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For Lisa,


And for George,


Together again, somewhere.










24 years ago









Except for the dog, the girl is all alone in the dark.


She lies in an enormous bed, under a blanket, clutching the animal’s thick, shaggy hair between her fingers. She can feel his heart beating under his warm skin, his chest rising and falling in rhythm with his breathing. She can hear the soft wheeze of air flowing in and out of his mouth and smell the yucky scent of meat on his breath.


She doesn’t really know if it’s a boy dog – the men who brought her here didn’t tell her its name – but she has decided it is.


He’s a big dog, but then, all dogs are big to her. She isn’t scared though. She likes dogs.


She doesn’t like the men.


Time passes in the dark. The girl doesn’t know how long. She has a pink plastic Minnie Mouse watch on her arm, but even if she could see it she isn’t very good at telling the time yet. She has no toys to play with. She has nothing but her own thoughts in the dark, and the warmth of the blanket, and the gentle breathing of the dog beneath her hand.


The door opens, and for a moment she thinks it’s her mummy she can see in the doorway as she squints against the light. But it isn’t her mummy. It isn’t one of the men either. It’s the scary thin lady who doesn’t talk to her.


The thin lady comes straight towards her, leaving the door open. The light from the hallway is blindingly bright, and all the girl can see is a tall, skinny shadow standing over her. A hand reaches down and grabs her arm, pulls her upright. The dog growls and shuffles away as the girl’s hand presses down on its stomach.


The woman pushes something wet and sticky against the girl’s mouth. She tries to say ‘No!’, but as her lips part, the cold metal spoon forces its way inside. Without her thinking about it, her tongue scoops up the lump of jam. Then the spoon is gone again, and the woman places a hand over her mouth.


‘Swallow it!’


The jam tastes all dirty and bitty, but the girl swallows, and then a nasty taste makes her screw up her face. She doesn’t cry though. Her mummy’s always telling her not to cry and she wants to be a good girl so that her mummy comes to get her.


The thin lady walks away, and the girl collapses back onto the bed next to the dog. The door closes and the light is swallowed up. The darkness comes back even thicker than before.


Next time the door opens it will be her mummy coming for her and she’ll have some proper food with her, pastries and breads and all the lovely foods her mummy makes. Not the strange nasty-tasting jam the thin lady brings. After that, everything will be all right. She yawns.


They might let her keep the dog if she asks nicely. She’ll probably get a special treat after this. Because none of this is her fault. She didn’t run away. She didn’t talk to strangers. She wasn’t bad. She won’t be punished. She’ll be rewarded, for being a good girl. When her mummy comes.


The girl drifts slowly into sleep. The dog growls and flops a paw across the girl’s forearm, its claws pressing deeply into her skin.
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Detective Sergeant Adam Tyler slams the car door and presses the lock button on the key fob. He glances up and down the road, scratching absently at the scar on his cheek. It’s busy with traffic, even though the afternoon sun is still fighting its way through the treeline and the daily evening commute has barely begun. Whatever the time of day, buses, taxis and cars rattle constantly in both directions along Abbeydale Road, one of the main arteries that connects the centre of Sheffield with the more prosperous suburbs to the south-west. In another hour or so, this artery will be clogged. Tyler intends to be long gone by then.


He turns and looks up at an impressive, if slightly run-down building. The Abbeydale Picture House is awkward in its grandeur, shabby with decades of neglect, perhaps a little ashamed of its glorious past and its uncertain future. It’s a peculiar building that he’s never paid much attention to before: a tile-clad 1920s cinema that was once the most luxurious ‘Picture Palace’ in the city but which fell into disuse in the 70s. Since the millennium, restoration plans have changed as often as the organisations attempting to save it, but the building refuses to die. Even now, the late afternoon sun bathes one façade in golden glory while the rest squats in shadow, a fitting tribute to its divided history.


He’s always been aware of it, of course. The impressive open dome tower over the corner entrance, the white faïence tiles that clad the exterior. It sits on the brow of a slight hill that causes the road to swerve and drop away from it, at the epicentre of an area that was hipster-chic long before hipster-chic was a thing. Nestled among a variety of international restaurants, antique curio shops and micro-breweries with unlikely names, it stands out, a landmark to which any local would be able to direct you.


But, Tyler thinks, the building’s distinctiveness is also part of its anonymity: everyone knows it, but does anyone see it? Much of it is still in a state of disrepair. Does anyone pay that much attention to who’s coming and going? He certainly never has. Among the crowds of commuters and social drinkers, it might not be easy to sneak in here completely unnoticed, but it would be easy to go un-noted.


A sudden vivid image comes to him: craning his neck to get a better look at the tower above while he walks hand-in-hand with his mother, dragging his feet and stumbling over the uneven paving even as she hurries him on, blaming him for a tardiness that only now does he surmise can’t have been all his fault. Tyler doesn’t remember any family or friends living around this area back then. He wonders idly where they would have been heading in such a hurry. It can’t have been long afterwards that his mother walked out on them. Perhaps she’d had a lover nearby.


He shakes off the memory and rounds the building. The main entrance on the corner is boarded up with a contractor’s logo and a ‘Considerate Constructors’ guarantee, but there’s a side door off the car park that once led down into the back area of the old underground ballroom. It still has a vintage sign above it, advertising the snooker hall that more recently became a multi-lane shuffleboard venue. This entrance, too, appears to be locked, but Tyler notices the fire door is slightly buckled. He reaches out and hooks a finger behind the metal plate. Glancing around once to see if anyone is going to challenge him, he pulls sharply, and the door swings open with a click.


He hesitates now, knowing he shouldn’t be doing this. But the whole place appears closed for renovations, so finding the owner and gaining the relevant permissions might take days, or even weeks. And he has to remind himself – none of this is official yet.


The door opens into a stairwell that was once clearly impressive. The wooden bannister is still largely intact, and the space is decorated expansively with ornate panels of coving. But the effect is spoiled by the lack of any wallpaper or other adornment; the walls are whitewashed, the only colour that of the pitted brickwork visible where the plaster has flaked and fallen away. Hanging heavy over all of this is the smell of damp and mould, and the air has a thick, wet feel to it. The door swings gently closed behind him and, after a few moments waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dark, Tyler gives up and pulls out his mobile, switching on the torch.


He takes the stairs and soon finds himself lost in a labyrinthine network of corridors, doors and anterooms. He had no idea the building was so big. At one point, on what he hypothesises is probably the third floor, he finds the projection room and manages to orientate himself. There are two enormous vintage projectors pointing down through porthole windows that give him his first partial views of the auditorium. But shortly after that he’s hopelessly adrift again.


