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      Melinda Huss was dying. She wasn’t in any pain, the local anaesthetic in her side had taken care of that, all she could feel as the blood trickled out from her right side was a faint tickling sensation as it flowed down her skin and a spreading warmth as it pooled underneath her body.

      She was lying on her back on a massage table in the spa and treatment centre of the luxury hotel’s lodge. The room was small and clinical, its only decoration three severe black and white Robert Mapplethorpe photographs of flowers, their curled foliage like organs from a human body. They had an ethereal, fleshy, beauty all of their own.

      There was a table with a laptop on it and two charts on the wall – one featuring traditional Chinese medicine meridian lines where chi was said to flow, another, brightly coloured, indeed almost the only other colour in the room, showed the main chakra positions from Indian yoga.

      The other source of colour in the room was the enormous red stain that spread out across the white sheet covering Huss’s torso.

      She was quite calm, tranquil almost, but she could feel herself becoming light-headed. She wondered how much blood she had actually lost. She felt another warm trickle down her body. It seemed to be leaving her body in irregular bursts. It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, if you had to choose a way to die, bleeding out like this was not a bad way to go at all.

      She lifted her head and looked down at the Velcro straps that secured her arms and legs. She had tried before to break her bonds or wriggle free. She had been unsuccessful. She wasn’t going to try again.

      She could feel her will, and her strength, draining away. She thought of Enver Demirel, her fiancé. She thought of Hanlon. Her fierce, attractive face, and she thought of the long road that had led here.

      To this place. To this death.
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      Kriminalkommissar Claudia Meyer of the Baden Württemberg Landeskriminalamt strode out of the foyer of the baroque building just off Karlplatz in the historic Alt centre of Heidelberg.

      It was incredibly noisy. Horns were beeping in the narrow mediaeval streets where traffic had backed up. Sirens wailed, police were shouting commands at a vociferous crowd that had gathered.

      The red sandstone castle on the hill above looked down on the small, picturesque town below. The scene that she had just witnessed in the first floor drawing room was as gruesome as any the castle had seen in its long history. There had been an eye-opening amount of blood.

      There were a couple of blue and silver VW squad cars from the cop shop on Eppelheimer Strasse parked on the narrow cobbled street outside, and the front door of the large, detached town house had been sealed off. The blue uniformed police on the door watched her as she passed. She nodded at the driver of the van that she recognized as belonging to Forensics which was pulled up on the pavement.

      The street where all this commotion was occurring was in one of Heidelberg’s most fashionable quarters. It was university land, but the house she had just left was startlingly expensive, even by Stuttgart standards. Prices had risen steeply in latter times. It was the kind of place that only fairly recently had become gentrified and was now increasingly being colonized by non-German investors. It lay in the heart of the city, near the exclusive Hauptstrasse. It wasn’t the kind of place you associated with violent death; more expensive shopping and a Kaffee and a slice of Sachertorte.

      A sign of the times, she thought. Her father would be angry, as usual. ‘What is this country coming to, Claudia!’

      Mind you, she thought, women in the police force made him angry too. Global warming, GM crops, refugees, transsexuals, Austrians, it was a long list that encompassed practically everything modern.

      ‘Hey, DI Meyer!’

      She groaned. So the papers in the form of Bild, the bestselling national red-top, were already here.

      Jurgen Flur, biggest sleazebag in the Rhein-Neckar area, and face to match. Late forties with long, stringy, greying hair and industrial-size pouches under his eyes, resembling an over-the-hill porn actor. He was accompanied by a tough-looking photographer in a leather jacket.

      ‘Is it true that’s Gunther Hart up there with his throat cut?’ His voice was eager. He so wanted it to be true, thought Meyer.

      The photographer shot several images of her. ‘No comment, Jurgen.’

      ‘Then it is true.’ She rolled her eyes. She could really do without the press intrusion from Bild.

      ‘And it was Muslim extremists; they say the concierge is missing, and he’s a Turk. Is it true he’s the main suspect?’

      A crowd had gathered to watch what was going on. Soon more TV stations would be arriving. Gunther Hart was a prominent member of the community. His murder by Muslim terrorists would make headlines on national news, and this at a time when racial tensions were heightened by the refugee debate.

      ‘Go away, Jurgen.’

      ‘Is it the work of Al-Ansaar al-Akhdaar?’ This new terrorist group had recently posted a death list of Germans online. Prominent among them had been Gunther Hart.

      ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’

      ‘It is, isn’t it?’ His voice was eager, insistent, he waved his phone in front of her face, recording her voice, probably her image as well, while the cameraman clicked away. She turned her back to them and moved away.

      She reached her police car, a 220 Mercedes, and got in, careful of the positioning of her legs. She was wearing a skirt and any second now, she suspected, Jurgen would fling himself on the floor and try to photograph up it. She’d known him a long time. He’d done it before.

