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  After years of working for the police—both as a beat bobby and undercover—Rob Simpson-Stone is moving on with no regrets. It may be too late to rescue his marriage, but his relationship with his seven-year-old son, Lucas, is back on track. Rob’s grown-up nieces might be a taller order, but he’s prepared to do whatever it takes to prove they no longer need to worry that one day he won’t come home.


  Fate, however, has different ideas.


  When Rob fails to arrive at his leaving do, his former boss/new PI business partner Gray Fisher can’t understand why nobody else is worried Rob is MIA, never mind that Gray is pointlessly missing out on a night in with Will.


  As the reasons behind the night’s events unfold, Gray’s past recklessness threatens to catch up with him, putting those he holds close in danger and forcing both Rob and Gray to forge reluctant alliances.


  Dedication


  For Julie, Bill and Kirsty:


  You worked miracles.
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  “The hero surviving his own murder, his own suicide, his own addiction, surviving his own disappearance from the scene…”


   


  Allen Ginsberg

  The Fall of America:

  Poems of These States 1965-1971


  Prologue


  The rich mixed aroma of chargrilled meats and beer began its daily takeover as the evening rush hour petered away, such as it ever did in London. Gray turned the corner into the street where the restaurant was located, observant, alert, briefly assessing the pedestrians ahead, every vehicle along the short stretch of wet tarmac. No agenda, no motive; habit reinforced by more than a decade of service.


  A motorbike roared past, horn tooting a second later to announce the arrival of the guest of honour: former Constable Rob Simpson-Stone. The right indicator flashed, and the bike turned into what Gray knew to be a dead-end alley, an access-and-delivery point for the restaurant and hotel between which it fell. Less than a minute later, when he arrived at the neck of the alley and peered down it, he saw the bike parked at the far end, but no sign of Rob.


  Must’ve missed him. It was no big deal. Gray wasn’t concerned about walking in on his own. There was a good chance he’d know most of those in attendance—one that increased in likelihood when he stepped through the doors and discovered the restaurant had been entirely taken over by the Metropolitan Police for the evening. A few heads turned, eyebrows rose here and there in recognition, before they returned to their drinks and conversations. Laughter erupted to Gray’s left; another new arrival excused their way past; a hand raised in a wave at the bar—Martina Hedley, standing alone. Gray went over to join her.


  “Evening, Ma’am. How are you?”


  She’d never been his superior and laughed at his formal address. “Evening, Gray. I’m well, thanks. You?”


  “Fine.” He squinted, his eyes struggling to adjust to the bar’s blue LEDs. “Do we order drinks or wait for them to come to us?”


  “I gave up waiting and ordered mine. I’m surprised Rob isn’t here yet.”


  “He passed me on his bike about three minutes ago.”


  “Oh? He hasn’t come in.”


  Gray saw the bartender heading his way and stepped up, ready to order. “He’ll be making sure his pride and joy is secure for the duration.”


  Martina’s eyebrow arched doubtfully. Irrespective of Rob’s apathy for the evening’s frivolities, both knew he was a stickler for punctuality.


  “He’ll get here sooner or later, I’m sure,” Gray said.


  “I’d bloody well hope so, seeing as it’s his leaving do.”


  ***


  Rob barely got his helmet off when the bag came down over his head and he was dragged forcibly to the ground. Before the panic had a chance to set in, he was up on his feet again. His back slammed against the wall, a heavy weight across his chest forcing him to take shallow breaths and pinning him in place. One of his assailants—he could hear two sets of boots—gave a warning shhhh and then nothing else happened.


  A minute later, someone said, “Clear.” The pressure on Rob’s chest eased, exchanged for a strong grip around his upper arms as he was marched back along the alley to the street and manhandled into what he assumed—from the height he had to step up and the heavy sliding door—to be a van. The door screeched shut, and with a painful jolt, Rob was thrown onto his side as they took off into the early evening city traffic.


  30 Minutes Earlier


  1: Jock


  Leathers over slacks and shirt, helmet in hand, Rob was at the door and ready to leave when his phone buzzed against his chest.


  Leave it, answer it, leave it… If it was important, whoever it was would call back. It stopped. Rob opened the front door a couple of inches at most before it started up again. With a grunt, he pushed the door shut and partially unzipped his jacket. There was a time when he could’ve ignored a ringing phone—the number onscreen was unfamiliar to both him and his address book, cold caller, more than likely—but he wasn’t prepared to take the chance.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, Shaz?”


  “Sorry, mate, you’ve got the wrong number.”


  “Nah. I don’t think so.”


  “There’s no-one here by… Ah, hold up. Jock?”


  “Yeah. Alright?”


  “Bloody hell. It’s been a while. How did you get this number?”


  “Rang your landline. Your missus gave me your mobile.”


  “Fair enough.” It wasn’t like Zoë to give out his number without checking with him first, but he’d worry about that later. “How’re you doing, man?”


  Rob caught the microsecond pause before Jock—aka Corporal Harry ‘Jocky’ Wilson—answered, “Yeah, I’m doing all right. You?”


  “I’m doing great. I thought you were still OS.”


  Jock barked out a laugh. “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been back five years. Forty-five and retired. Not bad, eh? Bought a gaff down Brighton way. The kids hate it, of course.”


  “Still just the two?” Rob remembered only because he’d heard Jock’s second kid had been born the day after Lucas, seven years ago. He’d never met Jock’s family—had hardly spoken to the guy since leaving the army.


  “Yeah. You had any more?” Jock asked.


  “No, unfortunately. Zoë and I are divorced.”


  “Sorry to hear that.”


  “Cheers.” Rob braced, hoping Jock wouldn’t ask him what happened. Most people didn’t, but Jock wasn’t most people.


  “So…still got flat feet?”


  Rob chuckled, relieved to be let off the hook so easily. “Ask me again in five hours. I’m just heading out for my leaving do.”


  “Bollocks. My timing’s good as ever, eh?”


  “Why? What’s up?”


  “There’s a few of us getting together this evening for a pint and catch-up.”


  “Crap. If there was a way I could get out of it…” There wasn’t, or Rob would’ve taken it. He hadn’t wanted a leaving do to start with, and much as he and Jock weren’t exactly on friendly terms, he was well up for a couple of pints with his old army mates. “How long are you gonna be out, d’you reckon?”


  “Not sure. Depends who’s got wives and kiddies to get home to.”


  “Right.” Presumably, Jock had left his down in Brighton for the weekend.


  “We’re meeting at Euston. Are you anywhere nearby?”


