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1 – Ram
Fuck. I should have snuck out last night before he woke up.
If I have one rule, it’s never to get too involved. No calling them back, no dinner dates, no second round. I stay for the night, and then I leave.
It’s just sex – nothing else.
Because anything more than that would mean I was making an actual connection with someone, and I don’t want that. I don’t want to let anyone in. I don’t want to have to change my life around someone else’s. I don’t want to introduce them to my family or be emotionally vulnerable or tell them my deepest, darkest secret.
But somehow, I seem to have accidentally broken my own rule. Because here I am, stuck in this guy’s apartment in East London, and he’s about to serve up breakfast.
Breakfast is a meal, and that means that technically, this is our second date. Which in turn means that if I take a bite out of the pancakes he’s making, I am in serious trouble.
I must have overslept this morning. I was planning on sneaking out before he woke up – one of my usual tricks. But my head is heavy, no doubt linked in a non-coincidental way to the copious amounts of alcohol I drank last night. When I opened my eyes, I was alone in his bedroom.
I crept around getting dressed in yesterday’s clothes, thinking he might be in the bathroom and I could still make an escape. But when I snuck out into the living room, there he was – standing in the open-plan kitchen with a spatula and an apron.
There are circumstances when that get-up could potentially invoke excitement, but this is not one of them.
“Do you want jam?” he asks now, cheerily. “I’ve got strawberry and cherry. Or there’s always maple syrup. I’ve got lemon juice and sugar if you want them the classic way.”
I shudder. The thought of eating something that sweet with the way that my stomach feels this morning is almost unbearable.
“Plain is fine,” I say. “Have you got any coffee?”
At least if I’m going to be forced to sit through this, I’m going to take the one thing my brain actually needs.
“Of course,” he chirrups, practically springing across to a machine nestled on the other end of the counter. “What do you prefer? I’ve got decaf, espresso, cappuccino, macchiato, mocha, hot chocolate -”
“Cappuccino is fine,” I say, cutting him off before he has the chance to launch into song.
“Your wish is my command,” he says, giving me a sickly-sweet smile as he presses a few buttons on the coffee machine. It whirs into life, a blessed wall of noise that momentarily cuts us off.
The pancakes smell so good that my stomach is growling, but this could be my chance. His back is to me, and the sound of the coffee machine hides my footsteps. I get up and head across the room, my eyes fixed on the door.
“Oh, that’s so sweet of you,” he says, whirling around and pressing a couple of forks into my hands. “Here, you can put these out.”
For the briefest moment of time, I consider stabbing the forks into his arm and running out. On closer inspection, however, the tines appear to be fairly blunt. Just my fucking luck.
I turn on my heel and lay out the forks on a small table wedged between the kitchen and the living room sofa. I’m not sure why exactly I do it, but there’s a certain obedience brought on by the shock of being handed forks out of the blue.
I consider the table, which is a jaunty shade of yellow. I take a deep breath and turn around, only to discover him standing just inches away from me. It takes all my willpower not to jump back and yelp.
“Pancakes are up!” he trills.
I glance down at his hands, each holding a plate of pancakes.
“Great,” I say weakly.
“Sit down, sit down,” he urges, putting the plates on the table and ushering me towards one of the chairs.
I sit, not really knowing what else there is to do.
“Tuck in,” he says. “No need to stand on ceremony.”
I lift up the hated fork and reluctantly take a bite of the first pancake. It’s fluffy and soft, and absolutely delicious. God fucking damnit.
“Don’t forget your coffee!” he says.
I pick it up and take a sip, almost burning my tongue on the heat. I feel like a child.
“So I was thinking, it’s such lovely weather, we should head out to the park later,” he says.
I feel a rising sense of panic.
This is what happens when you go on a second date. Plans are made for you. This is what you let yourself in for when you break the golden rule.
“It’s so lucky that it’s Saturday. We have the whole weekend to spare,” he says happily.
“Oh,” I say.
Well.
This is not good.
“Actually,” I say, hit by a sudden bolt of inspiration. “I work Saturdays.”
“Do you?”
“Yes,” I proclaim, growing more confident in my lie. “Every week.”
“That’s funny,” he said. “I thought with you being self-employed, you’d run your own hours.”
I hesitate. “Well, yes,” I say. How does he know I’m self-employed?
“With you being a celebrity detective and all, you can skip a couple of days of work when you want to, can’t you?”
I almost choke on my pancake. Now I’m almost certain I didn’t discuss my career with him.
“Celebrity detective?” I repeat, cautiously.
“Well, you were on the news, weren’t you?” he says. “I read about you. You helped catch that serial killer who was dissecting half of Soho.”
I raise an eyebrow. “You read about me?”
“You’re an easy guy to recognise,” he says, looking me up and down with a suggestive smirk. “Not to mention, being the son of Matthias Rakktersen – I mean, you’ve got the family look.”
Has he been stalking me or something? I mean, sure, dear old Dad is famous – being an iconic rock star means you’ll always get a certain amount of attention in the press – but I’m hardly as well-known.
This is really not good.
“Well, as it turns out, I have to go where the work calls,” I begin. “See, when there’s an investigation on, you can’t make it wait.”
“Oh, right!” he grins. “But you’re fine for now, since you’re between cases. You told me that last night.”
I clear my throat. This is so, so not good.
My phone rings in my pocket, the vibration a welcome distraction. This better not be a PPI scam. In fact, even if it is, I might stoop to having an actual conversation with them.
“Hello?”
“It’s me. Where are you?”
Oh, thank fuck. Will’s voice is like a choir of angels. I’m saved. “Will! Why, do you need me to get back to the office?”
“We don’t have an office,” Will says. “We work out of our living room.”
“Right, right. Well, I can maybe make it in twenty minutes if I leave now.”
“I didn’t even say yes,” Will says.
“No, if it’s an emergency, I’ll be there,” I say, standing up from the table and making apologetic gestures at my host. “Crime waits for no man, I guess.”
He makes a sad face at me. It looks like he’s melting. Then he brightens up, and rushes over to the kitchen again.
I’ve made it to the door when he catches up with me. Will is making confused noises into my ear while I carry on our pretend conversation. I’m almost out of there when he hands me a piece of paper, arresting my departure with an out-thrust arm.
It’s his name and number.
Fantastic.
I flash him an encouraging grin and a thumbs up, then dart out of the door. I’m down the stairs and out of the communal lobby before he can so much as shout anything after me.
“Ugh, Will baby, you saved me again,” I say. “Crazy guy wouldn’t let me out of there. He was making pancakes and coffee and plans to go to parks.”
“How inhospitable of him,” Will says drily.
“It was awful,” I confirm. “So anyway, what’s up?”
“Well, as it happens, we actually do have a case,” Will says. “A client called this morning to set up a meeting.”
“Oh, great. When is it?”
“In thirty minutes. I hope you weren’t lying about how far away you are.”
“There may have been some low-level deception in order to prevent him from finding out where we actually live,” I grimace. “I might make it if I get lucky with the Tube.”
“I thought you already got lucky last night.”
“You’re on fire,” I congratulate him. “What did you have for breakfast?”
There’s a slight pause on the other end of the line. Fuck. What a stupid joke to make. He probably didn’t have anything at all, and now he’s trying to work out what lie to tell me.
“Witty-bix,” he says, at length.
“Ouch,” I wince. “That was painful. Look, I’m going into the station. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“I’ll get things started if you’re late,” he says. “See you soon.”
“See you soon, Will,” I say, with genuine excitement.
It’s been a while since we had a really interesting case. I mean, sure, the publicity from helping the police catch our local serial killer did kick off some new leads, but they’re mostly on the scale of petty theft and cheating spouses. Not exactly meaty fare.
And even though I have no reason to hope that this might be anything different, there’s still a chance that it could be. That puts enough of a spring in my step as I head down to the platform that I don’t even mind about the hangover headache gripping my entire forehead.




Two - Will
I was pacing the room by the time he got back. Before I heard the sound of his key turning in the door, I was already rushing over to grab the handle and let him in. I always knew when he was coming. I recognised the sound of his boots in the hall.
“You’re only just in time,” I said, shutting the door behind him and hurrying him inside. “She’ll be here any minute.”
“Well, I’m here now,” Ram said, shrugging off my panic. “You can relax.”
“You may be here, but you’re not presentable,” I tutted. “You look like you spent the night in a brewery. Or should that be smell?”
Ram lifted the front of his shirt to his nose and sniffed it. “Yeah, well, someone poured a fucking beer on me, didn’t they? He was lucky I was on a promise, or I’d have had something to say about it.”
I rolled my eyes. “More like he was lucky you were too drunk to tell which one of him was the culprit,” I said. “Get changed. And brush your teeth while you’re at it.”
“Yes, mum,” Ram said, ambling off to his room with frustrating slowness.
I watched the time slowly move forward in digital numbers on my phone screen, trying to swallow down my anxiety. I hated looking unprofessional. Something instilled in me by my adoptive father, Ambassador Wallace: always be on time, courteous, do the job right. If Ram wasn’t ready before she arrived, I’d be furious with him.
But luckily for him, she was late, too. Ten minutes past our appointed meeting time, she sent me a text that she was five minutes away. I groaned, causing Ram to raise his eyebrows at me.
“She’s still on the way,” I said.
“So all that panic was for nothing,” Ram said, in his smuggest possible tone. “I didn’t need to rush at all.”
I glared at him. Even with the fact that he had been out late and was undoubtedly hungover, he still managed to look perfect. Even his hair, which would have been described as greasy on anyone else, managed to fall into the exact perfect formation. He just looked like a rock star. Like he always did.
Then again, since his father used to be an actual rock star, maybe there was a reason for it.
The intercom buzzer for the front door rang and I hurried up to answer it. I pressed the button to let our client in, rather than waiting to talk to her. Through the speaker I heard the door open and close, and started straightening my shirt, making sure I looked presentable.
The sound of heels clicking across the floor out in the corridor had us both pricking our ears up. She knocked, and I rushed to let her in.
“Miss Walters,” I said, stepping aside to gesture her towards the living room. “Please.”
I watched her walk across the floor and settle into one of our armchairs, sitting forward with her legs crossed. She was stunning. She must have been almost six feet tall, dressed in a long beige overcoat and black stiletto heels. I briefly and stupidly wondered if the September weather wasn’t cold on her bare legs. She took off a pair of oversized sunglasses to reveal a finely chiselled and contoured face, framed by a dark bob that curved around her cheeks perfectly.
“Thank you so much for agreeing to see me on short notice,” she said. Her voice was clear and controlled, though soft. The kind of voice that made you strain to hear it, though you heard every word. “William, wasn’t it?”
“And Julius,” Ram said, patting his own chest to indicate who he meant. “You made out like this was a matter of some urgency on the phone?”
A matter of some urgency? Since when did Ram talk like he actually had an education? I watched him watching her, feeling strange. It wasn’t as though I could get jealous over how he felt about a woman. I mean, the man was gay. It wouldn’t even make sense for him to be attracted to her. And yet, it did sound like he was turning on the charm.
“Yes, I’m afraid it is,” Miss Walters said. She looked up and waited for me to take my seat before continuing. “It’s my fiancé, Ray. I’m extremely worried about him. He’s been missing for a week.”
“And have you been in contact with the police?” I asked, picking up a small notebook from the table and starting to make notes.
“Yes, of course,” she said, as if I had accused her of negligence. “They haven’t been any help.”
“Who’s running the missing persons investigation?” Ram asked.
“No one,” she said, sniffling a little. Her bow-shaped, full lips twisted downwards. “They called off the search yesterday.”
“Why is that?” I asked, sitting forward. This was starting to raise the hair on the back of my neck. I couldn’t explain why, but I just had some kind of feeling.
“Well,” she sniffed again, reaching into the pocket of her coat and drawing out a tissue. “They found him.”
Ram and I exchanged a look. In the silence that followed, she blew her nose delicately, and blinked moisture back out of her eyes.
“They found him?” Ram repeated, as if checking he had heard correctly.
“Yes, or they say they did,” Miss Walters said. “He called them, actually. Told them he was down in Kent and hadn’t realised he had caused any alarm. Then he presented himself at a police station, so they called off the search.”
Ram leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers under his chin. “Miss Walters, please forgive me. I’m struggling to see the problem. If he’s been found, then surely you don’t need us?”
“But that’s just it,” she said, her voice rising in pitch. “He’s not there. I went to Kent, I went to exactly where they said he was. He wasn’t there. I called him over and over and his phone is never turned on. The hotel said they had never seen him. He’s just gone.”
“Miss Walters,” I said, trying to be delicate. “It seems as though… Ray, is it?”
“Ray Riley,” she confirmed, dabbing the tissue under her eyes.
“It seems as though Ray doesn’t want you to find him. Would that be fair to say?”
“Not at all!” she burst out, almost making me drop my pen. “He’s not like this. He’s a kind, gentle man. He wouldn’t leave me without a word. Something’s going on here. He’s in trouble of some kind, I just know it!”
Ram leaned forward in his chair towards her. “We have to be open with you about how it looks, Miss Walters. You say he handed himself in to police, but then was gone by the time you arrived to look for him. It does seem as though your attentions might not be wanted.”
“Fine,” Miss Walters said, undergoing a valiant effort to pull herself together. “It may be that things are as you say. Maybe he’s fallen out of love with me and doesn’t know how to say it. But I still need you to find him.”
“And what if he doesn’t want to talk to you, even when we do find him?” Ram pressed.
“Then at least I’ll know,” Miss Walters said. She took a deep breath, dabbed at her eyes again, and drew an envelope out of a small black handbag. “I’m willing to pay your hiring fee upfront.”
She threw the envelope, which bulged promisingly, onto the coffee table. Ram and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows. I took the envelope, counted it, and nodded. It was all there.
“So long as you understand the risk of an unhappy ending, Miss Walters,” Ram said.
“Adelaide, please,” she said. “We’re not stuck in Victorian England.”
Ram’s mouth quirked at the edges. I could tell he was trying not to smile. Why did this woman have to be so charming as well as beautiful? That simply wasn’t fair.
“So, take us through everything from the beginning. In as much detail as you can, please, Adelaide,” he said.
She took another deep breath, looked up at the right-hand corner of our ceiling, and began.
“Ray went out for the night with his friends. They have these… they call them ‘boys’ nights’. No girlfriends or wives allowed. Normally I go out with my friends at the same time, you know, so we can both make a night of it. But it was a weeknight and I didn’t feel up to it, so I stayed at home.
“Normally I expect him back late – past midnight, certainly. He’ll come back happy, a bit drunk, and he’ll stumble into bed, and the next morning I’ll hear about all the fun they had. Now and then he’ll be a bit later. They’ll have got into something – ended up walking around with a kebab, or gone back to someone’s house for more drinks. Anyway, I try not to worry too much. If he doesn’t get home or get in touch, I tell myself he’s just letting loose and he’ll be fine.”
Adelaide paused, and looked down at her manicured hands. She took a few tries, opening and closing her mouth soundlessly, before continuing. Her voice was strained. “I thought it was just another of those times. I told myself I was being silly, that he was allowed to go out and have fun and that he was with his friends. They would look after him.
“When he didn’t arrive home the next morning, I called him, but it went straight to his recorded message. By lunchtime I was worried. Really worried, I mean. I found Ray’s best friend’s number in my phone and called him. He was surprised to hear from me. Especially to hear about the night out they’d supposedly been on the night before.”
“He hadn’t been invited?” I asked.
“There hadn’t been a night out,” Adelaide clarified. “Once I told him how worried I was, he did the rounds, called everyone he knew. I called Ray’s work, spoke to a number of his colleagues. Then his parents, his brother – everyone I could think of. By the end of the day, I realised he hadn’t been out drinking at all. It had all been a lie.
“My thoughts obviously went to the next conclusion: that he was having an affair. He must have been with another woman.”
“Did you discover anything that made you think this was the case?” Ram asked.
“No,” she sighed. “I dug as much as I could. I know it’s only been a week, but I haven’t been at work. I’ve hardly slept. I’ve been calling everyone I could think of, getting others to pitch in as well. I walked around, watched his work, his parents’ house, everything. No one saw anything suspicious, heard him talking about anything. I don’t believe he was having an affair.
“His car is still in our garage. His clothes are in our wardrobe. The police said his cards hadn’t been used, and he didn’t take much money with him. His laptop is still at home. Everything. There are things he would come back home for if he had just decided to live somewhere else, you know?”
I looked up from my notes. “Tell us about Kent,” I said.
Adelaide studied her fist clutched around a tissue, then our floor, as if she was searching for something there. “I don’t know what there is to tell,” she said. “As far as I know, he’s never even been to Kent before. When the police said he’d called and said he was there, I thought it was a joke. A teenager playing a prank. But then they said he’d formally identified himself and presented them with proof of his identity.”
I turned this over in my mind. “What kind of proof?”
“He showed them his driving license. The picture matched his face, so they called me to tell me that he’d been taken off the missing persons list.”
“Do you have a picture of him?” Ram asked.
Adelaide nodded, scrambling to unlock her phone. “I’ll send some over to your email.”
“As recent as possible, please,” Ram told her. “A clear shot of his face, and one of his whole body as well, if you can.”
She sniffed, nodding as she scrolled through her gallery to pick out the right shots.
“We could do with the details of the police officers you’ve spoken to, as well,” I said. “And Ray’s phone number so that we can try and reach him ourselves.”
“I’ll send you everything,” she confirmed, starting to type on the phone’s screen.
I exchanged a glance with Ram, and nodded at him.
“That’s all we need for now,” he said, getting up from his chair. “We’ll begin our investigations right away and update you whenever we learn anything new.”
Adelaide stood, tucking her phone back into her handbag and gracefully clasping it in front of her. “Thank you,” she said, making sure that her eyes fell on both of us in turn. I nodded in response.
Ram walked her to the door. Just before she reached it, she turned and looked at us both again. “Bring Ray home to me,” she said. “Please. I know he wants to come home. Just find him.”
Then she turned, and was gone down the hallway.




3 – Ram
Cracking on with a case is always good exercise. For the mind first, for the body later. Well, I mean, I’d rather head off down to Kent and start knocking on doors. But Will has a certain process, and since it’s brought us good results on more than one occasion, I’ve come to respect it.
We start with the questions that we need to answer. Then we answer them, slowly and methodically. It’s simple, really. But actually getting the answers is, more often than not, far from straightforward.
“First thoughts?” Will says.
“Well, I can only see a few possibilities,” I say, sitting next to him on the sofa and hooking one of my legs over the arm. “He’s left her for another woman. He’s left her because he doesn’t want to marry her and he’s a coward. He’s having a mental breakdown. Or someone’s threatened him into getting the hell out of Dodge.”
Will ponders it for a few seconds, his head tilted on one side like a bird. Scrawny neck and all. “I can’t think of anything else either. I mean, there could be other mental-related possibilities. Like schizophrenia or manic depression or early-onset dementia or-”
“Or other mental illnesses, yes,” I say, cutting him off before he goes into one of his lists. “So we’re agreed then. Best case scenario for Adelaide is either mental issues or threats, because those we can maybe work with.”
“We?” Will frowns. “We aren’t going to work with anything. We just find him. That’s it. The rest is up to her.”
“You’re normally so civic-minded,” I sigh. I’m curious. She was a pretty attractive woman. He didn’t fall for her charms? “I would have thought I would be the one restraining you, not the other way around.”
He gives me an odd look. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I’m not her target market, you know? And I would hazard a guess that she’s managed to convince a lot of men to be at her beck and call.”
Will grunts. “If you’re talking about her looks, you went fairly starry-eyed yourself.”
“No, I didn’t,” I protest.
Will makes a face which I presume is supposed to resemble mine. “Oh, Adelaide, however can we be at thine service?” he says, in a mockingly sweet tone.
I reach over and throw a cushion at him. Given the small distance between us, it does not make a for very impressive hit, but at least it lands on target.
“I was just trying to do Customer Service Face. You know, convince her to hire us. Anyway, it worked.”
Will picks up the envelope of cash from the table and checks it again. “You know she’s put a full month’s retainer in here?”
“Guess we’d better solve it in a month then,” I say, then give him a grin. “Or stretch it out to two if she seems interested in paying again.”
“You’re the worst,” Will says. “Look, we’d better get started. I’m going to dig into Ray’s social media profiles. How about you?”
“I’m taking a shower,” I say. “After that I’ll call the police, speak to whoever was on the case. Get their view on it. But first, definitely shower.”
“Excellent. I do tend to work better in environments that aren’t quite so… odorous.”
I regret throwing the cushion at him earlier. It means I now have no weapons at hand.
I head for my bathroom, thinking over the morning’s events. I kind of only have myself to blame, but getting stuck in the Stepford house was less than ideal.
I can’t help but go over it all again in my head as I lather up the soap, washing off last night’s disgrace. I had told myself this wasn’t going to happen anymore. Will and I had a serious talk – or, Will had a serious talk which I was forced to listen to – after we caught the Highgate Strangler.
He lectured me for a long time about the dangers of anonymous sex, and how it wasn’t really ever anonymous after all, and all the people I’d hurt with my loose ways. It was the kind of conversation that made me roll my eyes so much my skull hurt. Still, he’d had some good points.
They were points that I had never really addressed in myself. He was right about the risk. There was a guy in the papers a few years back who deliberately infected men with HIV by piercing his condoms with a pin. That could have happened to me any number of times since we came back from San Francisco.
Of course, it all comes back to San Francisco.
To the one thing I’ve been trying so hard to forget.
But there’s only so long I can hide from the guilt and forget who I am by burying myself in someone else. Especially when I don’t even particularly get to know who that someone else is. And there’s only so long I can live like this before it does some kind of harm that I can’t get back from.
I want to make connections. I do. I want to have that thing with someone, that magical excitement of the new that you get when you start dating for the first time. It’s not like I haven’t dated before. I remember what it was like.
And yet, I never seem to meet anyone that feels like they could improve my life. Sometimes I think I have everything I need already.
Except for the guilt burning a hole right through me every time I’m motionless long enough for my thoughts to drift back to it.
I push the shower tap angrily, switching it right over to the cold side, as far as it will go. I gasp out loud as the cold water hits me, freezing my head immediately. There. That should do it. There’s nothing like a little numbness to stop you from dwelling on the things you shouldn’t.
And if the face of a dead man, thousands of miles away, floats before my eyes, then another jet of freezing water will remove it.




Four – Will
“I think we should go down to this hotel,” I said.
“In Kent?” Ram said, screwing up his face.
“It’s not even that far away,” I said, pointing to the map I had open on my laptop screen. “An hour by train to the nearest station, and then we can just get a taxi to the hotel.”
“What kind of hotel is it?” Ram asked. I could hear the doubt in his voice. Straight away, I knew this wasn’t going to be easy.
I mentally sighed, trying to think of a way to pitch it that he wouldn’t want to run a mile from. “It’s a country house,” I said. “The owners converted it into a hotel for financial reasons. It’s got a bit of history. Apparently, Charles Dickens used to stay there.”
Ram rolled his eyes. “Is that supposed to impress us? We live in London. I’ve drunk in the same pubs as Charles Dickens so many times I ought to be sprouting Victorian novels every time I take piss.”
He really does have a way of setting up a mental image.
“It’s quite small, only six rooms,” I pressed on. “They do weddings from time to time, but I checked and this weekend is free. There’s a small bar and restaurant, and the grounds are quite large – lots of nature and scenery, and some animals.”
“How rustic,” Ram said. I could hear the scorn in his voice. “Well, if they only have six rooms we’ll struggle to get booked in, I imagine. Never mind.”
“Except,” I said, mentally steeling myself. “I managed to book a room this morning.”
Ram stared at me.
“Well, you were in the shower,” I said. “I had to make the decision on my own. I called and there was only one room left.”
I waited while Ram thought it over. I could see everything ticking over in his mind.
“So we’re sharing a room?” he said.
Ah, there it was. “Yes,” I admitted. “Look, there wasn’t any other option. They’re fully booked otherwise.”
“And dare I ask about the bed situation?”
“It’s a double. But it’s a hotel, so it’s likely just two single beds pushed together. We can separate them and have our own space.”
Ram gave me a dubious look. “You better not snore,” he said.
I returned his gaze with mock offense. “I don’t snore,” I said. “I’m Korean.”
“Riiiight.”
I obviously wasn’t convincing anyone.
To be honest, it had been a long time since I had slept in the same room as someone else. It wasn’t as though I had anyone to tell me whether I snored or not.
“It’ll be fine,” I said. “Anyway, there’s no time to debate it now. We’ve got to go. Check-in has already started, and I want to be there before tonight.”
Ram’s face was not a pretty picture. I knew he was trying to come up with an excuse not to go. The fact that he couldn’t think of one was only putting him in a worse mood.
Finally, he muttered something under his breath and went to go pack. I didn’t feel brave enough to ask what he had said. Probably something I wouldn’t find very flattering.
Within the space of an hour, I’d managed to wrangle him – plus a big duffel bag for each of us – onto a train leaving London. He stared miserably out of the window the whole journey, glaring at Canary Wharf and the Shard as we passed them. As if it was their fault that he was leaving the city.
I took advantage of the long journey and took my laptop out, setting it up on the small table between our two seats. The WiFi on the train was a godsend. I went through my emails, deleting a large amount of junk and spam.
There was one I’d been avoiding for a while. An email from my publisher. I opened it at last, knowing I couldn’t put it off for too long.
Hi B.J.,
I’ve attached your royalty statement for the previous month here. Payment will be sent to your account as per normal schedule.
We need to push you again on the deadline for book four. As you can see, we’re finally seeing an upswing in sales across the series. We don’t want to let this momentum drop – our marketing efforts are only effective if you’re putting out new material on a regular basis. We’re suggesting a deadline for the draft manuscript of the end of this month. Please confirm if you can make this.
I sighed, looking out of the window with my own melancholy gaze. Getting it done by the end of the month… it would be a struggle. Everything moved so fast in this world. Since bookings for Serial Investigations London had gone up after our mention in the press, I hadn’t had much spare time to write.
I wasn’t even halfway through the next B.J. Wong novel, and now here we were going off to Kent. Unless this was a very short case indeed, the outlook wasn’t good. I closed the email, figuring I could put it off for at least one more day.
I typed out a few scenes as we moved into the countryside, seeing more fields between the clustering of houses. The stations grew smaller and more isolated, the platforms less populated.
“We will shortly be arriving at Sevenoaks,” the robotic PA told me.
I scrambled to put my laptop back into its case and gather my bags. I was wondering why Ram wasn’t getting his things together when I realised he was asleep, his head lolling to the side against the window.
“Wake up,” I told him, shaking him gently.
He opened his eyes, squinting at me with a look of accusation.
“This is our stop,” I explained.
Ram grunted, and rubbed a hand over his face. “Fine,” he said. He stood and stretched, his hands high above his head in the aisle. The bottom of his black t-shirt rode up, exposing a small sliver of skin above the top of his jeans. I looked away.
The train slid to a stop, and Ram gracefully swayed in time with the lurching motion. I waited until it was over to stand up and move towards the door. We emerged onto the platform, the chilly air feeling refreshing after the stifled environment of the train.
“Where now?” Ram asked, looking in both directions.
“Car park,” I said, nodding towards a sign indicating the right way to go. “We’ll pick up a taxi there.”
We filed along behind a surprising number of people. It must have been a popular commuter town. By the time we reached the car park, the last waiting taxi was just pulling away. Ram swore colourfully and leaned up against the wall, throwing his bag to the floor.
“There’ll be another one in a minute,” I told him soothingly.
He ignored me entirely, reached down, and pulled a beer can out of his bag. He opened it, took a long drag, and crossed his arms over his chest with the can still held aloft. I couldn’t see his expression behind the black sunglasses he had shoved over his eyes, but I could guess it was defiant.
Two could play that game. Steadily, keeping my eyes fixed on his glasses, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a packet of gum. I put a piece in my mouth and started to chew. It only took a moment before he sighed noisily and deliberately looked as far across to the other side of the car park from me as he could.
By the time the taxi came, Ram had finished his beer and I had spat out my now-tasteless gum into the can for disposal. When we gave him the address, the driver just grunted and switched his radio on. It was some local station, playing songs that hadn’t been hits for at least thirty years.
I watched out of the window as we left the town’s high street, full of chain stores and restaurants placed haphazardly beside historic buildings. It dwindled quickly, and then we were out on a twisting country lane, some kind of park or reserve on our left side.
I glanced at Ram and saw that he, too, was paying attention. We had parks in London, but not like this. I glimpsed wild deer grazing in a flash between two trees. The taxi slowed to struggle up a hill, on a thin road that was half-blocked by parked cars lining one side. People were walking along the path with dogs on leads. I guessed it was a popular spot.
The road thinned down to little more than a single file, and then our driver turned onto a gravel path. It went on for what seemed like a very long time. Trees crowded in on us on either side. Even a short distance from the road, suddenly it was like we were plunged deep into a forest. The sky was reduced to a thin column above us.
Another twist and turn, and the view opened up ahead. A stone house emerged from the trees, fronted by a gravelled parking area already housing several cars. Roofs ascended behind a tall hedge, indicating the presence of several wings and extensions. The whole thing looked like a postcard.
Our driver stopped beside the parked cars, turning off the engine without a word. I leaned forward to read his metre, blinked in surprise, and handed over a crisp note from my wallet. I waited a moment, but he did not offer me any change.
With a resigned feeling that I had just been pressganged into leaving a large tip, I got out of the car. I joined Ram, who was already standing and staring up at the building behind his sunglasses. The taxi sped away without so much as a farewell, turning up loose stones under the wheels as it left us behind.
“Here we are, then,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.
“Great,” Ram muttered.
The entrance was unmarked, but given that it was the only opening I could see in the neat stone walls, I decided it was probably the right place. The doors were carved wood, marked with metal circles at intervals. They looked like they had been there longer than the bricks themselves, as improbable as that was.
The interior was dim and gloomy, a sharp contrast to the clear autumn light outside. I hesitated inside a short entranceway, trying to adjust my sight.
Ram pushed past me, his sunglasses up on his forehead. He soon stopped, however, as we moved into a wider hall.
The whole place was deserted. There was a wooden table resting directly in front of us, and halls stretched off in two directions. To our right was a series of doors. Everything was carpeted in a lush green which nonetheless had perhaps seen better days. The wallpaper, cream with a heraldic pattern, met dark wood panelling about halfway down.
“Well?” Ram asked into the silence, looking at me.
“Maybe this was the wrong entrance,” I whispered, feeling like an invader in someone’s home all of a sudden.
None of the doors were marked. I was just about to give up and turn back outside. Before I could, an elderly woman appeared from the hall on the right.
“Oh, are you our new guests?” she asked, her voice crackling as she walked towards us. “Richard should be here to sign you in.”
She pulled a battered A4 diary out of a cubbyhole hidden away beside a cabinet, and started thumbing through it. Considering that we had seen no sign of anyone, let alone Richard, we said nothing. I had the vague impression that she somehow felt it was our fault we had not been seen.
“Here we are,” she said, finding the current date and looking up. “You must be William and Julius.”
“That’s correct,” I nodded.
“Good,” she muttered, making some notes in a spidery hand. “Alright, well, you’re in room six. Have you stayed with us before at Highcastle Inn?”
“No,” I said.
Beside me, Ram had already started to wander away. He was peering into a doorway, apparently looking at something.
“No, I thought I would have recognised you,” she said thoughtfully. “Double room, is that right?”
“Yes,” Ram said, not bothering to turn around, keeping his back to her.
Her attention snapped his way. “Oh, that’s our Dickens room,” she said. If she was perturbed by the idea of two men sharing a bed, she did an admirable job of concealing it. “The man himself used to take tea there.”
“Right there, did he?” Ram asked, peering in further.
“For many years,” she confirmed. “Our guests do love to sit in there. It’s like going back in time and sitting next to greatness.”
“How interesting,” Ram said, looking back and giving her one of his charming grins. The kind that usually made women melt. Not to mention at least a quarter of all men. “Do you still serve tea there?”
“Of a Sunday,” the woman inclined her head. “I see you’re booked in for tomorrow night as well, so you’ll be more than welcome to partake.”
“I think we will,” Ram said, grin still in place. He slipped an arm around my shoulders, hefting his bag. “Come on, then. Let’s go find room six.”
“Oh, do let us know if you wish to have dinner tonight,” the woman said hastily. “We’ve got a party booked in tonight, so it may get a bit crowded at the bar. Breakfast is served from eight til nine in the morning.”
Ram took the key from her outstretched hand and flashed that brilliant grin at her one more time.
We walked down a corridor decked out in the same style. A broad staircase in a dark wood stretched up ahead of us. I glanced back to see that the woman wasn’t following us, and shucked Ram’s arm off my shoulders.
There was something a little too painful about pretending to have the thing you wanted most.
“I wish you wouldn’t lay it on thick,” I said quietly. “It’s not even like it’s true.”
“Why not? I like antagonising these country types,” Ram said airily. “They probably don’t get a lot of gays out here. I’ve got to represent the team, make sure they get used to seeing us.”
I snorted. “The team? I didn’t realise you had a sports league.”
“Of course,” Ram said. “Why do you think they call it batting for the other side?”
I shook my head as we started up the stairs. The wood creaked ominously under our weight. I felt my knees creaking in their own way, protesting against the movement. I felt a little faint. It had been a long while since breakfast.
“Let me take that,” Ram said, his voice rough and brusque all of a sudden. Before I could react, he reached over and snatched my bag out of my hand.
“I’m fine,” I protested, though not too strongly. In truth, it was a relief for him to take the weight. I held onto the bannister, using the strength of my arms to pull myself up the last steps.
He wasn’t looking at me. He set off down a new corridor, this one narrower still and furnished with decorative plates hanging on the walls. They were hand-painted with country scenes, and images of regal-looking boys and girls.
The doors branched off around us, two on the side of the staircase and three opposite. A final door sat at the end of the corridor. Number six.
Inside was a tightly-packed room fitted with a double bed, a cramped wardrobe, and a few other pieces of furniture which looked ready to tumble down.
A double bed.
I walked over and prodded the centre of it, trying desperately to find the gap that would separate the two singles. After several long moments of prodding a mattress like a deranged idiot, I had to admit the truth.
There was none.
“This is a double bed,” I said.
Ram was watching me with an amused look on his face. “You don’t say?”
“I thought it would be two singles and we could push them apart,” I said. I felt accusatory, as if it was his fault. I knew it wasn’t.
“We’ll just have to make do.”
His casual manner annoyed me. As always, something that meant so much to me was nothing at all to him. It was always that way.
I wanted to hate him sometimes for the way everything was easy for him. How he could be comfortable, and easy, and free. How the things I found most difficult came to him like breathing.
Still, I never could.
We unpacked a little, hanging up clothes and settling washbags into the small en suite bathroom. I stood looking out of a window cut into the slope of the roof. I made out expansive grounds, a fence separating the main garden from a wild area with a pond and a grazing pony.
“Let’s get some room service,” Ram said. “Sounds like it’ll be packed down there.”
My stomach ached at the prospect of food. But the idea of ordering from a room service menu made it ache in other ways. It wouldn’t be healthy. Wouldn’t be pure.
Sometimes the guilt went away, but it wasn’t like the work we had done recently had been important. It had been a long time since we saved a life. What right did I have to indulge myself in greasy, fatty, sugary food?
Ram caught the expression on my face, and his mouth set into a hard line. Before I could object, he lifted the room telephone to his ear, dialled the kitchen, and ordered. Burger and chips, times two. And I couldn’t miss the irony of the fact that even when deliberately trying to control me and keep me on track, he ordered a whiskey for himself.