Many of the rooms are locked or boarded up, but he tries each one in case someone could be hiding inside. Most contain an assortment of junk: pots of paint, boxes, buckets, cleaning equipment, scaffolding, plywood, ladders… the list is endless. But there are many more esoteric items as well. A giant sign that reads ‘Stricly No Entry’ in foot-high lettering, abandoned in the corner of a stairwell, presumably after the spelling mistake was noticed. A leather three-piece suite in remarkably good condition, the sole occupant of a room bearing the most beautiful panelling, but painted in the sort of oranges and yellows not seen this side of the 1970s. Another room filled entirely with three-foot-long balustrades made of polystyrene. Tyler finds at least five separate toilets, some seemingly in working order but others clearly not – one is filled with soil and the brittle, stick-like corpse of a pot plant. And then, two rooms that are, apparently, still in use. Dressing rooms, he guesses, for the bands that play here occasionally. A whiteboard sports the most recent set list for a band named KornAtak who played a few months ago. There’s a microwave with a half-eaten Pot Noodle next to it. He checks it for mould and finds none. Recent then. It would be easy enough for someone to live here, even if it wasn’t very comfortable. The only thing he hasn’t seen so far is a bed.


The more he searches, however, the more it dawns on him how nonsensical the search is. He tries to move quietly, but if there is someone here, they would almost certainly be able to hear him moving about, and more than likely would be able to see his torch. Although many of the areas are lit well enough by external windows, he has to keep it switched on as he frequently turns corners and finds himself suddenly plunged back into darkness.


On his descent from the dressing rooms, Tyler finds himself in what he supposes once passed for backstage. It’s an enormous area that stretches the entire width of the building, open all the way to the wooden timbers of the roof a good hundred feet or more overhead. The entire back wall is one enormous expanse of red brick, its sole feature a black metallic ladder leading up into the rafters. Hanging at various levels between the roof and the ground are several gantries made of scaffolding and wooden planks, which seem able to be raised and lowered, providing access to various lights and pieces of equipment.


The opposite wall consists of some sort of temporary panelling that must be the back side of the cinema screen Tyler had seen from the projection room. A door set into the side allows him to step through into the auditorium itself.


It’s incredibly impressive, even in its decaying grandeur. A curtain still hangs on either side of the screen, though it’s frayed and rotting, and he doubts it will hang much longer. He steps around it carefully, emerging onto the sagging wooden stage. Above him are more of the complicated gantries. He hesitates for a moment, then picks his way forwards tentatively, the ancient boards groaning under his feet. A small flight of steps leads down into the seating, which seems to have fared a bit better over the years. Some of the seats look damp and rimed with mould, but still serviceable. Making his way up the centre aisle, Tyler notices a number of small pools of water. The roof, though largely intact, has been less than efficient at keeping out the most recent storms. He suddenly remembers reading somewhere that all productions have been suspended for the time being while it’s checked and repaired, and wonders again if he should even be in here. The whole ceiling could fall in on him at any moment.


The back of the auditorium leads into a bar that’s unstocked but otherwise ready for action, and from there he follows a corridor round past some more toilets to the front corner entrance which he’d found locked from the outside. He checks it again from this side, but there’s definitely no way to open it without a key. He must have been over most of the place by now and there’s no sign of anyone, unless the Pot Noodle counts. But that could just as easily have been left by one of the contractors.


Retracing his steps back to the auditorium, Tyler’s mind wanders to Scott and the way they’d left things. He shouldn’t have let Scott walk out of the pub like that. If he’d stopped him, they could be curled up together on the sofa right now, jumping at some ridiculous horror film. Tyler has no idea why Scott, an otherwise highly intelligent man, insists on watching these low budget, poorly acted schlock-fests. When he’s called out on it, he just smiles, in that slightly infuriating way he has, as though he knows the great secret of life and happiness.


As Tyler circles the expansive hall again, looking into every recess and trying every locked door, he wonders if he should have paid more attention. To the films, to Scott himself. Their relationship has been strained lately and Tyler knows it’s his fault. He’s never going to win any Best Boyfriend awards but this time things had seemed to be going pretty well, at least for a while. Even the evening TV thing. Before Scott had appeared in his life, all calm, knowing smiles and absolute acceptance, Tyler couldn’t remember the last time he’d even switched on his television, let alone made it three seasons through a box set. But Scott was all for wind-down time, and on those evenings that weren’t what he called ‘Proper Dates’, when Tyler inevitably finished work an hour and a half later than he said he would, Scott would grin and let him in and settle back in front of the telly, expecting Tyler to join him. Even the fact that Tyler often brought his laptop with him and tapped away throughout the movie never seemed to upset him. At least, Tyler didn’t think it did. Is that what he’d got wrong?


Picking his way back to the stage, he has to admit to himself, he didn’t hate those evenings in front of the telly. He was getting used to the warmth of another human being pressed up against him while he worked, Scott’s hand snaked around his middle, his right leg tossed casually over Tyler’s left, his face burying its way into Tyler’s side every time the dramatic strings screeched from the speakers.


But then this case had come along and he’d got predictably obsessed with it. They hadn’t argued or fallen out, as such; Tyler had needed space and Scott had given it to him. But how much space was too much?


Their conversation in the pub earlier gives him hope that it isn’t too late. When this is over, Tyler promises himself, he’ll make things up to Scott. But even as he thinks it, a stark truth hits him. It’s never over, is it? There’s always something else.


A grating sound echoes down from somewhere above the stage and he flicks his torch upward. One of the wooden-planked gantries is swaying slightly.


‘Hello?’ he shouts up at the ceiling. The light from his phone doesn’t reach anywhere near far enough, and all he can make out are banks of shadows. It could be one of the city’s homeless who’s snuck in here to keep warm for the night. Or it could be someone else. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Adam Tyler of South Yorkshire Police,’ he announces into the room, his words echoing back to embarrass him. ‘If there’s someone else here, you need to make yourself known. You’re not in any trouble.’ Tyler’s voice fades away into the darkness and there’s no further sound, other than the faint tolling of bells from the Catholic church up the road. No more sign of movement either, but he can’t shake the feeling he’s not alone.


Feeling his way over to the side of the stage, he finds another metallic ladder attached to the wall. He puts his foot on the first rung and pulls. The ladder seems solid enough but the anchor points in the mortar shift a little. Tyler’s less worried it won’t hold his weight than that the whole thing might come away from the wall. Still, he heads up.


The ceiling is much lower on this side of the screen, perhaps only half or less than the distance backstage. At the top, he strains his eyes but it’s far darker here with only the torch of his mobile and the odd gap in the roof letting in the faint evening light. He senses more than sees a movement of some sort, and pans the phone across, trying to illuminate the hidden corners on the far side of the gantry.


He inches his way along, testing the wooden planks beneath his feet with each step before moving on. Looking down at the stage far below, the angle allows him to see a number of holes that hadn’t been obvious when he’d crossed it. A thought creeps up to trouble him: no one knows he’s here.