  “Yeah, at the Quarterhouse. Five minutes away.”


  “How about this, then? I’ll text you where we are. If you make it, all well and good. If not, I’ll call back tomorrow and we can sort something else.”


  “Perfect,” Rob said. “Have a good one.”


  “You too, mate. Bye.” Jock ended the call.


  Rob saved the number and put his phone back in his pocket, this time making it out of the door and onto his bike, but his thoughts were still on the conversation as he rode into the city. He hadn’t heard from any of his old army mates in over five years, because he’d been off the grid, and even before that, when they did meet up, it was with some reluctance that they invited Jock. He was one sadistic bastard and a racist to boot, but they’d had to work together, so they’d got on with it, although Jock’s attitude was one of the reasons Rob had come out of the army when he did.


  Given the way things were between them, there had to be an ulterior motive for the call or someone else would’ve made it, and Rob’s curiosity was threatening to get the better of him. For the time being, he put it out of mind and focused on his riding.


  Even though it was past rush hour, the roads were chaos, and he was beginning to regret not getting the train, but the bike would stop people buying him drinks all night. He needed a clear head; he was off up north first thing. He hadn’t been home since Christmas, and in the three months that had elapsed, he’d become a great-uncle. Never mind that he’d had no idea his youngest niece was pregnant.


  Traffic was backed up from the junction, and Rob could’ve got past it, but instead, he settled behind a bus and let his mind drift again. With the prospect of a couple of weeks of proper holiday, he was well up for some quality family time and a bit of R and R before he set the wheels in motion for his new venture. Of course, there was no guarantee it would take off, or, if it did, how long it would take to get fully established, and he was prepared for the possibility of failure. So long as it was moving in the right direction, he’d stick with it, but he had a backup plan just the same. As soon as he got back from his mum’s, he was going to sign on with an agency as a security officer, pick up a few hours of paid work, maybe get up to speed on mechanics.


  But first, this leaving do he’d said he didn’t want. A sit-down meal and a restaurant to themselves was not Rob’s first choice for a decent night out—but that he’d been given a choice at all. A couple of pints and a curry, he’d have been happy, and he’d planned an early exit strategy, which was pretty pointless now he was expected elsewhere.


  What it is to be popular. Except popularity didn’t come into it. True, Rob wasn’t short of friends, some of them amongst his colleagues—or former colleagues—and his army mates, but there was always a performance to getting together—who could drink the most, stay conscious the longest, come up with the best bullshit for how perfectly bloody wonderful their life was. Most of them were single and made out it was their choice to be so, or saw nothing wrong with acting as if they were. What happens on a night out…


  Rob wasn’t a fuddy-duddy, however much Travis—Zoë’s fiancé—made him feel like he was old enough for the hill to be a distant blur in his mirrors. Difficult as it had been for Rob to accept it, Travis was good for Zoë and Lucas. The guy seemed to have endless energy and time to burn it off on family outings—a luxury Rob’s work could never afford, or, at least, one he had never permitted himself to take. Nonetheless, if he heard ‘we went there with Travis, didn’t we, Mum?’ one more time…well, he’d grin and bear it, for Lu’s sake, just as he’d done every time before.


  Finally, Rob made it through the junction and put his foot down. A few hours of socialising, a good night’s kip, then he could forget about posturing coppers and Stepdad of the Year in favour of a few nights out with his old mates, a few nights in watching telly with his mum, and if he could be arsed, he’d catch up with Jock and the others when he got back.


  2. Not Leaving Yet


  “Do you want me to come with you?” Will yawned the question.


  Gray put down the iron and flipped to the next section of shirt, briefly glancing at Will’s face onscreen. “You, in a room full of police officers?” He picked up the iron again.


  “I’ve done it before.”


  “Have you?”


  “Well…it was a courtroom. But I was quite civil.”


  Gray looked up and had to laugh. Will’s grin glowed white in his stubble-darkened, mud-streaked face. He looked anything but civil. He was also very obviously knackered.


  “You should go shower before you nod off,” Gray advised.


  “I’m all right yet. Tie’s picking up food on his way home. Which means hummus again.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with hummus.”


  “Every now and then, but we’ve had it every night this week.”


  “You know what you could do? It’s a bit radical.” Gray checked his shirt to make sure he’d pressed all of it, switched off the iron and tugged his t-shirt over his head.


  “Get the train to your place and wait for you to come home from your party?” Will’s tone was decidedly sultry.


  Gray emerged from inside his t-shirt and covered the camera with his hand.


  “Rotter.”


  Laughing, Gray successfully got his shirt most of the way on with his hand still covering the camera, only moving it when he had to in order to fasten his buttons.


  Will scowled. “I was enjoying the view.”


  “I’m sure you were. But I need to go or I’ll be late.”


  “Yeah, OK. What were you gonna suggest?”


  “Suggest…oh. That you go shopping instead of sending Tie?”


  “Think I’ll put up with hummus. I’ll leave you to it. Don’t forget to enjoy yourself.”


  “Forget in the next half an hour? Unlikely. I’ll give you all the gory details tomorrow.”


  “OK. Later.” Will ended the call, leaving Gray free to finish getting dressed and ruminate over turning down Will’s offer.


  He hadn’t set out to mislead Will, but somewhere along the line, he’d had a bit of a wobble and implied going to Rob’s leaving party was a chore he could do without—hence Will’s offer to go with him. It would’ve been a first for them—accompanying each other to an official function—but that wasn’t why he’d put Will off. Plus-ones were rarely welcome at police socials, and even though this one was being held in a restaurant with a nightclub attached, the culture would be rife. Gray remembered it far too well—the all-consuming nature of the job that made it difficult to switch off.


  Hopefully, tonight would be different because Rob had never been a typical copper. Work or play, no mixing the two unless he was under orders, and he was leaving because he’d had enough. He’d tried going back in uniform and a stint in CID, but he couldn’t settle in his old job. So, he’d resigned to set up a private investigation agency…and asked Gray to go in with him.


  It sounded far more thrilling than it would no doubt prove to be, and that suited Gray just fine. Only thirty-five and he’d already had his lifetime’s worth of excitement. It wasn’t so long since he’d been out every night of the week, getting drunk, getting high…it hadn’t been fun. But he was past all that now and dealing with his problems like a functioning adult instead of an out-of-control lunatic with a death wish. If it were anyone other than Rob, Gray would’ve given tonight a miss in favour of lounging on his couch. Or Will’s, along with at least one dog. The image popped into his mind of Will flopped full length of the sofa at the bottom of a dog pile, pitta bread in one hand, hummus in the other. It was a surprisingly alluring vision.