      She slammed the door shut. Lucas, her sergeant, started the car.

      Jurgen Flur banged on the car’s roof and pressed his face up against the window.

      ‘What about Wolf Schneider? Our readers love him, or does Berlin want him dead?’

      ‘Drive,’ she growled to Lucas. Jurgen Flur was tapping on the window, the camera behind him was poised. She could see that her irascible subordinate’s front teeth were resting on his lip to produce the ‘ver’ syllable of verpiss dich. Not a good move to actually tell Bild to fuck off. Not with a circulation of two and a half million.

      ‘He’s on the hit list, when are you lot in Stuttgart going to act?’

      As they drove off she could see Jurgen shouting, ‘You’ll have blood on your hands, you Saxon, Commie-loving, fag hag!’

      She rolled her eyes.

      Lucas said, ‘It’s a shame it had to be Gunther Hart, he was one of the good guys.’

      Al-Ansaar al-Akhdaar. The Green Companions.

      Green from the colour of Islam, and the Companions, named after the earliest followers of Muhammad. It was rumoured they were formed from hardened ISIS terror fighters who had joined the stream of Flüchtlinge, the refugees from Syria that Merkel had invited in. It was rumoured the group contained German-born Muslims, rebelling against the land that had sheltered them and brought them up. It was rumoured… It was all rumours really, although the death of Gunther Hart wasn’t a rumour, it was a blood-soaked reality.

      She sighed irritably as the car roared off through the cobbled streets of the old town. The quiet, art deco buildings mocked the turmoil in her mind. What a bloody awful day this was turning out to be.
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      The Reverend Mike Andrews put his head round the door of the church hall. He did a quick head count: maybe thirty people. He closed the door and went back into the kitchen, doing a quick sum in his head: thirty people, half a litre each, fifteen litres of soup. The large stockpot they had on the stove held thirty and was two thirds full, plenty for everyone. Then bread. They had sliced white – brown had proved unpopular – whose sell-by date was the previous day, donated by a local supermarket. It was still perfectly fine to eat. There were twenty slices per loaf and they had five.

      He thanked God; Jesus had loaves and fishes, they had loaves and leek and potato soup made by Rowenna that morning. He said a quick prayer of gratitude for the unlikely assistance of the diminutive anarchist activist, who although a self-professed atheist, was perfectly willing to help out the forlorn souls, a mixture of rough sleepers, street drinkers and a sprinkling of sad-eyed refugees who were the customers. That was more than could be said of his regular congregation, more’s the pity.

      He went back inside the kitchen. ‘Thirty, Rowenna.’

      She was standing on a stool stirring the soup, so it didn’t catch and burn on the bottom of the pan, with a long-handled metal spoon.

      She nodded and picked up the ladle. ‘Ready to go when you are…’

      The Revd Mike gave her the thumbs up. He disapproved of her politics and certainly felt alarmed by her anti C of E rhetoric, but he felt that there was more innate goodness in this multi-pierced tattooed girl in her ragged clothes than in the majority of his well-heeled sanctimonious flock.

      He started pulling the screens up.
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      Old Harry said to Elsa, ‘Oi, oi, darling, here comes lunch!’ He looked with affection at his companion. If only she’d take care of herself, he thought with concern. She was only seventy-something, a spring chicken. He was eighty-five. He didn’t need to use the soup kitchen but if he stayed at home round the corner all he would see was his carer once a day and she only stayed about ten minutes. Got to keep busy, he told himself, got to keep the mind active.

      Elsa certainly helped there, when she wasn’t ‘tired’, as he thought of it.

      She had been lecturing him on an artist called Frank Auerbach. Harry had never heard of him. He didn’t know many painters; he’d heard of Constable and his mum had had two pictures in the parlour: Bubbles, a little Victorian girl blowing a bubble with a clay pipe, and Rannoch Moor, some Highland cows in Scotland. Elsa was saying,

      ‘… and he returned to the same subject over and over again, not everyone liked his thick use of paint…’ She fell silent and her kindly blue eyes grew puzzled. Harry could see that she’d forgotten what she was talking about.

      ‘What’s happening, dear?’ she asked him. He mentally shook his head, what a waste. She had once lectured in Art History at one of the colleges, he’d forgotten which one, but now her mind had gone. She was still attractive, or rather she would be if she had a clean-up. He was glad that after his bad fall a couple of years ago that had left him with a six month concussion, blinding headaches and confusion, he had lost all sense of smell. He suspected that Elsa might whiff a bit.

      He had tried to take her home, but she had grown frightened. She had lived so long on the streets that indoors physically scared her. She was like a rare bird that you couldn’t put in a house.

      ‘… I’m hungry, Harry, oh, I do hope it’s soup! I like soup.’ He loved her girlish enthusiasm for things.

