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Synopsis
Malcolm Richards used to be one of Liverpool’s best Detective Sergeants in serious crime, but now he is a broken man surviving on tramadol and documenting cheating husbands to pay the rent above a bookmaker’s in Kensington. Three years after a disastrous operation in Toxteth left his partner in a coma and his own body shattered, Mal’s life has settled into a rhythmic, grey routine of "Tuesday afternoons when the work has dried up and the rent hasn't". The arrival of a mysterious woman with a routine "honey trap" case seems like the work of a slow Tuesday, but a single photograph captured in the background of a wine bar suddenly makes Mal the target of a ruthless criminal network.

After being thrown off a building and left for dead, Mal’s reality undergoes a startling transformation: the city of Liverpool drains of colour, morphing into a sharp, shadow-heavy 1950s noir landscape. In this black-and-white world, every face carries its meaning on the outside and the world presents itself in archetypes—the heavy, the boss, the rat—allowing Mal to read the city with a clarity he hasn't felt in years. As he navigates this shifting perception, he discovers that his new case is inextricably linked to the night that ruined his life three years ago. Caught between a weaponised institutional welfare file designed to discredit him and a powerful family built into the city’s very foundations, Mal must use his fractured vision to uncover a truth that everyone else is desperate to keep buried in the dark.
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  Prologue

Rain. The kind that leans on a city rather than falls on it.

I was standing at my office window watching it work when I started thinking about the dame. Not for the first time. The window looks out over Kensington, and there was nothing worth seeing down there — a woman pushing a buggy under the bookmaker's awning, a van half up on the kerb with its hazards ticking, a dog with nowhere particular it needed to be. Ordinary Liverpool on an ordinary morning, in a world that hadn't been ordinary for eight months.

Eight months of this. Of the city in black and white. Of every face out on the street carrying its meaning on the outside, clear as print. Of rain that always leaned. Of cigarette smoke that curled in ways that meant something. Of a version of myself in the mirror that wore a suit he didn't actually own, standing in a world that had stripped itself down to its own logic and left everything else on the floor.

Here's what nobody tells you about losing your mind: it doesn't always feel like losing.

Sometimes it feels like finding. Like something that had been underneath the noise all along — underneath the color and the clutter and the ordinary way the world presents itself when you're not paying close enough attention — had finally come to the surface. Settled in. Gone quiet.

I am a better detective in this world than I ever was in the other one. I didn't ask for it and I wouldn't recommend it, and the pharmaceutical arrangement required to stay in it is going to kill me before sixty if the other things don't get there first. But I am better. Every room tells me its story the moment I walk in. Every face hands me its file. The world presents itself in archetype — the heavy, the boss, the rat, the innocent — and I read it the way I used to only manage on my best days, back when I had best days.

I live here now. This is the version of things I call home.

So when I tell you it started with a dame, you'll understand I mean that in the most literal sense available.



She came in on a Tuesday afternoon in October. Liverpool was doing its usual impression of a city that had given up on the sun around mid-September and wasn't planning to revisit the question until April. I was in my office above the Coral on Kensington, in possession of a cold mug of coffee and nowhere better to be — doing the particular kind of nothing that fills a Tuesday afternoon when the work has dried up and the rent hasn't.

She knocked. Twice. Even in the colour version of the memory — the version where she was just a woman in a coat — there was something precise about the knock.

In this world, in the black and white version I've had eight months to turn over, she was a dame. Straight out of the casting call. Dark hair pinned neat, coat that hadn't come cheap, shoes that matched it. Cheekbones you could have mailed a letter with. A mouth set in a particular way that said she'd been dealt a hand she didn't like and had learned to sit still with it at the table.

She walked in without waiting, took the chair across from me, and put a photograph on the desk between us like she was making a point.

'My husband,' she said.

I looked at the photograph. Man in his early forties. Broad through the shoulders. Ordinary face. Could have been anyone.

'And?'

'I think he's seeing someone.'

Which is how these things usually start.

She gave me a name — his and hers — and an address out in Woolton. She told me about the late nights and the face-down phone and the particular quality of absence a man brings into a house when he's been somewhere he shouldn't. She told it well. The right beats. The hesitation calibrated to feel like it was costing her something.

I asked the right questions. Took the right notes. And at the end of it I told her what I tell all of them: week's retainer upfront, a woman to make the approach, me to document the response, clean and discreet, answer her question one way or the other.

She wrote the cheque without flinching at the number.

I took the case for the money, because the rent was due and the job looked clean and nothing about it set off anything I was in the habit of listening to. A suspicious wife. A wandering husband. The ordinary grief of a marriage coming apart at its seams.

The work of a slow Tuesday.

I didn't know what I was walking into.

I didn't know who she was, or who sent her, or that the man in the photograph had never once met her in his life. I didn't know the Woolton address was a dead letter. I didn't know that the coat and the shoes and the calibrated hesitation and the check that cleared without a problem — all of it had been designed. Built to fit. By someone who knew my name and had decided what to do with it, and had been waiting for the right season and the right case and the right quiet Tuesday afternoon to have a woman knock on my door.

I didn't know any of it.

But here's what I do know, after eight months on the wrong side of color: the world has a shape to it, in this version of things, that I've learned to trust. A clean shape. The heavy is the heavy. The boss is the boss. The rat is the rat. It doesn't dress itself up in something it isn't.

She was a good actress. Whoever she was.

Here's how it started. Here's how it looked in the other world — the one with color in it, the last one I lived in, before a rooftop in Anfield on a night that felt like nothing until it felt like everything.



    
    The Colour World

    


  Before

The office was on the first floor of a building that had been, at various points in its life, a newsagent's, a telephone exchange, and nothing. The Coral below it was newer — moved in around 2018, stripped the ground floor back to render and given it the standard fit-out: orange signage, fixed-odds terminals, the particular smell of carpet and air freshener that follows a Coral around like a faithful dog.

I'd been in the office above it for fourteen months, month to month. This suited me because I'd learned not to commit to anything I might need to leave in a hurry, and it suited my landlord because I struck him, reasonably, as the kind of tenant who might miss a month. I hadn't missed one yet. I'd been close a couple of times, but I hadn't.

The stairs from the street were steep and the landing smelled of the previous occupant's cigarettes, which had been absorbed into the plaster sometime in the mid-nineties and had no intention of leaving on anyone's say-so. The office itself was one room and a kitchenette: desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet with a stiff bottom drawer, a window that looked out over Kensington. In the mornings, if the angle was right, it caught twenty minutes of direct light. The rest of the time it watched the street.

I'd bought the desk from a charity shop in Wavertree. The chairs came with the office. The filing cabinet had belonged to the previous occupant — his name in marker pen on the bottom drawer, PATEL — and inside it, a ballpoint pen with the cap chewed off and a receipt from 2016 that I'd never looked at closely enough to identify. Patel had taken everything else. I'd left what remained where he'd left it, as a courtesy to the principle of the thing.

I sat at the desk at twenty past nine on a Tuesday morning in October and finished the Tennant report.

The subject was Gary Tennant, fifty-one, estate agent, who had spent the previous three weeks visiting a flat in Aigburth that didn't belong to him, between twelve and two on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The person who opened the flat door was a woman I'd identified as Lisa Greaves, twenty-nine, who worked in the same lettings office as Tennant and drove a green Polo and had on one occasion opened the door in a dressing gown at a quarter past twelve. I had three photographs. Two were usable. The third was slightly blurred because Tennant had turned at the wrong moment and I'd been eating a sandwich, which I didn't put in the report.

I wrote it in the flat declarative language of a man who had spent twenty years producing incident reports for Merseyside Police serious crime and knew that the job of documentation was to state what had been observed and nothing further. Not to interpret. Not to say: and here is what it means that your husband, who told you he was at a viewing, is standing in a doorway at a quarter past twelve with his hand on the waist of a woman twenty-two years his junior. That part was Mrs Tennant's to work out. She already had, most likely. People usually do — they just need someone to hand them the document.

I emailed the report at twenty-three minutes past nine and closed the laptop.



The case before the Tennant case had been a missing dog. Not something I advertised, but a woman had been referred by someone who'd heard of me, and she was seventy-three and genuinely distressed, so I'd spent two afternoons walking the streets around her house in Norris Green until I found the dog living with a family two streets away who'd clearly decided it was a stray and weren't particularly pleased when I knocked on their door. I charged the woman at cost. I didn't tell her about the family's attitude, because she was seventy-three and already having enough of a time.

These were the cases. This was the work.

I'd made DS at thirty, in serious crime. Twenty years of it — the drugs operations, the violence, the trafficking cases that started out looking like one thing and kept expanding, layer under layer, until the weight of them got impossible to see clearly through. I'd been good at it. Methodical in the way that annoyed people who wanted fast and impressed people who wanted right, and patient in the way that the job eventually required if you were going to do it properly rather than just quickly. I'd been good at it. Everyone said so, including the people who'd stopped saying anything to me about two years ago, around the time occupational health had used the phrase not fit for return to duty and I'd signed the paperwork and driven out of the Wavertree nick car park for the last time.

I'd been good at the job. Twenty years of serious crime. Now I found missing dogs in Norris Green and charged at cost because the woman was seventy-three.

I took my first tramadol of the day at half ten with a mug of tea I'd already let go cold, which wasn't what the packaging recommended but the packaging also hadn't accounted for the specific character of Tuesday mornings above a Coral in L7. Two hundred milligrams, extended release — I pressed them from the blister pack into my palm and noticed, as I did every morning, that the nails on my right hand had never grown back quite right. They were there; they just weren't right. I'd stopped expecting them to be. I'd been on the tramadol since the spring of 2022, when the hospital had finally identified the reason my right side didn't work properly as two cracked vertebrae and nerve damage they could manage but not fix. Before that had been dihydrocodeine, which did less. Before that had been whatever the Royal had available, which had done plenty.

I was careful with the tramadol. I was also careful with the whisky, which lived in the bottom left drawer of the desk and which I didn't touch before four o'clock in the afternoon. That was a rule I'd made early and maintained because I'd seen enough of what happened when men in my situation stopped maintaining that kind of rule. I wasn't under any illusions about what the combination was doing to me over time. I'd just reached the conclusion that the question was over time, and over time wasn't something I was thinking about much at the moment.

The right side ached. It always ached — a low, structural register that I'd stopped distinguishing from ordinary background sensation, the way you stop hearing a sound that's always present. When I moved wrong, or when the weather turned, or when I'd been sitting too long, it sharpened into something more specific. I moved wrong several times a day. The weather in Liverpool changed constantly. I sat at the desk most of the morning.

I stood up, stretched as far as it allowed, and went to make a fresh mug of tea.



At eleven I rang the hospital back. Two missed calls — administrative, as it turned out, a countersignature needed on a form as Dean's listed next-of-kin contact. Technically I wasn't next-of-kin. Dean's father didn't respond to their correspondence and his mother was managing the situation as well as a woman could manage having her son in a coma for the indefinite future, which was to say: badly, but trying. So it had landed with me, and I'd taken it on, and now three years later I signed forms and came in when decisions needed making and the hospital rang me when there was something to report.

Dean Saunders was thirty-six years old. He'd been thirty-three when he went under.

He'd been a good DC. Thorough. Methodical. He had a way of sitting with a detail that was almost right — the timeline off by twenty minutes, the address that was nearly correct — and worrying at it until it became something usable. I'd seen him spend three hours on a discrepancy in a phone log that everyone else had written off as administrative error. The three hours had been correct. The discrepancy had been deliberate, and finding it had changed the shape of a trafficking case we'd been building for fourteen months. He'd mentioned it afterwards with the flat satisfaction of a man who'd been right about something and found that being right was its own sufficient reward. That quality — the patience for the detail that didn't quite fit, the willingness to stay with it rather than move on — was the thing I'd valued most in him. It was also what had put him in that building in Toxteth, because he'd been right about something there too, and being right hadn't been sufficient reward for that one.

I'd watched him become the kind of detective I'd stopped being able to be by the time we worked together, and that had mattered to me in ways I hadn't told him, because there hadn't been a good occasion and then there hadn't been an occasion at all.

I told the woman on the line I'd come Thursday. She thanked me and rang off.

I drank the tea and looked at the window. Kensington at eleven on a Tuesday, going about its business without any particular opinion of itself.



I went out at half eleven. No appointment, nothing to follow up, nowhere I needed to be. I'd learned that staying in the office all day was a bad idea in ways that accumulated slowly and were harder to address once they'd accumulated, so I went out when there was nothing to go out for, as a matter of discipline.

Down the stairs, through the door, out onto Kensington.

October, overcast, Liverpool doing its thing with the sky — not raining, not precisely not raining, that particular autumn quality where the air can't commit to anything and the city leans into the ambiguity. I turned up my collar and walked.

I grew up three miles from here, in Toxteth. L8, which had been many things over the years and which people who didn't know it had a tendency to collapse into a single thing, which it wasn't and never had been. My mother lived on the same street her whole life and had opinions about every other street in the postcode, and her opinions were usually correct. My father left when I was seven and left cleanly, without the drawn-out business that some departures make of themselves, which I'd eventually decided to consider a courtesy.

I'd joined Merseyside Police at eighteen. Spent twenty years moving between the nicks and the streets of a city I already knew better than most of my colleagues, which helped in ways I could quantify and ways I couldn't. Liverpool was not a place that gave itself up to people it didn't recognise. It was also not a place that forgot which of its own had come back.

I'd never really left. I'd just changed what I was doing in it.

Kensington at lunchtime: the bookmakers already with a few men inside, the fixed-odds machines doing their fixed-odds business. The off-licence. The chicken shop that had been there thirty years. The Caribbean bakery next to it that was newer, and the estate agent's that had appeared last year with photographs in the window at prices this street hadn't reached yet but could see arriving, if you were paying attention.

I was always paying attention. Twenty years had made it involuntary.

The man who came out of the off-licence and turned east was carrying a blue carrier bag and talking on his mobile with his elbow tucked, the way people hold phones when they don't want a conversation to carry. Nothing. I filed it and moved on, past the bus stop where a woman in a hospital scrubs jacket was looking at her phone with the exhaustion of someone at the end of a shift rather than the beginning of one, past the bookmaker's with the peel-off sticker in the corner of its window from a scaffolding company that had finished a job here in 2020 and left their mark.

A teenager came off the pavement further up on a bike, navigated the gap in the traffic with the half-deliberate confidence of someone who'd been doing it since they were twelve and trusted it to work out. The car that had to brake gave him room without incident. I filed it and moved on.

The man outside the chicken shop had been standing there since I'd come out of the building. Phone in his hand, not actively using it, weight on his left foot. I gave him three seconds of attention, decided he was waiting for a collection order, and let him go. You couldn't turn it off. Most of what the eye logged was exactly what it looked like. The job was not finding threat in everything — it was weighting correctly, and correct weighting required a baseline of ordinary, and twenty years had given me more baseline than I was ever likely to use again.

I bought a sausage roll from the bakery and ate it on the pavement. Then I went back upstairs.



The afternoon went where afternoons went.

I responded to a process serving enquiry I'd had sitting in the inbox for three days, drafted it twice badly, and found the right version on the third attempt. I checked the bank — sufficient, not comfortable, the gear I'd calibrated my outgoings to fit. The Tennant invoice would come through in the next few days and make it easier. In the meantime: sufficient.

What serious crime had given you, among other things, was structure. The caseload had always been its own architecture — the work had shape and the shape had given everything else somewhere to be. The PI work gave you something different, which was the gaps: the unscheduled hours, the afternoon after the report was filed and before anything else had presented itself. I was still calibrating to those. Two years in and I was still getting used to the specific quality of a Tuesday afternoon that didn't need anything particular from me.

There was a call I needed to make to a legal firm that had floated some matrimonial work three months ago and gone quiet. I didn't make it. The note had been at the bottom of the pile for a fortnight and today it stayed there.

At half two I got up and stood at the window for a while. Kensington in the afternoon, slightly darker than noon, the sky doing its October business. The betting shop below had its regulars coming and going in the rhythm of a Tuesday. A mother with two children in school uniform crossing at the end of the street, late back from somewhere. A delivery van double-parked with the hazards going while the driver shifted boxes.

All of it ordinary. All of it readable, the way twenty years of watching public space makes everything readable whether you want it to be or not.

When I caught my reflection in the glass — the afternoon light had shifted to the right angle — I looked at it for a moment. Forty-six years old. Grey coming in at the temples and spreading, in no particular hurry. The face of a man who had spent a long time looking at things he would have preferred not to look at, and who had not quite found a way of not wearing that in his face.

I moved away from the window and went back to the desk.



The four o'clock rule held.

I took the whisky out of the bottom left drawer at four o'clock precisely, because if a rule was worth having it was worth being exact about, poured a measure into the mug, and sat with it while the afternoon went about becoming an evening.

The ache in my right side did its late-afternoon thing — worse around two, slightly better by three, then different again by four, not better or worse exactly but differently shaped, as though whatever the injuries were doing in there had their own schedule that didn't map onto anything useful. The cracked vertebrae and the nerve damage were the doctors' explanation, and both of those were true, and neither of them was the whole account of how I'd come by them. The whole account involved a room in Toxteth that I'd given a statement about once and hadn't discussed since, and that was how it was going to stay.

I thought about Dean at half three, which I did most days at around that time for reasons I'd stopped trying to trace. Three years in a coma, the brain still active on the monitors, the doctors being careful and consistent about what that meant and what it didn't. He was there. Something was there. What it added up to was a question without a current answer.

Thursday, I'd said. I usually meant Thursday.



I didn't go straight home.

The Insignia was in the side street behind the Coral, in a permit holder's space I had vague and possibly lapsed permission for. I got in, waited for the engine to stop complaining about the cold, and drove north.

Aintree Hospital was twenty-five minutes in Tuesday traffic. I took the A59, through Walton, past the stretch of Ormskirk Road that had been smelling of something unidentified for as long as I'd been driving it and presumably longer, some drainage or industrial issue that had achieved the status of local character. The nurse on the ward was the one who usually worked Tuesday evenings — small woman, Irish, who had at some point decided to treat me as a regular and ask no questions, which suited me fine. She said he'd had a quiet day. I thanked her and went in.

The room was the room. The monitors doing their steady work. Dean in the bed, his face older than thirty-six should have looked, because three years of not being in the world had aged him in the way that people age when they're not doing anything that requires them to look a particular way. He looked like a man waiting for something. The monitors said he was doing what he'd been doing.

I sat in the blue chair.

'How's the golf,' I said.

He'd never played golf. He had opinions about golf — specifically, that it was what happened when a man ran out of actual things to do with himself and had the budget to make the absence of purpose look like an activity. We'd had that argument for twelve years without either of us moving. I'd played, badly, until the back made the decision for me, and I hadn't missed it enough to defend it, and the argument had continued anyway because it was one we were both fond of. Somewhere in the visits I'd started every one this way — not expecting an answer, just because it put his voice in my head: I don't play golf, the flat Wirral deadpan he used when something was obvious, and neither should you, you daft sod.

I told him about Tennant. Gary Tennant, fifty-one, estate agent, the flat in Aigburth, the woman with the green Polo, the report filed at twenty-three minutes past nine. He'd have had a view on the billing — he always had a view on the billing, on the precise line between what a job was worth and what a client could be persuaded it was worth. He'd have argued it precisely and been right. He was thorough in the way I was thorough and exact in a way I never quite managed, which had been the dynamic across twelve years, the thing that made us useful together.

I told him about the dog. The woman of seventy-three, the family two streets away who'd decided finders-keepers and had not been pleased about the correction. He'd have found that funny in a specific way — not the woman's distress, but the family's outrage at being held to account. He had an appreciation for the gap between what people thought they could get away with and what they actually could, and what filled that gap, which was usually themselves.

'The work's all right,' I said. 'It's not the work.'

The monitors continued. Outside the window, the car park sat under the orange light, doing nothing in particular.

What the work wasn't was what the work used to be. Twenty years of serious crime — the operations that ran for months, the cases that went down to the wire, the specific gravity of something that mattered. You built something across that kind of time: a way of thinking through a problem that had been refined by the problems being genuinely hard. I still had it. I was using it to document a man visiting a flat in Aigburth on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

I hadn't said that to anyone, because there wasn't anyone to say it to. There was Dean, who couldn't respond, which wasn't the same as having someone to say it to and also was not nothing.

At some point his voice came into my head — not a sound, just a thought that had Dean's rhythm to it, the flat Wirral cadence he used when he thought something was obvious. It's Tuesday, it said.

I know, I said. Out loud, to the room. The monitors continued.

You said Thursday.

I said Thursday. I came Tuesday. It doesn't need to be complicated.

I sat with him a while longer and then said goodnight. The nurse at the station gave me the look she always gave me on the way out — not unkind, just the practised expression of a woman who had seen enough of this kind of thing to know what it was and not say it. I nodded at her and went down to the car park.



The drive back was quiet. The city at half eight, Liverpool doing its Tuesday evening: takeaways lit and trading, a pub on the corner with its door open and the sound of something spilling out of it, a couple of lads on the pavement outside with cigarettes, in no particular hurry to be anywhere. I drove through it without stopping, parked behind the Coral, went up the stairs to the flat above the office and took the rest of the tramadol I was supposed to take with food and hadn't. I thought about the sausage roll I'd eaten on the pavement outside the bakery at half eleven. Close enough.

I sat on the edge of the bed for a while in the dark, not thinking about anything in particular.

Then I went to sleep.

Tomorrow, whatever came through the door.
The Client

I was at the desk with nothing worth doing when she knocked.

Two knocks — the number you get from someone who was brought up properly and hasn't yet decided whether the situation warrants a third. I said come in, and she did.

She was forty or thereabouts, dark-haired, in a coat that had cost more than my monthly rent and shoes that matched it. The perfume reached me before she'd properly come through the door — something that announced itself once and then settled at the right distance. The cheaper versions fight for the room. This one didn't need to.

Her makeup had been done with time and money. Nothing overdone, nothing that drew attention to itself, but the coverage was even and the line of her eyeliner was still precise at half past eleven on a Thursday morning. The foundation wasn't something she'd picked off a shelf in Boots. I'd been in enough rooms with enough women to know the difference, and I couldn't have explained it in a way that would hold up in court, but it was true regardless. She took care of herself, and the taking care cost what it cost, and she paid it without apparent concern.

She came through the door, took in the office — the desk, the two chairs, the window, the general impression of a room that had been used for a purpose without ever being properly fitted for it — and she sat down in the client's chair without looking at it first.

I noticed that.

Most people look at an unfamiliar chair before they commit to it. A half-second assessment, automatic — a glance at the seat and the legs, a quick calculation of whether it's going to hold the weight without making a comment about it. She didn't bother. She sat down, coat still on, bag in her lap, attention on me. As though the chair had already been assessed, or as though the condition of the chair was simply not something she was allocating any part of herself to.

The office smelled the way it always smelled — the previous occupant's cigarettes and the carpet under the desk that had accumulated twenty years of use without the benefit of twenty years of cleaning. She didn't react to that either. The women who came in with good coats and shoes like that usually registered it — a slight tightening, a micro-adjustment to the breathing, a private decision being made about the nose. She registered nothing. Just settled into the chair with the particular composure of someone who had decided before she'd come through the door what she was here for and what she wasn't.

She was focused, I thought — not wound tight, not holding herself together through effort. More like a woman who'd already worked through the hard part before she'd come through the door and was now just dealing with what was left of it.

I said: 'What can I do for you?'

She said: 'I think my husband is having an affair.'



I've heard it more times than I can count. There's a version of it that comes out angry, a version that comes out already resigned, and a version that's still mostly disbelief — the sentence being tested on a stranger before the speaker has decided whether they believe it themselves. Hers was none of those. It was flat and certain, the statement of a woman who had taken her time arriving at a conclusion and had now arrived.

'How long have you thought that?' I said.

'Four months.' A brief pause. 'Perhaps longer. Four months is when I stopped explaining it differently.'

I asked her what she'd been explaining differently and she told me: the late evenings, the face-down phone, the quality of his attention when he was at home, which had changed in the specific way that attention changes when part of a man is somewhere else. She wasn't asking me to help her catalogue the signs. She'd catalogued them herself. She was past that stage.

Her name was Helen Walsh. Her husband was David Walsh, forty-three, who ran a small commercial property firm in the city centre and coached under-twelves football on Sunday mornings and came home late on Tuesdays and Thursdays. He had, in the past year, lost interest in most of the things he'd previously had interest in except one, which was his phone, which now went face-down on the table at dinner and disappeared into his jacket pocket when she came into the room.

She told this flatly, without editorial. No contempt, no self-pity. She was giving me information because I needed it, not because she needed to tell it to someone.

I said: 'Do you have any idea who it might be?'

'No,' she said. 'I know there's someone. I don't know who.'

'Anyone you've suspected? A name that's come up?'

She considered this properly, which I noted. Most people in her situation have a name — a woman from the office they've mentioned once too often, or not often enough, a person whose absence from conversation is itself a kind of presence. Helen Walsh considered the question and said: 'No. Nothing that's added up to a name.'

I believed her. Which meant we were starting from nothing, and a nothing start had its own particular set of approaches.

'What you're describing,' I said, 'is a situation where you're certain of the behaviour but not the person. Is that right?'

She said it was.

'The conventional approach is surveillance. I follow your husband, document his movements, build a picture of where he goes and who he's going there with.' I paused. 'It works. Eventually. The problem with eventually is what it costs to get there. A man who's being careful — and most of them are careful, at least at first — can take weeks to give you anything useful. Days of nothing, nights of nothing, the full inventory of an ordinary life: he goes to work, he goes to the gym, he stops at the petrol station and drives home. Three hundred a day, and you're paying me to watch him do the things he'd have told you about anyway. By the time you get a photograph worth having, you've spent more than the result is worth and you still only have half the story. Some jobs suit it. This one doesn't.'

She was watching me. Not impatiently. Just waiting for where I was going.

'The quicker result,' I said, 'is something called a honey trap.'

A brief shift in her expression. Not discomfort, not exactly. More the look of someone who has heard a phrase before and is now hearing it in a context that makes it real. 'Go on,' she said.

I leaned back in the chair that I had not bought from a charity shop and knew better than to lean in too far, and I explained it to her the way I explained it to all of them: without apology, without softening, because in my experience people who came in for this kind of work had already done most of their softening before they walked through the door.

'I have a woman I work with on this kind of job. Professional, discreet, good at what she does. We establish your husband's routine — where he goes, when, what that looks like week to week. She makes an approach. I document the response. If he takes it, you have your answer, and there's no room for deniability — he can't explain away a photograph of himself making arrangements with a woman he's just met in a bar. The truth tends to come with it, one way or the other. If he doesn't take it, you have a different answer, which some people find they needed more than the first one.'

Helen Walsh looked at me. Something behind the composure assessed this, unhurried.

'And if there's already someone?' she said. 'Someone specific?'

'Then it usually surfaces. Men who are already seeing someone tend to be less cautious than men who are simply open to the possibility. The pattern's different. It shows.' I paused. 'If you had a name, we'd start there. Without a name, this tells us two things at once — whether he's the kind of man who would, and if he is, it generally leads us to the person he already is.'

A silence. Short. She was thinking, not hesitating.

'Are you comfortable with that approach?' I said.

'Yes,' she said. No qualification. No further pause.



I took her through the details.

My rate was three hundred a day plus expenses. The woman I worked with charged two-fifty per appearance, which I'd add to the bill at cost — most jobs needed two or three nights before there was anything worth documenting. For a job like this I'd estimate a week to ten days all in, with the possibility of less if we got what we needed quickly.

I said that, and then I said: 'There's always the possibility we don't get a clean result in that window. Targets change their patterns, jobs move around. If that happens, I'll let you know before I extend the timeline.'

'That's fine,' she said.

I put a figure on the retainer. Three hundred a day for seven days plus the two-fifty for Sofia, all-in: roughly three thousand, give or take what the expenses added.

She opened her bag and took out a chequebook.

I watched her write it. Most people, at that number, do something — a slight stillness before the pen moves, a breath, the small physical signal of a significant sum leaving a bank account. She wrote it the way she'd sat down in the chair: without consulting the experience first. Tore it out along the perforations and placed it on the desk facing me, which was the action of someone who had done this before or who had imagined doing it enough times that the reality didn't require a rehearsal.

I looked at the cheque. Her handwriting was precise. Small, but legible.

'I'll need the details,' I said. 'Whatever you have on his routine. Where he drinks, where he eats, the kind of places he goes.'

She had it ready. I wasn't surprised. She told me about a bar in the city centre he used on Tuesdays after work — a wine bar, the kind of place that had good lighting and no sport on the screens. A gym in the morning three times a week, early. The commercial property office on Water Street, nine till six. Sunday mornings, the football coaching in Wavertree, which she said he'd been doing for three years and which she had no particular reason to question.

She gave me the Woolton address — a detached on a quiet road near the golf club, which told me something about the financial bracket. The commercial property business apparently doing well enough, or the money being older than the business.

I took notes. Proper notes, in the notebook I kept for the purpose, not on my phone, because clients found paper more reassuring than a screen and I'd learned to give them the reassurances that cost me nothing. I wrote down everything she gave me and asked the follow-up questions — his car, his mobile network for roaming patterns if it came to that, the names of anyone from the office he'd mentioned, whether he still had social media and how active it was. She answered all of it, thoroughly, in the same flat and prepared way she'd answered everything else.

Then I took the photograph out of the envelope she put on the desk.

David Walsh. Forty-three. Broad through the shoulders, the look of a man who'd been athletic in his thirties and was managing the maintenance of that into his forties with moderate success. Ordinary face. Brown hair going grey. The kind of face that would be unremarkable in most settings and that a woman working a honey trap could approach in a wine bar in the city centre without drawing any particular attention to herself.

The kind of face that would be unremarkable in most settings, and that a woman working a honey trap could approach in a wine bar without it drawing attention.

'This is recent?' I said.

'November last year,' she said. 'It's the most recent one I could find where you can see his face properly. He doesn't like photographs.'

I put it in the file I was already assembling in my head. A man who didn't like photographs was not necessarily a man who was hiding something. It was a detail. I'd file it with the other details and see what shape they made between them.



She left at half past twelve.

I watched her go — not to the window, just tracking her exit by sound: the heels on the office floor, the creak of the top stair, the door at the bottom closing behind her with the particular click of someone who shuts doors properly rather than pulling them to. Then the street outside, though I couldn't hear her in it at this distance.

I sat with the file for a moment. The photograph of David Walsh. The cheque. The notes.

She was good, I thought. Not at dissembling — I didn't think she was dissembling, not then. Good at containing herself. The kind of woman who processed the hard things privately and presented you with the outcome, which in this case was: this is what I know, this is what I need, this is what I'm prepared to pay for it. No performance of distress, no invitation to console. She'd wanted a professional, and she'd behaved like one herself.

The threadbare chair she'd sat in without complaint. The cigarette smell she'd breathed without adjustment. Most people who came through that door with money read the room and made a calculation about what they'd hired, and some of them let that calculation show. She hadn't. She'd come in, stated her business, and left with what she'd come for.

What she'd come for, now I thought about it, was exactly the right thing. When I'd laid out the options she'd registered the logic and moved straight past the surveillance to the honey trap without needing to be steered. Which meant she'd either thought it through herself beforehand or she understood quickly. Either spoke well of her.

I put the photograph back in the envelope.

Then I looked at the cheque one more time, confirmed it had cleared the figure I'd quoted, and put it in the inside pocket of my jacket to take to the bank.

I picked up my phone.

Sofia had been doing this kind of work with me for eighteen months. I found her through a contact at the old nick who had a gift for discretion and a long memory, and I'd used her on four jobs before this one, and each time she'd been exactly what the job needed: professional, precise, and entirely without the need to discuss what the work was or what it meant. She called me Mal, which no one else did, and I'd never corrected it because by the time I'd thought to it had already become the established thing between us.

I rang her number and she picked up on the third ring.

'I've got a job,' I said. 'Honey trap, city centre, wine bar. Week, maybe ten days.'

'What's the mark like?' she said.

I looked at the photograph of David Walsh.

'Ordinary,' I said. 'Shouldn't be any trouble.'
Sofia

She lived in a flat on the fourth floor of a converted warehouse on the edge of the Baltic Triangle, which was the part of Liverpool that had been regenerated to within an inch of its life over the past ten years and was now the kind of place where independent coffee shops opened and stayed open because the people who lived there could afford the coffee. The building had exposed brickwork and a lift that worked and a view of the river from the kitchen window if you stood at the right angle, which Sofia had mentioned once as if it were an incidental fact and which I'd noticed she mentioned to everyone.

She buzzed me up without asking who it was. She was expecting me at roughly this time, and Sofia was precise about time in the way that people who bill by the hour tend to be.

The door opened before I'd knocked.

'Mal,' she said.

She was taller than people expected when they first met her — not tall, just slightly more than you'd anticipated, so that you adjusted your sense of her the moment she was actually in front of you. Late thirties, dark-eyed, with a face that you found yourself wanting to keep looking at without quite being able to explain what was holding the attention. It wasn't a conventional beauty thing — she wasn't symmetrical in any studied way, wasn't what anyone would point at in a magazine. It was something about how she paid attention to people. When Sofia was in a conversation she was entirely in it, not half somewhere else, and that was unusual enough that people registered it without knowing they were registering it. It was the same quality that made her very good at her job.

She'd told me once that she could turn it on and off. I believed her. The times I'd watched her work — from the right angle across a bar, far enough that she didn't know I was watching — the thing that struck me was how little it looked like anything at all. She wasn't performing. She was just present, and the men she approached gradually convinced themselves that they'd made the first move, that something between them had developed naturally, that the whole thing had been their idea. I'd watched it happen three times and it still surprised me how clean it was.

She'd said to me once, after the second job, that working a mark was like playing an instrument — you find the note they're already leaning towards, and you play it, and by the time it lands they're certain it was theirs.

I came in and she closed the door behind me.

The flat suited her. Nothing you could point at and say was expensive, but nothing that wasn't right either — the sofa the right colour and depth, a small plant on the coffee table that was being properly looked after, two prints on the wall that someone had actually chosen rather than just bought. The coffee she put in front of me without asking came from a machine that cost what a decent second-hand car costs, and she neither apologised for it nor made anything of it.

I sat down and put the file on the table between us.

'David Walsh,' I said. 'Forty-three. Commercial property, Water Street. Wine bar in the city centre he uses Tuesday evenings after work — good lighting, no sport on the screens, the kind of place where a man can have a drink without anyone asking what he's celebrating.'

She picked up the photograph. Looked at it the way she looked at everything: actually looking at it, not letting it register from a distance. I watched her read the photograph the way I read a room.

'Married,' she said.

'Twenty-two years. Woolton. Detached, near the golf club.'

'How long has the wife known?'

'She said four months. Probably longer.'

'And no name?'

'No name.'

Sofia set the photograph down and tapped it once with her index finger. 'There's someone specific,' she said. 'He's not fishing. Men who are fishing look like this, but differently — there's a restlessness to it, a kind of readiness. This is a man who already has somewhere he'd rather be.' She paused. 'He'll be cautious at first. First approach won't go anywhere — he'll be polite, go home, tell himself he's still the man he thinks he is. I'll need to be in the bar a couple of times before I make any real move. Just a presence. Let him see me. Let him file me. By the third time I'm there, he'll have done most of the work for me.'

This was why I worked with her. Four jobs in eighteen months, and the analysis was always the same: not warm, not cold, just accurate. She had more data on men in this situation than I'd ever accumulate, and she used it without ceremony, the way a doctor reads a chart.

'How long to a result?' I said.

'A week. Maybe ten days if he has a conscience he's still listening to.' She glanced up. 'He doesn't look like he's listening to it very hard.'

'I need documentary standard photographs,' I said. 'The approach, any exchange of numbers, anything further if it gets there — though I don't think the wife needs that.'

'She won't need it,' Sofia said. 'They decide quickly once they've decided. The photographs of the approach and whatever comes after are enough to close it.' She drank her coffee. 'I won't put myself in a position that isn't controllable. I never do. You know that.'

I did know that. It was one of the things that made her worth the money. Sofia had been in this business long enough to have developed a precise and non-negotiable set of rules about her own safety, which she'd never fully articulated to me but which I'd observed across four jobs and had come to understand as the infrastructure beneath everything else she did. She chose the initial contact point herself, always — she'd go in alone first, learn the room, the exits, the bar staff, the sightlines. She'd know exactly where she was before she committed to being there.

'Have you been to this bar?' she asked.

'Once. Three years ago. Decent enough. Single bar, no booths, good visibility in both directions.'

'I'll go Tuesday. Before we start. Just to look at it.'

'Fine.'

She made a note on her phone and set it screen-down on the table, which was a habit I'd clocked on the first job. Phones get looked at. Phones get left in places. A note you can delete in two seconds was safer than a notepad you had to remember to deal with. She'd never said this explicitly. She didn't need to.



I was going through the rest of the file when she said: 'She paid upfront. The full retainer.'

It wasn't a question. I said yes.

'Of course she did,' Sofia said. Not unkindly. Just: naturally.

I knew what she meant. What I paid for a week of this work didn't cover a weekend of what her other clients paid. She'd never said so to me directly — it would have been indelicate, and Sofia was never indelicate — but I'd been a detective for twenty years and I could do arithmetic. The flat did the arithmetic for me. The coffee machine. The coat on the hook by the door that was the same quality as Helen Walsh's coat and which Sofia had bought for herself.

She did these jobs for reasons that sat alongside money rather than because of it. I knew she had a small network she'd been building — two solicitors, a GP, a woman from what used to be the licensing unit who now worked in private security. People who knew what she did for a living and chose to know her anyway, which in her world was a particular kind of asset. Not protection exactly — more like the shape of a different kind of life, held in reserve.

The jobs with me were part of that shape. She'd said it once, in the flat way she said most things: that it was useful to be known by someone with my background. Useful to have a record of legitimate work, a professional relationship that existed on paper and had produced results. Not the income that mattered most to her — the income she was accumulating toward whatever she was building toward — but the kind that sat around it and gave it a different outline.

I'd never asked what she was building toward. She hadn't offered, and I hadn't pushed, because it wasn't my business and because I had enough respect for her to know that she didn't need my interest in her future plans. But she was precise about money in the way of someone with a number in mind, and the flat had been better furnished each time I'd visited it, and some of the work she'd been doing when we first met she didn't do anymore.

'Two-fifty per appearance,' she said. 'Two nights to close him, that's five hundred. Three nights, seven-fifty. You'll know what it's coming to as we go.'

'Agreed.'

She picked up the photograph of David Walsh one more time. Looked at it with that full, present attention.

'He's lonely,' she said.

I said: 'Most of them are.'

'I'm not mentioning it as a character note,' she said. 'It just makes the first approach quicker. The lonely ones aren't looking for an excuse. They're just looking.'

She put the photograph down.



We went through the operational detail. She'd spend the first Tuesday establishing herself in the bar — a drink, a book or her phone, unremarkable — and I'd be outside with the Insignia and a long lens, documenting Walsh's arrival and departure independently of whatever happened inside. If anything developed in the bar that she needed me to know about quickly, she had a signal we'd used on previous jobs. She'd used it once, on the second job, when the target had brought a friend she hadn't expected. I'd been parked two streets away and at the bar inside seven minutes, which was faster than I'd have expected from the traffic on that particular road.

The approach, when it came, would be hers to run. She didn't take direction on the approach — I'd learned that on the first job, when I'd made the mistake of suggesting an opening line, and she'd looked at me in the way that Sofia looked at people when they'd said something that didn't require a response. I'd understood. The approach was her instrument. I documented. She played.

It would take what it took. She'd read Walsh and calibrate, because that was what she did, and she was better at it than anyone I'd worked with and better at it than most people knew to be possible.

There was one thing left.

I'd never quite worked out the right way to ask it, and I asked it differently each time, and she always answered it the same way.

'If anything feels wrong,' I said. 'At any point.'

She looked at me. The full version of that look, which she didn't waste on things that didn't require it.

'Mal,' she said. 'If anything feels wrong, you'll hear from me before you've finished the thought.'

I believed her. She'd been keeping herself safe in situations more complicated than a Tuesday wine bar for a long time, and she was still here, and she was still good at it. She hadn't arrived at this flat by being careless.



I was at the door when she said: 'The wife. When this is done — make sure she has someone with her when she reads the report.'

I thought about Helen Walsh in the threadbare chair. The flat certainty of her. The cheque without a flinch.

'She'll be fine,' I said.

Sofia gave me the look she gave me when she thought I was being optimistic and had decided not to say so.

'Yes,' she said. 'I'm sure she will.'

I went down the four flights and out onto a street that had made up its mind about the sun, finally, and was letting some of it through.

The job was set. David Walsh, Tuesday evening, the wine bar in the city centre. A week, maybe ten days. Sofia would do what Sofia did, and I'd document what there was to document, and at the end of it Helen Walsh would have her answer.

It was a wine bar and a lonely married man and a straightforward job, same as the others had been straightforward. I'd done enough of them to stop looking twice when they presented that way.
The Mark

The wine bar was called Merchants, which was the kind of name a wine bar chose when it wanted to suggest history without committing to any particular version of it. It sat on a side street off Water Street with a frontage stripped back to bare brick and a menu chalked on a board in the window and the kind of lighting inside that made everyone look like they were halfway through a conversation about something they hadn't decided how to feel about yet.

I parked the Insignia fifty metres up the street the first Tuesday and found the angle through the gap between the headrest and the passenger door frame. Traffic wardens knocked off at half six. Walsh left the Water Street office at five forty-three, walked the eight minutes to the bar, arrived alone. Sofia was already inside — she'd gone in at five-fifteen, which I knew from the text she sent at five-seventeen: in. Bar's quiet. Two regulars. No one interesting.

I settled in to wait.

Surveillance from a car is mostly management. You manage the angle of your position, the quality of your stillness, the specific kind of unremarkable busyness that a man in a parked car at six in the evening is supposed to have. Not comatose — comatose reads wrong to anyone paying attention. Just a man with somewhere to be later, killing time. I had the notepad on the dashboard and the long lens resting across the top of the passenger seat and my phone in my hand doing nothing in particular. The right side ached in the way it always ached when I'd been sitting too long. I shifted my weight, found the angle that distributed it more evenly, and stayed there.

Walsh rounded the corner at five fifty-one.

He was bigger than the photograph had suggested — broad through the shoulders in the way that a decent coat wears differently than a suit does, with the slightly self-conscious walk of a man who hadn't entirely made peace with decent coats. He stopped outside the bar, checked his phone for a moment, went in.

I photographed him on the way in and wrote down the time.

What followed was forty-one minutes of professional patience. The bar door. The street around it. The usual pedestrian traffic of a city centre in the early evening — workers going home, a couple going somewhere that involved effort, a cycle courier standing over his bike at the junction looking at his phone. I kept the lens sweeping, the way you keep the lens sweeping when there's nothing specific to document but you're building context. The notebook accumulated details that probably meant nothing: a parking ticket placed under a wiper on the car ahead of me, the lights coming on in the office building opposite, a woman coming out of the wine bar who was not Sofia and not relevant and who I noted anyway because noting things is what you do.

At six thirty-two Walsh came back out, collar up, looking at his phone. I photographed him leaving. He turned back towards the office — headed for the car park on Old Hall Street, I'd established on the first pass — and I wrote down the departure time and put the lens back in the bag on the back seat.

Sofia's text came through twenty minutes after that: nothing yet. He noticed. Give it one more.

He'd clocked her, which meant he was paying attention, which meant he was either naturally cautious or already guilty enough to be watching the room. Either way it was information. I drove back to Kensington.



The second Tuesday she went in at five and I was parked by quarter to. Walsh arrived at five forty-eight, a minute earlier than the week before, which was the kind of variation that meant nothing but that I logged anyway because that was how you built a picture — not the details that mattered, necessarily, but all the details, and you let the pattern decide which ones mattered later. He had the same coat. He checked his phone at the door with the same gesture, phone-out, screen-glance, phone-away. A man with a habit.

I photographed him arriving. Shot of him at the door. Shot of him going through it. A sequence of frames covering the twenty seconds it took him to stop, check his phone, go in. Standard.

I swept the lens across the street while I was waiting, the way you do — not looking for anything, just keeping the eye moving. A few people on the pavement. A woman with shopping bags coming out of the office supplies place that was still somehow open. A man standing further up the street with his back to me, phone to his ear, coat too heavy for the temperature. He wasn't facing the bar. He wasn't facing me. He was standing at the specific angle of a man who doesn't want to be seen watching something, which is a different angle from a man who is simply standing on a street corner making a phone call. I held the lens on him for a moment. He didn't turn. I logged him as background and panned back to the bar entrance.

There was nothing worth noting. That was what I decided. A man on a phone in a coat too heavy for October was not an event.

Walsh came out at six thirty-seven, which was eighteen minutes longer than the first Tuesday. He didn't look at his phone until he was twenty metres up the street — the reverse of the previous week. In the first week he'd looked at his phone leaving. Now he'd put it away inside and was only checking it once clear of the building. Adjusting. Whether he was adjusting toward Sofia or away from whatever he'd been checking before was something the next visit would establish.

I filed the photographs when I got home. Sixty-three frames across the two evenings. I went through them quickly to make sure the focus was clean on the ones that mattered — Walsh's face on arrival, Walsh's face on departure — and filed the rest without looking at them closely. They were context. Background. The kind of documentation that a solicitor wanted to have and rarely needed to look at twice.

Sofia rang at half nine.

'He's in,' she said. 'Bought me a drink. Told me he was in commercial property and asked what I did. I said events management.'

'How was he?'

'Careful. Not suspicious careful — just a man who still has some version of himself he's trying to protect. It'll go on one more visit.'

'Thursday?'

'Thursday,' she said. 'Make sure you're covering the inside as well. I'll need the documentation from in there, not just the street.'

I said I'd sort it. We rang off.

The careful ones were often easier, in the end. They thought caution was protection. It wasn't — it was just a longer version of the same result, a man persuading himself he was making a considered decision when the decision had already been made.



I made a few calls the next morning to find someone who could run a second camera inside the bar without drawing attention. I had two people I used for this kind of thing — a woman who did door-to-door research work and had a face that nobody looked at twice, and a former scenes-of-crime officer who now did insurance documentation and was technically overqualified for sitting in a wine bar with a long lens built into a satchel. I rang the latter. He was available Thursday.

Walsh arrived at five forty-four. I photographed him from the Insignia. My contact was inside already, drinking a mineral water and reading something on a tablet. Sofia was at the bar.

I watched the door and I waited, which was most of what the job was. The bar ran its evening trade — a steady trickle of after-work couples and pairs of colleagues and one table of four who stayed longer than anyone else. None of them were what I was documenting. None of them required the lens. I noted them anyway. I noted the street. I noted the arrival times of three other men who went in and came out without involving me in anything.

At seven-twelve, Walsh came out with his phone in his hand and stood on the pavement.

Just stood there. Not making a call, not looking at anything in particular, phone held at his side like a prop he'd forgotten to put down. I had the lens on him through the passenger window. He was thirty metres away and the light from the bar doorway was behind him, which meant I had his face in three-quarter profile — the line of his jaw, the set of his shoulders, the particular quality of absolute stillness that a man achieves when his body is waiting for his brain to finish its argument.

He'd made his decision. That much was clear. The question was whether he could make himself act on it.

I watched him through the lens and thought about twenty years of reading people in interview rooms. What Walsh was doing on that pavement wasn't unusual. It was the moment after the commitment, the moment between the private decision and the public one, when everything that followed became real. Some men stayed in that moment for a long time. Some turned around and went home.

Walsh went back inside.

I photographed him going back in. Standard documentation. Part of the sequence.

He came out again at seven fifty-one and walked away with a different quality to it — purposeful now, the earlier hesitation gone. The argument resolved. My contact came out four minutes later and we met at the car.

He handed me the memory card.

'He took her number,' he said. 'And gave her his. About seven-fifteen. She said something that made him laugh and then she showed him something on her phone — couldn't see what — and he put his number in it himself. The body language after that was textbook.'

I pocketed the card.

'Clean shots?'

'Clean enough. You've got the number exchange documented. His face is clear.'

I thanked him, settled up, and drove back to Kensington.



I went through the photographs that evening. Sofia's documentation from inside was good — the number exchange was there, Walsh's expression was there, the whole thing would hold up to the scrutiny it was going to get when it went in front of a solicitor and then eventually a mediator or a judge, depending on how the Walshes decided to handle what came next.

The outside shots were supplementary. I went through them the way I always went through supplementary material — methodically, without rushing, but without looking for anything I hadn't expected to find. The professional habit: check the focus, check the framing, confirm the sequence is complete.

Walsh arriving at five forty-four. Clean. His face clear at the door.

Walsh on the pavement at seven-twelve, the half-decision moment. Three frames — I'd shot a short burst. In the best of them you could see it in the set of his shoulders, the specific quality of a man carrying a weight he'd chosen.

Walsh going back inside. Walsh coming out at seven fifty-one, a different man.

Then the street shots. I went through them in order. The bar frontage at various points, the traffic, the pedestrians doing what pedestrians did while a man forty metres away was making a decision that was going to change his life. I checked focus and moved on. Checked framing and moved on. The woman with the shopping bags — different day, same woman, apparently the office supplies place was a regular stop. A group of three coming out of the building further up. Two men talking at the junction, one of them gesturing.

I was through the sequence in just under ten minutes. Sixty-one frames. I filed them all and closed the laptop.

The case was essentially done. Walsh had her number, Sofia had his. In a day or two he'd use it, because that was what men in his situation did once they'd decided, and then she'd have the documentation of whatever came next, and I'd have the file that Helen Walsh had paid me to build, and in a week or so she'd have her answer.

It was clean work, all told.

I made a note to call her early the following week, once Sofia confirmed the follow-up contact. Then I took my evening tramadol, poured a measure into the mug, and sat at the desk while Kensington did its Wednesday night outside the window.

The file was sitting on the desk in front of me. The cheque was cleared. The case was running on time and under budget.

I was doing the job I'd been paid to do, and I was doing it properly, and there was nothing about any of it that looked like anything other than what it was. If there had been, I'd have clocked it. Twenty years in serious crime and two years of this — I knew what a job that didn't sit right felt like, and this one sat right.

That was what I thought, sat at the desk in Kensington on a Wednesday evening with the file sorted and the case on track and nothing to look twice at.
Blown

The Walsh job was as good as done by the time it started to feel wrong.

Walsh had rung Sofia on the Friday — she'd texted me to confirm it, two words: he rang — and they'd made arrangements to meet for a drink the following week. That was the result. A married man who'd taken a number from a stranger in a bar and used it four days later was not a man you could argue wasn't doing what his wife suspected. The documentation from the wine bar combined with the phone contact Sofia would capture would close the case cleanly. I'd started drafting the report on Saturday morning and I was waiting on her final piece before I could finish it.

On Saturday afternoon I rang Helen Walsh to let her know we were nearly there.

She didn't answer. I left a message.

On Sunday she still hadn't rung back, which was the first small thing.

Most clients rang the moment they heard anything. The nature of the situation — the money spent, the question asked, the particular quality of waiting for an answer you already suspected — meant they couldn't help themselves, even the composed ones. Helen Walsh had struck me as a woman with a clear plan and a clear head, but even those women tended to pick up the phone when a PI left them a message saying the job was essentially done.

I told myself she was busy and left a second message Monday morning, then turned back to the report.



The car was a dark grey Volkswagen Golf and I first noticed it on Monday afternoon.

I'd been out for the usual walk and I came back up the side street toward the building and saw it parked across from the Coral, facing the wrong way for that side of the street. That wasn't remarkable in itself — people parked the wrong way on Kensington regularly enough and the traffic wardens had a flexible relationship with enforcing it. But I read the plate out of habit, the way twenty years of the job had made me read plates without deciding to, and I went upstairs and got on with the report and didn't think about it again until Tuesday morning when I was three cars behind a dark grey Golf on Prescot Road on the way to the cash and carry on Edge Lane, and the plate matched.

A man can drive the same roads as you two days running without it meaning anything. Liverpool is a city. The roads go where they go. I did a circuit of the car park when I got there rather than pulling straight in, and the Golf didn't follow me inside, and I did my shopping and drove back to Kensington and didn't see it the rest of that day.

I'd thought about this kind of thing before — whether my instincts were reliable, whether what I clocked was real or whether it was the pattern-seeking of a man with two cracked vertebrae and a tramadol prescription finding shapes in things that were ordinary. It wasn't something I dwelt on, but I'd had enough sessions with occupational health before retirement to know it was a reasonable thing to wonder. Hypervigilance, they'd called it. Your nervous system recalibrated by sustained exposure to threat, and then recalibrated again by what happened in that room in Toxteth, and the result being a man who sometimes saw threat in the ordinary and knew he sometimes saw it and couldn't always tell the difference.

The Golf was probably nothing. But the Golf and the silence from Helen Walsh were two small things sitting next to each other, and two small things sitting next to each other in a case usually meant you were looking at one bigger thing from two different angles.

I gave it another day.



The occupational health work had taken place across a year of fortnightly sessions with a woman called Whitfield, whose consulting room was in a converted terrace on Rodney Street and who had a way of asking questions that made you aware you'd already been thinking about the answer and hadn't admitted it yet. They'd started because the force had required them, three months after Toxteth, and I'd attended with the specific compliance of a man who was going to do what the process asked and nothing more. That changed around the sixth session, when something she'd said had been accurate enough that not engaging with it had taken more effort than engaging.

She'd introduced the word hypervigilance at some point in the autumn after — not as a diagnosis, she'd been particular about that, but as a description. The way she'd explained it: your nervous system has been running a pattern for twenty years. It hasn't been given the memo that the pattern is different now. It's still looking for the same things. Sometimes it finds them. Sometimes it finds the shape of them in things that aren't them.

I'd asked how you told the difference.

She'd said you usually couldn't, not in the moment. What you could do was notice you were reading something, pause long enough to ask whether the pattern was there or whether you were finding it because you were looking, and hold both possibilities at equal weight until one tipped over the other.

What tips it? I'd asked.

Third instance, she'd said. First is nothing — that's just the world being the world. Second is notice. Third is respond.

In practice the line between the second instance and the third was precisely the line I couldn't always see, because the part of my nervous system that found patterns was the same part that was supposed to assess whether the pattern was real. Using a damaged instrument to check whether the instrument was damaged. But the framework helped. It was still the most useful thing anyone had said to me about the way I was working since the year I'd stopped working.

First instance: Monday, Golf on the side street facing the wrong way, plate logged out of habit. Nothing.

Second instance: Tuesday morning, same plate on Prescot Road. Notice.

I was waiting on the third.



Sofia rang Tuesday evening to confirm the result was solid. Walsh had booked dinner for Thursday — she had the restaurant, her contact would run the second camera, and by Friday I'd have everything I needed to close the case.

I told her to hold off.

A pause on the line. 'Hold off?'

'Give it a few days. I haven't been able to reach the client.'

'She's paying you by the day,' Sofia said. Not accusatory, just noting the fact.

'I know she is.'

What I had was a dark grey Golf on Prescot Road and a client who wasn't picking up her phone, and neither of those things was a reason to pause a job that was a day away from being finished. But I'd been a detective long enough to know that the feeling that something wasn't right was usually worth the cost of finding out whether it was or not.

Sofia said she'd hold off until Thursday. She didn't say she thought I was being daft, which I appreciated.



Sofia rang Thursday afternoon.

'You're still holding,' she said. Not a question.

'I am.'

A pause. 'The Walsh window closes over the weekend. He'll use the number again by Sunday or he'll talk himself out of it. Men like Walsh don't sit in the middle of a decision they've already made.'

'I know.'

'So tell me what we're doing.'

The street below was ordinary. Kensington going about its Thursday afternoon — the Coral's orange frontage, the traffic, the bus stop with its two people and their phones. The space in front of the Coral where the Golf had been three days running and hadn't been since Wednesday night was just a space. Absence was not information. A man who realised he'd been noticed didn't park in the same spot twice once he knew you'd clocked the first one. He adapted. That was what professionals did.

'Helen Walsh hasn't returned a message in a week,' I said. 'I've got a car I've seen on three separate days, different streets, same plate. Those two things sitting next to each other are what I've got.'

'Could be coincidence. Could be she changed her mind and doesn't know how to say it.'

'It could.'

'But you're not closing the file.'

'Not yet.'

She rang off without arguing, which I took as its own kind of assessment. Sofia didn't push back on things she understood the logic of, even when the logic hadn't been explained.

The afternoon passed. I went through what I had — Walsh file, photographs from the three Tuesdays, the partial report that would have been the cleanest close I'd had in six months. All of it pointing in one direction and landing somewhere that didn't quite make sense. Five o'clock became six. I turned the lamp on when the light went and sat with the file and the whisky and the question I couldn't answer, and nothing resolved itself, which was the thing about waiting. You could set the framework and apply the logic and hold the two possibilities at equal weight. And then at the end of a Thursday it was the same office and the same unanswered calls and the same car that might or might not mean something, and you went home and came back the next day and waited to see which way it fell.



On Wednesday morning the Golf was outside the Coral again.

Different space, different angle, same plate. I stood at the office window long enough to be certain about it, and then I sat down and looked at the Walsh file and thought about Helen Walsh, who had paid three thousand pounds upfront without flinching, had given me an address and a photograph and a story, and who had now not returned three phone calls.

I went back through all of it properly. The initial meeting, the way she'd sat down without looking at the chair, the way she'd written the cheque, the details she'd had ready before I'd asked for them. The basic due diligence I'd done at the start of every job: the account was genuine, the Woolton address checked out. I'd driven past it on the first day — solid detached on a quiet road near the golf club, lights on in the evening, a car on the drive. Nothing wrong with any of it.

