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  A year has passed since Rob Simpson-Stone received a photo of his nieces enjoying a night out, unaware their photographer was one Anders Folden: a psychopathic hitman Rob helped to put away while working undercover for the Met Police Special Investigations Unit.


  Only Gray Fisher—Rob's former boss, now his business partner—is taking Rob seriously. The powers-that-be insist Rob and Gray are being paranoid: there’s no proof the photo came from Folden, who’s stayed off the authorities’ radar long enough to have assumed a new identity and fled overseas. It takes a significant threat to Rob’s son’s life for anyone to question that assertion, but police protection is worth nothing when the target has friends in high places to bend and break the law to his will.


  Folden won’t stop until he’s completed his mission: to fulfil a contract or end a personal vendetta, Rob and Gray are no longer sure which. What they do know is they need to find him before he finds them—with or without help from the authorities.


   


  Distractions Playlist:


  https://is.gd/DistractionsPlaylist


  Need a Recap?


  For those readers who are jumping straight in or need a refresher, I’ve included a ‘Previously’ at the back of the book. To read it, click the link below (will contain spoilers if you haven’t read the previous books in Hiding Behind The Couch/Gray Fisher).


  [Read ‘Previously in Hiding Behind The Couch/Gray Fisher’]


  Dedication


  For all of us who will never know what it’s like

  to live with a ‘normal’ dog.
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  Two traits are essential in a criminal: boundless egoism and a strong destructive urge. Common to both of these, and a necessary condition for their expression, is absence of love, lack of an emotional appreciation of (human) objects.


   


  Sigmund Freud


  1. Virtual Danger


  Rob stopped the car at the kerb, engine idling, and went through the motions of checking over his dashboard controls as he scanned the vicinity, alert to any and every movement. Tree branches shifted in the spring breeze; a neighbour deposited folded cardboard in their recycling bin. Otherwise, the street was dead quiet. Every parked vehicle was empty; no blinds or curtains twitched.


  Satisfied all seemed in order, Rob switched his attention to the house: the home of his former in-laws. It was a decent-sized property in a well-to-do suburb but smaller and humbler than the foreboding representation in his mind, which said more about him than them. They might not have always got along, but Zoë’s parents were decent people. The kind who stepped up without a second thought.


  Unfortunately, acknowledging that wasn’t enough to stop Rob showing off, and as he reversed the car, he oversteered and barely missed the gate post. Cussing, he stopped, repositioned…and reminded himself his services were only needed because Zoë’s fiancé was away on business. No-one else would be impressed by his posturing.


  Still, he had to compensate somehow for the base-model used blue Fiesta bought and registered on his behalf—or on behalf of ‘Steven Radley’—when the two cars parked in the drive both carried this year’s licence plate. One was Zoë’s, the other her mum’s, both compact hatchbacks but with pretty much every optional extra. Custom alloys and paint jobs, body kits, lowered suspension…and a wide space between them where Zoë’s dad’s car would have been if he weren’t at work. Rob could’ve parked his car and his bike in that space.


  Then again, had he been on the bike, he wouldn’t have given a toss. For the time being, the Suzuki was still in storage, and for no reason, if he believed DCI Tant, which he didn’t. One brief ‘out of courtesy’ phone call to say nothing had changed was never going to cut it. Twelve months their lives had been on hold, waiting for Anders Folden to make his next move. Twelve months since Rob received the photo of his nieces enjoying a night out, smiling at the camera, unaware their photographer was a psychopath out to reap revenge on their uncle…


  Twelve months since he’d promised his youngest niece his life would be less dangerous now he was out of both the army and the police.


  Tant was right about one thing, though: there was no proof Folden had sent the photo. It had come from a now-dead pay-as-you-go number, but who else would have sent it? At least Gray believed him, as did Dom Hooper, for what it was worth when Dom was still on a suspension. Without him on the inside, and with ‘no contact in over a year’, the police were no longer actively investigating Folden’s escape or trying to track him down. They’d circulated their intel to Interpol and border control and washed their hands of him, insisting Rob and Gray were worrying over nothing, and Dom Hooper should know better than to buy into their conspiracy theories about systemic corruption when it had already put his career in jeopardy. Anders Folden had no ‘friends in high places’, according to Tant, and anyway, he was someone else’s problem now.


  A sharp rap on the Fiesta’s side window startled Rob out of what had become an ever-repeating replay that brought no answers. His ex-mother-in-law peered down at him in pinched-lipped puzzlement. With lively blue eyes, light freckles across her nose and wavy shoulder-length black hair that hinted at her Gaelic heritage, she hadn’t aged a day in the five years since he’d last seen her. He shut off the engine and pulled the key from the ignition but had to wait for her to move before he could open the door.


  “Alright, Dora? How’re you doing? You’re looking well.”


  “Good afternoon to you, Rob.” She reciprocated his embrace and stepped back but kept her hand on his arm. “I’m very well, thanks. You?”


  “Same.”


  “We were expecting you this morning, weren’t we?” She squeezed and released him. “The motorways were bad, I heard on the radio.”


  “Yeah.” Rob turned away to lock the car. Like his mum, Dora had an in-built lie detector, and apart from a minor snarl-up at Birmingham, his route had been clear. The delay was his own doing—a voluntary detour into the city affording him a congestion charge and not much else. If he could stay focused, he might get through the rest of the day without any more idiocy.


  “Are you coming in?” Dora’s voice sounded distant, and when Rob turned back, he discovered she was at the front door to the house.


  “Sorry.” He got his act together and followed her inside, waiting for directions on which room they were headed for. The Cliftons weren’t minted, but they weren’t scraping around for pennies. Like Rob, Zoë’s dad was a child of the Windrush generation, and her mum’s family had arrived from Ireland during the same era. Both had followed their parents into the NHS, albeit flipping the typical gender roles along the way, given Dora was the doctor and David was the nurse, or these days a general manager of nursing services in the private sector. Both earned decent salaries, reflected in the top-rate education they’d secured for their daughter, and in their commuter-belt detached house with double garage, tasteful modern décor and furniture, newly fitted kitchen…


  “Coffee, Rob? D’you still have it black?” Dora was already filling a mug from a push-button machine topped by a bean reservoir.


  “I do.” He turned his ear toward the door and listened over the sound of running coffee and furniture muffle, just making out a voice, an indistinct, one-way conversation, possibly a radio or TV. “Is Lu’s tutor here?”


  “Not today. He’ll be playing that ridiculous game, no doubt.” She handed him the mug.