      He looked at the queue forming and stood up. ‘I’ll go and fetch you some, me old Dutch.’

      ‘That’d be nice, Harry, you’re such a kind man.’ She beamed at him. She had a dazzling smile.

      Old Harry got slowly, awkwardly to his feet, pushing himself up with his arms, feeling the habitual fizzing pain in his left knee from arthritis, and straightened his back. He looked down at the thick white hair of Elsa, her Roman nose and beautiful large eyes. If only they had met when they were younger.

      You stupid old fool, he thought to himself, like she’d have given the likes of you the time of day.

      He handed her his stick to look after, he’d need both hands for the tray.

      ‘All aboard the Skylark,’ he said. He knew that she liked simple, optimistic declarations, no matter how meaningless.

      Now she was beaming at him. ‘What fun, Harry, what fun!’

      Slowly, he went to take his place in the queue.
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      ‘Who the hell is Wolf Schneider and why on earth should I care about him?’ asked Assistant Commissioner Corrigan. Deputy Commander Henry Gower from SO1, the specialist protection branch, smiled wearily.

      ‘How good is your German and your knowledge of German politics?’

      ‘Non-existent on both counts,’ said AC Corrigan, firmly. ‘Why are we even having this meeting? Julie, I mean Commander Hatton is your boss, not me.’

      Gower inspected his fingertips. He’d been gardening at the weekend and he was concerned that bits of soil were trapped under his nails despite several showers.

      ‘She’s on holiday. This came up and she wants you to deal with it…’ He resumed his inspection. A couple of them looked a bit grimy. He was fastidious about his personal appearance. Corrigan looked suspiciously at the bald, fat figure of Henry Gower who appeared to be avoiding eye contact. He kept looking at his hands, it was beginning to get on Corrigan’s nerves.

      ‘Why me, Harry? Diplomatic protection does not fall under my remit.’

      ‘But PR does and this is a tricky situation. It just needs a little careful thought and it will cease to be a problem. Colonel Mortimer, you know him, I believe.’

      Corrigan nodded. The colonel was one of the police liaison officers who dealt with diplomatic protection. He was a man that Corrigan respected.

      Gower said, ‘Schneider’s a politician and a controversial one, he’s a right-wing zealot with a very anti-Muslim message and he’s on some kind of jihadi hit list. They’ve already killed one prominent businessman in Germany, Gunther Hart. So, there’s a very real threat to him, and he is an elected MP in Germany.’ He paused and looked at Corrigan whose eyes were flickering towards his phone and screen. Gower was keenly aware of the emails building up like waters behind a flood barrier. He carried on.

      ‘But he’s not part of the government or that powerful and we don’t want to be seen to be being overly friendly to right-wing parties. So, it’s one of those slightly awkward problems.’

      He put his hands flat on the table and looked at Corrigan. ‘Basically, we don’t him killed while he is over here. We want good protection but done without any fuss, no big numbers, and done as cheaply as possible.’

      ‘Oh.’ Corrigan managed to invest the syllable with a suitably ominous tone. He was beginning to see why Julie Hatton was anxious to wash her hands of Wolf Schneider. She was in charge of Special Operations but his main job was to enhance the Met’s reputation. An assassination attempt would be a terrible blow to prestige; equally, the Met did not want to be seen to be favouring fascists.

      Corrigan’s head might roll.

      ‘How long is he over here?’ he asked.

      ‘One week, I believe, and then he’s off to the Netherlands. He’s been invited to speak at some conference or other, one organized by Dutch right-wing MPs.’

      Corrigan rubbed his prominent jaw with a rasping sound. Idly, Gower thought they could use Corrigan as a human shield in diplomatic protection. His enormous size would make him ideal as a kind of mobile barricade and his vast strength would come in handy for manhandling any protestors out of the way. Despite the expensive suit, Corrigan looked very much like a bouncer from a grotty nightclub in Kilburn. He wasn’t the kind of man you wanted to get in the way of.

      ‘Who’s he seeing here?’ Corrigan’s voice was polite but sceptical. While it was true that PR was part of his remit, a straightforward babysitting job should not have to reach his desk at all.

      Schneider was not really big enough to warrant diplomatic protection but he was maybe slightly too important to simply farm the job out to a divisional support team. He was kind of on the cusp.

      Gower shrugged. ‘He’s doing the media rounds, talking to a UKIP meeting in Islington, at the Union Chapel. They don’t associate themselves officially with his views on refugees but they say he’s anti-EU so that’s why he’s there. There’s a lunch at the House of Commons, he’s a guest of a couple of MPs. That’s London really. Then Oxford, he’s been invited to speak at the Oxford Union in a debate with some left-wing speaker, who it is hasn’t yet been finalized. They wanted Owen Jones originally but he couldn’t make it. So it’ll be someone like that, maybe a prominent Muslim if they can get one.’

