�
He was backing away from me with sudden fear in his eyes.
�No,� Hitchens said. �No!�
Edie Wren and Billy Greene were grabbing my arms. I shrugged them off.
�Come on, Hitch,� I said. �Newgate! The human zoo. Chamber of horrors. Monument to the cruelty of this great city. �Abominable sink of beastliness and corruption.� Come on! You�re one of this city�s leading historians! You�re telling me you didn�t know that Newgate was still down there, buried alive under the Old Bailey? I don�t believe you, Professor.�
�You knew?� Whitestone said to him, her voice hard and cold. �Is this true?�
He ran his hands down his coffee-stained shirt.
�No,� he said. Then he hesitated. �Not immediately . . .�
Whitestone exploded. �Jesus Christ!�
�It seemed so unbelievable at first,� he said. �That they could possibly be so bold. But � as a place of execution � Tyburn was followed by Newgate, and so it made perfect sense.�
�When did you know?� Whitestone said, white-faced with controlled fury.
�From the start,� I said. �He knew from the start.�
�No!� he said. �Not from the start!�
�You obstructed this investigation,� Whitestone told him. Her voice was not much more than a whisper but I had never seen her so angry. �You nearly got one of my team killed. Do you know what that means, Professor? You�ve obstructed a murder investigation. You�ve perverted the course of justice. You�ve concealed evidence. Do you think you could do three years� hard time, Professor Hitchens? I�m not sure you would make it.�
There was true terror in his eyes now. Not the fear that I might give him a slap across the cakehole. The fear that he could end up in jail.
�I didn�t know from the start, I swear it,� he insisted. �It was only from the time they took Abu Din. When he got away and they showed pictures of the Sangin Six on those walls . . . the walls of . . .�
�Newgate,� I said for him. I shook my head. �What�s in it for you? Why keep it a secret? Who are you to let these creeps deal out death and judgement?�
I saw the anger flare in his eyes.
�And who are you to deny it? Look at the filth they hanged, Max. Mahmud Irani � a child groomer who disfigured his own daughter! Hector Welles � a rich banker who killed a child in his sports car! Darren Donovan � a junkie who ended the life of a war veteran!�
I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.
He flinched away from me.
�I�ve done nothing wrong,� he whimpered. �I never lied to you! I never wanted anything bad to happen to you, Max!�
I was struggling to control my rage. I had him by the lapels and I would not let him go. He held up his hands to protect his face. I could see his fingers, stained dark yellow with nicotine. But I was not going to hit him. And he knew it.
The knowledge emboldened him.
�You think it stops here?� he said. �After you catch them? It will go on. They�ve lit a fire that will never go out until we have burned this nation clean.�
And suddenly I realised that I could smell him. The lifetime of cigarettes, and the cheap cologne he used to cover it. And it reminded me of another smell, of unfiltered Camels and Jimmy Choo perfume and Juicy Fruit chewing gum. And I suddenly laughed out loud.
�There was a smell in the back of the van,� I said to Whitestone. �It was a sickly-sweet smell. Like dead flowers. Like rotting fruit. Something foul that had been sugar-coated with something sweet.� I stared at her. �And I know where it came from.�
�What are you saying?� Whitestone said.
I had let go of Professor Hitchens. I had forgotten all about him. But his smell � his stinking roll-ups and the buckets of cologne � had unlocked a door that had been closed to me. There was a rank smell of cigarettes, perfume and chewing gum behind that door.
I slapped my hand on the thick folder that Tara had given me.
�Bring them in,� I said. �Paul Warboys. Barry Wilder. And Philip Maldini.�
Whitestone and Edie exchanged a look.
�The kid in the wheelchair?� Whitestone said.
�The three of them. And do it now. I�m not asking you to arrest them. I want them to come in voluntarily. But if they refuse, I want us to have the power to bring them in.�
�And how do I do that?� Whitestone said.
�I want you to designate the three of them as significant witnesses. Warboys. Wilder. And Maldini. That would work, wouldn�t it?�
Whitestone shook her head, although it was doubt rather than denial. It was the responsibility of the SIO to identify significant witnesses, to record her decision in the investigations policy file and be prepared to justify why a witness was given SW status in court. If any or all of this blew up in someone�s face, it would not be my face. It would be the Senior Investigating Officer�s face.