  In the hallway, putting on his jacket, the should I, shouldn’t I? debate started up again. Gray would’ve liked to have taken Will along, but no. He wanted the company, worried he’d be left standing alone at the bar all night—selfish reasons, in other words, none of them valid when Will would need to get a cab home and be up early for work. Another time.


  Finally settled to the decision, Gray checked he had his phone and wallet, and set off for the Underground station. It was a bit lazy, seeing as it was only two stops, and he could almost have walked it in the time it took for the journey and getting through the stations at both ends. An eternal lift ride at Russell Square was followed by the realisation that Rob’s leaving card was still on the coffee table, along with Gray’s packet of gum. The card could wait till he saw Rob next; the gum couldn’t, not that Gray was planning on getting up close and personal with anyone tonight, but garlic and conversation was not a good combination and he did like his garlic—Jean’s legacy.


  There was a metro supermarket just around the corner from the station, which Gray had shopped in a few times, although, as usual, the powers-that-be had taken it upon themselves to switch all of the stock around, and Gray found tins of soup and baked beans in the aisle where the confectionery had previously been shelved. Rice and pasta now resided where the tinned goods used to be, and he eventually found the chewing gum—not even in the same place as the chocolate and sweets—on the top shelf in an aisle he couldn’t ever recall walking down before, which meant it was probably once the home-baking aisle.


  Typically, his usual brand presented an empty box, and as he considered the alternatives, a woman passed behind him, her trolley brushing his hip. She didn’t notice, too absorbed in the heated discussion she was having via a headset.


  “Yeah, I mean he’s literally dropped off the face of the planet.”


  Literally? Flat Earth member?


  The woman rounded the end of the aisle and disappeared from view, but continued talking at a volume Gray could hear.


  “We were together for eleven years, for Christ sakes, John. I can’t just let it go.”


  Intrigued for no reason other than his enquiring mind had yet to break the habit of latching on to snippets of potentially useful information, Gray moved slowly along the aisle and eavesdropped the entire conversation.


  “No forwarding address, no new number—nothing… Nope. Passport’s still there… Oh, yeah, I know his Facebook profile is still live, but he hasn’t logged into it since—of course he’s not been kidnapped! … It’s not in the least comforting. Yes! … No, I really would rather he’d upped sticks and found someone else. I don’t hate him that much. I still…”


  The woman stopped talking as they emerged simultaneously from the other end of their respective aisles. She gave Gray a self-conscious smile and, dropping her volume to almost a whisper, said, “I miss him.”


  Gray could’ve gone straight through the self-service but it would’ve meant ditching the free entertainment—it was turning into a real tearjerker—so he queued at the checkout behind the woman, and turned side on, his eyes on the activity of other shoppers, his ears still trained to her conversation. ‘Kidnapped’ was an attention grabber, although it didn’t sound like a kidnapping. If anything, it sounded like a good deal of the cases he’d worked undercover—fraudsters and embezzlers who changed their identity and ditched their old life for a fresh start, with the sole intention of doing it all over again. The social networks were littered with ghost profiles that made it easy to pinpoint when someone ‘went missing’, but if they knew what they were doing, the trail ended there.


  Of course, the more likely scenario was that the woman’s partner had, as she said, found someone new. Without his passport, he couldn’t have gone far, and leaving it behind indicated he intended to return at some point—unless he couldn’t.


  The woman continued her phone call all the way through loading her shopping onto the conveyor belt, packing it back into the trolley and paying for her purchases, but by then it had moved on to gossip, and Gray tuned out, wondering how it was he so often made the subconscious slip back into his old way of thinking. He’d been out of the police for almost a year; with his PhD well underway, his teaching, and weekends with Will, he had more than enough to occupy his mind. Yet at the mere hint of ‘a case’, off it went, sifting information for vital clues, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing when he’d be needing those skills soon enough, although not to find missing spouses. He and Rob still had to hone the fine print, but they were in agreement about limiting their commissions to corporate and commercial investigations.


  Twenty minutes later, Gray made it out of the store, shoved a piece of gum in his mouth and the overheard conversation out of his mind, and set off for the restaurant. It was less than a ten-minute walk from his current location, and as he walked, the streetlights switched on, bleaching out the blue-grey late-March dusk. Gray squinted painfully; his eyes were hyper-sensitive to light and took a long time to adjust, if they adjusted at all. The surgeon had been optimistic it was temporary, but almost four years on, he’d concluded he was stuck with it.


  It was one of the more minor but no less inconvenient consequences of the crash—not too bad if he planned in advance. A cinema trip meant wearing prescribed tinted glasses or prosthetic lenses for 3D, and he always wore his glasses when driving—even at night. Sunlight didn’t cause any problems; his ‘photophobia’ was specific to artificial light, and fluorescent and LED lighting was the worst.


  Thus, Gray wasn’t one hundred percent sure it was Rob’s bike that passed him as he arrived. The horn toot suggested it was, but judging by the way Martina was searching the restaurant, she was concerned her would-have-been protégé wasn’t going to show.


  “Are you all right for a drink?” Gray asked.


  Martina held up her glass, which contained about an inch of dark liquid. “Double brandy and Coke,” she said, reaching into her pocket. Gray raised his hand to stop her.


  “I’ll get these. Ice?”


  “Please.”


  “Who’s next?” the bartender asked and homed in on Gray. “Yes, sir?”


  “A pint of Guinness with blackcurrant and a double brandy and Coke with ice, please.”


  “Guinness and blackcurrant?” Martina queried.


  “It’s my tipple of choice these days,” Gray said, distracted by the murmurs of conversation across the room. A few other people had noticed Rob arrive on his bike, and the question kept cropping up of where he’d got to.


  Martina wrinkled her nose. “To each their own.”


  Gray had to recap to figure out she meant his drink. “They wouldn’t have pulled a stunt, would they?”


  “For a leaving do?” Martina’s tone implied she thought that was a ridiculous suggestion. “I’m not sure they’d pull one on Rob even if he was getting hitched. He doesn’t take practical jokes well.”


  “Really? That surprises me.” Gray somehow kept his face straight. It wasn’t so much that Rob had no sense of humour. OK, it was. Even away from work, he was serious and intense, and when he did crack a joke, it was hard to gauge whether it was appropriate to laugh. Gray had always assumed it was because he hated the undercover work, but from what Martina was saying, it was a personality trait.


