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   This title is
  part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder
  and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated
  frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers,
  some of which have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the
  morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Chapter One


  Suddenly this June night there were faces here that should not be here. She knew them from briefing photographs only, some taken furtively and not very good, but good enough.
  Two. Yes, she had picked out two. That was not right. If two of them had made it this far, there ought to be a third. Where was he, the third? Where? She tried not to look about too frantically for
  him, and kept on trading and checking for forged twenties whenever a customer approached.


  She did look for him, though, and knew from half a dozen of the dimmish, over-enlarged pictures viewed repeatedly during last months briefings what she was looking for. It would be a thin
  face on a thinner body. To mark the lack of meat, the trade and everyone else, except probably his mother, called this lad Corporeal. If it came to shooting, was he too thin to be hit, but not too
  thin to hit her? And of course it would come to shooting. And of course Corporeal would show in a minute to reinforce those two, despite the operation scenario which said that neither
  Corporeal nor the other pair should ever get this far.


  The plan, like so many police plans, lay dead or dying, and she could be next. True, Iles had told her at the very first of the briefings five weeks ago that although the project had a brilliant
  likelihood of success it might need some adjustments on the day. What Harpur would probably call fine-tuning, given his flair for a shagged-out phrase, the assistant
  chief had said. Well, this was the day and on the day the project did need some adjustments fast: a total but swift retune. Because Corporeal was not in sight, and because of what Iles had told her
  about him she found herself thinking of Corporeal as the most lethal. Stupid? All three were gifted. And to cope with the threat the three might offer there had been three principal briefings
  during May.


  



  Chapter Two


  THE BRIEFINGS


  Briefing One, 5 May


  Iles said: Naomi, youre going to be central to an operation that should eliminate permanently all threat of invasion by this fucking arrogant London gang into our drugs scene.
  Things are shaping for us. Naturally, although the plan has a brilliant likelihood of success, it might need some adjustments on the day. What Harpur would probably call fine-tuning,
  given his flair for a shagged-out phrase. Isnt that what youd call it, Harpur?


  They shouldnt reach you at the Eton, but we have to provide in case they do, Harpur replied.


  Twelve blown-up photographs, most black and white, were laid out on a trestle table. They each showed one of three men.


  Iles said: Colonizers. This is the pattern now. Things in London and Manchester and Liverpool get tough for them because of good police work there, or competition from other dealers, or
  more likely both. So they look for new markets. Theyll try for ultimate control of all drugs pickings here and in any other biggish urban orchard. Best you familiarize yourself with their faces. Oh, yes, its more than possible theyll be stopped a long way from the Eton on the night, much more than possible. However . . . look, heres the boy they call Corporeal, as slim as the Book of Jude.


  
Iles passed an elegant finger over a group of the photographs. Theyve done six pictures of him  above his share  compensating for lack of body weight. Real name, Digby Lighthorn, specialist pusher to the wealthy, and hence with a fierce interest in that select floating restaurant and trading centre, the Eton Boating Song, where youll be attractively in place and trading. Corporeal handles mostly coke, but some H, and Amyl to gays, inevitably. He does know guns, but were not sure to what proficiency, are we, Harpur?
 
From where youll sit you can watch the whole bar area, and, naturally, well have protective people all round you, Harpur told her. You just behave as if youre what youre supposed to be  established and esteemed supplier to the Etons prosperous users.
 
Iles said: Notice, Naomi? This sod, Harpur, never actually answers a question, which is why hes eternally bogged down at detective chief super. I mean, thats one of fifty reasons hes stuck at detective chief super. Ever seen more subordinate eyes than Harpurs, Naomi, or more cringing teeth?
 
Harpur said: Perhaps we should stick to Angela Rivers, her cover name, now, sir. Accustom Naomi and ourselves.
 
Iles said: So very, very right, Col. Forgive me. Have you ever seen more subordinate eyes than Harpurs, Angela, or more cringing teeth?

  
  Naomi said: When you tell me none of these three should get to me at


  Harpur has information that theyll certainly set out for the Eton Boating Song that day  or rather, night  but might be intercepted some distance away by a shooting
  party, isnt that so, Col?


  Harpur stepped to a room plan fixed to a large cork board on an easel. He pointed to a small mauve circle. Youre here, Angela, in the Eton bar. This is the recognized
  pushers seat.


  Its a bothersome tradition Im in, she said, both previous holders slaughtered: Eleri ap Vaughan, Simon Pilgrim, Si one of the best throat-cut jobs the doctor
  ever saw, I heard.


  Iles said: Eleri and Pilgrim were folk who did not have our backing.


  Harpur indicated on the room plan all the middle area of the Eton bar. Yes, well have officers at most tables in this part. And Ill be close to you here, with Peter and
  Sin.


  Harpurs surprisingly capable in this kind of blood-all-over situation, Iles said. His talents are heavy talents. Less nifty with the paper clips.