      ‘So that’ll be Oxford’s pigeon.’ Gower shook his head.

      ‘No, policing the event and maintaining public order is their job, not preventing assassination.’

      ‘Preventing assassination!’ Gower thought to himself that the look on Corrigan’s face was hard to pin down. Surprise mixed with incredulity mixed with exasperation were some of the contenders.

      ‘Yes, sir. Seemingly there’s credible evidence to support this. The home secretary does not want a dead German on her hands right now. Particularly at this time. Nor, I would imagine, do the Met need an international incident in London. Wolf Schneider’s head of staff, Christiane Hübler, is due tomorrow to fill us in on the precise details.’

      Corrigan breathed deeply. ‘And what do you expect me to do?’

      Gower slid a folder across the desk to Corrigan.

      ‘This is my plan of action to protect Herr Schneider – numbers of police are noted together with relevant stations. It’s only really the Islington event that’s a problem.’

      ‘How do you figure that out?’ asked Corrigan.

      ‘Well, the House of Commons has its own security. Oxford: Thames Valley will deal with that. They can always call on Firearms from Kidlington if they feel the need.’

      He held up a hand to forestall any protest. ‘It’s fine, it’s all cheap and low-key. SO1 will provide the specialist officers, just a small team. We just need a few bodies to deal with a small protest when he’s at the Commons and the same for Islington. I’ve got a DI who’s worked out the details. We’ll need a couple of cars with drivers to accompany Schneider and that’s about it. I just need authorization.’

      Covering your back, thought Corrigan. Just in case anything does happen to Schneider.

      ‘And when you say “a small protest”, how small is small?’ Gower scratched his head. ‘Probably no more than about fifty to a hundred people, just a few from the SWP and Labour, now they’ve become a bit more radical. But Schneider’s fairly unknown in this country, as is “New Destiny”, that’s his party.’

      ‘New Destiny, it sounds like an act from X Factor.’ Corrigan’s voice was scathing.

      Gower shrugged. ‘Neu Schicksal, maybe it sounds better in German, but I think they like to abbreviate it to NS, you can chant it when you have a march, then it works.’ He took his laptop out. ‘Have a look.’

      Corrigan did so. The pictures revealed a night sky, flares, police dogs, riot police, a couple of thousand skinheads in bomber jackets chanting. At their head a stocky, good-looking blond-haired man in a blue two-piece suit flanked by two women.

      Behind them was a bearded giant with an equally powerful-looking dog on a leash. He guessed he was Schneider’s bodyguard.

      ‘What’s that they’re shouting? No to refugees?’ he asked. Gower nodded. ‘Exactly. There’s a big party called the AFD, Alternative for Germany, who are more mainstream, but he’s snapping at their heels. And he’s photogenic, and he’s media savvy, and women like him.’

      ‘I get the picture,’ said Corrigan wearily. ‘So, just a signature then?’ he asked.

      ‘There is something else, sir.’ I knew it, thought Corrigan.

      ‘It’s more a PR thing really.’ Gower sounded almost apologetic. ‘I thought it would be good for our image if we had a non-white policeman as his protection officer, particularly as we’re going to be facing crowds shouting the odds that we’re protecting fascist racists.’

      Corrigan nodded thoughtfully. It made sense, it might even help to calm things down. Gower continued, ‘The trained POs will be in the background, I want window dressing. Do you have an officer who is bright and keen, maybe who even fancies moving into Protection Command? Someone who’d like a bit of glamour maybe, for a change.’

      ‘Possibly.’ Corrigan’s voice was guarded. Could guarding Schneider count as glamorous?

      ‘He’d just have to be from some ethnic background, I’m not choosy,’ said Gower. ‘Black, Asian, any colour but white.’

      ‘It smacks a bit of tokenism,’ demurred Corrigan.

      Gower shrugged. ‘Life’s not perfect, sir. We’d be out of a job if it was, but have you got anyone you could recommend, level-headed, not rash?’

      ‘Yes,’ Corrigan answered firmly. ‘Calm, alert…’

      ‘I do know what you’re after, there’s no need to spell it out,’ said Corrigan.

      Gower was taken aback by the senior policeman’s helpful attitude. He’d been expecting a locked and bolted door, not to have it thrown open in welcome. He began to smell a rat.

      ‘Great,’ he beamed, covering his suspicions. ‘Well, thank you very much. Have him drop by my office tomorrow about three. Ms Hübler will be there and we can all make sure we’re singing from the same hymn sheet. They won’t get a Glock or a Smith and Wesson but they will get to do something out of the ordinary with a chance for bigger things, if it all works out well.’

      ‘Mm-hm.’