But I'd run the entire job in the name of a woman I hadn't heard from since she'd walked down my stairs, and the result was sitting in a file she hadn't asked about, and I was three weeks into billing her at three hundred a day and she hadn't once rung to ask how it was going.

Composed people didn't do that. People with a plan didn't do that. People who'd hired a PI to answer a question they'd been sitting with for months didn't do that.

I left a third message for Helen Walsh and then I went downstairs and stood next to the Golf long enough to confirm the plate one last time. Then I walked to the end of the street and back, went upstairs, and didn't do anything else about it, because what was there to do. I had a client who wasn't calling back and a car I'd seen three times and a feeling I couldn't name and nothing that added up to anything I could act on.

I took my tramadol, got on with the report, and sat at the window with the whisky at four o'clock and watched the street. The Golf left at twenty past six, turning north at the end of the road. I wrote down the plate, the time, and the direction, and closed the notepad.

Then I drove to Aintree.

The hospital sat behind the racecourse — a practical pairing that had presumably made sense to someone at the planning stage and which never quite made sense to me, passing the grandstands in the dark to get to a place where people were trying not to die. I'd been coming long enough that the man on the east entrance barrier lifted it before I'd had the window all the way down. Third floor, east wing: the route in the body rather than in the head, the feet going where they'd been going for three years.

Dean's room was a side room at the end of the corridor with a window that faced the car park. They'd moved him there sometime in the second year — a quiet acknowledgement that this wasn't a short-term arrangement. The room had a bed, a chair, a monitor, and the settled arrangement of tubes and fittings that I'd long since stopped registering as medical equipment and started registering as just the particular furniture of this particular room.

He looked the same as last week. That was both accurate and not accurate — accurate because nothing had visibly changed, not accurate because after three years the same had its own specific quality. The stillness of a man whose body was continuing to do what bodies did while the rest of it was somewhere unavailable. His face was Dean's face, and the only way I could tell it from Dean's face at rest was that his face at rest had never looked this still.

I pulled the chair up to the side of the bed.

'How's the golf, then,' I said.

We'd had a running disagreement about golf for fifteen years that had never resolved in either direction. He'd considered it the activity of men who had run out of actual things to do and were substituting a walk for a purpose. I'd played badly and infrequently until the back had made the decision for me, and I hadn't missed it enough to argue for it, and the argument had continued anyway because it was an argument we were both fond of. Somewhere in the Tuesday visits I'd started beginning each one this way — not with anything meaningful, just the golf question, because it put his voice in my head saying I don't play golf, you daft sod, I've told you this, and that had a particular quality I hadn't been able to replicate anywhere else.

I told him about Walsh. The honey trap, the wine bar, three Tuesday evenings building the documentation. Walsh on the pavement at half seven on the third visit — the quality of a man at the moment between deciding and acting, the body waiting for the brain to catch up with what the brain had already decided. Sofia and the number exchange. The case as good as closed.

I told him about Helen Walsh not picking up the phone.

I told him about the Golf.

Not the way I'd have briefed a colleague — not weighing it, not drawing the lines out. Just in the way you tell a thing to someone you trust, which is different from the way you think about it on your own. Because saying it out loud to someone changes the shape of it. Even when the someone isn't in a position to say anything back.

'The client hires me,' I said, 'the job runs clean for three weeks, and then she goes quiet the day the result comes in. Three messages, no response. And a car I've seen three times in four days isn't there anymore, which isn't the same as it not being there.' I stopped. 'You'd tell me. If it was the hypervigilance — if I was finding the pattern rather than reading it — you'd know. You were always better at that than I was. Knowing which way I was going.'

I watched his face. The monitor. The window with its orange car park light doing its ordinary work on the other side.

'That's the thing about Whitfield's framework,' I said. 'Third instance. I've got the second and I'm sitting with it and I don't know yet if the third is coming or if this is it — two things that look like a pattern because I'm the one looking.' I paused. 'Two years of the PI work and most of it's been routine. Men who go to wine bars and take numbers and aren't difficult to document. I don't know if I'm still calibrated for when something's actually wrong, or if I've been doing routine long enough that wrong just reads as interesting.'

He didn't answer. The monitor didn't change. The car park was doing what car parks did at half nine on a Wednesday night, which was nothing in particular.

I stayed past the hour. Not because there was more to say, but because the chair was there and the room was quiet, and outside the room was the office and the half-finished report and a dark grey Golf that was either something or nothing, and in here it was just the light and the monitor and Dean's face and the question I'd been carrying all week.

When I stood to go I put my hand on the bed rail, the way I always did on the way out. Not on him — on the metal of it, the thing closest to where he was. I'd started doing it somewhere in the first year and I'd kept doing it without examining why, because examining it seemed likely to make it smaller than it was.

'Same time next week,' I said.

He didn't say anything.

I drove back to Kensington in the dark and told myself the Golf was probably nothing and almost believed it.
The Roof

The call came in at half six on a Thursday evening, same week I'd been watching the Golf and telling myself it was probably nothing.

Helen Walsh's number. I looked at it for long enough that it rang twice before I answered.

'Mr Richards.' Her voice was the same — composed, the particular quality of a woman who processed things privately and gave you the outcome. 'I'm sorry I haven't been in touch. It's been a complicated few weeks.'

I said that was fine. I waited.

'I've found something,' she said. 'Among David's things. I think it might be relevant to what you've been looking at, and I'd rather you saw it in person than me trying to describe it over the phone. Are you available this evening?'

Every instinct I had said no. But my instincts had been wrong before, and the occupational health people had given me good reasons to doubt them, and Helen Walsh had paid me three thousand pounds and this was a client calling with new information on a case that was essentially closed. There were reasons a woman who'd found something suspicious in her husband's papers would want to discuss it in person rather than over the phone. There were reasons she'd want to show me the physical thing rather than describe it.

There was also the Golf, and the silence, and the three weeks of billing while she hadn't once rung to ask how it was going, and something I couldn't name that had been sitting at the edge of my attention since Wednesday morning. I couldn't tell if that was the situation or me. I never entirely could.

I asked for the address.

She gave it to me. Anfield, off Breck Road — a building her husband had been developing, she said. She had the keys. She'd meet me on the top floor in an hour.

After she rang off I sat with the phone for a moment and thought about it properly. Everything she'd said was consistent with a woman in her situation finding something she didn't know what to do with. The address was consistent with a man in commercial property having a building in Anfield. None of it was wrong. None of it was right enough to stop the thing in my chest that wasn't quite alarm.

I texted Sofia the address. Going to meet the client. Anfield, off Breck Road, building number on the door is 14. If you don't hear from me by nine, ring someone.

I didn't specify who she should ring. I couldn't think of anyone in particular. I put my jacket on and went downstairs to the Insignia.



Anfield at half seven on a Thursday evening was doing what Anfield did: the streets around the ground quiet in the way they only got when there was no match, the terraced houses with their lights on, the offy on the corner that had been there long enough to become part of the street's identity. I'd been to plenty of jobs in this part of the city over the years. It was the kind of area that looked like what it was rather than what someone else wanted it to be, which I'd always found more honest than the parts of Liverpool that were trying to become something.

The building was on a side street three minutes from the ground — a four-storey commercial block, late seventies, the kind of flat-roofed construction that had seemed permanent when it was built and had been wrong about that. The ground-floor windows were boarded. There was scaffolding on one side. A development company's hoarding along the front with a rendering of what it would look like when it was done, which was the standard optimistic version of a building that was currently a long way from done.

I drove past it once before I parked. The street was quiet. A van at the far end. No dark grey Golf that I could see, though I wasn't foolish enough to think that settled anything.

I sat in the Insignia for two minutes. The conclusion I arrived at was: possibly stupid. The conclusion I arrived at about the alternative was: definitely not right. I got out.

The front door was unlocked. The ground floor was a stripped concrete shell, no lighting, the smell of damp and old plaster. A stairwell at the back. I used the torch on my phone and went up.

Second floor: offices stripped to the frame, wiring hanging from the ceilings, the particular desolation of a building that had been used for something and wasn't yet being used for anything else. Third floor: same. I went past it and up to the fourth.

I heard nothing. The door to the roof was ajar, a strip of grey evening sky above the frame. I pushed it open and went through.



The roof was flat gravel, exhaust vents, a low parapet on three sides and a fire-escape railing on the fourth. Liverpool below and around, the floodlights of the ground visible two streets over, the low amber sky the city makes at night with its own light. Cold. A reasonable wind coming off the Mersey.

Helen Walsh was not there.

I had time to register that and to start turning before the first man was on me — an arm across my chest from behind, pulling me back and down, and a second man coming in from the left to take my other arm. They moved quickly and without sound, with the kind of efficiency that comes from having done this kind of thing before, and within three seconds I was bent forward between them with both arms held back and my weight committed in a way that made struggling pointless. I tried anyway, briefly, and got my right shoulder wrenched for it. I stopped.

The roof door opened again.

The man who came through it was in his late thirties, well-dressed in the way of someone who'd spent money on their appearance without quite achieving the effect they were going for. Good coat, good shoes, the look of a man who had grown up being told he was going to be important and was still waiting for the world to fully catch up with the information. He took his time crossing the roof. He wanted the pause to land — wanted me to understand the geometry of the situation before he started talking.

I was thinking about the situation. I was also thinking about the fact that I didn't know his face, which I was going to have to sit with, and that the two men holding me were professionals, which was information, and that Helen Walsh had not rung me in three weeks and had then rung me to a location that was empty, and I still didn't know what any of that added up to.

He stopped in front of me. Hands in his coat pockets. Looking at me with the expression of a man who expected a specific reaction and was prepared to wait for it.

I said: 'Where's my client?'

His expression shifted very slightly. Not what he'd expected.



'Who are you working for,' he said. Not a question. A man who expected an answer before the question had finished landing.

I said nothing. Client confidentiality didn't have a legal basis for a private investigator the way it did for a solicitor, but it was a professional one, and I'd held it before in rooms more hospitable than this.

The man to my right drove his fist into my kidney. Hard, short, angled in. Properly done — not a punch, a strike, with the mechanics of someone who knew where to put it for the most return. The pain was immediate and specific and I lost my breath in a controlled, involuntary way, the way a man loses it who has been here before. I bent forward, breathed through it, straightened as far as the grip allowed.

He waited.

'Who put you onto me,' he said. 'What do you know and who have you passed it to.'

Three questions and each one told me something. Onto me — he thought I was running him specifically. Passed it to — he thought there was something worth passing, and someone worth passing it to.

'I don't know who you are,' I said. 'I haven't been watching you.'

The man on my left hit me in the stomach. This one doubled me properly — I went down against the restraint of their grip, head dropping, and spent a few seconds just managing the business of my body. My ribs, which had never sorted themselves out from the last time this had happened, were registering opinions about the situation.

I straightened again.

He let the silence run. He knew how to use it.

I thought about what I was protecting and what the protection was worth. I'd been running a honey trap on a man who'd taken a number in a bar. That was the entire case. There was nothing in what I had on Walsh that was going to cause Walsh any serious trouble — a solicitor's letter, a mediation, the ordinary quiet misery of a marriage coming apart. Nothing worth bleeding for. Client confidentiality was a professional courtesy, and this wasn't a client I owed much to.

'David Walsh,' I said. 'I was running a surveillance job on a man called David Walsh. His wife thinks he's having an affair. She hired me to document it. Three weeks, a wine bar on Water Street, the job was almost closed. That's it. That's all of it.'

He looked at me with a new quality of attention.

He knew Walsh.

I could see it happen — the name landing somewhere it recognised, the recalibration behind his eyes. He'd been expecting a cover story about Walsh and instead he'd got Walsh confirmed, and that was either better or considerably worse and I couldn't yet tell which.



'Walsh,' he said. Turning it over.

'Walsh,' I said. 'Commercial property. Married. Goes to a wine bar on Tuesdays after work.'

He was quiet for a moment. Then: 'What have you got. What did you capture.'

'Images from those evenings. Walsh arriving at the bar, Walsh leaving. Wider street shots — you take more than you need and go through it later. Same as everything else I shoot.' I paused. 'I was about to close the case.'

Something moved in his face. Not anger. More careful than anger.

I was reading him the way I'd spent twenty years reading people — not looking for the thing they were saying, but for the thing they were trying not to. He was about my age, maybe a few years younger. The physical confidence of a man who was used to other people managing physical situations on his behalf. He spoke in the way of someone who had grown up being listened to, but there was something underneath the authority that wasn't quite authority. The shape of it without the substance. The performance of a man who carried weight that had originally belonged to someone else.

Borrowed, I thought. He was borrowing it from somewhere.

He'd had someone look at what I'd been doing on Water Street. Someone had gone through it and come back to him with enough that it warranted a dark grey Golf outside my office for a fortnight, and then this roof, and two professionals, and himself in person. He'd seen something in what I'd captured — or been told there was something in it — and he hadn't been able to leave it alone.

'I haven't gone through those background images,' I said. 'I didn't have a reason to. But you do, and now I know there's something in them worth finding.'

Something in his face that wasn't quite anger. Something tighter than that. The expression of a man who has been shown someone working toward a conclusion from the wrong end and can't quite stop them getting there.

'You don't know who I am,' he said. Somewhere between a question and a statement.

'I know that,' I said. 'But I know you're afraid of what I might have. And now I know I should look.'



He crouched down in front of me, which brought us to eye level in a way that was presumably meant to feel intimate or threatening and achieved something in between.

'Here's what's going to happen,' he said, quietly. 'You're going to go back to your office and you're going to close the Walsh file and destroy the photographs and you're going to develop a professional incuriosity about everything you've done in that area over the past three weeks. You're going to stop making calls to numbers you no longer have any business calling. And you're going to carry on finding lost dogs and photographing cheating husbands and never think about any of this again.'

He was composed when he said it. I could see what it cost him to be that composed, and I could also see that he thought the composure was working.

I thought about the last three weeks. The Walsh file. The images sitting on the camera that I hadn't looked at in any detail because the case was done and the background material could wait. Sofia on hold. The Golf outside the Coral, watching, and someone on the other end of the watching who'd had enough reach to deploy two professionals to a rooftop in Anfield on a Thursday evening.

'Whoever owns this building,' I said, 'is that the same person who sent you?'

His composure cracked slightly at the edges. Not much. Enough.

'You're not the one who runs this,' I said. 'Whatever this is. You're here because something needed handling and you're the one who handles things. You came in person because this required that — because something about the situation made it personal to you, or because someone needed to see you doing it yourself.' I was working it out, still working it out, the way I always did — out loud, in sequence, following each thought to the next. 'The person at the back of this would never be on a roof. They'd never put themselves in the same room as the problem. They'd send someone. They send you.'

Something in his face that wasn't quite anger. Tighter than that. The particular expression of a man who is used to being the one with the information and has just been shown someone working toward it from the other end.

'You've done this before,' I said. 'And whoever sends you has been doing it considerably longer. And the reason you're here yourself, on this roof, instead of just those two, is because whoever it is wants this to be personal to you. They want you to be the one who deals with it. You're not just the man who gets sent. You're the man who's proving something.'

'Shut up,' he said.

'I'm right, though,' I said.



He stood up. Slowly, deliberately. His hands came out of his coat pockets.

I'd been in situations like this before, and the feeling that comes before the final bad thing was always the same — not fear exactly, more a kind of absolute physical clarity, the body presenting its options and their consequences with no editorial. The men holding me were going to hold me until they were told otherwise. Fire-escape railing on my left, a parapet on three sides, a four-storey drop to the service alley below.

'You don't know what you're talking about,' he said. His voice had gone quiet. Not the forced quietness of a composed threat — something that had stopped trying to be composed.

'I probably know less than I think,' I said. 'I usually do.'

I don't know why I kept talking. Twenty years of serious crime and I still couldn't make my mouth stop when my brain was running. The talking was the thinking, and the thinking was the only thing I had left, and the sensible thing was to stop and I didn't stop.

'Here's what I know,' I said. 'I know I've been running a routine honey trap on a man whose name means nothing to you, and somehow in three weeks of that I photographed something you're afraid of. I know you've been watching my office for a fortnight trying to work out whether I'd found it. I know you've come here yourself tonight rather than leaving it to these two, which means it's not just professional — it means something to you specifically.' I paused. Breathed carefully around the ribs. 'I didn't know what was in those photographs. I hadn't looked. But I will now. Whatever it is I captured on Water Street on three Tuesday evenings, I am going to find it, and when I do I'm going to know exactly why a man sent two professionals to a rooftop in Anfield to stop me looking.'

His jaw was very tight.

'Go away quietly,' he said.

'What is it I photographed?' I said.

He stepped forward and kicked me.

Not a measured thing. Not an instruction to the two men. He stepped forward and drove his foot into my chest — a flat shove of a kick, no technique, the full unmanaged weight of a man who had just stopped managing himself, and the parapet was directly behind me.

The men holding my arms were holding me forward. A force going backward found nothing to catch it. My weight went back and over the parapet lip, and then there was nothing under me, and then the first section of the fire escape hit me — the upper railing catching me across the chest, a blow that drove everything out of my lungs at once, and I grabbed at it with both hands and my grip held for exactly the half-second it took my momentum to decide it wasn't interested in being stopped. My left side hit the metal grating of the first landing flat on — the ribs that had never properly healed registering this as a new and definitive opinion — and I heard something crack that I was fairly sure had already been cracked once. The structure shook against the wall. I slid off the edge.

The second landing caught my shoulder. I don't remember it clearly — not the impact itself, more the aftermath, the specific sensation of a joint being asked to do something it was not designed to do and failing. The rusted bracket gave under the weight and the whole section swung away from the wall on one fixing, and I was moving again, hitting the ironwork of the third level on the way past, the metal screaming against my back, my spine doing its own screaming in a register I didn't have any nerve endings left to properly translate.

There was a van parked in the service alley below. I hadn't noted it when I'd come in, and I had time to think that was a lapse in judgement before I hit its roof with the full remaining momentum of a man who'd fallen three floors and been slowed by everything that had gone wrong on the way. The metal gave. A significant amount of it. The roof panel compressed downward under the impact with a sound that I felt more than heard, a deep structural concussion that went through me and through the vehicle simultaneously, and I was folded into the dent it made with the gracelessness of a man who had run out of options and was now just describing a shape on impact.

I lay in the dent for a moment. Or I didn't lie — I wasn't moving, but I hadn't chosen that. The body had made the decision.

Then I slid off the side of the van and hit the alley floor.

Then nothing for a while.



When I came back, the alley was dark and my body was explaining things to me that I didn't want to hear. I was on my back beside the van, one arm against the rear wheel arch. The sky above the buildings was the colour of old copper in the ambient light from the streets. Above me the van roof had a depression in it the shape of a man who'd been falling.

I lay still for a moment.

Then I turned my head and looked at the alley around me. The copper colour in the sky was gone. The sky was grey. Not the grey of an overcast night — something different. Something that wasn't a colour at all but an absence of one.

I looked at my hand.

The alley was black and white.

I thought: I've hit my head.

I thought: this is what concussion looks like.

I thought: there are images on my camera that I haven't looked at closely.

I thought: someone will find me.

Then I stopped thinking and let the dark come back, because it was easier.
First Dark

Getting up was the problem.

Not the decision to get up — that was straightforward, the same decision a man makes a thousand times in a career and it was already made. The problem was the implementation. The ribs had a position on lateral movement. The shoulder that had hit the second landing had a position on weight-bearing. The back, which had been managed not fixed for four years and which had just been given a new and definitive set of opinions, had a great deal to say about the whole enterprise.

I said nothing back to any of it. Talking to your injuries on an alley floor in Anfield at midnight was not a conversation that ended well for either party.

I got my right hand under me and pushed. The shoulder declined. I used the left instead, rolled onto it, got an elbow planted, and stayed there for a moment while the pain organized itself into something I could categorize and set aside. There was a hierarchy to it. The ribs were primary — every breath a negotiation, the left side locked into a new and specific pattern of complaint that told me the landing had done something final to what had already been fractured. The back was secondary, and secondary only because it was the kind of pain that didn't peak and recede but settled in for a long stay, a structural commentary that was going to be there when everything else had moved on. The shoulder was third. The head — the back of it, where something had connected with something solid on the way down — was a different category: not painful so much as present, a weight sitting behind my eyes that I was choosing not to examine.

I got upright. One movement at a time, using the van's bodywork for purchase, the metal cold and solid under my palm. Stood with my back against it and breathed.

The alley was black and white.

I looked at it. Looked at my hand. The alley, the van with its caved-in roof, the brick walls, the service entrance at the far end — all of it in the clean hard monochrome of a photograph, every shadow precise, every surface stripped of colour and left with only its structure.

Concussion, I thought. I've had concussion before. This is what it does.

I didn't believe that, entirely. But it was the available explanation and I was in no state to find a better one. I pushed off from the van and started toward the street.



Progress down the alley was slow and specific. Each step a calculation, weight shifting left and then right and then left again, the body redistributing its complaints with every transfer. The ribs made themselves known on the inhale. I kept the exhales controlled and shallow and kept moving.

The alley mouth opened onto the side street.

I came out onto the pavement and stopped.

The street was wrong.

Not wrong in the way of a man with a head injury seeing things that weren't there — wrong in the way of a thing that was entirely present and entirely impossible, each detail sharp and accounted for. The cars parked along both sides of the road were long and low-slung, chrome-heavy, with fins and curves that belonged to a different decade's idea of what a car should look like. A black-and-white world and in it the cars were unmistakably American — vast saloons with wide whitewall tyres and hood ornaments that caught what light there was and threw it back silver. Not one of them was anything I recognized. Not one of them had been built in the last fifty years.

I stood on the pavement and looked at them.

There was light traffic moving on the main road at the end of the street. More of the same. Big American iron going by at a slow cruise, the sound of the engines a deep idle that was nothing like the traffic sound I knew. The buildings were darker than they should have been against the sky, and the sky itself was low and dark and flat, a B&W sky with no particular intention of explaining itself.

I thought: I've hit my head very hard.

A light was coming up the street. Yellow. Square-topped, riding high on its chassis.

A cab. A yellow cab.

I got my arm up.



It pulled over with the unhurried ease of a vehicle that had been doing this for years and had no particular opinion about the next fare. The driver had the window down. A broad face, thick neck, cap pushed back on his head.

'You need a lift, pal, or you just practicing?'

'Hospital,' I said.

He looked at me for a moment with the assessment of a man who drove for a living and had seen the full spectrum of what people brought into his cab at this hour. Then he reached back and opened the rear door.

I got in. It took longer than it should have. The leather seat was wide and cold and I leaned back into it and closed my eyes while the cab pulled out from the kerb.

'General's your best bet this time of night,' the driver said, already talking. 'Royal's a longer run and on a Thursday you'll be waiting three hours behind whatever they're pulling out of the river.' He had the particular energy of a man who had decided a long time ago that silence was a waste of two people. 'Unless you're dying, in which case I'd say General's still your best bet because at least they've got parking. You dying?'

'Not yet,' I said.

'Right answer.' He checked his mirror and pulled out onto the main road. 'You catch the game last night?'

I had not caught the game. I did not know which game. I said nothing, and he took that as permission.

'Fourth quarter, they've got it — they have got it, I'm telling you, Gifford's been solid all night, the line's holding — and then Marchetti comes off his block and gets into the backfield and that's it, whole thing falls apart in about four seconds. Third time this season. Third time.' He navigated a junction with the ease of a man who had made this particular turn ten thousand times. 'I've got five bucks on these guys. Five bucks, which my wife Elaine would tell you is five bucks more than we've got to spare right now, what with the boiler and the older kid's orthodontist, but I put it on anyway because every year I tell myself I'm done and every year I'm not done. You follow football?'

'Not really,' I said.

'Smart man.' He glanced in the mirror. The eyes of a man conducting a professional assessment. 'You want me to take it easy on the corners?'

'Yes,' I said.

He did. The cab settled into a steadier rhythm, picking its way through the streets with more care than before, and I lay back against the leather and let the city go past the window.

It was wrong. All of it wrong, in a way I had no current capacity to address. The streets were too wide and too dark, the buildings lower and more angular than they should have been, the signage lit in neon rather than the orange-white LED of a city I recognized. A diner on the corner with a lit sign, the name of it in a script that curved and dipped. A barbershop shuttered for the night with a striped pole going still. A man in a good hat standing under a streetlamp reading a newspaper in a way that nobody had stood reading a newspaper in thirty years — not performatively, just because that was what you did when you were waiting for someone and you had a paper.

All of it in the sharp, shadowless monochrome of a world that had stripped itself down to its own logic and left everything else on the floor.

I watched it go by and didn't try to explain it to myself, because explaining it would have required a functioning brain and I was currently running what the brain had left on a much more basic task. Stay conscious. Note the destination. Don't give Lou more to worry about.

'—anyway, Elaine says to me, she says, Lou, if you put five bucks on every game you watched you'd have bought a Cadillac by now, and I said, honey, a Cadillac is exactly the thing I do not need, I've got a perfectly good cab, and she gives me the look — you married?'

'Divorced,' I said.

'Smart man,' he said again, with a different weight to it this time. A pause. 'No offence.'

'None taken.'

Outside, the city rearranged itself. A stretch of darker street, a rail yard glimpsed between buildings, a bar with its lights on and someone coming out of it adjusting their collar against the cold. The cab hit a pothole and the ribs delivered their opinion and I breathed through it and said nothing. Lou seemed to sense it — the monologue dropped a register, less comedy, more company.

'Nearly there,' he said. 'General's got a good emergency crew. Seen worse than you come out of there walking.'

He said it in the way men say reassuring things when they've decided reassurance is warranted — not empty, just practical. I was glad of it.

'General,' he said. 'Here you go.'



The building was lit up against the dark sky. I looked at it through the window for a moment, then opened the door and got out, slowly, using the door frame.

'You want me to—'

'Fine,' I said.

I reached into my jacket pocket for my wallet. Pulled out the notes that were there.

Looked at them.

The wrong size. The wrong face — not the King, not anyone I recognised, a man in an oval frame looking pleased with himself in the way of a man who expects to be on currency. The denomination printed in each corner read 20 in a typeface that had never appeared on any piece of British currency in my lifetime. I turned one over. An architectural engraving on the back, a building I didn't know.

US dollars.

I looked at them for longer than I should have.

'Twenty good with you?' I said.

'Make it twenty-five,' Lou said, 'and we'll call the blood on the seat part of the service.'

I put the twenty in his hand and added a five from the fold and straightened up and stood on the pavement outside the hospital while he pulled away. Looked at the remaining bills. Looked at the building.

Then I went inside.



The doors. The brightness inside after the dark street. The smell of a hospital — the same in any version of anything, I supposed: antiseptic and floor polish and something underneath that you never quite identified. A counter. A woman behind it, looking up.

I said: 'I came off a building.'

Then the floor came up.



Colour.

Not the absence of it ending — the presence of it arriving, the way it does when you've been sitting in the dark and someone turns the light on. Yellow. The particular yellow of an NHS wall in a room with morning light coming through an east-facing window, the kind of institutional yellow that no one had chosen so much as accepted. White ceiling with a white light fitting. Blue chair. An IV bag that was clear, hanging from a chrome stand that was silver-chrome rather than the flat chrome of the wrong world, and the difference between those two things was one I hadn't known I could recognise until now.

I lay still with it for a moment.

Colour. The world back. The actual world — the one with Liverpool in it, the one with British cars and British money and an NHS hospital and twenty years of serious crime and a building in Anfield and a man in a good coat whose face I now had and whose name I was going to find.

The ceiling was yellow.

I had never been more grateful for a specific shade of yellow in my life.

A nurse appeared in the doorway. 'Mr Richards. You're awake.'

'How long,' I said. My voice came out wrong, too rough, not enough air behind it.

'Just over thirty hours. You came in Thursday night. Do you know what day it is?'

'Saturday,' I said.

She came in and checked the monitor and asked the standard questions — location, day, orientation. I answered them correctly and she seemed satisfied. She said the doctor would come by. She said I'd had a head injury and they were monitoring for signs of concussion and would be keeping me for observation. She did not ask about my vision. I did not volunteer anything about my vision.

The world was yellow and white and blue and chrome-silver.

I lay in it and breathed as shallowly as the ribs would allow, which wasn't very, and looked at the ceiling, and let it be the colour it was.



Sofia came in Saturday afternoon.

She was carrying a bag from the M&S near the hospital and she had the look of a woman who had been here before and found no one to talk to. She stood in the doorway for a moment before she came through it. Taking in what I looked like. Running her own inventory.

She sat in the blue chair. Put the bag on the floor.

'You look terrible,' she said.

'I know,' I said.

'I mean it in a medical sense, not a judgement.' She looked at the IV, the shape of how I was lying, the particular stillness of a man who had learned not to breathe any deeper than he had to. 'What happened?'

I told her. The call from Helen Walsh. The building off Breck Road, the stairwell, the roof. The two men and the third man and how they'd moved, which told me what they were. The questions he'd asked and what those questions told me about what he thought I'd been doing. The two strikes. The things I'd worked out while he was trying to stop me working them out.

The thing I'd said at the end.

The kick.

She listened the way Sofia listened — completely, without interrupting, without any shift in her expression that I could read. When I finished she was quiet for a moment.

'He thought you were investigating him,' she said. Not a question.

'He thought Walsh was a cover to run him. He'd had someone watching my office for two weeks trying to work out if that was true.' I paused. Breathed. 'It wasn't. I still don't know who he is. But there's something in the images from Water Street that he's afraid of, and I need to get back to the office and find it.'

He'd misjudged what happened when they didn't go over quietly.

'How did you find me?' I said.

'You said ring someone. I couldn't think who.' She said it in the same flat register she said most things. 'So I went.'

I looked at her.

'Nine o'clock,' she said. 'When you didn't ring. I drove to the building. The front door was unlocked. I went as far as the ground floor, called out, nothing. Found the alley down the side.' A brief pause. 'The fire escape had come down. The van roof had a significant dent in it. There was blood on the ground by the wheel arch.'

'But no me.'

'No you.' Something shifted slightly in her expression — not much. The controlled version of relief at having found someone alive rather than what the alley had suggested. 'I didn't know what had happened. I thought about it and came here. Aintree was the nearest, and I knew you came here.' She meant Dean. She knew about Dean because I'd told her once, enough that she knew which hospital I was at on Tuesday evenings.

'Friday,' I said.

'You were unconscious. They said stable, nothing more. I came back today.' She reached down and set the bag on the cabinet beside the bed. Sandwiches. Water. A novel she'd brought without mentioning it, probably knowing I wouldn't read it but deciding the option should be there. 'You'd given your name at the desk before you went down. That was all they had.'

I didn't remember giving my name. I didn't remember much between the alley and the yellow ceiling. There was a gap in the record I wasn't going to be able to account for, and I'd decided to leave it alone for now.

'The man on the roof,' I said. 'I don't have a name yet.'

'No.'

'I have a face. And I have the images once I can get back to a screen.' I looked at her. 'In the meantime — stay away from anything Walsh-connected. The woman who came to my office knows what you look like from the wine bar, and if they're thorough they'll have a description of whoever Walsh was seen with.'

She nodded once. 'And you?'

'Few days and I'll be out. Once I'm back in the office I'll know more.' I paused. 'Don't contact me until I contact you. I don't know yet how much they know about how I work.'

She was quiet for a moment, looking at me with the quality of attention that had always been the most distinctive thing about her — not warm, not cold, just accurate. She'd come twice. She hadn't needed to come once.

She stood up, picked up her coat.

'Ring me,' she said, 'when you know something.'

She went, quietly, the way she always did.
Home

The doctor who came to discharge him was not the careful young doctor. This one was older and wore the particular expression of a man who had been delivering the same arguments to the same kind of patient for twenty years and had made his peace with losing them.

'Against medical advice,' he said, setting the form on the bed beside me. 'You understand what that means.'

'I understand what it means,' I said.

'The head injury alone warrants another forty-eight hours of observation. The ribs are stable but you're going to be significantly limited in what you can do without risking—'

'I understand what it means,' I said again.

He looked at me for a moment with the assessment of a man who has correctly identified the situation and knows that nothing further he says is going to change it. Then he uncapped his pen and indicated where to sign.

I signed it. It hurt in the specific way that everything involving my left side hurt — the ribs registering the slight lean forward with a sharp and detailed commentary. I straightened up, breathed through it, handed the form back.

He gave me the prescriptions. Two of them — tramadol topped up, and something new for the inflammation that the old damage plus the new damage had combined to produce. He talked me through the dosages with the conscientious thoroughness of a man who knew his patient wasn't going to follow them exactly and was creating a record of having tried. I listened carefully enough to get the essentials and let the rest wash past.

'Someone to take you home?' he said.

'I'm fine,' I said.

He looked at me again. Then he put the cap back on his pen and left, with the manner of a man who had done what he could and was going to have to live with the rest.

Getting dressed took longer than it should have. The shoulder that had hit the second landing on the way down had opinions about sleeves, and the ribs had opinions about everything, and the whole enterprise required a level of patience I was operating on reduced reserves of. I sat on the edge of the bed for a moment when it was done and breathed.

Then I walked out.



Aintree to Kensington was twenty minutes by Insignia on a normal day. The Insignia was still on the side street in Anfield where I'd left it on Thursday, which felt like a long time ago and was only four days. I'd left it long enough that a parking warden had been and gone. I took a cab instead.

The cab was a normal Liverpool cab — a Prius with an air freshener shaped like a pine tree and a driver who wasn't interested in talking, which was fine. The world outside was in colour. Grey November sky, the roads wet from overnight rain, the particular quality of a Tuesday afternoon in Liverpool when the light was already starting to think about giving up. Familiar streets. The right cars.

I sat with the prescriptions in my inside pocket and the particular ache of a man who had been horizontal for four days working out which bits of upright disagreed with him most.

At the top of Kensington I asked the driver to let me out.

I had things to collect from the chemist. One prescription now, one for the end of the week. I stood in the queue with my weight shifted carefully to the right and watched the street through the window while the pharmacist went away to do what pharmacists did. Kensington on a Tuesday afternoon, going about its business. The Coral's orange frontage visible from here. The off-licence. The bus stop with two people and their phones. All of it ordinary, all of it the colour it was supposed to be.

The pharmacist came back. Handed me two white paper bags. I said thank you and went out onto the street.

I opened the first bag as I walked. The tramadol was the same blister packs I'd been living with for three years, a hundred and twenty milligrams extended release this time rather than the two hundred — the hospital's concession to the fact that I was now also on the anti-inflammatories, which had their own interaction profile to account for. I pressed two from the foil into my palm. I was concentrating on the pills, on the small precise action of getting them into my hand without dropping them, and I was thinking about the office and the camera and what had to come next, and I stepped off the pavement to cross the road.

The bus came past so close I felt the air move against my face.

The horn sounded somewhere behind it, already past, already gone. I stood in the road and the sound of it faded and when it was gone the street was quiet.

I looked down at my hand.

The pills were still there. I put them in my mouth. Swallowed dry.

I looked up.



The street was wrong.

Not the street I'd just stepped off. The same geography — the same angle of road, the same width, the same slight rise toward the junction at the far end. But it had been through something, the way a room looks different when someone has moved all the furniture without removing any of it. The Coral was still a bookmaker's — same door, same footprint, same purpose — but the orange franchise branding was gone. What was there instead was a painted board with hand-lettered signage, the odds chalked in the window in copperplate rather than the fixed-odds terminals and the laminated corporate offers. The off-licence was still the off-licence, still selling what off-licences sold, but fitted out differently — a wooden sign with a proprietor's name above the door, a striped awning of the kind that had been the done thing on this street before I was born. The bus stop had an older shape to it, the metal curved rather than angular, with a paper timetable under a clip where the digital board had been.

The cars. Large, low-slung, American. Parked on both sides, filling the street with chrome and curved metal, fins at the rear, the particular proportions of machines designed in an era when fuel was cheap and excess was aesthetic. A couple of them moving past, their engines with a deeper idle than anything in the street a moment ago.

I stood in the road and looked at it.

Then I stepped back onto the pavement, because standing in the road while my brain sorted itself out was not a strategy with a long life expectancy in any version of this street.

I looked at my hand. Still mine. Still the nails that had never grown back right.

I thought: the concussion. The doctor had said forty-eight hours of observation. I had signed myself out after thirty-six and was now standing on a Kensington that belonged to a different decade.

I thought: or this is what the world is now.

I stood with both of those thoughts for a moment. Then I started walking toward the building, because the building was there and the office was up the stairs and the office was where the camera should be.



The door at the bottom was unlocked, which it usually wasn't unless I'd left it open, and I hadn't left it open. I went in. The stairwell was the same stairwell — the same steep angle, the same smell of the previous occupant's cigarettes absorbed into the plaster at a date when nobody had thought to stop them. The wood of the bannister under my hand the same wood. I went up, one hand on the rail, the other arm held in against the ribs, taking each step with the measured economy of a man who had learned in the last four days exactly what movement cost.

The office door was open.

Not forced — there was no damage to the frame, no splintered wood. Someone had either had a key made or known what to do with the lock, and neither of those was reassuring. I stood in the doorway and looked at the room.

It had been searched. Not destroyed — there was a difference, and whoever had done this knew it. The point hadn't been to wreck the place, the point had been to find something specific and take it. The threadbare client's chair was on its side, tipped rather than thrown, the way you tip a chair when you're checking underneath a seat cushion and haven't put it back. The filing cabinet was open, both operable drawers pulled out, the papers inside rifled through and left in the approximate order they'd found them. The bottom drawer — Patel's drawer, the one with the stiff runner that required a particular technique to open — was open too. The chewed ballpoint pen was still there. Nobody steals a chewed pen.

My desk: cleared. Anything loose on the surface had been moved and replaced with the carefulness of a professional search. The whisky was still in the bottom left drawer — they'd looked, replaced it. Either they had no interest in whisky or they'd left it as a small courtesy. I chose to believe the latter.

I crossed to the desk.

The camera was gone. The small bag I kept it in, the spare memory card in the side pocket — gone. The tablet was gone, the charging cable coiled beside where it had stood. The laptop would have been more useful but they hadn't taken it — it was still on the desk, closed, which told me either they'd accessed it in situ and found nothing relevant, or the images they were looking for weren't on there.

They weren't. The images had been on the camera. Shot to the memory card, reviewed on the tablet. That had been the workflow for this job.

They had the camera. They had the memory card. They had everything I'd shot on Water Street on three Tuesday evenings.

I stood at the desk for a moment.

'Damn it,' I said. To the room. To the empty space where the camera bag had been. To nobody in particular.



The washroom was off the small corridor that connected the office to the landing — a toilet, a basin, a mirror above the basin with the kind of lighting that told you the truth whether you wanted it or not. I went in, ran the cold tap, put my hands under it, and looked up.

The man in the mirror was wearing a suit.

Not the jacket and trousers I'd put on in the hospital — the clothes I'd arrived in on Thursday, which the nurses had kept in a bag and which I'd pulled back on this morning with the resignation of a man in no position to be particular. Those were gone. The man in the mirror had on a double-breasted suit in a dark fabric, properly cut, the lapels wide in the style of a different era, a collar and tie underneath it. The tie was a diagonal stripe. The suit had a pocket square.

I did not own this suit.

I knew every item in my wardrobe. I owned two jackets, four pairs of trousers, a small selection of shirts that had survived the divorce and various moves, and one suit that I wore to funerals and had worn to one court appearance four years ago. The one suit I owned was a single-breasted charcoal that had been bought for a purpose and had served it and no longer fitted quite right through the shoulders.

The suit in the mirror was not that suit. The suit in the mirror was the kind of suit a man wore when he had somewhere important to be and the budget to look it.

I looked at it for a long moment.

Then I pressed my fingers to my temples and closed my eyes.

The doctor had said: head injury, concussion is a possibility, forty-eight hours of observation minimum. I had signed myself out and taken new pills and stood in traffic and been nearly hit by a bus. The visual disturbance was the concussion, expressing itself in a new and specific way. The brain presenting a different version of things in order to deal with some processing backlog from the impact. That was a reasonable explanation.

It didn't quite account for the suit. Concussion gave you light sensitivity, confusion, visual disturbance. It didn't give you different clothes. It didn't give you a pocket square.

I opened my eyes. The suit was still there.

I took my hands away from my temples. Looked at the basin, the tap still running, the cold water going down the drain. Looked back up.

'Right,' I said.

Then I turned the tap off and went back to the office.



I sat at the desk.

The chair creaked the way it always creaked. The desk surface was the same scarred wood. The filing cabinet with its stiff bottom drawer stood where it always stood. Outside the window, the wrong street did its wrong version of a Tuesday afternoon — the slow cruise of American cars, the different signage, the corner store awning.

I put my hands flat on the desk and thought about what I had.

A face. Late thirties, good coat, borrowed authority. I could describe him to anyone who asked. I couldn't give them a name.

A connection to Walsh. Walsh in commercial property, this man in something connected to commercial property — the building in Anfield was the clearest link, but there would be others. If I could get Walsh to talk to me, Walsh might give me a name without knowing why I was asking. Walsh might also have been told not to talk to anyone. Walsh was a man who'd taken a number in a bar and had his world turned upside down before the case was even closed. He owed me nothing and I owed him nothing and approaching him would tip off the people who were watching to see what I did next.

The images. Or what had been the images. Camera gone, memory card gone. Three evenings of Water Street, background material, whatever it was they'd been afraid of — gone.

I sat with that for a moment.

Then I thought about the workflow.

The camera was a mirrorless I'd had for three years, a Sony, the kind of thing a semi-professional bought when they wanted something better than a phone without committing to a full system. I'd set it up when I first started the PI work, and I'd set it up properly — sync to the tablet, backup to the cloud, because I'd lost a card once on a surveillance job in the early days and the footage had been unrecoverable and the client had been unforgiving. I'd set the auto-backup up and I'd been using it ever since.

The camera was gone. The tablet was gone. The card with the original files was gone.

But the cloud backup ran automatically, every time the camera came within range of the office wifi. Three Tuesday evenings. Every time I'd come back here and opened the door, the camera in its bag, it had been within range of the wifi and the backup had run.

I looked at the desk where the tablet had been.

Then I took my phone out of my pocket, found the app, and opened it.

The loading wheel turned for a moment.

The images were there.

All of them. Three evenings, background shots, Walsh arriving and Walsh leaving and sixty-odd frames of Water Street that I had filed and not examined and that a professional operation had broken into my office and stolen hardware to suppress.

They were still there.

I sat at the desk in the wrong suit in the wrong city and looked at the screen of my phone and let the relief of it settle.

Then I opened the first frame and started going through them.

    
    The Investigation

    


  The Ward

The back had been running its programme since before seven. The Tramadol — he'd been going through the prescription faster than the GP had written for, taking more than the dose when the dose didn't touch it, which was most days now. It managed the nerve damage without touching the specific quality of a cracked vertebra that had decided it wasn't going to let him forget it was there. By half past ten the right side had made its position clear and he'd poured something to take the edge off — two fingers, earlier than the rule permitted and later than the pain had been suggesting since eight. The world had done its thing sometime between the glass and the desk. He hadn't noted exactly when.

I went through the images the way I should have gone through them the first time.

Not quickly. Not checking focus and moving on. Someone had broken into my office and stolen hardware to stop me looking at them closely, which meant close was exactly how I was going to look.

The first thing I noticed was that the photographs had changed.

Not the content — the same frames from the same three evenings, the same sequence I'd shot and filed without examining closely. But they were rendering on the phone's screen in the same tones as everything else here: grey and flat, the deep black of shadow and the sharp bright of available light, the particular contrast of a world that had stripped its palette back to structure. Water Street was still Water Street, but the buildings along it wore different faces, and the cars parked on both sides were the long American machines I'd been stepping around all afternoon — chrome and fins and whitewall tyres.

The world went all the way down.

I sat with that for a moment. Then I got on with it.

Walsh arriving at the bar. Still Walsh, still recognisable — some things consistent across whatever transformation this was. Clean shots, well-framed. I moved through them.

Walsh on the pavement at seven-twelve. The three-frame burst. Nothing in these except Walsh, and Walsh was not the problem.

Then the street material.

Frame by frame, starting from the first Tuesday. The bar frontage with a different façade, the pedestrian traffic going home in the clothes of this world — the same people doing the same things, dressed for a different decade. I held each frame and looked at the edges before I moved on.

Nothing in the first pass.

Second Tuesday.

The woman with the shopping bags still carrying shopping bags. The group of three coming out of the building further up. Two men at the junction, one of them gesturing.

And then the man with the coat too heavy for the temperature.

I stopped.

He was standing with his back to the camera, phone to his ear, positioned at the specific angle of a man who doesn't want to be seen watching something. I'd logged him at the time. Filed him as background. Now I held the frame still and looked at what I had.

Back of a head. Dark hair, short. The coat — well-cut, dark, heavier than October warranted regardless of which version of October this was. The angle of his shoulders. The specific lean forward of someone managing the appearance of nonchalance and not quite achieving it.

I couldn't see his face.

I moved to the next frame. Still there, same position. The frame after: same. Then a sequence where I'd panned away, and when I came back, he was gone.

I went through the third Tuesday frames looking for him.

There.

Different position, further up the street. Same coat. Same angle.

I pinched the image and zoomed in. He'd shifted slightly — a small movement, the kind a man makes when he's been standing still too long and forgets for a moment to be careful about it. Just enough that the plane of his face had turned a fraction toward the camera.

Not a full profile. A quarter-turn. Jaw line, cheekbone, the eye socket just catching the available light.

Late forties, or a worn forty. Broad through the jaw. The coat was well-made but not the coat of a man who wanted to be noticed in it — functional, chosen for the job, not for the effect. A different quality from the man on the roof.

Not the same person.

There had been a watcher on Water Street before the roof. A professional, deployed by whoever had sent the two men to Anfield. And now I had something of his face.

I stayed with that frame for a long moment.

Then I closed the phone and put it in my jacket pocket and sat at the desk.



What I needed was to think.

Not the kind of thinking you do at a desk with a phone in your hand. The other kind — the kind that required you to stop actively thinking and let the information sit somewhere until it arranged itself. I knew one place where that happened reliably.

I stood up.



I was halfway to the door when I saw the coat stand.

It was in the corner to the left of the door, the kind of item that occupied space in old offices without anyone deciding to put it there — a cast-iron base with a turned shaft and four hooks at the top, the sort of thing that came with a building that had been offices long enough to absorb its character. There had been no coat stand in that corner this morning. There had been no coat stand in that corner in fourteen months of this office, to my knowledge.

On it: a raincoat. Dark-coloured, well cut, the collar shaped rather than just folded back. The lining, when I lifted the hem slightly, was clean and intact, the kind of care that went into something made to last rather than made to a price point.

On the hook above: a hat. A fedora, the brim turned down slightly at the front, a simple band around the crown. It sat at the same tonal register as the coat, which sat at the same tonal register as the suit I'd put on this morning in a mirror that had shown me a man I didn't entirely recognise.

I stood and looked at the two of them.

The world had given me the suit without asking. Now it had left something for the weather.

I'd never worn a hat. Not in any version of my life when a hat had been a reasonable option — growing up in Toxteth, twenty years of serious crime, two years of the PI work. The man in the mirror in this suit was operating on different parameters. What that man wore, apparently, was this.

I took the raincoat off the hook. Put it on over the suit. The fit was exact — shoulders sitting right, sleeves landing where they should, the weight of it distributed without pulling at the ribs. It was the coat for the suit. The suit for this version of the office in this version of the world.

I took the hat off the hook.

Held it a moment. Kinda strange, wearing a hat. But it went with the coat, and the coat went with the suit, and all of it went with wherever this version of me was going.

I put it on.

It fit.

I went downstairs.



Kensington in the mid-afternoon, this version of it, had the particular quality of a city settling into the second half of its working day. The big American cars moved past with the deep idle I was getting used to — engines that sounded like they were thinking about what they were doing, taking their time about it. The street was the same street doing the same things it had always done, just doing them in a different costume. The bookmaker's with the chalked odds in the window. The off-licence with the proprietor's name on the wooden sign above the door. A woman coming out of the baker's, bag in hand, who looked at me the way people in this version of the city looked at strangers on the street — not unfriendly, just economical about it.

I'd need a cab. The Insignia was wherever it was, and wherever it was wasn't here, and Aintree was five miles I wasn't going to walk with cracked ribs and a shoulder that still had opinions about the weather.

There were two cabs at the rank at the end of the road. Yellow, high-sided, the proportions I'd come to recognise as this world's standard. The driver of the first one had a newspaper folded to the racing pages and gave me the single-glance assessment of a man who'd made this calculation ten thousand times before.

'Hospital,' I said. 'Aintree.'

He looked at me with the measuring eye. 'The General's—'

'Aintree,' I said.

A pause. He made the adjustment. 'Get in.'



His name was Frank, or that was what the licence said. He had the radio on low — a news broadcast in the mid-Atlantic cadence of this version of the city, names and places I didn't recognise delivered with the authority of things that had been decided elsewhere. He turned it down when he pulled out, which I took as a professional courtesy.

He didn't volunteer much. Not every cab driver was Lou.

I watched the city go past the window. This version of Liverpool rearranging itself on the journey north — the streets clearing slightly, the evening traffic still building toward its peak, the sky sitting low and flat above the rooftops the way it did when the weather was making up its mind. A diner on a corner, the sign lit from inside, a few figures at the counter doing what people did in diners. A barber shop with the pole going, the striped thing turning in the afternoon like it had always turned and always would. An off-licence on a junction with the same name above the door as the one in any other decade, because some names outlasted everything.

'This the regular run?' Frank said.

'Tuesdays,' I said.

He nodded and didn't follow it up. The meter ticked.

We went through Walton. Then the long stretch of the A59 that smelled, as it always smelled, of something unidentified that had achieved the status of local character. Some constants were deeper than the version of the world you were in.



The hospital was still the hospital.

Same footprint, same scale, same relationship to the road and the car park and the racecourse behind it. But where the NHS had fitted its glass and its signage and its particular institutional palette, what stood here instead was the original building — brick, large windows, the formal proportions of a public institution built when formal was the available language. A painted sign above the entrance, the name of the place in the style of another era. Below it: the wide glass doors, which were not glass but wood-framed, and through them the lobby.

I paid Frank and got out.

Inside: the smell of a hospital, which was the same in any version of things — antiseptic and floor polish and something underneath it that wasn't either of those. A counter. A nurse behind it in a white starched uniform that was nothing like any NHS uniform I'd seen, the formal version, the kind of thing that existed before the practicalities had simplified everything. She looked up with the expression of a woman who had asked the same questions across the same counter for years and found the repetition no particular burden.

'Visiting,' I said. 'Dean Saunders. Third floor.'

She checked a ledger — not a screen, a proper ledger, the pages solid and marked in a careful hand. Found what she was looking for without difficulty.

'Room 312.' The vowels were flat, Midwestern-shifted, the same Merseyside geography run on different voices. 'Visiting hours until five.'

I thanked her and went up.



The stairwell was the stairwell. The smell of old floors and old walls and the particular absorption of years of people going up and coming down again. I went up one hand on the rail, one arm in against the ribs, the stairs measured — each step a specific calculation with a specific cost, the way they'd been since the fall.

Third floor. The corridor, the doors. Room 312 at the far end.

The door was ajar. I pushed it open.

Dean was in the bed.

The same. The particular quality of him that was unchanged across every version of everything — the stillness, the sustained absence, the face that was his face aging in its specific way while the world moved and he didn't. The room had different objects in it. Where the electronic monitors had stood, there was equipment I recognised from old photographs of hospitals: analogue gauges on a rolling stand, a device that measured what needed measuring without a screen to display it, the needle tracking its small arc back and forth with the steadiness of something that had been doing this a long time. The IV was there. The chair was there.

I sat in it.

'How's the golf,' I said.

The gauges tracked their slow arcs. Outside the window the car park sat under the flat grey of the afternoon, the American cars in their rows, chrome catching what light there was.

What have you come as?

The voice in my head had the particular quality of Dean's voice — not assembled from memory, not the constructed version I'd been carrying for three years. Something closer to actual. The flat Wirral deadpan, the note of appraisal that meant he'd clocked something I was trying to pass off as ordinary and wasn't going to let it go unchallenged.

I looked down at the suit. The lapels, wide as they were. The pocket square.

'Found it in the office,' I said. 'Seemed rude not to.'

A pause. The kind he used when deciding whether something counted as a satisfactory explanation.

You look like a man trying to get away with something.

'That's fair,' I said.

The gauges continued. I sat with the quality of that for a moment — the specific texture of the room being more present than it usually was, or Dean being more present in it, and not being able to say which was which.



I didn't talk about the case.

That wasn't why I'd come. I'd come because it was Tuesday and because this was what Tuesdays were, and because the information I'd found in the photographs had given me something I needed to sit with before it became something I needed to do anything with. The room had always been useful for that. You didn't have to perform anything in here. You could just let it be whatever it was.

I talked about the weather, which in any version of this city was a reliable subject. I talked about the walk I'd taken that morning in the wrong shoes, before the hospital, before the office supplies place and the striped awning. I told him that the Coral was still a bookmaker's here, which I thought he'd appreciate — some institutions outlasting everything — and that the cab driver had been called Frank and had the decency not to ask too many questions, which put him ahead of the last one.

I talked about the things I usually talked about, which were never quite the things.

The things I never talked about were three years old and had a room in Toxteth at the centre of them and Dean's face at the end of them, and I'd been circling that room and that face since the day I'd signed the papers in the Wavertree car park and driven out for the last time. Every Tuesday for three years and I'd never once said it directly. What I'd done instead was develop an efficient technique for saying the things around it — the Tennant cases, the dogs in Norris Green, the whisky at four o'clock. The infrastructure of a man who was getting by.

Mal.

I stopped.

It had more weight to it than usual. Not the sardonic quality of the suit comment — something different, the register he'd used when he thought I was avoiding something worth not avoiding.

I sat with the sound of it for a moment.

'I know,' I said.

Which was true. I knew what I hadn't said. I'd known for three years, and I'd come here every week and not said it, and every week there'd been a reason not to that had felt sufficient in the moment. Client confidentiality. Not wanting to dwell. Not having the words in the right order yet.

The real reason, which I was sitting with now in a version of this room I didn't entirely understand, with the gauges doing their period work and Dean's face at its particular angle against the pillow: I didn't know how to say it without it being about me. Without it being about what I'd lost, what I couldn't do anymore, the right side that ached and the nails that hadn't grown back right and the job that wasn't the job and the Tuesday evenings above a Coral in L7. What I'd lost was not the point. What he'd lost was the point.

'I'm sorry,' I said. 'For what happened in that building.' I stopped. 'I've been carrying that since before you were in this bed, and I've sat in this chair every week for three years and not said it. I'm saying it now.'

The gauges. The window. The flat grey light doing what it did.

'You were right about the detail in the phone log,' I said. 'The one in the Branning case. I never told you that at the time, because we were on to the next thing and the moment passed and I thought there'd be another moment. There wasn't.' A pause. 'You were thorough in a way I'd stopped being by the time we worked together. I watched you become the kind of detective I couldn't be anymore and I was glad of it. I should have said.'

You were always going to be this dramatic about it.

I laughed. Something in the chest, which the ribs immediately noted and filed a complaint about.

'Yeah,' I said. 'Probably.'

I sat for a long time after that, not saying anything. The quality of the silence was different from the usual quality of it — not empty, not just the monitors and the car park and the forty minutes running down. Something that had been in the room for three years and that I'd been sitting next to without quite touching.



When I stood to go, I put my hand on the bed rail the way I always did. Not on him. On the metal of the nearest thing.

'Same time next week,' I said.

I waited.

The gauges tracked their arcs.

I went out, down the corridor, past the nurse at the station who gave me the careful look — the look that knew what kind of visit this had been without asking — and down the stairs to the lobby and through the wooden-framed doors onto the forecourt.

The afternoon had gone grey at the edges, the light doing its flat particular work. The car park sat under it, chrome and fins, the same city in a different set of clothes. A cab at the end of the forecourt, the driver not yet occupied, and I got my arm up and he stopped.

I'd said the thing. That was what I'd done today, in this version of this room in this version of this city, in the suit I didn't own and the hat I'd never worn.

The cab pulled out and headed south.

Whether it had meant anything to him was a question for a different version of things, which I didn't have access to yet.
The Hoarding

I woke up in colour.

The ceiling. The off-white of a rental property nobody had repainted since 2009, seen through a head that was slightly thick in the specific way that told you the evening had gone further than it had needed to go. The empty bottle on the nightstand — I didn't look directly at it, but it was there in the peripheral register, the way things were there when you already knew what you were going to find. Beside it the Tramadol, which was supposed to live in the bathroom cabinet and had stopped doing that at some point in the last fortnight; I didn't count what was left, but I had a rough idea, and the rough idea was that I was further through the month's prescription than the date accounted for. The stomach was acid and sour, the particular quality of a system that had received a significant quantity of whisky on top of tramadol and nothing much else and was now presenting its findings.

Then everything else weighed in and the hangover sat down.

The ribs. The shoulder that had hit the second landing on the way off the roof. The back, which had its own extended and well-sourced commentary that it had been withholding all night and was now prepared to deliver in full — not just the old damage, the two cracked vertebrae and the nerve issue that had been managed but not fixed for three years, but the new damage on top of the old, the specific quality of something that had been hurt and then hurt again. The head's grievance about the whisky was real but modest in the company it found itself in.