Why is he here? A suggestion, born of a half-hearted investigation, itself born of an anonymous tip. He likes to believe that’s why no one knows; because all of it’s so flimsy he hasn’t felt the need to tell anyone. But truthfully, he accepts that it’s more than that. It’s an old pattern of behaviour, one he’d thought – hoped, perhaps – he’d put behind him. The need to play his cards close to his chest, to not include others, to work alone. Things had been different lately: he and Mina had reached an understanding and, though he was unlikely to ever be accused of being an over-sharer, they’d found a way of working together that he thought suited them both. She relentlessly questioned him about everything, and he did his best to supply her with full and frank answers.


But this case is different. He couldn’t include her, not once he realised what it could mean, and he knows she wouldn’t have appreciated him letting anyone else in. So here he is again, falling back into old habits, relying on the tried and tested behaviour of his past. He thought he’d put that man behind him.


There’s that movement again. Tyler steps forward, raising the torch. ‘Police!’ he shouts into the darkness on the far side of the stage. ‘Come out.’ As he inches forward, the gantry sways under his weight.


He’s almost at the end when something launches itself at him from the dark, accompanied by a furious flapping sound. Tyler falls backwards, letting go of the phone as he comes down hard on his behind. The pigeon flutters past his face and settles on a metal lighting rig a few metres above. He hears his mobile hit the stage below with a dull thud and a cracking sound. The light goes out.


‘Shit!’ he says, the pigeon cooing its derision from above.


He climbs slowly back to his feet, the gantry creaking alarmingly as it swings. He needs to find his way back down before…


He doesn’t see what hits him, just feels the massive blow to the back of his head. His vision clouds, even in the darkness, and suddenly he’s shooting forward, the metal scaffolding falling away before him with only the slightest resistance. There’s a moment when Tyler is suspended by nothing, tipped forward, arms windmilling, trying to arrest his forward momentum. But then the planks beneath his feet begin to slide backwards and he knows he’s lost. There’s no way left for him to save himself.


They say your life flashes before your eyes at the end. Tyler isn’t sure he’s ever believed that, but the tumble into nothingness feels far longer than it should. He sees his father hanging from the bannister in their house all those years ago. He sees Mina shaking her head at him for his stupidity. He sees Doggett raising an eyebrow with characteristic contempt. And he sees Scott, smiling his secret smile, analysing him in ways he never shares. Scott. He’s sorry about Scott most of all.


Then he hits the stage.
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Mina hesitates a moment and then presses the doorbell. She clutches the neck of the wine bottle in her left fist while her right hand fiddles with the top she’s wearing, trying to inch it further down her midriff. Why the bloody thing keeps riding up is anyone’s guess. She’d spent far longer agonising over choosing an outfit than was warranted, considering the occasion. She’d even briefly considered asking her cousin’s opinion. Priti considers herself something of a fashionista and recently started a YouTube channel dedicated to her latest purchases, much to the dismay of a large part of the family. But in the end Mina had decided that any enquiry would have provoked unwanted questions as to the nature of the event. Questions that would lead to answers Priti would most certainly tease her about. Then she’d be fielding enquiries left, right and centre, some of them well-meaning; her Aunties would want to know every painful, excruciating detail. And some of them less so; she could certainly do without Uncle Nazir getting wind of any of this. At least, until this was actually a thing. Truth be told, she wasn’t entirely sure how any of them would react but she knew they’d all have something to say on the matter. She also knew that telling Priti about it was a sure-fire way of ensuring the rest of the family would know in minutes.


As she shuffles on the doorstep, wondering if she should press the bell again, Mina glances back down the road. The sun has long dropped below the horizon but it’s still light enough for her to pick out the taxi that dropped her off, pulling out of the estate back onto the main road. Too late to go back now.


Why am I here?


She hates things like this. Dinner parties! It’s Mina’s idea of hell. Well, maybe not quite that bad, but it certainly isn’t her idea of a good time. She doesn’t do dinner parties. Any more than she does clubbing or football matches or… blind dates! What had she been thinking?


She hasn’t been on a date, blind or otherwise, for months. The last guy had been an accountant she’d met through the Salaams app. He’d taken her to a Turkish restaurant on London Road and it hadn’t been too bad to begin with. He’d actually been better looking than his profile picture suggested, and although he’d been a little nonplussed when he found out she was police – not only police, but a detective – this hadn’t appeared to put him off in any serious way. It usually did.


But then they’d come to ordering. She’d hoped she was going to get away with a simple saksuka, but after several minutes of cajoling, followed by an attempt to recruit the waiter into persuading her to try the lamb kofte, she’d had to make the ultimate confession – that she was vegan. His reaction might have been comical had it not been so utterly mortifying. After a good half an hour focused entirely on why she was wrong, during which time she watched him put away his own weight in meat and cheese, his sheer disbelief that anyone would choose this ‘alternative lifestyle’ irritated her to such an extent that she’d faked a stomach ache and left. She hadn’t heard from him again, thankfully, although she was annoyed he might be thinking it was her delicate sensibilities toward meat-eating that had put her off, rather than his pathetic behaviour. Why couldn’t she just have been honest?


After that, and because of work, dating had inevitably fallen by the wayside, and she’d been okay with that. Until now. Emma Ridgeway and her bright ideas. Emma’s a very hard person to say no to, even when you have a good reason, and ‘I’m not dating at the moment’ is not the sort of comment that Emma considers a good reason.


There’s the sound of a gate catch clicking somewhere off to the right and Mina backtracks to look around the side of the house.


‘It is her!’ shouts a loud voice, and a relatively small woman – it isn’t as though Mina is all that big herself – emerges with a frown on her face. ‘I told her that was the bell but she never bloody listens to a word I say.’


Mina’s only met Leigh Radden a couple of times in passing, usually when she’s been picking Emma up after a night out. But on all those occasions she was little more than a figure behind a darkened windscreen. This is the first time she’s seen the woman up close, although her face is familiar enough from the TV.


‘Mina,’ Leigh says, smiling now and reaching for her hand. ‘We meet properly at last!’


Mina expects a handshake, but in fact Leigh clasps Mina’s hands in her own and grips them fondly. At least, Mina thinks it’s meant to be fond, but there’s something about the woman’s smile that looks false. There’s no warmth in her eyes at all. Then Leigh has her arm around Mina’s shoulders and is ushering her towards the garden gate. ‘We’re round the back,’ she explains. ‘Taking advantage of the weather. Em’s been desperate to try out the new barbecue. It’s been such a shocking summer.’ Leigh speaks in staccato sentences. Statements that somehow don’t leave room for returned comment; Mina’s yet to get a word in.


‘Is that for us?’


‘Oh, yes, sorry.’ Mina passes her the bottle and Leigh makes a show of admiring the label.


‘Mmmm,’ she sounds out with pursed lips. ‘I honestly had no idea Brazil produced wine.’


Mina feels her cheeks flush.


‘Mina’s here,’ Leigh announces, and strolls ahead of her into the garden.