      ‘Which borough’s he from?’ asked Gower. ‘Hackney at the moment, a DI.’

      ‘Well, I’m sure he’d appreciate seeing something other than Haringey,’ said Gower. ‘They’ll kick up but they must have a fair few DIs.’

      ‘I asked him that once, I think it’s about fifteen, not so many.’

      ‘Well, when the cuts bite they’ll have to scale back anyway, do them good to practise.’

      ‘I’m sure they’ll agree.’ Corrigan’s tone was sarcastic. Now his voice turned dismissive. ‘I’ll speak to them, the chief super’s a mate,’ he said. ‘Until tomorrow.’

      They shook hands and Gower left the office, pleased with what he had managed to extract from the assistant commissioner.

      Corrigan stood up and walked over to the window overlooking the Thames from his new office on the Victoria Embankment.

      The great river rolled its muscular might far below him.

      He did not want an issue with someone trying to kill a right-wing politician on his patch.

      Even if he was German.
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      Christiane Hübler looked at DI Enver Demirel with ill-concealed disgust. It was the kind of look that did not just express dislike or disapproval, but almost naked dislike.

      Enver was wearing a new, dark blue suit and a white shirt and tie. He looked like he was attending a job interview which, in a sense, he was. Corrigan scratched his head with irritation.

      Hübler was being astoundingly rude. She also did not seem to realize how honoured she was that he was there at all. Corrigan was not a vain man but he had a keen sense of his own importance. He had much more pressing things on his plate than to be embroiled in the political shenanigans of a foreign politician. Gower’s face was inscrutable. Schneider’s visit was causing trouble far beyond what it should have done.

      ‘Wolf Schneider is currently under the threat of death from an extremist Islamic organization that we suspect has a great deal of sympathy within the Turkish community.’ Hübler’s English was flawless, her pointed finger accusatory. ‘And you,’ her icy gaze switched from Enver to Corrigan, ‘want to have him guarded by a Muslim Turk.’

      She shook her head saying in German, ‘Das ist ein Witz?’ adding a translation as an afterthought: ‘Is this some kind of joke?’

      Corrigan sat silent and massive, glowering at her.

      ‘DI Demirel…’ he began. Hübler rolled her eyes as if Enver’s surname was some sort of added provocation.

      ‘DI Demirel is a British police officer, and will be treated by you with the respect and courtesy that his position entails.’ The trouble is, thought Corrigan as he made this rather pompous speech, that she’s got me by the short and curlies.

      I’d love to just storm out and let them get on with it, let them be hacked to bits maybe, but I can’t, and she knows that.

      Enver stroked his thick moustache, a gesture he often made when he felt nervous. Gower looked at him with interest. He was always keen to see how officers who were potential recruits would behave under stressful conditions and this had to be very testing for DI Demirel. He had interviewed him earlier and come away with a very favourable impression.

      It was as he had suspected. Demirel was bored to death with his current role in CID at Wood Green, finding himself shunted more and more into community liaison work. It was work he was uniquely qualified to do, although he very much didn’t want to do it. He hated community politics. As a policeman it was the most thankless position he could think of. It was ironic that being half-Turkish had worked in his favour in North London and was now screwing up his chances with this crack at diplomatic protection.

      Enver wanted very much to be taken away from his rather dull duties in Wood Green. He wanted to run around the woods firing Heckler and Koch sub-machine guns. He wanted to have his driving skills brought up to professional standards; he wanted to design protection plans and be part of a Strategy and Tactics team.

      He wanted excitement.

      ‘If I may be allowed to answer Ms Hübler’s point, sir,’ he said now, his voice calm and reasonable.

      ‘Go ahead.’ Corrigan glared at Christiane Hübler. She looked pretty non-Caucasian herself, come to that, he thought. She had very black, coarse hair, brown eyes, swarthy skin. She was buxom and slightly running to fat. He guessed she was in her mid-twenties. She was no advert for white Judaeo-Christianity, so it seemed hypocritical of her to be criticizing Enver.

      Pot. Kettle. Black. Corrigan’s thoughts.

      Enver turned to look at her and Gower noted the impressive musculature of Enver’s body visible even through the material of his suit.

      ‘I’m sorry you feel that way, Ms Hübler.’ Warmly polite, noted Gower, no trace of sarcasm. Diplomatic, grace under pressure, good for you. ‘I am, it is true, half-Turkish but my mother was British and I was raised in a fairly liberal household with Western values. I can assure you—’

      ‘You can assure all you like, DI Demirel,’ said Christiane Hübler acidly. ‘The fact remains that far from providing the reassurance of protection, you’re a potential danger.’

      Corrigan leaned over the table menacingly. ‘I will not have my officers insulted in my presence. Perhaps it would be best for all concerned if Mr Schneider remained at home in Bavaria in some reassuringly Christian enclave.’