�Pat,� I said. �I need you to trust me on this one.�
DCI Whitestone stared at me for a moment and then she nodded. �OK.�
Edie indicated Professor Hitchens. �What do we do with him, ma�am?� she said.
�Get him out of my sight,� DCI Whitestone said.
An hour later the four members of our MIT were in the CCTV bunker of West End Central.
It was a darkened room where one large screen showed a grid revealing nine live CCTV images. Together they surrounded the block around 27 Savile Row. One camera showed West End Central�s underground car park. One camera looked north on Boyle Street. One camera looked south on Clifford Street. Three cameras looked out on Burlington Gardens. And three cameras surveyed Savile Row � looking north, looking south and looking directly down on the steps below the big blue lamp.
�Here they come,� Greene said.
We watched Barry and Jean Wilder arrive outside West End Central. They waited under the big blue lamp, Jean Wilder smoking furiously. �What are we looking for?� Whitestone said.
�Watch,� I said.
A black cab pulled up. The driver helped Piper Maldini manoeuvre her brother�s wheelchair out of the taxi. Philip Maldini settled in his wheelchair, nodding briefly to Barry Wilder.
�Do Barry Wilder and Philip Maldini seem like friends to you?�
�No.�
�That�s because they have never met before,� I said. �Now look at Jean Wilder and Piper Maldini.�
The two women were conferring like old friends.
Jean Wilder threw a cigarette in the gutter and immediately pulled out another. Piper Maldini held a match for her. Jean Wilder lightly touched the younger woman on her arm.
�Do they look like strangers to you?� I asked.
Whitestone was staring at me.
�What are you saying, Max?�
�The discrepancies on Tara�s voice analysis were not because Barry Wilder and Paul Warboys were guilty,� I said. �It was not even because they were lying. It was because neither Paul Warboys or Barry Wilder were telling us the whole truth.�
They were all looking at me now.
�That smell in the back of the van was cigarette smoke covered by perfume and chewing gum,� I said. �Lots of unfiltered Camels masked with a good spray of Jimmy Choo perfume and plenty of Juicy Fruit. Dr Joe said we were being distracted by the masks and he was right. It made us miss the most obvious thing about the Hanging Club.�
On the CCTV outside 27 Savile Row, Piper Maldini and Jean Wilder suddenly stared up at the camera watching them.
�Three of them are women,� I said.
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The four of them were waiting outside the interview rooms.
Jean Wilder�s jaws moved furiously as she watched us coming down the corridor. In the confined space outside the row of interview rooms, the smell of unfiltered Camels, Jimmy Choo and Juicy Fruit almost made me gag.
She looked me in the eye and she saw that I knew.
�One thing I don�t understand,� I said.
Jean Wilder laughed bitterly. �I think there are a lot of things you don�t understand!�
I glanced at Piper Maldini. And I watched her mouth tighten as she saw that it was over now. Perhaps it had been over from the moment Andrej Wozniak disappeared under the steel wheels of a tube train. Or perhaps they would have kept going until there was not one of them left. We would never know.
�Why Darren Donovan?� I asked Jean Wilder. �You had a good reason to hate Mahmud Irani and so did Andrej Wozniak. The Warboys had a good reason to hate Hector Welles for killing their grandson.� I nodded at the Maldinis and their dark good looks seemed to drain under the lights of West End Central. �And I understand why you would hate a man like Abu Din,� I said quietly. Then I stared into Jean Wilder�s furious face. �I can even understand why you would hate me for getting in your way and for coming after you.�
Jean Wilder shook her head.
�You really don�t understand. Believe me.�
�Jean,� her husband said. �Don�t say anything.�
�Shut up,� she told him. �We don�t hate you because you came after us. We hate you because you�re always on the side of the filth. You protect the men who rape our daughters because you care more about their human rights than you do about our children. It�s a fact. You don�t care. You don�t get it. You truly don�t understand. And that�s why we hate you.�
I looked at Piper Maldini.