  “Cheers.” Rob accepted and took a sip. “Good coffee, that. I’ve been looking at getting a machine myself.” Another deflection. Rob didn’t bother much with coffee at home—he hadn’t even kept a jar of instant in the flat—but he was gutted Lucas hadn’t come racing down to see him.


  “They’re handy,” Dora said, following up her sideways glance with a smile that told Rob she’d fully got the measure of him. She finished filling a second mug and gestured to the stools at the centre island. “Sit yourself down. I’ll let them know you’re here.”


  He’d been in the car for most of the day and would rather have remained standing, but he obeyed out of politeness, listening on as Dora bustled from the kitchen and up the stairs.


  All the times he and Zoë had visited, before Lucas was born and after, Rob had never been upstairs. Zoë’s parents weren’t overly formal, but they weren’t overly friendly either—towards anyone, not just him—although Dora was a hugger. Rob didn’t measure up to their expectations. They weren’t happy about the ten-year age gap, his police background, the fact his parents were separated, the bike… It was all pretty damning, yet Zoë insisted they were ‘fond of him’, which sounded like a placation. Still, he supposed, they’d permitted him to marry their daughter.


  At the jangle of bracelet charms signifying Dora’s return, Rob glugged at his coffee, not wishing to seem ungracious or draw further attention to his wandering concentration.


  “Zoë’s on her way down.” Dora brought her mug over and propped on the stool opposite his, vocalising a sigh as she adjusted her position. “So how’re your mum and stepdad doing these days? Zoë tells me your stepdad’s been having radiotherapy.”


  “Yeah, he has, for prostate cancer.”


  “What age is he? Seventies?”


  “Just turned seventy. They caught it early, though.”


  “Oh, well, that’s good news.”


  “Yeah.” For Rob, his stepdad’s optimistic prognosis was more than good news; it was a life-changer. Since losing Jess, he’d been stuck in the mindset that all cancer was terminal. Accompanying Harvey to Clatterbridge for his treatments and chatting to the other men there for the same reason, even some of their wives who’d survived cancer themselves, had changed his outlook. If they’d found Jess’s earlier, she might have recovered…and gone to prison with her associates, where she’d have died of shame. He could just see her, without all her designer gear, cycling through the same three outfits—


  “She’s almost done.”


  Rob blinked and refocused. At some point, Dora must have left the kitchen again because she was on her way back. She resumed her seat, and for a fleeting second Rob was certain she was going to ask what was on his mind, but he must have sent a shutdown signal.


  “Are you sure you’re going to fit everything in the cars?” She tilted her head back, indicating the rooms above.


  Rob chuckled, relieved, although it was still a loaded question. Zoë had survived two months in the two-bedroom apartment—the ‘safe house’ Dom Hooper had arranged—before she’d packed up and moved in with her parents. She’d left the furniture behind, but no way would ten months’ worth of clothes, toiletries and personal belongings fit into two small hatchbacks, which Rob had known all along.


  “My mate’s coming with his van. Should be here in—” he fished out his phone and checked the text “—half an hour, he reckons.”


  “Right.” Dora nodded and sipped her coffee, her gaze settling on a point somewhere between the island’s top and the low-hanging overhead light. A few minutes passed, the silence leading somewhere. Rob waited, admiring the white-porcelain-tiled walls, granite counters, glossy doors…back to Dora’s expectant, calculating eye contact. “What d’you make of Travis, then?” she asked.


  For a moment, he was too stunned to answer, his brain taken over by the realisation that if she was asking his opinion, she liked him more than she liked Travis. Get in there! It went some way towards compensating for Lucas’s lack of interest. Fighting a grin, he said truthfully, “I didn’t like him at first, but he’s a good bloke, and he loves Zo and Lu.”


  “What more could you ask?” Dora remarked. She had the kind of dry Irish sense of humour that made it impossible for Rob to tell whether she was being sarcastic. “Still, now everything’s settled, they can get on with planning the wedding.”


  “Yeah, I suppose,” Rob agreed.


  Dora cocked her head. “You’re not happy about that, are you?”


  “I am, as it goes.”


  “But?”


  Everything isn’t settled. “No ‘but’. I’m pleased for them.”


  “Pleased for whom?”


  Zoë’s hands pressed down on Rob’s shoulders as he jumped. She laughed, stepping to his side, barefooted, hence the silent approach, and beckoned for a hug. He obliged.


  “It’s so good to see you,” she murmured against his cheek.


  “You too.” Rob reluctantly released her. He meant everything he’d said: he was happy for Zoë and Travis and well past wishful thinking about what might have been. But he still missed her and Lucas, and, if he was honest, after a year of camping out in his mum’s spare room and keeping a low profile, the loneliness was getting to him.


  Zoë went and poured herself a coffee. “Hasn’t Lu come down to see you?”


  “Nope.”


  “The little…” She marched out of the kitchen again and shouted up the stairs, “Lu, your dad’s here!”


  “’Kay. Coming now.”


  Zoë returned, shaking her head. “He’s obsessed with that game.”


  “Still the racing?”


  “No, some online game—the one everyone’s playing.”


  “Not me,” Rob said, clueless. He’d played his fair share of computer games as a teenager, but he was more into his sports—footy, rugby, the occasional game of cricket—and wasn’t up on technology.


  “Nor me,” Zoë said. “But Travis plays it. Drives me mental.”


  Dora cleared her throat and twiddled with her earring.


  Zoë rolled her eyes. “Mum and Dad don’t like him.”


  “That’s not true!” Dora claimed even though everything Rob had seen and heard so far said Zoë was right.


  “Then what?” she asked.


  “Well…” Dora fussed with her blouse, tugging it away from her throat. A mottled rash raced up her neck to her face. Her eyelids fluttered and then she sighed. “He just seems to spend an awful lot of time working away.”


  “Would you prefer he ran his business from here?”


  “Not really, but…I don’t know. You’d think he’d want to be with his wife-to-be and stepson. You know what I’m saying, Rob, don’t you?”


  Zoë put up her hand. “You don’t have to answer that, Rob.”


  He’d had no intention of doing so. Travis owned warehouses in Heathrow and could manage them remotely from anywhere, which was handy for Zoë’s work, or it had been. Before Folden’s escape, Travis had spent a lot of time with Lucas, picking him up from school, taking him to football practice and matches, ferrying him to and from mates’ houses and so on. ‘Stepdad of the Year’, Rob had dubbed him bitterly, even though Travis had always respected Rob and Lucas’s relationship and the activities that were Rob’s to do with his son. And when it came to getting Zoë and Lucas to a safe house, Travis had sided with Rob to persuade Zoë it was necessary.