      ‘Baden-Württemberg,’ corrected Gower. ‘Enver stays,’ Corrigan said bluntly.

      It had now got far beyond the original idea of placing an ethnic minority policeman in a prominent role. It was now a battle of wills.

      ‘No, he doesn’t,’ countered Hübler.

      Corrigan got the impression she was almost enjoying this, that she thrived on antagonism. Well, it was stalemate, he wasn’t going to back down and neither was she.

      There was a knock on the door and a uniform appeared and beckoned Gower out. He muttered an excuse and left the office. A difficult silence reigned in the small room.

      Corrigan stared intimidatingly into space. Enver sat with his big hands, fingertips steepled, on the table in front of him as though they were potential assassin’s weapons and Hübler would feel reassured if she could see what they were doing. She was the only one who seemed happy, glaring with hostility at the others.

      Corrigan thought, I bet she’s Schneider’s Rottweiler. Many powerful figures employ a human attack dog, he’d done it himself. He thought nostalgically of Hanlon.

      Still off on sick leave sanctioned by himself after the business with the Russians. Well, at least that seemed to have died a quiet death.

      The door opened and Gower appeared, accompanied by a blond-haired man in his early thirties wearing an expensive leather bomber jacket and an easygoing smile. Christiane Hübler looked up, startled.

      ‘Wolf, was gibt?’

      It was Schneider.
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      The two men walked down past the Ashmolean museum in the centre of Oxford, turning left into the broad thoroughfare of St Giles.

      A casual observer might have taken them to be students, at first glance. They were wearing street clothes, hooded sweatshirts, one of them in camouflage combat trousers, the other in tight, skinny jeans. But if you looked closer the taller, stockier one was in his early thirties, too old to be an undergraduate, and the other’s visible tattoos, LOVE on one set of knuckles, HATE on the other, were not the kind of thing that Oxford students sported, not even in an ironic sense. And their hard-eyed gaze was neither studious nor academic.

      ‘So what’s the plan exactly, Mark?’ asked James Kettering, the shorter, younger one.

      Mark Spencer gave a bleak smile. ‘You know Marcus Hinds?’

      ‘Georgie’s bae?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      The two of them walked past the Eagle and Child where Tolkien and his fellow Inklings had famously met.

      ‘Do you know him?’ asked Spencer.

      ‘No, well, I know what he looks like. Journalist, isn’t he?’

      ‘Seemingly.’ Spencer’s voice was dismissive. ‘Anyway, Georgie wants him taught a lesson. He’s getting dangerous, according to her.’

      Kettering glanced at him. ‘How much of a lesson?’ he asked. Spencer put his hand in his pocket and handed him a pocket knife. Kettering glanced at it discreetly: five inch blade, more or less, spring mounted, a classic flick knife. He hefted it in his hand.

      ‘That much of a lesson?’

      ‘You got it, buddy.’

      Spencer eyed his companion. He’d been on a few riots with JK, as he was known, and knew him to be a vicious, hard fighter. They’d also been on a couple of raids on EDF pubs, ‘Fascist bashing’ outings. He was pleased to see that JK seemed perfectly happy, that mix of excitement and tension that both men loved before things kicked off.

      ‘Where’s it going to go down?’

      They walked past one of the colleges. Kettering eyed it incuriously, they were all the same, full of privileged arseholes. ‘We’ll take him on the stairs. Georgie’ll buzz us in. He won’t know what’s hit him.’

      A while later they reached their destination in Summertown, a quiet residential street.

      ‘Hinds is a journalist,’ said Spencer, ‘a writer, it’ll be a piece of piss.’

      Kettering nodded. ‘Looking forward to it,’ he said.

      ‘Eleuthera will be very grateful,’ Spencer said. ‘And they’re very generous and Georgie controls the purse strings.’

      ‘Thought you’d say that,’ said Kettering with a grin.

      There was a skip outside Hinds’s communal front door and, just as they reached it, the door opened and a woman pushing a bike emerged. The two of them crossed the road to avoid being seen by her.

      ‘Thought you said the place was deserted at this time of day?’ Kettering’s tone was angry.

      They reached the other pavement and then they saw an old bag lady, hunkered down on a step with three carrier bags in front of her and an old blanket draping her. They looked at each other and shrugged. They waited for the Lycra-clad neighbour of Hinds to pedal off and then recrossed the road, Spencer glancing at the screen of his phone as they did so. Neither of them paid her any attention, as far as they were concerned. Nobody notices street people, nobody pays them any attention. They are a smelly, embarrassing eyesore.