�There were only three of you when Abu Din was abducted,� I said. �At first I thought it was because you, Piper, were seen day after day on that street in Wembley and one of the faithful might recognise you � even behind an Albert Pierrepoint mask. But that wasn�t it, was it?�
Piper Maldini still had not spoken. Her brother twisted in his wheelchair to look at her.
He didn�t know, I thought.
He didn�t know until now.
�You were driving the white van,� I said to her. �You were not usually the driver. But driving was your role that night, wasn�t it? And you did it well.�
She shook her head.
�I want a lawyer,� she said.
�You�re going to need one,� Whitestone said.
Jean Wilder was laughing as she took out a pack of cigarettes.
�There�s no smoking in here,� Edie said.
Jean Wilder ignored her.
She lit up, sucked hungrily on her cigarette and considered me, her eyes narrowing through the rising smoke.
�You actually have to ask why we did that stinking junkie,� she said, shaking her head with wonder. �Because your little cop-like brain can�t understand why anyone would want to remove someone like that � a drug addict who robbed and as good as killed an elderly war veteran for his pension money. You don�t get it, do you? You don�t understand that this country is better off without him, do you? Darren Donovan died because he deserved to die. Because your laws are too weak to deal with someone like that. Because your courts are too full, and the lawyers too slick, and the police too overworked � the poor little lambs.� She was enjoying her cigarette. �Somebody had to do him,� she said. �And it fell to us. He deserved to hang. Isn�t that reason enough?�
�How did it work?� I said. I looked at Barry Wilder. �Did Andrej Wozniak make contact with you when Mahmud Irani was on trial at the Old Bailey?�
�My husband had nothing to do with it,� Jean Wilder said. �Leave him out of it, will you?�
�Leave him out of it?� I said. �Nobody gets left out of it. Do you know the sentence for conspiracy to murder in this country? Life imprisonment.�
�It was the women,� Piper Maldini said quickly, one hand on her brother�s wheelchair. �It was only the women. Right from the start it was the women. Andrej contacted Jean. Jean approached me . . .�
�And Wozniak brought in Doll Warboys,� I said. �Where is she?�
�Their lawyer just informed us that both Mr and Mrs Warboys respectfully decline to attend any further interviews voluntarily,� Edie Wren said. �They�re making us do it the hard way.�
�They�re probably on their way to the airport,� I said. �Billy, check out today�s flights to Spain from all London airports. Don�t let them board a plane.�
Billy ran off to do it.
Piper Maldini was standing in front of her brother, shielding him, desperately pleading with Whitestone.
�Do you understand me?� she said. �It was always Andrej and the women. Always the women. Only the women.�
�Because our men were too weak,� Jean Wilder said, and her husband hung his head. �The men were too afraid of what would happen to them if they got caught.� She stubbed out a cigarette on the floor and immediately lit another one.
Edie said, �There�s no��
Jean Wilder raised a hand.
�I�ve got lung cancer, darling,� she said. �Terminal. It�s spread everywhere. Malignant tumours that are bigger than your breasts. I�m not scared of lung cancer. And I�m not scared of dying. So why the fuck should I be scared of you, you little ginger bitch?�
�Because I�m the little ginger bitch,� Edie said, stepping forward, �who is arresting you for murder.�
Jean Wilder went for her, throwing one big wild right that failed to connect before her husband had a chance to grab her. Piper Maldini was screaming something at Jean Wilder as Whitestone attempted to pull her away.
Nobody paid much attention to the young man in the wheelchair.
One hour later Paul Warboys opened the front door of his Essex mansion.
Every time we had met, the last of London�s celebrity gangsters had dressed for either Majorca, Spain � shorts, Hawaiian shirt, leather sandals � or Brentwood, Essex � polo shirt, chinos, Asics.
But today he was dressed for a wedding.
Paul Warboys wore a formal morning suit. A long-tailed black jacket, grey trousers and a pale lemon waistcoat. White shirt, blue tie, and a white carnation in the buttonhole. The flower was fresh but the suit, while high-end Savile Row, looked as though it was perhaps forty years old.