  For all of that, Rob wasn’t going up against Dora to defend Travis when she was already contrite and keeping her eyes down to avoid Zoë’s angry glare.


  To get out of their way, Rob finished his coffee and took the empty mug over to the sink. “Should I go and chase Lu?” he suggested.


  “Good idea,” Zoë said, still glowering at her mother.


  “Give me a clue.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Whereabouts in the house is he?”


  “Oh!” Zoë turned his way. “Up the stairs, second door on the left.”


  “Gotcha.” Rob left the kitchen, quickening his steps as the argument started behind him, Zoë’s and Dora’s raised voices carrying all the way up the stairs. Zoë’s accusation that her parents never approved of her choice of partners rang true to Rob’s experience, although now he was a parent himself, he recognised a good deal of that was protectiveness. Zoë was an only child, like Lucas—that may well change once Zoë and Travis were back under their own roof—and, same as Rob, they would kill to protect his child.


  He stopped on the landing outside Lucas’s room and raised his hand to knock, delaying to listen to the simulated machine-gunfire coming from within, along with Lucas’s laughing boast that he’d taken someone down. Before the flashback took hold, Rob knocked and turned the handle.


  “Alright, Lu?”


  “Dad!” Lucas tugged off his headset, chucking it as he hurdled a box in the middle of the floor. His foot snagged in a cable and sent him stumbling into Rob, who caught him and lifted him into the air. Lucas clung on, both arms, both legs. “When did you get here?”


  “About twenty minutes ago. Didn’t you hear your nan and your mum shout up?”


  “N…yeah. Sort of.” Lucas wriggled to break free. “I’m not a baby, Dad.”


  Rob released, letting Lucas slide down onto his feet. “You’re eight, I know. But what’s this game?” He nodded at the computer display of a dark city street, armed avatars running around and shooting at one another, weapon fire and shouts coming from the headset. At that volume, it was a miracle Lucas wasn’t deaf already. “Are you old enough to play that?”


  “Aw, it’s well good, Dad. Come and see.” Taking the safer route around the box, Lucas plopped down onto his beanbag and picked up his game controller. The display changed to a weapons inventory, which he flicked through, exchanging his submachine gun for an assault rifle. “I’ve got to get to the other side of the building and rendezvous with Tempest.”


  “Who?”


  “Online friend. We’re doing a campaign together.”


  “Right.” Rob was none the wiser. “Listen, mate, you need to save your game and get packed up. The van’ll be here any minute.”


  “’Kay. Hold on.” Lucas picked up his headset and shouted into the mic, “Got to go. I’ll be on later.” He peered back at Rob, who nodded and mouthed, Who you talking to?


  The answer came not from Lucas, but from the cold, horrifying recognition that gripped Rob like hands around his neck as the words came through the headset. “No problem, Lucas. Be seeing you.”


  “That’s Tempest.” Lucas shut down the game. “Not sure where he’s from, but his English is really good.”


  “Yeah?” Rob said, half listening and pulling his phone from his pocket, trying to keep his cool as he opened a new encrypted message to Gray Fisher.


  “Yeah. I’ve got loads of mates from all over the place.”


  “Have you?” Rob answered, typing at the same time.


  Folden’s in contact with Lucas.


  2. Near-Distance


  “I think I might have the soup.” Gray tapped his finger midway down the gatefold menu and glanced up at his companion: an attractive woman, late twenties, straight brown hair past her shoulders…a dancer. She was too flexible not to be.


  She nodded enthusiastically. “I hear it’s really good.”


  “What are you having?”


  Frowning, she returned her attention to her menu. “I might have the soup too.”


  “Copycat.” Gray’s words merged into a smile.


  His companion’s eyes widened, but she smiled back. “I like soup!”


  Gray laughed—silently. Take Nine of the restaurant scene: romantic date/marriage proposal ending in rejection, a fallen chair and the proposee fleeing, the proposer in hot pursuit. But those were not Gray’s and his silent companion’s roles. They and the rest of the ‘supporting artistes’ were the backdrop: ordinary diners on an evening out, the afternoon’s darkness courtesy of half a dozen blackout blinds across the restaurant’s front window. Those were cheaper than paying both the restaurant to close for an evening and the SAs unsociable-hours rates.


  The chair went over a ninth time, and the female star, enraged by her on-screen boyfriend’s poor timing, stormed off. She made it halfway to the door before the call came from the director: “Go again.”


  The female star shrieked, nothing fake about her enragement now, and retraced her steps to the table where she stood by, snarling, while the chair was righted. One of the make-up girls swooped in to daub powder on both the leads’ faces, the crew reset the scene, and the director and assistant producer huddled with backs turned to discuss where it had gone wrong. Like good little props, the SAs sat still and silent, awaiting the countdown to Take Ten. All this for a scene which, in the final cut, would last about thirty seconds.


  Five minutes passed. Murmured conversations broke out and were shushed. The stars ran their lines without the cameras rolling, and again, and again. Gray relaxed against the wall, his thoughts on fast-forward to the real evening of folk music that awaited at the end of his working day. Every so often, a wave of noise washed over him and he tuned back in. A writer was on set; they were reworking the scene. Gray tuned out again.


  Growing up in the southwest, he was no stranger to folk music and quite enjoyed the occasional open-mic night at their local pub, but he wouldn’t have gone there specifically for the purpose, as they’d be doing this evening. A forty-five-minute drive up to Hitchin to watch a gig which, Will had insisted at every given opportunity since he’d made the suggestion the previous weekend, would change Gray’s opinion of folk music forever. Well, he’d enjoy the drive if nothing else.


  He was drawn back to his surroundings this time not by the cyclical noise levels, but by his table companion’s hand waggling in front of his face.


  “You!” the director called above the din. “In the blue shirt.”


  It took a second for Gray to connect the description to his attire, and a further second for his heart to sink. It had arrived: the moment every soap extra longed for—every one other than Gray. A man condemned, he rose from what was, in fact, his very comfortable chair and wove between the people and equipment to reach the director and writer, the latter turning her laptop so he could see the screen.


  “Two lines,” she said, indicating the same. “To fix the pacing.”


  Noting the writer’s sour sideways glance at the director, Gray took the laptop and read the section of script on-screen.


  Waiter: Is everything all right with your meal?


  Matt: [impatient] Yes, yes.


  Jen: [distracted] May I have a glass of water?


  Waiter: Of course. [bows head and departs]


  “Can you do it?” the director asked.


  “I can,” Gray confirmed.


  The director nodded once at Gray and clapped his hands for everyone else’s benefit. “Positions.”