The space opens up before them and it’s quite something, not that Mina expected anything different. A lush green lawn, bordered by well-weeded beds of brightly coloured flowers and trees, and carved irregularly in two by a path of paving stones leading down to the bottom end of the garden. Here sits a patio dotted with an assortment of plushly cushioned garden furniture; the sort of expensive stuff Mina always thinks looks too good to be outside. Lanterns hung on fence posts and strings of fairy lights lend a festive air in the gathering dusk. But all this is only a backdrop canvas for the true stars of the show. Dotted around the garden on plinths and pedestals that wouldn’t look out of place in the grounds of a stately home are Leigh’s sculptures – great hunks of marble and metal that give the scene a weight and gravitas almost at odds with the ephemeral flora that surrounds them.


‘Wow!’ Mina says, and she means it. The effect is breathtaking.


‘Oh, I’m so glad you like it,’ Leigh says, with all the false modesty of the minor celebrity. She probably insisted on answering the door via the back gate for this very reason, to lead her guest through her work and give it maximum impact. Mina chides herself for being uncharitable; it was probably just that Emma was busy in the kitchen.


The party, such as it is, is gathered under the twinkling lights of the patio. Dusk is swiftly settling into night, but a chiminea is giving out a warming glow and a group of seven or eight women are standing around it with generous glasses of white wine. No sign of any men, Mina thinks with a palpable sense of relief. Her date isn’t here yet then. She wonders if he might have cancelled and is surprised to feel a slight sinking regret in her stomach.


Leigh isn’t at all what Mina would have expected her to be. Emma’s so loud and brash and full of life. So… American. Mina had thought her wife would be, well, if not the opposite, then at least complementary in some way. But in fact, the two women are very much alike, in that respect, at least. The difference is that Emma’s gregariousness seems natural, whereas Leigh’s feels fake.


Mina shouldn’t really be surprised. She’d seen Leigh talk once on a BBC Four documentary a few years ago, about some artist or other who’d recently died, and she’d behaved then very much as she is now. Mina had assumed she was turning it on for the cameras, but apparently not. To find out the sculptor is exactly the same in real life as her celebrity persona is disappointing. She doesn’t like the woman, she realises.


As Leigh introduces her to the group, each of the women eyes Mina almost like a curiosity, reminiscent of the queen being introduced to yet another commoner she has to make small talk with. They are all, to a one, middle-class white women of a certain age. Mina’s met their kind often enough – the interactions always go the same way, and usually end with them reminding her that their taxes pay her salary.


She wonders if she’s being unfair, letting her prejudices seep out. But she also notices that once the introductions are over, they withdraw back into their cliques, closing shoulders and continuing their conversations almost mid-sentence, effectively cutting off any chance of her engaging with them. Leigh floats back up the garden towards the house and Mina finds herself pushed back almost to the fence.


It’s at this point that the heels she’d been so unsure about wearing finally decide to live up to expectations and betray her, the right one slipping off the patio and burying itself in the soft soil of the border. As her knees buckle and she begins to go down, she has a brief moment to be thankful that at least no one has brought her a drink yet, as she’d be throwing it down herself right now, before a hand reaches out and grabs her arm. ‘Whoa!’ says a soft voice in her ear.


One of the middle-class ladies has come to her rescue.


‘Thanks,’ she says, clutching at the proffered hand and scraping the remaining mud from her stiletto onto the edge of the patio.


‘They take some getting used to, eh?’


At first Mina rankles at the assumption. How dare this woman assume she doesn’t know how to wear heels! But then it occurs to her that it’s meant in a comradely way, as though she too is a little out of her comfort zone. The comment makes her reassess the woman, and there’s certainly something a bit different about her. Her hair has flecks of grey in it, which somehow makes her seem younger than the others, who all have uniform dye jobs. The summer dress she’s wearing looks off-the-rack as well, compared to their expensive bright floral outfits, and she isn’t sporting any of their giant metallic accessories, just a thin gold necklace that she plays with nervously as she talks. She’s wearing a lot less makeup too, and her cheeks are bright red, flushed.


‘You look about as comfortable here as I am,’ the woman says, echoing Mina’s thoughts. And then, as she realises what she’s said, ‘Sorry, I just meant, you look like you’d rather be somewhere else.’


Mina laughs as the woman apologises all over again.


‘No, it’s okay,’ Mina says. ‘I know what you mean. You’re right, this isn’t really my thing.’


The woman smiles and whispers, ‘Me neither. I’m Ruth,’ she adds, sticking out her arm.


‘Mina.’


As she takes Ruth’s hand, Mina notices her fingernails are a rich burgundy, but they’re cut unusually short. The colour bleeds into the cuticles.


‘How do you know Leigh Raddon?’ Ruth asks, as though the celebrity in their midst deserves her full name.


‘Oh, I work with her wife. With the police.’


Ruth’s eyes widen a little. ‘Ooh, I bet that’s interesting.’


This is the other way people tend to respond when they find out what she does. If they don’t run a mile, they fixate on the grisly details. It’s why Mina doesn’t do parties. But Ruth surprises her by moving the conversation on without asking any further questions about her job.


‘What do you think?’ she asks, her voice dropping to such a low register that Mina struggles to hear her. She gestures with her glass at the statues dotted through the garden.


‘It’s… lovely,’ Mina manages, a bit lamely. She has to admit, she personally doesn’t really get fine art, and certainly not the kind of abstract sculpture Leigh produces, all lumps of concrete and metal with rounded curves and sharp corners. This was another reason for not wanting to come tonight, the chance she might be made to feel humiliated for not knowing the right things about the right subjects.


Ruth grins a little conspiratorially. ‘I have to admit,’ she whispers again, her voice apologetic, ‘it’s all a bit beyond me.’


Mina smiles back. ‘Me too. It is pretty though.’


‘It is,’ Ruth agrees.


Mina finds herself warming to the woman. Perhaps she really is as out of her depth as Mina is. She’s about to ask what Ruth does for a living when a movement at the house catches her eye and Emma emerges from the patio doors with a man in tow. She moves down the path virtually hopping from slab to slab, a drink in either hand, excitement oozing from every pore. And then Mina’s eyes settle on the man properly for the first time. ‘Oh, no,’ she groans, and Ruth shoots her a concerned look.


‘Hey!’ Emma virtually shouts, and grabs Mina in as warm an embrace as she can manage with her hands full. When she pulls back, she passes one of the glasses to Mina. ‘Mocktail,’ she says, sipping from her own glass. ‘I’m on call so I’ve got the same. You’ll love it. You look amazing! Thanks for coming.’ She adds the last sotto voce, as though it’s all some grand conspiracy they’ve cooked up between them, rather than the result of the relentless browbeating Emma has been engaged in for the past few weeks.


‘Thanks for inviting me,’ Mina whispers back, playing her part.


Emma grabs hold of the man’s hand, pulling him forward from where he has been waiting patiently. ‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet,’ she says, her face unable to contain her delight.


But before she can go on Mina interrupts, ‘Actually, we already know each other.’


‘How’s it going, Mina?’ Danny smiles at her, and Mina has to admit to herself, he looks good, a little more grown up than he did the last time she saw him.