  The bartender set their drinks on the counter, and Gray handed over Martina’s.


  “Thanks,” she said, a little contrite. “Sorry to snatch and run, but I need to catch up with my boss while he’s in a good mood.”


  Gray laughed, understanding all too well. “No problem. See you later.”


  Martina edged past a group of men standing a few feet away and disappeared into the growing crowd. Gray paid for their drinks and took up residence on a barstool. Perhaps his worries about spending the evening alone hadn’t been unfounded after all.


  As he’d predicted, there were a few other familiar faces, all engaged in conversation, but he was quite happy watching for the time being. And it was just ordinary watching, he was relieved to find, not the obsessive vigilance that had contributed—possibly on a par with Jean’s death—to his craving for mind-altering substances as a means of shutting off. But he didn’t do that anymore—ten months clean and counting. Just like anyone else, he had bad days when it was harder to resist, but on the whole, it was getting easier every day.


  The evening moved swiftly along, and after another half an hour, the staff had no choice but to ask everyone to take their seats, still with no sign of the guest of honour. Gray took out his phone and started typing a message, but he abandoned it, unsent. Rob would be inundated by now—or not. No-one seemed overly concerned by his continuing absence. However, Rob was never late without just cause.


  “Sir?” A waiter smiled at Gray and pointed him towards the tables.


  “Yes, of course.” Gray moved away from the bar, but rather than find a seat, he headed for the exit, phone held out in front of him as if he were going out to receive a call.


  “Gray! Over here!”


  He mouthed, “Won’t be a sec,” at Martina and dodged outside. It had gone completely dark, but his eyes had barely adjusted to the light inside, so he continued unencumbered to the mouth of the alley and squinted into the gloom, making out a few dark objects of various shapes and sizes—bins and boxes. But no bike.


  3: Hostage


  As soon as the van’s inertia would let him, Rob pushed himself upright, resting his back against the chilly side panel.


  “You fuckers,” he muttered. He could’ve taken the sack off his head himself—he wasn’t cuffed—but he waited for someone else to do the deed, and grabbed them by the wrist, twisting their arm the wrong way.


  “Ow, you bastard.” John ‘Bish’ Garvey shook his hand and flexed his fingers. “My good arm, that.”


  “Aw, mate.” Rob was loving the familiar banter already, even if they had, effectively, kidnapped him. “What the hell is this?”


  “Rescue mission,” someone called from the cab—Tonka, or 2nd Lieutenant Yvette Parker if you fancied losing your balls.


  “Correct,” Bish corroborated. “Jock told us you were looking for a get-out from this police do.”


  Rob sighed, long and loud. “Attendance isn’t optional.”


  “I disagree,” Tonka said.


  “You realise they’ll have half the Met out looking for me within the hour?”


  “Only if they notice you’re missing.”


  Rob smirked, taking the insult on the chin. This was madness, but he wasn’t kidding about the search party. “Where are we off, Ma’am?”


  “That’s on a need-to-know.” Tonka’s reply was half-masked by the crunch of gears. “Christ, Bish, this is a bag of shit.” More crunching ensued. Bish cringed and thumbed towards the driver’s seat, mouthing, “Women drivers.”


  Rob shook his head and laughed. “Where is Jock, by the way?”


  Tonka eyed the rear-view mirror. “Behind us.”


  Rob leaned forward and peered through a small crack in the paint covering the back window. “You haven’t let him ride my bike?”


  “It was him or me.” Bish grinned and waggled the stump that was all that remained of his right arm.


  “If he trashes it, I’ll rip off the other one and beat you with the soggy end.”


  “You and whose army, Shaz?” Pre-empting the smack around the head, Bish ducked, and Rob’s fingers spliced thin air.


  “All right, I’ll come willingly, but—”


  “Like you’ve got a choice.”


  “But I’m only staying for one. I need to at least put in an appearance tonight.”


  “We get the picture. Your police mates are more important. We’re not offended, are we, Ma’am?”


  “Not in the least.”


  “You soft gets.” Rob took another glance out the back window; they were in Camden, heading for Hampstead Heath, Rob guessed—Tonka came from over that way—with the Cyclops eye of the bike’s headlamp still on their tail. It was a forty-minute round trip; if he stayed for a pint and chinwag, he could be at his leaving do a little after nine. True, he’d be over an hour late, but with any luck, they’d only just have realised he was missing by then.


  The sketchy view, front and rear, changed from lit roads to dark trees, and Rob caught sight of light reflecting off water—one of the bathing ponds, he thought—before the van veered right. Half a minute later, they stopped. Tonka got out and slid the side door open. It was the first decent look at her Rob had got, and he wasn’t quick enough to hide his shock. From the state of her, she hadn’t slept in months.


  Tonka faked a cheery grin. “You getting out, or what?”


  “Or what,” Rob said but shuffled on his backside until he could jump down onto the tarmac beside her. “Good to see you, Ma’am.”


  She hauled him in for a hug. “You too, Rob.” As she released him, she murmured, “Need your help.”


  He gave a subtle nod to confirm he’d heard and turned his attention to Jock, who was fighting to get the kickstand down on the bike. Rob went over and had it sorted in a matter of seconds.


  “There’s a knack,” he explained in answer to Jock’s grunt and held out his hand for his helmet and keys. Jock compliantly handed both over. “And my phone?”


  “Ain’t got it.”


  “For real?”


  “Yeah, for real. You calling me a liar?”


  “Come in, lads,” Tonka called, already on the move. “That heap of scrap can stay out on the road. Maybe a neighbour’ll get it towed for you, Bish.”


  “They bloody well won’t,” Bish muttered as the three of them followed Tonka, pausing for her to open wide double gates, beyond those a significant detached house that shone blinding white in the near-daylight illumination. While they waited for her to unlock the door and turn off the alarm, Rob sized up the property. Tonka must’ve been in her late-fifties by now and hadn’t long retired. She’d been in thirty years, so she’d have been on a damned good pension, although Rob doubted it would be enough to afford a house like this on her own.


  He continued his surveillance as she beckoned them inside. Sometimes he wished he’d stayed in the army, or stayed single, at least, then he wouldn’t be living in a crappy one-bedroom flat and handing over seventy-five percent of his salary. He honestly didn’t regret marrying Zoë or having Lucas, but he had to wonder at the injustice of it when all his mates seemed to be so much better off than he was.