  The writer stepped off set, and a wardrobe assistant signalled to Gray. He went over, unbuttoning his shirt on the way and exchanging it for the proffered white shirt, black waistcoat and black bow tie, all the while aware of the director’s attention. As he turned to meet the man’s gaze, his line of sight was broken by a hand wielding a make-up brush, and he stayed put to have more powder applied before once more establishing eye contact with the director. With a singular jerk of the head, the man beckoned Gray back to him. Like a lamb to the slaughter.


  “Where d’you want me?” Gray asked, consciously pushing down the fake Geordie accent which, through habit, came to the fore whenever he had to go into role. Incognito. Undercover.


  The director’s eyes narrowed. “Do I know you?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  The man scrutinised him for several excruciating seconds before he dismissed the notion with, “Obviously just seeing you around here,” then went on to explain what he wanted him to do.


  Take Ten: Gray was in position, off camera. The leads and SAs sat ready at their tables. Action. At the appropriate juncture, Gray advanced, passed the silently conversing extras, delivered his lines, retreated—it was fortuitously straightforward, given he’d only half-heard his directions—and at last they’d nailed the scene.


  Gray returned his costume and pulled on his shirt, buttoning it on the move, still doing so as he grabbed his jacket from the pile at the back of the restaurant and made his getaway through the kitchen, only slowing when he was out in the open. He took a deep breath, its release a sigh of resignation.


  He’d been an extra on the show for over eighteen months, and of course he’d recognised the director straight off the bat, but Gray was one of thirty-plus anonymous actors, ‘walking props’ whose job it was to blend into the background. Thus, he’d escaped attention until today. If he’d stayed even a minute more, the director would’ve remembered how he knew Gray, of that he was quite sure.


  It had to be at least ten years ago because Gray hadn’t long been out of uniform when he and his colleagues, back then common or garden CID, took apart Cordial Productions’ studio, trying to establish whether the actor who had fallen to his death had been murdered. Gray’s old boss thought so, but the evidence pointed towards involuntary manslaughter. Either way, director Richard Pritchard was unapologetically responsible, the extent of his negligence obliterating the attending officers’ amusement concerning his name. Pritchard had sent the actor up onto a high platform knowing it hadn’t been risk-assessed but too impatient to wait. The platform support collapsed, and the actor dropped twenty feet, head first, onto bare concrete.


  In court, Pritchard claimed he’d been told the platform was secure and ready for use, and he had witnesses to corroborate. The jury came back with not guilty—infuriating but not a surprise. Pritchard was as good an actor as any of his cast, present or past, and had turned the courtroom into his stage for the duration of the trial.


  Gray’s ire at the injustice had lessened with time. That and the experience of watching more brutal, self-serving men than Pritchard walk free. And ‘Rick Hubbard’, as he was now known, seemed to have learned his lesson, these days less inclined to risk actors’ lives in order to meet production deadlines. As a former leader who’d taken the same liberties with his team’s safety and paid the price, Gray empathised, but he didn’t want to be around when Pritchard figured out who he was. This was it: the end of his stint as a soap opera extra, and he was fine with that.


  He hadn’t gone into it for the money. Nobody did. Nor had he been chasing fame. After so long working undercover, he’d needed to step out of the shadows, be seen. His family and friends—even his therapist—thought his approach drastic, but it had worked. Eighteen months on, he finally had something resembling a normal life: a house, a boyfriend, half-ownership of an investigative agency, his postgrad studies. He didn’t need this gig anymore.


  Gray fished his phone from his pocket, planning his text to Will as he waited for it to switch on. He needed to tell his agent too. Maybe I should talk to Will first, sleep on it a day or two. He doubted it would change his decision, but they weren’t filming over the weekend, so there was no rush.


  The phone’s screen lit up, the signal flatlining for a few seconds while it located and connected to a network. Gray tapped in his PIN and thumbed the ‘messaging’ icon as a call came in, accidentally answering it, although he’d have answered it anyway. He caught sight of the ‘Sigma-SMS’ icon in the menu bar as he put the phone to his ear. His heart skipped a beat.


  “Hey, Rob.”


  “Alright, Gray? Did you get my text?”


  “Only just. I—” Gray’s throat was suddenly too tight to get the words past. Rob wasn’t a man for small talk, but the complete absence of pleasantries rang deafening alarm bells and triggered an all-too-familiar craving. Within the panic time warp, Gray had no concept of how many seconds passed before he pushed out, “I haven’t read it yet. What’s going on?” He already knew but clung to a sheer thread of hope he was wrong until that one word came back, almost knocking him off his feet.


  “Folden.”


  ***


  Adrenaline had powered him to the station, through the short train journey and the five-minute walk to Reardon House: on paper a Metropolitan Police administrative base but also headquarters of the Special Investigations Unit. Rob had arrived before him and loitered impatiently while Gray exchanged his shaky signature for a visitor’s pass. The comedown had hit as they stepped into the lift.


  Half an hour on, the nausea had dwindled to the occasional stomach cramp and dull ache behind his eyes; Gray was well into the exhaustion stage. He hadn’t called Will yet to pull out of their plans for the evening, and he didn’t want to, but it was looking increasingly like he had no choice.


  If there was one point he could make in DCI Chris Tant’s favour, it was that she made no secret of where her loyalties lay. Suffice to say, they were not with the SIU, which, given she was acting head, was problematic at best. She flipped through the printouts of cached text chat between Lucas and ‘Tempest’, lingering for less than a second on each before she slid them back into the folder and clapped it shut, pushing it across her desk—Dom’s desk. She sat back, contemplating Rob then Gray over the top of her glasses.


  “There’s nothing we can do.”


  “Ma’am—” Rob began, but Gray jumped in.


  “Why not?”


  “We can’t confirm this Tempest is Folden—”


  “It’s him,” Rob said with dead certainty.


  “I only have your word for that, Mr. Simpson-Stone.”


  “With respect—” Gray said, and this time she cut him off.


  “Save your breath, Mr. Fisher. I know what you’re going to say.” She took off her glasses, chewing the earpiece as she studied Rob at length. He was in Gray’s peripheral vision, but he’d be holding Tant’s gaze, attentive, deferential, reading her intent. Finally, she put down her glasses. “Let’s assume, for now, you’re right that it’s Folden. He’s using a VPN, and we have no means to trace him. He could be anywhere in the world.”


  “Or he could be in a house across the street from Rob’s son,” Gray argued.


  “The Clifton residence is Thames Valley.”


  “The SIU has national jurisdiction.”