  We pull you out at the first threat of gunfire, Harpur told her, probably through this door here  he pointed at a yellow rectangle on the diagram 
  yes, out of that door, onto the deck, then down the gangway to a car well have waiting. But I stress it should not happen because theyll be stopped.


  Intercepted? she asked. She tried to keep her voice unnervous, but knew it must sound thin. Wholl intercept them?


  Iles said: Its possible  oh, probable, yes, probable, yes, extremely probable, if Cols tip is right, that a local crew . . .


  She did not like the way Harpur and Iles spattered yesses in the forecasts, wanting to make things sound positive; needing to make things sound positive, because they might not be.
  A police local crew will intercept? she asked.


  No, no, no, Iles replied, with what seemed to her a very rounded law-and-order laugh. Would the police prepare an armed ambush in such circumstances? That would be
  intolerably improper, Naomi. Angela. Oh, yes.


  Armed? she said.


  Corporeal and his London chums are trying to annex one of the most profitable sites on our patch, Angela  the Eton Boating Songs famed cocaine station, Iles replied.
  These are large-scale business manoeuvres. Yes, therell be talented gunfire  from rivals.


  You mean a local crew of dealers? she asked.


  We understand its a possibility, Iles replied. This is some of Cols rather shady information  you know what hes like. Harpur hears more fucking
  voices than Joan of Arc, all of them slippery and bought. Now and then they get things right, and now and then is an exceptionally high rate of return from informants.


  Youre saying a local firm will gun down Corporeal and the other two when theyre on their way to finish me at the Eton? she asked.


  Iles laughed again, though this time it seemed more a refined chuckle. Gun down? Gun down? These are rough-edged words, Angela. Who knows who will hurt whom? We can only tell you what the
  outlook appears to be.


  But a gun encounter somewhere on the dockside? she replied.


  Iles said: The dockside does look a likely site. This will upset Chiefy and Mrs Chiefy. They believe the sweet new marina development should have abolished violence there.


  And if Corporeal and the other two London people arent expecting a trap, theyre the ones likely to get knocked over, arent they? she asked.


  I dont think Colin would dispute that reading, Iles replied. Youll ask why were not trying to stop that happening.


  No, I wont ask that. I think I can see it. You want these three eliminated and these locals look likely to do it for you.


  It would be for us, Angela  if that were a fair reading of things. But it isnt. The information is uncertain  inevitably. Not enough to justify an Armageddon
  operation by our people.


  Oh? she replied.


  No, indeed, Iles said. Thats so, isnt it, Col?


  You might wonder why were not arming you personally, Angela, Harpur replied.


  Oh, this is the chiefs ruling, Iles said. Now listen, folk, I hope I would never speak a word against Mr Lane in the presence of career underlings like you two,
  Angela, Colin  that would be grossly indiscreet  but you know what a total fucking wanker he is about guns. Id have kitted you way back, Angela. Im only the dogsbody,
  though, and thered be no point in arguing with the chief. Its Mrs Lane one would have to convince, and Im permitted few audiences.


  To get you up to real proficiency in the time would not have been possible, Angela, Harpur said. And in any case, once youd gone undercover you couldnt come in
  and practise on the range. It might be a giveaway. Youre supposed to be an upper-echelon pusher in Mansel Shales fine firm. You must not be seen near any police property.


  You really think they dont know who I am? she asked.


  But most of us around you at the Eton will be carrying something, Harpur replied.


  Iles said: Harpurs a beautiful shot, although hes nearly as palsied-neurotic about weaponry as Lane. Col will fire, however, if things are very, very bad, and I
  think even he would regard things as very, very bad should it appear you might get killed, Naomi. Angela. Isnt that right, Harpur? You could force yourself into effectiveness in those
  circumstances?


  Our best marksmen will be scattered all around the Eton, waiting for my orders, Harpur replied. Were determined to minimize hazard to you, Angela.


  Briefing Two, 18 May


  The sessions had taken place in what Iles referred to as a safeish house rented for six months in the name of a woman he knew. Naomi was not sure who she was:
  Harpur had told her it might be one of the ACCs revered Ulster great-aunts, or a seventeen-year-old ethnic whore Iles revered very frequently in his car and so on. The house was at a decent
  end of the city and Naomi had to travel there by two taxis: hailed taxis, never picked up at ranks. She would go into the city centre first from her newly provided hideaway flat, then switch after
  a bit of a look around behind her. Harpur and Iles arrived separately at the house, driving partway and then a walk. She always left first. She had the idea that neither Iles nor Harpur would trust
  the other not to try something if one to one with her. But since Harpur was her undercover controller she would have to work alone with him eventually, suppose it came to eventually. Iles liked
  having the house in a rich district; regarded high-calibre suburbia as a good disguise. Harpur had decided it would be unwise to meet in her flat or in his place or Iless.