5 – Ram
There’s nothing like a good old greasy burger and chips to get you in the mood for, well, just about anything. Anything that doesn’t involve strenuous physical exercise, anyway. It’s probably not the best choice before a marathon.
I wipe my mouth with a serviette and throw it onto the plate with a deep sense of satisfaction. Glancing over, I see that Will has finished about half his plate. He seems to have given up. Par for the course; at least he forced down something.
“We should head downstairs,” I say. “See if we can get a word with the staff.”
“They said there was a party on.” Will gives me a dubious look.
I reach over and ruffle his hair as if he’s a teenage kid. He scowls and pulls back out of my reach, quickly reaching up to rectify the mess. His hair is soft under my fingers, and soon settles back into place. I guess he takes pretty good care of it.
“We can join the party,” I say. “Come on, Will baby. Relax a little. Just because we’re here to investigate, doesn’t mean we can’t also have fun.”
“We can’t have your kind of fun,” he says, looking pointedly at my empty glass. “Your kind of fun doesn’t lend itself to good investigating.”
“You’ve never tried my kind of fun.” I wink. “Besides. I checked Grndr earlier and there’s no one around here. Only your fake profile popped up.”
Will gives me a startled glance.
“You forgot to delete it, huh?” I ask.
“Yeah, I guess so,” he says.
It’s only been a short while since that case, really. Since Will went so far as to go undercover in a gay bar to try and clear my name. It feels like it might as well have been a thousand years ago.
“We’ll go try and blend in,” I say decisively, getting up and grabbing my jacket to slip over my shoulders. “I’m not taking no for an answer. We’ve got to start somewhere, and this is the last address Ray Riley gave to the police.”
I don’t turn around to watch him follow me, because I know he will. Sure enough, as I start down the corridor, I hear him lock our door and run a few steps to catch up with me.
There’s no noise from any of the other rooms that we pass by, but as we descend the stairs, I start to pick up the sound of music. The further we go down, the louder it gets, until a door close by bursts open and it spills out fully. Behind the girl dressed in a simple black uniform I can see the bar, manned by a woman in the same outfit and swelling with guests.
We round the corner into pure noise. The tinned music here is overwhelmed by conversation, a group of young twenty- and thirty-somethings crowded together in groups around the room.
They are almost incongruous, in thoroughly old-fashioned settings. Out at the other end of the bar is a new glass extension, the last of the late sun still bursting through it and sparkling on wine glasses and bursting beer bubbles.
“This is more like it,” I grin, looking back to catch Will’s eye. A drink sounds like exactly what the doctor ordered.
He doesn’t return my smile. In fact, he looks worried more than anything.
“We need to focus on asking questions,” he says.
“Feeling a bit shy?” I ask. I wanted it to come out as sympathetic, but when I hear the words out loud, I almost wince. It sounded like I was mocking him. That wasn’t how I meant it.
Will takes a deep breath, looking kicked. “I just didn’t think it was going to be like this. The place is a country inn, for god’s sake.”
“You can hide behind me,” I say, giving him a lopsided smile that I hope conveys the fact that I am being sincere. “I promise.”
Will manages a short laugh. “Well, it’s not like it’s hard. You do like drawing attention to yourself.”
I walk over to the bar, jostling my way past a young couple. A very young couple, actually, when I give them a second glance. She looks almost underage.
“What can I get you?” the woman behind the bar asks.
“A whisky for me,” I say, then glance back at Will. He looks deeply uncomfortable. I decide to be charitable. “And a lemonade. Sugar-free, if you’ve got it.”
The woman nods, and starts pouring our drinks. I hand her a ten-pound note, fully expecting to receive only small change. When she hands me a smaller note back, I blink.
“No more London prices out here,” Will breaths. He has found a place beside me, occupying a stool that has just been vacated.
“No kidding,” I say, putting the money back in my wallet. “I’m actually impressed.”
“Imagine living in a place where you don’t need a second mortgage to go out for a drink,” he sighs wistfully.
I laugh. At least being funny is a sign that he’s settling down again. Whatever that moment of anxiety was, maybe it’s passing.
The barmaid turns to serve another customer before I can get her attention to ask some questions, so I take the opportunity to look around the rest of the bar. There are no signs or banners indicating what kind of party it is, but there are a lot of striped polo shirts and tight minidresses. At least that is enough information to tell me that this is not, at all, my kind of scene.
I wouldn’t even call this a party. Not compared to the kind of scenes I grew up seeing. Young Julius would often wake up in the morning and have to step over snoozing Hollywood actors and Playboy bunnies draped over the floors and furniture of my parents’ various homes. I could recognise every Class A drug on the market by the time I was thirteen, and mix just about any cocktail. This? This is a retirement home compared to the parties at the Rakktersen house.
“What’s going on tonight?” I ask my neighbour, leaning forward. He’s a thin young man, slightly nervous-looking. A bit like Will, I reflect.
“Birthday party,” he says. His breath is thin, and his voice comes out kind of misty. Like he’s trying to talk to us from a distant dimension. “So I hear.”
“You’re not celebrating, then?”
“No, I’m a guest here,” he says.
“Oh, us too,” I say, showing friendly. “Your first time here?”
“Yes,” he breathes, and that puts him out of my area of interest. “I’m just taking a weekend away.”
“By yourself?” I can’t see anyone who looks like they belong to him.
“I like the trees,” he says, looking out towards the glass walls of the extension.
“Alright then,” I say, leaning back into my own space. The breathy young man doesn’t seem to notice; he’s too busy staring off out into the garden.
“Have you seen this?” Will asks, grimacing. He’s nodding towards a guy with spiked-up hair and a gold chain around his neck, who is openly making out with a young woman right in the middle of the bar while they pretend to dance to the music. By making out, I mean everything but fucking with clothes on. His hand is so far up her thigh that I can see her underwear.
“The uncivilised masses,” I say, shaking my head.
“One drink and people just lose all control,” he sniffs.
I glance sideways at him. Was that an attempt at being snarky towards my own habits? “I think they’ve had a bit more than one,” I say.
“Still,” he says, and shifts so that he can’t see them anymore.
“We’re not going to get anything out of anyone tonight,” I say, noting the renewed queue along the side of the bar.
“Agreed. It’s so loud in here.”
“We’ll finish these and then go back up.”
I watch, swilling the whisky around in my glass idly. There’s something delicious about watching people, especially when you have no stake in it. I’m not on the prowl tonight – just looking for the sake of looking. A young man comes in through the entrance, hesitating when he sees how busy it is. He’s wearing a nice dark shirt and a tie. Very different to the rest of this crowd.
A security guard is winding his way through the scattered dancers, apparently keeping a watchful eye on everyone. The man with the spiked hair slips his hand fully over the woman’s chest, as if no one else can see them. The security guard watches them for a moment, but says nothing.
The younger couple beside us get up and go. By the time I finish watching them leave, an older couple have taken up the only remaining bar stools, both completely absorbed in one another. They look like they could be anywhere in the world. At least someone’s bringing a little bit more class to the place.
I finish my whisky, and give Will a questioning look. He takes another gulp of lemonade and nods, leaving the almost-empty glass on the bar.
We go up, and I dodge around a room service cart parked right at the top of the stairs, in perfect position to block everything, just as the door to room one opens to admit it. Some people don’t have any sense of personal space.
Back up in the hotel room, we gather our things. It might be reasonably early still, but there’s more sense in getting up first thing in the morning. People might be more able to talk when it’s quiet.
I head into the bathroom to change, or at least undress. I strip down to my underwear, brush my teeth, and cleanse and moisturise my face. Looking this good doesn’t come only with genetics. Though they do help rather a lot.
I head back into the room, allowing Will the chance to get ready, and start rearranging things in my bag. I think about Ray Riley. I wonder what room he stayed in. Was it this one? Did he stand here, looking through his own belongings? Did he even have any with him?
I study myself in the mirror on the wardrobe. Am I standing where he stood? The thought passes, and I rake a hand back through my hair. I should fit in more sessions at the gym. My arms look great, and I’ve had no complaints at all about my abs, but I’m thinking about defining that six-pack a little more. You know, really go for it. I’m not a fan of the gym bunny image, but I do like the way a guy’s eyes pop when they see you shuck off your shirt.
Will emerges from the bathroom – fully dressed. I look at him with some surprise. I thought he would be ready to sleep.
“Are you not getting into bed, then?”
He hesitates. He hesitates for long enough that it hurts.
“I didn’t plan this, you know,” I snap.
“I know,” he says, his voice unsure. “It’s just a bit… weird.”
“It’s weird to sleep near to someone you’ve been friends with for years? Someone you actually live with?” I ask. I can’t stop myself from challenging him. I probably shouldn’t. This has always been my fucking problem. I don’t know when to stop. And even when I do know, I still can’t.
“But it’s different, isn’t it? I mean, because you’re…” Will stops abruptly, pursing his lips together and looking down at the floor.
“Say it,” I say. Heat rushes through me. “Go on, say it. Because I’m gay.”
“I didn’t mean…” Will starts, then sighs and shakes his head.
“Yes, you did. You think if we sleep in the same bed, I’m not going to be able to keep my hands to myself, is that it?”
Silence. Will won’t look up. He won’t meet my eyes.
“Well, guess fucking what. You’re not as irresistible as you clearly think you are. And I’m not some kind of fucking caveman. I can restrain myself for one whole night.”
I climb onto the bed, rearranging my pillows angrily and with far more force than necessary. Fuck him. If that’s what he really thinks of me, fuck him.
I settle down on top of the covers – it’s warm enough not to need them, anyway – and turn on my side. My back to Will. I leave space for him, even though it looks like he’s not going to take it. I start flicking through apps on my phone, pretending to occupy myself.
I hear him sigh, and head back into the bathroom. It’s only a few moments before the door clicks open again, softly, as if he doesn’t want to let me know his movements. Then there’s only the slightest creak of the bedsprings on his side as he sits down, swivels, and lays his full length out behind me.




Six – Will
The morning was not supposed to come quite as early as it did.
I heard a strange noise out in the hall that woke me. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, and I was about to roll over and go back to sleep when I heard something else.
Below us, somewhere, a woman was screaming.
I sat bolt upright, and beside me, Ram opened his eyes as well. We stared at each other for a moment, before he leapt up and out of the bed.
I scrambled for my clothes. I’d slept in an oversized shirt, so I was ready before Ram, and then I was out of the door. He cursed and ran after me shirtless, down the corridor to the stairs.
I guessed he wasn’t too pleased with the idea of letting me run out on my own, after what happened last time I pulled that stunt. It took a long time for the bruises on my neck to heal.
Others were joining behind us – I heard their doors opening and footsteps. I raced down the stairs as quickly as I dared, hoping that my bare feet would not stumble and trip and make me fall down. I jumped the last step.
I didn’t need to get my bearings or wonder where to go next. The woman was still screaming. We could all hear her, calling out over and over again from the bar.
I rushed in, then paused just beyond the threshold, arrested by what I saw.
A young woman, sprawled across the floor, her tight dress slid so far up her thighs as to be indecent.
And around her, a halo of blood.
“What happened here?” Ram asked, his voice over my shoulder. Behind him, more people were arriving, stifling screams and gasps as they saw what was on the floor.
“It’s so horrible,” the woman dressed in the bar’s uniform was crying. She was still stood near the body. It was clear that she had been the one who had screamed. There was no one else in the room.
Ram brushed past me, his arm making contact with mine. I tried not to stare at the muscles in his bare back as he passed me. He slipped that same arm around the woman’s shoulders, and started to lead her away so that her back was to the grisly scene.
“You walked in and found her like this?” he asked. His tone was gentle, but I knew what he was doing. Investigating.
It wasn’t like being a detective was something that you could just switch off, after all.
“Y-yes,” she sobbed. “She wasn’t here last night when we closed up. I just came in to start getting the breakfast ready.”
The PA system fired into life suddenly, bursting out a pop song. It must have been resuming from where it had left off the night before. Several different voices swore at once, including Ram’s.
I looked behind me to see a group of people – maybe five or six – variously staring at the body or turning away with their faces covered. I recognised some of them from the night before.
An elderly man appeared behind them, dressed in a green hunting suit over a thin mustard-coloured jumper. He had white hair sticking out at all possible angles, and the kind of face that you might describe as benignly confused.
“What’s all the ruckus?” he asked, his voice querulous and thin over the music. “Settle down, now, everyone.” He searched for a device set down on a low table near the door and touched a few of the buttons, shutting the music off.
“Oh, Richard,” the barmaid sobbed. “It’s so awful. She was in here last night. No, don’t look, don’t look!”
But it was too late. The others had parted to let him through, and the old man could see what we were all gathered around, and he gave a great gulping gasp of shock that seemed to run right through his body. He clutched his chest and made a thin, keening noise.
One of the bystanders, a man I had seen last night drinking with his wife, snapped into action. “Let’s get you away from there, shall we? Richard, come this way,” he said, gently guiding the old man back into the hall and a faded, antique-looking chair. “Sit down and catch your breath, that’s it.”
Richard only gasped for air feebly, looking over towards the door again and again as if he could see around the corner.
“Has someone phoned the police?” a younger man asked. He and his – girlfriend? – had been at the bar last night, too.
“No,” the barmaid spluttered. “I was too… too…”
“I’ll do it now,” he volunteered.
“In the meantime, we should try to make sure that we disturb the scene of the crime as little as possible,” Ram said. “Let’s all move back into the corridor and shut the doors. No one else needs to see this.”
We moved as a group, stepping back as he said. I felt like I should do something, take control somehow, but there was nothing to do. It was all falling into place anyway. The only thing I could possibly do to be helpful was to start figuring out who had done this, and when, and why.
“Is there anyone missing?” I asked.
“Yes,” the barmaid wiped her eyes. “We’ve got more guests than this.”
“What’s your name, dear?” Ram asked. His arm was back on her shoulders, rubbing her, comforting her.
“Lina,” she said.
“Lina, is there a guest register or something like that?”
“Yes,” she said, wiping her face again. “Should I go get it?”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Ram said. “And maybe everyone should go back to their rooms, get dressed, and gather those who aren’t down yet. We can meet again down here. In the… Dickens room, was it?”
“Oh, yes,” Lina said, nodding. She looked a little more steady on her feet, although the shock was clearly not yet gone.
“Dickens drank tea there,” Richard said faintly from his chair.
“Alright, why don’t you wait in there for us all, Richard?” Ram suggested. “We can stay there to keep out of the way of the police, and Lina can check that everyone is accounted for. Is that alright?”
“Yes, good idea,” Richard said, though his words lacked any kind of strength. I had the sense that he was simply going along with the first suggestion he had been given.
Ram looked around and nodded at the others who had gathered, and they all started to shuffle their way back up the stairs. The others were in white robes or pyjama sets, or dressed hurriedly in haphazard clothing like we were.
“Come on,” he said to me, putting a hand low on my back. I started at the touch. I didn’t like it when people touched me – felt me. Next would be the comments about the ribs peeking through my skin or the lumps of my spine. The concern about my weight. It made me shudder involuntarily.
“I’m going already,” I said crossly, moving away from him.
Ram gave me an odd look, but led me up the stairs. I hung back on purpose, letting him go first so that he wouldn’t try it again.
Around us in the hall, I began to hear low murmured voices and louder exclamations. The ones who had stayed behind being notified. We headed into our room to prepare, starting our day on a much different note than the one I had expected.




7 – Ram
“Well,” I say. “I expect Poirot’s going to come in shortly and tell us all why we’re all guilty.”
There is scattered, nervous laughter. The others in the room look about as uncomfortable as we feel.
Several more have joined us as the news spread. I count nine guests, including us. The older of the two barmaids from last night are joined by Richard and Beverley, who I gather are the owners of the Highcastle Inn.
We’ve been waiting mostly in silence since the police came. The silence is not good. It makes me think about how I want to get a drink, just a little drink, something to take the edge off the shock we’ve had.
I try not to think about whisky.
I try not to think about the moment when we woke up, Will next to me in the bed. About how fucking thin he looked, dressed in a baggy shirt with his legs bare. Like he was a baby deer that might fall over in the breeze.
Like Bambi.
I try very hard not to make that into his new nickname. Besides the fact that it would annoy him very much, which is always amusing, it’s not funny. He shouldn’t look like he’s about to drown in a t-shirt that would probably be tight across my chest and biceps.
Trying not to think is not very successful when every single sound is swallowed by the silence.
“Let’s go over the guest register,” Lina says nervously. I note the trace of an accent. She is a robust-looking woman, large-chested and stout with stiff, bleached blond hair tied back. She didn’t seem robust when she found the body. “The police will want to know that everyone is accounted for.”
“Good idea,” I say, grateful for something else to listen to.
“Okay,” she says, tracing the register with a hand that is still shaking. “Room one: Cameron Winter.”
“Here,” a young man says. He’s slim and tall, but looks as if he isn’t totally lacking muscles. He has a serious set to his jaw, and dark hair that sweeps over his eyes. He could probably be a male model, except for the fact that he dresses like a geography teacher. He’s wearing faded brown corduroy trousers and a white button-down shirt with a tie.
“Room two is Andrew and Miranda Fox,” Lina continued.
“That’s us,” the man from the married couple speaks up. Their hands are clasped tightly together. Both look tired. I put them in perhaps their mid-forties. Miranda’s wedding ring is a plain gold band with a single diamond set down into it, while the hand Andrew holds hers with is adorned by a thick silver band carved with some kind of pattern. Miranda looks like she might have been crying.
“Room three, Mike Rhodes and Rosie Carson.”
“I’m Rosie,” speaks up the young-looking woman I saw at the bar last night. Her boyfriend, I presume, silently raises his hand and nods to indicate that he is Mike.
“Room four, Johnny Blackburn.”
“Me,” Johnny says. I almost want to scowl in his direction, but given the situation, I hold it in. I know I saw him last night. He was the thug type with his hand almost inside that poor girl’s arse.
That poor girl who is now lying in a pool of her own blood in the bar.
He looks pale. Good. Maybe he knows he’s about to get caught.
“Room five, Reed David. Sorry, it’s been written wrong – David Reed.”
“No, you got it first time,” the strange young man who likes trees says. He’s dressed even more oddly today. Bright orange trousers, faded enough with use that I know they must be part of his regular attire; a blue shirt with a shark design outlining a slogan about saving our seas; a knitted cardigan in rainbow colours, chunky and unwieldy enough that it looks handmade; and finishing off the look, thick-soled black combat boots that would look more at home on a goth. “My first name is Reed.”
“That’s an unusual name,” Lina says, almost sounding as if she is parroting the pre-recorded lines which must be said in such a situation.
Reed simply shrugs, providing no explanation.
“And finally, room six,” Lina finishes. “William Wallace and Julius Rakktersen.”
“Here and here,” I say, pointing to myself and Will.
“That’s everyone,” Lina says, looking up from her list.
“What about staff?” Will asks.
“I’ll check the roster,” she says, flipping to the next page of the book. “Okay, I’m here, obviously. Lina Wright, for those of you I haven’t met. Beverley and Richard are the bosses, they live here. Stacey’s not due in until later. Then there’s Jude, the security guard. Jude Hargreaves.”
A bald-headed man in a reflective vest over a white shirt and black trousers nods.
“That’s all of us,” she finishes, looking around the room. Everyone is present. No one is missing.
“She wasn’t a guest, then,” Jude speaks up.
“She was at the party last night,” Lina says, distantly. “I kept serving her.”
“Looked like she was a bit worse for wear,” Miranda says.
“She was all over him an’ all,” Mike puts in. He nods his head towards Johnny. “He couldn’t keep his hands to himself. Had her flashing half the bar.”
“I had nothing to do with this,” Johnny says vehemently, crossing his arms over his chest. “I was just having a good time. I didn’t see her after that.”
“What, didn’t take her back to your room then?” Mike sneers.
“No, actually,” Johnny says. “She went out for a cigarette and I never saw her again after that.”
“I saw her,” Jude says. “I was on duty outside. She came out and asked that one for a lighter.”
He’s pointing at Cameron.
“Me?” Cameron protests. “I was… I don’t remember anything.”
“Yes, it looked like you’d had a skinful,” Jude says, with that easy-going cruelty that all bouncers seem to possess.
I look at Will thoughtfully. “We might be able to speed this up a bit.”
“What’s that?” Jude is looking at us, an accusation clear on his face. He obviously doesn’t like people talking behind his back.
“I’m just saying, we might be able to help get the investigation underway before the police take over,” I say. “Get to the bottom of the course of the night’s events.”
“Best leave that to the professionals,” Richard says faintly. The man still looks pale. I doubt he’ll recover from what he saw very quickly.
“Well, we are,” Will says. “Professionals, I mean.”
“You’re police?” Rosie asks, her voice rising in pitch.
“Private detectives,” Will says, taking a business card out of his wallet and holding it up for the room to see. “We’re known as Serial Investigations London.”
Dead silence meets his proclamation, and mostly slightly puzzled faces.
“We helped solve the case of the Highgate Strangler last year,” I add.
There’s a brief flurry of recognition across a couple of faces, but mostly blankness. I sigh. So much for good fucking publicity.
“Anyway, we trained with both the Met and the FBI,” I say. At least someone must have heard of those. “So we’re experienced at solving crimes like these.”
Will shoots me a look, which I ignore. So what if we’ve only solved a handful of real murders? The practice ones at the academy count, too.
“I’m not sure you should pry,” Beverley says hesitantly. “The police might not like it.”
“Asking questions isn’t doing any harm,” says Mike. There’s an element of the hard man to him as he leans back in his chair with his arms folded. Almost like he’s overconfident. Like he might be trying to compensate for something.
“Let’s just try to follow this thread,” I say. “Now, let’s not jump to conclusions. Just because we might have seen someone with the victim – does anyone know her name?”
“Isabelle,” Johnny muttered.
“Just because we might have seen someone with the victim, Isabelle, doesn’t mean they are connected to what might have happened to her. For all we know right now, it could be some kind of terrible accident.”
Will nods next to me. “He’s right. Don’t let coincidences cloud your judgement. The police will want to know what you personally witnessed, nothing else. No embellishments. That’s what we would like to hear, too.”
“Why do you care?” Johnny asks.
I raise an eyebrow at him. “Because it’s our job. And besides which, we want to go home as soon as possible, rather than getting detained by the police.”
“Fair enough,” he says, after a moment.
“So, does anyone remember hearing anything in the middle of the night?”
There’s a certain amount of shifting in the room, as everyone looks at one another, thinking.
“I didn’t go to bed until late,” Johnny offers. “After they closed the bar.”
“I wasn’t here until closing,” Lina says. “I left at midnight. She definitely wasn’t there when Stacey finished cleaning up and left, or she’d have said something.”
“We didn’t hear anything,” Miranda says.
“As far as I know, everyone had left the bar area,” Jude says. “I checked on my rounds after Stacey went home. The lights were off, and everyone was upstairs in their rooms.”
“What about this morning?” I ask. We clearly weren’t having much luck on the night before. “What woke everyone up?”
“Screams,” Mike said, and most of the room nodded and murmured agreement.
Lina drew a shaky breath. “I just arrived for my morning shift and found her,” she says.
“What about you – Cameron and Reed?” Will asks. Trust him to notice what I also had: that they were both suspiciously quiet.
“I was early to bed,” Reed says. “Not long after I met you chaps in the bar. It wasn’t my kind of thing. I woke up with the dawn this morning – I leave my curtains open. I was already up when I heard the screams.”
Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.
“I didn’t realise it was screaming,” Cameron says when I turn my gaze on him. He looks shaken, perhaps more so than some of the others. “I have a white noise app on my phone for when I’m away from home, so I couldn’t hear much. It was doors slamming in the corridor that woke me, and then I heard the rest. I came down around the time that the music started playing.”
“That’s about enough chatter,” someone says from the doorway.
We all look up, almost as one, to see the detective who had come to investigate the body. DCI Fairlight, he had introduced himself as. He is an older man, salt and pepper between his temples and his ears, and not in good shape. The beginnings of a pot belly are straining at his belt, though you wouldn’t necessarily be so cruel as to call him fat yet. He looks like a man who was active in his youth and recently gave it all up, but hasn’t stopped buying beer and pies.
“We’ll have you come through one by one now and give a statement. Please cooperate fully with my detectives and tell them everything you know. There is a duty solicitor on the premises if any of you feel the need for legal advice. We’ll have you all off home soon. The Inn will not be reopening tonight.”
There are collective groans, particular from Richard and Beverley. No wonder; they’re likely thinking about all of the refunds they will have to issue.
“No complaints,” Fairlight says. He raises what looks like a list of names and begins to consult it. “We have to do our jobs properly here to get some justice for this poor young woman. Now, first up, I’d like to speak to one… Julius Rakktersen.”




Eight – Will
The hours ticked by so slowly, it felt like we might be stuck in some kind of time loop.
The police moved down the list one by one as they had promised, separating us up so that we could give them our statements and answer their questions. Though they had pulled Ram and I in first, they made us go back to wait in the Dickens room – watched over by a uniformed PC who shot stern looks towards anyone that spoke.
It did not escape my notice that everyone else, once questioned, was allowed to go. No one came back into the room. No one but us.
“Excuse me,” I said, getting up and approaching the PC. “PC Green, was it? Is there a reason that my colleague and I aren’t being allowed to leave?”
“We’re aren’t done with asking you questions,” the PC grunted. “Of course, you can leave at any time. However, we’d prefer it if you would stay and cooperate with our investigation.”
The underlying message was clear. If we didn’t stay, then we’d be under suspicion. Possibly also arrest.
I sat back down, sighing. There were only two people left in the room with us – Johnny and Cameron. Johnny kept squinting at us, as if to say that he was certain there was a reason we had been kept behind, and it was nothing good. Cameron, on the other hand, appeared to be lost in his own world.
Whatever that world was, it was one that had him visibly sweating. One of his legs was jiggling up and down to no particular beat.
I nudged Ram and jutted my chin in Cameron’s direction. He looked over, then turned back to me with a sly look.
We were both thinking the same thing.
Guilty sweats.
When it was just the two of us left, Ram didn’t even try to hide his frustration any longer. He kicked back in his chair, rocking it onto two legs, and shoved his hands behind his head. He looked like a grumpy teenager. I almost wanted to smile.
“We’ve been in here for hours and we haven’t even been offered any food,” he said angrily, catching our guard PC’s attention.
“I’ve not managed to get a bite to eat myself,” PC Green said mildly. “The kitchen staff were told not to come in this morning.”
“Well, it’s against our civil rights,” Ram said. “Yours, too. You ought to kick up a fuss. Lunch time has been and gone.”
“I’ll be sure to bring it up with my union rep,” PC Green said, completely unflustered.
Ram scowled and brought his chair back down onto all fours with a crash. “I’m serious, you know. Do I need to call a lawyer and get them to bring me some food?”
PC Green rolled his eyes and stepped outside, closing the door behind him.
“You shouldn’t antagonise them,” I said. If there was one thing I’d learned from my father, it was not to start a negotiation with anger and aggression. -
“Fuck that,” Ram snorted. “I’ll antagonise who I like. They’re fucking antagonising me. This is bullshit. Why do we have to wait around like this?”
I didn’t say anything out loud, but we both knew why. Our records didn’t look fantastic. First Ram had been arrested on suspicion of being the Highgate Strangler – and though he was vindicated, the thinking goes that there must have been a reason. Then there was all of the trouble we got Alex Heath, our friend at the Met, into for passing us insider information.
Add all of that together, as well as our failure to finish police training, and we probably looked like easy targets.
The unsaid words hung heavy in the silence of the Dickens room before the door opened again, creaking inwards on a hinge that had not seen care for quite some time.
“Gentlemen,” DCI Fairlight announced. “I hear you’re getting hungry.”
“Why are you keeping us?” Ram asked immediately. “Have you even found any evidence as to who could be behind this?”
“It’s early days on that count,” DCI Fairlight said evenly. He was a man who was used to dodging information requests. “The SOCOs are going over everything with a fine-toothed comb now. I expect we’ll see some results soon.”
“In other words, no,” Ram said. “So, yes, we are getting very hungry. And I think you should be providing us with some lunch, don’t you?”
“Well, there’s no need for that,” DCI Fairlight said, smiling benignly at me. “We’re letting you go.”
“Finally,” Ram muttered, getting to his feet.
“No, not you, Mr Rakktersen,” DCI Fairlight interrupted. “I was talking to Mr Wallace here. We want another word with you, as it happens. We’re going to take you down to the station for a more formal chat.”
My mouth fell open.
Was this really happening to us again?
“On what grounds?” I asked, almost automatically.
DCI Fairlight considered me briefly before turning back to Ram. “This is an informal chat, and you may come of your own volition,” he said. “We don’t want to have to make this official, yet. However, do be advised that we will do so if it is necessary.”
There it was again. Go and speak to them voluntarily, or be arrested.
Ram stepped forward, his usual swagger turned up another notch. “Fine,” he said airily. “I’ll come join you in the station. But I’m expecting at least a sandwich for my trouble. Some coffee, too.”
He turned and gave me a wink, a gesture I knew was supposed to be reassuring, before following DCI Fairlight out of the room.
“You can collect your things from your room, Mr Wallace,” PC Green said. “I’ll accompany you and we may search you before you leave, but your belongings have already been checked as part of our search of the premises.”
“Fantastic,” I said under my breath, getting to my feet and heading the now-familiar path up the stairs to our room.
I couldn’t help thinking about how unfair all of this was. Was that one case going to haunt Ram for the rest of his life? The accusations had been totally unfounded, and we had even been instrumental in catching the real Highgate Strangler. I’d almost give my life for it, for god’s sake. They should have been thanking us. Asking for our help.
And yet, we were being treated with suspicion all over again.
I packed both my bag and Ram’s, trying not to be childishly embarrassed as I put away his underwear and the clothes he had been wearing yesterday. I suppose he wouldn’t have thought twice about it, but to me it felt like a violation of his privacy.
What could I do now? I clearly wasn’t going to be allowed to stay in the hotel, room booked or not. But it wasn’t like I could just go home on my own, leaving Ram behind.
I checked Google Maps and found a familiar-name chain café close by the police station. I settled for calling a taxi to take me over there, and set myself up with my laptop on the table and both of our bags at my feet.
I opened the document I was working on for the latest book, and stared at the page. The publisher was still waiting for this manuscript, and it wasn’t likely that we would get much free time over the next little while. Our investigation into Ray Riley’s disappearance wasn’t even close to complete, and now Ram was under suspicion of something else.
But even knowing that time was of the essence, somehow I just couldn’t force myself to get the work done.
Every time I got halfway through a sentence, I would think of Ram. Alone in that police station, being interrogated all over again. And even though I knew he hadn’t done anything wrong – even though I’d told them in my statement that he was next to me all night long – I couldn’t help but worry that they were about to charge him with yet another murder that he didn’t commit.




9 – Ram
“We’ve been over this already,” I grind out, feeling my teeth beginning to ache.
“Yes, well, just one more time so that we have it straight,” DCI Fairlight says, calmly. He’s not an easy man to ruffle.
I sigh, lean back in my chair, and cross my arms over my chest. “Fine,” I mutter, knowing there’s no other way around it. “But I want you to know that this is the last time through. If you aren’t done after this, I’m calling a lawyer.”
“Of course,” Fairlight says. “That’s well within your rights. After all, this is just an informal chat.”
“So you keep reminding me,” I mutter.
“Now. What was your reason for booking a room at the Highcastle Inn?”
“Myself and my partner at Serial Investigations London were asked to investigate a missing person. He handed himself in to police in Kent and gave his address as the Highcastle Inn, so we followed the lead to see if we could find out anything about him there.”
Fairlight nods, as if he is checking it all against what I said before. “And that’s your partner in business, or romantically…?”
“I told you, we work together,” I snap. This line of questioning is getting very tedious. Not to mention that the room is almost unbearably hot. I can feel sweat dripping from the inside of my collar, sliding down my back.
“And what was the reason for getting a shared room?”
“There was only one room left. We didn’t have a choice.”
“But you are homosexual, Mr Rakktersen?”
I grit my teeth again. “Ask me about that one more time and I’m going to wonder if I need to be making a discrimination complaint.”
“Just ascertaining the facts, Mr Rakktersen. No need to overreact. Now, why were you investigating a man who had already been found?”
“Our client wanted us to. It’s no longer a police matter. She simply wanted us to try to get into contact with her fiancé.”
“We’ll be the judge of what is a police matter,” Fairlight says, giving me a stern look. “What manner of investigation did you carry out on arriving at the Highcastle Inn?”
“None,” I sigh. “There was a party going on. We went downstairs to the bar, but it was too crowded and noisy. We couldn’t get a chance to talk to the bar staff, so we gave up and went to bed.”
“And about what time was that?”
“Around half past nine in the evening.”
“That’s after you ordered your whisky at,” Fairlight pauses to consult a receipt. “Eight fifty-seven PM.”
“Correct. I drank the whisky and went upstairs.”
“And you’d only had the one drink?”
I hesitate momentarily. “One drink in the bar, yes.”
Fairlight nods again, and takes his time perusing a sheet of paper in front of him. God, it’s hot. Why doesn’t he even look slightly flustered? I tug at the front of my shirt, hoping it will let a little air in. I just need to breathe.
“Now, after you went to bed, approximately what time did you go to sleep?”
“I don’t remember exactly,” I say. “But it was not long after. Perhaps ten.”
“And did you hear anything unusual during the night?”
“I slept solidly through. Then early on I was woken by a scream, and headed downstairs to find Lina standing over the body.”
“Can anyone verify your whereabouts for the duration of the night?”
“I told you. Will was asleep next to me.”
“But if he was asleep, how can he be sure that you didn’t leave the room?”
“We were in the same bed,” I point out, running a hand back through my hair to try to alleviate some of the heat there. My hand is shaking as I do it.
“Are you feeling nervous, Mr Rakktersen?”
I squint. This is a new one. “No, I’m not.”
“Is that so? Because you appear to be sweating. Your hand there is quite shaky, too,” Fairlight says. He has an almost-smug expression, covered by a thin veneer of innocence.
Ah, fuck. It’s been a long day. My last drink was a whisky before half past nine last night, and it didn’t have much company. No wonder I feel this way. “It’s hot in here,” I fire back.
“Are you perhaps in need of medical attention?” Fairlight asks.
I consider that. “Maybe.”
“If you are, we can bring in a medic to take a look at you. We may even escort you to the hospital if you need it. Then we can continue our questioning when you’re feeling better again.”
No easy way out, then. “Let’s just get this over with,” I say. “There’s not much more to tell you. Unless you want to know my inside leg measurement and the name of my childhood dog, we’ve really covered all the ground there is.”
Fairlight opens his mouth to fire something back at that, but is interrupted by a sharp rap at the door. It’s followed by a young-looking PC in uniform, who requests a word with his superior.
When Fairlight returns, he’s wearing an almost mystified expression. It’s then that I really understand he actually thought I was his man. So much for investigative instinct.
“It appears you’re free to go, Mr Rakktersen,” he says. “You don’t seem to have witnessed anything significant, and the culprit has just made a full confession.”
I think back to the Dickens room, and what I observed there. “Cameron Winters?” I guess.
Fairlight gives me a sharp look. “Yes,” he says, slowly. “How did you know that?”
“He was twitchy, when we were waiting to be spoken to,” I say. “Looked guilty as sin.”
“So do you,” Fairlight points out, running an eye down the length of my body. “Anyway, you can wait out the front of the station for a taxi. The reception desk has numbers of local firms if you need them.”
I don’t exactly rush to thank him for the information. If it wasn’t for his misconceptions, I wouldn’t need a taxi in the first place.
I head out front and take a deep breath of fresh air. It feels good to be out again.
I take out my phone and call a taxi first, then Will to find out where he is. While I wait for my transport to arrive, I think about this long, crazy day.
So, Cameron Winters confessed. There’s something niggling at me, some small kind of suspicion in the back of my mind that all is not what it seems. They questioned him and presumably let him go earlier, didn’t they? Or was he at the station this whole time, being subjected to the same exhaustive questioning that I was?
I turn it over in my mind. There’s something not quite right about it all. Like seeing a familiar company logo in a different colour. The pieces fit, and he was the one I liked the most for being the perpetrator. So why do I feel like something is off?
Ultimately, it doesn’t matter. I’m a free man again, and vindicated. Not that I’m going to get any apologies from this lot.
But being off the hook is satisfaction enough for me. I take a few steps forward as the taxi pulls up, ready to get in. At last, we can leave this backwater behind and get back to London. There isn’t any point in sniffing around the Highcastle Inn any longer, not with a murder investigation going on. And the police aren’t going to want to tell me about the missing persons case after bringing me in as a suspect. There is nothing more we can do here.