  “Under the current structure, the SIU is restricted to MPD operations.” She ploughed on with her point, flattening potential opposition. “The Cliftons’ internet is a protected connection. It’s unlikely anyone could pinpoint Lucas’s location from that alone.”


  “So that’s it?” Too late, Gray realised he’d raised his voice. However angry he was, in police service or out, he could usually keep his temper in check. Tant was a mere pen-pusher, there to ensure the SIU faded out of existence with a poof! rather than a bang, and not worth getting het up over.


  To her credit, she responded reasonably to Gray’s outburst. “I understand how worried you must both be, and I take your son’s safety very seriously, Robert.”


  Rob stiffened at the use of his full first name.


  Tant picked up the folder of printouts. “The best I can do is ensure this gets to the right people.”


  “Thank you, Ma’am,” Rob said.


  Her eyes flicked to Gray—he looked away, thanking her for nothing—and back to Rob. “If you feel your wife and son need alternative accommodation, I can look into it.”


  “We’ve already made arrangements, Ma’am.”


  “All right, then. Is there anything else?”


  “No, thank you.”


  “Mr. Fisher?”


  Gray shook his head and pushed out his chair. “I’ll have the Scheiffer report back to you first thing tomorrow.”


  “Oh? I wasn’t aware you were still consulting for us.”


  “Only accounts ledgers.”


  “Good to know we’re giving you the fun jobs,” Tant said. “Well, I have a meeting in—” she glanced at her bare wrist “—damn. I keep forgetting I didn’t put my watch on. What time is it?” She was already on her feet and striding across the room.


  Gray and Rob both glanced at the clock above the door and made eye contact. “Quarter to five,” Gray said.


  No acknowledgement from Tant; she opened the door and waved them past. “I’ll find someone to escort you back to reception.” Before Gray could tell her they’d make their own way down, she called, “Excuse me!” to DS Isobel Barnes, who’d emerged from the storeroom opposite with a box the size of a microwave oven. “See Mr. Fisher and Mr. Simpson-Stone out, please.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.” If Isobel’s weary, apathetic tone were purely for effect, it was wasted on her current boss. Tant’s door—Dom’s door—clicked shut against Gray’s back.


  Isobel gave a resigned sigh, though there was determination in her eyes. Gray sensed her readiness to escape from the drudgery of the new SIU.


  “Can you give me a sec, Sir? I’ll just stick this on my desk.”


  “No rush,” Gray assured her with a smile that he hoped hid his devastation at what was happening to the SIU. In most respects, the office appeared as it had in its heyday, with the few officers onsite engaged in admin duties, the difference being that in Gray’s time, the rest would have been out in the field whereas those present constituted the entire staff. The SIU was dying before his eyes—right when they needed it most.


  “Gray?”


  “Hmm?” With some effort, he clicked back to reality. “Sorry, Rob. Did you say something?”


  “Yeah…I’ll tell you later.” Rob nodded to indicate Isobel was on her way back, empty-handed. She continued past them, gesturing that they follow her. She, too, looked as if she had something to say but couldn’t safely do so in the office. She called the lift and kept her eyes on the doors.


  Gray opted for functional small talk. “Are Zoë and Lucas staying put?”


  “For the time being,” Rob confirmed.


  “How did Zoë take it?”


  “Not well, and I had to log Lu out of his Xbox account—told him to stay off it until further notice. I’m not very popular just now.”


  “I can imagine. Was he able to tell you if he’d let anything slip?”


  “He says not, but when he’s in the zone he chats rubbish.”


  The lift arrived, and the three of them stepped inside. Isobel pressed the button for the ground floor; the doors closed. She stood at ease, staring dead ahead. Gray cleared his throat, and she looked his way—eyes only.


  “Permission granted,” he said.


  “Is this about who I think it is, Sir?”


  “Gray,” he corrected. She smiled apologetically, but he doubted she’d ever feel comfortable calling him that. They’d worked together too long. “Yes,” he said, “I’m afraid so.”


  She held her position, the only tell a slight clenching of her jaw. “Is there anything I can do?”


  There was plenty, but it wasn’t the time, and the lift was slowing down. It stopped and the doors opened. The people waiting to get in moved aside, and Gray and Rob got out, as did Isobel. She led them over to the reception desk, waited while they returned their visitors’ passes and signed out, then walked with them to the external doors.


  “I think we can manage from here,” Gray said, standing by while Rob shook Isobel’s hand; when it came to Gray’s turn, he delayed releasing her and held her gaze. “See you soon, Iz—take care.”


  “You too, Sir.” Her voice remained neutral, though her solemn expression made clear she’d understood his words were more than a nicety. He couldn’t risk saying more until he’d established the seed he’d planted had germinated. He followed Rob outside, only then registering the absence of crash helmet. “How did you get here?”


  “Tube. The bike’s still in storage.”


  “You didn’t fancy driving in?”


  Rob smirked at Gray’s tongue-in-cheek question, and they set off together towards the Underground station. “I’m gonna give it a run out tonight.”


  “Not the Fiesta.”


  “No.” Rob managed a chuckle but quickly became serious again. He was a cool operator who rarely shared his thoughts or feelings unless someone asked for them—other than his loathing of the entry-level Fiesta, of which Gray had heard plenty over the past year. Dom hadn’t involved Rob in the decision beyond justifying his choice as the car that would give Rob the best chance of blending in and living a normal life without drawing Folden’s attention—the very opposite of the big, roaring Suzuki that was Rob’s pride and joy.


  Now, after months of resisting the temptation, he was talking about taking the bike out on the road, not coincidentally on the day he’d discovered Folden had been talking to Lucas, and nothing Gray could say would stop him. He couldn’t order Rob to leave the bike where it was; nor would he insult him by pointing out the obvious risk. If the only way Rob could clear his head was through spending a couple of hours zooming up and down the North Circular in the dead of night, then the best Gray could do was pray Folden wasn’t hiding close by.


  They were almost at the station before either of them said anything else, and it was Rob who spoke first.


  “We need to figure out what we’re gonna do. If the SIU won’t intervene…”


  “It’s more a case of they can’t.”


  Rob bristled. “I should’ve known you’d stick up for Tant.” It was a defensive blow, and Gray flinched at the truth of it, but he knew better than to take it personally.


  “Believe me, Rob, I don’t like this either, but she’s been given a job to do, and it isn’t leading the SIU. Six months from now, there’ll be no SIU.”


  “Did Dom tell you that?”


  “Dom’s out of the loop, but I’ve seen it before, the first time I applied for promotion. Customs and excise secondment—there was some hoo-ha that ended in the team leader resigning. They appointed Martin Winstanley over me.”


  “That must’ve stung,” Rob said.