I did the inventory, the way I did it every morning.

Ribs: fractured, present, no change. Shoulder: still compiling. Back: see above, at length. Head: submitting its evidence but outvoted. Stomach: not pleased and making that known.

Where was there that didn't hurt? I went through it. Left knee: nothing to report. Both feet: fine. Left hand: no comment.

That was the extent of the good news.

The tramadol was on the nightstand beside the bottle. I took the morning dose without water, because there was no glass of water on the floor beside the bed. I usually kept one there. I'd been less organised last night than I usually was, which was information I filed without acting on.

Then I lay still for a few minutes and thought about the building.



The question I'd been avoiding was simple. Not who had been on that roof — I had the face, I'd remember the face — but how they'd known the building would be available. Empty, unlocked, quiet. A Thursday evening in November, no match on, a building three minutes from the ground that was supposedly in development and was therefore legitimately empty and legitimately accessible to someone with a reason to be there.

Helen Walsh had told me it was her husband's development. She'd had a key, or said she had a key, or known the door would be unlocked. And within forty-eight hours of that phone call, someone had been in my office and taken the camera and the tablet. Those two things were connected — the call to the building and the break-in — and whoever had made the connection was somebody who'd known about the building in advance.

I got up and made tea and went downstairs to the office.



The development company's name had been on the hoarding. I'd driven past the building twice that Thursday and I'd registered the hoarding without reading it, the way you register something you're not yet looking for. Now I needed what I hadn't thought to record.

I didn't have it. What I had was the address.

The planning applications portal for Liverpool City Council was public, searchable by address. I put the street name and building number in and waited. Three applications came back, spanning eight years: a change-of-use application from 2016 that had been granted, a structural survey submission from 2019 that had been noted and apparently not progressed, and a full development application from 2021 that was listed as pending determination — which, in planning language, meant it had been submitted and was sitting in a queue somewhere, and the queue had not moved.

The applicant on the 2021 application was Meridian Property Developments Ltd.

I wrote that down and opened a new window.



Companies House was a public database and a thoroughly democratic one: it held the same information whether you were a journalist or a retired detective or a man with cracked ribs and a tramadol prescription sitting above a Coral in Kensington. I searched for Meridian Property Developments Ltd.

The company had been incorporated in 2019. Two directors at incorporation: a man named Terry Shore, listed as an accountant at a Wirral address, and another company — Meridian Group Holdings Ltd.

I wrote down Terry Shore and searched for him separately. He appeared as a director on twenty-two companies, spread across a range of sectors that had no obvious relationship to each other. Property, logistics, a couple of hospitality businesses, a vehicle leasing outfit. The companies ranged from dormant to active to dissolved. It was the profile of a professional nominee director — a man whose name appeared on filings not because he ran anything but because someone needed a name on the filing. Legal, common, and entirely useless.

I moved to Meridian Group Holdings Ltd.

One director: Meridian International Investments Ltd, registered in the British Virgin Islands.

I sat back.

The British Virgin Islands had a public companies register of a kind, but its disclosure requirements were not the same as Companies House, and what it disclosed was generally less than what you needed to know and more than you were likely to find without professional assistance. What it told you was that the money was structured to be difficult to follow. That was a choice — it didn't make itself difficult, someone had made it that way. The BVI incorporation was not the end of the trail. It was the point where the trail required resources I didn't have.

I wrote BVI — dead end for now and moved on.



Land Registry was next. The registered title for the building in Anfield listed the proprietor as Mersey Commercial Assets Ltd, with a correspondence address in Manchester. I ran the company. Two directors: the same Terry Shore, and a company called North West Property Solutions Ltd. I ran that. One director: a company registered in Luxembourg.

Different chain, same architecture. Whatever sat at the top of it had been arranged so that finding it required more than a laptop and a public database.

I made a note of both corporate chains without drawing conclusions I wasn't entitled to draw. The structure was common enough in commercial property — tax efficiency and liability management produced this kind of arrangement routinely, and the presence of offshore vehicles didn't mean anything was wrong. It just meant that if something was wrong, it had been made difficult to see.

The question I kept coming back to was not whether the structure was unusual. It was whether David Walsh — commercial property, Tuesday evenings, a man who'd taken a number from a woman in a bar — was actually connected to any of this, or whether Helen Walsh had simply given me an address that happened to be convenient.

A building her husband had been developing, she'd said.

I had nothing on the Meridian chain that connected to a David Walsh. I'd been hired to document a man's behaviour in a wine bar and I'd never run his business interests in any depth, because that hadn't been the job. It was the job now.

I spent forty minutes on Walsh. His company, Walsh Commercial Property Ltd, was a straightforward single-director entity, active, registered at a serviced office address in the business district. His filing history was clean and consistent, the kind of record that came from a man who paid his accountant on time and didn't do anything interesting. No obvious connection to Meridian, to Mersey Commercial Assets, or to anything with a BVI or Luxembourg address. His accounts showed a modest commercial property consultancy, the kind of business that did work for developers — arranging lettings, managing assets, the middle-layer work of the sector.

He appeared, on the available evidence, to be exactly what he'd looked like: a man in commercial property who went to wine bars on Tuesdays.

Either he had no connection to the building, in which case Helen Walsh had lied to me about whose development it was. Or the connection existed but was buried below where I could see it.

I wrote that down too and didn't decide which it was.

What I could decide was the question underneath it. Helen Walsh had been a client. She'd sat in the threadbare chair in the office and given me a job, and the job had been real — Walsh had been real, Sofia had confirmed the documentation, everything the case had required to be genuine had been genuine. The number exchange was documented. Walsh had used the number four days later. He was a man having an affair, and his wife had hired me to document it.

But Helen Walsh had not returned a call since the day the case was essentially closed. Gone quiet the day the result came in, which was what had started the unease in the first place. And then she'd rung me — from a number I hadn't recognised — and given me the building, and by the time I'd reached the top floor there was nobody there.

There were two ways she could have been involved.

The first: a client who'd been identified, monitored, and used. Someone had learned about the Walsh commission — through the Golf outside my office, through whoever had been watching Water Street, through whatever surveillance apparatus had been running in the background before I was aware of it — and had contacted her, or pressured her, or simply impersonated her at the right moment. She could have been as much a means to an end as Walsh himself.

The second: she'd been placed from the start. The affair had been real but the commission had been engineered — a client introduced to a PI for the purpose of putting that PI in a particular building at a particular time.

I couldn't rule either of those out. The second required a more complex operation. It also required deciding whether what happened on that roof was a warning or something that was supposed to be more final. A warning didn't need a four-storey drop. A warning needed me frightened and cautious and willing to close the Walsh file and let it go.

I'd been thrown off a building. Whether that was a warning or a mistake probably depended on whether they'd expected me to get up.

I set the Helen Walsh question to one side without resolving it. I didn't have the information to resolve it yet. What I had was the building and its history.



The building's history was the last thing, and I came to it through the Liverpool Echo's digital archive, which kept decades of local news behind a search function that was optimistic about relevance and pessimistic about speed. I searched by the street name and got back forty-three results across twelve years, most of them irrelevant — planning notices, a piece about the investment programme in Anfield in 2017 that had apparently not extended to this particular building, a few match-day pieces that mentioned the surrounding streets. Archive searching was mostly this: the thing you weren't looking for, and then the thing you were looking for, with enough of the first to make you certain you'd missed the second until you found it.

The first result of interest was from 2018: a brief item, eight paragraphs, about a Merseyside Police operation that had recovered fourteen stolen vehicles from a commercial premises in Anfield. No arrests had been made at the scene. Two men had been arrested subsequently in connection with the operation and had pleaded guilty to handling stolen goods. Neither of them had been identified as the operators of the network, and the case notes — what I could find from the follow-up coverage — indicated that the question of who had been running the chop shop through the building had been investigated and not resolved. The tenancy of the building at the time was a company that had been dissolved nine months before the police operation, which meant the building was technically unoccupied when the vehicles were found in it.

Technically unoccupied. Someone had been using it.

I noted the dates and the company name — a different entity from either of the current chains, but the corporate geography was consistent with the same approach. Incorporate, use, dissolve.

The second result of interest took me longer to find. I had to scroll through several years of planning notices and football results and council announcements before it appeared: a single article from 2020, twelve paragraphs, with the restrained headline that local papers used when they had limited information and were managing expectations from the first line.

BODY FOUND AT ANFIELD SITE AMID POLICE INVESTIGATION

Male, found on the ground floor of a commercial building off Breck Road. Estimated to be in his late twenties to early thirties. No identification documents. A search of the immediate area had recovered what the police press release described as personal effects including correspondence in a language consistent with an Eastern European origin — they hadn't specified which language, which meant either they didn't know or they were being careful. The investigation had established that the deceased was likely to have entered the country without documentation, which was the careful phrasing for: they thought he was an illegal entrant and that was why nobody had come forward to identify him.

The appeal for information had noted a distinctive tattoo on the man's left forearm — an unusual geometric mark, a stylised design the article described as appearing to be of cultural or familial significance rather than the generic kind. The press office had included a line drawing in the original appeal, reproduced in the article in the kind of low resolution that local newspaper archives produced. I'd looked at it for a moment and moved on. Nobody had come forward about that either.

The investigation was ongoing.

I searched for follow-up coverage. Two more items: one from a week later, noting that enquiries were continuing and that police were appealing for information; one from three months after that, a paragraph tucked into a broader piece about unresolved cases, noting that the identity of the man found in Anfield remained unknown and that the case had been referred to the Cold Case Unit.

Nobody had identified him. Nobody had come forward. He had remained, in the record, a man found in a building off Breck Road who had no name.

I read the article twice. What the press release had given the paper was limited and the paper had reported exactly what it had. The journalist had filled the gaps with the careful uncertainty of a reporter who knows they don't have enough and is being accurate about that.

What the article hadn't said was who had found him, or what state he had been in when found, or whether he had died in the building or somewhere else. It hadn't said how long he'd been there. These were the things a press office withheld in the early stages of an investigation that hadn't yet established what it was dealing with.

The follow-up coverage told me the investigation had come to nothing. Two brief items, duty pieces, the kind of thing a paper published when it was obliged to update a story that had gone cold. The second one mentioned the Cold Case Unit, which was where cases went when the active investigation had been closed down and the officers reassigned.

Nobody had come for him. That was what the archive was telling me. No missing persons report that matched. No family that knew to look. A man had died in a building in Anfield and the world had not noticed his absence, which was a specific kind of erasure — not the kind that came from accident or random violence, but the kind that came from a man being so thoroughly disconnected from the usual networks that his disappearance registered nowhere.

It was possible he'd simply had the misfortune to use a building that happened to be convenient, and had died there for reasons entirely unrelated to its other history. It was possible.

It was also possible that whoever found him convenient to be in that building had found it equally convenient that he had no name.



I sat at the desk with the three threads in front of me: the corporate structure that went nowhere useful, the chop shop that had been prosecuted at a low level and cleaned up without producing anyone responsible, and the John Doe who had been dead in the building for three years without acquiring a name.

The building had a pattern. Not a pattern in the dramatic sense of a place that attracted criminality through some quality of its own — more the pattern of a location that was useful, available, and subject to a particular kind of deliberate inattention from whoever nominally controlled it. Buildings in genuine development got visited. They got surveyed and costed and revised. The scaffolding went up and came down and went up again. People came and went with clipboards and hi-vis vests and the business of actual construction. This building had had scaffolding on one side and a hoarding on the front and a planning application pending for three years, and in that time it had been used for stolen vehicles, had contained an unidentified dead man, and had most recently served as a location for throwing a private investigator off the roof.

The question I couldn't answer was the same question I'd started with. Had any of that been organised from above, or had the building just been a convenient empty space that different people had used for different purposes when the opportunity presented itself? The corporate structure would have told me more if I could have followed it. Without professional resources — a solicitor with the right contacts, or the kind of access I'd handed back with my warrant card — I was at the edge of what the public record could tell me.

I needed what was below the public record. Not yet. Not with what I had.

I closed the laptop and took the afternoon tramadol and sat for a while with the Kensington traffic and the particular colour of a November afternoon that was doing its best and managing only grey. The right side ached in its specific way. The shoulder had a comment about the hours I'd spent at the desk.

The case was real. That much I had.

The case was real, the building had a history, and there was a man with a face I knew and a name I didn't who had sent two professionals to a roof and had someone watching a wine bar for three Tuesdays before that. Somewhere behind the corporate architecture and the dead ends and the John Doe in the newspaper archive, there was a shape.

I just couldn't see all of it yet.
The Arrangement

The ribs had needed something around six the previous evening. Not the back — the back was the permanent one, the Tramadol's permanent project. The ribs were sharper, specific, tied to movement and breath, and six o'clock had arrived with the specific quality of a pain that wasn't interested in waiting for four in the afternoon. He'd poured two fingers and told himself it was the last of the evening. The evening had extended.

The office had gone wrong again sometime in the night.

I'd noticed it the way you noticed it now — not the disorientation of the first time, not the specific inventory of what had changed, just the quality of the light through the window that wasn't the light it should be, and the sound of the traffic below that was the sound of engines that hadn't been built in my lifetime. I sat at the desk with the last of the morning tea and looked at the street and let it be what it was. It was becoming easier to let it be what it was.

My phone still worked. Whatever logic governed the transitions, my phone remained mine, running the apps it had always run in a world that had stopped expecting them. Sofia's message had come through at half past eight: Need to talk. Not your office. Half twelve. You know where.

I knew where.



The Baltic Triangle in the wrong version of the city was a different kind of wrong from Kensington — Kensington had kept its bones and changed its clothes, but the Baltic, which in my version had become the particular kind of place that young businesses moved into when they wanted exposed brick and a postcode people recognised, had here the residual feel of what it had been before that: the actual warehouses, the actual industry, the layered smell of old commerce. The buildings were the same buildings, taller and more weathered and entirely honest about what they were for. No gallery spaces, no coffee roasters with a story behind the bean. Just the work.

Sofia was in a bar called something I didn't catch from the outside, on the ground floor of a warehouse conversion that had been converted in a different direction from the one I remembered. A joint — that was the word the world offered, and it was right: low ceiling, half a dozen tables, a long counter along one wall with the particular proportions of a bar built when bars were built to last, the shelves behind it carrying bottles with the specific labels of another era. The light came from fixtures at bar height rather than overhead, the kind that gave the bottles their shadows and let the far corners keep their business to themselves.

She was at a table near the window.

I stood in the doorway for a moment before she saw me.

The B&W world had dressed her the way it dressed everything — same person, different era, the surface transformed while the substance held. A dress in dark fabric, well-cut, fitted at the waist in the manner of a decade that had specific opinions about the waist and had been right about them. The hem at the knee. Her hair set in a way that I'd never seen it in the colour world but which looked, here, as though she'd worn it this way her entire life. The bar's light caught the angle of her cheekbone, the line of her jaw, the quality of controlled attention with which she was looking at nothing in particular while being entirely aware of everything.

In the colour world, Sofia was a woman you had to know how to look at. She worked in a register of apparent softness that was entirely professional — the approachability she deployed at bars and dinners and wherever the job required her to be the kind of woman a particular man wanted to meet. The surface was the tool and she kept the surface useful. In the colour world you could miss her if you were looking at the tool rather than the person holding it.

In the B&W world she was legible in a different way. The archetype the colour world had let her hide in was here the visible surface of things. She wasn't the honey trap operating as a 1950s woman. She was the 1950s woman, and the 1950s woman had a quality that the colour world tended to underestimate: a complete and unilateral command of the room she was in, worn as lightly as the dress.

She had a glass in front of her and the particular quality of stillness she always had when she was waiting — not impatient, not bored, just absent in the way of someone who had made themselves invisible while remaining entirely present.

Then she saw me.

I sat down across from her.

The voice, when she spoke, was hers — the same precise register, the same controlled quality of attention. But the words came out differently. The shapes of them. Like hearing a familiar piece of music played in a different key: every note recognisable, nothing landing where I expected it. She'd been dressed by the world, and the world had done something to the way she spoke too. Not her sentences. Her sentences, wearing different clothes.

She picked up her glass and took a small sip and set it down precisely and said:

'Last Thursday a man made a point of finding me. A bar I use in Woolton — nothing to do with you, nothing connected to any of this. He came in alone, sat one stool away, started a conversation about nothing in particular. The way a professional does it. Not making a play.' A pause. 'I know the difference between those two things.'

'What did he want?'

'He wanted to know what I did for a living. I told him events management. He was interested in events management the way a man's interested in a thing he's already looked into and wants to see if your answer holds.' She set her glass down. 'Then he mentioned a commission I'd done in October. A client in the wine trade, he said. Wanted to know if I'd be interested in future referrals.'

I said nothing.

'I told him I didn't take referrals from men I hadn't worked for, thanked him for the drink he hadn't bought me yet, and left. He didn't follow.' She looked at me. 'That was how it was done. Professional, deniable — the kind of thing that plays as a coincidence if you don't know what you're looking at.'

'But you did.'

'I did,' she said. 'Somebody confirming they had my face and the cover story. Wanted to see what I'd do with information I wasn't supposed to understand.'

The bar had two other tables occupied — a couple near the back, a man alone at the window to our left, reading something. The bar itself had a figure behind it who was doing the slow, unhurried work of a barman in a quiet afternoon. The low light held the room in the way that low light did — shadows with weight to them, the far corners undecided.

'Description,' I said.

'Fifties. Broad. The kind of face that had been solid once and gone to something between solid and heavy. A suit he'd been wearing for a while — not cheap, but lived in. Hands of a man who'd done physical work at some point in his life.' She said it in the precise way she said things she'd already catalogued and filed. 'He smelled of cigarettes and something else. An aftershave or something. Nothing specific.'

'How did you play it?'

'As the cover. Events management, two recent commissions, a corporate dinner in October I hadn't done but could describe in enough detail that it sat comfortably. I gave him the version of me that a reasonable web search turns up and nothing underneath it.' A pause. 'He listened the way a man listens when he already knows most of it and is checking for deviation. Then he dropped in the wine trade commission — very lightly, as though it had just come to him. I said I'd done some work in hospitality, was that what he had in mind? He backed off it. That was when I knew it was the last question and I wasn't going to learn anything more from him that evening.'

'Did he know you'd made him?'

'No.' She said it without pride or satisfaction. 'If he'd known I'd seen through it, he wouldn't have left. He left because he'd got what he came for — confirmation that I'd answered questions about myself without flinching. He'll have reported that I played it straight.' A slight pause. 'He'll find out in due course that I didn't.'

I thought about the Water Street photographs. The frames I'd gone through on the phone — the man in the coat, the partial profile on the third Tuesday, what I'd read from the quarter-turn. I hadn't been able to share the images with Sofia, hadn't been able to compare descriptions. Now she was giving me one.

Late forties to fifties. Broad. Physically capable. A professional register when he needed it.

It might be the same man. It might not.

'He's not the one I met on the roof,' I said.

'No,' she said. 'He'd be the one the roof sent.'



She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again her voice had the flat register she used for things she'd already worked through and arrived at the end of.

'This whole business,' she said, 'started as a straightforward matrimonial commission. Walsh, the wife, three Tuesdays in a wine bar. I've done forty of those. The work was clean, the mark was easy, you had your background, and we were three days from close.' She paused. 'And now somebody's been through your office, tried to find me, put you in hospital, and I'm sitting in a bar in the wrong city in the wrong decade getting sized up by whoever they sent.'

'I know.'

'The money wasn't worth it, Malcolm.'

'I know.'

Something moved in her face — not quite a smile, not quite the other thing. She looked at me for a moment with the precise assessment she'd always had, and then she let it go the way she always let things go when they were done being worth dwelling on.

'Right,' she said. 'What have you got?'

I told her what I had. The building's corporate ownership, the shell companies, the dead ends. The chop shop, the John Doe. The face from the roof with no name attached. The watcher on Water Street in the photographs, the partial profile, the match to the general build and age of the man who'd approached her.

'So,' she said. 'A building with a history and a corporate structure designed to be unreadable. Two men whose faces you have and whose names you don't. And a case that started as an affair that may or may not have been the actual starting point.'

'That's about it.'

She drank from her glass. Looked at the window, at the period version of the Baltic outside — the honest warehouses, the American iron parked along the kerbside, the hand-lettered business names on the frontages opposite. Turned back.

'Is there anything in the approach they made to me that we can use?' she said. 'Is he traceable?'

'He'd know how to not be.'

'He sat next to me in a bar in Woolton. He's not afraid of being seen.'

'That doesn't make him careless,' I said. 'It makes him confident. Those are different things.'

'Could you work it? Use me as the thread — let him come back?' She said it the way she'd have said anything professional — evenly, no performance either direction. It was a genuine question about tradecraft, not a rhetorical one.

'No,' I said. 'If they think you know anything, another approach would be the version that doesn't end with him leaving the bar. You're not the thread. You're the liability they're trying to assess.'

She accepted this without argument, which meant she'd already arrived at the same conclusion and was testing whether I had.

'I'll put you somewhere,' I said. 'I've got a contact who—'

'No.' She said it without edge. 'I've got a place. It's mine, nothing connects it to anything you know about, and that's exactly why I'm not going to tell you where.'

I looked at her.

There was something in the way she said it that told me this wasn't theoretical. Not a plan she was making on the spot, improvised in response to the situation. Something that already existed — a specific arrangement, a specific place, put in place at some point for a reason she hadn't explained and I hadn't asked about. Whatever Sofia had been doing before the honey trap work, and whatever it had occasionally required of her, she had built the appropriate infrastructure.

'What you don't know can't come out if they take you somewhere and put it to you,' she said. 'Same logic the other way — something I know that you don't, it stays clean.' She paused. 'I've done this before. Not this exact situation, but I know what it takes not to be found when not being found is the job.'

I had no reason to doubt this. Sofia's professional life had presumably required this calculation more than once, in contexts she hadn't told me about and I hadn't asked. She operated without the infrastructure I'd had for twenty years, without a warrant card or a team or an institution behind her. What she had instead was her own arrangement, which had kept her operational and uncontacted by people who probably would have preferred to find her.

'How long?' I said.

'Until you know who this is.' She looked at me. 'Which means you need to find out who this is.'

'I know.'

'And you need to be careful about who you ask.' She set her glass down. 'Whoever sent that man to Woolton knows how I operate. They found me through the bar, through the Walsh case, through whoever had eyes on Water Street. They've done their homework. That means your contacts are visible too. Every man you reach out to, every question you put to somebody — figure it gets back to them.'

I thought about Garvey. The former colleague I'd been considering, the call I hadn't made yet.

'There's someone in serious crime who might—'

'Someone who knows you,' she said. 'Someone the job knows. They say your name in the wrong corridor, don't think twice about it, and that's all it takes.' She looked at me steadily. 'You want someone who doesn't know you.'

She stood. Put on the coat that had been over the back of the chair — a period coat, well-fitted, the B&W rendering of something that in colour would have been specific and intentional and was here just correctly, completely right for the world it was in. She looked like she'd always looked like this. Like the decade had been waiting for her.

'I'll be in touch when I can manage it,' she said. 'Don't come looking.'

She left without looking back, the way Sofia always left, and the bar closed around the space she'd been in.



I sat there for a while after she'd gone.

The barkeep came over without asking, put a glass in front of me, poured something from a bottle that had no label — bourbon by the smell of it, the glass catching the light in the particular way glass caught light in here — and went back to his work without comment. I looked at the glass for a moment and then I drank it, because this version of the city had apparently decided I was the kind of man who got served without asking in bars, and arguing with the world's assessment of me seemed like a significant amount of energy for the likely return.

The bar settled back into itself. The couple at the rear table were having the kind of quiet conversation that didn't travel. The man at the window to my left had turned a page and was reading the new one with the same expression he'd brought to the old one. A bar in the wrong decade doing what bars had always done, which was give people a room to be somewhere other than wherever they'd been.

I thought about what she'd said. Find someone who doesn't know you.

The logic was sound and it closed off the routes I'd been considering. Garvey was in serious crime at Wavertree. He'd worked with me for years and would remember the work and would help if he could, and any conversation I had with him would be logged, inferred, mentioned in a corridor at the wrong moment to the wrong person before he even thought about it. That was how institutional knowledge worked — not through malice but through the natural movement of information in a place where information was currency. Someone would know that Garvey had done an unofficial favour for a retired detective, and someone would wonder why, and someone else would put that alongside whatever else they had.

I needed access to something. Not a person. A system, a record, an angle that connected the building to a name. Sofia had removed herself from the field and the right thing was to let her stay removed. What I had was the face from the roof, the watcher from the photographs, the corporate architecture of the building, and a John Doe in the archive who had been in that building three years ago and had not come out with a name.

The John Doe was the thread I kept returning to. Not because he was the most recent thing, but because he was the most unresolved. The chop shop had been prosecuted and closed. The building's corporate structure was opaque but static. But a man found dead in a building with no ID and a suspected Eastern European origin and a Cold Case Unit referral — that was a file that still existed somewhere in an active system. 

The glass was empty. I didn't remember finishing it.

I paid — with what, I didn't examine too closely — and went out into the wrong city and stood on the wrong pavement and thought about unidentified dead men and who kept records of them.

Then I flagged down a yellow cab — bench seat, column shift, a driver who'd seen enough of the night not to ask questions — and went home.
The Wall

There's a particular kind of arithmetic that a man with twenty years in serious crime does without thinking about it. Not the case arithmetic — the network arithmetic. Who you know, what they have access to, how much of that they'll share, what it will cost.

I did mine on a Tuesday morning at the desk, the laptop open to nothing useful, the list taking shape in my head the way these lists always did: not written down, just there, available, each name assessed against what I needed and what I could reasonably ask.

What I needed was three things.

The first was a name for the John Doe. A man found in the Anfield building three years ago, late twenties to early thirties, Eastern European origin, nobody who knew to miss him. The Cold Case referral existed somewhere in the system. Someone had touched that file. I needed what was in it below the press-release level.

The second was the corporate architecture made legible. Meridian Property Developments, Mersey Commercial Assets, the BVI vehicle, the Luxembourg chain. I'd gone as far as the public record allowed and the public record had given me everything it had, which wasn't enough. The picture behind the picture — who those shells were actually protecting — was in the intelligence layer, not the registry.

The third was the building's intelligence history. A chop shop prosecuted without producing the operators. A John Doe. The kind of location that stays in the picture. Somewhere in the system, that building had a flag, a note, something — the informal knowledge that didn't make it into a press release but lived in the heads of the people who'd touched it and in the notes on cases that had gone quiet.

Three things. And the only route to all three ran through people.

I went through the list.

Garvey first. DS in serious crime at Wavertree, fifteen years, the kind of solid careful copper who'd made rank by being thorough and stayed there by being cautious. He'd worked alongside me in the years before the incident — not a close friendship, not the kind that survived what mine had required of them, but a professional respect that had survived the distance. He still returned my calls. That was something.

Then Jenks. Don Jenkins — DS at the same nick I'd come up through, same canteen, same Friday rotation for more years than either of us could bother to count. Jenks was the warmest of the contacts I was considering. He'd been one of the ones who'd rung the hospital. He'd left a voicemail I hadn't returned in a way I wasn't proud of.

After those two: a contact at the NCA through a connection I'd made on a joint operation in 2017. A woman in the Cold Case Unit whose name I knew but had never met. A former customs officer now doing compliance work for a port logistics firm who might know something about the corporate geography of the docks.

Five names. I set them against what I needed and started making calls.



Garvey met me on his lunch break, a café on the road between the station and the car park, the kind of place that had been there long enough to constitute part of the street's identity. He came in with the particular quality of movement of a man who managed his time carefully — not rushed, just precise. He ordered without looking at the menu and sat down across from me and looked at me properly the way someone did when they hadn't seen you in a while and wanted to establish the current coordinates.

'You look better,' he said.

This was either true or polite and I couldn't tell which. I said I was fine.

'Good to hear.' He nodded in the way of a man confirming a thing he'd hoped for. 'Work keeping you busy?'

'Enough,' I said.

We covered the distance that needed covering — the usual territory of two men who used to work together and no longer did. A case he was working that he couldn't tell me about but could describe in outline. A former colleague who'd moved south, another who'd just made DI. The machine, doing what it did. I listened and contributed and waited for the shape of the conversation to allow me to steer it.

When I did, I was careful about it. I gave him the building — the address, the history I'd found in the archive, the corporate chains that went offshore. I framed it as background research on a PI case that had taken an unexpected direction. I didn't mention the roof. I didn't mention the face I had and the name I didn't.

He listened in the way that Garvey listened — not interrupting, the pensioner in his expression that suggested everything was being weighed. When I finished he was quiet for a moment.

'This is intelligence territory,' he said. Not unkind. Just accurate.

'I know.'

'The corporate structure side — anything with BVI incorporation, that's going to be HMRC and NCA before it's us. If there's a flag on the building from the chop shop operation, that's going to sit with whoever ran it. I'm in serious crime, Mal. I don't have a back door into Cold Case or into the financial stuff.'

'You'd know who to ask,' I said.

He looked at me. The careful look. 'What's the PI angle on this?'

I gave him the version that was true but incomplete — the Walsh surveillance, the building as the location I'd been taken to, the sense that there was something worth understanding about who owned it and why. I left out the details that would have required me to explain the roof.

He was quiet for a moment.

'You said you had a fall last month,' he said. 'In hospital for a bit.'

'That's right.'

'Same building?'

A beat.

'Fell on a site visit,' I said. 'The place wasn't secured properly.'

He looked at me with an expression that was doing more than one thing. 'Right,' he said. Then: 'I'll have a word with someone in intelligence. No promises — I'm not going to put my name on a request for records to support a private case, you understand that. But I'll mention it informally, see if there's anything that's been shared outside the system.'

'I appreciate it,' I said.

'Mal.' He said it in a specific way, not as a name but as an opening to something else. 'I heard you'd had a rough time of it. Not just last month. The last year or so.'

I said nothing.

'You getting support?' he said. 'With the — the occupational health stuff, or whatever. Is there someone you're talking to?'

'I'm fine,' I said.

He nodded, twice. The nod of a man who had heard this before and understood its precise value as information. Then he finished his coffee and said he had to be back, and we shook hands at the door, and he said it was really good to see me, and I said the same, and I went to the car and sat in it for a moment before starting the engine.

He would ask someone informally, as promised. The someone would ask what it was for. Garvey would explain. The someone would say they'd look into it. Then a week would pass. That was the likely sequence.



The NCA contact took two days to return the call and four minutes to conclude it. He was perfectly friendly. He could not share operational intelligence with a private investigator on the basis of an informal enquiry, he said, and I couldn't tell him anything that would give him a reason to reconsider that position without telling him more than I was in a position to tell him. He suggested I submit a formal request if I had a specific case basis. I thanked him and rang off.

The woman in Cold Case was out of office. An automatic reply told me she'd be back in ten days. I didn't leave a voicemail.

The customs contact, now doing compliance at a port logistics firm, was warm and helpful and suggested that BVI corporate structures were entirely normal in the logistics sector and he'd be happy to talk me through the general landscape if I wanted, which was not the same as knowing who specifically was behind a particular holding company. I said I understood and thanked him and we said we should have lunch sometime in the tone that meant we wouldn't.



Jenks called me the same day I called him, which was quick.

'Mal, bloody hell, good to hear your voice,' he said, and sounded like he meant it. Jenks always sounded like he meant things. Twenty years of the same nick and he'd never once given me a reason to think otherwise. 'When can you come in for a pint? I'm not having a conversation about whatever's going on with you on the phone.'

We met two evenings later, a pub near the old nick that we'd both spent too many Fridays in to feel anything except a specific comfortable exhaustion when we walked through the door. Jenks was already at the bar when I arrived. He'd got me a pint without asking, which was either the confidence of a man who knew my habits or the presumption of one who'd already decided how the evening was going.

Both, probably. That had always been Jenks.

He looked well. That was the first thing I registered — the specific way he'd always looked well, as though the job agreed with him in a way it hadn't agreed with me for a long time. Neat, in the way he'd always been neat: the kind of copper who managed the presentation carefully without looking like he was managing it. He had the easy manner of a man who was good at the job and knew it without needing to say so.

'You look like you've had a year,' he said, looking at me.

'Two,' I said.

He laughed and pushed the pint across and we were in it — the familiar ease of it, the shorthand of twenty years in the same institution. He asked about the PI work, asked if it was keeping me busy, didn't say anything about it that could have been patronising but was probably thinking something that could have been. I told him about some of the cases in the abstract, the ones that were anodyne enough to talk about. He told me about a job he was running that he couldn't talk about but could gesture at, which was its own kind of shorthand.

When I moved to what I needed, he was the best listener I'd found all week. That was always Jenks — the quality of attention he brought to things, the way he made you feel that what you were saying was exactly as important as you thought it was. I gave him the same version I'd given Garvey, slightly more detail because Jenks's general knowledge of the city's criminal geography was broader. He asked good questions. The questions were the kind that told you he was following the thread and not just waiting for you to finish.

'Corporate shell into BVI,' he said. 'That's either tax or privacy or both. Doesn't automatically mean anything criminal.'

'It's the pattern of it,' I said. 'The chop shop, the John Doe, the building that's never actually in development — somebody's maintaining a useful empty space.'

He turned his glass. 'The John Doe — you said Cold Case. Who's got that?'

I gave him the name I'd found at the bottom of the archive piece. He nodded.

'I know who that is,' he said. 'We overlapped for a bit. I can have a word, see if there's anything that didn't make it into the formal record.'

'That would help,' I said.

'What's your angle, though?' he said. Not suspicious — curious. The question of a man who wanted to understand the shape of something before he took a run at it. 'The PI case that brought you to that building — what's the connection to the building itself? Is it the client, is it someone the client was surveilling—'

'I'm still working that out,' I said.

He looked at me. The steady, friendly look that had always been Jenks's particular gift — the look that made you feel you weren't being assessed, even when you probably were. 'Fair enough,' he said. 'I'll make some calls, see what I can turn up informally. No promises, but I'll see what's there.'

Then, the way he moved between things: 'I heard about the roof, Mal.'

I looked at him.

'That roof business last month. Someone mentioned it — can't remember who, someone at the station who'd heard you'd come off a roof somewhere and ended up in hospital.' He put his glass down. 'That's a nasty thing. You all right? Properly, I mean.'

'I had a fall,' I said. 'On a site visit. It's fine.'

'Right.' He said it in the same register as Garvey had said it — the register of a man receiving information and filing it carefully. 'You'd tell me if it wasn't, though, yeah? If things were getting on top of you. We've known each other long enough.'

'I know,' I said.

He bought the second round. We talked about other things — football, someone we'd both known who'd retired to Spain, the particular institutional stupidity of a policy change that had annoyed him for six months. The warmth was real. It always had been with Jenks. I walked out of the pub into the cold November air feeling, if not helped, at least less alone than the week had been, and that should have been the end of it.

It sat slightly wrong, somewhere at the edge of my attention, in a way I couldn't account for and didn't try to.



The full picture was this.

Garvey would speak to someone informally and the someone would need a reason and the reason would require me to explain what I couldn't explain, and it would come to nothing. The NCA wouldn't move on an informal approach. Cold Case was out of office. The customs contact had given me the landscape without the map. Jenks would ask around, and Jenks's asking around was the closest thing to a genuine lead I'd managed all week.

Seven approaches, five days, nothing actionable.

I sat at the desk on Friday evening with what I had, which was the same as what I'd had Monday morning minus the optimism. The pity was harder than the refusals would have been. A refusal was clean — someone making a professional decision about what they could share with a retired DS doing private work. What I'd got instead was warmth, and concern, and all the careful management of a man that people had decided needed managing. The look Garvey had given me over the coffee. The way Jenks had said that roof business, as though the story he'd heard had left something open. The customs contact suggesting I might find it useful to talk through the general landscape.

General landscape. I had the general landscape. I needed the specific ground.

The network had given me nothing because the network saw a man who'd had a rough time and was poking around in something difficult and might get hurt again, and the institutional reflex — the decent, well-intentioned, completely unhelpful institutional reflex — was to protect him from that. Not through obstruction. Through care.

Sofia had said it the first time and it had been right then and it was right now. Find someone who doesn't know you.

Not because the people who knew me weren't trying to help. Because the people who knew me saw what had happened to me before they saw what I was asking, and what had happened to me was the thing they were responding to, and there was no amount of professional courtesy that was going to climb over the top of it.

I closed the laptop.

The case needed what the case needed and the case was going to get it the hard way, which was the only way left.

Outside, the Kensington traffic was doing what Kensington traffic did on a Friday evening — the bookmaker's below, the off-licence, the ordinary city going about its ordinary business. The same view it had been for two years, reliable and familiar and nothing like enough.

I took the evening medication. Put a measure of whisky in the glass and looked at it for a moment.

Then I poured it back.

Not tonight. Tonight the head needed to be clear because tomorrow the next step started, and the next step was going to require everything I had rather than everything I was in the habit of using.

I went to bed before ten and lay in the dark and thought about the building and the John Doe and the face from the roof, and somewhere between those thoughts and the ceiling I found, if not sleep, something close enough to last the night.
Jenks

I hadn't given Jenks the office address.

I registered this when I heard his step on the stairs — the particular tread of someone who's been up institutional stairs their whole working life and doesn't need to think about them — and then his knock, and then his face around the door frame, and the thought arrived late, the way thoughts arrived when they should have been earlier: he'd found it himself, which meant he'd looked, which was not what you did when you were calling on a friend.

'Bit of a state, isn't it,' he said, looking at the room. Not unkindly. Just accurately.

'It does the job,' I said.

He came in and stood for a moment taking it in the way people took in rooms they'd formed an expectation of before entering. The desk with the laptop. The two chairs, one of them with a split along the seat seam that I kept meaning to address. The window with its view of the Coral's signage and the street below. The filing cabinet with the combination lock that I'd needed to force twice in eighteen months because I kept forgetting the combination.

He sat in the client's chair without being asked, the way he always sat in whatever chair he'd decided was his.

'You should let me find you something better,' he said. 'I know a bloke does commercial lets, reasonable rates, places up near the waterfront—'

'I'm fine here,' I said.

'Yeah.' He said it in the way of someone accepting an answer they didn't agree with. Then he took a plastic folder out of his jacket — not a briefcase, he'd come from the station but not formally, the midday visit of a man who'd stepped out for lunch and taken a detour. He put the folder on the desk.

'What I managed to find,' he said. 'Which is less than I'd hoped, if I'm honest.'



He'd been thorough, in his way. He walked me through it — the Cold Case file had transferred units as part of a departmental restructure six months ago, which was why the name I'd found was no longer on it, and the new handler hadn't been accessible informally in the way he'd hoped. The chop shop prosecution materials were sealed pending a connected inquiry he couldn't identify, which meant the flag on the building was active but in a state he couldn't access from his position. The BVI corporate chain had hit the same wall it always hit — he'd spoken to someone in financial intelligence who'd confirmed the general architecture was consistent with the sector but hadn't been able to identify the beneficial owner without a formal request.

He'd done what he'd said he'd do. None of it had produced anything.

'The chop shop seal might be interesting, though,' he said. 'If it's pending a connected inquiry, that suggests someone's still pulling the thread. Which means the building hasn't been written off.' He tapped the folder. 'I wrote down the case reference number. Might be worth putting in an official request just to get a steer on which unit it connects to — they'd have to tell you that much, even informally.'

I wrote it down. It wasn't nothing. It was the shape of nothing filled in with enough detail to look like something, which was its own kind of useful.

'The Cold Case file,' I said. 'The John Doe.'

'Restructured away from anyone I know,' he said. 'Honestly, Mal, you might have more luck going direct to the unit and explaining you've got related intelligence to offer. They're not going to close the door if you've got something they haven't.'

I looked at him.

'I know,' he said. 'You'd have to explain why you're interested. But if the case is as live as you think, it's worth the exposure.'

This was technically correct. It was also the approach that would require me to explain my connection to the building and my connection to the building required me to explain the roof and the roof required me to change a story I'd told a hospital and a GP and a form that had gone into a system somewhere.

I said I'd think about it.



He stayed for coffee. I made it the way it came, which was not well, and he drank it without commenting, which told me either his standards were lower than I remembered or he was more focused on something than on the coffee.

'How are you sleeping?' he said.

'Fine.'

'Really?'

'Well enough,' I said.

He turned the mug in his hands. The office made the particular sound it made when the Coral below had a quiet period — the building settling into the absence of traffic, the November cold finding the gaps in the window frames. Outside, a bus went past. He watched it go.

'I worry about you,' he said. 'I don't say that to be — I'm not being a pain about it. But I do. After everything that happened in '21. And then the hospital last month on top.'

'I'm fine, Jenks.'

'You keep saying that.'

'Because I am.'

He looked at me with the expression that had been his particular skill for twenty years — the expression that made you feel you were being seen rather than assessed. Maybe you were. Maybe the two weren't distinguishable.

'You're working a case that took you off a roof,' he said. 'You're working it alone. You've got nobody at your back and you're making enquiries through the sort of informal channels that'll get back to whoever you're looking at, if they've got any reach at all.' He put the mug down. 'I'm not telling you anything you don't know. I'm just saying it out loud because sometimes it helps to have it said.'

I said nothing.

'If something happened,' he said. 'If whoever this is decided you were a problem — who'd know? Who would you call?'

'Sofia,' I said, before I'd thought about whether to.

'Sofia,' he said.

'A contact. She knows the job. She'd know what to do.'

He nodded slowly. 'That's good,' he said. 'That's something.' The way he said it suggested that one contact was a thin margin and he was being generous calling it something.

I walked him out to the stairwell twenty minutes later. He put his coat on and said he'd keep asking around, and if anything came up he'd let me know. He said it genuinely. He always said things genuinely.

At the top of the stairs he stopped and turned.

'Mal,' he said. 'If it gets to a point where you think you need to come back in and make a formal statement about all this — the building, the roof, whatever happened up there — you need to be careful about how you do it. The story you told the hospital.' He said it with the neutral care of a man walking through a minefield he'd already mapped. 'A change of story always looks like something, even when it isn't. Make sure you've got someone advising you before you do anything official.'

I looked at him.

'I'm just saying,' he said. 'I'd hate for the right thing to look like the wrong thing because of the sequence.'

He went down the stairs and I stood at the top and listened to the street door close behind him.



The folder was on the desk. I sat and looked at it.

The case reference number for the sealed chop shop file, which would require me to explain my interest to access. The summary of the Cold Case restructure, which led to no one he knew. The BVI note, which confirmed what I already knew.

He'd done the work. Everything in the folder was real. None of it was useful. And the conversation we'd had around the folder had been something else — not quite the same conversation as the one I thought I'd been having — and I sat with that for a while without knowing what to do with it.

The story you told the hospital. A change of story always looks like something.

He'd said it carefully. The way he said careful things — not accusatory, not threatening, just mapping. The map of a thing he knew the terrain of, offered as a warning.

The question was whose warning it was.



The call came the following morning.

I didn't recognise the number. I answered it the way I answered unknown numbers — neutral, giving nothing.

'Is that Malcolm Richards?' A woman's voice, the particular register of institutional care. 'This is Sheila Byrne from the force's occupational health team. I hope I'm not interrupting anything.'

I said she wasn't.

'We just wanted to touch base,' she said. 'We understand you've had some health challenges recently, and given your history with the service, we like to make sure former officers know they can still access support through us. We're here for a year after retirement, and in some circumstances we can extend that.'

I asked who had referred me.

A pause. 'It came through a welfare concern from someone at your old station. I'm not going to share the name — that's not how we work — but I can tell you it came from someone who clearly cares about your wellbeing.'

'Right,' I said.

'Is there anything you'd like to talk through? We can arrange an informal chat, completely confidential, no paperwork unless you want it.'

I said I was fine, thank you, I'd bear it in mind.

'Of course,' she said. 'You know where we are. And Mr Richards — if you're ever concerned about your own safety, or if circumstances feel like they're becoming difficult to manage, please don't hesitate. That's what we're here for.'

I thanked her again and rang off.



I sat with it.

Not the call itself — the call was what it was, a welfare check, a procedural kindness extended to a former officer by an institution that had found a reason to extend it. The welfare machinery was real. The people in it were real. Sheila Byrne had sounded like someone who genuinely believed she was helping.

The question was what had put her on the phone.

I went through the list.

Garvey — possible. He'd noted the story about the fall. He'd asked about support. But Garvey's concern was the comfortable, theoretical concern of a man who meant it at the time and moved on. He didn't follow things up. That wasn't his way.

One of the others — the NCA contact, the customs officer, the unanswered voicemail at Cold Case. None of them had enough to trigger a welfare flag, and none of them had the station connection to know which channel to use.

Jenks.

Jenks who'd found the office without being given the address. Jenks who'd asked how I was sleeping. Jenks who'd mentioned Sofia before I'd told him anything about Sofia. Jenks who'd mapped the problem with the fall story the morning before the occupational health call arrived.

I wrote his name down and looked at it and then I put the pen down because writing a man's name down and looking at it wasn't evidence of anything.

The resistance I felt to the conclusion was not comfortable. I knew what resistance to conclusions felt like — I'd spent twenty years noticing it in other people, the way the mind found reasons not to see what it didn't want to see. Recognising it in yourself didn't make it stop. It just meant you knew what it was.

Jenks had been at the nick the whole time. He'd been there before the incident, during it, in the aftermath. He'd made DS — the same rank I'd held — and stayed there, reliable and trusted, while I'd cycled through occupational health reviews and compassionate leave and the slow machinery of medical retirement. He'd been one of the ones who'd rung the hospital. He'd left a voicemail I hadn't returned.

A good colleague, by any reasonable account.

I left it there. I wasn't going to pursue it — not yet, not on what I had. But I wasn't going to put it down either.



The trap was this.

I had told the hospital that I'd had a fall. Not that I'd been pushed. Not that I'd been on the roof of a building because a woman I now had serious questions about had sent me there, and that the man on the roof had put two professionals on me and then kicked me over the parapet himself. I'd said: I had a fall.

I'd said it because I'd been concussed and in pain and in the B&W world and had no idea yet what the full picture was. I'd said it because telling a hospital about two professionals and a man I couldn't name would have meant questions I couldn't answer about a case I was still trying to understand. I'd said it because it was the shortest path to treatment.

That decision was now the walls of the room I was in.

Changing the story — going to the force, going to anyone official, and saying actually, I was thrown — looked, from the outside, like a man who'd told one story and was now telling another. And men who changed that story at that remove had reasons. The reasons, in the context of a documented PTSD history and an addiction that had required occupational health intervention and a welfare flag that had just been placed in a system somewhere, had a shape that didn't help Malcolm Richards.

Jenks had said it himself, helpfully. A change of story always looks like something, even when it isn't.

He hadn't needed to plant it. It was already there. He'd just made sure I could see it clearly, in case I hadn't.

I spent the rest of the day at the desk going through what I had and not going to anyone about it. Not because I was afraid — because I wasn't stupid. The case needed to move, and the case was going to have to move without the support of the institution that should have been supporting it. The welfare flag would sit in the system and do what it was designed to do, which was to ensure that anything Malcolm Richards said to anyone at Merseyside Police would reach them through the specific filter of a man who'd had a rough time of it.

I was a welfare concern. That was my status now.

Outside, the Coral closed at nine, the shutters coming down, the last of the afternoon's business concluded. The street went quiet in the specific way of a city evening that hadn't decided what it was yet. I sat in the office and let it go quiet around me and thought about what came next, and what came next wasn't the network and it wasn't the institution and it wasn't anybody who knew who I was and what had happened to me.

What came next was the route Sofia had told me to take from the beginning, which I'd gone around rather than through, and which was the only one left.
The Passenger

He'd been in the car since before eight. Sitting still was its own particular problem — the ribs preferred movement, which was the perverse arithmetic of that kind of damage. He'd had something before leaving the flat, earlier than he liked, because the alternative was sitting in the cold with the right side making its contribution to the morning and nothing to show for it. By the time the case had gone through its permutations a third time, the car had become the car it now was.

The Insignia was still the Insignia. I knew that. But it looked nothing like itself.

The seat was the first and most definitive thing — a bench running the full width of the cabin, wide and low, the kind of seat you didn't sit on so much as settle into. The leather had the softness of something that had been sat in for decades, worn to the specific shape of the people who'd used it. The gearstick was gone from the floor, replaced by a slim chrome selector on the column, its movements more suggestion than mechanism. The instrument panel was round dials in chrome bezels. Out through the windscreen: the hood of what had been a sensible Vauxhall extended forward like an aircraft carrier, whitewalls on whatever the wheels had become, a sweep of chrome at the far edge catching whatever light the grey morning had to offer.

My car.

I knew it was my car the way I knew the suit and the coat — whatever this version of things did to the surface, the underneath held. I'd stopped needing things to look like themselves.

I'd been sitting in it for most of the morning. The street was mid-morning movement — people with somewhere to be, going there. The case had run out of forward movement. I'd followed the corporate structure until it went offshore and stopped. I'd read the archive. Sofia had gone to ground. The thread I kept returning to — the John Doe in the Anfield building, never named, referred to Cold Case and left there — was behind a door I hadn't found the key to. Every route I could think of went through someone with too many institutional connections, someone the wrong ears could hear it from.

So I was watching the street. Waiting for the case to find me.

Twenty years in serious crime had given me a technique for this. Stop looking. Let it come.

Then Dean.

Not suddenly. It never was. One moment the bench seat beside me was empty and then, without transition, there was the quality of someone in it. The corner-of-the-eye version of him — the weight of his stillness, the particular way he'd occupied a passenger seat across twenty years of surveillance jobs and late observations and the long-running business of sitting somewhere and watching what happened. I'd stopped being surprised by it. I didn't look.

He was quiet for a while. That was also him.

Then:

Look.

A pause. The specific pause of a man who had noticed something worth letting land.

A familiar face.

I looked up.

The pavement opposite. Mid-morning flow. I ran it the way I'd been trained to run it — don't look for anything specific, let the pattern show you the thing that doesn't fit.

There.

A man on the far pavement, moving right to left. Early forties, slight, the particular way of moving of a man who had spent his whole life trying to take up less space than his body required. An unremarkable face, the kind that slid past the eye in a crowd, which was exactly why I knew it. I had memorised it years ago, the way you memorised things you needed to keep track of.

The colour came back all at once.

The grey world stripped away and left November behind it — flat light, low cloud, the ordinary weight of the actual city. The Vauxhall's real smell, the modern upholstery under me, the handbrake solid beside my left hand. The column shift was still there. The whitewalls.

Darren Gardener.

A registered CHIS. Malcolm Richards's asset, Liverpool drug trade, three years off the books since a building in Toxteth had rearranged everything. My source. A man I had protected and paid and not pushed further than his nerve could carry, and who had told someone what I was doing and where I was going to be, and whose information had put Dean Saunders in a room with a man with a gun.

He was walking like a man who had every right to be anywhere in this city.

I was out of the car.



The cold. My ribs stating their position. I closed the door and set off after him, closing the distance to forty metres and holding it.

He wasn't checking. Head down, pace steady, the unhurried movement of a man who had decided the worst thing was behind him. Someone had told him. Someone in the network had passed the word that it was finished, that whatever had been worrying him was no longer a concern, and he'd come out of wherever he'd been keeping himself and resumed his life.

Three years of Tuesdays. The gauges in the hospital room. The shape of Dean's face against the pillow, unchanged, patient, waiting for something I couldn't give him.

I closed to twenty metres.

He turned down a side street and I was around the corner before he'd reached the end. A loading bay. Buildings vacant on both sides. A skip.

A traffic cone. Lone, upright, no obvious reason for being there — the kind of object a city leaves in its own back passages and forgets about. I picked it up without breaking stride.

'Darren.'

He ran.

The specific speed of a man who'd been running calculations since the moment he'd heard footsteps behind him and had just received the answer. He went left, toward the far end of the bay, and I threw the cone.

The ribs delivered their opinion on throwing things at the exact moment the cone left my hand. I didn't hear what they said. The cone caught him across the back of the knees — not a clean hit, more of an awkward, tumbling collision — and he went down on the wet concrete in a way that suggested some contribution from the shock of it as much as the impact.

I got to him before he'd decided what to do about being on the ground. Grabbed his collar. Got him upright. Put him against the wall.

The ribs had plenty to say by now. The nerve in the back had joined in. I pressed him against the brickwork and breathed through it and let him understand the geometry of the situation.

He went very still. His hands came up slightly, not in resistance — the instinctive small gesture of a man signalling he was not going to fight back, had never intended to fight back, was only asking for whatever margin was available.

His face did the thing I'd expected it to do. The blood going out of it. The eyes running the calculation — is this real, is this happening, is this the thing I was told wasn't going to happen.

He'd aged. Three years will do that, especially three years with something to carry. He was smaller than I remembered, or I was remembering him as larger than he was. The kind of man who diminished under scrutiny.

'Malcolm,' he said. His voice had the quality of a man discovering that a thing he'd been certain of was no longer certain.

He went very still. His hands came up slightly, not in resistance — the instinctive small gesture of a man signalling he was not going to fight back, had never intended to fight back, was only asking for whatever margin was available.

There is a light in the memory. Portable — a construction work light, a fluorescent tube in a metal frame, positioned so that the man in front of it was a silhouette. I had not been able to see his face. The room: cold, industrial, the specific smell of a building that had not been used for anything legal in a long time. The voice, when it came, had been patient in a way that was worse than anger. It had known exactly how much time it had.

Dean had been somewhere in that building. I hadn't been able to get to Dean.

Darren's face, six inches from mine.

'I didn't know—' he started.

'Don't.'

'Malcolm, I swear to you, I didn't know what they were going to—'

'I said don't.'

He closed his mouth. His eyes were doing the work his mouth wasn't — running the apologies, the explanations, the prepared version that three years had given him time to construct. I'd heard the structure of it before, from a hundred different people in a hundred different rooms. The pressure was real. The choice was real too. The pressure being real didn't make the choice not have happened.

The white light. The silhouette of a man I hadn't been able to see. A voice that had been specific about what it wanted to know and patient about getting there. The back, the nerve, the two vertebrae — the permanent record of a night I hadn't been able to protect myself from because I'd been walking into a location that had been fed to someone who hadn't understood what they were feeding.

Or had chosen not to understand.

Darren was shaking slightly. He was waiting for the thing he expected to happen.

I made myself breathe. Slow, shallow — the ribs required it. Breathed through the nerve firing and the memory running its track and the three years of everything I hadn't been able to do.

The detective or the victim. One of them was going to run this conversation and it had to be the detective, because a frightened source who was breathing was more useful than what the other option produced. This was the calculation. It was a professional calculation and it was correct and it cost something I didn't want to put a number on.

I let go of his collar.

Took one step back.

Darren sagged against the wall slightly. The relief was complicated — I could see him reading what had just happened, the restraint that had been visible, and understanding what it communicated: not mercy. Not forgiveness. The calculation. And that the calculation ran in a direction he wouldn't like if he made it necessary.

'What happened,' I said. 'All of it.'



He talked.

The thing that had been waiting three years to come out came out in the accelerated, overlapping way of a man for whom confession was also relief. The contact he'd been approached through — someone he knew from the lower end of the trade, who'd passed him to someone else. The things they'd asked for. The operation details, the movements, the timing of when and where the team would be. He'd told himself it was just the intelligence — they'd burn the operation, everyone would go home, nobody would get hurt. He hadn't thought further than that. Or he'd thought further and looked away.

The fluorescent tube. The silhouette. I breathed through it.

He hadn't known about the room. He hadn't known about Dean. By the time he'd understood what his information had been for, it was over and he couldn't undo it and he'd gone to ground because he knew what coming forward would cost him and he didn't have that kind of nerve.

'Who,' I said.

He swallowed. 'It was always through contacts. I never dealt directly with—'

'Who.'

'There was a name.' He said it in the way he said things he'd been hoping not to say. 'Later, when I heard — when the word came back through the network — the name they used for the one who'd arranged it.'

I waited.

The skip. The bins. The November sky above the rooflines.

Darren talking, still talking, explaining and qualifying, the words coming in the overlapping way of a man who had decided that momentum was safer than stopping. Something about how the word had come through recently, why it was safe now, why he'd come back—

The back was doing what it did. The nerve, the cold, the three years of it all running at once, and Darren's voice coming through it at varying proximity like a signal going in and out.

—safe because Coyne had sorted it himself, that was what went round, Jamie Coyne had gone to the roof and dealt with Richards personally—

I looked at him.

He registered something in my face and stopped talking.

'Say that again,' I said.

Darren blinked. Re-ran what he'd said. 'Coyne. Jamie Coyne. That's the name that came back when — after Anfield, after what happened on that roof. Word was he'd dealt with you himself. That's why I thought—' He looked at me. The calculation running again. 'That's why I thought it was finished.'

Jamie Coyne.

The name sitting in the loading bay between us on a Wednesday morning in November. The name of the man who had thrown me off a building three weeks ago, who had given Darren the clearance to come back out of wherever he'd been keeping himself, who had told whoever needed telling that Malcolm Richards had been dealt with and wasn't going to be a problem.

I stood with the name and looked at Darren.

He was looking back at me with the expression of a man who didn't know what he'd just handed over, and who was watching me not react to it in a way that told him it mattered.

I let it be what it was.

'Get out of Liverpool,' I said. My voice had gone somewhere flat and careful. 'Go today. Don't use the number they gave you. Don't contact anyone in the network. If I see you again or hear your name from any direction, I will assume you've decided to make yourself relevant again, and I will treat you accordingly.'

He nodded. Kept nodding slightly, the gesture of a man agreeing to everything available.

'Is there anything else,' I said.