Ten – Will
There had to be something more we could do before we went home.
We’d come all this way to ask about Ray Riley, and now we were being sent off without being given the chance to ask a single question. After today, everything would be harder. The staff would be harder to track down with the inn closed, and media attention would only get in the way. This was basically our last chance to make the trip even remotely worthwhile.
I packed up my laptop in frustration, and grabbed another taxi. Thankfully they were plentiful at this end of town, with the train station close by. With our bags in the back, I instructed the driver to take me to the Highcastle Inn.
“It’s closed,” she said. “There’s been police all over it.”
“I know,” I said, picking a lie on the spur of the moment. “My girlfriend works there. I need to go see if she’s alright, and hopefully bring her back.”
She looked at me for a minute in the rear view mirror. “Alright,” she consented at last, shrugging and putting the car into gear.
We pulled up on the gravel parking area, wheels crunching against the small stones. “Wait for me here,” I said.
“I’m keeping the metre running,” the driver warned me.
It was an extra expense, but it was worth it. Getting a taxi out here was a nightmare, not to mention that it would be pretty awkward to stand there waiting with the police. I gave her a smile of agreement and walked away, towards the front doors.
“Can we help you, sir?” one of the uniformed PCs at the entranceway asked.
“I just need to get in to talk to a member of staff,” I said.
“What’s that about, then?”
“A private matter,” I said. “Nothing to do with the murder.”
“Is that supposed to put our minds at ease?” he snorted. “We can’t allow you back in. No members of the public at all, and definitely not anyone who was a guest last night.”
I breathed out heavily, impatiently. “I just want to ask about my booking,” I said. “I need to find out if we’re getting a refund or not.”
“You’ll be contacted by the owners in due course,” the PC said, giving me a not-so-subtle gesture that casually turned me around and faced me back towards the car as he walked with me. “For now, it’s best if you either go home or find yourself alternative accommodation.”
I didn’t bother to continue arguing. It was clear that there was no lie I could come up with that would work. Most of them would probably only have made me look guilty. The last thing we needed was me being shut in a room and asked endless questions as well as Ram.
“Let’s go,” I said to the driver.
“I did try to warn you,” she pointed out.
“Yes, I know,” I said. “Just stop at the end here, will you? Right before the junction.”
She pulled to a stop, but she was giving me that eyes-narrowed look through the rear view mirror again. “Is this illegal?” she asked.
“No,” I said immediately. Perhaps too quickly. “I just want to see my girlfriend.”
“Whatever,” she sighed. “I’m not waiting here for you to get arrested. Pay the metre.”
I hand it over, plus an extra note. A good thing I’d thought to take some cash out before we came here. “Just wait, please. If I’m not back by the time the metre hits that amount, you can go.”
“Fine by me,” she shrugged. I gave it about a fifty/fifty chance as to whether she would stay, or leave the moment I was out of sight. I was just hoping that my low level of faith in humanity would be proven incorrect on this occasion. I popped a stick of gum into my mouth and hopped out of the car.
I snuck through the woods, as much as someone who has grown up in a city can ever sneak through trees. I cracked probably every single twig between the road and the house, startled at least three squirrels into running up trunks as fast as they could, and ran into a spiderweb stretched between two branches.
I wasted a good two minutes standing there and trying to get rid of all of the floating, sticky threads from my face and shirt. I still couldn’t be entirely sure whether the spider itself was on me or not, but I had to press on.
At the edge of the trees, a tame and manicured lawn filled only a small space before the hotel building sprang out of the ground. The pressing concern I had to deal with was the fence between me and it – wrought-iron spikes and tall bars stretching all the way around their land.
Thankfully, it had been designed for keeping their pony in, not humans out. There was a fallen tree trunk a few feet along, and standing on that, I was able to get enough height to step up onto the top of the fence and drop down on the other side.
How I was going to get back over again to return to the taxi was future Will’s problem. To use a turn of phrase I had heard from Ram on many an occasion, at least.
The police had only stationed a PC at the front door. Why would they bother with the back? There were no guests left, and they weren’t expecting anyone to want to sneak inside. Which was where they were wrong.
I found the back door into the kitchen, easily marked out by a number of cigarette butts on the ground and several empty drinks crates that had been overturned to serve as seating. The dirty white door was closed, but unlocked. I stepped in easily, and found myself facing a room of counters and stainless steel.
It was empty, but there were two doors, one right in front of me and one to the left. The one in front I recognised. It led through into the main bar area, presumably for serving. That door was a no-go. The SOCO team were probably still through there, collecting evidence from the scene.
That meant it was the door to the left, or nothing.
I took a deep breath and reached for the handle, well aware that I could possibly have been driving myself towards an arrest. At least I would probably be in the cell next to Ram’s.
“Oh,” the older barmaid, Lina, said as I entered.
My shoulders sagged in relief. I had guessed right – it was a staff room. And there were no police in sight. Instead, I had completely lucked out. Lina, the younger barmaid, and the security guard were all seated on battered chairs and a low couch that looked like it had seen better years.
“Aren’t you supposed to be off the grounds by now?” Jude asked.
“Is he one of the guests?” the younger woman – Stacey, I remembered – piped up.
“I am,” I replied. “To both of your questions. I had to come back. There’s something important I needed to ask you all.”
“Should we call in the detective?” Lina asked, shifting towards the door with a strained tone in her voice.
“No!” I said, holding up my hands in reassurance. “Please, just wait. It’s not about the murder. We actually came here for a different reason in the first place, and we never got to talk to anyone.”
“About what?” Stacey asked. Her face had lit up with curiosity – quite in contrast to the frowns of her co-workers.
“You know already that I’m a private detective,” I said, nodding to Lina and Jude. “My partner and I were hired to track down a missing person. We think he stayed here recently. I wanted to show you his picture and ask if you remembered anything about him.”
There’s a slight easing in Lina’s expression. “Why aren’t the police looking for him?”
“They did,” I explained, reaching into my pocket to take out the print of Ray’s face that we had prepared. “They found him here, but his fiancée was unable to contact him after that. She just wants to know that he’s safe, and to find out if he’s coming home. We’re not here to pressure him, or arrest him, or anything like that. Just to check on his welfare.”
Lina leaned forward at the same time as Stacey. Jude seemed unimpressed, but he rolled his eyes and joined them in studying the image.
It was a clear shot, about as good as you can manage when looking for someone who isn’t around anymore. These days, most people have their shots taken from their Facebook page or Instagram. They’re pixelated, highly edited, and usually not that accurate. The only filter-less shots tend to be those taken by someone else – which means the person is in the background, off to the side, or presented at less than their best.
For Ray Riley, however, we got lucky. He had organised an engagement photoshoot with Adelaide, so we had plenty of recent, full-colour, head-on shots. The two of them looked completely in love in the images she had shown us. We’d cut it down, focused on his face and shoulders only. Of course, I had the photos with Adelaide saved on my phone – in case I needed emotional blackmail material.
“I do know him,” Lina said, at length. “I served him at the bar.”
“I think I remember, too,” Stacey agreed. “He was pretty quiet. Kept to himself.”
Jude shakes his head. “Don’t remember him.”
“Well, you wouldn’t,” Lina said. “He didn’t cause any trouble. Went to bed early. I think he only stayed a couple of days.”
“And it was definitely him?” I pressed. We needed to be sure. The last thing we wanted was a misunderstanding with someone who just looked similar to Ray.
“Oh, yeah, definitely,” Stacey agreed quickly, before a faint blush appeared on her cheeks. “He’s fit, isn’t he? I was watching him a bit.”
Lina snorted. “A bit.”
“Well, I didn’t know he was engaged, did I?” Stacey insisted, her voice rising in pitch.
Jude tutted. “Harpies. You’d think you would focus on your actual jobs.”
“Now, there’s no need for that,” Lina said crossly. “We’re only human, you know. Poor Stacey’s single. Maybe if you paid a bit more attention to those around you, you’d be more help in the investigation.”
Jude only scowled and leaned back in his chair with his arms folded over his chest. There was clearly some ongoing dispute here that I was not party to.
“Do you recall anything that might help us track him down?” I asked. “Maybe he mentioned he was going somewhere, or he called a taxi when he left?”
Lina and Stacey looked at one another for a moment, each of them squinting their eyes until their expressions dissolved into mere bewilderment.
“No idea, sorry,” Lina said.
“He just ordered drinks,” Stacey shrugged. “That’s all I know.”
I tucked the picture back into my pocket, mentally sighing. This wasn’t going to be as easy as we had hoped. “Thanks. Even that much is a help,” I lied. Well, I supposed that we had confirmation of his presence now. It still wasn’t a whole lot to go on. “Are Richard and Beverley still around?”
“They’ve gone home,” Lina said, pointing up. Jude audibly tutted.
“To their rooms upstairs?” I asked.
“Yes,” Lina replied, her voice almost immediately cut off by Jude’s reaction.
“You can’t just go around telling people things,” he said. His voice was terse. “We’re in the middle of a murder investigation here. Who knows what information could help the suspect get away with it?”
“I’m not the suspect,” I pointed out.
“No,” Jude sneered. “But I noticed they kept you to the end. And they frogmarched your boyfriend off to the station, didn’t they?”
“He’s not actually my boyfriend,” I pointed out.
It was no use. Jude had got to his feet.
“I think it’s high time you snuck out back the way you came in, don’t you?” he said. “Or should I call the detective in for a word after all?”
I took the hint, and nodded a quick farewell to the ladies. For Jude I reserved nothing but a cold glance as I turned to leave.
Returning over the fence involved one of the crates from beside the kitchen door, which I did not feel any guilt over. Jude could go and fetch it if he was worried about securing the grounds.
To my absolute surprise, the taxi was still waiting where I left it, the engine idling. I slid into the back seat, brushing off a leaf that had attached itself to my shoulder, and buckled myself in as we set off.
My phone rang, and Ram’s face flashed up on the screen. I answered it, relieved to hear that he was free at last – and directed my driver to the train station.




11 – Ram
It’s as much as I can do to rest my head against the glass of the train window and watch as we eventually roll past Canary Wharf towards home.
“Are you sure you’re alright?” Will asks.
“Yes,” I tell him, taking another hit of the canned cocktail I bought at a shop near the station.
He gives me a slightly disapproving look, like he did when I bought it, but it quickly gets overshadowed by something I like even less. Something closer to pity.
We don’t talk for much of the journey home. We’re thinking our own thoughts. I’m thinking about how I’m going to carry on working as a private detective if I get arrested any time I’m near a crime scene. It wasn’t even the crime we were there to investigate, and I still got it in the neck.
We’re finally back in Whitechapel when my thoughts turn back to the crime we were there to investigate.
“What are we going to do next?” I ask. “How are we going to find some new leads?”
Will sighs. “I don’t really know. I wish I’d been able to talk to the owners again. Even persuaded them to let me take a look at their CCTV.”
“Maybe we need to call in the big guns,” I say, flopping down onto our sofa. It’s good to be home, if nothing else.
“We have big guns?” Will asks, tilting his head to one side with a puzzled expression.
I laugh. “Alex Heath,” I clarify. Alex is the only one we stayed in touch with after our training at the Met. We would have graduated together and probably joined the same force, if Will and I had finished the training instead of going off to the US. Still, it’s been useful, having a friend with access to all of the tools the police can provide. And we helped him out in the past, too, so he should be willing to at least listen.
“Well, he might at least be able to access some of the files from the previous investigation. We do have to be careful not to get him into trouble again, or he’ll never help us in the future.”
I wave a hand dismissively and pull my mobile out of my pocket. “Nonsense. Alex loves us. He’s happy to help.”
“Keep telling yourself that,” Will says dubiously, heading into his bedroom with his bag in tow.
The phone doesn’t ring for long before Alex picks up.
“DI Alex Heath,” he says, a habitual opener that has been so stripped of emotion that it sounds neither inviting nor unfriendly.
“Alex!” I exclaim with faux happiness. “How are you? Just finished a day at the station?”
“I have, as it happens,” Alex sighs. “I was looking forward to getting home for dinner. Why do I get the feeling that you have other plans for me?”
“Nothing as serious as all that,” I tell him, leaning back against the arm of the sofa and stretching my legs out across the cushions. “Just wanted to bend your ear on a case we’ve got.”
“Murder, is it?” Alex asks with a hint of scepticism.
“Missing person,” I say.
“I don’t do missing people, Julius, I’m on the homicide team. You know this.”
“I know, I know. I’m just wondering what your guys have on file for this one. He was reported missing, then handed himself in to police in Kent. Funny thing is, he hasn’t turned up again since.”
“That still doesn’t sound like my kind of case,” Alex says, and sighs. “Or my business. You’ve never been a working policeman, Julius. You don’t know what it’s like. We don’t step on toes.”
“No stepping on toes. No asking awkward questions. I just need to know if the guy gave any indication of where he was going next.”
“Bloody hell,” Alex says, blowing air out of his nose noisily again. “You’re not going to leave me alone until I do it, are you?”
“Nope,” I say happily. “Look, you know how we work. Quid pro quo. I’ll help you with something in the future when you need it. Like how we called you first when we found the crucial piece of evidence that trapped the Highgate Strangler. Remember that, eh?”
“If I didn’t, you’d be putting me into a care facility. It wasn’t exactly long ago,” Alex says. Good, we’re onto the grumbling phase of the negotiation. That means I’ve won, but he just doesn’t like admitting it. “Fine. I’ll have a look tomorrow. No promises, though. If the investigators tell me to keep my nose out, I’m keeping it out.”
“Understood. And Alex?”
“Yes?”
I smile at how terse he sounds.
“Thanks.”
I’m up early the next morning – or, early for me. Will is already siting in the living room tapping away at something on his laptop. A laptop that he closes with a snap and a certain amount of guilty flush as soon as I enter the room.
Interesting. I’ve got to sneak a look at that screen at some point.
“You’re up early,” he says.
“Am I interrupting your morning routine?” I ask, digging around in the kitchen for some bread to make toast. Ugh. The bread in the packet on the counter is blue and fluffy. No toast, then.
Will says nothing, and when I look up at him, he just shrugs and shakes his head as if I didn’t catch him doing something completely shady.
“I’m waiting for a call from…” I start, but then cut myself off to look at my phone buzzing on the counter in front of me.
“Better get it, then,” Will prompts helpfully.
I shoot him daggers, then swipe the phone up to my ear. “Morning, Alex.”
“I’ve had a look at the files from this missing person case. I had to pretend I thought it was potentially linked to an ongoing murder investigation, so thanks for making me lie to my colleagues,” he says, by way of hello.
“Fine, thanks. And how are you?” I reply.
Alex breezes right on past. “They’ve got CCTV of the guy in a hotel in Kent – the Highcastle Inn. Which you know about already.”
“Have you seen the footage yourself? Does it look like him?”
“It’s definitely him,” Alex confirms. “You’re missing my tone. I know that you already knew about the Inn. How did I know that?”
“Because when you asked to see the files, they told you that someone was murdered there this weekend and they arrested one Julius Rakktersen,” I say. “I didn’t miss your tone, but I also didn’t think it was worth wasting time on something that fucking obvious.”
“Alright, alright. The report says that Riley affirmed he was going to be staying at the Inn for the next week. When the Sergeant went to follow up a few days later, however, the guy was gone. Looks like he took all of his stuff and left without checking out. Probably spooked by being questioned.”
“Because that’s normal,” I mutter. I give Will a significant raised eyebrow in response to his questioning look. Seems like there might be more to this disappearance after all.
“That’s all they have. They didn’t record a formal interview or anything like that – according to them, Riley was acting normally and they had no reason to suspect coercion, drug use, mental imbalance, or so on. They let it go,” Alex says. I hear the dull thump of a folder being closed. “Look, tell me about this murder case.”
“It’s nothing,” I say, sighing. We might have our work cut out here. “We just happened to be in the right place at the wrong time. We were supposed to be questioning the staff about Riley, but before we could make any significant headway, this body turns up.”
“Stabbed, they said?”
“Yep. Will and I were practically first on the scene. Heard one of the barmaids screaming after she opened up for the morning.”
“That’s rough,” Alex says, actually sounding genuinely sympathetic. “Crazy that this would happen in such a small hotel, right at the time that you were staying there.”
“Hell of a way to stop us asking questions,” I laugh. “Overkill, you might say.”
Alex sucks in a breath. “Too soon,” he cautions. “You met the killer, though?”
“The suspect, anyway. Although they said he’d given a full confession.”
“Stayed out all night with her getting drunk and then killed her by accident, according to the guy I spoke to. He blacked out and can’t even remember doing it, but he woke up with blood on his hands.”
Blood on his hands?
I’ve been drunk. I’ve probably even been that drunk, if I’m honest. In fact, I might be one of the world’s foremost experts on being blackout drunk who is still coherent enough to lecture on the subject. But something about that story sticks in my head. He gets so drunk he can’t even wash blood off his hands, but he’s still stable and sober enough to stab someone to death?
“Something about this isn’t right,” I say, thinking out loud more than anything else. It’s slowly starting to creep up on me, like a chill going up my neck, and I don’t think I can ignore it.
“What’s the matter?”
“Well, we saw Cameron that evening when we went up to our room. He was getting room service. A bottle of champagne.”
“And?”
“Two glasses. Don’t you think that’s weird? A bottle of champagne with two glasses, in his room – and then apparently he went downstairs, met the girl, and decided to murder her?”
“Well,” Alex says, clearing his throat. “To be honest with you, I’ve always found murderers to be a bit weird.”
“There’s something… I don’t know,” I rub my forehead. What is it that doesn’t feel right? I switch the phone onto speaker. “Will, get over here. Alex, repeat that again about what he said in custody.”
Alex’s voice comes louder over the speakers as I set the phone down on the counter and Will pads over.
“Cameron Winter got drunk with the victim and stayed up all night, even after they’d closed the bar. I guess he avoided the security guard. Then he got so drunk he killed her by accident, blacked out, and woke up with a hole in his memory and blood all over his hands.”
“No memory of it, and yet he says it was an accident,” I muse out loud.
“Probably just trying to put a better spin on it,” Alex suggests. “Make himself less guilty. It will be a murder charge anyway, I should think.”
“What about the CCTV footage?” I ask. “It captured Riley, so surely it captured Cameron?”
“It only covers the entrance and the outdoor patio area, apparently,” Alex says. He’s hesitant as he talks; I figure he must be reading through his notes made while talking to the unit in Sevenoaks.
“Shit,” I mutter. “That’s fairly useless.”
“They were only expecting to need it in the case of break-ins.”
“What about his clothes?” Will speaks up for the first time.
“What was that?” Alex asks.
“What about his clothes?” Will repeats. “You said he woke with blood on his hands. We saw him downstairs and he looked clean. So, did they find bloodstained clothes in his room?”
Alex pauses, and I can hear the rustling of paper on his end of the line.
“… No,” he says, at length. “No bloodstained clothes. Apparently, the sheets were bloody where his hands had been resting, but his clothes were clean.”
“Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” Will asks.
We all consider it in silence for a moment.
“I’ll give them a call back and mention it,” Alex says. “I can’t do much more than that. It’s not my case.”
“Thanks, Alex,” I say. “And for the information, too.”
“I’m going to call in two favours for this,” he says. “And Julius?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t hide the fact that you’ve been arrested from me in the future. It’s embarrassing.”
He hangs up, and the line goes dead.
Will and I stand in the kitchen, thinking it over quietly.
But there’s one thing that’s clear in my mind now. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. But now that I do, I feel it like a lead weight in my gut as much as I understand it in the facts.
“Cameron Winters is innocent,” I say out loud. “He made a false confession. And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think we have to figure out why.”




Twelve – Will
“We can’t know that,” I said. I didn’t like the manic, almost glowing look in his eyes. It was the kind of look that usually preceded the excuse for ‘fun’ nights out. Those usually ended in Ram being the kind of blackout drunk that I was just now learning could end in accidental murder.
“I’m one hundred per cent sure,” Ram insisted. “We have to take another look at this. He’s either protecting someone, or he’s been framed.”
“If he’s being framed, why would he confess?” I asked. “And if he’s protecting someone, then maybe he has good reason. We’re not actually the police, you know. We don’t have to uphold the truth at all costs. Especially if the truth isn’t justice.”
Ram gave me an odd look. “You know,” he started. His voice was strangely strangled, and he cleared his throat before continuing. “For usually such a black-and-white kind of guy, you do come out with fucking poetry at times.”
I flushed, an unfamiliar giddy feeling. Praise from Ram? Calling me a poet, no less? This was different to his normal joking-around kind of compliments, and it lit me up from my toes to the crown of my head.
“We should leave things how they are,” I said, reaching for a cereal box and putting it down in front of Ram.
He took the box with a grunt, and gathered two bowls from the cupboard with the grating sound of porcelain sliding against porcelain.
“I think it’s worth another look,” he said. “What if he’s been coerced, threatened into confessing? If it’s not him, and he’s not protecting someone, then he needs our help.”
I sighed. He had a point. I just didn’t like the way he had managed to avoid and ignore mine.
Or the way he was pouring cereal into a second bowl, just as overloaded as the first. It didn’t take a detective to guess that he didn’t intend to eat them both himself.
“You might be right,” he said, stopping and putting a hand on my shoulder. It made me look up and meet his eyes. He seemed sincere enough. “And if you are, then we back off. We let things play out. But if Cameron needs letting off the hook, then we’ll do that.”
“And who looks for Ray Riley in the meantime?”
“We do,” Ram said. He opened the fridge and hunted for a carton of almond milk, already half-empty. “We don’t have any leads right now, and this will give us some time to consider our next move. We’ve worked two cases at once before, we can do it again.”
“Two cases of cheating spouses,” I pointed out. “Not a murder and a missing person at the same time. I just don’t want us to let Riley drop. He’s our paid job, remember?”
“Relax, Will baby,” Ram said with one of his unignorable grins, pouring milk into the bowls with a splash. “I promise, we’ll get back to Riley as soon as we can think of a good next step. Our questions are going to be directed at the same people either way, right? We need to talk to the owners of the Highcastle Inn. So, I say we go back there.”
I sighed as he pushed one of the bowls into my hand and gestured towards the coffee table.
“Fine,” I said, trailing over to sit as I was told. “But you’ve failed to consider one very important thing.”
“Huh?”
“Spoons,” I said wearily, placing my bowl on the coffee table.
Ram only laughed, and reached into our cutlery drawer with a clanging that seemed to rattle around inside my head long after it was over.
For the rest of that morning, I sat and tried to write. The book was coming along, but I was tired. So tired. And the feeling of a full belly, at Ram’s insistence, didn’t help.
I wasn’t sure exactly when I fell asleep. Maybe it was only half an hour or so after breakfast. Ram had retreated to his room to find us new accommodation and do whatever it was Ram did when he was in his room on his own. I shuddered to think.
But I slept, my hands still resting on the keyboard. It was pure luck that Ram didn’t come in and see what was on my screen. Thank god. It was a particularly filthy moment. B.J. Wong’s readers seemed to live for them.
Maybe it was the writing that made the dream come. Lying there with my hands quite literally on my work, it must have infiltrated my subconscious more than usual.
With my eyes close, it was him I saw. Not Ram – but the character I’d based on him.
I dreamed of him offering me his hand and helping me across stepping-stones in a river – the last scene I had been writing. In the middle of the water, balanced precariously, he stopped and turned to me. He called me a poet and grasped the back of my head, and then everything was mixed up between Ram and not-Ram and I felt like I might fall into the river…
Which was when I woke up, jerking awake with such a start that I managed to type nonsense letters onto the open document.
I closed my laptop, sighing and rubbing my eyes with my hand. Everything was getting on top of me, clearly. This book was starting to mess with my head. Maybe this was the pressure to perform brought on by the fact that my work was actually somehow popular.
I was going to have to take a break from it all, just for a short while. Focus on investigating. Get my head clear again. Then I could go back to it once I’d had enough distance to remember what was real – and what was only fiction.
“Will, baby!” Ram burst triumphantly out of his room, making me jump and almost drop the laptop onto the floor. “We’re going to Kent!”
“I already knew that,” I said crossly, trying to get my heartrate back down to something resembling normality. “I take it you found a new place to stay.”
“A place, yes. Not so much with the new. The Highcastle Inn is open for business once more. They even honoured our original booking so we don’t have to pay any extra.”
“Generous of them,” I muttered, getting to my feet. An illogical urge told me it would be easier to hide how startled I had been by jumping into action. “I’ll go re-pack.”
Working my way through my mental packing list was something else to focus on. Something that wouldn’t, couldn’t possibly, mess with my head. Socks, underwear. Trousers, shirts, and jumpers. Shoes inside a carrier bag and belts. A light coat. Something to read, just in case we ever got the chance. Shower gel, shampoo, comb. Razor, toothbrush, toothpaste. An empty bag for dirty laundry. Everything folded and rolled to save space.
I glanced out through my door to the coffee table, and the laptop still sitting there. It would help with the investigation if I took it. But if I took it, maybe I would get tempted to work on the book.
The need to solve both of our cases won over, and I packed it. I folded up the power cable and tucked it in alongside my phone charger. Was I forgetting anything…?
Oh, yes. Earplugs. I wasn’t exactly used to the sound of someone snoring beside me, even if it wasn’t as loud and grating as it perhaps could have been.
“Ready?” Ram asked, seeing me exit my room with my bag in one hand.
“Ready,” I confirmed.
He was sitting by the door, his own bag resting on the doormat. There was something else in his hand, too. Something that made my stomach instantly churn.
“Fancy going on a road trip?” he asked, holding up his motorcycle helmet. “It’ll be easier than having to get taxis all the time.”
I did not want to get on that bike. Not now, not ever. Ram rode like a maniac, and for him, that was fine. He might have passed for a gang member in his leather jacket, boots, and shiny black-and-silver machine polished to within an inch of its life.
But for me? Hell, no.
“You’re not scared, are you?” Ram teased, throwing the spare helmet towards me.
“No,” I heard myself say. “Lead on.”
Why the hell did I have to go and say something like that?
The journey to the Highcastle Inn was torture. Over an hour of thrumming along bumpy roads, sometimes slow in traffic, sometimes so fast that my knuckles turned white where I held on to Ram’s jacket. All the while the motorbike throbbed and growled beneath my legs, and Ram’s warm back pressed invitingly against my chest. For a moment there, I could almost drift away and enjoy it.
For a moment there, I had to shut my eyes and think about my impending bloody death on the road. Or anything. Anything to keep my mind off how good he felt, and stop my body from reacting accordingly.




13 – Ram
Arriving back at the Highcastle Inn is like coming home. Literally in some ways – to be honest, the building is not unlike my parents’ aging country pile, to which they retreated after deciding city life was no longer for them.
And in some ways, philosophically. The events of our last stay are already etched so indelibly onto my brain from the trauma of it all that I am probably going to be able to describe aspects of the wallpaper accurately thirty years from now. Something interesting for my future therapist to digest, anyway.
My bike comes to a pleasing stop in the small parking area, causing small gravel stones to skitter away from us in all directions. One of them pings up and ricochets off a silver Mercedes that has already taken up at least two of the available spaces with a rather impressive diagonal parking job.
I smirk in satisfaction.
Will finally relaxes the death grip he has claimed on my jacket for the entire ride, and starts flexing his sore hands. No wonder. I can still feel him shaking against me. Does he still really trust me that little that he thinks I’m going to throw him down on a motorway to his death?
We pull off our helmets. Poor Will has a particularly bad case of helmet hair. I reach over and ruffle it up on his head, doing him a favour.
He gives me an odd look and skitters away from my touch.
Well, at least I sorted out the worst of it.
Geez, at some point I’ve got to convince Will to fucking lighten up. I don’t know what it is with him. It’s like ever since San Francisco –
Well. And there it is. Of course I know what it is with him.
The same guilt that drives me to the bottle has him starving himself and avoiding any kind of human contact. Even from me. Which hurts, but I guess it is of my own devising.
But if there’s a way to break him out of this, I swear I’m going to find it.
We head over towards the now-familiar entrance. This time we are not confused by the lack of greeting as we enter, but simply head on deeper into the Inn until we come upon Richard Rake, the owner, doddering around with shaking hands as he shuffles the blooms in a flower display.
He looks up at our approach, and a shadow passes over his face. Remembering the last time he saw us, no doubt. I don’t blame him.
“You gents are back to check in, aren’t you?” he says, casting around himself for the check-in book.
“That’s right,” I say. “I was so pleased you opened up again so quickly.”
Richard mumbles something under his breath, something that may have been words or perhaps just a noise. Will steps back and tugs on a corner of the check-in book stashed exactly where it was last time, and Richard hums in thanks.
“Julius and… Will, wasn’t it,” he says, almost to himself as he peers at the book close in to his face.
“That’s right,” I say encouragingly. I’m trying to be nice, but this guy is really fucking slow. I don’t think he should be running a business anymore, honestly. At least not front of house.
He makes a mark in the book and then puts it back, nodding. From beside it he pulls out a familiar key.
We’re almost all the way to the foot of the stairs before his voice interrupts us.
“Which of you is the lady?” he asks.
“I’m sorry?” I turn, giving him a questioning look. I didn’t really just hear that, did I…?
“I’m just curious which of you chaps is the, well, chap, and which is the lady,” he says. I’m past offended and working my way towards something else when he fixes us both with a twinkling pair of eyes. “So that I know which one of you is always right. And which to bring the bill to.”
“I’m always right,” Will speaks up.
Which I’m glad of, because I’m pretty sure I have redefined the dictionary definition of speechless.
Richard chuckles to himself and turns away. There’s old-fashioned, and then there’s him.
We head up the stairs, to the same room we stayed in just a couple of nights ago. At the door, I give Will a searching gaze, trying to figure out without asking if he saw that exchange the way I did.
“What?” he says, looking me back directly in the face. “I didn’t want to be the one to get the bill.”
I can’t help a chuckle escaping my lips as I unlock the door.
“I think our first stop should be that guest book,” Will says.
I close the door carefully behind him to stop our voices from carrying so much. “You want to swipe it?”
“I won’t take it,” he says. “That would be too suspicious. But I’ll take some photos of the information so we can contact the other guests.”
“You know this is illegal and unethical as all fuck, right?” I grin.
“Oh, yes.” Will nods seriously.
I laugh out loud and throw my bag down on the bed. “Alright. You do the deed, I’ll stand watch. I’ll yell something about a leak in the ceiling if I see anyone coming.”
“Works for me,” Will says, throwing his bag down and getting his phone out. He sets up the camera with a few taps, then nods at me.
I watch him go down the stairs. He scratches his head before descending, then again when pausing at the bottom to look around. There’s no sign of Richard. From my vantage point I can see everything except the entrance to the bar. Will does the sensible thing and orients himself in that direction as he pulls the book out from its cubbyhole.
There’s something just wild about watching Will break the law. He’s such a straight-laced kind of guy. He takes the law seriously. I mean, as we all do. But I doubt he’s ever so much as shoplifted a chocolate bar hidden on the inside of his school blazer in order to impress his friends as a pre-teen.
If the police ask, that’s not a real-life fucking example.
It makes my fingers and toes tingle to watch him casually but meticulously flip to the relevant pages and photograph them. By the time he puts the book back, having got away with the whole thing, I want to whoop in celebration.
Of course, that would be inappropriate and might indeed draw direct attention to our misdeeds, so I don’t.
“Here we go,” he says, coming back into our room and flipping through the shots on his phone. “I have everyone’s details. It looks like a few of them are coming back to check in again anyway. Just like us.”
“Just like us,” I say.
Will narrows his eyes and looks at me. “Wait a second,” he says. “We still have just the one bed. Why didn’t you ask for two rooms?”
“They were booked again already,” I say, shrugging. “Besides, we would have had to pay more.”
None of that is true. I actually didn’t even consider for a moment the possibility of getting another room. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me. That’s probably why I lie – I’m too flustered to consider what the implications of the truth are, and whether I should tell it.
“It looks like we’re the first to check in,” Will presses on, looking down at his phone and missing the probable tell-tale expression on my face. “The older couple, Andrew and Miranda Fox, aren’t coming back. We could call them?”
“Sounds good to me,” I say, whisking the phone out of his hands and copying the number down into my own. Anything to cover the confusion that hit me a minute ago.
Within a short call – Andrew answers the phone – I have them agreeing to meet us in an hour’s time. They insist that we come to their flat, in the centre of Sevenoaks, even though I suggest somewhere public.
Most people would rather meet you at a coffee shop or on a park bench, in public, where you can’t turn out to be a serial killer. Which has me wondering what they want to keep private.
“So, Miranda,” I say, taking the lead now that we’re all settled in with our teas and coffees. “How long have you two been having an affair?”
Andrew almost chokes on his tea.
We’re sitting in a small but neatly appointed living room, in the flat which I can see at a glance belongs to Andrew alone. Miranda is trying to look like she fits in, but her coat is on the back of her armchair – not on a peg in the hall. Not to mention the nervous little shuffling she keeps doing in her seat.
All of these things and more – body language, furniture, clothing – tell me that they aren’t really married. But when they ask, I tell them the one thing that really let them down.
“How did you know?”
“Your wedding rings don’t match.”
Andrew and Miranda both look at their hands reflexively, and I see guilt etched across both of their faces as they exchange a glance.
“So, how long?”
Miranda sighs. She seems to have given in to the fact that we know the truth, even if Andrew is still staring stupidly at his hand. “A year, give or take,” she says. “Andrew’s wife is at work. We booked the hotel so we could get some time alone together.”
“I took the afternoon off,” Andrew says, still staring at that same spot. “Told work it was an emergency. Couldn’t meet you after Marie finishes or she’d find out.”
“And your husband, Mrs…?” Will asks. There’s a hard edge to his voice. I remember how he reacted to the idea of me ‘cheating’ on him in our fake relationship sting in the last case. He isn’t hiding his distaste very well.
“Eccles,” she provides. “Miranda Eccles. My husband is working, too. He doesn’t… I don’t think he suspects anything.”
If we’re waiting for an explanation of how horrible their spouses are, or how loveless their marriages, we clearly aren’t going to get one.
“So, you had plenty to hide last weekend,” I say. I flip open a notebook from my pocket and make a note of her real name.
In truth, I don’t need the notebook. I normally remember everything fine. But then I discovered that people tend to take you more seriously if you’re writing down every word they say.
“Are you investigating this?” Andrew cuts in.
“Yes,” I say, without missing a beat. He doesn’t need to know that we haven’t been hired, and that it’s only professional curiosity.
“But the detective – Lightfield, or something – he said the man had confessed,” Andrew protests.
“Fairlight,” I say. “We’re just looking for additional evidence. Anything to back up his story. Even anything that seems to contradict it.”
I try to ignore the glance Will sends me. We didn’t discuss this ahead of time, but I don’t think that it’s wise for us to tell people we think that the confession was false. No need to raise alarm right away – or make them think that we suspect them.
Andrew opens his mouth to argue with us, but Miranda reaches over and lays a hand on top of his. He quiets down.
“What do you need to know?” she asks, with the air of a woman looking to get something unpleasant done with as soon as possible.
“Let’s start at the bar,” I say, my pen hovering above the paper. “What time did you get there?”
“We checked in just after five,” Andrew says. “I went straight from work. I suppose we went up to the room, unpacked a bit, looked around… we were in the bar by probably six.”
I make a note of this. “And you were still there when we came in around nine. So that was three hours of drinking, was it?”
“We ate first,” Miranda cuts in. She seems eager to dispel any rumour of improper behaviour despite the fact of their affair. “I had a couple of white wines. We just like to sit and talk.”
“Did you leave and return at any time?” I ask.
“No, we moved seats from a table near the doors to sitting at the bar,” Miranda says. “It was too loud next to the speakers. We stayed until about eleven, then went up to our room.”
“And how many hours after that did you go to sleep?” I ask.
When there is no reply, I look up from my pad. Miranda and Andrew are speechless, regarding me with open mouths. I raise my eyebrows at them. It’s not as though we don’t all know full well what they were there for.
“It was about two in the morning, last time I checked the clock,” Andrew managed. “Two-fifteen, or something like that.”
“Now, the obvious,” I say. “Did you see or hear anything suspicious at all? Starting from the moment of your check-in to the hotel.”
They both look down at the floor, then up at the ceiling, searching their memories. “I just saw that Johnny dancing with… Isabelle, wasn’t it?” Miranda says, giving a visible shudder at the thought of the victim. “They were all over each other. We had a bit of a giggle about it.”
“I wasn’t really looking around,” Andrew says, giving Miranda’s hand a squeeze. “I had all I needed to look at right in front of me.”
I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “And that night?”
“There was quite a bit of noise, to be honest,” Miranda says. “We could hear the music in our room, just faintly. And people coming and going in the corridor, closing doors.”
“I heard the door next to us close just before I fell asleep,” Andrew adds. “I remember thinking it was a bit late to be just coming in. The music had stopped at about the same time, so I guessed the party was over.”
I consult my notes. Johnny was in the room next to them. Very interesting.
“They kept playing the same song, didn’t they?” Miranda says, looking at Andrew. “That was the other funny thing about that night. We commented on how odd it was. At least twice. And it was the same one that blared out of the speakers in the morning, when we all came down and saw…”
She cut herself off, that little shudder running through her again.
“What was that song?” Will asks. “I didn’t recognise it.”
I turn incredulous eyes on him.
“‘Blue Monday’,” Miranda says, with a half-laugh. “I didn’t realise we were getting that old already.”
“You’re not,” I assure her. “My colleague simply lives under a rock.”
Will splutters and turns red, shaking his head. No amount of embarrassment is going to make me let him off the hook for this one. We really need to work on his pop culture knowledge. Getting him out of the house once in a while would probably help.
“I believe that’s everything we need to know for now,” I say, flipping my notebook closed. “I won’t bother to ask if you both stayed in bed all night. I’m sure you would both vouch for each other even if you had done something suspicious.”
Miranda looks mildly offended, but neither of them argue with us.
“We’ll be in touch again if we need anything more,” Will says, getting to his feet at the same time as I do.
“We really didn’t see anything,” Andrew insists. He follows after us as we move to the door, though I suspect it is in an effort to ensure that we actually leave rather than out of any kind of politeness.