  “At the time.” Gray hadn’t long finished his probationary period and was being primed for greater things, but he hadn’t known that then. “It was a sideways move for Winstanley, and he was just there to oversee the operation winding down. After that, he came back to CID, and we worked one more case together—Scheiffer the diamond smuggler, we never caught him—before I got promotion and Martin moved to internal affairs.


  “Scheiffer…” Rob frowned. “Hold up. The case you mentioned to Tant? She acted like she knew what you were talking about.”


  “And then promptly sent us on our way.”


  After a beat, Rob’s frown lifted as he figured out what Gray was up to. “You’re dangling a hook.”


  Gray grinned. “Now all we have to do is wait for the wily shark to notice the interim head of the SIU is sticking her nose into his old cases.”


  “Wouldn’t it be easier to phone him?”


  “I already tried after you called, but his old number’s out of service. He’s gone up in the world since we last saw him. Getting hold of a deputy chief constable by phone without a direct line involves talking to half the police officers in the country, and I don’t want to alert anyone. On which note…” Gray took out his phone and unlocked the screen. “I still need to call Will. We were going out this evening.”


  “Don’t change your plans, Gray—unless you’re looking for a get-out.”


  Am I? Will’s number was on-screen, but he hadn’t yet clicked the call button. “No, I’m not,” he confirmed for the both of them and put his phone back in his pocket. “Keep me updated, though.”


  “Will do.”


  They arrived at the station and went through adjacent ticket barriers, slowing as they approached the stairs down to the platforms; they were going in opposite directions.


  “So are we hanging fire until you’ve talked to Winstanley?” Rob asked.


  Gray nodded. “That’s step one. I’m still in touch with a couple of Jean’s colleagues in Interpol. I should be able to talk them into sharing anything they’ve got on Folden. Other than that…we’re on our own.”


  3. Highway to Hell


  “Are you sure you’ll be all right, now?” Dora asked. She cleared the table without checking everyone was done eating, which they were—even Lucas, whose king-sized sulk didn’t seem to have affected his appetite. Rob wasn’t sorry Dora had brought an end to the tense staring at food the three adults had been enduring.


  When she reached across for Zoë’s plate, Zoë gave her a playful smack on the arm and took over. “We’ll be fine, Mum.”


  “Like I say, I can get someone to cover for me tonight.”


  “Rob’s staying until Dad gets home.” Zoë looked his way for further confirmation. He nodded.


  Dora took Zoë at her word and moved towards the door, although she was still fretting. She paused and drummed her nails on the doorframe. “I’ll just pop up and change, but promise me you’ll call me if…well, just keep me updated, all right?”


  “I will,” Zoë promised, sighing once her mum was out of hearing range. She carried the plates to the dishwasher and opened it but got no further than that, sucked into her own cycle of worry.


  Rob collected the glasses from the table and took them over. “OK?”


  “Hmm?” Zoë rubbed her forehead. “Yeah, just stressed.”


  Rob offered her an apologetic smile. He hated seeing her like this. It wouldn’t have been as bad if Lucas were old enough to understand and comply instead of fighting them over why he couldn’t just set up a new Xbox account and use a pseudonym—“like you’ve got, Dad.” The argument ended in Zoë sending Lucas to his room and then breaking down in tears while Lucas screamed “It’s not fair! I hate you!” from the top of the stairs.


  Lu was right. It wasn’t fair, and Zoë told him so over dinner. They’d never used sending him to his room as a punishment, and he was already without his Xbox, but it had been a hell of a day for all of them. Of course, Lucas took the explanation as permission to start over, and if Zoë hadn’t been there for backup, Rob would have caved to his son’s pleas. He seemed to be doing that a lot of late. Since Folden’s escape, he hadn’t been able to take Lu swimming or to footy or on that camping trip he’d been promising for almost two years, and he had no other way to make it up to him.


  “I’m off,” Dora called from the doorway, her troubled frown fixed on her grandson’s back. “Good night, Lucas.”


  “Night, Nan,” he mumbled.


  Dora shook her head and looked over at Zoë. “See you in the morning.” She shifted her gaze to Rob. “See you whenever.”


  “Soon, I hope. Thanks for dinner.”


  “My pleasure. Take care now.” No hugs for Zoë or Lucas, she turned and hurried from the house, but Rob had seen it: her desperate fear for her family that would have ended in tears and Dora ditching her night shift to stay with them if she’d delayed any longer.


  “Hey.” Zoë rubbed his back, and he forced out a smile. “Don’t beat yourself up.”


  “It’s my fault, Zo.”


  “No, it’s not. This is on Anders Folden. Don’t lose sight of that.”


  “You didn’t sign up for this.”


  With an exasperated slow-blink, she shoved him aside with her hip and started loading the dishwasher. Rob helped, or tried to; he put two glasses in and she moved them somewhere else. He raised his hands and backed off, looking around to see what else needed doing.


  “Sorry,” Zoë said. “A place for everything…” She glanced over her shoulder at Lucas, still sitting at the table, still sulking. “Get ready for bed, Lu.”


  His scowl deepened.


  “Now, please.”


  Lucas huffed and stomped out of the room, thumping his feet all the way up the stairs. A door slammed, and Zoë made a small sobbing sound. “He’s going to be a nightmare without his Xbox.”


  Rob nodded. They’d even tried to compromise: Lucas had plenty of games he could play offline, but they weren’t the game, and the ensuing tantrum was why Rob had banned him from the Xbox completely.


  “Was I too hard on him?”


  “No. He was being a little shit.”


  “True, but it’s not like he can go out and play.”


  “One evening won’t kill him.”


  If it was only one evening. Bottom line: Rob didn’t trust Lucas to not defy them and set up a new account. He felt terrible for thinking it, but that was what he’d have done in Lucas’s position. “What about you?” Rob nodded to indicate Zoë’s phone.


  “With no internet, you mean?” She reached over and tapped it, bringing up the lock screen, which displayed the time against a lava-lamp animated background. “How about that? Zero notifications!” She grinned.


  Rob laughed. “Serves you right for being so popular.”


  “It’s only ever work or junk mail—no great loss. But what you said before about me not signing up for it? You wouldn’t have taken on the undercover jobs if I hadn’t pushed you, and you warned me there were risks.”


  “Not like this.”


  “It’s an extreme situation. How could you know?”


  “I did know. Going after Folden—”


  “And Jess…” Zoë pointed out, no spite. Rob hadn’t admitted to everything that transpired between him and Jess, but he’d given Zoë enough for her to understand he’d acted under duress for the most part.


  “We should’ve found another way to get them,” he said.