  For all that Tonka’s house was impressive, it wasn’t his kind of place. It was one of the Scandinavian-style 1970s builds with an open-plan ground floor, and too much pine and bare brickwork. Windows like a department store front ran the length of one wall; two oversize white sofas at right angles squared off the living area; beyond those were the dining area and kitchen, with a steep, open-step, spiral staircase tucked away in the corner.


  Tonka strode across to the kitchen and opened the fridge, saying, “Beer?” as she withdrew four bottles, popped them open on the lip of the countertop, and distributed them.


  “Cheers,” Rob said. He swigged from the bottle and rotated on the spot to take another look at the place. The other two men carried their beers over to the living area and sat, one on each sofa. “You live here alone?” Rob asked.


  “More or less. My brother lives here too, officially…but he’s away at present. You’re not impressed, are you?”


  “Well…” Rob frowned. He hadn’t realised he was being that obvious.


  Tonka laughed. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not to everyone’s tastes—it was our aunt’s place, and I’m not that attached myself—but it’s a nice area and it’s too much hassle to move.”


  “I know what you mean.” Rob was in much the same situation, or not as regards living in a nice area. He’d seen a couple of better flats in the paper for the same rent, which was going to be a stretch without a regular salary coming in. Ideally, he wanted something a bit bigger so he could have Lucas over more often, but on his income, he’d have to move so far out of the city he might as well go back up north.


  “Shall we sit?” Tonka suggested.


  “Sure,” Rob agreed. This was nothing like he’d expected when Jock said they were meeting for a reunion, but he wasn’t going anywhere until Tonka told him what was going on.


  Seeing as Jock had parked himself smack bang in the middle of one sofa, Rob opted for the other one, sitting at the opposite end to Bish.


  Tonka perched on the arm next to Rob. “You’re leaving the police, then?”


  “Yeah. I’ve had enough—not of the job itself. I still like the work, but I’m done taking orders.”


  Tonka spluttered air into the neck of her beer bottle. Rob scowled, but he had to admit, he’d been a defiant little shit when he first joined up. He soon learnt.


  “Have you got something else lined up?”


  “Pretty much. I’m going self-employed. Private investigations.”


  “Told you he was a dick,” Jock said—predictably.


  “Actually, you said I was a black c—”


  “All right, lads,” Tonka warned, though it was more a command, which they obeyed without hesitation.


  “Sorry, Ma’am,” Rob said. He knew better than to let Jock get under his skin.


  Tonka nodded her acceptance of his apology and stood up. “You haven’t seen my new car, have you?”


  “Not that I know of.” Ignoring the lewd remarks from the other two men about the two of them going for a quickie—it was never going to happen, but that didn’t stop the wind-up—Rob trailed Tonka across the room to the staircase, behind which was a door leading to the garage. She flicked a light switch and stepped aside for Rob to come in far enough that she could close the door behind him.


  “Whoa! You finally got one?” Rob edged along the garage wall, eyeing up the gleaming white paintwork and sleek curves. He wasn’t into cars, but who wouldn’t get a bit hot under the collar for a Lamborghini Aventador? “You get out in it much?”


  “From time to time. You remember Siggy?”


  “Yeah. Course I do.” He remembered her very well, seeing as she’d been a constant presence when their unit was stationed in Germany. She owned a hotel a few miles from the base; they’d spent many evenings there. “You’re still in touch?”


  Tonka nodded, an uncharacteristically sappy expression softening the lines of age and sleep deprivation. “It’s a good excuse to give the car a run out,” she reasoned.


  Rob smiled. “Couldn’t agree more.” He walked back to Tonka and checked the door to the house was closed. “You said you needed my help.”


  “Yeah.” Tonka’s eyes strayed briefly to the car and then met Rob’s gaze. “You know Ethan’s being discharged?”


  “I didn’t.” He felt the effect of the adrenaline surge brought on by Tonka’s question at the same moment she sensed it in him. Her jaw tensed, and her pupils, already dilated to compensate for the dimness of the garage, almost filled her irises. Rob turned away and stared at the far wall.


  “It’s been a long time,” she said.


  “I’m aware of that, Ma’am.”


  “They can’t keep him locked up indefinitely.”


  “Why not? If he was a civilian—”


  “It would’ve made no difference.”


  “Of course it fucking would!” Rob’s shout echoed back at him in the bare-brick box; he quickly got his temper in check. “That Marine in Afghanistan who went down for murder—first case of its kind, they said, but we both know that’s not true.”


  “What Ethan did—”


  “Wasn’t a mindless execution?”


  Tonka tugged her hair back in frustration. “It was mindless, I’ll give you that, which is why he’s spent the last eighteen years locked up, but it’s not in the same league as torturing an enemy soldier for fun.”


  “No, it’s worse.”


  “I’ve got to say, I expected you to be more sympathetic, Rob.”


  He laughed in disbelief. “Sorry, Ma’am, I’ve got no sympathy for wife beaters.”


  “You know it wasn’t like that.” Tonka’s tone had changed, trying to plead with his common sense, but he’d heard it all before. Sergeant Ethan McGrath had gone home on leave and caught his wife in bed with another man. He’d battered his wife and killed the bit on the side. He was charged with manslaughter and admitted to Brookhurst secure hospital. The official diagnosis was PTSD, but Ethan’s anger issues had been there long before he saw action.


  Rob cut to the chase. “What do you need?” Before Tonka’s relieved smile had fully formed, he added, “I’m not agreeing to anything.”


  “Just hear me out, OK?”


  He shrugged and nodded; he could agree to that much.


  “We all know how hard it is to adjust to civilian life, and that’s without a criminal record and a mental illness. If Ethan stands any chance of surviving in the outside world, he needs a fresh start.”


  “You’re talking about a new identity.”


  Tonka unblinkingly held Rob’s gaze but didn’t answer.


  “Much as I hate to disappoint you—”


  Her short, brutal ‘ha’ cut him off.


  “I’ve never let you down before,” Rob said, hurt by her insinuation.


  Tonka patted his shoulder. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  “Even if I was still in the police—and willing—it’s well outside my jurisdiction. In any case, it’s there to protect victims and witnesses, not to hide madmen in plain sight.”


  “And to rehabilitate young offenders,” Tonka argued. “Those lads who killed that kiddie up in Liverpool, for instance—”


  “In very special circumstances, yeah. I’ll give you that. But they were no more than kids themselves, and whether they’ve been successfully rehabilitated or not, the public are on a witch hunt.”


  “We’re getting a bit off track, here, Rob. I’m not asking you to pull strings—”


  “I wouldn’t have done it anyway.”