He smiled at me with what looked like genuine affection.
�Hello, Max.�
�Going to a wedding, Paul? I thought you might be on your way to the airport.�
�I don�t run away. Never have. Never will.�
His eyes flickered on Billy Greene�s face and then to the BMW X5 parked on his gravel drive.
�Is this it?� he said. �Just you and this young man?�
�This is it,� I said.
�You could have come mob-handed,� Warboys said.
�No need, is there?�
He shook his head. �No need. But I appreciate it anyway, Max.�
�Andrej Wozniak is dead,� I said. �Jean Wilder and Piper Maldini have been arrested for the murder of Mahmud Irani, Hector Welles and Darren Donovan. That just leaves Doll Warboys. That just leaves your wife.�
He stood to one side to let us enter.
A white English bull terrier came padding down the hallway. He had tiny black eyes that gleamed with life and a forehead that sloped the entire length of his head.
He sniffed my hand with recognition.
�Hello, Bullseye,� I said. �Hello, old buddy.�
�I didn�t know until today,� Paul Warboys said.
When I didn�t reply I felt his mood change, and saw his tanned face darken. The rage that had helped him stand his ground against the Krays and the Richardsons half a lifetime ago was never far from the surface.
�You can believe that or not, I don�t give a toss,� he said. �Doll�s dad � my late father-in-law � was a black cab driver. He had her tooling up and down the Walworth Road when she was ten years old. Sitting in that black cab, hardly able to see over the steering wheel, the old man killing himself laughing in the back seat.� He smiled fondly at the image. �Driving in London was in her blood. She knows these streets. She can drive. So she drove for them, Max. That�s all she did. Christ, she was old enough to be the grandmother of the rest of them. But she was the driver. Because of what that bastard Welles did to Daniel. Two years for killing an innocent little kid!� He gripped my arm and, even at his advanced age, I felt the power of the man and I was glad to have Billy by my side. �Doll was the driver. I told you � not my style. Not my style at all, Max. If I was going to slot the bastard, it wouldn�t have been with a rope. Just the driving, Max, that�s all she did.�
I patted his powerful arm.
�We can talk about all that later, Paul,� I said gently. �But right now you have to take me to Doll.�
We stood there in silence for a moment. Then he ran a hand through his thinning blond hair and smiled with sadness. There was no point in fighting it.
�She�s waiting,� he said.
We followed him upstairs to the master bedroom. He opened the door and we saw Doll Warboys lying on top of the covers.
Billy cried out beside me.
Doll Warboys was wearing her wedding dress, her eyes closed and her hands together as she clasped a bouquet of fresh flowers to her lifeless chest.
I moved quickly to the bed and touched her wrist and her skin had the texture of paper. It was very cold.
On the bedside table were a dozen pill bottles and a half-drunk glass of red wine. I read their labels as I felt her pulse. Zolpidem. Zaleplon. Zopiclone.
Enough sleeping pills to help you sleep forever.
Billy was calling for an ambulance. He was still young enough to believe that it was never too late to get help. But in the end we all run out of time.
I looked at Paul Warboys as he stared at the woman he had married a lifetime ago.
�All these years,� he said. �And she still fits into her wedding dress.�
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It was not over.
The two surviving members of the Hanging Club were on remand in Her Majesty�s Prison Holloway, sometimes known as Holloway Castle, where they would remain in single cells until brought to trial at the Central Criminal Court, almost always known as the Old Bailey.
Jean Wilder and Piper Maldini could avoid a trial by entering a plea of guilty on all counts of murder, but it was not going to happen � we had already been informed by the Crown Prosecution Service that both women would be entering pleas of not guilty. Jean Wilder and Piper Maldini wanted their day in court. They wanted, I guessed, to tell the world exactly why they had murdered Mahmud Irani, Hector Welles and Darren Donovan. Like all true believers faced with the end, they dreamed of armies rising behind them.
This final stage of the investigation meant that our Murder Investigation Team would be confined to our desks on the top floor of 27 Savile Row for the next couple of months. You hear a lot about the Golden Hour after a murder is committed. Well, these were the bread-and-butter weeks of arrest to trial � collating evidence and preparing statements, long days of snatched meals eaten at workstations and a waterfall of coffee.