'No,' he said.

I looked at him for a moment.

He was lying. Something held back — there was always something held back. The tell was in the timing of the no, too quick, the answer already prepared. Whatever it was, it was his insurance, the small thing he'd decided wasn't necessary to share today. I couldn't make him give me what I couldn't prove he had.

I stepped out of the mouth of the lane and let him past.

He went. Fast — the specific speed of a man taking an exit before it closes. I didn't watch him go.



The loading bay. The skip. The ordinary back-of-building smell of the city.

I had a name.

I had had a name in my head for three years — the name of whoever had done what had been done to Dean, the person or people at the point of the operation who had taken Darren's information and used it to put two men in a room and a gun in one man's hand. I'd been working toward that name across every dead end and every corporate shell and every Tuesday afternoon at Aintree, and I hadn't found it.

What I'd just been given was the name of the man who had thrown me off a building in Anfield three weeks ago.

Jamie Coyne.

I stood in the service lane and held both names.

I didn't know yet that they were the same name.

I went back to the car.
The Bar

The loading bay had been quiet for ten minutes before I moved.

Not caution — I wasn't expecting Darren to come back. He'd gone with the specific speed of a man making the most of the margin he'd been given, and he'd keep going until the city had something between him and the loading bay. What I needed was the ten minutes themselves. The cold. The skip and the bins and the ordinary back-of-a-building smell of the city. The name sitting in the space where Darren had been.

Jamie Coyne.

I had the name of the man who had thrown me off a building. The ribs were at the end of their patience from the cone throw and the wall and the general accumulated weight of the morning.

I walked until I found a pub.

The ribs were at the end of their patience. He'd had something at noon — not a choice exactly, more the conclusion of a negotiation the ribs had been conducting since the cone and the wall — and the cold air was helping in the way cold air helped things it wasn't curing.



It was a quiet one, the kind that exists between the lunch trade and the evening trade in a state of deliberate calm. Four tables occupied, none by anyone who looked like they needed anything from the afternoon except to be left in it. A bar with a barman of middle years who had the particular economy of a man who'd decided a long time ago that efficiency was a form of dignity.

I ordered a whisky and sat at the bar.

The drink came. I looked at it.

Neat, amber, the glass not quite full. The specific colour of the thing I used to reach for without deciding to, the colour I'd been reaching for in one form or another since the night three years ago that had arranged everything that came after it. I'd poured it back last night. Now it was in front of me and I had the afternoon stretching out ahead of me and Darren Gardener's face in the recent memory and a name I hadn't had this morning occupying the part of my head that was usually occupied by something else.

I didn't drink it.

I wasn't sure why. I sat with the glass and the question of why I wasn't drinking it and let both of them be there.

Somewhere in that sitting — somewhere in the particular internal weather of a man who has done something difficult and is now on the other side of it and doesn't quite know what to do with his hands — the bar changed.

I didn't notice when. That was the thing. I was looking at the glass and at the surface of the bar and at the space between my hands, and at some point in the not-noticing the bar that had been an ordinary Merseyside pub on a Wednesday afternoon had become something else. The bottles against the mirror were different bottles. The mirror had a different frame. The man two stools to my left, who had been sitting with a half-pint and a phone, was sitting with a different kind of glass and no phone, his hat on the bar beside it.

I looked up slowly.

The room had the quality I'd stopped being surprised by: every surface stripped to structure, every shadow given weight. The long dark counter. The booths along the wall, a few of them occupied by men who had decided very carefully to concentrate on their drinks. The window with its net curtain letting in the flat grey of the afternoon. Behind the bar, the barman had acquired different clothes and the same expression and was doing the same work with the same economy, his back to the room, finding reasons to stay that way.

My drink was still in front of me. Still amber in the glass — the world had stripped everything else back but left the drink what it was.

I didn't know how long I'd been in the B&W world. That had happened before — the transition slipping past the edge of attention when the attention was somewhere else. The body finding its own way there when the conditions were right. The pharmaceutical arrangement operating on its own schedule.

I left the drink where it was and sat with the name.

Jamie Coyne. The man who'd kicked me off a parapet in Anfield and told Darren the problem was resolved. The man whose face I had and whose name I now had. He'd thought I was dead. He'd been wrong about that for three weeks and hadn't known it, and now Darren had made a phone call and he knew.

I thought about that, and I turned the glass on the bar without picking it up, and the bar sat around me in its period stillness, and the afternoon ran its quiet clock.

The door opened.



Two of them. Long coats, dark. Fedoras pulled down over faces that had already done the room before the door was all the way open. The lead one was a gorilla, broad through the chest and unhurried about it — the specific quality of a man who'd been muscle long enough that it had become an attitude rather than a physical description. His partner was younger, thinner, working harder at looking like he wasn't.

Hardware under the coats. The room knew it before they'd taken three steps.

The room settled. The way it settled when the wrong thing walked in. Men in the booths found new reasons to study their drinks. The barkeep's back became a permanent address. The couple at the table nearest the window started a conversation about nothing, very carefully.

The lead one came to the bar. Two stools away. His coat hung different on the right side — the weight of a garment that was doing two jobs. It came up wheel gun: long-barrelled, the kind of iron you packed openly when the world ran that way. I knew a modern handgun when I saw one. The world dressed it right. The threat was the same underneath.

He looked at me. I looked at the drink.

'Time to go, pal,' he said. Not loud. An administrative observation.

I didn't move.

'You're going to want to make this easy,' he said. 'For everyone.'

I looked at the room. The occupied backs. The hands that weren't going anywhere.

'Are you sure about that?' I said.

His expression adjusted. 'Ain't nobody in this joint gonna see a thing.'

I turned on the stool and looked at him properly for the first time.

'The thing you've got,' I said, 'is the thing that nails you.' I kept my voice level. 'You've got a reputation. That's clear from here.'

Something small moved in his face. The acknowledgement of a man who didn't trouble himself to deny what he was.

'That reputation means people in this room know your face.'

He was watching me differently now. Working out where this was going.

'Make your point,' he said.

'Two things,' I said. 'They know who you are. And they're afraid of you.' I turned back to the glass. 'That's the problem.'

He waited.

'Fear does something to people,' I said. 'You're assuming it buys silence. It doesn't, always. Sometimes it does the opposite — the thing is so frightening that people can't hold it in. One person in this room, just one, scared enough that they have to say it out loud to someone. Not because they're brave. Because they couldn't keep it down.' I turned the glass on the bar. 'It only takes one of them telling someone they saw me here with you today. One person saying that, and then I'm not in the picture anymore — you are. Last people seen with me. That's what you'd be.' I picked the glass up and set it down without drinking. 'So I'm asking — are you certain enough of every person in this room to take that risk?'

The calculation ran behind his eyes. He was looking for the hole in the argument. There wasn't one. I was bluffing on the probability, not the logic. The logic held regardless.

The younger one by the door waited for the word.

The lead one took another look at the room. The careful drinkers. The occupied backs. The barkeep moving glasses on a shelf with the concentrated attention of a man for whom that shelf was the only thing in the world.

He stepped back from the bar.

'We'll be seeing you,' he said.

'Probably,' I said.

He turned. The younger one got it. They went out, the door settling closed behind them with the ease of a door that had been closing on scenes like this since before either of them was born.

Five seconds of stillness. Then a throat cleared. A glass picked up. The barman turned from the shelf, found nothing worth commenting on, went back to his work.

The afternoon resumed.



I sat for a while after they'd gone.

Not because I was afraid they were outside — they weren't, that wasn't how this worked. They'd report back, explain the complication, wait for instruction. The instruction would be more considered than a two-man walk-in at a bar. They'd come back differently next time. The lead one had said so.

I looked at the drink.

Still there. Still the drink it was. I had ordered it and sat with it and not touched it through two hours of sitting and one attempted abduction, and it was still waiting patiently for me to decide about it.

I left it on the bar.

Stood, found the money — the wrong money, always the wrong money — left enough that I calculated covered it and something for the barkeep's afternoon, and walked to the door.

Outside, the city was doing what it did in the late afternoon: the light going flatter, the shadows getting their weight. The American iron parked along the street, a cab going past, a woman coming out of a building with her coat collar turned up. The ordinary period business of the wrong version of my city.

Darren had made a call. That was the only way the timing worked — he'd walked out of the loading bay and gone straight to his phone, and whoever he'd called had moved fast, pulling together what they had locally and sending it. Not the professionals from the Anfield roof. These were what speed produced: available men, serviceable approach, not enough thought. Jamie Coyne running hot, reacting, and that reaction was information.

He'd sent someone the moment he heard I was alive. That meant my being alive was the problem, not what I knew. He didn't know what I knew. He was reacting to the fact of me, not to what I had. Which meant there was a window, if I used it right, between now and whenever he stopped reacting and started planning.

I found the Insignia down a side street where I'd left it — my car, looking nothing like itself, the whitewalls and the chrome and the hood extending out in front of me like a promise. I got in. The bench seat. The column shift. The familiar smell of the unfamiliar interior.

I sat for a moment with both hands on the wheel.

The drink was still on the bar back there. In the B&W world, I hadn't needed it. In the colour world, on a day like this one, I would have needed it without question, and the question wouldn't have been whether but how much. That was a distinction I was going to have to think about, in a different moment than this one, with more clarity than I currently had.

I started the engine and drove.
Kowalski

The B&W city was doing what it did in the early afternoon.

The right side had been at it from seven. He'd added something to the morning dose at half past — barely enough to register, barely enough to justify breaking the rule — and the B&W had arrived with the second cup of tea and settled in.

I'd been at the desk since nine with the legal pad and the shape of a case that kept refusing to acquire the geometry I needed it to have. Names. Gaps. The list of what I didn't know yet was longer than the list of what I did. The list of what I couldn't prove was longer than both.

Through the window, the street below was the wrong street in the right place — the frontage of the bookmaker doing its period business, a different name above the door than the one I knew, the figures going in and out in the particular clothes of a city that had decided it was somewhere else. I'd stopped looking for the join between the two versions. There wasn't one. It was all just the world, being what it was.

The knock came at half past eleven.

Not uncertain. Not the knock of someone who wasn't sure they had the right address. The specific knock of a man who knew exactly where he was and had chosen the courtesy of knocking rather than the alternative.

I said come in.



He filled the doorway the way substantial men filled doorways — not through size alone but through the quality of presence that some men had and most didn't, the particular gravity of a person who had decided some time ago what they were and hadn't needed to revise it since. The B&W world had dressed him the way it dressed everyone: same man, different decade, the surface transformed while the substance held. The suit was dark, well-pressed — the kind of precision that spoke to a man who understood that appearance was a form of argument. The specific argument of a man in a particular era who had understood from early on that his presentation would be assessed before his words, and had made his peace with that by ensuring the presentation was unanswerable. The shoes had been shined that morning. The hat came off as he entered, held at his side with the ease of long habit.

He looked at the office with the economy of a man completing an inventory he'd started before he walked in.

'Malcolm Richards,' he said. Not a question.

'DCI Kowalski,' I said.

He sat in the client's chair without being invited — the one with the split along the seat seam I kept meaning to address. He settled into it with the ease of a man comfortable in rooms he hadn't been asked to enter and said: 'Yellow Pages.'

'Sorry?'

'How I found you.' He set his hat on the edge of the desk. 'You're in the Yellow Pages. Private Investigators, Richards M., Kensington, Liverpool. Thirty seconds.' A pause. 'I mention it because some people, when they find out I've located them, assume I've done something clever. I haven't. You advertised.'

The voice was his — Liverpool underneath something else, something the B&W world had laid over it without replacing it. The period register on loan. The content entirely his own.

'What can I do for you, DCI Kowalski?'

'You can tell me what you're digging in my case for.'

I looked at him. 'Which case would that be?'

Something moved in his expression — not quite a smile, not quite the other thing. The adjustment of a man recalibrating for a longer conversation than he'd planned. 'That's an interesting first move,' he said.

'It's a genuine question,' I said. 'You've introduced yourself. You haven't told me which case. I've worked a number of cases. I don't know which one you're referring to.'

He looked at me for a moment. Turned his hat once on his knee. 'A building,' he said. 'Off Breck Road. Anfield. A commercial property with a planning application that's been pending three years. You know the one.'

'What makes you think I know any building off Breck Road?'

'Because,' he said, 'somebody with twenty years of station contacts has been making informal enquiries about it. And that somebody doesn't have a reason to be interested in a commercial property in Anfield unless they're interested on somebody else's behalf. And the somebody they'd be interested on behalf of is a man who does private investigations and advertises in the Yellow Pages.' He held my gaze. 'So. The building off Breck Road.'

The room was quiet.

'I might have done some background research in connection with a client matter,' I said. 'I'm not in a position to discuss client matters. If you have a formal reason to speak to me about a specific case, I'd suggest you—'

'I don't have a formal reason,' he said. 'That's why I'm here informally.' He said it without apology. The simple statement of a man who'd chosen his approach and was comfortable with the choice.

'Then I'm not sure what we've got to talk about.'

'We've got a building to talk about,' he said. 'And what you've been looking for in it.'



I looked at him. He looked back. The office held us both in its B&W quiet, the sounds of the period street coming up through the floorboards, the particular stillness of a room waiting to find out what kind of conversation it was going to be.

'Tell me what your interest is,' I said, 'and I'll tell you if there's any basis for a conversation.'

'My interest,' he said, 'is a chop shop prosecution that produced the wrong result. A building that's been sitting in the intelligence layer for two years. And a set of informal enquiries from someone inside the station that tripped a wire I've been keeping on that building.' He paused. 'That's my interest. I've shown you mine.'

I said nothing.

He waited.

'I was engaged to carry out surveillance on a subject,' I said eventually. 'In the course of that work, I was directed to a building. The building turned out to have a history I found in the public record.'

'The chop shop.'

'Among other things.'

'The John Doe,' he said. Watching me.

'The archive piece covered it.'

'It covered some of it.' He turned the hat again. Left that sitting there.

I left it sitting there too.

'What did the archive piece not cover?' I said.

The look he gave me was the look of a man being offered something and deciding whether it was worth taking. 'That's a different conversation,' he said. 'That conversation requires something from your side first.'

'You said you'd shown me yours.'

'I showed you my interest,' he said. 'Not what I have. Those are different things.' He stood, crossed to the window, looked down at the street below — the bookmaker's frontage wearing a different name above the door, the American iron parked along the kerb, a figure in a long coat moving through the afternoon with the particular purposefulness of the wrong decade going about its business. 'The person making enquiries on your behalf,' he said. 'Did they produce anything?'

'Nothing useful,' I said.

'No.' He didn't turn from the window. 'They wouldn't.'

That had an edge to it. I left space for the edge and waited.

He said nothing else. Stood looking at the street for a moment, then came back to the chair and picked up his hat.

'Here's what I'll give you,' he said. 'The chop shop prosecution — the operators were never touched. The three men convicted were available. Whether they were put there deliberately or just convenient, I couldn't say for certain. What I can say is that the people who should have been in that dock weren't, and the file on why they weren't is the file I've been sitting on for two years.' He looked at me directly. 'That's a gift, Mr Richards. I'd like something in return for it.'

'What do you want?'

'I want to know,' he said, 'what you found in the building. Not the public record. What you found.'

I looked at him. The B&W afternoon ran its clock around us. A man I didn't know who'd walked in uninvited, named a building he had no reason to know I was interested in, and was now asking me to hand him what I had in exchange for information he might or might not actually possess.

Either he was on the level and this was the beginning of something useful. Or he wasn't, and anything I gave him would leave this office through a channel I couldn't track.

'I'm not in a position to share details of a live investigation,' I said.

His expression told me he'd expected exactly that answer. 'No,' he said. 'I didn't think you would be.' He put his hat on — the precise adjustment of a man who did small things correctly as a matter of habit. 'We'll have to find a way to trust each other, Mr Richards. Neither of us can do what needs doing without what the other one has.'

He moved to the door.



At the door he stopped. The specific quality of a man who'd prepared what he was about to say and was placing it where it would do the most work.

'The informal enquiries,' he said. 'The person doing them on your behalf.' He didn't turn round. 'How long have you known them?'

'Long time,' I said.

'Right.' A pause. 'Long time is its own kind of risk, Mr Richards. The longer you know a person, the more of yourself you've put into the account. Makes the balance sheet very uncomfortable when it turns out the account's been managed by someone else.'

He went. The step on the stairs — not Jenks's tread, not the institutional ease of a man who'd spent a career on staircases like this one, but the deliberate weight of someone moving through a building they'd already assessed. The street door opened. Closed.



I sat at the desk for a while after the sounds had settled.

He'd found me in thirty seconds. He'd produced Jenks's enquiries without me saying Jenks. He'd named the building without me naming it. He'd given me one piece — the operators never touched, the file sitting — and taken a reading of what I was willing to give in return. Which was nothing.

He hadn't pushed it. Hadn't turned it formal. Had left the door open by not closing it.

The last thing — the longer you know a person, the more of yourself you've put into the account — was not an accident. Nothing in that conversation had been an accident.

He'd come to find out what I knew. He'd also come to plant something, and to see if it landed. I sat with it for a while without deciding what to do with it, the way you sat with things that were true whether you acted on them or not.

I looked at the legal pad. Added a line at the bottom of the list.

DCI Kowalski. Chop shop file — two years, no progress. Not going up the chain. Why not?

Then I looked at that question and let it sit with everything else I was already carrying, and the B&W afternoon ran its clock, and the street below carried on in the wrong decade, and I thought about what it cost a DCI to work a case off the books for two years rather than take it to the people he was supposed to take it to.

I thought about that for a long time.
The Watch

The thing about the Kowalski visit that didn't sit right was this.

He'd said Jenks's enquiries had tripped a wire. He'd framed it as: informal asking gets back to people who are paying attention. Which was true as far as it went. Jenks had been asking about the building, and asking about the cold case, and asking about the chop shop — and if Kowalski had a live flag on any of those three things, the asking would have reached him.

But the asking would have reached him as an enquiry from Jenks. Not as an enquiry on behalf of Malcolm Richards. Jenks hadn't been asking in Malcolm's name — he'd been asking because Malcolm had asked him to, which was a different thing. The informal ask didn't carry a return address.

Kowalski had come to the office anyway. Had found it in the Yellow Pages, which was easy, but had known to look for it in the first place. Which meant someone had given him Malcolm's name, or he'd found it another way. Either way, there was a gap between Jenks asking about the building and Kowalski arriving at Malcolm Richards PI, Kensington that Kowalski hadn't filled in.

I sat with that for a while. Filed it. Didn't resolve it.

Then I opened the laptop and started looking for Jamie Coyne.



The public record on Jamie Coyne was thin in the way that suggested someone had worked to keep it thin. Not invisible — you couldn't be invisible, not with Companies House and the electoral roll and the basic architecture of civic existence — but curated. Minimal. The specific footprint of a man who understood that information was a resource and had taken steps to manage his.

The directorships were a start. Six of them, spread across the kind of companies that existed in the register without appearing to do very much: a property holding company, a logistics consultancy, two management services vehicles, a leisure company with a registered address in the Baltic, and something called Mersey Commercial Assets Limited, which I'd seen before.

I looked at that last one for a moment.

Mersey Commercial Assets. I'd been through the corporate architecture around the Breck Road building in the early weeks of the investigation — the shell companies, the offshore chains, the BVI structure that went nowhere useful. Mersey Commercial Assets had been a name in that architecture. Not the top of the chain. Not the bottom. A layer in the middle, doing what middle layers did.

I wrote it down on the legal pad and drew a line to the building.

The criminal record was what I'd expected: none. Or rather, nothing that had become a record. There were the traces of things that had come close — two instances of a represented party with the same surname at a magistrate's level, both resolved without charge, both with the fingerprints of representation that cost more than most people made in a year. The kind of outcomes that required a particular type of solicitor. I knew the firm from the job — they handled the kind of client who needed their problems made to go away before they became problems, and they were very good at it.

That class of mouthpiece didn't come cheap. Not on the salary of a director of six companies that didn't appear to do much.

I looked at what I had. A man in his late thirties with expensive representation and a directorship in a company connected to a building with a history. A man who, three years ago, had been on a roof in Anfield. A man whose face I'd been carrying for three weeks and whose name I'd had for less than a fortnight.

The name had taken thirty minutes to build into something.

What paid for the lawyers was what I needed to find next. And finding that required watching rather than reading.

I needed a camera.



The camera shop on Bold Street had been a camera shop in my version of the city for as long as I could remember, which meant it was something else entirely in this one — a different kind of shop with a different frontage, the B&W world having reassigned it to another purpose. I'd picked up a camera the previous afternoon in colour, a decent mirrorless with a long lens, the kind of equipment that did the job without requiring explanation if someone looked in the bag.

In the B&W world it had become a 35mm SLR. Solid in the hand in the specific way of things built before obsolescence was designed in. The same camera, wearing a different decade. I'd stopped trying to understand the logic of what the world kept and what it changed. It worked. That was enough.

I loaded it in the office and put it in the bag with the long lens already fitted.



Jamie Coyne kept an informal office — a rented desk in a shared space in the Baltic, the kind of arrangement that serviced companies used when they needed a Liverpool address without the overhead of an actual office. I'd found the address through the leisure company registration. It was the kind of place people came and went from without patterns, which made it difficult to watch and easy to miss a meeting in.

I found a position two days into the watch.

A parking spot on a side street with an angle on the building's main entrance — the Insignia sitting quietly, wrong-looking in any world it occupied, the long lens resting on the door frame. I had thermos coffee and the particular patience of twenty years of this kind of work, the patience that wasn't resignation but its own active state — the body at rest, the mind running.

The first day produced nothing useful. Comings and goings, none of them Jamie.

The second day he'd had something before the afternoon shift. The back didn't tolerate long sits in the cold without stating its case, and the long lens required the kind of stillness that the back and the ribs had strong views about. He'd told himself it was necessary, which was what he always told himself, which was accurate enough.

The second afternoon was when the B&W world arrived.

I didn't notice when. The transition had stopped announcing itself some time ago, had started happening in the margins of attention the way the body did things when you stopped supervising it. One moment the Baltic was the Baltic, modern brick and gallery spaces and a coffee roaster with a sign about the provenance of the bean. Then it wasn't. The buildings were the same buildings, bone-honest about what they'd been built for. The cars along the street were the long American iron of the wrong decade. The sky had the particular flat quality of a city that existed in greyscale by nature rather than by accident.

The Insignia had become itself — the bench seat wide as a sofa, the column shift, the chrome trim along the dash. I knew the car. It didn't know the decade. Neither of us was bothered.

I settled in and watched.

The long lens brought the entrance close. In the B&W world it rendered the scene with the specific clarity that this version of things produced — every surface stripped to structure, the shadows under the lintel with weight to them, the doorway telling its small story every time it opened and closed. Men in long coats. The particular purposefulness of people moving between one piece of business and the next.

Jamie came out at twenty past three.

The B&W world had dressed him in the sharp suit and the easy money of a man who'd never had to think about whether he could afford it. The particular energy of someone performing authority they hadn't earned — not the authority of a man who'd built something, but the specific quality of a man operating on someone else's weight. The world had given him the right costume for what he was, and what he was sat in the lines around his eyes when he wasn't working at looking comfortable.

A man's front. Somebody's front. The question was whose.

I raised the camera. The thought arrived with it — black and white film in a world that had already removed the colour. Nothing left to lose in the translation.

I got two frames of him standing outside, reading his phone.

Then a car came.

Not a meeting I'd been expecting. A car I didn't recognise, pulling in on the far side of the street. The driver staying behind the wheel. The passenger door opening.

Jenks.

I put the camera down.

The B&W world had dressed him differently from how I knew him. The hat, the coat — nothing like his usual attire, the period having suited him up in something a cut above. It sat right for the decade. It sat wrong for a DS's salary. Too sharp. Too well-cut. The specific upmarket quality of a man whose income had a supplement that didn't show on a payslip.

On a street in the Baltic. Walking toward Jamie Coyne.

My first thought was the job. Working an informant. Coming to a meet under cover, which was why the car and the driver and the short approach. I ran it. It had the shape. A DS cultivating a source in a criminal network — it happened, it was legitimate, the short street meeting was exactly how you ran it.

Then I watched the body language.

Jenks crossed to where Jamie was standing. Brief words, then Jamie produced an envelope and passed it across.

Jenks took it. The hand that held it tested the weight — not the gesture of a man confirming a delivery, but the gesture of a man doing arithmetic. Something in the calculation came up short. He said something. Jamie said something back. The exchange had the shape of a man explaining and another man not accepting the explanation. Jenks's free hand moved — not aggressive, but the specific motion of a man pressing a case the other man had already decided. Jamie said one more thing. The kind of thing that got said once.

Jenks put the envelope in his coat and walked back to the car. Not the exit of a man who'd concluded his business on his own terms.

What I was looking at through the long lens — in the particular clarity of the B&W world, every surface stripped to what it was — wasn't a police officer running a source. The positioning was wrong. The authority was on the wrong side of the street.

Jenks was on a payroll. And what he'd been handed this afternoon wasn't what he'd come expecting.

I sat with the camera in my hands and looked at the space where they'd been.



The camera had caught it. The frame had been right, the moment clear. What I had on the camera was what I'd seen with my own eyes, and what I'd seen with my own eyes was Don Jenkins on a street in the Baltic, receiving an envelope from a man who wasn't his supervisor, in an exchange that didn't look like police business in any register I knew.

I'd written his name down and looked at it. I'd sat with the resistance to the conclusion and recognised the resistance for what it was. I'd done nothing with it because a name on a legal pad wasn't evidence.

This was.

The problem was what I did with it. I couldn't take it to anyone at the station without explaining why I staked out Jamie Coyne, which required explaining the roof, which required changing the story I'd told the hospital. I couldn't take it to Jenks.

And somewhere behind the question of who I could take it to was a different question, the one Kowalski had left on the stairs: why hasn't he taken it further up the chain. Kowalski working a two-year-old chop shop file and not going to Professional Standards, not going to his superintendent, not going anywhere it should go if the case was what he thought it was.

Because the chain ran through people he didn't trust. That was the answer I'd been sitting with since Thursday.

I looked at the legal pad before I started the engine. Added two lines at the bottom.

Jenks / Jamie Coyne. Baltic. 3:20pm.

Then, underneath:

J.C. — operating on someone else's weight. Whose?

I started the Insignia — the engine note of the wrong decade, the column shift finding second with the particular authority of things built to last — and pulled out into the B&W city, and drove back toward the wrong version of Kensington, and thought about who you went to when you couldn't go to the chain.

And I thought about a DCI who'd sat in the client's chair and left without giving me anything useful except the question that mattered, and who hadn't taken his case up the chain for two years, and who had still come to find me.

I thought about that for a long time.
The Section

The images were on the laptop when I came back to the office.

He'd had more than the evening called for. The surveillance photographs had needed sitting with — not reviewing, sitting with, the specific weight of what they'd shown — and sitting with things had a way of extending into hours where the four o'clock rule was already an abstraction.

The B&W world had held through the night. I'd woken to it. The light through the window with that particular flat quality — a city wearing its wrong decade with the ease of something that had never known any other. The typewriter on the corner of the desk. I'd stopped trying to use it. The street below at the period pitch, the hand-lettered signs doing their work, the iron on the road belonging to the era the world had decided this was.

Whatever moved the images from the camera to the laptop did it without me. I'd given up asking how. Some things worked. That was enough.

I looked at the images for a long time.

The long lens had done its work. The B&W light giving every frame its clarity — no softness, the shadows earning their weight, the faces at distance carrying more than colour photography forgave. Jamie outside the building, three frames. The ease on his face and the strain at the corners he hadn't managed to dress. The car arriving. Jenks getting out.

And the envelope. The passing of it. Jenks's hand doing the arithmetic, the face confirming the result. The back and forth of two men with a disagreement neither of them could afford to have in the open. Six frames. Every frame the same story — the shape of a man being paid less than the number he'd come in with.

Jenks on Jamie Coyne's payroll. That was the story. Six frames of what it looked like.

I put the laptop down and went to make tea, and somewhere between the office and the kitchen the colour came back — the particular abrupt quality of a transition that was faster in one direction than the other, the world deciding without ceremony that it was done being something else. The Coral's signage visible through the kitchen window. The right cars on the right street.

I took the tea back to the desk and sat with it.



The letter was in the email. Not a formal letter, not yet — an email, from the records address for Merseyside Police Occupational Health, with the particular careful language of institutional communication that had been drafted by someone who understood how the sentence would sit in a file.

Dear Mr Richards,

Further to previous contact, we have received additional information regarding your wellbeing and current circumstances. In light of this, we would like to arrange a formal welfare assessment at your earliest convenience. This is a voluntary process, though we would encourage you to engage with it — our experience is that early intervention is always preferable to waiting for circumstances to become more difficult.

We have been in contact with your GP, Dr Mehta, to ensure a coordinated approach. Dr Mehta may be in touch separately.

It was signed by someone in the welfare team whose name I didn't recognise. Not Sheila Byrne from the previous call. Someone with a different title — Welfare Assessment Coordinator — a role that sat a level above a friendly touch-base call.

I read it twice. Then I sat with it.

The B&W world came back before I'd finished the tea. Not noticed, not felt — just there, the office rearranging itself around me while I was looking at the screen, the Coral below becoming something else again, the typewriter resuming its position in the corner. I let it come. The colour world was going to keep happening regardless of whether I was in it or not.



I went through what Jenks would have given them.

Not guessing — reconstructing. Twenty years in the job. I knew what a welfare referral looked like from the inside. I knew what went into one, what the language required, what a coordinator would need before she could send that email.

The hospital stay. Four days, internal injuries, stated cause: a fall on a building site. Documented. On record. Uncontested.

The PTSD. Diagnosed following the 2021 incident, the one that had eventually produced the managed retirement. The occupational health reviews, the medication regime, the slow institutional processing of a man who had come back from something and not quite completed the return. All of it documented. All of it accurate.

The addiction. The drinking that had required intervention. The managed period — the reviews, the support, the careful supervision of a man who was being given the framework to stay functional. Documented. The specific shame of a thing that was on a form somewhere in a system.

His current behaviour. A private investigator making informal enquiries through former colleagues about a live intelligence case. Asking about a building with an active flag. Asking about a cold case referral. Operating alone, without backup, on a case that had apparently resulted in — per the hospital record — a significant fall. A man in a fragile state pressing himself into exactly the kind of situation his documented history suggested he couldn't safely handle.

None of it false. Every word of it accurate.

Arranged together, in the careful language of welfare concern, it built a portrait. Not of a man who was lying. Of a man who was struggling. Of a man whose version of events might be produced by someone not fully in command of the distinction between what happened and what he needed to have happened.

That was the trap's elegance. The story Malcolm Richards told about a fall on a building site was the story a man in crisis might tell. The story Malcolm Richards told about being thrown off a roof was also the story a man in crisis might tell. From the outside, in the institutional light of a welfare file, the two stories had the same reliability. Which meant neither story had any.

Jenks had never lied once. He hadn't needed to.



The call came at half eleven.

A number I didn't recognise. I answered it the way I answered unknown numbers — neutral, giving nothing.

'Mr Richards.' A woman's voice. Precise, measured, with the quality of someone who managed the register of their speech the way a professional managed any tool. 'My name is Detective Chief Inspector Marsh. I'm the head of the Professional Standards unit at Merseyside Police. I hope I'm not catching you at a difficult moment.'

I said she wasn't.

'I'll come straight to the point,' she said. 'We've received a welfare referral regarding you, which I understand the occupational health team have been in contact with you about. As part of our duty of care to former officers, Professional Standards is involved in coordinating the response when there are concerns of this nature.' A brief pause — not hesitation, the specific pause of a person who'd rehearsed a natural rhythm and was placing it correctly. 'I wanted to speak to you directly, rather than have this be a purely administrative process. I find that helps.'

'I appreciate that,' I said.

'I understand you've been doing some private investigation work that's brought you into contact with some quite difficult situations,' she said. 'We've heard a little about the case you've been working on. The building in Anfield, I understand. Some concerns about your personal safety.'

I said nothing. Let the pause sit.

'Is there anything you'd like to share with us?' she said. 'About what you've been investigating, or about any concerns you have about your own safety? We're here to help, Mr Richards. That's genuinely what this is.'

I ran the question through the filter that it required. She'd used the word we. She'd said she'd heard a little about the case. She knew about the building, which wasn't in any document I'd given anyone — the building had come up in Jenks's informal enquiries, and through whatever had been collated into the welfare referral.

'I'm fine,' I said. 'I appreciate the call. I'll consider the assessment offer and be in touch with the team.'

'Of course,' she said. 'There's no pressure. But Mr Richards — if you do feel you're in a situation that's become difficult to manage, please don't hesitate. My door is open. Direct line.' She gave it. I wrote it down on the legal pad.

'Thank you, DCI Marsh,' I said.

'Thank you for taking the time,' she said. 'Take care of yourself.'

She rang off.



I sat with the call.

Not the call itself — the texture of it. The precision with which she'd managed it. The warmth that was real enough to serve its purpose without being warm enough to mean anything. The specific detail she'd used: the building in Anfield — the information she'd been given and had chosen to deploy at exactly the right moment to let me know the shape of what they had without revealing how they had it.

That was the call of someone who knew what they were doing. Not a welfare coordinator reading from a script. Someone who'd done this before, in contexts that required careful management.

Something in it sat slightly wrong in a way I couldn't name.

I looked at the direct-line number on the legal pad. A DCI in Professional Standards who called welfare cases personally. Who'd been briefed specifically enough to know about the Anfield building. Who managed the temperature of a phone call the way an interview was managed.

I put it aside. I didn't have anything to do with it yet.



What I had was the shape of the trap, and the shape was this.

Whatever I took to anyone official — the NCA, the force, a journalist — would arrive downstream of the welfare file. My name in any system now carried a flag. The flag said: former officer, documented PTSD, documented addiction, recent fall possibly involving impaired judgement, currently pursuing a private case that may be beyond his current capacity. The flag wasn't a verdict. It was a context. And context was everything, in the institutional reading of a man who came in with information.

Malcolm Richards says he saw DS Jenkins meeting with a known criminal. Malcolm Richards says he was pushed off a roof rather than falling from it. Malcolm Richards believes there is a trafficking network operating through a commercial property in Anfield and a connected corporate structure he can identify.

Each of those sentences, in the presence of the welfare file, became a question rather than a statement. Not this is what happened but this is what he believes happened. The two things were not the same, and the institution would know which category to apply before I'd finished speaking.

Jenks hadn't needed to lie. He'd needed to ensure that when I finally told the truth, there was already a framework waiting to receive it.

I looked at what I had. The surveillance images, the legal pad, the corporate connections, the Mersey Commercial Assets directorship that linked Jamie to the Breck Road building. Evidence that meant something when assembled by a credible person.

I was no longer a credible person. That had been arranged.

Outside, the B&W city went about its afternoon — the wrong iron on the wrong streets, the flat light doing what it did, the particular sound of a city that had stopped pretending to be in the right decade. I looked at the direct-line number for DCI Marsh and then at the number for Kowalski that I'd found in the station directory and written down below it.

Two numbers. Two routes.

One of them would take what I gave her and pass it to the people who needed to receive it for reasons that had nothing to do with the outcome I was working toward.

The other was a DCI who'd sat in the client's chair and asked what I was digging in his case for, and who hadn't taken a two-year-old file to Professional Standards, and who had come to me through the Yellow Pages rather than through any channel the institution could track.

I put Marsh's number in a pocket.

I dialled Kowalski.
Aintree

The colour world had held since Thursday. Three days without a transition, long enough that I'd stopped waiting for it. The sky above the Insignia on the way north was the November sky I'd grown up under — the grey with the quality of a city that had made a friend of its own weather. Not noir weather. Just Liverpool in November.

The hospital was the NHS hospital. Glass frontage, the institutional signage, the yellow walls of the reception corridor that I'd woken to after the fall and that had meant, on that particular morning, that I was in the right version of things. I knew the route to the ward by its details now — the second lift, the left turn at the renal unit, the ward door with the sticker on the window that someone had put there years ago and nobody had removed. Three years of Tuesdays.

Dean's face against the pillow. The monitors tracking their baselines. The room's careful temperature, the particular smell of it that had nothing to do with antiseptic and everything to do with time. The chair beside the bed was where I put my coat.

I sat down and looked at him for a moment.

You're here. I'm here. Still this.

Then I started talking.



I'd done it long enough that the self-consciousness had worn off. The early months had felt like performance — a man addressing someone who couldn't answer, the slightly absurd theatre of one-sided monologue. Then I'd stopped performing and started using it for what it was: the case, said aloud, in order, to someone who couldn't challenge it. Externalising the logic. Finding the gaps by filling them in.

I started with Jenks. Took it from the Baltic surveillance through the envelope changing hands outside the building — the specific body language of a man receiving less than he'd come for, the back and forth that went nowhere for him, the exit that wasn't on his terms. The six frames. What they meant.

Then the trap. How it worked. Not fabricating — curating. The existing record on Malcolm Richards arranged in the order that turned accurate information into a picture of a man whose account of events was the kind a man in crisis produced. The elegance of it, which I'd sat with long enough to appreciate: every word true. Every word selected. The email, the call from Marsh, who had used the building in Anfield at exactly the moment that told me the shape of what they had.

Kowalski. That I'd called. That we were meeting. Why Kowalski rather than the other route — not trust, exactly, but the specific inference from a DCI who'd worked a two-year-old file without taking it to Professional Standards. A man who'd already understood that the chain ran through people he couldn't use. Someone outside the usual architecture, the same way I was outside it now.

I told Dean what I had and what I couldn't do with it. The shape of the corner.

Then I told him about Jamie Coyne.



I'd said the name in this room before. Three weeks after the roof, when I'd first put a name to the face I'd been carrying — I'd sat in this chair and told Dean that it was Jamie Coyne who'd been standing on that roof, that it was Jamie Coyne whose directorship ran through Mersey Commercial Assets into the Breck Road building. Said the name and filed it.

Now I said it again and set out what the name had become. Not just the face from the roof. The centre of a structure. Jenks on his payroll. The Baltic offices, the six companies, the class of solicitor who made things go away before they became things. A man in his late thirties performing authority he'd borrowed — the B&W world's reading of him, which I'd learned to trust, three frames outside the building showing me what was underneath the performance.

I said the name a third time because it was the name.

And in the corner of my eye, Dean was in the other chair.



The chair on the far side of the bed — the one I'd never used, not in three years, for a reason I hadn't examined and wasn't going to. Him sitting in it with his hands loose in his lap, eyes on the middle distance. The quality of stillness he'd had when he'd heard something that needed sitting with.

You didn't look directly. That was the rule I'd arrived at through the times I'd made the mistake of looking, and he hadn't been there. So you kept him in the corner of the eye, where he held — the peripheral version, the one that stayed when the straight look didn't.

In November, in the Vauxhall, the bench seat of the wrong-decade car: Look. A familiar face. Two words and a direction. He'd always done that — the lateral entry, the thing that came in from the side and lit what you hadn't known needed lighting.

The room was quiet.

The monitors tracked their baselines. Dean in the bed lay as he'd lain for three years. Dean in the chair sat with his hands loose and said nothing.

I held his stillness in the corner of my eye and waited.

Dean Saunders had never, in twenty years of the job, been quiet about something that mattered.



I stayed until visiting hours ended. Told him the rest of what I had — the Kowalski timeline, the Water Street images I hadn't finished with, where the legal pad stood. The working out loud.

I stood and put my coat on and put my hand on the bed rail the way I always did, and said the thing I always said.

'Same time next week.'

The room gave me nothing back.



Out through the ward, down to the car park. Cold. The right cars in the right decade, the Insignia where I'd left it.

I drove south and thought about Dean in the chair. The silence he'd held all afternoon. What kind of silence it was.

He had never, in twenty years, had nothing to say.
Water Street

Dean had nothing to say at Aintree, and I'd driven home with that sitting alongside me in the car the whole way south.

The silence wasn't unfamiliar. There'd been long silences in the job — hours of nothing on surveillance, the particular quiet of a room where the information hadn't resolved yet, the productive stillness of two people thinking toward the same problem from different angles. Dean did silence well. What he didn't do, in twenty years of knowing him, was nothing. Even the silences had been engaged ones. The stillness of a man with his mind running.

What I'd seen in the chair on the far side of the bed was different. Hands loose. Eyes on the middle distance. The specific quality of a man waiting — not for the answer, but for the question to finish forming. He'd held that stillness for the length of the afternoon and I'd talked into it about Kowalski and Jenks and the trap and all of it, and I'd left with nothing back.

I'd told him about Jamie Coyne and he'd said nothing.

I put that aside. It went into the same category as the things I couldn't resolve and therefore wouldn't sit with — alongside the question of whether DCI Marsh was managing a process or part of the process, alongside the gap between Kowalski's wire being tripped and Kowalski knowing to come to Kensington rather than to Jenks. The unresolved pile. I filed it and moved on.

What I had left was the images.



The Walsh surveillance set had been on the laptop since the first week after the roof. The first time I'd been through it, I'd been looking for something without knowing what the something was. The break-in, the stolen hardware — someone had needed to stop me looking at those images closely, which meant close was exactly how I was going to look. I'd gone through every frame. Walsh, the pavement, the background. I'd been looking for the thing that explained why a man with a borrowed-authority performance and a good coat had needed a conversation so badly that he'd arranged it on a rooftop.

I hadn't found it. Not because it wasn't there. Because I hadn't known, at that point, what Jamie Coyne's face looked like from any angle other than above, in the dark, with my ribs contributing their own specific distraction to the experience.

Now I knew his face. Now I had his name, his directorships, the specific corporate thread that ran from a company called Mersey Commercial Assets into the shell architecture that had appeared around the Breck Road building during the long, careful process of the Walsh job's background research. The connection between Water Street and Jamie Coyne was on paper. What I needed to know was what it looked like on a pavement.

I opened the laptop and started from the beginning. The prints were there when I looked down — the Walsh set, in order, the world having arranged things the way it did in this version of itself. I'd given up asking how. They were there.



The desk was doing what it did after a certain number of hours — the nerve damage in the right side finding its register, the specific complaint of a back that had been managed rather than repaired. I moved the chair forward and back until the right shoulder settled, and settled the prints in front of me, and started going through the set the way the work required. Slowly. One frame at a time.

The Walsh frames were as they'd always been. Not the first time I'd looked at this man and felt the particular absence of weight that attended him — a decent man living a decent life he'd managed to make slightly worse through the specific foolishness of a certain kind of married man, the kind that took numbers and made arrangements without stopping to examine why he was making them. Walsh getting out of his car on the side street off Water Street, the door closing behind him, his face toward the camera carrying nothing except the mild purposefulness of a man going to meet someone he'd arranged to meet.

Three frames of approach. Walsh at the door of Merchants. Walsh inside, the window table, a glass of red and the ease of a man who knew the place. The meal. The extended patience of waiting, the documentation of an uneventful hour and twenty minutes in a wine bar. The exit. The return to the car.

I went through all of it. Not because Walsh was what I was looking for, but because skipping to where you thought the answer was had never worked for anyone who'd ever done this long enough to know how it didn't work. The thing you missed was always in the material you decided was already finished.

Walsh drove away, and I moved to the background.



Water Street on a Thursday afternoon was the ordinary documentation of a city at work. I went through the background figures in the Walsh approach frames first — the people visible on the pavement as Walsh crossed from the side street to the Merchants entrance, the texture of a city going about its afternoon without reference to the man I'd been watching.

An office worker in a good suit moving with the pace of someone whose lunch break had become a meeting. A woman pushing a pram with the particular efficiency of someone for whom the pavement was an obstacle course to be navigated rather than a shared resource. Two men standing at the corner with phones out, doing the specific stationary shuffle of people waiting for a third person to arrive. A courier in a hi-vis vest moving fast, already past the frame before I'd clocked him properly.

Faces. I went through all the ones the angle gave me — the people whose orientation to the camera provided enough to file. Not one of them was Jamie Coyne.

Not one of them, at a conscious level, was anyone I knew.

I moved to the tracking frames. The sequences where I'd been panning to follow Walsh down the pavement, and the lens had been picking up everything in its path without discrimination — the professional habit of an eye that had learned to catch what wasn't the subject in case the subject changed.

These were the harder frames. The background figures here were in whatever orientation their own movement had placed them. Some of them frontal, or close enough — the pedestrian coming toward Walsh's direction of travel who'd looked up without meaning to and given the lens a face. Some of them in profile, the side of a head, enough to establish what wasn't there but not enough to say with certainty what was.

And some of them with their backs to the shot.



This was the arithmetic. A busy pavement and the fact of a long lens and the hour of a Thursday afternoon, and most of what I had in this portion of the set was backs. Coats moving away. Figures walking with the directional purpose of a city that didn't stop. People who had not looked up because they had no reason to.

I went through them the way the work required. Not quickly. Looking at each one with the specific attention that the earlier pass hadn't given them — because the first pass, three weeks ago, I'd been looking for a face. The face was how you usually found what you were looking for. A face was categorical. It either matched or it didn't.

But I hadn't been carrying a face, at that point. I'd been carrying an impression. A rooftop in Anfield, in the dark, with the specifics of the encounter printed on me at the force that fear and damage printed things. The shape of a man as much as his features. The way he stood. The borrowed authority in the posture. The performance of ease from a man for whom ease wasn't natural.

You didn't have to see a face to read those things.

I went through the backs.

Most of them were noise. The body language of strangers going about their business — the specific indifference of people who hadn't come to Water Street to be there, but were passing through it. The courier was back in a later frame, different angle, still moving. Three women walking together with the particular closeness of colleagues on a lunch break. A man with a briefcase who appeared in two frames and whose entire quality was anonymity — the walk, the coat, everything in the register of a man who'd managed, through long practice or natural disposition, to vanish into whatever crowd he was in.

Then a coat that wasn't anonymity.



I put a finger on the print and stopped.

The figure was in the mid-ground, off to the right of where Walsh was standing in the same frame — neither adjacent to Walsh nor far enough back to be pure background. Not a man who'd walked into the shot by accident, or not only that. A man who existed on the same piece of pavement with the specific presence of someone who was there on purpose.

The coat was what hit me first. Not because of the coat itself — dark, well-cut, the kind of length and weight that required a tailor or a very expensive shop — but because of what it was doing. It was doing what Jamie's coat had been doing on the roof, in the dark, in a different set of circumstances. It was behaving like a coat worn by a man who knew it was doing exactly what it needed to do. The self-possession of expensive things on people who understood that expense was language.

The angle was rear-right. Three-quarters of his back to the camera. Not enough face to be certain. Enough of the right side of the jaw to see that his face was turned toward the person standing beside him rather than toward the lens. A man in conversation, his attention entirely on that conversation, no awareness of a camera forty metres away making documentation of a honey trap he had nothing to do with.

The way he stood.

I'd read it in the dark on a rooftop with my ribs contributing their specific distraction and the knowledge that the situation was about to get worse before it got better, and the body did things in those circumstances that the conscious mind wasn't entirely in charge of. It had read the shape of the man and it had filed it. The specific quality of borrowed authority in the posture. The ease that wasn't ease — the performance of a man who'd been told his whole life he would matter, carrying that information in his body with the slight strain of something learned rather than native.

I could not say it was Jamie Coyne. A photograph of a man's back was not evidence of anything.

But it had the shape of the thing I'd been carrying since Anfield, and the shape was not nothing.



The second figure was facing more toward the camera.

Not full face — a three-quarter angle, the left side of his face in shadow where he'd turned toward the first man, the right side catching the afternoon light of a city that had, on that particular Thursday, been operating in the unremarkable grey of a November in Liverpool. Enough. More than enough, in the specific accounting of a man with twenty years of faces filed and cross-referenced.

Heavy-set. Not fat — the weight of a man who'd been built a certain way and whose life hadn't revised it. The shoulders of someone who'd carried things, physically and otherwise, for long enough that the body had accommodated itself to the load. The jaw broad and the brow with the particular forward quality of a face that had settled into its final form some years back and wouldn't be going anywhere.

The face told a geography. Not Liverpool. Not British. Not even Western European in the reading I'd developed through the accumulated documentary of two decades of intake sheets and custody photographs and the specific demographic range that serious organised crime produced in this city — the full range of it, because the serious money wasn't domestic. I placed the geography automatically, the conscious mind catching up after the reading was already done. Somewhere east of Germany and north of the Balkans. The face of a man from a place that had made faces like that, the bones of a different tradition.

I had never seen him before.

I went through the institutional archive — not the formal one, the informal one, the twenty years of faces and briefings and three-line mentions in review documents — and I came up empty. He wasn't filed. He wasn't a face from the job, or not a face I'd carried. He was new.

I held the print closer and looked at him for a while and learned nothing new.

The office held its period stillness around me. The typewriter on the corner of the desk. The wrong iron on the street below, the hand-lettered frontage of what the Coral had become in this version of things. A face I didn't know on a pavement in Liverpool, in a print I'd taken while watching someone else entirely.

I sat back. The right shoulder registered its objection. I let it.



The sensation arrived with the particular quality of things that arrived without announcement.

I'd been looking at the frame long enough that my eyes had lost the specific attentiveness of the first look — the look you gave something when it was new — and had moved into the sustained attention of a man trying to find what the obvious look wasn't giving him. The desk had the quality of a desk at the end of an hour's work. The prints spread in front of me in the flat B&W light. All of it the ordinary texture of the job.

Then the presence.

Not from behind — not the unspecific awareness of a sound in the room, the slight recalibration the body did when it registered another person in the space. At the right shoulder. Specifically. The closeness of someone standing close enough to see what you were looking at, positioned where they needed to be to share the sight line. The proximity of someone who hadn't announced themselves because announcing yourself was not how you did this.

Dean had done this at the Major Crime Unit for as long as I'd known him. You'd be at a display screen, working something through, and he'd appear at the shoulder — not behind you, not beside you, at the shoulder — and look at whatever you were looking at, and think alongside you without saying anything until he had something to say. You either noticed and acknowledged him, or you didn't and he waited. He didn't mind the waiting. The waiting was part of it.

I didn't look up. I kept my eyes on the print.

He'd said nothing at Aintree. The whole afternoon, with the case laid out and Jamie Coyne's name said three times, and the chair on the far side of the bed and his hands loose in his lap — nothing. I'd driven home with that alongside me and filed it in the unresolved pile.

The presence at the right shoulder was not silence.

He looks good for a dead man.

My hand stopped. Not a sound — not the room, not a voice I could have pointed to. The place where it came from, which was the place it always came from. The part of me that worked the way I'd worked before the damage.

I turned.

The reflex of a man turning to catch what was said — the gesture half-completed before the understanding arrived that completing it was pointless. There was nothing at my right shoulder. The office was the office — the B&W afternoon at the window, the period iron on the street below, unchanged.

'What dead man?' I said.

To the room. To whatever had been standing there.

The room gave me nothing back. The presence had gone — not withdrawn, not retreated, just gone, the way Dean's comments went when they'd been said and he considered the matter finished. He'd never been a man for elaboration. He said the thing and then he waited for you to do something with it.

I turned back to the print.



I looked at the second man in the frame.

The one whose face I'd been going through the archive for. The Eastern European bone structure, the settled weight of a man in his fifties, the right side of his face in the afternoon light on a Thursday in November on a pavement on Water Street.

He looks good for a dead man.

The informal archive didn't index by query. You didn't look something up in it, not directly — it surfaced things when the conditions were right, when what you were looking at was close enough to what you'd filed for the connection to fire. Dean's subconscious, which was mine, had looked at the frame and made a connection I hadn't made consciously.

The man in the photograph was dead. Or had been, at some point, in some record, in some case I'd processed or been briefed on or received a three-line mention about in a document I'd read in a room I couldn't specifically remember. Dead enough that Dean — who had made the career of the last twenty years on lateral entry, on the thing that came in from the side and lit what you hadn't known needed lighting — had looked at the face and reached for the file and found it.

Dead. But standing on Water Street talking to a man in a good coat.

I ran the implications slowly, because implications run slowly deserved the result they got.

If the man in the photograph was in some record as dead — officially dead, closed-case dead, deceased-and-filed dead — then a photograph of him alive on a Liverpool pavement in the company of someone who might be Jamie Coyne was the kind of evidence that reopened cases the institution had considered finished. That connected a name to an operation. That proved someone who'd been written off as out of the picture was still very much in it, and that someone else who'd been very careful about his paper trail had, on a Thursday in November, been less careful than he'd needed to be.

This was what Jamie's people had seen in Malcolm Richards pointing a camera at Water Street. Not a former DS running an operation on their man. Something worse: a former DS who had, without meaning to and without knowing, captured something on a pavement that the picture of his innocence had no room for.

The irony had the particular completeness of things that were genuinely funny if you were far enough away from them.

I looked at the legal pad. The Kowalski line. Tomorrow.

I picked up the pen and wrote underneath it.

Second figure, Water Street frame. ID unknown. Dean: dead. Find the name before Thursday.

Then I sat back and looked at the two lines together and thought about the shape of the problem.

The dead man's name was in the informal archive. Dean had it. The gap was between whatever Dean had filed it under and the part of my conscious mind that could surface it on request. Twenty years was a lot of material. The face had triggered something specific enough that Dean had spoken, after an afternoon's silence at Aintree, which told me the file was there and the connection was clear enough that he'd considered it mandatory information.

I needed to find the name before I sat across from Kowalski with a photograph of a man's back and a face I couldn't identify.

I needed to come in with the question, not just the image.

I closed the laptop. Looked at the window and the ordinary grey of November doing its ordinary work. Thought about who you went to when you needed a name from a dead case, without logging a query and without going through anyone in the chain.

Thought about who knew the informal archive as well as I did, or better.

The answer had a name I hadn't wanted to use.

I sat with it for a while. Then I picked up the pen and wrote the name under the two lines.

Looked at what I'd written.

Three lines. Two of them were where I was. One of them was the next move.

I put the cap on the pen and left it on the legal pad and went to make tea, and thought about how you called someone you'd kept out of this without being able to explain, on the phone, why you were calling.

And whether that explanation was something that could wait until Thursday.

    
    The Close

    


  The Father

The legal pad had three lines on it by Thursday morning.

The first was Kowalski's name, which I'd written the night I called him, in the specific way you wrote down something you were committing to before you'd decided whether to trust it. The second was the dead man — second figure, Water Street. ID unknown. Dean: dead. Find the name — and the word unknown was still sitting there because the name was still what I didn't have. The third line was the name I'd written after the prints and the bourbon and the long silence, the name I'd decided I wasn't ready to use yet.

Three lines. Two of them pointing toward the same Thursday morning.

The B&W office was doing what it did — the corner of the desk where the laptop sat wearing the world's idea of itself, all keys and ribbon and the commitment of a machine that expected you to mean what you typed, the wrong light through the window, the wrong iron on the wrong street below. I'd been up since six with the pad and the shape of what I was going to give Kowalski and what I expected back. The calculation of a man preparing for a negotiation he'd thought carefully about and was still not certain he had right.

What I had: six prints from the Baltic stakeout. Jenks on a street in the Baltic receiving an envelope from Jamie Coyne, the body language of a man getting less than he came for, the arithmetic in his hand. The Water Street print — the rear-right figure who carried himself like Jamie, and the second man, the dead man with the Eastern European face and the geography in his bones that Dean had tagged without telling me who he was. The corporate thread from Mersey Commercial Assets through to the Breck Road building. My name in a welfare file arranged by a man who'd never told a single lie.

What I needed: the dead man's name. The content of the cold file Kowalski had been sitting on for two years. The thing at the top of the architecture — whoever sat above Jamie Coyne.

I looked at the legal pad and thought about the cost of giving Kowalski what I had, and whether the return justified it, and whether I had a better option that didn't involve going to someone compromised or logging a query that would reach the wrong desk before it reached anyone useful.

I didn't.

The knock came at half past ten.



He took the same chair — the one with the split seam I still hadn't addressed. The period suit, the hat held at his side, the shoes that had been shined that morning. The B&W world dressed him the way it dressed everything: same man, different decade, the substance under the surface identical. He looked at the office the way he'd looked at it the first time, with the economy of a man completing an inventory he'd started before he walked in, and seemed satisfied that the inventory matched his notes.

'Mr Richards,' he said.

'DCI Kowalski.' I looked at the hat in his hand. 'You found us again all right.'

'The Yellow Pages is a consistent resource.' He settled into the chair with the ease of a man who'd long stopped being careful in rooms he hadn't been invited into. 'You've had a productive fortnight since we last spoke.'

It wasn't a question, and I didn't treat it as one. I looked at him and thought about the last time he'd sat in that chair — the careful circling, the information traded in minimums, neither man willing to show enough to be useful. That conversation had established the shape of a potential relationship without committing either of us to it. This one was going to have to do more than that or it was going to be the last one.

'I have some things,' I said. 'Whether they're useful depends on what you've got.'

'Everything depends on that,' he agreed. 'In my experience that's the only question.'

I looked at him. He looked back. The B&W morning ran its clock around us, and the street below carried its period business, and neither of us moved.

'You first,' he said.



I put the Baltic prints on the desk between us.

Not all six at once — that wasn't how you gave things. I put down the establishing frame first: Jamie Coyne outside the shared workspace in the Baltic, three-quarters toward the camera, the easy money of the suit, the performance of authority sitting in the shoulders the way the B&W world always showed you what people were underneath their surface. Kowalski looked at it without touching it. His face completed an inventory.

'Jamie Coyne,' I said.

'I know who that is,' he said. 'What am I looking at?'