  Tonka’s eyebrows rose and her lips thinned in annoyance. “Ethan’s not a common criminal. He’s got a mental illness, but it’s under control.”


  “Until the next time he loses it and batters someone to death. Mental illness or not, he’s dangerous—”


  “Now, look,” Tonka shouted him down. “With respect, you haven’t seen him recently, Rob. He’s a different man, trust me, or go visit him and see for yourself. If he wasn’t, I wouldn’t be doing this, but if we don’t do something…well, they might as well throw away the key now. He’s got to live with the consequences of what he did, which would be hard enough without being a veteran with a criminal record and a psych diagnosis. All we’re doing is giving him a chance at a normal life.”


  Tonka waited for Rob’s response, but she’d only given him the ‘why’, not the ‘what’.


  “Go on,” he said.


  “I know someone who’ll give him a new identity.”


  “Ma’am…”


  “You’re going to tell me it’s against the law? I know. Incredible how that same law doesn’t apply to child killers who tortured for their own entertainment, eh?”


  “It’s a whole other situation.”


  “Ethan lost his temper for good reason, and he handed himself in.”


  “Because he wanted out of the army.”


  Tonka threw out her hands in a wide, angry shrug. “You know what, Rob? You’ve changed. I mean, you always were a stickler for the rules, but this?”


  “Of course I’ve changed. The shit I’ve seen…” A few choice images flashed across Rob’s mind and he quashed them like always. Since Bosnia, nightmares were par for the course, and working undercover had done little more than add some variety, a bit like his own personal Freeview horror channel, but he’d never lost control, never taken a civilian life. “Out in the field, you tell yourself it’s because there’s a war going on, that people wouldn’t do those kinds of things in a normal situation, but it’s all lies.”


  “Money,” Tonka said. “That’s all I’m asking for.”


  “How much?”


  “We need to raise another hundred and twenty-five grand. We’ve already got three hundred and seventy-five—”


  “Half a million? Fucking hell. I might need to rethink my exit strategy.”


  “We’re running out of time, Rob. Can you help or not?”


  Rob ran his palm over his scalp; he was under immense pressure, because he could raise the money, but it wasn’t going spare. While Hedley and Petridis had wrangled him a decent settlement from the Met, that was all he had until the business started paying. If it started paying.


  “What about compensation? Has he put in a claim? And he’s got his disablement pension, hasn’t he?”


  “When he’s discharged, yeah, but only if he’s still Ethan McGrath, former REME…”


  “Sorry, Ma’am. I’ve spent the last four years digging through the dregs of society, and I’m not prepared to play a part in you joining their midst. Because it will come back to get you later. You know that as well as I do.”


  “Not if we get it right.”


  So complacent, but she had no idea the resources the likes of the Special Investigations Unit had at their disposal.


  “I’ve just resigned from the police. I’ve got no income.” Rather than risk further conflict, Rob opted for an emotional appeal, but she was giving him the silent treatment and wouldn’t even look at him. He could imagine what she was thinking: he had the luxury of walking away from a well-paid career while Ethan would be lucky to get a job paying minimum wage. If she was that bothered, she had half a million sitting in her garage. “I really am sorry, Ma’am.”


  “So am I, but I understand.”


  “What’re you gonna do?”


  “Doesn’t matter.” She stepped around him to reach the door to the house, paused and gave the Lamborghini a longing look.


  “Yeah, cheers for the guilt trip,” Rob muttered. She didn’t take it back. He followed her inside, where he downed his beer and picked up his helmet and keys. “Who’s got my phone?”


  Bish and Jock looked at each other and shook their heads. They were sticking to their story.


  “Crap. I must’ve dropped it. Ah, well. At least…” He was going to say ‘I’m getting my money’s worth on my insurance’ but thought better of it, although he wouldn’t have put it past either of them to have nicked it for a laugh. He’d have to wait and see if any practical jokes were in store. “I’d best get off.”


  “All right, mate,” Bish said. “Good to see you again.”


  “And you. Jock, behave yourself.”


  “Always do.” He stayed facing forward, his focus on the label he was peeling from the empty bottle in his hands.


  Rob drew breath to suggest they arrange a proper get-together sometime soon, but there was no point. He’d let them down, and it would be a long time before they forgave and forgot, if they ever did.


  4: Guest of Goner


  It was difficult to raise the alarm…without raising the alarm. Gray had tried to collar Martina on her own, but instead she’d insisted he join her table and introduced him to her tablemates: six other senior officers, one of whom was Martina’s wife: Chief Superintendent Erica Dunleavey. It went without saying that Erica was one of those people who took command in every situation, and it was some fifteen minutes later, after he’d answered her questions pertaining to who he was and how he knew Rob, before Gray got a chance to tell Martina that both bike and owner were nowhere to be found.


  It was when Martina said, “He’s a sod,” as if she were describing an errant kitten clawing at the curtains that Gray realised he needed to up the urgency factor a notch or two.


  “Ma’am, I’m not convinced he left of his own volition.”


  “Ma’am?” Martina repeated in amusement. “We’re the same rank, Gray. Or we were.”


  And that she’d had quite a bit to drink.


  “Sorry, old habits,” Gray excused, though he’d done it on purpose, hoping to tap into some far corner of her brain that still recalled she was a police officer.


  “We’d best go and investigate, then,” she suggested and pushed her chair from the table at the same moment as a waiter arrived with the starters.


  “It’s all right, Martina. You stay there. I’ll go and have a poke around and report back.”


  “OK, Gray, you do that.” She pulled her chair in again and picked up her glass but didn’t drink from it, momentarily lost in a daze; her wife raised an eyebrow in Gray’s direction. Martina was evidently taking Rob’s leaving pretty hard.


  A couple of officers were outside, having a smoke, both pausing to eye Gray in suspicion. He gave them a swift smile as he passed them and rounded the building, slowing as he moved along the dark alley that stank of piss, as they always did, a make-do public convenience for late-night revellers caught short and nocturnal animals alike. At the halfway point, Gray tripped over a box and skidded on something he didn’t want to think about. He took out his phone and activated the LED, blocking the dazzle with raised hand and squinting at the mute blue patch on the ground ahead of him. Flattened cardboard pulp, ring pulls, cigarette ends, a couple of used condoms, bins… He reached the end of the alley and turned to look back towards the street.