‘Oh,’ Emma exclaims, and it’s difficult to tell whether she’s dismayed or just factoring this new information into her plan. ‘I guess you guys worked together?’


‘Me and Mina were cadets together.’


Mina can feel her cheeks burning. Why on earth did it have to be him? But then she wonders why she’s so put out. Surely it’s better this way. At least she knows Danny, so she won’t have all the awkwardness of trying to make small talk with some bloke who’s only trying to get in her pants. Why then does a small part of her feel disappointed? Had she actually been looking forward to this?


She becomes aware she hasn’t spoken. ‘I thought you moved away,’ she says, and the statement comes out as more of an accusation than she intends.


Danny just grins at her. She can almost hear what he’s thinking. Same old Min! He always called her Min. It used to annoy the hell out of her, which, she suspects, is why he did it.


‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘I was in London but I just got transferred back.’ There’s a hint of something, a hesitation in his voice that says there’s more to the story. Knowing Danny, he probably messed something up and got transferred away from whatever carnage he created. She wonders if that’s fair though. It’s been a few years now, and he really does look… Mina’s not sure what exactly. More confident somehow. More solid.


He certainly seems more serious. The old Danny would have been chattering away about something inane by now, or have wandered off to talk to someone else. Instead, he says nothing, merely holds her gaze as he lifts his beer bottle to his lips and takes a sip. He’s been working out too, that much is obvious. Yes, definitely more solid.


‘You look… well,’ she says, and finds herself blushing again.


‘Thanks.’ He grins. ‘So do you.’


A circle of space has opened up around them. Emma has somehow managed to corral the others away and is gently parting the long, tall necks of some lupins to expose a hidden statue. Mina’s suddenly aware they’re on their own. She needs to nip this in the bud before it goes any further. Not that Danny ever seemed to think of her that way in the past but…


‘Listen,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what Emma’s told you, but I’m really not looking for… Well, I mean, you and me… You know? It’s ridiculous. Isn’t it?’ She shouldn’t have added that last bit.


‘Mina,’ Danny says, still smiling. ‘I think maybe you’ve got the wrong end of the stick.’ He nods at Emma. ‘I met Emma the other day and she mentioned you in passing, and I thought this would be a great way to catch up. Especially since we’re going to be working together. Wait!’ The grin widens. ‘Was this… Was this supposed to be a date?’


‘Oh. I…’ Her face feels like it’s on fire. Then his words register properly. ‘What do you mean working together?’


Danny frowns. ‘I thought you knew. In fact, I wondered if maybe you’d suggested it.’ He looks down at the ground. ‘I guess that was me getting the wrong end of the stick.’


‘Danny, what are you talking about?’


‘I’m your new Uniform liaison. I mean, CCRU’s, not yours. Specifically.’ He pronounces it ‘sea-crew’, as everybody does nowadays. ‘As I understand it, now you’ve got civilians working with you, the higher-ups thought you’d need someone on hand to do the grunt work. You know, reading people their rights, handling arrests, all that jazz. I’m your new gopher!’ He grins at his self-deprecation, then pauses and studies her for a moment. ‘I figured when DS Tyler spoke to me that maybe you’d put him up to it. For old times’ sake.’ The grin dissolves. ‘But I guess you didn’t know anything about it.’


No, she didn’t. Bloody Adam Tyler! Now what’s he up to?


She’s thankfully saved from any further embarrassment by Leigh, who begins tapping a pen against the side of her glass and then launches into a lengthy speech about how her ‘vision for the landscape was realised’. It seems a bit grand for what is essentially a suburban garden in Sheffield, but Emma stares at her with adoration. Again, Mina feels guilty. She loves Emma; the least she can do is learn to get on with her wife.


Danny’s listening to the talk with more interest than she remembers him showing in anything in the past. He used to have the attention span of a five-year-old. Perhaps he really has grown up at last. She remembers once having to steer him away from a particularly grisly crime scene before he vomited all over the evidence. He’d never exactly been a stickler for the details back then. She wonders idly if that’s changed as well. If not, he’ll probably end up causing them more problems than anything else. Why didn’t Tyler talk to her about this? She hopes he knows what he’s doing. Having said that, people do change, don’t they? Perhaps it won’t be as bad as she thinks.


Emma manages to sidle up to her and whispers in her ear, ‘He is kinda hot, isn’t he?’


Mina reddens again. ‘Stop this,’ she says firmly. ‘I’m not interested in him, and anyway, it sounds like we’re going to be working together.’


Emma sighs. ‘Shame. You two would have made such a cute couple.’


‘Even if we weren’t, he’s… well, he’s such a boy!’


‘He looks like a man to me. If I wasn’t happily married, I’d definitely ask him out!’


‘Will you just stop?’


‘Fine, fine.’ Emma holds up her hands in mock surrender. ‘Just… think about it. If not him, someone else. Mina, you need to get a life.’


‘Thanks!’


‘You know what I mean.’


Perhaps aware someone’s talking about him, Danny glances across and catches Mina’s eye. He smiles and she looks away, trying to pretend her eyes were just passing over him, not lingering. She notices Ruth, hanging back from the crowd, standing awkwardly with her arms wrapped across her tummy. She recalls that their conversation was interrupted a bit abruptly and makes the decision to go back over after the Leigh-show finishes to try to pick up where they left off. It’s too early to leave yet and she isn’t about to spend the whole evening talking to Danny.


Just then Mina’s phone trills loudly, and Leigh stops mid-sentence and glares at her. Mina mouths an apology and rushes up the garden towards the house, extracting her phone as she goes, aware that every eye in the garden is on her. Still, it’s a welcome reprieve.


She doesn’t recognise the number, but she answers it anyway. She’s technically not on duty but with a bit of luck it’ll be something serious that gives her an excuse to leave. ‘Mina Rabbani.’


‘DC Rabbani? It’s PC Andrews. Rob.’


‘Hey, Rob.’ For a moment she wonders why he’s ringing her and where he got her number from, but before she can come up with anything he gets straight to the point.


‘DI Doggett asked me to ring you…’ He trails off.


‘Uh-huh?’


‘It’s… It’s DS Tyler, Mina. It’s bad.’
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The first thing Detective Inspector Jim Doggett notices about the scene is the smell; a rank, sweet scent of mould and decay. He looks around the dilapidated cinema and sighs heavily.


‘Jesus Christ, Tyler! What a shithole.’


Doggett doesn’t expect to die on the job. He expects to go out at a ripe old age – ninety-two or ninety-three – after a short but painless illness. In his own bed preferably, in the arms of his fifth wife. He’s actually only two wives down at this point, but he hopes he has time to squeeze at least a couple more in before then. Yeah, that would be the way to go. On the job perhaps, but definitely not at work.


But he’s a police officer, and he’s known enough colleagues who’ve cashed in their chips early to be aware that it’s always a risk and worth having a plan for, just in case. If he does have to go out sooner rather than later, then in his mind it’ll be in a hail of bullets, defending a busload of schoolchildren. An unlikely scenario, granted, even if he suddenly decides to retrain as a firearms officer – and they certainly wouldn’t want him now – but still, it’s good for a man to have a dream.