I put down the frame with the car. The driver behind the wheel. The passenger door opening. Kowalski's gaze moved to the new print and stayed there.

'I was stakeout,' I said. 'This was the second day. A meet.'

I put down the third print.

Kowalski looked at it for a long time.

The third frame had Jenks crossing the street. The hat, the coat — the B&W world having given him the cut above his salary that I'd noted in the Baltic, the specific quality of a man whose income supplemented itself from somewhere the payslip didn't reflect. The approach. The short distance of a man who knew where he was going and wasn't going to make a performance of getting there.

I put down four and five in sequence. Jenks and Jamie on the pavement, close, the exchange in motion. The envelope. The hand that held it running its arithmetic.

The last frame: Jenks's exit. The posture of a man leaving on terms he hadn't set.

Kowalski looked at all six frames in sequence, went back to the third, spent time with it, came forward to the envelope frame, and stayed there.

The room was quiet.

'How long did you have eyes on him?' he said.

'Three weeks,' I said. 'This was the only external meeting in that time. Everything else was the shared workspace or the leisure company offices in the city centre.'

'You were watching him.'

'I was watching Jamie Coyne. Jenks walked into the frame.'

'Yes.' He looked at the envelope print again. 'He would.'

There was something in the way he said it — not surprise, not satisfaction, the specific register of a man receiving confirmation of something he'd already built a working hypothesis around. He'd suspected Jenks, or something like Jenks — a conduit between the operation and the institution — and here was the documentary evidence of it on a desk in a B&W office in Kensington.

'Is that what kept your enquiries from going anywhere?' I said.

'Some of what kept them.' He looked up from the prints. 'The enquiries from your man — Jenks had my file request sitting in a queue for eleven weeks before it was returned incomplete. The wire that was tripped wasn't the building. It was Jenks's name appearing in a request about the building. He'd set up a monitoring process. When something came across the system that touched the architecture around that case, it went to him first.' A pause. 'I found out after the fact. By which time your man had been asking questions and there was nothing I could do to walk it back.'

He sat with that for a moment, then put his hand flat on the desk beside the prints in the gesture of a man making a decision.

'All right,' he said. 'Show me what else you have.'



I put the Water Street print between us.

The specific frame — the best angle, the one with both figures visible. The rear-right of the man in the good coat. The Eastern European face of the second man, the jaw, the brow, the settled weight of someone in his fifties.

Kowalski looked at it.

He looked at it the way he'd looked at the Jenks frames, with the methodical economy of a professional inventory. Then his gaze stopped on the second figure and the inventory ended and something else took over — the specific quality of a man who has looked at something unexpected and needs a moment with it before he lets anything show.

He took longer than I'd given the Jenks frames.

'Where,' he said.

'Water Street. This is from the Walsh stakeout — the job that got me on that roof. Background frame. I wasn't looking for them. The lens caught it while I was following Walsh.'

'When.'

'October. Second Tuesday of the month.'

He looked at it for a long time more. Then he picked it up — first time he'd touched any of the prints — and held it at the angle that gave him the better read of the second figure's face.

'The man in the coat,' he said. 'You think that's Jamie Coyne.'

'I think it's the shape of him. I can't prove it from that angle.'

He put the print down.

'The other man,' I said. 'I don't know him. I went through twenty years of the job and came up empty. But something in what I have tells me he should be in a record somewhere as deceased.'

Kowalski looked at me steadily. 'What makes you say that.'

'Call it a strong instinct from someone who worked serious crime for two decades.'

The calculation ran behind his eyes — the same calculation it always ran when I gave him something I couldn't fully explain. He was deciding how much weight to put on it. How much he could afford to give me in return.

He picked up the print again.

'His name,' he said, 'is Vasyl Horak.' He set it down. 'Ukrainian national. He appears in our intelligence system as a known associate of a port logistics operation — legitimate on the surface, the kind of company that runs container movements through Seaforth and gets used as a transit layer by people who need cargo that doesn't get examined. He was flagged in connection with the Breck Road case. Never charged. Believed to have returned to Ukraine.' A pause with a different weight to it. 'In 2021, he was found in a car on wasteland near Bootle. Torched. Three bullet holes in the driver's door. The forensics confirmed the remains as Horak's. The case was signed off — a criminal associate bumped off in what was treated as an organised crime disposal.' He looked at me. 'Officially, Vasyl Horak has been dead for three years.'

2021.

I looked at the print and said nothing. Filed the year in the place where I kept the things I wasn't ready to examine yet, alongside the other things from 2021 that I'd been carrying without understanding what they weighed.

'This print is from October,' I said. 'This year.'

Kowalski was quiet. He picked up the Water Street print again and looked at it with a different kind of attention than before — the attention of a man doing arithmetic he doesn't like the answer to.

'Three years,' he said. 'He has been officially dead for three years.' He set the print down. 'And here he is on Water Street in October.'

'Either the print is wrong,' I said, 'or the forensics were.'

He didn't answer immediately. The room held the silence it needed to.

'Forensic confirmation that closes a case like that requires something specific,' he said. 'Not just the scene. Identification — dental, DNA, or both. Each of those requires access to a particular part of a process.' A pause. 'That kind of access has a cost. And a source.'

'Somebody got to the forensics,' I said.

He didn't confirm it. He didn't need to.

He set the print down between us and left it there.

'What did you get from the building?' he said. 'The first time. When you went.'

'A corporate structure that went offshore and stopped. A planning application three years pending. A history in the public record that told me what the building had been without telling me what it was.' I looked at him. 'And whatever is in the background of those prints, which I didn't know to look for at the time.'

'The building is a staging point,' he said. 'Not primary storage — a relay. Cargo that moves through Seaforth, gets broken down and redistributed. The chop shop was the original cover. When the prosecution removed that, the building became something else, but the structure was already in place and nobody adjusted the planning record because the planning record was never the point.'

'What's the cargo?'

He looked at me. 'People. Among other things.'

The word sat on the desk between the prints.



The silence had a different quality after that. Not the circling silence of two men deciding how much to show — the specific quiet of a case that had changed shape in the room, had expanded into something larger than either of us had been carrying into the conversation.

I looked at the legal pad. The three lines.

'Kowalski,' I said. 'Who sits above Jamie Coyne?'

He looked at the hat on his knee. Turned it once.

'That's the question,' he said. 'Isn't it. The question I've been working for two years without being able to put a clean answer to. Because the architecture is built to absorb exactly that question. Every corporate layer designed to terminate somewhere that doesn't resolve, every name a director of something that doesn't appear to do very much.' He paused. 'Jamie Coyne is operational. He runs what needs running. He handles problems that come up. But he's not the person who built the structure or who the structure exists to protect.'

'The borrowed authority,' I said.

Kowalski looked at me with something that was almost recognition. 'Yes. Someone else's weight.' He paused. 'I have a name. I want to be clear about what I mean when I say that — I have a name that appears twice in the intelligence architecture around this case. Once at a level of separation from the Breck Road building that should make it irrelevant. Once in connection with a port logistics company that I have been unable to establish any direct criminal liability for.' He looked at me steadily. 'I can't take it anywhere. The name has too much civic armour for me to walk into a superintendent's office with what I have.'

'Tell me anyway,' I said.

He held it for a moment.

'Raymond Coyne,' he said. 'Jamie's father. Port logistics — legitimate and otherwise. Three years ago he received an OBE for services to regional economic development. He sits on two regeneration boards, a hospital trust, and the advisory panel for Mersey Freeport.' A pause. 'He is exactly the kind of man that institutions like ours are structurally incapable of looking at directly. The distance between what he presents and what I believe he is represents the most carefully managed gap I have encountered in twenty-two years of this work.'

I wrote the name on the legal pad.

Raymond Coyne.

Below the other three lines. The fourth line.

Kowalski watched me write it and said nothing.



He left with copies of three of the Baltic frames. Not the Water Street print — that stayed with me. We hadn't discussed what either of us was going to do with what we had, because that was a conversation for a later meeting, one that would require more trust than two careful men had managed to build in a morning. What we had was an arrangement — not explicit, not documented, not anything that either of us could point to if it went wrong. The tacit agreement of two people who needed the same thing from opposite angles and had decided the overlap was worth the exposure.

I sat at the desk after his step had gone from the stairs and looked at what the morning had produced.

Vasyl Horak. Ukrainian. In the Breck Road building's intelligence layer. On Water Street in October. Presumably in the building after that. The John Doe nobody had identified.

And Raymond Coyne. Four lines below everything else on the legal pad, the name that connected all the rest of it together.



The public record on Raymond Coyne was the opposite of his son's.

Where Jamie's footprint had been managed and minimised — directorships in companies that didn't appear to do very much, the specific absence of public profile that required active effort — Raymond's was extensive, confident, the record of a man who had decided visibility was its own form of armour. Not the visibility of someone who needed to be seen, but the visibility of a man who understood that legitimate prominence was the best available protection against the kind of scrutiny that came from the other direction.

Coyne Maritime Group. Founded 1987. Container logistics, port operations, warehousing and distribution across three northern terminals. Seaforth was the primary hub. The company website used the word trusted four times on the landing page. The client list ran to forty-three names, several of which were names I recognised from the kind of reporting that used words like backbone of the regional economy.

The OBE was from three years ago. The citation was for services to economic development and community regeneration in Merseyside — a phrase that covered the specific kind of activity that was easy to do well when you were operating a port logistics company through which a significant portion of the region's import and export moved. You funded things. You sat on boards. You were seen to care about the places your infrastructure occupied. The civic life of a man who had made himself too useful to examine.

I looked at his photograph on the company website.

Mid-sixties. The kind of man who had been solidly built at forty and had let the years settle it into something heavier and more permanent. A broad face, the jaw still carrying what the jaw had been at thirty, the eyes with the particular quality of someone who had been assessing rooms and the people in them for a long time and had made a profession of having no reaction to what they found. The suit was good. The expression was the expression of a man who knew he was being photographed for something official and had prepared a version of himself for it.

What I looked for underneath it: the borrowed authority in reverse. Not a man who carried someone else's weight, but the man whose weight got borrowed. The source of it.

I thought about Jamie on that roof. The specific quality of a man who'd been sent. Proving something to someone above him who would never be on a roof himself. The father who ran the operation — the big cheese. The father who had an OBE and a hospital trust and four appearances of the word trusted on a landing page.

Jamie's four mistakes on the roof had been the impulsive kick, not checking for a body, Malcolm surviving, Malcolm getting his face. What Raymond Coyne had presumably calculated was that the problem had been handled, and that the person handling it could be trusted to handle it correctly, and that trusting a man to handle a problem because he was your son rather than because he was competent was exactly the kind of error that civic armour could not protect you from.

The legal pad.

Four lines.

I put the pen down and looked at what I had.

Two years ago, a man named Kowalski had started pulling a thread in a chop shop file and found it went somewhere he couldn't take officially. Three weeks ago, a man in a good coat had kicked me off a building because of a photograph I hadn't known I'd taken. A fortnight ago, I'd found Jenks on a street in the Baltic with an envelope in his hand. A week ago, I'd found a dead man in a print from a job I'd thought was finished.

This morning I'd found the man above the man who kicked me off the building, and the man above him was the kind of man who sat on regeneration boards and had an OBE and ran his port logistics company from a building on the waterfront where his name was on the glass above the door.

The scale of it had a particular quality. Not the scale of a thing you could dismantle in an afternoon. The scale of something that had been built over a long time by someone who had understood, from the beginning, that the best protection was never the defence you put up but the position you occupied before anyone knew to look.

I sat with that for a while.

The B&W afternoon ran its clock outside. The wrong iron on the wrong street, the hand-lettered frontage of the Coral doing business in the wrong decade, the city being wrong in the particular way it was wrong now, which I'd stopped fighting and hadn't quite got to the point of calling home.

Four lines on a legal pad.

Raymond Coyne at the bottom of them, sitting in his legitimate office, waiting for the problem his son had created to go away the way problems always went away when you had the right architecture in place.

I picked up the pen.

Started a fifth line.

Put it down.

The fifth line was the shape of what happened next, and I wasn't ready to write it yet. I needed to know whether what I had was the beginning of something that could be moved, or the edge of something I couldn't push against without the institution swallowing it whole.

I looked at the third name — the one I'd written the night of the prints and not yet used.

I thought about what it would cost to use it.

I thought about what it would cost not to.
Raymond's Move

Raymond Coyne received the call at twenty past three on a Friday afternoon, in the office on the waterfront where his name was on the glass above the door.

The office was the kind that communicated before the meeting began. Floor-to-ceiling windows with the Mersey beyond them — the actual Mersey, grey-brown and wide, the working port in the middle distance with the cranes at Seaforth doing their slow mechanical work against a flat November sky, orange and white safety lights visible even at this hour on the gantries, the container ships sitting heavy in the water waiting for the tide to serve them. Below the window, the waterfront road was ordinary afternoon colour — the buses, the cars, the delivery van double-parked outside the building two doors along, the world going about its fully-lit business with no interest in the man looking down at it from the seventh floor. A room designed by someone who understood that a man who controlled something significant was better served by showing it than explaining it. Raymond had used the same architect for twenty years. He understood the principle entirely.

The call came from higher in the institution than Raymond usually needed to reach.

He had contacts at several levels — people who served specific functions, who understood their role in the arrangement and performed it without requiring management. The lower levels were useful for operational interference: files that moved slowly, enquiries that lost themselves in queues, the bureaucratic friction that bought time when time was what was needed. He hadn't built the upper-level contact for ordinary problems. He'd built it for the kind of situation that the lower levels couldn't reach — where what you needed was not obstruction but information, and the information had to come from somewhere that could see the whole floor rather than just the desk in front of it.

What the lower levels hadn't done was close the problem.

Raymond listened for four minutes without writing anything down. He thanked the caller with the warmth he kept for relationships whose value couldn't be replaced and whose goodwill required maintenance, and put the phone in his inside jacket pocket, and stood at the window.

Malcolm Richards had met with a DCI.

Not welfare. Not a formal process of any kind — nothing logged, nothing queued, nothing that moved through any official channel. A private meeting. A DCI named Kowalski who had been running a cold case for two years without resolution and who had, that morning, spent the better part of three hours in Richards's office in Kensington. The content of the meeting was not known. The fact of it was enough.

Raymond stood at the window and looked at the cranes and thought about what the fact of it meant.

Kowalski was a name Raymond kept in a particular category — the names that required watching rather than simply knowing. A DCI in organised crime, two decades and more on the job, with a patient reputation that made itself felt at a distance. He'd surfaced two years ago when his enquiries into the corporate structure around the Breck Road building had moved close enough to require a response. The response had been made. The enquiries had slowed, the file had stalled, the wire had gone quiet. Raymond had considered the situation managed — Kowalski was a man who knew when a thing had reached the point of diminishing returns, and Raymond had taken that quality for granted.

He had not taken Richards into account.

It meant the welfare strategy had accomplished half of what it was supposed to accomplish. Richards's credibility was officially compromised. His account of events sat in a file that described him as a man in a fragile state pressing himself into situations his documented history suggested he couldn't safely manage. That half had been well done. Meticulous. Every word true, nothing fabricated — the most elegant kind of trap, because a man couldn't dismantle it by simply telling the truth.

But compromised credibility was not the same as stopped. It was a ceiling on what Richards could do with what he had. It didn't stop him acquiring more.

And what he was acquiring, it appeared, was Kowalski.

Raymond turned from the window and sat at his desk.



The desk was the kind that had been built to be in the room it was in — a single piece of dark timber, the kind of expense that looked like restraint because the restraint had been very carefully considered. On it: a leather-cornered blotter, the phone, a notepad of the kind that was replaced when it reached half-full rather than when it ran out. Nothing that wasn't there for a reason.

Raymond opened the notepad and wrote two things. He looked at them for a moment and then closed the notepad.

He thought about his son.

The roof in Anfield had not been sanctioned. He wanted to be clear about that in his own mind, though there was no one to be clear with. Jamie had gone to the roof because the situation required someone to go and because Jamie had decided that being the person who went was the same as being the person who handled it. It was a confusion he'd been making his whole life — the confusion between presence and competence, between showing up and getting it right. Raymond had been correcting for that confusion for thirty-five years.

Before Anfield there had been the matter of the Garston supplier who'd needed to be managed out of the arrangement, which Jamie had managed with considerably more violence than the situation required and which had produced three months of institutional attention that Raymond had been obliged to absorb through legitimate business activity and a well-timed donation to a community regeneration fund. Before that, a misunderstanding with a customs contact that Jamie had escalated when de-escalation was what the moment required, costing Raymond a relationship he'd spent four years building. Before that, other things. The arithmetic of them had been accumulating for a long time, and Raymond had been carrying it with the particular patience of a man who had not yet decided what the total meant.

The roof had produced a man in hospital who came out of it. The break-in at the office had produced recovered hardware and no images, which was the only correct result of the evening, though how Jamie had managed to locate the cloud backup and close that angle was a question Raymond had not asked because the answer would have required him to acknowledge that someone else had done it. The approach at the bar had produced a failed removal and a man who had talked his way out of it, which was exactly what you got when you sent two available men at speed because your son had panicked after a phone call.

Each incident had been someone arriving to manage a problem Jamie had created rather than someone executing a plan Jamie had made.

Raymond did not say this to Jamie. It was not the kind of thing that was said. What got said was whatever was necessary to get the next part moving — the practical information, the instruction, the specific action required. Raymond had learned a long time ago that the other kind of conversation, the one about what the pattern meant and what it said about a man's capacity and whether certain roles required a different candidate, was a conversation that happened once and could not be undone. He was not ready to have it yet.

What he was ready to have was the call to Horak.



He made it from the secondary phone. Not the phone in his jacket — a different one, a number that existed in a register of numbers he maintained entirely in his head. The secondary phone was a habit from an earlier period of the business, when the business had required more direct management than it did now and when the institutional arrangements were still being built rather than simply maintained. He'd kept the habit because habits of this kind were cheap to keep and expensive to abandon.

The call connected on the third ring.

A pause before the voice — the specific pause of a man checking the number against a mental list before he committed to answering.

'Raymond.' Not a greeting. A confirmation of identity.

'Vasyl.' Raymond settled back in his chair. 'I'm sorry to pull you on a Friday. I wanted to talk through the current situation.'

'Yes.' The word had weight under it. The word of a man who had been waiting for this call and had things prepared to say when it arrived.

'I understand you've heard some things,' Raymond said.

'I've heard that your son put a private investigator in a hospital three weeks ago and that the private investigator is not in a hospital anymore.' The English was precise — the accent sat under the precision the way an accent always did, the first language visible in the architecture of the second. 'I've heard that the investigator has been making enquiries about the building. About the people connected to the building.'

'The building's corporate structure is clean,' Raymond said. 'We've been through this.'

'The corporate structure is clean. The building is not the only thing he's been enquiring about.' A pause. 'The investigator has met with a police officer. This morning. Several hours, I'm told.'

Raymond noted the 'I'm told' without commenting on it. Horak had his own access to information, his own contacts in the city. Three years of operating as a ghost in Liverpool had required building a specific kind of infrastructure, and that infrastructure had its own eyes. Raymond had always understood this. It was one of the reasons the arrangement worked.

'I know about the Kowalski meeting,' Raymond said. 'I'm managing it.'

'Managing it.' Horak said the phrase the way a man said a phrase he wanted to examine before accepting it. 'Your people have managed it twice already. The first time, your son managed it off a building and the man got up. The second time, two of your people went to a bar and the man talked his way out of a room. Now he's sitting with a DCI and whatever he had last week, he has more of this week.'

Raymond said nothing. He let Horak finish.

'This is not a criticism,' Horak said, in the tone of a man delivering a criticism with surgical precision. 'Your people know what they know. Liverpool people for a Liverpool problem. I understand the logic. But the result is what it is, and the result is that we're now in a conversation three weeks after this should have been finished.'

'The approach is being revised,' Raymond said.

'I want my people to handle it.'

He'd expected it. The expectation didn't make it easier to manage.

'Vasyl—'

'Please.' The word was quiet. The please of a man who was not asking. 'I have been in this city for three years as someone who does not exist. I have done that correctly. My name is in a forensic report. My name is on a slab, in a box, in a file that is signed off and not being looked at. That is because I have been very, very careful.' A pause — the specific pause of a man letting what he's said sit before he added to it. 'Your son was not careful. The two men he sent to that bar were not careful. The problem that was supposed to be a retired detective with a camera is now a retired detective with a DCI and whatever the DCI has been building for two years. I do not want careful to become a thing I used to be.'

Raymond looked at the secondary phone in his hand.

'What you're proposing,' he said, 'introduces people who don't know the city.'

'It introduces people who have never been in the city. That's the point.' Horak's voice had the flatness of a man who had already been through the counter-arguments before the other person raised them. 'Local people have local exposure. Someone talks to someone. Someone is recognised. Liverpool is not a large place. My people are coming in for the other business next week regardless — it's one additional instruction. In and out. Nothing local touches it.'

Raymond looked at the port through the window. The cranes were still. The light at this hour in November had the specific quality of a thing that had given up on the day without ceremony.

'I'll need a guarantee of timelines,' he said.

'The other business lands Wednesday. This would be Thursday at the latest.'

'I want it clean.'

'My people are clean,' Horak said. 'That's why I'm using them instead of whoever you were planning to use.'

There was a precision to the statement that Raymond noted and set aside. The implicit record of the last three weeks was in it. He didn't dispute the record.

'And Kowalski,' Horak said. 'The DCI. What about him.'

'That's being handled.'

A pause. 'Handled how.'

'Through the appropriate channel.' Raymond's voice carried the precision of a man who had decided not to offer more than was necessary. 'By Thursday it won't be a consideration.'

'I want to understand what that means.'

'It means what it means,' Raymond said. 'Thursday — your people, Richards. The DCI is separate and it's addressed. Those are the three things that matter.'

A silence that was Horak doing the calculation.

'Thursday,' Horak said.

'Thursday,' Raymond said.

He put the secondary phone down and looked at the notepad on the desk.



The port was quieter now. The cranes had stopped. One of the container ships had moved — he hadn't watched it go, hadn't noticed it moving, and now the space on the water where it had been was simply empty, the river having reclaimed it without ceremony. The light was going in the way November light went, decisively, not the long dissolve of summer but the practical removal of something that had been there and then wasn't.

Raymond considered what he'd just set in motion.

Horak's people were professional. That was accurate. They were men who had been doing this in several cities across three countries and had not accumulated the kind of exposure that came from being careless. The work they did was clean in the operational sense — no connection to the local network, no face anyone local would recognise, no trace that pointed back to anything that pointed back to Raymond. That was the value of the arrangement and it remained the value.

What it also was: an acknowledgement. Raymond putting Horak's people on a Liverpool problem was an acknowledgement that his own resources — the local resources, including his son — had failed to close something that should have been closed on a rooftop in Anfield three weeks ago.

Horak knew that. The call had been Horak being professionally polite about something he could have been much less polite about. The arrangement between them was structured around mutual dependence, and mutual dependence required a certain discipline in how failures were attributed. Horak had been disciplined. Raymond appreciated the discipline and did not mistake it for approval.

He thought about Jamie.

Not with anger — anger was not a productive state and Raymond had trained himself out of productive states that were also unproductive. What he thought with was the specific tiredness of a man who had been extending capacity to someone for longer than the capacity had merited, adjusting for the shortfall, absorbing the additional cost, and who had not yet reached the point where the arithmetic of the situation had resolved into a decision.

The roof had been impulsive. The bar had been panicked. The institutional strategy had been adequate but not sufficient — adequate for what it could do at that level, not sufficient for what the problem required. Three separate failures at three separate points, and each one had required Raymond to make a call or have a conversation or deploy a resource that he would have preferred to keep in reserve.

Horak's people were not a reserve resource. They were the kind of resource you used when the local options were exhausted. Using them for a retired detective with a camera was precisely the kind of disproportionate response that a proportionate problem should never have required.

He opened the notepad. Added a third line. Looked at what he'd written.

Richards. Kowalski. Thursday.

Then he closed the notepad and put it in the desk drawer and stood up.

The meeting with the hospital trust at five would take ninety minutes. He had a car at four-thirty. He would be back in time to read the evening correspondence. Tomorrow was the regeneration board — the quarterly review, the presentation from the consultancy, the working lunch that ran until three. A full day of the civic face, the public record, the version of Raymond Coyne that sat on panels and received awards and was quoted in the Liverpool Echo on the subject of port investment and its role in regional economic development.

He put on his jacket. Straightened it. Looked at himself in the glass of the window for a moment — not the glass above the door, the window glass, the Mersey behind his reflection doing its grey and patient business.

A man who looked exactly like what he was supposed to be.

He picked up his briefcase. Walked to the door.

Thursday.
Blood Debt

The problem with Raymond Coyne was the same as the problem with every man who had built himself into the architecture of a place: he was load-bearing. You couldn't move against him the way you moved against something that stood alone. You had to understand what he was holding up before you disturbed him, or the whole thing came down on your head.

Malcolm had been walking for forty minutes, working through it the way you worked through things that didn't resolve at a desk — the specific quality of a problem that required movement, the body doing something useful while the brain ran its track. The morning was cold, the kind of cold that meant business, a Liverpool November doing its institutional work on the streets. He had his collar up and his hands in his jacket pockets and he was moving at the pace of a man going somewhere without knowing quite where.

He had Raymond's name. He had the corporate thread — Coyne Maritime Group, Seaforth, the container movements, the relay at Breck Road. He had Horak, alive and officially dead, photographed on Water Street talking to Jamie. He had Jenks on a payroll. He had Kowalski at the edge of the case, not yet inside it, the careful arithmetic of a two-year cold file that could be moved if it was moved correctly.

What he didn't have was a route to the surface that didn't go through the welfare file.

The welfare file sat over everything. Whatever he brought to the institution now — NCA, Professional Standards, the force — arrived downstream of the flag. His account of events would be received with the careful, managing warmth of people who had already been briefed on the specific kind of account Malcolm Richards was liable to produce. He'd understood this for weeks. What he hadn't resolved was the workaround.

The third name on the legal pad.

He'd written it, looked at it, not called it. There was a cost to making that call and he'd been sitting with the cost without quite deciding to pay it. It meant telling someone who was outside all of this what was inside all of it. It meant trust in a direction he hadn't pointed trust in a long time. It meant asking for something he had no legitimate claim to ask for.

He turned it over as he walked, the way you turned over things that you already knew the answer to but weren't ready to accept.

He was still turning it over when someone walked into him.



The collision was minor — a shoulder, a half-step, the brief physical negotiation of two people on a pavement going different directions. Malcolm registered it the way you registered things at the edge of attention: a body, a coat, the specific smell of cigarette smoke on cold fabric.

'Mind where you're walking.'

The accent was the thing. Not Liverpool. Not anything Malcolm could place immediately — Eastern European, the particular music of consonants arranged by a different tradition. He started to turn.

Then the lights went out.

Not gradually. Not the swimming fade of a man going down slowly. The quick administrative darkness of something connecting with the back of his head — a specific, professional impact, the kind that was calibrated to drop a man without killing him. He felt his knees go and he felt hands catch him, and there was a brief awareness of being moved, of his feet leaving the pavement, of cold air and then no cold air, and then nothing at all.



The road was uneven.

That was the first thing he was aware of. Not where he was, not what had happened, not the specific inventory of his body's complaints — the road, through whatever he was lying on, transferring itself to him in a sequence of bumps and shudders that pulled him up from the dark by degrees. He lay still and let the world sort itself out.

Dark. Enclosed. The smell of rubber and old oil and something chemical. The sound of an engine working, road noise, the specific resonance of a space that wasn't meant to be occupied.

A boot. He was in a boot.

He reached up and felt the back of his head. The hair was dry. Not wet — not blood, which was the calculation he'd been doing before he'd properly decided to do it. The specific geography of the impact site was already developing into something that would be impressive by tomorrow. He pressed it once, felt the objection, stopped pressing. One more egg to add to the collection. Given everything his skull had absorbed in the past month, what was one more.

The road smoothed briefly, then roughened again. Gravel, or a track, or something that hadn't been maintained. Not a city road. He'd been in the boot long enough to be out of the city, which meant he'd been unconscious for — he didn't know. Long enough to get somewhere that had roads like this. The trees, maybe. Lancashire or Cheshire, somewhere you could take a man in a boot without attracting comment.

He made the inventory while there was still time to make it. The ribs were announcing themselves — the movement in the boot had not been kind to the existing damage. The back was doing what the back did. The head was a new and separate problem. He had nothing useful in his pockets — they'd have been through his pockets before they put him in here. He had no phone, which he'd already assumed. He had whatever was in him, which at present consisted of a body that had taken more punishment than it had been designed for and a mind that was trying to be useful about the situation.

The car slowed. Gravel under the tyres now, definite, the crunch of it. Then stopped.

He had about three seconds.

He used them to breathe.



The boot opened.

Daylight arrived with the specific violence of daylight arriving on a man who'd been in the dark, and Malcolm squinted into it and got the shape of things before he got the detail. Trees. A lot of trees. A dirt track receding behind the car. Two figures standing at the back of the vehicle, one of them closer than the other, one of them holding something that resolved, as his eyes adjusted, into a handgun at his hip — not raised, not dramatising itself, just present the way professional things were present.

'Out,' the closer one said.

Malcolm got out. It took longer than it should have. The boot opening was low and his body had opinions about the movement required, and by the time he was on the ground he was holding the car with one hand and the world was doing a small rotation that he waited out before he trusted his feet.

The dirt track. The trees on all sides, bare November branches against a grey sky, the light the specific flat quality of a cold morning in woodland with no intention of improving. No other buildings. No sounds except the ticking of the cooling engine and the wind moving through the upper branches.

Two of them.

He looked at them properly. This was not the bar — not the improvised energy of men sent at speed because someone had panicked. These two had a different quality. Well-dressed for the occasion — not overdressed, not the attempt at menace that came from too much leather and too little restraint, but the appropriate clothing of men who knew they were going to be outdoors and had planned for it. Dark coats. Good boots. The kind of physical economy that came from doing something long enough not to need to perform it.

Not gorillas. Gorillas were borrowed weight, the imposing architecture of a man who relied on size because he hadn't developed anything subtler. These two were compact and still and watching him with the specific attention of men who had done this before and found it unremarkable.

The one with the gun wasn't pointing it at him. He didn't need to. The relationship between them was already established.

'Walk,' the closer one said. He gestured toward the trees.

Malcolm looked at the trees. He looked at the two men. He looked at the track behind the car, which was long and straight and not a useful option.

'You've come a long way for this,' he said.

The closer one looked at him the way a man looked at something that had made a sound he wasn't expecting and couldn't quite categorise.

'Walk,' he said again.

'I'm just saying. The logistics. The planning.' Malcolm started walking. 'Either I'm very important or the competition is very bad.'

Neither of them responded. They fell in behind him at a distance that was calculated — close enough to control, far enough that he couldn't do anything useful to either of them without being shot before he completed the movement. He was, he recognised, not dealing with men who made obvious mistakes.

He bumped his gums at them for another twenty metres before he accepted that he was the only one talking.



The spot was predesignated. He could tell from how they stopped him — not a hesitation, not a looking-around for the right place. A gesture, a word between them in a language he didn't have, and then one of them moving to a specific place in the trees that had already been identified. The ground had been cleared slightly. A shovel leaned against a pine trunk.

Malcolm looked at the shovel. He looked at the ground. He looked at the closer man, who had picked up the shovel and was now offering it to him with the efficiency of someone completing a process.

'Dig,' he said.

Malcolm looked at the shovel.

'If this is goodbye,' he said, 'do you think it's particularly smart to hand me a weapon?'

The closer man considered this without apparent emotion. Then the other one spoke, from behind Malcolm and to the left — the one with the gun.

'We could shoot you in the gut.' His English was more accented than the first man's, the words sitting differently in the sentence. 'You wait. We dig for you.'

Malcolm thought about this.

'You've got to go somehow,' he said. 'But I'm damned if I'm going to help you do it.'

A silence. The wind in the upper branches. The flat grey sky above the trees.

The closer man looked at him for a moment longer. Then he shrugged — a precise, economical shrug, the shrug of a man completing a calculation rather than expressing a feeling. He set the shovel against the tree again. He took off his coat, folded it once, placed it over a low branch with a care that was entirely incongruous. He rolled his sleeves. He picked up the shovel.

He began to dig.

Malcolm stood and watched. The other one stood behind Malcolm, at a distance, and did not lower the gun.

'You are not so talkative now,' the man with the shovel said, without looking up. He was working with the efficiency of someone for whom this was labour rather than drama — the measured pace of a man digging seriously rather than performing it.

The soil was soft enough. They'd chosen the spot for that too.

Malcolm watched him dig. He watched the shoulders working, the coat off, the sleeves of a good dark shirt pushed up above the elbow. He watched the forearm lift and drive and lift again.

And then he stopped watching the work and started watching the arm.

The forearm, inner face up on the lifting stroke. A tattoo. Not elaborate — geometric, deliberate, the kind of mark that had been put there with intention rather than impulse. A sequence of shapes, angular and precise, the specific visual register of something that carried meaning in a tradition Malcolm couldn't name but had seen once before.

In a cold case archive.

In a low-resolution reproduction of a press appeal that nobody had responded to.

In the file for a John Doe found in a building off Breck Road.

Malcolm stood very still.

'That mark,' he said.

The man kept digging. One more stroke. Then he paused, not looking up. 'What mark.'

'On your arm. The tattoo.'

The pause extended. The shovel rested. The man looked at his own forearm — not as if he'd forgotten it was there, but the gesture of a man confirming that someone else had seen what he already knew was visible. Then he looked up at Malcolm.

His expression had changed. Not much. But the quality of the attention had shifted — from the professional blankness of a man completing a task to something different, something that had a question in it.

'Where have you seen it,' he said.



The colour drained out of the world between one breath and the next.

Not gradually — the B&W arriving the way it always arrived when the thing that needed to be clear became clear, the world stripping itself to what mattered and leaving everything else on the floor. The trees became the bones of trees. The sky became what sky was. The man in the shallow grave of his own digging became a face that carried everything it was, right on the outside, the way the B&W world showed you things — the structure beneath the surface, the archetype the colour world let you overlook.

Malcolm looked at the man's face.

The jaw. The brow. The settled weight of someone who had been carrying something for a long time and had not set it down.

'I've seen it on a dead man,' Malcolm said.

The shovel had stopped entirely. The man behind Malcolm had not moved, but the quality of his stillness had changed too.

'A building off Breck Road,' Malcolm said. 'Anfield. The building had been a chop shop, or that was the cover for it. When the prosecution cleared out the operation, they found a body that hadn't been part of the plan to leave behind. Young man. Eastern European features. No ID on him, no documents, nobody came forward when the appeal went out.' He kept his voice level. 'Geometric tattoo on the left forearm. A line drawing of it in the press appeal. Described as cultural or familial significance.' He paused. 'Nobody matched it to anything. Until now.'

The man was looking at him.

Not the professional look of a man completing an assessment. Something that had come from somewhere behind it.

He said something.

Not to Malcolm — to the other man. Short, urgent, in the language Malcolm didn't have. Ukrainian, he thought, from the sound of it, the specific rhythm of it. The other man responded sharply — the tone of someone cutting a thing off before it went further. The man with the shovel said something else, shorter, lower. The tone of a man who had already decided.

A silence.

'My sister's son,' he said. 'Petro. He was twenty-three.'

Malcolm said nothing. He let it sit where it had landed.

The man behind him was very still now. The argument, such as it was, was over.

'Something went bad,' Malcolm said quietly. 'Something that wasn't supposed to happen, something nobody planned for. And it left a body that nobody wanted to own.'

The man with the shovel looked at him. Not agreement, not denial — the look of a man hearing something described that he has been carrying without a name for it.

'Coyne said it was a rival outfit that had taken him,' he said.

Malcolm looked at him steadily. 'That building belongs to Raymond Coyne. Six corporate layers but it lands there — it's his building, his operation. A rival outfit doesn't leave a body in Coyne's own premises. They don't have access, and they don't hand him evidence of their own involvement by putting a corpse where his name is on the deed.' He paused. 'Whatever happened to your nephew, it happened inside Coyne's operation. The rival outfit story points grief somewhere else and keeps it away from him.'

The silence that followed was the silence of something shifting — not immediately, not all at once, but with the specific gravity of something heavy that has been held at an angle for a long time and has finally found its level.

A silence. Long enough to mean something.

Then he said something to the man behind Malcolm, in the language Malcolm didn't have. Malcolm didn't move. He stood in the flat B&W light and the cold wind moving through the bare branches and waited for what came next.

What came next was the man behind him walking past him, not looking at him, and standing beside the man with the shovel. They spoke briefly. The gun was still in the man's hand but it was no longer describing Malcolm's position in the world.

'The building,' the man said. 'Everything you know about the building. You have this.'

'I have documentation,' Malcolm said. 'Photography. Corporate records. The cold case file.'

'And Coyne. You can prove it.'

'I can put it in front of the right people. Whether that's the same as proving it depends on who the right people are.'

The man with the shovel looked at him for a long moment. Something was being decided — something that had already been largely decided and was now being confirmed. He nodded once, to himself rather than to Malcolm.

'Then go,' he said.

Malcolm looked at the hole in the ground.

'Just like that,' he said.

'Just like that.' The man picked up his coat from the low branch where he'd placed it. He shook it once and put it on with the same precise care he'd used to remove it. 'What you told me. The information. This is what you pay with.'

Malcolm said nothing.

'A blood debt,' the man said. 'Family for family.' He looked at Malcolm with the flat directness of someone stating a fact rather than making a point. 'This is not settled between us and you. This is settled between us and Coyne.'

He looked at his colleague. Another brief exchange in the language Malcolm didn't have.

Then they both walked back toward the car.

Malcolm stood in the clearing and watched them go. The engine started. The car moved down the track, the gravel sound receding, and then there was nothing but the trees and the wind and the empty afternoon and the shallow hole in the ground that he was not in.

He stood with it for a while.

The B&W world was still the B&W world — every tree stripped to what it was, the sky doing its flat and patient work, the cold with the specific weight of a cold that didn't apologise for itself. No colour came back. That was all right. He hadn't needed colour for this one.

He thought about that, in the brief way you thought about something when there was nothing else to do and the cold and the trees and the empty afternoon were giving you space. He hadn't taken the arrangement. The morning had been ordinary — the seven o'clock dose, nothing before the call had come, nothing that should have brought this on. It had come and stayed on its own. He filed that in the place where he kept things that hadn't resolved yet.

He looked at the hole.

Twenty-three years old. Someone's nephew. Left in a building off Breck Road with a tattoo that nobody had been able to place, and a story fed to his family that pointed their grief in the wrong direction and kept it away from the man whose building it was.

Raymond Coyne's foundations were less solid than Raymond Coyne believed.

Malcolm turned and started walking down the track toward the road, and the long way back to the city, and whatever came next.
Toxteth

The road was empty in the way roads were empty when the world was wrong.

A country road going somewhere it hadn't announced, flat fields on both sides stripped to their winter bones, the sky doing the flat patient work of a B&W sky with nothing to add to the discussion. A car came past. Long, low, American iron with no interest in a man on the verge — the chrome catching the flat light, the whitewalls carrying the mud of the wrong season. Then another, same story. B-roads had a specific attitude toward pedestrians in November. The wrong decade's B-roads doubly so.

He walked on the verge with his collar up and his hands in empty pockets and the particular ache of a man who had been in a boot for an unknown length of time and was now expected to function on a cold afternoon with nothing to show for it.

No wallet. No phone. No keys, which were going to be a separate problem when he got back to Kensington. His shoes were adequate for city pavements and not designed for the compacted mud of a verge on a Lancashire road in November, and they were communicating this preference clearly and at length.

The egg on the back of his head throbbed with the specific regularity of something that intended to be taken seriously. He pressed it once through his hair, noted the dimensions — substantial, the kind of topography that would be impressive for the next few days — and left it alone. One more entry in the accumulated ledger of things that had been done to his skull over the past month. The back, the ribs, the previous head injury, and now this. He was becoming a comprehensive medical record.

He walked and thought about the clearing.

The hole in the ground had been real. Not a demonstration, not a scare — the real thing, planned, the location chosen days in advance. If the tattoo hadn't been on the forearm of the man doing the digging, it would have ended there with a great deal less drama. He didn't have a way to feel good about how close it had been, so he filed it in the same place he filed the other things he didn't have a way to feel good about and kept moving.

The blood debt. Family for family. He'd given the uncle information and the uncle had recalibrated his operation accordingly, which meant there was now an armed Eastern European crew with a family grievance and no British criminal network connections looking for Raymond Coyne. Malcolm hadn't manufactured that and couldn't control it. What he could do was not be near Raymond Coyne when it arrived.

He walked for forty minutes before he found the pub.



It was the kind of joint the B&W world made of a village pub. Low ceiling. A bar built to be a bar and taking the job seriously — the shelves behind it carrying bottles with the labels of another era, the counter with the worn finish of wood that had been leaned on for a long time by people with things on their mind. Four men arranged along it at three in the afternoon with the economy of people who had nowhere they needed to be and had made their peace with that. The barkeep was a man of sixty or thereabouts with the expression of someone who'd heard most of it and had stopped being surprised by any of it, which was exactly what Malcolm needed.

'My car went into a ditch,' Malcolm said. 'I need to use your phone.'

The landlord looked at him — the mud on the shoes, the state of the coat, the specific quality of a man who had come from somewhere difficult and was only partially recovered from it — and produced a handset from under the bar without comment. Malcolm dialled the number from memory. It rang four times.

'Kowalski.'

'It's Richards. I need a pickup. I'm at a pub—' He looked at the landlord.

'The Fox,' the landlord said.

Malcolm relayed the name of the village and listened while Kowalski established the location and said nothing about how Malcolm had come to be in it, which was one of the things Malcolm was beginning to appreciate about Kowalski.

'Forty-five minutes,' Kowalski said.

'I'll be here,' Malcolm said. He handed the phone back to the landlord. 'I don't have my wallet on me.'

The landlord looked at him for a moment. Then he poured a pint without being asked and set it on the bar. 'You can owe me,' he said, and went to the other end of the bar.

Malcolm sat on a stool and looked at the pint and didn't drink it and waited for forty-five minutes. The four men at the other end of the bar went about their afternoon. The barkeep cleaned glasses and found reasons to stay at that end. The light through the window was the flat light. Nobody asked him anything.



Kowalski's car was period iron — bench seat wide as a sofa, column shift, chrome trim along the dash picking up what light the afternoon had left. Warm inside. The smell of coffee from a thermos on the seat. He pulled into the car park and Malcolm got in, pulling the heavy door shut behind him. Kowalski looked at him once, assessed what he was looking at, and pulled back out onto the road without asking anything yet.

'How far did you walk?' he said, after a mile.

'From a clearing in the woods somewhere north of here. They took the phone and the wallet before they put me in the boot.'

'Are you injured.'

'Sapped getting in. There's a significant lump on the back of my head. The rest is what was already there.' He settled back into the bench seat. 'They were professional. Horak's people, I think, or associated. Eastern European. Well-dressed, not improvised. They'd chosen the location in advance.'

Kowalski said nothing for a moment. 'They took you to a pre-selected site.'

'With a shovel already there.'

A pause. 'How are you in a car with me and not in the ground?'

'The tattoo,' Malcolm said.



He told it in order. The way the bump had happened — the accent, the sap, the boot. The specific quality of the two men when he came out of it — not gorillas, the point he kept coming back to, the professionalism of men who were doing something they'd done before. The walk into the trees. The shovel. The exchange about the shovel, which Kowalski listened to with the quality of a man filing information for later.

Then the digging. The rolled sleeves. The tattoo on the forearm.

'Geometric,' Kowalski said.

'Angular, deliberate. The same mark as the press appeal for the Breck Road John Doe. I'd read the cold case archive when I was going through the building's history — the description was specific enough.' He paused. 'I asked about it. They talked between themselves — Ukrainian, or I'm fairly sure. The one not digging tried to shut the other one down. He didn't.'

'What did he say.'

'"My sister's son. Petro. He was twenty-three."'

Kowalski was quiet for a moment. His eyes stayed on the road. 'Go on.'

'I told him what I knew about the building. That it belongs to Coyne, that a rival outfit doesn't leave a body in Coyne's own premises. He told me Coyne had said it was a rival outfit that had taken Petro.' Malcolm looked out at the Lancashire countryside going past, the bare hedgerows, the flat November light. 'The story unravelled in the room. Coyne had pointed the family's grief somewhere else. By the time the man with the shovel had done the arithmetic, he was no longer interested in the hole he'd dug.'

'"A blood debt,"' Kowalski said. Not a question.

'Family for family. They walked. I walked.' He paused. 'They're not coming after me. They're coming after Coyne. I didn't engineer that and I can't control it.'

'No,' Kowalski said. 'You can't.' He drove for a while in silence. 'Petro,' he said. 'First name only.'

'That's all I have. The uncle didn't offer anything else and I didn't push for it. He'd given me my life. It seemed like the wrong moment.'

'Petro,' Kowalski said again. The word had something in it — not recognition, not quite. The quality of something brushing against something else, not yet connecting.

They drove.



'The chop shop prosecution,' Kowalski said, twenty minutes into the highway. 'The one that cleared the Breck Road building out three years ago. We convicted three men. The operators — drivers, warehouse workers, the visible end of the operation. The people behind the corporate structure were never touched.'

'You said as much when you came to the office.'

'What I didn't say — what I had no reason to say at that point — was that the case file had a secondary thread.' He adjusted his hands on the wheel. 'Not the chop shop itself. Something that came out of the interviews with one of the convicted men, who decided toward the end of the process that cooperation was a better position than the alternative. He gave us a name. A Ukrainian national he'd seen operating around the building — not chop shop, something else moving through the same premises.'

'Trafficking,' Malcolm said.

'That was the inference. The cooperative witness had seen things he hadn't asked questions about. What he could give us was a contact he'd had dealings with — a man he knew as Vasyl. Vasyl Horak, as we established. Horak had been in and out of the building over the previous year, never as a principal, always as a logistics layer. The witness had seen him enough to know his name and his face. And he knew Horak had a driver. A young Ukrainian who moved between the building and the port.' Kowalski paused. 'The witness only knew the driver's first name — Horak had introduced him once in passing, the way you introduce someone you don't think will be relevant. He said the driver's name was Petro.'

Malcolm looked at him.

'We ran it at the time,' Kowalski said. 'A Ukrainian national named Petro associated with Vasyl Horak. We got nothing. No record. No match to anyone flagged in the intelligence system. Horak himself had no UK record — the name landed in the database as a known associate of the port logistics operation and nothing more. The trafficking thread stalled when the building closed. The witness was moved on. The annotation stayed in the file.' He was quiet for a moment. 'What interests me now is the timing. Horak officially died in 2021 — the same year the building was cleared out, the same year the prosecution ran. If Petro died in that building in the same window, those aren't separate events. Someone was closing threads. Making sure nothing that ran through Breck Road led anywhere traceable.' He glanced at Malcolm. 'And if Horak's death was arranged at the same time — faked, the forensics bought — then Horak went underground for a reason. Something happened in 2021 that required him to disappear. Something connected to whatever happened to Petro.'

'It's too coincidental,' Malcolm said.

Kowalski said nothing. He was listening in the specific way he listened — the quality of attention that didn't interrupt.

'Dean and I were working what we thought was a drugs case in 2021. A trafficking case, it now looks like, though we didn't know that. We got close enough that someone decided we both had to die.' He looked at the road. 'Two serving police officers. An attempt that serious, that targeted — that generates heat. Serious institutional heat, the kind you can't absorb through normal channels. If you're running a trafficking operation through a building in Anfield, you cannot afford that heat.'

Kowalski's hands shifted slightly on the wheel.

'So you have to move,' Malcolm said. 'Fast. Whatever's running through that building needs to relocate. The people who know the operation — the ones who've seen too much, who are too close to the visible end of it — have to be dealt with before the institution starts turning over stones.' He paused. 'Petro knows the building, knows the operation. He ends up in the building as a John Doe. Horak is higher up — he can't just die, too much of the logistics runs through him — but he has to disappear from the intelligence picture. So you buy the forensics. Fake the death. He goes underground and you get a signed-off file that says Vasyl Horak is in a box in Bootle.' He stopped. 'The chop shop side gets sacrificed to the prosecution. The visible layer — the drivers, the warehouse workers — goes through the courts. It looks like a result. It buries the building's history under a conviction and closes the file. Everything above that layer stays clean.'

'And the two officers who got too close,' Kowalski said quietly.

'One's in a coma. The other gets a managed retirement and a welfare flag and a story about a building site fall.' Malcolm looked at his hands on his knees. 'The institution absorbs it as a drugs case gone wrong. Nobody asks what we were actually close to. Nobody asks because we didn't know what we were close to — so there's nothing in our notes, nothing in our reports, that points at a trafficking operation. We were chasing drugs. The drugs case closes. Done.'

The highway ran south. The flat B&W light going the way it went — not slowly, just deciding it was done.

'The fallout from the attempt on Dean,' Malcolm said. 'That's what killed Petro. That's what drove Horak underground. We walked into the edge of something and didn't know what it was, and the attempt to stop us looking caused more damage to the operation than we ever could have done ourselves.' He stopped.

'You'd have to be very confident to order a hit on two serving police officers,' Kowalski said. 'Or very impulsive.'

Malcolm looked at him. 'You'd have to be the kind of man who reacts first and lets someone else manage the consequences.'

Neither of them said the name. Neither of them needed to. There was a man in this case who had kicked Malcolm off a building rather than letting him walk, who had sent two men to a bar without enough thought, who had been climbing the institutional ladder of his father's operation for thirty-five years and had never quite learned the difference between dealing with a problem and creating a larger one.

'Three years of Tuesdays,' Malcolm said. 'And the thing that put Dean in that room was protecting a trafficking network that I couldn't have named at the time and that I've spent three weeks getting close to by accident.'

The egg on the back of his head throbbed. He pressed the back of his skull against the headrest and let it do what it was doing.

'2021,' he said.

Kowalski glanced at him.

'The Toxteth operation,' Malcolm said. 'Three years ago. My partner and I were working a case — drugs, or that was how it had been characterised. An informant had put us onto a connection in the trade that was moving serious weight through L8. We went in thinking we knew what we were walking into.' He stopped. Started again. 'We didn't know what we were walking into.'

'What happened.'

'Dean Saunders went into a room with a man with a gun. He's been in Aintree ever since.' He paused. The highway. The hedgerows at the edges stripped bare, running past in the flat light. 'I was in a different part of the building. They had time to work on me before the response team arrived. Two vertebrae and the nerve damage on the right side. Permanent.' He looked at his right hand on his knee. The nails that had never grown back correctly. 'The operation was shut down. The file said it was a drugs case that had gone wrong. We'd been set up — the informant had been turned, his information passed to people who were waiting for us. Nobody was ever charged for what happened in that building.'

Kowalski said nothing.

'I've been living with the fact of it for three years,' Malcolm said. 'The set-up was specific. Someone had turned Darren Gardener — our informant — and the information he gave us was routed to people who used it to prepare for our arrival. That level of specific counter-intelligence doesn't come from random criminal exposure. Someone with access to operational intelligence was involved. Someone who knew what we were doing and when we'd be there.' He paused. 'I've been assuming for three years that what we walked into was a sophisticated drug operation protecting itself. I never once considered what else it might have been protecting.'

'The informant,' Kowalski said.

'Darren Gardener. Three weeks ago I found him on a street in the city and had a conversation with him. He told me he hadn't known what his information was going to be used for. I don't know how much of that I believe.' He paused. 'He gave me a name. Said it was the word that went round the network after — after what happened to Dean. The name of the man who had arranged the roof. The man who had personally dealt with the problem.' He stopped. 'Jamie Coyne.'

The car was quiet.

'The Toxteth building,' Kowalski said. 'Do you know which one?'

Malcolm gave him the street. Kowalski drove for a mile without saying anything. His hands were steady on the wheel but something had changed in the set of his shoulders.

'That address,' Kowalski said. 'The chop shop prosecution — the building at Breck Road. The trafficking thread through the same corporate structure.' He paused. 'I would need to verify it. But the corporate architecture I've been tracing for two years has an element I've never been able to fully account for — a subsidiary that appears to have held an interest in a property in Toxteth. I dismissed it as a dead end because the property wasn't active and the interest had been sold on. But if that address—'

'Is it the same ownership layer,' Malcolm said.

'It would need to be checked.' Kowalski's voice had the flat quality of a man running something and not wanting to say it aloud until it had finished running. 'But if the Toxteth building and the Breck Road building sit in the same corporate structure, then what happened to your partner wasn't a drugs operation that went wrong.'

'No,' Malcolm said.

'It was the same people protecting the same operation.'

'Yes.'

The highway held them both in its forward motion for a while. Neither man said anything. Malcolm looked at the road and thought about the specific texture of what had been established in the car in the last ten minutes — the shape of three years of the wrong question. He'd been asking who set them up. He should have been asking what they'd been set up to protect. The answer was the same operation he was now standing at the edge of. The answer had always been the same operation.

'I spent three years assuming we'd walked into something organised,' he said. 'I was right about that. I was wrong about what it was organised around.'

'You had no reason to think otherwise,' Kowalski said. 'The Toxteth address and the Breck Road building are connected through four corporate layers. The connection isn't in any public record. It took me eighteen months of specific work to get as close to it as I am, and I still couldn't prove causation.' He paused. 'What you've just given me is the thread that connects Petro to the building. If he appears in the chop shop case file — a Ukrainian national, that description, that name — I can put him in the building. And if I can put him in the building, I can put him in the trafficking operation. And if I can put the trafficking operation in both buildings, Toxteth and Breck Road, I can put Coyne's operation at both addresses.' He said it in the careful, measured way of a man who had been doing this long enough not to overstate what evidence could carry. 'That doesn't tell us what happened to Dean Saunders in that room. But it tells us why it happened.'

The highway opened up and Liverpool came in from the distance — the city sitting in its wrong-decade clothes on the skyline, the cranes at Seaforth doing their slow work, the river flat and grey beyond them. The shape of a city Malcolm had been walking for a month, looking at what he'd been looking at without seeing what he was looking at.

Malcolm sat with it.

He'd been walking toward this for three years. Not knowing he was walking toward it. The 2021 case had been filed as a drugs operation that went wrong, a set-up, bad luck and a turned informant. He'd known it wasn't random — he'd always known there was a specific reason that specific team had been targeted. What he hadn't known was that the reason was Coyne. That the operation they'd been getting close to wasn't drugs but something else, something that ran through port logistics and corporate shells and a building off Breck Road and a young Ukrainian man named Petro who was twenty-three and drove a van and had a family mark on his forearm and ended up in the building where the operation had been run.

And Jamie Coyne had gone to the roof in Anfield three weeks ago not because Malcolm had been investigating him. Because Malcolm had accidentally photographed him on Water Street.

The whole thing had started as a honey trap. A routine matrimonial commission. A camera pointing at a wine bar on a Thursday afternoon. Walsh and his red wine and his mild foolishness, which Malcolm had been photographing for Helen Walsh, who had not been Helen Walsh, who had put Malcolm on a pavement at the right time in the right direction to capture something in the background that was never supposed to be seen.

It had all been there from the beginning. He just hadn't known what he was looking at.

'I didn't know what I was looking at,' Malcolm said. 'In 2021. I didn't know what I was walking into. I was looking at a drugs case and I was walking into this.'

'No,' Kowalski said. 'You couldn't have known. I've been working this for two years with access to case files and corporate records and I'm only now able to see the shape of it.'

'Dean is in Aintree because Coyne's operation needed to be protected.' He stopped. Let the sentence sit. 'Three years of Tuesdays. Three years of sitting in a chair talking to a man in a coma because Jamie Coyne needed a problem to go away and Darren Gardener had a number he could ring.'

Kowalski said nothing. He understood, Malcolm thought, the kind of silence that a thing like that required. He didn't offer anything into it. He just drove.

Malcolm looked out at the highway and thought about what knowing something felt like when you'd been trying to know it for three years. Not relief. Not the clean closing of a wound. More weight, not less. The same weight correctly labelled, which was its own kind of thing.

The highway delivered them to the city. The period streets took over from the period road — the same iron, different angles, the hand-lettered signs doing their work, the city wearing its wrong decade the way it always wore it now, which was to say without effort.

'What do we do with this,' Malcolm said.

'We establish the Toxteth connection formally,' Kowalski said. 'The corporate thread between the two buildings. If it holds — and I believe it holds — we have something that connects the Breck Road trafficking operation directly to the 2021 Toxteth incident. That connects Jamie Coyne to what happened to your partner.' He paused. 'And it connects Raymond Coyne to all of it.'

'Can you move that through official channels.'

A pause. The specific pause of a man considering his answer carefully. 'Some of it. Through channels I've been keeping separate from the main institution. The NCA has an interest in trafficking cases that moves differently from force-level enquiries. It doesn't go through the same desks.'

'How long.'

'A week. Maybe less if the Toxteth address confirms what I think it confirms.' He navigated a junction. 'There are things I'll need from you. The photography from the Baltic surveillance — the Jenks frames. The Water Street print. The corporate documentation you've assembled on Coyne Maritime Group.'

'You'll have it.'

'Not through official channels. Nothing that gets logged before we're ready.'

'Understood.'

They drove in silence for a while. The city doing its evening work around them, the lights coming on, the ordinary colour of a Liverpool November settling over the streets.

'Petro,' Malcolm said.