Fourteen – Will
Another stomach-churning ride back to the hotel, and I was starting to remember why I preferred taking taxis.
I was thankful at least to dismount in the gravel. It was starting to take less time for me to stop shaking after I got off, but not by much.
“Who’s next?” Ram asked, sweeping his hair back from his forehead in a gesture that, annoyingly, seemed to make it fall back perfectly into place.
“Well,” I said, grabbing my phone out of my pocket and checking the photos I had taken. “Some of our fellow guests should be checking back in. They might be here already. We can go knock.”
“Good idea,” Ram agreed, pushing through the entrance doors and lifting a silent hand in greeting to Beverley as she popped up to see who had come in.
We went up to our room, dropped off our helmets, and Ram took out his notebook.
“Who are we doing next?”
“Mike and Rosie. Should be in room three. Middle of the hall on the right side, as we step out of our room.”
Ram groaned. “Oh, good. More uncomfortable romance.”
I smirked at him. It was fun to find a situation that made him uncomfortable. Far too often, it was me who was on the receiving end. “What’s wrong with romance?”
“Sickening,” Ram commented. “And not in the good way. Besides, I’m definitely getting a creepy vibe from Mike.”
“Don’t say that too loud, I don’t know how thick the walls are,” I cautioned. “Let’s see your notes so far.”
I took the pad from Ram’s outstretched hand, and squinted at the hieroglyphics on the page. I could tell that something was written there, and I could make out one or two letters, but the rest did not seem to be in the Roman alphabet at all.
“What does this even say?” I asked.
Ram scowled. “It’s not that hard to read.”
“Ram, it looks like this was written by a dyslexic monkey with hand-eye coordination problems,” I said. I looked up and considered his expression, and added: “No offence.”
Ram blinked.
“I’ll write from now on,” I said. “You always prefer taking the lead with the questions, anyway.”
“You’re just trying to find a way to make yourself feel useful,” Ram scoffed, and turned away. Clearly, his ego was salved by this thought.
I almost replied the thought that went through my brain at his words: always. But I snapped my mouth shut, and simply followed him out into the hall to knock on door number three.
“Yes?” The voice that answered us was cautious and hesitant.
“Mike, isn’t it?” I called out. I figured my voice was probably a little more of a welcoming one than Ram’s. He tries.
“What do you want?”
I cleared my throat. “Can we speak properly? Not through a door?”
There were a couple of footsteps, and then the door cracked open just wide enough to allow Mike to show his face. “What do you want?” he repeated.
“To ask a few questions,” I said. “We’re just cleaning things up a bit, seeing if we can bring together any more evidence to help the police with their case.”
He looked at us with clear suspicion. He moved slightly, as if preparing to close the door. “We’ve told them everything we know already.”
“There might be something they forgot to ask,” I tried.
Mike shook his head and stepped back, swinging the door shut. Before it could close, Ram stepped forward and wedged his boot between it and the frame.
“Or, if you’d rather,” he said, pleasantly. “We can always go to the police and tell them a few things that we might have found out independently. Things that might not reflect so well on those staying at the hotel on the night of the murder.”
Ram and Mike stared each other down for a few moments. I felt out of the loop.
“Fine,” Mike muttered at last, stepping aside and moving back inside his room.
The furnishings were similar to ours, down to the double bed and the patterned quilt cover which I now realised must have been a deliberate choice. On it, holding her knees to her chest as if scared of us, was Rosie.
“Let’s all take a seat, shall we?” Ram suggested. He gestured to me to take the single chair by the window, while he perched on the windowsill itself. Mike sat down next to Rosie on the bedspread. She swung round to face us, putting her feet down on the floor.
I couldn’t help but admire her long, slim legs. She was wearing white denim shorts, which made them look all the longer. She was what someone might call willowy.
“So, how old are you exactly, Rosie?” Ram asked, flicking a piece of imaginary fluff off the knee of his jeans. “Fifteen? Fourteen?”
“She’s sixteen in two months,” Mike protested roughly. “It’s hardly that bad.”
“Underage is underage, Michael,” Ram said casually, leaning back against the glass. I gave it a quick glance. I hoped the old wooden frame wasn’t rotten.
“Two months and then we’re free to do as we like,” Mike argued.
“Two months won’t mean a thing to the judge.”
Mike leapt to his feet. “What exactly do you want from us?” he demanded. “I’m not going to be blackmailed by some jumped-up private eye.”
Ram raised an eyebrow coolly. “I probably won’t need to. I’d imagine the police have run Rosie’s name through a database and figured out how old she is already. They’re just dealing with the small matter of a murder before getting round to you.”
Mike made a strangled noise, and looked across the room to where their bags sat on a shelf.
“I wouldn’t bother running,” I put in. “They’ll find you the second you use your credit card, or your phone. Or anything, really.”
“I used a false name,” Rosie said quietly. “I have a fake ID.”
Ram smiled at her.  “I imagined you would,” he said. “Which means that if Mike sits down and answers our questions like a good boy, they won’t need to find out a thing.”
Mike sat down promptly.
One thing I had always admired about Ram. He could get people to do pretty much anything he wanted, and without resorting to force. Whether it took a flirty smile or a casual threat, he always knew the right direction to take.
“What do you want to know?” Rosie asked, in that same quiet tone.
“What time did you arrive to check in the day before the murder?” Ram asked.
“Half past three in the afternoon,” Rosie said. I was quick to make a note.
“Right after school,” Ram grunted. “Moving on: what time did you go to the bar? We saw you there around nine.”
“Just past six,” Mike said. “We ate in the restaurant before the party came in. Then we went to the bar for a drink.”
“I saw someone from school,” Rosie added. “She’s friends with the cousin of the guy whose birthday it was. John, I think.”
“Johnny; that’s right,” Ram confirmed. “Did you notice anything that might be relevant while you were in the bar? Or did your friend have any gossip to tell you?”
“We didn’t speak much,” Rosie shrugged.
“I saw Isabelle,” Mike said. “She was barely wearing anything. Grinding up against that bloke like a slut, right there in front of everyone.”
Ram paused. “You had a problem with that, did you?”
“Of course I did,” Mike scoffed, casting a sideways glance at his girlfriend. “That kind of behaviour in public? What a disgrace.”
Rosie shifted uncomfortably, tugging on the bottom edge of her shorts.
“I believe you left a short while after we sat down at the bar,” Ram said. “Did you go straight upstairs to your room?”
“Yeah,” Rosie said. “Mike was hor- tired.” She had corrected her course after he dug his elbow into her side, but we had both caught it.
Ram raised an eyebrow. “The sight of ‘that kind of behaviour in public’ too much for you to bear, was it?”
It was Mike’s turn to be uncomfortable. He crossed his arms over his chest. “We checked in here so we could spend some time together. No point in spending all of our time in the bar.”
We got the message, loud and clear. I wrote ‘UNDERAGE SEX’ in capitals on my notes and underlined it twice.
“And did you hear anything unusual after you had gone into your room?”
“Next door had room service,” Rosie said. “And I heard you come up the stairs, I think. You’re in the room at the end of the hall, right?”
“That’s right,” Ram said. “Sharp ears?”
Rosie looked at her own hands. “I was a bit nervous,” she said. “I didn’t want anyone coming in.”
“We heard the people opposite coming in as well, didn’t we?” Mike said. “I wasn’t looking at the time, though.”
I checked Ram’s scrawl. Opposite was Andrew and Miranda. That meant, if everything they told us was true, we had covered up to eleven P.M. that night.
“We fell asleep sometime around one,” Rosie said. “I didn’t wake up at all after that.”
“Me either,” Mike agreed with obvious smugness. “I was pretty knackered.”
Information which we neither wanted nor asked for. Though in fairness, that was a run of almost four hours. They had outdone the cheaters.
“And you were woken up by the screams?”
“Yeah,” Rosie said, her face drawing paler at the mere thought of it. “It was horrible. I never seen a dead body before.”
“Me either,” Mike said, slipping a comforting arm around her shoulders. “You were quite upset, weren’t you?”
I could read what Ram was thinking on his face as clearly as if he had said it out loud. Teenage girls are prone to getting a bit upset when coming into contact with dead bodies, Mike.
“There’s nothing else that comes to mind?” I asked, so that Ram wouldn’t have to.
“No,” Mike said, and Rosie shook her head.
“Then we’ll be in touch again if we need more details,” Ram said, standing up. “You’ve been a good boy, Mike. Well done. Now if you could just learn to sit and stay, you might have some potential.”
Mike growled at us, as if on cue, but we were already at the door. The last thing I heard as it shut behind us was his voice, faint as he whispered to Rosie, but still audible.
“You were flirting with them, weren’t you?”
I shook my head as we headed not to our own room but down the hall, towards the stairs.
“Are you really going to let him get away with that?” I asked. “We should report them.”
Ram snorted. “Of course I’m going to fucking report them,” he said. “Like I said, the man’s a creep. I’ll call Fairlight tomorrow.”
“Glad to hear it,” I sighed in relief. “For a moment I thought I was going to have to get your moral compass recalibrated.”
“You can’t calibrate something that was never even installed, Will baby,” Ram grinned, slinging an arm around my shoulders. “I just fucking hate slimeballs. Come on, let’s get some dinner.”




15 – Ram
The night is uneventful, for once. No parties in the bar. No arguments before bed. No waking up to screams in the morning.
We actually manage to get the full experience as it should have been, how it is for most guests at the Inn. There’s something strange about hearing bird calls and a small horse whinnying when your alarm goes off, instead of traffic and people yelling.
I’m not sure I like it.
“The check-in book says that Reed is leaving today,” Will says, studying his phone again. “We should track him down at breakfast if we can.”
I nod. That makes sense to me. Get one task out of the way while we eat, and the rest of the day becomes that much more open.
We make our way down the stairs to the restaurant area – down opposite the bar, through a doorway which leads into a long room that ends, by my estimation, at the Dickens room. The chairs and tables all match, seats upholstered in cream damask, and there are classical paintings hung on every wall. On close inspection of one of them, they appear to be the genuine article.
Mike and Rosie are already seated and working their way through their plates. They both avoid my eyes, staring resolutely at the table or each other once they spot me.
There is a sizeable breakfast buffet laid out in a central location, so I grab a plate and start helping myself. Scrambled eggs, plus a fried egg because why not? It’s all good protein. Crispy bacon, fried mushrooms, a generous ladleful of baked beans. Two slices of toast and a hash brown finish the job.
I move to a nearby table and put my plate down, grunting in displeasure when I see Will’s plate. Half a bowl of cereal, dry, no milk.
While he gets us both a glass of orange juice, I pick up two croissants, a miniature pot of jam, and more toast. I’m not going to watch him starve today.
“We’ll be able to see Reed if he comes down for breakfast from here,” I say quietly.
Will nods. We sit and begin to eat. I notice he is studiously ignoring the extra toast, so I pointedly move the plate closer to him.
He pushes it a few millimetres back.
Oh, so it’s going to be one of those days, is it?
Will finishes perhaps half of his cereal, then sits back in his chair as if he is done. I shoot him the kind of look that I hope he knows means he’s in serious trouble if he doesn’t eat up.
Not that I can really follow through with any kind of punishment. I’m not his bloody mum. Still.
“Here he is,” Will murmurs, almost under his breath.
I look up and see Reed entering. “This doesn’t mean you’re off the hook,” I say. “I’m only halfway through my plate. We’re finishing this after we talk to him.”
Will ignores me and walks forward, trapping Reed by the juice dispenser and touching his elbow lightly. “Reed, would you mind answering a few questions for us? We’re talking to everyone who was here that night.”
“Of course!” Reed says, joyously. I bet the guy is so fucking starved for attention he would talk to us even if we said we wanted to sell him double glazing. Or entry to the Mormon church.
“Come and join us,” I say, gesturing to the empty chair opposite me. I didn’t even have the chance to get up.
“Let me just grab some food,” Reed says, casting an eye around the almost-deserted dining room. “Wouldn’t want to miss out in the rush!”
He picks up four croissants, some chocolate spread, and honey to go with his apple juice. I almost wince. I’m not going for the healthiest breakfast of the year award, but that is some serious sugar intake.
He is dressed like a blind man again: purple cord trousers with brown patches on the knees, paired with a moss-green shirt. Over his arm is draped a particularly woolly yellow jumper. It appears to feature pom poms dangling from some areas of the knit.
Reed finally joins us, settling in opposite me with an expectant expression. I fire him a smile, feeling instinctively that he will respond so well to friendliness that there will be no need for any other kind of tactic.
“Let’s start with your routine on the day before it all happened,” I say. “When did you check in?”
“At one p.m. precisely,” Reed says. “I was just in time to have lunch. May I eat?”
“Go ahead,” I say, taking the opportunity to pick up my last piece of toast and use it to scoop up beans. “And did you eat lunch here, I take it?”
“That’s right,” Reed says, nodding vigorously. He takes his first croissant, and opens it expertly with a butter knife from knot to knot across the centre. “I was sitting to the left, over there by the window. I saw everything as it happened.”
“As what happened?” I ask. Surely he doesn’t mean he witnessed the murder?
“Winter and Blackburn having their little argument.” Reed neatly cuts off both of the ends of the croissant, creating a shape more like the traditional pain au chocolat, and discards them onto another side plate.
I stare at him. An argument between Cameron and Johnny? No one mentioned this. Not in the room where we were all questioned, and not at the police station. My radar is officially up.
“What happened? In detail, if you can?” Will asks.
“It was all a to-do,” Reed says, shaking his head as he spreads chocolate across the inside of his pastry in a thick layer. “Blackburn was sitting over there, near the door. He had boxes and bags – birthday gifts. He was sitting and opening them all one by one. The waitress – the Lithuanian one – was talking with him about all his new things.”
“He came over to a hotel by himself to open all of his presents,” I say, mostly to myself.
“He was talking loud. I heard him say he was having a big night out, so he wanted to treat himself in style,” Reed shrugs. I don’t expect him to find this unusual. This is a man who is now cutting the ends off a second croissant and putting them aside.
I see Will making a note out of the corner of my eye. I lean further over to see what he’s written. Loner? Home issues?
“So, then what happened?” Will asks.
“He had one present, this fine gold necklace. A thick chain. He was wearing it in the morning, when we all sat together.”
“I know the one you mean,” I nod.
“He suddenly starts up from his chair and yells out, asking who’s got his necklace. He’d been up to the bar, see, to get a new drink since the waitress wasn’t coming over anymore. I think she was tired of talking to him. I knew the look in her eyes.” Reed moves on to cutting open his third croissant.
For a moment, I look at him with new eyes. Pity and understanding. He’s different, so he must know rejection well. That’s not an expression I would like to see on anyone’s face enough times to be able to recognise it.
“Winter was sat near him, at the next table. He’d finished eating, and gone upstairs. Blackburn started shouting that Winter must have stolen the necklace, and the waitress ended up calling his room and asking him to come down. They had it out right over there. Winter swore he didn’t know anything about it.”
“But they must have found the necklace, because Johnny was wearing it later,” I say.
“Right. I don’t know what happened after that. I finished eating and went for a long walk outside,” Reed says. He has finally finished preparing all of his croissants, piling them one on top of the other now that they are ready. “Did you see the Shetland pony here? His name is Cookie.”
“I wasn’t aware,” I say gravely.
“There are at least thirteen different species of bird living around the lake, too. I counted.”
“Thanks for the information,” I press on. “So, what time did you come back in?”
“Oh, not long before dinner. I ate here again, and then I stayed around to see the party. Incidentally, I recommend the pizza.”
“We saw you there, at the bar,” Will says.
“Yes. I spoke to Julius here for a while. About the trees.”
“I remember,” I say.
“I went up not long after that. Nearly the same time as you. We’re next door to each other, did you know that? I’m room five.”
Will nods. “We had a look at the room plans.”
“Don’t worry,” Reed says, with a twinkle in his eye. “The walls are pretty solid. I didn’t hear a thing.” He picks up all four croissants, like a sandwich, and bites down through all of them at once. His jaw stretches to what seem to be snake-like proportions.
I find myself speechless yet again. I don’t know what the fuck Kent is doing to me, but this seems to keep happening.
“You didn’t hear anything all night?” Will asks.
Reed shakes his head as he chews, swallowing rapidly in his haste to answer us. “No. I sleep very deeply. I always meditate for at least fifteen minutes before I lay down, so that I am already in a state of deep relaxation. I left my curtains open so that I would wake with the dawn. I was reading my local guidebook and waiting for breakfast to open, so I didn’t come down until I heard the screams.”
I’ve seen enough of this guy’s eating habits. With his second bite, honey oozes out of the second croissant from the top and drips thickly over his fingers. I get to my feet in a hurry. Will looks pretty green, too.
“Thanks for your help, Reed,” I say. “We’d best be going – more people to chat to. And we don’t want to interrupt your breakfast any longer.”
Reed struggles to finish his mouthful in order to reply to me. I’m fairly certain that he will utter some sort of protest designed to induce us to stay and chat for longer, so I don’t wait. I throw a hand up in an awkward wave and move for the exit as quickly as I can, Will only one step behind me.
“Aha,” someone says as we enter the main hallway. “Just who I was looking for.”
I groan inwardly. “Detective Chief Inspector Fairlight,” I say, by way of greeting.
“William. Julius,” he says. “Come and sit with me in the, ah – the Dickens Room, is it?”
We follow him obediently into the small antechamber. He gestures for us both to take a seat, which we do, though on my part at least there is a good deal of reluctance to it. This man is the last person I want to see right now.
“I’ve had a call from Miranda Eccles and Andrew Fox,” he says, consulting his notebook briefly. “Apparently, you’ve been representing yourself as being part of the official investigation.”
“We never did that,” Will says quickly. “We told them we were investigating, that’s all. They knew that we’re private detectives.”
“And you were just happy to let them assume whatever was most convenient, I’m sure,” Fairlight says, flaring his nostrils and shaking his head. “I’ll not have any more interference from you. Too much confusion, and people will end up telling you things and not us. Then we’ll miss out on important information that could be critical to the case.”
I think about making a snide remark about how people should be able to tell civilians apart from police, if they’re doing their jobs properly. But I don’t. I think Will must finally be having some sort of calming influence on me.
“Or we could pool our resources,” Will says. He has a quiet, deferential tone, but he speaks with confidence. The kind of tone one learns growing up as the son of a diplomat. “We’ve been brought in as civilian consultants previously, with the Met. We helped solve the Highgate Strangler case.”
Fairlight grunts. “Maybe you did. But I can also see that Mr Rakktersen here was arrested as a suspect in that case. Seems like you boys weren’t careful enough in the beginning about going around looking for evidence. You might have done more harm than good.”
“It wasn’t like that,” I say, and sigh. Will is right. If we want to get anywhere on this case, we need to work with the police, not against them. “Let me call Detective Alex Heath. We worked closely with him. He’ll vouch for us.”
“I’ve already had Detective Inspector Heath sniffing around,” Fairlight says. “That was on your behalf, was it?”
“He was helping us out with a private client,” I say. “We’re looking for her fiancé. Your boys had him, but he’s since wandered off again. That’s why we’re here. It was all just a coincidence that this happened while we were in the hotel.”
“Some coincidence,” Fairlight scoffed. “This isn’t a detective novel, you know. We tend to look closely at people who are followed by murders wherever they go. It often turns out that they have more of a hand in it than they claim.”
“Please, just talk to Alex,” I say, taking my phone out of my pocket and dialling. “He’ll at least tell you that you have nothing to worry about from us.”
Fairlight breathes out heavily through his nose, but he doesn’t stop me.
The phone rings only a few times before the line connects.
“Getting yourself into trouble again, Julius?”
I laugh, trying to put more humour into it than I really feel. If only he knew. “Morning, Alex. I was hoping you could help us out with something.”
“Why am I not surprised?”
I let that one go. “I’m here with DCI Fairlight. He’s running the investigation down in Sevenoaks.”
“I know of him,” Alex says, more cautiously now. “Christ, you haven’t actually got yourself into trouble, have you?”
“Actually, we’re trying to convince him to let us consult on the case. I thought you might put in a good word for us.”
“Give me that,” Fairlight says impatiently, holding out his hand. “No buttering him up before I get a chance to hear the truth.”
“I’m handing you over now,” I say, reluctantly relinquishing my phone.
Fairlight stands with the phone to his ear, his elbow propped against his other arm where it remains tightly against his chest. He wears a frown on his face, and looks down at the floor as he listens. “Fairlight here. Mm-hmm. Right… And that was when?... I see. So you’d recommend… right, no, of course. Fully sanctioned, was it? I see. Alright, thank you for your time, Detective Inspector Heath. Yes, that’s fine. Alright.”
Fairlight ends the call and hands the phone back to me, his brows still drawn low over his eyes like heavy summer caterpillars.
“Now, I want you to know something,” he says. “The only reason I am agreeing to this is because I also feel like there’s something fishy about this confession.”
I grin, and can’t help raising both fists in an expression of victory. “You won’t regret this.”
“One step out of line,” he says, pointing sharply at me. “Just one step, and you’re gone. Understand me? We’re not fast and loose with the rules out here like they might be in the Met. You report to me both before and after every single thing you do.”
“Of course,” I say, holding my hands palm-outward to prove my good intentions.
“I’ll keep Ram in check,” Will adds. Somewhat unnecessarily, I feel.
“Ram?” Fairlight gives us a raised eyebrow.
“Oh, nickname,” Will says hurriedly. “I meant Julius. It’s just what I call him.”
“Why do you call him Ram?”
“Because he’s so stubborn,” Will says. “You know, always butting heads, like a ram.”
“I thought you said it was because I’m always horny,” I say, pouting.
Fairlight looks between us, then seems to give up with a shake of his head. “So, you’ve just spoken to Miranda and Andrew?”
“And Rosie and Mike,” Will says. “Who, by the way, are not who they say they are.”
“Oh, we know,” Fairlight says. “Don’t worry. My lads are currently working on getting a correct identity for Rosie, or whatever her real name is. We’re getting a warrant in case they won’t cooperate.”
“We’ve interviewed Reed this morning,” I add. “Do you want us to go through our notes?”
Fairlight checks his watch. “Do I take it you intend to talk with all of the involved parties?”
“All but Cameron. After all, he’s under your care already.”
“Give me a full report after you’re done,” Fairlight says, reaching for the door handle. “You are officially civilian consultants on this case. Don’t harass anyone. Or do anything even remotely illegal. Not even anything which constitutes a grey area. Got it?”
“Got it,” Will murmurs. I nod enthusiastically.
“Right,” Fairlight says, with the sigh of a man who feels he may regret this soon. He leaves us there and strides away, out to the main door and the police car we can see through the glass.
“We’re in, Will baby,” I say, slinging my arm back around his neck again.
“Yes, and I’m developing bruises on my shoulders thanks to all this good news,” Will winces. “Let’s get going.”
“Ah yes,” I say. “Lunch.”
Not by coincidence, I select a pub on the high street. It’s a well-known chain, famous for cheap food and even cheaper beer. Not by coincidence, because this is where Johnny Blackburn happens to work.
I’m disappointed at first. He doesn’t seem to be on shift. But there’s worse places to waste your time than a warm room with comfy chairs and cheap booze.
As the hours drag on into the early afternoon, we sit and order food – or at least, I order food while Will tries to protest – and eat in the relative silence of the busy dining area.
“I didn’t think this was your kind of place,” Will says, as he lays his fork down, leaving over half of his plate untouched.
I sigh and give him a sideways glance, but I know I can’t say a word. “The beer’s cheap,” I point out, raising my third glass.
“We’ll have to get a taxi back,” Will points out. Is that a thread of relief I hear in his voice?
“Not yet, we won’t,” I say, getting out of my chair. A chance look across the room gave me what I have been waiting for all along: Johnny Blackburn, entering the pub to start his shift.
“Did you know?” Will asks, following my eyes and seeing him.
“Of course,” I fire back over my shoulder as I walk away. “It’s on his Facebook page.”
I stop Johnny as he attempts to walk past the bar, no doubt heading for the staff area.
“’Scuse me,” he starts. When I don’t move, he looks up, and his face softens then hardens again in recognition.
“A word before you start work, if you would, Johnny,” I say, gesturing towards our table.
“I’ll be late,” he says, making to brush past me.
I put a hand on his chest to stop him from going by. “We’ve been brought into the official investigation by the police. Detective Chief Inspector Fairlight strongly suggests you do as we ask.”
That does the trick. Johnny’s posture slumps, and he trails after me to sit down at the table opposite Will.
“What, then?” he asks. “Make it quick. I don’t want to get in trouble with my boss.”
“Rather that, than get yourself arrested,” I say pointedly. “When did you check in to the Highcastle Inn?”
“A bit before one in the afternoon,” he says, rubbing his left eyebrow as he looks up in search of the memories. “I was hungry, so I checked in, put my bags in my room, and came straight down for lunch.”
“Exactly why did you choose to sit and open all of your presents in the dining room, on your own?” I ask.
Johnny’s eyes widen momentarily, perhaps in surprise that we already have all of the details. “Well, I was treating myself,” he says. “I thought it would be better to get a room at the Inn and stay there after the party instead of having to get home. Could get more bladdered that way.”
“Quite,” Will mutters.
“I opened a couple of presents with my housemates that morning, then went to the Inn to open the rest,” Johnny continues.
“You didn’t want to spend time with your family on your birthday?”
Johnny sighs, rubbing his eyebrow again with the heel of his hand. “I guess you haven’t looked me up, then.”
“I’m sorry?”
“My dad’s inside. Mum’s dead,” he says, looking over at the bar. He looks like he would rather be anywhere than in this conversation. I’m starting to agree with him.
“Inside for what?”
“GBH,” Johnny says. He folds his arms on the table in front of him and half-buries his head, rubbing his left ear on his shoulder.
I exchange a glance with Will. This is textbook avoidance behaviour. There’s clearly more to dig up. “And what else would we find out if we look you up?” I ask.
“I did three months for ABH,” he says, then coughs, as if dislodging the taste of the words from his throat.
“Your boss here know about that, does he?”
Johnny doesn’t need to reply. His guilty look to the floor says it all. As does the panicked expression he turns on us a moment later, when he realises that we know his secret and could easily spill it.
“Just keep answering our questions,” I say, looking him directly in the eye. “Nobody needs to know anything.”
Johnny looks at the bar, to his colleagues who are already starting to frown at him. He’s running late, it seems. He gives us a nod, and leans in with his head just above the table.
“So, what happened at lunch?” I ask.
“I opened this gold chain,” he says. “Something from my grandparents. I put it out on the table, then while I got up to order another drink, it disappeared. I didn’t notice it right away, but when I did, I shouted out. There were only five people in the bloody room, it was pretty obvious who had to have done it.”
“Five people?” Will asks.
Good spot. We’d only heard about four.
“Yeah. Me, Cameron, the weirdo, Lina, and the security guard. He helped me look for the necklace.”
“What was he doing in there?” I ask.
“Having lunch,” Johnny shrugs. “Don’t blame him. It was good nosh.”
“So where did you find it? The necklace?”
“I didn’t find it,” Johnny half-laughs, half-sneers. “Half an hour later, the security guard comes up to me with it. He says he found it sitting on one of the chairs. Which is completely fucking ridiculous, by the way, because I looked. I’m not an idiot.”
I look at him, up and down. No, I think he is an idiot. Would I put it past him to have missed something so obvious? No, I wouldn’t. Still, it’s something to talk to security about.
“What did you do after that?”
“I went up to my room, relaxed a bit, and got ready for the party,” Johnny says. “Came down just before seven to make sure everything was set up, and then my guests started coming in. I got drunk, had a good time, danced with Isabella, went to bed.”
“Slow down a bit there,” I say. “What time did you go to bed?”
“After they shut off the music at two in the morning.”
“And what about Isabelle? Were you still with her?”
“I was the last one standing. Everyone left, she left. She said she was going out for a fag and didn’t come back. I thought, well, maybe she just didn’t want to come back to my room with me.”
“That disappointed you, did it?”
“Well, yeah, I booked a room so I could get lucky,” Johnny smirks, then shakes his head. “But I wasn’t even mad. I was so drunk. Maybe I wouldn’t have been able to, you know.”
Unfortunately, I do know. “Happens to the best of us,” I say.
“Not all of us,” Will cuts in archly. “Some of us know the term ‘moderation’.”
“And some of us have so little of a social life that it doesn’t matter anyway,” I say, turning a raised eyebrow on him. “Or do you have a secret girlfriend that I don’t know about?”
Will colours and mutters something under his breath, but I turn my attention back towards Johnny.
“After that?”
“I don’t remember anything. I got up a couple of times to be sick in the toilet but that’s it,” he says.
“What a wonderful end to a birthday night,” Will says. Apparently, he’s still stinging from my last comment.
“Then I went downstairs when I heard the screaming like you lot did. Can I go now? My boss has seen me,” Johnny says, leaning back in his chair and bracing his hands on the table, ready to spring up.
“Go on,” I say, waving him off.
Once he has disappeared back towards the kitchen, I turn to Will.
“What are you thinking?” I ask.
“Well, he’s got no one to prove he was alone in his room all night,” he says. “He could still be on our list.”
“Sounds like Jude had something to do with it all as well,” I say.
“But there’s something more troubling than either of them.” Will rubs a hand over the top of his head until a couple of hairs stick up like antennae.
“What?”
“None of what anyone has told us clears Cameron. In fact, he’s starting to look guiltier and guiltier.”