The one way he doesn’t want to go is quietly, or without explanation; the perpetrator slipping away into the night before anyone can know who they are. The blade in the dark, the unexpected car crash, something meaningless. He doesn’t suppose any of these thoughts would have crossed Tyler’s mind, but if they had then he’d bet his last Jaffa cake the lad would have agreed with him.


Doggett looks down into the great gaping hole in the stage where the boards had given way under Tyler’s weight. It was a drop of about eight to ten feet, he reckoned, onto a bed of cardboard boxes by the look of it. Enough to do you a mischief, but you’d be hard pressed not to walk away from it with a bit of assistance. What the bloody hell happened, lad? He glances up to the gantry suspended above, and notes that one of the scaffold railings is swinging loose. Jesus Christ! If he fell that far… Returning his gaze back to the hole, Doggett sees one of his officers traipsing through the assorted wreckage in the storeroom below. He must say something out loud, probably what his old French teacher would have called ‘a swear’, because DS Vaughan starts and looks up at him.


‘Oh!’ she exclaims, and the fact that she exclaims is one of the reasons he can’t bloody stick the woman. ‘I didn’t know you were here yet, sir.’


‘Where the bloody hell is the Crime Scene Officer?’ he shouts, the planks under his feet creaking ominously and sending a cloud of dust billowing down around Vaughan.


‘We’re not sure this is a crime scene as such…’


‘No, Jenny.’ He tries to keep his voice level. ‘We’re not sure of anything, that’s why we assume it is. Now get your bloody size eights out of there. Sharp!’


For a moment he thinks Vaughan is going to salute him, but then she merely nods and backs out of the room. Doggett inches his way to the edge of the stage. He really should make more of an effort with the girl. She’s green as Kermit’s cock, but they all are when they arrive, aren’t they? Mina used to jump three feet in the air whenever he so much as looked at her, but at least she always had the gumption to mutter something under her breath while she did it. That’s the difference, he thinks. He likes to push people, to see what they’re made of and just how much they’ll put up with before they bite back. But Jenny Vaughan never bites back. She’s a bloody machine! One of these days, soon, he’s going to have to do something about her.


As though his thoughts have summoned her, Mina comes tearing into the building and down the aisle. Doggett walks up to meet her.


‘Where is he?’ she asks. No, demands. That’s the difference – Vaughan exclaims, Mina demands.


Why couldn’t he have a Mina instead of a bloody Vaughan? Mina was wasted on that Cold Case unit with Tyler. The thought feels like a betrayal, especially given the circumstances, but he pushes his emotions away. Time for that later.


‘On his way to the Northern General,’ he tells Mina, taking hold of her arms gently. ‘Hopefully, he’ll be there by now.’


‘What happened? Is he…?’ She obviously can’t finish the thought, let alone the sentence.


‘He was hanging on when they left,’ Doggett tells her. ‘But I’ll be honest, it’s touch and go.’


There’s a moment of silence while they both take in what he’s said. She tries to hide her feelings but her face betrays her, flicking between relief that the news isn’t worse and dread at the realisation that it still could be.


‘What happened?’ she asks again.


Doggett looks up at the ceiling. ‘That is the sixty-four-billion-dollar question.’


‘You think he fell? From up there?’


‘Tyler’s a lot of things, but he’s never been clumsy.’


‘Pushed then.’


It isn’t a question, but he answers it anyway.


‘Nothing to suggest that yet, but we’re only just getting started. Assuming I can keep DS Vaughan from trampling on any evidence.’ He adds the last just as Vaughan appears from the short corridor that leads behind the stage. She looks sheepish but avoids apologising for once. Maybe she’s learning. ‘Well?’ he asks her.


Vaughan frowns. ‘Sir?’


‘Did you find anything while you were down there poking through my crime scene?’


Vaughan shuffles nervously. Bite back, woman!


‘It looks as though he landed on some boxes. Flyers, mostly, for a fundraising gig they’re doing in a few weeks. The manager was planning on handing them out at a few bars tonight. That’s the only reason he went in there. Otherwise, they might not have found Tyler for days. Those flyers probably saved his life. In more ways than one!’


He glares at her flippancy. ‘Assuming he is still alive.’


Mina shoots him a look which he does his best to ignore.


Vaughan shuffles again. ‘The manager wants to know when he can get the flyers. The bars round here do a good trade on a Sunday and he’s worried if they don’t advertise soon—’


‘I don’t give a toss what he’s worried about. I want this place locked down – the whole building. No one in or out until we go over everything. And I want to know who’s been here. Today, yesterday, all bloody week if necessary.’


‘That’s just it, boss. The manager reckons no one’s been in here for at least a couple of weeks. The work’s stalled while they come up with some more money so the whole place has been kept locked and—’


‘Tyler got in, didn’t he?’


Vaughan shuts her mouth.


‘What was he even doing here?’ Mina asks.


‘I was sort of hoping you could tell us that. You do work together, don’t you?’


Mina glares at his sarcasm and then shakes her head, her disquiet outweighing her irritation with him. ‘He’s been quiet lately,’ she says, the hesitation betraying her thoughts. She might as well have said, ‘He’s been up to something again.’


He holds up his hand to her and turns back to Vaughan. ‘Well?’


She blinks at him in confusion.


‘Get on with it then!’


‘Sir.’ Vaughan scuttles off to give the bad news to her manager friend.


Doggett turns and heads back down the aisle to the front of the cinema. Mina follows. ‘What’s he been working on?’ he asks her. ‘Any particular cold cases you’ve been looking at?’


‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘You know Tyler. He’s not exactly forthcoming at the best of times.’


‘And these aren’t the best of times?’


She hesitates again before answering. ‘He has been working on something, I know that much. But like I said, the last few weeks he’s been quiet. As you know, CCRU’s changed a bit since Diane and Suzanne joined us, and we all pretty much look into separate stuff now. We meet every week to discuss progress. But I’ve noticed over the past few weeks, Tyler’s not said much.’


Doggett considers this as they reach the front of the building and emerge into the night air. The lad’s not lazy, which means he was working on something but chose not to share it. He takes a deep breath, clearing his lungs of the fusty mould from the cinema. ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Maybe you should go to the hospital. See what’s happening. With any luck he’s sitting up and telling Diane what a clod he’s been for losing his footing.’


‘She’s at the hospital?’


Doggett nods. ‘I rang her first. She’ll be with him by now.’


‘You sure you don’t need me here? What about his car?’ She points across the road.


‘I’ll handle that. No, you get off. I’ve got enough trouble keeping Vaughan from messing up the scene, I don’t need your bloody great boots trampling over everything as well.’


Mina smiles but it’s half-hearted, he can tell.


‘Trust me, Mina,’ he says to take the sting out of his words. ‘If there’s anything to find here, I’ll find it. You need to be with him. Just let me know if anything changes.’