      But Elsa was paying them attention, and Elsa, former fine art lecturer and an authority on nineteenth-century European portrait painting, never forgot a face.
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      Wolf Schneider sat back in his chair and favoured the assembled group with a high-voltage smile of easy charm. It was an inclusive smile and he particularly focused on Enver, giving him a millisecond longer and a couple of extra watts of charisma. It was as effortless as turning up the central heating a notch. It was also equally effective, a highly calibrated instrument. It was as if he were trying to make up for Hübler’s intense rudeness. He didn’t look like a right-wing racist demagogue, he looked like an affable entrepreneur with the confidence that only a healthy bank balance and good looks can bring. Corrigan guessed that he was in his forties. He had blond hair and an outdoorsy glow to his features. His background had been in construction and he still had the powerful physique of a builder mixed with an amiable can-do toughness. He could see that Schneider’s appeal would be to attract people who were alienated by the political class. He wasn’t an intellectual or a businessman, he was an ordinary Joe, telling it like it is, telling it straight.

      ‘I’m sorry I’m giving you all so much trouble, particularly you, DI Demirel. I’m a great fan of the Turkish people.’ He raised a hand as if to ward off any criticism. ‘I know that you’re British, but my message is really one of tolerance and acceptance.’

      Oh, God, thought Corrigan, he’s about to make a speech. Schneider had a kind of messianic look on his face; four or forty thousand, the numbers were immaterial, he was determined to get his message across.

      ‘In an ideal world, we would have no racist problems. Sadly though, our world is very flawed. I want a multicultural Europe, a multicultural Germany, a multicultural Britain and by controlling numbers of Muslims to a certain percentage and winnowing out the extremists, we can achieve that.’

      Point made, he smiled winningly. Hübler looked at him admiringly.

      Corrigan sighed. I’ll make a speech too, he thought. Time to cut him off. He leaned forward and coughed, looked stern. It wasn’t a hard look to pull off, Corrigan was a hard man, people tended to be frightened of him. He was used to dominating meetings.

      ‘We at the Metropolitan Police are committed to protecting the public whatever their shades of opinion, sir. However, what we are not prepared to do is have the manner of our policing dictated by those we are seeking to protect.’

      ‘I absolutely agree,’ said Schneider with shining sincerity.

      Gower frowned. ‘I gathered from your colleague that you had reservations—’

      ‘Oh, not at all,’ Schneider interrupted him. ‘Christiane, as my head of staff, was natürlich, sorry, naturally, concerned that after the horrific murder of Gunther Hart, being on the same hit list I might be sensitive to the proximity of Muslims, but nothing could be further from the truth.’

      ‘So no objections to DI Demirel being with you?’ Gower stepped in swiftly, anxious to have his original plan restored.

      ‘No, but not visibly,’ said Schneider.

      ‘I beg your pardon? Not visibly?’ Corrigan was confused. Then angry again. Presumably Schneider thought that it would be bad for his image if he were seen to be accompanied by a Muslim, who instead of trying to kill him was keeping him alive.

      ‘I would like to suggest a compromise, like we had when I was in France recently when I went to visit Marine Le Pen, and we did the same in Holland when I shared a platform with Geert Wilders.’

      The name-dropping was so pointed that Corrigan nearly smiled. ‘Look at me, look how important I am,’ was the obvious message. He’d be getting his phone out soon, showing them his selfies: ‘Here’s me in front of the European Parliament, here’s me at the Hague…’ It could not be denied, though, that Schneider was a seriously important politician.

      Corrigan had, as always, done his homework. ‘So, what did the French and Dutch police provide?’ he asked sceptically. Schneider was a much bigger deal on mainland Europe than he was in the UK.

      Schneider smiled and fiddled with his phone and gave it to Corrigan to look at. I knew it, he thought. He scrolled across the images and passed it to Gower without comment. Photos of Schneider and politicians; next to Schneider in France a dark-haired woman, in Holland a blonde. The uniting fact, hard faces, watchful demeanour. Corrigan and Gower could smell a cop even on the screen of an iPhone 6.

      The message to Schneider’s followers: a man popular with women. A tough man who did not need bouncer-style bodyguards.

      Vote for me.

      ‘I will level with you, Commissioner Corrigan.’ Schneider opened his hands to demonstrate his sincerity. Corrigan could feel his charm. It was a mix of intelligence, sincerity and a kind of everyman quality that politicians usually lacked. Schneider had it. You trusted him. If he wasn’t exactly the guy next door he was the kind of man you hoped that the guy next door would be.

      ‘I very much do not wish to be beheaded like those unfortunates in Syria or Iraq, and I do not want my throat cut like Gunther. Those are worst-case scenarios.’ That vote-winning smile again. ‘What is much more likely is that I will be pelted with eggs or flour or jostled.’ He shrugged charmingly. ‘Well, I’m used to that, but I’d rather it didn’t turn ugly. If I could have a woman protection officer it would defuse tension. I don’t want to strut around like a tough guy, I want calm, calm is good for rational debate. A female presence soothes people, in my experience.’