  “For God’s sake…Rob! You have to stop blaming yourself. And you have to stop blaming Gray too. It’s neither of your fault.”


  Easier said than done. His mind kept going over the same events—nights with Jess, torn up by guilt for entrapping her and for ‘cheating’ on Zoë, the times he’d had to turn a blind eye to Folden’s brutality, Gray coercing him to stay the distance, constant promises it was nearly over—


  Zoë’s arms came around him, dragging him from his thoughts. “Stop it.”


  “Sorry.” He hugged her back, pressing his lips to the top of her head. It was automatic, instinctual almost, and platonic. He still loved her—as the mother of his son, the woman who’d married him when he’d thought a bachelor’s life was all that lay ahead. He could still cherish what they’d had together and what they were now.


  But not for long. The doorbell sounded the death knell on their moment of tenderness, and they froze. Zoë’s dad would’ve used his key, and they weren’t expecting visitors.


  “I’ll get it!” Lucas shouted, already racing down the stairs.


  “No!” Rob and Zoë yelled in unison, both sprinting for the door and somehow getting there before him. Rob stood to the side while Zoë took a couple of deep breaths before peering through the spyhole.


  “What the…?” She reached for the door latch.


  “Zo…” Rob warned. The look she gave him was filthy, which was fair enough—why would she answer the door to a dangerous stranger? Even so, he stayed where he was and at the ready. The door swung open, and Lucas charged forward.


  “Travis!”


  “Hey, Lu. Missed me, did you?” Bemused, and with Lucas clinging to his legs, Travis heaved one foot then the other over the step and into the hall. “Alright?” he acknowledged Zoë and Rob.


  “Alright?” Rob echoed, moderately disgruntled by Lucas’s delight at Travis’s arrival. It was as much about Lu building an alliance against the parental enemy as having missed his stepdad.


  Zoë shut the door. “What are you doing here? You aren’t due back till Sunday.”


  Rob tactfully retreated a few steps while she greeted Travis with a hug and an unhurried kiss.


  “Wasn’t gonna leave you to face this on your own, was I?” He grimaced at Rob. “If you know what I mean.”


  Rob smiled. “No worries.” He tapped Lucas on the shoulder. “Come on, you. Let’s give your mum and Travis a minute, shall we?” He led Lucas towards the stairs.


  “What we doing, Dad?”


  “Bedtime story.”


  “Boring.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “All books are boring.”


  “Who said anything about books?” At the top of the stairs, Rob glanced back at Zoë and Travis, still arm in arm, watching his and Lucas’s progress. “I’ll put this one to bed and be back down. I have an idea how to get your internet sorted.”


  “Yessss!” Lucas cheered and raced off to his room, all of a sudden on his best behaviour.


  ***


  Gray didn’t know what to do. His knees were aching, his feet had gone to sleep, and he was no closer to a decision. His new boots were comfortable, stylish, though he doubted anyone would notice let alone care about his dress sense at a folk gig. But his old boots…they were more than footwear. They were memories, cracked and scuffed, repaired and reheeled, and they were his favourites, not just in his current collection; of all time.


  “Decisions, decisions…” Will came into the bedroom, his smile evident before Gray looked back over his shoulder to be dazzled by full-beam happiness. Dressed but also shoeless, Will plugged in the hairdryer and bent over, flipping his hair forward, revealing the darker brown beneath the natural blonde streaks and blowing shampoo-scented hot air in Gray’s direction. Doris the terrier, who’d been asleep on Gray’s pillows, commando-crawled to the end of the bed, sticking her head in the perfumey gust and panting and blinking. The rest of the dogs had stayed downstairs and would be crashed out wherever they felt like it, probably end to end on the sofa.


  Will said something else, inaudible above the hairdryer’s drone, and repeated himself when Gray said, “Pardon?” but Gray still didn’t catch it. Knowing it was pointless to ask again, he turned back to the wardrobe and his decision, the difficult made impossible by the intoxicating aroma of warm, sweet shea butter. The temptation proved too great, and he sprang to his feet, drawing breath through his teeth as he hobbled over and set to work on combing Will’s hair with his fingers, getting tangled on his first stroke. “Did you brush this?”


  “Nope. Why bother when you’ll do it for me?”


  Gray caught that well enough. “Damn cheek.” He tugged a little harder.


  “Ow! Don’t punish me! You love it!”


  “I wasn’t! And I do, but it’s like mattress stuffing back here.” Gray pulled his fingers free and opted for the hairbrush, doing his best to separate the matted clump. “You’re making it worse,” he complained, scooping the stray strands blown by the hairdryer, intent on joining their brethren. Will angled the nozzle away. “That’s better.” Progress at last, but Gray took his time.


  With the tangle gone, he made one last run-through with the brush then went back to using his fingers, smiling in response to Will’s knowing smirk. Of all Will’s assets he’d fallen for, the least expected was his long hair, and he was making the most of the opportunity to play with it before it went back in its ponytail.


  “Are you done?” Will switched off the hairdryer and straightened up.


  “I suppose so,” Gray grumbled. “Do we have to go out tonight?”


  “I do. I promised Jed, but you don’t have to come.”


  “No, I want to.” He stopped playing with Will’s hair, laughing when Will moaned and lolled against his shoulder. “Unless you’re open to persuasion that I need you more?” Gray teased.


  Will put his arms around him and kissed him. “Joking aside, I know you’re worried about Rob, so if you need me here, I’ll call Jed and make my excuses.”


  “No.”


  “Really, it’s not a…” Will trailed off at Gray’s eye-roll. Gone was the time when Gray blindly accepted Will’s agreeableness. It wasn’t an act; Will would do anything to avoid conflict in their relationship, other than talk about why.


  Gray eased out of the embrace, trailing his hand over Will’s arm as he moved past him, back to the wardrobe. “Thanks, but I’ll dwell on it if I stay here.” He took out his new vegan boots and closed the door. “I can’t do anything until I’ve heard from Martin Winstanley anyway. If I hear from him.”


  “Put the others on,” Will said.


  “These are comfy enough.” Gray sat on the edge of the bed and picked up a boot.


  “Yep, but the others are your favourites.”


  Gray stopped to stare at him. “How do you know they’re my favourites?”


  “You used to wear them all the time when we were dating.”


  “We never dated.”


  “When we were first seeing each other, before you went veggie. Just put them on—I know you want to.”


  “But they’re leather,” Gray pointed out.


  “And the cow’s already dead. The least you can do is make it a worthwhile sacrifice.”