The paperwork had just begun. Prosecutors from the CPS would come and go as they built their case. The police detect, investigate and arrest and the CPS make it stick in court. At least, that is the theory. So our investigation was not over but we were in the home straight.
And that�s why when I entered MIR-1 on the morning after the arrests of the surviving members of the Hanging Club, I found Tara Jones clearing her desk.
There was nobody else around. I stood before her as she pushed the shining veil of hair from her face, her wedding ring gleaming like a sliver of gold on black velvet. She did not smile at me as she placed files in a cardboard box.
�Buy you a coffee?� I said. �Bar Italia? Your favourite?�
�And then what happens, Max?�
�I don�t know,� I said.
Your mouth, I thought. Coffee-flavoured kisses. Your eyes looking into my face. Your hands in mine. And then another triple espresso before I have to come back to work. That sounded good to me.
I reached out to touch her arm just above the elbow. With the temperatures suddenly dropping, she was wearing a sweater today, and my fingertips brushed cashmere. She did not pull away but TDC Billy Greene came in just then, calling a jaunty �Morning all!� as he swung his backpack on his desk, got out the sandwiches that his mum had made him, and powered up his computer. I stood there staring at Tara and there was something in her eyes that I knew I would never get past.
�Shall I tell you what happens, Max?� she said, her voice little more than a whisper, although Billy was already leaning forward, lost in his screen, munching one of his mum�s sandwiches. �If we get what we want, it will not make us happy.�
�What do you mean?� I said, even though I knew exactly what she meant.
�There are no happy endings, Max. Whatever we do. Whatever lies we tell. Whoever we hurt. It�s not meant to be for you and me. And you know it�s true.�
�I just want a triple espresso,� I said. �You wouldn�t deny a man a triple espresso, would you?�
She shook her head. �I wouldn�t do that.�
�But first I have to do something. Pat Whitestone�s son is coming home today. Will you wait for me?�
She touched my hand and smiled at last. �Please, Max,� she said. �Go.�
*��*��*
I waited outside the main doors of the Whittington Hospital, alone apart from a hollow-eyed man in his dressing gown sucking on a cigarette like it contained the only air on the planet.
I was expecting Pat and Justin to come out with some kind of farewell committee of doctors and nurses, but they came through the big glass doors alone, Justin in dark glasses, his mother lightly guiding his arm, the pair of them the same height now, Whitestone holding a small suitcase and a paper bag from the pharmacy. They seemed to move in careful slow motion, adjusting to this new reality. Neither of them said much and what they did say concerned the practicalities of getting into the big BMW X5 that I had parked in a doctor�s bay, the diesel engine running in case I had to move it.
And then I drove them home. From the Whittington Hospital, at the north end of the Holloway Road, to their two-bedroom flat in Islington, at the other end of that road, the kebab shops slowly making way for caf�s and the junk shops for antique emporiums as we got closer to the Angel.
I drove. That�s all I did. It didn�t feel like much. In fact, it felt like nothing. I wanted to do more. I wanted to say something to Pat Whitestone that she could hold when she went forward. But I drove in silence, watching the teenage boy in his dark glasses in the back seat with his small, fair-haired, bespectacled mother, the traffic sluggish on the Holloway Road, and all of their new lives before them.
Whitestone helped Justin to his bedroom and when she returned to the living room I told her the only thing that I had to offer.
�Tara Jones talked to me about being deaf,� I said. �She told me that the way she had always dealt with it was by acting as if she had a difficulty and not a disability.� I shook my head. �I know it�s easier said than done, Pat.�
But Whitestone nodded. �I know what she means. You don�t have to be defined by the worst things that happen to you. No matter how hard it is, it doesn�t have to be the whole story.� She smiled. �I look at him, Max, and he�s still my boy. It�s still him. Still my Just. That doesn�t change and it will never change. He�s still my baby.� She laughed, took off her glasses and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. �That sounds corny.�
�It sounds true,� I said.
I indicated her laptop on the dining table. �Can I show you something?�
�Go ahead.�
I went online.