  He could see tyre tread in the mush of muck and rubbish, and a few boot prints, potentially from more than one type of boot, but there was nothing to indicate a struggle had taken place. Switching off the LED briefly, he brought up Rob’s number to try calling him again, but the signal was sketchy and his phone abandoned the call. Gray moved back along the alley, watching his screen all the while, cursing when he tripped over the same box as before. He kicked it hard in revenge, sending it three feet into the air, and watched in satisfaction as it collapsed on impact. There was a sudden and bright blue glow in the gloom. A dropped phone? Gray was almost certain it was and backtracked to investigate.


  The screen was locked, but displayed multiple missed calls. By this point, it wasn’t really necessary to establish ownership; nonetheless, when Gray reached the street and the signal picked up, he called Rob’s number again, sighing in resignation when his name appeared, attached to the incoming call on the phone from the alley. Maybe he was wrong about the absence of a struggle—that or Rob had dropped it intentionally as a clue. Or he’d just dropped it making his getaway and Gray’s imagination was running amok. Whichever of those it was, he returned to the restaurant and made a beeline for Erica.


  “Can I have a word?”


  She set her cutlery and napkin aside and edged around the table to reach him. “What’s up?”


  Gray turned so he was facing the window and away from the guests. “I think something’s happened to Rob, Ma’am. He drove past me at approximately 1950 hours and I saw him turn into the alley to the side of this building. When I got here, his bike was there, but he wasn’t, or not that I could see, and I assumed he’d already come in. He hadn’t, as you know, and when I went to check again at around 2010 hours, his bike was gone. I wondered if he’d popped to the shop or something…”


  Erica looked doubtful.


  “Yeah, I know,” Gray said. Rob didn’t smoke, and he didn’t drink much, either, so it was a silly theory to start with. He held out the phone. “I found this in the alley.”


  “Rob’s?”


  “Yep.”


  “Ah. That’s worrying.” Erica took the phone from him and activated the screen. It asked for the PIN number. “That’s not a lot of use, is it?” She handed it back. “Right. Let’s see…who looks sober?” She scanned the room and spotted her target. “Theo?” She beckoned him over.


  “Yes, Ma’am?”


  “Do you know each other?”


  Gray and Theo Petridis did a kind of mixed nod and shrug. They’d both been Rob’s boss at some point, so they’d corresponded, but that was the limit of their familiarity.


  “Gray, can you tell Theo what you’ve just told me?”


  “Sure.”


  “Great.” Delegating done, Erica returned to her wife’s side.


  “Must be nice up there, huh?” Theo muttered.


  “Yeah,” Gray agreed with a chuckle. He thought it was wise not to mention he’d been on his way to the upper echelons before he met Jean. He’d left ambition behind when he’d fallen in love and hadn’t been tempted to pursue it a second time, not even when he found himself single again. “All right. Short version: Rob’s gone missing, along with his bike.”


  “What makes you think he’s missing and hasn’t just ditched the party?”


  “Why would he have rode all the way here to ditch the party?”


  “To cover up that he was going to?”


  Gray couldn’t decide if Petridis was being facetious or the guy really thought Rob would pull a stunt like that, although… “It’s a possibility,” Gray admitted reluctantly. In a gathering of this size, Rob could claim to have been there all the time and they’d be none the wiser. “But wouldn’t he at least have put in an appearance so he had eyewitnesses to corroborate he was here?”


  “Or one ultra-reliable eyewitness.”


  “Hmm…” Gray wasn’t buying it.


  “Do you have any reason to believe he’s in danger?” Petridis asked, looking Gray in the eye—the left one—as if by doing so he could telepathically glean what that reason might be.


  “If you mean, is Rob’s involved in any undercover cases at the moment, I wouldn’t know. I left the police last summer.”


  “Lucky bastard. I’ve got another five years before I can afford to go.”


  Gray grimaced sympathetically. There was real envy there, as was always the case with officers in their forties or fifties who discovered Gray had got out at the tender age of thirty-four—unless they knew what he’d been through prior to penning his resignation.


  “I could get the patrols to keep a look out,” Petridis offered. “Will that do you?”


  Gray checked the time: coming up on nine o’clock. “He could be well out of the area by now.”


  “Or sitting it out in a wine bar down the street.”


  Am I overreacting? Rob had put away some bad people over the years and hadn’t exactly been ‘undercover’ on the last case they’d worked together. If he’d been recognised… “All right, let’s give it another thirty minutes.”


  “If you’re sure.” Petridis was already moving away.


  Gray nodded. Half an hour would make little difference. He returned to Martina Hedley’s table, where his starter—mushroom paté and pain rustica, which, thankfully, was cold to begin with—had been covered with a napkin while everyone else was almost finished with their main course. He speed-ate one slice of the yeasty bread and caught the attention of their waiter.


  “Your main course, sir?”


  “Please.”


  The waiter nodded and strode away.


  “What’s happening?” Martina asked.


  “We’re giving it a bit longer to see if Rob turns up.”


  “I’m sure he will.”


  “Yeah,” Gray agreed dubiously. Martina patted his hand. She’d switched to drinking water and seemed a little less intoxicated than earlier. The waiter returned and exchanged Gray’s half-eaten paté for his main course: a mock-fish Thai curry with beautifully fragrant rice that set his mouth watering before the plate touched down. “Thanks.” Gray sniffed deeply, filling his nose with the scent of spicy coconut and citrus.


  “That smells incredible,” Martina said. “What fish is it?”


  “It’s not. It’s made from soy beans and seaweed.”


  “Are you vegetarian?”


  “No, but I eat a lot of veggie stuff.”


  “It’s a healthier diet.”


  “It is,” Gray agreed.


  “So, you’re going in with Rob on this investigating business, I hear.”


  Gray was kind of relieved she hadn’t passed further comment on his choice of meal, although the change of subject was unexpected. It wasn’t a secret as such, but Rob generally kept his cards close to his chest. “He told you?”


  “I think I interrogated it out of him. I wanted him back on my team. He could’ve made DI by now.”


  “Yeah, it’s the paperwork he doesn’t like. Luckily, I do.”


  “A perfect match!” Martina picked up her glass and raised it.


  Gray passed on drinking the last of his pint—still his first, thus tepid and stale—and poured some water into his wine glass. “Cheers,” he said.


  The desserts arrived, and the half-hour mark came…and went. Petridis was involved in a loud political debate which Gray didn’t want to interrupt, although that conversation sounded a lot more interesting than the one at Gray’s table. Senior police officers seemed incapable of talking about anything other than targets and cutbacks. He quietly excused himself and took a detour to the Gents’ on his way outside for a breather, and to further contemplate the possibility he was making a mountain out of molehill.