  “Hmm. Think I might stick with these.” Although…there was a logic to Will’s argument that changed Gray’s mind before he’d put the second boot on. “Are you going to berate me all evening?”


  “Not a word, Scout’s honour.” He even saluted.


  Gray got up again and exchanged the faux-buckskin boots for the leather ones. “If it’s any consolation, I left my suede jacket back at the house.”


  Will nodded once. “I’ll wait downstairs.” He turned and left, but not before Gray glimpsed his expression. There was a whole paper’s worth of subtext to that hasty exit.


  “I’m coming now,” Gray called and went after him, boots in hand.


  ***


  It was going on for nine o’clock by the time Rob had explained his idea to Zoë and Travis and driven back into the city, to the Parkers’ place in Hampstead Heath, where his bike had been stowed since the previous spring. He stopped at the gates, the car’s headlights skirting the dark, empty house owned by Tonka—aka Lieutenant Yvette Parker, his former CO—and her brother. It hadn’t surprised Rob that after last year’s ordeal they’d both moved away, in Tonka’s case to end her lonely retirement in England and join Siggy—her long-term, long-distance love—in Germany. She’d told him they planned to get shut of the house at some point, but he was welcome to use it in the interim.


  As he toyed with the fob that unlocked the gates, the long day caught up with him, the pressure building in his head until he wanted to yell. Frustration, fury and too much time on the road, he was dog-tired and done waiting for others to move into position. When he’d left his mum’s that morning, the only blot on his day had been trying to manufacture an excuse to call Naomi. Now he had a reason, his desire had been overwritten by a single thought: he was going to find Folden and beat the fucker to death.


  A darting dot of light caught Rob’s attention—a torch wielded by a neighbour walking a dog. The man veered around the back of the car, eyes averted: Rob’s cue to move. He clicked the fob and drove through the gates as they opened, squinting at the sudden brightness of the security light. Keeping clear of the garage door, he parked up, made sure he had the correct key in his hand and got out of the car.


  The beep of the house alarm sent him into a mild panic as he tapped in the memorised code, exhaling in relief when the silence resumed. For a moment, he remained in the hallway, shielding his eyes from the eerie green glow of the panel’s standby LED, and contemplated heading straight back out on the bike. Packing his leathers for the drive down, he’d almost convinced himself that he and Gray had it wrong and everyone else—the SIU, Martina Hedley, even Zoë—was right. Folden was dust in the wind, and it was time to resume their lives, or in Rob’s case start over. He’d given up his flat in Kilburn, commuting down south as and when he and Gray had a case when they were both needed in the field, but Zoë, Lucas and Travis could have returned home. Travis wouldn’t be sleeping in his warehouse, and he and Zoë could finally have the wedding Lucas had been harping on about for the past eighteen months.


  Finding out Folden had been talking to Lucas wasn’t enough to change Rob’s mind, only his purpose. Switching on a couple of lamps, he conducted a quick reccy of the house, leaving his bag upstairs in the master bedroom before returning to the open-plan ground floor, pleased to find the fridge partly stocked with beer and long-life milk. There’d be teabags in the cupboard, a few odds and sods in the freezer. Maybe later, he’d crack open a beer, try to wind down a bit. It was the only way he’d be getting any kip tonight. He shut the fridge and turned to survey the space, aware of every creak as the building cooled in the evening, the slow tick of the clock on the wall to his left, the shadow of a tree branch shifting across the floor, the restlessness he couldn’t shake without getting out on the bike, and the danger of doing so.


  Rob had spent three years in Folden’s company. He knew how Folden got his kicks. He’d be close by, watching, enjoying every moment of their suffering, and Rob would be damned if he was going to sit back and wait for him to move in for the kill.


  ***


  Enough was enough. After thirty minutes of silence bar the ‘getting into the mood’ music blasting from the car stereo and Will drumming along on his thighs, Gray lowered the volume and took in breath to speak…and held it. Will’s hands stilled and he turned away, watching out the passenger side window.


  “Sorry,” Gray said, “but can we discuss this?”


  Will affected a convincing carefree tone. “Sure. What’s up?”


  “You tell me.”


  Will turned back. “I don’t know what you mean.” The lie tripped off his tongue with confident innocence, but Gray wasn’t fooled.


  “Earlier, when we were talking about my boots—”


  “I told you—I’m fine with you wearing them.”


  “No. Something’s bothering you.” Gray replayed their conversation, or about three words of it before Will turned up the stereo, louder than it had been before.


  “This is a great track. It’s about Greenham Common. Jed co-wrote it with his mum—I told you she and Mum were there together, didn’t I?”


  “You mentioned it,” Gray said. It had been Will’s winning argument for why they should go to the gig, but Gray stayed quiet while Will recounted it again. Accordingly, Jed’s mum and Will’s had been close friends since their days at Greenham Common, and from what Gray could hear of the song over Will’s babbling, it was a fitting tribute. However, the significance was all in the timing. Will was deploying misdirection, meaning Gray was right to worry.


  “My jacket,” he said when Will finally stopped talking. “That’s what it was. When I mentioned my jacket—”


  “Bernie—Jed’s mum—lives down in Cornwall now, not far from where I surf. She said we’re welcome there anytime.”


  “Great,” Gray said but he refused to be derailed. “When I mentioned my jacket, you glared and walked off.”


  “I didn’t walk off.” Still the calm, peaceable tone. “We needed to leave.”


  “Will, please!” For the briefest moment—as long as he dared—Gray looked Will’s way, making eye contact before attending to the road again.


  It was some minutes and miles later before Will relented and switched off the stereo. “It’s about the house.”


  “Yours or mine?”


  Will laughed joylessly. “And ain’t that the rub?”


  Gray frowned, wishing he could properly see him. They’d been living together for a year, and other than the usual tiffs any couple had, perhaps a few that were unique to them, there had been no indication things were going irretrievably awry. “Do you want me to move out?” he asked.


  “Of course not! But that would require you to have moved in, Gray, which you haven’t.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Your suede jacket?”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “It’s still at your house, along with the rest of your stuff.”


  “Stuff I don’t need anymore,” Gray argued. Aside from the clothes he wore on a regular basis and any new ones he’d bought since he’d moved in, or semi-moved in, as Will would have it, the only other belongings he’d brought with him were his toiletries and computer. Everything else—furniture, kitchen appliances, linens—were still in the house he’d bought with Jean’s money and put to as much use as he would a bed-and-breakfast. It was never home. Will’s was home. “I can’t wear that jacket,” he blustered, “and there’s no point taking up what little storage there is in the farmhouse.”


  “There are two empty bedrooms.”


  “Do you really want to fill them with my old junk?”
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