�I�ve been thinking,� I said. �Look.�
On the screen was a logo of two white figures � a human and, by his side, a dog.
�Someone goes blind in this country every hour,� I said. �But the guide dog service help thousands of people � the blind and partially sighted � every year. They train the dog � a cross between a Lab and a Golden Retriever works best � and then the dog stays with you for six or seven years until they retire. Some people have eight dogs in a lifetime. And I think you and Justin . . .�
�It�s something to think about, Max.�
I scrolled down the page. There were images of dogs who seemed to combine great beauty with intense seriousness.
�We will not rest until people who are blind or partially sighted can enjoy the same freedom of movement as everyone else,� I read.
�Max?�
I looked at her.
�You�ve done enough,� she said.
We stared at each other.
And I saw that she knew. Perhaps she did not know everything about the night that Jackson Rose and I came to the Angel to confront the leader of the Dog Town Boys. But she knew enough. Of course she knew. DCI Pat Whitestone is the best homicide detective in West End Central.
�We�ll be all right,� she said, staring out of the window. �The pair of us.�
I nodded to the window. It was one of those strange moments when the city seems totally empty.
�It�s a good neighbourhood,� I said.
�It is now,� said Pat Whitestone.
I drove back to West End Central, just about resisting the urge to put on the blues-and-twos. I parked my BMW X5 under the big blue light outside 27 Savile Row and, too impatient for the lift, I ran all the way to the top floor.
But MIR-1 was empty.
I looked at my phone but there were no messages. That was all right. I was happy to be spared a text message. It really wasn�t necessary. Because I got it. The day grew cool, the shadows long, and soon the lights would be coming on in the big Georgian houses of Canonbury Square.
And Tara Jones was already home.
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Then summer was done with us.
There were new school shoes waiting in the hall. Scout�s uniform was not as ridiculously big as it had been a year ago and she no longer needed my help to put it on. September had swung round again but it was different from all the other Septembers.
�I can do it myself,� Scout said, struggling gamely with the buttons of her yellow shirt. �Even the socks.�
First thing in the morning and from the window of our loft I could see the dome of St Paul�s surrounded by an untouched blue sky, but down on the street the breath of the Smithfield porters made misty clouds.
On that first day of term we had breakfast at Smiths of Smithfield as a special treat � porridge with honey for me and pancakes for Scout, grapefruit juice for both of us and the best triple espresso this side of Soho. Then we walked to school, kicking through the leaves and conkers underfoot, Scout with Stan�s lead wrapped twice around her hand, the dog�s tail erect and feathery, as flamboyant as a peacock�s feathers, his round eyes gleaming with anticipation and his fur exactly the same shade of burnished chestnut as the autumn leaves.
You could feel the time passing, and you could even taste it in the crisp morning air, but it was a good feeling.
When Stan and I said goodbye to Scout at the school gates it was a shock to realise that she was no longer the youngest or the smallest. She fell into smiling step with her friend Mia, and Stan whimpered with grief to see her go. But of course she never looked back at us.
And as we were walking home Stan caught the scent of a Labradoodle bitch on the far side of the street and without warning hurled himself into the traffic.
I pulled him out from under the wheels of a florist�s van and called the Well Animal Clinic as soon as I got home. He retreated to the sofa and watched me on the phone with mournful eyes, his head resting on his front paws in classic Cavalier style.
�I�m sorry, Stan,� I said, hanging up. �But what else can I do?�
The world was turning and nothing could stop it.
�He�s good off lead,� Scout told the vet on Friday night. �And he�s good on lead. It�s just . . .�
She shook her head, her voice trailing off, and we three humans stared at Stan on the vet�s table, the dog jumping up to lick my face, his paws against my chest, desperate to demonstrate his unconditional love, trying to ingratiate himself even at this late hour, still with total faith that I could save him from his fate.
The vet laughed and scratched Stan behind the ears and finished Scout�s sentence for her.