‘Of course.’


‘Then, in the morning – and I mean that, get yourself some sleep – you need to talk to the others, see if they know anything. Go through his files, work out why he was here. In the meantime, I’ll go over this place with a fine-toothed comb. If there was someone else here, we’ll find out.’


For a moment she looks as though she’s going to argue, but then she just nods and marches away, ready to take down whatever obstacles stand in her way.


God help you, Tyler!


If the lad isn’t dead already, there’s a good chance Mina might kill him.
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Sheffield’s Northern General Hospital is about three miles from the city, a sprawling patchwork of interconnected buildings, large and small, new and old, scattered across a 100-acre campus. Its enormous number of corridors form a network of veins and arteries across several storeys, and by now Mina’s pretty sure she’s walked all of them. Her search isn’t helped by the fact the place is built on the side of a hill, meaning you can go in on the ground floor of one building and come out on the second floor of another. Also, there’s pretty much no phone signal.


She must have been here hundreds of times over the years, mostly when she was in Uniform, and usually handcuffed to some idiot with a cracked head from a pub fight, but she still struggles to navigate her way around. In the end, she visits A&E three times as well as four different wards of the Huntsman building before she finally finds someone who seems to know where Tyler is. She’s directed to the Critical Care Unit, but when she gets to what she thinks is the right door, the intercom goes unanswered. After a few minutes an orderly emerges with a huge cage of folded sheets and she slips through behind him.


Diane Jordan looks up from a seat in the waiting room and the expression on her face turns Mina’s stomach.


‘Is he…?’ Mina starts, but then rationalises that if Tyler were already dead, Jordan wouldn’t still be sitting there. Probably.


‘They’re operating on him now,’ Diane says, reaching out to put her arms around Mina.


They hug tightly, for far longer than Mina finds comfortable. It wasn’t all that long ago this woman was her boss and physical contact of any kind would have been unthinkable. But their relationship has changed dramatically over the past few months they’ve been working together again. And Diane has changed too, since her month-long incarceration at the hands of a killer. The hugging is part of it, as though she’s reminding herself to cherish human contact while it’s available. She laughs more freely too. Her retirement on the grounds of ill health may have been for physical reasons on paper, but Mina suspects that in reality it was just as much about her mental health.


Diane finally pulls away. She limps slightly as she moves, her leg still not fully healed from the trauma it suffered. ‘I haven’t managed to speak to anyone yet. All I know is they rushed him into surgery as soon as they got here. Oh, God, Mina, he was such a mess.’ Her face crumples, and to Mina she’s never looked more vulnerable. The woman is Tyler’s godmother, as well as his closest confidante and the person who pretty much raised him after his father died when he was a teenager. If Mina thought her own grief was bad, it must be nothing compared to what Diane is going through. She has no idea what she can possibly say to her.


‘I’ll see if I can find someone,’ she says, more for something to do than anything else. But a cursory search up and down the corridor finds only closed doors and an empty reception desk. It’s late, and she guesses the hospital is more lightly staffed than it would be if it were daytime. Anyone who is here is no doubt doing a very important job somewhere. Saving Tyler’s life, she hopes.


She finds a shuttered window with an old-fashioned doorbell fixed to a shelf and a sign that says, ‘Ring for attention.’ She presses it a couple of times, but nobody responds. After a few minutes she tries again, but this time immediately turns on her heel and walks back to the waiting room.


Diane’s standing at the window now, not particularly looking at anything since the glass is frosted, staring at it rather than through it. She looks older than she did this morning, but then, this accelerated ageing is also nothing new. Since she was rescued from her own near death experience Diane has… withered is the word that springs to mind. Mina supposes that’s hardly surprising, given what the other woman went through, but it saddens her, nonetheless.


Not all the changes are negative though. Diane’s cut back massively on the booze, a task that couldn’t have been easy even under normal circumstances. Tyler’s never mentioned her newfound sobriety, but Mina knows he’s relieved about it. As far as Mina knows, Diane’s given up smoking as well; when they’d first met, DCI Jordan was well known for sneaking out of the office to inhale a tab-end as rapidly as possible. It had been something of a running joke.


But despite the positive changes, and the brave face she puts on things, Mina can’t help thinking of her former boss as somewhat reduced, a shadow of the force of nature she used to be. They never talk about it – Tyler never talks about anything – but Mina gets the impression he thinks it’s retirement that disagrees with her. It was one of the reasons he’d asked Diane to come back in a civilian capacity. But Mina is less sure; the woman carries demons neither of them are privy to. Still, when Tyler got the okay to expand the unit and went to Jordan to ask her to come back, Mina was pleased, albeit a little surprised, when she said yes.


So, over the past few months DCI Jordan has become Diane. No longer ‘ma’am’, although sometimes Mina still forgets. Her former boss has adapted to her new role pretty well, only occasionally forgetting herself and telling Mina what to do, and always apologising for it afterwards. Are they friends yet? Mina isn’t sure. But colleagues, certainly, often sharing a glance and a smile over Tyler’s head whenever he misses some nuance to the conversation. Despite this tentative, budding friendship between them, if that’s what it is, Mina knows Diane’s holding something back. Perhaps it’s just the whole ex-boss thing, but she doesn’t think so. It’s something more. Something in Diane. Something broken.


The door swings open behind them and a ridiculously handsome man in a tight white shirt walks in. Mina’s first thought is that it’s the doctor come to tell them what’s happening, and she can suddenly hear her mother’s voice in her head.


Ay, Mina, a doctor!


It’s an old voice though: her mother has long since stopped trying to set her up with people. A relief. But then, why does some small part of her feel disappointed about that?


‘Scott!’ Diane says, limping her way across the room to him.


Mina recognises her mistake. Scott is Tyler’s boyfriend. At least, she thinks he is; Tyler rarely mentions him. She only knows he’s seeing someone because Diane let it slip a few weeks ago.


While Diane catches Scott up on the information they have so far, Mina examines him. He’s extremely good-looking, in a boyish sort of way. She feels herself colouring at the thoughts she’d had when he came in. But then, she’d had similar thoughts about Tyler when they’d first met. It hadn’t taken long for him to disabuse her of any notions. Not that she’d had any.


‘And you must be Mina,’ Scott says, stepping forward and embracing her in her second uncomfortable hug of the evening. Why is everyone so quick to throw their arms around each other all the time?


‘Tyler’s told me all about you,’ he continues as they finally break apart. She has a sense he might have noticed her reticence. Perhaps she’d stiffened more than she thought.


‘Really?’


Scott tips his head to one side. ‘Well, no, obviously not. But I managed to drag a few things out of him.’ He smiles.


‘You call him Tyler?’ she asks.


‘Doesn’t everybody?’ The smile widens. ‘I tried Adam for a bit, but it didn’t stick.’