      And she’ll look good in your attempt to woo lady voters, thought Corrigan. Fine then, politics is the art of the compromise, of the possible. Since Schneider didn’t object to Enver per se, he’d keep him on the team but in a back-door role, one where Schneider wouldn’t have to face the indignity of being visibly protected by the sort of person he wanted to exclude from Europe. Honour would be satisfied on both accounts. And since he wanted a woman officer, then that was what he could have.

      ‘Fine,’ he said.

      ‘That easy?’ asked Schneider, slightly taken aback by Corrigan’s ready agreement. ‘You have someone in mind? Can I meet her first?’

      ‘I don’t see why not,’ said Corrigan.

      ‘Is she tough?’ Schneider looked slightly worried. He wanted someone feminine enough to look attractive on his media pages but hard enough to deter aggressors. He wanted a Twitter/Facebook/Instagram decoration. Someone who appealed to his demographic support, who would attract both women and men voters. A difficult juggling act.

      Corrigan smiled. ‘That you can judge for yourself.’
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      Marcus Hinds knew he had very little time, but he was a resourceful man. He had discovered that morning his PC had been hacked. That meant beyond a shadow of a doubt his phone had too. Carrying it, with its built-in tracking device, would be tantamount to wandering around with a megaphone and a hi-vis jacket shouting, ‘I’m here!’

      His car was out of the question too. Eleuthera were highly organized, very computer literate. Some of its members were, unsurprisingly, part of the Anonymous hacking network. If his security had been compromised then he felt sure a tracker, costing peanuts and easily available, could well be attached somewhere to the old Renault that he drove.

      Pulling his clothes on in the grotty one-bedroomed flat, he glanced down at the huddled form of Georgie Adams, Eleuthera’s press and communications officer, under his duvet. Strands of her dark hair – the ends of her swept-across fringe coloured green – and the tips of her painted fingertips were visible. He heard a faint snore. That girl would sleep through anything.

      Nine thirty a.m.

      He and Georgie hadn’t gone to bed until two, she had no college today, she’d be comatose until noon.

      Georgie was typical of the Eleuthera membership: young, idealistic, committed. Attractive. That’s really what had made him notice the anarchist group first, the fact that there was a hard-core of extremely desirable women, and he, as a genuine member of the proletariat, a real working-class hero, had been of equal interest to them as well.

      Like many of the anarchists who belonged to Eleuthera, she chose to keep her membership a discreet secret. Although they weren’t a prohibited organization, they preferred to operate under the radar. It had taken Hinds considerable ingenuity to track them down.

      Well, now things were going terribly wrong. He had uncovered things he shouldn’t have.

      He had looked under the wrong rock.

      He glanced out of the window. The street outside was quiet. Those going to work had done so and the school run was over. The street was occupied mainly by young professionals – the old and middle-aged had sold up and students couldn’t afford the rents.

      One more issue for Eleuthera to get fired up about.

      Redistribute the property!

      Occupy the colleges!

      Smash the rich!

      Destroy.

      End the stranglehold of elitism. That would play well in Oxford.

      The small block of flats he was in would be deserted apart from himself and Georgie. All the other occupants at work. He found the silence during the day quite eerie.

      The same could be said about the whole road.

      There was, however, one resident impervious to economic conditions. That was the old bag lady who often slept opposite. He could see her out of the window now. Huddled in her layers of blankets, bedding that she would often roll up and push around in an old shopping trolley. She had a variety of locations. He often saw her outside St John’s when he passed by in the morning, she liked to spend her days there.

      Someone had told him she had a bus stop she liked to use as well, somewhere on the outskirts of town where the council wouldn’t harass her for upsetting the tourists with her non-picturesque grime. But this morning she was huddled in the doorway across the street. No trolley today, just a few large, plastic bags.

      He felt a twinge of pity when he saw the alcoholic homeless, coupled with an uneasy feeling that he could be looking at his own future.

      There was a half-smoked joint on the desk by his open laptop. He lit it and drew the smoke deep into his lungs. He quickly copied several files to a spare memory stick and thrust it into his pocket, then he disconnected the small external hard drive and added that to it.

      Can’t have too much information, he thought, in a slightly fuddled way.

      He looked out of the window again. No one in the street. The bag lady was searching for something in one of her plastic carriers. This morning she was sponsored by Sainsbury’s. Today he felt a stab of jealousy. Nobody was going to try and kill her, except maybe herself. She’d be alive today; he doubted he could be so sure about himself. He laced his boots up and looked in the mirror at his handsome, stubbled face and pushed a hand through his dark, tousled hair. There were lines now starting to appear on his forehead and crow’s feet around his eyes, but he was still good-looking, a Byronic East Ender living on his wits.
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