Sixteen – Will
Lina had gone home by the time we got back to the hotel. She would have to wait. But Stacey was on duty, and since the bar was deserted, we managed to convince her to talk to us.
She was only just old enough to be serving behind the bar. She should have been studying, away at university or college. I didn’t ask why she wasn’t, and neither did Ram. She probably didn’t need reminding that serving behind the bar at a country inn was hardly a good career prospect.
“Just pretend you’re a customer if Richard or Bev come in,” she said. “I don’t want to get the sack. I’ll make you some drinks.”
“Double measure of Jack for me,” Ram said, digging out his credit card.
“With coke?”
“Nope,” he said, then looked at me.
“Diet lemonade,” I said. “Please.”
“There you go, then. We are customers. So what times were you on shift that night?”
I flipped to a new page in the notebook to start taking down her answer.
“I started at five in the afternoon,” she said. “I helped set up everything for the party and beat the dinner rush. That’s our only busy time – lunch, dinner, and parties. Otherwise it’s a bit like this.”
She gestured to the empty room behind us, then leaned her elbows on the bar. At that angle, the front of her shirt drooped open, giving Ram a clear line of sight at her chest. Even I could see more than I wanted to, sat beside him. Probably not an accident, knowing the effect he tends to have on everyone.
Not that I can judge. I see the same thing everyone else does. Probably more. But I’m not flashing him.
Ram gave a slight cough, then examined his drink carefully. “And what time did you finish?”
“I wrapped up the party at two in the morning,” she said. “Lights on, music off. Once the bar was empty, I tidied up a bit and then went home.”
“And you didn’t see anything strange at that time?”
“No. I didn’t see anyone. I just saw Jude on my way out.”
“He was here for a long time, then?” I asked. “He started at lunch.”
Stacey gave me an odd look. “No, he started at six. He only comes on to cover parties. Other than that, he does night shifts at the weekends just in case the bar gets messy. There’s not much goes on around here, normally.”
That was something. I made a note, then waited for Ram to continue.
“Take us through your day, please. Tell me anything you noticed. If it seems significant, we’ll go into it in more detail.”
“Okay,” Stacey said, taking a deep breath. She was wearing the kind of pout that suggested she felt hard done by. I was beginning to get the sense for why bar work was her first choice. “I started out by just setting up the bar and getting everything cleaned and ready. I was on my own at first ‘cause Lina was doing the restaurant service. Everyone finished eating sometime after six so she joined me before the party started.
“The first guests arrived just past seven, as well as Johnny – it was his birthday. It was a little quiet at first, but more people came, along with some of the guests from the rooms upstairs. Then it was really going off. Everyone was dancing, grinding, drinking. We could hardly keep up.”
“Anything happen during the party?”
“Not much. I was trying to catch Johnny’s eye in case he would offer me a drink, but he was just dancing with that girl. The one who…”
Ram nodded encouragingly. “Anything else?”
“Everyone just got drunker. A couple of people threw up in the loos so I had to clean it up. And there was a bit of a catfight, some girls who both wanted the same lad. There was only a few people left when I turned on the lights and then Johnny was the last one to go up. He was really bladdered. I don’t think he was in much of a state to do anything.”
“What do you mean?” Ram asked, leaning in.
Stacey lit up under his attention. “He could hardly walk. I had to put an arm around his shoulders just to get him to the stairs. It took him a good ten minutes to get up there. I cleaned up all the empty glasses and pulled down the decorations before he got into his room. He was slurring a lot, too. He tried to grab my bum but I moved quick enough.”
I tutted under my breath. Men who think they’re entitled to a feel give us all a bad name.
“You saw him go into his room?” Ram pressed.
“Yeah, I looked up as he was going up the hall. I came up the stairs and watched him. I didn’t want him to vom everywhere. I’d have had to clean it up.”
“And then what?”
“I just went back down, finished up, and left. I didn’t need to lock up or anything ‘cause Jude was still outside, so I just drove home.”
“Alright, good,” Ram said, pausing and glancing down at my notes as if he was searching for a thread to unravel. “What were your impressions of the other guests?”
“Nothing much. There was the two couples, they were mostly just all over each other. That girl looked a bit young, but she showed me her ID when I served them. The older couple were a bit gross. I definitely saw tongue at one point. Oh, and there was that weirdo – the one with the jumpers.”
“Reed David,” I supplied.
“Is that his name?” she asked. “Well, if you say so. Anyway. He was talking to himself a bit. I tried to stay away from him, he creeped me out. He was definitely watching Johnny and the other girl a lot.”
“What about Cameron Winter?”
“He’s the one who done it, yeah? I don’t think I even saw him.”
“Not even in the evening?”
“Nope. Oh, I did take him some room service. He just thanked me and took it, so I didn’t see him for long.”
“What was it?”
“A bottle of champagne with two glasses and a note. I thought someone must have joined him, but I didn’t see anyone up there. I had to hurry back ‘cause the bar was busy.”
“Did he call down and order it?” I asked.
Stacey looked surprised. “Actually, no,” she said. “It was booked in advance. Scheduled for that exact time.”
“Okay,” Ram said, nodding and finishing the last of his drink. “That’s great, Stacey. Thanks.”
“No problem,” she said, flashing him a flirty smile. “Did you want another drink?”
“One for the road,” he said. “We’ll take them upstairs.”
“Did you manage to remember anything about Ray Riley?” I asked.
Stacey’s faced clouded over with a frown.
“The missing guy. I showed you his picture?” I prompted.
“Oh!” Stacey nodded. “Him. Yeah, no, nothing.”
I stood up from my bar stool, resigned to leaving. She clearly hadn’t given it a second thought since I asked the first time.
“Let me know if you need anything else,” Stacey said with a beam, directed entirely at Ram.
“I will, darlin’,” Ram said, giving her a wink that almost seemed to make her melt on the spot.
We’d only made it as far as the hall when he shuddered dramatically.
“What?” I asked.
“I hate playing straight. Makes me feel weird,” he said.
“You didn’t have to,” I pointed out.
“Well, we might need her later,” Ram said, laughing as he took the stairs two at a time.
The evening was spent going over notes. Ordering drinks and dinner on room service. Checking social media profiles. There was nothing on any of them that suggested they could be a killer. Except for Johnny’s ABH conviction, they were all clean.
“There is a possibility we haven’t considered,” Ram said thoughtfully, wiping his mouth with a serviette after finishing his apple pie dessert.
“What’s that?”
“Johnny’s time inside. What if he made some enemies? Or his dad did? Someone comes to crash the party, mistakes Isabelle for Johnny’s girlfriend. Decides to take some creative revenge. Maybe even goes further than they meant to, has an accident.”
“An accident with a knife?”
Ram shrugs. “A threat can turn into the real thing with a trip.”
In the morning, it was Lina who served us coffee from the bar.
“Morning, doves,” she said. There was a cheerful, if somewhat muted tone to her voice. I was beginning to realise that everyone here had us inextricably linked to tragedy in their minds. Everyone except Stacey, maybe. But then she only had eyes for one of us anyway.
“Can we have a word with you, Lina?” Ram asked.
“Stacey told me you were asking around,” she said. “I’ll just finish up with this order and I’ll come sit. I’ll have to run if another customer comes in, though.”
“That’s fine with us,” Ram said, smiling gently.
“You’re so fake,” I muttered, when she was out of earshot. Something about it was really rubbing me up the wrong way this week. Why did he always have to be so smarmy? I was surprised more people didn’t see through the act.
“Anything for a result,” Ram murmured back, seemingly unfazed.
I wondered dimly what exactly the scope of ‘anything’ was. How far would he be willing to go to solve a case? What would he sacrifice, what moral lines would he cross? As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I realised that I didn’t want to ever find out.
Lina sat opposite us only a few minutes later.
“I’m all yours,” she said, with a smile and that slightly lopsided accent of hers. I had to admit, it was very good. Almost imperceptible. “Until someone comes in, anyway.”
“Then let’s dive straight in,” Ram said. “When did you start work on the day it happened?”
“Six in the morning,” she answered promptly.
I had been poised to write it down, but I stopped and looked at her. “Six a.m.?” I clarified.
“Yes,” she nodded.
“But…” I gaped at her. “You were still on shift when we went to bed.”
“Yes,” Lina nodded again. “I was supposed to go home early but I did overtime for the party. Very important. Beverley can’t really manage with the big crowds.”
“And then you were back in at six the next day?”
Lina shrugged, smiling. “It was supposed to be Stacey’s shift. But she closed up and so I was the one who had been asleep for longest. It just worked out that way.”
“What time did you leave that night?” Ram asked.
“At midnight,” she said. “I live just down the road, so I was home and asleep within half an hour.”
“Were you tired?”
“Of course,” Lina said. “Who wouldn’t be? But I still know what I saw. I was paying careful attention. At these parties, sometimes people misbehave. Try to steal things off the walls because they’re silly drunk. I keep a close eye.”
“Tell us about the whole day. Anything you noticed.”
“Mr. Blackburn at lunch, that was the first thing. He sat there opening his presents and telling me all about them. That boy is… well, I think he would chat up anything with a pulse,” she said, shaking her head with a slight modest flush in her cheeks. “He would not let me alone. Finally, I had to go back to the bar to serve. Then he follows me to ask for a drink!”
“He was bothering you?” Ram asked.
“Yes, well, no harm done. Just annoying. Sometimes visitors are like this. They want to tell you their whole life story. Usually older men, not the young ones,” Lina said. “When he came back to his table he started to raise a fuss. He said his gold necklace was stolen.”
“What happened then?”
“He accused Mr. Winter of taking it. It was all very nasty. I had to call Mr. Winter’s room and ask him to come down. Then they shouted at each other right in the restaurant.”
“And where was the necklace found?”
Lina shrugged, glancing around before answering. “Jude says he found it on a chair. But I think something else. I saw him talking to Mr. Winter in the hall.”
“You think he took it?” Ram pressed.
“I don’t know,” Lina said. “I only know what I saw.”
“Alright. And then?”
“Nothing else much. I saw that Mr. David was watching everything from the back of the room. Then later I did the dinner service. Some guests had dinner. I wasn’t very busy.”
“Anything unusual then?”
“Nothing at all.”
“And at the party?” Ram asked.
“There was a lot of dancing and drinking. More drinking. Those young people, they were just… I remember being that age. But I don’t think I was ever that wild. The young woman who was found, she was almost doing nasty things on the dancefloor.”
“With Johnny – Mr. Blackburn, right?”
“You saw it. His hand all inside her dress. Not caring who else could see.”
“Do you think that behaviour has something to do with what happened to her?” I asked.
Lina blanched. “No!” she exclaimed. “I am not victim-blaming. I just think it is not the right kind of behaviour. What happened to her afterwards… I don’t know. A girl like that, men want to take her upstairs, not kill her.”
“But it could have been sexually motivated,” I continued. “If she refused someone’s advances, they might have been upset since she was flaunting it so much.”
“That’s possible,” Lina conceded. “But not her fault.”
“Did you notice anything in particular as you were leaving?” Ram asked.
“Nothing,” Lina shrugged. “Mr. Blackburn and the girl still dancing. Most guests had gone upstairs to bed. Some of the party guests had left already as well, but it was in full swing. I didn’t want to leave Beverley and Stacey with the bar, but they insisted.”
“I’m sure you’re a gem to work with,” Ram smiled warmly. “Always wanting to pitch in.”
Lina smiled strangely – like a pride and embarrassment all mixed into one. “Thank you,” she said.
“And thank you,” Ram replied, leaning back in his chair. “That’s everything, really. Well done. If we think of anything else, we’ll be in touch.”
“You didn’t remember anything else about Ray Riley, by any chance?” I asked hurriedly as she got up.
Lina made a sad face. “No, sorry. I thought and thought. He just didn’t stand out back then.”
I nodded my thanks as she left us. Ram was starting to forget about our missing persons case entirely. I was going to have to keep my own close watch if we were ever going to get to the bottom of it.
“Oh, wait,” Lina said, stopping right in the doorway.
“Yes?” Ram prompted.
“There was one thing. It’s stupid. But…”
“Anything you can think of might be important. Even things that seem stupid,” Ram assured her.
“Well, the speakers. That night they played the same song. And earlier in the day I heard it, too. Very strange. They normally play shuffled playlist, no chance of repeats. And the same song when we found the – the…”
“Isabella,” Ram supplied. “I remember. A couple of other people mentioned it too.”
“That’s the only other thing,” Lina said. She gave us both a small smile, then hurried on her way.
“Three people left,” Ram said, sneaking a flask out of his pocket and pouring a shot into his coffee before hiding it away again. “The owners, and Jude.”
“Jude might be a problem,” I said. “Stacey told us he doesn’t work except parties and weekends. We’ll have to wait to interview him if we want to do it here.”
“We have ways around that,” Ram winked, taking a sip of his coffee and smacking his lips together in satisfaction.
“What do you suggest this time? More data theft? A little light breaking and entering?” I scoffed.
“Relax. You were fine with swiping the guest book.”
“Yes, but that was before Fairlight gave us official sanction,” I said. “That means no breaking the law, point one. And point two – we have official sanction. We can just ask for his details and go find him.”
Ram raised an eyebrow at me. “That is an excellent point,” he said. “I didn’t care for the first, but the second was well-put.”
“Thank you, I do try,” I said drily.
Ram called Fairlight for the details once we were back in our room, and he promised us a full dossier of information on all of the suspects. We had to head to the station – a drab building - to pick it up, and then took it back to the Inn for reading.
I was reminded yet again to say no whenever Ram invited me to go anywhere on the bike.
The files held not much information that we didn’t already have, aside from addresses and contact numbers. Still, it was a lot of reading, and took us well into the early afternoon.
“Here we are,” Ram said, digging around inside his bag and finally brandishing a couple of packaged sandwiches. “Eat.”
He put one of them – egg and cress – down in front of me with a resolute thump that almost burst the packet from the impact.
“But,” I said, the beginning of an extremely convincing and reasoned argument as to why I should not.
“Eat,” Ram said, cutting me off entirely as he ripped open his BLT. “It’s past lunchtime already.”
I sighed, opening the packaging as slowly as I could without looking odd. “You have control issues,” I said.
“So do you,” Ram replied.
“No, I’m serious. You can’t handle it when people don’t do as you say,” I sulked.
“And you don’t like following my instructions,” Ram shot back. “So I guess we’re even.”
“Not even close,” I muttered, taking a small bite.
Ram wolfed his sandwich down with great gusto, and was done before I was even halfway through my first triangle.
“Get that down you and then we’ll go see our friend Jude,” he said, brushing crumbs off his lap.
I nodded mutely, wishing he would leave the room for at least a moment so that I could hide the rest of my food in the bin.
No such luck, and I had to eat the whole thing under his watchful gaze. And after I didn’t say anything about his whisky coffee, too. As he grabbed his coat to leave the room, I slipped some gum out of my pocket and into my mouth. That would teach him.
We got a taxi over to Jude’s place, at my insistence. It took about five minutes before Ram was glaring at me with every movement of my jaw.
“Are you chewing gum?” the driver asked suddenly, looking in the mirror at me.
“Um…” I said.
“Don’t you spit it out in here, you hear me?” the driver said. “If you do, you’ll be paying for cleaning. I’ve had enough of people sticking gum in my taxi!”
“Um,” I said, again. “I… won’t?”
Ram gave me a smug luck as the driver muttered something under his breath and turned back to concentrating on the road.
Jude lived a short distance from the centre of town, on an estate that looked decidedly less well-off than the historic buildings of Sevenoaks around it. We walked past overgrown hedges, flowerbeds filled only with dead stalks, and one inexplicable sofa bed parked right outside a house between the door and the pavement. Finally, we reached his address: the upstairs flat in a converted home.
Ram rapped loudly on the door, tucked around the side of the building, and we waited.
After a tense few moments, we heard the sound of swearing and then footsteps in the vicinity of the door. I took an instinctive step back as the door was unlocked from within.
“What?” Jude demanded. No shirt; mussed-up hair; squinting eyes; confused expression. It looked like we had just woken him up.
“Mind if we have a word?” Ram said. His voice was lower, harsher than usual.
“Yes, I do,” Jude said, going to close his door. “But here’s one for you: goodbye.”
“Not so fast,” Ram said, holding up a hand in caution. “We’re on official police business. We’ve been brought on as civilian consultants.”
Jude squinted at him. “Does that mean you can arrest me?”
“Not exactly,” Ram said.
“Goodbye,” Jude repeated, swinging the door in.
Ram stuck his foot out at the last minute. That old trick. It was a good job he was in the habit of wearing thick, heavy boots.
“But we can report your behaviour to DCI Fairlight and have him come and arrest you,” he said.
Jude contemplated us through the thin crack between the door and the frame, and finally sighed. “Make it bloody quick,” he said. “I’m busy.”
“Busy sleeping,” Ram commented, following Jude through the now-open door and up a narrow staircase.
“I work nights,” Jude said. “You’re here at the equivalent of my three a.m.”
“Then it’s best if you answer our questions as carefully as possible so that we can be on our way and let you sleep,” Ram said from above me on the stairs. I didn’t have to see his face to know the shit-eating grin he was wearing.
Besides, I was too busy trying not to look too hard at something else.
Upstairs, the flat revealed an open-plan kitchen and living room that had a distinct aura of the man cave about it. Multiple games consoles. Wide-screen TV. Takeaway boxes piled up on a kitchen counter. T-shirts strewn on the back of the sofa. Ring marks all over the coffee table and not a coaster in sight. Last night’s dishes – and the night before that, and the night before that – lingering in the sink.
Jude sank down on the sofa, rubbing his eyes. He didn’t seem to worry about the fact that he had effectively taken up two of the seats in the room, leaving just a battered armchair.
After a moment, I sat down on the seat. Ram perched on the arm next to me, extending his long legs in front of him and crossing his boots at the ankles.
“Hey, Jude,” he began, barely supressing a chuckle at his own joke. “Start by telling us about the day. You had lunch there, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, I sometimes do,” Jude shrugged. “I didn’t have work the night before so I thought I’d pop over. I get employee discount.”
“What happened at lunch?” Ram asked.
“Oh, so you heard about that, then?” Jude said. He leaned his head back against the sofa, sitting with his knees akimbo and his arms crossed over his chest. “That Johnny was going on about his gold chain getting nicked. Making a fuss. I had to go and investigate it all.”
“Where did you find it?”
“Well, I didn’t find it,” Jude said with a crafty look in his eye. “I just handed it over.”
“You told Johnny you’d found it on a chair,” I said, after consulting my notes.
“Yeah, well, cover story, innit?” Jude shrugged. “It was Winter who handed it over. I knew he was dodgy. He said he just found it, but I reckon he stole it and then got cold feet.”
Ram looked at me with a raised eyebrow before turning back to Jude. “Tell us exactly what happened. In detail.”
“Lina called him down from his room – Winter. He was swearing blind he had nothing to do with it. Kept insisting it was ridiculous for us to interrogate him and interrupt his day like that. He went back up to his room, and maybe ten or fifteen minutes later, he comes down and finds me just as I’m leaving. He says he found it on the stairs, Johnny must have dropped it.”
“But Johnny opened that present in the restaurant,” I said, thinking out loud.
“Right,” Jude said, pointing a finger at me with a fox-like smile. “So I’m looking at Winter, thinking, mate, I know you’ve just lied to me. He looks scared shitless – stood there sweating and rubbing his forehead. He even said ‘I didn’t steal it’ right to my face.”
“Without being accused?” Ram asked.
“I never said a word, just nodded and took it,” Jude confirmed. “Then I tell him I’ll give it back to Johnny, and he asks me to keep quiet that it was him who found it. Says the two of them don’t get on and he doesn’t want to get involved.”
This was all extremely interesting. Except, of course, for the fact that it made Cameron look even more guilty.
“You left right after that?” Ram asked. When Jude nodded, he continued: “And when did you come back to the Inn?”
“Just before my shift started at six,” Jude said. “I was a couple of minutes early, so I took my time in the staff room and then came out into the restaurant to look around before going to the bar.”
“What do your duties include?” I asked. I figured it could be relevant.
“Mostly just patrolling, looking for trouble,” Jude shrugged. “I do a bit of a circle. Start outside by the cocktail bar when the patio is open, then through the main bar, around the crowd a bit. I walk through to the front door, check what’s going on in the car park, then back through to the outside.”
“And the patio was open, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah. One girl twisted her ankle, putting her heels askew on the tiles out by the cocktail bar. Around nine or something like that, when people had properly started getting drunk.”
“You must notice a lot, with your line of work,” Ram said.
“Yeah,” Jude said.
I could feel the effort it took Ram to avoid rolling his eyes as he was forced to make the obvious question. “So, what did you notice that night?”
“Johnny almost banging that girl in the bar. Winter coming in, seeing him, and scarpering. That weird freak looking out of place. Stacey and Lina were having a hard time keeping up at the bar. Some lairy lads – they were off home before anything else kicked off. I saw her – Isabelle – out front with Winter after one, when the party was winding down. She asked me for a light but he offered her one.”
“You definitely saw them together?” Ram pressed. “Did she leave after that?”
“I don’t know, I just saw him give her the lighter and then I headed back inside. When I came around again the next time, they were both gone.”
“And was there anyone else left in the bar at that time?”
I knew what he was getting at. Johnny.
“Yeah. A few people in the bar. Johnny was the only guest who hadn’t gone up. Lina had already gone home but Stacey and Bev were just finishing up. I continued checking until Stacey had cleaned up and gone, and then finished my rounds and went home. That was about quarter past two.”
Ram looked at me for a lead. I checked my notes, and couldn’t see any gaps – anything that required more questions. “Anything else to add?” I asked.
“Nope,” Jude said. “Except for what I said earlier.”
“Which was?” Ram prompted.
“Goodbye.”




17 – Ram
“Two left to go,” I say.
“Three, if you count Cameron,” Will reminds me.
“Let’s just see whether Fairlight will let us have a crack at him first. We should be able to catch them both at dinner.”
I am sure that Will is appalled at the suggestion of yet another restaurant meal – high on the calories and low on the nutrition – but I’m getting mighty used to it. I could do with this kind of service every day at home.
There’s not a whole lot of afternoon left, so we head back to the Inn and settle in at a snug area beside the bar. Furnished with cushions and decorated with blankets, it looks comfortable enough.
I’m about to sit down when one of the cushions moves, opens a single baleful green eye in my direction, then stretches in a leisurely fashion and walks away, tail held aloft.
I think twice about sitting down on a pile of white cat hair, and switch to a chair set aside. Will gives me a knowing and irritated look before taking the seat I had eschewed.
“It’s not looking great so far,” he muses aloud.
“For Cameron, you mean?”
“He was the last one to see her. He’d been caught stealing earlier in the day, and seems to have some kind of rivalry going with Johnny. He’d had enough champagne to get him drunk, and to top it all off, he got up in the morning and confessed.”
“But there’s still the blood,” I insist. “Your instincts are right. Why wasn’t it all over the sheets? All over his clothes? The whole room? How did he manage to carry out that kind of attack and stumble to bed drunk, too drunk to remember what he had done, but make no mess?”
We are considering this question in silence when Beverley and Richard, talking animatedly to one another, walk past us. Beverley slides behind the bar before we have the chance to react, and we just manage to jump up and stop Richard before he totters off towards the dancefloor area.
“I wonder if we could have a word?” I say, quietly and calmly. Richard’s already had enough of a shock this week. The last thing he needs is added pressure.
“Oh, well, I…” he says, looking around for Beverley.
“Beverley, too,” I add. “It will just take a minute.”
“Come on, Richard,” Beverley says, taking him by the arm and leading him back to where we were sat. They take the sofa, and I lean against the bar while Will takes my chair.
“I’d heard you were asking some questions for the police,” Beverley says. “I was wondering when you would get around to us.”
I smile. “You’re the last on our list,” I say.
“We’ll help if we can, but we already told them everything we know,” Richard says, shrugging his shoulders up and down in a movement that is exaggerated by the shake of his elderly body.
“If you could start just by running us through your day,” Will suggests.
“I was up for six,” Richard begins, giving us the gentle kind of smile that leaves you unsure whether you are looking at a happy man or an imbecile. “I like to go down into the garden, feed Cookie and Princess.”
“That’s our cat,” Beverley puts in.
“We’ve met,” I say.
“Then I go and check on breakfast, make sure everything is laid out nicely. Lina was on, she did a good job. She always does a good job.”
“I got up at seven,” Beverley says. “I try to sleep in but I’m not much good at it. I knew I would be up late.”
“Then we went back upstairs for a while. We had a call with our daughter, who lives in Australia. On that face-screen-thing. She wanted to show us a drawing our granddaughter had done for us.”
“So wonderful,” Beverley puts in, her eyes shining above her smile.
“Then we sort of potter about. We’re here to greet guests, aren’t we, Bev?”
“Well, I am, Richard. You’re always off tidying vases or fiddling with the curtains when someone comes in,” she chides him with a laugh.
“Well, I checked in those two – Reed David and Johnny Blackburn. That was around lunchtime.”
“Yes, I was already checking on the lunch service,” Beverley says. “After I was sure everything was fine, I came back through and checked in that lovely young couple – Mike and Rosie. Next after that was the older couple. We had a couple of quiet hours in-between. Stacey started her shift and I was chatting to her about the party, and then I helped her setting it up.”
“I had an early dinner,” Richard adds. “I didn’t want to be about when the party was in full swing. It gets a bit tough to eat, you know? You want to go through and see all the fuss. Besides, the staff are all in the bar.”
“I was supposed to be finding Jude to brief him on the party when you two arrived,” Beverley remembers. “Richard was supposed to be manning the front door, but I suppose he had wandered off to eat by then. You were the last to check in that day.”
“Then I went to bed,” Richard says. “Just after eight, when Bev had started at the bar. No sense in waiting up, really. We can’t hear much of the music from our wing. I like to read a short while, then go to sleep. I didn’t hear anything at all until the morning. I was already awake and coming downstairs when Lina screamed.”
“What about you, Bev?” I ask, hoping she’ll find my appropriation of her nickname charming rather than presumptuous. “Did you notice anything while you were at the bar?”
“I was so busy,” Bev sighs. “Oh, it’s just a flurry, those nights. So many people, the lights, the music. It’s so noisy you can barely hear yourself think. I have to concentrate on the orders.”
“Did you see the victim at all?”
“Not really,” Bev says. “I think I might have seen her once or twice in passing. I don’t think she even came to the bar. If she did, someone else served her. A pretty little thing like that can usually find someone else to get the drinks.”
“Thank you,” I say, as Will shuts his notebook with a decisive snap. “You’ve both been very helpful.”
As they slowly potter away, Will leans in close to my ear. “No, they haven’t,” he murmurs.
“Shush,” I tell him, checking to see if they are out of earshot. “I’m just being fucking polite.”




Eighteen – Will
“Alright, time for dinner,” I sighed.
“No need to act so upset by the concept,” Ram told me. “This place is practically famous from what we’ve heard – everyone raves about the food. I’m excited to try it.”
“I’m sure you are,” I said, shaking my head. Truth be told, a little weight had lifted off me the further we got in our investigation. It was true that everything seemed to point in Cameron’s direction. But, even though I couldn’t put my finger on it, there was something about the whole picture that made me inclined to agree with Ram.
The man was innocent. We just had to find a way to prove that.
We sat down and browsed the menus, waiting for Stacey come over and take our order.
“I’ll have the lasagne with garlic bread,” Ram said, when she finally appeared.
“I’ll take the pasta,” I said. And I meant it. Why not? A little indulgence here and there wouldn’t hurt, would it? I needed the sustenance if I was going to put my mind to the test and work through this case.
Ram gave me an appreciative look, but I wasn’t about to let him off the hook.
“Drinks?” Stacey asked.
“Two lemonades,” I ordered, as quickly as I could, before he could get in there.
I watched his face. Ram opened his mouth as if to correct me, then seemed to think better of it. I smiled, trying not to be smug about it. If I could eat like he wanted, then he could stop drinking like I wanted.
“Let’s look at this from another direction,” I said. “Everyone says they’re innocent, because of course they do. So we need to figure out who could possibly have done it. Whose whereabouts were not corroborated?”
Ram scratched his nose. “If you think about it, we can’t trust anyone except Lina and Stacey,” he said. “Everyone else was still on the premises, which means they had the opportunity. Even if someone else saw them going to bed, they could be lying to cover for them. Or they could have just got up later on.”
“We knew the time of death had to be in the middle of the night,” I said. “She was alive when everyone reported seeing her last. So what happened after she was with Cameron? Where did she go?”
“That’s the million-dollar question,” Ram said.
“We just have to work on it.”
Our food came, and we ate in mostly silence. After a few bites I started to feel that anxiety again, that thought that I was eating too much. I started talking to try to drown it out.
“Let’s look at the things that don’t add up,” I said. “There’s the lack of blood on the sheets. The lack of mess in general, actually. Cameron having two glasses for his room service. The fact that he was drunk enough to black out.”
“The sound system messing up and repeating songs,” Ram put in.
“Right. Cameron not being able to remember what happened, yet convinced that he did it. The stolen necklace – that whole saga feels a bit off to me.”
“Like, why bother bringing it back if you had stolen it?”
“Exactly. And if Cameron didn’t steal it – if he really did just find it on the stairs – then how did it get there?”
“The staff were in and out all over the place,” Ram said. “Lina working such a long shift, Jude appearing for lunch. Richard and Beverley coming and going all day without much of an aim.”
“Johnny coming here to celebrate his birthday alone. Even if he doesn’t have family, why not just stay at home? Or invite friends over earlier in the day?” I asked. “Then we have an affair going on, as well as basically a paedophile.”
“Is it paedophilia if she’s only just under the age of consent?” Ram asked, screwing his face up. “I can’t tell.”
“Well, she’s legally a child,” I pointed out. “I suppose you could argue it’s right on the very boundary of decency. But even if she is nearly old enough, it’s still creepy that a man of his age would want to go out with a girl of hers. And they’re clearly having sex.”
“So paedophilia, but one rung on the decency ladder above pre-teens. Got it.”
My turn to make a face. “God forbid,” I said. “Kids should be innocent. Girls her age, too. I know there’s natural curiosity, but adults shouldn’t be the ones to fill in the blanks. Outside of an educational setting, anyway.”
“Didn’t you ever want to have sex when you were underage?” Ram asked. He had finished his food, and he tipped himself back onto two legs of his chair, balancing expertly.
“First of all, no,” I said. “And second of all, that’s different. When you’re the same age, it’s less of a predatory situation. Mike’s clearly taking advantage of Rosie.”
“So you didn’t…?” Ram asked. “How old were you when you, you know?”
I raised an eyebrow. Some kind of naivety in me thought he would drop it if I made him say it out loud. But this was Ram. That kind of thing didn’t embarrass him at all.
“Lost your virginity?” he finished, in response.
I could feel my cheeks reddening. “None of your business,” I said.
“I was fifteen,” he declared. “Sammy Martins. What a guy. Rugby player from the school team. Of course, his parents found out and made him move schools.”
“I’m not telling you just because you told me,” I said.
Because there wasn’t anything to tell. But I wasn’t about to admit that.
Nor did I particularly want to hear about yet another of his conquests.
“Fine, fine. Back to this list,” Ram said, rolling his eyes and bringing his chair back down to earth with a thump.
“I’m out of ideas. Let’s go through our suspects,” I suggested instead.
“Beverley and Richard are obviously out. They can barely walk up the stairs, let alone wield a knife.”
“Reed is just weird, but I don’t think he’s violent or criminal at all,” I said. “Lina’s altogether too nice.”
“Stacey is too much of an airhead to get it done,” Ram added. “Mike and Rose, Andrew and Miranda… I think they were all too interested in each other. They were out for a naughty weekend. I can’t see it. Maybe some kind of crime of passion if the bloke was caught flirting with Isabelle and the woman went mad, but… no. That doesn’t seem to fit. There would have been shouting, mess. You don’t cover your tracks perfectly if you’re in a mad rage.”
“Johnny was too drunk, by all accounts, and Stacey watched him go upstairs,” I said. “Jude was on duty, with multiple witnesses, and then likely went home before the stabbing.”
“Which only leaves our boy, Cameron,” Ram said, with a heavy sigh. He ran his hands back through his hair, letting it spring back into perfect place as he leaned his chin on one arm with a sniff.
I thought about it in silence, staring into the remnants of my pasta sauce. No matter which direction we went in, we kept going around and around to the same conclusion. No one could have done it but Cameron. No one seemed to have a motive but Cameron – even if anger towards Johnny wasn’t a particularly good motive.
“This is stupid,” Ram said, getting up from the table abruptly. “I’m sorry I led you on this wild goose chase. We’ve got to stop. The case is solved, and that’s it.”
I watched him walk away with my mouth hanging open, barely able to formulate a response in shock.




19 – Ram
It was stupid. The whole thing was stupid.
Who was I trying to fool, by pretending that I could trust my own gut and my investigative skills to solve the case? That’s not how real life works. I might have had a hunch, but a hunch is just that. Not proof.
And it’s not as though a chronic drunk with a sleep deprivation problem is always going to be known for having the sharpest hunches.
Shit, I’ve been wrong before. I was about as wrong as any person could possibly be back in San Francisco. I made the biggest mistake of my life based on what I thought I knew, how clever I thought I was. So where the fuck did this unshakeable confidence come from?
What an idiot I’ve been.
We’re supposed to be looking for a missing person, not solving a murder to which the killer has already confessed. I’ve let Ray Riley down, I’ve let Adelaide Walters down, and I’ve fucking let Will down by dragging him into this stupidity with me.
All we’ve done is waste time. Time is everything when people go missing. In cases like this, the first week is essential. The first twenty-four hours even more so. After a week, they’re more likely to turn up dead. And it had already been a week when we took the case. How could I have dragged my heels on this?
I pace around our room upstairs in the Inn, trying to find some sort of conclusion. I don’t work well with this kind of restless frustration. I should throw myself back into the Ray Riley case. If there’s one good thing I can do now to mitigate the distraction, it has to be that.
Will comes in, quietly, closing the door behind him without a sound. It’s like he thinks I’m sick or asleep. But I’m just mad.
“I think we should keep looking into Cameron’s case,” he says. “Maybe if Fairlight lets us talk to him directly, we’ll get some more answers.”
“It’s a waste of time,” I say. “I was wrong, Will. We’re just amateurs, remember? We don’t know what we’re doing. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve been an idiot.”
“Fairlight thinks there’s something off, too,” he points out.
“Yeah, and I’m sure Fairlight is working way out here in the middle of the countryside because he’s an ace fucking detective,” I sneer. “Not exactly the Met, is it?”
“Just because you’ve always loved London, doesn’t mean everyone else does,” Will says, pouting slightly. “Some people actually choose to live and work out here because they like it.”
“Just let it go, Will!” I explode, louder than I meant to. “I’m going through our files on Ray Riley. Tomorrow, we jump back into that case.”
Will holds up his hands, taking a step back. I don’t like to see the flash of fear in his face. I feel like smashing things up, but I restrain myself. Besides, that’s more Will’s style, and I’m the one that has a go at him for it.
“Just… start going back over the witness statements,” Will says, unexpectedly. I thought he would try to change my mind. “We have a lot of information to go through already, and now that we’re here, we can match statements to places and put together a better timeline of Ray’s last few days before he went off-radar again.”
“Fine,” I say, the heat taken out of me for the most part. I was ready to fight him, to argue my point. I don’t know what to do, now that he agrees.
“I’m going back out for a bit,” Will mutters, and then he is gone.
I should probably have asked where he was going and when he would be back, but I get the feeling that the answer would be something close to: as far away from you as possible, for as long as it takes for you to calm down.
I pick up the phone and call the room service number, waiting for Stacey’s cheerful voice to ask me what I want. “Have you got a bottle of Jack – no; Grouse? … Great. No, I want the whole bottle. Yes, just bring it straight up. Thanks.”
When she knocks on the door and hands me a tray, I don’t have the heart to tell her that I don’t need both glasses.
The witness statements can wait. I’ll take a look at them later. I will. I just need something to settle my nerves first, take the bite out of all of this. Stop the ghost of San Francisco floating around my head.
Stop the shudder that comes all the way down my spine when I think about ghosts.
One glass isn’t enough, though I appreciate the burn. Two glasses has me feeling a little righter, a little straighter on my axis. I look over and spot Will’s laptop lying unattended on the side table, placed meticulously straight and unplugged.
There’s something that has been bugging me for a while. The way he slams the laptop shut every time I walk into the room at home is one thing. One very suspicious thing that I don’t think he would come clean about if I asked.
I don’t think it’s porn. I don’t even know if Will looks at porn. But what could it possibly be that he would feel the need to hide from me?
For a while there was a little inkling in the back of my head that whispered something about an online relationship, maybe someone he met and doesn’t feel he can introduce to me yet. Or, knowing Will, he’s gone and fallen for someone based across the other side of the world while living in a city full of singletons.
But then he left his phone on the table while we ate, and something flashed up on the screen – an incoming email notification. The subject line, which I speed-read upside down before he saw, was: URGENT: B.J. WONG DRAFT. Only a snippet of the text was visible below that, but I saw: Hi Will, When will you be sending…
It’s almost a riddle. I don’t understand what any of it means. Which has me more than curious about finding out – especially if that email is linked in any way to the reason he keeps hiding his screen from me.
Still, I didn’t want to ask him outright. I mean, I shouldn’t have been reading his private messages. He has a right to his privacy. It’s not like we’re fucking dating. Or, well, fucking.
But I’m curious, and the third glass of Grouse has worked its way deep enough inside me that finding out the truth seems like a really, really good idea.
I grab the laptop and take it into the bathroom, which seems like the safest place if he comes back unexpectedly. I don’t know how I will cover up the fact that the laptop is now in the bathroom instead of the bedroom, but that’s a problem for the future.
I open it up, and am met with an unwelcome sight: a login screen.
Okay, it’s not a problem. I can do this. The user account is filled in already, so I just need to figure out the password.
Let’s see…
WillWallace
No, that’s a negative. Alright: May29, Will’s birthday.
Nothing. SerialInvestigations. SerialInvestigationsLondon. No, that’s crazy, no one would have a password that long.
Ambassador. bulgogi. bubbletea. Ah, shit, what else does he like? BTSfan. BTSstan. kpopforever. I’m being an idiot now.
Password. Passw0rd. 123456. Pa$$word.
Ugh. This is getting me nowhere. I have to think more carefully.
Will’s the kind of person that would have something logical – something secure. Like a random letter and number string. But he would have to remember it somehow, anchor it in something.
I line my head up against the keyboard so that I can see along it, trying to figure out which keys are the most well-used. E-A-T-S-R-H-D-N…
No, those are just the most commonly-used letters in the English language. Now that I think about it, he types a lot. He probably types his password far less often than common words like “and” or “the”.
I take one more guess, squinting at the screen, having to delete and start again as my sluggish fingers miss a key. willandram.
A message flashes up on the screen, telling me that I have exceeded the number of permitted login attempts and will now be locked out for thirty minutes.
Some great fucking detective I am. I can’t even figure out the password my live-in best friend and business partner uses for his laptop.
Fuck it. I stash the laptop back where I found it and go back to the Grouse. I leave the glasses on the table. All I need is the bottle.