'The name is already in the case file,' Kowalski said. 'What I didn't have was the John Doe connection — a name to put to the body in the building. Now I have the name and the family connection confirmed by the man who carried the same mark.' He paused. 'Petro to Horak. Horak to the building. The building to Coyne. Horak's fake death and Petro's real one in the same 2021 window.' He paused again. 'And Dean Saunders to all of it.'

Malcolm nodded. He looked at the streets going past and thought about the legal pad with its lines on it. Five lines now. The fifth line he'd written and then left unwritten — the name he hadn't used yet.

'There's still the question of the welfare file,' he said.

'Yes.' Kowalski said it without elaboration. They both knew what it meant. Everything Malcolm brought to the NCA, everything he stood behind, would be received in the context of a former officer with documented PTSD, documented addiction, and a welfare flag that described his current behaviour as consistent with a man in a deteriorating state. The evidence could be sound. The source would be questioned. That was the trap that had been built, and it was still standing.

'I have a way to address that,' Malcolm said. 'I haven't used it yet.'

Kowalski glanced at him. 'Do you want to tell me what it is?'

'Not yet.' He paused. 'When I've decided whether the cost is worth it.'

The car stopped at a junction two streets from Malcolm's office. He could walk from here. He put his hand on the door.

'Aintree,' Kowalski said.

Malcolm looked at him.

'The hospital. You visit on Tuesdays.'

'Three years,' Malcolm said.

'I know.' Kowalski looked straight ahead through the windscreen at the junction and the city beyond it. 'We're going to get there. Through the right channels, with what we have, we are going to get there.'

Malcolm thought about Dean in the chair on the far side of the bed. The hands loose in the lap. The particular stillness that was different from all the other silences.

'Same time next week,' he said.

He got out of the car. The cold took him back — the specific cold of a B&W city evening, the kind that had weight to it, that leaned on you. He stood for a moment on the pavement. The period iron moved on the street. A hand-lettered sign above the shop opposite. The flat light doing its flat work on the buildings.

He watched the car pull away and disappear around the corner — the bench seat, the column shift, the wide chassis going with the ease of something built before obsolescence was designed in.

Then he turned and walked toward Kensington. His office. The legal pad with its five lines, and the fifth line he still hadn't resolved, and whatever came after that.
Liz

He hadn't called ahead because he didn't have a phone to call from.

That was the practical reason. The other reason was that if he'd had a phone he might have talked himself out of going at all, which was what he'd been doing for the better part of a month. The third line on the legal pad, written and left — the name that had a cost attached to it that he'd been sitting with rather than paying. Tonight the calculation had shifted. He was out of options that didn't carry her name, and he was standing on a street in Mossley Hill in the B&W evening with mud on his shoes and an egg on his skull and nowhere better to be.

The street was the street the world had made of it. The period terrace doing its period work — the same Victorian frontage it had always had, but wearing it with the flat-light honesty of the B&W world, the brickwork stripped to what it actually was. A hand-lettered sign on the corner shop. A long, low car parked opposite under a streetlamp that threw the old kind of light, the kind that had shadows in it. The evening quiet in the way the B&W world was quiet — not absent of sound, but the sound having weight to it, the city running its wrong-decade clock in the background.

He looked up at the second floor. The light was on in the window.

He went up.



She opened the door in the specific way she opened doors — fully, completely, a woman who'd decided a long time ago that hesitation at a threshold was someone else's approach. She took one look at him and stepped back to let him in and didn't say anything yet, which was how Liz worked. Assessment first. She'd always been good at assessment.

Behind her, in the hallway, Ted appeared from the direction of the sitting room — the B&W world having dressed him for a quiet evening in, a loosened tie, the jacket gone. He looked at Malcolm the way decent men looked at the men their wives had been married to before them — not with hostility, not with awkwardness, just the clear-eyed assessment of someone who had long since worked out where he stood and was comfortable there.

'Malcolm,' he said. 'Christ. What happened?'

'It's been a long day,' Malcolm said.

Ted looked at Liz. The brief wordless exchange of two people who had worked out how to do things together. Then back to Malcolm.

'I'll be in the front room,' he said. 'Give you two some space.' He touched Liz's arm as he passed — the easy, unperforming kind of touch — and then he was gone, the sitting room door settling closed behind him, and somewhere on the other side of it the television began its quiet murmur.

The flat was what the B&W world made of it — same rooms, different clothes. The furniture in the register of the decade the world had decided on, the lamps doing the warm period work that lamps did in here. She was wearing what the world had dressed her in, which was a dark dress, fitted, the kind of clothes the era had specific opinions about, and her hair the way it never usually was, and in the B&W flat she looked exactly like what she was — a woman of thirty-eight who had made her own arrangements with the world and wasn't apologising for any of them.

He had known her for fifteen years. Married for seven of them, divorced for five. The divorce had taken a further two to become the thing it was now — the slow resolution of two people who hadn't stopped caring for each other, only recognised that the way he lived and the life she deserved were not the same life. He'd known it before she did. He'd needed her to be the one to say it, which she had, with the precision she brought to everything, and he hadn't fought it. Fighting it would have meant staying, and staying with the job as it was would have made her smaller by degrees. The one thing he'd been least willing to do was make Liz smaller.

She'd found Ted three years later. A solicitor. The right kind of steady.

She led him to the kitchen. She looked at the back of his head without being asked.

'How long ago,' she said.

'Four, five hours.'

'Did you lose consciousness.'

'Briefly. I came round in a car boot, so there was a gap.'

She looked at him with the expression she used for things she'd decided not to comment on immediately. She ran cold water over a dish towel and wrapped it around a handful of ice from the freezer and folded it into a bundle and handed it to him.

'Sit,' she said.

He sat. The kitchen chair was the kitchen chair, wearing its wrong-decade clothes. He put the ice pack against the back of his head and let the cold do its persuasive work and looked at the kitchen and let the kitchen be what it was. The period kettle on the period stove. The window with the period street below. Liz filling the kettle with the specific economy of a woman who had made a decision and was now acting on it.

'You look terrible,' she said. 'Even for you.'

She was quiet for a moment. Then: 'You smell of whisky.'

Not an accusation. A precise observation in the same register as the assessment of his head.

'It's been that kind of afternoon.'

'It's been that kind of month, from what I can tell.' She turned back to the kettle. 'I'm not going to make a speech. I'm noting it.'

'Noted,' he said.

She looked at him for a moment with the expression that didn't invite elaboration.

'I've had a few weeks.'

'I know. I've been reading between the lines of the phone calls.' She put the kettle on and turned to look at him. 'You're going to tell me what's been happening. But first you're going to tell me what happened today, because you came here without calling and you've got a head injury and mud on your coat, and the last time you came here without calling was the night you came out of hospital in 2021 and told me you were fine.'

'I was fine.'

'You had two cracked vertebrae and nerve damage.'

'Relatively fine,' he said.

She looked at him for a moment with the expression that had always meant she was deciding which version of a conversation they were going to have. She turned back to the kettle.

'Tell me what happened today,' she said.



He told her. The walk, the bump, the accent, the boot. The woods and the professional quality of the two men and the shovel and the exchange he'd had about the shovel, which made her go briefly still before she resumed making the tea. The tattoo. The uncle. The blood debt.

She set a mug in front of him. Sat down across the table. Listened to the rest of it — the car, Kowalski, the drive south, the shape of the 2021 connection and what it meant.

When he'd finished she was quiet for a moment.

'So the man who put Dean Saunders in a coma,' she said, 'is Jamie Coyne, who is the son of a port logistics company owner with an OBE, who has been running a trafficking network through Seaforth for at least a decade and possibly longer.'

'That's the shape of it.'

'And you've been building this for a month.'

'Roughly.'

'While someone was trying to kill you.'

'More than once,' he agreed.

She looked at him. Not with the expression she saved for catastrophe — Liz didn't do catastrophe, hadn't in all the time he'd known her. The expression she had was the one she used for things that were complicated and required working through. The solicitor's expression. The one that meant: what is the actual problem and what is the actual solution, and let's not confuse the two.

'Malcolm,' she said. 'There's something else. You came here specifically and you didn't call and you've been not-calling for a month.' She picked up her mug. 'What is it you haven't told me.'

He looked at the kitchen. The ice pack. The mug of tea he hadn't touched yet.

'The B&W world,' he said.

She waited. The thing about Liz was that she waited properly — not the polite waiting of someone who was preparing their response, but the real thing. Space for the next sentence to arrive in.

'It started the night I fell off the building,' he said. 'When I came round in the alley. The world had gone — not greyscale, not a colour problem. A different version of things. 1950s American noir, if I was going to describe it. The cars are period American, the buildings wear different clothes, the people around me speak differently. I'm always myself in it — same voice, same memories, same Scouse. But the world around me is wrong.' He paused. 'I've been going in and out of it since. Triggered by — I don't know what, exactly. Stress, possibly. The medication interacting with something. The head injuries. Some combination.'

She was looking at him.

'I'm sitting in your kitchen and your kitchen is the wrong kitchen — same kitchen, different decade. The kettle is the wrong kettle. Your dress is the wrong dress. And you're—' He stopped.

'I'm what,' she said quietly.

'You look exactly like yourself,' he said. 'Just in different clothes.'

Liz said nothing for a moment. She looked at the mug in her hands. Then she set it down and looked at him directly.

'When you're in it,' she said. 'Does it — compromise your judgement. Your capacity to assess situations.'

'No. If anything the opposite.' He thought about how to say it. 'It's clearer in there. That's the thing I keep coming back to. I'm a better detective in it. Every face tells me what it is. Every room tells me its story. The noise the colour world puts up — all the clutter of surface and performance — gets stripped out. What's left is the structure of things.' He paused. 'The people I deal with in the job — the heavies, the men with things to hide — the B&W world shows me exactly what they are. It's like the archetype becomes visible. You see who you're actually dealing with.'

'And me,' she said. 'What does it show you about me.'

He looked at her. In the period kitchen, in the period dress, with the flat B&W light making everything what it was.

'It shows me someone I should have called a month ago,' he said.

She was quiet for a moment. Then she picked her mug back up and said: 'Right,' in the specific way that meant she'd placed the information where it needed to go and was going to let it settle before she said anything more about it.

He'd been expecting something else. The recalibration, the managed alarm, the careful language of someone deciding how much to believe. He'd run the conversation in his head enough times over the past month that he knew exactly how each version of it went — the scepticism, the concern, the kind suggestion that he might want to speak to someone. Liz's face had done none of those things. She'd heard it, filed it, said right, and moved on.

'Does anyone else know,' she said.

'No one. I've kept it entirely to myself. Didn't tell the hospital. Didn't tell the GP. Didn't tell Sofia.' He paused. 'It's not the kind of thing that goes well in a welfare file.'

'No,' she agreed. 'It isn't.' She looked at him steadily. 'Are you going to tell me it's connected to the medication.'

'I think it might be. There's a pharmaceutical arrangement I've been — managing. The extended release interacts with the alcohol in ways that I've been less careful about than I should have been. I don't know what that's doing to the underlying neurology.' He stopped. 'The doctors at the hospital said the visual disturbances may resolve. They said it in the way doctors say things that probably won't.'

'How long have you known it wasn't resolving.'

'A while.'

She nodded. Not the nod of acceptance — the nod of a woman making a note that she was coming back to that.

'All right,' she said. 'The welfare file.'

'The welfare file,' he said. 'That's the other thing.'

She nodded. She knew about the welfare file — he'd mentioned it obliquely. 'Tell me the shape of it.'

He told her. The specific elegance of what Jenks had arranged — every word true, nothing fabricated, the portrait built from accurate information assembled to suggest a man whose account of events couldn't be fully trusted. The occupational health referral. The call from Marsh. The trap's quality: that he couldn't dismantle it by simply telling the truth, because the truth — a man who'd been in a coma ward for three weeks and was now pursuing a private investigation into the people who'd put him in hospital — looked exactly like the story a compromised man would tell.

Liz listened to all of it.

'Professional Standards,' she said, when he'd finished.

'DCI Marsh. She called me herself. Offered the direct line.'

'And you think she's part of it.'

'I think she's Raymond Coyne's second asset in the institution. Above Jenks. Much further up the chain.' He paused. 'I can't prove it. But I've sat with it and I've gone over the texture of that call and there's something in it that isn't right. The specific way she used the building's name. The warmth that was functional rather than real. The visit of a woman who'd been briefed on exactly enough to let me know the shape of what she had.'

Liz was quiet for a moment. Then she said: 'But you're going to go to her anyway.'

He looked at her.

'You came here,' she said. 'You told me all of this. You have a DCI who's working the case with you off the books and evidence that connects a trafficking network to a peer-reviewed civic philanthropist. You need the welfare file addressed before any of that becomes usable.' She looked at him steadily. 'And you've been sitting on the Marsh option for a month because you think she's compromised. But you haven't found another route that doesn't go through her.'

'No,' he said.

'So you're going to go to her anyway. You're going to go in and put everything on the record — knowing she may pass it on. Knowing that creates risk.' She paused. 'What is it you're working out. Whether to do it, or how to do it so the risk is managed.'

He sat with that.

'How to do it,' he said. 'I think. I think I've already decided to do it. I just needed to say all of it out loud to someone who was going to hear it correctly before I could be sure.'

Liz looked at him for a long moment. Then she stood up, picked up both mugs, took them to the kettle.

'You're staying tonight,' she said. 'It's late and you've had a significant head injury and you don't have your keys and whoever they are, they don't know you're here.' She refilled the kettle. 'The sofa, unless the B&W world has turned it into something else.'

'Is that all right with Ted?'

She looked at him with the specific patience she reserved for things that didn't need to be a question. 'Ted will be fine with it. He knows you. He knows what I used to be to you and what you are to me now, and he has a sounder grasp of both than either of us had for years.' She set the kettle back on its stand. 'Don't insult him by making it complicated.'

'A chesterfield,' he said. 'Brown leather. Quite comfortable, actually.'

'Then you'll be fine,' she said, and there was something in her voice — a warmth that was real rather than functional, the specific kind that came from long enough knowing — that he hadn't been aware he needed until he heard it.



She brought him a blanket and another ice pack and stood in the kitchen doorway while he settled.

'The Marsh option,' she said. 'When you go — don't give her Kowalski. Don't give her anything she can use against the investigation itself. Give her what she needs to address the welfare file and nothing that lets her see the full picture.'

'That's the calculation I've been working on,' he said.

'I know. I'm telling you I've done it too and I've arrived at the same place.' She looked at him for a moment — just a moment, the kind that had a lot in it. 'You should have called a month ago.'

'I know,' he said.

She turned off the kitchen light and went to her bedroom door and stopped.

'Malcolm.'

He looked at her. In the B&W flat, in the period dress, with the flat light doing what it did. The same person she'd always been. Just wearing the wrong decade.

'The B&W world,' she said. 'Does it show you things clearly. People, I mean. What they actually are.'

'Yes,' he said. 'Generally.'

She was quiet for a moment. Something moved in her face — not much, but something. The specific quality of a person who is deciding not to say a thing they were about to say.

'Good,' she said. 'Sleep.'

She went.



He lay on the chesterfield in the flat B&W dark and listened to the period city doing its period work outside and thought about the Marsh calculation.

Liz was right — she was always right about the shape of things, the functional architecture of a problem, which was what two decades of practice in the law did for a mind that had already been built for it. She'd laid it out with the specific economy she used in all professional contexts: Go to Marsh. Put it on the record. Give her what she needs to address the welfare file, and nothing that lets her pass the investigation back to Raymond Coyne through the same channel.

The risk was manageable if the information was calibrated. What Marsh received could be chosen. What went on the record — witnessed, dated, formally received by the head of Professional Standards — became harder to absorb into the institutional background noise that had been protecting Coyne for three years. The welfare file existed to suggest that Malcolm Richards's account of events was unreliable. The counter to that was a Malcolm Richards who had walked voluntarily into Professional Standards and placed his account in front of a DCI, formally, on the record, with the date and time logged and the institution's own machinery having received it.

If Marsh then tried to use the assessment mechanism against him, she'd be using a process in which Malcolm had already put everything he knew. The assessment couldn't also be a deletion. It was a record, and records could be retrieved.

That was the play. He hadn't seen it until Liz said it, and then it had been obvious.

He thought about Kowalski. About the Toxteth address and the corporate thread that was being checked tonight — the subsidiary, the four layers, the interest in the Toxteth property that Kowalski had dismissed as a dead end. Either it connected or it didn't. If it did, they had the chain. If it didn't, they'd find another route, because Kowalski had been working this for two years and wasn't going to stop because one thread came up short.

He thought about Petro. Twenty-three years old. Horak's driver — the man who moved him through the city, who knew the routes and the building and the operation — with a family mark on his forearm and no one to come forward when the body turned up in a building off Breck Road. He'd been in that building because he was working for Horak who was working for Coyne, and he'd ended up in that building as a consequence of what happened to Dean. The cleanup. The closing of threads.

He thought about the uncle. The shrug, the coat folded over the branch, the shovel. The blood debt moving through the city now toward Raymond Coyne, patient and unconnected to anything Malcolm could be held responsible for.

He thought about Dean in the chair in the ward at Aintree, with his hands loose in his lap and his particular quality of waiting, and about what it would mean — what it would actually mean, not institutionally but personally — to put Jamie Coyne in front of the evidence that connected him to that room.

The ice pack had gone warm. He set it on the floor.

Outside, the period city ran its quiet clock. The wrong iron on the wrong streets, moving through the November dark with the ease of things that had always been this way and had no particular objection to continuing. The flat light on the hand-lettered signs. The lamp throwing its old kind of shadow on the pavement below the window.

He thought: this is what it is now.

He thought: the pharmaceutical arrangement — he'd been managing the Tramadol and the whisky without discipline, without the kind of care that the arrangement required. The B&W world had arrived because of the head injury and had been maintained because of how he was medicating. The prologue version of things, the permanent version, was somewhere ahead of him on the current trajectory, and he wasn't sure anymore whether he was trying to get there or trying to avoid it.

He thought: Liz had almost said something in the doorway. There had been a moment — something in her face, the quality of a decision made at the last moment not to speak. He'd seen it clearly. The B&W world had shown him the structure of it: a woman who had information she'd chosen to hold.

He filed it.

In the place where he filed the things he wasn't ready to examine yet — alongside the question of whether the B&W world would go back, alongside the calculation about what going to Marsh would cost, alongside the things from the past month that he was building toward rather than away from.

He closed his eyes.

The chesterfield held him in the B&W dark. The city outside ran its clock. The wrong decade carried on without apology, doing what it had been doing since Anfield, which was to say: being there, being clear, being the version of things he was going to have to make his peace with.

He slept.
Standards

Professional Standards occupied the fourth floor of a building on the edge of the city centre that had started out as something municipal and been given a second life as a place that investigated police. The B&W world had accepted the reassignment without comment. Period institutional corridors. Frosted glass on the corridor doors. The specific acoustics of linoleum that had been built to endure rather than to impress.

The woman at the reception desk gave me the look you got when you'd been reading people for thirty years and had no particular interest in pretending otherwise. I gave her my name. Said I had an appointment with DCI Marsh.

I didn't. I'd called from the phone box at the end of the street and Marsh had said come in. That was either the response of a woman who managed welfare cases and kept her door open. Or the response of a woman who had been waiting for exactly this.

I sat in the corridor and looked at the frosted glass and thought about the balance.

What I was giving her: the Jenks photographs. The Water Street print. The Coyne corporate thread. The Breck Road building and its trafficking function. The John Doe and Petro and the uncle. The 2021 Toxteth connection. The Eastern Europeans who'd tried to put me in the ground.

What I was holding: Kowalski. His name didn't exist in anything I was about to say.

I'd slept on Ted's chesterfield and woken with the egg still making its presence known and the B&W world still what it was and the decision still the decision. I'd thanked Ted for the night. Told Liz I'd be in touch. She'd stood in the hallway and looked at me the way she'd looked at me for fifteen years. Accurately.

'Careful,' she said. 'Not cautious. Careful.'

I'd told her I knew the difference.

I wasn't sure I did.



Marsh came to the reception herself.

She was in colour in the lobby. In B&W when the corridor door opened and she came toward me — the world having made its usual adjustment somewhere between the ground floor and the fourth, no announcement, no ceremony. In the B&W corridor, wearing what the era made of a working DCI, she had the composed authority of a woman who was very good at the specific thing she was good at.

The B&W world stripped surfaces and showed structures. What it showed me about Marsh was: controlled. Precise. The surface doing exactly what it was there to do. Not the costume of a person performing competence — the genuine article. A woman who had built a professional manner over a long career and had total command of it.

What it didn't show me was anything underneath.

I'd read criminals in this world. The heavy and the boss and the operator and the frightened man trying to look like something else. The archetypes had been legible. Marsh's surface was too good. The B&W world handed me the surface and the surface handed me nothing I could act on.

A surface that good was itself a kind of information.

I filed it.

'Mr Richards,' she said. 'Thank you for coming in. I know this isn't easy.'

'It's necessary,' I said.

'Come through.'



Her office was the office of a senior officer who had been in the same space long enough for it to become hers. The organisation of a desk that had been reorganised until it reflected the person rather than the role. A B&W window. The B&W city below it. Two chairs at a small table away from the desk — which was where she led me. The right choice. A table rather than a desk said: conversation, not interview.

She had a notepad. She set it between us in a way that acknowledged it was there without making it the point.

'Tell me what you'd like to tell me,' she said. 'At whatever pace feels right. We have time.'

I looked at her.

'I'll be specific,' I said. 'If that's all right with you.'

'Of course.'

'The welfare file is accurate in its details and a trap in its arrangement.' The things you said when you'd decided to say them before you sat down. 'The documentation is real — the PTSD, the addiction, the managed retirement, the recent fall. All of that happened. The arrangement of it into a welfare concern is the work of a DS who is on the payroll of the man whose operation I've been investigating.' I stopped. 'I'm not here to argue with the documentation. I'm here to put what I've found on the record, in this office, with the head of Professional Standards, so that the institutional context for anything I bring forward subsequently is not a welfare flag but a formal disclosure.'

She looked at me steadily. 'All right,' she said. 'What have you found?'

I put the photographs on the table.



I took her through the Baltic surveillance in the order it had happened. The watch on Jamie Coyne — three weeks, the shared workspace in the Baltic, the leisure company offices. The single external meeting. The car. The driver. The passenger door opening.

Jenks crossing the street.

I put the six frames in sequence on the table and walked her through each one the way I'd walked Kowalski through them. The body language of a man receiving less than he came for. The envelope. The hand running its arithmetic. The exit on terms that hadn't been Jenks's.

Marsh picked up the envelope frame and held it at the angle that gave her the full read of it.

'This is DS Jenkins,' she said. Not a question.

'Yes.'

'How long was the watch?'

'Three weeks. This was the only external meeting in that time.'

She set the frame down. Made a note. The note of someone recording a fact, not a supposition. 'When did you conduct the surveillance?'

I gave her the dates. She wrote them down.

'You photographed a serving police officer meeting with a named individual,' she said. 'That individual being—'

'Jamie Coyne,' I said. 'The son of Raymond Coyne, who runs Coyne Maritime Group, which is a port logistics operation based on the waterfront with a principal hub at Seaforth. The corporate structure beneath Coyne Maritime has six layers, several of which connect to a commercial property off Breck Road in Anfield. The Breck Road building was the site of a chop shop prosecution three years ago. It was also, at the same time, being used as a relay point for a trafficking operation.'

I watched her write.

'Human trafficking,' I said. 'People moving through the port logistics infrastructure, broken down and redistributed through the Breck Road building. The chop shop prosecution closed the visible layer of the operation — three men convicted. The people above that layer were never touched.'

'How did you establish the trafficking element,' she said.

'Two sources. A cold case involving an unidentified body found in the Breck Road building during the prosecution — a Ukrainian national, now identified as Petro, who was the driver for a man called Vasyl Horak. Horak was the logistics layer between Raymond Coyne's operation and the Eastern European network that supplied the trafficking. Horak officially died in 2021 — a torched car in Bootle, forensics confirmed. I have evidence that the forensics were corrupted — Horak appeared alive on Water Street in Liverpool in October of this year, photographed in conversation with Jamie Coyne.'

I put the Water Street print on the table. The rear-right figure in the good coat. The second man — Horak's territory.

'The second figure in the print,' I said. 'If the forensics were bought, Horak has been operating as a ghost since 2021. The Breck Road John Doe — Petro — died in the same window. The same 2021 cleanup that killed Petro and faked Horak's death also put two serving Merseyside Police officers in hospital.' I stopped. 'One of them has been in a coma at Aintree for three years. DC Dean Saunders. My former partner.'

Marsh was looking at me. The professional warmth doing what professional warmth did — steady, receptive, giving nothing back that I hadn't given first.

'The 2021 Toxteth incident,' she said. 'That was documented as a drug operation gone wrong.'

'It was a trafficking operation. The team — myself and DC Saunders — were getting close enough that someone arranged to have us removed. The arrangement was made through a turned informant. The operation we walked into was protecting the same network that has been running through Coyne Maritime and the Breck Road building.' I looked at her. 'Jamie Coyne is the person who arranged it. His father runs the operation. Jenks is their asset inside the force, used to suppress enquiries and build the welfare file that is currently the institutional context for anything I bring forward.' I let that sit. 'Which is why I'm bringing it forward here.'



She poured water from a jug on the table. Set a glass in front of me. I didn't drink it.

'The Eastern Europeans,' I said. 'Three days ago I was taken. A vehicle, a boot, a drive out of the city. Two men, professional, Eastern European — Horak's people or associated. They drove me to pre-selected woodland, had a site prepared. One of them was digging.' I stopped. 'I'm still here because of a cold case tattoo. The man digging had a forearm tattoo that matched the archived description of the John Doe's identifying mark from the Breck Road building. I told him what I knew about the building and who it belonged to. The John Doe was his nephew — Petro. He'd been told by Raymond Coyne that a rival outfit had killed the boy.' I stopped again. 'A rival outfit doesn't leave a body in Coyne's own building. When I said that, the arithmetic resolved for him.'

'He let you go,' Marsh said.

'He let me go. His exact words: a blood debt. Family for family.' I looked at her. 'He wasn't talking about me.'

She made a note. A specific note — I could see the deliberateness of it.

'You understand,' I said, 'that what I've just told you about that conversation in the woodland is something I haven't written down anywhere. I'm telling you now, here, because it's relevant to the full picture. But it's not in any document.'

'Understood,' she said. 'I'm noting it as verbal disclosure.'

I looked at her. The surface as good as it had been. The B&W world showing me the control and none of what was under it.

'The welfare file,' I said.

'Yes,' she said. 'In light of what you've brought today, I'm going to arrange for the occupational health referral to be reviewed. The formal welfare concern is suspended pending this disclosure.' She looked at me. 'I want to be honest with you, Mr Richards — this is significant material.' A pause, her eyes on what was on the table. 'It's also circumstantial. The photographs establish a meeting. The corporate thread establishes a structure. The Horak print establishes a presence that shouldn't exist. What none of it establishes — not yet — is the mechanism that connects these elements to a specific criminal act in a way that's directly actionable.'

'I know that,' I said. 'It's enough to open lines of inquiry that can build that mechanism. That's the position I'm in.'

'Yes,' she said. 'That's correct.'

I looked at her. 'If the welfare file puts my credibility in question — the managed retirement, the clinical history — I'm willing to submit to a medical examination. A current assessment on the record alongside the disclosure.'

Something moved behind the surface. The surface controlled it. 'That won't be necessary,' she said. 'The disclosure stands on its own.'

It didn't stand on its own. We both knew that. What she meant was: a formal medical assessment would go into a record she hadn't authored. A record she couldn't shape.

I filed it.

'What do you intend to do from here, Mr Richards?'

The question of someone who needed to know what they were managing.

'That depends on what you do,' I said.

She held the answer for a moment. Then: 'I would ask you not to take unilateral action in the interim. Not because I doubt what you've told me. Because I want to ensure that what you've built isn't compromised by the manner in which it moves forward.'

The reasonable request of a woman doing her job properly.

I looked at the city through the B&W window. The period skyline. The wrong decade going about its work below.

'Of course,' I said.



She walked me to the lift herself. We stood in the corridor while it arrived, and she said the things that were appropriate — she'd be in touch, her door was open, I'd done the right thing by coming in. The direct line, if I needed to reach her. All of it in the specific warmth of someone who managed this kind of disclosure for a living and did it well.

The lift arrived. I stepped in.

'Mr Richards,' she said.

I turned.

'The woodland.' She held her notepad, cap on her pen. 'The man who let you go. Did he give you a name.'

'No,' I said.

She nodded. The controlled nod of a woman filing an answer. 'Thank you for coming in.'

The doors closed.

I stood in the lift as it descended and looked at the B&W doors and thought about the question. Why that question. Of all the things she'd asked — the dates, the corporate names, the specific chain of evidence — why, at the door of the lift, that one.

I thought about it on the way down.

I was still thinking about it when the lift opened and I crossed the lobby and went out into the B&W street.

I didn't find an answer that settled the question. I filed it in the unresolved place. There was a lot in the unresolved place. This was one more thing.

I stood on the pavement in the B&W morning and looked at the period city and thought: it's done. It's on the record. The welfare file is addressed. Jenks is in front of Professional Standards.

I thought: the thing that could go wrong is Marsh.

I thought: but what she received today is what she received. It's logged. It's witnessed. Whatever she does with it, it exists in the institution's record as a formal disclosure by Malcolm Richards, former DS, to the head of Professional Standards, of a specific set of evidence implicating a serving officer and a named civilian in trafficking, corruption, and the events of the 2021 Toxteth incident.

I thought: Kowalski is not in that record. Kowalski is clean.

I thought: whatever comes next comes from a position that's better than the one I'd been in this time yesterday.

I thought: I wasn't waiting on Marsh.

I started walking.

Two streets away, in the B&W building on the edge of the city centre, a door opened and closed and a different phone was used to make a call that I had no way of knowing about, from a room I was no longer in, to a number that would reach a man looking at a legitimate waterfront office on the seventh floor.

The call lasted four minutes.

The notepad went into a drawer.
The Showdown

I'd spent three weeks watching Jamie Coyne.

I knew the Tuesday lunch. The arrangement: the corner table in the hotel restaurant on the Strand, the table for two that on Tuesdays accommodated three because DS Jenkins's professional availability was, among the things Jenkins's salary was supplemented to provide, on-call companionship for a man who didn't entirely trust his own Thursday afternoons. The specific social geometry of someone who needed his security close enough to touch and had decided the cost of that was a business expense.

Today was Tuesday. I walked in at half past twelve.



The dining room was all glass and pale stone, the kind of refurbishment that had cost a great deal in 2018 and was beginning to signal the year of its confidence. Corporate lunch crowd — suits, phones face-down on the table in the way that told you the phones were the whole point, the particular controlled noise of people spending other people's money in a room that had been built to make that feel appropriate. The Mersey through the window: wide, flat, silver-grey in the December light, the waterfront doing what it did at this time of year.

They were at the corner table.

Jamie in the good coat, unbuttoned now, a suit underneath that cost more than the coat. He'd dressed up for a Tuesday lunch, which told me something about how he was feeling this week — either confident enough to put on the armour, or uncertain enough to need it. Jenks opposite him in the particular plain-clothes plainness of a man who has spent twenty-two years inside a specific institution and cannot quite escape it. A water glass between them. A bread basket. The easy posture of a relationship that had been running long enough to have settled into its habits.

I crossed the dining room and sat down.

Jenks reached for something — reflex, the hand going for whatever institutional authority was in range. I didn't look at him.

'I wouldn't,' I said. 'Not here.'

The dining room continued around us at its Tuesday volume. Sixteen tables occupied. Three staff. The specific acoustics of a room that could not afford a scene and knew it.

Jamie looked at me. His face went through the rapid management of an uninvited arrival — recognition, then calculation, then the composed reception of a man who had decided he was in the stronger position and was preparing to demonstrate it. He let the silence run a few seconds because he could, because that was what men in strong positions did, and then he offered the version of his expression that was prepared for exactly this kind of conversation.

I let him have his beat.

Then: 'I see you,' I said. 'And your bent cop.'



Four seconds of silence.

Jenks started: 'Mr Richards—'

'DS Jenkins.' I looked at him directly for the first time. Not long — just enough for the look to carry. 'Three weeks ago you walked into frame during a Baltic Triangle surveillance and photographed yourself receiving an envelope from your employer. That photograph is currently sitting in a file at Professional Standards. The welfare concern you arranged is formally suspended pending a disclosure I made to DCI Marsh last Thursday.' I paused. 'Every fact in the welfare file was accurate. The arrangement of those facts into a welfare concern was what I disclosed. Your name, your role, the documentation chain. All of it on the record. All of it logged and witnessed.'

Jenks had gone still in the way of a man who has done the arithmetic quickly and doesn't like the sum. The professional mask was in place but there was something running behind it — not fear so much as the recalibration of a professional who has discovered the situation is differently shaped than he'd calculated.

'DCI Marsh,' Jamie said.

He said it with the specific warmth of a man repeating something that reassured him. The name of a person in his pocket being sounded out in front of someone who didn't know it was in his pocket. His expression was composed — relaxed, even. The expression of a man who has decided that the conversation he's been handed is the conversation he would have chosen.

'That's quite a list,' he said. 'What you've given her.'

His voice was what it had been on the roof three months ago — composed, the authority of a man who'd grown up in a room where people listened, educated just far enough from the accent of his actual origins to pass in the rooms his ambition required. Moderate Scouse, managed upward. The voice of a man who had spent thirty-five years translating his father's world into a register that didn't require explanation.

'The Jenks material. The Coyne Maritime corporate thread. The Breck Road building and its trafficking function. The 2021 Toxteth connection.' I let each item land. 'All of it on the record. Logged. Whatever Marsh does with it, it exists in the institutional record as a formal disclosure by Malcolm Richards, former DS, to the head of Professional Standards. Whatever you've arranged — whatever management you think you have in place — that record is not going to disappear.'

He was quiet for a moment. He had the look of a man who had decided to let someone make their case before he made his, which was also the look of a man who was confident enough in his position that he could afford the patience.

'I think,' he said, 'that DCI Marsh is a very competent professional who takes every disclosure with exactly the seriousness it warrants.'

The particular emphasis. The particular pleasure in what was underneath it.

'You think a DS is all I have in my pocket?' he said. Light, almost conversational. The way you said something you'd been waiting to say for a while.

I looked at him. I gave him nothing back.

He read that. Something in it gave him a small, specific satisfaction — the pleasure of a man who has dropped the definitive thing and watched it land. He thought he'd made a point. What I'd heard was confirmation of a shape I'd already built from other materials. The picture was bigger than Jenks. I already knew that. Now I had it confirmed from the source.

I filed it.

'You think a DCI was the only one I spoke with?' I said.

He looked at me. The composed expression doing what it did — receiving the question, processing it, producing nothing.

'The NCA have this,' I said. 'Through a channel that doesn't run through Merseyside. Whatever management you have in place at force level, it doesn't reach where this is moving.' I let it sit. 'Marsh was a necessary step. She wasn't the last one.'

He said nothing. Something had shifted very slightly in the quality of his stillness — a recalibration, the audit running.

I let him run it.

'Tell me something,' I said.

'If I feel like it.'

'The network you've been running. Coyne Maritime Group. The Seaforth hub. The Breck Road building and its relay function. The corporate structure underneath it — six layers, offshore at the fourth, connected to seventeen separate directors of which four have any traceable UK address.' I watched his face do nothing, which was itself a kind of doing something. 'All of that. When did you build it?'

He looked at me.

'I'll help you,' I said. 'You didn't. Raymond did.'



Something moved at the corner of his mouth. Not anger — a more controlled thing than anger. The specific response of a man who has spent his entire adult life managing the distance between himself and a specific comparison, and who has just heard the comparison made directly.

'Coyne Maritime Group was founded in 1987,' I said. 'Your father was twenty-six. Port logistics — container movements, warehousing, distribution. Legitimate, and also not, though the not-legitimate element was built into the structure so patiently that it took nearly two years of specific work to begin tracing it. Twenty years of architecture. The Breck Road building, the Seaforth hub, the Eastern European network through Horak and the transit layer — all of it put together slowly and carefully by a man who understood from the beginning that the best protection wasn't the defence you could put up, but the position you occupied before anyone knew to look.'

Jamie's hands were flat on the tablecloth. He was listening.

'Your father has an OBE,' I said. 'He sits on two regeneration boards, a hospital trust, and the advisory panel for Mersey Freeport. He is, by every visible measure, one of the more significant figures in the civic life of this city. A man who has made himself so genuinely useful to the institutions around him that those institutions are structurally incapable of looking at him directly.' I paused. 'That's not luck. That's thirty-five years of discipline. That's a man who understood that the work was never the money — the money was incidental. The work was becoming impossible to touch.'

He said nothing.

'You've been in this operation your whole adult life,' I said. 'You know every layer of it. You run what needs running, you manage what comes up, you handle the problems your father's architecture can't absorb through normal channels.' I looked at him steadily. 'And the problems that can't be absorbed through normal channels — the problems that require direct action, a roof in Anfield, a welfare file arranged through a DS — those are all yours. Not your father's.'

'You're building toward something,' he said. His voice was even. 'There's a point you're taking some time to reach.'

'I'm describing the architecture accurately,' I said. 'I've spent a month looking at it. What I found was: Raymond's work — patient, institutional, built to survive scrutiny — and on top of it, a set of improvised additions. A man taking direct action because the situation required it and he was the man available.' A pause. 'You went to a building in Anfield in person. You have a welfare file in the institution with your fingerprints on the arrangement. You have a DS at a corner table.' I looked at him. 'Your father has never done any of those things. He doesn't make the improvised move. He lets problems exhaust themselves, or he builds structures that absorb them, or he waits. He doesn't go to a roof himself.'

'You're very interested in my father,' Jamie said. Still composed. But something had shifted in the quality of his composure — a tightening underneath it, the attention of a man whose wound has been located by a competent person.

'I'm interested in the distinction,' I said. 'Between the architecture and the man working inside it. Between the thing that was built and the things that have been added to it.' I let a pause run. 'The problems you're currently managing — including this conversation — are all problems your father wouldn't have created. Because your father doesn't create problems from position. He creates positions from patience. What you've done is take a piece of architecture that was functioning adequately and put cracks in it.'

Something in his jaw.

Jenks was very still across from him. He had the quality of a man doing the professional calculation — how much of this could he manage, what leverage did he have, what was the appropriate institutional response — and arriving repeatedly at the same answer. The answer was: none, none, and there wasn't one. He was a DS having a Tuesday lunch with his employer in a hotel restaurant, and a former detective sergeant from serious crime was sitting across from them both and building the case that they were compromised and stupid, and the only tool Jenks had in this room was Marsh, and I'd just told them I'd already put Marsh on record.

I watched Jenks understand his position completely.

'The people who operate in your father's network,' I said. 'The ones who've been in it long enough to have formed a view. Who've watched it run and watched the different elements of it over the years.' I looked at Jamie. 'They have a name for you.'

Something changed in his face.

'Not Jamie Coyne.' I kept my voice level and conversational. 'Not when your father's not in the room.' I paused. 'They call you Small Change.'



Jamie looked at me.

The composure did something careful. Held. But the thing behind it was visible in a way it hadn't been a moment ago — not fury, not quite, but the specific quality of a man who has been insulted in the precise place he is most susceptible to insult and is deciding how to respond to that without confirming the insult by reacting to it.

'That's the view from the edges of an operation you don't understand,' he said. His voice had gone quieter, more deliberate. The voice of a man applying control.

'The edges know the operation well enough to have a view of the people in it,' I said. 'They usually do. The edges are where the perspective is.'

'You've been talking to grasses and bottom-feeders,' he said. 'Whatever you think you've built from that—'

'Small Change,' I said again. 'As in: not the weight that matters. As in: the Coyne that's worth the least. As in: the version of the family operation that falls out of a pocket and doesn't get picked up.' I looked at him steadily. 'That's the picture that exists of you in the network your father built. Not Jamie Coyne, not the man who runs things, not the person of consequence.' A pause. 'Just what's left after the real money's been counted.'

His jaw was very tight.

Jenks had his hands flat on the table now. The posture of a man who has decided that any movement he makes in any direction is the wrong movement and has opted for stillness as the only safe option.

'A Coyne,' I said. 'That's the whole family name — it goes back. You know the etymology. Coin. The currency. Raymond is the currency that runs the operation — the sterling, the reliable value.' I looked at him. 'And you're—'

'Penny,' I said.



Jamie Coyne came out of his chair.

Not slowly, not with the composed deliberateness of a man making a considered choice — the chair went back with the force of a man who had made no choice at all, who had gone past the point where choice was a mechanism he had access to. He was standing, and his hands were flat on the table between us, and the dining room had gone very quiet around the corner table in the way that sixteen tables of corporate lunch crowd went quiet when something was happening that was not lunch.

'No one calls me that,' he said. His voice had come apart. The composed Scouse, the managed register, the thirty-five years of rooms that had listened — all of it stripped back to the thing underneath, which was this: a man who had been carrying a specific wound his entire life and had just had it located precisely, in public, by a person he could not do anything about. 'No one calls me that and lives. No one.'

He said it like a man who had said a version of it before, in other rooms, to other people. Like a rule that had been enforced and he needed me to understand the enforcement was real and the rule was standing.

Jenks had his hand on Jamie's arm. 'Jamie—' The first name, quiet, the voice of a man who had managed a difficult principal before and knew the technique. 'Sit down. Sit down.'

Jamie looked at his own hand on the table. Then at the dining room — the sixteen tables that had found him. The three staff who were deciding whether this was something they managed or something they watched. The man at the window table who had put his fork down and was looking with the undisguised attention of someone who had just been given something more interesting than his expense account lunch.

He sat down.

Slowly. With the specific deliberateness of a man reasserting control over a situation that his body had already left. He pulled the chair back to the table. He picked up his water glass. He set it down without drinking from it.

And the sixteen tables watched him do all of that.

I looked at him.

'That's what they just saw,' I said, quietly enough that it didn't carry. 'Sixteen tables, three staff. Whatever you are in this city — whatever your father has built, whatever the civic armour looks like from outside this room — what that dining room saw just now is what you actually are when someone says a word to your face.'

He looked at me. Something was happening in him that had the quality of several things happening simultaneously — the wound, the anger, the calculation, the awareness of what had just occurred in public and what it meant, and underneath all of that a thing I could see very clearly because the B&W world was beginning to arrive at the edges of the room, darkening the pale stone, deepening the tablecloths into something whiter and more deliberate.

I let the dining room have a moment with itself.

Sixteen tables finding their equilibrium again. The corner table: Jenks very still, Jamie reconstructing his composure piece by piece with the precision of someone who knew the exact order of operations because he'd done it before.

I watched him get most of the way there.

Then:

'The Jenks arrangement managed a welfare concern,' I said. 'It didn't manage this conversation. It didn't manage the NCA. It didn't manage what went on record at Standards last Thursday.'

He looked at me. Something had arrived in his expression that wasn't there before — the first quality of a man understanding that the conversation had run further than he'd mapped it and that the audit was going to take longer than the next five minutes.

I looked at Jenks.

'DS Jenkins. The formal disclosure is on record. Your name, your role, the Baltic photographs, the welfare file architecture. Logged and witnessed.' I paused. 'The question you need to be sitting with isn't what's in the file. It's what you just heard at this table and what you're going to do with it. That's a question for you and your conscience.' A beat. 'If you still have one of those.'

I looked back at Jamie.

'I came here to let you know the shape of what I have,' I said. 'I didn't know all of it until you told me.'

I let it sit.

'That's all.'

I picked up my coat from the back of the chair and stood up. The reversal of the arrival — sat down uninvited, leaving the same way, except the geometry of the room had changed entirely and Jamie Coyne was still in his seat and I was standing.

I walked toward the exit.

I was three tables from the door when he said it.

'You think you know the shape of what I am.'

I kept walking.

'The improvised decisions. The man working inside his father's architecture.' His voice was even now — the composure recovered, or recovered enough to carry words across a dining room without raising it. 'You think Toxteth was a phone call.'

I stopped.

The hum of the room. The distance between where I was and the corner table.

I turned back.

'You arranged the Toxteth operation,' I said.

He looked at me across the room. The composed pleasure of a man who had found the thing that would stop someone walking.

'Arranged,' he said.

A pause.

'I was there, Malcolm.'

I walked out.
The Room

The pavement was colour. That was the first thing. Colour Liverpool on a Tuesday December afternoon — the cars, the Strand, the grey-silver Mersey doing its actual December thing without commentary. Ordinary light. The kind of light that didn't mean anything.

I was there, Malcolm.

I stood on the pavement outside the hotel and held the four words.

The weight of them was different from the weight of a surprise. It wasn't a surprise. I'd been carrying that for weeks — the turned informant, the waiting, the two police officers walked into a situation that had been prepared for their arrival, all of that had Jamie's arithmetic in it. What I hadn't known was where he'd stood when the arithmetic was being carried out.

He'd been in the room.

The B&W world arrived. Not dramatically — a slow draining, the colour leaving the Strand the way colour left a photograph left in direct sunlight, the sky going from grey to a grey that was an absence rather than a colour, the cars shifting from what they were to what this version of them was. The hotel's glass and pale stone frontage doing what this world did to glass and pale stone — finding the bones of it, the function, the thing it was before someone decided it should look like what it currently looked like.

I didn't move. I stood on the pavement while the world rearranged itself and looked at the B&W Mersey and waited for whatever was coming.



It started with the questions.

That was how the memory ran when it ran at night — never the room first, always the questions. The room was an environment, neutral in the way that rooms were neutral before people decided what to do in them. The questions were the point. The room existed to allow the questions to continue for as long as they needed to continue.

Who knows you're here tonight.

I'd told them: the duty sergeant had the operation logged. Two DS, a drugs connection in L8, in and out by midnight. Standard call-in procedure. Nobody else.

That's not what I asked. Who knows what you've been looking at. Who else is working this.

Just the two of us. Himself and Dean. A tight operation — that had been the operational logic, keep it narrow until there was something to expand it around.

Who put you onto the connection.

Darren. The informant. The name they already had, because Darren had told them he was the source. He'd given them the informant's name and it had landed in the room without reaction, which was the first signal he hadn't read correctly at the time. They already knew. Of course they already knew. Darren had told them before he'd told Malcolm.

Who told you about Seaforth.

And there it was. The first question that had gone somewhere he couldn't follow. He'd been running a drugs case in L8. He hadn't been told about Seaforth. He didn't know what there was to be told. He'd said so.

A pause. The specific pause of a man recalibrating.

What shipments are you looking at.

He didn't know what shipments. He was on a drugs case. A local connection, a turned informant, the ordinary parameters of a Toxteth operation. He wasn't looking at any shipments.

What do you know about the relay.

The relay. He hadn't known what the relay was. He'd said: I don't know what you mean. The case was drugs, L8, a turned informant. He didn't have a relay.

How long have you been watching the movements.

He hadn't been watching any movements. He was a drugs detective on a drugs case.

The questions had kept going somewhere he couldn't follow. And the voice had been patient — professionally patient, the patience of someone who had expected this to take time and had allocated the time — and the patience had been the worst thing about it. Not anger. Not frustration. The sustained, professional attention of a man who had decided the questions were worth continuing and was continuing them.

He stood on the B&W pavement three years later.

Seaforth. He'd spent a morning outside the Coyne Maritime terminal with a set of photographs. The relay. The Breck Road building — the chop shop, the John Doe, Petro and the uncle and the tattoo. Shipments. He thought about what moved through a port in containers that didn't get examined. What the word meant when the cargo was people.

Movements. He thought about Horak. The ghost. Alive on Water Street in October, three years after his forensics had confirmed him dead and closed.

He'd had no answers because he hadn't known the questions.

He'd been a drugs detective on a drugs case, walking into the edge of a trafficking operation he didn't know existed, and the man behind the light had been asking him about the network he hadn't found yet because it would take him three more years and a honey trap gone sideways and a blood debt in a clearing in Lancashire before he found it.



He'd told them all of it, by the end. Everything he had. The informant's name. The operation's parameters. The extent of his knowledge, which was the extent of a man who had known nothing about the thing they were asking him about.

The voice from behind the light had been patient. He'd give it that. There had been no escalation in the voice — it had maintained the same quality throughout, the professional's quality, the voice of someone who had made a decision about how this conversation was going to be conducted and was holding to that decision regardless of what the conversation produced.

It hadn't produced anything.

He hadn't had anything to give them that they didn't already know, and by the time they'd established that, the question wasn't whether to release him. The question was the one that had always been going to be asked: what do we do with a police officer who's been in this room.

He knew, now, how that question had been answered.

The same way it had been answered for Dean.

Clean resolution. Sometimes it goes that way.

He stood in the B&W street and thought about Dean.

Dean had been in a different room. The voice had assessed him — DC, not DS, no operational authority, no decisions that mattered to the investigation — and determined that the longer version wasn't worth the time. One shot. And then three years of Tuesday afternoons at Aintree, and the monitors, and the face that didn't change, and the voice that Malcolm heard in the chair beside the bed that was his own subconscious doing what it could.

One shot. Clean resolution.

Dean had been shot not because he knew too much. He'd been shot because Jamie Coyne couldn't be certain he didn't. The arithmetic of a man protecting an operation from exposure: two police officers in two rooms, neither of them carrying the intelligence that could blow the network, neither of them a serious threat in their current state of knowledge. But the network was sensitive enough, the operation large enough, the family architecture careful enough, that the question what if was not a question that could be left unanswered.

What if the DC knows something the DS doesn't.

One shot. Sometimes it goes that way.



The B&W street.

The wrong decade doing its Tuesday afternoon work around him. The period iron moving on the Strand. The waterfront stripped back to structure — function and mass, the river doing its patient thing beyond it. Cold, the kind of cold that had been doing this specific thing on this stretch of water for centuries and had no interest in the inconvenience it caused.

He thought about the questions.

He thought about sitting in a cold room answering questions about an operation he didn't know existed, and the patient voice receiving those answers and believing them or not believing them and it not making any difference either way, because he was in the room and the room had a function and the questions were the point and eventually the questions would end.

He thought about what he'd been building for the last three months, from the wrong direction, in the wrong order, from a honey trap and a set of background images and a corporate thread and a blood debt in a clearing. What he'd been building was the answer to every question the voice behind the light had asked him three years ago. Seaforth. The relay building. The transit route. The Ukrainians. The network. He'd found all of it, from the outside, going in, and the man who had asked the questions was now in a hotel dining room on the Strand watching him walk out.

He found something specific in that. Not satisfaction — the word was too light for the weight of it. Something more like recognition. The specific quality of understanding the shape of the thing you've been inside without knowing it.

He'd walked into the edge of the Coyne Maritime operation in 2021 and not known what he was walking into. He'd walked into it again three weeks ago by accident, photographing a man having a drink in a wine bar on a Tuesday, and still hadn't known. He'd spent three months constructing it from the outside, from fragments and cold cases and a dead man's forearm, and built it piece by piece until it was something you could walk into an office and put on a table and say: here is what I found.

And the man who had stood behind the light and asked the questions had sat across from him today and told him he'd been there.

The full picture.

Not the picture Jamie had meant when he'd stopped Malcolm on his way to the door — Jamie's picture was a man on the back foot, finally confronted with the full scope of what had been done to him, shaken enough to be managed. That picture. Jamie's version of the full picture.

Mal's version was different.

Mal's version was: an operation built over twenty years by a patient man was now known, from the outside, in enough detail to move. Two institutional threads — the Standards disclosure and the NCA channel — were running simultaneously. The man who had been in the room in Toxteth had just confirmed his presence across a hotel dining room table with two witnesses, one of them a serving officer who was now sitting with what he'd heard and deciding what kind of man he was. And the network's blood debt — the uncle in the clearing, the boy Petro left in the building, the lie Raymond had told about who'd killed him — was operational and aimed at the Coyne family without Malcolm's involvement or control.

All of that was the full picture.

And Jamie had given him the piece that connected all of it to a person. The direct line. His own voice, in his own words, in a room he couldn't un-be in.



The B&W city moved around him. A yellow cab at the far end of the Strand. The waterfront going about its wrong decade. He started walking without deciding to.

He thought about the room in Toxteth. The cold. The light. The specific smell of a building that had been given over entirely to what it was currently for.

He'd spent three years trying to give the silhouette a face. The figure behind the portable light, standing in a particular way — not the way of a man who enjoyed this, not the way of a man who was indifferent to it either. The way of a man for whom this was a specific kind of proof. The proof that he could do what the work required. The proof that he wasn't just the son.

He had the face now. He'd had it for three months, since the roof, since he'd looked at a man in a good coat and noted the borrowed authority. What he hadn't had was the knowledge that the face and the voice were the same person. That the man on the roof and the man behind the light were the same man. That the problem created in October and the debt from 2021 were one debt, not two.

One debt. One face. One case.

The silhouette had a face now and would have it in the nightmares going forward. He didn't have an opinion about whether that was better or worse than the alternative. It was simply what it was. The face was there. The voice went with it. Three years of that room in the dark hours and now it had resolved.

He walked.

He thought about the choice he'd made in the dining room. The B&W world had offered him its version of events — the clean version, the genre's resolution, the room with two people and one outcome. He'd looked at the space between the tablecloth and Jamie Coyne's throat and he'd looked at his own hands and he'd picked up a water glass and aligned it with a place mat.

It had cost something. He didn't want to put a number on it. The twenty-five years and the right hand and Dean in the Tuesday chair — all of it was a weight you could decide to carry, or you could decide to set it down in a hotel dining room in a way that couldn't be taken back, and the first choice built something and the second choice didn't, and that was the whole of it.

He'd chosen correctly. He was still choosing correctly, walking away from it on a B&W Tuesday afternoon.



He thought about what came next.

The NCA thread was moving. The Standards record was sitting in an institution's archive, logged and witnessed, and whatever Marsh did with it it would still be there — that was the point of going to Marsh, the trap underneath the trap: not that Marsh would act on it but that it would exist in a place she couldn't reach. The trafficking case and the corporate thread and the Jenks photographs were with someone who had two years of investment in the same architecture and the institutional channels Malcolm didn't have.

The blood debt was operating outside any of that.

He wasn't going to think about the blood debt.

He walked. The period streets opening up as he moved away from the waterfront — the hand-lettered frontages, the wrong cars, the wrong shops with their wrong prices in their wrong windows. The B&W world doing what it always did: showing him the structure of things. The bones of a city. The function of each building and each street and each person in each building on each street.

He thought about Jamie sitting in the hotel restaurant with Jenks beside him.

Jenks had heard everything. Not just the confession — Jenks had been sitting with Jamie for long enough to know the shape of the man, and today he'd been given the dimensions of it in a public dining room where Malcolm Richards had said a word to Jamie Coyne and watched him stand up out of his chair. Jenks was going to be sitting with that for a while. The specific weight of having understood, too late and too completely, what he'd been in service to.

That was Jenks's now. That wasn't Malcolm's problem.

He kept walking. The B&W city. The wrong light on the wrong buildings. The right cold.

I was there, Malcolm.

Four words. The direct line. In his memory now, confirmed, the mechanism that moved the case from circumstantial to something that could be stood behind, and the whole weight of it resting on the specific vanity of a man who couldn't let someone walk out of a room without winning the last point.

He thought: that's the full picture.

He thought: it's enough.

He walked.
Low Water

Three days after the Showdown, Kowalski called.

It wasn't the call I'd been expecting — the NCA thread, the Toxteth corporate confirmation, the timeline on the package. It was something else. Something that had come across his desk that morning through a channel he kept separate from the main institutional feed, the kind of intelligence that landed on his side of things when people in criminal networks talked to people who talked to people who talked, eventually, to a DCI who had been working the same case for two years and had built enough relationships on the margins to receive it.

'There's movement,' he said. 'Not operational. Defensive. Raymond is running enquiries.'

I was in the office. The typewriter sitting in the corner wearing the laptop's habits. The print from the Baltic stakeout on the desk, the one that had started all of this. The wrong light through the window and the wrong street below.

'What kind of enquiries,' I said.

'He's tasked someone with checking locations. Not current locations — old ones. The Toxteth building. A site in Bootle associated with the 2021 clearup. Checking for recent activity. Signs of surveillance. Whether anyone has been watching those locations recently.' A pause. 'He's looking for someone who knows about 2021. Someone connected to the operation from the other side of it. Eastern European, professional, with a recent grievance.'

The office was very quiet.

'That's specific,' I said.

'Yes,' Kowalski said. 'It is.'

I looked at the print on the desk. Jamie in the Baltic, Jenks crossing the street to meet him. The image I'd taken three weeks watching the wrong man waiting for the right information.

'He could have got that from the woodland itself,' I said. 'If word reached him through the trafficking network that two of Horak's associated people were seen in Lancashire—'

'Possibly,' Kowalski said. He said it in the specific way of a man who thought something was possible and didn't believe it. 'The Lancashire location was isolated. The two men were professionals. The kind of operation that doesn't get talked about in the network unless someone tells the network to look for it.' A pause. 'He's looking for a Ukrainian national, middle-aged, connected to Breck Road. The description is specific enough that it's not guesswork. Someone told him what to look for.'

I said nothing.

'Malcolm,' Kowalski said.

'I heard you,' I said. 'Give me a moment.'

I looked at the print on the desk and gave the calculation the moment it needed.