  Harpur brought the pictures, diagrams and sketches in a holdall and displayed them fresh each time. He also brought three pistols each time and matched them at the beginning of every briefing
  with the three London men. Corporeal always used a 9mm eight-round Parabellum Walther, and the other two Browning FN 140DA automatics with twelve-round magazines. She did not understand why it was
  important for her to know this. If someone, or more than one, started banging off at you in the small space of a restaurant bar, you would not be interested in what type of weapon, weapons, were
  cutting you in half, nor in how many bullets were available to do it. But she listened, nodded, memorized.


  Iles stacked the pictures of Corporeal. Weve got him fixed in the mind, Id say, wouldnt you, Angela? Shall we look at the other two now? He displayed the six
  remaining photographs. But then he suddenly went back to the half-dozen of Corporeal and fanned them out again. Im glad there are more of him, and not just because hes so damn
  lean. I want to stress that if there were to be any danger to you  very, very if but if there were  suppose somehow they dodged the ambush  in that case its
  from Corporeal the peril would most likely come. He will feel the Eton is so him, the way Thatcher knew she was right for Prime Minister.


  You mean that if Im there, apparently trading, Corporeals going to see me as the opposition, to be removed? she asked.


  This is a possibility, Iles replied.


  The house was furnished in real upper-management opulence, though the old, splintered easel and cork board had been imported from headquarters, plus the trestle table. If you thought about that
  kind of stuff being brought in from a van, you had to wonder about the anonymity of this safeish house. She and Harpur were seated now, in wide cream-beige armchairs, while Iles stood near the
  table, occasionally holding up one or more photographs. They drank tea which Iles had made and served in delightful, fine flower-decorated china. Youve planned it like this,
  havent you? she asked Iles. Im bait. Have you actually agreed it with Shale and his partner, Panicking Ralph  their fortunate interception? Theres a little
  blitz alliance? Thats why I asked whether they know who I am. It would be a nice operation, wouldnt it: get rid of the London invaders and everything reverts to the healthy, peaceful
  scene where Shales and Panickings combined firms are tolerated?


  Iles chuckled at this. The chief is entirely opposed to such blind-eye arrangements with the police, even in the interests of peace, he replied. That would totally offend
  his notion of the right.


  The chief doesnt run this domain, Naomi replied.


  Well, Angela, Mrs Lane plus the chief are a very compelling influence, Iles replied.


  You run the domain, Mr Iles, Naomi replied. Doesnt he, Mr Harpur?


  Heres the one they call Lovely Mover, Iles replied, a photograph displayed for her in each of his hands. Delightful clothing on supple limbs. Lincoln W. Lincoln, who
  came on ahead of the other two to our region. Pathfinder. Explorer. Business emissary. Carries the automatic in a left-mounted shoulder holster under this gorgeous, generously cut jacket. Yes,
  probably did one of your predecessors as queen of the Eton bar  Eleri, that lovely old rogue. Might have done Si Pilgrim too, though we dont have LWL down as a throat guru. Perhaps
  hes been on a course lately.


  Timberlakes still doing good work on the Pilgrim case, Harpur said.


  Its just that we never get witnesses on that kind of killing, Angela, Iles said. Or we do get witnesses, but not witnesses who will talk like witnesses in the
  box. Iles put the photographs of Lovely Mover down and made a fan of the remaining four. Tommy Mill-Kaper. Excellent family. His grandfather was a distinguished thinker and servant of
  the state. Full of high convictions. Won the VC with Wingate out east in the Second World War. A lot for Tommy to live up to, and he seems to be on a different career route altogether. So far. He
  has convictions, but not the same type as Grandads. Tommy traffics mostly grass and Ecstasy, plus some crack and coke. Hes your boy for raves and taprooms. All three are sent
  from London by Everton Evas Osprey and the Rt. Hon. They will be expected to produce gains. And they will try. Everton sees us as patsies, and Shale and Panicking as patsies too. That
  south-east London confidence. Shale a patsy, I ask you, Angela! Or even Harpur. One feels quite sorry for them.


  Briefing Three, 30 May


  Harpur said: Could you wear something dark on the night, Angela? He unrolled a piece of upper-body armour on the table, all ribs and straps. They
  dont do these in light colours, and best not have it showing through. He brought a folded Marks & Spencer carrier bag from the holdall and put the body armour in it. He covered it
  with tissue paper, also taken from the holdall, then handed the carrier to her. You wont need the armour, and it will make you hot on a June night, but do wear it. Yes,
  well stick with regulations on Protection in Possible Gunfire Incidents.


  Iles said: Corporeal. Watch for Corporeal  that is, if any of them at all turn up, which, of course, they wont. Would we put you in there if we really thought theyd
  get past the convenient interception, Naomi?


  Im Angela, she replied. I dont know. Would you? Would you, Mr Harpur?


  Care for one final run over the details of these pistols before I pack them, Angela? Harpur replied.
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