Twenty – Will
The September days were long enough that it would be light out for a few more hours. I made up my mind to go out. I wasn’t going to help anything by hanging around Ram like a bad smell. He clearly needed some time alone to calm down.
I didn’t exactly like leaving him when he was in this kind of mood, because I knew what he would do. Even as I thought to myself that it might not be so bad, I knew in my heart that it would be. By the time I got back, he would be wasted. But I also knew from experience that I was only going to catch shrapnel if I hung around him right now. There wasn’t anything I could do to help.
Maybe in the morning, this whole thing would be over and Ram would be back on the case, determined to prove that Cameron was innocent.
I walked rather than get a taxi. I didn’t want to talk to anyone else, I just wanted to be alone. Enjoy some time in my head. It felt like there was a lot to think about, lately. I couldn’t even tell you what paths my mind took me on, but it was enough of a distraction that I couldn’t focus on much else anyway.
I remembered the nature reserve we drove past on the way to the Inn, and soon found myself outside it, walking past parked cars with their wheels up the kerb. The area was clearly popular, but even as I approached, people were getting back into their cars and driving away. It was getting late; time to go home and eat if you’d been spending your afternoon in a park.
I found the entrance and stepped in. It was quiet enough out here already, the traffic not too frequent and the town centre far enough away that I couldn’t hear anything from it. There were the occasional barks of a dog, and sometimes someone laughing a little louder drifting through the reserve. Mostly, though, it was quiet; quiet enough that the sound of a bird calling out far above me seemed to fill the whole sky.
I walked along a part of the ground that seemed better-trodden, dirt emerging in a thin line through the grass. I let it take me wherever it went, trusting the people who had come before to show me the best route. I wasn’t here for any particular reason, wasn’t looking for a particular spot. I had the luxury of wandering.
But even as I walked, I found my head turning in certain directions. I looked at a twisted tree with wide, low branches, filled with leaves now starting to turn in colour. I saw them, and thought of how easy it would be to drag someone behind them, out of sight. Visible only to anyone who walked between that tree and the small copse behind, deliberately, but hidden from anyone else.
I saw a low hummock with scuffed-up dirt, perhaps the scratchings of dogs hunting for something interesting. But in my mind’s eye I saw a gravesite, a recent burial whose scent still attracted the hounds.
I looked at a hole in the ground beside an incline, perhaps a fox den or a badger sett. I thought how easy it would be to kill someone and hide them in there, whole or piecemeal, pushing them further in until they were hidden from sight, letting the animals do their work.
A shudder ran through me. Is this how easy it was for me to think of death now? How comfortable and calm it seemed?
Was I so damaged that all I could see around me now were places a man might die?
I stopped walking and turned my head to the sky. I stayed still, looking up at the blue, tracking the flight of birds. I took a deep breath of fresh air, inhaled the scent of wildflowers, grass, trees, dirt.
Something in me gave way and I sat there on the dusty path, raising my knees against my chest, putting my palms down on the grass. I started to catalogue all of the things I was connected to here. The grass and the dirt right under my fingers. Worms and stones and bones and bits of ancient pottery under the ground. Tree roots stretched up into trees and branches and leaves, and birds sitting in them. Birds that lifted free into the air, darted through clouds, caught insects, sang.
Insects that flew or dropped to crawl the earth, to be eaten by small things. Mice and rats and squirrels that hunted for nuts, weasels and foxes, badgers, rabbits running zig-zag across the open areas. Things that I didn’t know the name of.
Down by the water, frogs or toads or whatever the difference between them was, maybe herons, ducks. Fish maybe swimming through silver-like water, their fins catching the light from the late summer sun that gleamed over flashes of scales.
And William Wallace, whatever that was, whoever that was, sitting connected with it all and yet not part of anything.
Not Korean, because I grew up here. Not English, because I was born there. Not straight, because I’ve never been attracted to a woman. Not gay, because I don’t dare say it. Not a policeman, not a federal agent, but not a failure, because we dropped out top of the class. Not a victim, because Ram saved me at the last minute. Not a murderer, because it wasn’t my fault. Not a son, not really, to anyone. Not a Christian or a Muslim or a Buddhist or a Jew, because I didn’t know what to believe in. Not a writer, because I didn’t take it seriously.
So then, what was I?
I raised my head slowly at a sound ahead. I had been sitting so still for so long, and I could no longer hear the sounds of other humans. Everything was quiet, even the deer that stood watching me curiously from across some clear distance, right from the fringe of trees.
He – or she, maybe; it had no antlers – watched for what felt like a long while, but might have been only minutes. Then she picked her way delicately over the ground, lowering her head to sniff and pull at a clump of long grass that must have seemed particularly enticing. Her slender body was followed by several others, smaller, that nosed along the ground behind her or lifted their heads to scamper a few paces ahead.
And they stepped around a mound of earth that looked a different colour to everything around it; looked freshly disturbed. Exactly the kind of mound that could be a grave. And in spite of everything, my head was back there again.
I watched them until they moved back inside the line of the trees, and felt for my phone in my pocket.
I tried not to think about the usual things as I dialled the number. About the anxiety that would cripple my throat and make me shut down the call, the fear of rejection, the risk. I just closed my eyes and let it ring.
“Hello?”
I found I didn’t know what to say.
“Is – is that Will? From the bar?”
I opened my eyes. “Yes,” I said. “I’m sorry to call like this.”
“Well, don’t be sorry,” he said. “I didn’t think you were ever going to use my number. I heard something about you and Julius getting back together.”
“Not exactly,” I said. I felt the back of my throat start closing up and an itch on the back of my head. I swallowed one and ignored the other. “I… have to tell you something.”
“Sounds intriguing,” he said, and it really sounded like it was. “Did you want to meet?”
“I can’t right now. I’m not in London. Is it okay if we just talk?”
There had been some noise in the background, traffic perhaps, or wind rushing past, or people. But it quietened, and now I could only hear Harry. Harry, the friendly yet feisty redhead I’d met in a gay bar in Soho, who had helped me set up my Grndr profile when he thought I was trying to get over Ram. One of Ram’s former conquests, himself. Except all of that had been a lie.
“Alright, I’m listening,” Harry said, a note of concern in his voice. “What’s up, boo? You don’t sound too hot.”
“Thanks,” I said, wryly. “I, um. I think I should start at the beginning.”
“Go ahead,” Harry said encouragingly. I had a moment to appreciate the fact that this man, this wonderful, open young man, didn’t have a single second of hesitation when I asked for his help. Then as now, he had simply leapt in, giving me what I needed. I hoped there were more people like Harry in the world than I had given it credit for.
“So, first of all, I lied to you, and I’m really sorry,” I said, my words coming in a rush. “I was undercover. I’m not in a relationship with Julius and I never have been. We were just trying to find a connection to the Highgate Strangler, figure out who he was.”
“And you did,” Harry says. There’s a funny note in his voice, something stiff and yet not unkind. “I thought something was off, when I saw in the news that you’d had a hand in catching him. You and Julius, your pictures were shared on a few… forums, you know. People were saying that you’re the straight one. Lots of disappointment about that, by the way.”
“They did?” I asked. “I mean… there was?”
“You’re a straight-up hottie,” Harry told me, without a hint of embarrassment. “Take it as a compliment.”
I didn’t know how to answer that at all.
“Look, there’s more,” I said.
“I figured there would be,” Harry said easily.
“I… things have been… It’s been piling up on me, I guess,” I said. I didn’t think I was expressing it right at all. I couldn’t grasp the right words, the right way to say it. A big part of me wanted him to figure it out and say it for me, so that I wouldn’t have to.
“Like what things?” Harry asked.
“This is stupid,” I muttered under my breath. “You know, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have called. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“No, no,” Harry said quickly. “Don’t hang up. It’s obviously important, or you wouldn’t have reached out. Maybe I can try to guess what’s wrong?”
“Maybe,” I said, dubiously and reluctantly, but also with relief.
“You called me for a reason. I mean, me. Not anyone else. So I think this has to be connected to the fact that I helped you out that night in the bar. Am I warm?”
“Getting there,” I said.
“Okay. And you don’t know much about me, apart from three things: I’m gay, I used to be with Julius, and I’m happy to help out where I can. Correct?”
“That sums it up,” I admitted.
“Believe it or not, I actually get that a lot. People coming to me for help. I don’t mind,” Harry said. “I actually like it. I like being able to help. So I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that you need help with what most people come to me for help with.”
“Which is what?” I held my breath.
“Your sexuality,” Harry said bluntly. “You have questions. Or maybe you know, and you don’t know how to turn your inner life into your outer life. Am I there?”
I tried to answer, but I had to swallow twice before I could manage it. “You – you’re there.”
“So which is it, hon?” he asked. “You know, or you don’t know?”
“I think I know,” I said.
“We can work with that,” he said. “How are you feeling right now? Is this a crisis moment?”
“I don’t know,” I sighed, tilting my head back and hugging my knees to my chest. I closed my eyes tightly to fight the moisture welling up in them. “I don’t know who I am. Everything feels so… disconnected.”
“Let me ask you this bluntly, and I need you to be honest,” Harry said. “Do you feel like you might do something to harm yourself, or someone else?”
“No,” I said, my eyes snapping open. “God, no. I… I just got a little overwhelmed. Ram – Julius is in one of his moods and there’s nothing I could do about it, and I just walked away, and I couldn’t keep a grip on things for a moment.”
“Alright. With that being the case, I’d like to see you in person. If you start to feel like things are too much again, you can call me. But I think I’ll be able to help you work through this better if we meet up. When are you back in London?”
“I’m not sure exactly,” I said, looking at my watch as if that had the answer. A nonsensical habit. “We’re working on a case.”
“Well, look. I don’t have anything on that can’t be cancelled. When you get back, you call me, okay?” Harry said.
“Okay,” I agreed. My throat felt thick again. “Thanks.”
“Will?” Harry said. “I mean it. Call me. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll just track you down. Don’t make me worry.”
I smiled, despite all the conflicting feelings that were squeezing at my windpipe. “I’ll call you,” I promised.
We both hung up, and I sat looking out over the darkening landscape. The air had cooled on my skin, and I felt I should have worn something heavier. Still I sat and looked just a little bit longer, until I had to turn on the torch on my phone to find my way back to the Inn.




21 – Ram
I don’t know where I am.
I look out of the windows, and nothing looks familiar. No landmarks in the distance. No indication even of the country – except, no, I think I can see a Chinese takeaway, and the sign is in English.
Shit. Where the fuck am I? How did I get here?
The banging in my head and that sick, roiling feeling of having drunk too much last night gives me at least some idea of why I don’t know. I lurch back onto the bed to steady myself, trying desperately to think.
I remember being at the Inn, trying to crack Will’s laptop password and failing. Will! Right. He will be able to help. And my phone will have other things on it, too, like Maps. I see my jeans on the floor and scramble around in the pockets.
Nothing.
Okay, where next? Ah – my leather jacket, draped over the back of a chair. I search all the pockets – but still nothing.
Shit, shit, shit.
I search the entire room – which is not difficult, because it isn’t big. There’s nothing under the bed, under the covers or the pillows, or in any of my own discarded pieces of clothing. Nor in the drawers or pockets of whoever’s room this is.
Okay, Julius. This is serious now. Think back. What happened?
I remember thinking it was almost time for the sun to go down and that it was tragic for me to sit inside the Inn on my own all night. Aha, yes, so I went out for a drink. Where did I go? I called a cab, I think, and told them to take me into town.
The driver dropped me off on the high street, and I looked for a bar.
Then what? I must have met someone. I remember laughing, joking, touching someone. Soft cotton. Didn’t I see…? Yes, that hoodie over there! That must be his. It was dark out, I remember. The air getting cold.
And what was his name?
Shit, I can’t even bring his face into focus. There are no pictures here, nothing for me to go by.
Alright, fuck it, I need to make some kind of move. There aren’t any answers in here. I should just go find this guy, figure out where I am, and get back to Will. He’s probably wondering where I am.
I head out of the only door, still feeling like I’ve been hit in the head with a hammer.
In the open-plan kitchen/living room, a guy is sitting on a threadbare sofa engrossed in his phone. He looks up at my entrance, and blinks twice, fast.
“You’re Jimmy’s, uh… Well, I mean, last night, the two of you…?” he stammers, clearly having trouble getting to the right words.
“I guess,” I shrug. “Is that Jimmy’s room?”
“Yeah,” he says. “Um, do you need something?”
“I don’t know where we are,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck awkwardly.
“Oh! No worries. I guess it was dark when you came back. I can give you directions to where you need to go. I, uh… I just wonder if you’d like to get dressed first?”
I look down, and realise I’ve been giving him a free show.
“Oh,” I say. “On that note, where’s your shower?”
I take a quick, cold shower, feeling the icy sensation at least numb my head for a moment. The pain comes back almost immediately, but it helps. Shit, I can’t believe I put myself in this situation. It starts to flood over me, then, the awareness of what might have happened.
I had no idea about where I am, the name of the guy I was with last night or what he even looked like, and I have no phone. My wallet appears to be empty, and I was laying there totally naked.
If this random stranger I met had been the Highgate Strangler, I wouldn’t be waking up to have a shower this morning.
And he didn’t even need to be a killer. He could have been some deranged stalker, some psycho who finally snapped. He could have taken my clothes while I slept and kept me in the house, isolated, unable to tell anybody where I was.
I turn off the water with an abrupt finality, sluicing drops of water off my face with my hands. There’s no point thinking like that. Not everyone on the street is a serial killer. Even if I truly believe that most of them could be, given provocation and opportunity.
Dressing in last night’s clothes, wrinkling my nose at the fact that my shirt is clearly covered in dried beer, I try to get my heartrate under control. Anything could have happened, really, and it would have been my own fault. I made myself completely vulnerable. Shit, I need a drink.
Fuck, no, that’s what got me here in the first place. What I need is to go back and find Will, and do whatever amount of grovelling is necessary to make up for the fact that he hasn’t known where I was all night.
Jimmy’s roommate, it turns out, is a decent kind of guy. He calls a taxi for me so I can at least get back to the Inn, and doesn’t bring up the fact that he had an eyeful of my dick this morning. Or that it’s almost lunchtime and I’ve only just managed to emerge from Jimmy’s bed. Or the fact I didn’t know Jimmy’s name.
Actually, he doesn’t say much at all, and I end up waiting outside on the road for the taxi, wishing the sun wouldn’t shine so fucking brightly.




Twenty-two – Will
I had spent a long morning after a largely sleepless night.
Ram didn’t leave me a note to explain where he had gone, but there was an empty bottle of the kind of drink you’re supposed to serve by the shot, not the pint. That was as much of a calling card as any. I didn’t have to have Met Police training to figure out that he’d gone in search of a pub or bar somewhere.
I had been feeling so much better after talking to Harry. Even if I hadn’t exactly made any progress or done anything that gave any kind of result, I still felt lighter. Like a weight would be lifted off my shoulders one day soon, even if I was still carrying it now.
And then I got back, and the room was empty, and Ram was off on a bender somewhere.
I tried to sleep, but all I could do was worry about him. Where he was, what he was doing. Whether he was choking to death in a pool of his own vomit or getting run over after stumbling into the middle of the road in the dark. I had the bed to myself, but that was no kind of comfort at all. I’d even started, somewhere in the middle of all this madness, to get used to the idea of him sleeping behind me, back to back.
Maybe the kind of thing I shouldn’t have been getting used to, but still.
I tried to call him in the morning only for his phone to ring in the same room, stuffed under his pillow. I looked at it in despair. It wasn’t like him to go out without his phone. What if something had happened? What if the killer had come back, thinking we were getting too close to the truth…?
I went down to breakfast simply in the hopes that he would be there, but he wasn’t. I wandered aimlessly and headed back upstairs, brushing off concern from Beverley in the restaurant. I tried to look confident and calm, but I don’t think I was anywhere close.
I paced our room, back and forth, looking out of the windows at a comically small pony and finding nothing to smile about at all.
And then he came in through the door.
“Hey,” he said, a little sheepishly.
I stared at him, and he backed off a pace. He must have seen the murderous look in my eyes.
“Um, sorry,” he said. “I’ve lost my phone.”
“Your phone is over there,” I said, slowly and carefully, pointing to the table. “It stayed in all night. Unlike its owner.”
“I’m back now,” Ram said, as if that wasn’t self-evident.
I couldn’t believe he could stand there all butter-wouldn’t-melt. Totally innocent, as if he had done nothing wrong at all. As if he didn’t know full bloody well that I would have been waiting for him, worrying about him, all night and all morning.
“Sometimes I wish you wouldn’t come back at all,” I said.
The words hung in the air between us as if frozen in ice. I knew some small part of me didn’t really mean them, but at that moment, it was true in its way. If he just left and didn’t come back, I wouldn’t have to deal with this worry. I wouldn’t have to wonder when he was coming back, like some locked-up puppy waiting for its master to return.
Even if it would have hurt beyond measure to have him out of my life, I was angry enough for that not to count, at least for a little while.
Ram cleared his throat. He had gone pale, and no longer wore the usual cocky expression that made most people either want to punch him or kiss him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I got drunk, and I -”
“You got drunk!” I repeated, not caring if other people would hear my raised voice. “There’s nothing else to the story, is there? It’s always the same – you got drunk. Blew the case? You got drunk! Forgot an appointment? You got drunk! Lost your wallet? You got drunk!”
“I get it,” Ram said, lifting up his hands, palm outward, in a calming gesture. “There’s no need to shout.”
“No, you don’t get it!” I said, slamming my closed fist down on the side table. “Because you keep doing it over and over again. I had no idea whether you were still alive, do you realise that? We’re looking for a murderer and you just go missing all night without warning!”
Ram blanched even paler. “I didn’t think,” he said. “I… I didn’t think about how it would look. I should have left you a note.”
“You shouldn’t have gone out at all,” I countered. “You should have been an adult and stayed here and worked on the case like you said you were going to. You should have waited for me to get back so we could get dinner and get some sleep. You’re not a teenager anymore.”
“Plenty of adults go out for a drink,” Ram said dismissively, closing the door behind him with a glance down the corridor and crossing over to pick up his phone.
“You didn’t go out for a drink,” I told him, snatching up his phone before he could get to it. “You went on a bender and left all your responsibilities behind. Left me, as usual, to pick up the slack. Because you don’t care about anything but getting drunk!”
“That’s not true,” Ram said, reaching after his phone and then running a hand back through his hair in a sharp, frustrated gesture. “I care about you. I’m sorry I made you worry.”
“You don’t care about me!” I screamed, throwing his phone across to the other side of the room. It landed with dull thud, hitting the skirting board and spinning back over the floor. “You couldn’t! If you gave a single damn, you wouldn’t do this to me over and over again – leaving me to sit and wait for you to show up, dead or alive!”
“I do care about you, Will,” he said, quietly. I didn’t want him to be quiet and apologetic. I wanted him to shout and scream and prove that he only cared about himself. I wanted him to make it easy for me.
“How can you say that to my face?” I asked, not shouting any longer. How could I keep up the energy to yell when he wouldn’t even show any emotion?
“I care about you more than you care about yourself,” Ram said, stooping to pick up his phone and check the screen.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped.
Ram sighed, and grabbed his duffel bag from the floor. “I need a change of clothes and some food,” he said. “I’ll go downstairs for lunch, and then get back to investigating. Alright?”
I stared at him coldly, unable to even muster a response.
No, it wasn’t alright. None of it was alright.
I sat down on the bed, facing the wall. He changed in the bathroom, then came back past me without a word. I didn’t look at him or say anything as he left the room, his footsteps receding down the hall to the stairs.
And as soon as I was sure he was gone, I swept everything off the table and onto the floor. That didn’t help enough, so I emptied my bag upside down, and kicked clothes into the air, and ripped the pillows from the bed and threw them at the TV.
And stood there panting, gripping onto the back of the chair for strength, feeling my body turn dizzy and weak from the exertion. I hadn’t eaten since lunchtime yesterday. Nearly twenty-four hours.
Slowly, carefully, I eased myself down to the floor, and started picking things up and putting them back in my bag.
“What the hell…? Will?”
I looked up at Ram, standing in the doorway with two packages in his hands, staring around the room with an aghast expression. I had heard the door opening too late to react or tell him not to come in.
His face softened, and he put whatever he was holding down on the table. He didn’t say a word, but started to gather things from the floor, putting the pillows back onto the bed and examining my laptop for damage.
“Thanks,” I said, at last, as the last piece of evidence of my moment of madness was put back into its rightful place.
“I brought us some lunch,” he said, going back to the paper bags and handing me one. I looked inside to find a steaming toasted sandwich in thick bread, filled almost to bursting with hot, stringy cheese and ham.
My knees almost buckled at the smell of it. I sat down fast, and shoved a bite into my mouth before I could convince myself not to. It tasted so good, that burst of cheese across my tongue and the warm, slightly smoky taste of the grilled bread.
Ram was watching me carefully until I looked up and met his eyes, and then he pretended to be very interested in his own sandwich. “Nothing like a bit of grease to fight the hangover,” he said. “I got two for myself. I can… We can share the second one, if you like? Half each?”
I just shrugged. I couldn’t bear to say yes, even though I wanted it.
Ram opened his paper bag, pulled out a triangle of sandwich, and put it in front of me.
And these were the moments why it was worth putting up with all of the rest of it.
“I got the security footage from DCI Fairlight,” I said, once I had eaten enough to stop shaking and remember how to breathe properly. “The night of the murder, plus the whole day before. I asked for the footage of Ray’s visit but he said they don’t keep it that long.”
“What’s the fucking point of recording it if you’re just going to delete it?” Ram asked.
“I don’t know,” I sighed. “Good job for us that the police already requested copies of the footage from the last couple of weeks. Otherwise Jude might have deleted that as well."
“Anyway. I’m going to watch the recordings. I downloaded them last night,” I said.
“Good plan,” Ram said. “I’ll go through those witness statements.”
I nodded at him. Not quite forgiven, but I could see that he was trying.
I turned on my laptop and brought up the footage, waiting for it to load. While the video player buffered, showing black, I saw our reflection clearly in the screen. Me, hunched forward and pale. Ram, behind me, rubbing the skin under one of his eyes while he read.
I thought about what I would have done if he hadn’t shown up, and supressed a shudder.




23 – Ram
I’m the first one to hold my hands up and say I did a shitty thing. I really did. Will’s right.
So that’s why I have to double down and take this seriously. I’m going to put everything I’ve got into finding Ray Riley, even if it turns out that he doesn’t want to be found.
The witness statements were bare to begin with, and they don’t tell us anything more than we already knew. I’m getting nowhere. I glance over at Will, sitting with his eyes trained on footage from the front of the Inn running at several times real speed, and sigh.
There’s nothing more I can do here. I need to think outside the box.
What’s the first thing you do when you’re looking for someone you can’t find? You ask around.
He came here to the Inn, but he must have gone out at times as well. He might have walked up and down the high street, gone shopping, had a drink or a meal. Adelaide told us he took nothing with him, so he must have needed to buy things here and there.
“Hey, Will?” I say.
“Yeah?” He doesn’t even take his eyes off the screen.
“I’m going to go out and start asking people on the high street if they recognise his photo. I’m getting nothing here. We might be able to trace his movements a bit better if he bought something or did something unusual.”
“Good idea,” Will says vaguely. He’s concentrating so closely that it’s impressive. I could never stay watching the screen like that for so long. I’m already bored of reading statements, and at least those are actually different from one another.
I pat him on the shoulder as I leave. He raises a hand over his shoulder as I pass, his brain and eyes still focused.
I check the photo of Ray in my pocket and jump on my bike, heading into the town centre where I can park up and start walking. It feels a bit old-fashioned to carry a photo, but I find people respond to it better than they do an image on a phone screen. It calls to the picture of an investigation that they see on television, draws on nostalgia. It makes them take you seriously.
I’m three shops down the high street by the time I come to my first pub.
I shouldn’t have anything to drink. I know I shouldn’t. I have to stay focused and get this done for Will’s sake. I can’t let him down. Especially not so soon after the last time I let him down.
After talking to the bar staff, and seeing shaking heads from every one of them, I move on.
I’m almost all the way down the high street and no wiser for it when I take a break, sitting on a bench and taking out my phone. It’s nearly the end of the work day, so I figure I should make the call now if I’m going to do it today at all.
“DCI Fairlight,” the man answers, clearly accustomed to giving his name no matter which number flashes up. I wonder if he answers that way when his wife calls.
“This is Julius,” I say.
“Made some progress, have you?” he asks. I can hear other voices in the background, the low murmuring of a taskforce at their desks.
“Not exactly,” I say. “Look, that’s part of the problem. I really think we need to talk to Cameron to sort some things out.”
I’m still not convinced that my instincts are right here. I can’t be sure that anything good is going to come out of trying. But Will wants to keep investigating, and so that’s what we’re going to do.
Fairlight sighs. “You’re not going to stop asking until I say yes, are you?” he asks.
“That’s a fair assessment,” I agree.
“Look, I’m going to allow this only because Detective Inspector Heath vouches for you. And his DCI, too. If you do or say absolutely anything that could put our case in jeopardy, I’m pulling you out of there immediately and I may just charge you with obstruction of justice. Are we clear?”
I think about it. Could he actually charge us with that, if we’re acting as civilian consultants? I’m not totally sure, but it sounds dubious.
“We’re clear,” I tell him.
“Alright. Tomorrow. I’ll get someone to send you the details.”
I put the phone down, satisfied. At least I’ve managed to achieve one good thing today.
The last two shops take almost no time at all, and then the last building before we return to residential properties is another pub. A chain name, known for its cheap drinks.
Well, it would be rude not to, wouldn’t it? Especially after the great victory I’ve just had.
I ask the staff my usual questions, and as with everywhere else, not a single person amongst them recognises Ray Riley.
So, we’re firmly back at square one.
I drink a cheap pint, savouring the mild buzz and watching people around the rest of the pub. There are the older men, retired and with nothing better to do than to drink their afternoons away. Some of them red-nosed and wobbly, obviously habitual drinkers for many years. A few younger, spotty types, looking like they dropped out of school to go on Jobseekers. Two or three young mothers with children in prams or being kept quiet with colouring books, eating cheap meals and talking loudly.
I love watching people. It fascinates me to watch people like these. Here they all are, stuck in their little lives with no excitement, no variation, no ambition. No desire to go out of this little town. I wonder how nice it must be to live inside their tiny little minds.
I’m not like them. I won’t end up that way. I’ll stop the drinking at some point, I will. It’s not even as if I have a problem. I’ll do it to make Will happy. That way at least I’ll be able to keep an eye on him, make sure he eats properly. I can stop drinking any time I want. It’s just nice, isn’t it, to be able to have a pint when you want one? So, I’ll stop. Just not today.
Nothing’s happening here. I drain my glass and leave, remembering what I promised. I head back to the Inn to let him know of my strike-out here – and my success in getting us that last interview we needed.




Twenty-four – Will
I wouldn’t say I was excited to talk to Cameron. That felt like the wrong kind of word. But I definitely felt like this could be our chance to make a break – to crack the case wide open. We needed proof that Cameron wasn’t our killer, something to re-motivate Ram and reinforce my belief.
And he was the only one left who could possibly tell us something that didn’t incriminate him.
Sitting down with him was both more and less intimidating than I imagined. We weren’t in some gritty, high-security prison room with our guest handcuffed to the table and dressed in stripes or orange, like you might have pictured from television. But neither were we talking to a free man. That much was clear.
“For the tape, this is DCI Fairlight,” the man said. “Present are civilian consultants, Julius Rakktersen and William Wallace. Identify yourselves, please.”
“Julius,” Ram said.
“William,” I added.
“It is 14:32 on the fifteenth of September,” Fairlight continued. “Cameron Winters is with us to discuss the murder of Isabelle Rupert, along with his legal counsel, James Dresson.”
“Cameron,” Ram says. “We’ve spoken to all of the guests that were staying at the Highgate Inn, and the members of staff. We’d now like to talk to you about what happened, in your own words.”
Cameron was visibly pale, and sweating. He toyed with the sleeve of his jumper, his expression barely changing as he nodded.
“We’d like to start by asking you to go through what happened from the morning before Isabelle’s murder, as you remember it,” Ram said. “Please, just as you remember it. Nothing that you may have assumed or guessed since.”
Cameron swallowed, then spoke in a tight, quiet voice. He was nothing like the man we had seen the morning of the murder, even though he had appeared nervous then. There was no comparison between the two. He was a shell, only.
“I got up in time to go to breakfast,” he said. “Then I went back and stayed in my room and practiced.”
“Practiced for what?” I asked.
Cameron glanced up at me quickly, as if he had forgotten I was there. “My questions,” he said. “I came down to Sevenoaks for a job interview.”
“Where do you live at the moment, Cameron?” Ram asked thoughtfully.
Cameron glanced around him. He must have thought the question was a stupid one. He didn’t live anywhere except at Her Majesty’s pleasure at the present time.
“Essex,” he supplied, eventually.
“So you got this job offer down here – it must have been a pretty enticing one?” Ram pressed.
“Double my salary,” Cameron said wistfully. “My dream job, with a company called Sennockian Prime. They said I would need to see them early in the morning for a full-day session, so I decided to come down two days early and stay in a hotel.”
“Two days? Not just the night before?” I asked. It seemed odd, even to me, to take that much time to prepare.
“I didn’t want to be tired,” Cameron explained. “I find it hard sleeping in a strange place. I thought by the second night I could get better rested. The first night was pretty horrible, as it was.”
“Why was that?” I asked.
“Well, I went down to the bar,” Cameron said, shaking his head as he looked at the table rather than at anyone else. His eyes moved back and forth, as if he was trying to watch back the scene in his mind. “I talked to this woman for a minute or two, nothing more. I was just being polite. Then I sat on my own, and maybe thirty minutes later, the security guard came over to me and said he’d had a complaint about me harassing female guests.”
“You didn’t say anything inappropriate to her?” I said, raising an eyebrow. This sounded very odd.
“No, honestly,” Cameron said. “I mean, I didn’t think I said anything. The only thing I could think of was maybe she misheard me, or something came across the wrong way. I would never… I’m not that kind of guy.”
“Alright,” Ram said, gently. I could feel him trying to be Cameron’s friend, to get on his level. To deal with him softly. “So, let’s go back to the day of. What happened after you were done practicing your questions?”
“I went down for lunch,” Cameron said, his face growing a shade paler. “I bet Johnny already told you about all of that.”
“Let’s hear it in your words, all the same,” Ram said. “I don’t know if Johnny had it all the right way around. It’s important to hear your side as well.”
Cameron took a deep breath, staring at his hands on the tabletop. “I stole his gold chain,” he said.
Both Ram and I looked at him, then at each other, nonplussed. If we were expecting anything, it wasn’t that frank of an admission. Though, given the circumstances, maybe it shouldn’t have been so shocking.
“Can you walk me through that in more detail?” Ram asked. “Start right from the beginning.”
Cameron nodded. “Johnny was being so loud, opening his presents and bragging to the waitress about everything. It was getting on my nerves. I left early to go up to my room so I could get away from him, even though I wasn’t really done. I just wanted to focus on my interview.”
“And when you left, Johnny was still there?”
“Still holding court,” Cameron said, with a wry twist of his lips. “About ten minutes later, or maybe less, I get a call in my room. The waitress said they needed to see me downstairs about something, and I went, even though it felt really weird.”
“Did you feel that you were being accused of something?” I asked.
“Of course, they said it right to my face,” Cameron said. “Johnny’s chain had gone missing, and I’d been the only one in the room, so it must have been me.”
“It must have been you?” Ram repeated. “That’s what they said?”
“No, well, it’s what they inferred,” Cameron said, shrugging. “I had been the only one to leave the room, and it was probably obvious that Johnny annoyed me.”
“And then what happened?” Ram asked.
“I told them it wasn’t me and I went upstairs. I was back in my room for just a few seconds when I saw it.”
“It?”
“The chain,” Cameron said. He rubbed a hand back over his eyes and forehead. “It was in my room, just sitting there on the desk. I had to have taken it earlier.”
His phrasing was odd. Really odd. “You don’t remember taking it?” I guessed.
Cameron stared down at the table again, his expression blank. It was as if he had gone over it all so many times, he was numb. “I’ve been having these memory lapses,” he said. “I didn’t even remember about the interview until I got an email from the recruiter reminding me of what I needed to bring with me. I had to book everything last-minute. That’s why I ended up in the Highgate Inn. I wanted to be closer to the town centre, but everything else was booked.”
“What you’re saying is that you don’t remember taking the gold chain, but you found it in your room after you were accused of taking it?” Ram said. “I just want to be sure.”
“Yes,” Cameron sighed. “I know it sounds like a cop-out. I hold my hands up to it, honestly. I locked my room when I left it. I was the one who put it in there. And then I… I just panicked when I realised what I had done.”
“You went and found the security guard, didn’t you?” I asked, consulting my notes from Jude’s interview.
“Yeah. I told him I found it on the stairs, and that I couldn’t take it back in because Johnny wouldn’t believe me. The guard, he just smirked at me. I could tell he knew what I’d done. He didn’t say anything at first, just looked at me. ‘Blue Monday’ was just finishing playing. I remember hearing the music and just sweating, thinking he was going to turn me in. The drumbeats felt like my heartbeat, so fast while I was just stood there waiting for him to drop me in it or save me. Then he takes the chain, pats my arm, and says ‘Sure thing, mate’.”
That song – hadn’t we heard about it before? I was flipping furiously back through my notebook when Ram spoke up.
“Did you notice that ‘Blue Monday’ played again later?”
“Yeah, when we all found – when we saw -” Cameron swallowed, clearly unable to bring himself to talk about Isabelle’s body. “The speakers came on. I thought about how odd it was, and how the drums were so fast – it felt like my heartbeat changed, sped up, just listening to them. I felt like I was going to have a panic attack.”
Ram took that in, thinking. I didn’t want to interrupt. He was the one that got these interviews down to an art – knew the right buttons to press and emotions to trigger. If he thought he was onto something, I wouldn’t get in his way.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet,” Ram said finally. “Let’s go back to the day before. After the incident with the chain, what did you do?”
“I went and hid, to tell the truth,” Cameron said. “I shut myself inside my room. I didn’t want to face anyone. I felt awful. Really awful. I’ve never done anything like that before.”
“Never stolen anything? Not even as a kid?” Ram asked.
“Not… well, once,” Cameron said, his eyes moving away as he recalled a distant memory. “When I was really little. I didn’t know it was wrong to take things. I just picked up this chocolate bar. My mum made me take it back and apologise. I felt so bad then. I would never normally do something like that.”
Ram’s eyes narrowed for a moment before he continued. “What did you do for the rest of the afternoon?”
“I alternated between thinking about what a terrible person I was and panicking about the interview,” Cameron said. “I got another email from the recruiter, asking if I’d remembered to fill in some forms, and I hadn’t. I had to do them online and there were loads of pages – it just went on and on. Background checks, personal details, that sort of thing. I was worried that not having them printed off was going to count against me.”
“Did you go down for dinner?” Ram asked.
“I ordered it to my room,” Cameron said. “I was still feeling… well, ashamed. When the waitress knocked on my door, I could hardly look her in the eye.”
I watched him, resisting the urge to shake my head and tell him this was ridiculous. Something was wrong. The man who felt awful about stealing a gold chain, and didn’t even remember doing it, perhaps because the guilt had left a blackout in his memory, didn’t seem like the same man that could murder someone. That could even be capable of such a thing. The people we most commonly categorised as serial killers – psychopaths, sociopaths, the whole psychiatric nine yards – didn’t usually feel bad about petty theft.
“I went down to the bar a little later,” Cameron continued. “I was feeling like I needed a drink to get my nerves back under control. That was around nine. I walked in, realised it was Johnny’s birthday party, and then walked right back out. I didn’t want to start anything.”
“Did you see him with Isabelle?” I asked, remembering seeing him there myself.
“Yes,” Cameron admitted. “They were dancing together. His hand was – well – pretty high up her thigh.”
“And what did you think about that?” Ram asked.
“I thought it was a bit… sort of common, really,” Cameron said. “It wasn’t offensive or anything, but the kind of people I spend time with don’t act like that. It’s only kids who do that kind of thing. Adults who haven’t grown up yet.”
“After you left, what happened then?” I asked. I didn’t want to get stuck on any sort of cod psychology. It didn’t necessarily matter how Isabelle made Cameron feel. The motive had already been given to us, as unbelievable as it was. What mattered was whether he killed her or not.
“I went straight back to my room, feeling trapped,” Cameron said. Curiously, a slight flush came to his cheeks then. “And then room service came.”
“You ordered a drink?” Ram guessed. I told myself I was imagining his eyes growing brighter at that thought, his expression keener.
“Well, no,” Cameron said. “I didn’t order it. That was the thing.”
Ram made a gesture for him to continue.
Cameron sighed. “It was for Johnny,” he said, clearly having some difficulty admitting it. “A bottle of champagne, two glasses, and a happy birthday message.”
“What did you do?” Ram asked, leaning back in his chair. He supported his chin with one hand, an elbow balanced on the edge of the table.
“I kept it,” Cameron confessed. “I saw the card and knew it was a mistake, and I kept it anyway. And I drank the champagne. All of it.”
“Are you a habitual drinker, Cameron?” I asked.
“Not really,” he said. “Couple of pints with the lads on the weekend.”
I made a note. He must have been pretty drunk after finishing off the whole bottle.
“What do you remember next?” Ram asked.
“Waking up,” Cameron said. “Those screams. Seeing the… the blood on my hands. On my own hands.”
His voice is shaking, and his eyes are wet. He is staring down at his hands like he can still see it.
Lady Macbeth comes to mind. But is he the one who did the deed, or was he asleep and drugged in the other room, while blood was painted onto his hands?
“What did you do then?” Ram asked.
“I got up, washed my hands in the bathroom as quickly as I could, and grabbed some clothes. Then I ran downstairs just as that song started playing, and I saw – what everyone was looking at.”
“What did you think at that moment?”
“I was – shocked. Confused. I was thinking, here’s this person dead on the floor, and here’s me waking up with blood on my hands. And I couldn’t see how that could be the case, how they could be linked. I couldn’t remember getting into bed and falling asleep. My head was pounding. And when they said – people said they’d seen me with her, the night before. I couldn’t remember that at all.”
“Is that when you started to think you might have done it?” Ram guessed.
“Yeah,” Cameron said, his hands shaking as he wiped an arm across his eyes. “Everyone kept getting questioned and then released, and there were fewer and fewer of us left, and I kept thinking about the blood on my hands and how it got there. And how much I hated Johnny, how angry at him I was before, that I took his champagne just to spite him. And – and I’d seen them together.”
“How much of the attack do you remember now?” I asked, seeing a possible chink of light through this wall of seeming evidence.
“None,” Cameron said, breaking into slow, wheezing sobs. The tears of an emotionally exhausted man. “I wish I could. I keep trying to piece it together. But I don’t remember what I did.”
“Alright,” Ram nodded, clearly deciding that we had put him through enough. “Thank you, Cameron. You’ve been very helpful, telling us everything today.”
We both stood at the same time as Cameron did, ready to be escorted from the room by his guard.
“There’s something I do think you need to remember,” Ram said, suddenly, just as Cameron was about to be led from the room. He waited until their eyes met before speaking. “You aren’t a murderer, Cameron Winter. You did not do this. You were drunk, and asleep in your bed.”
Cameron’s wide-eyed stare lingered for a moment, silent, before he was dragged away to wherever they were keeping him.