What I had told Marsh, verbally, not in any document:

The woodland. The sap and the boot and the two professional men. The shovel. The tattoo on the forearm of the man doing the digging — the geometric mark, the same description as the John Doe from the Breck Road cold case archive. The conversation that followed. Petro, twenty-three, Horak's driver. The lie Raymond had told — a rival outfit, not us. The lie unravelling in the room when I pointed out that rivals didn't leave bodies in Coyne's own building. The uncle's arithmetic resolving. A blood debt. Family for family.

His exact words. His exact motivation. The connection to Breck Road and to Petro's murder as part of the 2021 clearup. The orientation: the blood debt was now pointed at the Coynes.

And then — at the lift, at the last — Marsh's specific question. The man who let you go. Did he give you a name.

No, I'd said.

And then: two streets away, within the hour, a different phone making a call to a number that reached a man on the seventh floor of a waterfront building.

Raymond was looking for a middle-aged Ukrainian national connected to the 2021 clearup with a blood debt orientation toward the Coyne family. The description was specific because the description came from a specific source. A source with a notepad that went into a drawer.

No proof. Certainty. The specific quality of knowing something without the documentation that made it actionable.

I let it sit for exactly as long as it needed to sit.

Then I picked up the phone.

'Tell me the rest of what you have,' I said to Kowalski.



The B&W world had arrived at some point in the calculation and I hadn't registered when. The office wearing its wrong decade. The typewriter clicking at the edges of the room in the way that things clicked when the world was running its period version.

I went through what Kowalski had. The NCA thread was moving — quietly, through the right channels, the institutional machinery beginning the slow process of building something that would hold under the scrutiny that came later. The Toxteth corporate confirmation had checked out: the subsidiary interest, four layers down, in a Toxteth property from the same era as the Breck Road building. The chain connected. Same ownership architecture. Dean's room was in the same structure as the relay building. The case Kowalski had been building for two years now had a foundation it could be stood on.

We talked for forty minutes. I gave him what he needed and kept back what he didn't.

I didn't give him Marsh.

Not because I couldn't. Because giving him Marsh now — before I understood exactly what she'd passed and what she hadn't, before I knew the full shape of what I was adjusting for — would be giving him a piece that could move unpredictably. Kowalski had two years of work in a machine that had Marsh in its upper levels. If I named Marsh, the machine would have to respond, and a machine responding to the news that one of its senior officers was compromised would move in ways I couldn't predict and couldn't control.

I wasn't ready to give him Marsh.

What I was going to do was stop giving Marsh anything. Not a confrontation. A correction. From now on, Marsh received what Marsh was designed to receive — the shape of a former officer with a welfare flag who had made a formal disclosure and was now cooperating with the process. Whatever she passed from that material, she was welcome to. Because the material from now on was calibrated for passing.

The B&W world showed me the structure of it clearly. The machine with Marsh in it. The things that could move through the machine and the things that needed to go around it. The NCA channel going around it. The package going around it. The assessment — when Marsh eventually tried to use it — going through it, but in a direction she wouldn't be able to close.

Kowalski and I finished the call.

I sat with the print on the desk and thought about how many conversations I'd had in the last month in which I'd been building something for a person who was passing it across a desk to Raymond Coyne within the hour of my having left the room.

The B&W world stripped out the noise and showed me what I was looking at.

I'd walked into that office knowing what Marsh probably was. I'd gone in because the welfare file needed the institutional address and because whatever she did with what I gave her, the record existed. That part had worked as planned. The Standards disclosure was logged, witnessed, a formal instrument in the institution's own archive. Whatever Marsh passed to Raymond — the Jenks material, the photographs, the corporate thread — Raymond had all of it now, and the institutional record showed that Malcolm Richards had put it there formally, in front of a DCI, on a specific date and time.

The trap I had walked into was exactly the trap I had been willing to walk into. The thing I hadn't accounted for was the blood debt. That wasn't in the plan. That was a detail I'd added at the end, verbally, not in any document, in the category of information so sensitive that I'd told Marsh explicitly it wasn't written down anywhere.

I filed it in the place where the certainties lived. The place with no proof attached.

The phone rang.

Ted.

I looked at the name on the screen. The B&W world rendering his name in the typeface it used for such things. I answered.

'Malcolm.' His voice was wrong. Not the Ted I knew — the steady, considered register of a man who had made his arrangements with the world and was comfortable in them. This was a different version. Something tight in it, something that had been tight for a while and was only now finding the words. 'I've been trying to reach you. Your line was engaged.'

'Kowalski,' I said. 'What happened.'

A pause. The sound of a man collecting himself around what he was about to say.

'I was home,' he said. 'Working from here this morning — I had a late start at court. They came through the front door.' He stopped. 'One of them hit me before I'd finished registering what was happening. I went straight down. When I came round she was gone and the place was — they'd turned it over a bit.' Another pause. 'I don't know how long I was out. Five minutes. Could have been longer.'

The B&W office. The typewriter. The print on the desk.

'Are you hurt,' I said.

'The jaw took most of it. I'll live.' The specific voice of a man accounting for himself accurately so he didn't have to account for the other thing. 'They told me not to call anyone. That she'd be fine if you stayed out of it.' A pause. 'I called you.'

'Did they say anything else.'

'No. Two minutes, start to finish. Professional.' He said the word the way a civilian said it — with the particular weight of someone who had just understood what professional meant in a context they had no preparation for. 'What do I—'

'Stay there,' I said. 'Don't call anyone else. I'm coming.'

I went to get the car.



The B&W Mossley Hill was the wrong-decade version of streets I'd known in the colour world — the same Victorian terraces wearing their period bones without apology, the hand-lettered corner shop, the lamp on the junction throwing the kind of light that had shadows in it. I parked on the street and looked up at the second floor. No light in the window. The kind of no-light that was different from an empty flat's no-light because someone was up there in the dark waiting for a knock.

Ted opened the door before I reached it. He'd been watching from the window.

The B&W world showed me what it showed me. Ted — solid, steady, the man who had been exactly the right kind of person for Liz and had never required anything from anyone about it — was wearing the period clothes the world had given him and a bruise along the left side of his jaw that had already begun to colour. The cut at the corner of his mouth. The look of a man who had done the only thing available to him and was still working out whether it had been adequate.

He stepped back to let me in and said nothing. Which was Ted all over. Assessment before speech.



The flat was the B&W version of a place I knew in a different world. The same rooms, different clothes — the period domesticity the B&W world made of everything it touched. The lamp in the sitting room throwing the old kind of light. The furniture with the weight of things that had been sat in for decades. All of it familiar in the way that things you know well are recognisable in a new language: same meaning, different words.

Empty of the quality that made it hers.

Ted moved through it ahead of me. He'd been through it already, sitting with it in the two hours since it had stopped being his home and become something else.

The hallway first: a coat dragged from the hook and left on the floor, the kind of thing that happened when someone was moved quickly and not carefully. The sitting room: two chairs pushed aside — the path they'd taken through the room — and a side table knocked against the wall hard enough to leave a mark. A bookshelf disturbed, three volumes pulled and not replaced, the casual wreckage of a search done fast. The front window: the blind at a wrong angle, someone having stood at it before they came in.

Where Ted had gone down was visible in the sitting room rug — the pushed-back edge of it, the specific disorder of a man dropping his full weight without warning.

Bedroom: untouched. They hadn't needed the bedroom.

Kitchen: the mug on the counter, cold now. The kettle. Ted's second jacket on the hook by the door — he'd stayed home that morning, hadn't needed a court jacket.

In and out. Ten minutes at most. People who had known what they were there for and hadn't wasted time on anything else.

I came back to the kitchen. I looked at the counter. The mug. The kettle.

The thing on the kitchen table was a letter. NHS stationery, the logo at the top. I looked at it without picking it up first — reading the essential words from where I was standing, in the order the layout presented them. The clinic's name. The department. The appointment date.

I picked it up.

The antenatal clinic at the Women's Hospital. An appointment for next Thursday. The letter addressed to Liz, with the specific bureaucratic warmth of institutional correspondence. Dear Ms Kerr, we are pleased to confirm your appointment with the midwifery team...

I stood in the kitchen with the letter in my hand.

The mug on the counter. The kettle. The appointment for next Thursday.

Ted was in the doorway behind me. I heard him come to the threshold. Then:

'I should have told you.' Quietly, carefully. 'She asked me not to. Said she wanted to tell you herself — that it was hers to tell and she'd find the right moment.' A pause. 'I respected that. I'm sorry, Malcolm.'

I looked at the letter.

She'd almost said something at the doorway that night in Mossley Hill. The B&W world had shown me the structure of a woman holding something, and I had filed it in the place where I kept the things I wasn't ready to examine, and I had not been ready because there were limits to what I allowed myself to see in the people I cared about, and I had been living against those limits for a long time, and in that specific moment I had not wanted to be right.

I stood in the kitchen and let it arrive.

The right thing for her. That was the first thought and it was the true one. This was what Liz deserved — the steady man, the proper life, the thing that came after the years with Malcolm Richards and the marriage and the divorce and the quiet recognition that the way he lived and the life she deserved were not the same life. He'd known it before she had. He'd needed her to be the one to say it.

She'd found Ted. And now this. The right sequence of things.

The second thought came alongside the first without displacing it, which was how true things worked when you were honest about them. A small, specific envy — not for the child, not for Ted, but for the version of himself that could have been what this required. A man who came home from court and worked from the kitchen and whose second jacket was on the hook. The version he hadn't been capable of being and had known he wasn't capable of, which was why he'd needed her to say it first.

Both thoughts at once. No contradiction in them.

I set the letter down.

'No apology needed,' I said. I turned to look at him. 'Congratulations. We'll do that properly when I bring her back to you.'

Something moved in his face. The bruised jaw, the cut at the corner of his mouth, the specific expression of a man receiving something he didn't know how to place just then. He nodded. The nod of a man accepting the terms because they were the right terms and there was nothing else available.

A beat.

My phone rang.



Jenks.

I looked at his name on the screen for three seconds. Then I answered.

'Mr Richards.' The professional warmth. The specific register of a man performing concern with the quality of someone who had practised it enough to almost mean it. 'I hope I haven't caught you at a bad moment. I wanted to check in. Welfare procedure — following up on recent contact.'

'DS Jenkins,' I said.

'I know things have been — difficult lately. The disclosure you made, the engagement with the process. It's not an easy thing to do.' A pause. 'I just wanted to make sure you had support around you. That there were people nearby if things became — complicated.'

I said nothing.

'It's important,' he said, 'to make sure the people close to us are safe. During a period like this.' Another pause. 'Is everything all right at home, Mr Richards. With your — immediate contacts.'

The kitchen. The letter in my hand. The mug on the counter still holding the warmth of a morning that had gone wrong in the last few hours.

'How is she,' I said.

Silence.

'I'm sure I don't know—'

'Don't,' I said. My voice had gone to the flat place. The place it went when there was nothing left to manage around. 'You know exactly who I mean. How is she.'

A pause that was long enough to confirm everything and admit nothing.

'The welfare concern is ongoing, Mr Richards,' Jenks said. 'I would strongly suggest that the most productive course of action would be to allow the institutional process to move at its own pace. There are people who have an interest in seeing this resolved quietly. Things are — as I say — delicate at the moment. It would be a shame if the situation became more complicated than it needs to be.' He paused. 'For everyone involved.'

The kitchen. The letter.

The mug on the counter. Two hours, three at most.

'If anything happens to her,' I said.

'Mr Richards—'

'If anything happens to her,' I said again. Quiet. The specific quiet of a voice that had gone past the point where volume was the instrument. 'Every piece of evidence I have goes out tonight. Not through the NCA. Not through any channel you can reach in the next twenty-four hours. It goes to every journalist and every news desk I have a contact at, and it goes with everything I have on Jenks and the welfare file and the Coyne Maritime corporate thread and the trafficking operation and the 2021 Toxteth incident. Everything. In one package. Tonight.'

A long silence.

'I don't think it will come to that,' Jenks said.

'No,' I said. 'It won't. Because you're going to tell the man who gives you your instructions exactly what I just said. Exactly. Not a paraphrase.' I paused. 'She is untouchable. Whatever this costs Jamie Coyne, she is untouchable. Make sure he understands that.'

I ended the call.



I stood in the kitchen for a long time.

The letter in my hand. The mug. The window with the November street below. The quality of an empty flat that had been full this morning and had stopped being full at some point between the kettle being boiled and the door being left unlocked.

I thought about the B&W world and what it showed me in rooms like this. Every room telling me its story. The story this room was telling me had a specific shape and I was not going to look away from it.

She'd almost said something in the doorway. She'd decided not to. She'd sat across from me in that kitchen and told me I should have called a month ago and she'd known, sitting there, that there was a thing she was carrying that I didn't know about yet.

I thought: she was trying to protect me from it. Until she'd worked out how to say it. Until the moment was right, or as right as it was going to get.

I thought: the moment had not arrived before this morning had gone wrong.

I set the letter down on the table exactly where I'd found it. Took a photograph with my phone. Folded the phone away.

Ted was still in the doorway. I looked at him. The bruise along his jaw, the cut at the corner of his mouth, the specific expression of a man standing in his own kitchen trying to hold himself in a shape that was still functional.

'I need you to stay here,' I said. 'Don't call the police yet. Not tonight.'

He looked at me. He had questions — I could see the questions — and he made the decision not to ask them. 'All right,' he said.

'If anyone contacts you — calls, comes to the door — you don't know where I am. You haven't spoken to me.'

'All right,' he said again.

I looked at him for a moment. The B&W world had stripped his surface and shown me his structure, the way it stripped everything. What it showed me was a man who had done the only thing available to him and was prepared to keep doing it, without understanding the full shape of what he was inside.

'She's all right,' I said. 'That's the calculation. She's leverage, which means she has value, which means she's all right.'

He nodded. The nod of a man accepting a thing because the alternative was not accepting it and he'd decided that wasn't available to him.

I left him standing in the B&W kitchen.



Outside, the B&W street. The period terraces. The lamp on the junction doing its old-fashioned work on the wrong-decade pavement.

I stood beside the car and thought about the case and this and both at once.

The case was moving. The NCA thread, the package, the play still running — all of it in motion, all of it depending on a man who held his nerve. And this. The letter on the kitchen table. Liz somewhere in the city in the hands of a man who had stood behind a light in a Toxteth building three years ago and watched with professional patience while he made his enquiries.

The lowest point of the calculation: both of those things were true simultaneously and I couldn't make them not be. The case required patience. This required the opposite. I had to hold them both.

The package existed. It was real. It could go out tonight — not the timed, sequenced version, not the version that did the most institutional damage in the most productive order, but the version that existed and would not disappear if I disappeared. Jamie knew that. By now he knew I'd told Jenks that. And both Jamie and Raymond would understand that using Liz was the single action most likely to make Malcolm Richards burn the whole thing down.

That was the architecture. That was what kept her all right until it didn't.

I thought: she was trying to tell me in her own time.

I thought: I'm not going to let the first time she tells me be a room I haven't found her in yet.

I got in the car. The B&W city around me. The wrong streets, the wrong light, the wrong decade going about its patient evening business without apology.

I held it.

I drove.
The Search

The B&W city in the early morning was the city at its most honest.

Before the business day got going. Before the lunch crowd and the corporate noise and the ordinary momentum of a place that had decided to present itself as something. Just the streets and the cold and the period iron doing its patient work on the period roads and the light coming off the Mersey doing what it always did, which was to suggest that the day was possible without making any commitments about what it would contain.

I sat in the car on Kensington and looked at the legal pad.

What I had: twenty years of Serious Crime in this city. Every network it contained, every margin it operated from, every name that had ever passed through a case file or an interview room or the back of a vehicle at two in the morning while a man decided whether to cooperate. Twenty years of contacts built across the specific geography of Liverpool's criminal infrastructure — the drug trade, the port, the property world, the margins where they all bled into each other.

What I needed: a private address. A location off the corporate record, not in any document, used by a man who had spent his whole adult life learning how not to leave traces.

The B&W world showed me the gap between those two things with the clarity it showed everything.

I started with what I had.



The first man I went to operated from a snooker hall on the Scottie Road that the B&W world had made into something out of a picture you'd find above a bar — the green baize tables under the low-hanging lights, the men in shirtsleeves moving around them with the economic grace of people who spent their time this way and had made their peace with it. He'd been my best source on the L8 drug trade for six years during the serious crime years and had survived everything that had happened since by being exactly as useful as he needed to be to exactly as many people as necessary, no more, no less.

In the B&W world he was the archetype he'd always been underneath: the survivor. The small, careful man who had navigated the city's criminal margins the way some men navigated weather — reading it precisely, moving at the right time, never standing in the open when the wrong kind was coming. He was fifty-something now, had been forty-something when I'd worked with him, and the B&W world stripped the years off the way it stripped everything and showed me what he was under them.

He looked at me when I came through the door and made the calculation I'd seen him make a hundred times — assessing the situation, the visitor, the cost and the benefit, the size of the ask before it had been spoken.

'Mr Richards,' he said. The B&W world giving his voice a period quality, the specific register of a man who understood that certain conversations had a protocol.

I sat across from him at a table away from the others. I told him what I was looking for. Not details — the shape of it. A private address. Off the books. Something Jamie Coyne would use for a specific purpose that required no corporate record.

He listened. The way he'd always listened — receiving information the way a man received something he might need to return later, with care.

Then he shook his head.

'That level,' he said, 'I don't have access to. Never did. The Coyne operation ran above the waterline I swim at, Mr Richards. The street end, the distribution — that I'd know about. Where a man like that keeps his private arrangements?' He looked at the table. 'That's another city from the one I'm in.'

I looked at him in the B&W light. The world showing me his structure. No deception in it — the specific quality of genuine ignorance, a man telling me accurately the shape of what he didn't have. He wasn't holding anything back. He simply didn't know.

'If you hear anything,' I said.

'You'll have it before I've finished thinking about it.'

I knew he meant it. It wouldn't be enough.



Kowalski called at half nine.

He'd been into the records since first light. The Coyne Maritime corporate structure and its six layers — every subsidiary, every shell holding, every property that appeared in the company registration documents or the planning records or the commercial property databases. He'd been systematic. Two years of knowing the architecture had given him the map; what he was doing now was walking the map looking for doors.

He read me the list.

The Seaforth terminal facilities. The office space in the city centre — two floors in a building on Water Street, above the level Jamie had been seen at, the company's legitimate public face. A warehouse facility in Bootle associated with the logistics operation. A subsidiary holding in a commercial property off Breck Road — the building, which I knew. Three other addresses associated with shell companies at the fourth layer of the corporate structure, all of them commercial, all of them visible.

'Nothing that looks like what you're looking for,' he said.

'No.'

'I'm going to the fifth and sixth layers.' A pause. 'They're more degraded. Older shell structures, some of them haven't been touched in years. Properties that were part of the architecture and may have been forgotten about.'

'How long.'

'This afternoon. Maybe this evening.'

I drove.



The second man I went to worked the dock side of things — not the terminal itself but the peripheral infrastructure that grew around any port, the warehousing and the haulage and the logistics that weren't Coyne Maritime but existed in the same ecosystem. He'd been a contact of a contact during the serious crime years, the kind of connection you maintained not because he was ever going to be the source of anything but because he was the kind of person who saw things from angles you couldn't reach yourself.

The B&W world made of the portside café we met in a place that knew exactly what it was: the workingman's establishment, dark wood, the smell of something that had been frying since this version of the world began, the quality of a space that had served a purpose for a long time and expected to keep serving it. He was at a corner table with a mug of tea and the look of a man who had agreed to this meeting out of respect for a past relationship and was hoping it would be brief.

In the B&W world he was: the honest man who had seen too much. The working man at the edge of things, adjacent to the criminal world without being in it, carrying the specific weight of someone who has spent years knowing things he'd have preferred not to know. The B&W world gave me his structure clearly. It wasn't the structure I needed.

He knew the Coyne operation from the outside. He'd seen the pattern of what moved through the Seaforth terminal and had never asked questions about the parts of it that moved differently. He knew buildings — the ones that were used and the ones that weren't, the ones that had changed purpose and the ones that had stayed the same. He'd been around the Breck Road building before the prosecution, knew its geography, had heard things.

He didn't know where Jamie Coyne kept private arrangements that didn't appear on any corporate record.

'That kind of thing,' he said, 'a man like that isn't going to use something that connects back. It'll be personal. His own name, or someone he trusts personally. Nothing through the company.' He wrapped his hands around the mug. 'I wouldn't know where to start with that. Nobody would, unless they were inside it.'

I knew he was right.

I thanked him and left.



The third contact was a different kind of animal.

He operated from an office above a letting agency in the city centre, the kind of office that had two layers — the visible work and the work underneath it, both of which had been running for long enough that they no longer required any particular effort to maintain. He was a solicitor who had spent thirty years representing men on the edges of things and had an understanding of how those men organised their private affairs that went beyond what any public record could show.

The B&W world made him the brief. The fixer of papers, the man who knew where the structures were buried, who had drawn up enough arrangements over enough years that the map of how things were hidden was as familiar to him as the map of things that weren't. He looked at me with the economy of a man who had assessed a great many situations and had learned not to waste expression on the preliminary.

I told him what I was looking for. He listened the way he always listened, which was the way you listened when you were cataloguing rather than receiving.

'Jamie Coyne,' he said.

'Yes.'

'Something private. Not the corporate structure.'

'Yes.'

He was quiet for a moment. The period office around him — the files, the shelves, the window with the wrong view of the wrong city below. He looked at the desk.

'I've had no dealings with the Coynes directly,' he said. 'They have their own people for the documentation side of things. The kind of arrangement they'd use for something like what you're describing — that wouldn't come through any channel I'm connected to.' He paused. 'What I can tell you is the shape of how a man like that thinks about private properties. He wouldn't use anything in his own name. He'd use an individual — someone he trusts absolutely, someone whose name carries no flag. Not a company. A person.' He looked at me. 'And the kind of person who would hold a property for Jamie Coyne wouldn't be findable through any record. That's the point of them.'

The B&W light on the desk. The filing cabinets. The solicitor in his period clothes looking at me with the expression of a man telling me accurately what he knew and what he didn't.

He didn't have it.

Nobody had it.



Kowalski called again at half two.

The fifth and sixth layers. He'd been through them. Properties that hadn't been active in years, shell companies that existed on paper but had no visible ongoing function. He'd cross-referenced everything against the planning records, the land registry, the commercial property databases. He'd looked at associated individuals — directors of the shell companies, people whose names appeared repeatedly in the corporate structure.

'There are three private individuals who appear as directors of multiple entities within the sixth layer,' he said. 'I've run them through everything I have. One is an accountant based in Chester who has been handling the offshore structure for twenty years. One is a retired port logistics manager who appears to be a historical connection from the early days of Coyne Maritime. One is a woman in her seventies who has been a director of four shell companies since 2003 and who appears in no other connection to the Coyne operation whatsoever.'

I looked at the B&W street through the windscreen.

'The accountant,' I said.

'I've located eleven properties associated with individuals in his network. I'm working through them. Most are obvious — domestic addresses, professional offices. Nothing that looks like what you need.' A pause. 'Malcolm. If what you're looking for is something Jamie Coyne arranged personally, in the last few days, specifically for this purpose — it may not be in any record. It may be a property that has no connection to the documented corporate structure at all.'

'I know,' I said.

'That means we're looking in the wrong place.'

'I know that too.'

A silence.

'I'll finish the list,' he said. 'In case I'm wrong.'

He wasn't going to be wrong. I knew the shape of the architecture well enough by now to know what it was designed to resist. Two years of Kowalski's work had built the picture — six layers, each one further from any direct connection to Raymond Coyne. The whole structure had been designed from the beginning to make exactly this kind of search fail. Whatever Jamie had used for Liz was outside all of it. A private arrangement. A person. Something that couldn't be found by looking at what was documented.

The B&W city offered me no comfort. The wrong streets going past the wrong windows. The wrong iron moving on the wrong roads. All of it stripped back to structure and the structure giving me nothing I could use.



The call came at quarter past four.

I looked at the number on the screen. The office number — not the direct line he'd given me, the main switchboard. Which told me: a call that could be logged as professional contact if anyone asked.

'Mr Richards.' The composed register. The controlled warmth. 'I hope I'm not interrupting.'

'You're not,' I said.

'Good.' A pause in which the pause did the work. 'I've been thinking about our conversation. The restaurant. I wanted to follow up — see how things were settling.'

The B&W street outside. The yellow cab at the far end, moving away. The period cold on the glass.

'They're settling,' I said.

'I'm glad to hear it.' Another pause. The pauses were the instrument today. 'I understand you've been busy. Asking around the city.' Said lightly, the way you mentioned something you wanted the other person to know you knew. 'I hope it's been productive.'

I said nothing.

'These things take time,' he said. 'The institutional processes, the investigation — it all moves at its own pace. The important thing is to stay patient. Not to do anything that might — complicate the picture. For anyone involved.' A beat. 'You understand what I mean by anyone.'

'I understand you,' I said.

'That's good.' The warmth again, doing the function warmth did for him. 'It would be a shame if things became more difficult than they need to be. People get caught up in situations that weren't of their making. Innocent parties.' He paused. 'The right approach, in my experience, is to let things run. Trust the process. Give it the time it needs.'

The B&W afternoon. The wrong city through the glass.

'How is the investigation coming along,' he said. 'The thread you've been pulling on — the NCA involvement you mentioned. Is that moving?'

'At its own pace,' I said.

'Good. Good.' The warmth doing its function. 'And you're managing all right? In yourself, I mean. These situations — the pressure of them — can take a toll on a person. Particularly someone with your history.' A pause. 'I understand DCI Marsh has a welfare process running. These assessments can be quite comprehensive. Quite thorough. I do hope you're getting adequate rest. Looking after yourself.'

The B&W street through the glass. The wrong city going about its afternoon.

I heard what was underneath it.

Not just the leverage. The other prong of it. The welfare file — Jenks's careful arrangement of true facts — sitting in an institution with a DCI at the top of it who had Raymond Coyne's number in her desk. A formal record establishing that Malcolm Richards was a man with documented PTSD, documented addiction, a managed retirement, and a pattern of behaviour consistent with a deteriorating mental state. A record that existed specifically to be used.

And now: a day of Malcolm Richards running through the city. Making contacts across the criminal margins. Visiting informants. Pressing sources. The specific frantic activity of a man whose situation had gone wrong in a personal way that had nothing to do with the investigation. Visible. Documented. Exactly the picture the welfare file had been built to predict.

Marsh had the Section 136. The power to have a person assessed in a public place if they appeared to present a risk. If Malcolm broke — if he confronted anyone in a way that looked unstable, if he made calls that could be characterised as threatening or erratic, if he acted like the man the welfare file described — Jenks would be on the phone to Marsh within the hour. The assessment would follow. And in the assessment: everything Malcolm had produced. The photographs. The corporate thread. The Standards disclosure. The NCA thread. All of it reviewed in the light of a former officer in documented mental health crisis who had been obsessively pursuing a delusional investigation. One assessment. All of it gone.

Not disposed of. Discredited. Which was better — nothing to argue against, nothing to answer for. Just a welfare intervention and a sad story about a man who couldn't let go of the job that had broken him.

That was the game.

Liz was the pressure. The 136 was the mechanism. And the day I'd spent running the city — every contact I'd made, every question I'd asked — had been building the picture Jamie needed me to build.

'I'm managing,' I said. Flat. The specific flatness of a voice that was going to give him nothing he could use.

A beat.

'I'm sure you are,' he said. 'You always were resilient.' The warmth again. 'Well. I won't keep you. I know you have things to attend to.'

'Before you go,' I said.

A beat.

'Our mutual acquaintance. The welfare concern.' I let the weight of it settle. 'The package I described to Jenks still exists. I want to make sure that information has been transmitted accurately. Nothing has changed in that regard. Whatever the next few days look like — nothing has changed.'

A silence.

'I don't know what package you're referring to,' he said.

'No,' I said. 'You don't.'

He ended the call.



I sat in the car and looked at the B&W street and thought about the shape of what the call had been.

Not just the leverage. I'd understood the leverage since last night in Ted's kitchen. Liz as the pressure, the threat that kept Malcolm Richards contained while the institutional machinery did what it was built to do. That part was straightforward. The part I was sitting with now was the other prong — the one he'd just shown me.

The welfare file. Jenks's architecture — every fact true, the arrangement the weapon. A formal institutional record of a man coming apart at the seams, managed out of the job he'd broken himself on, declining in ways the documentation had carefully tracked. Built specifically to be pointed at whatever Malcolm Richards said or did next.

The Section 136. Marsh's available instrument. If a person appeared to be in mental health crisis in a public place, the mechanism existed to detain them for assessment. And in the assessment: a review of the person's recent behaviour. The context in which their claims were made. The history that framed the claims.

I thought about what today had looked like from the outside.

A former DS with a welfare flag, running contacts across the criminal margins of Liverpool. Visiting informants in snooker halls. Meeting dock workers in portside cafés. Pressing a criminal solicitor. Making a series of calls to a DCI whose involvement was unregistered. All of it frantic, all of it visible, all of it exactly the behaviour the welfare file had predicted — a man in deteriorating crisis, unable to let go of the obsession that had already cost him his career, now tipping into the kind of erratic activity that required management.

Jamie had known the shape of my day before he'd called. I understand you've been busy. Asking around the city. Not demonstration of surveillance. Documentation of it. He'd been building the picture while I was building the picture, and his picture was of a man whose welfare concern was being vindicated in real time.

One more day like today — one confrontation that could be characterised as threatening, one contact that could be described as erratic — and Marsh would have what she needed. The assessment would follow. And in the assessment, reviewed by an institutional process run by a woman with Raymond Coyne's number in her desk drawer: the photographs, the corporate thread, the Standards disclosure, the NCA thread. All of it produced by a man now formally assessed as a risk to himself and others. All of it inadmissible. All of it gone.

Not disproved. Discredited. Which was cleaner.

That was the full shape of the game. Liz was the pressure that was supposed to make me act like the man in the welfare file. The 136 was what happened when I did. Jamie got Marsh. Marsh got the assessment. The assessment got everything I'd built over three months, and Raymond Coyne's operation continued without the inconvenience of evidence.

In one move.

I sat in the B&W car on the B&W street and thought about what the next few days had to look like.

Fast enough to find Liz. Controlled enough to give no one anything that looked like the welfare file. Both of those things. Simultaneously. The specific precision of a man operating at the exact point between necessary urgency and documented instability.

I thought about how much that was going to cost.

The B&W world handed me the archetype it always handed me when I looked at Jamie Coyne. The small man with the borrowed weight, doing the thing he was good at, which was finding the lever and applying it. The same man from the roof. The same man from the restaurant. The same man who had stood behind a light in Toxteth and asked questions with professional patience.

He was good at it.

I was going to have to be better.



Kowalski called at half six.

The list was exhausted. Eleven properties associated with the accountant's network. Three associated with the retired port manager. Four addresses connected to the woman in her seventies that turned out, on examination, to be her own domestic history — houses she'd lived in, properties connected to a legitimate family estate.

Dead ends.

All of them.

'I've got nothing,' he said. The flat quality of a man reporting accurately.

'I know.'

'Malcolm.' A pause. The kind Kowalski used when he was deciding something. 'What he's using — it won't be in any record. You know that.'

'Yes.'

'So we find it another way.' He said it with the patience of a man who had been doing this long enough to know that no record didn't mean no route. 'The people around him. His patterns. The places he's used before for things that didn't go on paper — there's always somewhere. The question is who knows about it.'

I thought about the contacts I'd spent the day with. The survivor at the snooker hall, the dock-side man, the brief. All of them operating in the margins of the world that Jamie Coyne had built. None of them close enough.

'Someone who was inside,' I said.

'Yes.'

'Not the corporate structure. The personal layer. Someone who was close to him in a way that gave them access to the private geography.'

'Who do you have like that.'

I thought about it.

Darren Gardener was gone — had taken the exit I'd given him and been given no reason to come back. Jenks was inside the operation and protected by it. Horak was a ghost. The uncle's crew was operational and out of reach. Everyone who had been close enough to know Jamie's personal geography was either gone, protected, or not mine to access.

'Nobody,' I said.

The silence held the answer we both knew.

'Then tomorrow,' Kowalski said. 'There's more. I haven't been through the land registry searches on the individuals yet — there are private properties held by people whose names connect to the network indirectly, family members, associates. It's slower. But it's there.'

'Tomorrow,' I said.

I ended the call.



The B&W evening.

The wrong light on the wrong streets. The period city doing its evening work — the lamps coming on in the wrong decade, the iron moving with its chrome and its whitewalls through the wrong November dark. I sat in the car and looked at it and let it be what it was.

The search had gone through every route that the twenty years of Serious Crime and two years of Kowalski's work had given access to. The surface of the city and its criminal geography and the documented architecture of the Coyne operation. All of it. And at the end of all of it: nothing.

The clock was running. I couldn't see it. Didn't know its dimensions, didn't know when it ended or what the ending looked like. Jamie hadn't given me terms and hadn't given me a deadline because giving me either would have been a commitment and a commitment was evidence. The leverage worked precisely because it was undefined — a held breath, a weight on a scale, the specific pressure of not knowing how much time there was or what the shape of running out of it was.

The B&W world stripped back the noise and showed me the shape of the thing I was inside.

I thought about Liz. The specific quality of a woman who had looked at everything the last few weeks had required — the B&W world, the case, the people trying to manage Malcolm Richards into silence — and had not flinched. Who had sat across a kitchen table and said right and moved on. Who had almost said something at the doorway and decided to hold it until the moment was right.

She was all right. She was managing herself with what she had, the way she always managed herself with what she had.

She was all right until she wasn't, and the window between those two things was running at a pace I couldn't measure.

I started the car.

Tomorrow. The land registry. The private names. The slower route through the things that weren't documented in the places I'd been looking.

The B&W city around me. The wrong streets. The wrong light.

I drove.
The Play

The welfare assessment took two hours.

I'd called the force's occupational health unit the morning after the search had come back empty — not through Marsh's office, not through the welfare concern's established channel. Direct. The duty welfare officer who answered had been surprised by the request but had no grounds to refuse it. A former officer engaging voluntarily with the review process. The right paperwork. The right tone. I'd arrived at the right time with everything I had and I'd given them two hours of it.

The professional who conducted the assessment was a woman of fifty or so who had the quality of someone who spent her working life navigating the distance between what people said and what was actually true, and who had made her peace with that distance long ago. She was neither sympathetic nor sceptical. She was methodical. She asked the right questions and received the answers with the neutral attention of a person building an accurate picture rather than a confirming one.

I gave her the accurate picture.

The B&W world rendered her office as it rendered everything now — the period desk, the wrong-decade files, the window with the flat institutional light. I'd stopped noting the rendering. It was just the world.

She noted what she noted. She asked about the PTSD, the medication, the managed retirement. I gave her what was accurate. She asked about the investigation I'd been conducting and I gave her that too — not all of it, but the documented thread. The photographs. The Standards disclosure. The NCA involvement. The shape of it, coherent, evidenced, the account of a man who knew what he was looking at and had built a case from it.

She looked at me for a long moment when I'd finished.

'Is there anything else you'd like to add,' she said.

'No,' I said. 'That's the full picture.'

She completed her notes. Professional, unhurried, the specific manner of someone who had long since stopped being surprised by what came through the door and had simply decided to be useful to it instead.

'I'll have the assessment filed today,' she said. 'You'll receive a copy.'

I thanked her and walked out into the B&W corridor and thought about what was now on the record, dated and witnessed by a professional who had no institutional stake in the outcome.

The welfare file existed. So did the assessment. Marsh had the file and the mechanism. She no longer had the ground under them.



I stood on the B&W pavement outside the building and thought about the shape of what I'd done.

Two moves. Both correct. Both insufficient.

The assessment was on record. Whatever Marsh tried to do with the 136 from here, she was doing it in the shadow of a completed professional assessment that had reached its own conclusions. The welfare file had been built to suggest a man in crisis, a man whose account of events couldn't be trusted. The assessment said otherwise. The assessment was dated, witnessed, independent, and in the institutional record.

The NCA thread was moving. Kowalski had the Toxteth connection solid. Two fronts, both running in the right direction, both moving at the pace of institutional machinery.

Institutional machinery moved at institutional speed.

The clock on Liz ran at a different speed entirely.

I stood on the pavement and did the arithmetic I'd been doing since the search came back empty. The NCA didn't move in days. It moved in weeks. The assessment protected the case and neutralised Marsh, but protecting the case didn't get Liz out of wherever Jamie had her while he decided what to do with leverage that hadn't produced what he needed.

The 136 had been the play. He'd needed me to come apart — to act like the man in the welfare file, to go running around the city making erratic contact with criminals, to give Marsh the picture she needed to pull the trigger. I'd gone in to a welfare assessment instead and presented as a coherent former officer with documented evidence of a serious operation. Not the picture he needed.

Which meant the leverage had served its purpose and failed it simultaneously. It had kept me from burning the package early. But it hadn't produced the 136. And an asset that hasn't produced what it was taken for becomes a liability.

I thought about what Jamie did with liabilities.

I thought about Dean.

I thought about what came next and what came next fast enough to matter.



There was one move I hadn't made.

Not through the case. Not through the institutional channels. Not through evidence or documentation or the NCA thread moving at its own pace. A direct move. The kind that operated outside everything I'd been building and bypassed every layer of architecture the Coyne operation had put between the outside world and the man at the centre of it.

Raymond Coyne.

The name on the glass above the door of a building on the waterfront. The man who had built the operation from a port logistics company in 1987. The OBE and the regeneration boards and the civic armour and thirty-five years of making himself impossible to touch.

The man whose weight his son had been borrowing his entire adult life.

Jamie had taken Liz. I needed to know if Raymond had sanctioned it or if it was another of Jamie's improvised decisions — another of the moves that had created every problem the operation was currently managing. If Raymond hadn't sanctioned it, he had a problem. And a man who had built what Raymond had built didn't let problems persist.

If Raymond had sanctioned it, then what I was about to do was walking into the source of everything that had been done to me and to Dean and to Liz, and saying it to his face. Which was something I'd been going to have to do eventually.

I walked to the car.



The B&W waterfront.

The period cranes at Seaforth visible from the road, doing the work they'd been doing in this version of things since the world had decided this was how things were now. The Mersey flat and grey beyond them. The quayside going about its wrong-decade business without apology.

Coyne Maritime Group occupied the upper floors of a building that had the specific quality of a place that had been built to last rather than to impress. Not the glass and steel of something recent. Stone and purpose. The name on the glass above the entrance in the period lettering the B&W world put on everything that deserved a name.

I'd called ahead from the car. The switchboard. I'd given my name and said I needed a few minutes with Raymond Coyne on a personal matter. There'd been a pause while the information went somewhere and came back. Then: Mr Coyne could see me at two o'clock.

I sat in the lobby for twelve minutes. The B&W lobby — the proportions of a building that had always been this, the kind of space that received people without performing for them. A receptionist who had the professional warmth of someone who had been doing this long enough that it was simply good manners rather than technique.

Then a man came to the lobby. Not Raymond. A man of middle years who said only that Mr Coyne was ready, and led me to the lift.



The seventh floor.

The B&W world made of it what it made of rooms that had been occupied by the same person for long enough to become theirs. Not a showroom. A working room — a desk that had been reorganised until it reflected the person rather than the role, shelves that held what they held because it was useful, a window that looked at the river and had been looked at from the other side for thirty years.

Raymond Coyne was standing when I came in. Not behind the desk. At the window. The B&W afternoon light doing what it did — flat, specific, showing things for what they were.

He was what the photograph on the company website had prepared me for and something the photograph hadn't. Mid-sixties. The weight of a man who had been solid at forty and had let it settle into permanence. The broad face, the jaw. The eyes that had been assessing rooms for a long time.

The B&W world stripped surfaces and showed structures. It had shown me the heavy and the operator and the frightened man and the borrowed authority. It had shown me Jamie and the small man underneath the performance.

What it showed me about Raymond Coyne was: the source.

Not borrowed. Not performed. The man whose weight was the original weight, the specific authority of someone who had built the thing from nothing and had never needed to borrow what he already had. In the B&W world it was as legible as everything else — a man who was exactly what he was, with no gap between the surface and the structure underneath. Which was its own kind of information. You couldn't puncture what wasn't borrowed. You couldn't find the gap that wasn't there.

He looked at me with the assessment of a man who had been assessing things for thirty years and had made a profession of giving nothing back in return.

'Mr Richards,' he said. 'Sit down.'

The table away from the desk. The right choice. I sat.

He sat opposite. No notepad. No performance of hospitality — no offer of anything, no social machinery to work through. Just the table and the two of us and the B&W river through the window.

He waited.



'Your son has taken my partner,' I said.

I said it the way I'd decided to say it on the drive over. Plain. Factual. Not a question and not a speech and not a threat yet. The fact first, the way you gave a man the fact before you told him what the fact meant.

He received it. The surface doing what it always did — steady, professional, nothing going out. But something had moved behind the assessment in his eyes. A small recalibration. The specific quality of a man receiving information he hadn't had before.

Which told me: Jamie hadn't told him. This was another improvised decision. Another of the moves Raymond hadn't sanctioned and wouldn't have.

'She's pregnant,' I said.

The second fact. Delivered the same way. The surface received it without reaction. The thing behind his eyes did something else.

I looked at him.

'Whatever calculation he's running with her,' I said, 'I need you to understand the counter-calculation. Whatever I've built — the evidence, the institutional record, the NCA thread, everything that's been moving for the past three months — I can burn it. Tonight. Not through the official channels. Not in a controlled way. In every direction at once, every journalist I have a contact at, every news desk, everything I have on the corporate structure and the trafficking operation and the Toxteth connection, the whole picture, no sequencing, no strategy. Just lit and scattered.' I paused. 'That's what happens if anything happens to her.'

He looked at me for a long moment.

The B&W office. The river through the window. The period stillness of a room that had been exactly this for thirty years.

'And if nothing happens to her,' he said.

The voice of a man who had heard threats before. Had heard them with the specific patience of someone who understood that a threat was a statement of position, and that the response to a statement of position was to establish your own.

'Then things move at their own pace,' I said. 'Institutionally. In the proper order. With sequencing and strategy and the kind of handling that gives people time to put their arrangements in place before the public picture changes.' I looked at him steadily. 'That's the difference. One version of this is controlled. The other isn't.'

He said nothing.

The river. The flat B&W light. The specific silence of a man running arithmetic.

I let the silence run. He'd earned that, at least. Thirty years of building something had earned him the silence to think in.

Then I said: 'There's one more thing you should know.'

He waited.

'There's a blood debt active against the Coyne name.' I said it the same way I'd said everything else — plain, the fact before the meaning. 'It comes from the family of a young man called Petro. He worked for Horak as a driver. He was left in a building on Breck Road three years ago — the John Doe nobody came forward for. His family was told it was a rival outfit.' I paused. 'They've since been told differently.'

He looked at me. The surface receiving it the same way it had received everything else. But the arithmetic behind his eyes was running something new.

'They don't have a specific target yet,' I said. 'Only the name. But these debts get collected. That's what they are.' I looked at him steadily. 'I'm not directing it. I'm telling you it exists.'

The river. The B&W afternoon light. The room very still.

Then:

'I appreciate you coming to me directly,' he said.

Not confirmation. Not denial. Not a commitment in any direction. The specific courtesy of a man who had absorbed everything he'd been given and was now closing the meeting on his own terms.

He stood.

I stood.

He walked me to the door of the office himself — not the man who had collected me from the lobby, but Raymond Coyne personally, which told me something about what the conversation had been for him. He opened the door. He looked at me once more with the assessment that gave nothing back.

'Good afternoon, Mr Richards,' he said.



I stood on the B&W pavement outside the building and looked at the river.

The Mersey in the period light. The wrong cranes doing their work. The wrong decade carrying its cargo between the wrong ships on the wrong water, indifferent to the conversation that had just taken place seven floors above it.

I didn't know what I'd just done.

That was the truth of it. I'd sat across from the man who had built an operation that had put Dean Saunders in a coma and had me spending three years in the wrong version of the world, and I'd told him his son had taken the woman I used to be married to and that she was carrying a child that I hadn't known about until I found a letter on a kitchen table in an empty flat, and I'd told him what I would do if anything happened to her, and he had told me nothing in return except that he appreciated me coming to him directly.

I didn't know if it had worked. I didn't know if he'd known about Liz before today or if today was when he found out. I didn't know if the threat had registered or if it had simply been received and filed with all the other threats a man like that had received and survived across thirty-five years.

I didn't know if walking into that office had been the most effective thing I could have done or the most reckless.

The B&W world showed me the structures of things. It showed me what people were underneath their surfaces. What it couldn't show me was what a man like Raymond Coyne was going to do with the information he'd just been given.

I started walking.

The period waterfront. The wrong light on the wrong buildings. The city going about the wrong decade's business around a man who had just made the most direct move available to him and had no way of knowing whether it had been enough.

The search was still running. Kowalski was still working the land registry names. The NCA thread was still moving. The assessment was on record. The package existed and Raymond knew it existed.

And in a legitimate office on the seventh floor of a building on the waterfront, a man with an OBE and thirty-five years of patient architecture was sitting with everything I'd given him and running the arithmetic that followed from it.

I didn't know what that arithmetic produced.

I walked.
The Break

Raymond Coyne sat at his desk for twenty minutes after the man left and looked at the river.

It was what he did when he needed to think clearly. The river had been there for the thirty-five years he had been in this building and it had never once offered an opinion, which was what he required from it. He kept no photographs on his desk. No certificates on the wall. The room was a working room and he was a working man, and the river was the river.

He thought about what Malcolm Richards had said.

Not the threat — he'd heard the threat and understood it accurately and filed it in the appropriate place. The threat was real, which made it useful rather than frightening. A real threat had weight and dimensions and could be evaluated. Frightening things were things you hadn't evaluated yet.

What he was thinking about was the position.

Jamie had taken the woman. He had done this without asking. He had done this, Raymond understood with the specific tiredness of a father who had been arriving at this understanding for thirty-five years, because he had needed to. Not because it was the right move — it was an impulsive move, it was exactly the kind of move that Raymond had spent three decades cleaning up after — but because the 136 play had been running and he had needed something to make Richards behave the way the 136 required. The welfare file. The pressure of the woman. A man in that position, with that history, with those documented vulnerabilities — he would fracture. He would make calls, press contacts, behave in ways that confirmed everything the welfare file said about him.

When he did, Marsh had everything she needed.

Richards had delivered his threat and walked out. The threat was credible. It was also the threat of a man under extreme pressure, and a man under extreme pressure did not stay contained indefinitely. The longer the woman was held, the more likely Richards became to do something that handed Marsh the picture. The welfare file existed specifically to receive that picture and give it institutional form.

The 136 was still available. It was still the mechanism that closed everything down cleanly, in one move, without Raymond's name attached to any part of it.

He looked at the river.

He picked up the phone.



Marsh answered on the second ring.

'The 136,' he said. 'Proceed. Move on it today.'

'Of course,' she said. The specific professionalism of a woman receiving an instruction she had been expecting. 'I'll action it this afternoon.'

He ended the call.

He looked at the river. The mechanism was in motion. Whatever Richards did in the next twenty-four hours, Marsh would be watching. All it required was the behaviour the welfare file predicted — and a man in Richards's position, with the woman in custody and the clock running, was not going to stay contained indefinitely.

He turned to the other calls.



Marsh called back two hours later.

He knew from the first syllable of his name. The composed professional warmth — the quality he had valued in it for eleven years — was in place, but there was something beneath it that had not been there before. The specific quality of a woman delivering information that she knew he was not going to want.

'There's a problem with the 136,' she said.

He waited.

'Mr Richards attended the occupational health welfare review independently. This morning — before I had any indication it was happening. He contacted the duty welfare officer directly, bypassed the referral process entirely. Went in voluntarily.' A pause. 'The review has been completed. The professional assessment is on record. His account was found to be coherent and consistent with documented evidence. There are no grounds identified for formal mental health assessment under the welfare concern.' The pause of a woman selecting her words with care. 'The welfare file has been formally contradicted by the assessment. If I proceed with the 136 now, I'm moving against a completed review that reached the opposite conclusion. It would be visible. It would raise questions I can't answer cleanly.'

Raymond said nothing.

'I don't know how he knew to do it this way,' she said. 'He bypassed every channel I had sight of. It wasn't through—'

'Thank you,' Raymond said.

He ended the call.

He looked at the river for a long time.



The assessment was on record.

He sat with that for a moment.

This morning. While Richards had been sitting across from him in this office, delivering his threat with the economy of a man who said what needed saying and stopped — the assessment had already been completed. Dated, witnessed, filed. A professional with no institutional stake had spent two hours with Richards and found him coherent, credible, and consistent with documented evidence. Not the picture the welfare file had been built to produce. The opposite picture. And it had been done before Raymond had even picked up the phone to Marsh.

He had told Marsh to proceed and Marsh had agreed and two hours later Marsh had called back to tell him the mechanism was already dead. The instruction he'd given had been given against a completed fact.

Eleven years. Eleven years of a relationship built on the precise management of institutional processes, and the mechanism had been made useless not by anything Raymond had failed to do but by Richards walking into an occupational health office that same morning, on his own initiative, before their meeting.

He thought about the sequence now in its true shape.

Jamie had taken the woman to produce the erratic behaviour the 136 required. Richards had responded by going to a welfare assessment voluntarily. Which meant the woman was being held for nothing. Which meant there was now a liability — a pregnant civilian woman held against her will — attached directly to Jamie, with no institutional mechanism left to close the problem and no evidence being discredited as a result. The liability was free-standing. It had no purpose anymore.

And Malcolm Richards was walking around the city with a completed welfare assessment, a formal Standards disclosure, an NCA thread running through Kowalski's institutional access, and the knowledge that he had walked into Raymond Coyne's office and delivered a threat to Raymond Coyne's face.

Raymond thought about the threat.

I will spend the rest of my life burning this entire operation to the ground.

He believed it. That was the thing he had understood the moment the man had sat down. Not every person who said something like that meant it. This one did. The specific quality of a man who had been carrying something for three years and had arrived at the point where the carrying and the case and the woman were all the same weight and he had decided what he was going to do about it.

Raymond had built what he had built by understanding, early and clearly, the difference between people who meant what they said and people who were performing the meaning. Malcolm Richards was not performing.

He thought about Jamie.

He picked up the phone.



Jamie answered on the first ring, which told Raymond he'd been waiting for the call.

'You took the woman,' Raymond said.

A beat. Then: 'It was necessary. The 136 needed—'

'The 136 is dead.'

Silence.

'What do you—'

'He went in voluntarily. This morning. Before I'd even given Marsh the instruction, he walked into an occupational health office and spent two hours with a welfare professional who found him coherent and credible.' Raymond kept his voice at the register it always occupied — level, unhurried, the voice of a man who had long since decided that volume was not the instrument. 'The assessment is on record. The welfare file is contradicted. Marsh cannot move on it now.'

Nothing from the other end of the line for a moment. Then Jamie's voice, doing the thing it always did when he was cornered — finding the angle from which the situation looked manageable. 'I can still use her. She's still leverage for the package, for the NCA thread. If he burns it in the wrong order—'

'You're a fool,' Raymond said.

The silence that followed had a different quality from the previous ones.

'You've always been a fool.' He said it without heat. He'd been thinking it, with varying degrees of patience, for thirty-five years, and he was done being patient with it. 'When you make a mistake you don't know when to stop. That's what a fool is. A fool doesn't recognise the moment to stop compounding. He keeps adding to the mistake until the mistake is bigger than he is.'

'I have this under—'

'You don't.' Still the same register. Still level. 'You went to a building in Anfield personally to deal with a private investigator on a matrimonial case. That was the mistake. Everything since then is you compounding it. The welfare file — useful, that was well done, the right kind of thinking. But then: the Showdown, the restaurant. He put that name on you in front of sixteen tables and you stood up out of your chair.'

'He needed to—'

'He walked out of that restaurant having confirmed your personal presence in Toxteth in 2021 and with two witnesses to it, one of them institutional. You gave him that because you couldn't sit with a word. Because you needed him to understand that you were more than what the word implied.' Raymond paused. 'You are not more than what the word implies, Jamie. You are exactly that. Every improvised decision you have made since Anfield has confirmed it.'

The silence from the other end was the silence of a man who had run out of angles.

'You've brought the NCA to my door. You've put a former DS into a formal Standards disclosure. You've had a welfare file contradicted by the assessment it was supposed to produce. And you are currently holding a pregnant civilian woman against her will with no mechanism left to close it down and no leverage that serves any purpose.' He paused. 'This is a situation you built, piece by piece, from a kick you didn't have to throw.'

Silence.

'Maybe that's my fault,' Raymond said. The register unchanged. 'I let your mother raise you. I was building this and I let her do the other work, and she gave you everything without the cost attached to it.' A pause. 'You've always traded on the name. I let you. You should have earned it.'

'I have earned it.' The response came fast — the defensive speed of a man who had been waiting thirty-five years for this accusation and had a version of the answer ready. 'I've been doing the work you couldn't do yourself. The work that needed doing personally. The roof. Toxteth. Everything you needed handled without your—'

'You've been doing what you thought the work was,' Raymond said. 'That's not the same thing.'

The silence had the quality of something that had been said and couldn't be unsaid.

'Don't contact Richards,' Raymond said. 'Don't contact Jenks. Don't make any move in any direction.' He let it sit. 'Leave everything to me. I mean it. I'll bring this to a close.'

A long beat. Then: 'All right.'

Raymond ended the call.

He looked at the river.



The third call was the one he'd been turning over since Malcolm Richards had sat down across from him that afternoon.

Richards had told him about the blood debt. Not as a threat — as information. He'd said so explicitly: I'm not directing it. I'm telling you it exists. The specific distinction of a man who understood the difference between deploying intelligence and conveying it. Raymond had received it the way he received everything — without visible reaction, filing it in the appropriate place, running the arithmetic privately.

He had known the outline of the debt. Known that Petro's death had created an obligation that had not been resolved. What he hadn't known — what Richards had given him — was that the family now had the Coyne name. Not a specific target within the family. The name. That was the gap between a debt that was waiting and a debt that was ready to move. The family would collect against whoever bore the name and was reachable. Raymond himself was armoured — thirty-five years of architecture and distance and deniability. Jamie was not armoured. Jamie had been leaving himself exposed in hotel dining rooms and Anfield rooftops for months.

The arithmetic had been running since Richards had walked out of the office.

He hadn't called Horak in eight months. They maintained the relationship at a distance that suited both of them — the specific distance of two people who understood each other's value and each other's risks and had agreed, without discussion, on the appropriate gap. Horak was a ghost. His operational continuity depended on remaining one. Raymond had respected that.

He dialled the number.

Horak answered. His voice was what it had always been — the specific quality of a man who had survived things by knowing the exact weight of every conversation before he let it begin. 'Raymond.'

'There's a matter I need to discuss with you.'

'I'm listening.'

'The blood debt.' Raymond said it without ceremony. There was no ceremony appropriate to it. 'I understand it's been active for some time.'

A pause. 'These things are not straightforward to discuss.'

'I know what it is,' Raymond said. 'I know who it involves. I'm not asking you to discuss it. I'm asking something else.'

'What are you asking.'

'The parties to the debt. The family. I need a meeting.' He kept the register level. Not a request. A statement of what he needed. 'Not through any other channel. Direct. You know the people. You know how to reach them. I need you to arrange access so I can speak to them personally.'

The silence from the other end was not the silence of a man calculating — it was the silence of a man who had understood something and was deciding how to respond to it. Horak was not a fool. He understood what a man like Raymond Coyne was saying when he asked to meet with the family that held a blood debt against his operation. He understood the weight of that request and what might lie behind it.

'Raymond.' Carefully. 'A debt of that kind — family to family — it moves by its own rules. It doesn't stop because someone asks it to. It doesn't wait for discussions. When the time comes, it will be settled in the way these things are settled.'

'I understand that,' Raymond said. 'I'm not asking you to intervene. I'm not asking you to stop anything.' He paused. 'I'm asking for a meeting so that I can speak to the relevant party directly. That's all. What comes from the meeting is between me and them.'

A longer silence.

'You understand,' Horak said, 'that I cannot guarantee the outcome of such a meeting. If I arrange it, what happens in the room is not mine to control.'

'I'm not asking for guarantees,' Raymond said. 'I'm asking for access.'

The silence held for a moment more. Then: 'I can make an enquiry. Whether they agree to a meeting — that I cannot tell you.'

'Make the enquiry,' Raymond said. 'Tonight if possible.'

'I'll call you.'

Raymond put the phone down.



He sat with the room for a while.

The river. The afternoon going to evening on the water, the light changing the way it changed at this time of year — the specific quality of a Liverpool November at the end of the working day, the city settling into the dark that came early and stayed. He'd watched this from this window, from this desk, for thirty-five years. He knew the light.

He thought about what he'd put in motion.

Not with satisfaction. Raymond Coyne had not built what he'd built by confusing satisfaction with correctness. He'd made the calculation, he'd made the calls, and the calls had set things moving that would move without him from here. That was how it worked when it worked properly. You made the decision, you made the calls, and then you removed yourself from the outcome and let the outcome arrive.

He thought about Jamie.

Thirty-five years. The mistakes had started early — not the small ones, every young man made small mistakes, but the specific pattern of Jamie's mistakes, which was the pattern Raymond had named tonight. The compounding. The inability to stop. The need to keep proving something, to add another layer to the last mistake, to make the problem bigger rather than letting it exhaust itself. Raymond had cleaned it up so many times that he'd stopped counting the individual instances and simply tracked the direction of the pattern.

The direction had not changed.