  The traffic had dwindled to the usual nightly array of buses, cabs and pedestrians; they paid Gray no heed. That was London: a city crammed with nine million people, all of whom ignored each other. It was part of what had drawn him to buy a house there, the anonymity. That and the awful hours he kept, although even in London, it could be tricky to find a decent cappuccino at three in the morning.


  “You all right there, mate?” One of the officers he’d seen earlier had come out for another smoke.


  “Yeah, thanks.” Gray offered half a smile and returned to staring across the road. A black cab stopped to let out its passengers and pulled away again. Smoke drifted in front of Gray’s face; he held his breath until it had passed, yet still inhaled some.


  “How d’you know Rob?” the smoker asked.


  “We worked together on a couple of cases a while back.”


  The smoker nodded slowly and took another draw on his cigarette. “He’s a good bloke.”


  “Yeah, he is. No idea where he’s got to tonight, though.”


  “I expect he’s caught in traffic.” The smoker checked his watch. “Blimey, it’s getting on. Didn’t realise.” He stubbed the half-smoked cigarette out on the bin, saying, “See you,” on his way back to the door. The noise of chatter bloomed briefly and the door closed again.


  Two hours to get from Kilburn to Euston? It should’ve taken half an hour, tops, and in any case, Rob had arrived on time. There had to have been an emergency of some sort, and Gray had Zoë’s number saved, but he was reluctant to call when all it might achieve was to have two of them fretting.


  The door opened again, and the other smoker gave Gray a nod as he passed, stopping a few yards away to light up and take out his phone. Gray watched him and made a decision: he’d call Zoë when the guy went back inside.


  Two cigarettes later, by which point Gray had realised it wasn’t a particularly warm evening, the other officer left at last, and Gray made the call.


  “Damn it.” Voicemail. “Hi, Zoë, it’s Gray Fisher. If you happen to hear from Rob, can you let him know he left his phone behind? Take care.” Gray ended the call, hoping he’d been cryptic enough to not worry her, and returned inside, on a collision course with Theo Petridis, who raised his thick silver eyebrows in query. Gray shook his head. Theo squeezed Gray’s shoulder as if to say ‘there, there’ and then, with phone clamped to ear, he strode back to his table.


  “Gray, come and sit,” Martina called. With nothing more he could do for the time being, he obliged. “Do you need another drink?”


  “No, I’m fine, thanks.” Gray topped up the water in his wine glass and sipped absently, casting his mind back to the Strang investigation. It had begun in London, when Gray’s preliminary research into a corrupt legal firm tied them to a larger scheme to defraud will beneficiaries of their inheritance; Strang, Folden and the other lawyers involved were now in prison. However, the corruption extended upwards through the criminal justice system—the SIU investigation was ongoing—and Rob’s infiltration had relied on his pre-existing association with Lambert—one of the lawyers—who was dead, but her friends on high were not.


  “You think something’s happened to him.” Martina’s observation broke into Gray’s thoughts. Now he’d worried her too.


  “I’m missing a perfectly decent night in for no reason here,” he complained, trying to make light, though it was true enough, and if Rob had just decided to give it a miss, he’d be hearing about it later.


  Martina’s laughter was a little forced. “Had a better offer, did you? Who’s the lucky man?”


  “Nobody you know,” Gray said evasively. “How long have you and Erica been together?”


  “Twelve years.”


  “Fifteen,” Erica corrected, barely breaking from the conversation she was having and to which she immediately returned.


  “That’s what I said, fifteen years.” Martina winked at Gray. “Sometimes it seems like only yesterday. Other times, it feels like forever.”


  Erica glanced witheringly at her wife.


  Gray smiled, appreciating the glimpse into their relationship. He and Jean had barely reached the point where infatuation evolved into easy familiarity, but even in the darkest months after Jean’s death, Gray hadn’t coveted or envied others for having that. Rather, he celebrated it, hoping that one day it might be within his reach again.


  “Will Richards,” he said.


  “Will Richards…” Martina frowned in thought. “Is he on the job?”


  “No, he’s not.”


  “Why do I know that name?” She shook her head. “Too much alcohol.”


  Gray hoped his smile covered his astonishment. She’d seen the two of them together at Freddie Berringer’s apartment the night the Berringers were arrested, and she was taking over from Rob in handling the witnesses. She had to be seriously tanked up to have not made the connection.


  She shrugged. “Oh, well. It’ll come to me.”


  Gray really hoped it didn’t, or not until the party was over. “Think I fancy a drink after all. You want one?”


  “God, no—thank you.”


  Gray confirmed no-one else needed a refill and went to the bar. He sent Will a text message: Rob was a no-show.


  Another customer arrived and stopped next to him. “Alright?”


  Gray nodded. “Yes, thanks. You?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Who’s next, please?”


  Gray’s phone buzzed. He gestured for the other guy to queue-jump and read Will’s reply: Bummer. Any idea why? Gray responded: Your guess is as good as mine.


  The bartender served the other guy’s drink, the price of which made him mutter, “How much? Fucking hell.” He paid anyway and picked up his glass but stayed where he was, surveying the restaurant, then homed in on Gray. “Dave Miller,” he said and held out his hand.


  “Gray Fisher.”


  “So you’re the one Petridis is moaning about.”


  “Quite possibly.”


  “Whatever you said, it worked. He’s got Traffic keeping an eye out for Rob.”


  “Good to know.”


  “Yes, sir?” the bartender prompted.


  “Pint of Guinness and black, please.” And this time, Gray was determined to finish it. The bartender poured the beer and left it to settle while he served someone else.


  Miller sipped his Scotch and sniffed. “Waste of time, if you ask me.”


  Gray was fed up with hearing that—or words to that effect. He turned Miller’s way, noting the confident pose, the ingrained arrogance. “I’m asking,” he said.


  “Rob told Hedley he was doing a flit after shift.”


  “You heard him, did you?”


  “One of my colleagues did, yeah.”


  Hearsay, then. Gray would be asking Martina to substantiate what Miller was telling him, although it did sound like something Rob would say.


  Gray’s drink arrived in front of him. He paid—on that point he agreed with Miller, the prices were extortionate—and picked it up, already moving off. “Nice talking to you.”


  “Yeah, likewise.”


  Gray glanced back at Miller, who’d already downed his Scotch and was ordering another. Heavy drinking was an occupational hazard, one which Gray had side-stepped only to pursue another, so he was judging no-one. He returned to Martina. “Dave Miller’s one of yours, isn’t he?”
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