She finds herself warming to him. He has a way about him that’s disarming, she supposes, rather than charming. She finds that refreshing – in her experience most good-looking guys know that they are and play up to it every chance they get. For some reason Danny pops into her mind, but not because she’s ever thought of him that way. He definitely did seem as though he’d grown into himself though.


What’s wrong with me? Now, of all times! She tries to stay focused on the here and now.


‘Do either of you have any idea what he was doing there?’ Diane asks, and the question’s very similar to the one Mina had been about to ask the two of them.


She shakes her head. ‘He’s been…’ She doesn’t know quite how to say it.


‘More like the old Tyler?’ Diane suggests.


Mina nods. ‘I’ll admit, it’s been worrying me. I started to wonder if he’d fallen back into old habits.’ With Scott here she doesn’t want to say anything explicit, but she doesn’t need to. It’s clear they both know what she’s talking about. The Circle.


The same set of circumstances that had led to Diane’s incarceration and injury had revealed the man responsible for the death of Tyler’s father, and the intangible organisation lurking behind him. The Circle, as far as they could tell, were a shadowy organisation made up of local entrepreneurs who had their own vision for Sheffield, and who were prepared to go to any lengths to see it realised. Although their operative within the force had been uncovered and the hired killer who did their dirty work was safely behind bars, there were still too many unanswered questions. Since then, Diane, Mina and even Doggett had all voiced their concern to each other that Tyler’s crusade to find his father’s killer would morph into a new quest to bring the remaining unknown members of the Circle to justice.


And yet, to their shared surprise, it hadn’t turned out that way. Perhaps that had something to do with the fact that Tyler had discovered a new family, of sorts – a brother he’d long given up for lost, and a niece he never knew existed. Although, as far as Mina understood it, neither of those relationships had blossomed particularly well in the intervening months. Still, whatever the reason, he’d seemed genuinely content enough with the answers he’d found, and instead of secretly investigating the Circle behind the backs of Professional Standards, as everyone had assumed he would, he’d thrown himself into the reorganisation of the Cold Case Review Unit.


Mina supposed it was possible they were all wrong, and he’d just got better at hiding things from them. But she didn’t think so. For the first time in a long time – perhaps ever – the two of them had begun to share information and work properly as a team. When Diane and Suzanne Cooper had joined them, that teamwork had only grown stronger. Okay, so they all had their own responsibilities and areas of expertise, but they regularly pooled information. The department had seen better results than ever, and the top brass appeared satisfied, as far as they ever were anyway.


Of course, now she has to wonder if any of that was true.


Diane closes her eyes. ‘I didn’t want to say anything, but I’ve noticed it too. He’s been different the past few weeks. Secretive. Holding things back.’ She limps over to a chair and sits down, sighing lightly as she takes the weight off her bad leg. ‘I tried talking to him about it but…’


‘He brushed you off.’


‘I let him brush me off.’ Diane massages her knee. ‘I should have pushed him more but, well, I suppose I didn’t want to upset the apple cart.’ She’s blaming herself. Mina supposes that was inevitable, sooner or later.


Mina’s about to tell her it’s not her fault but, before she can, Diane turns to Scott.


‘I don’t suppose he told you anything about what he was working on?’


Mina’s suddenly aware that Scott has been listening, taking everything in. He crosses his arms as though holding himself together, and exhales slowly.


‘I saw him earlier. We…’ He hesitates, his eyes flicking back and forth between them. ‘You’re right about him being a bit distant lately. It’s been the same with us. I thought he might be pushing me away, so I gave him some space but… I’m not sure, maybe that wasn’t the right decision.’


It’s such a candid exploration of their relationship that Mina almost blushes again. It’s also very considered. There’s no heat in Scott’s words, no anger or self-justification, and his eyes are glistening with unshed tears. This is a man who wears his heart on his sleeve. How appropriate, she thinks, given that Tyler’s just the opposite.


‘It’s not your fault either,’ she tells him, and glances at Diane to make it clear who the ‘either’ refers to. Diane smiles and nods.


‘I knew he was worried though,’ Scott goes on.


‘Worried?’


He thinks about this. ‘ “Concerned” is maybe a better word?’


‘What makes you say that?’


Scott thinks again before answering. ‘I’m not sure, to be honest. I just got the sense he was preoccupied.’ He sounds as though he’s working through this for the first time even as he speaks. ‘Maybe it wasn’t just about the two of us.’ For the first time he seems unsure of himself.


‘What the hell was he up to?’ Diane shouts, her voice unusually harsh. Ironically, it makes her sound more like her old self.


‘You said you saw him earlier?’ Mina asks Scott. ‘What time was that?’


‘A few hours ago. About four. We had a drink in the Fat Cat, and then he got a call and had to take off.’


Mina meets Diane’s eye, and she nods. ‘I’ll text DI Doggett. Scott, he may want to talk to you about this.’


The door opens again and this time it is a doctor – or a surgeon, Mina supposes. He introduces himself as Mr Khan and starts talking around the houses, everything couched in medical terms that make about as much sense to Mina as an episode of Love Island.


‘Please!’ she interrupts when she feels her head spinning. Khan stops talking and she takes a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, doctor. Can you just tell us? Is he going to be all right?’


There’s a pregnant pause and Mina feels her stomach dropping further and further through her body. Surely it can’t keep falling forever – eventually it must hit bottom.


‘It’s too early to say,’ Khan tells them, seriously. ‘He has a number of broken bones and a punctured lung, but by far the biggest area of concern is his brain. He sustained a significant blow to the head and the swelling is considerable. We’ve had to induce a coma until it goes down. Only then will we know the full extent of the damage.’


‘Damage?’ Diane asks. ‘You mean… brain damage?’


Mina breathes in sharply and Scott touches her arm. It’s a measure of how agitated she must be that her first feeling is gratitude at his kindness, rather than discomfort at the unwelcome intimacy.


‘It’s too early to say,’ the doctor says again, clinging to a well-honed mantra. ‘But, yes, it’s a possibility. Before we worry about that we need to get the swelling down or he could haemorrhage. That’s our main priority. The next few hours, possibly days, are critical. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more at this time.’


Diane thanks him and asks a few more questions, but Mina can’t listen. She walks to the window and stares through it at whatever distant, imaginary place Diane had been studying earlier.


Tyler, what did you do?


She can’t understand it. She has no idea what he could have been doing in an old, abandoned cinema. As far as she knows, it doesn’t have anything to do with any of the cases they’re investigating. She needs to get to the office and find out for sure. What happened in there? Did he fall? Doggett didn’t seem convinced, and if she thinks about it properly, neither is she. It doesn’t make sense. But that means somebody pushed him off that gantry, or at the very least there must have been a scuffle and he fell. What was he doing there? Meeting someone? But why?


The questions come thick and fast, and she can’t think of a single answer before another pops into her head. She sighs heavily and rubs her hands across her face. She can’t do anything to help his recovery, but maybe she can do something about what put him here.


What happened to you, Adam Tyler?


Whatever happens, Mina promises herself – promises him – she will find the answer.
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