�It�s just that you�re growing up, aren�t you, Stan?�
The vet, Christian, had known Stan since he was a pup. Christian had given Stan his first vaccinations, microchipped him, nursed him to health when we were worried he had kennel cough. Despite a phobia for needles, and indeed an aversion to any kind of physical discomfort, Stan always looked forward to his trips to see Christian at the Well Animal Clinic. He liked the attention, he favoured the tasty treats they kept in reception, he enjoyed encountering other dogs and meeting exotic animals like cats and hamsters.
But now we were here to talk about castration and the thought of it made me sick to my stomach.
�Neutering is not as clear cut as people believe,� Christian said. �Every dog is different. Some need it. Some don�t. Do it too soon and you will alter the nature of your dog. Do it too late and it will make absolutely no difference to his nature.�
We all looked at Stan. He wouldn�t leave me alone. You can save me from this if you want to, he seemed to say, climbing into my arms.
�Is your dog neutered, Christian?� Scout asked the vet.
The vet adjusted his glasses.
�No,� he said. �But you have to decide what�s right for Stan. Does he put himself in danger because he has reached sexual maturity?�
Scout and I looked at each other.
We both knew the answer to that one.
And so we made an appointment to bring him back in the morning.
We walked through the meat market�s great arch to the strip of shops on the far side of the square. The shops were closed and silent but light and music drifted out from one of the flats above.
MURPHY & SON

Domestic and Commercial Plumbing and Heating

�Trustworthy� and �Reliable�
We went up a flight of stairs to the flats. Mrs Murphy opened the door with a couple of children and a dog underfoot. Scout and Stan flew inside as if this was their second home. The Murphys� flat was, as usual, full of family and I smiled as I heard the greetings called out to my daughter and my dog.
�You�ll come in for a cup of tea,� Mrs Murphy predicted. �The gang�s all here. Big Mikey. Little Mikey, Siobhan and the kids. You should see Baby Mikey walking about like he owns the place.�
�I�d love to, but I have to run.�
She frowned with disapproval. �Work?�
�Fred�s.�
�Defend yourself at all times,� Mrs Murphy advised.
It was one of those nights when I desperately needed to train. Fred saw it and he was happy to push me hard.
�You�re so lucky to be training,� he said, as he drove me through one of his favourite circuits. Ten three-minute rounds banging the pads with ten burpies and twenty press-ups instead of a minute�s rest in between, Fred slapping me round the ear with a cracked leather pad whenever I dropped my guard, the rounds passing until I lost count, until I was so exhausted that I was on the very edge of sickness.
�You�ll sleep well tonight,� Fred said.
And that would normally have been true. But when we were back at the loft and Scout was brushing her teeth as I turned down the lights, Stan watched me with his huge adoring eyes, certain that the coming weekend held nothing but fun for us, certain that I would never betray him, his love and trust so unquestioning that it filled me with shame.
I crawled into bed weak with exhaustion.
And I still couldn�t sleep.
In the morning Stan was sick.
Elaborately sick at both ends. Extravagantly sick. His cage was a mess of bodily fluid that had erupted from everywhere it could. Foul liquid stuck to his basket, his blanket and his magnificent fur. Stan laid stock still in a puddle of watery filth, staring with numb disbelief at Scout and I, unable to understand what had happened during the night.
We put him in the bath and cleaned him up. Then, when most of the mess had been washed away, and he was starting to get his natural biscuit-smell back, I called the vet�s.
�Oh, poor old Stan,� said the kindly receptionist at the Well Animal Clinic. �Probably something he ate. Best leave the surgery for another day.�
Scout was fussing over him in the bathtub. The projectile vomiting and volcanic diarrhoea had left him bewildered. He looked forlorn, and half his usual size, with his fur sopping wet. But he watched me grinning in the doorway of the bathroom and a familiar, fun-loving glint suddenly lit up those eyes like black marbles.
Hampstead Heath was waiting for us.
*��*��*
Even in September, they were still swimming in the mixed bathing pond.
We saw the distant bathing figures laughing at the cold as we cut across the great rolling expanse of Pryor�s Field, Stan hanging back to hunt small flying creatures in the long grass, then sprinting to catch up when Scout called his name. Then we were in the thick forest that separates the bathing ponds from the highest point on Hampstead Heath, and Scout kept Stan closer now. A young fox stalked across our path, checked us out and in an instant was gone. We pushed on, the ground always rising, and suddenly we came out of the trees and onto Parliament Hill, blue sky all around and the city spread out below us, a sight to steal your breath away, and it was as if London belonged to us.