25 – Ram
“I have to admit it,” I say. “You were absolutely right.” I’m not ashamed; call a spade, a spade.
Will smirks. “It’s not often I get to hear that.”
“Well, don’t get used to it,” I say, throwing an arm around his shoulder and shaking him. “I’m back, Will, baby! Normal service has resumed. Let’s crack this thing.”
He laughs, a happy and light sound that makes something in my chest ache when I realise how uncommon it is from him. I wish he would laugh like that more. I wish he had a reason to.
“I need to finish going over the footage,” he says. “There’s only a little bit left.”
“Alright,” I tell him. “Let’s head back to the Inn and get through it. I’ll help.”
We end up sitting side by side, cross-legged on the bed, the laptop laying on the covers in front of us. We watch as the last bit of the footage – the time that is critical for us, from the evening before Isabelle was murdered through to the morning – unspools before our eyes. It’s hard to watch it fast and still see everything we need to, so it takes longer than all of the rest of the footage did before.
People move like an old, sped-up movie, jerking across the screen from the view of the front door. They gather in groups to enter the party, getting out of cars together somewhere off screen. They pass through the entrance, and we can see them progress down the hall only as far as the door to the restaurant before they are out of view. The hours pass, and then they are leaving again: in small groups this time, twos and threes, calling taxis or supported by a designated driver.
Jude appears, disappears, reappears on his rounds. People stand outside the door to smoke before going back inside or heading to their cars.
Finally, nothing. Jude reappears one last time before heading inside, presumably to the staff room where he would gather his things and leave by the back door. Nothing, nothing, nothing – until the area around the door visibly lightens, and finally a policeman arrives and enters, a colleague close behind.
“Nothing,” Will sighs heavily, leaning back in his chair and throwing his pen down onto the bed in a gesture of frustration.
“It was a long shot,” I remind him. “The police did watch this before us. They would have noticed if there was something obvious.”
“You would hope. I just felt like there might have been something, you know? Some clue to tell us where to look next.”
“If only they had installed more cameras,” I sigh. “It’s so irresponsible, only having the one. At least if there was something in the corridors, like you’d find at a chain hotel…”
“That’s not like you,” Will says, elbowing me in the ribs. “Where’s Mr. ‘Privacy from the Government’?”
“Considering I was recently exonerated by CCTV evidence, I’ve started to change my views on it,” I tell him, ignoring the jab. “I mean, the government are still pigs and all. I just can see how surveillance can be used as a preventative measure against crime.”
“If they one day manage to prevent all crime, we’ll be out of a job,” Will reminds me.
“Not so, we’ll still be able to track down lost cats,” I say with a grin.
“Cats don’t get lost,” Will frowns. “They just decide to live somewhere else for a while.”
“Then I guess we’ll be out of a job,” I laugh.
“I guess it’s easy for you to stop caring. You don’t have any secrets.”
I give him an odd look. Strange of him to forget. “I have one.”
There’s a pause, the air pregnant with the elephant in the room.
“We share San Francisco,” Will says, at length. “It’s not a secret if more than one person knows about it.”
“Still,” I say. “I wouldn’t want the government finding out. Or the police, for that matter.”
For another long moment, Will’s hand strays on top of mine. The lightest touch, but a reminder that what we went through was together. I have the urge to tear my hand away, because I don’t deserve his comfort. Not for what I did.
But he deserves to have it from me, so I resist.
“I’m going to watch through one more time,” Will says. “What time was it, when the chain went missing?”
“I’m not sure,” I say, looking through his hand-written notes. All neatly legible, and organised by a new page for each speaker. “Everyone told us lunchtime, I don’t think we have a specific time.”
Will drags a slider, trying to find the right moment to check. “One, maybe? Twelve?”
“Go back to just before twelve, and we can go from there.”
“Wait a second…” Will hunches forward, focused intently on the screen. “There’s something… wait, this is – this isn’t right!”
“What is it?” I ask.
“Let me check again – no, this isn’t… Ram, I’ve got it,” he says. “Just watch closely, right?”
“I’m watching,” I assure him.
“Watch everything. I’m pressing play just past one in the afternoon. Ready?”
I make an impatient motion, and watch the screen. Nothing happens. There’s no one in the hallway, no one coming out or going into the building. Nothing happens at all.
“There!” Will says triumphantly, hitting the spacebar to pause the footage. “Did you see it?”
“I didn’t see anything,” I say.
“Watch again,” Will says. He drags the slider back, then presses play again. This time, he holds his finger near the edge of the screen, on the timestamp that ticks forward incessantly in the corner.
13:12. 13:14. 13:16. It ticks onwards in increments, time sped forwards. 13:18. 13:20. 13:30 –
Wait. What?
“The time,” I say, excited now as well.
“Just under ten minutes of missing footage,” Will confirms. “Someone came in, or out. They must have.”
“And they don’t want us to know about it,” I add. “Wait, this was the lunchtime of the day before, right? So, it has to do with the gold chain.”
“That’s right,” Will said. “I don’t know how, but it must be linked somehow. It has some kind of bearing on the whole case, I know it. Remember how Cameron said he couldn’t remember taking the chain, that it was something he would never do?”
My mind is racing ahead. “What about the night – when the murder would have taken place?”
Will nods, and speeds the slider forwards. Action unfolds before us so quickly there’s no time to take it all in and interpret what our eyes have seen. Then the clock shows 1:45 – right before the window in which everyone allegedly went to bed, and in which Isabelle must have been killed.
Jude appears outside the building for his final check at 2:02, jumping around on the screen even at this much reduced frame rate, looking around rapidly and going back inside. 2:04. The building seems quiet, the party done. 2:06. 2:08. 2:10.
3:10.
“Jesus fucking Christ,” I say under my breath.
“A whole hour missing,” Will says. “How did they not see this?”
“You missed it, the first time,” I point out. “It all looks innocent. Nothing was happening around then anyway. It looks like all is peaceful and quiet. No patterns to be disturbed, no fading light, no people disappearing into thin air.”
I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial his number before Will has to say it. I switch on the speakerphone so we can both hear.
“DCI Fairlight.”
“Fairlight – we’ve found something,” I say. “The CCTV footage. Get your team to look at the timestamps again.”
“The timestamps?” he repeats. “What’s wrong with them?”
“There’s missing time. Ten minutes around lunchtime, followed by an hour after two in the morning. It jumps right ahead to just after three. That matches with the potential window for Isabelle’s murder. Someone must have tampered with the footage.”
Fairlight grunts. “This isn’t one of your far-fetched detective shows,” he says. “That sounds like a software glitch to me. They come up all the time. The camera probably switched off to regain battery or to buffer the recordings. It just came back on again when it was ready.”
“Seriously?” I say.
“It’s at the exact right time,” Will says. “That would be a huge coincidence.”
“Contrary to what some people may tell you, coincidences do happen,” Fairlight says. “We had a bloke a few years back, managed to try and deliver a parcel at exactly the same time the homeowner lost control of his ride-on mower. That wasn’t pretty stuff, believe me. But it wasn’t some home electrical goods conspiracy – poor bloke was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“You’re not even going to look into it?” I ask.
“We’ll have a check,” Fairlight says. Why do I get the feeling that he sees us as a couple of annoying kids to be humoured and then ignored? “But we’ve got more promising lines of enquiry to follow. To be honest, I think Winter is going down for this. We’ve got a trial date through already.”
“That quick?” I ask.
“Well, he confessed. It’s an open and shut case. A clear win for the prosecution. We’re going ahead with it, so you boys need to make a move soon if you’re going to.”
This is our move, I want to tell him. But I tell him goodbye instead and put the phone down, my brain working.
“Alex,” Will says, at exactly the same time that the thought comes into my head, too.




Twenty-six – Will
As Ram sat on the phone with Alex, trying to convince him that this was worth an investment of the Met’s time and energy – which was likely to be a losing battle – my mind was still working. If someone meddled with the footage, when or where did they do it?
If it was done on site – maybe by turning the cameras off and then on again manually – then it had to be a member of staff, or someone who was on site and had the opportunity to get into the controls.
The only way I could think of it being an outside party would have been if the raw footage itself had been doctored. And how would that work? Maybe it could be edited at source, a chunk of time deleted and removed from the file’s memory. Maybe through some kind of programming, taking the delivered footage from the Inn and altering it – but then it would have to have been done while it was in police custody.
Which was a chilling thought, and certainly not the first place my mind was willing to go.
So, if it had to be someone in the Inn itself, then we had a list of everyone who was around on both days. And since there were two days covered, we could go through those lists and eliminate anyone who was present at one but not at the other.
I went through my notes, quickly, checking the names of those who were already at the Inn for the lunch service and would have known to make the changes: Reed, Johnny, Cameron, Lina, Jude, Beverley, Richard.
And again for those who were still in the Inn, or at least could have been, when Isabelle was killed: Reed, Miranda, Andrew, Mike, Rosie, Cameron, Jude, Beverley, Richard – and Ram and I.
Lina had gone home, witnessed by several others. And Stacey was presumably gone too, but she would have used the staff exit, and the car park wasn’t covered by the camera. So, I had to add her to the list – there was no way to be sure that she really had gone home.
The overlap was much smaller: Reed, Johnny, Cameron, Jude, Beverley, Richard.
And while I thought about it, there was something else I had been meaning to look up. I pulled out my phone and typed something in quickly, checking the search results.
“Well, will you at least fucking talk to him?” Ram asked, rubbing a hand across his forehead in frustration. “No, I know it’s not your jurisdiction, but that’s not the point, is it? No, it isn’t, because this poor fucker is going down for something he didn’t do! Oh, yes, I’m sure that will be a great help… Thanks a fucking bunch, Alex.”
Ram pulled the phone away from his ear and jabbed at the screen to end the call, groaning in frustration.
“Alex won’t help?”
“He says his job would be on the line if he used Met resources to investigate a case that was already assigned elsewhere, without permission,” Ram explained. “He tried to give me some big speech about departments and protocol and stepping on toes.”
“Well, it’s not as if he owes us anything. And we can still look at things from our side,” I said, feeling much more optimistic than Ram looked. “All is not lost. Look at this: there were only six people who were on the site at both times, and therefore had the opportunity to either switch off the cameras or delete bits of footage without anyone else knowing.”
Ram looked over my list. “Bad news is our boy is on there,” he pointed out.
“Good news is, he’s not alone,” I countered. “Johnny has a record, remember. ABH. We should have made more of that at the time. Look, we know someone’s lying, so why not him? Richard and Beverley I’m not convinced on, I don’t think they would be strong enough to pull something like this off.”
“Mentally, maybe,” Ram said. “But physically, you probably have a point. Richard bounds about like a spring chicken, but his left knee hardly bends, and he doesn’t have a lot of mobility in his wrists and hands.”
“Beverley I just don’t see having it in her. Stabbing, it’s more of a man’s crime, right? I might be tempted to dismiss that stereotype if she was younger and fitter, but…”
“So we have four,” Ram said. “Reed’s an odd one – we both noticed that, and so did all the others. That doesn’t mean he’s a killer. But he is weird.”
“Personally, I kind of like him,” I smiled. “He’s what they call an odd bird. Just born in the wrong time or place, or something. He seems harmless.”
“Well, there’s only one way to find out,” Ram said, patting my knee with a decisive pace. “Let’s focus in on those four.”
“There’s something else, too,” I said, holding up my phone and showing him the screen. “Sennockian Prime – that’s the company Cameron said he had an interview with. It doesn’t seem to exist. No Companies House listing, no Maps result, no social media, only a website with very little information and no way to contact them. And check this: I cross-referenced the content on the ‘About’ page. It’s lifted straight from a different company’s site, and that one definitely does exist.”
“Huh,” Ram said, looking at the evidence on the screen in front of him. “That’s another question mark in a whole box of question marks.”




27 – Ram
“Ah, my two favourite ladies,” I say, slipping onto a stool at the bar.
Lina laughs, but Stacey shoots me a look that is pure flirtation. “Can I get you something?” she asks.
“Yeah, I’ll have another Grouse. Make it a double,” I tell them. “How’s it going? Quiet night?”
“Weekdays usually are,” she says, grabbing a glass and fitting it to the optics. “Almost everyone has checked out. Just you two left, and a couple of boring old businessmen who are in town for meetings. They’ve not come back yet, so I guess they’re out with the company.”
That’s a shame. Seems like we missed our chance to talk to Reed again. If it becomes an issue, we can always ask Fairlight to track him down.
Unless he’s actually the killer and has just got on a plane to Barcelona, from where he will transfer to Peru and never be seen again; but that’s probably just speculation.
“No Will with you tonight?” Lina asks.
“He’s upstairs,” I shrug. “He doesn’t mind being cooped up all day and night working on a case. Me, I’m a social animal. I have to get out and see humans otherwise I go stir crazy.”
“What’s the deal with you two, anyway?” Stacey chips in. “Lina said you’re -”
“Lina said nothing,” Lina interrupts quickly, blushing a little.
“Lina said you’re a couple,” Stacey continues, ignoring her.
I laugh heartily. “We’re not a couple,” I say. “We just couldn’t get two separate rooms when we first checked in.” I still don’t see the point in telling her that I’m gay.
“So, are you single then?” Stacey asks.
Lina tuts loudly, earning herself a sharp look from the younger woman.
“A complete bachelor,” I grin.
“No girlfriend at all? You must have broken up with someone recently,” Stacey says, eager to get to the bottom of whatever criteria she is ticking off in her head.
“I haven’t had a girlfriend in years,” I say. Not only do I want her on-side, but it’s always fun to skirt the truth like this. To see how much of it I can tell before I’m forced into a lie. “Too much work to focus on.”
“I can’t believe it,” she says, her eyes gleaming. “But you must have had, you know, the odd fling. A night here and there.”
“I’ve been known to check the old dating apps,” I agree, giving her my best wolfish look. “If the occasion calls for it, and I have a room to myself to use.”
“You know, most of the rooms upstairs are empty now,” Stacey says, ignoring a dramatic cough and splutter from Lina.
I lean forward slightly on the bar. “Wouldn’t Jude object to guests going into places they shouldn’t?”
“Oh, him,” Stacey says dismissively. “He doesn’t do that good of a job. And he’s not here tonight, anyway. And even if he was, I’m higher up than him.”
“You are?” I raise an eyebrow.
“Yep, I’ve been here longer. Two years next month.”
“Wow. So, how long has Jude been here?” I ask. Slowly does it: we’ll get to the information I really want.
“Let me think – two months, maybe? Three?” Stacey says, looking to Lina for confirmation.
“Two and a half, I think,” Lina says.
This is news to me. Very interesting news. So, Jude hasn’t been around for as long as we would have thought.
I get a text alert on my phone, and look down at the screen. It’s a message from Will.
Pizza guy is outside. Go pay him.
I get up from the bar, draining my glass and raising it to Stacey and Lina in salute. “Well, that’s me,” I say. “Have a good night, ladies. See you tomorrow.”
“Night,” Stacey says, almost shouting it in her desperation to bring my attention back to her. It doesn’t matter how hard she pouts. I’m not going to be going into an empty room with her after her shift ends.
I grab our delivery from a teenager on a motorbike at the door, relief flooding his face when he sees me. He was probably too scared to go inside. This place will have gained a local reputation already, and it will either entice visitors or drive them away.
Upstairs, I fold the lids of the boxes underneath them to make them more compact, and lay out our food across the bed so that Will and I can both reach everything at the same time from our seated positions against the headboard.
“I spoke to Fairlight,” Will says, picking a piece of mushroom off the top of a slice and eating it.
“Yeah? What did he say?” I ask. I’m not mad that he would have called him behind my back. It’s not like I was having a great success rate.
“Predictably, he started by telling me to leave him alone about the video footage,” Will says, smiling wryly. “But then I asked him about Johnny’s conviction. He put me on the phone with some junior detective, who had to sit there and read out notes from his screen. All very tedious for him, I’m sure.”
“And?” I ask, scooping up a slice and biting off the end of the triangle.
“This isn’t on his official record, but apparently he was brought in for questioning about six months ago,” Will says, looking extremely smug. “About a fellow employee who went missing, and hasn’t yet been found.”
I look at him with wide eyes. Greasy cheese slides down off my slice, hitting the cardboard pizza box with a plop that brings me back to reality. “A missing persons case,” I say, more to myself than anything, hastily scooping the cheese back up.
“Coincidence?” Will says, eating another mushroom.
“Coincidences do happen,” I say, in my best gruff Fairlight impersonation. “But that seems like a bit of a stretch.”
“Well, here’s one more,” Will says. “He was staying at the Highgate Inn for the night when Ray Riley went missing. And he was also booked in for a one-night stay when this other missing person’s case cropped up.”
“Holy shit,” I say. “That’s definitely more than a coincidence. This guy is the biggest and reddest of all red flags.”
“We should go back and talk to him again,” Will replies, grinning.
“Abso-fucking-lutely,” I agree. “Just as soon as you eat an actual slice of pizza.”
Will gives me a put-upon look.
“You just got us a big break in this case,” I say. “You earned it.”
Begrudgingly, but seemingly accepting my logic, he takes a slice and begins to delicately eat it. He reminds me of a housecat, kept by some rich old lady in diamonds and furs, prissy about so much as stepping on the grass and getting its paws wet.
Of course, I’m not about to tell him that. I might be brutally honest from time to time, but I’m not an idiot. He knows where I sleep.
And where I keep my hair products.




Twenty-eight – Will
We found Johnny at home, off-shift. It was easy enough to get his address once his boss heard that we were consulting with the police. It’s like a magical password. He wasn’t even legally obligated to give us anything, but we weren’t about to correct that misconception.
“How are we playing this?” Ram asked me, outside the flat.
“He’s got a temper problem,” I said. “If anyone knows about having a short fuse, it’s me.”
Ram gave me an oh-you-think-so? kind of look that I chose to ignore.
“We go up there and start telling him we know what he did,” I said. “Layer it up, accusation on accusation. Make him angrier and angrier until he snaps. Get him to confess. Hell, even if he hits one of us, we can have him taken in on assault charges.”
“I’m not very keen on that last part,” Ram said, twisting his mouth. “What if he hits you?”
“Well, I’m prepared for that,” I said.
“No chance.” Ram shook his head. “If he hits me, fine. But not you. You should get behind me if he starts getting worked up.”
“Why is it okay for you to get hit and not me?” I asked.
“Don’t pout,” Ram threw over his shoulder. “We’re going in.”
I scowled, but followed him as he walked up to the door and pressed the buzzer. Johnny allowed us in, perhaps not realising it was us. I don’t think he would have been so quick to unlock the door if he had known.
But we were in before he had a chance to change his mind.
“What is it this time?” Johnny asked, sighing as we walked into his sparse living room and faced him.
“We’ve got a few more questions for you,” I said.
“There are some things you didn’t think to mention to us before, aren’t there, Johnny?” Ram asked.
He looked from me to Ram and back again, a frown wrinkling his forehead and pushing his eyes together. “What do you mean?”
“You forgot that you’d been questioned by the police a few months ago, did you?” Ram asked, his tone accusatory and aggressive – exactly the right kind of inflection that could drive someone to anger.
Johnny’s expression hardened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Johnny, we’re working with the police. Did you really think that we wouldn’t find out?” I said. “Come on. You were suspected of involvement in the disappearance of one of your colleagues.”
“Not the last person to disappear around here, we might add,” Ram said. “Turns out that someone staying at the Highgate Inn also vanished without a trace recently.”
“And then there’s Isabelle,” I said, volleying back and forth with Ram to prevent Johnny from having any time to cool down. “Who just happens to turn up dead at the Highgate Inn, the night you’re staying there, after dancing with you all night.”
“And why do you stay at the Highgate Inn so regularly, anyway? You live less than thirty minutes away. What’s that about?”
“Is that where you like to go to try and cover your tracks? Is that how you think you’re going to get away with all of it, by putting yourself in a different environment? Were you really that thick you didn’t think we’d all put it together?”
“What happened, Johnny?” Ram asked. “You need to tell us. If you don’t, they’re going to lock you away for a very long time. Previous conviction for violent assault, followed by a murder? They’ll throw the book at you.”
Johnny’s face contorted, through confusion and past disbelief to outrage. “I didn’t -” he started, but I cut him off.
“Did she blow you off when you tried to get her upstairs?” I said. “Did that make you mad? Did you lose control?”
“Did you just lash out, Johnny?” Ram followed up. “It was so easy, wasn’t it, to just lash out with that knife…”
Johnny’s face was red, his veins bulging at his forehead and neck. His fists were opening and closing at his sides. He looked positively murderous.
“I didn’t do anything!” he managed to get out.
“Do you think anyone is going to believe that?” Ram asked. He took a step forward, in front of me. I wanted irrationally to go one better and step in front of him, but I controlled myself. “Do you think anyone’s going to look at your record of violence and believe you aren’t a murderer?”
“Low-income job,” I said. “Previous conviction. Connection to a missing person. This wasn’t even your first murder, was it?”
“Everyone already thinks you’re scum,” Ram said. “This just confirms it.”
Johnny growled, low in his chest, a strangled noise that was anger with no outlet. His arms were moving almost of their own accord now, the muscles bunching, ready to strike.
He shook his head, bared his teeth, spun around, and punched a fist hard into the wall at his left side.
Ram and I watched, awestruck, as he cradled his broken and scuffed fingers with his left hand, the rage flooding out of him with the release. He sat, his face paling, as a single tear worked its way out of his closed eyes.
We both waited in silence for him to say something. We were on tenterhooks. Either he was about to confess his involvement in a murder, or something very different was going on. But which was it?
“What’s happening, Johnny?” Ram asked, at length. “Talk to us.”
Johnny drew a ragged breath, and opened his eyes. “You fucks are trying to make me confess to something I didn’t do,” he said. “Which I don’t appreciate.”
“But what did the wall ever do to you?” Ram pushed. “You could have hit me.”
“I’m trying to break those habits,” Johnny said, his nostrils flaring. “And you’re not making it easy, believe me.”
“You need to make it easy for us.”
Johnny sank down onto the sofa, still cradling his hand. He looked tired, drawn, when he next spoke. “I’ve been staying at the Inn because I’m going through counselling,” he said.
This was an unexpected turn.
“What kind of counselling?” I asked, picking just one of the many questions that had come into my head.
“Anger management,” Johnny said, staring up at the cracked plaster on that spot on the wall. His eyes looked hollowed-out. “Court mandated at first. I finished the course they sent me on and it wasn’t enough. I could still feel I was ready to blow.”
“Why the Inn?” Ram asked.
“Neutral territory,” Johnny shrugged. “And I couldn’t do it here. Roommates. Didn’t want to go to some stuffy office. I wanted to be comfortable. Have food and drink on hand, people waiting on me. No need to do chores or make the bed. I can just think about the therapy while I’m there, work on that and nothing else.”
“You have to admit it still doesn’t look great,” I said. “You’ve admitted you have an anger problem and a violent past. And you’re the last person we know to have had contact with Isabelle.”
“Cameron Winter is the last person to have had contact with her,” Johnny sneered. “He’s the one that killed her. And even before that, Jude saw them together.”
“We haven’t been able to corroborate that,” Ram said. “But we saw you with our own eyes, dancing with her.”
Johnny passed his uninjured hand across his face. “She was hot,” he said, a small shake in his voice. “Why would I want to kill her? Even if I struck out, I’m not… I’m not going to kill a woman just for not wanting to sleep with me.”
Ram and I exchanged a meaningful glance, messages transmitted between our eyes. It seemed we were both on the same page with this one.
“Get those fingers wrapped up,” Ram said. “And maybe consider getting a new therapist.”
“You don’t get it,” Johnny said, smiling ruefully, no real humour in it. “The way I used to be, I would have nutted you just for walking in the door. This is progress.”
“We’ll take your word for it,” I said. “We’ll be back if we need anything else.”
Johnny gave me a blank, dead-eyed stare. The look of a man who is attempting to turn his emotions off completely, to stop his reaction. In a way, it was more haunting than many other things I had seen.
We were silent as we left the flat, silent walking down the street. I was a little shaken from our interaction, and perhaps Ram was too. Not that I would ever have expected him to admit it. But there was one conclusion that I kept coming back to, even as my thoughts circled and circled.
“I believe him,” I said, as we walked to find a taxi.
“I hate to say it, but I do too,” Ram said, twisting his mouth in disappointment. “I wanted it to be him. But he’s too genuine. That wasn’t a scripted reaction. We really did work him up, and he decided to hurt himself rather than us.”
“So, he’s not the one,” I said. “And we’re back where we started.”
“Back looking at Cameron facing life in prison,” Ram agreed, taking a flask out of the inside pocket of his jacket and throwing his head back to drink.




29 – Ram
Where do we even go from here?
“It has to be the CCTV tapes,” I say, climbing out of the taxi and waiting for Will to catch up with me as it speeds away. “That’s the only lead we have left.”
“Find out who tampered with them, find out who did it?” Will asks.
“Exactly. We need to know the security situation. Where are the tapes kept? How do you control the cameras? Is this something that could have been done by just anyone, or is access restricted?”
“Problem is,” Will says, popping a piece of gum into his mouth and starting to chew it. “Who do we ask? The only people who might know are suspects, or are very close to those who are.”
“Richard,” I say decisively, looking ahead instead of at his jaw and gritting my teeth against saying something. “We’ve already ruled him out, haven’t we?”
“Unless he’s one of those old detective movie tropes.”
I look at Will for clarification as we enter the Inn.
“You know,” he continues. “He can’t possibly have done it because of his injuries, but then at the end they reveal that he could walk fine all along and is much stronger than he pretended.”
That’s a disturbing image.
A very disturbing image, actually.
“Nah,” I decide. “He’s old. I mean, he’s really old. I’m buying it.”
“Just let it be known that you were the one who was fooled, and I was the one with the open mind,” Will says, shrugging his shoulders with an infuriating grin.
We head further into the Inn, rounding the corner into the bar, where we find Richard sitting with that fluffy white cat of his.
“Ah, Richard!” I say, as if it was a total coincidence for us to meet and we hadn’t actively been looking for him.
“Hullo, gents,” he says, stroking the cat calmly.
“Mind if we join you?” I ask. I wait, as if it was actually a request.
“Of course,” Richard says. “Happy to have company. Always nice to have a lazy afternoon, isn’t it?”
We agree and sit. Will sits as far as possible from the cat, which makes me want to laugh out loud, but I don’t want to spook our host.
“Can I get you some drinks?” he asks, making to lift his old body out of his seat.
“Not at the moment,” I say, hastily. The last thing we want is to wait four years for him to make his way over there and back again. “I don’t want to disturb you. You just relax.”
“I don’t mind,” Richard says, though he settles back in his seat and makes no further move. “It’s my job.”
“We’re just facing an empty afternoon ourselves,” Will says. “It’s nice to find someone to chat to. It’s a little quiet around here in the week, isn’t it?”
“Yes, well, we had a couple of cancellations,” Richard says, his expression turning downcast. “People heard about the, ah…” He trails off, his hand waving in the vague direction of the dancefloor where Isabelle had lain dead.
“It’s a shame,” I sigh. “You’ve got us for a bit of extra time, though.”
“Yes, that is a boon,” Richard says, his expression quickly turning to a smile. It doesn’t seem to take much to cheer him up.
“We’re almost done now,” Will says. “Just wrapping up the investigation.”
“Oh? I suppose there wasn’t much to do, given that he handed himself in,” Richard says. He has a good-natured tone and expression, but I wonder if he is trying to dig for information. Or is that just paranoia?
“No, just checking statements and looking at the CCTV,” Will says.
“Yes, your man, ah – DCI Fairlight – already had a word with me about that,” Richard says, shaking his head and lifting a finger to wag in the air. “Our system isn’t good enough. Needs more angles. That’s what he says.”
“I tend to agree,” I tell him. “There should be some coverage of the hallways at least. And maybe the bar – what if a drunken fight broke out and someone decided to press charges?”
“Well, it’s a little cynical,” Richard said doubtfully.
“Or what if someone caused deliberate damage, and you needed proof to claim your insurance?” Will pointed out. “You should look into it, really. Get some more cameras set up.”
“It’s not my domain, really,” Richard shrugged helplessly. “I don’t understand it all. I leave all that to Jude.”
“Oh, really? He’s quite new, though, isn’t he?” I ask.
“A couple of months, probably,” Richard says. “Before that it was a chap called Simon. He headed off to South Africa or something like that.”
“Simon Shystone?” Will asks, out of the blue. My eyes flick up to his. What’s this about?
“That’s right,” Richard nodded, wearing an expression of confusion that must have been much like my own. “How did you know that?”
“The police have him listed as a missing person,” Will says. “I didn’t realise he worked here.”
“Yes, here and at one of the pubs in town,” Richard says, sighing. “He was a hard worker. He did weekends and parties, like Jude does now. It was a shame to have to replace him.”
“But you said he’s gone to South Africa? Does that mean you know where he is now?” I ask.
“Not really,” Richard says with that vague way of his. “He left some sort of email. I leave that to Beverley. Anyway, the police say they couldn’t find him. It all sounds like a mix-up to me. He just moved to a new country, and that’s why it’s hard to track him down.”
Curiouser and curiouser. So, this Simon must be Johnny’s former colleague – the one he was questioned about. Another link to the Highgate Inn. Another, even stronger link to Johnny. Was he pulling the wool over our eyes with that little performance, before?
“It’s a lot of trust to have to place on someone new, isn’t it?” Will is asking. “Looking after all of your security systems.”
“We don’t have much go on here, really,” Richard says, giving us one of his bright yet vague smiles. “You probably won’t believe me when I say this, but we’ve not had many problems in the past. Mostly it’s just hysterical brides and teenage parties where someone sneaks in alcohol and we have to ask them to leave.”
“Well, and I suppose you and Beverley can always check on everything,” Will says.
“Oh, no,” Richard says, shaking his head. “We don’t do that at all. There’s no need. I can’t operate the system anyway.”
“The CCTV system, right?” I clarify, some kind of shape beginning to form in the fog. “So, Jude is the only one who has access to it?”
“It’s all locked away,” Richard says. “We did have a spare key, but Simon never gave it back. Now Jude has the only one.”
“It has a separate room, does it?” I ask. “I’m not much up to date with CCTV systems, myself. I’ve always wondered how it all works.”
“Yes, we have a supply cupboard which we only use for security items,” Richard says. He leans forward a little, eager at the chance to explain something. “There’s a switch in there that turns the cameras off and on, and a box that has a green light when it’s on. That gets all the footage, which is recorded in the, er, the sky or something like that.”
“The Cloud?”
“Yes, that’s it,” Richard says, obviously pleased with himself.
Damn. One step forward, two back. If the footage is stored on the Cloud, then anyone could potentially have access to it.
“Do you ever watch the footage back?” Will asks. Still prying away the plaster to find the nugget underneath that will break this whole thing open.
“Oh, heavens, no,” Richard says. “Too awkward, watching yourself on camera. And besides, Jude is the only one with the thingy… the login.”
“He’s the only one with access?” I ask again, feeling victory almost within my grasp.
“Yes, yes,” Richard nods. “All too complicated for me.”
I look at Will and I know he feels it too. That rush of success, of knowing that we’ve finally found something that will make a difference.
This is our eureka moment. I’m excited already, just thinking about our next steps. We have him. We must have him.
“Oh, is it that time already?” I say, faking a look at my watch. I don’t even care that it probably seems unrealistic.
“You’re right, we’d better go,” Will says, taking my cue and getting up.
“Nice chatting to you boys,” Richard says.
“You too, Richard,” I say, and this time, I mean it.
I’m calling Fairlight by the time we make it down the hall and out the front door, to stand over by my bike, away from potential prying ears.
“Listen,” I tell him, as soon as he picks up. “We’ve got him. We know who did it.”
Fairlight pauses. “If you were trying to get my attention, you have it,” he says.
“Only one person has access to the security footage. You have to trust us on this, Fairlight. Please. It all makes sense.”
“I’m still listening,” he says. “Convince me.”
“Alright,” I say, going through it all in my head to put together the best argument I can. “Whose witness statement puts Cameron being the last person to see Isabelle? Or even has them meeting one another at all?”
“Jude Hargreaves.”
“And who was in the room, and then out of it, when Johnny accused Cameron of stealing his gold chain?”
Fairlight can see where I’m heading. “Reed David and the waitress, but the answer you want is Johnny Hargreaves.”
“Who was the last person to leave the Inn at night, and to attest that the place was empty when he went?”
“Jude Hargreaves.”
“Who would a drunk, tired woman on her own trust if she needed help getting away from a man she had decided she didn’t want to sleep with?”
Fairlight sighs. “A security guard, like Jude Hargreaves. Is this theatricality needed?”
“No, but it’s half the fun. Now, can you guess: who is the only person with access to the doctored security footage?”
“I’ll go for Jude Hargreaves.”
“We have a winner!” I proclaim, grinning.
“You’re at the Inn now, I take it? Wait there. I’ll have someone pick you up. I’ll go and work on an arrest warrant.”
“That easy?” I ask. “I thought you might need a bit more convincing.”
“We’ve had our experts look at the footage,” he says. “They tell me something was deleted – and they’re recovering it as we speak. We weren’t too far away from going after him as it was.”
Well. That’s disappointing. “We said it first,” I pointed out.
“I’ll put it on your report card,” Fairlight said, hanging up the phone.
Seems like the man has a sense of humour, on occasion.
“We’ll wait for them to come get us,” I tell Will, and we wait.
We wait, kicking stones over the gravel car park, checking the sky, checking the time. I start to feel like maybe humming a tune or playing I Spy.
But it occurs to me that there’s something we really should talk about.
“So,” I say, examining my hand as if there’s something extremely interesting about it. “Who’s B.J. Wong?”
Will freezes solid almost immediately. He doesn’t say anything, and I can almost feel him trying to work out some kind of excuse or decide to play dumb or maybe just run away.
“It’s not a big deal,” I say. “Don’t freak out.”
“I’m not freaking out,” Will mutters, his voice strangely pitched.
Oh, fuck. That probably wasn’t the best thing to say. When you tell an angry person to calm down, they don’t calm the fuck down. Telling someone with anxiety not to freak out probably does the same thing.
I feel like I have to take control of this. Maybe my confrontational nature is one of my flaws, but I find the direct way is almost always the easiest, quickest, and least painful way in the end. I take him by the elbow, his arms crossed tightly over his chest, and pull him round to face me.
“I mean it,” I say. “It’s no big deal. I just don’t know why you didn’t say anything.”
“Say what?” Will asks. He can’t hold my eyes for more than a second, but there’s something ticking inside his head, I can see it. I’m not angry or disgusted or anything else. I need him to see that, understand it, and open up.
“Well, come on,” I say, dropping my knees to get under his gaze as it drops to somewhere around my collarbone. He finds my eyes again, and this time I manage to keep them. “Gay erotica? You didn’t think that would be the kind of thing I like to read?”
He stares at me for a long moment, then barks out a short laugh. Relief and amusement mixed together. I can feel the shaking through his elbow where I still hold it.
“Are the books how you were keeping us afloat, before Coil?” I ask.
“Yeah,” he says, shrugging. Everything about him is looser now, the tension flooding from him. He has been carrying a secret for a long time – probably longer than I even suspect. “I didn’t want you to know we were in trouble. You were dealing with… everything.”
“You mean the same everything that you were dealing with?” I ask him. He looks away guiltily, and I sigh. “We’re supposed to be a team, you know. I could have helped.”
“How?” Will asks. “You weren’t doing well. You know you weren’t. Someone had to step up and make sure we didn’t end up on the street.”
“I could have asked my Dad,” I say.
Will gives me a look.
Okay, we both know I wouldn’t have asked my Dad. I probably would have tried every other alternative in the realm of possibility before it came to that. But I wouldn’t have let it get to that.
“Will, baby, come on,” I say. “You think I wouldn’t go and get a job? Find a way to make money for the short term? I would never let this ship sink.”
“You didn’t have to,” Will says. “I handled it.”
I want to ask him if he did handle it, really. If he’s handled anything at all since we can back from California. But I don’t. Getting to the truth is enough, for now.
“I read the first one,” I say, leaning back against my bike.
“Seriously?” Will asks. His eyes are so wide I just want to laugh at him.
“Of course. Once I figured it out, I just had to.”
He hesitates, looks away and then back. “And?”
I break out into a grin. “It was great, Will, baby,” I say, throwing an arm over his shoulders and ruffling his hair. “I loved every second of it.”
“Even the…?”
“Oh, you know that was my favourite part,” I laugh. “I’m not sure it was anatomically possible, but I loved it.”
I laugh again at the pleased flush that spreads over his cheeks. See? I want to tell him. There was nothing to worry about.
“I don’t know if I’ll do it any longer,” Will says. “Now that we have the money from Coil and cases are starting to come in a bit more often, we don’t need the extra cash as much.”
“I think it’s great that you have a creative outlet,” I tell him. “Why not carry on? If there’s a lot of pressure, then I get it, but if you enjoy it then you might as well keep going.”
Will shrugs, stepping out from under my arm. “Maybe I will,” he says. “How about you? Are you going to make your old man happy and pick up that guitar again?”
I hope he can read from my eyes that this is not an area which is open for discussion. “No,” I say. My turn to cross my arms and look away.
After the last time I played in front of my dear old Dad, all the powers of heaven and earth could not persuade me to pick up a guitar again. Being the son of a famous rock star comes with plenty of privileges, but it also comes with an equally large number of expectations. The way he looked at me that day, I couldn’t have been any smaller of a bug on the sole of his shoe.
A police car pulls up alongside us, saving us from any more talk of daddy issues and lost creativity. Which is just as well, because I wouldn’t want to ruin this new honesty between Will and I by giving him some choice words about his relationship with his own father.