Toxteth had been the worst of it before this. Raymond had not known the details — had known only that a problem had been dealt with, that two police officers had been removed from proximity to an operation they'd wandered too close to, that the method had been Jamie's method and not Raymond's and that Raymond had accepted the result because the result was what he'd needed regardless of the method. He'd been wrong to accept that. He'd known at the time that the method was wrong — the scale of it, the exposure, the specific recklessness of taking two serving officers in a room — and he'd accepted the result because the alternative was acknowledging that his son had created a problem he couldn't fix without making it worse.

He'd been doing that for thirty-five years.

The woman. She was in a property in Wavertree — one of three safe addresses that existed outside the documented corporate structure, held in the name of a man who had been doing administrative work for the operation since 1994 and who had no criminal record and no visible connection to anything. Jamie knew about the addresses because Raymond had told him they existed. Not for this. They existed for emergencies of a specific operational kind, and a civilian hostage was not that kind of emergency.

He looked at the river.

He thought about the NCA. He knew the thread was moving — had known for weeks, through channels that cost him enough to make their intelligence reliable. Kowalski had been building for two years and was close enough to move. The Standards disclosure, dated and on record, had given the NCA solid ground they'd been waiting for. The trajectory was clear.

Raymond was not afraid of the NCA. He had thirty-five years of architecture and a great deal of civic armour and the kind of carefully maintained distance between his public life and the operation's infrastructure that had been specifically designed to survive exactly this kind of scrutiny. He would be named. The mud would land. Some of it would stick in ways that were inconvenient and expensive. None of it would be conclusive without things he had ensured would never be conclusive.

Jamie was different. Jamie was not architectured. Jamie had made too many direct decisions, too many personal appearances in situations where the right person never appeared personally. The restaurant in the Strand. Anfield. Toxteth.

Toxteth.

He thought about Malcolm Richards sitting across from him that afternoon. The specific quality of the man — the way he had delivered the facts and the counter-calculation without performance. No threats dressed as requests. No requests dressed as threats. Just the facts, the counter-calculation, and then silence while Raymond processed them. The way he had not asked for anything except to be understood.

Raymond had understood him.

He picked up his pen and wrote an address on a piece of notepaper. The Wavertree address. He folded the notepaper and put it in his inside pocket. He would not call Jamie again tonight.

For now: the river. The evening. The city that had been his for thirty-five years and would continue to be his in the ways that mattered, regardless of what moved in the weeks ahead.

He turned off the desk lamp.

He went home.
Jamie

The Breck Road building was what it had always been: a flat-roofed commercial block from the late seventies, built to last and wrong about that, the ground-floor windows boarded and the scaffolding on the east side where someone had begun a refurbishment and abandoned it. The hoarding along the front showed a rendering of what the building was going to become. In the colour world it was a cold November afternoon, the street quiet, the terraced houses opposite getting on with their day.

Raymond parked on the side street and looked at the building.

He had sat with the question of whether to wait here or not. He had decided to wait. There was a version of this that happened without his being present, and he had considered that version, and he had rejected it. It needed to be witnessed. Not because it required his sanction — the arrangement had been made, Horak had been as good as his word, and the parties to the debt did not need Raymond Coyne to confirm what was already their right. But because this was his decision, and his decisions had consequences, and the men who built things by never standing in the same room as the consequences were men who eventually found themselves unable to understand the cost of what they'd built.

Raymond had always understood the cost.

This cost was specific. He had not flinched from naming it when he had made the decision, and he would not flinch from it now. Thirty-five years was a long time to watch a pattern repeat itself. The Lancashire incident. The Anfield roof. The Toxteth room three years before that — Jamie's arithmetic each time, improvised decisions that Raymond had accepted and cleaned up because the alternative was acknowledging that the thing he had built was being damaged from the inside by the person he had been building it for. He had not named it clearly enough to himself until Malcolm Richards had sat across his desk with two facts and a counter-calculation and then stood and walked out of his office without a backward look.

A blood debt. A civilian woman in a property in Wavertree. A welfare file made useless by a former detective who had walked into an occupational health office on his own initiative that same morning, before Raymond had even given Marsh the instruction to move. Every piece of it was Jamie's work. Every piece of it was the pattern, compounded past the point where Raymond could continue managing it.

He had made the arrangement with Horak and through Horak with the family that held the debt. What he had offered them was not a negotiation — you did not negotiate with people who held a blood debt; that was not how these things worked. What he had offered them was the correct target. The lie that had sent their debt in the wrong direction had been Jamie's lie, told in a Toxteth room three years ago to a man with a shovel, told with the specific confidence of a man who knew his father would hold the line behind him. Raymond had not known about the lie until the Lancashire woodland. He had understood it immediately. He had spent the drive back to Liverpool in the long careful silence of a man absorbing the full scope of what his son had built.

The debt was oriented correctly now.

He thought about the call to Jamie the previous evening. The conversation about the compounding — about the fool who never recognised the moment to stop. He had meant every word and he had known, saying it, that it would not change anything because it had never changed anything. The pattern was not a young man's pattern that would eventually correct itself. It was a pattern that had been thirty-five years in the forming and had arrived at its final shape.

You've always traded on the name. I let you. You should have earned it.

He had built what he had built and he had built it for something. The something had not been equal to the building. He was clear-eyed about that now in the way that a man who had spent his life being clear-eyed about costs was finally clear-eyed about the one cost he had been carrying without fully accounting for it.

A car turned onto the street at half past two.

Jamie's car. He sat in it for a moment before he got out — something Raymond noticed and filed without editorial. Then he got out and crossed toward the building, and he looked at Raymond's car as he passed, and he slowed.

Raymond put the window down.

Jamie stopped. He looked at Raymond through the open window. His face did the thing it had always done when it couldn't read the situation — the performance of composure over something that wasn't composed. Raymond had been reading that performance since Jamie was eleven years old. The composure was never as complete as it needed to be. You could always see where it joined the thing underneath.

He was thirty-eight years old. The coat would have cost him six hundred pounds and had not quite achieved the effect it was going for. The money Raymond had spent on him — the school, the flat on the Strand, the percentage of the operation that had gone to Jamie's share since he was twenty-five — had given him the surface without giving him the substance. Raymond had known that for a long time and had gone on funding the surface because stopping would have required a conversation he had not been ready to have.

He was not having the conversation now. This was not a conversation.

'You said you wanted to show me something,' Jamie said. 'In the building.'

'Yes,' Raymond said.

Jamie looked at him for a moment longer. Something in his expression that was almost a question but had decided not to become one. Then he turned and walked to the building's entrance and went through.

Raymond put the window back up.

He sat in the car.

He looked at the hoarding on the front of the building. The rendering of what it was going to become. The optimistic version of a building that was currently a long way from done — the CGI sunlight on the glass, the pleased-looking people on the pavement outside, the careful professional distance between the promise and the reality. He had seen a hundred of these on a hundred buildings across the city. He had been on the boards that approved them. He knew what they were — not lies, exactly. More like a version of the truth arranged to look like the destination rather than the distance between here and there.

He thought about the uncle. The geometric tattoo on the forearm. The specific weight of a family debt that had been misdirected for three years and was now pointed correctly. He thought about the way these things moved — not according to institutional schedules, not with warrants and process and the machinery of accountability, but in their own rhythm, in their own time, with the specific gravity of something that had been waiting for the right moment to arrive.

He did not feel the things the situation might have seemed to call for. He had a professional relationship with what he felt and had maintained it for thirty-five years. What he felt about this was what he always felt about a decision that had been made correctly and executed properly: the clean, specific quality of things in their right place. Not satisfaction. Not grief. The particular quality of a man who had made his accounting and found it balanced.

Jamie had made every mistake a man in his position could make, and Raymond had enabled most of them through the failure of a father who had preferred the surface to the conversation about the substance. He was not going to add to that failure by pretending this was something other than what it was.

After a while he started the car.

He drove to Wavertree.



The call came in the early afternoon.

I'd been at the office. The B&W office, the typewriter, the prints on the desk that had started everything. Kowalski had called that morning with the land registry update — two more names worked through, both coming back clean, the list shorter and still producing nothing. The search was running and the running was turning up the same dead ends in different arrangements.

I was watching the wrong street through the wrong window when the phone rang.

The number I didn't recognise. I answered it.

'The address is in Wavertree.' Raymond Coyne's voice, the same register it had been across the table from me in his office — level, unhurried, the voice of a man who had made his decisions and was now executing them. 'I'll send it through. Come now.'

He ended the call.

A moment later the address arrived as a text. A street in Wavertree. A number.

I was already moving.

The B&W city going south. The period iron on the period roads, the wrong-decade business of a November afternoon going about its patient work. I drove and I thought about Raymond Coyne's voice and what it had contained, which was nothing, which was its own kind of information. A man who called with an address and no explanation was a man whose calculation was already done. Who had arrived somewhere and was communicating the outcome rather than the process.

I thought about what I'd said to him across the desk of his office. The threat. The counter-calculation. The specific quality of a man who was done being managed and was saying so plainly. And what he had said in return: I appreciate you coming to me directly. Not a confirmation. Not a denial. Not a commitment in any direction. The specific courtesy of a man who had absorbed the information and was closing the meeting on his own terms.

And now: an address in Wavertree and come now.

The B&W city moved past. The wrong lights at the wrong corners. I drove and I held what the call might mean and what it might not mean, and I drove.



The B&W Wavertree was the wrong-decade version of streets I knew. Period terraces, the hand-lettered corner shop, the lamp on the junction doing its old-fashioned work. I parked behind a car I didn't recognise and looked at the house.

A Victorian terrace, mid-row. The same as the others on either side, doing the same things. Net curtains. A wheelie bin at the front. The ordinary face of a house that was a house and nothing else.

Raymond Coyne was standing on the pavement outside it.

He was in his overcoat, hands in his pockets, the posture of a man waiting without impatience. He looked at me as I got out of the car and walked toward him.

The B&W world stripped his surface and showed me what it always showed me about him. The source. The weight that didn't need to borrow anything. I'd seen it across the table in his office and I saw it now, on a pavement in Wavertree, and it was the same quality — the specific authority of a man who was exactly what he was, no gap between what he presented and what he was underneath.

It was the most unsettling thing the B&W world had ever handed me. Not because it was unfamiliar. Because I understood what it meant. What I was looking at was not a performance that could be punctured, a borrowed thing that could be located at its source and separated from the man. What I was looking at was the man. The actual weight. The thing that all the architecture — the OBE, the regeneration boards, the civic armour — had always been arranged around, not built upon. It had its own foundation. You couldn't puncture what wasn't borrowed. You couldn't find the gap that wasn't there.

I stopped in front of him.

The B&W afternoon. The wrong street. The house behind him sitting there in its ordinary clothes.

'If you're thinking this squares anything,' I said, 'you're wrong.'

He looked at me. The surface receiving it with the professional attention he brought to everything.

'Some lines shouldn't get crossed,' he said. 'Family is one of them.' A pause. The pause of a man not explaining himself so much as naming something he had found to be true and expected to remain so. 'Between you and I, Mr Richards — it's not personal. It's business.'

I looked at him.

There was something I could have said. About Dean. About the Toxteth room and the three years I'd spent in the wrong version of the world and what he was calling business. It was all there and it was all accurate and it was not the conversation we were having. The conversation we were having was simpler than that. He had drawn a line where he had drawn it, for the reasons he had drawn it, and he was naming that line for me. Not as an apology. Not as a concession. As a statement of the principle that had governed the decision. He was telling me what kind of man he was.

I was telling him I had heard it and was not confused about what it cost me.

He held the look for a moment. Then he turned, walked to his car, and got in. The car pulled out of the parking space and moved down the street and turned at the end and was gone.

I looked at the house.

I went inside.



She was in the back room.

Sitting at a table with a mug of tea she'd apparently made herself, because the kitchen was through the door behind her and the kettle was still hot when I touched it. She looked at me when I came in. The specific way she looked at me — the assessment before the response, the particular economy of Liz receiving something and deciding what to do with it before she showed me anything.

The B&W world showed me her structure. The same structure it had always shown me — a woman who processed things privately and gave you the outcome. Intact. Tired, and under the tiredness the shape of several days of managing a situation with the resources available, which was what Liz always did and always had done. The mug in front of her was nearly empty. She'd been waiting a while.

The B&W world had always been frank about her — had shown her to me in the terms of what she actually was, without the distortions I had sometimes let myself impose on what I was looking at in the colour world. She was the kind of person who held her ground by knowing exactly where the ground was, and she had not needed anyone to tell her what kind of person that made her. She was sitting at the table because sitting was the correct thing to be doing. Not because she was undone. Because she had assessed the situation and identified what it required.

She didn't get up immediately. She looked at me from the chair and I looked at her from the doorway and there was a moment where the distance between us held everything that had happened in the last week and everything that hadn't been said yet and everything the letter on the kitchen table in Mossley Hill had carried.

Then I crossed the room and she stood and I had my hands on her arms and she had hers on mine and neither of us said anything for a moment. Neither of us needed to. The B&W room around us — the wrong wallpaper, the wrong light through the window, the period stillness of a house that was a house and nothing else. She was in the middle of it, exactly herself, intact.

'Are you all right,' I said.

'I'm all right.' She said it in the way she said things that were accurate but incomplete. 'I will be.'

I nodded.

'Then let's get out of here,' I said.



She was quiet in the car.

I was quiet in the car.

The B&W city went past. The wrong streets, the wrong light, the wrong decade going about its late-afternoon business. I drove and she sat with whatever she was sitting with and neither of us tried to put it into a shape it wasn't ready to take yet.

At some point she said: 'Ted.'

'He's fine. He's waiting.' I paused. 'He's got a jaw that needs looking at.'

She looked at the window. 'He wouldn't let me—' She stopped. 'He tried.'

'I know he did,' I said.

A mile.

'How did you get to me,' she said.

I thought about how to answer that.

'Raymond Coyne called me,' I said.

She was quiet for a moment. 'Why.'

'Because some lines shouldn't get crossed,' I said. 'Family is one of them.'

She turned to look at me. The specific quality of a woman who had just been told something that explained a great deal and raised more questions than it answered. She turned back to the window.

'I see,' she said.

The B&W city continued. The wrong iron on the wrong roads.

There was a thing between us that neither of us was saying. I'd set the letter back down on the kitchen table in Mossley Hill exactly where I'd found it. She didn't know I'd seen it, and the car was moving through the B&W city and the moment wasn't ready yet — or rather, it was ready when she decided it was ready, because it was hers to give, in the time she chose. The fact that the week had intervened didn't change that.

She turned from the window and looked at me.

'Malcolm,' she said.

I looked at the road. 'Yes.'

A pause. Not a hesitation. A calculation. Liz calculating was something I had always been able to read and had always known better than to interrupt. She was working out not whether to say it — she'd decided that — but how.

'I should have told you a month ago,' she said.

'Yes,' I said.

'I was going to.' She said it with the specific care of a woman being accurate. 'I nearly said something. At the flat. After you'd gone I thought about it.'

'I know,' I said. 'You nearly said something in the doorway.'

She was quiet for a moment. 'You noticed.'

'The B&W world,' I said. 'It doesn't let me miss things.'

She looked at the road ahead. The wrong light on the wrong buildings. 'I wanted to tell you on my own terms,' she said. 'Not because of all of this.' A beat. 'I'm sorry it happened in the wrong order.'

'Don't apologise,' I said. 'You've nothing to apologise for.'

She looked at me. Something in her face I hadn't let myself look at directly before — or hadn't been able to. The quality of a woman who had made her decisions and was at peace with them, which didn't mean the decisions were simple or that nothing in them hurt, but that she had found the ground and was standing on it.

'It's Ted's,' she said. Not because I needed clarification. Because she was saying it completely.

'I know,' I said.

'And it's mine,' she said.

'I know that too,' I said.

We drove. I thought about the flat in Mossley Hill and the mug on the counter and the letter on the kitchen table, and I thought about what it had been like to read it standing in a room that was empty of the quality that made it hers. I thought that it was the right thing — the right child, the right man, the right sequence, the life that had always made more sense than the alternative — and I held that clearly because it was true. And alongside it the small thing that was also true, which was what it was like to be the version of himself who could not have been what this required. That version was not a failure. It was just a fact. The two things sat together without contradiction.

'Congratulations,' I said.

She looked out the window. 'Thank you, Malcolm.'

The B&W city continued. The wrong streets. The wrong light.

My phone rang. Kowalski.

I answered it on the hands-free.

'Malcolm.' The flat quality of his voice when he had something specific to deliver. 'The Breck Road building. Anfield. There's a report coming through — a body. I've got partial intelligence on the scene. The circumstances are—' He paused in the way he paused when he was choosing precision over speed. 'The circumstances are consistent with what we discussed regarding the blood debt.'

I drove.

'Thank you,' I said.

I ended the call.

Liz was looking at me.

'Jamie Coyne,' I said.

She turned back to the window. She didn't ask anything else. Liz understood when things were being accounted for.

I drove through the B&W city and I thought about the Breck Road building. The same building that had been a chop shop and then something else. The building where Petro had been left as a John Doe that nobody had claimed. The building where the debt had started.

The debt had been collected in the building where it had been created. That was its own kind of accounting.

I thought about the woodland. The flat November sky above the Lancashire trees. The uncle with the shovel and the tattoo on his forearm and the arithmetic that had resolved when I'd said: rivals don't leave bodies in Coyne's own building.

The blood debt had been owed by the Coyne operation since Petro was left on Breck Road and a lie had been told about who was responsible. Petro had been Horak's driver — not Horak's family, one of his operatives, twenty-three years old with a family mark on his forearm and an uncle who had been waiting three years with a shovel. I had given it the correct direction. Raymond had given it the correct target. One decision: the debt settled, his most reckless problem removed, his relationship with Horak's people preserved for what came after. Three results from a single call.

I had been worth more to the uncle as a route than as a debt. That was still true. What I was still working out was what I had been worth to Raymond.

I drove.

I thought about Raymond Coyne standing on the pavement in Wavertree. The overcoat. The hands in the pockets. The posture of a man waiting without impatience. It's not personal. It's business.

I had been taking that for a kind of code. Something with limits. Something that told you where the edges were.

I understood it differently now.

Jamie had made everything personal. That was the specific pattern — the thing Raymond had named on the phone last night and that I had been watching, without the language for it, since Anfield. Jamie on the roof in person because the situation required someone with something to prove. Jamie's kick, unplanned, because I had found the word for what he was. Jamie in a room in Toxteth three years ago, taking two serving officers not because it was operationally necessary but because they had come too close and he needed to demonstrate that there was a consequence to that. Everything personal. Everything compounding. Every improvised decision a new layer over the last one, because he couldn't let the mistake exhaust itself.

Dean. Three years in a chair at Aintree. That was Jamie's arithmetic, not Raymond's. Raymond would have made a clean business decision — removed two officers from proximity to an operation they had wandered into, done it professionally, left nothing loose. If that version had happened, I would not be alive and Dean would not be alive and neither of us would be sitting in a ward in Aintree. That would have been business. It would have been cold and it would have been correct and it would have solved the problem without creating eight new ones.

What Raymond had said on the pavement was not a code. It was a description of how he operated. Liz was untouchable today because using Liz had been Jamie's decision and it had been an improvised, personal, reckless decision that had produced nothing and cost everything. Raymond had not drawn a line at family. He had drawn a line at bad arithmetic. Jamie was bad arithmetic. Liz being held when the mechanism she had been taken to produce was already dead — that was bad arithmetic. Raymond had corrected it.

The NCA thread was moving. The package was ready. Raymond was going to be named and some of the mud was going to land and none of it was going to be conclusive, because he had built thirty-five years of architecture specifically to survive exactly this kind of scrutiny. He was not afraid of the process. He had outlasted processes before and the processes had been better resourced than this one.

And Malcolm Richards was still alive. Still moving. Still a loose end that had not been converted into a problem yet, because converting it had not been the right arithmetic at the right time.

That was not a guarantee. It was a calculation. And the calculation was Raymond's to make, when the circumstances required it, without any particular feeling attached to the result.

There was another part of the arithmetic I had not yet looked at directly.

I had given Raymond the blood debt intelligence. Not as a threat — I'd said so explicitly, and I'd meant it. But I had given it knowing what it was. I had sat across from a man who operated in the register of costs and debts and I had handed him information about a debt that was active and pointed at his family's name, and I had made a calculation when I did it: the debt was coming for someone in the Coyne name regardless. The uncle had the name. He was going to collect. Better to give Raymond the information and let his own arithmetic redirect it than to let it move unpredictably toward whoever happened to be reachable.

That had been the calculation. I had made it in the room, in the silence, before I spoke.

Raymond had used the information precisely as the arithmetic suggested. He had redirected the debt to the person most deserving of it and most useful to redirect it toward. The decision was his. The choice was his. But the tool I had handed him had made the decision possible in the specific form it took.

He knew that. Raymond Coyne was a man who understood chains of causation the way he understood everything — completely, without sentiment, and with the specific patience of someone who kept accounts rather than feelings. He would not grieve Jamie. He would not be angry on Jamie's behalf. But he would note, in the account he kept on Malcolm Richards, that Malcolm Richards had put the blood debt intelligence in his hands. That the information had led, through Raymond's own arithmetic, to his son's death. That Malcolm Richards was therefore, in the chain of causation, part of the reason Jamie Coyne was in a building on Breck Road this afternoon.

He would not make that personal. That was not how he operated.

He would make it his business. At the time of his choosing, when the arithmetic required it.

I understood it now the way I understood things I hadn't let myself look at directly. Not welcome. Accurate.

The B&W city around us. The wrong streets, the wrong light. Liverpool doing what it had always done, which was to go about its business without requiring anyone's commentary on it.

Liz's hand came across and rested on mine on the gearstick. She didn't say anything. Neither did I.

We drove.
The Window

Three days since Wavertree.

The B&W city going about its wrong-decade business outside the window of the office above the Coral. The period streets, the period iron on the period roads, the hand-lettered frontages doing the work they'd always done. The wrong November. The wrong light on the wrong buildings. I'd stopped thinking of it as wrong. It was just the world — the version of things that had decided it was keeping me, and that I had stopped arguing with.

The three envelopes were on the desk. The package, assembled. Waiting for the moment the moment arrived.

I sat with the typewriter in the corner and the legal pad and the specific quality of a man who had done everything he could do and was now waiting for the machinery to be ready to receive it. The machinery had its own schedule. I had mine. The two were not the same schedule.

I waited.



The call came on the second morning.

Kowalski's voice with the flat professional quality it had when he was reading from a list he didn't like. 'He's moving. Not toward you — he's moving the architecture. The Seaforth subsidiary was dissolved yesterday morning. One of the Toxteth holdings transferred the same day, new registered owner a residential management company with no visible Coyne connection I can trace.' A pause. 'He's been preparing for this for a long time. The structure was designed to be dismantled quickly. He just hadn't needed to do it until now.'

'How fast can he move it,' I said.

'Fast. His lawyers are filing faster than our evidence preservation requests can respond. The company structures go in hours. The land registry takes longer — you can't dissolve a property holding overnight without procedural flags — but he's working through them in the right order. Like a man following a plan he wrote a long time ago.'

I looked at the three envelopes on the desk. 'What have you locked?'

'Everything through the NCA channels is fixed. The formal requests create a record — he can dissolve the holding but the snapshot at time of request exists and is admissible. What I haven't reached yet keeps moving.' He paused. 'The Bootle connection — the one that links to the relay building site. It's still there this morning. I don't know about tomorrow morning.'

'Lock what you can,' I said. 'I'll be in touch.'

The B&W office after the call. The typewriter. The window with the wrong-decade street below. I thought about Raymond in his office on the seventh floor, looking at his river, making the calls that dissolved thirty-five years of structure in the specific, careful, pre-planned order that a man who had always known this day was coming had prepared for. Not panicking. Not rushing. Working the list, in the right order, with the patience that had built the thing in the first place.

The package needed to go before the package's evidence base went with it.



I spotted the tail on the fourth day.

The B&W world helped. The wrong-decade traffic was large and chrome-heavy and identifiable by type — the long American iron, fins and whitewalls, the specific proportions of a period that had decided cars should announce themselves. A dark Ford at the corner of Kensington on the Tuesday morning, parked with the particular patience of a car that had been positioned rather than left. I logged it and moved on.

Tuesday afternoon: the same Ford at the corner of Granby Street, a different approach to the same position. Same driver. The stillness of a man paid to wait — a professional stillness, not the restlessness of someone killing time. The kind of stillness you developed over years of watching things and learning to be invisible while doing it.

Neither sighting was remarkable by itself. Both together were.

Wednesday: a different vehicle, same driver. A reasonable trade. Not reasonable enough.

I'd been watching people watch things for twenty years. I knew the shape of surveillance in the same way I knew the shape of a case — by its negative space, the things that weren't quite where they should be, the small wrong notes that accumulated before you had a name for them. The tail was rotating vehicles, which was correct. He wasn't rotating the driver, which was the error. You needed to rotate both. The driver had a stillness that read from a hundred yards in any version of the city, in any decade.

I let it play. Thursday: a third vehicle, same driver, same patient position. I gave him Thursday and watched the coverage — where he positioned, how often he checked in, whether there was a second watcher I hadn't identified. There wasn't. One professional, working alone. Rotating vehicles, fixed driver. Someone who had resources but not unlimited ones.

Thursday evening I sat in the B&W office above the Coral and thought about who that description fit.



Friday. Early.

The B&W city before the period traffic built. I was out at half five, in the wrong-decade streets while the morning was still doing its quiet work — the hand-lettered shop fronts in their pre-opening dark, the lamp on the junction doing its patient work, the specific quality of a Liverpool morning that had been the same morning since before anyone had decided what decade it was.

The tail arrived at seven-twelve. New vehicle, same driver, the same position two streets south of the building entrance. He was watching the front. He had no sight line to the building's rear — the small yard behind the Coral, the gate onto the side street that I'd been using since the third day of the week.

I went out through the back. South through the yard, the gate, the side street. Walked east a hundred yards. Came north through the cut-through between the terraces that put me behind the tail's position. Came out on the driver's side of the vehicle, twenty yards back.

He was watching the building entrance. Not his mirrors. Not the pavement behind him.

I walked up to the passenger side and opened the door and got in.

His reaction was fast and professional — he turned and his right hand went to where a man in this version of the world kept something. I pressed my finger through the pocket of my coat against his ribs, and the hand stopped.

'Easy,' I said. 'I don't want to put a hole in a perfectly good coat.'

He went still.

'Both hands where I can see them.'

The hands came up and settled on the wheel with the specific care of a man who had assessed the situation and made a decision. His face was compact, economical, the face of someone built for patience rather than drama. Eastern European features in the B&W world's flat honest light. The B&W showed me his structure: not muscle, not a heavy. A watcher. A specific and careful kind of professional whose value was in what he saw and reported, not in what he did.

'Who sent you,' I said.

A pause. The period idiom the B&W world gave everything — the flat-vowelled hard-boiled cadence of a man who had calibrated his response. 'A mutual acquaintance.'

'That's the answer you give while you're deciding whether to give me a real one,' I said. 'Try again.'

He looked at the finger in the coat pocket. Looked at me. Made the calculation a professional made when he determined that the information his principal wanted was worth the disclosure required to get the meeting back on functional terms.

'Horak,' he said.



I sat with that.

Not Coyne. Not Raymond's people — Raymond's surveillance would have been cleaner, more resourced, multiple watchers in rotation. This was one professional with a budget that ran to three vehicles in a week. And Raymond's arithmetic on Malcolm Richards was still running — he hadn't arrived at a decision. If Raymond had decided, it wouldn't look like surveillance.

Horak had sent one man with three vehicles and the patience of someone who needed information and not an outcome.

'What does he want,' I said.

'He wants to know what you have on him. What the package says.'

I looked at the period street through the windscreen. The wrong-decade morning going about its business around a conversation it had no idea was happening.

Horak was a ghost. Had been for years — operationally dead, his forensics closed, his name attached to nothing visible in any registry or record. The package named him. Not as the primary target, not as the operation, but named — the man who had connected two parties to a blood debt that was now settled, the intermediary, the ghost who had temporarily become visible. In a national newspaper and an NCA investigation, a ghost named is a ghost ended.

'Tell him this,' I said. 'His name is in the package because it's in the chain of events, and I write what's in the chain of events. He's named as the intermediary — the person who connected the debt parties and arranged the access. That's his part in what happened and that's what's written. Not the primary subject. Not the operation.' I paused. 'He helped settle the debt. That's in the record too. The debt that his driver carried for three years — that's settled now. What's written says so.'

The driver received this with the careful attention of a man whose job was accurate recall. 'He will want to know if any of this can be changed.'

'It can't,' I said. 'It's accurate. I write what's accurate.' A pause. 'Tell him to let the story be about the Coyne operation. The story is about the Coyne operation. Horak is a footnote in it. The primary target is the primary target — if the story does what stories do, nobody reads the footnotes.'

I looked at him.

'He can draw his own conclusions from that.'

A silence. The driver with his hands on the wheel, the period morning outside, the Ford's engine ticking over with the patience of a period engine that had been doing this since before any of us had walked into this version of things.

'One more thing,' I said. 'Rotate the driver. The vehicles were good. The driver was the tell. Tell him that from me.'

I took my hand out of my pocket. Opened the passenger door. Got out.

I walked back to the cut-through without looking back at the car. Through it, onto Kensington, back to the building. Up the stairs to the B&W office above the Coral.



I sat at the desk.

The three envelopes. The typewriter in the corner. The window with the wrong-decade street below doing its patient wrong-decade work.

I thought about Horak. About what it meant that he'd sent a watcher rather than anything else. A man who wanted to stop the package from going out had other options — and Horak, operating in the specific world Horak operated in, had those options available to him. He hadn't used them. He'd sent one professional with three vehicles and the specific brief of: find out what's in the package about me.

Information-gathering. Not interference.

Which told me Horak had decided the package was going out regardless, and that what he needed was to understand his exposure before it did. A practical man making a practical calculation. He'd accepted the result and was managing around it.

That was Horak's problem. Not mine.

I looked at the three envelopes on the desk.



Kowalski called on Saturday morning.

'Three more dissolved last night.' The voice carrying the specific quality of a man running out of runway. 'The Bootle holding — the one that connects to the relay building site. Gone as of yesterday. New registered owner is a pension fund administrator in Edinburgh with business going back to 2019 and no visible Coyne connection.' A pause. 'He had it prepared. The Edinburgh entity has been sitting there since 2019, legitimate activity, waiting to receive the transfer. He wrote this contingency years ago.'

I looked at the window. The wrong-decade street. 'What's still there?'

'Enough. The NCA snapshots have what they need for the trafficking thread — the port logistics chain is documented through the formal requests. The Toxteth corporate connection is locked. The Jenks evidence doesn't depend on the property holdings.' A pause. 'But if we wait another week, I'm not sure what else moves. He's working through the list.'

'He's had thirty-five years to write the list,' I said.

'Yes.' The flat professional quality of a man stating a fact that didn't require further comment. 'The question is how much of the list he gets through before the package lands.'

I looked at the three envelopes.

'Tomorrow,' I said. 'The package goes tomorrow.'

Kowalski received this without ceremony. 'Good,' he said.

He ended the call.

The B&W office. The wrong-decade city outside. The typewriter in the corner wearing its habits. The three envelopes on the desk, which in the colour world were three USB sticks and which in this version of things were what they looked like: the physical weight of three months of work and three years of carrying things without knowing what they were.

Tomorrow.

I sat with the desk for a while.

The wrong light through the window going about its patient wrong-decade work. Liverpool doing what it had always done, which was to keep going in whichever version of itself was currently on offer, without requiring anyone's permission or commentary.

I sat.

Then I got up and went to the window, and I looked at the wrong-decade street below, and I thought about the morning.
The Package

The package was three envelopes on the B&W desk.

One for Reeve. One for Kowalski — his channel was not paper but the paper existed as the record of it, the backup, the document that said what had been passed and when. And one that stayed in the drawer here, in case anything happened to either of the other two.

In the colour world they were three USB sticks. In the B&W office above the Coral on Kensington they were three manila envelopes stuffed with the physical evidence of three months of work and three years of carrying things without knowing what they were. I had checked them against the list three times. Not because I distrusted the checking but because the list had been assembled across three months of wrong turns and dead ends and the specific kind of patience that came from having nothing left to lose, and I wanted to be certain the patience had produced what it was supposed to produce.

What it contained.

The Jenks material: the welfare file, the institutional process weaponised, the specific record of a DS using the welfare concern mechanism to suppress a witness and protect a criminal network. The timeline. The calls. The photograph from the Baltic surveillance — Jenks crossing the Strand to a hotel entrance, the corner table visible through the glass, Jamie Coyne's profile against the window. Three weeks of watching the wrong man. The right photograph, it turned out, from the wrong surveillance.

The Coyne network's architecture at the levels I'd reached: the corporate thread through Coyne Maritime's subsidiary structure, the shell company holdings, the Toxteth property connection four layers down, the chain that placed the same ownership architecture around the Breck Road building and the relay building in Toxteth where Dean and I had been held three years ago.

The 2021 incident, reframed. What it was. What had been suppressed. The CHIS — Darren Gardener, still alive, still in Liverpool, who had spoken to me in a loading bay and then again in the B&W city and who had given me eventually what he had been holding back: the confirmation. His statement was in the envelope. His name was in the envelope. He had asked me whether this would protect him and I had told him it was the best protection available, because what he was afraid of was already in the package.

The welfare assessment. Dated, witnessed, professional. The institutional record that had neutralised the Section 136 before it could be used. Enclosed as context — not because it was part of the case against the network, but because it documented that the welfare file had been built and operated as a management instrument rather than a welfare concern, and the assessment was the proof of that.

What it did not contain.

One name. One name that was not in any of the three envelopes. One name that entered the package only as a footnote — a pattern of managed inquiries, a professional record of cases that had gone certain directions when they should have gone another, a note appended at the end of the Jenks section in language chosen with the specific care of a man who understood the difference between what he had and what he thought he had: further investigation required, involving a senior officer whose full involvement is not yet evidenced to the required standard.

That was the footnote. That was all.

I looked at the three envelopes.

I thought about whether there was anything I had missed. I thought about it the same way I had been thinking about it for ten days — methodically, without pressure, the way you reviewed a case file before you committed to the conclusion it was ready. Running the list in one direction and then the other. The specific discipline of not persuading yourself it was ready because you wanted it to be ready.

It was ready.



Sofia had made the introduction.

I didn't know how she knew the name and I hadn't asked. What I knew was that she had been in an arrangement with this journalist for two years — the specific arrangement of a woman in her position who had understood that information was the asset that outlasted every other kind. She had not been gathering it for money. She had been gathering it for exactly this moment, which she had known would arrive eventually or she would have left before it could.

She had called from a number I didn't recognise, three days after I brought Liz back from Wavertree. Short call. The arrangement: a meeting, a specific location, the journalist present, an hour. She had gone back to ground immediately after. I did not know where she was and I did not need to.

The journalist was Reeve. Anna Reeve — northern investigations, a national paper, based in Manchester, outside Raymond's civic reach in the specific way that Manchester was always outside Liverpool's civic arrangements. She had been building a trafficking file for sixteen months from the receiving end: victims, advocates, testimony, the routes and the methods and the institutional failures that had allowed them to continue. She had all of it except the connective tissue. The name at the architecture's centre that tied the routes to the port, the port to the corporate structure, the corporate structure to the civic face that had been presenting itself for thirty-five years as something else entirely.

Sofia had told her that the connective tissue existed and that she was going to introduce the person who had it.

I had sat across from Reeve in a room near Lime Street and I had opened the first envelope and walked her through it. She had asked the right questions and received the answers with the professional attention of a woman who had been doing this long enough to know the difference between what you had and what you thought you had. She did not perform excitement. She noted what she noted and asked what she asked and when I had finished she sat back and looked at the envelope and was quiet for a moment.

Then she said: this is what I've been waiting for.

Not with enthusiasm. With the specific quality of a person who has just been handed the piece that makes sixteen months of work cohere into something that can be put in front of a legal team and published.

She had verified. Her paper's legal team had verified. She had needed ten days and she had used nine of them. The timeline I had given her she had accepted without argument, which told me the sixteen months had prepared her for exactly this.



The two channels went out on the same morning.

Reeve's envelope by arrangement. Kowalski's through the NCA contact he had been maintaining for two years — his case, now with a foundation it could be stood on, the Standards disclosure and the completed welfare assessment providing the institutional ground that the NCA had been waiting for before they could move. Kowalski had been ready for three days. He was the kind of man who was ready when the thing arrived, because he had been building toward it long enough to know exactly what needed doing when the moment came.

I sat in the B&W office after both channels had gone out and looked at the desk.

The third envelope was in the drawer. The desk was clear. The typewriter in the corner wearing its habits. The wrong light through the window. The Coral below doing the Coral's business with the period hand-lettered glass that the B&W world had always made of it.

I looked at the desk.

I thought about the list of what was in the envelope and the list of what wasn't, and I thought both lists were correct, and I thought about what it meant that both of them were correct simultaneously.

Then I got up.

The B&W city. The wrong streets. The wrong light doing its patient work on the wrong decade's business.

I walked.



The publication was four days later.

The B&W world gave it to me as a newspaper — the broadsheet that had always been a broadsheet, heavy paper folded and set on the desk with the weight of something made in the night that was now in the world. I unfolded it.

The Coyne name was not the front page. The investigation piece required the inside spread, where the photographs and documents could be laid out in the order that told the story properly — the order that let the reader follow the connective tissue from the port to the corporate structure to the civic face to the Breck Road building to the relay building to the 2021 incident to the welfare file to the photograph of a DS crossing the Strand to a corner table. Sixteen months of Reeve's work and three months of mine and the corporate thread Kowalski's contacts had verified through their own channels, and it filled the space without waste.

The photograph was from the Baltic surveillance. Jenks in the foreground, mid-stride. Jamie Coyne visible through the restaurant glass, the corner table, the profile. Three weeks of the wrong man to find the right information.

I read it.

I read the 2021 section. The CHIS, named. Darren Gardener's statement, quoted in the careful language of someone who understood he was being quoted and had been honest anyway because the alternative was worse. The question of what Malcolm Richards and Dean Saunders had walked into, what they had been told they were walking into, and what had happened to them in the interval between those two things. Not accusation — documentation. Dates, property records, the Toxteth building's corporate chain four layers down. The gap between the official inquiry's conclusions and what the documents showed. The gap was there and the gap was specific and the gap had a shape.

I read the Jenks section.

His name was in it. His rank. The welfare file, described for what it was — the timeline of a serving officer deploying an institutional welfare mechanism against a former colleague with the documented purpose of discrediting testimony and obstructing an ongoing investigation. The calls. The escalation. The gap between the concern expressed and the concern's operational function. All of it in the newspaper's language, which was the language of facts arranged in the order that told the story. The same thing the investigation had been doing in a B&W office above a Coral for three months.

I read Raymond Coyne's name.

I read it twice.

The corporate structure, charted. The board positions listed alongside the subsidiary interests. The OBE and the regeneration board memberships and the charitable donations arranged in the same paragraph as the trafficking route documentation and the Toxteth property records. The Breck Road building's history — chop shop, then corporate shell, then the John Doe who had lain in the cold case archive for three years without a name attached to the claim that had put him there. Not coincidence. Structure. A structure that had taken thirty-five years to build and was now, for the first time, in print under the name of the man who had built it.

Not arrested. Named.

I sat with that for a moment.

The broadsheet on the B&W desk. The wrong light through the window. Kensington going about its business on the street below.



Kowalski called at eleven.

'It's moving,' he said. The professional flatness of a man who had been moving things through institutional channels for two years and had learned to describe motion without sentiment, because sentiment told you the thing wasn't done yet. 'The NCA had everything they needed. The Jenks material is with the IOPC — separate track, its own timeline. But it's in the right hands.'

'Jenkins,' I said.

'Suspended. As of this morning, pending investigation.' A pause. 'The welfare file reads differently in context. Which is what it was always going to do, if it was read correctly.'

I thought about the stairs outside my office. Jenks mapping the institutional landscape for me — generously, professionally, with the specific warmth of a man performing concern with enough practice to almost mean it. Marsh runs Standards. One line. Unremarkable. Filed and eventually retrieved from the place where I kept the things that would eventually matter.

'Raymond,' I said.

'Interviewed under caution this morning. His lawyer was present before the first question.' The tone of a man describing what he had expected. 'He answered nothing. That's expected — he won't answer anything through lawyers for as long as the lawyers can sustain it, which is a long time.' A pause. 'But his name is in an NCA investigation. Which is not the same as being charged. But it's not the same as clear, either.'

'No,' I said. 'It's not.'

'The civic position is complicated now,' Kowalski said. 'Some of the board associations will begin to distance. That's how it works — they perform procedural process before anyone asks them to. He'll lose some of the armour before any charge arrives.' He paused. 'It doesn't mean he's finished.'

'I know,' I said.

'He has thirty-five years of architecture. The NCA is going to need time and access to find what's in it. There are things in that structure they won't reach in this investigation.'

'This is the beginning of it,' I said. 'Not the end.'

'Yes,' Kowalski said. 'That's exactly what it is.' He said it in the way he said things that were accurate and that he had made his peace with. 'Does that change how it sits with you?'

I thought about Raymond Coyne on the pavement in Wavertree. The overcoat. The hands in the pockets. The posture of a man who had made his calculations and was executing them and did not require anyone's commentary on the result.

'No,' I said. 'He's named. That's what needed to happen first.'

Kowalski accepted this without adding to it. He had been a DCI long enough to understand that the outcome you could achieve and the outcome you would have wanted were not always the same outcome.

We finished the call.



I thought about Jenks.

Not for long. Not with the intensity the situation might have seemed to call for. The welfare file he had built with the careful patience of a man who understood the institutional machinery was now being read in the context of what it actually was — not a welfare concern, but a managed suppression. The document of an officer who had spent two years constructing a picture of a man in crisis specifically in order to make that man's testimony unreliable. The same document was now in a newspaper and an IOPC investigation.

I had not confronted Jenks. I had not needed to. He had stood on the stairs outside my office and mapped the institutional landscape for me, and I had filed it, and eventually the filing had weight. The welfare file, built to suppress, had supplied exactly the documentation required to establish what it had been built to suppress.

The satisfaction was cold and quiet. That was the only kind I had ever had, and it was enough.



I thought about Raymond Coyne.

Named in print. Interviewed under caution. His lawyers present before the first question was asked, because he had spent thirty-five years ensuring his preparation for this contingency was thorough and well-resourced and specifically designed to make the distance between named and charged as long as possible.

The civic armour had a crack in it. Not a breach. Some of the board positions would go — the procedural distancing performed in the language of process, ongoing review, temporary suspension pending clarification, which was how institutions protected themselves from men they had been photographed standing next to. Not justice. Reputation management performed in the direction of a different wind.

What it meant: Raymond Coyne was a named subject in an NCA investigation. He was not in a cell and he was not going to be in a cell at the end of this week or this month or possibly this year. He was in his office on the seventh floor of a building on the waterfront, looking at the river, running the arithmetic on what had just changed and what he was going to do about it.

I knew what the arithmetic produced. He had told me on a pavement in Wavertree. It's not personal. It's business. I had been business then — a calculation that had produced a specific result, release rather than escalation, because releasing Liz had served the operation better than holding her. It would be business again when the calculation changed. Not today, not while the lawyers were managing the institutional response and the civic associations were performing their distancing. But eventually. In the time Raymond chose, when he decided the time was right.

I had done what I came to do. The case was in motion. The names were in the right places. That was what I had been able to do and I had done it, and I was still alive to sit in a B&W office above a betting shop on Kensington and understand the distance between what was done and what was finished.

Done and finished were not the same thing. I had always known that.



There was one name that was not in the newspaper.

Not because it hadn't been reached. Because it hadn't been reached to the standard that made printing it anything other than libel against a serving senior officer. A pattern of managed inquiries. A professional record with specific shapes in it — cases that had gone certain directions, information that had moved faster than it should have, decisions whose precise origins were not documented anywhere but whose practical effects had been consistently beneficial to one man's operation for eleven years.

None of that was sufficient. None of that was proof.

The footnote in the package had said: further investigation required, involving a senior officer whose full involvement is not yet evidenced to the required standard. Reeve had read the footnote and asked the right question. I had told her what I had — the pattern, the shapes in the record, the specific detail from my Standards disclosure that had appeared in Raymond's response within hours of the meeting. Told verbally in an office, nowhere written down. No proof. Certainty.

She had noted it. Filed it. Known, as I knew, that it wasn't there yet.

The name was Carol Marsh. Detective Chief Inspector Carol Marsh, head of Professional Standards, fourth floor of a building on the edge of the city centre. She had received a formal Standards disclosure from Malcolm Richards on a specific date and time and within hours had passed its contents across a desk on the seventh floor of a building on the waterfront. She had then tried to deploy the Section 136 welfare mechanism and found it dead. She had managed the failure without any of it appearing in her professional record. She was still in that building. Her name was not in any newspaper.

The instrument that had been built to suppress the case had been made useless before it could be used. The assessment was on record. The welfare file was formally contradicted. Marsh had been neutralised without being exposed, which was the only version of neutralising her that was available to me without proof I didn't yet have. That was what it was. It was not what I would have chosen, but it was correct given what I had, and I was not going to do it incorrectly.

She was still in place. I knew. Nobody else did.

Not Kowalski. Not Reeve. Not the NCA investigation, which was running on the materials I had provided and which did not yet have the thread that ran from Jenks to the office above Jenks. That thread existed. It had a shape. I knew its shape and I did not yet have the documentation to hand it to anyone else.

I sat in the B&W office above the Coral on Kensington and I looked at the broadsheet on the desk with Raymond Coyne's name in it and Jenks's name in it and Darren Gardener's name in it and the John Doe from the Breck Road archive finally connected to the name the archive had never had for him, and I thought about the name that wasn't there.

The package was out. The case had moved from one phase to the next, which was how cases moved when they moved correctly — not resolved, but advanced. The right names in the right places. The ground under the next phase prepared by everything that had just been done.

I got up.

I went to the window. The B&W Kensington going about its wrong-decade business below. The period lettering on the Coral's glass. The wrong cars on the wrong road in the wrong November light that had drained all its colour out and replaced it with the version that told you what things actually were.

Marsh was still in her building.

Raymond was still in his.

Dean was still in his chair at Aintree.

I stood at the window for a while.

Then I went back to the desk.

I opened the drawer. The third envelope in it — the copy, the record, the thing that stayed here. I looked at it for a moment.

I closed the drawer.

I sat down.

I picked up the pen.

There was more work to do.
Done

The ward was the wrong decade's version of a place I knew in a different light. Iron bedframes. Period screens dividing the space with the specific discretion of institutions that had understood privacy before the word existed for it. Analogue gauges on stands alongside the beds, the needles tracking their slow arcs with the unhurried patience of things that had been doing this since before electricity had opinions about medicine. The smell was identical — antiseptic and floor polish and something underneath them that neither word covered, that had nothing to do with decade and everything to do with the specific business of this kind of room.

The B&W world had been holding for a while now. Long enough that I'd stopped noting when it arrived and started noting when it didn't. It hadn't dropped all afternoon. Standing in the ward in the wrong-decade quiet, I thought: it might not drop. It might just be this now — not a phase, not a transition, not something that was going to resolve back to colour once whatever was wrong had been addressed. Just the version of things I lived in. It might be for keeps.

I found the room without the colour world's corridor. The B&W ward finding its own route to the same door.

Dean in the bed. The physical fact of him — the covers straight, the period gauges alongside him doing their careful work, the face that had been this face for three years while the world moved and changed its mind about various things and he did not. Unchanged. The particular quality of a man who had no relationship with time because the relationship had been ended on his behalf.

And in the corner of my eye: the chair.

I pulled a chair close and sat down. I kept Dean where I'd always kept him — the corner, the periphery, the version of him that held when the direct look didn't. Three years of the rule. I'd stopped thinking of it as a rule. It was just how this room worked.



'I'm going to be an uncle,' I said.

I let it sit. The gauges. The window with the November dark beyond it.

'Liz,' I said. 'She and Ted. I've told you about Ted — steady man, considerate, the kind of person who is simply the right person and doesn't make a project of it. He was in the flat when they came. First one through the door dropped him before he'd finished understanding what was happening. He came round alone in his own kitchen with a bruised jaw and he called me.' I paused. 'He didn't call the police. He called me directly. Whatever I am or am not to that household, that's what he did.'

The corner of my eye. The gauges doing their work.

'She told me in the car on the way back from Wavertree. I already knew — there was an antenatal appointment letter on the kitchen table in Mossley Hill, clinic stationery, and I'd stood in that kitchen and read it while Ted was standing in the doorway. I'd put it back exactly where I found it. Photographed it. Filed it.' I paused. 'It was hers to say. In her time. The week had intervened and made the timing wrong, and she said it in the car, and I said congratulations and meant it.'

The window. The wrong-decade dark outside doing what November did.

'That's the honest version,' I said. 'I meant it. She found the right man and she's having a child with the right man and the whole sequence of it is correct, and the correct sequence is what Liz deserves, and I'm glad of it without reservation.' A pause. 'There's a version of me that isn't glad without reservation. I know it's there. But it doesn't get the floor. The version that means it is the truer one, and that's the one I'm going with.'

I sat with that for a moment.

'She said I'd be asked to be godfather when the time comes. Ted won't ask directly — he's too careful for that, he'd find a way to let it come as an offer rather than a request. But she said it, so it's already decided.' I looked at the window. 'I'd be good at it. I'm reliable about showing up. Whatever else, I've always shown up.'



You've always shown up.

The voice. The flat Wirral deadpan, the particular register of Dean's subconscious arriving at the thing I'd said and confirming it without sentiment.

'Yes,' I said. 'That's what I said.'

About time you noticed.

'I noticed,' I said. 'I just don't usually say it in a room with a witness.'



The case.

I went through it. Not from the beginning — I'd been going through the beginning in this room all autumn, in the Tuesday evenings that had been the externalisation of the investigation's logic, saying it out loud to someone who couldn't challenge it and finding the gaps by filling them in. I went through where it had arrived. The shape of what it had produced.

The package out. The journalist publishing — sixteen months of her trafficking file and three months of my investigation and the corporate thread that Kowalski's contacts had verified, all of it in print under Raymond Coyne's name for the first time in thirty-five years. Named. Not arrested, not charged — his lawyers had been present before the first NCA question was asked, and they would manage the distance between named and charged for as long as the architecture held. But named. The Coyne name associated with something other than philanthropy and regeneration investment. The civic armour with its first public crack.

Jenks suspended. The IOPC file open. The welfare file read in the context of what it had always been — not a welfare concern but a management instrument, the careful construction of a picture of a man in crisis designed to make that man's testimony unreliable. Read in that context by the right people.

The 2021 incident in print. What it was. What had been suppressed. The CHIS named. Darren Gardener's statement quoted in the careful language of a man who knew he was on the record and had been honest anyway because the alternative was living with a bigger version of what he was already living with.

'It'll take time,' I said. 'The NCA will take time — Raymond's thirty-five years of architecture was built specifically to take time, and it does what it was built to do. The investigation will close at some point with less than what I'd have wanted. That's always how it works when the other side has money and lawyers and three decades of preparation.' I paused. 'There's a name that's a footnote in the package. A DCI. I know what she is and I can't prove it yet to the required standard, so it's a footnote and the thread keeps running. That's next.'

The gauges. The window.

'But it's in motion,' I said. 'In the right hands. The right names in the right places. Someone else picks it up from here and takes it further than I could.'



Then the specific thing.

I sat with it for a moment before I said it. Not because I hadn't decided — I'd decided months ago, standing on a pavement outside a restaurant on the Strand with four words still settling into what they were. I'd been working out how to say it since then. I'd tried drafts in the car, on the walk, in the B&W office in the early mornings when the wrong-decade city was quiet and the words had nowhere to go. None of the drafts had been right. I was going to say it now without a draft.

'I know who was in the Toxteth room,' I said.

The corner of my eye. The gauges. The room quiet around both of us.

'Jamie Coyne,' I said. 'Not directing it from somewhere else, not sending professionals and waiting for the report. Him. Behind the light — there was a portable light, I've always remembered that, pointed at wherever I was so that whoever was on the other side of it was just a shape. I've spent three years trying to put a face to that shape. I had his face from the roof in October. What I didn't know until the Strand was that the face and the voice were the same man.'

I stopped.

'It was his voice,' I said. 'The patient one. Professionally patient — the patience of someone who had allocated the time and was going to use it regardless of what the time produced. He was asking me about Seaforth and the relay building and the Ukrainian connection — things I didn't know, an operation I'd never heard of. I told him everything I had, which was a drugs case in L8 and a turned informant, and it wasn't what he was asking about. He kept going anyway.' I paused. 'That was him. That voice.'

The window. The wrong-decade dark.

'His hands,' I said. 'That was him too. The back — two vertebrae. The right hand.' I didn't elaborate. I'd been living with the right hand for three years and I didn't need to elaborate to someone who knew exactly what the right hand meant. 'That was Jamie Coyne's work. Not delegated. His. The proof he was always trying to give himself — that he could do what the work required, that he wasn't just the name.'

I stopped again. Let it sit.

'And you,' I said. 'You weren't in the same room. Different room, same building. He assessed the situation — DC, no operational authority over the case, nothing that made the longer version worth his time — and he made a decision. One shot. He shot you himself, I think. That was the kind of man he was: the kind who didn't delegate the things that needed to be done cleanly. The proof in the doing.' A pause. 'Whether he intended you to survive it — I don't know. I've thought about it. I don't know. What I know is that it was him.'

I sat with that for a moment.

'I told them everything,' I said. 'In my room. Everything I had, straight away, because the calculation was clear — give them everything, maybe that's the exit. It wasn't much. A drugs case, an informant's name, the operational parameters. I gave it all in the first hour.' I paused. 'It made no difference. He kept going. I had nothing left to give and I gave it again and he kept going, and at some point I understood it wasn't about the answers. It was about the proof. He needed to do what he'd come to do regardless of what I gave him.' A pause. 'I've been carrying that. The cooperating. I've told myself it was the correct decision — it was the correct decision, there was nothing worth dying for in that room — but I've been carrying it alongside everything else without being able to say it directly.'

I said it directly.

'It made no difference,' I said. 'Which means nothing I could have done in that room would have changed what happened in yours. That took me a long time to hold clearly.' I paused. 'I'm holding it clearly now.'

The gauges tracked their patient arcs.

'Jamie's gone,' I said. 'Not by any process I'd have chosen. Raymond made the calculation — his son had become a liability across every front simultaneously and Raymond deals with liabilities, and his son was not an exception to that. The blood debt redirected. A family whose nephew had been killed in the Breck Road building, and a lie told about who was responsible — Raymond corrected the lie by pointing it at the person actually responsible, which was also the person Raymond needed gone. His arithmetic, not mine.' I paused. 'Not justice. I'm not going to call it justice. But the door is closed. The man who was behind that light is not in the world anymore. I needed you to know that. I needed to say it somewhere it could just — get said.'



The room was quiet for a while.

'The rest of it,' I said eventually. 'Raymond still standing. Marsh still in her building. You still—' I stopped. Let the stop hold. 'The things that aren't finished. I know what they are. I'm not pretending.'

I looked at the window. The period dark outside doing its November work without commentary.

'But I think it's enough,' I said. 'Enough to count as something. Enough to mean the weight has moved — not gone, moved. From here to the right place, where the right people are carrying it at the right pace.' I paused. 'And I think it's enough for us to move on from. Both of us. I think that's available to us now.'

I had not said that before in this room. I'd said the things around it — the progress, the names, the shape of what was running in the right direction. I hadn't said that the running was far enough along that we could go with it instead of staying here.

I said it now.



The room was quiet for a long time after that.

Then:

Done?

The voice from the corner of my eye. The flat Wirral deadpan of a man asking the one question that covered all of it — not just the case, not just tonight. The three years. The room in Toxteth. The Tuesday evenings and the things said and unsaid and the version of Dean Saunders who had been sitting in the peripheral vision of a man who had needed him there and had kept him there by not looking directly.

I looked at the window.

'Done,' I said.



I stood up.

I pushed the chair back and stood, and I turned toward the door.

The chair was empty.

The gauges had stopped. The needles still, no arc, the instruments holding the position of something that had finished its work. The bed was cold — I could see it from where I was standing, the period covers with the undisturbed quality of a surface that had not been occupied for some time. Not the stillness of a man in a coma. The other kind.

The room. The iron frame. The still gauges. The November dark outside the window unchanged.

I stood with it.

Then I walked out.



The B&W city on the way south. The wrong streets, the wrong iron, the wrong light on the wrong-decade buildings doing their patient work without requiring anything from me. Liverpool in November going about the business of a Liverpool November — present, indifferent in the good way, the way a city that has been here long enough is indifferent. It would still be here in the morning. It had always been here in the morning.

The office was as I'd left it. The Coral below with its period glass. The staircase. The desk, the typewriter in the corner, the drawer with the third envelope in it. The window with the wrong-decade street below doing what it did.

The whisky was on the desk.

I sat down. I looked at it. I had been having the whisky and not having the whisky and having it again all autumn, in the specific rhythm of a man who had one reliable arrangement with his evenings and was still in the process of understanding what the arrangement was for.

I poured it.

The B&W office around me. The wrong light. The city outside the window wearing the decade it had decided was the right one, which was the wrong one, which was also the version of things I called home.

'Done?' I said.

The office was quiet. The B&W city outside going about its wrong-decade business.

'Done,' I said.

I drank it.
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