My phone began to vibrate.
EDIE WREN CALLING, it said.
�It�s Abu Din,� Edie said. �Guess what? Somebody just slotted the bastard.�
Saturday afternoon at the Imperial War Museum.
The museum was crowded but down in Carol�s small basement office the sound of the crowds seemed far away, like an old soldier�s memory of war. Carol expertly spun her wheelchair in a circle as she closed the door behind us. The BBC news was playing on her iMac.
�Do you have anything on Special Operations in Afghanistan?� I asked.
�Some,� she said, and hesitated. �You know those servicemen � the ones who were killed, the Sangin Six � were regular army. They weren�t Special Ops.�
�I know.�
�And there�s restricted viewing on anything to do with Special Ops, Max.�
I nodded. We stared at each other for a bit. Then she sighed.
�You can�t take anything away,� she said.
And so Carol placed a fat green file marked UKSF on the desk and then made us two mugs of builder�s tea � they don�t do triple espresso in the Imperial War Museum � deftly if noisily manoeuvring her wheelchair in the cramped office as she got the kettle on.
I waded through pictures of Special Operation Forces in Afghanistan. There were endless images of heavily armed fighting men on what looked like the surface of the moon, all of them with their faces obscured. There were pixelated faces, blacked-out faces and smudged faces, and the men wore civilian clothing, camouflage gear and fleeces on rocky terrain that looked as though it was either searing hot or freezing cold, with nothing in between.
It looked like the harshest place on the planet, but the men seemed as happy as larks, posing proudly with their assault rifles on land where it looked as though nothing good could ever grow.
Many of them had beards but a few were cleanly shaven and as I sipped my strong sweet tea I found him, posing in profile in a T-shirt and cargo trousers that were stuffed with kit, his weapon held at a 45-degree angle.
I read, �The relevance of this photo is simply the weapon � an M249 SAW featuring the collapsible Para stock and a 200-round plastic assault pack. This operator wears civilian clothing.�
The top half of the operator�s head was blacked out but you could still see his smiling mouth.
The gap-toothed grin of my oldest friend was unmistakable.
�Have you seen this?� Carol said.
She was looking at the screen of her iMac. Blue lights swept a drab street in Wembley. The police tape was going up.
BBC BREAKING NEWS: HATE CLERIC FOUND MURDERED
Carol swivelled in her chair to look at me.
�Is it true?� she said. �Somebody just killed this bastard?�
�Apparently,� I said.
�Did they hang him?�
I closed the thin green file.
�Shot him,� I said, sipping my tea. �One in the head and one in the heart.�



Author�s Note
Strangely enough, Newgate Prison is still down there. It is true that not much remains of the country�s most notorious prison, but all that Max Wolfe discovers � the condemned man�s holding cell and Dead Man�s Walk, where the ceiling and the walls contract like a corridor in a nightmare � is, rather incredibly, still buried deep beneath the Old Bailey.
What remains of Newgate is not preserved or conserved, for nobody was ever proud of the London�s most notorious prison � chamber of horrors for eight hundred years, the human zoo, �the grimy axle around which British society slowly twisted�. As Max suggests, no doubt one day it will all be swept away in a mad fit of rebuilding, but for now, it is still down there. You just go down to the basement of the Old Bailey. And then you keep going.
As for Albert Pierrepoint, whose name and image is appropriated by the Hanging Club, he was of course the nation�s executioner in the middle of the twentieth century, hanging 435 people, including 202 Nazis found guilty of war crimes.
Pierrepoint, by this time sickened of capital punishment, retired to work as a publican. He wrote in his autobiography, �Capital punishment, in my view, achieved nothing except revenge.�
No doubt this is true. But as Sergeant John Caine asks Max Wolfe up in the Black Museum � �What�s wrong with a bit of revenge?�
Tony Parsons,

London, 2016.
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