Thirty – Will
“Alright,” Fairlight said, turning to look at us over the back of the passenger seat. “Tell me everything you’ve got.”
We didn’t even have to discuss it. I knew we had both come to the same conclusion. “Someone framed Cameron on purpose,” I said. “This wasn’t just a case of confusion. We think he has been deliberately tricked. He was set up as a fall guy.”
Fairlight looked between the both of us with obvious and growing impatience. “You’re going to need to explain this to me, from the beginning.”
“So, this is how it goes,” Ram said, leaning forward and sketching everything out with quick movements of his hands. “Cameron gets a message from a recruiter about a potential job opening that he can interview for. The thing is, Sennockian Prime is not a real company.”
“I thought it didn’t sound familiar,” Fairlight grunted. “Go on.”
“So, he ends up staying at the Highgate Inn, as suggested to him, I’m sure you will find, by said recruiter. This whole thing hinges on him being highly suggestible, so if he hadn’t taken the bait, the plot would have been off. In fact, if he picked a different hotel, I’d bet a hundred pounds that Isabelle Rupert would still be alive,” Ram said.
“It’s absolutely key that he is quite naïve and easily led,” I agreed. “This wouldn’t have worked if he was the kind of person to trust his own feelings, or to not care what others think of him.”
“Weird things started to happen as soon as he got there,” Ram said. “Things designed to shake his core, make him distrust himself. First off, Jude Hargreaves tells him that he’s had a complaint about harassment from a woman at the bar.”
“And he didn’t get a complaint,” I said. “At least, that’s what we’re betting on. He just put this seed of doubt into Cameron’s mind that he had done or said something wrong. We can’t go back and check, but I would also put money on the fact that ‘Blue Monday’ would have been playing on the Inn’s internal sound system at that moment.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” Fairlight asked, screwing his face up.
“Everything,” I said.
“Will’s right,” Ram confirmed. “The music is the centre of this whole scam. Have you heard of Pavlov’s dogs?”
“I’m not some country bumpkin like you city boys seem to think,” Fairlight retorted. “He rings a bell, the dogs expect lunch. It’s a well-known concept.”
“Alright, so this is the kind of reaction that was being carefully drilled into Cameron,” Ram said, taking Fairlight’s comment on the chin. “He gets told he’s done something wrong – convinced of it, in fact – and then this song plays. It gets tied in with this feeling of guilt and shame, as well as a sense of disconnection from what he thought he knew.”
“He gets confused,” I added. “He has clear memories of what happened, and they don’t match up with what he’s being told. But because he’s a decent guy, he decides that he must be wrong – because if he offended someone, that has to be legitimate.”
“This had to have been another test,” Ram said. “Checking that he was suitable as well as setting up those feelings of guilt. If it was me in that position, I might have taken the suggestion of the hotel in order to avoid having to spend time on researching somewhere else to go. I definitely wouldn’t have accepted that I was in the wrong.”
Fairlight looked at Ram evenly for a long, long moment. Then he darted a look in my direction, and back again.
“No comment,” he said.
“Perhaps wise,” I said hastily, before any tension could build. “The next day, Cameron is already feeling stressed and on edge about his interview and the fact that he might have done something wrong. Johnny is loud and obnoxious, and like most people, Cameron doesn’t enjoy that.”
“Johnny is in on it?” Fairlight asked.
“No,” Ram said decisively. “We’ve spoken to him at length. He’s just a dead-end kind of guy with a tragic not-so-tragic backstory and a dead-end personality to match. I don’t think he’s even clever enough to take part in something like this and not get caught out.”
“Harsh but fair,” Fairlight judged. “Continue.”
“The gold chain incident,” Ram said. “Now, this is where things escalate. First, Jude comes in for lunch, hours before his shift is supposed to start. Incredibly, he’s been doing this on and off for over a month in order to make it look normal. Then, he walks by Johnny’s table, swipes the chain as Cameron is leaving, and keeps it concealed while waiting for Johnny to realise it’s missing.”
“He leaves the restaurant when Cameron comes down, heads upstairs, and plants the chain in Cameron’s room. By the time Cameron goes back up, Jude is already waiting downstairs.
“He adds the extra twist of an obvious lie about where he found the chain when he gives it back to Johnny, just to make him a bit suspicious. He wants there to be as much tension between them as possible. Oh, and the kicker.” Ram grinned. “‘Blue Monday’ plays when Cameron finds the chain, and when he gives it back to Jude.”
“But he should have known that he didn’t take it,” Fairlight said. “Isn’t this a bit far-fetched?”
“He started off doubting himself a little bit with the woman at the bar, and now he doubts himself a lot,” I explained. “It’s a gradual process, and each step ramps things up a bit higher. I strongly suspect that if at any point Cameron had failed to progress – if he had accused someone of planting the chain instead of thinking that he must have taken it – then the murder would not have gone ahead.”
“The reason that the CCTV footage is missing for ten minutes that lunchtime is that it would have shown Jude leaving the restaurant, going in the direction of the stairs, and coming back down right around the time this all happened,” Ram pointed out. “The last nail in the coffin, so to speak, was to make Cameron actually do something bad. Someone ordered room service for Johnny’s birthday, but deliberately had it delivered to Cameron instead. Stacey was too lazy to read the card and check, and Cameron didn’t correct her. He took the champagne.”
“Which had him nice and drunk,” I said. “So drunk that he would question his actions from the previous night – because he couldn’t remember what he had done. Which is why, when Jude told him that he’d seen him together with Isabelle, Cameron believed it.”
“But Cameron was asleep the whole time,” Ram declared. “Jude took Isabelle aside somewhere – maybe told her he had called a taxi, or invented a security concern, or something like that. Anything to keep her away from others – concealed in the Dickens room, I would guess.”
“Why there?” Fairlight asked.
“Stacey went through the staff room, the bar, and the hallway,” Ram shrugged. “He couldn’t leave her in the open, or someone might have seen her. It just seems like the most convenient place.”
“And then what?”
“He waits until everyone else is gone, leads Isabelle – still drunk, still not sure what’s going on – to the bar. He stabs her, wearing gloves no doubt. He goes into the staff room and changes into clean clothes, stashes the bloodstained ones into a bag, and then does one last thing. He sneaks into Cameron’s room, knowing how fast asleep he is, and wipes blood onto his upturned hands. Maybe from his own shirt, I would guess by the position of the knife and where it would have been concentrated the most.”
“And then he goes home, wipes the hour of CCTV footage that would incriminate him from the Cloud, and – well, maybe burns the clothes, or throws them in a lake, or something,” I finish. “We might not ever know what happened to those.”
Fairlight turned around to face the front, watching the road ahead of us in silence. At length, he raised his eyes to the rear-view mirror. “It’s one of the most unrealistic, ridiculous things I’ve ever heard,” he said. “But since we’re bringing him in for questioning anyway, I’ll ask him about it.”
As far as reactions went, it could have been worse.
Fairlight took a call on his mobile, giving terse orders to whoever was on the other end, and then gave his colleague in the driving seat a few muttered instructions. For our benefit, he turned back to deliver the latest news. “They’ve picked him up,” he said. “For now, he’s been arrested on suspicion of perverting the course of justice, for tampering with the tapes. Our IT team is working on gaining access to the Cloud files and may be able to recover any previous versions. We’ll head to the station now and I’ll go in to questioning with him.”
“What do you want us to do?” Ram asked.
“Nothing,” Fairlight said. “You’ve told me everything I need. Let us take it from here. If you don’t want to watch it all go down, I’ll have someone drop you back at the Inn.”
“Oh, no, we’re watching this,” Ram grinned, catching my eye. I couldn’t help but grin back.
We arrived at the station in a blur of activity, a frenzy of cars converging and a couple of reporters who had evidently caught wind of the whole situation trying to get shots. I couldn’t say I was surprised. The murder of a young, pretty, white girl tends to get attention, especially when it happens in a small town that doesn’t normally see that kind of action.
We climbed out and followed them, and it was only marginally more of a surprise when a photographer called out “Julius!” to get Ram’s attention. I hope he got a few good shots. It’s not every day you get to photograph the son of the legendary Matthias Rakktersen.
We stood and watched as Jude was booked, and led away to be questioned. He turned and looked back at us for a long while as they ran through the procedure, his eyes seething with rage. It was cold and hard and aimed right at us, like a shard of ice projected across the room.
I was glad he was already in handcuffs. Seeing that expression on his face, I could no longer sustain even one per cent of doubt that he was guilty.
We got our man.
Ram grabbed me for a celebratory embrace, pulling me in close, and for a moment I forgot to resist. I leaned into it, feeling how good it was to have his arms around me, and I melted just a little. Then I realised what I was doing and jerked away, putting space and distance between us, refusing to meet his eyes.




31 – Ram
What was that? We were just celebrating, and then – Will, he just pulled away, like I was burning his skin. Is something wrong with him?
“William and Julius?” A young detective in an ill-fitting suit approaches us.
“That’s us,” I confirm, still casting a sidelong glance at Will. He looks… normal. Like nothing happened. Maybe I just imagined something out of nothing.
“Follow me, please,” he says. “We’ve got some footage that you’ll want to see. DCI Fairlight sent for you.”
We trail through a warren of corridors behind him into an open space littered with desks and computers. Light floods in through windows along one wall, and a number of policemen and women in plain clothes or uniforms mill around in clusters. Some of them wear short sleeves in deference to the last of the summer heat.
“Come and look,” Fairlight says, beckoning us over. “The guys have cracked it. This particular Cloud service stores deleted items for a set amount of time, so they can easily be recovered. We have the missing hour and ten minutes.”
We hunch over a desk, behind the chair of a put-upon older man with glasses perched on the end of his nose, and watch the screen. The grainy footage is as we remember it: lunchtime, an empty corridor while everyone eats in the restaurant. Cameron passes out of the restaurant door and away in the direction of the stairs, and then returns a short while later.
And this time, with no footage removed, Jude emerges and goes towards the stairs looking furtive, only to come back in the opposite direction just a moment later.
It’s not exactly evidence, but it certainly confirms our theory.
“That’s good, but I don’t know that it will help,” Fairlight says.
“Just wait, sir,” the man at the desk says, bringing up another segment of video.
This is it: the missing hour. The timeframe for Isabelle’s murder.
This time we see her. We see her emerge out of the main entrance, looking confused and more than a little worse for wear. She sways in her heels, and Jude appears behind her.
They speak; we can’t hear what they are saying. The angles aren’t good for lip-reading, but it’s easy enough to guess. She moves back inside, and we can clearly see Jude usher her into the Dickens room.
“Told you,” I mutter under my breath. Fairlight gives me a none-too-pleased look, but it’s worth it.
Jude returns to get her some twenty minutes later. The timestamp lines up: Stacey would have gone home by then, Beverley to bed. Jude should have been the only one around.
He leads her back down the corridor by the arm, ostensibly supporting her. Isabelle looks like she’s almost asleep. They vanish out of view into that frustrating area beyond the camera’s reach, and as much as I want to tilt it up to follow them, I can’t.
“It might persuade a jury,” Fairlight says.
“Wait, sir,” his colleague says, with barely concealed excitement. “There’s more.”
All of us watch the screen, leaning in further and further without realising it until our necks complain. The timer ticks on quietly at the bottom of the screen, flashing through minutes in frames that cut ten seconds in one. Until the tech hits the slow button, and we watch in real time an empty corridor.
And we collectively groan and gasp out loud when Jude Hargreaves comes back onto the screen, the front of his white shirt doused in a dark liquid that can only be blood.
“We’ve got him,” Fairlight says, slapping a hand down on the desk. “Good work, Reynolds. I’m heading in.”
He disappears, leaving us with our escort in the middle of what must function as their investigation room. I wonder how much longer we can stay here before we get thrown out. I might take the opportunity to snoop around a little.
“You two were investigating the disappearance of Ray Riley, isn’t that correct?” the young detective asks us.
“Yeah,” I say, with some surprise. Could it possibly be that there’s more to come?
“We found some more footage, dating back months, which hadn’t been properly deleted,” the tech guy explains. “The DCI said it would be fine to let you watch this.”
He navigates to another video file and opens it, letting it play.
The clip isn’t long, but it is long enough. A matter of seconds, but that’s all it takes.
All it takes to watch Ray Riley, unmistakeable as he looks up in fear, searching for assistance and pointing his face right at the camera for a brief moment. All it takes to see him half-dragged, half-pushed down the hall by Jude Hargreaves, who returns only thirty or forty seconds later, alone.
The timestamp shows the middle of the night. Jude’s perfect time to work. But there are questions – so many questions.
Why was he rushing Riley down the corridor – and where to? And who – because there must, logically, have been a who – did he meet on the outside, to hand over Riley like a lamb to the slaughter?




Thirty-two – Will
“But I just don’t understand,” Cameron said. Tears were gathering in his eyes. “How can I be free to go?”
Ram sat down next to him, putting a friendly hand on his shoulder that had the effect of drawing his attention. “Let me explain everything to you,” he said. “First of all, you’re not a murderer.”
We’d heard a commotion as we went towards the exit, and found Cameron Winter refusing to leave the station. Despite a debriefing from one of the officers investigating the case, he appeared to be having a hard time getting his head around things. His lawyer, James Dresson, was standing impatiently near the door, clearly eager to go.
“But,” Cameron started, only for Ram to lift a hand and cut him off.
“You are not a murderer,” Ram repeated with careful emphasis. “You’ve had a very cruel trick played on you, that’s all. You’re innocent of many other things. You didn’t offend anyone at the bar – the security guard just wanted to make you feel guilty. You didn’t steal Johnny’s gold chain, it was just planted there. And you didn’t kill anyone. I promise you that.”
Cameron looked both relieved and crushed. “Why would someone do that?” he asked.
“Because the real murderer needed someone to take the blame,” Ram said. A gentle smile curved his lips. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Cameron, but you’re so much of a nice guy that you were the perfect target. You felt so bad about everything that you thought you had done, that you had to own up to it. None of this is your fault.”
Cameron wiped his sleeve across his eyes, doing little to clear the tears now streaming down his face. “What about the champagne?” he asked.
Ram tilted his head to one side. “Alright,” he admitted. “That was you. And you probably shouldn’t have done it. But Johnny was being a dick, and he deserved it.”
Cameron laughed wetly, perhaps the first sign of what could turn into hysteria. He was likely in shock. “I didn’t kill anyone,” he said, and this time, it wasn’t a question.
“And you aren’t losing your memory, and there’s nothing wrong with the way you behave,” Ram reassured him. “I’m sorry to say you haven’t got a job interview, though. That was made up, too.”
“Oh, god,” Cameron said, his face lighting into a smile even as he continued to cry. “I thought I was going to go to prison. For, just, the rest of my life.”
“You’re going home,” Ram said, patting him on the shoulder one last time and getting up. “I recommend staying there for a bit, maybe.”
Cameron bit out another laugh, a burst of sound that seemed to start and end nowhere. Like a pre-programmed noise inside a doll. He didn’t seem to know whether to be happy or sad or relieved or dismayed or surprised.
We left him there, and walked out of the station. Something had been playing on my mind, and it was time to bring it up.
“Ram, do you believe in gut feeling?” I asked.
He gave me a searching look. “I’m pretty sure I believe in your gut feeling,” he said. “Why? What is it saying to you?”
“I… I don’t know. It sounds stupid,” I said, wavering.
“No, you have to tell me now,” Ram insisted. “Those are the rules.”
“I didn’t realise there were rules,” I protested.
“Too bad, Will, baby. You started, so you have to finish. What is it?”
I sighed, stopping in the car park and turning to face him. “I had this weird feeling when I went for a walk in that nature reserve, down the road from the Inn.”
“A weird feeling?”
“It’s been allowed to remain pretty wild, but there was this one area where it looked like the soil had been disturbed recently. A small mound. I lumped it in with the fact that the rest of the park can be kind of bumpy – lots of inclines and badger dens and the like. But something about it, I don’t know. It didn’t sit right with me.”
“Well, let’s check it out,” Ram said.
“It might be nothing,” I cautioned him.
“Well, then it’s nothing,” he said. “We need a lift back anyway, right? I’ll just ask the detective to take us, and we can get him to stop off on the way.”
“If you think it’s fine,” I said. I didn’t exactly want to discourage him, but at the same time I was doubting myself even more now I had said it out loud. It sounded stupid. It’s not like I was some kind of psychic who could find dead bodies by listening to the calls of spirits. Those people are fakers.
But still, I couldn’t shake that feeling that drew my mind back to it time and again.
The young detective, who had introduced himself as Anthony, joined us again in the corridor.
“Can we help you gents out with anything?” he asked. “I’m guessing you need a lift back to your vehicle.”
“That would be appreciated,” Ram said, giving me a swift glance. I understood his meaning. I was to let him handle this, deal with it as he saw fit.
We were on the road when he brought it up.
“Hey, Anthony?” Ram asked, his tone casual and light. “I was thinking about stopping off somewhere on the way.”
“Where?” the detective asked, glancing in his wing mirrors as he merged into another lane.
“There’s a nature reserve or something here, right?”
“Oh, yeah,” Anthony nodded, gesturing at the road ahead. “It’s right on the way. Knole Park.”
“Can we stop off there?” Ram asked. He cleared his throat slightly. “We did some reconnaissance in the area before we knew for sure what had happened to Ray Riley. It’s looking like a more serious case now, wouldn’t you agree? Potentially a murder case?”
Anthony’s tone was cautious. “That is appearing as a possibility,” he said. “We have no evidence right now that Riley is deceased, but of course, we’ll be investigating all possibilities.”
Ram smiled at him. From my place on the back seat I could see him turning on the charm. “I know, I know, you have to give the official line,” he said. “But we noticed some disturbed ground while we were there. Maybe we could just check it out, try to put our minds at rest?”
“You think he might be buried there?” Anthony shot back immediately.
“Like you say, there’s no evidence,” Ram shrugged. “But I’d rather know for sure, wouldn’t you? Even if it’s not a particularly solid lead, it feels like we might as well check it out. You’re not expected back at the station right away, we’re at a loose end – why not now?”
Anthony shrugged. The logic was clear, even for someone who wasn’t as invested as we were. “We can check it out,” he said. “You were right about the confession being false. I don’t mind giving you a few extra minutes to look at some dirt.”
“Not to mention it’ll look good on you if we actually do find something,” Ram added, conversationally.
Anthony shot him a look before focusing back on the road. “Not to mention that,” he agreed, with just a hint of humour.
We parked up and got out of the unmarked car, then walked into the park following the trail I had taken before. Ram stepped back to allow me to lead, and I did, noticing how everything looked a little different in the late afternoon light to how it did once evening began to set in.
“How far in are we going?” Anthony asked.
I shaded my eyes with my hand and pointed ahead. “Just up here, then off the trail a bit,” I said.
Anthony grunted. “You’re not really supposed to go off the trail on purpose, you know,” he said. “Risks killing off the grass and plant life. Not to mention disturbing the animals.”
“Sorry,” I said automatically.
“If we’re right about this, it’s probably a moot point,” Ram said. “Considering that burying a body is a much more disruptive action than simply walking.”
“When you put it like that,” Anthony muttered, half under his breath.
We walked to the tree I had sat with my back to, and I cast my eyes around. I saw the edge of the trees were the deer had emerged, and beside it, the small mound of earth. It was markedly a different colour to the ground around it, and nothing grew on it; clear signs of recent disturbance.
“Here,” I said, leading them across unspoiled ground to the mound. It was soft underfoot, and Ram tutted and cursed as his leather boots sank in.
“This definitely looks recent,” Anthony said, leaning over and prodding at the earth with a stick he had picked up. “It’s giving easily. Not very densely packed in.”
“Do you think it’s worth digging it up?” I asked, hesitantly. I didn’t want to push my luck.
Anthony frowned, his mouth a thin line as he moved around it, poking and prodding. “It’s been here through some rainfall,” he said. “And look, nothing but deer tracks. If this is our place, there’s not a lot of evidence for our SOCOs to look over. Apart from the body, if there is one, of course.”
“Well?” Ram prompted. He had given up moving and was standing still, hands on his hips with a look of general disdain for the natural environment.
“I’ll make a couple of calls,” Anthony said thoughtfully. “First things first, to check if there have been any authorised land movements here. Would be a bit embarrassing if we ended up digging out something the council have just recently had put in.”
He walked away a few paces, putting the phone to his ear. There was dark, coppery earth spreading slowly up the hems of his suit trousers, but he didn’t seem to mind.
Unlike Ram, who was still scowling.
“What is it with you and the countryside?” I asked.
“This isn’t the countryside,” Ram shot back. “This is just a slightly bigger cage. We’re fenced in, all the way around.”
“Still,” I prompted.
“I’m a city boy,” he shrugged. “What’s wrong with being more comfortable on pavement?”
I smiled. It wasn’t often that I managed to gain an advantage over Ram. This environment was clearly far more comfortable for me, even if I had as little experience with it as he did.
“What?” he snapped, following my look.
“Just enjoying watching you squirm,” I said, laughing at him. “It makes a change.”
Ram looked for a moment as if he was about to shout at me, but then his expression cleared and he chuckled in return. “I suppose I feel about as much of a fish out of water here as you do in gay bars,” he said.
He didn’t know the half of it.
Anthony returned, nodding to himself. “Just got off the phone with the Guv,” he said. “They’re sending a team over to us. No official activity recorded here, so they think it’s worth a look.”
“Just like that,” Ram said, sounding impressed. He made to take a step forward, only for Anthony to hold out an arm.
“We’re to maintain a perimeter, though. Enough disturbance of the ground here already. They want to examine everything before they get started.”
Ram stood still, glanced around, and sighed. “We should have brought camping chairs or something,” he said.
“You can head back to the Highcastle Inn, if you like?” Anthony offered. “I can call you a cab.”
“No way,” Ram said. “We’re sticking around to see this through. Right, Will?”
“Right,” I agreed.
“While we wait,” Anthony said. “I’ve been wondering. How did you guys know that Cameron was innocent, even after he confessed?”
“There was something off about it all,” Ram said. “His eyes. He didn’t look like a killer.”
“How do you know what a killer looks like?” Anthony asked. It was easy to forget we were in a quiet, Kentish town. He’d probably never had to deal with a murder case before.
Ram looked at me, then dropped his gaze to the ground. “We’ve arrested a few,” he mumbled.
Anthony didn’t press the issue, thankfully. But I knew what Ram was thinking. It’s easy to recognise something in someone else when you share it. We knew what it felt like to feel guilty. We knew what it felt like to have blood on our hands. We’d been there, seen the life flood out of someone’s eyes, their light go dark. You’re different, after seeing that. You can’t not be.
But that’s not the kind of thing you can casually admit to a police officer.
The sun had dropped lower in the sky by the time they arrived. There was only perhaps a half hour of light left, and they were lucky it was a clear September day; any cloud cover, or a month later, and they would be working in darkness.
“Let’s see what you boys have got for us this time,” Fairlight said, standing off to the side with us and rubbing his hands together in front of his considerable belly. He watched, as we did, while his men did all of the manual labour. The mound was too small to bring in a digger – and the terrain too soft, and the entrance to the park too narrow – so they were going at it with spades, carefully removing load after load of fresh earth.
We watched solemnly. There was an air of wariness around, all of them half-hesitant as they dug, wondering if the next piece of dirt moved away would reveal an arm or a foot.
The sun was almost gone when the shout went up. A few feet down, the metal head of a spade had hit something a little more solid. Maybe a tree root. Maybe not.
“Lights,” Fairlight shouted, and some of the team peeled off to run towards the road. They came back bearing floodlights between them, and lengths of cable, and generators.
Before twenty minutes was up, they had the whole area floodlit, and we could see what the spade had struck.
“Do you think it’s him?” Ram breathed.
“I hope so,” I said, as Fairlight’s men moved us back, out of the way of their operation. “If it’s not, we’ll have more questions than we started with.”
Ram grunted and nodded. “Just a shame,” he said. “Our first missing person. I hoped we were going to find him. Alive, I mean.”
“Me, too,” I admitted. “But at least she’ll know.”
We watched in respectful silence as they carefully removed the rest of the dirt from Ray Riley’s body – soon confirmed to be him, at least unofficially, when they uncovered his face. He was wearing the same things he wore in the CCTV footage we had seen. Those may well have been his last moments.
“But why?” I asked. “That’s the part I don’t yet understand. Why was he killed? We haven’t found anything strange in his past, right up until the moment he disappeared.”
“Maybe the police will find out,” Ram shrugged. “Adelaide paid us to find him, and we’ve done that. She might not want us to investigate further.”
“And you’re happy with that ending?” I asked. I couldn’t believe that he could be.
Ram was about to reply when we both heard Fairlight swearing loudly. Most of the team working the site turned to look at him, as he ended a phone call and threw the device furiously down to the floor.
“Chief?” Anthony asked quietly.
Fairlight rubbed his forehead for a moment, hiding his eyes. Then he seemed to pull himself together, and turned to address the group. “That was HQ,” he said. “Jude Hargreaves has just been found dead in his cell. Apparently, some joker didn’t check him carefully enough for contraband. He slashed his wrists with a razor.”
There was a collective groan from all of the assembled men and women. The case they had just spent all that time bringing to a conclusion was not to even reach prosecution.
“We won’t be getting any answers there,” Ram said.
“He won’t be able to reveal the name of his co-conspirator,” I replied. “The person, or persons, who must have killed Ray.”
“At least we have the body to go on now,” Ram said, nodding towards the hole and rubbing a hand over his tired eyes and cheeks. “Maybe it will provide the forensics to get this closed up.”
But even as he said it, we both knew the chances were hardly high.




33 – Ram
The remains of a takeaway pizza, a carton of chow mein and egg fried rice, and emptied pots of sweet and sour sauce or curry litter the table. I’m on my third whiskey, and the world has been put to rights. Just exactly the way I like it.
Telling Adelaide Walters that her fiancé was dead hadn’t been fun. To my surprise, Will had insisted that we be the ones to tell her, along with the official police representative. She was our client, I suppose.
But now the case is all put to rest, and even if we don’t have clear answers about who killed Ray Riley, the police seem happy to pin it all on Jude. Which might just be the best we’re going to get, considering he has taken any secrets he had to the grave. And that is why we’re celebrating a job well done, even if we didn’t quite get all of the loose ends tied up.
“I wonder if he told anyone,” I say idly. “A friend, or a family member. Would make things quite a lot easier if he did.”
“You’re counting on them coming forwards, though. Which might be a lot to expect if he trusted them enough to tell them about a murder plot.”
“I guess so,” I admit. “I’d like to think if you knew my secrets, you wouldn’t spill them the second I died. I mean, I guess you do know some of my secrets already, but you know what I mean.”
“You don’t have to keep any secrets from me,” Will says. He knows what I mean. “I wouldn’t tell anyone about San Francisco. You know it makes me look just as bad as you. If not worse.”
“Worse?” I repeat. “No way. That was all my fault.”
“Let’s not argue about this now,” Will sighed. “In fact, let’s not talk about it at all. My point is, you can tell me anything you need to.”
“Alright, B.J. Wong,” I say.
“How did you figure that out, anyway?” Will asks, after rolling his eyes at my obvious point. “And don’t give me any of that ‘I have my ways’ nonsense. Something must have tipped you off.”
I give him a sheepish look. Probably time to confess all. “I saw an email from your publisher pop up on your phone. All it gave me was the name. And then you were always trying to close your laptop when I came in the room. I ended up searching the name, finding the books, and putting two and two together. That was after I spent a whole afternoon trying to guess your laptop password.”
“I’m not an idiot,” Will says. “I use a random number and letter string password. I memorised it via mnemonic, but it means nothing.”
“Well, then. At least only one of us is an idiot,” I shrug.
“You’re not an idiot either,” Will says, lips curving into a smile. “We just solved a murder investigation and a missing persons case. Ahead of the police. At the same time.”
“Here’s to us,” I say, raising my glass.
Will laughs, and touches his against mine with a ringing chime. “To us.”
We each sip our drinks, and then put them back on the table, laughing quietly.
“I don’t know how you always see the things that I can’t,” I say, leaning my head against the sofa cushions and looking at him.
“You always see the things that I can’t,” Will says, copying me. It’s like looking into a mirror, but the reflection is of course not my own.
“I guess that’s why we work so well,” I say. I take in Will’s face, closer to mine than I can ever really remember it being. He has the kind of bone structure that just draws your eyes. Those cheekbones, leading down to the fine angles of his chin, the full lips.
“We’re like two halves of a whole,” Will agrees. How have I never noticed how full his lips are before? They’re the kind of lips that are just begging to be touched.
“Yin and yang,” I say, quietly. Something has changed. There’s some kind of charge in the air, something peculiar that I don’t fully recognise. Or I do, but I don’t know what’s happening, because I never thought I would recognise it with Will.
“That’s Chinese,” Will says, in that funny way he has of making out like I don’t know the difference between his Korean heritage and other Asian cultures. Usually it makes me roll my eyes or fake-punch him in the arm.
But tonight it goes straight down my throat and hits me in the chest, and tells me this is why you love him.
Because I do love him. He’s my best friend. How could I not?
I feel like we must have moved closer together. Did we move closer together? I can’t take my eyes off his mouth. That soft, plump-lipped, slightly parted mouth, open as if to accept me.
I don’t know if I moved my head or if he did. I don’t know what happened because it all happened so fast, but we are kissing and his lips feel and taste just as good as I imagined they would. They are so soft that I just want to feel them all over me, and I put my hand up into the hair at the back of his head to deepen it and bring him closer –
He pulls away, and I drop my hand like I burned it.
We stare at each other for a moment, out of breath and panting, and Will’s face is turning into a mask of horror right in front of my eyes.
Shit. What did we just do?
Will scrambles to his feet, pushing away from me, and almost trips over the coffee table in his haste to get out of my vicinity.
“Will,” I say, weakly, surprised to find my voice crackling and rough.
I turn to follow him, but the door to his room slams shut and I hear the click of the lock.
Oh, shit. What was that? Was that me, pushing him into something he didn’t want? Or did he move towards me?
Was that me, or him?
And if it was him, why did he just run away without a word like he was scared of me?
What did we just do?




Coda
He sits at his computer again, smiling.
How fun these little private detectives are turning out to be! Getting onto the right track all by themselves, just like that. He left the breadcrumbs for them to follow, and they ate them all up. Intuition isn’t something you can teach, even if you can read all of the clues.
He flips open the file and looks down again at the grainy, old image of the man from San Francisco. The one they killed. Either Julius, or Will, or both of them; with no witnesses, it’s hard to say.
They probably think they’ve got away with it, running away like that and starting over. But they aren’t out of the woods yet.
One more test for them, and he will know if they are worthy of his attention. No one has ever progressed this far, and he can’t help but be excited. But he mustn’t get carried away, not yet. They haven’t got to the bottom of things.
They haven’t figured out that he exists, or who he is.
But they did solve the trap he set for them, and that’s promising.
Everything is in place for the next test, and he is looking forward to it immensely. If they solve this one, he will be very impressed indeed.
If they solve this one, then he will start to play the real game. And they, unsuspecting pawns, will dance his dance – whether they like it or not.
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